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EPIGRAPH
 
 
Family is defined by choice, not by birth or blood.  
Family is worth fighting for.
 



Chapter 1
2123
 
She squinted, as if it could give her a clearer view of the electronic lens implanted in her right eye.  It displayed a computerized image.  She could see herself, a tiny green dot moving on the map projected in her mind.   Was it down and to the right, or what is two blocks back, on the left?
She was going to kill her roommate, Steph.  That was for sure.  Steph was so easy.  If it wasn’t for Steph’s desperation, chatting up that guy who reeked of cologne, I wouldn’t be in this mess, she thought.  Still, she had to ask herself: who goes bar hopping abroad without a game plan?  How am I going to find the rest of the group?  How could I get drunk off a measly glass of wine?  Lightweight was not the word for her.  Sheltered was more appropriate.  She gave herself a mental kick for not knowing better, and tried to focus on the task at hand.  Get back to the group, and call the night quits.
Her hair was losing its curl, damp with the late night heat and her sweat.  She swatted a blonde lock aside with her hand.  Her brow furrowed.  Seriously, she could not be more lost at 3 a.m.  Muddled thoughts sloshed around in her mind.  She could hear people talking outside a distant bar, a strange garbled echo ringing in her ears.  She walked faster in that direction, clutching her purse strap, navigating as best as she could.
That’s it.  That’s the last time I’m going to trust Steph.  She should’ve seen it coming, the way Steph fawned over every remotely attractive boy.  Steph couldn’t even feign interest in their study abroad program.  No, Steph was on a mission for a summer romance.  The program was merely a means to an end.  
Down another street, and to the left.  She figured she was heading back to the first bar by now.  She hoped her friends would circle back eventually.  Maybe she’d meet them in the middle?  Her slow pace was not comforting.  She squinted again, searching the map for the bar’s name.  It didn’t help that the name resembled another bar ten blocks farther away, in the opposite direction from where she was.  And, she was running on fumes.  She’d finished her last final exam without any sleep the night before, and had paid hardly any attention when the driverless solar-taxi had stopped, letting her and her friends out nearly four hours ago.
3:10 in the morning.  At least I’m stumbling in the right direction, right?  “I’ll stumble my way homhomhome.” This time, she mumbled the words aloud, slowly, as she willed her feet to move along.  She looked down at her black flats.  She loved how they looked on her feet, how they transformed her into a pretty ballerina.  Or, so she used to think.  Now, they were slow clumsy clogs weighing her down.  She tugged along at what she imagined was a greater pace, but her thoughts were slowing down.  She couldn’t help but get lost in them.  
Why am I so slurred?  The more she tried to grasp a thought, the more the thought seemed to stick, like molasses falling, a thick gummy tar.  Disoriented, her heart began to quicken.  An uneven pang pierced her chest here and there.  She scanned her mind, trying to diagnose what was going wrong.  I hardly slept.  No, it’s not that.  It wasn’t the stress of the exam either.  It was a half hour since she had left the last bar, a half hour since her last sip.  Only one glass of white wine.  Sheltered or not, no wine would linger that long.  She was slow, like she was on some drug.  I’ve never done drugs, though.  She was too goody-two-shoes for that; she’d never even tried a smoke, not even the smokeless ones that bore the American Heart Association’s seal of approval.  Drinking was the most she’d planned to do and, even then, Mom and Dad would kill her if they knew.  A drink or two was her max.  She wouldn’t be stupid enough to try drugs, especially not her first time in another country with no close friends or family nearby.    
The pavement began to teeter underneath her legs.  The building swayed beside her.  What’s that?  A shadow jumped into view, behind hers, under the lamplight.  The smell of grease assaulted her nose.  A hand swarmed over her mouth.  Her body went limp, weightless.  A man.  He was pulling her down a dark alleyway, far from the chatter she’d heard before.  
He pushed her up against a wall.  “Shut up.”  She felt the edge of a knife jabbing against her back.  She stood, motionless, frozen.  She wanted to cry out, but she remained, still and mute.  She willed herself to act.  Move!  Run!  But, her body betrayed her.  Her eyes went slack.  She strained to focus, tried to loosen his grip on her.  “Don’t bother.  I drugged you real good,” he said. The stench of his breath filled her nostrils.  Determined, she shot her eyes back, over her shoulder.  She tried to glimpse his face, while her mind played catch-up.  I never left my drink unattended, right?  There was no time to understand.  He punched her rib cage, encircled her body with one arm, and aimed the blade toward her neck with the other.  She had no choice but to pull her face back, toward his.  He was panting, the smell of his acrid breath singeing her nostrils.  She could feel herself tremble.  She craned her face away, but he slammed her cheek into the wall.  The cold brick was a strange balm to the hot night air.  “Ugh!” she heard herself moan, moments, it seemed, after he had kneed her legs apart.  He pressed his slimy tongue on her skin, licking her, from neck to cheek.  Her mind raced.  Stop this!  Stop it!  No!  She pictured herself pushing him off of her.  She envisioned his blade in her hand.  She wanted to stab him dead.  But her body stayed limp against his body, his body a cage around hers.  Slowly, she could feel him — as if from afar — see him groping her, ripping at her skirt and underwear.  He’s going to rape you, she told herself, when, suddenly, she felt a rush of air.  His body had ripped away.
She fell to the ground, alone against the pavement.  Unable to move her arms or hands, she squinted again, trying to focus her eyes in the dark.  His raspy voice had yelled something.  He was angry.  An indistinct jumble, a grumbling, gurgling noise.  Then nothing but thud, thud, thud.  Someone, a dark figure was holding him by the neck.  His body was suspended.  It slammed again and again against the opposite building.  
She braced herself, not sure what to do.  She was cornered back there, deep in the alley.  The only way out was past the two of them, that man and that other, tall figure.  Vaguely, she sensed her own body, not lifeless, but drugged, limp, like a rag doll.  All she could do was squint, try to make out something, anything, in the dark.  She fought the urge to pass out.  His body blurred; it was moving fast, in rhythmic pulses, slamming, shooting against the wall.  Suddenly, his body floated, frozen in mid-air.  A moment of silence, then a guttural shriek filled the night sky.  Once, twice, many times over, he screamed.  Each scream a staccato.  Is that him?  She squinted harder.  Are my eyes fooling me?  Is that him, plunging the knife — his knife — into his very own eyes?
 
Her body trembled.  What’s going on? 
Am I safe?  His body fell to the ground.  He’s got to be dead, but what about that?  She tried to focus her eyes on the tall figure standing above his corpse.  Will it come after me, the way it attacked him?  She shuddered on the ground.  The figure was walking, away from the corpse, toward her.  Her heartbeat quickened as the figure came close.  A strong but delicate frame floated into her vision.  Glowing green eyes looked deeply into hers.  She stared, shocked by the intense electric orbs staring back at her.  But, her eyelids were too heavy.  Stay awake, she begged.  Look closer.  But, there was no fighting it.  She heard it then.  A soft female voice, whispering, “You’re safe now.  Sleep."
❖
Jai relaxed her temples, shifting the chromatophores in her brown eyes from black to red to purple to green to blue, until her eyes returned to the brown she’d had when she was first born, at First Light.   Loofah in hand, she scrubbed her arms, her shoulders, and up her neck.  She had never touched the perpetrator, the perp, but she could still feel his grime on her, could smell his putrid soul, like all other assailants.  It was always that way, when she read evil thoughts.  In a strange way, it was easier when the perps were victims themselves, abused when they were young; addicted to drugs; something, anything.  Then, she could feel some pain or sorrow in them, not the pure evil she’d felt that early morning.  Carrion like him was different.  When these perps came along, she knew the world would be better off without them.  Compassion had its place, but faced with the dregs of society, she couldn’t deny the fury that rose in her.  Just a few seconds in his mind, and she’d felt, lived, breathed his thoughts.  They ripped through her, built to a fever pitch.  She couldn’t help it.  She had opened herself to his memories, and bore witness to the countless women he had raped and murdered.  She had no qualms then.  Destroying him was inevitable.  Natural selection.  Precisely what nature had created her to do.  She only had to let herself rip, release the hunter she had kept caged inside.  She siphoned his energy until there was nothing left.  
As the suds washed down the drain, Jai pictured the perp falling to the ground.  She replayed what had happened, and admired the beauty in her artwork, her own brand of justice.  Then, she closed her eyes, and remembered the girl.   That innocent girl, who had meant no harm to anyone, who was struggling to find her friends.  How much that girl had wanted to scream, to run, to fight back.  He had drugged, but not silenced her.  Jai gave sound to that voice.  She held the girl’s energy in the palms of her hands.  And, as his evil thoughts flooded her veins, she held that energy, magnified it, and coupled it with the rage and anger that the girl had felt.  Jai held their energy and pulled, like a long, thin arrow taut across the bow of her mind.  And, she let their arrow loose.  She turned their energy into a weapon.  
And, with a flick of the wrist, she slammed his body against the wall.  She felt the sensation of his ribs as each of them broke.  Pain thundered in his mind.  But, nothing compared to the confusion, to the horror he’d felt, as she forced him to harm himself.  With his own hand, she made him plunge his knife into his eyes.  No matter how much he’d strained not to do it, no matter how blind and bloodied he’d become.  Jai had made him do it, with all the force and fury that the girl had had.  All the while, he wondered, Is this happening?  Am I stabbing myself?  How can this be?  Again and again, nearly twenty times, he felt the knife crash into his eyes.  The sockets became a bloody pulp, and his body fell to the ground.  
Jai set his body on fire.  Then, she relaxed her shoulders and, with a tilt of the head, she admired the symmetry of her work.   “Little had you known,” she said, as if he could actually hear, “Tonight, your malicious intent would become my own secret weapon.”  
Jai flung her head back, looking up at the early morning sky.  If only humans could deal with their own criminals, she thought.  Guess this one’s on me.  She believed in the human criminal justice system, or what was left of it, but, what time did humans have to spare?  Humans were too preoccupied, most setting their sights on her kind.  Besides, there was no room for doubt with her sixth-sense.  Jai could read the perp’s mind; she knew he was guilty.  She saw his past in sordid detail, and she had caught him red handed.  She walked toward the girl, still laying on the ground.  What a lucky girl.  Good thing I just happened to pass by.  
Jai scooped the girl up off the ground.  Passed out, the girl was a drugged-up disheveled mess.  Jai closed her eyes, and searched the girl's mind.  Ah, Clara.  “What a lovely name,” Jai whispered, sweeping the girl’s bangs off of her face.  She waved a hand across Clara’s body and released her own energy, healing Clara’s wounds.  
Jai pulled Clara close and placed a hand on Clara's temple.  Jai closed her eyes, ready to clear any trace of the event.  Wait.  She paused.  “I’m sorry, Clara.  Painful as it may be, you’ll be stronger this way, with your memory intact.  Except, this time,” Jai said, “this time, the ‘no’ you screamed inside can ring out, as strong and as true as you felt it to be.”  It was the only other gift Jai could give her.  She knew Clara would understand intellectually, as all evolved humans did, that her silence did not mean consent.  But, Jai understood better than most: nothing could imprison the mind more than regretting the past.  And, Jai couldn’t bear the thought that Clara might blame herself in any way, that she might hate her body for not obeying her mind.  The perp had drugged her, but Jai knew it would take more than Clara’s intellect to accept that fact.  
Jai knew all too well what it was like, to lack control over one’s body.  She found it ironic, that for all the gifts nature had given her, for all the control she could exert over others, even Jai was once defenseless.  She had hated those moments, early on in her life, when she hadn’t learned to control her powers.  Back then, her body could become a prison, a foreign object unwilling to do her bidding.  Jai had hated it — the feeling of her mind racing at work — while her body lay motionless, mute.  That’s why helping Clara had meant so much.  Jai had found a way to give Clara a voice.  Clara had a message to tell, and Jai had made sure to deliver it.  Giving others justice had brought purpose to Jai’s life.  Helping others always did.  It brought meaning to the decades of loneliness Jai had endured.  
Still, Jai thought, Clara needn’t remember me.  No, Jai decided, a group of passersby would come running, and the perp would rush into an abandoned warehouse.  Filled with chemicals, the warehouse would burn suddenly to the ground.  That would explain the perp’s injuries.  Jai left just enough to identify his remains, to tie him to the unsolved rapes and murders plaguing the city.  And, with that, Jai turned back to Clara.  She searched the girl’s memory and returned her to her friends.  She stared into their eyes and focused her mind.  Take Clara to the hospital, she willed.  As usual, Clara’s friends couldn’t resist her command.  They held Clara in their arms and were all on their way. 
Now, an hour later, Jai stood, leaning against the shower wall, hot steam and a steady pulse of water spraying against her back.  It washed away the perp’s sins, expunged them from her mind…a mind filled with so many memories.   
So much time had passed since her birth — 73 years.  Still, it was not easy.  Every thought and emotion she’d experienced, even if not her own, had stayed with her.  No matter how many minds she had read, their lives, beliefs, and feelings had lingered in her psyche, like mortar and brick homes that were assembled inside her.  Brick by brick she had to condemn them, rip and tear them down, raze them to the barren earth, until her mind was cleansed.  Otherwise, their evil would consume her, sap her spirit the same way she could flood their minds with whatever thought, emotion, or vision she wanted.  
Jai straightened her body and breathed.  Her thoughts returned to the water, streaming down the length of her body, as young and as strong as it had ever been.  She still looked 21, after all this time.  Her long legs had never failed her.  Her arms were toned, her stomach taut.  She pulled back her light brown hair and brought it around her neck, letting the jets of water pulse down and massage her shoulders.  Easing into it, she could feel her muscles relax.  “Let go,” she said.  Just this moment, she reminded herself.  If only I could command myself, as easily as everyone else.  



Chapter 2
2066
 
“Jai!”  Her mother called from the back of the truck.  “I could use some help over here!” 
“Coming, Mom!”  Jai threw her cell in her backpack and crawled out from the passenger seat.  “What’s on the menu today?” 
Mom smiled, proud to see her 16-year-old daughter so eager to jump right in.  “More medicine and vaccines for the group; blankets, lots of blankets for the sick; and, the first of many book hauls we’ll make for the school.”  She rummaged through the boxes and stacked them on top of each other.  Jai held out her hands and began carrying the load.  They walked down a crude path, shrouded by long blades of unkept grass, until it opened, giving way to field upon field of rice patties, a geometric marvel.  Each tier rose higher and higher along the hilly mountains.  Jai paused to take it all in.  She was happy they’d traveled there as a family, to expose Jai to more of her mother’s heritage.  
Jai remembered the first time her parents had told her more about her Asian ancestry.  “You know,” Mom had said, “like most families today, we’re citizens of the world.  Gone are the days when people are defined by nationality or borders.  We aren’t limited to just being ‘American’ or ‘French’ or ‘Chinese.’  Generations ago, our ancestors were proud to be ‘Americans,’ and they fought valiantly against the ‘Brits.’  Many wars later, countries cooperate with each other in a way that’s unparalleled, and nearly everyone’s a mix of races.  Now, it’s practically impossible to find anyone that could be considered purely one race.  We’re all just a bunch of mutts.”
“That’s right,” Dad said.  “It explains why most people don’t know every branch of their lineage.”  
“Even us?” Jai asked.
“Even us,” Dad said. 
Mom said, “Your grandmother’s generation is considered the last generation to really care about borders.  Lucky for us, your grandmother took an interest in understanding where our family came from.  She traced our lineage.  Turns out, our ancestors — on your maternal side — lived in Bangkok, with the hustle and bustle of a thriving city.  After your grandmother finished her Masters, before she gave birth to me, she traveled to Thailand.  The way she described it, you’d think it was a magical place.  I’ve always dreamed of visiting.”  Soon after, Mom and Dad traveled there, to experience it for the first time.  
Many years had passed since then, and this was the first summer Jai’s parents had taken her there.  Jai looked at her Mom, standing beside the car, ready to unpack all the medicine and books they’d brought.  There was an energy in Mom’s gaze, a bright shine to her beautiful brown eyes.  Her mother, Joy, was born on the east coast and got her Ph.D. at Harvard.  There, Mom had met Jai’s father, Dr. Scott Dean, a scientist at the Broad Institute of Harvard and MIT.  Jai was their only child.  Early on, it was obvious Jai was her father’s athletic twin.  They loved biking and kayaking on the weekends; long-distance running; and, hiking in the woods.  But, most days, Jai spent time with her mother.  They shared a love of books and enjoyed many afternoons, drinking tea, reading, talking about the wonderful characters that filled the pages.  Perhaps for those reasons, Jai had never felt like an only child.  
 Then, one day, she came home from high school, still sweating from field hockey.  Mom and Dad sat her down and told her the big news: Jai was going to be a big sister.  It was the best surprise of her life.  Fourteen years her junior, little Darin was a soft and squirmy mess, with sloppy kisses and tight, tentacle-arms that he loved to wrap around her neck.  “Darin, you got me!” Jai would say, laughing, as he tugged at her ponytail and tackled her with hugs.  Their expansive, modern house echoed with his laughter.  “Kiss!  Kiss!” he’d scream, as Jai pretended to run away.  She let him chase her up and down each story.  Jai loved playing with him, loved feeling him climb into her lap each day and night, enjoyed hearing him, with his small voice, repeating the words she read to him.  She helped care for him when she could, when her studies didn’t consume her time.  Two
years later, she was 16, about to go to college early, a stone’s throw away at MIT, when Mom said a family trip was in order.  Summer had arrived, and Thailand was the best way to celebrate before Jai’s big send off at the dorm.  
When the plane landed in Bangkok, a driver ferried them to their hotel.   They stretched their legs, weary from flying 12 hours on the latest super-jet.  Jai’s family had previously traveled to Amsterdam, Paris, and Berlin, the cities where her father’s family was from, but this was Jai and Darin’s first trip to Asia.   With each leg of the journey, she could feel a sense of excitement and adventure building up.  When they’d finally arrived at the hotel, she lay in bed, unable to sleep, imagining the thriving metropolis, this Land of Smiles.  She read and reread their list of to-do's.  The first week, they journeyed to the Grand Palace, with its intricately carved, golden spires, and royal halls with the white arches she had seen only in pictures.  Her mouth delighted in sweet, fried bananas, rotees, and the many savory dishes at the floating market, where boats and stalls overflowed with the freshest, perfectly-balanced combination of sweet, salty, spicy, sour, and, even, bitter flavors.  Each dish danced on her tongue.  Soups and stews were reduced so thickly, they were sticky and opaque, bursting with flavor.   They feasted on shrimp, clam, lobster, and an array of crab and fish so bountiful, she wondered how, after so many years eating seafood at home, here it seemed she’d discovered seafood for the first time.  The spices, curries, and peppers awakened her palate, and she knew there was no turning back, no restaurant she could find that could duplicate what she’d experienced here in person.  These flavors could marry only here: the fresh, robust food in her mouth; the hot sun on her sweaty skin; and, the sheer volume and energy of Bangkok.  
When they arrived in Chiang Mai, nestled deep among a vast field of rice paddies, a calm washed over her.  The nearby villagers were tending their harvest, tenderly planting each tuft of seedlings until they grew into a vibrant green blanket along the hills.  Like a deep, unending sigh, she felt the stress in her body melt away.  She spent hours walking along the paddies, watching as the rice grew, higher and higher toward the bright blue sky, mirrored in the water below.  When it stood waist length, you could see the wind roll, each emerald blade ebbing, flowing, swaying, in a choreographed dance along the horizon.  
At harvest, families came together.  Having ensured the success of everyone’s crops, the villagers met to share in the evening meal.  There was something so beautiful, so natural in their close-knit community.  And, she had never seen such variations of rice.  Rice didn’t stop at dinner; it continued on to dessert, with a parade of new favorites: sweet sticky rice with the ripest of mangoes; coconut rice pudding, with its full bodied, rich flavor; and, layered pastel sweets, flavored with rose water.  Darin could not get enough.  “Ah!” Jai would say, as she spooned sweets into his mouth.  “Mmm!  More!” was all he’d mumble between mouthfuls.  She loved watching each wondrous expression break out on his face.  
❖
 Each noon, Jai finished her work at the hospital and explored the village or surrounding markets until she circled back to the villa where they were staying.  She was especially fond of the sala, an open pavilion, attached to the villa; it was the perfect place to enjoy the weather, relax, and reflect on the treasures she had discovered.  A hand-spun brocade of soft silk, meticulously woven into a shimmering design of coral, blue, and orange fabric.  A triangular cushion, thick like a mattress, to support sitting or reclining, adorned in similarly vibrant hues.   A line of parasols, in every color imaginable, hand-painted with intricate designs, dark crimsons on violet, sparkling gold on deep red, blazing orange on delicate pink.  Her travels were a feast for the eyes no matter where she looked.
One day, she followed a different path farther from the villa, and sat on a bench beside a lake.  Siam tulips swayed, with thick leaves and tight clusters of light pink blooms erupting out of each hearty stem.  Darin will love these, she thought.  She pictured the two of them, remembering how they’d run through the Keukenhof tulip gardens.  They had raced to count as many colors as they could.  She looked at the Siam tulips and plucked a bloom.
At the school gate, Darin came running.  “Jai, Jai!  Did you know Thai dogs bark ‘Hong! Hong!’”  He giggled.
“You mean they don’t ‘woof woof’ or ‘bark bark’?”  Jai teased and nuzzled his cheek with her nose.
“Nope!  It’s ‘hong hong!’  Preecha told me,” he said, waving goodbye to his friend.
“That’s wonderful!  Now, let’s take this puppy home.”  She tickled her puppy Darin and led him by the hand.  As they entered the sala, Jai covered his eyes.  “I have a surprise for you!”
He smiled and cheered.  “Yay!”  
“Keep your eyes closed,” she said softly and led him to the kitchen table.  She lifted up his small body, and sat him in a chair.  “Now, open your eyes!”
His eyes widened, amazed by the tulip.  “Wow! It’s so pretty!  Like the ones on our last trip.”
“Yes.  But, these are ‘Siam’ tulips.  Sometimes they call them summer tulips.  They’re similar to the ones we’ve seen before, but there are some differences.  These are tropical because of the climate here.  And, these petals open out, layered one on top of the other.  Sort of like an artichoke.  And, look here.”  She motioned to the tiered fans leading up to the main blooms.  “Look at how beautifully the flowers shoot up, out of these stems.  Aren’t they wonderful?  It’s your sweet of the day.”
“My sweet, my sweet!” he chirped, in a singsongy voice.  It was their thing, ever since their first trip together.  Whenever they were apart, she’d greet him with a piece of candy, a drawing, or some other small trinket she’d happened to discover and enjoy.  
❖
The next morning, Dad woke them early, to join the villagers and bring the monks their alms before dropping Darin off at school.  Jai accompanied him to dispense the medicine they were donating with the help of a research grant.  “Mark it here,” Dad would say, as he showed Jai how to track the inventory on their computer.  
Dad's energy could not be contained.  A geneticist, he’d partnered with a team of international archeologists who were excavating burial grounds throughout Southeast Asia.  Each Thursday, he’d take a long weekend, traveling to distant sites to sample and sequence the genomic DNA, not only of modern populations, but also of ancient ones among the earliest of settlements.  Meanwhile, Mom partnered with the University to assess the existing educational system and develop new programs.  She was bringing technologically advanced education to the adults and children in the more remote villages nearby.  Jai stayed at the hospital to finish up, then watched Darin after school until the late afternoon.  
Summer passed before they knew it, and saying goodbye was harder than Jai had imagined it would be.  She had picked up much of the Thai language by that time, and was now able to hold her own in a conversation.  Friends said she had a knack for languages and asked how she could become conversational so fast.  She wondered herself, but couldn’t pinpoint why.  Her mind seemed to focus more on the stories they had shared, the give and take of the conversation, rather than conjugating verbs.  
On their last night before the long trip home, she sat on the deck of the sala, ran her hands against the mahogany wood, and dangled her feet over the edge, looking up at the setting sun.  Awash in crimson, fuchsia, orange, and blue, the sky was ablaze with every emotion she felt inside.  Flying back to Boston seemed unfathomable.  Her body trembled, as if remembering the cold so bitter in her bones.  So, she pictured what was inviting and comforting.  Sitting beside the fire.  Feeling the crunch of leaves under her feet.  Bundling up in a cashmere scarf.  Knitting a new scarf each year.  Adding a small charm for each person in her little family.   



Chapter 3
2069
 
Every summer, they made their pilgrimage to Chiang Mai.  Each time, Jai ventured further, enjoying the gorgeous beaches and learning more and more about the culture.  It wasn’t until her final year at MIT, when she’d finished her degree early at 19, that the family took an impromptu hiatus from traveling.  
Jai placed her suitcase at the foot of her four-post bed, happy to be home.  “Jai,” Mom called.  “Come sit beside me,” she said, and patted the bed.  Immediately, Jai could see the concern on her mother’s face.  Normally so at ease with herself, it was rare for Mom to show any inkling of worry.  But, her grin was not the glowing smile she usually showed her daughter, not today.  “Come,” she beckoned.
“What is it, Mom?”  
Mom placed her hand along Jai’s cheek, gently tucking a loose strand of hair behind Jai’s ear.  “You know, your father and I love you and Darin.”  
“Yes.”  
“We would do anything for you and always have.”
“Yes.  What is it, Mom?”
“Your father’s been away with Darin.”
“Yeah, I know.”  
She nodded.  “I’ve been visiting them for months now, while you’ve been away.”
“Yes, the latest dig.  It’s the longest trip they’ve taken.”
“What we haven’t told you is why.”  Mom’s eyes were filled with tears now.  Her voice was shaky.  “It’s Darin.  Your father was doing one of his tests.  He decided to throw Darin’s specimen in the mix, just out of curiosity.  He found a mutation in Darin's genes.  It’s correlated with a condition.  Darin isn’t well.”
“What do you mean, Mom?  He’s fine.  I just saw him a few months ago, jumping around, playing like always.  He was just all over me, wanting a piggyback ride.”
“Yes, he appeared to be fine, love.  But, what we weren’t able to see at the time, and what your father has since confirmed, is that he has a rare single-gene disorder.  Genes code proteins, but, in his case, there’s a mutation that compromises an essential gene’s ability to function normally.  Those who carry the mutation don’t necessarily develop any health problems, but there are studies showing a correlation between the mutation and what’s called ‘ALL.’  It stands for acute lymphoblastic leukemia.  This mutation, in particular, is located on a ‘master gene’ that plays a key role in regulating several other genes.  There are normally two gene copies, but, like other kids with leukemia, one of the two copies is missing.  Your brother only has the mutated version.”
“What?  How can that be?”  Jai shook her head, wondering how to reconcile what her mother was saying with the happy, bouncing brother she last saw.   
“We hadn’t noticed it before.  He’s never broken a bone or anything, so we’ve had no reason to test him, take him to the hospital, or give him anything aside from acetaminophen for a mild fever here and there.   We’ve only noticed a bit of bruising.  He does bounce around a lot, so we thought he might’ve bruised from that.  Running around and bumping into things is not an irregular occurrence for toddlers.  But, it’s not that simple.”  She turned to look in Jai’s eyes.  “For months, your father’s run the tests again and again.  I’ve looked at them too.  More testing's shown that his blood platelet counts are low and slipping.  We wanted to let you know before I take you to see him.  Darin’s actually in the hospital.”  
Jai’s eyes widened in shock, as Mom continued.  “He’s been there a long time.  Your father actually canceled the dig.  He flew back with Darin only a few weeks after they took off.  Darin began treatment soon after.  We didn’t want to worry you with the news until your last semester was over.”  Jai’s body was going limp.  Tears were pooling in her eyes.  “We’ll visit him tomorrow morning.  It’s your father’s turn with him tonight.  We just wanted to prepare you beforehand, before you went to see him.”  Mom took hold of Jai’s hand.  “It’s important, Jai, for you to be strong for him.  He’s only a child, and things have progressed faster than you might think.  Last time you saw him, he was a bright-eyed boy with a brown mop of hair, but he’s well into chemotherapy now.  The doctors just combined it with an experimental immunotherapy; they’ve reprogrammed Darin’s own T cells to eliminate the cancer.  But, he’s very weak.  He’s nearly bald.”
Jai’s gaze fell to the bedspread.  Its embroidered flowers seemed too cheery, saccharine somehow.  Her throat was dry and scratchy, and a throbbing pain banged against her right temple.  The room seemed to spin as she sobbed into her mother’s shoulder.  She could not, would not, imagine herself as an only child.  Not again.  The thought of losing him was more than her heart could bear.  



Chapter 4
2069
 
The next morning, Jai stared at herself in the mirror.  She’d passed out sometime after 4 a.m. Her eyes were filled with angry red veins, and her skin was dull and caked with tear stains.  Looking at her face, she feigned a smile, which only served to weaken her resolve.  How could Darin believe me?  She wondered how this face could give him strength and hope when she felt empty, like someone had carved her insides out?  Three times now, she’d thrown up.  Despite her mother’s efforts to cajole her, she couldn’t keep anything down, not even the jok, the rice porridge, she loved to eat on Saturday mornings.
“Jai, you have to eat.  Now that your brother’s napping, we have a few more hours.  That doesn’t give us much time to ready ourselves.  Why don’t you take a nice, hot bath?” Mom implored.
Jai soaked in the tub.  It normally rejuvenated her.  Now, it made her sink like the heavy stone her body had become.  She tried to remind herself: many, many children survive this.  She said it over and over again, but, still, the mortality rate screamed at her.  She plunged her ears under the water, hoping to silence the fear escalating in her.
As they arrived at the hospital, Mom wrapped a shawl around Jai and squared her shoulders.  “Remember, Jai: strength, for your brother.”  Jai nodded and strained to walk, one foot in front of the other.  The hospital reeked of disinfectant.  It reminded her of disease, not cleanliness.
They opened the door to his room.  Nothing could have prepared her for what she saw.  Her brother, already small for his age, was a doll, hidden in a cluster of blankets.  The bed looked oversized around his tiny body, so thin and frail-looking.  Tubes tied him down, held him there, against the beep-beep-beep of the monitors.  
Dad turned to look at them.  “Jai,” he whispered.  He wrapped her in his arms, hugging and holding her close against his chest.  He smiled down at her.  “Come, be with your brother.”  She could see the pain in her father’s eyes, feel the hurt he felt at not having been there, when Mom had given Jai the news.  But, now was not the time for airing apologies or I-wishes.  He leaned down, taking Jai’s hand, guiding it to Darin’s.  
Darin’s round eyes slowly blinked open.  “Jai?”  His face, normally full with a fat chubby smile, was sunken, but no less beautiful.  A few thin strands and a downy tuft of golden brown hair rested in bits and pieces on his predominantly bald head.  
“Yes, it’s me, Darin.  It's Jai.  I’m home, here with you.”  She swallowed hard against the lump in her throat, and forced a smile.  
“Jai.”  Darin’s voice strained to whisper.  “Where’s my sweet?” he asked immediately, the same as always.  His little hand fell open.
“Ta-da!” she said softly, and handed him a bracelet with a tiny bell attached to it.  “No way you can hide from me now.”  He laughed as she placed it in his hand, closing his fingers around it.  The bell rang a soft, delicate chime.  
“I love it.  Thank you,” he beamed at her, a cough escaping from his lips.
“Are you chilly, love?”  Mom swooped in with another blanket.  
He smiled and laughed at her.  “Mom, I’ll need a sign pretty soon.  You can barely find me, hidden under all these blankets.”  
From then on, they passed the days in chapters.  Normally, a rambunctious child, Darin was far from home, forced to lay in a stark room, with only one window to let in the light.  It was not like him, to be trapped in bed most of the time.  Even when he was sick in the past, he’d whine his way out.  Bed was only for sleep, or to curl up and read with Jai.  In the hospital, books were his only escape.  Jai read him three chapters a day.  Then two, then one, until only a few pages in and he’d fall asleep.  The time between bouts of nausea and vomiting were fewer and farther between.  Soon, the book became an hourglass; the fewer pages turned, the less time they had to spend with each other, the less time Darin had left.  
Closing the door behind her, Jai followed her parents out of the room.  Anxiously, she whispered, “What do the doctors say?  It’s been months since his admission.  He’s no better.  Aren’t the treatments working?”
Mom walked her down the hall before answering.  “They are, Jai.  Problem is, when chemo kills cancer cells, it can affect normal cells, too.  They’re trying to keep it in check, to keep the cancer from spreading and slow its growth, but your brother’s body is weaker now.”
Months later, Jai had to force herself to take a deep breath before walking into his room.  It was hard to suppress the anger and frustration she felt, especially when his condition was compounded by an additional diagnosis: acute myelogenous leukemia.  It was affecting his bone marrow now.  Vast numbers of abnormal white blood cells, myeloid blasts, were developing into leukemia, rather than normal white blood cells.  The doctors moved him to a specialized pediatric cancer center, but they were wary of overstating what they could do.  
Back at home, Dad talked to her over breakfast.  “Jai, I know it’s hard," he said, "and I appreciate your strength.” He smiled at her, his blonde hair unkept, his once sparkling eyes a pale blue.  “Your mom's having a hard time.”  He motioned his head upward, toward Mom, who was asleep upstairs.  “She didn’t go to sleep until 3 a.m.  She’s up all the time now, trying to find a research article, something, anything to save him.”
Jai wasn’t surprised, and she didn’t let Dad off the hook.  “You are too, Dad.  What’s it been now, the third night in a row that you’ve come back past midnight?  Only reason why I’m not doing the same is your 11 p.m. blackout period.” She’d rolled her eyes at the new curfew they’d instituted.  “Others in this house could benefit from it.”  
He smirked.  “I know, I know.  It’s a bit silly to ask you to honor a curfew at your age.  We’re just trying our best, to look after both our kids.”  He hugged Jai close, and let loose what he’d found.  “There are some interesting studies, new combination therapies some colleagues have sent to me.  I’m reading them this afternoon, before I meet you guys at the hospital.”  His cell rang.   “Hello?  What?”  He walked out of the room, and came back shortly.  “Quickly, Jai.  Wake your mother.  Your brother has an infection.”
❖
They rushed to the hospital.  A multidisciplinary team entered the room twenty minutes later.  Jai couldn’t help but see the doctors catch her parents’ eyes, a warning that the news may be better discussed in private.  But, Mom guided Jai closer.  Dad placed his hands on Jai’s shoulders.  
Dr. Mitchell looked briefly at his colleagues and took a deep breath before beginning.  “Darin’s white blood cells have dropped in number, making him far more susceptible to infection.  It's bacterial.”
“Antibiotics?” Mom asked urgently.
“Yes,” Dr. Mitchell assured her.  “We’ve given him antibiotics, but, with a shortage of red blood cells, anemia’s weakened him significantly.”  His speech was slow and steady, as if to brace them.  “His underlying leukemia has remained somewhat steady.  But, it’s not where we had hoped it to be.  It hasn’t progressed any further.  But, an infection is a serious treatment complication, especially with the rise of extensively drug resistant strains.”  Dr. Mitchell didn’t say anymore, likely because Jai was there.  Still, the message was clear: stay close because Darin might not make it. 
The next week was a blur.  Jai was beside herself, sitting beside Darin as he lay motionless, rarely opening his eyes.  She read to him anyway, hoping, willing her voice to reach him, to beckon him home.  Mom encouraged it.  It seemed to help her drown out the worry.  There was so little to do but worry in that room.  The doctors offered little to no reassurance.  In fact, they had the unenviable task of delivering bad news after more bad news.  First, the infection was not responding well to the cocktail of antibiotics they were giving him; then, tests showed the infection had spread to his lungs.  Dad, who was normally so outgoing and cheerful, seemed to retreat into himself.  Mom was abnormally quiet.  The worry had drained them both.  They huddled, disappearing into the corner, while Jai sat beside the bed.  She didn't know what else to do, other than read to Darin.  It was the one thing she was capable of doing: filling the room with some sound to drown out the blaring silence.
Eventually, Mom and Dad forced Jai to go home, to eat a proper meal and rest in her own bed.  She pleaded to stay, but she knew better than to burden them with protests.  Like wet tissue, her parents were fading, barely themselves.  She couldn’t bear to see them like that.  She’d never seen anything deter or sway them.  They were her support, her pillars.  Now, they were shrinking before her eyes.  
After a few hours of fretful sleep, she walked down the stairs, surprised to find them sitting at the kitchen table.  Immediately, she knew.  One of them always stayed with Darin.  Now, they were both at home with her.  Darin had had a sudden and severe cardiac arrhythmia.  They’d been rushed out of the room before they could even kiss him goodbye. 
❖
The funeral was a foreign affair, not because they’d decided to hold the ceremony in Chiang Mai, but because of the strange stoic expressions Jai and her parents wore.  Weeping, exasperated cries and buckled knees were kept private for the three of them, and every attempt was made to remain calm for the friends and family who’d flown in for the ceremony.  
It was a beautiful wake, with abundant flowers and all of Darin’s favorite dishes and desserts.  They’d even taken turns, reading a line from his favorite poem, before they closed the public ceremony and walked into a private space.  
Jai walked to the casket and saw his angelic face peering back at her.  The mortuary had done a good job with the makeup.  He looked serene, nestled against a satin pillow.  Still, it was so unlike him to be so still.  Stillness was for hospitals, not the Darin that Jai remembered…not the Darin she wanted to remember.  Tears welled up in her eyes.  Her nose prickled.  No, not now, she thought.  She knew, if I start now, I’ll never stop crying.  She admired the last sweet she’d given him, still on his wrist: the bracelet.  The bell chimed as she caressed his small, delicate hand.



Chapter 5
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Mom called.  “Jai, let’s move to Chiang Mai.”  Her voice seemed bright, but Jai could hear the sadness underneath it.  “I know you’re busy wrapping up your Ph.D. at Stanford, but I’d love for you to join me, when you can.  I’ve decided to continue my work with the Universities there.  It would mean so much to have you with me.”
 Six years had passed since they’d lost Darin, but adjusting remained Mom's work-in-progress.  Having a second child so late in life was a wondrous gift to her.  But, it wasn’t rare.  With all the advancements in reproductive science, women often waited to have children in their 50’s, some even as late as 60 years old.  Still, when Mom considered becoming pregnant at 43, her friends questioned it, asking only half-jokingly: “Are you sure you don’t have amnesia?  You really want another baby?  You do remember the late night crying and diapers galore, right?” They’d reminded her, “Jai’s nearly in college.”  Her favorite was “One word: poop-pocalypse.”  Mom understood where her friends were coming from.  Mom and Dad loved to travel.  Naturally, their friends questioned how a newborn would fit into their adventures.  But, that hardly deterred them.  They knew what they wanted.  Later, Jai learned they'd planned for over a year before Darin was conceived.  
Losing him was especially hard.  Cancer had weakened him slowly, but the infection and deadly consequences were abrupt.  Jai could sense how difficult it was for her mother to process his death, even years later.  Increasingly, Mom had found herself drawn to Chiang Mai.  It was the last place they’d spent time with him before he was admitted to the hospital.  Jai pictured the villa, sitting out on the sala, and remembered the good times: chasing Darin down the beach; watching the sunsets; strolling along the fields.  
“Jai?” Mom beckoned her back to reality.  “Please, join me.”
“I’d love to, Mom.  I’m nearly finished preparing my defense, so I won’t have to spend as much time at the U.  The timing’s good.”  But, more than that, Jai knew Mom needed her.  It was also the three-year anniversary of her father’s passing.  A blood clot.  It had traveled up to his heart, hit his lungs, and that was it.  It surprised everyone who knew him.  By all appearances, Dad was not only thin, but muscular.  He was an avid biker, hiker, and loved kayaking.  He was as fit as could be.  But, his cholesterol was always something to contend with and, when he went kayaking with his friends (down the Nile of all places) he went down for a roll and didn’t come up.  Not the elegant way he usually did, anyway.  The doctors said, even if a medevac were nearby, the pulmonary embolism would have been fatal.  
“I'm so glad you'll come," Mom said.  "Nothing would please me more."  She paused.  "And, Jai, this time, I hope you’ll meditate with me.”  Jai promised to consider it, the meditation training Mom had begun under the tutelage of the local monks.  Jai had had a hard time warming up to it.  The chanting and blessings, though beautiful, stood far from the world she knew.  She'd finished her Masters; spent most of her time and attention working on her Ph.D. at Stanford; and, in parallel to her studies, she’d launched a manufacturing business.  Engineering and math had kept her grounded and sane, in a way feelings and reflection did not.  In fact, the more Jai opened up to her emotional side, the more she felt her heart palpitate.  
Mom sensed her reluctance. “I know you don’t like to talk about yourself, but, speaking from my own experience, losing your brother and father these last few years has been too much, too soon.”
Jai knew her mother wasn’t speaking of only herself.  “Yes, it is hard to cope.”  Jai admitted that much.  Mom was coping far better than she was.  “I’ll try to join you this time,” Jai promised.  That afternoon, she made arrangements to run her business remotely.  It was two years old then, a fledgling, but largely self-sufficient with the team she’d assembled.  She trusted them to follow her directions from afar.  More importantly, she realized that she and her mother needed time, time away from the structured life they had, to regroup and reconnect with themselves and what little family they had left.
When she arrived in Chiang Mai, it was early morning.  She could smell the earth, feel its immediate, raw beauty.  Months had passed since she’d agreed to make the move.  She’d just passed her defense and traveled unannounced.  She was excited to surprise her mom.  She walked to the nearby school and asked a student where her mother was.  “I was just speaking with her,” he said.  “She’s in the temple.”  
Before Jai had even taken off her shoes to cross the threshold, the strong, spicy aroma of incense enveloped her.  The room was clear, except for some pillows splayed out along the floor.  The morning sun was streaking in, through the windows along each side.  The middle of the room was dark, but far in the distance, she could see the outline of her mother’s body.  Mom sat relaxed in a lotus pose.  Her eyes were closed.  Her hands rested, one atop another, in her lap.  Jai raised a foot, just about to tip-toe inside, when Mom surprised her.  “Jai,” she whispered.  She hadn’t even opened her eyes.  



Chapter 6
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“A toast, to Ascendant Technologies.”  Mom held up her glass of champagne.  “Who would’ve thought I’d be so blessed with such a talented daughter?” She winked.
Jai laughed.  “Cut it out, Mom.”
“I know, I know, you don’t like it when I dote on you, but going public just a few years after you’ve launched your own business is no small feat.  Such amazing performance on the S&P, too.  What mother wouldn’t be proud?”  Jai could feel her cheeks flush.  “Quick, to the pool!” Mom ordered.  "We’ve got two hours before everyone arrives.”
Jai tailed her mother to the deck and slipped waist-deep into the water.  The glass-tiled pool sparkled in the sun, with an iridescent design of blues and greens.  Mom dangled her legs along the edge, and swished her feet back and forth.  Jai squinted as the sun beamed down overhead.  “Seriously?” Mom asked, pulling her shades on.  “You’re so lucky.  Those eyes!  You owe your father and I a debt of gratitude for those genes.”  At 60 years old, her generally low-maintenance Mom was on a La Prairie kick.  The more anti-aging the better.  “I see not one wrinkle.  Look!” she said, pointing at Jai's eyes.  “Even squinting, there’s no crow’s feet.”  She sighed.  “It’s really not fair.”  
Jai shook her head, and treaded water.  “Mom, I just turned 30.”
“Yes, 30!  Shows what you know.  I remember 30 like it was yesterday and, believe me, plenty of wrinkles had surfaced by then.  You don’t even do anything but throw on some sunblock.  I swear, beauty is wasted on the young.  Love it while it lasts.”  
They lazied around the pool, Mom swimming a few laps as Jai tried to finish a new book.  But, Jai couldn’t help but find herself distracted.  Mom was right.  Jai was not aging like she should’ve been.  Jai had noticed it herself, but hadn’t thought to mention it.  In the five years she’d spent reconnecting with her Mom in Chiang Mai, Jai had dabbled in karate and joined Mom in meditation.   But, with the business thriving, Jai didn’t have the time to devote to herself to physical maintenance.  Yet, her body appeared to be significantly stronger and, as Mom had pointed out, Jai really didn’t see the first wrinkles most started to see at her age.  
“That’s not all,” Mom pointed out later.  “Look at this hair!” she said, holding Jai’s hair up.  She watched it fall loose.  Soft curls landed on Jai’s shoulders.  “A lot of women’s hair thins out over time.  I'm not imagining it:  yours is growing thicker.”  Jai tried to count her blessings and didn’t question it.  She was enjoying their time together and, when she wasn’t working, they were nearly inseparable.  They’d even started reading together again.  That week, something else had changed though.  Jai couldn’t help but notice a shift in her.  Her energy was up, more so than in the past.
“Ding dong!”  Clive yelled, throwing his voice into the villa.  Jai rushed out of the shower and ran down the steps, her hair soaking wet.  It dripped all over the floor.  
“Stop that, Clive.  Have some manners!”  Aida chastised him, knowing full well nothing could stop her husband from containing his enthusiasm.  
“Coming…just a sec!” Jai yelled.  She straightened her shirt and barreled down the walkway to the entrance.  Spinning around the corner, she jumped the neighborhood cat, who’d taken to sun-bathing on the deck.  Aida heard it first. “Shit!” Jai screamed.   The cat scurried out, as Clive and Aida came running.  They found Jai piled on the floor.  Jai looked up at them, apologetically.  “Sorry,” Jai said.  “We’re running late.  We took a dip in the pool and should’ve gotten out earlier.”
Aida grabbed hold of Jai’s foot and said, “The apology’s ours.  Just look at your foot!”  
“Ew.”  Clive held Jai’s foot up, then wiggled the pinky finger on his right hand, miming how Jai’s pinky toe had broken outward, far from where it should’ve been.  
Aida elbowed Clive.  “See!  I’ve told you time and again, don’t rush people!  Apologize!”
Clive nodded.  “Yes, yes dear!”  Clive’s face darkened as he returned his gaze to Jai.  “Seriously.  I’m sorry.  Truly, I am.”
“Not at all.  Don't be sorry, guys.”  Jai waved her hand at them.  “It’s not Clive’s fault.  It’s my fault.  I shouldn’t have been running.  I forgot the cat loves this spot and found myself barreling down on the poor thing.  I jumped over him.  Graceful as I am, I slammed my toe into the corner of the wall.  I swear I heard it crack.”  
Aida grimaced.   “Well, there’s nothing like a good bone-breaking to get the evening started.  Let’s splint that up.”  
Jai took Aida’s welcoming hand.  “Pays to have a doctor for a friend,” Jai said, and limped around the rest of the evening, hopping from guest to guest.  The villa was packed to capacity, likely the biggest party they’d thrown that year.  Morning came too soon.  
“Jai, how are you feeling?”  Mom joined her in the kitchen, poured herself a glass of orange juice, and stroked her back.  
“Uh, good.”  Jai didn’t know how to tell her.  
“Let me have a look-see.”  Mom donned her reading glasses and came in for closer inspection.  She looked up, puzzled.  “Where’s your splint?”  
“I took it off.”  
“What?  Why’d you do that?”  Mom looked at her admonishingly.  “I know you love to go-go-go, but seriously Jai, you broke it.  It needs to heal.”
“Um, actually…it doesn’t.”
“What are you talking about?  You were hobbling around all evening.”  Jai began to stand, but Mom pushed her back in her chair.  “Sit tight,” she ordered, and elevated Jai’s foot.  She placed her hands on the toe.  She touched it delicately, searching Jai’s face for a reaction.  Jai shot her a blank stare.  “What’s going on here?” Mom applied greater pressure.  “Do I have the wrong foot?”  She looked under the counter for Jai’s left leg.  
“Nope.  You’ve got it right.”  
“Hold up.  That doesn’t make sense.  I saw it myself when Aida splinted it last night.  Toes do not face that way.”
“I know, Mom.  I don’t know what to say.  I saw it myself too.  And, it hurt like a motherfucker when it broke.  I don’t know how to explain it.  I know I broke it.  I wasn’t even able to walk normally last night.  But, I woke up this morning and the bone’s healed.  I can’t feel the break anymore.  It doesn’t even hurt.”  
“Like it never happened.”
That wasn’t the first time.  Small things happened, again and again.  A particularly nasty cut that healed in a few hours.  Being able to hear, see, even sense animals rustling in the leaves when they took the horses out.  Their time at archery practice, when she’d hit a target 600 meters away.  Things she shouldn’t have been able to do.  
But, the biggest change wasn’t physical.  “My mind’s all over the place,” Jai confessed over morning meditation. 
“Oh?”  Mom pulled their sitting cushions to the center of the room.  
“My mind won’t stop racing.  I mean, I love living here, but work’s stressing me out.  With the new aerodynamics division, I have to smooth some things out overseas.  That’s normal business, but it doesn’t bode well for work-life balance.  I want to have fun.  You know, enjoy our blessings and all.  But, when I meditate, my mind wanders.  A lot.  I’ve got to be doing something wrong.  It’s starting to stress me out, more than chill me out.”
“Makes you feel like giving up?”  
“Honestly, yes.  It’s to a point I don’t even want to start, I’m so stressed I’m gonna mess up.  Only a minute in and I’m planning one meeting after another.  I try to shift back to my breath, to what we’re actually doing.  But, my mind keeps moving.  It's like a water wheel that won’t stop spinning.”
“Your reptilian brain just keeps running with it,” Mom joked.  Mom's meditation practice was far more advanced than Jai's, having trained for many years before Jai had even tried it.  “It’s normal,” Mom assured her.  “Many people struggle with it.  You’ll be completely present, focused on your own breathing, when this or that subject will pop into your mind, seemingly out of nowhere.  It happens to me too.”  Jai looked at her Mom, a skeptical look plastered on her face.  Mom smiled.  “Trick is, don’t fight it.  Acknowledge it, and move on.  Just gently refocus on your breathing.  The more you do that, the easier it will become, the less your mind will wander.” She paused.  “And, try not to fault yourself for messing up."  Mom knew Jai well.  "That’s a double-blow no one needs.  Why don’t we try now?  Let’s see what happens.”
Jai closed her eyes, and began to breathe a slow and steady breath.  She could feel the air pass through her nostrils as her chest rose and fell.  She swallowed and began a body scan.  First, she bowed her head ever so slightly, then relaxed the tension around her eyes.  She felt her eyelashes flutter as she blinked against her cheeks.  The pressure in her shoulders loosened as she dropped her shoulders.  She relaxed her jaw and let it fall, her tongue pressed lightly against her lower teeth.  With each passing breath, her attention focused, becoming more attuned to her body.
Just as she began to unwind, a thought popped into her head.  She needed to acquire a test site.  They were developing prototypes for personal submarines.  An Arizona location seemed promising, but she needed her team to arrange an on-site visit, to confirm if it met all the specs to build the testing facility before she acquired it.  Can I trust my right-hand, Caleb, to do it alone, or should I do it personally?  The perfect location was critical.  Proper testing was necessary to make the project a success.  She started to compare the pros and cons of the potential sites.  She was excited to start the next phase.  Minutes passed before she noticed her breath quickening. 
There I go again, she thought.  Why do I always have to think about work?  I’m supposed to be focusing on my breath!  But, the more Jai tried, the more her thoughts wandered.  She blamed her workaholic ways, her Type A personality.  Re-center, re-focus.  She repeated it like a mantra, trying to circle back.  Before she knew it, she was comparing what had distracted her this time, to what had distracted her the last time.  And the session before that, and the session before that.  Soon, her mind was wandering more than it was focused.  
By the time Mom ended the session and readied their tea for a post-training recap, Jai was exhausted.  Tension had filled her neck and shoulders.  As Mom placed a tray of snacks on the table, Jai marveled at her mother’s relaxed and graceful movements.  Mom was unequivocally rejuvenated and handed Jai a cup.  One look at Jai and she chuckled.  “I take it there are some opportunities to address?”
“That’s a huge understatement.  I couldn’t stop the mental chatter.”  Jai sighed.  “I don’t know why I have such a hard time.  It’s just breathing.  Why can’t I just put my finger on it, and have it stay put?”  Jai held up her cup, and Mom poured her some tea.
As gracious as ever, Mom admitted, “You sound just like me when I first started meditating…what, a decade ago?  I’d just lost your brother, and your father followed a short time later.  Try shutting that out.  It took years before I was able to silence my thoughts.  What happened; what didn’t, but should’ve, happened; what I couldn’t do, but wished I could’ve done.  I was sick with it. Every waking moment, I was paralyzed with those thoughts.  And, when I meditated, whatever I tried to silence was amplified a hundred fold.  Trust me, I thought about giving up many times.  But, I stuck with it and, slowly, I improved.  It took many small steps.  And, many, many sessions.  But, eventually it happened.  My mind quieted down.  I started to have regular, uninterrupted sleep for the first time in years.”  Mom tapped a finger to her temple.  “It’s a strange thing, the mind.  It wanders of its own volition.  Sometimes, the more you try to hold on to it, the more it goes against you.  
“Did you try to let your thoughts be, then return to your breath?  I find that when I take a second to label the thought — to just give it a name — I can gently refocus on the breath and start with a clean slate.  You rule your mind, after all.  Your mind doesn’t rule you.  No matter what, remember that.  You aren’t your thoughts; you’re the observer.  The one who sees your thoughts as they arise.  You can just as easily say ‘thanks, but no thanks’ and move on your merry way.”
Jai coughed, exasperated.  “You make it sound so easy.  I’ve tried, but before I know it, my mind’s wandering again.  I feel increasingly uneasy the more it happens.”
“You were thinking about work again?” Mom asked.  Jai looked up, mid-gulp.  Her eyebrows peeked out, over her cup.  She nodded.  Mom confessed, “Again, you’re not alone.  My thoughts stray too.  Even today, I found my mind wandering.  I saw submarines, of all things!  In a desert.  Certainly not where you’d expect to see them.  Isn’t that funny?”  Mom laughed at the ridiculousness of it.  “I refocused, then saw another arid place.  Looked like Nevada for some reason.  Then Caleb.  It’s been over a year since I’ve even seen or talked to Caleb.  See how strange the mind is?  And, I’ve been practicing ten times longer than you have.  So weird too; my mind hasn’t wandered that strangely in years.  I guess, no matter how much you train, anyone’s mind can wander.”
Jai appreciated her mother’s light-hearted attitude.  Mom always found a way to see humor in nearly every situation.  It was one of the traits Jai most admired about her.  She wished she had the same resilience, but she was more like her father, more often stoic and reserved…especially when it came to the business side of things.  Her business consumed most of her thoughts.
Then again, Mom's remarks were more than odd.  “What do you mean, submarines?”  Jai hadn’t told her mom about the subs.  She’d mentioned a new project was in the works, but she hadn’t said what.  Even within the company, Jai had kept it a high-clearance project.  Only a handful of developers knew about it.  
“Well, not subs, exactly,” Mom said.  “Much smaller.  They weren’t traditional-looking…more like mini-subs.”  Mom described their appearance in detail, and the deserts she had seen.  Jai went silent. “What is it?”  Mom laughed.  “What?  My imagination was just running wild.  Why the dour face?”
“It’s not that, Mom.”  Jai looked away and rubbed her temples.  Her head was beginning to throb.  “It’s actually true.  I was just thinking about the submarines we’re developing.”
“Come now.  Not really?”  The smile on Mom’s face began to fade.  
“No, really Mom.  I’m not kidding.  We’re developing personal subs.”
“Well, that’s a crazy coincidence.”  Mom took the napkin in her lap and began to turn it in her hands.  
“It’s not, Mom.  I’m serious.  We’re developing them, and only a few people know about it.  Most have no clue that’s the direction we’re going.  I've asked Caleb to pick potential test sites.”  Mom put the napkin down.   
“Where?”  
“Where you said: Arizona and Nevada.  A few more sites…one in California….”
“With an airstrip and a long line of white hangers?”
“Yes, with a large tree…”
“Beside the eastern face.”  Mom finished Jai’s sentence, and took a deep breath.  She pursed her lips and looked up at the ceiling.  Her eyes were beginning to tear.  “I was afraid of this.”
Jai looked at her mom, surprised to hear that anything scared her.  In all their years, Mom always had a plan, a course to take, no matter what happened.  Sure, she’d been worried before.  But, despite everything they’d been through, Mom had never said she was afraid.  Even when Darin was sick, Mom knew exactly what to do; the treatments they’d try; the activities they’d do together as a family; the arrangements that had to be made when the time came close.  Mom cried and cried, and became bedridden for a while after Darin’s funeral, but it wasn’t fear that Jai saw.  It was acceptance.  Mom let herself feel the anguish that overwhelmed her then…and again when they’d lost Dad.  She came out of it on the other side, the same resilient, reliable person Jai had always known.  In many ways, Mom was the most dependable person Jai had ever known.  No matter what was going on in Jai’s life, Mom had ample advice and support to give.  Jai swallowed, her throat parched.
Mom's expression was grave.  “Jai, this is serious,” she said and paused.  “I hadn’t told you before.  I’d hoped it was a fluke.  But, our last three sessions, I’ve been having these visions.”
“Visions?”
“Yes.  I’ve tried to put it out of my mind, but the more I think about it, it makes some kind of wacky sense.”  Mom reached for Jai’s hands.  “Listen, we know something’s off here, something’s different.  You broke your toe; the next day, it was completely healed.  Your strength’s increased substantially since you began karate, and it’s not attributable to simple training.  You’re not even lifting weights.  Your vision and hearing is superior to anyone else’s.  Your movements are more fluid and faster than others’.  I mean, my instructor’s been teaching martial arts far longer than you’ve been a student.  Even he told me that you rival him.  You know him.  That’s no small admission.  Counting today, this is the fourth session where your recap just-so-happens to match what I’ve randomly seen?  I’m afraid it’s not random.  And, I promise, I’m not trying to see anything.  I’m focusing on my breath, or trying to, just as much as you are.  I’m doing it, when suddenly images and feelings push their way in.  I tried to block them out at first, but I can’t help but shake this feeling.  Somehow, I’m seeing what you’re seeing when we meditate.”
A nervous laugh escaped from Jai’s lips.  “Seriously, Mom?  You’re talking telepathy.”  She hovered her hands back and forth, and let out a ghostly “Ooo….”  
 “Be serious, Jai.  You can’t tell me it doesn’t freak you out.”  Mom picked up a nearby journal and pushed it across the table.  “Read this.  It describes every vision I’ve seen for the last three sessions.  If I’m wrong, then we can chalk it up to some crazy coincidence.”  Jai took the journal and flipped through the pages.  Immediately, she realized her mother had written detailed descriptions of her own distractions.  Each time, there were minute details — a phone call Jai had rehashed in her mind; a request for a proposal she’d drafted; a design opportunity she’d identified — none of which she’d shared with her mom…or anyone else.  Stranger still, her mom’s description played out like a transcript, in precisely the same order Jai had experienced it.  
“Holy shit.”  Jai looked up and stared into her mother’s eyes.  
“It’s true, then?” her mother begged for confirmation.
“It’s true.  Every detail is true.”  
“I can’t believe it.”  Mom’s eyes darted around the room.  She pulled her hair back, out of the way.  “I’m reading your thoughts.  It's not because I’m telepathic.  It's because you are.”  The truth shocked them.  Mom leaned in, staring into Jai’s eyes.  “Promise me: do not tell anyone.”  
The thought hadn’t even occurred to Jai.  Neither of them had spoken a word to anyone about the broken toe or anything else.  Now, those incidents seemed inconsequential in comparison.  “I doubt anyone would believe us, even if we told them,” Jai said, laughing nervously.  “I mean, where do you go to get help with this, without getting locked up in some padded cell?”
Mom nodded.  “You don't.  That’s what’s dangerous about this.  You know how things go.  Meditation and yoga are mainstream.  Businesses have been doing it for decades.  All the better to boost productivity, enhance morale for the every day workforce.  It’s been ages since the Mass General/Harvard study proved it takes only eight-weeks…eight-weeks to make quantifiable changes to your brain!  But, that’s not this.  This is next-level.  And, you know how people are.  Most people scorn anyone with anything hokey-pokey about them.  This is the epitome of hokey-pokey.”   
“Telepathy?”  Jai said the word, and shook her head, as if doing so would knock the idea loose.  “That’s insane, Mom.  Enter the realm of fortune tellers, healing crystals, and whatnot.”
“I hope we’re wrong.”  Mom's uncertainty made Jai even more nervous.  Mom furrowed her brow.  “It’s not like we went to the doctor’s office and have a read on what’s really going on here.  This is uncharted territory.  We’ve got to play it safe.  Promise me," she said again.  "Don’t tell anyone.”
“I won’t,” Jai promised.  Mom took a deep breath and put the journal away. 



