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			To all the unimportant side characters who appear out of nowhere, disrupt all my careful plotting, and refuse to shut up and let their story go untold. Come at me. See what happens.

		

	
		
			I have lived long enough. My way of life

			Is fall’n into the sere, the yellow leaf,

			And that which should accompany old age,

			As honor, love, obedience, troops of friends,

			I must not look to have, but in their stead

			Curses, not loud but deep, mouth-honor, breath

			Which the poor heart would fain deny and dare not.

			- Shakespeare (Macbeth, Act V, Scene III)
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			2881-2895 — War of the Stars

			Regional conflicts in the galaxy escalate into the largest, most destructive war in human history. The battle claims billions of lives, destroying entire worlds in the process. Fallout from untested weapons causes a severe and deadly breakdown in DNA integrity, which results in mutations, disease, and low birth rates. Unable to maintain a steady population growth, humanity faces extinction. 

			2899 — Formation of the Interplanetary Council of Governance

			In response to the existential crisis, the sectors come together and form a new government with the express purpose of stopping and reversing humanity’s decline. The Interplanetary Council of Governance (ICG) allocates all available resources toward medical research into the effects of the fallout, as well as potential treatments and cures. 

			2921 — The Chem-Treatment

			After two decades of research and study, scientists have perfected the most viable solution to restoring population growth. When administered directly after birth, the “chem-treatment” stabilizes a child’s DNA for the duration of their lifetime. However, while up to 90% effective, the genetic correction is not inheritable.

			Chem-treatments become mandatory for every child born. 

			Genetic research continues. Over time, prison worlds are restructured into sophisticated laboratories where inmates are secretly used as involuntary test subjects in unethical studies designed to push the human body to its limits and beyond. 

			3000 — The Rise of Chem-Resistance

			Eighty years of data indicate a declining trend in the effectiveness of chem-treatments across the population. This growing “chem-resistance” presents in different ways. In the worst cases, it causes genetic defects and lifelong diseases that do not respond to common cures. However, in other cases, it enhances physical or mental abilities. 

			While population growth remains constant, chem-resistance is considered a rare outlier condition. Treatments address the symptoms, but not the underlying cause.

			3005 — Canaries in the Coal Mine

			Two members of the ICG observe an increase in societal unrest, particularly in urban centers with high population densities. 

			With a gift for predicting the future, up-and-coming Senator Matthew Griffith blames the unrest on the growing number of chem-resistants in the population. He concludes that those with unique mental abilities (mind reading) will eventually unite and render existing laws unenforceable. He recommends that the ICG take action against them. 

			Secretly a mind reader himself, Special Liaison John MacMurphy recognizes the stigma against chem-resistants as the greater threat to society as a whole. He advocates for integration and social reform to address the current lack of resources for an increasingly diverse population. 

			The ICG takes their feedback under advisement and does nothing. All issues pertaining to chem-resistance and its impact on individuals and society as a whole are swept under the rug.

			3006 – The Shadows Are Born

			Senator Griffith begins building the brutal Shadow army in secret to further his political agenda. His troops are slotted into one of two ranks: Hounds or Hawks. The majority are Hounds, brute force foot soldiers with the sole purpose of wreaking as much death and destruction as possible. The much smaller percentage of Hawks are further honed into subversive infiltration operatives who undermine or eliminate target spaces from within, leaving no trace of their presence once the mission is complete. 

			To maintain absolute control, all Shadow soldiers undergo repeated treatments of electromagnetic-chemical mind control (EMC), which involves disrupting target neural pathways in the brain with electromagnetic shocks and a chemical injection that prevents them from reforming. This leads to memory loss and an unquestioning obedience to the Shadow directive. However, repeated treatments cause brain damage that can render soldiers obsolete, necessitating ongoing aggressive recruitment, often by force.

			3007 – The Special Unit

			Witnessing the rise of the Shadows under Senator Griffith’s command, John MacMurphy realizes that genocide against chem-resistants is inevitable. Driven to take action and protect others like himself, he resigns from the ICG and begins to form the Special Unit (SU). The communal organization provides both protection and resources for telepaths, allowing them to integrate undetected within the general population. However, his obsessive focus on mind readers excludes all other forms of chem-resistance, leaving the majority of affected individuals to fend for themselves.

