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      Kamina

      

      People died.

      That’s simply how it was.

      Sometimes you could save them, and sometimes you couldn’t.  The Universe decided, and that was a decree with which no one could argue.

      What would be, would be.

      It’s not my fault!

      No matter how much it might feel differently.

      “What do you see?  What do you smell?  Is it hot or is it cold?  Light or dark?  Does it bring joy, or does it bring fear?”

      It brought…uncertainty.  And a boatload of self-doubt.

      Because if she wasn’t doing what she should be doing⁠—

      “These are all questions you must answer.  The cerebral experience is easy; it is the visceral which is elusive.  If you want them to feel, you must feel.  There is no other way.”

      —then where did that leave her?

      And what was it she should be doing?

      She’d been so certain she’d found her calling, but⁠—

      “You are the creator.  You dictate the experience. What they know, what they feel, what they want.  That is all you.”

      —if she wasn’t doing what she should be doing, that meant she wasn’t fulfilling her purpose, and that meant⁠—

      What?

      “You decide everything.”

      A simple concept, but an impossible reality. No one was given the opportunity to decide everything.

      But neither did Kamina Kim believe in fate.

      Destiny. Soul mates; true love; happily ever after.

      Meant to be.

      And yet…sometimes death was meant to be. She’d seen that first hand.

      Sometimes there was nothing to be done.

      Choice.  Circumstance.  Coincidence.

      What prevailed?

      “I’d like you to write an abbreviated description of one moment in time. A brief paragraph in which you convey the details of life in corporeal form—no emotion, no ego, no thinking.  Just being.”

      Kamina stared down at the paper in front of her. The pale blue lines wavered.  Too many thoughts. Churning in her head, muttering in her ears.  The weight in her chest that was a relentless, crushing ache no amount of distraction could dissuade.

      She shouldn’t have come here.

      But it was money already spent—a wildly frivolous, fair amount of money at that—and not coming had seemed like surrender.

      As if this dream was meant to die, too.

      So here she was.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      You can do this.

      She’d stopped believing a long time ago, but then she’d witnessed something that made her think…

      Well, maybe.

      Maybe it was possible. Maybe anything was possible.

      So she put her pen to paper and began to write.

      Her body shudders beneath the steady pump of my clasped hands.  She is warm; she feels alive.  But there is no steady beat of life beneath my palm, no rise of breath, no soul fighting to persevere.  My knees hurt from the hard concrete; sweat burns my eyes. I will her into movement—beat, breathe, live!—but she is gone.

      Gone.

      The overhead lights suddenly flickered, and Kamina looked up.

      The room was so new you could practically smell the paint.  The windows were spotless, the creamy walls unmarred.  Silverhawk Tower was the newest, shiniest column of steel and glass to grace downtown Chicago, a marriage between the latest in technology and the most daring of engineering.  An entirely green building with its own solar power production and internal grid, rainwater collection, and in-house waste recycling system. For all intents and purposes, Silverhawk was a city within a city, a monolith built with sustainable materials that had raised the bar for eco-building on an international scale.

      The Red Quill Writers’ Symposium was the first public gathering to be held in the Silverhawk’s stylish Half Moon Conference Center and the sole reason Kamina had traveled into the city.  The conference was a splurge, her reward for working double shifts with Clinton County Fire and Paramedics all summer.  She’d barely left her station house from late April until after Labor Day, and she’d almost decided against the lofty expenditure; five hundred bucks was a good chunk of her rent.  But her friend and former co-worker Ruby had pushed her to take the plunge.

      Sometimes you just have to go for it.

      And Ruby would know.  So Kamina had taken a five-hundred-dollar leap of faith.

      The lights flickered again.  From somewhere deep within the building, an odd, unnerving whoosh sounded.  Then again.  Whoosh.  Whoosh.  Whoosh.

      Like the wing beats of a giant, predatory bird.

      Disquiet whispered through Kamina.

      Just my luck.  The place will probably blow.

      Because she hated this city, and it hated her.

      The lights winked out with that thought, and darkness spread like a stain.  For a heartbeat, no one in the room moved.

      Whoosh.  Whoosh.  Whoosh.

      “I’m sure it’s only temporary,” the course instructor said loudly.  She was a well-known science fiction writer, and the course was called Bringing Being to Life.  “Just a bit of excitement to start our day.”