Chapter 7
2112
 
“Jai,” Mom whispered.  
Jai stretched her arms out, toward the coffered ceiling.  “What time is it?” she moaned, her eyes still closed.
“It’s 7 a.m.  Sunday.  2112.”
“Ugh,” Jai groaned.  “More sleep,” she pleaded.  She didn’t need the sleep, but she enjoyed resting peacefully in her king size bed on the second floor of their Chiang Mai villa.  
“Sorry to wake you, but I think we should fly back to the States, to the beach house.  There’s a flight this afternoon.  We could be there by tomorrow morning.”
Jai loved the beach house.  A Georgian manor, it sprawled out and faced the Long Island Sound.  It had an expansive infinity pool that dropped off to the horizon.  Doing laps was like swimming out to sea.  But, Jai knew why her mother wanted to go there.  It was the sala Mom had asked Jai to construct in the garden.  Architecturally, it was similar in slope to their sala in Thailand, but this had moveable walls and heated floors; it could open in the heat of summer or be a toasty cocoon during a particularly nasty snow.  Jai loved its electronic screens.  It had an array of backdrops from which to choose, and a multitude of climbing walls.  It was a veritable obstacle course with the push of a button.
After the flight back, they took a quick bath and met in the sala.   On the flight over, Jai had caught up on most of her work.  In the shower, her thoughts had wandered again, her mind still busy crafting a few more work memos.  But, Jai’s confidence had grown.  Thirty-two years had passed since they’d discovered her telepathy.  They’d traveled back and forth, between Thailand, the States, and many places throughout Europe and Asia.  Jai’s business had grown exponentially, and her mom had continued her work, most recently, as an Emeritus Professor at Columbia University.  But, no matter where they were, not a day had gone by without a meditation session.  Since then, Jai’s attention had a fluidity and focus she’d never had before.  She walked into the sala, sat beside her mother, and closed her eyes, confident that she’d be able to shut work out.  She tuned into her breathing, thinking the session was going well.  Then, suddenly she felt a sharp pain in her right eye, and a piercing jab to the head.
Her eyes flew open, only to find her mom meditating beside her with a mischievous grin on her face.  Seriously?  Jai laughed.  Over the years, her mother had honed her skills in karate.  She was a third-degree black belt.  She often beat Jai when they used to spar.  And, when physical spars were no longer possible, they began to spar mentally; for decades now, it was Mom’s favorite sport.  Being 96 was of no consequence.  Mentally, Mom was just as lethal as before.  And, “sparring mental,” as they liked to call it, was the only way Mom could not only feel, but look, as young as Jai, whose face was still like a 21-year-old’s, after all this time.  Indeed, after so many decades of mental sparring, Mom had taken on a young appearance so frequently in Jai’s mind, that it played a large role in Jai’s coming to know her as “Joy,” a friend and confidante, not just her mother.
Jai closed her eyes, a kick and jab flying into her face.  Joy was throwing punches in rapid succession. Jai blocked the onslaught, her eyes fluttering, shifting as they sparred in their minds.  Joy spun a low kick, knocking Jai down on the floor.  “Again!” Joy ordered.  Jai recovered with a kick up.  She jabbed her left leg, but Joy blocked it with an arm and pulled Jai down in a quick, sweeping motion.  Jai launched herself forward rather than back, and pushed down with her heel to break free.  Joy grabbed a bar and jabbed it at her face, once, twice, then a third time before Jai grabbed hold of it.  Jai spun around, knocking it against Joy’s back.  Seconds later, Joy angled her arms outward for a hidden tiger claw.  Jai thrust her arms downward, then upward to block, and somersaulted backward, broadening the distance between them.  Jai renewed her attack with multiple kicks.
Joy came again, this time with a slew of roundhouse kicks and elbow-strikes.  Suddenly, an immense, sharp pain flooded Jai’s joints.  Relentless, Joy kept after Jai, deflecting each of Jai's punches with her forearms.  She came at Jai with palm-heel strikes.  Jai’s body seemed to slow as the pain in her joints grew louder and louder, until the pain literally rang in her ears.  She wanted to shield her ears with the palms of her hands, but doing so would leave her defenseless.  A few kicks later and the pain had rendered Jai motionless, huddled against the floor.  
Joy paused, her arms resting on her hips, and a satisfied look on her face.  “That’s enough for today,” Joy said, and opened her eyes.  Jai opened hers too, and looked at her mother, disoriented by what had just happened.  Jai pulled her earlobes to silence the last, lingering ring.  
“What on earth — ?”  Jai began to question, but Joy cut her off.
“First, tea,” Joy said, her index finger pointed to the sky.  “And, another pair of booties, for my feet?”  She winked.  Jai laughed and wondered why her mother didn’t seem the least bit concerned by her daughter's abysmal state.  Jai walked slowly, retrieved the booties she'd knitted, and prepared the tea.  Her head was throbbing, and her neck was stiff.  Returning a few minutes later, Jai found the sala empty.  She looked out the window.  Mom was stretching her legs, underneath their favorite tree, on the overlook above the beach.
Jai walked out, tray in hand.  She kneeled down to place the booties on her mother’s feet, and handed her mother a cup of tea.  “Ah, jasmine today,” Joy said.  She breathed in the sweet aroma.  "My favorite.  Thank you.”  
“Got to keep you guessing.  Right, Joy?”  
Joy grinned at the irony.  “I know, it’s a bit unfair I threw a curveball at you.  But, you’re far more skilled now.  I don’t want you getting cocky.”  She winked at Jai.  
Jai shrugged her shoulders, tilting her head from side to side.  She tried to loosen the knots that had formed there.  “Well, I definitely felt it.  Still feeling it, actually.” Jai rubbed her temples with increasing pressure, and described the escalating pain in her joints, the ringing in her ears.  “What was that, exactly?  Some new piece of equipment, like throwing needles or something?”  Maybe Joy had launched them stealthily at her, before or while Jai was meditating?  It had to be something quick, something Jai wouldn’t notice.  Lately, Joy was fond of ninja throwing quills, after all.  “I know how you love those weapons of yours,” Jai said.
Joy smiled, and continued sipping her tea.  She sat, bundled in a light shawl.  Her skin was loose now, wrinkled and dappled with age spots.  Jai looked at her mother’s shoulder-length hair.  It brushed against her collarbone.  The curl of her bob was a silvery wisp in the afternoon breeze.  Jai sipped her tea, trying to figure out what the secret weapon was.  Even now, after so many years of mental sparring, Jai had a hard time reconciling the physical appearance of the mom she now saw with the mom inside her mind.  As soon as Jai closed her eyes and they began to spar, her mother was immediately young and as fierce as ever.  More often than not, Jai got her ass kicked, learned some new moves, and ended up laughing at recap, when Joy would ask, as always, for another pair of booties.  Scarves were too hot for Thailand, but Jai could never knit enough booties for her mom’s feet.  When they’d started spending more time in the States, they’d flown the entire knitwear collection with them, to the beach house.  “Well?” Jai prompted.  “Are you gonna keep your ninja moves a secret, or what?”
Joy swallowed another sip and smirked.  “No, it wasn’t a new weapon this time.  It was all me.  Today, we start your real training, Jai.  I attacked you with my thoughts.”
“Your thoughts?”  Jai paused to consider this, unsure if it was even possible.  They’d been sparring mentally for decades.  But, today was different.  
“Yes.”  Joy quieted.  Lowering her gaze, she set her tea aside.  “Look into me,” she invited.  Jai closed her eyes and focused her thoughts.  Bowing her head, she inclined the crown of her head until it touched her mother’s.  She saw, then, how Joy had accomplished this feat.  Immediately, Joy’s thoughts, feelings, and sensations rushed into Jai’s mind and body.  It’d taken so much out of Joy, thinking every terrible thing she could think of; every pain; every ounce of anger she could muster, to send it hurtling at Jai.  Jai could see Darin in the hospital, weakened by his first round of chemo.  She could feel her mother, gazing at Darin, as she looked at his deteriorating body.  She could see the room spin, when her mother first learned of her father’s death, the anguish and loneliness that followed.  Jai began to shake.  Jai could appreciate the pain her mother must have gone through, but feeling it through Joy’s mind was entirely different.  It was intimate, immediate, and overwhelming.  As the pain pulsated in Joy’s veins, it traveled up toward Jai's heart.  Joy’s pain pushed with increasing pressure against Jai’s chest.  Jai’s breaths became shallow, a slow constriction enveloping her.  
Jai pressed her hand against her chest and flung her eyes open, sucking in a big breath of air.  The connection broke.  “Mom, you should’ve told me.”  Jai’s shoulders heaved, and her brow furrowed with concern.  It’d been many decades since her mother had grappled with their deaths.  Years had passed since Joy had spent days in bed, silent with grief.  “We can get you more counseling.  I’ll call the doctor,” Jai said, rushing to stand.  
“No, Jai,” Joy interrupted, her hand outstretched.  “I’m fine.  Really, I am.”
“No, Mom, you’re not.  I saw it, felt it.  You’re in pain.  I’m so sorry.  I didn’t realize you were still struggling with it.  You’re always so upbeat.”  Jai kicked herself for not noticing.  But, how could she?  Apparently, Joy was a master at hiding it.   Tears had formed in Jai’s eyes; they spilled down her cheek.
“Jai, trust me,” Joy said, as she held Jai still.  She held Jai’s hands, and wiped away the tears.  “I’m fine,” she reiterated.  “I just did it to myself, on purpose.”
“What?”  Jai balked.  Joy’s emotions were fresh.  Jai could feel the nausea still gripping her stomach.  There was nothing fake about the physical pain Joy was in.  Jai felt the immense weight of it, a heavy shroud of depression.  
“Truly, it wasn’t real, Jai.  Well, not real-time, anyway.”
Jai looked at her mom, puzzled.  “What do you mean, not real-time?”
“I mean, I felt that way.  Truly, I did.  But, it was a long time ago.  It’s not how I feel now.  I’m not depressed now.  It’s how I made myself feel.  How I made myself remember…for you.”
“Why would you do that?  Why revisit those painful memories?  It’s the last thing I’d ever want.”  Jai’s voice began to rise, unable to keep her anger in check.
“For precisely that reason.”  Joy tilted, then bobbed her head, as if to point out Jai’s demeanor.  “You’re open to me, Jai.  Look at how upset you’ve become.  That’s how I was able to do it.  It’s been decades since we realized you were telepathic.  Ever since that day, that day we realized you can project your thoughts, I’ve wondered if you were also susceptible to mine.  Well, today’s test proved it.  I was able to use my feelings as a weapon against you.  This proves you can be hurt this way, by others.”  There was no denying it.  Jai had opened up her mind and, in doing so, her mother’s thoughts, feelings, and pain had became her own.  It was just as real to Jai as if it’d happened to her.  In some ways, it was even worse.  Joy’s emotions had ripped through Jai's body.  Jai experienced a horrendous physical pain.  The only thing that let Jai stop it, was her own awareness that it wasn’t actually real.  What if Jai wasn’t aware?  It was frightening.  What would she do if she couldn’t escape those feelings, that pain?  Joy caressed Jai’s cheek, but it didn’t lessen the fear engulfing her.  Decades of training, and now this?  Jai had never felt so vulnerable in her life.  
“Our real training needs to begin,” Joy said with conviction.  “I won’t leave you defenseless when I’m gone.”
The words hit her.  Joy was telling the truth, and it was a laceration on Jai’s mind.  What Jai felt to be true, her body had experienced in life.  Her mother had proved, in no uncertain terms, that if she let another person in, if she left herself too open, she could bleed and be defenseless.  Perhaps even die.  



Chapter 8
2116
 
Thirty-six years had passed since the day they'd discovered Jai’s telepathy.  Jai's ability to affect others with her mind, and be affected by Joy’s psychic attacks had made it abundantly clear.  Jai wasn’t a normal human.  The two of them had made it their mission to learn as much as they could, to study and understand the most likely explanation: centenarian genetics.  
They wondered, how were pockets of humans able to live, for greater and greater lengths of time?   Anti-aging vitamins and supplements were only a small part of the story.  What other scientific explanations were there?  These questions intrigued scientists, but they intrigued Jai and her mother even more.  Joy was on track to join the centenarian club.  But, Joy was convinced that Jai would live long past the age of 130.  Jai hadn't aged for decades.  She was well on track to surpass the emerging “supercentenarians” known to mankind.  Jai pored over the academic journals, looking for any studies that might explain what she was going through.  The research showed that not all centenarians shared the same underlying genetic mechanisms, and the genomes of supercentenarians appeared to synergistically combine two or more of the mechanisms.  But, the research left Jai’s “condition” in question.  Nothing fit what she'd become.  She was beginning to feel hopeless when Joy decided a break was in order.  Time to recharge and have some fun.  
“Mom…Grandma!” Jai yelled.  She saved the best for last.  “Ms. Benefactor, it's time to go!”  Her voice echoed over the balcony, above the checkerboard foyer.  The design made Jai dizzy as she slid down the curved handrail, like it was a firefighter’s pole.
“Cut it out, Jai.”  Joy walked out from underneath the archway and looked up at Jai.  Jai’s face was frozen in time, precisely the same as she'd had at 21.  It was a sometime-painful reminder of the youth that had slipped away.  “I’m 96-years-old, Jai, but I'm not senile," Joy said with a wink.  Jai shot a wide smile, as Joy hoisted her walker back toward the great room.
Jai gripped her elbow.  “Watch out, Joy.  The marble’s slippery.”  They moved to the couch and sat.
Joy caressed Jai’s hand.  “Thanks, dear.  Can you hit the news?”
“Joy, we only have half an hour before we need to take off.”  Joy’s health was faltering and tropical climates wore her out, so they’d decided to stay in St. Petersburg, to catch a few performances by the Kirov Ballet.  
“We’re of the world, Jai, so we shall know about it,” Joy quipped.  
Jai smirked, as she switched the news on.  The image blazed, hovering in mid-air.  “In breaking news tonight, scientists report that they’ve found an anomaly in multiple blood banks across the nation.  In tonight’s exposé, we’ll talk with the scientists about this amazing discovery.”  
A scientist came into view.  “Comparing DNA’s been around for many generations, but the amount of data that can be collected has significantly increased.  We’re doing it with greater efficiency than ever before.”  Much like Jai’s father, these scientists were comparing genomic DNA and how it was modified, packaged, and expressed to catalog existing species, and to distinguish differences among historical species.  “This time,” the scientist explained, “our team’s applied the same methods and technologies to determine what makes our oldest-known humans, our ‘supercentenarians,’ so special and distinct from the regular population.”  Joy and Jai gave the screen their rapt attention, their ears perking up.  
“For the last year,” the scientist continued, “we’ve obtained samples from blood banks and discovered a small number of outliers who appear to have DNA sequences and expression patterns significantly dissimilar to the sequences we’ve commonly seen.  This is interesting for multiple reasons.  First, supercentenarian ‘hot beds’ or 'blue zones' are well known in specific locations in the world, like Okinawa Island, Sardinia, the Nicoya Peninsula.  America is not considered to be a supercentenarian blue zone. In fact, before now, scientists have found no concentrated or statistically significant groups of supercentenarians in the U.S.  There are only a small percentage of people who’ve lived to be 100 or more years old.  The studies did not find any pockets of high concentration State-side.  
“Still, earlier this year, we decided to sample blood banks to get a sense of what DNA sequences are prevalent in our cities’ populations, to compare them to the DNA that supercentenarians have.  We wanted a pulse on what prospects most Americans may have for living large or, rather, long.  
“What we’ve found is surprising.  In cities that are quite far apart, San Francisco and New York, for example, there were only a few outliers (donors whose DNA have elements similar to, but distinct from, supercentenarian DNA).  Now, as scientists, normally we wouldn’t focus on such statistically insignificant numbers.  Often, they might be explained by contamination or instrument error.  But, upon further study, we learned that these outliers have DNA sequences that are distinctly dissimilar to any characterized genomes scientists have ever seen.”  
He took a deep breath and swallowed.  “For the first time, we’ve found donors whose DNA is not closely related to humans’.”  Eyes wide with excitement, he continued.  “Since then, we’ve broadened the study.  And, amazingly, these outliers with non-human DNA are peppered lightly all over the U.S.  They’re small in number, but who knows how many there truly are!  Remember, blood banks were our only test source.  Just imagine how many outliers may actually exist, the world over.  
“We’ve also done some digging, and found that these individuals happen to be high-achievers in their fields.  Whether its in the arts, sports, entertainment, philosophy, medicine, you name it.  Practically, whatever these individuals can do, they’re gifted at it.  Turns out, they’re naturally gifted because nature literally gifted it to them.  
“In other words, this is the next evolutionary step.  With the publication of today’s Science paper, we’ve named them Homo sentients.”
Mom gasped.  “So, 2116’s the year we Homo sapiens, we humans, finally put two and two together."  Mom looked at Jai and called her by her new name.  "Sentient.”  
Jai stared back at her.  “I can’t believe it.”
“I know,” Joy said.  “I didn’t think this would go public in my lifetime.”   
That night, they returned from the ballet, having barely focused on the performance.  They watched the news religiously for weeks.  The studies had only just begun, but they gave Jai a sense of promise.  She didn’t need to be tested to know she’d finally found a name for herself.  The concept that she belonged to a new species was overwhelming.  For the first time, she was known.  
But, ironically, she felt alone, now more than ever.  Personally, she knew no other sentients, and the papers kept the outliers’ names private.  Plus, it seemed no outlier was precisely like her.  The researchers had not discovered anyone else with telepathic skill.  Just sentients with a highly resilient immune system, and a heightened capacity to repair tissue, even if significantly damaged.  And, no one could read minds or project thoughts like Jai could.  At least not according to what was publicized.  Still, it was the closest she'd ever come to knowing what she was.  
Jai and her mother flew back to the New York penthouse a month later.  By then, the world was abuzz with special reports on sentient testing.  One stood out. “Tonight, we feature a special exposé on sentient testing, the glitz and glamour that can come with testing positive, and the dark and dangerous path that some unfortunate souls have taken on the path to get there. What you’re about to learn is not all sentient testing is created equal.  Though sentient testing’s not covered by any insurance plan, the law of supply and demand is alive and well.  And, tonight,” the newscaster said, in a commanding tone, “you’ll meet many anonymous citizens who’ve agreed to come forward with their stories.  First, we introduce a man and two women, who’ve purchased sentient testing from the top three companies that sell private tests for a high fee.  Was the cost worth it?  For better or worse, how have their lives changed?  
“Next, you’ll meet two individuals, both male, who agreed to participate in confidential scientific studies, to be tested for free.  Were their results accurate?  And, what were they obligated to do in return?  
“And, finally, you’ll meet a group of ten people who’ve fallen victim to a growing epidemic of less than reputable companies, hawking inaccurate tests.  What we offer tonight,” the reporter said, eye to the camera, “is a window into the ugly side.  What path will you pursue?  And, how can you protect yourself from the vultures?  They prey on the pockets of every eager hopeful.”  
Jai watched the expose with Joy, thankful she had no need for any testing.  For everyone’s sake, she hoped that the government would crack down on the blackmarket.  But, the demand for sentient testing had skyrocketed ever since Science had
published a study, demonstrating that the older the sentient, the greater the sentient's physiological and mental power.  Immediately, scientists, the news agencies, and the general public developed an insatiable interest in identifying the oldest sentient, “The Eldest.”  Every network felt immense pressure to break the story, and they were willing to pay a lot of money to do so.  Fakes and posers came out of the woodwork, immediately extending their hands for the massive payout.  But, every time, confirmatory testing ruled them out, and the search continued.  The pot of gold was growing bigger and bigger.    
Money or not, Jai could see no honor in being the Eldest.  Ceremonies, celebrity, and, yes, money, would abound, but being the Eldest would destroy her privacy, and open herself up to an unending number of blood draws and tests, by sentient and human scientists alike.  Nefarious purposes were guaranteed on either side.  No, Jai enjoyed keeping her identity in the shadows.



Chapter 9
2119
 
By 2119, three years had passed since sentients had been discovered, and the search for the Eldest had grown cold, but interest in sentients had not.  The networks reported on what they could: the science.  They focused on one human scientist in particular: Dr. Jensen.   At the forefront of sentient research, he’d published at length about “Patient X,” a male sentient whose data comprised the most significant contribution to sentient science thus far.  Dr. Jensen guarded Patient X’s identity with the utmost care and, though his lab would have benefited significantly from the “donations” being thrown at him, he declined anything that required him to disclose Patient X’s identity.  Dr. Jensen even went so far as to hire a liaison to handle the influx of network interviews, all of which he eschewed.  Instead, he let his publication record speak for itself.  But, instead of quelling the storm, the media hounded him, attending every conference talk he gave.  They even televised his most recent public lecture.  There, for the first time, Dr. Jensen released X's birth year, a year no other confirmed sentient had surpassed: 2066.  
Joy paused the newsfeed and laughed.  “2066?  He’s only 53 years old, Jai.  Just imagine if they knew you’re a 2050 baby!”  
“Don’t want to,” Jai said, leaning over the kitchen island.  She stuffed her mouth with a slice of pizza, and mumbled, “Privacy’s just fine, thank you very much.”  
Joy twisted on the couch, to look back over her shoulder.  She flashed a knowing smile.  “Can’t say I blame you,” she said, and turned her attention back to the news.  “I wouldn’t want those vultures sweeping down on me, either.”  
Jai laughed and popped a hot pepper into her mouth.  “Which ones?” 
“Take your pick.  The newscasters.  The scientists with their needles to poke and prod.  The unending companies looking for another pretty face to endorse their product.  I’m all for scientific posterity, but the Cover Girl offers were quite nauseating.”  Joy motioned to the stack of mail from the latest fashion house that was after Jai.  “Can’t say I’d mind taking a peek at Patient X, though.  Maybe you could do a blind date, and I’d get some pretty grandkids out of it.”  She laughed.  “Or, X could look like a donkey’s ass, like that sentient in Denver.  Did you see him?”  Jai shook her head and rolled her eyes.  Dating was a foreign concept to her.  Back in her 20's, long before sentients had been discovered, she'd dabbled in dating.  Eventually she gave up, wondering what good would it do.  Why put in the time and energy if she’d have to disappear a decade or so later, before her youthfulness outed her?  Her 20’s were over.  But, discovering sentients didn't alter much.  And, it had been decades since she’d been interested in anyone.  
Joy did have a point, though.  Many sentients were reportedly beautiful, but they were not universally so.  Scientists emphasized their intellectual and athletic skills far more than their physical appearance, but modern America? The news networks?  Advertising?  They were infatuated with looks.  Over a century had passed since companies had started investing billions of dollars into youth-centric research.  If it wasn’t a laser or a cream, it was a probiotic or other dietary fad.  Now, “Youth In a Bottle” was a common advertisement plastered above a vial of sentient blood.  Numerous companies were willing to pay top dollar to bring whatever sentients had to market for the regular, age-fighting populace.  
Jai could appreciate the urge to appear young, but she’d grown numb to her looks.  She had a penchant for hiding under baseball caps, hoodies, shawls, whatever took her fancy.  Joy found it extremely humorous and let her know it was an exercise in futility.   “Stop trying,” she would say.  “You’ve grown increasingly beautiful with each passing year.”  Jai’s long brown locks and thick eyelashes had a satin-sheen.  Her high cheek bones emphasized a full, pillowy pout.  Her ripe, supple breasts were the envy of her girlfriends.  And, her legs went “on for miles,” as they say.  Endless compliments blared in the background, with so many talent agents and modeling companies coming after her, asking her to pose for their latest edition, to walk the catwalk for their spring/summer show, to find someway, somehow to plaster her face and sprawl her body on some thing.  After decades of headache, Jai finally resolved to wipe her electronic footprint clean.  She anointed Caleb as a figurehead for her companies, and hoarded her privacy.  A polite grin was all she could muster in public and, when that didn’t suffice, she put her telepathy to work.  She'd found a way to hide herself, a mental cloak that shielded herself from view.  A quick stare and she could distract anyone for a few moments.  She didn’t bother to concern herself with the regret they would feel after they’d “lost” her in a crowd.
Jai closed the pizza box and carried the last slice to the couch. “Altogether I’m rather impressed with the public,” she said, handing Joy the pizza.  “At least they’re approaching sentients with an open mind.”
“So far,” Joy said, only half-joking.  She took a few bites and paused.  “Humans have the capacity to accept change.  Or not.  Don’t be surprised if they fight it, kicking and screaming.”  She swallowed, hard.  “Which is the perfect segue-way…you’re meeting your new instructor tomorrow.”
“Come again?”  Jai hated surprises.
“Jai, you know I haven’t been able to spar with you…physically, I mean.  It’s been years.  It’s not fair to you.”
“It’s fine, Joy.  Our mental spars are enough.”  Jai enjoyed their mental spars as much as their meditation sessions.  When their minds synced, Joy was a force to be reckoned with, just as fast and lethal a fighter as she’d ever been.  
Joy smiled.  “I know I still kick your butt in there,” she said, tilting her head down.  “But, that’s not what I’m talking about.  Practicing martial arts is more than your mind, love.  You need the physical component too.”  
“Seriously, Joy.”  Jai groaned.  “I’m fine without it.  It’s not like I’m wasting away over here.”
Joy pushed lightly against Jai’s arm, and put the last bit of pizza in Jai’s mouth, cutting off any excuse.  “2 p.m.  He’ll be waiting for you.”



Chapter 10
2119
 
Over the years, Joy’s age had climbed, but so did her taste for training gadgets.  The night before, she invited Jai to visit the training space they'd constructed on the top floor of the penthouse.  Joy would’ve loved sparring there, with the New York skyline behind her, but the most she could do was walk in the rooftop zen garden.  “You’ll love training there,” she told Jai wistfully.  “Please, go take a look.”
Early the next morning, Jai realized months had passed since she’d last walked the penthouse.  She looked down at her watch.  She had hours to spare before her 2 p.m. meeting with the mystery trainer.  Now’s as good a time as any, she thought, and took the elevator upstairs.  With a ding, the wood-paneled doors opened to a wide, open space.  She admired its simplicity.  Joy’s taste was simple, streamlined and, though the electronic floor could transform into many different terrains, Joy had left the tatami mats on.  Jai walked the length of the room, past the innermost climbing wall, and entered a room on the left.  Immediately, she understood why Joy had asked her to develop an electromagnetic system to suspend varying weights against the wall.  Joy had amassed a large collection of weapons, and each piece was appended to the wall with varying degrees of force.  The invisible velcro must have worked well because Joy had already filled the first two sections with the swords she’d amassed over the years, and many new knives and daggers Jai had yet to see.  Jai walked down each hall, admiring every weapon.  Their silver blades shimmered under the soft lights, levitating from above.  
Past the newest trinkets, Jai stopped at a halberd.  Two-handed, she gripped the six-foot pole with an ax topped with a long spike, and laughed.  Some wealthy mothers might spend their time and money researching and collecting famous paintings.  Jai thought Joy owned her own share of those, but, given the massive weaponry displayed before her, Jai could see Joy’s true passion was clearly collecting weapons from centuries ago, in this case, the 14th century.   Jai felt the halberd’s weight in her hand, and examined it.  It had a spear; and, opposite the axe, it had a hook blade, a nasty thorn to snag and pull horse-bound opponents to the ground.  The halberd was a triple-threat.  Used properly, a single strike could pierce armor or slice through a skull, even at a distance.  Jai wondered how many men this blade had killed, and ran her index finger alongside it, slicing it to the bone.  Blood oozed out, a red streak glowing fiercely under the light.  Quickly, before a drop could hit the ground, she placed her finger in her mouth and sucked.  A slight sting and the taste of iron in her mouth.  She pulled her finger out and looked.  It was in pristine condition, with no sign of a cut; no slight redness or marking; not even an indent.  Her healing had quickened, even faster than before.  Most times, cuts healed too fast for even Jai to see.  As if nothing had occurred.  She wondered how egregious a wound would have to be, for others to see her wounded.  Better to move on, she thought, and pushed the thought aside, favoring a Mongol saber instead.  Genghis Kahn, 1200 A.D.  
Ding.  The elevator interrupted her.  
“Time,” Jai said, loudly.  
“It is 7:14 a.m.,” the Home system announced.  It began listing the menu options.  “Temperature, news….”
“Cease.”  Jai cut it off.  Joy must be up, she thought, and placed the saber down.  With the labyrinth of weapons behind her, she stepped through the doorway and walked past the climbing apparatus.  She turned toward the open floor, when suddenly a kick came flying at her face.  She raised her fists upward, blocking it, and leaned back, her feet grounded to the floor.  Bracing her stance, she leaned back, away from a second kick.  It fluttered past her left shoulder as she moved fast, out of the way.  A masked figure crouched down, swooping a left leg in a circular motion.  Jai lifted her leg, foiling the apparent attempt to knock her down.  Won’t be that easy, she thought, and raised her forearms in front of her face, ready to block the left back-kick being launched at her.  The figure flew upward into an upright stance.  Six foot three, Jai noted.  He slammed his leg up, then down at her.  Jai punched his side and stepped into a side kick.  She kicked again, as he stepped back, just inches from her knee.  She punched and threw another kick toward his waist, but he blocked it.  He kicked his right leg to her chest.  It knocked the wind out of her.  She was barely able to catch her breath as he came at her face.  She dodged and blocked each blow.  She went after him, fist over fist, slamming repeatedly into his chest and ribs.  He came at her harder, with left and right side kicks to the head.  She blocked each kick to her temples, then squatted down.  The heel of his foot swiped across the top of her hair.  His leg fell to the floor.  For a second, they were face to face, his intense green eyes staring at her through the open sliver of his mask.  With a look of fierce determination, he whipped back.  
Jai flew at him, punching in quick succession.  He furrowed his brow and kicked back at her.   Blocking him again, she pulled him down by the sleeves of his shirt, kneeing at his sides.  She could feel his sinewy arms pulse as he ripped each of his arms away, launching his own counter-attack.  What the hell?  Jai thought, mid-kick.  2 p.m. is far off, and this asshole isn’t letting up.  It wouldn’t be the first time an intruder had tried to bypass the Home system.  Did someone break in, successfully this time?  Jai refocused her attention on ending the fight.  Whoever this masked guy was, he wasn’t holding back.  She could feel his muscles tense; he was moving with increasing power.  The pain in her chest began to subside.  She could feel her adrenaline quicken, and she released a barrage of kicks and alternating punches.  She hit him, crashing against his chest and sides, until he somersaulted with a back flip.  Mask damp with sweat, he threw it off.
“Not bad,” he said, a wide smirk across his face.  Jai held her stance and flexed her fists, arching her brows at him.  He winked a bright green eye at her.  “Joy said you’d be out of practice, but I don’t go easy for anyone.”
“You don’t do punctual, either,” Jai quipped.  She straightened herself out.
“What’s the fun in that?” he said with a smile.  “I’m Sean.”  He extended his hand.  Jai fought the urge to slap it out of the way, and shook it.  Boys, she thought, with a sigh. 
“I’ll spare you the introduction,” Jai said.  
“There’s certainly no need.  I’ve known about you a long time.  At least, it feels like I know you…through Joy.”  Sean flashed a smile again.  Cryptic, this one, Jai thought.  She fought the urge to flip on her spidey-sense.   After all, she’d decided the night before, it would be better to meet people the old-fashioned way whenever possible, and Joy seemed to trust this nutcase.  The nutcase opened his mouth to speak.  “Joy was my Master’s adviser at Columbia University.  Back then, she was ‘Dr. Dean,’ Emeritus Professor, but she’s become a close friend since, not just a trusted mentor to me.”  He smiled at the surprised look on Jai’s face.  “Yea, I figure she wouldn’t have told you about me.  Joy’s so private.  She wouldn’t say much about you, either.  But, I can’t say I didn’t follow your company or you…at least before you disappeared from the news.  I run the Division.  It’s a —…”
“Global defense company,” Jai said.  Jai had recognized it immediately.  A younger company, it’d taken the industry by storm, with increasingly substantial mergers.  The company had captured the majority of the market’s intellectual property in defense, and it had amassed an unparalleled breadth of relationships, once held by its competitors.  But, rather than focus on annihilating all competition, the company took a unique approach: forging cross-continent partnerships to guide humanitarian efforts in war-torn countries.  It was precisely the salve that many underdeveloped countries needed.  Families were often separated and barely able to grow crops in the increasingly arid climate throughout the world.  Given the amount of revenue and resources the Division donated to spearheading its charity work, it’d become a media darling.  
And, outside the trade journals, the media had made much of its mysterious owner.  It seemed no one knew the owner’s name or where he was from.  It was fitting.  After all, he ran a company replete with defense experts.  It was a hook news reporters loved to run.  There was a long line of subsidiaries and shell companies, and the registration paperwork only identified a Registered Agent, not Sean.  Even the highest officers in the company had never met Sean in person.  He video-conferenced, with an avatar comprised of ever-shifting faces, and he always relayed directions electronically, with the highest levels of encryption.  
Somehow the news found undisclosed sources, though.  They doled out the details, small little crumbs on the mysterious trail that led back to him.  Given Jai’s relatively recent experience of hiding her own identity, she was particularly interested in how he had remained anonymous.  And, eventually, even she began to wonder what was true or false, especially when the news gave such conflicting reports.   One source described a remarkably hooked nose.  Another detailed a large arched back and uneven gait.  Some said he was a giant of a man, while others reported he was unusually small in stature.  They even reported he had a B.O. problem.  It baffled her, given the electronic directions they all swore they’d received remotely.  Such strange and disjointed details surfaced over time that the media dubbed him the Quasimodo of the Modern Era.  Collectively, it presented the owner as a less-than-attractive mess.  
Seeing the mysterious owner standing in front of her, Jai could not contain herself.  She let out a hearty laugh, her mouth agape.   He just smiled, not needing an explanation.  Before either of them could speak, Joy entered the room.  “There you are!”  Joy gave Sean a hug and turned to Jai.  “So, I see you’ve met my little artiste!” she said, teasing Sean in a thick french accent.  To Joy, Sean was passionate, deeply committed in all things, an adonis, even, in appearance.  With his mask off, Jai realized that “chiseled” was not the word for it.  He had deep green eyes and golden chestnut hair.  He was painfully handsome, yet somehow approachable.  It made Joy laugh no matter how many times she’d seen women, no matter their life’s season, fawn at him.  Babies grinned their gummy grins at him.  Teenage girls giggled at the sight of him.  Grown women leaned in, lusting after him.  Even the local grandmas’ eyes sparkled when he came nearby; they couldn’t help but hold on to his bulging biceps and pinch what they could of his chiseled cheeks…up high or down low.  So charming, he took all the adoration in stride, without even a hint of machismo.  It all seemed inconsequential to him.  Clearly, he’d had no qualms with his nickname.
“Yes, I’ve met Quasimodo,” Jai said.  “Funny you never mentioned you knew him.”  
“Sorry, dear.  Sean’s the only one who loves privacy more than you do.  You know, you should count yourself lucky he wanted to meet you.”  She smiled with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.   Jai smirked and averted her gaze.
“It’s true,” Sean said.  “I’ve been wanting to meet you for a long time.  And, don’t begrudge Joy’s secrecy.  I enjoy my privacy, and I’d like to keep it that way.  Being Quasimodo’s a blessing in disguise.  Trust me.”
“Oh, Jai needs no convincing.”  Joy answered for Jai.  She asked Sean, “Where do you think I got the idea to let the nickname slide?”
“Your idea?” Jai asked, incredulous.
“Of course!”  Joy said with feigned indignation.  “I’ll never forget the trouble you had erasing your footprint.  So when the news gave Sean the nickname, I told him, ‘Keep it…why not use the news to your advantage?’”
“But, enough about me,” Sean interrupted.  “Let’s get lunch.  Jai's given me quite the appetite.  I’m famished.”  They traveled uptown for some lobster rolls and mimosas before Sean returned them home.  “This Friday night.  I’m counting on you,” he told Jai, eyes sparkling.  He pointed, then waved, before speeding away.
 Jai followed her mom into the house.  Joy’s pace had quickened at the entryway.  “Hold it!” Jai shouted, as she closed the door firmly behind her.  Joy stopped in her tracks, her shoulders pinching up, as if bracing for impact.  “Care to explain yourself?”
Joy turned slowly to face her.  Hands raised, she said, “I’m sorry!  I know you hate surprises, but it’s not like I meant to keep a secret from you.  You know I’ve mentioned a few special students over the years.  I met Sean after he graduated from NYU.   He confided in me when I was his advisor, for his Masters at Columbia U.  It was a very tough time for him.  About a year had passed since sentients were discovered and he’d tested sentient positive.  He was still reeling from his parents’ reaction.  They’d cut off all contact with him and his sister.  When I met him, he’d just barely gotten back on his feet.  So, Sean is quite dear to me.  I’m so proud of the massive success he’s achieved.  He deserves it.  And, what Sean said is true.  He’s like you; he wants to maintain his privacy.  I’ve respected that, as I have with you.  When you decided to step out of the limelight, I didn’t talk about you to him, but he sure talked about you to me.  He’s no fledgling to business, and he is a longtime admirer of yours…and, not just the business-side of it.  For many years, he’s wanted to know more about you, personally.”  Jai opened her mouth to speak, but Joy cut her off.  “Besides, like I said, it’s time you started training with someone else, at least the physical training.  I haven’t been able to spar for years.  You need to.  You do.”
“So, why do I feel like I’m on a blind date?”
“I promise, I’m not match-making.  I can’t promise you that’s not Sean’s intention, though.  The way he’s spoken about you, I’ve never heard him talk about anyone else that way.  I can only say, I’m not trying to force anything between you two.  Promise.  But, what’s the worst thing that could happen, Jai?  Sean said your form’s superb,” she said with a playful smile.  Jai pursed her lips.  “Sean can teach you many other fighting styles.  And, more importantly, you could have some fun.”  
Jai sighed, thinking, here we go again.  Joy was obsessed with getting Jai out, to spend time with “people her own age.”  Jai knew what her mother meant, but, still, it made her laugh.  Jai had lost all sense of what “people her own age” had meant to her; her chronological age no longer had any bearing.  She still looked not a day older than 21.  If age mattered at all, she might as well be retired, not getting ready to rev up her social calendar.  
Joy steamed ahead.  “Yes, fun, Jai.  Since sentients were discovered three years ago, I’ve been waiting for you to venture out, to see what that world has to offer.  But, you haven’t.  I mean, I don’t expect you to get tested or anything like that, but there’s an entire sentient community for you to discover.  You know what I’m talking about.  Even I know sentients have their own culture now.”  She paused.  “Sean can show you that.”
“What?”  
Joy caught her breath.  Quickly, she explained herself.  “Like I said, Sean’s sentient.”  Jai’s eyes widened, unsure if Joy had spilled the beans.  Joy clarified.  “I know what you’re thinking.  I haven’t told Sean you're sentient."
“He doesn't know you're my mom, does he?”  
“No, but he saw your photos on my desk at work.  I just told him we're related.  But, I think he’s on to you.  When you left the table to answer Caleb’s call, he asked me what you were like as a child.   Luckily, you came back soon so I didn’t have to say much in response, but he suspects you’re sentient too.  He said there was something about your fighting that made him wonder.  He didn’t get me alone after lunch — I high-tailed it inside.  Just don’t be surprised if he asks you eventually.”
“Wow, Joy.  First, I thought I was just meeting a new instructor.  Then, I find out he owns the Division and he’s one of the best-kept secrets in business.  Now, I’m expected to ‘come out’ to this guy?” 
“No, no.  You don’t have to tell him you're sentient if you don’t want to.”  Joy laughed and took Jai’s hands in hers.  “I just wanted to prepare you for how he might be.  Sean’s private to the world, but he’s extremely generous to those he trusts; and, he makes no apologies for the sentient life he’s embraced.  He told me he was sentient almost as soon as I met him.  He’s never looked back.  You don’t have to look back, either, Jai.  Go with him, Friday night.”
“I’ll think about it,” Jai said, and helped her mom upstairs.     



Chapter 11
2119
 
On Friday, Sean parked his LaFerrari and opened its black, wing-like doors.  Angling his face downward, he tilted his head, smiled, and motioned for Jai to take his hand.  “Shall we?”  Jai looked past him, to the unassuming building behind them.  A slick, steel gray, it did not appear to have a door.  It was an empty facade, except for a small, but shiny number ten affixed to the corner.  Jai could feel her belt cinching around her narrow waist, tightening with each of her breaths.  She tugged at the zipper on her leather jacket and took Sean’s hand.
They walked past a street light, to a side entrance.  It looked more like a dark alleyway than the entrance to an exclusive club, at least until he placed his hand against the wall.  At once, it shifted, revealing a biometric scanner.  Leaning in, Sean positioned his eye and passed the iris inspection.  The system prompted him to choose a second verification.  “Question,” it said.  He responded with “Answer: two ducks and a moose.”
“Verification confirmed,” the system said, in a soothing male voice.   
Jai threw Sean a sideways glance.  “Seriously?”
“Answer changes every day.  Today’s answer is awfully apt, wouldn’t you say?  It is a hunting lodge, after all.”  He winked.  The wall slid aside to reveal a narrow walkway, fashioned from the same steel, though these walls were covered in holes.  
“What’s with the swiss cheese?”  
“Butane gas…just enough to throw an unwelcome guest out on the curb.”  Jai shook her head, amazed anyone would try so hard to get into this place.  She’d had no prior interest in entering it.  But, it was, as Sean had said, a hunting lodge of sorts, one of the most prominent sentient clubs in the U.S.  “I’m surprised you can even see the holes,” Sean said over his shoulder.  “It’s almost pitch black in here.”  
Jai didn’t answer and looked down, as if the lights on the pressure-sensitive floor had piqued her interest.  She watched Sean’s footsteps glow, then fade, as he led them back to a second door, manned by what could only be described as an old-school butler.  “Good evening, Mr. McCarthy,” the butler said.  He bent at the waist and handed Sean a neat scotch.  
“Thank you, Quaid.”
“You’re welcome, sir.  And, for the lady?”
“Dr. Jai Dean,” Sean said, introducing her.
“Pleased to meet you, Dr. Dean.  And, what would suit your fancy?”
“Pleasure’s mine,” said Jai.  “A sidecar, please.”  Quaid bowed, with a smile on his face.  
“Of course.  I’ll bring it to you shortly,” he said, then stepped aside.  As Sean led them through a sliding pane of frosted glass, Jai’s eyes adjusted to the deep red lighting.  Like an ember, the lights flickered and moved, a tantric rhythm pulsing with the resounding bass around them.  Sean led Jai past many booths and tables, beyond a crowd of dancers.  Their arms and legs undulated in and out of the throng, like a creepy puppet show.  Music thudding in her eyes, Jai turned.  Many narrow hallways fanned out, like a circular labyrinth leading away from the main room.  Down each hallway, there were doors, equidistant from each other.  Candelabras lit the hallways in a soft glow.  She felt strangely drawn to the space, as if the passageways were inviting her, beckoning her, to take a closer look.  
Underneath the candlelight, down a hallway to the right, a sudden movement caught her attention.  Jai narrowed her eyes and saw two women, a blonde and a brunette, standing above a man.  Blindfolded, he was leaning against the wall.  The women were taking turns, licking up and down his neck.  Without thinking, Jai pulled her head back, as if to avert her gaze, but she found her eyes were caught, transfixed.  She couldn't help but watch the blonde dig her jet black nails deep into the man's pale skin.  He winced, then smiled, as the brunette’s eyes rolled up into her head.  
For a moment, Jai forgot where she was until she felt the tug of Sean’s hand.  As he led her past the bar, she watched his expression under the red glow of the room.  He was unfazed, like he hadn’t noticed what she’d seen, or if he had, he didn't care.  He didn’t stop until they reached a private room in the very back of the club.  As soon as he opened the door, Jai threw her jacket off.  She had to know, “What kind of weird shit are you into, Sean?”  
Sean laughed, his eyes flashing with the realization that she must have glimpsed the threesome in the hall.  “Scout’s honor,” he said, signing a half-salute.  “I’m not into that.”
“Right,” Jai said, suspiciously.  
“A lot of sentients are, but it’s not my thing.”
“What’s not your thing?” someone yelled out.  Jai hadn’t realized they were not alone.  She turned around to see a lanky man with bright blue hair laying on a sofa.  He flicked his tongue at Sean.  “I know how you like it, Sean.”  
“Shut it,” Sean ordered.  
Suddenly, a fair-skinned woman with long red hair flung the door wide open.  “I was wondering when you’d get here!  Leave it to my brother to take his sweet ass time,” she said, and gave Sean a bear hug.  She swung her dainty body around his bulky arms.  
“Jai, my sister Avena,” he said, smiling.  He patted Avena’s arm, signaling her to let him loose.  He flicked his eyes toward the couch.  “That nasty piece over there’s Borda.  No need to bother with him.”  Borda threw a pillow out from under his head, revealing a mechanical sleeve tattooed down the length of his right arm.  Sean caught the pillow with his left hand, threw it on a chair, and plopped down for a seat.
Avena jumped to Jai’s side and took her by the hands.  “I’m so happy to finally meet you!  Sean’s said so much about you.”  Jai’s mouth fell agape, not sure what to say.  She’d only just met Sean, after all.  Avena didn’t seem to notice.  “I’m looking forward to having someone sane around here,” she said and motioned back at the two men.  She leaned in close and whispered, “Sean’s not joking.  Borda’s an ass.”
“I heard that!”  Borda leapt up and began to chase Avena around the room.  
Avena took off, toward the door.  Opening it, she screamed back, “Lunch, tomorrow?” as music spilled into the room. 
Jai yelled, “Yea, sure!” and the door swung shut behind them.  
When she turned back, Sean was smiling at her.  And, with a shake of the head, he said, “Wish I could say they’re not normally like that, but those two fight like they’re the ones who are related.”  Jai laughed.  She took a deep breath and looked uneasily around her.  A tray of tapas and three types of Hennessy adorned the table.  The butler Quaid entered the room.  “Your drink,” he said, as he delivered Jai’s sidecar.  She took a sip and watched as he checked the candles before departing.  
Jai looked back at Sean, who hadn’t stopped staring at her with those deep, green eyes.  He clenched his jaw, and the stubble on his face looked blonde in the candlelight.   She averted her gaze and sat at the table, tracing the rim of her glass with a finger.  Moments passed before she said, “I didn’t realize you had a sister.”  The news had never mentioned Quasimodo’s family or upbringing; his appearance was already a captivating mystery.
“My twin, actually.  She’s a dancer, the principal ballerina at the American Ballet Theatre, the ABT.”  
“I’m not surprised.  Seeing Borda chase her, she doesn’t run, she floats.”  And, not without power.  Jai could sense the enormous strength in her limbs, like an engine revving at the starting line, ready to take off with a hair trigger.   
The door swung open again.  This time, a tall blonde walked in, her delicate shoulders wrapped in a fur stole.  Her body moved slowly, as if there were no other speed for her slender 5'10" frame.  Her eyes were quick, though.  She said Jai’s name immediately.  As she walked toward the table, her face brightened.  “I’m Diana,” she said, running her hand along Jai’s bare shoulder.  “It’s wonderful to meet you.”  The only thing more shocking than the light-blue in her eyes was the mink fur caressing her collarbone.  She smiled at Jai’s wide-eyed stare.  “I assure you, it’s faux.  Glad to see I’m doing something right, though,” she said, a proud look on her face.  
Sean explained, “Diana runs a top fashion house, and her company's developed faux furs to wage off animal extinction.  Bleeding heart, this one.”  
“Oh, I see.”  Jai shook her head, relieved.  The world had already lost so many species to deforestation and climate change, she thought fur production of every kind was illegal.  
“What else can one do?”  Diana asked.  “You know how the black market is.  You’d think we’d be more evolved, but there’s always room for demand.  Would you believe, a short wrap sold for a half a million last month?  My sources are never wrong.”  She ran her long fingers through the plush, mink fur.  “I’m gonna flood the market with these.  Force the demand to die down.”
“The more indistinguishable they are, the better,” Jai finished her thought.
“Precisely.”  Diana flashed a knowing smile.  
A tall man with perfectly coiffed black hair traipsed in, his square jaw mirrored by dark square spectacles.  
“Jai, this is Mach, my fiancé,” Diana said.  “If only I could convince him to stop with the glasses.”  She faced him, shaking her head.  “A sentient wearing glasses…It’s not like anyone believes you need them,” she said to him.  
“So not the point,” he said.  “I like myself a little nostalgia; that’s all.”
“That’s for sure.”  Diana laughed, and explained he was on the hunt for an antique instant-print Polaroid.  
“Oh, I’ve got one of those,” Jai volunteered.  
“Don’t pull my leg,” Mach said, wide-eyed.  
Diana pleaded, “Jai, don’t give me any false hope.  What I’d give for this search to be over!  You have no idea how long he — and, that unfortunately means we — have been searching.  A polaroid?  It’s an ancient artifact.  I can’t even begin to understand it.  Why he’d even want such fuzzy photos, on purpose…photos you’d have to digitize to keep for any meaningful amount of time.”  
“Jai, are you serious?” Mach asked, dismissing Diana entirely.  He smiled excitedly, revealing two perfect dimples on his cheeks.
Jai laughed.  “Yes, I have one.”  Mach choked.  “I’ve collected some photographs and cameras over the years.  The Polaroid’s one of the earliest I have.  Avena and I are going to do lunch tomorrow.  You should all come to my place.  I’ll show it to you.”  Mach pretended to faint into the winged chair by the table.  
They all laughed, as Diana gave the obvious answer.  “We’ll be there.”  
A few minutes later, Avena and Borda rejoined them.  They enjoyed the food and Hennessy, and went out to the dance floor.  Having sparred, Jai knew Sean could move his body, but nothing could have prepared her for his sense of rhythm.  His movements were agile, moving in unison with the music.  The crowd parted, clearing the way for him to enter the center of the floor.  He was a sight to be seen, but all Jai could feel were the eyes on her.  Women and even some men had turned to stare at her.  Immediately, she sensed she was unwelcome.  Who does she think she is? a woman thought, as she glared at Jai.  He won’t dance with me, but he dances with her?  Their thoughts filled Jai's head.  Jai watched, amazed as one woman had the gall to flare her teeth at her.  Like a handler, the woman turned a leash around her wrist, pulling another masked woman’s mouth to hers.  The leashed woman kissed the handler, like an obedient dog.  And, all the while, the handler glared at Jai, more focused on Jai than on kissing her masked hound.  Jai didn't flinch, her pupils contracting as she stared back at them.  
Sean interrupted, tracing Jai’s chin with his finger.  He guided her gaze back to him.  “Eyes on me,” he said by her ear, his voice deep like the bass blasting around them.  He placed his hands along the base of her spine, pulling her close to his body.  The smile in his eyes amplified, as he watched the lines of Jai’s body move with the music.  Avena and Borda joined them, as Diana and Mach boxed the onlookers out.  
By the time Sean took Jai back home, the sun was creeping into the horizon.  She took the elevator to the rooftop garden, and looked at the tall buildings across the skyline.  It felt like a million miles from the underbelly she’d just seen.  An hour later, she showered, then lay in bed, dozing in and out of sleep, not knowing what to think.  Her first foray into the sentient world.  It was immediately foreign, but she couldn’t help but feel the closeness Sean had with his friends.  She curled inside a down blanket, and lay on her side until she fell asleep.
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Jai's eyes began to flutter, her deep sleep interrupted by the sound of Sean’s voice.  “Jai!  Jai!” he yelled, beckoning her further onto the dance floor.  He turned to smile and his eyes met hers.  They glowed green like absinthe, an intoxicating lure coaxing her deeper into the hoarded mass of moving bodies around them.  As if by magic, her legs lurched forward.  Her body throbbed in time with the heavy melodic chords.  With a swipe of the arm, Sean pulled her close to him, his breath hot against her ear.  A growling sub bass escaped from his mouth.  He was tracing the tip of his nose, down and up the nape of her neck.  It tickled her throat.  She laughed, swaying along with the music.  The melodious repetition increased in urgency, quickening to a crescendo before the thud, thud of the bass carried the melody back to its starting point.  It looped and echoed, one crescendo atop another.  Jai’s heart quickened.  Each ripple was diluting, a garbled bastardization of the original.  Soon, Jai’s temple began to throb in the cacophony, a dissonance of flats and sharps leaving a strange taste in her mouth.  
Suddenly, the same woman, that handler, appeared, flaring her teeth, hissing at her.  But, instead of one blind-folded woman in her grasp, she held the reins to a long line of women and men.  Their eyes were burnt shut, with thick metal rings pierced through their temples.  As she pulled the reins back, they flexed forward against the heavy chains, like a grotesque pack of rabid wolves.  Jai turned to escape them, but Sean held on to her hand, anchoring her, towing her deeper into the fray.  She focused her mind, willing him to let her loose.  But, as soon as she willed her thoughts, the creatures began to howl, as if they’d read her mind and sensed her intention to escape.  Though deprived of sight, they turned their noses upward.  They could smell her desperation, and their mouths began to snarl.  Forked tongues flicked in and out between their gnashed teeth.  They strained harder to escape the chains attached to their heads.  Blood oozed down their temples, like red tears painting all their faces.  The more they railed against the chains, trying to attack her, the more Jai’s brain felt like it would implode.  She tried to avert her gaze, but everywhere she looked, their monstrous bodies flailed and bled onto the floor.  At once, the handler’s eyes turned black, her pupils widening until they became black holes.  As the bass quickened to a fever pitch, Jai could feel her heartbeat pound faster and faster.  Pain resonated in her mind.  And, the handler parted her perfect red lips.  Jai watched, amazed by the exquisite beauty of her smile, when, slowly, it began to lengthen.  Her mouth opened, the corners ripping wider and wider until her face snapped in half.  A manic grimace comprised the majority of her distorted face.  And, with a free hand, Jai grabbed hold of her stomach.  It was in knots.  Jai planted her feet firmly on the ground.  She tried to force herself backward, but she was immovable.  The throng continued to bark and snap at her.  
Jai felt Sean's hand, still gripping hers.  He was sinking deeper into the horde until, finally, he let her go.  Her hand flew away.  But, she couldn’t bear to run or look away from him.  Flames had begun to lick his eyes.  Horrified, Jai watched as his bright eyes began to fade, blacken, and turn up into his head.  Mouth agape, he let loose an agonizing scream.  The flames were engulfing him, burning his eyes to a puffy crisp.  Jai trembled in terror.  He snapped his head back, then fell forward.  He looked up.  He smiled.  Then, opened and closed his mouth.  Again and again.  He was struggling to accommodate his teeth, which were growing freakishly long, like talons flying out, past his lips.  Sean arched his back and leaned, to face the handler.  Jai watched, terrified, as she turned to kiss him, twining her serpent’s tongue deep with his.  Jai could feel her insides burn as he groveled to the woman’s knees.  With a high-pitched yip, he turned to face Jai.  The kindness in his face was gone, eviscerated, and a deep growl began to rise, slowly shaking and rattling his body.  Slowly, the wolves joined him, harmonizing, then shifting their pitch to match the disjointed music.   Jai stared at Sean, or what was left of him, with tears running down her face.  Her head was going to explode.  She willed herself awake.
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Jai wasn’t able to go back to bed.  How could she sleep with the nightmare she’d just had?  So many years, she thought.  Not knowing what I am.  Not knowing anyone like me.  And, now, I’m afraid.  Unsure of what they are?  Am I like them?  She knew she wasn’t.  She was nothing like those women and men, doing whatever they were doing in the club.  She couldn’t imagine herself, leash in hand, walking people around, like animals in chains.  She wanted to know what she was.  But, at what cost?  Maybe she could be sentient, but different, unlike them.  Sean and his friends weren’t like those beasts.  
Jai hit the slider to the balcony overlooking Madison Square Park, and slid into the glass-encased pool.  The sun was barely beginning to rise.  She wanted to forget her nightmare and start the day fresh.  Joy was right.  It had been years since sentients had been discovered.  She owed it to herself to learn more about them.  They were her kind after all, and she knew next to nothing about them.  No matter how many articles or studies she’d read, no book had contained what she'd seen last night.  Sentients kept their world private and, if there was any truth to her nightmare, if there was any real reason to be afraid, she needed to find that out now, not later.  It’s probably nothing, she thought, picturing
the women with the man in the hallway, and the handler grimacing on the dance floor.  They were just blips last night.  Jai tried to reassure herself.  But she couldn't stop wondering, weren’t there many men and women just like them?  She'd seen them, scattered throughout the club.  Judging from her nightmare, they’d clearly made an impression.  
So had Sean.  He seemed trustworthy, but she had to admit he was largely a mystery, no matter how many Quasimodo articles she’d read.  Clearly, those articles were a subterfuge for the man himself.  She'd asked him about what she'd seen in the club.  Was he telling the truth?  Was that really not his thing?  And, what were those sentients doing with, or to, those masked people?  She doubted it was some S&M thing.  But, it was definitely personal, intimate.  Whatever it was, she’d never seen anything like it.  
Jai swam her laps, trying to quiet her mind, then lounged on a chair beside the pool.  At 7 a.m., Joy came out with the morning coffee.   She handed Jai a cup.  
“Good morning, Jai.  Did you enjoy last night’s festivities?”  Joy looked at her with anticipation.
“Sort of.  I thought I had a great time…at least until I went to sleep last night.”  Jai described the club, Sean’s friends, and her nightmare.
“Well, whatever they were doing, I agree with your decision to delve further into it,” Joy said.  “It’s better not to jump to conclusions.  Decide later, at least after you’ve learned what that really was.”
Jai shook her head.  “I don’t have much choice, anyway.  They’ll all be here in an hour.”  Joy arched her brows, surprised.  “I’m flying them to the Eternal City.”
“Rome!”  Joy sighed, stretching her arms up to the sky.  “Well, you know what to get me.”  
Jai laughed.  “Yes, yes, I won’t forget…at least if I want a home to return to.”
They arrived promptly at eight.  Jai brought everyone inside her jet and started the day with cappuccinos and cornettos before making her way to the cockpit.  
“Check out the panoramic view!”  Diana ran her hand lightly over the fuselage, which was one expansive window, offering an unimpeded view of the sky.  
“Uh huh,” Mach murmured.  He’d barely looked up, he was so busy examining the Polaroid Jai had handed him at boarding.  Borda grinned sarcastically as Mach centered him in the view finder, as if framing a shot.  Mach shook his head.  “Don’t worry your pretty little head, Borda.  I wouldn’t waste the expense on you.”  Mach patted the film wrapped securely in his pocket.  
Borda gave him the middle finger and blocked his face with it.  “You should know timeless art when you see it.”   
Avena laughed at them, and linked arms with Diana.  “Leave the boys to their toys.  Let’s enjoy the view.”  They fiddled with the passenger controls.  The sky view became opaque, shielding the view outside the jet.  The scene switched among various vignettes, three-dimensional projections of Caribbean beaches; Hawaii waterfalls; the Eiffel Tower lit at night; and, Earth from outer space, among others.  
Sean rounded his head to take it all in, then quickly followed Jai to the cockpit.  Looking down at the controls, he let out a sigh.  “Now, this is amazing.”  With bated breath, he admired the simplicity of the dials, which hovered, lit from below by multiple digitized screens.  Relaxing into the co-pilot’s chair, Sean watched as Jai raised her hands.  She pulled back the yoke and took off.  Its rotating jets allowed for a high precision, vertical take-off and landing, without the need for a runway.  Soon, they were flying smoothly in the air.  She kicked it to supersonic and switched the jet to auto-pilot.  Sean turned, a somewhat petulant look on his face.  “Please tell me, why can’t I buy one of these?”  He thought he’d already bought the best jet out there.  
Jai laughed.  “We haven’t brought this model to market yet.  I’d still like to add some options and improve the passenger experience.”  
Sean smirked.  “Right.  I saw the measly view back there.”
By noon, they were munching on porchetta and chugging Peronis.  Jai packed an extra order for Joy.  They walked along the banks of the Tiber before making their way to the Trevi Fountain.  Sitting in the piazza, they sipped macchiatos and admired the Baroque architecture.   Jai looked up at the fountain and gazed at the marble statue of Ocean, with his majestic beard and wand in hand.  He was flanked by two tritons on horse-drawn chariots.  They were all affixed in time, not unlike Jai and her new friends.  
Borda took a drag from his cigarette and broke the silence.  “So, what’s your vice, Jai?”  Jai stared blankly at him.  “Do you like it soft…or hard?”
“Cut it out, Borda.”  Avena smacked him across the chest, then patted Jai on the forearm.  “Don’t let him get to you, Jai.  Even though he's sentient, he’s less evolved.”
Borda didn’t let up.  His eyes were fixed on Jai.  “Don’t tell me you didn’t see them…the blindfolded women and men?”
“Here we go again,” Sean said.  
Mach tilted his head, explaining, “Borda loves to get a rise out of newborns.”
“Newborns?”  Jai laughed.
“Newbs, newbies, babes," Borda said.  "You know, anyone new to the scene, the Sentient Life.”  He squinted his smoky eyes, piercing Jai with his gaze.  It was hard to take him too seriously, given his electric blue hair.  The flat line of his lips erupted into a playful smile.
Sean rested his hand on Jai’s, and turned to her.  “What Borda means to say is you’re welcome to ask us any questions.”  He threw Borda a brutal look.  “I mean, really, Borda.  Stop giving her a hard time.  And, what a stupid question.  How could anyone not see them?”  Sean said it, more like a statement.  “They’re exhibitionists.  Siphoning’s not enough; they’ve got to siphon and be seen doing it.”  
Siphoning.  Jai had never heard the phrase, never read about it anywhere.  She heard herself repeat the word in her mind.  “What’s siphoning?” she asked.
Diana explained.  “Siphoning’s what those sentients were doing.  There are only a few sentient scientists in our community, and they coined the phrase.  Siphoning's the best-kept secret in our community.  Even our scientists haven't published about it.  The intricacies remain unexplained, but, basically, sentients can feed on other people’s energy.”  
Sean said, “It’s true.  We can siphon without even touching.   Or, we can siphon significant amounts of energy if we do it with purpose and skill, if we’re physically close or if we’re particularly attuned to the person.”
Diana jumped back in.  “More studies need to be done, but our scientists think it’s how we don’t age like humans.  The luckiest sentients can even appear younger as the years pass.”  Diana paused and smiled at Jai.  “You may have siphoned, without even realizing it.”
Jai stared blankly, not saying a word.  Inside, she wondered, Maybe that’s what I’ve been doing with Joy, all these years?  
Borda broke the silence, and threw his hands up in the air.  “Oh, come on, Jai!”  Sean tried to stop him, but Borda talked over the interruption and scooted his chair, clanging it against Jai's.  “It’s obvious Sean trusts you.  He brought you in.  And, it’s not like you came in blindfolded like our prey.”  
Sean’s anger flared.  “Really, Borda.  Prey?  If you’re going to tell Jai how things work in our world, at least try to get it right.”  Sean turned to Jai.  “‘Prey’ is a derogatory term,” Sean said, tilting his head at Borda, “that some jaded sentients like to use for the humans who let us feed on their energy.  An apt term would be a ‘human offering.’”
Mach tried to read the stoic expression on Jai's face.  “Rest assured, Jai.  These humans want us to feed off their energy.  They want to be siphoned.”
Jai blinked twice.  “You mean, humans know sentients are siphoning them?”  She just assumed sentients would siphon in secret.  She didn’t think sentients would let humans know it.  The idea that a human would willingly offer him- or herself was a shock.  “But, if humans know, how can sentients keep it under wraps?”  
“Easily.”  Borda said.  “Supply and demand.  We hold the supply, and the humans demand it."  She looked at him confused, thinking humans were the supply.  "I know what you're thinking,” Borda said, “but, no.  Sentients hold the supply.  When we siphon humans, it’s like a drug for them.  Humans get off on it."  He leaned in closer to Jai.  “See, the siphoning you saw in the club is not the same as siphoning from a distance.  No, we’re talking about the second type of siphoning Sean just described.  Siphoning in close range, with physical contact.  To a human, close-range siphoning is stronger than any psychotropic drug that’s out there.  It’s the best, the purest, high that’s ever existed, without any of the deleterious effects.  That’s why so many humans place their names on a waiting list.  They’re all vying for a spot in the club.  We don’t even consider them unless they pass a year of medical tests to prove they’re healthy, and not addicted to any drugs, not even pain meds.  Then, there’s a rigorous interview process, to make sure they aren’t psycho.  Once vetted, they pledge themselves to the hunt.”  He paused, glaring defiantly at Sean.  "Yes, the hunt, as we jaded sentients like to call it."  Sean rolled his eyes, as Borda continued.  “For a lot of sentients, snaring prey has a unique allure."  Borda looked at Jai, a look of determination on his face.  "But, my guess is, being our prey’s not your cup of tea.  No, you came in like one of us.”  He stared her up and down, scrutinizing her.  “You’re no prey.  You weren’t afraid.  Besides, look at you.  Just look at you,” he said, waving his hand up and down Jai's perfect body.  “You’ve got to be sentient!”
Jai didn’t know what to say.  She didn’t expect to be called out, and she didn’t realize a night of clubbing could be interpreted this way.  But, she didn’t want to lie either.  For the first time in many years, she was beginning to feel like she belonged.  As if on cue, Avena took Jai’s hand in hers.  “The first time I saw you,” she said, “you immediately struck me as special…and uniquely beautiful.”  
Mach gave Jai a warm smile.  “Don’t get us wrong.  Please, ignore Borda.  We’re not forcing you to come out in any way.  What the tactless guy really wants to say is, we want to welcome you, whether you’re one of us…or not.”  
Avena explained, “When we’re born, that’s what we call ‘First Light.’  When you discover you’re sentient, and you enter the sentient life, that’s your ‘Awakening.’  And, trust me, Jai, Awakening can comfort you.  If you are sentient, Awakening is about being seen (being known as sentient, by another sentient).  It has great meaning.  That’s why the closer we sentients are, the more likely we’ll greet each other with a bow of the head, a look in the eyes.  You’re immediately given a place, a home.  So, if you’re one of us, all the better.  This can be your community to share.”  Jai looked at Avena, her red curls cascading gently along her delicate face.  A profound sense of pain began to ache in Jai’s bones, as tears began to well in Avena's green eyes.  
Sean held Avena’s hand.  “It’s true, Jai.  Not everyone is lucky.  When Avena and I awakened to the sentient life, the news had only just broken out.  People barely knew what sentients were, but Avena and I…we long sensed something different between us.  There’s something special about twins, has been for decades.  But, it was more than that.  We appeared to be more in sync than most.  We took the test together.  When we found out we were sentient positive, we told our parents.  They’d always been proud of us, especially when it came to Avena's dance or my martial arts.  You could even say our Mom and Dad were overzealous.  At times, it got overwhelming when we were younger.  But, they were always there for us; they always seemed to have our best interest at heart.  So we weren’t prepared for what happened when we told them.”
Avena’s voice cracked.  “They rejected us.  They pulled our college tuition.  We lost our housing and they ceased all contact.  It was a complete one-eighty.  They’d cheered us on all those years, through high school and college, forcing us to train and study, never letting us work to earn our own money.  But, once they learned we were sentient, they thought we’d somehow cheated the system or rigged the game.  They pulled all their support, emotionally and financially.  We went from being under a microscope, to being out on the street, with no where to go.”  Diana wiped the tears from Avena's face.  “It didn’t matter that their DNA was in us.  We were an abomination to them.  I don’t know what I would’ve done, had I not had Sean.  Together, we moved into a temporary shelter and applied for sports and dance scholarships.  Eventually, it led to room and board and we finished college.  We worked our way out of poverty.”  
Jai admired their strength.  They’ve been through so much and, now, Avena’s the premier prima ballerina, and Sean's built a defense empire. 
Sean had his eyes trained on her.  Jai’s one of us, he suspected, but he kept quiet.  He would never force anyone to identify herself.  Voice deep and steady, he said, “We just want you to know, if you ever decide to be tested, if you ever find out you’re sentient, you have a home.”
Jai took a deep breath and looked at them all.  There was nothing else to say.  “I am.  I am sentient.”
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The trip home seemed faster than any flight Jai had flown in the past.  From the cockpit, she watched the clouds pass by, the tension melting away from her shoulders as the jet surfed through the sky.  She couldn’t believe it.  In just two days, her family had grown from a family of two, to a family of seven.  They had already planned a few trips, to Chicago and New Orleans, to visit their friends in the clubs there; and, Sean had promised to introduce Jai to everything she’d missed so far.  It was a brave new world, foreign, with so much to discover.  But, for the first time in her life, a life that would span the lifetime of many humans, Jai knew she wouldn’t have to make the journey alone.  
“Here, it’s the least I can do,” said Jai, gifting the Polaroid to Mach.  
“I couldn’t,” he said, pushing it back at her.  “There are only a few functional ones left in the world, and your collection of cameras is nearly perfect.”
Diana agreed.  “Don’t put yourself out, Jai.  You should keep it.  I swear he loves the search as much as the thing itself.”
“No, I insist.”  Jai folded Mach’s hands down on it.  “I want you to have it.  Please.  Take care of it, for me.”  It was the best Jai could do.  She couldn’t put what she felt into words, the sense of warmth and belonging that she’d never felt before.  She was not only welcome, but understood, by people who were actually capable of truly understanding her.  For decades, she believed it would never be possible.  In the past, she had to make up some excuse, some bogus reason to move far away, before her friends would catch on…before they would notice their bodies aging, surpassing hers.  It was exhausting.  
Her new friends shattered that illusion.  Like Avena had said, being seen was important, but it was far more important than Jai had ever realized.  These five, they were the first people, aside from her mother, to see her for who and what she was.  And, for the right reasons.  Even Borda wasn’t prying out of curiosity.  He was sincere.  Jai had sensed it, deep in the pit of her stomach.  In fact, since she’d met Sean, she’d found it hard to turn off her sixth sense, her internal sensor.  It was like an invisible red string tying her to each of them, and her mind couldn’t help but unravel the knots they held inside.  
As Jai landed the craft, they disembarked.  Jai stood at the door, not ready to watch them go.  It was an unfamiliar feeling, a complete departure from her normally ascetic ways.  She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt that sense of longing.  Sean waved goodbye to the group as he paused to say goodbye.  “You okay?”
Jai took a deep breath and grinned.  “Yes.”  She looked inward, noticing, “Yes, I am.”
“I thought so,” Sean said.  He smiled at her, not only with his mouth, but with his eyes.  He caressed her face with his right hand.  “Can I see you tomorrow night?  We could do dinner, my place?”
“Yes, see you then.”  He kissed her cheek and zipped his black leather jacket.  Jai watched him walk to his navy Vyrus.  He revved the motorcycle and waved before speeding away.
“Home,” Jai said, shutting off the alarm.  She rested on the door before shutting it behind her.  Her body hummed with excitement, with all that had happened.  She knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep anytime soon.  
“Jai, that you?” Joy called out as the elevator opened to the first floor.
“Who else could it be?”
“I can tell by the look on your face, you made the right decision.  Spending time with them agrees with you.”
“Yes.  And, would you believe, they asked me point-blank?”
“They asked if you were sentient?”  Joy’s eyes widened as Jai nodded her head.  “Not shy now, are they?”
“Yea.  Tell me about it, especially Borda.”
“He’s a cheeky one,” Joy said, grinning.  Jai shuddered to think of what Borda could’ve said to her.
“To be fair, they all sort of guessed it.  Apparently, going out to the club was my debutante debut of sorts.”  
Joy laughed.  “Not exactly traditional.”
“Hardly,” Jai agreed.  “I just don’t know how to explain it.  It’s like I’m finally looking in a mirror, finally seeing myself reflected in other people.  I’m not used to it.  I’ve never known anyone like me.”
  “I know,” Joy said.  “You can’t imagine how pleased I am, Jai.  This is what I’ve always wanted for you.”  Joy was tearing up.  Her voice dropped to a whisper.  “I’ve been afraid these last few years.  As I’ve gotten older, I’ve worried more and more about it.  I know you’re no shrinking violet.  You’ve always had a lot of friends.  But, not necessarily the deepest of friendships.  I get it.  It’s easier to keep people at a distance when you know you’ll have to pick up and move.  Leaving friends behind has been rough on me and on you.  At least I can still keep in touch and visit my friends.  I was overjoyed when sentients were finally discovered.  And, in my lifetime too!  Knowing you can have a home, maybe even a family…it’s a blessing.  It gives me peace to know it’s possible, even when I’m gone.”
Jai fidgeted with the keys, still in her hand.  “Please, not again, Mom.” 
Joy smiled.  “I know, it’s hard for you to hear, but I’m about to turn 100.  It’s only a matter of time….”  
Jai placed two hands on Joy’s shoulders and ushered her to the kitchen.  “No time for that.”  Jai ran to the cupboards, reached in, and hid the despair in her voice.  “It’s time for popcorn!” Jai yelled.  “You pick the movie!”
 