			Outside of the SU’s limited reach, chem-resistant individuals driven to insanity by the late onset of unique mental abilities begin to disappear from urban centers. Their absence goes largely unnoticed and unreported.

			3018 — Green 24

			Shadow outpost Green 24 is wiped out overnight. The lack of discernible exterior damage suggests the outpost was attacked from within. Of the six hundred soldiers on base, five hundred eighty-seven are found dead. The remaining survivors are psychologically compromised beyond any hope of rehabilitation. Those who don’t suffer fear-induced heart attacks are eventually euthanized. The incident is recorded as a telepathic attack and used as a case study in the ongoing radicalization of Shadow soldiers everywhere. 

			3028 [Blood Moons] — A Public Scandal

			As more cases of chem-resistance arise, people begin to question the effectiveness of chem-treatments. Parents refuse them for their newborns. Protesters gather around clinics. The growing unrest leads to ostracism for chem-resistants whose differences are noticeable, good or bad.

			Librarian and mind reader Dara Frost is arrested for reporting a crime she didn’t commit. On the prison world of New Alaska, she is assigned to Dr. Amelia Chase, whose DNA studies revolve around shape-shifting. Dr. Chase’s first and only partial success is Dara’s cellmate, Tristan Hunt. Also a telepath, Tristan helps Dara hone her abilities and, in the process, reveals that he was the one responsible for the massacre at outpost Green 24. 

			When Tristan begins to transform and the murderer that Dara reported strikes again, proving her innocence, Dr. Chase and both of her patients transfer to a minimum-security prison for further processing. 

			Dara is exposed as a telepath and taken back to Earth to help John MacMurphy’s SU find the real murderer. Tristan masters the painful process of shifting into a tiger and back, escapes, and follows Dara. He saves her life and kills the murderer, earning himself a special release. 

			Dr. Chase secretly leaks the experiments being performed in New Alaska to news outlets, sparking public outrage.

			3032 [Blood Trails] — DNA Augmentation: The Chase Serums

			Protests against the chem-treatment industry are turning into large “antichem” rallies on every major world. While a handful of communities embrace chem-resistants and make moves toward inclusion, most shame and shun them.

			Without permission, Dr. Amelia Chase’s sister, Hailey, changes the shape-shifting serum formula and uses it on herself. The new version takes effect immediately, but its most crucial part begins to degrade over time. On the run from the consequences of her actions, Hailey’s body loses the ability to heal the damage of rearranging into a new shape. If left unaddressed, the transformations will eventually kill her. 

			Dr. Chase hires SU’s Special Agent Jeremy Calen to find Hailey and bring her back for her own good. The sisters then work together to create a new serum that restores Hailey’s healing abilities. Both serums only work on chem-resistant individuals. 

			3032 [Blood Debts] — The Chase Serums Perfected

			Dr. Amelia Chase comes home after saving her sister’s life to find a stranger with a gun in her apartment. Gabriel Connors is a gladiator in the brutal neomodern version of Rome. To get out, he needs Amelia to make him into a shape-shifter like she did with Tristan Hunt.

			Amelia agrees under duress and proceeds to combine her research with Hailey’s to restructure her original formula into two separate serums: one to enhance healing and one to produce shape-shifting abilities. Despite the Caesar’s interference and the pair’s abduction to Rome, both serums turn out to be a success. Gabriel and Amelia escape, and Rome falls.

			3036 [Blood Hunt] — The Shadows Emerge into the Light

			Antichem rallies have now evolved into full-scale riots in larger cities, prompting local law enforcement to take action to contain damage. It is clear that despite continued support from the ICG, the chem-treatment industry is finished as society teeters on the brink of full-scale conflict. 

			During an antichem riot, telepath and SU member Emma Calen gets trapped and abducted by the Shadows. She discovers that the army has developed technologies to protect itself against telepaths.