      A late fall day that was cold and dreary and gray outside the huge tinted windows.   The light that speared into the room was pale and flat and did little to illuminate the large space. People shifted uneasily as the whooshing continued.  It was impossible to tell if it was emanating from inside the building or out; either way, it was…disturbing. It didn’t help that they were eleven flights up.

      Trapped.

      Which was why this city was a living nightmare, and why Kamina never returned to the place of her birth.  Because it was a frigging noose, and once it wrapped around your neck, there was no escape.

      Except death.

      “Nice,” she muttered to herself.

      The whooshing grew, and the hard granite tile beneath her feet shivered.

      Around her, people began to stand.

      “It’s probably nothing,” the instructor insisted.  “The building is new; there are bound to be a few growing pains.”

      But no one was listening.  Instead, they were moving toward the door, their unhidden panic a hot wave that slapped Kamina as she sat there, waiting.

      The urge to bolt beat at her, too, but she knew firsthand the destructive quality of panic.  She’d seen the end result of a crowd fighting to flee; she’d sewn up the wounds and mopped up the blood.

      So she would wait her turn.

      And hello: eleventh floor. No one was getting out anytime soon.

      Air kissed her cheeks as the occupants of the room rushed past her.  The whooshing sound grew until her seat was vibrating beneath her butt, and the unrelenting pulse of it filled her chest.

      Something was very, very wrong.

      A piece of equipment, no doubt.  One of the fancy, expensive bits of tech that kept the place operating.

      Or maybe something more menacing.

      It’s going to frigging blow.  I knew it!

      Anxiety speared through her, but Kamina didn’t move.  There was nowhere to go, not until the crowd thinned.  Theirs wasn’t the only symposium course happening on this floor, and it was highly likely everyone was making a beeline for the elevators or—if they were smart—the stairs.  Some would get shoved aside; some might even get trampled.

      There would be people left behind who needed help.

      And that was Kamina’s job.  No matter her delusions of writing grandeur; no matter her persistent self-doubt.  She was a healer.

      Always had been, always would be.

      Even if sometimes she failed.

      People died.

      That’s simply how it was.

      The door slammed, the sound echoing through the now-empty room.  Even the instructor had fled.

      Kamina sighed and pushed to her feet.  She shoved her belongings into her battered leather bag, slid on her worn wool coat, and trudged toward the door. The whooshing was growing more and more intense as she stepped out into an abandoned hallway that was lit by the bright white glow of security lighting—which meant there was still some kind of power.  The colorful, abstract paintings that lined the walls were beginning to fall.

      Whoosh.  Whoosh.  Whoosh.

      Fear licked through her, but she beat it back with grim, practiced determination.

      Fear was nothing new.

      At the far end of the hallway, neon green letters beckoned: Exit.

      The stairs.

      She made her way calmly toward the sign and stepped into the stairwell.  A breeze rushed up the wide steel steps to greet her, oddly fresh and cool; no smoke, no hint of what disaster might lay in wait.

      She began quickly to descend.

      Only eleven flights.

      It could be worse.

      There could be smoke.  Screams.

      Death.

      “Don’t invite trouble,” she warned herself.

      She continued down the stairs, her only company the unrelenting beat of those unearthly wings. As a child, she’d visited the Museum of Science and Industry, and in the main lobby a massive, life-sized pterodactyl had hung overhead.

      That’s what the whooshing reminded her of—the mind-boggling wingspan of that ancient predator.  She had no doubt that’s what those giant wings would sound like as you ran from it,  screaming like a banshee.

      There was no one in the stairwell, and she descended quickly.  As she started down the fifth flight, she discovered a woman sitting on the bottom step, leaning heavily against the wall.

      “Behind you,” she said, and the woman turned.

      Older, her hair a wash of glinting silver, her face ashen and pale.  Sweat glistened on her skin in the faint glow of the stairwell lighting, and her right hand was rubbing her chest.

      “I can’t catch my breath.” She sucked in a desperate breath. “I told them to go on without me.”

      And they had.

      Dicks, Kamina thought.   She crouched beside the woman.

      “I’m a paramedic,” she said.  “Can I take a look?”

      “It’s my heart,” the woman muttered, but she didn’t resist when Kamina reached out to take her pulse, which was erratic and too hard.  “I have congestive heart failure.”

      Perfect.

      “Can you walk?” Kamina asked.

      The woman shook her head stubbornly.  “I just need a minute.”