Chapter 15
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Jai went to Sean’s for dinner.  Watching him stir a pot on the stove, she could barely contain her excitement.  She couldn’t wait to ask him more.  “So, tell me.  How could siphoning, something that seems so central to sentient life, be kept secret for so long?  I mean, not even the sentient scientists, who’d have much to gain professionally…even they don’t publish about it?”  
“That’s right.  The sentient scientists are willing to publish some results, but they study siphoning under extreme seclusion to the outside world.  Soon, you’ll see, we have only one rule.  It’s more like an unspoken but highly enforced expectation: don't engage in any behavior that would call attention, especially when it comes to siphoning.  We’ll introduce you to our sentient friends, including a few who devote their time and blood to help the sentient scientists better understand our species.  Even they participate anonymously.”
Jai pictured herself with everyone in the piazza, remembering how taken aback she was when Sean first said the word “siphoning.”   By then, she’d read all the journals, every article ever written about sentients, since the day the species was first discovered.  Yet, she had never heard of siphoning until that day in the piazza.  As soon as they'd flown home, she ran a search to recheck all the journals.  And, just as Diana had said, “siphoning” was never mentioned in the literature.  Human scientists and the rest of the world were in the dark, completely unaware that siphoning existed.   
Sean stirred the pot and turned to look at her.  “Siphoning’s not something our kind’s willing to share with the general public.  Publicizing it could be dangerous.  Who knows how the world would react?  Right now, sentients get along with humans.  For the most part, we’re integrated with the rest of society.  If humans knew we could take their energy, possibly drain them of all their energy, what then?  Would humans hate us?  Fear us?  Lock us up?  That’s the main concern.  There are other concerns, too.”
“Like what?”
“Well, for one, there’s a certain level of decorum to it.”
“A decorum, to siphoning?” Jai looked at him, an incredulous look on her face.  She tried not to laugh.  She found it hard to believe that siphoning could mean anything more than exchanging energy.  Then again, she wasn’t entirely sure she knew what siphoning was.  Her body was stronger than ever before, so she knew she’d been siphoning for years.  But, it wasn’t something she’d done on purpose.  She’d siphoned without even trying.  The idea that there could be anything more?  It was hard to comprehend.  Requiring a certain level of civility was stranger still.  She tried to wrap her head around it.  She thought of the sentients she’d seen, siphoning in the club.  “But, I thought you said those sentients were exhibitionists?  What did you say?  Something like ‘siphoning’s not enough; they’ve got to siphon and be seen doing it’?”  Jai pictured what she'd seen her first night at Club 10: the two women with the man, and the handler pulling the reins on her masked mutt.  “I mean, how’s siphoning like that acceptable, while just talking about it is impolite?”
Sean laughed.  “It’s a contradiction, I know.  But, it’s true.  Sentients tolerate public siphoning, so long as it happens inside the confines of our community, inside our private clubs.  But, letting the entire world see it?  To many sentients, that would be too dangerous.  Besides, done the right way, siphoning can be personal.” 
Jai had to ask.  “So, the siphoning I’ve done in the past?”
“Trust me, you’d know if you’ve ever siphoned up close.  The siphoning you’ve experienced is different from what I’m talking about here.”  Suddenly, he looked away.  She felt a surge of energy shoot off his body; and, just as abruptly, his body tensed.  She watched him, ready to meet his eyes, but he turned away and pulled the pot off the stove.  He spooned a large helping of risotto into a bowl and placed it in front of Jai.   He didn’t speak again until he’d turned to grab another bowl, his back faced to her.  “The siphoning I’m referring to…the siphoning we sentients are capable of doing…that close kind of siphoning is…intimate,” he said, another moment passing.  Finally, he looked at her.  “It’s definitely not something we’d share with the general public.”  
More than ever, she wanted to ask Sean a million questions.  Instead, she watched him take a small mandolin shaver in his hand and run a massive truffle across it.  Paper-thin shavings rained down on the risotto.  Steam rose from the bowls, and the room filled with the most delicious aroma.  Salivating, she waited for Sean to finish garnishing his bowl before she took a heavenly mouthful.  With each creamy bite, she wondered what words she could use to describe its rich, umami flavor.  The taste seemed to meld with the question on her mind.  When will I experience close-contact siphoning, for myself?  She'd polished off the bowl.  Her stomach was sated.  But, she still wasn’t satisfied.  “I just don’t get it.  If siphoning’s so intimate, if it’s so dangerous for the public to know, then why do sentients let humans in the club?”  She took a sip of wine.  
“It’s a compromise.  Some sentients would rather we never siphon humans.  Others would never restrict their diet that way, and they’re adamant they can siphon whomever they want, whether they’re at home or not.  Rather than argue endlessly about it, the clubs are a way for sentients to siphon humans without ruffling any feathers.  At this point, our community doesn't care, so long as it stays private,” he said, and ate another spoonful of risotto.  “And, believe me.  There are a lot of details to make sure it stays that way.”  
In the coming weeks, Jai saw it for herself.  Humans and sentients intermingled, just as Sean had described.  Jai found the details fascinating.  It was different, certainly, than the siphoning she’d done.  And, there was a prescribed etiquette.  There were manners, customs, formalities to be observed.  And, it wasn’t only to maintain sentient privacy.  Like Sean had said, it was more than that.  It was a cultural thing.    
At the club, Diana pointed out a long line of applicants.   “See?” she asked, motioning to the humans who were blindfolded, about to be led inside.  “They’re sentient groupies.  They’re enamored with the sentient lifestyle, and want to experience the mystique.”
Sean agreed.  “And, over there?  See that blonde sentient, beside the one wearing a blue shirt?  They’re sentient scientists making their rounds, doing their own private studies.  They’ve interviewed lots of humans, run a lot of tests.”
“Aren’t the humans afraid to be siphoned?” Jai asked.
Avena laughed.  “Are you kidding?  No.  Remember, siphoning gives them a high.  Chemically speaking.  Plus, there’s the thrill of the hunt.   First, the humans have to pass numerous tests.  They can’t be on any drugs; they have to be healthy, of sound body and mind.  Even then, only the brightest of the bunch are chosen.  It’s quite prestigious, actually.  There’s a lot of competition.  There are clubs in nearly every major city now.”  Jai was amazed, surprised these humans were willing to be blindfolded and chained, all for the chance to be released, for any interested sentient to hunt.  
The next month, Jai often saw the human offerings, the prey, clinging to the periphery.  Her sixth sense gave her more than a front row seat to the exchange.  It was an all-access, backstage pass, and nothing could have prepared Jai for the pleasure both parties felt.   Everyone’s emotions and energy were too loud to ignore.  She couldn't hit the mute button most of the time.  As the humans donned their masks and were led into the club, their bodies hummed, more excited and eager than afraid.  And, when a sentient chose a human and the siphoning began, the euphoria was electric, pulsing through the human and into the sentient.  
But, the pleasure didn’t start there.  It started long before.  Sometimes, it took hours or even days before a sentient would make contact, and it was obvious the humans enjoyed the chase.  They dressed in resplendent clothes; wore their most expensive perfumes and colognes; and, did their best to tempt the sentients, their hunters, in the way they spoke and moved.  The humans might have been blindfolded, blind to the sentients around them, but their bodies and minds were alive, alert to every subtle movement, tingling with anticipation, hoping they might be chosen by one of the hunters encircling them.  
After the initial selection, most would retreat into a private room, but, occasionally, they would siphon publicly on the floor.  One evening, Avena pointed, first, to a female sentient who had just entered the club; and, second, to a male human wearing a navy satin mask.  He was clear across the room, the two of them separated by a mass of dancers huddled in the middle.  “See them?” Avena asked.  Jai nodded her head.  “They're well known because they've been together the longest.  When a human siphons with the same sentient again and again, the two can become known as a 'pairing.'  Sometimes, even three are paired.  Number and gender don’t matter.  It’s all about the connection they share.  Most pairings are fleeting, but some, like them, grow to be quite serious.  The longer a pairing lasts, the stronger the siphon for the sentient, and the more meaningful the experience for the human.”  
Jai watched, amazed, as the female sentient entered the floor and immediately sensed where the man was in the dark, crowded club.  Within seconds, she had already cut through the dancers, to the precise place where he stood, his back against the wall.  Without a word, he stood up straight, as if somehow he knew she was there, though their two bodies remained two feet apart.  She moved in close, her skin a porcelain white, until her red lips hovered mere millimeters from his.  He bowed his head down to hers.  And, the moment he parted his lips, a flare of lightening burst out of him.  His energy spilled into her mouth.  It was a fierce blue light and, as Jai watched, she siphoned.  The light glowed with such ferocious intensity, it grew into a tangerine blaze, falling deep inside her chest.  Jai’s heart quickened, afraid.  Suddenly, her alabaster skin looked paper-thin, as if it would burst into flame.  But, just as fast as it had started, the fiery colors disappeared.  The sentient shut her mouth, and all Jai could see was the darkness of the room taking over.  The soft glow of the candlelight made the shadows dance around their bodies.  She wrapped her arms around his waist, and he rested his cheek against her hair.  Jai had never seen anything so beautiful.  
“Did you see that?” Jai yelled over the music. “That light, that fire?”
Avena looked at her, unfazed.  “What fire?”  Avena hadn’t seen a thing. And, apparently, no one else had either.  With each hunt, Jai looked at Sean; at Borda, Mach, and Diana.  She waited, to see if any of them showed any reaction.  Don’t they see the fire, too?  That blaze of energy she saw, with unique colors each time?  None of them showed a reaction.  They continued their conversations as if nothing were amiss, as if there were no fireworks on display.  
By the fifth hunt, Jai realized she was the only one who could see the siphoning, the amazing exchange of energy as it was happening.  She realized, her nightmare, her initial reaction to her first night in the club, was more to their accoutrements, their masks and chains, than the true feelings and purpose they shared.  By now, she’d seen enough to recognize siphoning for what it was: an even exchange.  There was pleasure, on both sides.   And, what happened in the club resembled a mating ritual more than a meat market.  Siphoning wasn’t just about getting high.  There was something sacred and primal to it.   It was far less ominous and dreadful than she'd first imagined it to be.  Mach even said only a few humans had ever quit, and their reasons for breaking the bond were unrelated to the act itself, like moving to another state.  Even then, the humans would ask to join the clubs there.  Any club would welcome a human offering who’d already been vetted and approved by another club.  
“It’s that sense of community that binds human offerings to the sentient world,” Sean said.  “No human’s ever talked to an outsider about siphoning.  I know the other club owners.  If anyone told, they wouldn’t be welcomed back.  A banning would be permanent, and the rewards are too great.”    
But, what really puzzled Jai was sentient pairing.  No matter how many hunts Jai had witnessed playing on in the background, she had never seen a sentient-sentient match.  Before long, she couldn’t help but wonder, Is there an underground to the underground, some secret practice there too?
“What’s got your undies in a bunch?”  Borda said, spitting out a straw of wheat.  Jai was running on the treadmill facing the waterfront in Sean’s house.  Without answering, she turned to look at him before jumping off.
She pat her forehead with a towel.  “Shouldn’t you make up your mind?”  She eyed Borda’s clothes.  “I mean, are you a cowboy, or is it time for Total Recall?”  
He peered out, his grey eyes smoldering from underneath a cowboy hat.  Taking the hat off, he flexed the biomechanical sleeve tattooed on his arm.  “You know me.  I take schizo next-level.”  He smiled warmly as Jai hugged his bony 6’5” frame.  They’d gotten off on the wrong foot, that was for sure.  But, Jai was thankful he’d led the charge that day in the piazza.  If he hadn’t pressed, she likely would’ve stayed in the closet.  Living the truth was a far livelier experience.  Besides, unlike most people she’d met in the past, Borda lived his life wholeheartedly.  He was straightforward and candid.  He didn’t do pleasantries or niceties for their own sake.  It was refreshing.  
And, it didn’t hurt that he’d apologized for his brash behavior.  “Listen, Jai,” he’d said, pulling her aside. It was their first night together, after the piazza.  “I’m sorry if I rubbed you the wrong way.  I can be an impatient son of a bitch, and….”
“No worries,” she’d said, cutting him off.  “I needed the push.  Truth is, I’ve known I’m sentient for a long time.”  She caught her breath, realizing she’d left herself wide open.  Please don’t ask for my birth date.
“Thanks for being so gracious,” he said.  Relief washed over both of them.  “Sean was going to break my balls,” he said, miming it with his hand.  "You know Sean.  He means it.”
She laughed in agreement.  “Yea, but none of you can take all the credit.  I would have told you anyway.  I wanted to tell you.  The timing was right.  And, for the first time in my life, I could see myself reflected in someone else.”
“I know what you mean.”  Borda looked out at the water.  The setting sun was shining on it, and he traced the brim of his hat with his fingers.
“Stop!” Sean’s voice boomed from behind them.  Borda swung and glared back. “It’s eight,” Sean said.  “Time to wash up.”  It was rare for Sean to let them run late.  Seven p.m. sharp was their usual weekly dinner time; the earlier the better to get started on the nine-course menu.  “Let’s do this!” he’d say, a long row of wines to pair with each dish, or sake if it was sushi night.  Jai looked at Sean, wondering what it was that made this man, this regularly chipper guy, go completely zen, insanely focused at tai chi; Mortal Combat at karate, kung fu, judo, jiu jitsu, capoeira, or whatever other practice they chose for the day; and end the day with a lil French Laundry.  Jai was still savoring the first time he’d cooked for her, their first night together, after their trip to Rome.  Sean even prepared special meals for her mother, who relished her new low sodium diet like she'd never had before.  In another life, he’d be a chef.  In this life, he had too many hats to wear only one.  That was for sure.  And, Jai was not complaining.  By meal's end, Mach leaned back in his chair, rubbing the six-pack on his stomach, as if it were actually distended.  It was amazing none of their stomachs were, with all the dishes they'd shared.  “That was superb,” Mach said.  “Now, on to the club!  First round’s on me.  Tonight, we’re all letting loose. "  