			Shadow Hawk John Wayland is tasked with overseeing Emma’s stay. But when she begins to break down, he defies all orders and escapes with her, taking refuge with the SU—the first instance of a Hawk defecting from the Shadow army. 

			With the whole galaxy on a tipping point, Tristan Hunt takes Dara and their children into hiding. Gabriel Connors and Dr. Amelia Chase quickly follow suit. Both couples disappear.

			A faction of chem-resistants who were overlooked and rejected by John MacMurphy and his SU enters the spotlight, naming themselves the Evolutionaries. Guided by Michael, whose precognitive abilities border on prophetic, the chaos they create escalates antichem riots into a full-scale war with the Shadows. 

			Michael dies during an attack on the newly rebuilt outpost Green 24.

			In a last-ditch effort to put a quick end to the conflict, John MacMurphy takes out his long-time rival, the Shadows’ Commander in Chief, Senator Matthew Griffith. 

			It doesn’t work.

			John MacMurphy disappears. 

			In his absence, Emma Calen takes over as the Acting Director of the Special Unit.
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			October 18, 3036 – Hadran City, Anamtaigh

			Laura Belden was going to be a widow. 

			“Are you kidding me?”

			William shushed her. “You might want to lower your voice.”

			Laura gritted her teeth and hissed, “So you just decided to go off on your own and not bother including your wife in the decision-making process?” 

			Sixteen kids and five other teachers had come on this excursion to see the Crooked Tooth Ski Resort Music Festival. They’d barely arrived at their hotel in Hadran City, and her husband chose now to share this bit of news. 

			William grabbed two bags from the hoverbus storage and put them on the luggage levpad with undue care. “Correct,” he replied with his signature stubbornness that always came across as a royal decree. She blamed his aristocratic accent. “It’s my life and my choice to make. I already booked my passage. I leave in four days.”

			Which would explain why he’d packed a full suitcase for an overnight trip. He was planning to leave straight from here and let her break the news to everyone back in Karsengale Valley on her own. 

			Yep. Forget Blue Skies. She was going to kill him. “It’s our life, William. That was the deal we made when we got married. And if you’re not feeling well, you’re supposed to tell me, not check yourself into a long-term care facility behind my back!” 

			She might as well have been a lowly peasant annoying the high lord. William had a unique way of staying calm and composed under any circumstance, and it always pissed her off so much, the way he never got rattled. Always a rational counterargument delivered with conversational wisdom in the face of her fury. 

			He was about to deliver one now but cut himself off when Rusty ran up. “Laura! Kyle took the snack pack, and he won’t give it back. Can I hit him?”

			Laura took a deep breath for patience. “No, you cannot. Kyle, get over here.”

			Instead, Kyle and his accomplice, Amaya, hoofed it straight across the street moments before the light turned green and a steady river of transports blocked the path. He did a little victory dance over there, and Laura understood where Rusty’s animosity was coming from.

			“I’ll get them,” William said. 

			“No, you save your strength,” Laura retorted. “I’ll get them.”

			She couldn’t look at her husband right now. Their marriage wasn’t perfect, but their partnership was about so much more than just the two of them. They’d founded their school together, for crying out loud. He was the kids’ favorite teacher. And, to make matters worse, most of them were orphans. The last thing they needed was for a father figure to abandon them without a word. 

			This was very badly done. 

			Hadran City was a metropolis unlike any other on Anamtaigh. Where most of the planet’s communities limited the height of their buildings to no more than three stories, here, they towered taller than sixty. The spires stretched and narrowed toward the sky, creating a cityscape of elegant spikes set against the backdrop of a stunning snow-capped mountain range. Mountain Road, the largest street running through its center and the one Laura was about to cross, marked a straight line toward Crooked Tooth, the iconic tallest peak. Its crystal art installation at the top reflected sunlight like a beacon.

			Laura had looked forward to exploring the city—she’d never been there before. Now, all she could think was how much she wanted to be back home, away from everything and everyone, including her husband. 