      Kamina didn’t argue.  Instead, she sat down on the step beside her and said, “What’s your name?”

      “Betty.”

      “Hi, Betty, I’m Kamina.  I’ll stay with you.”

      “No, you should go.” Betty shook her head.  “Something’s happening.”

      Whoosh.  Whoosh.  Whoosh.

      Yeah, Kamina had gotten the memo.

      Just to underscore the point, the walls around them shook harder, as if a massive boom of thunder had sounded overhead.

      “I’m staying,” Kamina told her. “And when you feel better, we’ll go down together.”

      A narrow look.  “What if I don’t feel better?”

      “Then I’ll carry you out of this stairwell.”

      Betty made a sound; it might have been a snort.

      “I might be small, but I’m mighty,” Kamina said matter-of-factly.  “Don’t doubt it for a minute.”

      Betty winced, her breathing ragged and shallow.  She needed oxygen.

      An ambulance.

      “I think we should go,” Kamina said.  “Before this giant lemon falls on our heads.”

      “In a minute,” Betty whispered and leaned against the wall.

      Another flare of alarm speared through Kamina.  “We need to go, Betty.”

      When the woman didn’t respond, Kamina slid her arm around Betty’s middle.  She hadn’t been kidding; she’d haul the woman down in a fireman’s carry if that’s what it took.

      Kamina didn’t leave people behind.

      Her arm tightened, and Betty shook her head.

      “I can’t,” she gasped.

      But she had to.

      Kamina began to lift her but it was too late.  Betty’s entire body jerked and a violent convulsion shook her.  Her hands clenched into fists; her mouth opened on a silent cry.  A heartbeat later, she lost consciousness and sagged in Kamina’s hold.

      Shit!

      Kamina laid her down, loosened her clothing, cleared her airways, and began to administer CPR. Somewhere in the building there was probably an AED, but she had no idea where, and if she stopped CPR, Betty would likely die.

      She’s going to die anyway.  We’re stuck in a stairwell five floors up.

      “Shut up,” Kamina told that voice.

      She despised that voice.

      Sweat slid down her spine as she continued compressions; Betty was unresponsive, her skin tinged with blue, white foam gathering at the corners of her mouth.  Kamina could feel the woman’s skin cooling, and her own heart beat too hard, despair a living, breathing thing that made her throat tight and her chest ache.

      Whoosh.  Whoosh. Whoosh.

      The wings were beating faster, harder.  A loud ping, ping, ping had started, accompanied by what Kamina thought might be the groan of steel.

      “Coming apart at the damn seams,” she whispered.

      Panic twisted around the hopelessness that filled her like lead.  Betty was not coming around; Kamina knew even without checking that her heart had ceased to beat.

      Betty was dead. And without a defibrillator⁠—

      An explosion rocked the building. The world shifted violently, and Kamina fell sideways and then tumbled backward down the next half-flight of stairs.  Something hard smashed into her back, slicing deep; her skull bounced off the metal steps, and she landed on her right knee as she crashed to a halt, pain stabbing so deep she almost vomited.

      For a long, breathless moment she didn’t move, her heart a deafening thud, her ears ringing.  Her head hurt and she knew her back was bleeding.  Her whole body felt bruised.  And her knee⁠—

      Another, smaller boom sounded; the building shook like a dog shedding water. Somewhere far off, an alarm sounded.

      Little freaking late for that!

      The walls around her vibrated like someone had turned up the bass too loud; the security lights flickered, and Kamina knew it was time to get out. She pushed to her feet and looked up the stairs at Betty.  Guilt burned through her, but she couldn’t carry the older woman down.  Not now.  Her back was on fire, and her knee felt like it had a six-inch blade lodged in it.  If she tried, neither of them would make it out.

      Her eyes burned, but it wasn’t from the smoke that was suddenly flooding the stairwell.  It was from goddamn life.

      People died.

      That’s just how it was.

      She grabbed her bag, turned, and fled.
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      Grey

      
      He’d had a bad goddamn feeling all day.

      It wasn’t a new experience; lucky asshole that he was, Grey Dar had felt it many times in his life.  The night his parents died.  During his last tour of Afghanistan, right before the firefight outside of Kabul, where half his team was gunned down by insurgents.

      The afternoon of his daughter’s death.

      Fuck.