Chapter 16
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Jai laughed her way, walking backwards, up the stairs.  “Shhh!” she giggled, pressing her left index finger against her bright fuchsia lips.  “Don’t wake Joy up.”  
“You’re the one who needs hushing, not me!”  Sean whispered emphatically.  He swept her up in his arms and carried her to the third floor, to “The Rotund,” the rotunda they’d nicknamed for its primary purpose: winding down after a late night meal.  It was the perfect place to enjoy a 360-degree view of the city, including Madison Square Park.  Sean walked across the expansive room and set her down on the chaise in front of the marble fireplace.  As he stoked the fire, Jai lay back and stretched her tall body, her taut stomach peeking out from a knit crop top.  Turning to her side, she watched the flame catch.  A soft, warm glow enveloped the dark room.  Gently, he closed the glass door.  Shadows danced along his strong hands, and he removed his blazer.  Even through his clothes, she could see the definition in his broad shoulders and body.  He turned toward her, folding the sleeves of his crisp dress shirt.  The flame flickered, drawing shadows on his forearms, across his chiseled chest.  
“Thank you, Sean.  I had a wonderful time.” 
“That’s great.  Joy said you’d enjoy it,” he said.  Jai did.  It was the first time she’d seen a Broadway show in years.  
“You sure know how to do your sleuthing.”
“Of course I do.  Joy’s my in.  Always has been.”
“Oh really?”  Jai laughed.  “You know, you never did tell me about that.”
“What’s there to tell?  I just begged and pleaded till I wore her down, that’s all.  Only took me two years, but I made it.” 
“Two years?!”  Jai sat up and crossed her legs underneath her.  “Where’s my pepper spray?” she asked, pretending to search for it.
“Yea, I know,” he admitted, blushing.  “It’s embarrassing.  Hence, my reticence.”
Yet, in the two months since they’d met, he hadn’t made a move.  Even that morning, their sparring session was like most.  She flung a side kick past his shoulder.  He blocked it with his hand.  She spun.  He grabbed her from behind, wrapping his arms around hers.  Arms crossed against her chest, she ran backwards, slamming his back against the wall.  His grip loosened but, a moment later, he had her wrapped again, holding her body tight against his.  I’m not letting go,
was all he thought as he fastened his grip.  A hard elbow, and she’d broken free of him and his thoughts.  She kicked again, this time knocking him hard against the temple.  He fell.  She kneed his chest, then pinned him, her body seated atop his.  
He smiled.  “Not so fast,” he said, then spun them around.  In the split-second before her back hit the floor, she felt it: his hand cupping the back of her head.  He held her there, mere inches from his face.  Time seemed to stop as he swallowed, looking deep into her eyes.  Jai’s heart was beating hard.  She wanted to push away, but she couldn’t.  The sun was shining, bringing out the tiny flecks of gold in his dark green eyes.  He held her there, in his gaze, looking into her deep brown eyes, watching her long lashes flutter with each blink.  His gaze followed the outline of her cheeks.  He looked down at her soft, pink lips.  Jai could hear his heart beating faster and faster before he pulled himself away.
He was close, it seemed, to kissing her.  It had become a daily thing, especially when they sparred.  But, he never did.  Except for a few pecks on the cheek; a hug here and there; or, leading her by the hand, he’d kept his distance.  Jai had to wonder.  Does he have a ton of baggage, or what?  Of course, she understood baggage.  Everyone had a history; she of all people understood that.  You don’t live as long as sentients do without a past.  But, what had happened, to make him pull back every time he got close?  
It made no sense.  Especially when he only seemed to have eyes for her.  Since their first night out, there was no shortage of women who wanted him.  Just getting to their private room in the club was an adventure.  Jai could normally shut out other people’s thoughts, but when he entered the room, the intention of his admirers was so strong, and there were so many of them, she couldn’t help but read their thoughts.  It was the first time Jai had experienced it, outside herself.  Now, she understood why Sean had always used the private side entrance, and why he’d hired undercover bodyguards to protect them inside.  Most of all, she admired the way he didn’t let the attention bother him, or prevent him from living life the way he wanted to live it.  Far from separating himself from the fray, he walked right into it.  And, he took Jai with him.  
❖
Jai remembered it well.  “Not again,” Borda had groaned, waving Sean and Jai faster to the VIP room.  Sean ushered Jai through the crowd, pulling her forward by the hand, urging her to walk in first.  Jai walked past the two guards and joined Borda at the VIP entrance.   
“Sean!  Sean!”  A woman yelled over the music.  The guards barred her with their massive arms, but she tried to force her way past them. 
The woman grabbed Sean by the arm.  Sean’s body stiffened as he turned to face her.  “Kindly remove your arm,” he said, in a polite tone.  
“But, Sean, I need to talk to you.  Join me for a drink?”  She was brazen, leaning her ample breasts forward, over the guards’ arms.  Borda laughed.
“No thanks,” Sean said, turning away.  She reached past the guards and grabbed Sean again.  He ripped his arm away.  Jai could hear his voice grow cold.  “I’m taken,” he yelled, and took Jai’s hand at the door.  
Borda sighed.  “Well, that’s the second girl this week.  Third admirer, if you count that guy who waits out front.”  Sean ignored Borda and invited Jai to sit.  He asked Quaid to set the grand table in the middle of the room, then disappeared to his office in the back.  
Jai took a seat and crossed her legs.  She’d seen it many times now, a girl or guy trying to get past the guards, to create a wedge between them.  Each time, Sean had politely acknowledged them, declined their feelings, then turned his attention to her.  She found it admirable, and far gentler than her own method.  
Avena had even joked, “When it comes to Jai, Sean’s met his match.”  Jai’s foray into the sentient world had been brief and she’d only come to the club a few times, but many men and women had already sent Jai gifts, beautiful clothes and jewelry.  They’d invited her to dinner.  They’d even asked her to join them on extravagant trips.  Jai always declined, much to Sean’s delight.  But, none was more persistent than the man in a polished grey suit.  Jai had noticed him, felt his gaze since the first night she’d come to the club.  He’d seen her enter with Sean, but it didn’t deter the man.  One night, Sean was meeting with Quaid when Jai and Avena walked out to the dance floor.  Immediately, the man was there.  
Avena stepped back, a bit amused as the man nudged his way closer to Jai.  He was a skilled dancer and just as confidently leaned in.  “Hello,” he said.  “I’m Chris.”  
“Hi.”  Jai smiled, finding no need to be rude.
“And, you are?”  he asked.  
“Just enjoying the night with my friend, here,” Jai said, without giving away her name.  She eyed Avena, giving Avena the cue to venture farther away, out onto the dance floor.  
“Can I join you?” he asked.  
“Thanks, but no,” Jai said politely.  And, just as Chris was about to reach for her arm, she felt Sean’s presence.  She hadn’t noticed Sean was there.  Yet, there he was, dancing right beside her.  It was the first time Jai had noticed; there was something endearing about the way Sean would stake his claim when anyone else approached her.  It was the subtle, primal way in which he stroked the small of her back, or ran the tip of his fingers along her neck.  He waited patiently for Jai to assert herself, but, clearly, he wanted her to remember he was there.  He hoped she would pick him as much as he always picked her.  
Weeks later, everyone was calling him “Shadow.”  
Jai hadn’t noticed it before.  “Is he that good at his job?” she asked.
Borda laughed.  “We don’t call him ‘Shadow’ because of his work.  It’s because of you.”  
“Yea,” agreed Mach.  “You just call me if your shadow gives you any problems.” 
“It’s like you two are attached at the hip,” Diana quipped.  “The list of things he plans for you keeps getting longer and longer.”  
Avena took it even further, saying, “I might be his twin, but you’re his soulmate.”  
Jai didn’t know what to make of it.  She spent hours talking with Avena, only to have her run off at the sight of Sean.  Avena wanted to give them more privacy than they already had.  Avena even started calling her “Sis,” like Sean and Jai were already paired.  “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she would say.    
But, what mattered most was what Sean showed Jai, and he didn’t hide his affection for her.  Whenever they were together, he surprised her with the most thoughtful gifts or observations.  It was clear he’d picked up on her preferences, and he remembered her aspirations.  After mentioning it only once, he’d commissioned a painting of Siam tulips for her bedroom; and, after a few months of knowing him, he’d already taken her snowboarding, SCUBA diving, and base jumping for the first time.  
❖
Tonight was no different.  They spent the evening at the theatre, watching one of Jai’s favorites.  Sitting beside him, she pretended not to see him peek at her.  He always made sure she was enjoying herself.  It made her think they’d grown closer, but the more she opened up to him emotionally, the more pronounced the physical distance appeared to be.  When he led her to their seats, she’d even let her hand linger on his, but he pulled his hand away soon after they sat.  Never mind, she thought, and lost herself in the musical.  
Now that she was home, watching the fire in front of her, it was harder to quiet her doubts.  She was used to thwarting men’s physical affection, not wondering why it was lacking.  Did Sean’s first love die or something horrible like that?  She laughed at herself.  Given her gifts, most people would’ve read his mind or made the first move by now.  Neither were her style.  Besides, she could imagine all sorts of terrible scenarios.  What would I find, if I actually peeked inside his brain? 
“Jai,” Sean whispered, snapping her out of her reverie.
“Yup!” She shook her head and shoulders, waking herself out of the stupor she was in.  He knelt down in front of the chaise and rested his hands on either side of her knees.  With his right arm raised, he traced her face, from her forehead to her chin.  His green eyes locked on hers, the firelight highlighting his light brown eyelashes.  She laughed, wondering how many people would kill to be this close to him.  His gaze intensified.  
With a hand, he caressed the soft skin behind her ear, then pulled her neck gently toward him.  He bowed his head, and touched his forehead gently to hers.  This is it, she thought.  My first invitation, to see and be seen by a sentient.  Then, slowly, he touched his lips to hers.  So soft were his lips, it left her exposed, unprepared for the electric shock that pulsed immediately through her veins.  A blazing fire of energy and emotion flushed through her body.  Their lips parted, his tongue fluttering gently with hers.  She could feel his desire build, like a dam at capacity, beginning to break.  
He kissed her urgently, a wash of images flooding her mind.  Reading about Jai.  A feeling of admiration.  A rush of excitement.  The first time he saw her picture in Joy’s office.  All the times he’d asked Joy to introduce them.  The thrill of fighting Jai for the first time, and wondering if she was more than he could handle.  The exhilaration of introducing her to the sentient world.  And, the peace he’d felt, knowing her experience, Awakening to the sentient life, was far better than his own.  Though her eyes were closed, Jai could see a bright fiery glow.  She could feel his body blaze, as his fingers and hands gripped her shoulders, arms, and waist.  He pulled her in close.  Closer and closer, his mind was intoxicated with the realization that, yes, tonight.  Now.  I’ve finally, truly kissed her.
 When Sean pulled away, Jai felt like a vacuum had sucked all the warmth out of the room.  He replaced it with the heat and ardor in his eyes.  Mouth open, he sighed.  “You have no idea how much I’ve been wanting to do that…since the first day we met.”  Jai smiled, as his eyes stayed glued on her.  “I know it’s only been a few months since the day I surprise-attacked you in the penthouse, but I want you to know my feelings for you are sincere.  I don’t know how to explain it.  I know you’ve only known me a brief time, but when I said I’ve always felt a connection to you, it’s true.  I’ve admired your business and everything I’ve read about you.  But, more than that, since I’ve actually met you, you’ve surpassed my expectations in every way imaginable.  I’ve tried very hard to be respectful and keep my distance.  I didn’t want to push myself on you too fast.  You were just Awakening as a sentient.  It’s a lot to take in and experience, and I’d hate to ruin it for you.”  
Jai laughed.  “The idea that you could ruin anything is ridiculous.”  She kissed him again, thinking, He’s only made my life better, and felt a knot in her stomach.  So, why do I feel afraid?  
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“Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you….”  Everyone sang, smiling at Joy, who was seated at the head of the table.  “First, dinner at Masa, and now this!”  The Kobe beef and sushi sent Joy’s tastebuds into orbit, but she was overwhelmed by the dessert.  Sean was sending cart after cart into the room, ushering in the Thai confections he’d prepared painstakingly for her.  Having never cooked Thai food before, it was a labor of love.  The presentation was clear; he’d prepared each with great care.
And, with impressive pronunciation, he said, “First, the nine auspicious desserts of Thailand.  We’ve got tong yip, tong yot, foi tong, and tong ek,” motioning to a beautiful display of bright golden flowers, bite-sized drops, delicate threads, and carved gold-leaf, all fashioned out of sugared egg yolks.  “May you continue to enjoy love, success, and prosperity in your life.
“Then, we have met khanun,” he said, motioning to a golden mung bean dessert, each piece the size of a jackfruit seed.  “May you continue to enjoy the love and support of family and friends.”
And with another wave of the hand, he said, “Next, we have cha mongkut,” a sugary jasmine treat, festooned with a delicate wheat flour crown.  “For the crown you wear, not only as my mentor, but as a mother in my heart.”
“And mine!” Avena yelled.
“And ours!” added Diana and Mach.
Even Borda said, “You know it,” with a mischievous smile plastered on his face.  
Jai watched them, laughing, remembering the first time she'd told everyone Joy was actually her mother.  It helped, to have so many women giving birth so late in life.  Mom gave the impression she'd had Jai when she was 60, making Jai younger than Patient X.  Jai’s secret was safe; no one questioned if she was the Eldest.  They just called Joy “Mom” soon after she’d met them.  Joy had that effect on them, even Borda.  With a grin slapped wide on his face, it was obvious even he loved calling her Mom, no matter how much they all teased him about it.  Jai didn’t mind it one bit.  She loved how Mom was a mother to them all.  For the first time since she’d lost Darin, she felt like she wasn’t an only child anymore.  
She smiled, as Sean returned to the matter at hand.  “Next, we have sanay chan,” he said,  as he pointed to a bowl of golden orbs, shaped like whole nutmegs, “for the charm and love in your life.  We know your moon will never wane.
“And, of course, khanom chan,” he said, waving his hand at a group of layered coconut jellies, in an assortment of pastel colors, “and khan tuay fu,” light, pillowy rice flour cakes, steamed with jasmine flowers for a rich, fragrant aroma.  Beside them were cards tied with ribbon, with messages from Joy’s students over the years.  “May you know how much you mean to everyone you’ve touched in your life.
“And, now that we’ve covered the nine auspicious desserts, I’ve saved the most important one for last.  Your favorite: khao niew sang-kaya,” a sweet custard with coconut sticky rice.  Joy’s brows arched in surprise.  “Jai taught me how you used to make it with her, when she was young.”  
“Happy Birthday, Mom,” Jai said, and kissed her mother on the cheek.  
Joy gripped her by the hand and gave Sean a kiss.  “Thank you, Jai.  And, thank you, Sean.  Thanks, to all of you.”  Her eyes teared up as she looked at all of them.  “I couldn’t be more blessed!”  They enjoyed the feast, and Joy savored each bite…the taste of so many summers past.  
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“Jai!”  Joy yelled.  “Again!”  The full force of Joy’s despair was railing at Jai’s ribs.  Jai bent over, amazed that Joy wouldn’t take even one day off, not even after her birthday.  Five a.m. was their designated mental training time and nothing could sway her from it.  “Focus!” she yelled.
  Jai grimaced in pain, trying to block her mother’s kicks.  A migraine pulsed violently in her brain.  Images of Darin’s death flooded her mind.  A tinny flavor filled her mouth.  A high pitched whistle rang in her ears, slowly amplifying.  Jai doubled over, as Joy knocked her punches easily out of the way.  “No, not like that, Jai.  Focus!  Not on what’s going on in your mind.  Focus on what’s real, real in your body!”
Jai did as she was told.  She tried to remember the present moment, the reality of her breaths moving in and out, the air rushing past her nostrils, oxygen flooding her veins, filling her organs.  The more she did so, the more she focused, breathing life into her punches and kicks.  Soon, the ringing in her ears began to dull until, eventually, the migraine began to subside.  She took a deep breath to feel the silence in her mind before launching a full assault.  A rush of roundhouse kicks, punches, and knees, and Jai had Joy subdued.  
“Good, better.”  Joy looked at her, satisfied.  Their training was paying off.  Joy had made sure of that.  It wasn’t easy, but Jai was getting the hang of it.  The hardest part was not getting lost in the psychedelic visions Joy had crafted especially for her.  Joy went straight for the jugular, always reaching for the most painful thoughts, memories of losing Darin and Dad, the two loves of both their lives. 
Meditation over, Jai opened her eyes to find her mother sitting up, readjusting the pillow she now used to sit lotus style.  Not a hair was out of place on her beautiful face, while sweat was running down Jai’s cheek.  Joy tossed Jai a hand towel, and pulled over a tray of tea.  “So, what time’s Sean picking you up tonight?” she asked, smiling broadly.
Jai pat the perspiration off her forehead and neck.  “He’s swinging by this morning, actually.  Around ten.  He wants to take me on a trip.”
“Ooo!”  Joy teased.  
Jai laughed.  “I’m looking forward to it.  He’s always complaining, saying he’s tired of being a passenger.  He insists on flying this time.  Destination is captain’s choice.”  
“I wonder where he’ll take you.”  Joy looked away, dreamily.  “That boy’s got style.”  Joy beamed.
“Can’t deny that!” Jai laughed, and shook her head.
When Sean landed the jet lightly on the ground, he screamed, “Yes!” with a fist pump to the torso.  “I love it!”  
“So glad you like it,” Jai said, laughing.  
“This jet’s not even on the market…yet, here it is, in my hands.”  Sean caressed the leather interior, and admired the craftsmanship and design.  It was beautiful, and Sean was amazed that Jai’s company had developed it.  It was the first time he’d flown it.  She was happy he shared the same passion for flying as she did.  “But, I digress,” he said.  “Your castle awaits, my lady.”
Sean motioned for Jai to take his hand, as they disembarked.  A Manager greeted them.  “Welcome to the castle, Dr. Dean, Mr. McCarthy.  I trust your stay will be a most relaxing one.”  
“I look forward to it,” Jai said.  How could I not enjoy myself?  It was the epitome of a fairytale castle.  Dating back to 1104, it was famous in Ireland, once owned by one of the wealthiest families.  Ever since 1900, it was a five-star luxury destination.  Jai took full advantage of the co-captain’s chair on the flight in.  Viewed from the sky, the medieval architecture and perfectly manicured estate were breathtaking, as was the surrounding water.  
As they entered the grand hall, Jai sighed.  Oak adorned the ceiling and paneled walls, a perfect complement to the original balustrade.  And, an incredible crystal chandelier topped the amber walled room like a jewel.    
They arrived at their room, the Presidential Suite, resplendent with floor to ceiling windows overlooking the nearby lake.  Decadent ivory, gold, and green silks adorned the room, a mix of textures bringing even greater depth to the large, four poster bed.  French mahogany antiques peppered the room, and exquisite floral paintings adorned the walls.  The original fireplace was as stylish as ever, in this, the oldest wing of the castle.  It was a step back in time.  
“Do you like it?” Sean wrapped his arms around Jai’s waist and nestled into her neck.  
“I love it,” she whispered.  
He smiled and kissed her cheek.  “We’ll have plenty of time to enjoy the fire later.  Let’s go.  I’ve got another surprise for you.”
Jai laughed.  “Surprises are becoming your thing, Sean.”  She used to hate surprises.  Perhaps because he’d planned them, she’d learned to enjoy the experience.  His joie de vivre was infectious.  Sean took her hand and, after indulging in afternoon tea, they walked out through the grounds, the lush green grass a vision to see.  Upon a clearing, Jai saw an expansive woodland with groves of trees.  Sean reached into his pocket, and produced a thick leather glove.  Positioning her arm outward, he fit the glove to her hand and smiled, watching intently as he took a few steps back.  “Now, stand still,” he whispered.  
Jai heard the wind rustling before anything else.  Suddenly, the flutter of wings, and an imposing, magnificent hawk flung her formidable talons forward.  She landed a mighty grip on Jai’s hand.  
Jai’s entire face burst into a smile.  “Amazing!” Jai said.  She marveled at the hawk’s glowing yellow eyes, the severe point in her hooked beak, and the white and black design that fanned out from underneath her brown and black feathered wings.  
“It’s a Harris hawk, one of many at the castle.  They have one of the best falconry schools here in Ireland.  I’ve been coming here for years.”  Sean sighed, appreciating the beautiful creature before him.  Jai’s smile remained frozen.  She was astonished; he’d succeeded in surprising her.  She laughed, realizing that, when it came to Sean, she no longer expected anything less.  
“I can see why’d you return to this place.  She’s incredible.”  Jai relished the weight of the bird, resting majestically on her hand.  An awesome force of nature, she was so frighteningly powerful, yet beautiful and full of grace.  Sean gloved his own hand and they walked, each with their own hawk.  As they ambled through the woodland, the hawks flew free before swooping down to land on their gloved fists.  Sean described their exceptional eyesight, likely the closest to a sentient’s, and Jai witnessed the speed and agility with which they flew, high above the trees.  
When they returned to the suite, Jai was still talking about the hawks they’d seen.  “You know,” Sean said.  “I’m beginning to get jealous.”  
“Jealous…of a bird?”  Jai looked at him incredulously.  
“Yes,” Sean emphasized.  “I think it’s the most I’ve seen you talk about…well, anything.”  
Jai laughed.  He was right.  She enjoyed a rich internal life, and often kept those musings to herself.  Animals were different, though.  They’d always had an impact on her.  Somehow, being close to them breathed a renewed sense of excitement in her, and she couldn’t contain herself.  “It was an unforgettable experience.  Thank you, Sean.”  
“My pleasure.”  With a pleased look on his face, he promised, “There’s much more to come.”
After a quick shower, Jai unpacked her evening wear: a lace thong and a golden slip dress.  She pulled them up by their thin, iridescent straps.  The satin fabric shimmered against her collarbone, a perfect complement to her light tan skin and bare breasts.  A quick look in the mirror, and she met Sean on the balcony.  As he turned to face her, the sun setting behind him, she admired how impressively handsome he looked in a simple white dress shirt and navy slacks.   They walked hand in hand to the dining room.  Jai gazed at the Waterford chandeliers, as the soft sound of a piano tickled her ears.  Sean grinned as he enjoyed their perfectly seasoned, slow roasted rib.  Jai dipped hers into an assortment of sauces: béarnaise, red wine, au jus.  They couldn’t decide on dark or milk chocolate, so they finished with a bittersweet mousse of chocolate and pear.  
As they reentered their suite, Jai was drunk with happiness.  A day filled with flying, food, and friendship.  It was a closeness Jai hadn’t felt in a long time.  “What a crazy day!  I can’t believe it’s only our first day here.”  Her mind raced.  She walked toward a marble table and looked out the window, at the lake.  “I can’t wait to see the rest of the castle, see what other discoveries we can make.  Is there anything you haven’t explored, still want to do?”  She turned to face him, surprised to find him standing so close to her.
“Just one,” he whispered, his eyes burning into hers.
Jai leaned away, the back of her gown pressed against the marble table.  Sean kept his eyes trained on her.  With a finger, he traced the nape of her neck, across the delicate curve of her collarbone.  His energy flushed against her skin and, as he moved closer, a strong scent rushed in.  Fresh, yet woodsy, with a musk undertone.  Her memory fluttered, unable to place this smell, a smell only he seemed to have.  It was unlike any cologne she’d come across before.  She searched his eyes, as if the answer were there, but he drew his eyes downward, longing for her lips.  He pressed his lips gently, slowly against hers, then with greater force.  Kissing her deeply, he ran his hands through her long brown hair.  Jai’s head tilted back, then forward as she pressed her tongue fervently against his.  His hands reached for the gold straps of her dress.  He pulled them, one after the other, off her shoulders.  Her dress fell loosely to her waist, revealing her voluptuous breasts, each nipple standing to attention, waiting to be touched.  He kissed her passionately.  He cupped her breasts in his greedy hands.  And, with a light pinch, he toyed with her nipples before taking them in his mouth.  
Quickly, he lifted her up, hoisting her on to the table.  He pulled the rest of her dress to the floor, before sitting her gently down.  The white marble was cold against her skin.  But, soon all she could feel was the heat building between her legs, as he continued kissing her breasts and began to make his way downward.  He kissed and admired her taut stomach, then looped his fingers around the sides of her thong, pulling it off.  He kissed his way back up, his fingers gripping her long legs.  He paused to look at her, the flower of her sex.  Gently, he placed his mouth on it, lapping at it gently, then quickly, before blowing lightly on it.  She wrapped her legs around his broad shoulders, the collar of his shirt still pressed, a perfect white line against his sun-kissed skin.  He pulled her hands forward, then placed her hands in his hair, inviting her to hold him steady, as he quickened his pace, faster and faster against her clit.  She gripped his head, her hands full of his thick chestnut hair.  Her chest rose and fell, faster and faster.  She felt it inside, the slow, steady build of pressure, the hollowing, as it escalated, higher and higher until her body began to shake and quiver.  Unable to contain herself, she moaned as she came against his masterful tongue.   
But, no sooner had she come, her breath heavy, her chest heaving, trying to steady herself, than he had already moved back to her breasts, circling her nipples with his tongue, kissing them with his mouth.  Straightening herself, she stood up from the table.  She was standing above him.  With a finger, she guided his gaze upward and, with a flick of her wrist, she beckoned him to stand.  He smiled at her mischievously, as she began walking ahead of him, strutting her naked frame all the way to the four poster bed.  He watched, as the dim lights highlighted every curve of her strong, yet supple, body.  Shadows formed along her hips as she sauntered and circled around him at the foot of the bed.  Her eyes focused on his as she took her time, undoing each button of his shirt, exposing his chiseled chest and muscular arms.  She looked, amazed; somehow they were even more impressive in low lighting.  The shadows brought out every muscle, every movement in his powerful body.  She gazed at him, a captive audience.  She enjoyed seeing as much as being seen.  
She wrapped her arms around his neck.  She kissed him, her tongue entwined with his.  She felt his breath quicken, as she shoved him back onto the bed.  Straddling him, she pressed her sex against the fabric of his navy pants.  She kissed his earlobe, biting it in her mouth.  Her hands across his chest, she ran them down his arms, along the hills and valleys of his abs.  With her tongue, she traced the midpoint of his eight pack, admiring the hard work that had clearly paid off.  It’s no wonder he looks like this, she thought.  He sure loves to train.  Fighting was their daily exercise.  But, now’s the time to test his other skills.  A naughty look flashed on her face.  I wonder… She smiled, allowing herself a moment to pause before her hands made quick work of his pants.  She ripped them off, along with his briefs.  Her eyes widened at the size of it, and her mouth began to water.  Looking up, she found Sean staring back at her, excitement brimming.  He watched, wide-eyed.  Her eyes gazed deep into his, and she took the length of him in her mouth.  He let out a deep moan, and closed his eyes.  Her mouth pressed hard against him, moving steadily along the shaft.  Her tongue caressed the tip, massaging it in slow, circular motions, before the length of it disappeared into her mouth.  
Sean lost himself, caught in her momentum.  She was taking him higher and higher.  Nearly to the max, he wrangled free, lifting her, his hands under her ass, as he lay her down on the bed.  Jai’s gaze turned upward, to his eyes, a fierce jade.  The green seemed to darken as he pushed himself, deep inside of her.  She arched her back, an overwhelming sense of fullness enveloping her.  And, the more they kissed, the more they moved in tandem, the more his mind seemed to meld with hers.  
Visions flooded her mind’s eye: the sun falling against her cheek, a tendril of hair hanging delicately by her ear.  The grappling of their bodies, sparring in the afternoon sun.  The wind rushing past them, as they fought cliff-side, beside the water.  The thickness of her eyelashes, flush against her face, as she lay sleeping in bed beside him.  Her excited expression, watching as the falcon leapt gracefully off her arm and took to flight.  So many visions of herself, seen from his eyes.  An overwhelming sense of longing flooded her veins, as if his feelings were her own.  Jai had never felt anything like it, had never experienced any similar circumstance.  It was entirely out-of-body, yet present in every cell of her being, all at once.  
As Sean quickened the pace, she hastened to meet it, their bodies and his mind enmeshing ever deeper with hers.  Electricity shot through him, fiery jolts of energy forcing their way inside of her, through his fingertips and hands.  He gripped her arms and legs as she wrapped tightly around him.  They moved in concert, his thoughts riding like waves along with hers.  She heard his voice echo in her ears.  Jai, Jai, he repeated, as their breaths quickened, mirroring each other to a fever pitch, her sex pounding fiercely along with his, until they both came.  Sean moaned as Jai bit his shoulder.  She could feel her sex clamp hard against his shaft, as the orgasm ripped through her body.  It resonated beyond her sex, deep within her gut.  It traveled up through her temples, as if her body had become a conductor, a conduit, a siphon transformed to fully serve her needs.  
She blinked.  She turned away.  He reached around her waist and spooned her.  “I love you, Jai,” he whispered.  He didn’t have to tell her.  She’d heard it long ago, loud and clear.  
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Jai enjoyed getting lost in the sentient world.  It was hard not to.  For once, the long life she knew she would live appeared less daunting, less dreary.  And, after so many years alone, her body yearned to touch and be touched; to be with her new family and be seen.  As the months passed, Joy watched the brightness grow in Jai’s eyes, a brightness eclipsed only by the worsening of Joy’s condition.  Jai first noticed it when Joy began sleeping for greater and greater lengths of time.  Her quips and loving chides began to stop short, mid-sentence.  Jai never broached the subject.  She just caught herself holding her breath, as she witnessed her mother’s deterioration.  “Time’s slow now,” Joy admitted, with humor in her voice.   That spring, they decided to take a trip back to Napa, where her father had established a vineyard in what ended up being the last few years of his life.  Joy loved to walk barefoot along the rows and rows of grapes.  “I swear, Jai, my toes know the difference!”  She said it in all seriousness.  “My toes can tell Napa’s terroir from Bordeaux’s!”
But, soon, Jai had to transport Joy along.  To help, Jai developed a new carriage, a personalized travel system that allowed Joy to switch to automated prosthetics for a smooth, weight-bearing ride.  Jai’s company had brought it to market and, due in large part to her mother’s unrestrained and honest input, the newest medical biotechnology division was doing well.  “There’s no such thing as a bad review,” Joy would say.
Eventually, though, even a short stroll wore Joy out.  She had her bed moved to another bedroom, on the eastern side of the estate.  It connected to a conservatory, an expansive glass enclosure where she could watch the sunrise and sunset across the vineyard, without making the trek outside.  She became increasingly quiet then, and seemed to go on longer trips in her mind.  
Jai sat on the edge of her mom’s bed.  “We need to do something, Joy.  Why don’t you let me arrange it?”  Jai pleaded with her.  “I’ve found the most capable scientist.  He’s just a call away.  We can see if my blood will make a difference.”  
“No, Jai.”  Joy grinned at Jai, who lay down across her lap.  Joy stroked Jai’s hair from root to tip and watched it shine in the sunlight.  
Jai sat up straight.  “But, Mom, you’ve seen it for yourself.  My blood’s kept me young and strong all these years.  Just imagine what it could do to help you now.  You’re not even sick.  Your mind’s still strong.  My blood could strengthen your body, maybe help you move around more easily.  Who knows what it could do? It may even give you another ten years.”  
Jai hoped Joy would listen.  She had searched secretly for a sentient scientist to help them.  Unlike the rest, Dr. Kevin Mace, had a particular interest in speciation.  Jai remembered the first time she'd seen him, on the cover of Time, with wavy brown hair that fell loose over a disconnected undercut, cropped close to his scalp.  A friendly smile and blue-gray eyes made him look boyish, but he was well respected in the scientific community and in the news.  Indeed, they'd nicknamed him the Rising Star of sentient science.  
Still, when Joy’s health declined, Jai approached him with a healthy amount of precaution.  She called him, introduced herself as if she merely had a fascination with his published work, like she was just a fan; she donned her mental cloak; and, she masked her voice.  She also placed conditions on her sponsorship: he must never inquire into her business, who she was, what she did, and, most certainly, whether she was sentient or human.  He didn’t even know her name.  He didn’t care, though, given Jai’s overwhelmingly hands-off approach.  Jai had given him an exorbitant sum of money to do the science he wanted to do, satisfied that its purpose was for scientific exploration.  It was a dream come true.  All scientists would love the freedom, to be creative in the lab without having to bend over backwards to meet precise funding requirements, some from institutes with ill-advised directives.  With her support, he was able to focus on his research: how sentients had likely evolved, what made one sentient different from another at a mechanistic level.  Not grant writing.  And, she became the most significant patron of his lab.  Soon, he was able to continue working absent any other funding.  Moreover, he was not one to sugar coat, embellish, or make false promises.  It solidified Jai’s decision to place her trust in him.  
“The media has high hopes for sentient blood transfusions.  Are sentient-to-human transplants possible?”  Jai asked, trying to contain her enthusiasm.
He warned her.  “You have to remember that, even between sentients, the body can spurn foreign cells.  In that respect, sentients are just like other species.  Rejection is always a potential threat, whether we’re dealing with allotransplantation between two of the same species, or a xenograft between two separate species.
“Plus, human-sentient cell interaction testing is only in its infancy.  There’s certainly a market for it, with a long list of humans who would like to participate.  The problem is finding enough sentients to participate.  It’s sad to say, but most in our community care little for the human population.  That’s why current studies, at least for the time being, are sentient-specific.  
“As you know, not all sentients are created equal.  We might’ve ended up in the upper echelons of our chosen fields, but not all sentients are blessed with the same skills.  The only similarity among all sentients is our ability to siphon.  So, lots of sentients want what they don’t have, and sentients are willing to pay a lot of money for other sentients’ blood.  That’s why most private funding is focused on sentient-to-sentient transplantation.  But, even there, many factors play a role, and success is never guaranteed.  There’s a dearth of data.” 
But, Jai had to ask.  “What about sentient-to-human transplantation, within the same family?”
“I see where you’re going.  I’m sorry to say, studies for interfamilial transplantation are non-existent.  What’s common is the family unit being torn apart.  Most humans, like my family members, have and will reject their ‘non-human’ sentient.  Actually, most sentients I know left home and never looked back.  I don’t bear my human family any ill will (I’ve forgiven them now), but the overwhelming sentient mentality is: why expend limited resources to donate our blood to humans, to extend a bloodline…a species…that rejected you, precisely because your blood isn’t like theirs?  Now, I don’t share that view, but I can understand where it’s coming from.  It’s an altruistic leap most sentients are not prepared to make, not even within the scientific community.  The funding’s just not there.”  
Jai pressed lightly.  “And, what if the funding became available?”  
Jai could sense his breath skip a beat.  “If a suitable human and,” with skepticism, “willing sentient could be found, I would love to do the transplantation, off the books.”  The excitement was rising in his voice.  “When can we start?”
“I’ll be in touch,” was all Jai could say, unsure if the human she had in mind would be willing.  A week had passed since her talk with Kevin.  Now, she looked at her mom, resting in bed.  
Joy laughed.  “What’s with that look on your face?  Now I know you’re up to something.”  
Jai took her mother’s hand.  “I’ve been asking some careful questions, developing relationships with the right people, privately,” she assured.  “I’ve found a way we can test my blood, to see if it’s compatible with yours.”
“Jai!” Joy shot her a stern look.  “Not again.  Must we fight about this for another decade?”
“This is different, Mom!  When we spoke about it before, it was just a vague possibility.  Things are different now.  It’s been four years since sentients were discovered.  Scientists study us now; they can even perform sentient-to-sentient transplants.  This is the first time I’ve found a sentient scientist who can perform a sentient-to-human transplantation.  And, he’s trustworthy.  I promise.  Please, let’s try it.”
“No, Jai.”  Joy shook her head.  “For decades, we’ve worked so hard to maintain your anonymity.  I will not have you identify yourself, especially not for me.”  
“I wouldn’t have to!  There are ways to remain anonymous.  I mean, that’s a pro to data sets and double-blind studies.  And, just look at how far technology’s come.  I’ve been able to remain hidden all these years.  I’ve talked to him many times, and he has no idea who I am; whether I’m male or female; human or sentient.  All we have to do is send him blood samples.  There’s no need to reveal ourselves.  Certainly not at this stage.”
“No, Jai.”  Joy’s face darkened and the conversation took a serious tone.  “Do not forget.  There’s always a way for someone to trace things back to you.”  Joy had drilled that message into Jai, first, when the demand for sentient testing had increased; and, later, when sentient numbers had increased, and there was an even bigger market for sentient-to-sentient blood transfusions.  With so many sentients willing to pay for other sentients’ blood, private and public companies, alike, were eager to incentivize the blood donation process.  As long as you were sentient, companies were willing to pay for your blood.  They spent millions mailing solicitations to every household, without even knowing if a sentient lived there.  And, when the scientific data showed that sentient traits strengthened with age, the demand for older sentients’ blood skyrocketed.
No matter what had happened, Joy discouraged Jai from being tested or donating blood, to anyone, for any purpose.  Clearly, her position had not changed, no matter how many years had passed.  She would stop at nothing to protect Jai’s safety.  And, with a quick pull, Joy pulled the bedspread over her chest.  “Now, let me rest,” she said sternly and turned away.  Conversation ended.
Jai looked away, exasperated by yet another dead-end.  But, she knew better than to bother her mom any further.  If anything could match her mother’s love, it was her temper.  Joy never raised her voice.  She didn’t need to.  Her disapproving glares and matter-of-fact pronouncements were nothing in comparison to the anger Jai could feel bubbling inside.  And, not because Jai was prying.  Jai respected her mother’s privacy and mind-synced only when Joy wanted to be open.  Jai had even tried to close her mind, to give her mother some privacy as she’d turned away in bed.  But, Joy had no intention of closing herself off.  She broke the floodgate, and a river of rage filled Jai’s mind.  It was the most expedient way to communicate, after all.  The answer was a resounding no.  
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The first week of November, Jai and Joy flew back to the penthouse, ready to enjoy Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s in New York.  On New Year’s Eve, Sean whisked her away to Club 10 a half-hour before midnight, and they settled into their private room.  Jai had been nursing a headache for the last hour.  Sean motioned for her to lay back on the sofa.  He rubbed her temples, asking, “How's that feel?  Any better?”  The left side of her head throbbed with pain, rising and falling with each of her breaths.  
“It feels like my brain's clogged.  Like I'm gonna have an aneurysm.”
“That good?”  Sean smiled.  Jai looked up at him, his eyes no less mesmerizing upside down.  
“Let me turn down the lights,” Avena said, as she walked the room, dimming the sanctuary lamps along the walls.  Sean had built Club 10 from the ground up, the first sentient club in the Big Apple.  It’d won many architectural and design awards, and it was one of the most popular sentient clubs in the United States.  He had outfitted it with every high tech device he could think of, but also installed sanctuary lamps in the club's private rooms, a throwback to tradition.  Eternal flames, they would never go out in this new home, his home away from home.  Jai closed her eyes as the flames softened the room and Sean massaged her neck.  Meanwhile, Diana and Borda challenged each other to a game of chess, and Mach fiddled with a new pair of smart lenses he'd bought pre-loaded with his favorite journals.  They’d ushered in so many New Years, they preferred to keep it low-key.  
But, the butler, Quaid, came bursting into the room.  “Mr. McCarthy!  We've got a problem.  There's a mob forming outside.  You've all got to go."  
"What?"  Sean demanded clarification.  Jai sat up as everyone stopped to listen.
"There's been an attack.  At Club O, down south.  A group of women witnessed a sentient siphon a man outside the club…and not willingly."
"What an idiot!" Borda yelled.
"I know," Quaid agreed.  "Breaks every club rule we have and, worse, the prey screamed out for help.  A group of humans ran to his aid.  One of them used a smart lens to record everything before the sentient took off.”
“He got away?” Jai asked.
“No.”  Quaid shook his head.  “The sentient's in police custody.  It's unclear if he's talked or what he's said so far.  Our club contacts say higher-ups are now involved.  His family’s human.  I'm told he's close with them."
Sean took a deep breath.  "We'll worry about that later.  What about outside?  Tell me."
"Club O’s been torched.  Here, there's a horde assembling at the doors.”
"Take the guests to the chute," Sean said, referencing the secret tunnel underneath the club.  It led to a private elevator, with access to the subterranean parking garage and to the rooftop jetpad.  
"Will do," Quaid said.  "We've barricaded the entry points.  System’s set to red.  I'll start leading the guests out."
"We'll help," said Borda.
"We’ll help too," said Avena.  Diana and Mach stood up to join them.
"I've gotta take off, make sure Joy’s safe," said Jai.  Most likely, her mom was sleeping.  Jai needed to make sure.
"I'll take you."  Sean looked back and gripped Avena's hand.
"Stay safe," Avena said.  She kissed Jai on the cheek.  
"Meet us, at the penthouse?” Jai asked.  They all agreed.
Sean gripped Jai's hand as they ran past Sean’s office, down a private hallway, then turned right.  A quick elevator ride and they were on the jetpad.  He flew them home.  Jai ran up the stairs.  The alarm beeped incessantly until she was outside her mother’s room.  "Disarm!" she ordered, and peeked in slowly.  Joy was already sitting on the edge of her bed, watching the newscast hovering beside the bed.  The virtual speakerphone was dialing, then ringing, loudly in the background.
"Jai!  I was just calling you." 
She ran over.  "I'm out of pocket.  I forgot my phone.  Sorry I worried you.”
"I would've been worried, had you not come home.  Sirens woke me up.  Heard them from way up here."  The civil defense system was still blaring full force, echoing from the ground below.  
"Steer clear of the windows," Jai said.  She closed all the blinds.  
"Come in, dear," Joy said.  She waved at Sean, who was standing at the doorway.  Sean bowed his head, and they watched the news unfold.  
The news anchor made it clear.  “For those of you just joining us, the perpetrator has been captured.  He is in custody.  Soon, we’ll hear from the Police Commissioner, who will provide a statement.  It's our understanding that the perpetrator is sentient.  He was outside when the incident occurred, and…."  The screen cut away, as the Commissioner came into view.  Standing at the podium, she stood, surrounded by the press.  
"At 11 p.m., at a sentient Club in South Carolina, a group witnessed a male, a confirmed sentient, attack a victim.  We’ve confirmed the victim is human and he is now in critical condition.  It’s unclear if the victim will make it through the night.  The incident’s been captured on video, and shared via online uplink."  She paused as the video began to play in a separate screen, hovering on top of the news conference.  The Commissioner continued, “Soon after the video went public, at approximately 12:05 a.m., a large group of unidentified individuals began to congregate in the streets, here in New York.  They’re focused mainly downtown.  Based on their location, and the ensuing riots, it's clear these individuals have targeted establishments and businesses with suspected sentient ties.  Riot police were immediately dispatched, and all fire departments have joined forces to try to quell the fires."  The screen cut away to an aerial view, scanning the streets below.  Masked men and women were running loose along the streets, setting cars and buildings on fire, kicking down doors, shooting through windows.  Riot police stood row after row, behind a wall of shields, and shot tear gas into the crowd.  Undeterred, the horde did not disperse.  With steel bats and bare hands, they hit against the police, a mix of sweat, spit, and blood smearing against their visors.  All formations broke, with the police running into the crowd, their batons flailing.  They pushed the rioters to the ground and, when that didn’t work, they pulled them by their hair and arms.  The rioters were enraged, throwing objects at the police, who fought to keep them from advancing any further.  
The Mayor joined the Commissioner at the podium.  "Though the rioting is beginning to dissipate, a curfew remains in effect.  Anyone left on the streets will be detained for further questioning.  Stay inside and keep your doors locked until otherwise informed.”
“Mayor, how many officers injured?” a reporter asked.  
“At least 37 officers.  More than 30 buildings have been damaged or destroyed.  Far more have been looted.  386 people have been arrested, though these numbers are growing.  That's all for now.”
The door rang below.  Jai ordered the Home system to display the front door.  A three-dimensional image of Mach, Diana, Avena, and Borda was projected mid-air.  “Home, open,” she commanded, and turned to Joy.  “It’s only 4:17.  Try to go back to sleep?”  Joy agreed, weary from all the stress, and Jai walked downstairs, to join the group in the study.  
They were watching Sean at the computer, the video of the incident hovering above them.  Aside from a few brief shuffles and some feedback, the video gave an unobstructed view of the sentient, ramming the human against the wall outside Club O.  The street lamp was bright against the sentient's pale white skin, and the victim, an old man, cried out in horror, turning his face away, as if looking away could have made a difference.  The sentient grabbed hold of the man's frail arms and clenched his fists, as he leaned in.  The victim’s face erupted in pain.  He screamed for help.  Four onlookers began running toward them, but the sentient was not deterred.  His face grimacing, he began to tear and claw at the victim’s face.  The sentient slammed the man into the wall.  The sentient twisted the man's arms, breaking bone.  As the man's voice became a shrill howl, feedback filled the room as the camera knocked back and forth.  Any viewer would have cringed at the sound of it.  But, worse than that, the victim’s face said it all.  It was obvious he was being siphoned.  At first his eyes were wide with feeling.  Then, they twisted.  His eyes were no longer alert.  The human’s face went blank, expressionless, as the sentient siphoned far more than he should have, till there was nothing left.  The man’s body fell, a crumpled heap on the pavement.  The crowd of humans, the witnesses, bravely descended, screaming at the sentient, who ran off, leaving the victim behind.  The camera focused on the old man’s stricken face, his eyes barren under the lamplight.  
"Shit!”  Avena threw her hand up against her head.  
“It could not be any worse,” Diana agreed.  
Mach paced up and down the room, looking back and forth at the screen.  The latest news update had already named it: siphoning.  Mach waved at the screen.  “There, there it is.  Siphoning, for all the freaking world to see.  And, not only do they know, but that's all they know about it!”  
“Exactly,” Sean said. “What the world's learned today is we siphon by harming others.  It's not the truth, but that's what the world will believe."  Sean turned to Jai.  “Of course, violence is banned in our community, but sentients can siphon by harming others, whether they’re human or sentient.  It’s far cruder, but just as efficient, and the energy that’s released is just as powerful, if not more powerful.  For unskilled, uncaring, or just plain sloppy sentients, it’s a shortcut to a life-fortifying meal.  We've kept a lid on it so far.  There's only been a handful of infractions we know of, but we dealt with them from within the fold.  And, no humans died as a result."  
Just as Jai began to wonder what that meant, Borda yelled, "Like I've said time and time again, we should've been open about this!  Why keep siphoning a secret all these years?  What good does it do to stay underground?  Maybe if the world knew more about it from the get-go, this mess wouldn't have happened.  We should've been at least one voice of reason.  We could’ve told our own story.  I’ve always said, do it right, and do it from the start.  Then, maybe they'd care what we have to say about it.  Now that this has happened, hell will freeze over before they give a damn about what we have to say.  You can't erase that,” he said, with the wave of his hand.  “It's out there, with no advance warning."
“It’s a clusterfuck,” Sean said.  “It’s the first time a sentient’s been seen restraining a person, and siphoning their energy in a violent way.  It’s on camera, for everyone to see.”  
“And, the public's clearly lost it," Jai said.  
Diana rescanned the video, watching it pane by pane.  “We all know there have been small resentments, past jealousies.  It’s no secret some humans feel inferior.  But, let’s remember: some humans welcome us.  We still work with them.  They’re our neighbors.  How can that be undone with just one video, one incident?  They know we're upstanding citizens.  We contribute to and are a part of their communities.”  
“It helped that we looked like them,” Avena said, point-blank.  
“It certainly did," Sean echoed.  "But, now that this video’s out, Borda's right.  Everything’s changed.  Now, they have a poster boy for the ‘evil’ us.  Suddenly, sentients are inherently dangerous, something that needs to be caged and controlled.  It's clear from the scale of this riot that it's unleashed a lot of fear.  This fear’s been brewing for years.”  Sean stared back at the screen.  “For once, there’s a legitimate — and documented — reason for them to be afraid."
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At 8 a.m., Jai woke up, laying on the couch in the study.  She ran her hands along its soft, worn leather, and stretched out her arms and legs.  Sitting up, she could hear whispering past the French doors.
“It’s exactly the same.  Zoom in closer,” Sean said.
“Still need to enhance the resolution,” Diana said, sitting at the kitchen island.  She twisted the computer cuffs, the bracelets on her wrists, and widened the screen projected above them.  She amplified the video and zoomed in.  “There.  There it is.  It is the same.”  
Sean had a worried look on his face.  “Pull up the folder.”  
Diana rummaged through a virtual filing cabinet, and found the folder Sean was looking for.  She flung her arms wide, as if opening a hardcopy.  A neat stack of documents appeared in front of her.  She moved her hands delicately from side to side, parsing through each virtual page.  
“There.  That’s it,” Mach said, hovering over her.  
Diana tapped gently on the page, and clicked the image there.  It showed a lanky teen, huddled on the floor, a broken chair flung against the wall beside him.  The teenager’s eyes were black and blue, his face sunken, with blood smeared across his face.  Nearby, an older couple, presumably his parents, were clustered together.  The man’s right arm was wrapped around his wife’s shoulders.  He held his left hand up, attempting to shield them from harm.  Masked figures stood above, with guns aimed at their terrified faces.  With her thumb and index fingers, Diana signed two Ls as if she were framing a shot, then pulled her hands apart, causing the image to zoom in, to the shooter closest to the couple.  
“Go in close, to the gun.  No, there, to the wrist,” Avena said.  The wrist was dainty, as if a woman’s.  It bore a silver marking.  It looked like a blade.  It curved upward, cupping the top of her wrist, with a line straight across the bottom, almost like a bracelet.  The image was fuzzy and the lighting left much to be desired.  Avena zoomed in further, examining it closely.  “It’s silver, iridescent…but, it’s no bracelet.  It’s tattooed with some weird ink.”   The tattoo sparkled on the woman’s wrist.  It looked like a blade, cutting her hand off.  
“Now, go to last night’s video, at Club O,” Sean said, and they all leaned back, watching as Diana reopened it.  Panning quickly, she reached the last few minutes of footage, when the camera zoomed in, close to the victim’s face.  Just a moment before the camera steadied, a hand flashed on the screen.  She froze the pane.  The same tattooed blade was there, in clear view.  
“Shit.  We have to tell him,” Mach said, running his hands through his black hair.  
“Tell who what?” Jai asked, as she walked in for a closer look.  She scanned the room.  “Where’s Borda?”
“Jai, morning.”  Sean said, pulling her close.  “Borda left to check on the club.  He’ll be back soon.”  
“I see.  So, what’s up?”  Jai watched as everyone’s eyes darted around the room.  No one said a thing.  “Guys?”
Sean turned toward the screen.  “We’ve been watching the footage again.  It’s too soon to tell for sure, but there appears to be a connection to Borda.”  
“What?”  Jai found it hard to believe Borda could be involved in any way.
“No, Borda doesn’t know the sentient from Club O,” Sean assured her.  “But, he has a connection.  See, I met Borda through my work.  His parents were diplomats, working at the Embassy.  The Embassy hired the Division to install security cameras at Borda’s residence.  Borda was just a teen at the time.  Soon after he tested sentient positive, someone came after his parents.  We didn’t draw the connection until after he traipsed into the club, getting into all sorts of trouble.  He was searching for the people who’d murdered his parents.  It took two seconds to find out he was out searching for a hired gun.  He was a newbie then, had barely stepped foot into the sentient life.  But, he was smart enough to know it’s easier for a sentient to get away with murder than a human.”
Diana laughed.  “And, leave it to him to see if I’d do it.”
Mach joined her in chuckling.  “You have to appreciate Borda’s thinking.  The less obvious the assailant, the better.”  
“That’s true,” Jai agreed.  Diana looked far more like a baroness than La Femme Nikita.  
“I’m just glad he had the presence of mind to not try it himself,” Avena said, rolling her eyes.  “He was barely functional.  Wasted and reeling from his parents’ death.  He couldn’t forgive himself.  It was especially hard on him, healing just seconds after that woman shot him in the chest.  Anyone else would’ve been dead from the bleed-out.  It went straight through him.  He was able to heal…just not fast enough.  The woman shot his parents and they died just a few moments before he came-to.  He still can’t forgive himself, for not saving them.”
“It’s how an Ivy Leaguer goes completely AWOL,” Mach said.  Jai looked up, surprised.  “Yea,” he nodded.  “I am talking about the same guy.  Borda used to be so straight-laced.  You should see the photos.  Borda was a yuppie.  Things changed real quick after their murder.  Nothing could stop him from going after the killers.  And, once he got wind that Sean wasn’t just a club owner, he was relentless.”
Sean agreed.  “We became concerned he’d go after the wrong people.  Apparently, the perps disguised themselves as a delivery service.  His parents were expecting a new china cabinet.  That’s how the perps were able to enter the home.”
Avena sighed.  “Borda actually opened the door to let them in.”  
Jai was shocked.  It didn’t take a degree to realize how much that would pain him.  It would drive anyone mad.  “So, Borda caught them, murdered them?” Jai asked.
“He didn’t get the chance,” Avena answered.  “Their bodies were discovered by the riverbank.  Well, everything but their teeth and their arms, from the elbow down.  Someone didn’t want them to be identified.”  Jai couldn’t believe it.  It was something straight out of CSI.  Not something she ever expected to hear in relation to Borda, no matter how brusque he might be.  “The police chalked it up to a drug deal gone bad.  The area was well known for mob activity, and nothing came of it.  It wasn’t the justice Borda had hoped for, but there was no reason to question the perps’ deaths at the time.  None of us did.  That no longer applies, though.”  Avena motioned for Jai to look at the tattooed blades displayed on the screen.  “Look.  Do you see the resemblance?”
“They’re the same.”
“Exactly.  Sean realized it last night.  Borda’s shooter has precisely the same tat as the videotaper from last night, at Club O.” 
“It’s an odd tat, too.  Check out that ink,” Jai said, leaning in closer.  
“It shimmers, and not like the standard sparkly ink that’s in vogue,” Diana said.  
“Plus, check out the design,” Sean said.  “It’s unlike any prison or gang symbol I’ve ever seen.  It’s not Aryan, either.”
“It demands further investigation,” Mach said.  “In the meantime, Jai, please don’t mention anything to Borda.”
“Yea, please don’t,” Sean emphasized.  
Avena explained. “We’re coming up on the anniversary of his parents’ murder.  It’s always particularly hard on him.  Even after the assailant’s bodies were found, he got hooked on a mess of drugs.  It took him over a year to get clean.  Knowing that there’s a loose end out there could send him straight back.  Telling him now would be a mistake.  Especially when we don’t know if it’s really a loose end or not.  Maybe it’s just a coincidence.  I doubt it, but I don’t want to know what he’ll do if that chapter in his life’s not really over.”
“I understand.  I won’t say anything,” Jai agreed.
Sean sighed.  “Jai, the four of us are heading back to my place.  We’ll have access to my systems there.”  Jai nodded and they began packing their things.  “Let’s go,” Sean said.  “Let’s identify the director of last night’s opus.”
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Jai wanted to help the rest of the group investigate the Club O incident, but Joy’s condition had worsened.  So, Jai stayed by her mother's side and took Joy away, to their beach house overlooking the Long Island Sound.  There, they watched the news, thankful that none of their family had been harmed during the riots.  Each night, Jai waited until Joy nodded off, then returned to her room.  She tried her best not to close her eyes, to avoid the nightmares she’d had each fretful night, but she couldn’t fight the exhaustion forever.  She tried in vain to think hopeful thoughts, but there was no way to remove the splinter in her mind.  
Then, somewhere in the dark of night, she fell asleep.  She saw him there, Darin running across the path, toward the rice paddies.  The sun streaked down on them.  He turned, a mischievous grin on his face.  “Slow poke!” he screamed, egging Jai to run and catch him.  
Jai feigned a sprint.  But, as she took the next few strides, the distance between them jumped into a wide expanse.  She ran faster, but her legs, normally so strong, would not carry her, as if she were running on a treadmill, looping endlessly backward.  
Darin giggled in the distance, his voice jingling like the bell on the bracelet Jai had given him.  “You won’t catch me!  I’m flying away!” he said.  He threw his arms out, like helicopter wings.  He began to fly, swooping left and right along the fields.  Night was falling now with the sound of crickets and cicadas beginning to build.  “Too late, slow poke!”  He sang it like a nursery rhyme.  Soon, his voice was muffled by the roaring insects, invisible in the dark.    
Jai strained to run faster, but each step sank her feet further into the ground.  She looked down at the grass, like the grass she'd admired all those summers long ago.  Each blade of grass moved elegantly, like a dancer’s arms, caressing her legs.  Then, suddenly, they turned, sharp edges twisting, binding, dragging her down.  Like quicksand, they pulled her under, into muddy water.  She was sinking into the earth, waist-deep, to her shoulders.  Mud thick around her, she could taste the brackish water on her lower lip.  
Her eyes darted, scanning the fields.  Where’s Darin?  She could hear the chime on his bracelet ringing, a periodic ding in the far distance.  Her eyes strained to see under the night sky, but the stars were barely twinkling.  The moon was just a slit.  The water churned.  It was a thick black sludge sticking to her jaw.  She pulled her chin up, straining to keep the sludge out of her mouth, but it moved like a tentacled slug, oozing, reaching slowly up her neck.  It pulled itself upward.  Its arms were on her lips.  She clamped her mouth shut, moaning, straining to keep the sludge from her nostrils.  Its pace had quickened.  It climbed faster, toward her ears.  
There was no singing now; none of Darin’s laughter; not even the tiny ding of his bell.  Just the blare of her heartbeat, pounding in her chest.  She was hyperventilating.  Her body heaved, pushing against the blackness, the sludge eating her alive, when suddenly she was free.  Sitting alone, on a bench in a clearing.
Her breath began to slow.  She looked around to gain her bearings.  It was dark, but she recognized the bench.  Atop the right wooden arm, was a small carving, a bird she and Darin had etched their last summer there.  “My little coo coo,” she had called him, or “crazy bird,” depending on her mood.   The day after she’d given him the tulip, he had asked her to take him there, to the place where she’d found them.  He was amazed by how many there were…how beautiful and different the Siams were from the tulips he’d seen before.  Remembering, she felt the life in him, could feel the blood coursing through his rosy cheeks.  She cried, picturing how he’d looked up at her, an oversized bouquet of tulips in his pudgy little hands.  
Suddenly, Darin was in front of her, nudging the flowers toward her, looking deep into her eyes.  She embraced him, gave him the long hug she’d been yearning for.  She wanted so deeply to see him, to play with him.  The feeling of pure happiness overwhelmed her.  The dark sky began to lighten, a pale grey to light blue.  Past the mountains, the sun’s rays shone behind the distant clouds, coating the world in subtle pinks and creamy peach hues.  Darin pressed his body against hers. “Up!” he said, beckoning her to carry him.  She picked him up, his body light in her arms.  He wrapped his legs around her waist, and placed his arms around her neck.  He nestled close, massaging his cheek against hers.  She smelled his sweet scent and felt his sticky fingers on her upper back, as if he’d just eaten a sugary treat.  
Holding him, she relaxed, wanting to remember this feeling, this second skin wrapped around hers.  She wanted to walk him around the gardens this way, the way they’d walked before.  He clung to her, the way he used to do.  But, her steps were awkward, disjointed.  She lost her balance a few times.  She caught herself, gripping him tightly, not wanting him to fall.  She tried to distract him.  “Look, Darin!  Tiny frogs.  Aren’t they cute?”   He marveled at their slick green skin and watched them hop away into the tall grass.  
Jai hobbled along.  She pointed to a flock of birds flying in the distance, not wanting to draw his attention behind, where a pool of sludge had formed.  She walked faster, as fast as her now crippled gait would carry them.  She hoisted him around, to hold him piggy back, face-forward.  Her eyes darted, searching for a shortcut, for the exit.  
“Jai, let’s go see Mom.” Darin’s breath was warm against her ear.  
“Yes, let’s go home.  Mom will meet us there.”  
“We can show her the tulips,” Darin said, his face bright and happy.  
“We will," Jai assured as she snuck a glimpse behind her.  The sludge was gaining on them, reaching its tar-like tentacles along the ground.  The sludge had eaten the grass, and was climbing up the tulip stems.  With increasing speed, it swallowed the flowers.  The benches and lampposts posed no hurdle.  The more it swallowed, the more formidable it became.  It was barrelling down, faster on them.  
Jai could feel sweat falling from her hair, streaming down her forehead.  She bounced Darin against her back and pulled his legs under her arms for a tighter grip.  “Hold on to me!” she yelled.  She could hear the fear in her voice, and feel her throat tighten.  She strained to hide the exertion growing in her body.  There!  Jai saw the gate a short distance away.  Closer, faster!  But, her legs were a cobbled clutter.  She looked down.  Her strong, beautiful legs were a haphazard mess, knees and ankles mixed with oddly deformed feet; and, an abnormally long femur jutting out from her left hip, throwing her off balance.  Each part seemed to work against itself, churning with motion, yet somehow stuck in place.  The sludge was seeping up against her toes, climbing to her waist.
Darin’s heart began to pound against her back.  “Look, look at me,” Jai cried, urging him to focus on her.  
“What’s wrong?” Darin asked.  He nuzzled close against her cheek.
“Look at me, Darin,” she said.  “Let’s go home.  We’re going home.” 
“Mom’s home!”  Darin squealed with delight.  He trusted Jai, not noticing that they’d nearly stopped.  She could feel the sludge coat her skin.  It was seeping inward, filling her veins.  Soon, it had passed her, and was beginning to touch Darin’s feet.  Darin caught his breath at the first touch, the first sear against his skin.  “Jai?” He looked at her, a puzzled then pained expression on his face.  “What’s going on?  Aren’t we going home?  It hurts,” he whined, trying to contort his body into a more comfortable position.
“It’s ok.  We’re ok,” she panted.  “Just look at me,” she said.  Jai tried not to cry, to hide the excruciating pain she now felt, but seeing the sludge eat at him was more than she could take.  Tears streamed down her face.  
“Jai, help me!”  Darin was afraid, crying now, sobbing with the pain of it.  The sludge had climbed farther up his legs.  She tried to caress him, her hands still tight against his body, but she could barely move.  
The pale pink sky had darkened with each passing minute.  The sun was engulfed in a fiery red, a bloody mark in the blackening sky.  “Save us!” Darin screamed.  Cold wind blew, fierce against their skin.  Jai could feel his arms shiver, knocking against her, in their black cocoon of sludge.  “Save us!”  He screamed.  “Why won’t you save us, Jai?”  For the first time, he looked back, to the sludge climbing both their bodies.  “Run, run!” he pleaded.  
Jai couldn’t bear it.  “I can’t.  I’m sorry!” she yelled with tears running down her face.  