			When traffic came to a stop, Laura ran across the street to fetch the kids. Kyle saw her coming and took off up the block, Amaya on his heels. It started a stampede. Half of the kids from the hotel side ran for him, too, and four teachers followed. Alexis was eight months pregnant; she should not be running anywhere. Laura would have yelled at her, but there was no need. Alexis’ husband, Miguel, was already doing a fine job of it, following at her heels.

			“Don’t be upset with him,” Noemi counseled, putting an arm around her. The telepath didn’t usually pry into people’s thoughts, but she sometimes picked up on loud ones, even when her shields were in place. “He’s doing what he thinks he should.”

			Laura shook her head. “This wasn’t the plan.”

			“It wasn’t your plan, you mean.”

			“Because it doesn’t make sense!” William was two years shy of forty; he was in the prime of his life and should have been out there, exploring all the universe had to offer. Instead, he was about to check himself into a place he would never leave again—and for what? 

			Yes, William did have a degenerative disease that would eventually kill him. But, unless he was somehow holding back the truth about its progression, he still had years before he would need the kind of care Blue Skies offered. 

			Victor, their newest telepath addition, ran up to Laura’s other side and mirrored Noemi. “It does if you think about it from his side.”

			Laura glared at him. “Shields. Now.”

			“They’re up! I can’t help it any more than Noemi can.”

			“Try harder,” she growled. 

			He dropped his arm from around her shoulders and distanced himself a bit, his cheeks flushed. 

			“Was that necessary?”

			“Probably not.” But right now, Laura was so angry she couldn’t think straight. 

			Noemi sighed. “Listen, William doesn’t make spur-of-the-moment decisions. He’s been planning for this eventuality for years. If he thinks it’s time, you need to let him go.”

			Laura stopped Noemi on the sidewalk and looked straight into her dark brown eyes. “Is it time?” She wasn’t a mind reader like Noemi. All she saw in William was that he’d made up his mind and wouldn’t be swayed from his decision. He was determined to get on that shuttle four days from now and, short of Laura ordering him not to go, nothing and no one would convince him to stay.

			It was a blatant breach of privacy for Noemi to answer. She didn’t like being forced into the middle of an argument like this and usually went out of her way to avoid it. That she wasn’t snapping at Laura for asking said much more than any revelation. 

			A sharp pang hit Laura straight in the chest, and her breath caught.

			It was time. And she hadn’t noticed. 

			“What am I supposed to tell the kids?”

			“Nothing. Not yet. Let them enjoy the festival. Maybe we can stay an extra night to give them more time with him. Once we get back to Karsengale, we’ll put together an assembly.” 

			Noemi was always a rock in a crisis. Laura appreciated it more than words could ever say. One day, she hoped to be as self-possessed and clear-thinking as Noemi when emotions ran high. Laura still had a temper, which tended to complicate things more often than she cared to admit. She was working on it, though. 

			Isla whistled from across the street, pointing up the block. The kids were swarming toward a novelty candy shop on the corner, leaving their teachers in the dust. 

			Laura rolled her eyes. “Good lord, that’s all we need. Sixteen kids on a sugar high.” She was about to go after them when Noemi caught her arm. The telepath’s fingers dug in so hard it brought her up short, and she frowned at the woman who’d gone ashen. “Noemi? What’s wrong?”

			“They’re here,” Noemi said, barely making a sound. 

			“Who’s here? What are you…?”

			The sky above darkened by degrees until the streetlights turned on overhead. What looked like a storm cloud quickly took on a blacker, more solid shape—a massive shuttle unlike anything Laura had seen before. 

			A cold chill seeped from its belly, spreading frost over the high riser walls and freezing Laura’s heart. She didn’t have to ask anymore; she knew what that shuttle contained. 

			Her palms became clammy with memories of cold, hard-faced men sitting in the audience at her high school play, stalking down the aisles like sharks through a school of fish afterward, invading their celebration backstage to take her best friend “for a chat.” The way he’d spoken to her the next day—the way he’d looked straight through her—still hurt to remember. 

			And on the heels of that pain came wrath.