      He turned away from that endless well of pain and suffering, and focused instead on the empty theater around him.  The room was massive in size and lit by a sea of bronze wall sconces and bright ropes of LEDs, tiny, brilliant white lights that lined the stairs leading down to the elevated stage he stood upon.  The rows of seats were plush leather, the floor polished black concrete.  Wallpaper the color of amber resin hugged the curved walls, and the curtain behind him was blood-red velvet. Two large columns stood sentinel over the stage, carved monoliths of hard oak, the wood gleaming warmly in the pale gold light.

      “Silverhawk is my greatest creation.  They’ll see it can be done, and it will change everything.”

      Grey wasn’t so sure.  He’d traveled the world over, and the only thing about the human race he was certain of was that they were screwed.  Too greedy, too short-sighted, too consumptive, too everything.  Judging by the amount of waste and destruction and filth he’d seen, he was pretty sure this one building wasn’t going to make a dent in humanity’s race toward total annihilation.

      But what the hell did he know?

      Not a fucking thing.

      So he didn’t argue with his brother.  Wes had always been the dreamer, the believer.  Grey had always been the realist.  That they were such stark opposites had dismayed his mother during her brief life. She’d often worried aloud that their differences would create friction and disharmony, and the gift of their shared birth would be lost.

      But Grey had nothing but love for his twin. They saved each other’s asses on a regular basis, and his mother would have been relieved to know that their relationship only benefited from their oppositional beliefs.

      Sometimes Grey wondered if she did know, but since he wasn’t much of a believer, he doubted it.

      “You’ll see I’m right,” Wes had promised.

      But Grey doubted that, too.

      Fortunately, his belief—or lack thereof—wasn’t an issue.  He appreciated his brother’s persistent hope for mankind, even if he didn’t share it.  And even if there were some things Wes simply didn’t understand—couldn’t understand—well, Grey didn’t hold it against him.

      He’d not wish that understanding on anyone.

      At least his brother strove to better the world.  It was all Grey could do to remain within it.  He’d spent the two years since his daughter’s death swimming in whiskey and chain smoking himself into an iron lung, but neither seemed to help, and both had yet to kill him.  His Glock mocked his cowardice, but it felt inherently wrong to end his life with the same ammunition that had taken his team that bloody morning in the high mountain desert.

      He’d come home.  They had not.

      If he ate a bullet, it would not only dishonor him, it would dishonor them, as well. And that was something he would never do.

      No matter how much he yearned to join his girl.

      So he continued on in spite of himself; he existed, and it was enough.

      Penance.

      The least he could do.

      But when Wes had called and dropped the astonishing bomb that someone was trying to kill him, Grey was forced to set his reparation aside and sober up.   First, because no one got to threaten his family, and second, because the idea of hunting down whatever bastard was stupid enough to put Wes in his sites brought Grey’s every cell roaring back to life.

      Going to peel the skin from their bones and feed it to them.

      His appetite for vengeance had done what no amount of time, or brotherly love, or grief counseling could: it made him want to live.

      So here he was…him and his goddamn bad feeling.

      Which he’d had ever since he received the news that someone was trying to kill his little brother.

      “I’m telling you,” Wes had insisted, “it’s that asshole Phillips.  He’s trying to throw us off the scent with that homemade shit bomb, but I know it’s him.  He’s a coward and a fool.”

      He was also a tech nerd–just like Wes–and regardless of the cutthroat competition between them, Grey wasn’t taking that bet.  Geek billionaire entrepreneurs did not use ammonia-based fertilizer to blow each other to kingdom come.

      It was too…crass.  Too messy. And too simple.  Using their IQs as weapons was how they got off, and a “homemade shit bomb” would never rise to their level of pretention–even when it came to murder.

      Grey loved his brother, but a spade was a spade.

      Which meant whoever was trying to kill Wes was not a professional.

      Not even close.

      Because a professional would have succeeded.   In spite of his status as one of the world’s greatest innovators and his place on the Fortune 500 list, Wes took few security measures and lived a relatively low-key life.  Targeting him would be child’s play.  Hell, he ran through Grant Park every morning at 8:30—alone.

      So whoever was trying to kill him was either an amateur, or someone trying to look like one.

      Which meant Grey had his work cut out for him.  Because while a professional would have been really bad news, it would have narrowed the suspect pool considerably.  The fact that it could be Joe Blow off the street complicated matters.

      A lot.

      So after Wes called him and dropped the attempted
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