The sludge was swallowing them with a hundred gaping mouths.  “Save me, Jai.  It hurts!”  And, with a piercing scream, he yelled, “Mommy!”  At once, Joy appeared at the edge of the garden.  Young, as young as the day Darin was born, she smiled.  But, as she walked toward them, her lustrous hair began to fade; her luminous skin took on a pallid hue; and, the strength in her body disappeared.  Jai watched, as her young mother aged to the mom she now knew.  The sludge swarmed.  
“Save her, Jai!  Save Mommy!”  Darin sobbed, his body heaving against hers until he was barely able to say a word.  His body was weakening faster than Jai’s.  His life was seeping away.  Urgently, he cried, his words plaintive howls ringing in her ears. 
Jai raged against the sludge, but her body was frozen.  More than anything, she wanted to run, to save Darin, to save her mother.  But, the sludge fixed her where she stood.  Life was draining out of her.  She fought the weakness welling inside, unwilling to avert her gaze.  “No!” she screamed.  The sludge had reached her mother’s feet.  Though wrinkled and weary, Mom was every bit as beautiful as she had always been.  Mom smiled, bursting Jai’s heart like the sun.  And, with one touch, the sludge eviscerated her.  Body to ash, her ghostly outline blew away in the wind.  “I’m sorry! I’m sorry, Mom!” Jai retched.  “I’m sorry, Darin!”  The sludge was burying the last of Darin’s body.  It was choking Jai.  It’d snuffed her family out. 
 Jai screamed.  Loud.  Her body shuddered, jolted awake.  Alone in bed, her sweaty skin stuck to the covers, her hair clammy against her neck, but her emotions were raw.  She didn’t know where she was.  Lips salty with tears; throat burning, hoarse; her mind raced.  I didn’t save you.  Either of you.  I’m so sorry, Darin!  I tried, I tried, but I can’t.  I can’t save her.  I can’t save Mom!  Over and over again, her mind screamed.  Worthless! she cried, gripping her pillow tight, until the blackness took what was left of her voice.  
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The next morning, Jai stared at herself in the mirror, marveling at the disconnect between the nightmare she’d had and the perfect visage reflecting back at her.  As always, her body betrayed her mind, making everything look perfect while her insides were gutted, raw.  She gave thanks, though.  It’ll be easier to hide this from Joy.  She took a deep breath and went downstairs.    
“Jai, love.”  Joy beckoned her with the wave of a hand.  “Come, sit with me.”  Jai walked across the two-story great room to the couch where her mother was.  Joy pulled a cashmere throw across her lap.  Jai smoothed it over Joy's legs.  
Jai looked out the window and watched the snow fall.  She stoked a fire, then sat on the floor beside the couch.  Joy motioned for Jai to come closer, and Jai rested her head across her mother’s lap.  The last week, Joy had invited her to relax this way.  Today, she stroked Jai’s long brown hair.  The sun had lightened it to a golden brown.  Jai enjoyed the feel of her mother’s fingers, lacing through her hair, when the nightmare flashed before her eyes.  She looked away, her body stiff.  Joy frowned.  Joy understood her body had aged like any human’s.  She was luckier than most, having lived so long without any serious health condition or illness.  But, Jai couldn’t ignore the pain.  It hurt to see her mother deteriorate and lose the vitality she once had.  
“Jai, dear.  I know you’re worried.”  Joy swept and stroked Jai’s hair, from root to tip, twisting her fingers along the soft curls that had formed at the ends.  Joy pictured how Jai’s hair had curled that way, so beautifully, since she was a baby.  “But, growing old is natural,” Joy said.  “Natural for me.”
Jai lay silently, staring into the fire.  For her, growing old was unnatural.  She understood, intellectually, that Joy was human, no matter how young Joy was in mind.  They were connected, tethered to each other,  humming in sync.  But, no matter how much Jai wished to suspend time, to prolong Joy’s life, her mother’s wave was waning.  Jai was acutely aware of it when they synced, and Joy made no effort to hide that she knew.  It was Joy’s way of letting Jai know she understood the state of things, like a private note understood by only the closest of friends.  That was what Joy had become, not only the one who had given Jai life, but the mentor, teacher, confidante…the best friend Jai had ever had.   No one else had supported her as much as Joy.  And, no one ever could.  Joy was the last of Jai’s family.  When she’s gone, I’ll be alone in this world.  Jai couldn’t help but think it.  Jai tried not to think of herself.  It’s not about me, she chided.  It’s the desperation in me, she realized, the anxiety, the fear I’m feeling, truly feeling for the first time.  Fear drove Jai to those thoughts.  
Deeper still, it was shame.  Shame that she couldn’t share her gift, her blood, with others.  Darin had died decades ago, when the world didn’t know what sentients were.  Many times, she’d wondered if her blood was compatible with his.  His illness was rare.  She was a teen at the time.  But, why didn’t I do more?  Couldn’t I have found another way to help him somehow?  She found ways to blame herself for not saving him or her father.  Time and again, she looked at Joy, believing, I could’ve saved us the heartache…could’ve prevented their passing.  For years she’d tried to hide the shame from her mother, but Joy didn’t need to sync to see it.  It was clear in the quiet moments.  Recently, Joy had caught her, standing with Sean and the rest of the group, crowded by friends, the only one not laughing.  It was hard to laugh, though.  Jai knew Joy’s passing was near.  
And, like a fortune one didn’t want to be told, Joy could look at Jai and see her own impending death.  Of course it frightened Joy, to recognize the inescapable truth of it, but death was universal to humans.  The more they sparred, the more Joy knew with greater accuracy how much time she had left.   She tried to make light of it, calling Jai “my thermometer,” a joke in which Jai found no humor.  Eventually, Jai began making excuses, not wanting to lift the veil, to keep the countdown hidden.  But, Joy insisted that they continue Jai’s training.  
“Your training’s more important now than ever, Jai.  Just look at our world.  Since that sentient murdered a human, humans are demanding that sentients disclose themselves, like you all belong on some predator list.  It’s like slapping a ‘neighborhood watch’ sticker on a lynch mob.  It’s only a matter of time before they take matters into their own hands and find a way to hack into the list of so-called ‘anonymous’ testers.”  Joy was right.  Jai was lucky she hadn’t been tested.  Sentients were in danger, and there was no way Joy would let Jai skip her training.  They’d trained day in and day out, no matter how painful syncing might’ve been…for either of them.  
Soon, Jai realized that the more they synced, the more Joy allowed Jai these moments, to be with her and look away, a place to be together, yet apart.  The fire flickered in Jai’s tear-filled eyes, as Joy continued to stroke her hair.  “Jai, it’s normal to feel what you’re feeling.  I understand.  Just remember: it’s not your responsibility to save me.  We know I’m human.  This life, my life, is like any other human’s.”  
A minute passed before Joy broke the silence.  “Please forgive me.”
“Forgive you?”  Jai began to sit up, but Joy patted her head down.  
“I know I’ve hurt you by refusing your help.  I know you’ve worked hard to find a scientist who can try to treat me with your blood.  I appreciate that, I do.  But, it’s not what I want.”
“There’s nothing to forgive, Mom.  I respect you and your choices.”  Jai said it with conviction, reminding her mother as much as herself.  Honoring Joy’s wish was the hardest thing Jai had ever done.  
“Yes, yes, I know.  But, more than respecting my decision, you need to make peace with it…in your own heart.  Don’t burden yourself with worry.  Don’t harm yourself with what-ifs, or question if you could’ve made a difference.  A difference is only a small blip in time, when it comes to a human life.  And, I’ve already lived a long and joyous one.  I must go eventually, and I choose to go naturally.  Let it be by my own terms.”  
Joy paused for a deep breath.  “I won’t lie to you, Jai.  My body is weak now, weaker than it’s been before.  I can feel and sense it.  Just know that I’m fine with that.  Trust that this is what I want.  I know you question if I’m being honest with you; I am.”  Jai had always worried Joy was holding back, pretending she didn’t want Jai’s blood, just to protect Jai’s identity.  It seemed both were true.  Joy didn’t want to jeopardize Jai’s safety, or fight for more time.
Suddenly, Joy stopped caressing her head and straightened her body.  Jai steeled herself before turning to face her.  “Jai.”  Joy’s voice was a calm, soothing balm.  She took Jai’s face in her hands and smiled, deepening the wrinkles around her eyes.  “Promise me one thing,” she said.  Jai held her breath.  She tried to avert her gaze, but Joy took her by the chin, redirecting her, square in the face.  “Promise me: you will let yourself feel.”    
“What do you mean?”  Jai laughed, uneasily.
“You know what I’m talking about, Jai.  I’ve noticed how you’ve distanced yourself from your friends, even from Sean.”  She paused, searching Jai’s eyes for some sign of recognition.  “I know it’s been hard, to leave so many human friends in the past, to have so many grow old or fall ill and die.  I know it’s been hard on you, to make connections when the life you’ve lived just shows that others will leave you first.  It’s hard to be the one left behind.  I’ve lost friends too, but not on the scale you'll have to.  I do not and would not pretend to know what that will truly feel like.  Only you and sentients like you will know what that experience will bring.  Just take care not to harden yourself.”  
Joy looked at Jai, adoringly.  “You know, since you were a child, I thought you were sensitive, in the very best way.  And, as you’ve grown, I’ve realized you are much more sensitive than most.  In fact, it’s your sensitivity to others that’s made you more compassionate, made you attuned to others in a way most people will never become, sentient or not, even with practice.  But, sometimes life can wear on a person.  And, since the world’s discovered your kind, the world’s become a very different, frightful place.  We’re lucky to have friends and resources, to shield and protect ourselves from it.  All I ask is that you resist the urge to go too far.  I know life can be painful sometimes, but don’t hide from your emotions, Jai.  Let yourself experience life.  Feel everything, whether you’re happy or sad, joyous or depressed.  It’s what makes you like me.  It’s what’s connected us all these years.”  
Joy confessed, “I fear you’ll let that part of yourself go, especially once I’m gone.  Please, don’t.  Even if you’re in pain, go to Sean, find a friend, find many friends, who will hold your hand and help carry you.  Life is for living.  Rejoice in your life!  Pushing others away will only leave you disconnected and alone.  I’m not talking about just having people around.  You have many people around you, many friends.  You always have.  I’m talking about letting people in.  Let others see you, the real you.
“Don’t trade the uncertainty that vulnerability brings for the certainty that disconnection offers.  Develop true connections.  Belonging will always be uncertain, and their rewards more beautiful.  Be brave, Jai.  Don’t just feel.  Feel deeply.  It’s the only reason to live.”
It was a shock to hear her mother say it out loud.  The last decade, Jai had felt a numbness trickle in, but she didn’t think her mother had noticed.  Naming it left Jai exposed.  She was naked.  Tears ran down her face, as she looked into Joy’s deep, brown eyes.  “I love you, Mom.  I promise I’ll try.”  
“I love you too,” Joy said, smiling.  “Don’t be afraid,” she whispered.  "You’re strong.  You’re my daughter, and you always will be.”  And, with a bow of the head, Joy touched her forehead to Jai’s, syncing their minds, for the very last time.
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“Jai?” Sean whispered.  She lay awake, her eyes still closed, in bed.  Jai’s body ached, deep in her bones.  It felt like a boulder had slammed into her, pulverized every cell in her body.  Her eyes were dry from wringing every last tear.  Sean leaned over, wearing the same clothes that he’d worn at the wake.  
“Thank you, for staying with me.”  
“Of course, Jai.  You know I’m here for you.”  
It’d taken all of her strength to muscle through the day.  Sean drove them, across icy roads, to the funeral home downtown.  Jai made arrangements for the monks and greeted hundreds of guests.  All the while, a polite smile was plastered on her face.  She’d managed to keep it together until the cremation.  Then, she unraveled.  “This way, Dr. Dean.”  The attendant’s voice jostled her to attention.  Sean held Jai’s hand tightly in his, as she took her first steps into the private room.  There, all the guests’ flowers and cards were arranged, a glorious display of good-byes.  In the front lay her mother, resting in a mahogany casket.
Sean loosened his grip and allowed her some privacy.  As she walked to the casket, she willed herself to move forward.  This is happening, she reminded herself.  Right now.  This is real.  Her heart pounded against her chest.  She wanted more than anything to turn away, to pretend that Joy was just sleeping there.  Mom will wake up soon.  We can go home together.  No, Jai.  Snap out of it.  She swallowed hard against the lump in her throat.  She breathed deeper, her breath skipping as she inhaled, her ribs knocking, shuddering.  She held on to the exhale, trying to steady herself before looking down. 
Joy lay, her hair combed gently against a satin pillow.  Her eyes were so softly closed, there was no sign of strain along her brow.  Her lips a pale pink, she appeared to be at peace, a serene expression on her face.  Her arms were folded, one atop the other, across her small waist.  Jai remembered their last embrace, how petite her body had been.  How their last sync, filled with strong, happy memories of their family, had diminished, until the steady pulse of their connection had faded to nothing.  When Jai had opened her eyes, Joy was limp in her arms.  She’d kissed Joy’s forehead.  It was soft, like a baby’s.  She’d breathed in the gentle scent that only her mother had.  
Be here, now, Jai chided.  She looked down into the casket, forcing herself to see her mother once more.  Jai shook her shoulders, and bowed her head.  Closing her eyes, she opened herself up, allowing all of her mother’s energy to flow into her.  
The silence was deafening.  Jai’s body began to shake, as she realized how alone she really was.  There was no sign, no signal, of her mother, no vision or emotion to embrace.  She opened her eyes, her vision blinded with tears, while her mind’s eye remained startlingly bare.  She wished for strength to persevere, to maintain her composure.  Thank you, Mom, for being my friend, for loving me, just as much as I loved you.  I always will.  She blinked, sucking air into her lungs.  She tried to remember this moment, this last time that they’d share.  
It seemed like only a few seconds had passed when the attendant began to close the casket, to prepare Joy’s journey into the crematory.  Sean placed his hands gently on Jai’s shoulders and slowly moved her aside.  Jai’s eyes contracted.  Here, stay here, Jai thought, again and again, straining for the strength to bear it.  Jai watched as the attendant rolled the casket into the cremation chamber.  “Dr. Dean, at this time, if you’d like to, we invite you to begin the process,” the attendant whispered.  “Or, if you’d prefer, we can begin the process for you.”
“No, I’ll do it,” Jai said, extending her arm.  She reached out, toward the button.  Joy had wanted it that way.  It would be their last sync, the final connection Jai would have with her mother.  I have to do it.  I must do it, to say goodbye.   
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Jai threw a few outfits into a suitcase and ordered fuel for the jet.  
“I’ll be back next week,” she said to Sean, who was standing by the bedroom door.  
“Jai, please.  Let me fly you.”  He ran his hands down the length of her arms, but she broke free.  She walked fast into the walk-in closet.  
“No, I can do it.  Really.  I know you’re busy with the gang.  I don’t want to burden you.  I won’t be gone long.”  It only made sense to inter Mom’s ashes at their home in Chiang Mai, where Mom and Dad had erected a columbarium for Darin and the rest of the family.
“Seriously, I want to go, to be with you.”  Sean took her hand and pulled her in close.  She rested her head, the deepness of his voice resounding in his chest.  “She was more a mom to me than my own mother.  You know that.”  
“Yes, I do.”  It brought Jai comfort knowing that.  Joy had so much love to give, to all those who surrounded her.  She knew how to accept others for who they were.  Jai knew she needed to work on that, to accept what Sean told her at face value.  He’d insisted he fly her, and he wasn’t one to say something carelessly.  He always said what he meant, and meant what he said.  
“Good.  Then, I’ll meet you in twenty.  I just have to make a few calls first.”  
Soon after boarding, Jai passed out from exhaustion.  By dinnertime, they were in Chiang Mai, sitting in the sala, enjoying the warm night air.  It was a welcome respite from the cold winter back home.  Sean handed her a plate of food and ate, stopping to aim his fork at her.  “I have to say, I’m glad I chauffeured you.  You slept most of the way.  Just think what might’ve happened if you’d piloted yourself.”
“I know.  Thanks.  I guess I was more tired than I realized.”  Jai wasn’t entirely surprised, though.  Since the week before Joy’s death, Jai knew she wasn’t herself.  Her sixth sense was like a frayed wire, blaring away.  Each beat of Joy’s heart sent an electric shock through Jai’s mind.  She was hypersensitive and, after being on edge for so long, Joy’s death had short-circuited her body.  Her wires were crossed, melted, and now muted.  
Sean caressed her hand from across the table.  “What time do you want to go tomorrow?”  
“First thing,” Jai said.  She headed upstairs, her plate of food untouched.
When she awoke the next morning, Sean was already out, meditating after a morning walk.  Jai slipped a sundress over her head and let the thin straps fall loosely on her bare shoulders.  Life is worth living, she remembered her mother say.  She took a deep breath, trying to place her trust in Joy’s words, and walked downstairs.  She found Sean stretching on the deck.  
“Hey, you,” he said, and wrapped his arms around her waist.  “You look beautiful.”  He admired the nape of her neck, then kissed her.  
“Morning,” Jai said, her voice flat.  
He ran his hands through his thick golden brown hair.  “Do you want some breakfast?  I could whip something up.”  
“No, thanks.  I don’t have much of an appetite.”
“I know.  I haven’t seen you eat anything for days.  I know sentients don’t need to eat, but can you at least join me for some thai tea?”  Jai nodded.  When he returned, tray in hand, she caught herself smiling.  He’d paired tea with rotees.  “Knew I’d get you,” he said, watching her eat.  “You’re a sucker for condensed milk.”  He laughed as she finished her last bite.  “Now, we’re ready to go.”
Jai walked the path to the garden behind the sala, her mother’s urn in tow and Sean following close behind.  They walked up to the pond.  It was surrounded by gorgeous fresh flowers.  There, in the center, was the columbarium, a granite masterpiece.  Dean was etched in the center, and they’d adorned it with marble tulips, intricately carved into the shape of a heart.  Siam tulips shaped the left, while Keukenhof tulips shaped the right.  Delicate stems comprised each graceful arch; and, marvelous, carved marble blooms burst in memory of the lives they held inside.  Jai interred her mother’s remains to the left, to mirror her father’s on the right, locking them together, in a perpetual embrace.  There, they’d remain, until the day Jai would honor her mother’s final wish, to release their family’s ashes free in the blue-green ocean.  Jai looked at Darin’s spot and sighed at the empty space to the right of his, where her remains were meant to be.  Will I ever rest with them?  That’s where her heart wanted to be, but her body remained at odds with her emotions.  She wondered if those parts of her would ever reunite.   
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Jai spent the next week, a mere shadow of her former self.  Sean had tried his best to cajole her out of bed, but visiting her family’s remains was the only thing that spurred her to move.  More often than not, she sat still, like a rigid oak, while inside she was splitting.  Eventually, she forced herself to try something, anything, that might bring her peace.  She looked around the room, at the paintings on the wall, and remembered.  When she’d lost Dad, painting was her only respite.  She found her painting supplies, still there, in the closet.  The strong scent of oils filled the room and, soon, her hands and clothes were covered with paint.  She loved it.  The way the paint stuck to her skin; the way it became embedded in her nails.  It was messy and free, devoid of order or rules, the way she wished life could be.  Canvas after canvas, she painted into the wee hours, losing all sense of time.  She captured the beauty of the places she’d visited with Dad, Darin, and Mom.  She felt a surge of happiness as she painted each scene.  But, the more she held the brush in her hands, the more the bright, sunny skies and deep blue oceans faded to a dreary ombre of grays and blacks.  
She couldn’t shake the hopelessness that had filled her mind.  She would have to return to New York, to a penthouse filled with beautiful things, things that she’d enjoyed with her mother.  What meaning would they have, what enjoyment could they give, now that her mother was gone?  Where can I escape?  To Napa?  Even there, the vineyards held the promise of life, while hers felt empty.  Darin, Dad, Mom.  Her family was here, in that garden, overlooking the pond.  Where can I go that’s home?  More and more, she thought her home was there, with them.  
“Jai, come with me,” Sean urged.  She woke up, surprised that she’d passed out on the bed, as he stepped over a pile of sketches to reach her.  He pulled her up.  She looked at him despondently.  Dressed in a suit and tie, he sat beside her.  “We’ve got thirty minutes to get ready.”
“For what?”  Jai glared at him, wondering what could possibly be more important than holing up in her bedroom.
“I know what you’re thinking, Jai.  If you think I’m going to let you languish in here for another day, you’ve got another thing coming.”  He nudged her neck with the tip of his nose, and she breathed in his heady cologne.  It was the only scent she’d encountered that left her boozy and, come to think of it, confused.  I’ve never seen him put on any cologne.  Does he even own any?  “Besides,” he said, interrupting her preoccupation, “it’s rude to keep company waiting.”
“Company?”  Jai cringed at the thought and rolled her eyes.  “Not another surprise, Sean.”  I’m content here, she reasoned.  At least here, she knew what to expect.  A long line of shadows ambling predictably across the room as the sun rose and fell, capturing the furniture that hadn’t moved an inch.  She wasn’t prepared to venture elsewhere, to the rush of colors and tastes and sounds that awaited her, beyond that door.  What company?  Had she forgotten a long-lost relative, popping by?  
Sean looked around the room, at the exquisitely dark paintings around them and pursed his lips.  “What company?”  Jai asked, aloud this time.  He answered her with a beautifully wrapped box.  She opened it, slowly letting the inner lid fall out.  Light blue tissue crinkled inside.  She unwrapped it, revealing a satin gown, navy with a black sheen to it.  Before she could barely get out a thank you, Sean had already shot up off the bed.  Throwing the curtains and windows open, he flushed the room with a mid-day breeze and the sound of birds chirping.  She tried to stop the chirping from grating on her nerves.  Look at Sean.  He’s trying so hard.  Be appreciative, Jai reminded herself.  
By 5 p.m., Sean had managed to wrangle Jai into a bubble bath, then slipped the gown over her head.  “Now, isn’t that better?”  He smiled at her in the mirror, and placed his cheek against her own.  Jai looked at the two of them, standing side by side.  He gazed at their reflections, hopeful she’d allow herself the luxury of a night off from her perpetual suffering.  “I know it’s hard right now.  I’m here for you,” he assured her, swept her up, and carried her downstairs.  
Jai laughed.  “I’m not an invalid, you know.”
“Despite outward appearances?”  She didn’t have a chance to respond.  He ordered, “Quick, close your eyes.”  She glared at him.  “Do it,” he repeated, a grin on his face.  Jai sighed and humored him.  He placed her down and held her hand, guiding her past all the rooms on the main floor.  “Okay,” he whispered.  Slowly, she opened her eyes and found herself standing in the atrium beside the sala, a starry sky above them.  Torches and candles surrounded the banquet table, decked with a formal setting and many dishes.  
“This is amazing, Sean.”  She could smell the aromas from each plate and caught her mouth watering.  “Is that?  Don’t tell me you carved that watermelon?”  She looked at him, incredulously.  The green skin was carved into rows of leaves, wrapped around a delicate rose; the watermelon’s pink flesh bled into each white petal.  
“What else could I do while you were cooped up in there?”  
Is there anything Sean can’t do? she wondered.  “It looks too good to eat.”  Jai smiled.
“Nothing’s too good to eat, Jai.”  He sat her down at the head of the table, and handed her a bell to ring.  
“Uh…seriously?”  Jai smirked.  
“Yes.  Can’t eat without it.”  
“Okay, then,” she said and jangled it.  Immediately, a set of French glass doors slid open.  In walked Diana, Avena, Mach, and Borda, all dressed to the nines.  Jai stared at them.  “You didn’t!” she said, laughing.  She looked back at Sean, then back at them.  “Oh my god, you didn’t!”  
“Of course he did,” Avena said, running to hug her.  “I’d kill him if he didn’t invite us.”  Jai’s heart burst with joy, seeing the four of them again.  It caught her by surprise, how warm she felt, after sequestering herself for so many days.
“Took him long enough,” Borda complained.
Jai smiled as she embraced them all.  “I can’t believe you guys came.”
“Of course we did.  We wanted to be with you.  You’re family,” Diana said and kissed her cheek.  
“Besides, who wouldn’t want to visit, after hearing all of Joy’s travel stories?”  Mach asked.
They took a seat and shared a toast, to the life Joy had lived and how she had lived it.  They took turns retelling her tales, laughing and drinking until the early morning.  As Jai stood to clear the table, Avena took her by the hand.  “Walk with me.  I have to see it,” she said.  Jai led them to the garden overlooking the pond.  Avena stopped at the columbarium.  “It’s beautiful,” she said with a sigh.  
“Thanks.  I still remember designing it with Mom and Dad, after Darin passed.”
Avena linked arms with Jai.  “How are you holding up?” she asked.  She couldn’t help but notice Jai smiling at dinner, then see her face fall.  
“Not well,” Jai admitted.  “Honestly, this is the first day of five that Sean’s managed to get me out of my room.  We laid Joy to rest, and I just shut myself in there.  I don’t know what to do with myself.  Breathing hurts.  Remembering hurts.  Wanting her here with me…it hurts.  It’s all too painful.  I can feel it in my bones.  Worst part is, I have this overwhelming feeling that I failed.”  She paused, and shook her head.  “I should’ve done more to save her.”  
Avena held her hand.  “Listen, Joy told me you’d offered to give her your blood.”  Jai looked at her, surprised.  “Joy confided in me, and you know how she was.  No contingency left unplanned.  She knew you’d beat yourself up about this when she was gone.  She wanted me to remind you, it was her choice.  Her decision.  You did everything you could, everything she wanted you to do.”
Jai shook her head again, knowing no matter how hard she’d tried to make peace with it, she wasn’t able to forgive herself.  Not yet…and maybe never.  “I’m sorry, Avena,” she said, trying to focus, trying to live the life Joy wanted her to live.  She looked at Avena, trying to be present, with her new family, right now.  “I know I should be grateful.  You guys flew all the way here just to surprise me, to lift my spirits.  I even caught myself laughing at dinner.”  Jai frowned.  
“Oh, Jai.”  Avena hugged her.  “You don’t need to feel guilty when you have a good time.  You know Joy wouldn’t want you to feel that way.”
“It’s only been a week though.  I should be mourning.”  
“Of course, you’ll mourn.  It may take years to make peace with it.  But, we both know she’d want you to enjoy your life.  That’s all she ever talked about these last few months.  You should’ve seen the joy she had in her eyes, seeing you with the five of us…imagining all the adventures you’d continue to have.  She made sure I knew all your favorite hot spots and your bucket list.”  Avena smiled.  “You know, I trained pretty hard for this.  She said I made her varsity squad.”  
“Her what?” Jai arched her brows and turned to Avena, perplexed.  
Avena laughed.  “Joy said I’m your cheerleader, from here on out.”  Jai rolled her eyes and smiled, thinking, Mom certainly thought of everything. 
Avena sighed and touched Jai’s arm.  “Just try not to be sad 24/7.  It’s not the way life works.  Life keeps moving, no matter what we’ve lost.  Having lost your brother and father, I’m sure you know that.  It’s just different when you lose the last of your family.  I know. 
“When my parents abandoned me and Sean, it was a death of sorts.  They’re still alive, but they might as well not be.  We haven’t talked to them since the day they kicked us out.  Still, Sean and I…we mourn them, the family we thought
we had.  I’m still in mourning.  In some ways, it hasn’t gotten easier.  In other ways, it has.  As for Sean…he doesn’t look it, but he struggles with it a lot.  Joy made it much easier on him.  You know.  He’s hardly kept it a secret, how much he loved your mom.  When he says she’s more a mother to him than our own mother, he’s not kidding.  She meant the same to me.
“It’s especially hard, when you know what a parent should be, and your own doesn’t measure up.  For years, Sean and I parented each other.  We’re lucky to be twins.  There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him.  But, honestly, neither of us can truly fill the void our parents left.   When Sean met Joy, and I became closer to her through you, it shocked me to see how much I’d missed that warmth, that love that only a parent can give.  She gave that to me, Jai.  I just want you to know that.  How much I cherished her, how much I’ll continue to love her.  We all will.”  Avena sniffled.
“I know,” Jai said, caressing Avena's face.  She wiped the tears from Avena's eyes, the same deep green color as Sean’s.  “Thank you.  You’re a sister to me, you really are.”  Jai looked back at her family’s remains.  “All of you’ve made my mother’s wish come true.  She always wanted me to have a family, especially when she was gone.”
“Our family of six,” Avena agreed and smiled.  They walked back to the house, laughing at how boisterous their little family was.  They climbed the steps from the beach to the atrium.  “What was that?”  Avena asked.  They heard the sound of screams, growing louder.  Jai climbed faster.  
“Fuck that!  What’s the point of waiting?”  Borda flung himself away from the table.
“Calm down!” shouted Mach.  Borda picked a wine bottle off the table and barreled past Jai and Avena.  Avena nodded quickly at Jai and ran after him.  
“What’s going on?” Jai asked.  Diana and Mach stood silently, as Sean shot them a be-silent look.  “Seriously.  What happened?”  
Mach opened his mouth to speak, but Diana interrupted him.  “Not now,” she whispered.  Mach stayed mute.
“Okay, if someone doesn’t tell me what’s going on right now, all hell’s gonna break loose,” Jai threatened.
“We don’t want to worry you,” Diana said, apologetically.
“Well, if something’s wrong, I want to help.  Mom would want me to.  Besides, I could use the distraction.”  They stood, silent.  “Just spit it out!”  Jai yelled.
“Fine, fine,” Sean said, shaking his head.  “Borda wants to kill them, the people responsible for the attack at Club O, the same ones who killed his parents.”  
“He knows they’re connected?” Jai asked.
“Yes, he figured it out,” Mach said.  
Diana explained.  “The week you were spending time with your mom, right before she passed, was also the anniversary of Borda’s parent’s murder.  Each year, we all go out with Borda, as a group.  This time, everyone else was suddenly indisposed; I was his only babysitter.  We didn't want to tell Borda we were going to investigate the incident at Club O, in case there was no real connection between the incident and his parents' murder.”
“That’s right,” Sean said.  “It was the first time we realized that the woman who murdered Borda’s parents bore the same tattooed blade as the man who videotaped the Club O incident.  It was too soon to tell if our suspicions were correct.”  
Mach nodded.  “We agreed Diana would stay behind, to be with Borda while everyone else went.  When we returned, Borda found out we'd kept him in the dark.  He was livid.  But, we did it to protect him.  We didn't want to rip open any old wounds if it wasn't truly necessary." 
“And, what’d you guys find?” Jai asked.
Sean said, “We tried to track down the person who recorded the video.  We weren’t able to identify him by name.  The news lumped all the onlookers together, but it turns out the videotaper wasn’t with the rest of the witnesses that evening.  When we tracked down the humans who had chased the sentient away, none of them knew the videotaper.  But, they were able to confirm that he was male, and he was already standing there when their group approached.  They saw him from afar, as they were walking up the street.  He was already standing there maybe five, ten, minutes by the time they walked up.  A few of them claim he was talking to the sentient and the victim before anything happened.”
Diana chimed in.  “They said the man was pointing at the two of them, the human victim and the sentient.  Nothing appeared to be wrong until their group came close.  Then, suddenly, the sentient’s grabbing hold of the victim’s collar, and the victim’s shrieking in agony.  The way the group described it, it went from zero to a hundred in three seconds.”
“That’s interesting,” Jai said.  “The man was pointing at the sentient and the victim, like he was directing them?”  
“Yes,” Sean agreed.  “And, ultimately, we weren’t able to identify who that director, that videotaper, was.”
“I see.  And, where’s the sentient now?” Jai asked.
“Captured by the police, or so we’ve been told,” Sean said.  “But, I’ve run his specs with the likely dates and times, in all of the federal and state criminal databases, even the FBI and CIA systems.  Nothing came up.  No hits on intake, no fingerprinting, no DNA swab.  Nothing.  There’s literally no trace of him.”
Mach spoke.  “You can tell from the video how violent the attack was.  The victim’s face was smashed clear across a brick wall.  So, we worked our Club O contacts.  The club’s shut down, but they let us in.  We were able to obtain trace amounts of blood and hair, from the victim and the sentient.”
“Plenty of DNA to be had, and still no record?”  Jai asked.
“None,” Diana said.  Sean nodded.
“Whatever this is, it’s not kosher,” Jai said.  “Too much time has passed for the systems to be devoid of any information.”   
“Precisely,” Sean agreed.  
“And, you had to explain that to Borda?” Jai asked.  “I don’t envy you.”
Sean nodded.  “It was difficult.  The night we came back, he confronted us.  We told him why we’d left him behind and apologized.  But, it did little to assuage his anger.   Of course, we don’t blame him.  He wants justice for his parents.  We do too, but he wanted to go back to Club O, as if that would help.  We told Borda Club O wouldn’t turn up any more clues, that we’ve got to wait, to sit tight until we have a better lead.  We just tried to tell him again, tonight: South Carolina’s a dead end.  But, he's got a one-track mind; he wants to murder the people responsible for killing his parents.  Unfortunately, the trail's cold.  He refuses to accept that.”
Mach shook his head despondently.  “He won’t listen to reason, especially so close to the anniversary of his parent’s murder.”
Diana turned to Jai.  “And, he's still pissed at us for excluding him.  It’s a miracle we’ve even seen him in the flesh.  Tonight’s the first time we’ve seen him since he found out we’d left him last week.”
“That was ten days ago!” Jai said, shocked.  It wasn’t like Borda to go missing.  Since she’d met the group, not a day had passed without him lazying around, a constant fixture.  Laying on a couch, leaning against a wall, making his presence known with the occasional bad-mannered remark, he had a way of fading into the background, which was, to his credit, a feat, given his 6’5” frame.  But, he was always there, with them, the only family he had left.  What would Borda do, if he wasn’t with them?  The only thing that had ever mobilized him to action, that Jai had ever seen, were his horses; even then, he’d only be gone a few hours, half a day, max.  Absent that, it was the club to home; home to the club; everywhere with the five, and now six, of them since Jai had come along.
“I know.  We’ve been worried sick about him,” Diana said.  “You know, we haven’t even heard from him this entire time.  Complete radio silence.  No matter how many times we contacted him, no answer.”  Leaning in, Diana arched her gaze upward and smiled at Jai.  “The only thing that brought him around was you, apparently.”  
“Me?” Jai was amazed.  
Sean smiled.  “We sent word we were all coming here and asked that he join us.  He didn’t respond, just showed up on your doorstep at precisely the scheduled time.”
“Early, in fact,” said Mach, laughing.  “I caught the bugger walking the neighborhood this morning as I was driving up.”  
“And, did you see his face at dinner?” Sean said, joining in the laughter.  “He really did his best to keep Jai in the dark.  He didn’t want her to know anything was amiss.  I had to bite my tongue a few times to keep from laughing out loud.”
“It’s really quite endearing,” Diana said, fondly.  “To see that particular man squirm.  He did quite well, I’d say, keeping up pretenses, answering every dig we threw at him, with only a hint of his trademark sarcasm.  Must’ve been hard, after going cold turkey all those days.  I thought he’d jump out of his skin if dinner lasted just one minute longer.”
“So that’s why dinner seemed like a round of Twenty Questions,” Jai said, smiling.  
“Yea.”  Sean shook his head with laughter.  “Love that guy to death, we certainly do.  We just couldn’t help it.  When would we get another opportunity to take advantage of Borda actually restraining himself?”
“Never,” said Mach, laughing again.  “It’s a real testament to you, Jai.  He doesn’t do polite or punctual,” Mach reminded, as he nudged Jai’s side with his arm.
“Nope,” Diana agreed.  “Just not in his vocabulary.  At least, until now.”  She looked at Jai fondly.  “Yet another reason to have you in our happy little family.”
“And, now?” Jai turned anxious.  “He’s clearly upset.”
“Don’t worry, Jai,” Mach said.  “He bolted out of here like a bat out of hell, but he’ll be fine.  He always is.  As apathetic and inattentive as he often seems, he’s actually got a good head on his shoulders.”
“His temper just needs to chill,” said Sean.
“Well, I’m going to go find him,” said Jai.  She left the three of them to finish the last bottle of wine, the only bottle Borda had left behind.  She walked through the sala, to the living room where Avena sat, rubbing Borda’s back.  
Avena walked across the room to meet Jai, his bottle of wine empty in her hands.  She said, “I’ll take this to the kitchen and give you guys some time.  He’s woozy still.  Couldn’t be more tired than I am though.  That guy can run.”  Jai smiled and patted Avena on the arm.  Jai saw him, his knees bent far past the couch, hunched over, as he held a photo of Jai, Darin, and her parents in his large, rough hands.  Sitting down beside him, she didn’t say a word.  Too often, people had told her “It’ll all be fine” when her family members had died.  Inside, she thought the opposite.  She sat quietly, for him.  
Minutes passed before he opened his mouth to speak.  “Does it get any easier?  Has it, for you?”  His voice shook, somehow rougher given the sincerity, the plaintive tone of his inflection.
Jai sighed before answering.  “No.  Time hasn’t done anything to dampen the pain, the longing.  I lost Darin and Dad years and years ago.  But, I miss them, just as much as I miss Mom, who’s just passed.”
Borda grinned as a tear ran down his face.  “Thank you, for being honest.  They just say it’ll get easier,” he said, throwing his head back, toward the atrium where they were all sitting.  “You know them, though.  They’d rather cut themselves than cut you.  They think it’s better to lift my spirits with a kind word than level with me sometimes.  Don’t get me wrong.  I don’t blame them for encouraging me.  I know how I can be.  But, they don’t really know what it’s like.  
“All their parents are alive.  Though I’d like to kick Sean and Avena's parents in the face, if only they’d let me, those black hearts are still beating along.  And, Mach and Diana?  Well, they’re lucky.  One of Mach’s parents is sentient, and both of Diana’s are sentient.  So, it’s no wonder they still enjoy a semblance of a normal family.  Me?  I’ve got two murdered parents.  Two humans who meant the world to me, who gave of themselves, gave me every opportunity.  Even when I told them I’m sentient, their response was simple.  ‘That’s great, son.  I always knew you were gifted.’  Gifted!”  Borda repeated the word, cynically.  “What good did that do?  What gift could it have possibly been, when being sentient didn’t help me save them?  
“No, this gift is a curse.  Made me wake up, fully healed, only to find them dead, shot on the floor.  You know, I could hear their cries as I passed out?  I fought it and fought it, tried so hard not to go blank, but the blackness knocked me out.  Only to shoot my eyes open a few minutes later.  When I came to, their faces were shot off.  I could only tell it was them from their clothes.”  Jai placed her hands down, to steady his shoulders, as they heaved violently up and down.  She held on to him, the couch shaking with his cries until suddenly, his body slumped, his head falling straight into her lap.  
“Shh…shh…I know,” Jai said, stroking his deep blue-dyed hair.  He blinked slowly, his eyes beginning to close.  “I’m sorry, Borda,” she said.  “I know you’ve had it worse than so many in this world.  Even I haven’t been through that pain.  I wish I could’ve been there to help stop it from happening in the first place.  We all do.  It’s no wonder you’re going through a hard time.  You may have more hard days, you may.  But, remember, today is different.  Every day is new.  And, we’re all here for you.  I’m here for you,” Jai repeated it, as she continued to stroke his blue hair.  She wondered what his natural hair color was, and noticed he hadn’t styled it in its usual spikey way.   No, it was a soft, gentle mess.  She looked at him, a mere boy in her arms, and realized how hard it must be, to know someone had murdered the ones you love.  Not cancer.  Not an accident.  Not old age.  But, a person, many people, with faces and names and evil plans, plans to rob you of the only family you would ever have.  “I’ll help you find the murderers,” Jai said, her eyes growing distant.  “They’ll pay for what they’ve done.”  And, with a chill in her voice, she promised,  “Of that, I’m certain.”    
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On the flight back to New York, Jai looked out the window.  An overwhelming emptiness enveloped her.  She thought back, to the summers she’d spent with her family, long before Darin’s illness, when both he and Dad were still alive, to all the times she and Mom had shared with them.  The four of them, so happy traveling the world together.  Then, she pictured the columbarium that housed their remains.  It was a ship moored, and Jai wasn’t prepared to cast them out to sea.  Later, she promised, I’ll do what Joy asked, and scatter all their ashes.  She watched the clouds pass by, knowing no matter where she went or what she did, her family would be with her, in her heart.
When they reached the penthouse, Jai went straight to bed.  Through the window, she gazed at the moon shining overhead, and breathed a sigh of relief.  That late at night, rooms were supposed to be quiet and dark.  Morning was much harder.  She struggled to wake up, to pull herself out of bed.  There was nowhere to escape.  The sun lit all of the rooms.  Her mother’s favorite places were all illuminated and unoccupied.  She was glad Sean had offered to stay with her through the morning.  It was a chance to ease back into reality.  
“Jai,” Sean whispered.  He kissed her softly on the head.  “I have to take off now, make my rounds at the office and check in with Quaid.”  
“No problem,” she muttered, and pulled a pillow over her head.  
An hour later, the phone rang, jostling her awake.  An electric projection flashed above the bed.  Caleb’s name hovered in blue with a green accept and red decline button, and an option for video below.
Unwilling to move, Jai commanded,  “No video.  Accept,” and Caleb’s voice flooded the room. 
“Dr. Dean, good morning.”
“Hi, Caleb.” 
“My apologies for bothering you so early, but this falls under one of your red flags.  It’s Dr. Mace.  He’s asked that I get a hold of you.  He said it was urgent, a matter of ‘life or death.’”
“That’s awfully dramatic,” Jai said.  The doctor was such a patient man, methodical and even-keeled.  “That’s so unlike him.”  
“I thought so too.  But, he sounded sincere, frantic even.  Shall I arrange the call?  He’s actually on the other line if you’d like me to patch him through.”
“Yes, that’s fine Caleb.”
“Will do.  And, again, my condolences.”
“Thank you, Caleb.  And, thank you for calling me.”  Two seconds later and Dr. Mace was on the line.
“Hello, Dr. Dean.”
“Yes, good morning, Kevin.  How can I help you?  Caleb said it’s urgent?”
“Yes.  Is this a secure line?”
“Yes, I assure you.”  He needn’t worry.  All of Jai’s lines were secure.  Besides, she used her mind to cloak all her business calls.  Why not, when she had that special skill at her disposal?  It was easy and, by now, a habit, a default.  She reminded, “What else would you expect?  It took a year before I even let you know my name.”  She smiled.  
“Yes, yes.  You’re the most private person I know.”  He chuckled before correcting himself.  “Actually, scratch that.  You can’t claim that dubious distinction anymore.”
“Okay?” Jai said, confused.
He didn’t pause to clarify.  His voice was rough, like he hadn’t slept for days.  “Actually, your talent for going off-grid is why I need your help.  That, and you’re one of the only people I’d trust with my life.”
“It’s that high-level?”
“Yes, unfortunately so.  My mentor, the Principal Investigator overseeing my Ph.D. research, he just died.”
“I see.  I’m so sorry to hear that, Kevin.”  
“Thanks.  It hasn’t hit the news yet, but it most certainly will.  He is — I mean, he was — Dr. Jensen.”
Jai’s ears perked up.  “The Dr. Jensen?  As in, Patient X Dr. Jensen?”
“Yes, the one and only.  The Police Department contacted me yesterday.  It seems he died under suspicious circumstances.  The police are treating it as a homicide.  They asked me to come in for questioning.  I don’t know anything about his death.  I was away at a conference when he died, so the police let me go.  The Detectives didn’t reveal much.  Just that he’d died, most likely in a fire.  But, when I returned home, I found a postcard of a bird that was addressed to me.  No return address, just the number three.  It’s written in his handwriting.  I’d recognize his scribbling anywhere.  Plus, there was a brief note, describing a scenic boardwalk where we used to lunch in San Francisco.”
“San Francisco?  I thought all his labs were in Boston, like yours?”
“Yes, they are.  But, we attended a few conferences in San Fran.  We always met at the boardwalk over the years.  Given the circumstances of his death, I thought it best to visit the boardwalk, just in case.  So, I took the next flight there.  The postcard had a seagull on it.  It’s a pathetic picture, really; like some five-cent illustration from a cheesy beach shop.  Not something Dr. Jensen would like.   But, there was no doubt in my mind, it was his handwriting; so I stopped at the beach stand where we liked to grab lunch. 
“Nothing looked out of the ordinary.  I started wondering if my mind had gotten the best of me.  A police interrogation in the middle of the night would disorient anyone.  But, then I saw it: a sign to rent digital lockers.  There must’ve been a hundred lockers, there were so many rows.  Kind of surprising to see they were so old-school; you know, the kind with those digital keypads?  The number three was on the postcard, so I checked locker #3.  It was locked.  It made me remember: Dr. Jensen was always a stickler for security, especially in the years leading up to his big paper.”
“The one that disclosed X’s birth year?”
“Yes.  Dr. Jensen knew that, as soon as X’s birth year was published, X would become known as the Eldest.  Dr. Jensen didn’t want anyone to threaten X’s life or privacy, or that of his lab members, so he took extra measures to secure the lab.  He used an algorithm to change the lab’s code on a daily basis.  That unlocked the main entry point, but there were actually two more.  There was a code for his private office.  And, down a passageway hidden in the back, there was a third code for a secret lab he’d built.  He’d only shared all three codes with me.  Seven years had passed.  What were the chances that third and final lab code would work?  It actually did; locker #3 popped right open.  That’s when I knew this was serious.  He obviously knew someone was after him because he set this locker up.  He’d left me an unmarked package.  So, I grabbed it and got the hell out of there.  I just got home and reviewed everything.”
“And?”  The suspense was killing her.
“It contains all of X’s original data.”
“I knew it.”
“More than that, it contains X’s personal information, including his address.” 
Jai gasped.  “No one’s known who X is, except Dr. Jensen.”
“That’s right.  You can imagine the value of this information, not just among scientists, but on the black market.  Pharmaceutical companies would willingly pay hundreds of millions, if not a billion, dollars for data from the Eldest, the most advanced sentient on the planet.  The only person who has access to this data is me.  And, soon, you.”  
“Me?”  Jai tried to contain herself.  For decades, she’d read Dr. Jensen’s publications and wondered who X really was.  The entire world wanted to know.  But, Dr. Jensen guarded X’s identity and location like he was running a covert op.  The lengths to which he’d gone to protect this one patient was a well known joke in the scientific community.  He’d taken it quite far, even leaking misinformation, including false clues about X’s current location.  But, protecting X was necessary; he was known as the Eldest, after all.  His data was the single most valuable scientific resource since sentients had been discovered.  For Jai, it didn’t matter that she was far older than X.  She felt drawn to X, like understanding his data could untangle the mystery of her own origins.  His data was a Pandora’s box, and here was Kevin, offering to give her the key.  
“Yes, you, Jai.  You’re the only person I’d trust with this.  I know how guarded you are, how much you value your own privacy.  You’ve taken great pains to hide being sentient.  Some might say you don’t have to, given the number of sentients now.  Hell, so many sentients go out of their way to brag when they test positive.  But, Dr. Jensen’s murder proves the danger in doing so.  He even included a video in the package.  Let me play it for you.”
Kevin clicked the file, and Jai watched as a shaky image projected into the air above her bed.  “Kevin,” Dr. Jensen said.  At seventy, his hair was more white than gray.  He appeared unbathed, a frantic expression on his face.  “People will kill to get their hands on this data.  I know it.  They’re after me.  I don’t know who, but they’re coming.”  Jai could see papers strewn across the floor, cabinets flung open behind him.  
“I need your help getting X to a safe house.  You know I’ve always guarded X’s identity, not only because he demanded it, but because of the dangerous attention this research could bring.  The last few months, it’s escalated far beyond the media.  There’s something else going on.  Someone’s been tracking my movements, our goings-on in the lab.  I even found a bug planted in my car yesterday.  Clearly, someone’s trying to get their hands on this data and, I fear, X himself.  Look at the data.  You’ll know why when you do.  I’ve given you the only complete data set; the only one in existence.  
“As for the lab, there’s too much data and too little time to scrub the system’s meta-data clean.  I won’t be able to know, for sure, if I’ve erased every trace.  Get X to a safe location.  Figure out the data.  Do it.  I won’t be able to.  Sentient lives depend on it…perhaps human lives too.”  
Jai waited for Dr. Jensen to continue, to provide some further explanation, but the video cut off.  Kevin continued, fighting back tears.  “To think, after all these years, the world’s lost one of the best scientists it’s ever known.  And, such an amazing person, my mentor and long-time friend.  You know, unlike most of my human colleagues who distanced themselves when I said I was sentient, Dr. Jensen never did.  In fact, he encouraged me to celebrate it, made me feel welcome during the initial backlash against our kind.  It’s no wonder he was one of the human champions of our community.  It kills me someone came after him, murdered him like that.”  Jai could understand the feeling.  She couldn’t help but see the fear in Dr. Jensen’s eyes, his body already so defenseless and frail looking.  “Based on what the police said, a few days after he made this video, his lab was burned down, with him still in it.”
“I’m guessing no prints were left behind,” Jai said, doubting a novice was the culprit.   No, a well-trained group was likely behind it.
“None.  His body was burnt to a crisp.  The systems too.”
“How much data do you think they could’ve accessed before they torched it?”
“There’s no way to know for sure, but see…” Kevin said, replaying the video, “There, in the background, there’s a computer screen.  It’s got a status bar of only 20%.  Given the size of the data set I have, it would take days to handle all the information.  He had so little time.  He raised the encryption over the years, so that might’ve increased the protection a bit, but it’s safe to assume that the murderers got away with at least some data and the earlier data’s at greater risk.  That’s a negative.  In the early days, we weren’t as careful with X’s data.  We didn’t realize his importance at the time, so there’s bits and pieces, things someone could use to decipher X’s likely location.  That’s their next step.  All they’d have to do is follow the bread crumbs, and ignore the false reports Dr. Jensen gave in later years.  They’re probably close to finding him.”
“And, the data from recent years?  That’s not a concern?  It sounds like he gave you more than what he kept inside the lab.”
“That’s right.  The murderers wouldn’t have access to that.  He saved this new data in a separate drive, a separate file he included in the package for me.  It has all the data and information he pulled together, just these last few months.  
“And, he was right.  This data changes everything.  X’s blood.  It’s unexpectedly deteriorating.  As he said, the why’s unclear, but X’s blood is degrading, possibly due to a sentient virus.  There’s no telling if it’s a problem that’s unique to X, or if it’s a condition that might affect all sentients.  Either way, it’s abundantly clear that we can’t let this data fall into the wrong hands.  It could be a serious threat, Jai.  It could be weaponized against sentients.  And, we need to get to X before the murderers do.  We can’t let them get a hold of him.”
“Agreed.”  Joy was right, Jai thought.  All those years, Joy knew sentients would likely have a weakness, no matter how resilient Jai’s body had seemed.  Now, here it was.  Scientific confirmation that yes, a sentient’s blood could lose its ability to regenerate tissue and possibly die.  “We need to get ahead of this,” Jai said, urgently.  “You focus on analyzing the data, while I focus on getting X to a secure location.  Please tell me Dr. Jensen gave you X’s name?”
“Lucky for us, he did.  X’s name is Robert Zin.  He prefers to go by ‘Zin’ and lives on Lake Baikal.”
“Baikal…Baikal….”  Jai repeated it, letting the sound of it echo in her ears.  “Like, in Siberia?!”
“Yup.  Told you, the most-private-sentient title’s not yours anymore.  Zin’s a hermit.  And, from what I can tell from Dr. Jensen’s notes, he’s a nasty one too.”
Jai laughed.  “Nice of you to tell me that after I’ve agreed to help you.”
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By the time Jai made it to Lake Baikal, the cold was deep in her bones.  February, she thought.  Why'd I have to do this now, in -22 degrees?   She did her best to tune out the discomfort and looked past the thick fur lining on her puffy hood.  The gorgeous snow-capped mountains loomed high above the cedar forest, a majestic view that’d already made the trip worthwhile.  
Zin’s cabin was simple, made of wood, with only two windows.  One window faced the mountains, their crests still visible from tens of miles away; and, the other faced Lake Baikal, an enormous body of water hundreds of miles long and tens of miles wide.  Jai lowered her face mask, whitened with ice and condensation from her breathing.  She took in a deep breath.  Her lungs stung.  Damn cold, she thought, and looked longingly at the plume of smoke floating up out of the chimney.   
Jai set down her pack and axe and knocked on the front door.  She heard grumbling inside, but no movement.  She hit the door harder with her knuckles.  Again, grumbling.  
A third time.  “Hello?  Mr. Zin?  I’m coming by way of Dr. Jensen.  It’s important that I speak with you.”
“Mph.”  The grumble had changed, but was nonetheless unwelcoming.  She waited until, finally, he screamed, “Go away!”  
“Sir, it’s important that I speak with you.  It’s about Dr. Jensen.”  Silence.  She rapped on the door.  
“Holy hell!”  
The sound of furniture resonated throughout the cabin, as he dragged something heavy across the floor.  He stomped loudly toward her, just a few inches of door between him and her.  Abruptly, he pulled the door back a sliver, just enough to peer out and examine her with beady eyes.  “Who. The fuck.  Are you?”  
Nice to meet you too, asshole.  “I’m Dr. Dean.  You can call me Jai.  I’m here with some news about Dr. Jensen.  May I come in?”  Her thoughts were still on that fire, and she was more than a little intrigued.  She couldn’t help but wonder, How does one survive the wilderness out here? 
“No,” he said, and slammed the door shut, just as abruptly as he’d opened it.
Wow.  Flying all the way here, then walking in the frigid snow.  Now, this.  Jai couldn’t be so easily deterred.  Nevermind then, she thought, and she kicked her snowshoes off.  She opened her pack and began pulling out her provisions.  Where’s that pack of chili?  She rummaged through, making every noise she could possibly make.  
“Buzz off!” he screamed.  
“No can do, Zin.  I’ve got to speak with you.  Outside or inside, it’s gonna happen.  But, not without a meal.”
He grunted.  “Not on my doorstep!” 
“What are you going to do?  Come out here and stop me?”  Jai pressed on.  “Ah, there you are!” she shouted, having found her can of chili.  She pulled out a kerosene stove, ready to get the meal going.  There, by the window, as nice a spot as any, she thought.  She found a chair on the deck and centered it inside his windowpane.  If he won’t let me see him face to face, I might as well take away his view.  
Jai pulled out a can opener, ready to dump the chili into a metal bowl, when the door flew wide open.  The barrel of a .308 Winchester flew out.  The prick aimed squarely at her.  Thanks, Kevin.
“Listen, bitch, get the hell off my property!”
Jai laughed and jump kicked him in the face.  She immobilized his body before he’d even had a chance to flinch.  His 6’3” frame thud onto the ground, like a felled tree.  She stood over him, his gun in her hand.  “Who’s the bitch now?” she said smiling, and slammed the butt of the gun into his face.
She hoisted him inside.  Immediately, she was overcome by the sheer number of books he’d hoarded in the small confines of the cabin.  Behind one of the floor to ceiling stacks, she spotted a bed in the corner.  She threw him on it, and peered down at his bloodied face.  Hmm…broken jaw, she noticed.  “Maybe that’ll teach you.  Be polite to guests.”  
Fifteen minutes later, he began to stir.  He moaned in pain and tried to move his jaw.  “What the fuck?” he garbled. 
“Been a while since you’ve had company, has it?”  Jai stood nearby, stirring the chili on his cast-iron stove.  “I hope you don’t mind, I made us dinner.  Not that you need any, of course.”  She smirked.  The cabin was devoid of any food, save for a few rotten onions.  
He sat up and stared at her.  “How did you?” he asked, circling his jaw slowly from side to side as it healed back into place.  
“I’m strong.  I’m sentient like you, Patient X.”
“You know!”  he yelled, angrily.  A look of disdain flashed across his face, which was strangely rough for a sentient.  His long, arctic blonde hair was disheveled, falling over his hooded blue eyes.  He looked, eyes darting around the room, then stopped cold, staring at the rifle Jai had left on the table.  
“Looking for this?” Jai asked, and threw the rifle back at him.  He caught it, a surprised look on his face.  “If you need a security blanket, be my guest,” Jai invited.  “I’m not your enemy.  And, I’m not here to expose your secret, either.”
“Then, why are you here?” he demanded, training the gun on her.  
Jai stuck a spoon in a bowl of chili and handed it to Zin.  “Here, at least eat with one hand,” she said, and turned to fix herself a bowl.  “Dr. Jensen is dead or, more accurately, he’s been murdered.  Dr. Kevin Mace is a scientist, a former student of his, from years ago.  He’s the only other person Dr. Jensen entrusted with the sentient studies…and your data, in particular.  Dr. Mace asked me to help.  He asked me to come out here, to talk to you, to get you to a safe place.”
“Hold up.  You bust into my home and, now, you think you can just get me to leave?  You and this Dr. Mace,” he said with disgust, “two nobodies I’ve never even heard of.  I think I’ll shoot you just yet.”
Jai smiled.  “You don’t have a choice, Zin.  Dr. Jensen’s labs have been burned down.  And, like I said, he’s been murdered.  At least some of your data’s been stolen.”
“Wait, Jensen promised my name and location would be hidden.  His records are just raw data, biometrics, right?”
“Honestly, I haven’t seen the data.  All I know is that Dr. Jensen managed to get your data to the one person he trusted: Dr. Mace.  And, Dr. Jensen died trying to protect whatever that data shows.  Dr. Mace is analyzing the data now.”
“Well, I have no interest in it.  Whatever the data may show, I’m the one living it.  I don’t need some doctor telling me what’s what.”  Must’ve been a test subject for the money, Jai realized.  This guy’s the last person on earth to do something for posterity’s sake.  
Jai rolled her eyes.  “Whether you care what’s in the data or not, it doesn’t matter.  What matters is other people care, people who don’t give two shits about your solitary, nomadic lifestyle.  They’re going to come after you.  And, from what we can tell, it’s not just your life that’s at issue.”
“Other people?  Other lives?  What would other people have to do with my data?”  Jai didn’t want to get into it.  Let Dr. Mace deliver the bad news.  Besides they had scant time to waste.
“We don’t have time for an in-depth powerpoint, Zin.  I need to get you out of here, and fast.  As in, finish that bowl of chili and we’re out of here, fast.”  He glared at her with the same, unchanging face.  
“Fine!”  She said, exasperated, and banged her bowl down on the table.  “I won’t sugarcoat it for you.  Something tells me you wouldn’t appreciate that anyway.  Bottom line?  Your blood’s deteriorating, Zin.  Dr. Jensen didn’t know why; Dr. Mace doesn’t know why.  And, as of a few days ago, I didn’t even know who you were, so I certainly don’t know why.  All I know is that right now, if your private information gets into the wrong hands, or if someone captures you, makes you their lab rat, they’ll soon realize that something’s wrong with your blood.  Don’t believe me?  Just look at yourself.  I mean, I just barely hit you and broke your jaw, Zin.”  Jai didn’t mention the aged look on his face.  “You may be able to heal eventually, but imagine if I kept hitting you while you were passed out.  What then?  Just think what this could mean.  The most-studied sentient, supposedly the Eldest.  He can be left defenseless, maybe killed.  It’s not just your life at issue, Zin.  The lives of many sentients are at stake.”
He grit his teeth, his icy blue eyes staring at her.  “Well, I don’t care.”  He adjusted himself, as if pushing his body deeper in bed would somehow anchor him there, permanently.  “I’ve survived out here long enough, protecting myself.  Going it alone.  Hell, I’ve even survived a bear mauling.”
Jai laughed.  “Well, thank you for proving my point, Zin.”  She pointed at the nasty scar on his face.  “That teddy gave you a sweet little kiss…left you with a darling token, to remember him by.”  The gash was a visible reminder.   The slash ran down the left side of his forehead, through his left eye, and across the bridge of his nose.  
“Well, I don’t see how this is any different,” he said, defiantly.
“You have got to be kidding me.”  Jai picked up her chili and ate it up.  Spoon in hand, she pointed at the gun.  “How many rounds of ammo do you have there?  What will you do if you run out?  Head to the general store twenty, thirty miles away?  You don’t even have a pack of huskies to hike you over there.”  Jai got to the point.  “I’m not talking about one or two people coming after you, Zin.  Whoever it is, it’s likely a team of people, trained military types.  These people aren’t fucking around.  They torched Dr. Jensen’s lab and burnt his body with no trace left behind.”
Suddenly, a wave of electricity shocked through Jai’s veins.  Zin continued talking, but she wasn’t listening anymore.  Her ears perked and she closed her eyes.  The sound of footprints, many footprints, packing in the snow.  She opened her eyes and put her finger over her mouth.
Zin stopped mid-sentence and leaned back, to gaze out the window.  Jai shook her head and waved her hands downward, ordering him to get low.  Slowly, he slid his body down, off the bed and huddled, crouching on the floor.  His knuckles whitened as he gripped the gun.  Jai reached behind and grabbed the 10 mm Glock she carried on the small of her back, then hid behind the door.
A gentle knock.  Zin stared at Jai, who nodded.  He cleared his throat.  “Yes?” he called out.
“Zin, it’s Mike, a student of Dr. Jensen’s.”  Zin looked at Jai, as she shook her head no.  This was no student.  “May I come in?”
Before Jai could give Zin a signal, the door flung open and both windows shattered, masked figures flying in with guns drawn.  They won’t shoot their precious cargo, Jai thought, and jumped out from behind the door, kicking “Mike” in the back.  Falling forward, he threw his head around, surprised to see Zin had company, and raised his gun to shoot her.  She shot him straight in the head, and continued shooting.  Two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight masked figures quickly fell, unable to get a good shot at her.  Zin took out another three and stood, poised to take out a second wave.  Jai and he waited.  Five, ten seconds.  Silence, as the wind rushed through the open cabin, taking the gun smoke with it.
Sentients would be up and at ’em by now, even with a body shot.  Jai had shot them straight in their heads, but Zin hadn’t.  She kicked their bodies over and ripped their masks off.  Their eyes stared blankly at her.  “Yup, humans,” she said.  “Just eleven.”   
“Just?”  Zin asked, still breathing heavily.
“We won’t be so lucky next time, now that they know you’re not alone.”  Jai continued inspecting the bodies, rummaging through their pockets.  Empty.  But, wait.  She returned to the front door, where Mike’s body lay flat on the floor.  She pulled the gloves off his hands.  There, tattooed on his left wrist: the same, iridescent blade.  
She took a deep breath.  “Move, Zin.  We’ve got to move.  Gather whatever you can, we’ve got to go.”  Zin didn’t contest this time, just a periodic grumbling as he threw the two sets of clothing he had into his pack, and moved on to his books.  Jai reached into her jacket pocket and put on her specs.  Looking through them, she aimed, focused the lens, and took photos of each man and woman.  “Five foot ten, five foot three, six foot two, six foot,” she said, making the rounds through the cabin, taking their blood samples and fingerprints along the way.
“You got everything?” Jai yelled.  Zin grunted from behind a stack of books.  “Listen,” she yelled again.  “We’re not hauling the Library of Congress to my place.  Take two.”  
“Fine,” Zin said angrily, and slammed two anthologies into his pack.
They walked in silence, back through the taiga forests, filled with cedar, fir, and larch trees.   Jai placed her mind on high alert, in case anyone else was chasing them, but found herself mesmerized by the images flashing into her mind.  A Siberian stag, walking majestically across the terrain.  A white-tailed eagle, swooping down to the lake with its six-foot, broad-fingered wings outstretched, and a fish clutched firmly in its talons.  Rich, peaceful moments, wrapped in the purity of a sacred, slow life.  Days were measured in books, and the sheer happiness of time reclaimed.  
She turned around, to the source of these memories, to Zin, who looked down at his feet.  He took one careful step after another.  Though he wore a stoic expression on his face, Jai felt a pang in her chest, recognizing it for what it was: a mourning.  Like her, he was grieving the life he was leaving behind, a solace, a love he might never enjoy again.  
By the time Jai landed her jet on the beach house jetpad, they’d made the long journey to the Long Island Sound with nary a word.  “Zin, please make yourself at home,” she said, as she began shutting the guest room door.  He stood in silence, a grungy tower of caked dirt and sweat.  He looked back, his eyes the only thing that matched the light blue room. 
 “Thank you,” he whispered, and she pulled the door shut.  
 