			How dare the Shadows show themselves back here? Laura brought down her shields, ignoring the clouds of color that immediately formed around her to focus her will on the shuttle. She didn’t need to read thoughts. All she needed was one receptive mind up there to take direction. Laura could be very persuasive when she put her mind—

			Noemi yanked on her arm hard. “Don’t! You’ll cause more harm than good.”

			“But I can—”

			“No, you can’t.”

			Isla and Victor came running, shouting, “Get down!”

			Noemi hauled Laura sideways, and they crashed to the ground beneath the awning of an upscale fashion store as the top of the spire next door exploded. The ground shook, and debris rained down on the street. Automated transports came to a stop, and Laura watched helplessly as their drivers got out to see what was happening. Some ran for cover, while others froze, watching chaos descend on the street around them. 

			She blasted out an order as far as her power could reach, telling everyone to get off the street, get inside. Most of them obeyed, momentarily turned into automatons under Laura’s directive. It got them moving, but not with forethought or strategy. They ran a straight line, heedless of the giant metal and concrete chunks raining down onto the street. Not all of them made it to safety. 

			A gray haze of indecision saturated her mind, thousands upon thousands of intentions—and lack thereof—crowding out her own, and Laura froze. She couldn’t think, couldn’t move. All she could do was watch as her people ran for the hotel, adults carrying the smallest kids, herding the bigger ones, keeping their heads down, not daring to glance up as the Shadow shuttle pivoted toward the next target. 

			She saw where it would hit; she knew the weapon they were about to deploy. It would leave a two-mile-wide crater and level an entire neighborhood. 

			So much happened so quickly. The greatest tragedy to ever befall Anamtaigh, and Laura was stuck, unable to do anything about it. But she saw it all with perfect clarity.

			Noemi untangled herself from Laura and stepped into the street like a sleepwalker, gazing up toward the sky. 

			Alexis was on the ground up the block, screaming, clutching her belly, with Miguel lying unconscious next to her. 

			Across the street, Semi and William crouched in the hotel entry, hugging three kids each. She couldn’t see their faces clearly, but she could read their intent. Semi wanted to get inside. William’s only thought was to regroup. He wanted to risk making a run for the kids farther up the block.

			Isla stepped into the street, weaving among the transports to join Noemi. She took the other telepath’s hand, and they gazed at each other in silent conversation for a moment before nodding in agreement. 

			As one, they looked at Laura—no, not her. They wanted Victor. The twenty-year-old boy wheezing somewhere behind Laura, terrified out of his mind, hurting, wanting desperately to get away. He’d had a taste of war, and his courage had abandoned him. 

			But the women kept staring, patient, unrelenting, and Victor sniffled and went to them, taking their hands to complete the circle. 

			Alexis screamed again. Rusty had made it over to her with a tall stranger whose chin was black from the edge of his lower lip to his neck. He talked to Alexis while he checked Miguel’s pulse. Rusty was so pale, staring at her hands covered in blood. 

			Semi and William were arguing. Their group of kids was already inside, but William hadn’t moved from his spot. 

			And then another chunk of concrete came falling down. Kyle saw it first and pulled Amaya and Jamie away from its path straight out into the street. 

			No! That was the wrong way to go. Laura lurched up onto all fours. 

			Miguel had come to. The sidewalk quartet of misery was heading toward the hotel, Rusty leading the way, Miguel bracing Alexis’ belly, and the tattooed stranger keeping an eye on the sky. 

			None of them saw the kids in the street. 

			William did. 

			Laura felt his decision almost before he made it, and both of them ran out toward the kids at the same time. 

			—Laura!—

			The telepathic blast speared through her brain, stopping her in her tracks long enough for everything to go horribly wrong. Noemi dumped a jumbled mess of knowledge into Laura’s mind with no rhyme or reason, except for one unifying thought binding it all into a chaotic ribbon: —The safest place anywhere will be far from everywhere. Hide!—

			The hairs all over Laura’s body raised on end as she saw William throw himself at the kids in the street, bowling them back toward the sidewalk, and then there was a flash of light behind them. The pressure wave swept everything in its wake, picking up transports and hoverbuses like toys. One of them slammed into her, taking her along for a ride. 