Chapter 29
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Kevin arrived at the beach house early the next morning.  Jai handed him a coffee.  "Thanks," he said as he sat at the table.  "How's Zin?  He upstairs?" he asked, barely noticing the breakfast in front of him.  
Jai paused, cup to mouth, and raised her eyes, a bit worried Kevin wouldn’t be able to contain his enthusiasm.  “Kevin, you’ll need to tone it down before Zin gets out of the shower.  I’m telling you, he’s dying to bolt.”  
“Yes, yes,” he said, dismissively.  Full steam ahead was the only setting on the doctor’s mind.  “We just have a lot of work to do.  I've reviewed all the data, Jai.  This is the most significant research I’ve ever seen, a game changer for our kind.  No, for the world.  Dr. Jensen was much further along than anyone could guess.  His last publication was just a glimpse.  I can only imagine the restraint it took, to not publish these newer findings.  I can see why he didn't, though.  Discoveries like these can have immediate consequences.  
“Dr. Jensen devoted all his resources to this study, these last two years.  From what I’ve discerned, Zin tested the same year sentients were first discovered: 2116.  That’s only five years of data, but, no matter.  He’s 55.  The Eldest.  And, he might’ve been living off the grid, but Dr. Jensen asked Zin for samples on at least a bi-weekly basis.  Not to mention the trips Dr. Jensen made to test Zin, in person.”  Jai found it hard to fathom, a human in his seventies trekking out there, through the unforgiving cold.  Would it have killed Zin to meet Dr. Jensen, to take a quick flight like the rest of the world?    
The door rang, and the Home system displayed a video of Sean.  "Good, he’s here.  Home, let him enter," Jai said.  She threw her voice.  "We're at the kitchen table!"  
Sean walked in, his specs and computer cuffs in hand.
"Flight, ok?"  Jai asked.  It was Sean’s first time coming to the beach house.  
"Beautiful.  Nice digs you've got here.  Great view of the Sound,” he said, and gave Jai a kiss.
Jai smiled.  "Thanks.  Sean, I'd like you to meet Dr. Mace."
“Hi, call me Kevin.”  They shook hands.
"I'll leave you two to get acquainted and bring Sean up to speed.  I'm going to go check on our guest."  Jai knocked lightly on the bedroom door.  
"Yes, come in," Zin said.  His voice was deep, scruffy.  Jai stared at the man, so unlike the day before.  He’d had a nice hot shower, and easy access to the simple things.  A few minutes in front of the mirror had made all the difference.  He'd combed his shoulder-length blonde hair and shaved away the thick blonde beard he'd had before.  He looked at least ten years younger, though his hooded eyes remained the same, sullen blue.  He sat at the edge of the bed, buttoning a gray and navy flannel shirt, then put on a hooded ivory cardigan.
“Breakfast's downstairs,” she said, “as are Dr. Kevin Mace and Sean McCarthy.  Sean will be helping with your security — data and otherwise."
“Right,” was all he said and followed her downstairs.  
“Zin,” Kevin said, eagerly extending a hand.  
Sean followed with a “Nice to meet you.”  
Jai motioned for Zin to join them at the table.  “Pleasantries aside, have a seat, Zin.  Have some breakfast."  Zin looked down at the omelets, croissants, berries, and juice before him.  He blinked with steely eyes.  It must've been a long while since he'd seen a spread like this.  Real food would do him some good, not the rotting produce he’d left behind.  
Kevin explained what little he knew of Dr. Jensen’s murder, the data that was likely compromised, and the methods Dr. Jensen had used to secure the most recent, critical data.  Meanwhile, Zin stared blankly at Jai.  She snapped her eyes, meeting his gaze.  He poked at his plate with a fork, then pulled the cowl over his head.  His stick-straight hair peaked through the holes in his ivory hood, which was apparently well loved.  Jai returned her attention to the table. 
Sean was nodding, listening intently to Kevin.  “I can code a new system, with biosecurity, so only Kevin can access the data.”  
“And, if the Home security system needs any changes, you can work on it anywhere, right?”  Jai asked.  “I've got every security measure installed here, but you’re welcome to mess with it if needed.” 
Sean nodded his head.  “Yes, it won’t be an issue.  We’ll be good to go.”
“Great.  Then, for the time being, home base can be here.  Zin, Kevin, that ok?”  They nodded their heads.  “Then, let’s go,” Jai said and walked them through the house.  Opening a pair of French doors to a two-story room, she said, "the study's got plenty of space for a lab."  
"Yes, fantastic,” Kevin agreed, as he scanned the room.  There was a mahogany desk, and tables he could use to run experiments along the periphery.
“I’ll help you carry everything in," Sean offered, as he and Kevin left to bring the equipment inside.
Jai turned to look at Zin, who'd hung back, still standing by the French doors.  He looked around, a surly look on his face.  Whether he was here or somewhere else, it didn't matter.  It wasn't home.
"Zin, come with me."  Jai waved him over with a hand, and they walked through the study, to a set of glass doors on the other side.  "This, this is the room for you," she said.  She slid the doors along a track, folding them like an accordion.  Suddenly, the space expanded, the two-story study becoming one with a three-story library on the other side.  Thousands of books adorned the wood-coffered walls.  In each corner, a pair of spiral staircases mirrored each other, winding their way up to the bookcases on the second and third floors.  Opposite the shelves was an oversized, curved bay.  It spanned the entire length of the library, and was filled with floor-to-ceiling Palladian windows for an unobstructed view of the Long Island Sound.  Zin stood, stiff and speechless.  Jai sensed his heart quicken, deep in his chest.  
“Please,” Jai gestured.  “Take a look.”  Slowly, he walked closer to a shelf.  One glance and Jai knew, despite all the electronic, three-dimensional books that were available, Zin shared her appreciation for the feel of a real book in his hands.  She watched as he ran his rough fingers delicately, across a row of books.  Tilting his head, his eyes widened.  He caught his breath.  “These are first editions.”  He turned to stare at her.
“You approve?” Jai asked.  
He nodded, eager to be left alone in there.  His shoulders pulled back.  “But, couldn’t you have said something earlier?  Telling me to pick ‘just two’ books before we left.  It’s a bit cruel.”  
“Cruel?”  Jai narrowed her gaze.  “You’re one to talk, Mr. Manners.”  Besides, yesterday, she wouldn’t have told Zin about the library.  Aside from Joy, the library was her private sanctuary.  Those books were sacred to Jai.  She hadn’t even considered sharing her library, at least not until later, when she’d seen into Zin’s mind as they walked through the snow.  “Anyway, I just hope you enjoy some time in here.  A silver lining, of sorts.”  She walked around the room, and stopped to hold the book she was rereading.  She ran her finger along its thick, well-worn spine.  Without turning, she asked, “How long have you been living there, in Siberia?”
“Five years.  I left the States long ago, at 16.  Went to Svalbard, Norway, then Motuo, China.  Moved back, to eastern Montana, before setting up in Lake Baikal.”  No wonder he’s feral, Jai thought.  He’s been living most of his life off-grid. 
But, there’s something more.  She sensed it.  
“I know it’s hard,” she said, “everything changing on you, all at once.  Believe me, I know.  I’ve lived the same life, been close to the same person for many years.  It’s always been the same routine.”  She pictured Joy, laying in the casket, and her voice softened.  “At least, until now.”
Zin looked at her quizzically, then pointed at her youthful face.  “You’re not an old geezer.  What are you, twenty?”  
“No, not quite.”
“Twenty-one, then?”
Jai smirked.  “Let’s just say it’s hard to adjust to new things, a new way of life.  I’ll leave it at that.”
But, Zin wasn’t letting up.  For the first time, he wasn’t focusing on his home out in the woods.  “What did you mean by that, anyway?” he asked, his pupils narrowing.  “Back at my place.  You said ‘supposedly the Eldest.’”  He stalked closer, a foot from her now, his breathing slow and steady.  Craning his neck from side to side, he examined her.  “I don’t see a single wrinkle on your face.  Not a one.”
Jai placed the book back on the shelf and stepped away.  “Forget I mentioned it.”
He squinted from underneath his hoodie.  “No, really.  When were you born?”
Jai flexed her mind, about to don a hood of her own, when Sean and Kevin walked in.
Kevin rubbed his hands together.  “Thanks to Sean, we’ve got the data transferring to his system, and we’ve set up my equipment.”  He looked to Zin.  “Mind joining me?  We should take some samples, see where we’re at.”  Tension filled the room as they waited for Zin’s response.  
“Of course,” Zin said, cooperatively.  The tone of his voice was unnerving.  He stared Jai down, then walked out the door.  
“So,” Sean said, wrapping his arms around her.  “Care to fill me in on the details?  Zin’s a curmudgeon if I’ve ever met one.”
Jai laughed.  “Yes, you could say that.”  It was impossible not to notice.   Zin had failed to engage Sean or Kevin, despite the lengths they were going to help him.  Zin only had one purpose: give them what they want, then get the hell out of here.  “At least he’s not grunting,” Jai said.
“Grunting?”  Sean laughed, a puzzled look on his face.  
Jai smiled.  She wasn’t doing much to rehabilitate Sean’s perception of the man.  “He’s a lone wolf, that one.  An expat since he was a teen.  Lived alone for the vast majority of his life.  I don’t know how he can stand it; Siberia’s far too cold for me.”
“How’d that go, anyway?  Far be it from me, to demand that I keep tabs on you…you know that’s not my style.  But, I can’t say I wasn’t hurt to get your call, mid-air.”  He mimicked Jai, in a mockingly sweet voice.  “‘Hi, honey.  I’m off to Baikal.  Meet me Friday, at my beach house?’”  He paused for effect.  “Umm-kay.”
Jai laughed and averted her gaze.  “Sorry.  I’m used to flying solo.”
“Yes, literally.  I see that.  How’d it go, though?  I’m surprised you managed to lasso him back here.”
“About that.”  Kevin hadn’t said much about the state of Zin’s condition at the kitchen table, though he was likely giving Zin a private run-down in the other room.  “Zin’s not well, Sean.  More research needs to be done, but it’s obvious, his health’s not good.”  
“Obvious?  How?  He’s not the friendliest bloke, and he looks worn, but his health?  He looked fine to me.”
“He’s not.  I just barely kicked him and broke his jaw.”
“What?!  You guys fought?”  
“Yes.”  Jai omitted the part where he pulled a gun on her.  
“That’s what it took.  You kidnapped him?”
“No, no,” Jai said, laughing.  “He came willingly, but not because I forced his hand.  Because of the attackers who busted in.  Eleven total.”
Sean interrupted, grabbing hold of her arm, examining her.  “What?!  You need to lay it on me, Jai.  What the hell happened there?”  He leaned left and right, scanning her body for any sign of injury.
Jai smiled.  “I’m fine, Sean.  Trust me.  Everything’s fine.”
“Doesn’t sound fine to me, Jai,” he said sternly.  “What happened?”
“Whoever killed Dr. Jensen and stole the data, they figured out where Zin was, and they came after him.  Of course, they didn’t expect I’d be there.  I shot eight; Zin handled the rest.”
“So they’re all dead.”  Sean breathed a sigh of relief.  “Would it have killed you, Jai, to tell me what you were heading into?  Invite me, maybe?  I know you can handle yourself, but my heart’s about to bust out of my chest.”
“I know.  I’m sorry.  I’ll consider it next time.”
“Next time?!”  
She cocked her head to the side, and grinned.  “Anyway,” she said, changing the subject.  “The main guy.  He had the same tattooed blade on his wrist.”
“You serious?”
“Yea.”  Jai handed Sean a copy of her spec data.  “It’s all there.  Photos of his wrist, all the attackers’ faces, their blood samples and prints.”  
Sean took it in hand.  “This is bad.”
Jai nodded.  “These tattooed blades are after Zin.  And, they murdered Dr. Jensen, Borda’s parents, and they’re behind the sentient attack at Club O.  Which reminds me, any luck identifying the videotaper?”
“Still no clue who the videotaper is.  Just know he’s a tattooed blade like the rest of them.  First thing’s first, let’s go with what we have.  Thanks for this,” Sean said, shaking the data in his hand.  “I’ll run it through the system, see what we can find.  Join me, this time?  Everyone’s meeting up at Mach’s parent’s place.”  
“Sure,” she agreed.  “Kevin needs to focus on Zin anyway.  I’ll let them know.”
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Jai took the elevator to meet Sean on the jetpad.  “Your jet or mine?” she asked.
“Yours, please.”
“Can you fly?” Jai asked.  “I haven’t slept since Kevin first called me.”
“Sure.  Feel free to rest in the cabin.”
“Will do.  Where we off to, anyway?”  
“Mach’s parents’ place…they’re in Pennsylvania.”
A short nap later and Jai was walking up the steps to the Edwards residence, a modest ranch with a wrap around porch.  Sean knocked lightly on the screen door, the smell of dinner wafting through.  Mach came to greet them.  “Sean, Jai, welcome.  Come on in,” he said, warmly with a two-dimpled smile.  “Let me take your jackets.”  He hung them against the wall, then guided them to the kitchen table.  His mother was standing at the oven, pulling out a roasted chicken with a kitchen towel.  Placing it on top of the stove, she turned to smile at them with the same sweet dimples as Mach’s.  “Sean, so nice to see you again,” she said, wrapping her arms around him.  
“Thanks for having us,” Sean said.
“Of course.  We love when you visit.”  
Sean turned to hug Diana, as Mach’s mother turned to Jai.  “And, you.  You must be the sweetheart who’s captured Sean’s heart.”
Jai’s face flushed.  “I’m Jai.  Nice to meet you,” she said, extending her hand.  
“Nonsense,” she said, and gave Jai a hug too.  The subtle scent of roses filled her dusty blonde hair.  “I’m Elizabeth, dear.”  A relaxed smile beamed across her face, and crow’s feet softened her deep hazel eyes.  “Please, have a seat at the table,” she said, and guided Jai to sit next to Sean, who was talking animatedly with Mach.  Diana walked over and gave Jai a hug as Elizabeth threw her voice up the stairs.  “Honey!” she yelled.  “Come down!  Everyone’s here!” 
“I’ve almost got it!  Be right there!”  A man’s voice boomed.  Soon after, he galloped down the stairs with a sprightly step.  “Ah!  I see almost the entire gang’s here.  Borda and Avena.  Aren’t they joining us?”  
“Not this time, Dad,” Mach replied.  “Avena has ballet rehearsal, and Borda’s busy managing the club.  Dad, come meet Jai.”
He took a few steps, and shook Jai’s hand.  “Jai, nice to meet you.  I’m James,” he said, and pushed up the black frames on his chiseled face.  
“Nice to meet you, James,” Jai said.  Her eyes widened at the resemblance.
“Yeah, I know.  We get it all the time,” James said, laughing.   
“Don’t think I’ve ever seen a son and dad look so much alike,” Jai said.  
“Dopplegangers,” said Mach.  “He’s my double.”  That was for sure.  Aside from a lack of dimples, James appeared to be a carbon copy of Mach.  
They shared the same handsome jaw, similar black hair and, as Diana noted, “They’re twins.  Down to the same silly specs.”  
Elizabeth laughed, then said, “Diana and I have a bet.  Who’s going to quit wearing those ridiculous plastic frames first?  I bet it’ll be Mach.  James is already 49.  He’s too set in his ways.  I won’t be able to take it much longer.  There’s just something unsettling about it.  Unlike them, I actually need my reading glasses to see.”  Elizabeth pointed back, to the frames she’d left on the counter.    
“Aw,” James said, as he bent down to kiss Elizabeth’s cheek.  He wrapped his arms around her.  “You’re as beautiful as ever, my love.”  Looking down, she grinned and sighed.  Jai thought back to what Borda had said their last night in Thailand.  She realized, between Mach and Diana, Mach’s parents were the human-sentient couple.  Jai did the math.  James was about six years younger than Zin, with a face that could mirror Mach’s.  Later, the wrinkles on Elizabeth’s face would deepen until the difference between her appearance and James’ would become undeniable.  Jai felt a pang in her chest, having lived that life; she knew what it was like to live much longer and look far younger than your best friend.  She imagined how much worse it would be, for a mate.  
“But, enough of that,” Elizabeth said, perking up.  “Let’s have dinner.”  James brought the roast to the table, and arranged the sides.  Snap peas, corn, and mashed potatoes.  Elizabeth passed a basket of buttery rolls.  They each took one and smeared sweet, creamy butter on it.  
“Diana, you and Mach are welcome to stay as long as you’d like,” James said.  
“Yes, please do stay with us,” agreed Elizabeth.
“Thank you," Diana said.
“Thanks, Mom and Dad," said Mach, “but we should be fine, at my place in New York.”
“I didn't realize you were moving, Diana," Jai said.
“Yeah.  Things aren't going well at my parents’ place,” Diana said, pulling a loose strand of blonde hair behind her right ear.  "Mach and I were staying with my parents periodically.  They were letting me use their guest house, to store some designs after I’d moved my fashion house from So-Cal to New York.  But, I can't stay with my parents a minute longer.”  She looked at Jai.  “Both my parents are sentient, and everything's changed since the incident at Club O, since humans started demanding that we go on a sentient list.  All we do now is fight.  I can understand where they're coming from, wanting to protect their privacy and all that, but their tone's changed.  I hate to admit it.  It makes me sick to my stomach.  There's just no beating around the bush anymore.  They're anti-human speciesists.”
James shook his head despondently.  "A lot of sentients are.  We're lucky.  In this community, there’s a surprising number of sentients around, at least higher than you might think.  And, there hasn't been much in the way of overt harassment.  Discrimination's there, I'm sure.  You can't ignore the glares and shifty eyes.  Perhaps the day will come when we'll have to move, for my protection or Elizabeth’s.  For now, cooler heads are prevailing.”  He placed a hand on his wife's shoulder.
Elizabeth paused, fork in hand.  "It's a shame so much of this comes from a lack of understanding.  James and I, we've been together since high school.  There's not a mean bone in his body.  And, siphoning?  It's completely harmless.  It’s been positive for us.  It's so sad to see one sentient ruin everyone's perception."
"He couldn't have," Mach said, "if humans didn't have some fear already.  History’s replete with atrocities.  Wars, genocide…so much destruction caused by fear, hate-mongering, and the desire to control.”  
"Yes," Elizabeth agreed.  "That's true.  It certainly touched a nerve in a lot of humans.  I even lost a human friend.  Or, I should say, I lost the illusion she was my friend to begin with.  I've known her since I was a kid.  We went to middle school together, and I saw her around town on a regular basis.  She'd only met James a few times over the years.  I thought she'd gotten along just fine with him, but apparently his being sentient was enough.  After the incident at the club, I gave her a ring, to see if she'd be willing to help raise donations for the relief effort in South Carolina.  She didn't return my call.  This, from a woman who'd normally pick up on the first three rings, or call me right back, then hold me hostage to her incessant gossiping.  I gave her the benefit of the doubt and tried calling her again.  Still no response and I realized what's what.  Saw her in town a week later, and it was obvious.  She'd bought into the propaganda."  Elizabeth rolled her eyes and pointed her fork in the air.  "I mean, really?  Who's the real monster out there?  Innocent sentients who weren't even there when the incident happened, or the humans out rioting like loons in the streets?"
Sean nodded.  "It's truly a sad state of affairs, when senseless violence happens like that.  So much destruction and loss.  Not just the initial impact, the human victim who was killed or the property that was destroyed, but the after-effects, the harm it causes to people's goodwill toward each other."  
"That's what's so admirable about you, Sean," Elizabeth said, with a nod of her head.  "Just look at what you've accomplished through your company.  How many relief missions has the Division carried out?"
Sean smiled.  "My team tries hard to make a difference.  At any given time, we have at least five missions, spread out in multiple, underdeveloped countries.   We focus on families and relocate them to a safe zone, then find sustainable ways to bring them food and supplies.  There's a lot of pushback and it comes with a lot of risk, especially when it’s time to leave.  We do our best to work with the local authorities, so there's an infrastructure, a way the supply line and safe zones are protected when we're gone.  It's difficult, but rewarding.  I've cherished the families I've come to know, and the friendships I've made.  It's the only reason I still do what I do at the Division.  Being sentient has given me the skills to found the company.  I think it's important, to find a way to give back."  He paused.  "I just can't believe, one day, we’ll likely need a mission, here in the U.S."
Jai said, "If it ever comes to that, we’ll be lucky if one mission's enough."  Everyone nodded with sad expressions on their faces.  
Mach stood and walked to the counter.  He turned, dessert in hand, and said, “Well, now's a good a time as any," and doled everyone a big slice of shoofly pie.  A few bites of the gooey molasses on the bottom, and everyone's mood had lightened.  
"Come on, Mom," Mach said and tossed his empty plate in the sink.  He pulled Elizabeth by the hand, ready to play piano in the next room.  
"Brewskie?"  James asked as he scanned the room.  Without bothering to wait for a reply, he tossed everyone a beer, and joined Sean on the porch.  The two of them reclined in the rocking chairs, listening as Mach and Elizabeth harmonized, their song merging with the crickets’ outside.
Diana turned to face Jai, the only two left at the table.  "Come with me?" she asked.  She stood and pushed her chair under the table.  Jai followed as Diana walked up the stairs, her draped cardigan flowing open behind her.  Diana went straight to Mach's bedroom.  She closed the door quietly behind them.
"Jai," Diana whispered, grabbing her hand.  They sat on the bed.  Diana squared Jai's shoulders with both hands, then bowed her head, pressing her forehead against Jai's.  "Please, tell me you can keep a secret."
"Yes, yes, of course.  What's wrong?"
Diana's eyes were filled with tears.  "I'm pregnant."
"What?  That's wonderful news!"  Jai looked at her excitedly, and gave her a long hug.  She pulled away, surprised to see Diana crying.  
"Is it?” Diana asked, between sobs.  “I know, it is.  I just don't know," she said, darting her eyes around the room.  "I haven't told Mach yet."
"Are you kidding?  Of course it's fantastic.  Mach is going to be ecstatic.  So will his parents!"
"I know, I know.  I had the same feeling.  I was so happy when I did the test."
"So why the worry, then?"
“Because of how things are, with my parents.  It's all so black and white with them.  I’ve been fighting with them…about Elizabeth.  They don't like the fact that she's human."
"Oh, come on.  Like they don't realize how close sentients are to humans.  We evolved from them!"  
"I know.  They know that intellectually, but it doesn't matter to them.  They know Elizabeth’s human and they know her politics, political views that Mach and James share.  Still, they’re pressuring me to cut ties with Mach and his family.”
"To leave Mach, really?  Why not support them politically?  Elizabeth may be human, but she’s trying to raise money to support Club O, which is a sentient business.  She’s stepping out, publicly supporting sentients, despite the hate that many humans have toward our species, hate that’s grown now more than ever.  Your parents don’t see that?”  Jai’s stomach churned in disgust.
“No, they don’t, Jai.  They can’t see past the fact that she’s human.  To them, being human automatically aligns Elizabeth with the hatemongers, the humans who are calling for all sentients to be named on a sentient list.  They think a sentient list would just be the beginning, and all human-sentient associations will become dangerous.  Whether they're right or wrong about that, they've made their opinion clear.  It doesn’t matter that Elizabeth has a sentient husband or a sentient son.  My parents don’t trust her, no matter what her actions actually show.  They have a deep-seated distrust for humans now.  And, they want me to follow in their footsteps and cut ties with Mach.  I’m telling you, my parents have gone off the deep end.  It's the reason why I’ve been fighting with them, why I left.  They know it’s tearing me apart.  They know Mach and I are engaged.  We got engaged shortly before I met you.  My parents didn't say anything at first, but now they're trying to put a stop to the wedding.  Ever since the incident, they're showing their true colors.  Who knows how long they've been thinking this way.  I don't know how I've never noticed it.  Maybe they thought Mach was just a phase, or hoped we'd have a long engagement.  But, like I said, the incident changed everything.  They're adamant.  They’ve even threatened to disown me, cease all contact with me, if I stay with him.”  Diana sobbed into Jai's shoulder.
“Do they know you're pregnant?"
"No idea.  It's another reason why I left.  I think I'm starting to show."  Jai hadn't noticed, though now that she thought about it, Diana was wearing looser, more flowing clothes.  
"I think you're fine on that front.  I didn't catch on.  What will you do?"
"Well, I'd never leave Mach, and I want our baby more than anything.  I'm just afraid.  Like you, I've always been close with my family.  It's just me and my parents; I'm an only child."
"So it feels like your world's just exploded."
"Pretty much," she said.  “And, I don’t know how to confide in Mach.  I’m afraid to tell him I’m pregnant, with my parents being the way that they are.  It’s eating away at me.  It’s the first time I’ve ever hidden anything from him.  I just don’t know how to say something so hurtful.  I mean, it’s his mom we’re talking about.  How would it make him feel, to know how evil my parents are, their true feelings about her?”
Jai shook her head.  “Well, one thing’s for sure, he’s not going to attribute your parents’ feelings to you.  You are not them.  Plus, he loves you.  That’s what’s important.  Don’t forget that.”
“I know, I’m trying to remind myself.  I just don’t want to hurt him or his parents.  Every time I’m about to tell them I’m pregnant, I literally gag.  It makes me so angry.  How could my mom and dad do this?  I should be excited and happy to share the news, not wanting to puke.”
“Are you sure that’s not the nausea talking?”  Jai asked, a smile on her face.  Diana half-laughed, half-sobbed.  Jai offered a helping hand.  “Listen, if you want me to, I can be there,” Jai offered, “cheer you on quietly in the background.  I promise to use my game face, pretend I don’t know.”  
“Would you, be nearby for me?”  Diana said, laughing still.  “I know it’s a bit silly, but I think it would help.  I already feel so much better telling you, like I’m not so alone.”  
Jai shook her head.  “Of course.  I’d be happy to.”  
“I tell you what,” Diana said, a determined look on her face.  “Let’s do it now.”
Jai held Diana’s hand as they ran down the stairs and stopped short, to walk normally before they turned the corner.  As they walked out of the kitchen, Jai waved to Elizabeth and invited her to sit on the porch.  
“Sure, dear,” Elizabeth said, and followed Jai outside.  As Elizabeth and James sat in the rockers, swaying back and forth, Jai joined Sean, who was leaning across the railing.  Jai looked at the great oak in the yard, its leaves billowing around a massive trunk.  Sean caressed her hand with his.  
“Oh my god!”  The sound of Mach’s screams filled the air.  “Mom!  Dad!”  He came rushing out, the screen door flying open.  “You’re gonna be grandparents!”
“Really?  Really!”  Elizabeth jumped to give Diana a hug, followed closely by James.
“I can’t believe it!”  James cried.  “What a blessing! We’re so happy for you!”  It was amusing to see a man who looked like he was 24, screaming, “I’m gonna be a grandpa!” 
“Congrats, guys!”  Sean wrapped Diana and Mach in a big hug.  
Jai joined them, shouting “Congratulations!” and everyone jumped around the porch, their raucous wails flying into the night sky.  
Diana gripped her tightly.  “Thanks, Jai.”  
“I’m so happy for you,” Jai said and kissed Diana softly on the cheek.  A burst of excitement, a flame of joy, entered Jai’s mind, a flash of Diana’s thoughts. And, just as suddenly, Jai stopped herself, donning the poker face she’d promised to wear.  She sensed the despair Diana had buried underneath.  Did I make the right decision?  Diana asked.  I didn’t tell Mach…couldn’t tell him what Mom and Dad really think.  I can’t, I can’t.  Or, should I be honest, truthful?  I am such a liar.  I’m lying by omission!  How can I do that to Mach?  Her heart wavered back and forth, wondering if she’d made the right choice.  A few days, just a few days without any sleep.  Already, I’m losing my mind.  How can I bear this, hiding it from him?  But, how could I tell him the truth?  Diana looked at Mach, celebrating with his parents.  It would break all their hearts, as it’s broken mine.  Jai’s chest began to pound, the palpitations in Diana’s heart seeping into her own.  The others were too excited to notice, as Diana held on, hugging Jai tighter and tighter, her mind continuing to spiral out of control.  Diana’s emotions were frayed.  They jarred her body as well as Jai’s, and began draining away the happiness inside.  Everyone was jumping for joy, while Diana’s heart was about to break.  Jai caressed Diana’s long blonde hair, ran her fingers through each bouncy curl.  With each stroke, Jai gently cloaked the pain in Diana’s thoughts, setting them aside for the evening.  Now was not the time to be sad, not the time to carry the burden of her parent’s hatred.  Now was a celebration of life, of Mach’s and Diana’s child, and of all the promise contained in that one blessing.
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“Call us, when you get there?”
“Yes, Mom,” Mach said.  “We will.”  Elizabeth kissed him and gave him a final hug.
“And, you, Miss Mommy,” Elizabeth said, her hand against Diana’s belly.  “Take good care of yourself and our little pea in the pod.”
“I will.  I’ll take good care of my babies,” Diana said, as she elbowed Mach.  
James wrestled Mach into a headlock and ruffled his black hair.  “I still can’t believe it.  My son’s gonna be a dad!” 
“Cut it out, Gramp!”  Mach pushed James away, and straightened his glasses until they were square with his nose.  He jumped on James’ back, the two of them hurtling to the ground.  Diana rolled her eyes, as Elizabeth turned unfazed, to Sean and Jai.  
“Thank you both, for the donations.  They’re quite generous and will certainly make a difference.”
“It’s the least we can do,” Jai said.  
Sean agreed.  “I wish I could do more, but the Division’s still wrapping up two of its missions.”
Elizabeth shook her head.  “You’ve both done more than enough.  Actually, each of you’ve given more money than I’d ever hoped to raise.  I know South Carolina will appreciate it very much.”
“We all do,” Jai said.  
“And, when will we be seeing you two again?”  James asked as he walked back over, and straightened his shirt.  
Jai laughed.  The shirt was too wrinkled to iron out by hand.  “Soon,” she said and whispered, “I hope you don’t mind, if I throw them a baby shower?”  She pointed to Diana, who was walking, arms linked with Mach, to board the jet.  
“That would be fabulous!” said Elizabeth.  
“Fantastic.  I spoke with Avena, after Diana called her last night, to tell her the big news.  Avena would love to help with the baby shower, so she’ll be my partner in crime.  We can call you soon, to see if you’d like to invite any friends or family from here.  We could throw the shower here, or we can do it at my Long Island beach house, whichever makes the most sense.”
“Well, I know my vote,” Elizabeth said.  “I’d love to go beachy!”
“Me too,” said James.  
“Perfect,” Sean said.  “Jai, just let me know when the date’s set.  I can fly here, pick everyone up for the party.”
“Fantastic!”  Jai was excited for the shindig and had already started multiple to-do lists.  She gave Elizabeth and James a final hug, and Sean took her by the hand, ready to take off.  
After landing at the beach house, Sean began moving Diana’s luggage from Jai’s jet to his.  “Call me, later?  I’m going to fly on, help Diana get settled into Mach’s place.”  
“Sure, no problem,” said Jai, and gave Sean a slow, steady kiss.  
“Okay, maybe I do have some time to relax here,” he said, biting his lower lip.  He ran his hands along the waistline of her pants.
Jai laughed.  “No, not this time.  You have passengers and a full itinerary.”
“Ugh!” Sean cried.  “I know, I know,” he said.  He shook his head, trying to regain his conviction.  
Mach and Diana walked past them, their suitcases in tow.  “Ahem!”  Mach said, then whistled, as Sean held Jai close, his gaze glued to her.
Diana laughed.  “Is it getting hot in here, or what?”  She winked at Jai.   
Sean laughed and kissed Jai deeply, before breaking himself away.  “Okay, we’re off!”  He pecked her once more, then shooed Jai away.  “Quickly, before I lose my resolve!”
The next morning, Jai lay in bed, awakened by the sound of movements downstairs.  It must be Kevin in the study, two floors below.  Doesn’t he ever sleep?  Barely needing sleep.  Is that a blessing or a curse, for a sentient scientist?  I better get ready, see what he’s up to.  Jai rolled in bed, only to find Sean sleeping beside her.  She rolled her eyes.  Of course, he had to fly right back!  This guy knows no bounds and, apparently, has mad skills, sliding into bed without waking me.  Jai shook her head and gazed at him, his beautifully long lashes resting on his cheek.  The smoothness of his skin.  His relaxed, unfurrowed brow.  Those high cheekbones and chiseled jawline.  The sun was shining on his face, with just a hint of golden stubble, a tad lighter than his chestnut hair.  She fought the urge to run her hands through the messy mop of hair on his head.  The drive to feel his bare chest was unbearable.  Those pecs and abs, rising and falling.  It was marble carved of flesh, as if he couldn’t help but flex, not even in sleep.  Jai couldn’t help but stare at him with wanton eyes, a pressing thought building in her mind.  She was a lioness in a black, lace camisole, and she prowled, each paw marching down.  She was underneath the covers, ready to pounce and make quick work of her kill.
A few minutes later and Sean’s smile was blazing at her.  “Well, you certainly know how to wake me up.  Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got my own morning ritual to attend to.”  She smiled, then raised her arms, as he clasped her hands in his.  Jai gave in to the sensations, the flutter of his tongue against her and the full length of his sex.  Before long, the muscle inside of her let loose, a ripple of contractions at ever increasing speed.  Her body opened like a voracious flower, clamping his piston in a ruthless grip.     
After a quick shower, Sean flung the door to the study wide open.  “Gooood morning!”    
“Well, aren’t you in a good mood,” Kevin said, spinning his chair around.  He tossed his pen down on the work bench.  “I take it your trip to Penn went well?”
“Yes.  We had a great time,” Jai said.  She peeked into a blood chemistry analyzer on the table.  “How are things going here?”
“I hate to say it,” Kevin said, “but things are not going well for Zin.”
“How so?”  Zin asked with contempt.  He’d walked in, still wet and shirtless from a morning bath.  Towel draped across his shoulders, he zipped the fly on his jeans and threw a shirt across the back of a wooden swivel stool.  “Thought you said you’d only need a few more samples yesterday?”
“Yes, but that’s not a good thing,” Kevin explained.  “I’d hoped my initial hypothesis was wrong, but the few samples you’ve given have already proven it.  Zin, your blood and tissue are not regenerating, not the way they should, not the way a healthy sentient’s would regenerate.  How much has Dr. Jensen told you, over the years?” 
“Not much, really.  He just took the samples, did what he wanted with them.  He said the work was important, but not much more.  I wasn’t interested in specifics.”  Jai wasn’t surprised.  For Zin, the less involved he had to be, the better.
“Well then, I’ll give you the run down.”  Kevin walked around the bench and leaned, his back against it.  Crossing his arms, he looked up at the ceiling, the fans whirring away overhead.  “Let’s begin at the beginning.  As you all know, we’re really the first ‘batch,’ the first of our kind.  But, long before the scientific community named us ‘Homo sentients,’ our existence was already discernible through simple observation.   
“So, take a step back.  For decades, scientists studied centenarians, those humans who’ve been able to live to a hundred years of age or more.  Two notable points.  First, these humans were located in small pockets, ‘blue zones’ spread far apart, in different countries across the globe.  So, geography and genetics seemed to play major roles.  Second, all of these centenarians looked old.  Wrinkles, poor eye sight, loss of hearing, and so on.  Still, there was a lot of interest in centenarians.  Scientists published studies, focusing on how these humans were able to live such long lives.  What made them special?  There was a lot of anecdotal evidence, suggesting that the quality of their diet and the strength of their social connections were strongly correlated with their ability to live to such an advanced age.  Ultimately, the take away was that select genes played a role, but it wasn’t the end-all.  The focus was: what can you do, how can you live your life, so you can live longer?
"Then, everything changed.  About fifteen years ago, there was a shift: there were small numbers of people who looked too young, even as their ages climbed.  We're talking about thirty-somethings who looked five, ten years younger than they actually were.  There wasn't any science to explain that.”   
“And, that’s when they started the blood bank studies?” Sean asked, with great interest.
“Precisely.  Many people began to notice these seemingly ageless people.  And, scientists began to wonder, why are some people aging ‘the normal way,’ while other people don’t appear to age much at all?  To find the answer, scientists sampled blood banks, to get a baseline, a sense of what DNA sequences were prevalent in cities across the U.S., to compare it to the existing data, the DNA that centenarians had."
“So, that's how they found the outliers?" Jai asked.
"Yes," Kevin said.  “They hadn’t anticipated it.  They thought there would be differences between the two sets of data, but they didn’t expect to stumble upon an entirely new species.  But, there it was.  In cities near and far, with no geographic pattern or significance, there were outliers, donors whose DNA was distinctly dissimilar to any DNA sequences the world’s ever known.  For the first time, scientists had a genetic explanation for these beings who weren’t aging: their DNA was not the same as human’s.
"With that revelation came the sentient name, and the clamor for sentient testing.  And, the more people tested positive, the more data there was, proving the sheer benefits of being sentient: not only a youthful appearance, but a stronger, more resilient immune system, and significant regenerative abilities.  Unlike humans who can only regenerate one organ (the liver), we sentients can regenerate all of our tissues, even after a severe injury."
“Like an axolotl!”  Jai exclaimed.  
“Yes!” said Kevin, pleasantly surprised.  “Precisely like our salamander friends, we can make new neurons, new synapses, that allow us to regenerate a missing limb, organs, bone, even parts of our brain.  Sentients can bounce back, even from paralysis.”
“All that?” Zin asked.  “It’s like we’re not even related to humans.”  
“But, we are,” said Sean.  “We share about 95% DNA sequence identity between our two species.”  
"Yes,” said Kevin.  “But, that small 5% difference is all the difference.”  Kevin looked at Zin.  “It cost Dr. Jensen and nearly your life.”
Zin was flustered.  ”But, why me?  Are they going after all of Dr. Jensen’s subjects?”  Jai could sense Zin pushing away.  Why can’t they just leave me the hell out of it, Zin thought.  Jai wondered if “they” meant the people after Dr. Jensen, or the three of them, talking to Zin in the study.  His tone was disdainful.  “Why care that much about my blood?"
"Because.  You’re Patient X, the Eldest, presumably the most developed of our kind,” Jai said.  “If there are any answers to be found in Dr. Jensen’s research, it’s most likely in your blood, your tissue.  So, they’re targeting you.  And, regardless of why, we need to address the fact that your
blood and tissue are deteriorating.  Your white blood cells are dwindling, and the tissue samples aren’t regenerating.”  
Kevin reiterated, “I can’t stress enough how serious this is.  This is the first inkling, the first sign that being sentient may not be all it's cracked up to be.  Sure, we may look good by all outward appearances, but, Zin, you are proof that there may be a crack in that polished exterior.”
Jai added, “And, now that the incident’s happened, it’s safe to assume that they — whoever they are — want nothing more than to break us.”  
“Yes,” Kevin said, leaning forward.  Arms still folded, he squinted, eyeing Zin.  “You're what, 55 now?  You may look like a 30-year-old who’s taken some hits, but, if things keep going the way they're going, you may not look even that good a week from now.”
"Humph."  Zin shrugged his shoulders, clearly unfazed.
Jai laughed and said, "I doubt Zin cares about his looks.  Lake Baikal’s the closest thing this guy’s had to a mirror…for years."  Zin smirked, not interested in denying it.
"Well, vain or not, it makes no difference,” Kevin said.   Kevin was exasperated.  His thoughts shouted in Jai’s mind.  What an obstinate fool!  Being stubborn’s going to kill him.  Kevin took a deep breath, and got down to brass tacks.  “Take this seriously, Zin.  Death waits for no one."
"Death?"  Sean looked up, surprised.  "It's that bad?"  
"Yes, it is."  Kevin's voice was flat, matter-of-fact.  “Dr. Jensen didn’t know why, but the data shows that the quality of Zin’s blood and tissue are orders of magnitude inferior to those of a healthy sentient’s.  What’s more, the deterioration is exponential.  Those are the facts.  Any number of factors could be the cause.  I need to do more testing to figure out why.  In the meantime, you need nourishment.  Immediately, Zin.  Both inside and out.  We need to begin a treatment regimen.  Find a suitable sentient for a blood transfusion.  But, that’s not all.  Keep in mind, if the centenarian studies have taught us anything, it’s that DNA’s not everything.  You’ve barely eaten since your arrival here.  And, I’m not only talking about human sustenance, Zin.  You need to siphon.  When was the last time you did?”
“About a year,” Zin said.
“And the quality, the prey?”
“A deer, by the lake.”
Kevin shook his head.  “That’s dangerous.  You may have been a recluse all these years, but you’re no spring chicken.  You know better.  Besides, I’ve seen Dr. Jensen’s notes.  I know he warned you.  He told you to siphon.  You may think you can go long periods without siphoning, but make no mistake.  It’s critical to our survival.  In that way, we’re similar to other animals in the animal kingdom, like the murex snail that has an exterior shell with over a hundred spines to keep it safe.  Nature’s also given our species extra protection.  Our enhanced genome allows us to siphon energy and regenerate tissue; that’s a form of armor, a profound amount of added protection.  But, like the murex snail, inside we’re just as soft as a human.  We have to eat.  We have to siphon energy to survive.  We have a siphon, and we need to use it.  All animals need energy to survive, Zin.  And, given the seriousness of your condition, you have no time to waste.  You need the best energy source: a human or a sentient.  Take your pick.”  
With that, Zin went silent, his icy blue eyes staring straight through Kevin, not seeing him, not seeing anyone.  Bullshit, Zin thought.  The full force of his rejection rammed into Jai’s mind.  He grabbed his shirt and marched out of the room.  
Kevin looked at Jai and Sean, then unfolded his arms.  Jai raised her eyebrows and sighed.  “Well, what can we do to help?” she asked.  “Tell us more about the treatments we can explore.”  
Kevin nodded.  “Zin needs to make changes, within and without.  I’ve got the easy part, the first course of treatment.  There, sentient-to-sentient transplantation is our best bet, our only hand to play."
Jai opened her mouth to volunteer, but Sean interrupted.  “Sign me up," he said, already taking off his shirt.  
"Good.  I'm glad you're willing, Sean."  Kevin walked back around the bench.  "Just give me a moment to take a sample, see if you're compatible.  In the meantime, Jai, you’ve got the unenviable task of convincing Zin to help himself.  He needs to make a change, to siphon again.  It may make a difference, perhaps help him with the transplantation.  We won’t know if he won’t try.”
“Understood,” Jai said.  “He needs all the help he can get.” Jai walked to the stairs.  Not three steps up and she could hear Zin, throwing his books and clothes into his pack. Goddamn scientist.  What does he know?  All of them, with their damn needles, their endless testing.  Jai knocked lightly on the door.  Here we go, he raged, grunting at her.
"Not again," Jai said, thwarting off any bright ideas.  She opened the door and reminded, "Your Winchester's locked up tight."  He smirked at her, a defiant look on his face.  Jai walked over.  She stood beside him, motioning for him to sit on the bed.  He might've cleaned up nicely, but there was no washing away the wild spirit bucking inside of him.  "Please," she urged.  He took a seat.  She joined him.  "I know, it's not what you wanted to hear, but, giving up, running away?”  He stayed silent, in body and mind.  “I didn’t think you were the type.”
Zin scanned Jai’s face and body.  “You wouldn’t understand.  Look at you.  You’re fine.  Your prognosis is peachy keen,” he said, mockingly.
“That’s true.  I’m fine.  But, that doesn’t mean death’s not a real possibility for me, for all of us.  It’s no reason to run off and squirrel away.”
“I’m not running away, Jai.  I’m running toward the life I choose to live, the life I’ve always lived.”
“Maybe that used to be true.  But, it’s not anymore.  You were there just as much as I was.  You saw it for yourself.  They’re after you.  Even if you move somewhere else, they’ll find you eventually.  And when they do, what kind of life do you think you’ll have, locked away, in some lab somewhere?”
“What choice do I have?  Either I’m a prisoner now, or I’m a prisoner later.”
Jai looked at him, despondently.  “A prisoner, now?  I was under the impression you were here, of your own free will.”
“Yeah, I was willing to participate, when Kevin said he only needed a handful of samples.  But, that’s obviously changed.  When will it end, Jai?  I agreed to work with Dr. Jensen five years ago because it paid, for the freedom it afforded me.  But, now, there’s nothing in it for me.  You heard it yourself, Kevin said more tests, now transfusions, will follow if I stay.”
“And, what follows if you leave?”  Her voice was stern, angry.  “Death, that’s what.”
“Either I die now or I die later.”
“Ugh!”  Jai threw her hands in the air and stood up.  “Stop being so flippant about it.  Death’s just a possibility right now.  Give Kevin a chance.  Maybe he can find a way to reverse it, help your blood and tissue to regenerate again.  If you don’t try, you’ll never know.  And, if you leave?  Then death’s a certainty.”  She walked to the door and held the knob in her hand.  “Take a good look around you, Zin.  You’ve got people who care, right here, in front of you.  You need friendships, true companionship.  Your life may literally depend on it.  If I were you, I’d stay and fight.”
She shut the door and stomped downstairs.
“Went that well, did it?” Sean asked, smiling at her.  He was waiting for her, eating a ham and swiss crêpe in the kitchen.  
Jai slumped her head.  “He’s exhausting.”  
“Here, maybe this will revive you,” Sean said, handing her a plate.  He pointed to another crêpe, still warm in the skillet.  “Kevin’s still working away in the study.”  
Jai nodded and ate, strangely famished.  “Thanks,” she mumbled, her mouth full.  She walked to the fridge and poured herself a glass of orange juice, then spun around.  “Now, care to explain yourself?”
“What, you want the recipe?”  He looked at her with big green eyes.
“Don’t play coy, Sean.  I saw what you did there.  I was going to volunteer, see if my blood was compatible.”
“I know.”  He grinned.  “Don’t.  Please don’t hate me, Jai.  It’s not that I want to stand in your way, or stop you from making your own decisions.  Just, please.  Don’t give your blood if you don’t have to.”
She shook her head.  “If there were ever an appropriate time to give of myself, now would be it.  You heard Kevin.  Zin could die.”
“Yeah.  I heard that.  But, he also said that any sentient’s blood would do, so long as it’s compatible.  Mine might be.”
“True.  I just didn’t think you cared that much about Zin, that’s all.”
“I don’t,” he said sharply.  Jai cocked an eye at him.  Sean waved his hand for a moment to explain.  “I mean, I care insofar as his survival may protect all sentients.  But, I didn’t donate my blood for that reason.  I did it for you.”
“So, you cut me off, kept me from volunteering, for my benefit?”
“Yes.  Listen,” Sean said.  His expression softened as he pulled her in close.  “My blood’s known.  I’ve been tested.  My name’s been labeled.  Someone’s probably gotten their hands on my blood by now.  My genome’s already been sequenced.  But, yours?”  He ran his hands along her neck, and traced her shoulder blades lightly with his fingers.  “You’re still unknown.  You’re not in any database.  You’ve never given your blood or tissue to anyone.  And, I’ll be damned if you do it now, on account of him.”  
“Well, you better hope you’re compatible.  Because those reasons won’t stop me, if you’re not.  This is the first chance I’ve got, to help someone else with my blood, and the patient’s actually willing to take it.”
“Willing?” Sean laughed.  “About as willing as a bull bucking in a practice pen.”  Jai glared at him.  “Okay, okay.  I get it,” he said, throwing his hands up in the air.  “If I’m not a match, I won’t try to stop you.”
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A day later and the results were in.  “Sean’s a match,” Kevin announced at the start of dinner.
Yes! Sean thought, as he plated a pork chop.  “That’s good news,” he said, nonchalantly.  Jai stifled a laugh.  
Kevin raised a glass of wine.  “To new beginnings,” he said.  Sean and Jai raised their glasses, ready to meet his.  
Zin sat, motionless, then raised his glass, a smug look on his face.  He cleared his throat.  “Before we toast, I’ve got an announcement to make.”  The three of them looked at him, skeptically.  “I’ve decided to siphon again.”
“That’s wonderful news, Zin!”  Jai was glad he’d finally decided to end his toddler-like behavior.
“Yes, good for you, Zin!”  Kevin raised his glass higher, clanging it against theirs.  Jai raised her glass, too, but Sean held his glass, motionless.  
“Who?”  Sean asked pointedly, with a staccato to his deep voice.
Zin looked at Sean and smiled.  “Jai.”
“Ugh.”  It escaped Kevin’s lips before he’d had a chance to fashion a more eloquent response.  All the same, it summed everything up.  Jai could feel the anger, the electricity blazing in Sean’s eyes as he stared Zin down.  Kevin toasted anyway, with a big swig of wine.  Sean clenched his fists on the edge of his chair.  Jai placed a hand on Sean’s shoulder and pushed, easing him back into his seat.  
Zin took a haughty tone.  “Assuming, of course, that Jai would be willing.”
“Don’t you dare assume, you prick!”  Sean yelled.
“Now, now,” Jai said, patting Sean’s back.  “It’s a figure of speech.”
“Not to him, it’s not!”  
Jai shook her head, trying to shake loose the headache that was creeping in.  She answered Zin.  “Yes, I will.”
“What?!”  Sean yelled.
“You heard me,” Jai whispered.  
“But, Jai —”
Jai cut Sean off, the pain in her head intensifying.  “I trust you, Sean, to not go back on your word.”
Sean pushed back his chair, scraping it against the floor, and stormed out of the dining room.  Silence filled the room once more.  Kevin was the first to speak.  “Well then.”  He swallowed.  “Food’s getting cold,” he said, and began slicing his pork chop.  Zin joined him, the two of them enjoying the meal that Sean had prepared.  Jai placed a forkful on her tongue.  The unctuous flavor was coated by the bitter taste of Sean’s thoughts in her mouth.  It didn’t matter that Sean had left the room.  His thoughts still penetrated her mind.  Just wait, just wait till I tell Zin I won’t be giving him my blood anymore.  But, won’t Jai do it then?  Ugh!  Sean was furious.  That asshole can rot in hell, for all I care.  All through dinner, Sean’s thoughts pierced Jai’s mind, saucing her palate, no matter how perfectly Sean had cooked the meal.  
“If you’ll excuse me,” Jai said, dabbing a napkin to her mouth.  She walked out of the room until the sound of Kevin’s and Zin’s conversation became a distant murmur.  She found Sean in the sala by the garden.  Seeing it again, Jai had to remind herself, This is the Long Island sala, not the one in Thailand that Mom had used as a model.  Sean had set the computerized room to spring mode, to slide the walls open and set the floors to cool.  It was cooler than the evening breeze.  Jai walked in, the mountain-climbing apparatus still affixed to the wall, but Sean had already moved on, to an old-school punching bag.  An image of Zin’s hands on Jai’s body flashed forcefully into her mind, as Sean slugged the bag over and over.
Jai strained to speak, her head throbbing.  “I know what you’re thinking….”
“No, you don’t, Jai.”  
You’d be surprised, she thought, before pressing on.  “If you’re worried Zin’s trying to get in my pants, you’re wrong.”
Sean punched the bag, angrily.  “It’s obvious he’s into you.”  
“Not for the reason you might think, Sean.”  Sean threw off his punching gloves.  They fell to the floor.  Jai remembered Zin’s question; Zin had asked her, point blank, “When were you born?”  
Jai told Sean, “Zin's after something else.  He wants to siphon me, to see….”  She paused.  “To see….”  She decided to say it.  “If I'm the Eldest.”  
He caught the punching bag, stopping it.  “If you’re what?!”  Sean stared at Jai in shock.  He stepped back.  “How could you be the Eldest?  When you told everyone Joy was your mom, your mom said she gave birth to you at 60.  That may be on the high end, but there are so many women giving birth in their late 50s these days.  And, besides, all the Patient X publications said Zin was born in 2066.  That'd make him 55.  How could you be older than 55, if Joy gave birth to you at 60?"
“Well, that's what my mom told everyone at the time.  She didn't want anyone to know I'm the Eldest, to protect me."
"And, for good reason," Sean said, nodding.  "I don't blame her for lying.  But, if you're older than Zin, when were you born?"
"Joy had me when she was 30, in 2020."
Sean choked, then laughed.  "You're 71?!"
Jai laughed too.  "Yes," she said, eyes darting around the room.  It felt strange, to tell another soul.
“Wow, you weren't kidding.  Seventy-one.  That certainly makes you the Eldest, by a long shot.  And, to think, we introduced you to the sentient life?  I feel a bit embarrassed now," he said, laughing again.  He ran his hand along her cheek and looked Jai deep in the eyes.  "I'm sentient, and even I find it hard to believe.  We can live to your age and still look 21, like you?  It's amazing."  He smiled at her, then took her hands in his.  "Don't worry.  Your secret's safe with me.  If you don't want to tell anyone else, I understand."
"Thank you, but I do.  I want to tell you all."
"Are you sure?  We all know how you are.  You’re a private person and we respect that."
"I know, I am.  I've never been tested, so Joy's been the only other person who's known I'm the Eldest.  But, you, Avena, Diana, Mach, and Borda?  You're all my family now.  I trust you all."
"Well, rest assured, we all love you.  None of us would ever tell anyone you’re the Eldest.”  Suddenly, Sean's calm expression washed away and his body stiffened.  “You shouldn’t either.  Don't tell Zin," he said, his eyes narrowing.  "We've just met him.  He's not trustworthy.  And, just look at him.  Being known as the Eldest is dangerous.  Think carefully before you tell anyone else.  Overall, keeping it a secret is the safest choice.”  Sean's face hardened.  “I’ll do anything to protect you.  That includes keeping Zin from siphoning you.”  
Jai had appreciated Sean's support, until Sean's mind began to race, back to jealous thoughts.  She rolled her eyes away, frustrated.  How can I reassure him, without saying more?   She’d finally told Sean she was the Eldest; she wasn’t ready to tell Sean (or anyone else) that she could mind-sync or cloak her thoughts.  At least, not yet.  She gave it a shot: “Even if Zin siphons me, he’s not going to figure out I'm the Eldest.”  
“How can you be so confident?”  Sean asked, his head cocked to the side.  Jai bit her lip.  It wasn't enough.  Sean was convinced Zin would figure it out anyway, as soon as she siphoned with him.  He explained, “Even if Zin's not the Eldest, he's still second to you in age.  His siphon could be more refined, could be able to sense more about you than I can.  Even I've noticed your siphon's different.  You may be new to siphoning up-close, but you have the most powerful siphon I’ve experienced, ever.  Zin will notice that.  He’ll see there’s something special about you.  He’s already thinking it.  He’ll know it and — ”
“Zin’s out of practice, and that’ll explain that," Jai said, cutting him off.  Or, I’ll explain it away, using all of the mental tools at my disposal.  Jai wanted the discussion to end.  “Face it, Sean.  It’s not up to you.”
“Come on, Jai!  It’s not that simple, okay?”  He looked at her, his face uncharacteristically distraught.  “I’ve seen the way Zin stares at you.  His eyes bore into you, like he wants to eat you.”  Jai felt her body shiver; Sean’s emotions were coursing through her.  “He’s a creep.”
Jai shook her head.  “I know Zin’s stared at me.”
“You’ve noticed?  And, you still agreed to siphon with him?”  Sean’s chest was heaving.
“Yes.  You know as well as I do that he needs to siphon.  He needs energy.  That’s all.  It’s nothing more than that.”
“But, it is, Jai.  You know it is.  You know what siphoning can be, what it has been, between us.  You and I don’t just siphon, Jai.  We’re paired.  Don’t deny it.”
“I’m not.  I am paired with you.  But, need I remind you what’s at stake here?  We don’t have time to waste.  We need Zin’s cooperation and, for the first time in years, he’s finally willing to siphon again.”
“God!  Stop coddling him, Jai.  He’s a grown man.  He can choose to siphon whomever he wants.  He needn’t siphon up-close.  Why not go to the market, siphon silently, amidst the crowd.  There’s no need to get personal, least of all with you.”
“I agree.  He could.  But, he needs a strong infusion that distant siphoning won’t supply.  I’m not coddling him or making excuses for him, Sean.  I understand his behavior’s unacceptable.  He’s not going about this the right way.  But, I also accept that we don’t have the luxury of a twelve-step program to change his personality.  Accept it.  He’s going to die if we don’t do everything we can to help him.  What good would that do, for any of us?”  She thought of Joy, asking her to not only feel, but to feel deeply.  Turning Zin away would be easier for Jai, and safer.  But, it wasn’t the right thing to do.  “This isn’t just about him, or me, or you, Sean.  All sentients’ lives may be at stake here.  I’m not going to let your ego or mine get in the way.”
She turned to walk out, but Sean grabbed her by the hand.  She turned and flung his hand away.  “I’m not some meek and timid girl, Sean.”  
“I’m not saying you are!”  Sean touched her lightly on the arm.  “I know you’re not.”  
“Then don’t treat me like one.”  Jai turned to face him.  Sean didn’t know she could cloak her thoughts, that she could keep being the Eldest a secret, but Jai was confident she could, without question.  “I’m helping Zin to recover his energy.  That’s all.  He won’t get anything I’m not willing to give.”  And, with a deep breath, she softened her eyes and placed Sean’s hand over her heart.  “That includes what matters most to me.”  
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At dawn, Jai slinked into the infinity pool.  She exhaled, her breath a warm vapor dissipating into the early morning air.  Extending her arms, she stretched her body, letting the heated water ease her awake.  She looked out at the Long Island Sound, the water still a black-blue against the horizon.  A deep orange was creeping in, seeping across the darkened sky.  Sunrise still an hour away, Jai submerged herself.  She listened, her ears mute to the world around her.  Swimming laps, her breath became the only sound absent the sea.  
“Jai, quickly!  Come out!”  Kevin was screaming at her.  She stuck her face out of the water.  Kevin was still in his pajamas, barefoot at the edge of the pool.  
“What is it?  What’s wrong?”
“Get out!  Zin needs to siphon.  Now!”
“Now?”  Jai jumped out and followed Kevin.  He ran straight inside, through the study, and into the library.
“Look!”  He pointed at Zin, asleep on a sofa, book against his chest.  Zin’s face was haggard.  His arctic blonde hair had lost its luster and was now a pale gray.  “Zin!  Zin!”  Kevin yelled with no effect.  He grabbed hold of Zin’s shoulders, trying to wake him.  His eyes remained closed, sunken, his body heavy, unresponsive.  His cheeks had hollowed, black shadows against the gray pallor of his face.
“What the hell’s going on?”  Jai stared.  “It’s like he’s aged ten years in one night.”
“He has.  Look.”  Kevin raised his computer cuffs.  A video hovered in the air.  “I’ve been taking photos since he first arrived.  I spliced them together.”  The video was clear.  Each day Zin’s face and body had aged.  There were more lines on his face, a slackening of skin by his mouth.  The hoods on his eyes had drooped even further.  Still, there was nothing to suggest the man dying before them.  They looked at him, shocked.  Kevin pressed.  “You need to siphon with him, now.”
Jai sat, her body dripping with water against the couch.  She lifted Great Expectations off of his chest, and set it
aside.  “Zin.  Zin,” she called, with no response.  “Help me prop him up,” she said, lifting his upper body.  Kevin pulled Zin up and shoved a pillow behind his back.  Jai placed another pillow behind his head, inclining his entire body at an angle.  His arms drooped, slack alongside his body.  She pushed his legs apart, creating a space for her own.  She knelt, angling her forehead down until it touched his and closed her eyes.  
Blackness, silence filling her.  Moments passed.  Where are you, Zin?  She listened intently, then felt it.  A nearly imperceptible flicker, a drop of energy in the distant, hollow ocean of his body.  She grabbed hold of the tiny light, fishing it, slowly, closer, closer to her, her mind working like a gossamer net.   She held the light in the palm of her mind, careful not to break the connection.  It lengthened, thin and light, flickering, but barely a pulse.  In the darkness, she tethered Zin’s energy to her own, all the while searching, calling to Zin with her mind.  Zin?  Zin?  Silence.  I have to reach him.  But, how?  Jai thought back, to her mental spars with Joy.  Joy had found a way to reach Jai, to touch Jai with her pain.  Joy had shared her visions, depositing them into Jai’s mind.  Perhaps that would work now.  
Darkness around her, Jai breathed life into Zin’s psyche, filling his mind with visions of the taiga forests.  The tall cedars he so loved burst out of the cold, white snow.   She painted a white-tailed eagle, flying above the trees, swooping down to the lake with its wings outstretched.  She landed it on a branch overlooking the cabin, filled with his books.  Still, silence.
On the couch, Jai adjusted her knees, uncurled her legs, and lay flat against Zin’s motionless body.  Holding the vision taut in her mind, his pulse a soft flicker in her hand, she pressed her ear, gently against his chest.  His heartbeat was subtle, slow, nearly non-existent, the second beat trailing, lagging far behind the first.  In her mind, silence.  No answer to her calls.  His pulse was weakening in her grasp.  More, he needs more.  
Eyes closed, she strained, the full force of her energy bucking inside of her.  She focused her mind, held her energy back and steadied it.  Breathing in, she took careful, unwavering breaths, allowing her body to relax and echo his.  Finally, when the pace of her pulse shadowed Zin’s, she loosened the smallest stream she could, letting her energy flow steadily, slowly into him.  Jai waited, watching with the eagle above the cabin, still abandoned in the dark.  Silence, but for the soft rustle of leaves; the sound of the eagle adjusting its wings; the whistle of the unforgiving wind.  Jai sat, crouched in the snow, waiting.  
A half-hour passed before a light flicked on, illuminating the snow at her feet.  She looked up, a steady stream of smoke curling out of the chimney.   Zin.  She made her way to the front stoop, her footsteps packing into the snow.  She touched the door, surprised to see it was already ajar.  It creaked, swinging open.  The warmth of the fire rushed across her face.  “You made it,” Zin said, his face bright and smiling, as if he’d been expecting her.  “I’m so glad you’ve come.”  He rushed over and wrapped his long arms around her.  “Please, come sit by the fire.  Get warm.”  
Jai leaned away, taken aback by the tenderness in his voice.  He seemed not to notice, pulling her by the hand.  Insisting that she sit down, he ushered her to a pillow on the floor by the fireplace.  Jai sat.  The fire hissed and popped.  Heat warm against her skin, she looked out the window at the distant sun, just beginning to ascend along the horizon.  “Here,” Zin said.  He sat beside her, leaning in.  He covered Jai in a blanket made of sheep’s wool.  Firelight on his face, his eyes were a deep, rich blue; not the pale, sullen blue she was accustomed to seeing, hidden under heavy-lidded eyes.  These eyes were bright, forceful in their beauty, like the Caribbean sea.  He reached to the cast iron skillet of pelmeni dumplings he’d made.  He handed her a plateful.  “For you,” he said, his tone pleasant and inviting.  Jai nodded her head, as he tucked his hair behind his ears.  Now a healthy, nordic blonde, it was a shoulder-length bob.  His hair was pinned back, his face fully visible.  Jai gazed at him in silence.  His eyes were clear with sweeping eyelashes.  There was no trace of his gruesome encounter with the bear.   Is this really the same guy, comatose on the couch?  It appeared not.  No, his 6’3” frame was toned and muscular.  He was the picture of health, like a norseman ready to weather any storm, out alone in the woods.  
 “Please, eat,” he said, smiling at her.  Jai cloaked her mind, then thought twice about it.  Is cloaking even necessary?  He has no clue, does he?  No idea he’s at death’s door.  Jai thought on it as she spooned a mouthful.  She bit into the dumpling’s soft dough.  It burst with the hearty flavor of pork, beef, and lamb, balanced with the sweetness of onion.  
Tread carefully, she decided, and cloaked herself anyway.  His pulse was a thin, loose thread in her hand.  “How have you been, Zin?”
“Better, now that you’re here.”  Zin smiled again, elbowing her lightly.  Jai’s face flushed, rattled by this new persona, by the new Zin he was showing her for the very first time.  She continued to siphon her energy into him, as she wondered where the rabid wolf had gone.  Am I feeding the wolf, or this husky…so strong, yet tame?  She looked at him with skeptical eyes.  “What is it?” he asked, startling her.  She squinted, eyes focused on him.  
“How long have you been here, Zin?”
“All my life, Jai.  You know that.”  Now, that’s clearly wrong.  Zin had said so, in Jai’s library.  He’d only lived at Lake Baikal for the last five years.  Jai looked down at the dumplings, shielding her gaze from his view.  She thought back, to the couch where they actually were.  There, she’d projected the cabin, hoping to lure Zin out of the coma.  Now, she realized, she’d done more than that.  She’d pacified him, lulled him to lower his defenses.  He’s not at the cabin I know.  No, this is the cabin in his mind.  It surprised her, given their first meeting.  What happened to his Winchester hello, his far from amiable greeting?  She was the same intruder, the same person who’d absconded with his world, uprooting him from the home he knew and loved.  Yet, here in his mind, he’d welcomed her.  He’d found no need to set traps, or shore up any defenses.  No, he looked at her with soft, caring eyes.  
“Stay with me, Jai,” he whispered, barely audible over the sound of the crackling fire.  Quickly, she glanced at him, unsure if he’d said it out loud or if he’d merely thought it.  
“We’ll have to go soon,” Jai said matter-of-factly.  Zin could not stay here.  This was the most dangerous of places.  Dangerous, precisely because it was warm and comforting.  If he stays here, he’ll never come back,
to the real world, where he lay, old and emaciated on the couch.  She gripped the tether, the thin line of energy connecting them and wondered, How can I bring him back, with such a weak flow?   
More energy, she thought.  She stood, resolving to fortify his strength while shielding his fragile mind from the reality of the situation.  He rushed to stand beside her, grabbing hold of her hand.  “Please, stay with me,” he repeated.  This time, Jai was sure; he’d said it out loud.  There was no mistaking the smooth, rich timbre of his voice.  It was unsettling to say the least.  Not one guttural grunt?   She watched as he circled his body around.  He was looking up and down, at the piles of books he had hoarded, the untidy mess that Jai had projected into his mind.  It was his home, just as disheveled as when she’d first met him.  She followed his gaze when, suddenly, the books miraculously aligned, organized along the walls, like her library in the beach house.  He’s showing me this, she realized.  He’s changing his mind, adopting one token of the life she’d invited him to share these last few days.  For the first time, Jai hoped.  It was the first sign he might be open to his new life, to the real world, with them.  Perhaps he might follow Jai back home.
But, her hopes were dashed as he asked again, “Stay with me, here?”  He’d pulled a book off the shelf and handed it to her.  Great Expectations, the only first edition I have, he thought.  He put Jai’s hands on it.  “It’s for you, for your collection.  I noticed you don’t have a first edition.”  
“I couldn’t, Zin.  Thank you, but I can’t.”  Jai returned the book, gently placing it back in his hands.  
“No, I insist.  If you must go, take it with you.”  Jai looked at him, uncertain if he was aware they were in his mind.  He’d mentioned her library collection, as if he understood her library was elsewhere, in the real world.  But, he also looked at her, expectantly, as if she could return easily to this place, this hideaway in his soul.  
Jai looked inward, wondering how long she’d been with him, maybe an hour or so?  It was hard to say.  As with all siphoning, time seemed to stand still.  She looked into her mind’s eye, felt the tether in her hands.  His pulse was still weak, but it had gained some strength, enough to permit her departure.  For the second time, he placed the book in her hands, and she accepted it.  
As Jai opened her eyes, she squinted.  The sun was radiant, basking her library in an intense orange glow.  By the look of it, much time had passed since she’d rushed to Zin’s side.  She pushed herself up, off of Zin’s chest, and knelt, looking through the floor-to-ceiling windows.  There was the Sound, the sun sparkling along each wave when, suddenly, her eyes were blinded, as if a thousand rainbows were shooting through her.  Eyes shut, she turned away from the windows; no longer made of glass, they were prisms aiming the sun directly into her.  “Ah!” she screamed, squeezing her eyes tighter.
“What?  What is it, Jai?”  Kevin grabbed hold of her elbow, steadying her before she tumbled to the floor.  He pulled her up, back on to the couch, where Zin lay, just as expressionless as before.  
“My eyes!” she screamed.  There were no words to express the pain plowing into her brain.  Streams of color flashed before her eyes, each an electric shock, blinding, piercing her like a jackknife.  Jai screamed in agony.
Sean rushed through the doors.  “Jai!  What’s going on?”  His voice was frantic.  A moment later, he was holding her in his arms, tears streaming down her face.  “Kevin!”  Sean yelled, demanding a response.
“I don’t know!”  There was desperation in Kevin’s voice.  “Zin was slipping, like he was gonna die, so she siphoned with him.  She just came to, and now this.”  Sean whisked Jai to the study and lay her down on a chaise.  
“Jai, try to hold still,” Kevin said, attaching a computer link to her arm.  A second passed before he said, “That’s strange.  Her vitals appear to be fine.”  
“I’m not!”  Jai yelled.  The pain had traveled up, past her orbital sockets.  She flung her eyes open, but she was blind, unable to see past the forceful throbs in her brain.  She thrashed her head to the side and pushed her thumbs forcefully against her temples.  
“Here, come here!”  Sean called.  Jai followed the sound of his voice, felt his presence behind her.  Quickly, his hands massaged her temples at a steady tempo.  Meanwhile, Kevin approached Jai with a light in hand.  Hesitantly, he shined the light into Jai’s eyes.  
Sean stared at Kevin’s shocked face.  “What is it Kevin?  What’s wrong?”  
Kevin raised his voice to overcome Jai’s screaming.  “Her pupils.  They’re changing, rapidly!  One’s larger than the other.  No, wait, now the other’s larger.”  He moved the light back and forth.  “But, but….”  He was fumbling his words.  “Not only that….”
“What?  What is it?” Sean screamed.  
“Her eyes.  They’re changing color!”  
Sean jumped off the chaise, leaving Jai to rub her temples furiously on her own.  Sean grabbed her by the shoulders, holding her steady.  Sight unseen, she could sense Sean’s heart beating rapidly, faster and faster the longer he looked into her eyes.  Her irises were shifting, from dark brown to hazel, a pale cyan, to deep blue, to amber, orange, green, even purple.  Sean’s voice shook.  She heard him say, “What the…,” before blacking out.
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The next day, Jai woke to the sound of Sean, pacing the floor beside her.  A dull ache muffled her thoughts, but she was relieved.  The pain in her head had subsided.  Jai hesitated before she opened her eyes.  Should I even try?  She took a deep breath, afraid that she wouldn’t be able to see, that she’d still be blind.  The idea frightened her.  Please.  Please, be able to see again.  
Quickly, she opened her eyes, like she was ripping off a bandaid.  Elated, she saw Sean rush to her side.
“Thank you, thank you!  You’re awake again.”  He kissed her lightly on the lips.  
“How long was I out?” she asked.
Sean whispered.  “Sixteen hours.”  He held her hand.  “How are you feeling?” he asked.  She stayed silent, still doing her best to focus on the objects in the room.  Each piece of furniture, every clicking instrument, seemed to hum louder than before, but nothing compared to the energy, the aura surrounding Sean.  Colors seemed to vibrate off of him, none more predominantly than yellow.  It glowed bright around his shoulders and arms.  Kevin ran over, a stream of blue trailing behind him.  Slowly, the colors began to subside, as if Sean’s and Kevin’s bodies had absorbed them somehow.  
Kevin grabbed hold of Jai’s hand and placed a computer cuff on her wrist.  He linked to it and checked her vitals once more.  “Perfectly healthy,” he said.  “No sign that this even happened.”  He shook his head, puzzled.  “Jai, look here,” he said, raising the light to her eyes.  “Pupils look fine now.  Reacting as they should.  Color’s dark brown.”
“What happened?”  Jai asked.  She remembered siphoning Zin, and the rainbows in the room, but not much else beyond the blinding pain.  
“Honestly, I don’t know.”  Kevin looked concerned and intrigued.  “According to the cuffs, nothing happened.  Your heart rate and blood pressure jumped, but the computer shows you stayed within normal range.”
Sean looked around uneasily.  “That’s far from the truth.”
“I’d say so,” Jai said, rocking her neck from side to side.  “Was it a migraine?  I get those from time to time.”
“Perhaps,” Kevin said.  “Hemiplegic migraines can sometimes cause aura, even temporary blindness.”  Kevin sat beside Jai.  “But this was quite different.”  Kevin turned with a serious expression on his face.  “Your eye color shifted, Jai.”
“Shifted?” 
“Yea, like a kaleidoscope,” said Sean.  “Craziest thing I’ve ever seen.”  
Kevin paused.  “Something similar exists, in cuttlefish.  Their eyes function more like electric skin.  See, cuttlefish have millions of tiny color cells throughout their skin.  That’s how they’re able to change color so rapidly.  Each color cell is controlled by a neuron in their brains.  Their brains turn some neurons on, switch others off.  Doing that rapidly creates patterns and allows them to shift colors.  They’ve also got chromatophores that contain pigments to absorb and reflect light.  Many other animals have them, like amphibians and reptiles.”
“You saw that, in me?”  Jai asked, perplexed.  In all their years together, Joy had never seen her do that.
“Yes.  Both of us saw it,” Sean said.
Kevin moved in closer, examining her eyes with a computerized magnifying lens.  “The color shift is called metachrosis.  But, it isn’t known, has never happened, among sentients.  You’d be a first."
That’s not the only first.  Jai’s body went stiff, her mind uneasy.  Should I tell Kevin I’m actually the Eldest, or not?  Clearly, I need the help, but…?  Her thoughts raced.  Sean and the rest of her family already knew she was the Eldest.  She trusted them completely.  But, they couldn’t help her figure this out.  Now that my eyes have gone haywire, I need to understand what I am, figure out the science, now more than ever.    Kevin was a Yale-trained Ph.D., M.D.  If anyone could help her, Kevin could.  
"Let me run a scan with the MRI-OIS,"  Kevin said.
"The what?" Sean asked.
"It's special equipment that combines Magnetic Resonance Imaging with an Optical Imaging System, or MRI-OIS, for short," Kevin said, as he placed a series of probes around Jai's head.  "Thankfully, we're no longer tethered to massive machines.  We can take a series of scans in just a few moments, watch it in real-time and record it for later."
But, Jai couldn’t think only of herself.  “And, what about Zin?  How is he?”
Kevin struggled to think about Zin, whose condition was now stable.  Jai’s  condition was a far more enticing puzzle.  “Zin’s looking better,” he said.  “Siphoning’s definitely helped.  His skin’s less pale and, it appears, he’s regressed.  At least now he looks like his last photo, and his appearance hasn’t aged since.  I’m monitoring him and I’ve hooked him up for fluids.”
“Has he woken up?”  Jai asked.
“No.  Not once.  He’s still unresponsive.”
“What happened, anyway?”  Sean’s voice grew cold.  “Kevin said you two siphoned.  What did Zin do to you?”  Blinded you, that’s what.  Jai flinched as she heard the anger in Sean’s thoughts.
She tried not to fault Sean for jumping to conclusions, given what had just happened to her, her horrible migraine and color-shifting eyes.  But, she couldn’t help herself.  She mirrored the coldness in his voice.  “Zin didn’t do anything to me, Sean.”
Sean looked at her, an unapologetic, incredulous look on his face.  
Jai met his gaze.  “It’s what Zin’s doing to himself that matters.  Zin’s locked himself away in there, in his mind.”
“What?”  Sean asked, dumbfounded.
“Yeah, what?”  Kevin repeated.  “How would you know that?”  Kevin looked at Sean and vice versa.  
“I sensed it.”  No, be real, Jai told herself.  She could hear Joy’s voice, saying, Let others in.  She took a deep breath and clarified.  “I mean, I saw it.”  
“Wait, wait,” Kevin said, hand raised.  “I thought I knew all there was to know about sentients, about siphoning.  But, after last night, I just don’t know anymore.  Are you saying you actually saw something when you siphoned with Zin?”  Kevin’s voice was brimming with excitement.
Jai thought on it.  This is it.  No one else can help me.  I can barely understand what’s happening to me.  She took another deep breath.  “There’s no sense in hiding it from either one of you.”  Especially now, given what they’d already seen.  “I do.  I see visions when I siphon.”  They stared at her.  “I always do.”
Sean was struggling to understand.  “How’s that possible?  When I siphon, I can only feel energy flooding in, out, and through me.  It’s powerful, like being stranded in a desert, then taking a long drink of water.  It quenches a thirst, that’s for sure.  But, I’ve never seen anything.”
“Me neither.”  Kevin was leaning in, begging for more detail.
Jai swallowed.  “What you describe…I feel that too.  I sense that energy, feel that thirst quenching deep within my veins.  But, it’s more than that.  When I siphon, I feel it in every cell of my body.  It’s tactile.  It has substance.  I can touch and hold it.”   Here goes, she thought.  “And, at the same time, I can see, not only what I’m seeing in my mind’s eye, but also what Zin can see, inside his mind.  Our minds sync.”
Sean flipped his head to look at Kevin, then at Jai, and back to Kevin, waiting for some semblance of a scientific explanation.  But Kevin was silent, his mouth flat.  Jai could see Kevin’s mind working, cranking away, thinking of all the studies he’d read.  “Nothing,” he said.  “There’s nothing in the literature about mind-synchronization.”  Kevin looked down at his open palms, as if the answer was missing there.  Sean stared at Jai, the worry in his eyes growing deeper.  Clearly, he feared Kevin would learn Jai’s secret, that she was truly the Eldest, not Zin.  But, how’s that matter now? he realized.  I need Kevin to help Jai.  I need his help.  
Jai thought so too, knew it as soon as she went blind.  Jai had the common sense to know when an expert was needed, and she certainly had no expertise in this.  Besides, Kevin had proven himself a worthy confidante.  He’d already risked his life to follow the secret lead that Dr. Jensen had left him.  If the tattooed blades ever found out, Kevin would be at the top of their list, possibly kidnapped or killed.  Yet, Kevin was determined to save Zin, no matter the consequences.  And, Jai’s sixth sense rang loud and clear: Kevin’s motive was pure intellectual curiosity, not fame or fortune.  Jai gave Sean a knowing look.  Sean understood immediately and nodded in agreement.  Here I go, she thought again and turned to face Kevin.  “And, one more thing,” Jai said.  “Zin’s not the Eldest.  I am.”  
Kevin’s hands fell as he looked up.  He stared at her, then blinked.  “Say what?”  
“It’s true,” said Jai.  “I’ve never been tested, so my blood and tissue, my birthdate, my identity, none of them are recorded in any sentient record.  But, I was born….”  Her heart skipped a beat.  “I was born in 2050.”
Kevin choked and coughed, trying to clear his throat.  “2050?”  Kevin did the math in his head.  “That’s sixteen years older than Zin!”  It was far too much for Kevin to take.  “First, your eye color shifts unlike anything I — no, the species — has ever seen.  Then, you not only siphon, but experience visions while doing it.  And, now, Zin isn’t the Eldest; you are?!”  He paused to stare at her again.  “How on earth did you go from my anonymous benefactor to this?”
Jai laughed.  “I just know I’m relieved.  I’ve finally told you.”  The tension in her body began to melt away.  Though no one understood why she was the way she was, and no one had the same sixth sense that she had, telling them, saying it out loud, mattered.  With Joy gone, it was comforting to know that others knew her, the real her.  And, it was intensely frightening.  In the last 24 hours, she’d revealed more about herself than she ever had before.  She’d even said she was telepathic, at least when she siphoned.  
She stopped short of telling them she was always telepathic, thinking, That’s enough disclosure for one day.  Besides, she thought, How would they feel?  If they knew I could read their minds, without siphoning up-close or at all?  What would they say?  Would they be angry?  Maybe, never speak to me again?  Over the years, Jai had wished, had hoped that her sixth sense might fade away.  But, it never did.  If anything, it appeared to get stronger over time.  Now, she couldn’t help but hear people’s thoughts.  The more powerful their emotion, the louder their thoughts would scream into her mind.  Would they understand that?  Jai didn’t want or mean to invade anyone’s privacy.  Jai found it uncomfortable herself.  No, I’m not ready to tell them that.  
 And, what if I told Sean, Kevin, everyone, I can project visions into other people’s minds?  Just the thought of disclosing it made her body go rigid with fear.  How could I tell them that?  Jai knew,
if the tattooed blades found out, her family would be put in harm’s way.   Seeing another person’s visions was one thing, but being able to project her visions into another person’s mind was an entirely different matter.  And, it didn’t take a scientist or a doctor to know how dangerous projecting could be.  Even Jai was afraid of its capabilities.  She trusted herself, but, what about others, individuals who might want to project on their own, maybe even weaponize it?  The only conclusion was to keep her projections a secret, for as long as possible.  The tattooed blades had already shown a deadly interest in Zin's blood, tissue, and data — just because he was supposed to be the oldest.  Jai had skills that were far more powerful than anyone could imagine.
The more Jai thought about it, the more she felt isolated and alone.  Her siphon was unique.  Like the 14th century weapon Joy had collected, Jai's siphon was itself a halberd.  A triple-threat.  She was the only sentient who could control her energy, hear others' thoughts, and see and project visions.  Yes, her siphon was a hook, a bard she could use to snag and pull any opponent to the ground.  She’d done it with Zin, had shown him the cabin he’d loved, hoping that he’d come out of hiding.  It had worked but, even there, there were unintended consequences.  She couldn’t help but wonder.  If Zin wakes up, will he hate me?  Will he know I saw him, the real him?  The Zin who doesn’t wear any armor, the Zin who was kind to me?  Jai was afraid the wolf might wake up instead.  
Jai knew, she had to be careful.  Her siphon, her sixth sense, could harm or kill another, perhaps even imprison someone in his or her own mind.  Deep down, Jai worried, Did I do that to Zin?    
“Earth to Jai,” Sean said, interrupting her ruminations.  He looked at her, concerned.  “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“Yes, yes.  I’m fine,” she said.  She unfurrowed her brow and held his gaze, hoping that’d convince him.
“Then, tell us what you meant,” he repeated.  “You said, Zin's doing something to himself?”    
Kevin, who was lost in his own thoughts, straightened up.  “Yes, right.  What’s Zin doing?”
“What I meant was, I doubt he’s going to wake up anytime soon.  He’s in there,” she said, pointing to her head, “in his mind.  He’s back in his cabin, where he’s happy.  And, the happier he is in there, the less likely he is to come out.”
“Wow.  You could see, all of that?”  Kevin transferred the MRI-OIS scans to his computer cuffs and started a recording program, ready to document Jai’s every last word.
“Hold it,” Sean said, grabbing hold of Kevin’s hands.  “Make sure you turn everything over to me after we're done here.  I'll set up some more security.”  It went without saying that Kevin would keep everything privileged, but Jai welcomed the extra precaution.
Kevin nodded.  “No worries.”  Kevin didn’t care how he recorded the data; he just had to learn as much as he could.  “Just tell me.  What were the visions like?”  Jai explained how she’d tethered her energy to Zin’s, given him a steady stream of her own life force, then entered Zin’s mental cabin in the woods.  She described how his personality was altered, completely different from the man they’d met.  And, his appearance was healthy, far from the comatose man in the library next door.  
“This is astounding,”  Kevin said.  “After hundreds of years, not one scientist has ever been able to delve into what a comatose patient has thought or experienced.  Not even a sentient scientist’s been capable of that.  Yet, here you are, Jai.  Doing it yourself, without any tools.  Just simply your mind.”  Kevin threw his hands up in the air, exhilarated.   “What I would give to be you!”  Jai worried nefarious minds would think alike.  
She didn’t begrudge him.  “The method may be exciting to you, but it’s not good news for Zin.  I need to go back, try to convince him to wake up.”
Sean yelled.  “No way!”  Jai flashed a disappointed look, but Sean was just as pig-headed as before.  “Seriously?”  He looked at her, a cross between angry and in love.  “No, Jai.  Don’t do it.  Just look at what happened to your eyes, to your mind.  Your screams!  I swear you screamed for an hour before passing out.  Do you know how that felt?  To know, that neither one of us knew what to do, or how to help you?  Don’t do it again.  You’re lucky you got out once.  And, we can’t even say unscathed.”
“I’m fine, Sean.”  Jai spoke in her most reassuring voice.  
“No, Jai.  Who knows what repercussions there might be?  It’s too soon to even tell.  You may not think Zin did anything to you, but I’m not convinced.  Either way, that happened.  What’ll happen if you siphon with him again?”
Jai shook her head.  How do I tell Sean, going blind, the color-changing eyes, those might be new, but I’m no novice to mind synchronization?  Jai might’ve been new to the sentient life, but, as Joy had joked, Jai was an expert at “going mental.”  After years of mental spars, Joy had made sure of that.  But, Sean wasn’t prepared to understand.  Or listen, apparently.  His voice was unyielding.  “If Zin wants to lock himself up, then by all means, good riddance!” he screamed, and stormed out of the room.
Jai tried to remove the MRI-OIS sensors, to go after Sean, but Kevin grabbed her by the wrist.  “Wait, Jai.”  He was staring at the scan they’d just recorded.  “Look at this.  Something serious has happened to you.  Without a doubt."  He pointed to the video playing above them.  A green electric current was winding its way through Jai's brain.  Kevin pointed to the green pattern.  “See that?  Normally, sentients have a fluid energy pattern, like the green energy pattern here.  That energy pattern shifts and varies depending on if a sentient’s siphoning or not.  No two sentients have the same energy pattern; much like fingerprints, every sentient’s energy pattern is different.  But, studies show there are two constants.  First, the resting energy pattern becomes more pronounced, more vibrant, when a sentient siphons; and, second, the siphoning energy pattern quickly shifts, fades, and ultimately disappears when siphoning is done, leaving just the resting energy pattern behind.  
“But, if I'm not mistaken," Kevin said, his voice trailing off.  He zoomed into Jai’s scan, past the green pattern moving fluidly throughout her brain.  “There.”  He pointed.  Underneath the green pattern was a shadow, a black energy pattern, like a fingerprint left on the soft tissues of her brain.  “I think your siphoning pattern’s still there.”
“But, I siphoned Zin yesterday.  Shouldn't it have disappeared by now?  How's this possible?”  Jai asked.
“I don’t know.”  Kevin raised his hand to the video, selecting the black pattern closest to their field of vision.  “Isolate and enhance,” he commanded. The computer cuffs opened a new video frame.  There it was, a three-dimensional image of Jai’s black siphoning pattern, zoomed-in before their eyes.  Kevin examined it carefully.  “This isn’t like any sentient’s, not like any I’ve ever seen.  Your siphoning pattern, it is still there.  And, look.”  He zoomed in further.  “It’s not just black after all, Jai.”  Up close, the black was an amalgamation of every color imaginable, like her color-shifting eyes.  “Plus, look at the overall image,” he said, zooming out.  He turned to face her, his eyes wide.  “Your siphoning pattern has a defined shape.  It’s a Mandelbrot."  
❖
Kevin brought Sean back, to show him what they’d seen on the MRI-OIS: proof that Jai was unique, even among sentients.  She had hoped Kevin might calm Sean down, force him to see that Zin couldn’t be responsible for whatever was happening to her, that there was a physiological reason for her condition.  But, Sean refused to budge.  
Jai walked barefoot to the beach, prepared to give Sean the cold shoulder for the rest of the day.  She was angry, upset by his behavior.  No matter what, he didn’t want her to siphon with Zin again.  She looked at the water, the sun’s rays hitting the waves as it began to set.  
“Jai.”  Sean’s voice startled her.  She continued walking, not saying a thing.  “Please,” he said, running up to her.  He grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her back into his embrace.  “I’m sorry,” he said, nuzzling her neck.  She closed her eyes, trying not to give in to the scent of musk and sandalwood emanating off of his skin.  They stood, breathing in tandem.  “I’m sorry for what I said, about Zin.  I’m sorry, I am.  For everything.”  She knew what he meant.  Sean understood how the MRI-OIS scan would make Jai feel: different and utterly alone.  “I just,” Sean tried to say, “I just can’t stand the thought of losing you.”
“You’re not losing me, Sean.  It was just an episode, a migraine.”  Jai wanted to hope so, anyway.  She told herself, It’s just one scan.  She wanted to minimize it.  She didn’t want to believe she was so different from other sentients.  She didn’t want to lose what it felt like, to belong.
But, Sean spoke the truth.  “No, it wasn’t just a migraine, Jai.  You heard Kevin.  Even the worst of migraines wouldn’t make your eyes change color.  And, Kevin said the scan is clear.  Your siphoning pattern’s the first of its kind.  It hasn’t faded away.  It’s still there, a day after you siphoned.  It’s multi-colored.  And, it has a crazy, defined shape.  Everything that’s happening to you…it has to be because of the way you siphoned…because you synchronized your mind…mind-melded…whatever you call it, with Zin.”
Jai turned to face him, her long brown hair blowing in the wind.  She swat it away with her hand.  She had to admit, Sean had a point.  Color-shifting eyes, piercing pain, blacking out, and, yes, the strange Mandelbrot shape.  Those were all new.  But, at least one thing wasn't novel.  “Mind-synchronization’s not new to me,” Jai said.  “Joy trained me.”
“She did?”  Sean looked at her, surprised.  
“Yes, for years before she died.”  
“And, the eyes?  Has this ever happened to your eyes?”
“No.  That’s a first.  And, I won’t lie.  That pain was fierce, unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before.”
“That’s exactly why I don’t want you to siphon with Zin again.”
Jai shook her head.  “Sean, I understand where you’re coming from, I do.  I’m also afraid I might have another ‘migraine,’ for lack of a better word.  But, being afraid’s not a valid reason to do nothing.”
“Well, why don’t you let me help, then?  You haven’t given me a chance yet.  Just rest, like Kevin recommends.  We can see if you have another migraine; hopefully, you won’t.  In the meantime, I can give Zin my blood.  Maybe that will be enough to keep him stabilized, maybe even wake him.  There’s just no need for you to siphon with him now, to jump right back in.  Please, don’t do it.  For me.”  Jai looked down, feeling the sand between her toes, thinking.  Sean touched her chin, raising it upward.  Their eyes met.  “Please.”
“Okay,” Jai said.  She, too, was afraid.  She didn’t know what might happen if she mind-synced with Zin again.  “But, if things change and his condition worsens, then I’m stepping in.”  No matter the consequences, she couldn’t sit back and let him die.  
“Understood.”  Sean said.  He caressed her cheek and smiled.
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The following weeks were a blur.  Jai flew out of town for a two-week business trip with Caleb, then returned, eager to host the baby shower.  She and Avena had decided to hold the party in the garden at the Long Island beach house.  But, there was only one more week to go, and Diana’s parents had not responded to the invitation.  Tonight was Jai's first night back, and she went straight to Avena's dressing room downtown, at the ABT.  
“Should I call them again?”  Avena asked, the soft tendrils of her auburn hair falling onto her delicate face.  “I called them before rehearsal yesterday, and the week before.”
“No, let’s give it a few more days, then I can try again,” Jai said.  She leaned against the table, beside Avena's dressing room mirror.  Jai was beginning to lose hope.  Each time she called Diana’s parents, the phone rang unanswered.  Mach said the thought of trying to celebrate without Diana’s parents was crushing.  Jai could only imagine how Diana felt.  
“Ugh!” Avena cried.  “How can they be so callous!” She looked in the mirror, applying a perfect swipe of lipstick to her lips.  
“I know.”  Jai had a hard time wrapping her head around it.  “I wish they could just be happy for their daughter.  Mach’s the same man they fell in love with originally.  His parents are wonderful too.  Why should that change now?”
“They’re bigots,” Avena said.  As graceful and elegant as she was on pointe, Avena was unapologetically on point about most things.  Jai smiled, watching Avena fashion her hair into a perfect bun.  
“Well, the best we can do is try again,” Jai said.  “I just don’t want to be on pins and needles about this.  I’d rather we have some time to prepare Diana for their absence.  They need to RSVP.”
Avena laughed, wriggling her way into her costume.  “Apparently, they can’t be bothered.”  Avena's patience with them was long gone.  
“Well, enough of their nonsense,” Jai said, as she helped to zip Avena in.  “You make a beautiful Odette,” Jai said, smiling again.  “Sure is fun to watch you as Odile, though.”  
“Thanks.  I still haven’t decided which swan’s dance I enjoy performing more.”  Jai watched Avena walk backstage, then took her seat in the box.  No matter how many times Jai had seen Swan Lake, she couldn’t help but get lost in it.  The steps remained the same, but each ballerina brought her own magic and imagination to the story.  It was in the way they moved.  Their arms and legs became extensions of their psyche.  No words were necessary.  The dramatic expressions on their faces said everything.   Jai loved the moment, just before the show began, when the hairs on her neck stood on end, waiting in anticipation for the journey to begin.  The spotlight hit Avena, and Jai watched, mesmerized.   
Avena had a thin, but muscular, body.  Due in large part to her, the days of emaciated dancers were long gone from the ballerina world.  Avena wasn’t going to lose her period the way most dancers had long accepted.  No, she fought to maintain a healthy weight, and she proved the performance would not suffer.  In fact, the public came to watch in droves.  Sales spiked, and the public psyche appeared to breath a sigh of relief.  It wasn’t the rage to be rail thin anymore.  Curves were more beautiful, natural and strong.  And, it had a ripple effect.  None closer than Diana, who had always hired only healthy models.   Diana had never been a size-zero fan, but she became increasingly vocal about it.  She encouraged other designers to do it too; no more waifs for the runway.  Jai admired both of them.  Her sisters had changed people’s perceptions.  They protected what mattered to them.  They didn’t give up the fight.  And, neither would Jai.  
As Avena performed the two swans of Swan Lake, Jai watched Avena become two, just as Jai had become.  I’m the Jai my family knows, and I’m the Jai no one may ever know.  Except, my dance may never end.  Jai wondered how long she could keep her secrets, especially when it came to projection.  Will I ever stop hiding?  Be known, by anyone, completely?  Simply caring if someone knew her secrets was a strange, alien feeling.  She had never cared before.  But, things were different now.  She had Sean; a family who loved and cared about her; now, add Kevin and Zin.  Kevin, who had vowed to give Jai answers, scientific explanations for why she was the way she was.  And, Zin, who was, deep down, far more sensitive than he had ever let on.  Since she’d mind-synced and siphoned with him, she had pictured him many times, being kind to her in his mental cabin.  She often wondered, Could it be that Zin feels more deeply than most?  Perhaps that was why he railed so hard against the world.  Jai understood that.  She had lived that life for decades.  It was far easier to distance oneself, than to let others in.   
But, so much had changed since Jai had promised her mother she’d try.  She wasn’t trying anymore.  She was doing it.  Jai was letting people in, feeling so deeply that she knew the best path to take.  She knew it deep within her soul.  For them, for my family, I am willing to hide these skills, no matter how painful hiding might be.  It left her feeling isolated and depressed.
But, by the time Jai drove home to the beach house, she knew she was willing to suffer in silence.  I won’t let my family become a target.  If anyone’s going to be in danger, it’ll be me.  She soaked in the bath, and looked out the bay windows.  The sun had already faded to night, been reborn, and was cresting in the sky.  She put on a light knit sweater dress, and admired its soft teal color.  A quick look in the mirror and she made her way downstairs, to the kitchen.  Kevin walked in from the study.  
Jai waved hello and said, “I got your RSVP.  Thanks for joining us.”  She was happy to invite him.  He'd only met the rest of her family once before, and something told her he’d be right at home with them.  
“Of course.  Thanks for inviting me.  I look forward to it.”  
She smiled, then noticed his disheveled clothes.  “I'm also glad you're going to take a day off.  Do you ever sleep?”  Jai asked.  Kevin looked tired.  Since the night he’d run out to the pool, still wearing his pajamas and screaming for Jai’s help, she hadn’t seen him wear any bedtime attire.  He always seemed to be in the study, performing some test or reading a research paper.  He was sentient, but Jai couldn’t imagine anyone surviving off of such little sleep.  Now, he stood, the tag still showing on his inside-out shirt.  
“Sleep?” he repeated and laughed.  “I haven't had the time, or the option, to sleep,” he said.  “Your guy’s been keeping me up 24/7.”  
“What?”  
“While you've been away on business, Sean’s been donating his blood around the clock.”
“What?!”  Jai understood Sean would be donating his blood, but not non-stop.  
Kevin chuckled.  “You know, you’re beginning to sound like a broken record.  What, what, what,” he joked, imitating her.
“Sorry.  Avena and I have been busy planning Diana’s baby shower, and I’ve been juggling that with my work.  I just flew back and finally took a night off, to watch Avena perform.”  
“Well, I’m glad to hear you’re taking my advice.  It’s important you take some time to recuperate.  Even one night off can make a difference.  You know, we’ve been lucky.  You haven’t had any new ‘migraines’ and your eyes seem to be back to normal.  Since we've taken more MRI-OIS scans, the Mandelbrot siphoning pattern's still there, but it's a trace, like a fingerprint; it hasn't worsened.  That could be due to lower stress levels.”  Jai wasn’t sure if that was the best explanation, though.  The more time that had passed, the more worried she was about Diana’s parents and the impact their absence would have on her.   
“I can’t say the same for Sean, though,” Kevin said.  “If anything, his stress levels have spiked.  The longer Zin’s stayed in a coma, the more upset Sean’s become.  He’s passed out right now.  I keep telling him he’s too weak to donate more blood, but the guy’s on a serious mission to wake Zin up.”  Kevin eyed Jai, trying to see if maybe she would shed some light on Sean’s sudden interest in the couch-ridden beast.
Jai shook her head.  “Sean’s trying to keep me from siphoning with Zin.”
“Ohhh.”  Kevin’s mouth fell open.  “Now, things make sense.  Those two were hardly buddy-buddy before this started, so I figured you must have factored in somehow.  Please, try to talk some sense into Sean?  He’s not doing so well himself.”
“He’s not?”  Jai had never seen Sean in less-than-stellar form.  It made her anxious to see him.  “Where is he?”
“Follow me.”  Kevin led Jai to the third-floor sunroom, where Sean was asleep on a chaise.  “He passed out here, around 3 a.m.  Try not to wake him.  Let him sleep.  It’s been ten days since he’s slept.”
We’re apart for only a few weeks, and this happens.  Jai watched Sean’s chest heave, his breathing heavy.  “He’s fine, otherwise?  He just needs to sleep?”
“Yeah,” Kevin said.  “I siphoned my energy for him.”  Jai looked at Kevin disapprovingly.  “I know,” Kevin said, his hands raised.  He looked at Jai like a child who ought to know better.  He didn’t make Jai state the obvious.  “You can’t give what you don’t have, blah, blah, blah.  The guy needed the energy, okay?”
Jai wasn’t having it.  “Well, you know what?”  She looked at the haggard expression on Kevin’s face.  “I’m cutting him, and you, off.  No more transfusions, of any kind, for either one of you.  Just sleep and rest for you both.”
“Yes, Doctor Dean,” Kevin said, nodding obediently.  “On that note, I think I’m gonna do like Sean and take a siesta.”  
“That’s a good patient.  Retire to your room,” Jai said, and waved Kevin away.  Jai kneeled, resting her knees on the Persian carpet on the floor.  She gazed at Sean, his hands crossed against his abs.  The sun was streaming through the window, forming shadows along his chiseled face.  Lightly, she stroked his chestnut hair.  She pictured him, donating his blood to the point of exhaustion, a state she’d never seen Sean reach.  A pang stabbed her in the chest.  “I’m afraid of losing you,” he had said, that day on the beach.   She worried, as she watched him sound asleep.  What are my secrets costing you?  she wondered.  She thought back, to the many calls they’d had while they were apart.  All those conversations, and he hadn’t said a single word.  He’d never mentioned this marathon of blood donations.  Her eyes fell to his mouth.  What else aren’t you telling me?  
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Sean began to stir awake.  Jai looked at him, his head in her lap.  
“Good morning, sunshine,” he said, smiling up at her.  
She blew him a kiss.  “Good morning, sleepy head.  I’m glad you finally got some sleep.”
Sean winced.  “Kevin spilled the beans, huh?”  
“Can you blame him?  Four days without sleeping?  I know what you’re trying to do, but it’s not going to work.”
Sean looked resigned.  “I know.  Kevin said I’ve donated all the blood I can.  Zin can’t even take anymore transfusions, so Kevin’s storing my blood now.  But, the blood’s not enough.  Zin just won’t wake up.”  Jai could hear the bitterness in Sean’s voice.  It was rough, not smooth like usual.  He sat up and turned to face her.  “I had to try.”  
Jai nodded, hoping that he’d stop.  “I know you want to take care of me.  Let me take care of you, too,” she said, and ran her hands down the length of his arms.  She pulled him closer, until her forehead touched his lightly.  Closing her eyes, she siphoned, letting her energy go gently into him, her mind syncing instantly with his.  Though he didn’t realize it, her second sight had taken hold, her mind’s eye sensing how hard he had tried, how much he had strained, to donate his blood, to “save” her.  Though Sean’s body was weak, he was sincere.  She felt it deep in her bones.  The more she tethered her energy to his, releasing it into him, the more powerful the connection and the visions became, until, suddenly, a burst of golden energy flashed into her eyes, rocking her body.  As if in a dream, she felt herself lose her bearings, like she was falling asleep, barely aware of where she was, sitting there, on the chaise with him.  The sensations became overpoweringly vivid.  They became tactile ropes she was holding in her hands; her body moved, as if swinging from a cliff.  She jolted awake, like a hypnic jerk.   
Startled, Sean threw his eyes open and instinctively grabbed a hold of Jai.  “What was that?” he asked urgently, and scanned her face.  “Holy shit, your eyes!”
“My eyes?”
“They’re glowing, yellow tiger-eyes!”
“They are?”  Jai wondered if they were the same golden color as she’d just seen.  
Sean rushed out of the room.  “I’ll get Kevin.” 
Jai ran to the bathroom and flipped on the light.  She leaned, hips against the sink, and stared at her eyes, two amber orbs staring back at her.  They glowed and sparkled, iridescent as she moved her eyes back and forth.
“Jai!”  Kevin called out.  
She walked out to the main room.  “I’m here!” 
Kevin waved her over to the windows.  She met him there.  “Stand,” he said, and positioned her in the sunlight.  Touching his computer cuffs, he spoke, “Link, scope 6,” and put on a monocle, an ocular microscope, to get a better look.  Monocle secured onto his left eye, he let the leather strap fall past his wavy brown hair, to the shorter hair, cropped close against his scalp.  Jai looked at his hairstyle, a disconnected undercut, and noticed for the first time the blonde highlights in his hair.  Each strand seemed more refined somehow, as if her vision had been enhanced.  She watched each strand move as Kevin moved, the subtle colors of brown and blonde glistening in the sun.  Jai found herself mesmerized, as if she were seeing the world for the first time, but Kevin’s mind was elsewhere.  “Record,” he commanded.  His cuffs flashed.  “Jai, look slowly, back and forth, up and down.”  She looked out the window, at the trees far in the distance.  Suddenly, her eyes adjusted and she could see, far across the Long Island Sound. She scanned the tree tops miles away, watching the branches sway subtly in the breeze.  Bright yellow warblers perched, their olive backs and blue-grey wings rustling as they hopped along the branches.  One of the birds stopped to preen itself, fanning its wings and adjusting its feathers with its beak.  Easily, Jai focused her eyes, zooming in closer, examining each feather, from the tip of each vane down to each downy barb. 
“Amazing.”  Kevin adjusted the monocle as he leaned in close.  “Look at me, head on.”  Jai looked straight into his right eye, and realized its blue-gray color was more gray than blue.  Then, she looked to his left, where the computerized monocle was fixed.  She watched the internal lenses shift the closer that he moved.   “Absolutely gorgeous,” he said, watching her pupils contract and dilate.  “Any pain when this happened?”
“No, none at all,” Jai said.  
“And now?”
“None.”  
Sean hovered, eager to see Kevin’s view.  “We were siphoning when it happened.”
“I see.  Just as before.  Siphoning’s definitely a cause.  Anything different this time?”
Jai laughed.  “No.  Like last time, there was no effort on my part.  I just felt myself mind-sync like usual.  My energy flowed into Sean, his into me.  Then, a sudden flash, like gold flooding through my body.  Soon, that was all I could see.  At the end, there was something like vertigo.  Then, I jerked back to reality.”
“Well, if you thought that was shocking,” said Sean, “just imagine opening your eyes and a tiger’s staring at you.”  Jai laughed, circling her eyes around the room.
“Interesting,” Kevin whispered.  “And, now, what sensations do you feel?  Anything out of the ordinary?”
“Well, last time my eyes shifted, I saw trails of color.  Yellow on Sean; blue on you.  There aren’t any trails this time, but my vision’s clearer, definitely more focused, enhanced.”
“No rapid color-changing either.  Just this rich, sunny hue.”  Kevin took a step back, then pulled the monocle off his head.  The top of his hair fell in waves, past his undercut, and masked his left eye.  He shook his head to the left, sending his hair flying back.  With the monocle down, he raised his arms up.  “Cuff, display,” he commanded, and the video hovered in hi-res 3D above them.  He expanded the view and played the recording.  “Check this out!” he said, excitedly.
Sean’s jaw dropped.  Jai’s eyes appeared to be golden, but, magnified, they were more like the sun, like a mass of incandescent gas, shifting subtly between yellow, amber, orange, red, or white, depending on the position of her pupils.  Jai found it hard to believe.  “Those are my…that’s what’s in my eyes?”  
“Yes, those are your eyes.”  Kevin laughed and cupped his hand thoughtfully over his mouth.  “I can only imagine what the other colors look like, up close.”  
“How long do you think this will last?” Sean asked.  “Should we be concerned?”
“I don’t know,” Kevin admitted.  “Who’s to say how long it will go on.  Maybe it’ll shift back to brown in a day, maybe even a few hours?  We’ll have to wait and see.  Let me hook up the MRI-OIS.”
As Kevin placed the sensors on Jai’s head, she proposed, “Let me try?  Maybe I can shift the color on my own.” Kevin shook his head, encouraging her.  She closed her eyes, centered herself with a calm breath, and exhaled.  Moments later, she opened her eyes.  “Well?  Did it work?”  Kevin and Sean laughed, then nodded enthusiastically.
“It did!”  Sean gave her a hug.  “You’re back to yourself!” 
Jai laughed.  “My so-called normal self.”
“Now, that’s interesting!” Kevin shouted, pointing to the scan.  “Your resting energy pattern’s gold this time, not green.  And, look, underneath it!  The Mandelbrot siphoning pattern…it’s still there!”
“It’s bigger this time,” Sean said.  
“And, it’s spiraling,” said Kevin.  “This siphoning pattern isn’t just a fingerprint left behind.  It looks like a color-shifting ‘black hole’ of sorts, capturing all the energy, all the colors, in the soft tissue of Jai’s brain.”  
Sean looked at Jai.  “And, you’re sure, there was no pain, no loss of consciousness this time?” 
Jai shook her head no, relieved.
“This is promising, guys” Kevin said.  
“It is?” Sean wasn’t convinced.  To him, it sounded like something sinister was growing in her body.  
Kevin was far more optimistic.  “Yes, Sean.  For Jai to have these abilities, without the pain…that’s the best we can hope for.”  He grabbed Jai by the shoulders.  “Rest for now.  Later, we can test your eyes again.  Maybe we can capture all the other eye-shifts, conduct some more scans with the MRI-OIS.  Just imagine — ”
The Home system rang, cutting Kevin off.  “Mail delivery,” it announced.  Jai rushed downstairs to find a single envelope waiting for her.  Tiffany blue.  Her own handwriting in the return address.  Kurt and Charlene Von Brandt.  Jai read the names aloud, and ripped the envelope open.  Just a day short of the baby shower, and Diana’s parents had finally delivered their answer.  And, not in one piece, but two.  The invitation was torn in half.  
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“It’s time to celebrate!” Sean yelled.  
Avena and Borda walked straight to the poolside table, eager to examine the cake.  “So, here it is, the mystery cake!”  Avena squealed.  Sean had decorated the cake with alternating tiers of blue and pink crystalized flowers.  Borda picked up a serving knife and held it dangerously close to the icing.  
“Drop it!”  Jai screamed, running in from afar.  “Don’t even think about it,” she said, and pulled Borda back by his ear.  He dropped the knife and held his hands up in the air, a mischievous look still on his face.  
“No matter.  On to method #2,” Borda said, his voice trailing away as he ran.  Borda cornered Kevin, who’d tested the fetal DNA circulating in Diana’s blood to determine the baby’s sex and species.  That was the extent of Kevin’s involvement, but it was enough to garner Borda’s attention.  “Is it a boy or a girl, Doc?  And, is the baby sentient, like meeee?” he asked, puffing out his chest.
Kevin pointed at Jai, then pretended to slice his throat with a finger, as in, Jai will kill me if I spoil the surprise.  Kevin told Borda, “I’m not making the rounds tonight.  I’m off duty!”  
Before Borda could launch into method #3, Sean yelled, “Whoa, doggy!” and pulled Borda away by the collar of his t-shirt.  “Give the Doc some breathing room!” Sean yelled, as Borda pretended to sniff at Kevin.  Kevin laughed and steadied the glass of wine in his hand.
Jai paid them no mind and gave Diana and Mach a tour of the surrounding garden before walking them back to the table.  She pulled a seat for Diana.  “My ankles,” Diana moaned.  “No more heels for these bloated bananas,” she lamented, and gave Jai a kiss on the cheek.  “Thank you, Jai.  The decorations…the food…everything’s just gorgeous!  I love it!”
“Yes, it’s perfect!” said Mach.
“I’m so happy you like it.  Love you guys!” she said, and gave them a kiss on the cheek.  Jai sat back in her chair and suddenly felt down.  She pictured Zin alone while everyone celebrated outside.  There’s no time for that, she told herself, as she stood to greet Elizabeth and James.  They'd just arrived, along with the other guests from Mach’s side of the family, and the friends Diana had invited.  Everyone was enjoying the food and music and walking the garden.  
But, periodically, Jai glanced at Diana, unable to tune out her thoughts and feelings.  Even far away, she could hear Diana’s breaths.  They were labored, and not from the baby.  Here it is, the big day, Diana thought, and my parents aren’t here.  Jai and Avena had delivered the bad news when Diana and Mach had arrived the night before, but Jai had spared them the details.  They didn’t need to know her parents had torn the invitation in half.  It was mean-spirited.  And, Diana was the last person who deserved to be on the receiving end of that.  Diana was beautiful, more so on the inside than on the outside; and, she was a vision both before and throughout her pregnancy.  In fact, pregnancy had heightened her beauty because Jai could see, more than anyone, Diana’s strength.  She was determined to set aside her parents’ judgments and issues.  Jai smiled as she watched Diana tighten her grip on Mach’s hand.  Diana told herself, I’m not going to cry anymore.  This is my child.  She rubbed her belly.  I’m going to protect my new family and our happiness.  Her mind made up, she was smiling at her guests, as she oohed and ahhed at the thoughtful gifts they’d given.  
Sean poured everyone a flute of champagne, and Jai turned to announce that the time had come.  “Everyone, take a glass and gather round!”  They all crowded around the table and admired the beautiful pink and blue cake pedestaled before them.  Jai poured Diana another sparkling cider, and called her over.  “Now, may the guest of honor please take hold of her scepter!” Jai joked, and handed Diana the knife.  
“Why, thank you!” Diana said.  She cut the cake, exposing whole raspberries nestled between many moist layers of cake.  The tiers were colored in ombre hues: a pastel pink; subtle blush; rich ruby; bright maroon; and, finally, deep magenta.  Everyone gasped and cheered, “It’s a sentient girl!” and toasted to their happiness.
At sunset, Elizabeth and James hugged Jai goodbye, and Mach pulled Jai aside.  “Thank you so much,” he said.  “It was a beautiful day.  Just perfect.”  
“I’m so glad you enjoyed it.  I can't wait to spoil your baby girl.”  
Mach smiled.  “Neither can I.”
"Will you two be staying for dinner?”
“I wish we could, but Sean’s firing up the jet to take us and the rest of the guests back to Pennsylvania.  Given what’s happened with Diana’s parents, I think it’s best if we spend some more time with my family, try to keep her mind off of her own.  Which is why I wanted to talk to you.  I hate to ask you…I know you’ve been incredibly busy, and you just threw us this amazing party…but, would you be willing to go in my place, with Borda?"  He adjusted his glasses.  "I've been trying to find out where the Club O sentient is.  A couple of days ago, I found a potential source…someone who might know the sentient’s location.  Of course, Borda’s eager to meet the source.  He asked me to go, then postponed it for Diana’s sake, but it’s not fair to keep Borda waiting anymore.”  
“No problem.  I'll go with him.  Is the meeting already set up?”
He raised his cuffs.  “Date's in two days, May 3, noon in Central Park.  I can send you the full details as soon as we board the plane."
"And, the source?"  
"I hope he's reliable.  He's a triple-max guard and potential officer at the naval base, off the Cuban coast.”
“Guantanamo Bay?" Jai asked.  Mach nodded.   "I thought they shut the detention center down?”  
“They did," he said, "but the Club O incident stirred up the pot.  Source claims the government's about to reopen the detention center under a different name, and the sentient’s inside or will be soon.  Source claims he can sneak us in, so we're meeting with him to discuss the details.  Ideally, the source can help us talk to the sentient before security's heightened, before there’s a press conference."  Mach looked around, watching the guests board Sean's jet.  "It's been months since the incident happened.  The lack of progress has angered a lot of people." 
Jai sighed.  “Yeah.  Humans want strict measures to be taken.  And, while I can't agree with a sentient list, I can’t say I completely disagree with the humans.  This sentient ought to be punished, just the same as anyone else.  I just worry, though.  An offshore facility that's not subject to the Geneva Convention?  That's overkill.  I mean, when has the government used Guantanamo for detaining U.S. citizens?  I believe it's only happened once, and they didn't even realize the guy was a citizen when they first imprisoned him.  He was raised in Saudi Arabia.  And, when they found out he was American, they let him out…just made him renounce his American citizenship and sent him packing."  
"I know.  The idea that it'll become a prison for any citizen is frightening."
"It is.  It's essentially a hidden penal system.  Who knows what will happen to sentients in there?   It's outside the public eye.  There's no media access, less accountability.  Plus, it won't address the full scope of the problem.  It’s not like this sentient was acting alone.”  Jai looked over at Borda, dancing on the terrace with Avena.  "I guess there's only one way to find out."



Chapter 38
2121
 
Jai woke to the sound of Borda, banging on her bedroom door, followed shortly by Sean's voice.  "Give us another hour!" Sean yelled, but Borda began drumming the door.  He was singing an old classic: Rage Against the Machine’s Killing In the Name.  "Ugh!"  Sean moaned, pulling his pillow down over his head.  
"I'll go, I'll go," Jai mumbled, her eyes barely open.  It'd been a long time since she'd actually felt tired, but she'd been going non-stop.  Plus, after the baby shower, they were all up late, swimming in the rooftop pool.  Sean stayed buried under the pillow, then threw out a hand, trying to grab her, to stop Jai from getting out of bed.  He missed.  Jai looked down at herself.  Beige tank top.  A pair of Sean's boxer briefs.  I'm decent, she thought, and slid her slippers on.  She flung the door open.  Borda stood, still wearing the swim trunks he'd borrowed last night, with a boyish grin on his face.  
"Goooood morning, my lovelies!" he crooned.  His good humor was unsettling.  
"Why's that make me shiver?"  Jai asked, mockingly.  
"Ahh, you love it!" he said and launched right into her bed, landing on top of Sean.
"Get the hell off me!" Sean cried, hunkering down.  He was not going to poke his head out.
"No can do!  There's just one day to prepare!  Besides, I'm huuuunnngggryyyy," he mewed.  Sean lay like a bag of potatoes, ignoring Borda's body on top of his.  Jai turned away, about to leave Sean to fend for himself, when Borda threw the duvet over himself and Sean, thinking, I'll just gas him out.  
"Don't even!"  Jai screamed, startling Borda.  
How'd she know?  Borda wondered.  I didn’t say it out loud…did I?  
He didn't have time to figure out the answer.  Jai had picked up a pillow and thrown it, smacking his head.   "Out!  Now!" she yelled, and Borda lowered his head.  He whimpered like a puppy.  "Follow me," she ordered.  "I know how to scramble a few eggs."  Sean stuck a hand out, waving goodbye, and Jai marched Borda downstairs.  "Here, sit," she commanded, and pulled a stool out from the kitchen counter.
He took a seat, still pretending to sulk.  "That's the first time you've raised your voice at me, Jai," he said, sullenly.
Jai laughed.  "I'm sure it won't be the last."  She grabbed the eggs, milk, and manchego out of the fridge, and diced some mushrooms, onions, and tomatoes, before heating the pan.  "Make yourself useful and make us some joe."  
Borda jumped up, eager to have a friend as addicted to coffee as he was.  He didn't need to ask.  Crema was an absolute must.  He ground the beans and poured Jai a latte.  Bowing, he handed it to her, and looked up with puppy eyes.  
Jai looked at the latte, complete with a perfectly shaped heart made of white foamy milk.  "Is this supposed to be some sort of heartfelt apology?"  He stuck his tongue out and panted happily.  She laughed, and pat the spikes of blue hair on his styled head.  “Ouch!” she joked, as a spike pricked her palm.  She took a sip.  “Mad skills,” she praised.  The latte was delicious.  “But, Borda, 5 a.m.?  This is the earliest I've ever seen you get up."  For Borda, it was 10 a.m. at best, and that was on a riding day.
He reached for his own latte and sat back down.  "We're finally going after them."  Those murdering pricks, he thought, as he took a drink.    
"What's the deal, anyway, with that source?”  Jai asked, “Do you know how Mach found him?"  
“He’s originally from Annapolis,” Borda said.  “From Mach’s days at the Naval Academy.  Mach was two years ahead of him, so he doesn't even remember the guy.  The guy recognized Mach from the news.  Mach gave an interview about one of his missions with Sean's company."
"I didn't realize Mach worked for the Division."  Jai whisked the eggs lightly and poured them into the pan.  
"Well, technically, he doesn't.  He has his own company, a non-profit that organizes communities for volunteer missions, both in the U.S. and abroad.  Sean reached out to him in the early days, when the Division was setting up its humanitarian branch.  Sean wants him to run the branch, but Mach prefers consulting."  
Jai turned back to the stove, her anger flaring.  And the Von Brandts question the kind of person Mach is, the kind of parents Mach has?  Now, that’s the blinding power of hate.  She took another sip of latte, cleansing her palate of the bad taste the Von Brandts had left in her mouth.  The soft eggs were beginning to settle as she dropped the veggies and shredded cheese into the pan.  “Mach’s not sure if we can trust the source,” Jai said, and began folding the omelette.        
"Yeah.  I don't know.  I guess we'll have to see."
"Well, Sean's agreed to drive us there, listen in, and cover us from afar.  We can finalize the plan when he comes down."  She plated the omelette and began handing it to Borda.  “We’re meeting the source at noon," she said and pulled the plate back.  "7 a.m. is plenty early."  
"Yes, yes, I promise not to bother you until at least 7 a.m. next time,” he said, and she relinquished the plate.  "Mmm," he growled, sniffing the omelette.  In just a few moments, the plate was clean, and he was leaning back in his chair, rubbing his flat-as-a-board belly.  Jai had seen him eat an entire buffet at dinner without his belly changing so much as a millimeter.  
"So, tell me," he leaned back in.  "What's the deal with the Viking in a coma?"
Jai nearly choked, surprised that Zin hadn't crossed her mind that morning.  Ever since she’d met Zin, he had been on her mind.  Even yesterday, she’d thought of him mid-baby bash, but Kevin had reminded her.  "Try to relax.  Enjoy yourself.  Zin's stable," he’d said.  Still, Jai had forgotten to tell Borda about Zin.  She admonished herself, especially when disastrous consequences were possible; Borda loved to roam and was generally wary of any and all interlopers.  Apparently, Borda had stumbled upon Zin at who knows what hour.  
"Riiiight," Jai said, swallowing a final bite of egg and mushroom.  “The Viking in a coma…that’s Zin."  She hadn't thought much about revealing his true identity as Patient X.  But, Sean and Kevin had weighed the pros and cons ad nauseam.  To them, Zin was safer the more people there were to protect him, and Borda and the rest of the family were the best guards anyone could ask for.  Still, Jai knew she'd be in hot water if Zin woke up and had returned to his loathsome self.  Please, forgive me! she thought, and bit the bullet.  "That Zin…he's…he's actually…."
"Patient X," Kevin said, nonchalantly, as he walked into the kitchen.  Kevin was already on his second cup of coffee and coming back for more.  For once, Borda sat in silence.  "Yup,” Kevin said.  He let his lips pucker on the p, as if that let the news sink in.  
"But…how?"  I probably shouldn't have messed with him, Borda thought.  Immediately, Jai’s mind flooded with visions of Borda lifting and dropping Zin's arms.  Again and again, they fell flat onto his body.  Jai shook her head and took another swig of coffee.  
"It's a long story," Kevin finally said.
"I'll give you the recap later,” Jai promised Borda.  Kevin raised his coffee cup, appreciating that Jai had spared him from summarizing the Patient X story.  He’d just summarized everything for Sean, after all.  "But, for now," Jai said, "if you'll excuse me, I'm going to go back to bed."  
"Agh!" Borda cried.  "Tell me now, please?  Jai?  Please!"  
Jai walked up the stairs and threw Borda a wink, as Kevin ran back to what he was doing.  
❖
On the way to meet the source in Central Park, Jai told Borda what had happened with Zin and herself.  As before, she only kept two things to herself: her ability to project visions, and the telepathic power she had even when she wasn’t siphoning.  Borda listened with rapt attention.  He especially enjoyed it when Jai said she’d told Sean and Kevin that she was the Eldest.  "Ha!" he scoffed, laughing.  "I told Joy you could be the Eldest soon after I met her!  I didn't buy it when Joy said she had you at 60."  
So that's what Mom meant when she called Borda cheeky.  Jai smiled.  "You are known for your tact,” Jai said sarcastically.
He smirked.  “Joy never did confirm or deny it, though.  She just smiled and stared at me."  Jai laughed.  As in-your-face as Borda was, he had a thing with people smiling at him for prolonged periods of time; it made him extremely uncomfortable.  He'd fidget in place before looking away.  Joy must have picked up on it, and deflected him that way.  
"Guys!"  Sean called from the driver's seat.  "Link your ghost devices."  Jai pulled hers out, going through the motions even though her mind was already equipped with a built-in surveillance system.  An extra piece of equipment won’t hurt, she reasoned.  Besides, she needed to keep up appearances if she was going to keep her telepathy a secret.  She peeled off the adhesive backing and positioned the electrical circuit inside the top of her sports bra, against her right breast.  Slowly, the fixative seeped in, affixing itself to her body, and a thin, digital overlay quickly matched the shade of her surrounding skin.  The entire device was invisible.  
Borda held a ghost in the palm of his hand.  "Can you believe people used to wear so many wires underneath their clothes, and listening devices that anyone could see?"  He laughed and raised his t-shirt, slapping the ghost against his left pec.  "Just a simple pat down and you'd be discovered."  
“Yeah, if your profuse sweating didn't expose you already," Jai said.  "So glad those days are over."  Delicately, she applied the listening device, a small black dot attached to the small bit of skin, the tragus, near the opening of her ear canal.  To the naked eye, it looked like a tiny mole.  It linked flawlessly with the ghost on her body.
"Okay.  We're here."  Sean stopped the car at 57th St. and 6th Ave., near the Central Park South entrance, and let them out.  He put the car in park and linked his ghost to theirs.  "Check 1, 2."  
"Check," Borda echoed.
"Ditto," said Jai as she stepped out of the car.  "We've got a half hour.  Let us know when you're there?"
"Yup, will do," said Sean, and he left to find a parking space.  
Jai stood on the sidewalk, adjusting the straps on her racerback bra, and began jogging to the entrance, Borda beside her.  She ran straight, beelining it to the coordinates listed in Mach's notes.  Borda ran, literally, in circles around her.  "You trying to make me sick?"  Jai looked at him, amused.  
"Just slowing myself down, trying keep pace with you.  You and your short legs."
Jai laughed.  "Yeah, 5 ft. 7.  I'm so short."  
“I’m 6 ft. 5.  My neck hurts just craning down to look at you," he said.  She stuck her tongue out at him.  They arrived at the location, back a ways from the Pulitzer Fountain, people walking here and there.  They walked to the nearest park bench and awaited Sean's arrival.  Jai leaned against the bench, stretching her calves, as Borda ran in place, punching an imaginary opponent.  
Moments later, Sean said, “I’m here.”  Jai twisted, stretching to the left and right, and saw Sean jog into view.  A man in sunglasses, 5’10”, jogged past him.  “My left,” Sean whispered.  
Borda and Jai watched as the man gave them a quick nod and continued running.   They took a few more moments to stretch and jogged behind, following the man up Park Drive through the Mall.  They ran under a row of elms, arched in a canopy above them, until he stopped at a bench.  Sean continued running until he was out of sight.  He stopped to listen behind an elm.
The man lifted his glasses, exposing light blue eyes, a shocking complement to his dark brown skin.  He was more stunning than his picture.  “I’m Adric Thompson.”  Jai and Borda introduced themselves.  “And Mach?” Adric asked.  
“Just us two,” Jai said.  She sensed Adric tense, as he scanned the Mall around them.  
No other choice, he thought, and launched into it.  “Well, I trust Mach, and he vouched for you.  We have a small window here.  I’ve only got one day left to decide if I’m in or I’m out.  The sentient’s being transferred to Guantanamo.”  He stopped short.  “I mean, not Guantanamo, per se.  Gitmo’s being reopened under a different name.  It’s being revamped, switched to a new high-security prison for sentients only.  Right now, security remains lax, but they’re installing new measures every day.  I just began the recruitment process.  I’m a transplant, from ADX Florence, in Colorado.”
“The Alcatraz of the Rockies?” Jai asked.
“Kaczynski, McVeigh…"  Borda rattled off the names. 
“The very same,” he said, nodding.  
“So what’s the new palace called?” asked Borda.
He shrugged his shoulders.  “I don’t know.  I just know the Justice Department’s recruiting from the military, as well as guards from all the supermax prisons.  I received special consideration with my experience in the National Guard and prior schooling at the Naval Academy.  The latter’s how I know Mach.  Well, I didn’t really know him, know him, when we were at the Academy, but I knew of him.  He was two years ahead of me, top of his class.  I recognized him from an interview, for his work with the Division.  I figured, if anyone has the connections to get to the bottom of this, he does.”
“What’s your stake in it?  Aren’t you biting the hand that feeds you?”  Borda asked.
He shook his head, his eyes still darting around them.  “This isn’t your standard recruitment.  They’re forcing all the recruits to submit blood samples, to see if we’re sentient or not.  I’ve never been tested.”  Jai’s mind flooded with visions of a car accident, scrapped metal, and an X-ray of a femur, broken clean across his right thigh.  Reset, it’d healed in one day.  Jai understood before he said it: “I don’t need to be tested.  I know I’m sentient.”
“So you’ve got the experience and the pedigree.  You’re a shoe in,” Borda stated the obvious.
“Yes, but I don’t know if I want to be.  Listen, they may want sentient guards in there; and, I’ve guarded, even subdued, some of the most notorious, dangerous criminals this nation’s ever seen.  But, this isn’t just a triple max facility.  We’re not even talking Camp X-Ray or Delta, here.  It’s not like any of the prior Camps."  
“Could it really be worse, though?"  Jai was skeptical.  "At Gitmo, they didn’t even call the inmates 'prisoners.'  They called them ‘detainees,’ with no charge, no trial.  The world’s come a long way.  Remember the uproar, the international backlash, the first time around?  It took decades, but the government closed Gitmo eventually.  Would they really backpedal, re-invite that level of worldwide scrutiny, especially when U.S. citizens are involved?”
“I don't know.  In this case, the citizen's sentient, so it's an entirely novel enterprise.  Of course, it will take a lot to contain some sentients.  I’m comfortable with taking extra measures.  If I weren’t okay with punishing criminals, I wouldn’t be working in this business.  But, I’ve toured the Camp.  Even unfinished, I can tell this isn’t like any facility I’m used to.  It’s not even like the Guantanamo that's been photographed in days past.  There are no open yards; no separate solitary wing; just row after row of solitary confinement.  No windows, nothing.  I didn’t see any communal showers or lavatories.  No double rooms or beds.  They’re fortifying the walls, too.  Some type of strange material, not like any concrete or metal I’ve seen before.”  
Jai searched Adric’s mind for any memory, any vision of what he’d seen during the tour.  The new structure was like a maze, row after row of solitary rooms, just like Adric had described, with no sound or other marker to indicate which rooms were occupied or not. 
Borda got to the point.  “But, it’s the torture that really bothers you.”
The prospect bothered Jai too.  “Gitmo has drawn the ire of many a justice campaign.”  
Adric listed the accusations.  “Sensory and sleep deprivation…those have been around ever since solitary confinement came along.  But, we’re also talking water-boarding; stripping them naked; using guard dogs to scare, maybe even bite them; subjecting them to extreme temperatures; mock executions; severe stress and humiliation; physical, even sexual, assault.”  Adric’s eyes hardened.  “Of course, I didn’t witness anything like that during the tour, but I did see gags; black-out goggles; noise-canceling ear muffs; mittens and masks to cut off touch and smell; a vast array of shackles.”
“That’s a lot of inventory for one sentient,” Borda said sarcastically.
Adric agreed.  “This isn't a party for one.  They’re hiring a lot of personnel to guard and run the facility.  They may be reopening it, christening it with a new name; but, if it’s anything like its predecessor, they’re going to cross a line I’m not willing to cross.”  He looked down.  “Even the medical equipment, the sheer scale of it, doesn’t strike me as normal.”  
“Normal?”  Borda laughed.  “It won’t be.  Testing’s going to be ‘rinse, lather, repeat,’ with every poor son of a bitch who enters those gates.  This sentient, this Club O culprit, is just the first guinea pig.  They’re gonna test him until he breathes his last breath.”
Jai said, “And, who knows how long that would take?”  The question hung, unanswered in the thick, hot air.  They all knew the answer was in decades, maybe well over a hundred, if not hundreds, of years.  But, the true amount of time hardly mattered.  Time would stand still for that sentient.  Each second of torture would feel like an eternity, especially if he was sensory-deprived.  She felt her body tense; all of theirs did.  
Adric shook his head forcefully.  “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if someone turned out to be innocent.”
Jai understood.  “It wouldn’t be the first time a prisoner was exonerated in our criminal system.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time torture led to a false confession, either,” Adric said.
“You sure you want to dive into this, then?”  Borda asked.  He wanted more than anything to get in there, to question the sentient and find out who directed the Club O video.  But, Borda was prepared to risk everything, even his life.  I'm going to stop the murderers, the deplorables who killed my parents, he thought.  No matter the cost.  
 
But, Adric had much to live for.  In Jai’s mind, she could see through Adric’s eyes: a young girl; a wife, herself a prison guard; and, a lovely home.  Sunday dinners with two older brothers, nieces, nephews, and parents old with age.  Adric had many reasons to think twice.  
“There may be no going back,” Borda warned.  
“I know.”  Adric looked up at the bright blue sky filled with white, cumulous clouds.  “But, I also vowed to serve my country.  I love America.  So, even if I have to oppose what the government’s going to do, I’ll take the risk.  I'll go undercover, if it’s right for all of us…for humans, sentients, all the world.”  
He took a deep breath and looked them square in the eyes.  “We’d have but one shot.  They'll call me with the test results.  They'll tell me I'm sentient positive, and offer me the job.  If I accept, they'll call me to guard the sentient's transfer, tell me the details for pickup and drop off.  We’ll have just one day.”
“One day.”  Borda considered it carefully.  One day and this man’s entire life could change.  
Adric continued.  “The sentient's supposed to be housed in the new southeast wing.  At least, that’s what I heard when I visited last time.  So, your best chance to talk to him will be on the transfer boat.  The best I can do is disable a security sensor…maybe a few cameras.  After that, you’d be on your own.”
Jai looked at Borda, who was nodding at her.  She turned back to Adric.  “The two of us are in, but….”  
Adric cut her off, a vision of his daughter, wife, and family flooding his mind.  He turned to Jai, a look of determination in his steely, blue eyes.  “I have to know.  I have to see it for myself.  If this is where our country’s headed, none of us are safe.  You two can meet me aboard the ship.”
 
  
 
 
 
     
 
 



Chapter 39
2121
 
The next week, Jai, Borda, and Sean waited for Adric's call.  "Do it again!" Kevin said, enthusiastically.  "Slower, if you can."
Jai closed her eyes, then reopened them, her eyes glowing pink, then fuchsia, to a deep, majestic purple.  
"That's fucking awesome!” Borda said.  He watched as Jai's eyes were projected onto a 140-inch video-link, suspended in the air.  He shook his hands roughly through his messy, spiky hair.  
"Now, that leaves only red and black.  The last two colors we haven't recorded," Sean said, referring to Kevin's lab notes.  Kevin whipped the monocle off his head and placed it down on the countertop.  He rubbed his eyes.  Sean, Borda, and Jai had been going non-stop since their meeting with Adric, helping Kevin with his research, and trying to pass the time while they waited for Adric’s call.     
Borda collapsed on a stool and swiveled himself around.  He stopped abruptly, then bounced his knees rapidly up and down.  
"Would you stop that?"  Sean flung a pen at Borda and groaned.  “Adric better call us soon."  
“He better.”  Borda admitted, "I'm going stir crazy."  
Even Jai was beginning to feel it, the pressure mounting, little by little, like a hair trigger about to go off.  "Didn't Adric say he was just waiting for last week's test results?"
"It would only take a few days, max," said Kevin.  
"Then, what's the hold up?"  Borda said, disdainfully.  "Adric better not chicken out."  
There was no way he would, unless something serious had happened.  Jai had glimpsed too much of his life to doubt him.  Just then, the phone rang.  
The Home screen flashed on, with Adric's number suspended above them.  Borda couldn't wait.  "Home.  Answer it, no video," he said, immediately.
"Hi, Jai,"  Adric said.
"Hey, Adric.  How've you been?  I'm here with Borda."
"Hey, Borda.  We're all set.  I'm flying out, taking a red-eye tonight.  And, I was right.  The sentient will be housed in the southeast wing.  Your best bet will be when the ship docks."  
"Getting that close without being detected won't be easy," Borda said.
"We lucked out there,” Adric said.  “There will be a lot of unfamiliar faces around…they're holding a press junket at the southeast wing.  They'll announce the reopening before they launch him in, cameras rolling."  
"That doesn't give us much time," Jai said.
"You'll only have maybe ten minutes on the boat before he's hauled out."
"We need to maximize that," Jai said.  “Our man Sean can captain us.  Once we arrive, Borda and I can wait in the water for your ship, then climb aboard.  We can bring press badges with us, in case we're stopped or questioned."
"Good idea.  I doubt anyone will even notice you," Adric said.  "The detention center will be crawling with news reporters.  And, unlike the past, the government wants the press there for the opening.  Of course, the press won't be allowed inside, but the government wants the press to see the first detainee up close and personal as he's being brought in.  It's proof the government's taken the Club O incident seriously, that there's some progress since it's happened."
Sean listened intently as Adric described the dock near the new southeast wing.  The new construction extended the wing far out to sea, and it was nearly complete.  When the call ended, Borda rubbed his hands together.  "It's finally happening," he said, cracking his knuckles.  
"Let's get packing," Jai said.  Borda helped her load the gear onto a stealth submersible, the latest developed by Jai’s company, Ascendant Technologies.  Sean was eager to take it out for a spin.  He charted their route, while Kevin retreated to the lab.  
When they arrived the next day, Jai and Borda swam out of the sub and were soon bobbing beside the dock.  Voice deep, Borda told Sean, “The eagle has landed.”
“Good,” Sean said.  “Adric’s ship should be docking soon."  Sean set the sub to standby, ready to bolt in case things went south.  Stealth mode let them elude the most advanced radar systems while, at the same time, they could detect the precise location of any encroaching object.  From the sub, Sean could see Adric's ship on a virtual display.  It came into view, long before Jai and Borda could see it.  "Ship's here," Sean said.  "Your six."
Jai and Borda looked to the horizon and set their suits to invisible mode.  Immediately, their suits mirrored their surroundings, even as they swam in the water.  Jai donned her mental cloak for added protection.  And, just as Adric said, his ship came to a stop.  As the guards began to moor the ship, Jai and Borda climbed aboard from the other side.  Jai angled her ear to the right, toward the center of the ship.  She listened closely for any sign of the sentient's location.  Silence.  So, she scanned the ship with her eyes.  Squinting, her eyes began to shift to a pale, then vibrant, red.  Suddenly, the walls of the ship began to fade from view, a mere glowing outline in their place.  Jai whispered, “There!" and pointed in the right direction.  She could see the sentient, chained to a chair, in a backroom, port-side.  
Borda looked at Jai strangely.  How the hell would she know? she sensed him question.  The ship's massive.  She waved her hand at Borda, not bothering to answer his thoughts.  Later, she’d have plenty of time to think about this strange, new skill.  Now, they needed to rush to the room where the sentient was.  Jai ran with Borda close behind.  In less than a minute, they were huddled together, side by side.  Jai leaned around a corner, and saw Adric guarding the door.  She released her cloak for a moment, and whispered to Adric in her mind.  Adric, she called to him.  He turned to nod at her, then looked both ways before opening the door.  Jai and Borda crept inside, and Adric closed the door behind them.  
The sentient sat, 6’0”, blindfolded with dark brown hair, cropped unceremoniously close to his scalp.  He was thinner than in the video, the hallows of his cheeks more pronounced.  His skin was paler, too, and his legs and arms were tethered to the chair.  Jai looked at him, puzzled.  She sensed he'd made no attempt, had no desire, to flee since his capture.  She reached into his mind and glimpsed his journey on the ship.  She saw the guards blindfold him; witnessed how he’d closed his eyes, not straining, not even once, to discern his location.  He seemed odd, as if he were waiting patiently.  They flipped their suits to visible, and Jai ripped off the sentient’s blindfold.  
The sentient squinted, his hazel eyes slow to adjust, even though the room was dimly lit.  Two ceiling lights swung as the ship swayed from side to side.  Borda grasped the sentient by the arms and examined him face-to-face.  The sentient was gaunt, but not malnourished.  His thin lips were cracked.  His skin was dry, with a five o’clock shadow on his unshaven face.  But, there was no bruising, no indication that he’d been hurt or mistreated in any way.  
“What’s your name?” Borda demanded more than asked.
The sentient looked at Borda, then Jai, and noticed their wetsuits.  Jai’s body grew stiff, just as the sentient jerked back in fear.  They aren’t guards, he’d realized.  “I did what you asked!” he yelled, his breath stale and spoiled.  “I didn’t say a word!  They haven’t a clue.  Please, please don’t hurt my family!”
Borda’s eyes widened, as Jai’s mind flooded with images.  The sentient’s father and mother, chicken farmers, were taken from their home in South Carolina.   His mother screamed for help, trying to run away, down a grove of palmetto trees, but it was too late.  Five men had already subdued her.  His father was hauled away at gunpoint.  
“Quiet!” Borda hissed.  “We didn’t abduct anyone.”  He shook the sentient, asking in quick succession, “What’s your name?  Who took your family?”  
The sentient looked down, puzzled.  “We don’t have much time,” Jai explained.  “And, we didn’t take you or your family,” she repeated.  She raised her wrists, removing her gloves.  “See?  No tattooed blade.  Now, tell us your name.”
He looked at Jai, surprised she knew about his captors’ tattoos.  He’d never seen anyone with a tattooed blade before that fateful day, the day he was abducted.  His eyes darted back, to Jai and Borda.  How do they know?  They must know something.  He decided to answer.  “I’m Keith.  Keith Tyler.”  
“Who are the people with the tattooed blades?  Did they take your family?”  Borda pressed.  
“Yes, they did.  My parents.  Then, they kidnapped me.”  Keith looked at Jai and Borda, wondering what they must think of him.  To them, I’m a vicious murderer, he thought, and rushed to explain himself.  “My kidnappers…they made me do it!  I didn’t want to hurt that man, that man at Club O.  But, they said if I didn’t, they’d kill my parents and go after the rest of my family.”  He strained, a pained expression on his face.  “Please, tell me, are my parents okay?”
“We don’t know.”  Borda explained as fast as he could.  “We’re trying to get to the bottom of this.  We need your help.  Tell us who your kidnappers, these tattooed blades, are.  Do you know their names?”
“I don’t know.  I just know, there’s a lot of them.  They took me to a compound, a complex of buildings.  I don’t even know if it was above ground or underground.  It was a maze of rooms.  Just white hallways, numbered doors, long corridors winding all over the place.  I have no idea where it was.  They knocked me out, sedated me with tranquilizers.  When I woke up, I was caged.  That’s where they showed me a video of my parents.  I think my parents were somewhere on that compound.”  He was crying.  Jai struggled to stand still as the pain in his chest beat hard against hers, her mind flooded with images of his parents, bloodied and beaten.  He struggled to speak.  “I don’t know who they are.  They always wore masks.  I only saw the tattooed blades on their wrists.  That’s all.”
“Were they human or sentient?”  Borda asked.
“I don’t know, but I never saw them siphoning.”
“Well, how’d they hurt your parents?” Jai urged him to give as much information as he could.  
“They used guns.  They punched and kicked….”  Saying it, she saw what he had remembered.  His father bawling on the ground, as they stomped on him.  Three of them pulling his mom down by her brown hair, blood streaming down a gash on her face.  “They just punched and kicked…punched and kicked….”
“But, never you,” Jai said, examining his sunken, but otherwise untarnished, face.
“No, not me.”  Keith shook his head, wishing that he’d driven his car instead of riding the train that day.  Maybe then, they wouldn’t have discovered him…wouldn’t have spotted him at the train station…wouldn’t have targeted him and his family.  “They didn’t raise a single hand against me.”  
“They wanted you clean, unblemished,” Jai said.  “You were their star and they wanted to film you in pristine condition…just a normal sentient, the perfect mark for their Club O production.”  
Borda asked, “And, the man who recorded that video?  Any idea who he is?”
“No, no,” Keith said, sobbing now.  Can’t I tell them anything?  Anything at all that might be helpful?  Keith admonished himself.  He felt lost, out of control.  “I don’t know who that guy is either.  He was there, directing, telling me what to do to the human, but he worked for someone else, a female leader at the compound.”  Keith shook his head, trying to shake off the shame, the embarrassment, of what he’d done.  “They forced me to siphon that man, to beat him, until he was dead.”  Jai felt the horror, sensed the nausea welling up inside of him.  He started to gag.  
“And the old human, the victim?”  Borda asked.  “Was his family taken, too?”
“No.  That human was in on it.  It’s hard to believe, I know.  It may not have looked like it at the time.  But, that human met us outside of Club O.  And, I knew straight away.  That human was one of them.  He didn’t have a  tattooed blade, but he was no victim.”
“A sacrifice?”  Jai asked.
“Yeah.”  Keith chuckled with disgust.  “That man was their hero.  He was on a suicide mission…willing to die for their ‘cause.’  They think they’re saving the human race.”
Jai searched Keith’s mind as quickly as she could.  This can’t be the only incident, she thought.  It can’t be the only killing they’ve planned.  “Did you see any other sentients?” 
“Well, I thought there was only me, my family, and them, the Reapers.”
“The what?” Borda eyed Keith.  
“The Reapers.  That’s what the tattooed blades call themselves.”
“Seriously?  How’d they come up with that?”
Jai looked up, envisioning the tattooed blades in her mind.  “Their tattoos…they do look like shiny blades,” she said.  She pictured how the blades curved along their skin, like a weapon sharp and steady, eager to sever and strike down their enemies.   
Keith nodded his head.  “That’s right, that’s what their tattoos are…they’re meant to be scythes.”
“And, the arm’s the long handle?”  Jai asked.
“Yes,” said Keith.  “I heard them talking…they even have a pledge, to harvest sentient souls.”
Borda laughed.  “Looks more like a sickle to me.  Just a small blade with a short handle.  Their reach isn’t that far.  It’s not like they can kill every sentient.”
Keith shrugged his shoulders.  “Well, a scythe’s what the tattoo means to them, and eradicating our kind’s precisely what they want to do,” Keith said.  “They even call their mission ‘Raze the Earth.’”
“Raze the Earth?” Jai asked.  “Like, a shift, back to the way things were, when humans ruled the world and sentients didn’t exist?”  
Keith nodded.  “Precisely.”
Borda scoffed.  “There’s no way they can destroy the sentient species.”  Jai could taste the disdain in his voice.  
But, Keith wasn’t so sure.  “Don’t underestimate them.  Just look at me.  I’m sentient.  But, I was captured.  I became their prisoner.  And, the night I was let out, to kill that man, they made it perfectly clear.  They had my parents, and I didn’t have a choice.”
“Did you see anything on your way out?” Borda asked.
“They walked me through the main hall.  I never saw anyone else.  Just the doors, those flat white doors.  But, there had to be at least twenty, on that floor alone.  All those rooms, the same as mine.”
Jai said, “They wanted you to see there might be others.”
“Yes.  They wanted me to see…I would be, or already was, one of many.”
“Go with us, then,” Borda said.  He crouched down to get a better look at the restraints on Keith’s wrists, trying to find a way to release him.  
“No,” Keith shook his head, adamant.  “Don’t.”
“What?” Borda looked surprised.  
Jai warned Keith, “Now’s your chance.  You may never get another opportunity to escape.  Guantanamo, whatever they’re calling it, it’s right outside.  Those guards, they’re going to take you in today.  The news stations are here.  Once you go in there, you may never come out.  Everything’s about to change, permanently.”
“Everything already has,” Keith said, his voice flat.  “The Reapers have my parents.  I can’t go with you.  If I don’t do what they say, if I don’t let myself be taken inside, they’re going to kill my parents.  When it comes to me, they’ve already won.”  
Borda didn’t know how to counter him.  In Keith’s place, he would do precisely the same thing.  He could never imagine doing anything to harm his parents.  What I would give, Borda thought, to have another chance…to save them.
Adric signaled with a light knock on the door.   Jai looked at Keith, who simply nodded, and she placed the blindfold back on his face.  They rushed to the door, set their suits to invisible, and took off, into the water.  
Moments later, they were back onboard the sub.  Sean sped away as Jai ripped her wetsuit off.  Borda didn’t bother.  He hit the controls and displayed all the news channels.  They switched from an aerial to ground view just as Adric and his men marched Keith off of the ship.  Keith squinted and kept his head low, straining to see through the blinding sun.  The wind blew dirt and grit into his eyes, making them water.  His body hummed with fear.  He marched, one foot in front of the other, letting Adric and the others lead him past the throng of reporters, screaming for comment.   Keith barely heard them.  All he could see was his mom and dad, uncertain where they were, or what would become of them.  He only knew he would not be the cause of their undoing.  He’d do anything to stop their suffering.  “Just do this, and we’ll let your parents go,” the Reapers’ Leader had said.  Keith had scrutinized her mask, with only holes for her eyes and lips.  He searched her face, had tried to decipher if she was the type to lie or not; but, her eyes and lips looked stiff, the same as any other Reapers’ he had seen.  She’ll say whatever she thinks I want to hear, he reminded himself.  Either way, I have to do what she wants.  That’s the only option my parents have.  
Now, here Keith was, walking toward facility.  They stopped him, beside a podium, for the press conference.  Commanding Officer John Graves made the announcement.  The facility was dubbed “The Conservatory,” the most sterile name the government could’ve chosen.  It was too soon to tell what horrors lie inside.  How far off the mark was that name?  How cruel of a joke were they making?  Graves hid the punch line if there was one.  He described the facilities with the most sterile, innocuous words.  
Then, the news stations cut away, to the White House.  President Laura Rogers stepped into view, walking out of the Diplomatic Reception Room, through Cross Hall.  She stopped precisely in the center of the screen.  The camera panned in, closer.  With piercing determination, she stared straight into the lens, her face wrinkled and stern.  “Today is May 5, 2121.  Today, the United States opens the Conservatory, the first facility in the world dedicated solely to the detention of sentients who have threatened the peace.  It’s been about six months since December 31, 2120.”  She repeated the date again, like an incantation.  “December 31, 2120, the horrific night we rang in the New Year with a sentient, attacking and killing a human in South Carolina.  That video is seared into our national memory, forever etched into our global consciousness.  The incident changed our understanding of ourselves, and of the brothers and sisters, family and friends, and fellow citizens we’ve come to know as ‘sentient.’  One thing remains true, though: killing innocents will never be acceptable in America, whether the perpetrator is sentient or human.   
“Today is our opportunity.  Not yesterday’s, not our predecessor’s, not our ancestor’s.  It’s ours.  Our choice.  We must not make the same mistakes as others have made in the past.  We must remember what it means to have humanity.  We need to protect and preserve that part of ourselves, that critical piece.  Humanity is the most fundamental, elemental part of us, the part that elevates us all.  We must strive to be better, do better, for the protection of both our species.  
“That is why, immediately after the incident, I worked with the Director of the CIA to found the Conservatory, not only to confine sentient detainees, but to do so humanely.”  She paused, the heels of her shoes digging into the ground.  “Today, we unite, committed to advancing the security of our nation and the world.  Together, we will uphold equality and justice for all.”   And, just as abruptly, the President walked away.  
Borda hit mute, to silence the news anchors now speaking over one another.  Sean set the sub to auto-pilot, and the three of them watched as the cameras panned back to Keith.  He was standing at the Conservatory entrance, flanked by Adric and his team.  
Jai wondered if the Conservatory was meant to preserve the ultimate in American ideals, as the President had suggested, or if the cynic in her was right.  The only thing it’ll preserve will be the sentients being tortured inside.  
Suddenly, a rash of gunfire peppered the crowd.  Shots rang through the air, and everyone screamed and scattered.  Adric and his team huddled close to Keith, trying to determine the shots’ origins.  Adric stared into the news pit.  There, there!  Adric saw them now.  Three armed people, a man and two women, standing among the newscasters.  Guns raised, they pushed past the barricade separating the media from the speaking platform.  Adric aimed his gun and shot at them, but their bodies darted fast, in and out of the crowd.  Their speed was a dead giveaway.  The three were sentient, and now they were using other people as shields.  They shot at the guards who hit back.  No dice.  The three survived unscathed, while human newscasters were bleeding out.  Sentient newscasters were limping away from the platform, escaping toward the water.  
“Shield him!” Adric screamed at the two other guards, Kelly and Michael.  Though sentient, they were hit and weren’t healing fast enough to be of any immediate use.  Kelly had taken a shot to the chest, her pulse barely hanging on; and, Michael had been hit in the leg.  His femoral artery was bleeding out.  “Come with me!” Adric shouted at Keith, pulling him by the collar.  Keith tried to shuffle as fast as he could, but he was slow.  Chains linked the cuffs on his hands to the cuffs on his feet.  He tripped as the three sentients pushed through the crowd.  The three were shooting, trying to disperse everyone out of their way.  “Faster!”  Adric yelled.  
Borda unmuted the screen, filling the sub with the sound of everyone’s terror.  “We can’t turn back,” Sean said.  If they did, they’d risk being captured or worse.   
“No,” Jai agreed, “the best thing we can do is head home and wait for Adric’s call.”
“Let’s hope he makes it,” Borda said.  He searched every screen for a camera shot, any angle at all, that might capture what was happening.  By now, all of the station’s cameras had toppled to the ground, or the cameramen had run off, leaving their cameras unattended, lopsided, aimed haphazardly, away from the action.  The only pertinent shot was the helicopter footage.  The cameraman had zoomed in close, to Adric hauling Keith past a security tower, toward the first gate they needed to enter the Conservatory.  
“Damn it!”  Adric screamed.  The security tower wasn’t manned yet.  “Where the hell are the guards?!” he yelled, exasperated.  His pulse was racing as the three sentients continued shooting at them.  Adric hauled Keith to the side of the tower and shot back.  Keith flinched and took cover, crouching against the side of the building.  Bullets peppered the wall, exploding around them.  “Who are they?” Adric threw his voice back, tossing the cuff keys to Keith.  He returned to shooting.  
“I don’t know!  I don’t recognize them,” Keith yelled.  The gunfire was ringing in their ears.    
“They’re gaining on us.  Hurry up!”  Adric screamed.
Keith’s hands were shaking as he struggled to unlock his feet, then his hands.  
“We have to move!”  Adric yelled.  “Move!”  The cuffs fell to the ground, and Keith threw the key aside.  
Keith looked around, frantic.  “There!”  He screamed, pointing back, to another security post.  It was more like a room than a building, and it was hundreds of yards away.  
“Go!”  Keith ran toward the security room, Adric covering him from behind.  As the distance between Keith and Adric increased, it was obvious that the three sentients weren’t shooting at Keith.  They were aiming only at Adric.  Keith’s body slammed against the security room door; he jostled the doorknob.  “It’s locked!”  Keith yelled.  
Adric ran to join him.  He pulled them both past the door and behind a corner, bits and pieces of the building erupting around their faces.  Adric leaned, shot, then turned his attention back to the door.  “Move!” he commanded.  Keith stepped aside.  Adric shot the security pad, again and again until the door opened.  They ran around the corner, rushed inside, and slammed the door shut.  
The sentients continued their approach, shooting until the door was filled with holes.  Adric scanned the room, but no one was there.  No guards, no guns, just a few tables.  How can this be empty, on opening day?  There wasn’t enough time to be pissed.  He flung a table onto its side.  He and Keith took cover behind it.  Where the hell is my backup?!  He grabbed hold of his ammo, reloaded his gun, and prepared to take aim.  
The door flew open and fell, unhinged at an angle.  The three sentients rushed in.  “Wait, don’t shoot!” one of the women, a redhead, screamed.  Adric looked at her puzzled, unable to tell what their intentions were.  She aimed her gun at the table where they were hiding.  They didn’t mind shooting me before, why stop now?  
“Just hand Keith over!” she yelled.  Adric peeked out from behind the table.  The second woman, a brunette, was walking past the redhead, stalking closer to where he and Keith were hiding.  Adric shot at both of the women, but they moved with extreme speed, from side to side.  Against the right wall, the male sentient was trying to rush in.  Adric swung his gun to the right and shot him straight in the head.  The man’s black hair went flying.  A large portion of his head spattered.  A piece of his brain stuck to the wall.  
“Dan!”  The brunette let out a guttural scream.  She ran to the man, sobbing, holding his head in her hands.  “Dan, stay with me!  Don’t go!”  The brunette held on to him tightly.  She’d lost all sense of her surroundings, her back turned to Adric.  
“Get up, Bree!”  The redhead shot at the table, on the side Adric was occupying.  She flung an arm around the brunette, screaming “Get up!  Let’s finish the mission and get out of here!”  The brunette didn’t need more coaxing.  Whoever Dan was, he was gone, and she was determined Adric would pay for it.  She ran past the redhead, around the table, to where Keith was.  Adric shot Bree twice, once in the gut, and another time, across her left breast, but Bree shot him too, in his right arm.  She aimed her gun higher, at Adric’s head.  Suddenly, the redhead was on top of them.  She wrestled Bree back, making Bree miss her intended target.  The bullet flew into Adric’s neck.  “Stop, Bree!  We’ve got Keith.  Now, let’s go!”
Adric lay on the floor, the room riddled with bullets.  Blood oozing out of his neck, he looked up at the ceiling, wondering, Is this the last thing I’ll see?  He struggled to picture his daughter, his wife and family back home, but his thoughts of them were fading, falling to black.      
 