			The last thought that went through her head before it struck a solid surface was, I wish Finn was here…
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			Laura came to in the shade of a transport leaning against the wall at her back. Her body was a knot of agony from the top of her head clear down to her toes, but she was still alive. Couldn’t stay put; the transport didn’t look stable. It could collapse on top of her at any moment. 

			She pulled herself out by her elbows and emerged into a different world. The sky above was swirling with streams of unnatural color, curls and eddies of them mixing, spreading apart in a glorious display that made a mockery of death. The air smelled of smoke and chemicals; she tasted blood and metal on her tongue. Laura struggled to sit up as the world tilted and pitched under her. 

			The silence was absolute. When she touched her right ear, her fingers came away bloody. 

			She blinked hard to focus through the dust. All color had leeched into the sky, leaving buildings, transports, trees, and people covered in shades of gray. 

			The spire across from the hotel was sheared off in the middle. Pieces of it littered the street, but most of its height had collapsed inward, leaving a gaping hole straight through to the next street over. Transports had been blown every which way. The northern mountain vista was smoking. Crooked Tooth was gone, and an avalanche of boulders spilled down into the valley, burying the ski resort and everyone in it. 

			They’d failed. Noemi, Isla, and Victor had tried to push the Shadows beyond the mountain range, but something must have gone wrong. Laura looked for them in the street. Their bodies were scattered like broken dolls on a pile of transports blown back in the explosion. 

			William—the kids… 

			Laura struggled to her feet, gasping for breath as her vision blacked out for a few seconds. Undeterred, she hobbled up to the mound at the edge of the sidewalk. Her throat felt raw with the tears she swallowed back again and again. Her kids needed her. William needed her. She couldn’t fall apart now. 

			She dropped to her knees before the human pile covered in dust and reached out a shaking hand. Her fingers were crooked, out of alignment. Someone else took hold of her husband to lay him out on his back. A stranger took hold of her wrist to stabilize her hand as she watched William cough his way back to consciousness. 

			Several people pulled apart the kids, tossing away the tattered remains of a snack pack to make room on the sidewalk, and Laura didn’t breathe or blink, watching three little bodies get laid out side by side. She watched and waited for them to wake up. Seconds stretched into minutes, into eternity, and none of them moved. They looked wrong. Not children anymore, but puppets collapsed in heaps with their strings severed. 

			The people who’d separated them now rearranged their limbs and covered their unseeing eyes. 

			Much later, when the worst of the pain dulled to nearly bearable levels, Eskel would tell her she screamed her throat bloody as they dragged her across the street and into the hotel lobby. 

			Laura didn’t hear it, and she didn’t feel it. She didn’t care that her vocal cords were shredded—she had nothing to say. 

			It would take months for her to recover enough to wonder…

			Had Finn been there, after all? 
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			Rowe, Rowe Rowe your boat…

			Laura’s hypnotic voice echoed off the walls and assaulted Finn like a blast of down feathers through his brain. Stuck in total darkness, he couldn’t tell how far she was, but her voice shaped the width and length of a hallway lined with metal—one much too familiar.

			Lightweight footsteps in hard-heeled shoes thumped on the floor a fair distance off. Finn blindly reached out one hand in front and one to the side, tracing the wall so he could follow the sound of her retreat without walking into something. What the hell was she doing here? It wasn’t safe. 

			…gently down the stream…

			His hand slid off the wall into empty space. A hard grip on his arm yanked him into dust-borne dusk. Finn blinked, coughing to clear his airways. Explosions and gunfire assaulted his ears. He felt the soldier shaking him but couldn’t see his face clearly enough to read his lips. “…the fuck is your problem, Rowe? You callin’ it quits, or what?” Another explosion shook the world as the soldier pointed behind him and said something Finn didn’t catch. “…and I don’t see a ’shoot on you.” Another hard shake. “Answer me, trainee!”