Chapter 40
2121
 
Jai rang the doorbell.  A petite woman, 5’4”, with glossy black hair opened the door.  “Hello, I’m Janice,” she said.  A ten-year-old girl bounced to the front.  “And, this is Sara,” Janice said, resting her arms on the girl’s small shoulders.  They looked exactly like Jai had envisioned, when she’d read Adric’s mind.  Janice waved her hand, ushering them inside.  “Please, come in.  Thank you for coming.”  
“Of course, Janice.  Thank you for having us.”  Jai introduced Borda and Sean.  
“How’s Adric holding up?” Sean asked.  
“It’s been three days since he regained consciousness.  He’s doing well.”  Janice sighed.  “As expected, it’s been a hard adjustment.  But, you know, we’re fortunate.  Not everyone can heal from a spinal cord injury.”  She walked them through the living room and into the dining room.  A large china cabinet was against the wall, but it had become Adric’s room.  “It’s one of the few rooms that can accommodate his hospital bed and all of his medical equipment.  It works.  The doctors say it’s best to keep him in the middle of the action,” Janice said, hopeful.  Adric lay like a statue, motionless in bed.  He could only move his head.  He gripped a tube in his mouth, moving the bed upward.  It moved from a reclined to a sitting position.  
Adric smiled.  “Thanks for coming,” he said.  His voice was weak, but his spirit wasn’t broken.  Janice guided Sara gently upstairs, out of earshot.  
Borda watched them climb the steps.  He looked back at Adric, swallowing the lump in his throat.  Years ago, when his parents were murdered, he could’ve wound up like Adric, paralyzed from the neck down.  Borda felt his scalp warm with perspiration.  “It’s good to see you,” he said.  
“So good,” echoed Jai.
“It sure is,” Adric said.  “I’ll be fine.  Doctors say I’m healing rapidly.  I should regain full functioning in about a month.”  But, his eyes were watering.  He looked up, ruefully.  “I just wish I hadn’t killed him.”
“Who?” Sean asked.  Jai and Borda were clueless too.  They didn’t know much about what had happened in that security room, and the news cameras didn’t show much.  Just the two female sentients escaping with Keith, presumably leaving Adric and the male sentient behind.  “We only saw the female sentients leave with Keith; then, the backup team rushed into the security room.  Didn’t the backup team kill the male sentient?”
“No, I killed him.  And, don’t get me started on the damn backup team.  Where the hell were they?” Adric said angrily.  “Did the backup team really show up?  I never saw them.  It’s just what I was told, when I finally woke up.”  
“Yes, the team came.  They did,” said Sean.  It wasn't reassuring, though.   Minutes had passed before the backup team had arrived; and, faced with sentient speed, mere seconds could mean the difference between life and death.   
“Well, it was definitely too late,” Adric said.  “That place had no business opening that day.  Understaffed, unfinished, and ill equipped, obviously.  I mean, really?  Three sentients were able to foil the first intake?  A complete fiasco.”  Tirade over, Adric looked at the ceiling, then lowered his voice to a whisper.  “Anyway, I killed the male sentient, not the backup team.”
“Why would you feel guilty?  It’s self-defense.” Borda couldn’t understand how Adric could lay there paralyzed and feel wrong in any way. 
“The news has it wrong,” Adric said, matter-of-factly.  “The news has one explanation and one explanation alone: sentients are opposed to the Observatory, a Guantanamo dedicated to sentients.  So, everyone thinks these three sentients were helping Keith to escape.  But, that’s false.”  Sweat formed on Adric’s brow.  “These three sentients weren’t acting alone.  I’m telling you.  Something wasn’t right about them.  Sure, they were on a mission to get Keith out, but they weren’t trying to kill me.”
“They weren’t?”  Again, Borda was finding Adric hard to believe.  “You must have a concussion still.  They were shooting at you, non-stop.”
“That’s not what I mean.  They would have killed me, if they had to, to get to Keith.  But, I don’t think they wanted to kill me.  At least, not until I killed the male sentient.  What was his name?”  Adric’s mind was still healing.  Words sometimes escaped him.  “Dan!  Dan was his name.  And, the female sentient, the brunette.  Her name was Bree.  Dan meant something to her.  She only tried to kill me after I killed him.  The other woman, the redhead, I never got her name.  But, right from the start, the redhead told Bree and Dan not to shoot at us.  She even told me to, ‘Just hand Keith over,’ as if that would suffice.”  
Jai listened closely, seeing only a disjointed vision, bits and pieces of what had happened, a fraction of what was buried in Adric’s broken mind.  “And, Keith.  Did he know the three attackers?” Jai asked.
“No,” Adric explained.  “Keith was clear.  He did not know who the three sentients were.”  Sean and Borda looked at Jai, not sure what to make of this.  Adric added, “The news got one thing right, though.  The three sentients were news workers.  They were not trained soldiers.  They were sentient.  They moved fast, faster than humans.  That’s certain.  But, they were not skilled shooters.  And, they did not want to be there.  It was ‘get Keith, and get out.’  They didn’t strike me as sentients fighting for a cause.  Definitely not Bree.  She was fighting for something else.  When I killed Dan, it was like a switch flipped.  Like she didn’t have any reason to continue the plan.  Like she didn’t care if the plan succeeded.  Like dying didn’t matter to her.  The redhead had to drag Bree out.”
“The three must be like Keith,” Jai said.  She told Adric about the Reapers.  “They’re on a mission, to save the human species and get rid of sentients entirely.”
“What?  That’d be impossible,” Adric said, incredulous.
Borda nodded his head in agreement, but Jai reiterated, “Making sure we go extinct is their goal,” Jai said.  “Keith overheard them.”
“But, how do they hope to accomplish that?”
Jai said, “The Reapers are forcing sentients to do their bidding.  When we asked Keith about the incident at Club O, he said he was forced to play a part for the video, to save his family.  They kidnapped and assaulted his parents, and promised to kill them if Keith didn’t kill the human at the club.  Really, it’s no surprise.  Blackmail’s the oldest play in the book.  Just look at human evolution.  For thousands of years, Neanderthals roamed the earth at the same time as Homo sapiens.  They had to compete for limited resources, like food and shelter.  So, what brought about Neanderthal extinction?  Many researchers say Homo sapiens had a competitive advantage; they displaced Neanderthals violently.  Modern humans have followed the same pattern, invading territories occupied by purportedly less advanced societies.  Perhaps history’s repeating itself.  Humans are afraid sentients want to edge the human race out.  And, these human Reapers have launched a presumptive attack.”  
Borda nodded his head.  “That makes sense.  They’re physically inferior, so they’re using psychological methods to force sentients into doing what they want…maybe they’re forcing humans too.”
“If what you’re saying’s true,” Adric said, “then, Bree must have been fighting, following the plan, not only for her sake, but also for Dan’s.  Once Dan died, she saw no point in continuing.  He must’ve meant that much to her.  Same goes for the redhead.  She must have been fighting for someone, the same reason why Keith killed that human.”    
“Then, sentients are in trouble,” Sean said.  "First, there’s Keith's incident; now, there’s his ‘escape,’ perpetrated by sentients no less.”
“Yes.  It's a highly-orchestrated smear campaign," Jai said.  "First, the Reapers make the world think that sentients siphon by harming.  Now, they give the world the impression that sentients believe they’re above the law.”  
“In both cases, we look like the bad guys,” Borda said, “and the Reapers stay hidden, tucked away in the dead of night.  More has to be coming too.  Keith said the Reapers kept him in a compound filled with rooms.  He believes he was one of many abductees.”
"I can't believe no one knows about this," Adric said.  "I'm in high-level security, working for the CIA, and no one deigned to tell me?"  The thought infuriated him.
"It's unlikely the CIA knows," Sean said.  "Even if they did, they wouldn't be equipped to handle something of this magnitude.”  Sean paused.  “These Reapers are the new terrorists.  But, from the outside looking in, who's the real threat?  The Reapers, the humans, who look like they haven't lifted a finger against anyone?  Or, the sentients, who've been recorded on video:  first, brutally siphoning and beating a human until he's dead; and, second, breaking out of the Conservatory, the place the President built to 'uphold' American ideals?"  
"We're fucked," Borda said.  
"Did Keith have any idea who the Reapers are?" Adric asked.
"No," said Jai.  "He said the Reapers always wore masks, and the one who had recorded him, the director of the video, wasn't the leader at the compound.  The Reaper’s Leader is a female.  He didn't hear her name, either."
Sean added.  "This isn't our only run-in with the Reapers.  Jai's had another experience."  Without going into Zin’s background, Sean alluded to the many Reapers Jai had killed.  "I ran those Reapers' photos and prints through the databases.  No hits.  But, they're all human.  That's for sure.  Their blood proved it."
"So, we're dealing with a well-organized group of human Reapers,” Adric said.
“Humans…,” Borda said, the word lingering on his tongue.  “They're physically inferior, but look at the harm they've done to sentients….”  Borda's thoughts trailed off, to his own history.  How's my life, my parents' death…how did I fit into the Reapers’ plan?  Jai felt the hairs on her neck surge with energy as the fear in Borda's body welled up.  My parents' murder was the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.  It hurt him to think of it.  If they hadn't died, would I be in Keith's position?  Bree's?  The redhead’s?  Jai placed her hand against the foot of Adric's bed, struggling to maintain her composure; Borda's emotions were flooding her mind.  Finally, Borda paused to ask, "And what of Keith?  If the Reapers went through the trouble of getting him back, his escape's multi-purpose.  It not only makes sentients look bad.  Recapturing Keith’s given them another tool in their arsenal.  Keith's proven himself.  He's a weapon they can use.  They'll use him again."
“Then, we have to find the compound and rescue Keith’s family, save all of the abductees," Sean said.
"Yes."  Jai's eyes hardened.  "Take away their leverage. Then, we can crush them."



Chapter 41
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“Ugh!”  Borda cried impatiently, drumming the rim of Kevin’s lab bench.  They were back, at the Long Island beach house.  He threw his spiky head back, nearly hitting Kevin, who was about to draw Sean's blood.  
“Watch it!” Sean yelled.  “I may be sentient, but I’m no glutton for punishment.”  Kevin steadied his hand as he plunged the syringe into Sean’s arm.
“How many liters have you given?” Borda asked.  “And why try so hard?  I heard Zin's a prick.”  Borda looked away, to the bed in the library where they’d moved Zin.  
“Lucky bastard’s more like it,” Jai said, as she walked into the room from the garage.  She changed the subject.  “I just met Caleb for a three hour meeting.  Don’t tell me you’re still at it, stockpiling Sean's blood?”
“What else can we do?” Kevin asked.  “There’s no telling what may happen.  If what you guys say is true, the Reapers mean business; we may not have the luxury of this lab space forever.  And, Zin needs it.  This blood’s keeping him alive.  He’s still weak.  Weaker, even, than the first transfusion.”
“Psst.”  Sean nudged Kevin with his donating arm and winced.  
Jai rolled her eyes and gave Sean a kiss.  “Still ever the knight in shining armor, I see.”  
Sean hadn’t forgotten their agreement.  He reminded her again, "As long as Zin’s alive and well, there’s no need for you to siphon him, Jai.”   
“Ohhh!  So that’s the weird arrangement you two have.”  Borda leaned forward, like he’d just learned a juicy detail of their love life.  
Jai laughed and reminded Sean of the built-in exception.  “Unless his condition’s dire.”  She looked at Kevin.  "If Zin needs to siphon, I’m here, ready when you are, Doc.”  Kevin nodded cordially, and removed the syringe from Sean’s arm.  
“I wouldn’t mind watching you siphon, Jai,” said Borda.  He said it with mock seduction.  It drove Sean mad with jealousy.  Jai tried to shut her sixth sense off, not wanting to know who Sean was jealous of more: Borda or Zin.  
“Anyway,” she said, letting the word linger a while.  
“What else can we do, to kill time?” Borda asked.  Jai thought Borda had been impatient enough, when they’d waited to meet Keith on the boat.  Now, Borda was unbearable.  
“Be patient,” Sean said, as he beat Borda playfully on the head.  In the week since Keith’s “escape,” they’d tried to find a lead, any lead, to the Reapers’ compound and their abductees, but they were only able to confirm that Bree was a news anchor from Virginia, and Dan was her husband and long-time producer.  The redhead, Rose, a producer from New Jersey, appeared to have no personal connection to Rose or Dan, even though the three of them were clearly working together, pursuing Keith that day.  All three were sentient, but there were no further leads.  Things were looking stark.  
The next day was a Saturday.  They’d decided to go to Club 10 and enjoy brunch on the rooftop deck.  Everyone but Zin was there.  “Diana!” Jai called out.  She waved Diana to the table where she and Avena were seated, sipping on peach bellinis.  
“Ladies,” Diana greeted them with a smile, and they helped ease Diana into a seat.  Quaid stopped to give the chefs additional instructions, then brought Diana her usual, a sweet iced tea.  
“How are you feeling?”  Jai adjusted the umbrella and pat Diana’s forehead with a napkin.  Her lustrous blonde hair, normally full of bounce, was stuck to her temples.  
“Crabby.  Famished.  Then, nauseous.  Nauseous then famished.  My stomach’s got a mind of its own…usually at odds with mine.”  
The ladies laughed, as Jai rubbed her temples.  She wasn’t feeling well herself and was nursing a headache of her own.  Worried it was the start of another migraine, she tried to relax and enjoy some girl time.
Meanwhile, the boys were checking out the roast suckling pig.  A long line had formed at the buffet, everyone wanting a piece of its red, crispy skin and juicy, tender meat.  
All at once the building shook violently.  Everyone screamed and tumbled to their knees, falling against each other.  Instinctively, Jai white-knuckled her chair, then reached out for Diana, just as she was about to fall out of hers.  As the building continued to shake, the crowd threw themselves back, away from the edge of the rooftop.  
“Quickly, to the stairwell!”  Sean screamed.  Hysteria set on, as everyone realized that the stairwell was their only escape.  Sean looked back at Jai and Avena; they each had Diana by the elbow.  Mach rushed over to help them, as Sean funneled the crowd, as fast as possible down the stairs.  Borda and Kevin helped a few people who’d been injured to make their way, when an explosion erupted on the street, sending a plume of smoke high into the sky.  Jai heard the sound of glass shattering below and thought someone must’ve launched a bomb at the Club.  Then she heard it.  The civil defense system had kicked on.  The siren wailed far into the distance, and gunshots appeared to fire from every direction.  She knew.  This wasn’t isolated to the Club.  
When Jai reached the first floor, she saw a group of sentients huddled as far away as possible from the front door.  It was already barricaded with tables and chairs.  Sean turned to Mach.  “Go.  Take Diana, Avena, and Kevin to our private room.  Take the door to the underground tunnel.  There’ll be a side door about half-way through.  It will lead to a garage.  Take one of the vans.  Get to Jai’s beach house, as fast as possible.”
Jai nodded.  “We’ll get everyone through the main tunnel and meet you ASAP.”  
Sean stood on a chair.  “Listen up!  Everyone, follow Quaid here.  He’ll take you to the underground tunnel, to your vehicles.”  Quaid showed them the way.  Sean jumped down and ran to the bar.  He hit a button underneath the granite countertop and pressed his thumb to a security screen.  The wall of liquor shifted, revealing an arsenal of weapons behind it.  He chucked weapons at Jai and Borda, and began packing more into duffle bags.  Jai pushed a gun into the backside of her pants, and holstered two to her legs, then joined Sean.  They packed more guns and ammo into a bag.  Borda did the same as the front door continued to shake.  The chairs and tables rattled against it, shifting and loosening as bombs continued to explode outside the building.  
“Follow me,” Sean said.  Jai and Borda ran with him to their private room, to the same secret passageway that Mach, Diana, and Kevin had taken.  They busted through the door, to a garage where a van was waiting.  Piling in, Sean took the front seat.  Jai and Borda went through the side door and slid it shut.  The van was an arsenal on wheels, with weapons affixed to both sides.  Weapons in hand, Jai walked to the rear doors.  She rolled two windows down.  Hoisting her gun, she rested it against the window frame.  Borda turned, hunching over, and walked as quickly as he could to the front, to the passenger seat beside Sean.  He rolled the window down and took aim, too.  
Sean drove to the end of the garage and stopped short, poised to open the gate.  “You ready for this?”  
“Yeah,” Jai screamed.  Borda nodded.  
As soon as the garage door began to open upward, fire erupted, sending smoke into the garage.  They all held their breach.  Sean punched it, pushing past hordes of men and women.  Jai looked at their faces, surprised.  They hadn’t bothered to wear masks this time.  The rioters were everywhere, and some were armed.  Three raised their guns at the van and shot.  Borda took them out as Sean sped through the crowd, gunning down two with molotov cocktails in their hands.   Their bodies flew back, sending the molotovs hurtling up into the sky.  The cocktails landed, and their bodies erupted in flames.  They screamed in agony.  Jai stared as the van sped past.  One, a human, fell silent as his body continued to burn.  The other, a sentient, rolled against the ground and resurfaced, his body ashen and black.  Nevertheless, he continued.  He picked up a gun someone had dropped and began chasing their van.  Now, with a bit of distance, Sean was able to kick up speed.  The sentient stopped.  He stood, took aim, and positioned his gun to fire, but Jai shot first, hitting him between the eyes.  He flew back, his head smacking against the hot pavement.  
Jai’s body rocked from side to side, as Sean sped the van through the streets, littered with trash and debris.  Borda took care of the last rioters, the hangers-on.  Many had tried to climb onto the van, even humans with baseball bats.  But, the sentients were the real concern.  Shooting them in the arms or legs only served to slow them down momentarily.  Even limping, their speed was ruthless.  At high speed, the van bowled over most of them, but some were able to grapple on, like expert mountain climbers, without the need for carabiners or quickdraws to secure them.  Borda shot them off the front of the van, while Jai handled those on the back and sides.  Stone cold, Jai hit her marks.  The rioters’ bodies spun back, off into the sky before spinning to the ground.  Their bodies tumbled to the ground at high speed, their skin ripping off the bone.  
Jai took a moment to rub her temples.  Over an hour had passed since her migraine had first begun, and the pain hadn’t subsided.  It’d gotten worse, her head throbbing like it was going to split into a million pieces.  Above the din of exploding bombs and screams, a racket of voices rattled inside of Jai’s mind.  She rubbed her head, trying to tune the sound out, but it was overwhelming.  If the rioters weren’t in pain, they were talking to themselves, as if building their resolve, to do what they’d set out to do.  Do it!  Take aim, kill them!  They have to die, or Max will.  As long as Scout’s safe.  Don’t let them escape, Dad’s depending on you!  Their thoughts seared into Jai’s mind.  Their fear coursed through her veins; it burned like molten lava.  And, the more she killed, the more her stomach tightened.  She’d barely noticed her mouth agape, a wretched scream flying out of her, not wanting to kill them, but having to.  
What else can I do?  She knew there was no choice.  Whatever these people’s motivations, they were set on killing her, killing everyone she loved.  They were even killing the innocents who were unfortunate enough to be nearby.  Jai watched as couples were gunned down; as children on their bikes were knocked over, trampled by the rioting swarm.  If they weren’t killing, they were pillaging, wrecking, burning every building they could downtown.  So, she shot on, killing as many as necessary.  Her stomach heaved.  She retched, tears streaming down her face.  By the time Sean sped into her beach house driveway, she and Borda were nearly out of ammo.
Jai ran inside, to the study where Kevin’s lab was.  She threw her body down on the floor, pressing her hands hard against her temples.  Sean wrapped his arms around her.  “You okay?” Sean asked.  Jai was fading, fast.  The pain was unbearable, even worse than it’d been before.  “Kevin!” He screamed.  Kevin finished checking Diana and the baby, then ran over with his computer cuffs.
“Jai!  Let me look at you.”  He attached electronic sensors to Jai’s body.
“Ah!” Jai was screaming in agony.
“I know, I know,” Kevin said, his tone calm.  “Jai, please, look up.”  Jai could barely move.  The only desire she had was to crumple up into a ball.  The knots in her stomach had traveled up, tensing and tightening along her spine.  Her brain felt like one tightly balled fist, gripping so firmly it’d collapse onto itself.  Looking up was the last thing she wanted to do.  She clasped her eyes shut, unwilling to move.  
“Sean, please help,” Kevin begged.  Sean grabbed hold of Jai by the arm, but she wouldn’t respond.  She just held on to her head, as if doing so would somehow lessen the pain striking her mind and body.  With no other choice, Sean took her head in his hands and pulled it upward.  Vaguely, Jai felt his hands on her.  She flung her hand out, hitting his left rib.  It cracked.  
Sean screamed through the pain. “Jai, please, open your eyes.  We have to!”  Sean held on tight, pulling her head up again.  
Eyes clenched shut, Jai heard Kevin’s voice.  It was dim.  “Please, Jai.  Open your eyes!  Open your eyes!” he repeated.  Kevin fastened the monocle over his left eye, ready to record.  Jai braced herself through the pain, holding on to the distant sound of Kevin’s and Sean’s voices.  With all her might, she forced her eyes open.  
Kevin gasped in horror.  Her eyes were black.  Even the whites of her eyes had disappeared.  Kevin felt a sharp pain in his chest, like his heart had stopped.  Every cell in his body hummed, vibrated, jolted him to move, to run, to look away, but his body was stiff, like it was no longer his.  At once, Kevin was the interloper, a mere witness.  His body was a vessel, a vessel Jai had commandeered.  All he could do was stare at her, into those limitless black eyes, like two obsidian shards, plunging deep, deep into his soul.  
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In the darkness, Jai had the same nightmare as she’d had in the past.  She was in the garden, trying to carry Darin to safety, trying to reach her mother, but the black sludge was sucking them under, burning them.  When they could no longer move, the sludge hardened to a black, obsidian glass.  And, in the last moment, she looked down, horrified by her own reflection.  Someone, some thing, had overcome her.  Her big brown eyes, the whites, were gone.  Two obsidian shards were in their place.  And, with just one gaze, she felt the blackness pierce her soul.  
Searing pain jostled Jai awake.  She’d passed out, but unlike the last time, her recollection was crystal clear.  Like a boulder, the shame and embarrassment of what she’d done to Kevin hit her, hard.  She sucked a tremendous amount of air, hurtling her body up off the sofa in one fell swoop.  “Kevin!” she cried, frantically.  Sean rushed to her side.  
“Kevin’s fine.  He’s fine,” Sean assured, but Jai’s body was tense with fear.  She knew it wasn’t so simple.
“Where’s Kevin?”  She jumped to her feet.  She scanned the lab, and saw everyone standing in the library, next to Kevin, who was laying on the couch.  
“Take it easy, Jai,” Sean said, his voice hushed.  He tried to take hold of her hand, expecting her walk to be uneasy, but it wasn’t.  Jai rushed through the library doors.  In an instant, she was standing above Kevin.  Everyone stepped away as she fell to her knees.  
“Please, Kevin.  Are you okay?  Please tell me you’re alright.”  She sobbed, taking his left hand, clasping it in both of hers.  He looked at her with the gentlest of eyes, and sat himself up.  
“Yes, yes.  I’m fine, Jai.  Please, stand up,” he said, but she wouldn’t budge.  Shoulders shaking, she cried and cradled her face in her hands.  
“I’m so sorry!” she cried, again and again, unable to stop the torrent of tears.
“Jai, I’m fine.  Please believe me.  Everything’s fine.” Kevin pleaded for her to understand.  Borda grabbed hold of Jai’s shoulders and lifted her up, but Jai’s knees buckled.  Avena caught her just in time.  
“Kevin’s okay,” Mach emphasized.  
“We all are,” said Diana.  “We love you, Jai.  Everything will be alright.”  
Jai was embarrassed and afraid.  Things will never be the same.  They must hate me now.  First, the color-shifting eyes.  Now, this?  My eyes went black, evil.  This is horrible.  “What am I?” she screamed.  “What have I done?”  
Sean rubbed her gently on the back, trying to console her, as Kevin motioned for Mach to bring the computer cuffs.  “I’ll play it,” Mach said, and started the recording.  Just as Jai had feared, she saw her eyes go black, the same way she’d seen it in her mind’s eye.  But, what frightened her more was what she’d seen, the feelings she’d felt, as she looked, simultaneously at Kevin and through Kevin, through his mind.  The more she had stared at him, the more she had felt his presence slip away.  She knew she’d taken his place.  It was just a moment before she had passed out, but it was enough to show her, and everyone in that room: she was a monster.  
“I’m a monster!” she cried.  They tried to reassure her.  They loved her just as before.  She hadn’t meant to do anything.  She hadn’t harmed anyone.  But, Jai could only hear her own voice, screaming inside her head.  Monster!  Monster! she called herself, repeatedly.
Suddenly, Kevin’s grey eyes locked on to hers.  “Jai,” he said.  He gripped her hand forcefully.  “I promise.  I won’t ever lie to you.  So, listen to me now.  Trust me.  I. Am. Fine.  You haven’t harmed me.  In fact, I have to thank you.  That was, bar none, the most exhilarating study I’ve ever conducted.”  An incredulous stare swiped Jai’s face clean.  She wasn’t sure whether or not to cry, she was so disarmed.  He smiled and laughed.  “Really, I sincerely mean that.  I’m normally on the outside looking in.  Gathering data and all that.  But, this time?  I was front and center.  It’s rare indeed to be the experimenter, and the one being experimented on.”  
Everyone laughed.  “See, Jai?” Avena said, caressing her other hand.  “Kevin’s all good.  Really, we watched him test himself after you passed out.  He’s one-hundred-percent!”
“A hundred and twenty!” Kevin said.
“Really?”  Jai found it hard to believe.
“Really,” Kevin said.  “Soon as you passed out, it’s like you unlocked a key.  I was back to my normal self in no time.  I was just resting in the library when you woke up.  Sorry if I gave you a scare.”  
“Please, don’t apologize to me.  I already feel like shit.”  
“Well, stop beating yourself up.  I’d let you know if there was a problem.”
“Problem?” Borda chortled.  “Hardly.  I’d say we’re golden.”  Jai looked up, perplexed.  “Come on!”  Borda wrapped his arms around Jai and hugged her fiercely.  “Who could possibly hurt us if we’ve got Jai, our secret weapon!”  
Everyone but Jai laughed.  She was still sick to her stomach, and just as afraid as before.  But, she felt a surge of peace.  She could feel the sincerity, in all of them.  And, none of them were afraid of her.  She sensed no disgust, no disdain, none of the hatred she felt for herself.  And, just as uncontrollably as before, she felt her eyes spill over with tears, tears of overwhelming gratitude.
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By 3 a.m., Jai was still struggling to settle down.  It wasn’t easy.  They were all standing at the kitchen table, watching the news.  Club 10 was eviscerated, as were major sections of downtown New York, but the Mayor promised, “We might have a weak pulse, but we’re still holding on to our great city.”  Things quickly took a turn for the worse, though.  All the eye witness accounts proved that what they had encountered was far from isolated.  Across the United States, in every major metropolitan city, riots were erupting into the early morning hours.  Humans, sentients, everyone, it seemed, was either rioting or holed up, barricading themselves inside.  Watching the news, it was apparent.  The Reapers had struck the match, but the fire was burning uncontrollably now, with a life of its own.  Death, destruction, and fear were everywhere.  
By midnight that evening, President Rogers was addressing the nation, live from the Oval Office.  “I am declaring a state of national emergency,” she said when, suddenly, the lens on her bifocal frames shattered in half.  The screen went black.  A second later, it registered.  They’d televised her assassination.  Jai, Sean, everyone in the room, even Borda, sat in silence, dumbstruck by what had just happened.  No one knew what to say or do.  It had gone from a nightmare to an apocalypse.  
“It’s final then,” Sean said, an hour later, as he walked back from the living room to the kitchen.  “I just got off the phone with my contacts in D.C., Jersey, Philly, Atlanta, Raleigh, St. Louis, Chicago, San Fran.  One massive con call with the whole network of sentient Clubs throughout the U.S.  Their cities are ravaged.  Sentients are making a mass exodus to the new sentient-controlled city: Boston.”
The news came just in time.  No sooner had Sean delivered the message than the lights began to flicker and the floor began to shake throughout the house.  Borda ran to a window and lifted the blackout blind they’d used to keep rioters from seeing inside.  “Shit, they’ve made there way here!” he yelled.  
Jai ran to take a look and, true enough, there was a massive throng beating against the gate.  And, unlike the crowds before, they weren’t armed with grenades or bats, both of which the gate could largely handle.  This multitude had come prepared, with a ram and guns.  A group had already hoisted the ram and were battering the gate.  It dented and rattled under the weight of each thrust.   Meanwhile, other rioters began climbing up the wall.  
“Why the hell are they here?” Borda screamed, gun now in hand.
“I have no idea,” Jai said, scanning the neighborhood.  None of the other houses were under attack.  Luckily, the Home system had already switched to defense mode, revealing a much taller secondary wall with a spinning spiral of serrated blades along the top.  The sentients paid no mind.  Before Home had revved to full speed, a few sentients had managed to make it over, losing only a few fingers, a hand, or an arm.  It wasn’t enough to bleed them out.  They’d heal in time.  To them, it mattered more to get inside.  It was good Sean had had time to prepare.  He had programmed their family’s handprints into the Home system, ensuring that there was no other way to unlock the gate.  Still, it could only stop the rioters for a time.
“Go!  Go!”  Borda screamed.  “I’ll take care of the rioters.  You finish loading up.”  Sean ran off to start the jets.  Borda unlocked a window and took aim at the sentients who’d made it inside the grounds, shooting them with a sniper’s rifle, one by one in the head.  This riled the horde even further.  More joined in, throwing the battering ram against the gate, denting it deeply.  Gaps were beginning to form around the gate’s periphery, where it was previously affixed to the walls along each side.  
“Jai, Mach, help me with Zin!”  Kevin cried.  Avena and the others had already loaded most of the equipment onto the jets.  They’d destroyed all hardcopies of Zin’s data.  The only remaining copy was safe, hidden in an encrypted, virtual database.  The only thing left was Zin’s 6’5”, comatose body.  He looked older, his body atrophied, and he remained extremely heavy.  The three of them carried him off the couch.  Borda ran over, another helping hand.  They placed him on a gurney and pushed him into Jai’s jet.
She rushed to the cockpit, running through a mental checklist.  She yelled back at Kevin and Borda, letting them know she was taking off.  Sean launched his own jet with Avena, Mach, and Diana on board.  Jai followed.  From the sky, they watched the gate’s hinges as they finally broke.  The mob rushed through, throwing grenades until the security windows broke.  They set the house on fire, including the couch where Jai and Joy had had their last mind-sync, the couch where her mother had died.  The rioters — humans and sentients alike — ran through the house, pillaging, destroying everything in sight.  Jai accelerated the jet, thankful she had saved her most priceless treasure: a photo album of Mom, Dad, Darin, and her new family.  The rioters were tossing only empty frames.  Within minutes, the entire penthouse was ablaze.  Thick curls of smoke choked the early morning sky.  Jai took her jet higher and higher, until the sirens faded to a distant mew.
As they flew to Boston, Jai remembered the first time she’d seen Boston in the news.  Boston was one of the first cities to be hit after the rioting began in South Carolina.  Beacon Hill was hit hard.  The Statehouse and nearly all of the historic homes were left crushed and burning.  As the rioting had spread beyond the city, the destruction had fanned outward, hitting town after town.  Soon, Boston’s deterioration and the government’s failure to make any repairs, had become a blight, a symbol of failure.  How could one of the nation’s most historic cities fall to ruin?  It was obliterated.  Boston was a no man’s land.  
Then, Jai recalled the first time Sean said Boston was being rebuilt.  He'd come running to find her on the beach, in the middle of an early morning run.  "Jai!  Jai!"  He caught up quickly.  
"What, what is it?"  Jai spun around.
"Cherie just called.  Remember her?  The Club Manager in Palm Beach?"
"Yes, I remember."
"She and many of the sentient Club leaders are traveling to Boston, to rebuild.  They’re calling it the ‘Sentientscape.’”
“But, I thought FEMA was handling the effort?"
"They were, originally.  But, the rioting's erupted in too many states, too many cities since then.  Their resources are dwindling.  So the Club Council reached out.  FEMA's welcomed the opportunity to devote its resources elsewhere.  They’re letting the Club Council take over the repairs.”  Jai remembered how hopeful she'd been, to think that the sentient Clubs would come together to support Boston.  It seemed similar to the way Elizabeth and other humans had worked to redevelop the hardest hit areas.  It was good to know that, amidst all of the hate, sentients also wanted to work together, with humans, for the greater good.  
Soon after, Sean had proposed moving to Boston, like the other sentients he’d known, but Jai had held out hope.  She had never wanted to leave her homes, especially her homes on the East Coast.  She had so many memories with Joy there.  But, many months had passed since that day, and the rioting had worsened and spread to more cities, until, now, it had finally reached her doorstep.  Abandoning the beach house, the last place she’d synced with her mother, was harder than she'd imagined.   
Even now, as she flew them to Boston, her stomach wrenched.  She shook her head and flew the jet higher, reminding herself, Look forward, not back.  Everything's changed.  The President's been assassinated.  Our family will be safer in the Sentientscape.  
But, as the jet flew closer to the city, Jai realized the Boston that she’d known had changed.  Sean recognized it, too.  “You see that?” he asked.
Jai could make out the city line but, periodically, the horizon went jagged.  It seemed to disappear, like a heat shimmer in the desert.  She rubbed her eyes, unsure if the sun was playing tricks on her vision.  But, there, again, the city line appeared to glitch.  
“Let’s fly higher,” Sean suggested.
And, the more they ascended, the clearer it became.  That wasn’t a city line or rows upon rows of buildings.  No, it was a massive wall.  And, the higher, the closer they flew their jets to the city, the more they could see over and beyond it.  
“You…you see that?”  Sean asked again.  
“Too hard not to,” Jai said.  The shock was overwhelming.  The sentients had not erected a wall.  No, it was an electronic border, a virtual shield, an optical illusion for anyone looking toward the city.  It was fortress, a marvel.  
“So this is the Sentientscape,” Sean said.  His voice filled the speakers, flooding both of the jets’ cabins.  “The Club leaders said they were going to rebuild, to protect everyone's access to water and an airport in case of an emergency.  But, nothing could’ve prepared me for this.  Look, to the west."  
Jai turned.  There was a heavily guarded section, just behind the border's western facade.  "They must’ve shifted the border, as each town's been abandoned, slowly taking on more and more territory, expanding the enclosed area.  This isn't just a wall,” Jai said.  “It's a moveable, massive border, encircling the entire city."
Jai positioned the jet’s camera to zoom in for a closer look.  She suggested Sean do the same.  She turned the jet to “Skyview,” flooding the entire cabin with the camera’s images, so that Kevin and Borda could get a closer look.  
“It’s incredible!” Borda said.  
Kevin was like a kid in a candy store.  “They must’ve been working around the clock to achieve this.”  He scrambled to get a closer look, walking the length of the cabin to take in every detail.  Built high into the sky, the border appeared to be made of a fortified, impenetrable material, with smaller electronic panels, projecting images that shifted subtly under the sun.   Behind, and even more impressive, were the towers.  At 5,000 feet in the air, they were already more than double the height of Barj Dubai, one of the world’s first super-skyscrapers.  Jai wondered who the team of sentient architects were.  They were clearly faster than humans, and they must have developed more advanced technology to build these structures.  Attached to each tower, they’d built massive platforms, spiraling outward.  Each platform was programmed for multiple uses.  Jai saw a jet land on one, while sentients plucked vegetables off of another.   
“Aerial gardens?”  Borda asked, awestruck.  
“Look!  Over there!” shouted Kevin.  He pointed to a massive hovercraft, flying around a tower.  It lifted a pod, pulled it out of the tower, and flew it to another tower, placing it delicately inside.  “Moveable homes!”  
“Where’s our landing?” Jai asked Sean.
“It’s north-east.  In the distance there.  Do you see it?”  He sent the coordinates to the command panel in Jai’s jet.  
“I see.  Should be there in twenty minutes.”  They were all excited, hoping that the Sentientscape might be a safe place for their family, after all.  But, as Jai flew closer, she felt her heart sink.  The area outside the border was destroyed and abandoned.  She imagined this was how New York would become.  Her chest hurt, thinking of how difficult it would be, for the humans to make it to the Sentientscape.  She pictured the massacre, remembered herself, shooting outside of Club O.  She remembered the children, women, and men who’d been pushed aside, innocents falling into the fray of rioters.  Their faces flashed into her mind.  How can I enter the Sentientscape, while they’re being left behind?   And, the rioters who’d broken into her house.  Even they made her heart ache.  Not all of them wanted to riot.  It was obvious from their thoughts.  They, too, were being forced, blackmailed to wreak havoc.  That, or their loved ones would suffer the consequences.  Jai’s nose began to tingle.  Her eyes began to sting.  She was about to cry, when the jet’s alarm system blared and the cabin’s lights went red.  
Jai dropped her head to the command panel.  “Missile Approach Warning,” the system cued, warning her to maneuver defensively, away from an on-coming missile.  Borda rushed to the cockpit.  Kevin peered through every window, looking for a visual.  The missile was hurtling at them.  The command panel displaying an icon, identifying it as a MANPAD, a portable, shoulder-launched missile.  Compact and cheap, the missile was robust and easy to operate.  Jai furrowed her brow.  She had never seen, never heard, of any rioters with a missile, not even the most militant.  She wondered, Where’s the launcher? 
I thought we were flying over an abandoned area?  There was no time to think.  The system announced, “Deploying emergency counter measures.”  Jai increased the jet’s speed.  Outside, the jet’s panels shifted.  Jai hoped they’d prevent the missile from detecting the engine’s heat.  
“There, there!”  Kevin pointed out the window, at the missile coming at them.  
Jai looked back.  “Jet’s not shaking it,” she screamed.  She took over the controls and maneuvered away, then shot a set of hot flares, to confuse the missile.  Please,
follow the heat.  Lead it astray.  
“Yes, the flares are working!”  Sean cried out over the intercom.  But, he’d spoken too soon.  A second missile had come flying, far too close to Jai’s jet.  It hit, exploding against the right fuel tank.  The connection between Jai’s jet and Sean’s jet disconnected.  Sirens blaring in her ears, Jai steadied the jet as best as she could, then set it to autopilot.  She turned to Borda.  “You and Kevin, get ready to dive!  Suits are in the back!”
She rushed back to the cabin, Borda fast behind her.  They donned suits and helmets, built to avoid hypoxia at high altitudes.  Dressed and ready to jump, they prepared Zin.  Kevin unhooked Zin from the medical equipment, stopping the last blood transfusion short.  The plane shook violently.  “Hold him steady!” Kevin yelled, as he hoisted a suit and helmet on Zin’s body.  With Borda’s help, they managed to do it.  “Now, what?”  Kevin looked down at Zin, at a loss for what to do.  “We can push him out of the jet, but what then?  How’s he going to deploy his chute?”  
“We could hold on to his harness, until it’s deployed,” Borda suggested.  The jet was descending fast, too fast.  They needed to jump.  
Jai looked out the window, hit a side panel against the fuselage, and pressed her handprint against the electronic screen.  “Fuselage, disengage!” she screamed over the sirens.  The jet prompted her to repeat the command, then the captain’s code.  She stated the code twice before the jet obliged.  The fuselage flew open, ejecting the wall panel.  It shot out, into the sky.  
Jai peered out, to make a quick assessment.  “The jump path’s clear, but we’re too far from the border.”  There were still many miles to go before they’d reach the Sentientscape.  Sentients could run the distance, but a comatose one could not.  She pointed to Borda and Kevin.  “You guys, you run to the border.  You can make it.  Get help.”  
Borda and Kevin shook their heads no.  “We’re not leaving you, Jai!”  Borda screamed.
“No way,” said Kevin.
“We don’t have time for this!” Jai shouted.  Her voice was firm.  “Zin and I will make it.”
“There’s no way you can carry him that far!  And, we have no idea where the missile launchers are.  The missiles came from multiple directions.  There’s got to be more than one launcher.  Likely a team.”
“I know, I know!”  Jai yelled.
“Good.  Then you know we’re not leaving you!”  Borda was angry, upset that Jai would even suggest it.
“Well, I’m not leaving Zin!”  Jai screamed.  No one wanted to.  But, even Kevin couldn’t imagine another alternative.  
The jet interrupted them.  “System failure.  System failure.”  The cabin projected a virtual clock, counting down, with just one minute until the system would lose control of the jet.  
Jai looked at both their frantic faces.  “You two, hook into both of our harnesses.  Mine and Zin’s.  I’ll wake him up if it kills me.”
“You’ll what?!”  Borda stared at Jai, looked at Kevin, then back at Jai.  
“She’s going to siphon and mind-sync with him,” Kevin explained.
“But, I thought that didn’t wake him last time?!”  Borda’s mind raced.  What if she doesn’t make it?  I can’t let anything happen to her.  Jai could hear Borda screaming inside.  She couldn’t make any promises.  She didn’t know what would happen, either.  She, too, was afraid.  She could feel the throb of every heartbeat, palpitating in her chest.  She couldn’t help but wonder if, the last time she’d siphoned Zin, she’d played a role in his coma.  He’d invited her to stay, together with him, in that cold cabin, that castle in his mind.  Fear had crept in, ever since that day.  Could siphoning make his condition worse?  And, what about her last blinding migraine, and her black, obsidian eyes?  Would that happen again?  No matter how much she wanted to help Zin, the pain was so unbearable that a part of her wanted to avoid it.  
Jai clenched her fists, wondering if her body could handle another migraine.  Should I take the risk?  She looked down at Zin, pushed her doubts away, and looked at Borda and Kevin.  “I have to try!” she screamed, and pulled Zin up.  With thirty seconds to go, the three of them hoisted Zin to his feet.  Kevin fastened his harness to Jai’s left harness and Zin’s right, while Borda fastened his harness to Jai’s right and Zin’s left.  Jai gripped Zin’s head tightly, head to head with hers, then leaned toward the edge of the open fuselage.  Kevin and Borda looked at her.  With strands of hair flying out of her ponytail, the wind whipped her face.  She nodded, then the four of them plummeted out of the plane.  
Without wasting a moment, Jai shut her eyes as they began to accelerate rapidly toward the earth.  She dove into Zin’s mind, only vaguely aware of the grip Kevin and Borda had on her body.  With a thud, she fell into Zin’s psyche, her knees crouched against the thick, white snow.  She was at the doorstep in front of the cabin.  The sun was beaming down.  “Jai, is that you?”  She heard Zin’s voice, deep and calm.  
“Zin, it’s me,” she said, rushing, pushing past the door.  He took two steps back and laughed.  
“Whoa, what’s the rush?”  His crystal blue eyes stared at her.  He was the same hulk, the same Viking of a man, but there was a rosiness to his cheeks now.  He was healthier than before.  Astounding, she thought.  How can he be so oblivious to what’s going on, right now, his body free-falling out of a jet?  She looked around the cabin and gasped.  
His mental life had run loose.  The cabin was no longer the cabin she’d seen in days past.  Sure, it opened to the same cramped space as before but, instead of the small library he’d previously amassed, the cabin now opened wide, connecting it to precisely the same library Jai had — correction: the library she’d once had — at the beach house.  She watched, amazed, as he walked past her, to recline on the very same sofa where his coma had begun.  Jai tried to contain the rush of emotions inside of her.  Remember: minutes, no maybe tens of seconds, is all I have.  She reminded herself, We’ve already jumped.  We’re dropping to the ground, about to make the run of our lives.  She had to think fast, find some way to knock some sense into him.  He needs to come to, to wake up.  Please…please…she begged her mind to come up with something, any idea that might wake him up.  
Immediately, it came to her.  And, with a sadness she hadn’t felt in a long time, she looked at him.  He looked at her with deep concern in his eyes.  “What’s wrong, Jai?”  He took her by the hand.  “Jai?”  
Without saying a word, she led him toward the center of the library.  Sunlight streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows, the two of their bodies casting long shadows across the mahogany floor.  “Jai?”  She looked at the polished wood, a tear flowing down her face, and took a deep breath.  “Jai, look at me,” he said, but she’d shut her eyes, unresponsive to his calls.  
The sky began to darken to a Prussian blue, so deep it was nearly black.  And, the clouds, so light and airy, were fading away, until all but their jagged edges remained.  Lightening lit the sky from behind, as the wind began spiraling out of control, rapping against the windows.  Zin stared outside.  He saw the Long Island Sound, its waves crashing, perilously close.  We should take shelter, he thought, his eyes scanning quickly around the room.  But, everywhere there were books along each wall.  Only sofas, chairs, and the two spiral staircases, beside them.  “Jai,” he said, beginning to pull her hand.  She gripped him by the wrists.  A strange, puzzled look flashed on his face.  She could feel his eyes looking down at her.  She kept her face down, as he wondered, What’s she doing?  She was holding his wrists so tightly, he couldn’t move.  “Jai?” he asked.  He tried to pull away, but she held firmer still.  Then, suddenly, she turned her face up to his.
“I’m sorry, Zin!” she cried.  She tethered herself, taking every bit of energy she could from him.  She looked deep, deep into his Caribbean blue eyes.  She watched, as his eyes filled with dread.  She saw what he saw, her own brown eyes darkening to black, the pupils widening, eating the whites of her eyes, until there was nothing left.  Just two obsidian shards staring, boring into his soul.  He felt his body tremble and shake.  He wanted to move, to pull away his hands, but she held him there, her hands wrapped like steel around his two thick wrists.  
“Jai, what’s going on?” he pleaded.  But, she didn’t answer.  She flung her head back and, as her gaze flew at the wall, his eyes followed.  He watched as the entire room erupted in flames.  Fire licked at the spine of each book, as if each book was a rung on a ladder.  And, with each rung, with each book, the fire climbed up, from the first to the third floor.  
“No!” Zin’s mouth shrieked, his eyes darting back to Jai.  He pleaded for her to help, to save the library that he’d come to love.  But, the Jai he knew was no longer there.  The ground was shaking, breaking around them and, as the foundation cracked, the books began to tumble to the ground, piles and piles of burning pages.  The fire was an angry conflagration, a beast that was stalking closer to their two bodies.  The heat was unbearable, and thick plumes of smoke were filling Zin’s lungs, choking him.  No, I don’t want to die, Zin thought.  And, she can’t die.  No, not like this.  Jai could sense the terror in Zin’s inner voice.  He huddled closer to her, trying, she could see, to somehow shield her from the room crashing down around them.  Even now, he wanted to protect her, though she was the one breaking his mind from the inside out.    
Gale force winds flung waves against the windows, shattering them against the floor.  Starved for oxygen, the fire exploded, thrusting books, chairs, and broken wood at both their bodies.  Zin screamed in pain as wood pierced his leg, toppling him to the floor, the arctic white of his hair flinging violently around his head.  Jai pushed the fire on, forcing it to touch his flesh.  Again, he screamed, but he held on still, to her body, to her frame, so much smaller than his own hulking form.  And, with renewed resolve, Zin did his best to shield her from the inferno around them.  Pain was all Jai could feel.  Every cell of her being was filled with every emotion he had, with every sensation he felt, deep within his body, but she knew no other way.  There was no other way, to get him to leave this place, to evict him from his mind, this castle of his choosing.  There’s no other way to bring him back to the world.  She was screaming inside.  We need to escape.  Now!  She yelled at herself, pushing herself farther than she’d ever pushed before.  She could feel it, the black obsidian in her eyes, as it cut deeper and deeper into her own mind.  And, as she made the fire rage, she pulled the waves in close, toward their bodies, until the water was pulling them, carrying them fast, faster, until they were out to sea, lost in a hurricane of waves, crashing until they’d drowned.  
Kevin and Borda turned, shocked to see Zin jerk his head and suck in a tremendous amount of air.  Tighter, they held on to Zin’s harness, as they felt Jai begin to move.  Suddenly, her eyes ripped open.  She looked disoriented, as the cold wind rapped hard against her skin.  The frigid air was a strange sensation, having just burned and drowned in Zin’s mind.  
Here, now, she reminded herself.  She pushed her shoulders back, and looked down.  The ground was fast approaching.  “Get ready to land!” she cried.  “Me and Kevin,” she screamed.  She looked to Borda.  “You and Zin!”  
Zin was still gasping for breath, barely able to control the fear and confusion he felt.  His eyes darted rapidly at the unexpected surroundings.  What the hell’s happening? he questioned.  Not to mention, who’s this spiky-haired guy, holding me by the shoulder?  Zin looked down.  Is that the ground, barreling closer?  Panic was setting in, and he started to flail his legs.  
“Now, pull Zin’s cord!” Jai yelled to Borda, her voice trailing off as she and Kevin pulled their cords.  And, with one quick pull, Borda and Zin were flying up, high above.  Zin felt his stomach lurch; he nearly passed out.  Moments later, he hit the ground with a massive thud.  Immediately, he turned to Borda.  “Who the hell are you?”  He stared Borda up and down.  
“No time.  Run!”  Borda commanded.  Borda picked himself off of the ground, a flat terrain, with nothing but dirt.  Shots were firing in the distance.  Instinctively, Zin crouched down.  He barely had enough time to look over his shoulder.  Borda grabbed hold of Zin’s arm, pulling Zin forward.  “Run!  Now!”  Zin could hardly move, his legs uneasy, atrophied.  
Borda seized Zin’s arm and wrapped it around his shoulder, as Jai and Kevin caught up.  The four of them ran, as fast as they could, but Zin’s movements were uneven.  He collapsed, stumbling over his feet, pulling Borda down along with him.  Jai yanked Borda up, and pushed him aside.  Borda spun around.  “And, just what do you expect to do?” Borda asked.  
“Just shut up!” Jai said.  She didn’t have time for his goading.  Hands to Zin’s legs, she silenced her mind and felt it, her brown eyes turning to a fierce green.  She pushed her energy into Zin’s limbs, willing them to move as fast as they could.  Zin felt his legs shake under her grasp; he stared at Jai, thunderstruck, feeling a strange sensation of déjà vu.  
“Run, Zin!” she yelled.  “Now!”  
She was already hoisting him up, and they were off.  This time, Zin kept pace with the rest of them, running as fast as he could toward the horizon.  Jai led them where the border seemed to be.  She could sense its energy, humming in the distance.  A massive jeep, a souped up War Eagle, came flying out at them.  
“Holy shit!” said Kevin.  “Can this get any worse?”  Two men, dressed in the same black garb as the Reapers Jai had seen before.  They were leaning outside the doors, assault rifles in hand.  Kevin swallowed hard, finding it hard to believe that this was his first encounter with a gun, any gun, and bullets were flying all around him.  Kevin ran as fast as he could, narrowly escaping the onslaught.  The jeep was closing in on them.  Borda reached for a gun in his waistband, shot, and hit the man in the passenger seat.  His head flew back against the headrest, flopping to the side.  
“Nice!” Jai said, still running.  Borda winked, but the driver was still in pursuit, setting the jeep to target mode.  Course locked, the jeep drove straight toward the border.  Jai could still see it now, a few hundred feet away.  The border was beginning to open, to make way for their arrival.  Immediately, Jai sensed the driver’s thoughts.  This was the moment he was waiting for, for the border to open, so a missile could reach inside the Sentientscape.  The driver walked to the back of the jeep, where the missile was propped.  He took aim, poised to shoot.  But, shots were firing at him, too.  Jai snapped her head, back toward the border.  Sean was shooting.  He hit the driver, then the jeep’s tires.  The Reapers were dead.
Still, Jai didn’t stop running.  They rushed as fast as they could until they reached the gate.   Sean, Mach, Diana, Avena, they were all standing, waiting earnestly for their arrival.  Soon, Jai was touching her head lightly to theirs, and she felt the warmth of Sean’s arms wrapped around her.  “Welcome home,” he said, his ebullient eyes meeting hers.  She smiled until, suddenly, her face went blank.  A bolt of electricity rushed through her temples.  And, in an instant, his green eyes were gone.  Everything was gone.  Only a blinding blackness, and the strange, weightless sensation of her body, crashing to the ground.  
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“Sean, over here!”  Jai could hear it.  It was Kevin’s voice calling Sean over.  Sean carried Jai to the medic’s area, where they lay her on a bed.
“You two, stay with her.”  It was Borda.  “Where’s her identification?  And yours?  I’ll handle it.”  
“Here,” Kevin said, handing Borda all three of their I.D.s.  The guards checked everyone’s identification, then let Kevin and Sean accompany Jai to a temporary, private room.  
Immediately, Sean pressed Kevin for answers.  “What the hell happened?” he asked.  He’d seen Zin, fully revived.  He was standing in line, speaking with the guards.  “Kevin?” Sean pressed.
Kevin eyed Sean, urging him to keep quiet so he could activate his computer links and scan Jai’s vitals.  “Jai siphoned and mind-synced with Zin.”
“What, when?!”  Sean had seen the jet go down and everyone parachute out.  How could there be any time to siphon, to sync?  He blinked.  “So my eyes weren’t deceiving me, then?  Zin was running, after all?  When did they siphon?  When did they sync?”
“Jai did it in free-fall, after we all jumped out.”  Kevin could see the anger rise with Sean’s shoulders, and gave Sean an admonishing look of his own.  “Jai did it, Sean.  She saved Zin.  Bottom line, she saved all of us.  We wouldn’t have made it if she hadn’t forced Zin to wake up.  There’s no way we could’ve carried Zin comatose.  With him awake, we barely escaped.”
Sean raised his voice.  “So, I’m supposed to be happy that Jai and Zin have traded places?”  Sean looked down at Jai, frantic for any sign that she might stir.  What will I do, if she never wakes up?  He shuddered at the thought.  Sean wanted reassurance.  “Her vitals are fine?  Will she wake up soon?”
Kevin’s silence wasn’t reassuring.  Jai could feel him, attaching the MRI-OIS sensors to her head.  Moments later, she heard Kevin’s voice, somber and dark.  
“What the hell is that?”  Sean’s voice was frantic.  
Kevin had displayed the scan, zooming in, then out, of each frame.  “I don’t know,” Jai heard Kevin say.  “Jai’s siphoning pattern, that black Mandelbrot’s still there.  But, it’s not just energy anymore.  The Mandelbrot’s taken hold.”  He commanded the computer cuffs to measure and analyze the Mandelbrot’s structure at multiple points, then pointed to the numbers on the screen.  “This is different from before.  This has structure, real weight.  And, look at how it’s spiraled.  It’s grown again.”  Kevin zoomed out.  
Deep, in the soft tissue inside of Jai’s skull, was a black conical structure, like the shell of a murex snail, winding its way through the cracks and crevices of her mind.  Hundreds of spines reached out, obsidian spikes that had burrowed deep inside of her.  A rainbow of electricity erupted as each synapse made contact, linking the obsidian shell with the neurons throughout her brain.  
“This is amazing,” Kevin said.  He collapsed back, sitting on Jai’s bed.  “You know, I used to say sentients were like murex snails because our enhanced genome gave our species unparalleled protection, like an exterior shell with over a hundred spines to keep us safe, but, inside, we were just as soft as a human.  We had to eat.  We had to siphon energy to survive.  I used to say that, as a metaphor.  
"But, never in a million years would I imagine this: a sentient with a physical shell, with protective armor, literally, on the inside.  A sentient who can not only siphon, but sync minds, and use her siphon to bore her mind into another person’s psyche.  If normal sentients are like murex snails, then Jai is a like a Venus comb murex, the Queen of all murex, capable of feeding on others, in an unparalleled way.  The MRI-OIS proves it’s true.  And, I’ve felt it before, when she synced with my mind.  I lost all control over my body and nearly all of my thoughts.  Her eyes went black, just like the obsidian shell that’s grown here, inside of her brain.  Her siphon’s like an obsidian blade.  It cuts through the psyche.  
"I never thought a siphon could manifest as a solid structure, in any sentient’s brain.  But, Jai's siphon has.  She's not only the Eldest; she's the only sentient with a physical siphon…the most lethal of them all, a Venus siphon.”  
Sean sat, wringing his hands.  “Do you think it’s like a cancer?”  His voice was shaking.  
“Honestly, I don’t know,” Kevin said.  “I know you’re afraid, Sean.  I am too.  But, we shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”
“But, she’s passed out.”  Sean was frantic.  “And, you’ve seen her in the past, she’s been in so much pain!”    
“Yes,” Kevin said, thoughtfully.  “I know.  It’s serious, that’s certain.  But, we can’t assume the shell’s malignant.”  Sean shook his head, fearing the worst.  “We have to keep an open mind,” Kevin emphasized, and placed a hand on Sean’s shoulder.  “Who knows?  This may be natural, for her.  Each time she’s experienced less pain, while gaining more control over her new talents.  Jai is obviously unique, the true Eldest, the most powerful of our kind.”  Kevin’s voice grew quiet, hushed.  “You have to wonder, is this the next developmental stage for the entire sentient species?  Or, is this something else, something unique to Jai?  Perhaps one day, we’ll know.”
Jai felt the truth in her being, deep within her body.  Though they thought she’d passed out, she was more aware than she'd ever been before.  She could not move, could not see, but without needing to, she knew what they’d seen on the MRI-OIS.  She could sense the obsidian shell humming away in her brain.  And, she could hear, with pinpoint precision everything they were saying.  
And, somehow, she understood.  The shell was an armor, armor only she could wear, on the inside.  She could sense it, even as they had transported her into that room.  As each spine, each obsidian spike, drove deeper into her brain, she could feel her senses grow.  She could hear every thought, sense every being, in the vicinity.  It was overwhelmingly powerful.  
And, the more she had listened, the more fearful she had become.  As they had transported her inside, down the vast Sentientscape halls, she could sense the guards along the towers.  The guards along the fence.  The guards standing at every checkpoint and entryway, walking inside and along the perimeter.  Their thoughts clamored deep in Jai’s mind.  Check everyone's identification.  Weed out every human.  Separate the humans from the sentients.  Family or not, humans go to “Checkpoint 4,” the checkpoint that was, in actuality, a long tunnel, where the humans would discover — far too late — that they weren’t being welcomed inside.  No, they were being shown the exit, returned to the cold, cruel world they had hoped to leave behind.  The world Jai and her family had rushed to escape.  The world from which humans had no respite.  For humans were not welcome in the Sentientscape.  
And, just like that, Jai knew: the Sentientscape was not a mere moniker for the new home that the sentients had built.  It was a home, named for those welcomed within it, to the exclusion of those who were not like them.  Immediately, Jai understood its meaning.  Mach would be separated from his parents, from his human mother Elizabeth and his sentient father James; for James would never leave his wife, and Mach would never leave Diana or their unborn baby.  Just as Jai never would have left her mother, had Joy been alive to see that day.  
Jai pictured her mom, running alongside the children, women, and men in the street.  How close was Mom to becoming like them?  Innocent and struggling to survive, humans were being left, helpless to rise above the violence that surrounded them, the destruction and hatred that had overtaken the nation.  What of those innocents?  Where could they turn?  Where could they go?  How could humans defend themselves, when my sentient family could barely escape?  
Jai could feel the sorrow welling deep within her body, as an electric bolt ran down her spine.  The obsidian shell was reaching out, like an enlarged hand, grasping, growing, taking hold of her mind.  What good will this armor do, when it might only protect me?   She wanted to scream, to cry out, but her body lay heavy and hard, motionless on the bed.  
 
 
 
 
❖
Like a stone from a pond,
falling in a deep black sea,
Jai was far away from her home,
afraid of what her new home might be,
divided by a border,
the next Chapter of our nation’s history.  
❖
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