			Finn looked behind him. His heels were two feet away from a sheer drop-off into a gorge. He shook his head hard and slapped himself to wake the fuck up. “Where’s the rest of the unit?” There should have been fifteen of them, all as sleep deprived as Finn felt. 

			The soldier yanked him around to face a scorched hole in the ground, still smoking from the heat of the blast. Nothing left but scraps of cloth and red blobs of flesh scattered around the rim. “Where every soldier goes when his lookout falls asleep.”

			Finn felt invisible bands pull taut around his chest, tugging him backward alongside the gorge to escape the sight. The soldier yelled after him, but the whistle of a falling warhead cut him off short. He looked up, cast Finn a quick, regretful glance, then dived head-first into the gorge.

			Between one backward step and another, Finn found himself in the pitch-black hallway again, the sound of footsteps beating a gentle rhythm through the ringing in his ears. His legs were shaky, and the scent of smoke and death clung to him, but Finn followed those footsteps, tripping over his feet.

			If Miss Laura should command…

			His foot caught on something, and he went down face-first into mud. Burning pain bloomed in the side of his face, and his left hand throbbed, swollen, and discolored.

			A robotic voice shouted a status report over the loudspeaker as, next to him, John Wayland laughed at the sky. “Good call, diving for the mud. Not even God would find us in this mess.”

			Finn rolled over and sat up. His abdomen ached with internal injuries. “Last resort of a desperate idiot.” He coughed to clear dust and smoke out of his throat.

			Wayland shrugged. “Can’t argue with that.”

			“How many down?”

			Wayland snorted, sitting up on his heels. His uniform was burned away from the left shoulder down, the skin of that arm red with the effects of whatever caustic material had blasted him. “More like how many out. Half, at least.”

			Finn swore. 

			A beep from Wayland’s com band sounded a new message alert. “The fuck?”

			Finn checked his own, but it was silent. “Something goin’ on that I don’t know about?” 

			“Just says ‘Classified.’ I’m supposed to report to the strategy room in ten.”

			Finn raised a scorched eyebrow. “Better haul ass, then.”

			“Yeah. Come on, old man, let’s get you cleaned up.”

			“Motherfucker, who you callin’ old?” But he did take the offered hand and allow Wayland to haul him to his feet. Of course, the son of a bitch sent him stumbling on his way—

			—straight back into the pitch-black hallway. 

			If Miss Laura should command, life is what you dream…

			Finn leaned against the wall, breathing hard through the pain of accumulated injuries. “Laura!” She should not be here. 

			The rhythm of her footsteps didn’t change at all. She was getting farther. 

			Finn lurched away from the wall and followed at a trot while she kept singing that goddamned song he hated to love. Half chasing her, half running from the din of war nipping at his heels, he felt as if the hallway was filled with water. The floor stuck to his boots, slowing him down, making him fight for every single step forward. 

			Rowe, Rowe, row your boat—

			“Laura, get the fuck out of here! Run!”

			—gently down the stream…

			He was on all fours, exhausted, fading, crawling forward inch by maddening inch, while ’round and ’round his head, a repeating chorus sounded out the beat to her song: It’s not safe. Not safe. Not safe…

			If Miss Laura should command, life is what you dream.

			The footsteps stopped and hushed all other sounds in their wake. 

			Finn held his breath, waiting for another round, another step—anything to tell him she was still alive. Please be alive. “Laura!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, but the darkness that had lovingly conveyed her voice in endless echoes swallowed his. 

			A metal latch screeched free a hundred yards ahead, and a heavy door swung open on groaning hinges. Light blazed into the darkness, illuminating white walls that faded to black a foot in front of Finn. He squinted at the silhouette of a woman as she turned sideways to look his way. She might as well have been a shade, for all he could see of her features.

			“Wake up, Rowe,” her familiar voice called back in a gentle command that wrapped itself around his brain in a warm embrace to ensure compliance. “You’ve dreamed long enough.”
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			June 25, 3039 – Just outside Hadran City, Anamtaigh

			Finnegan Rowe jerked awake, grabbing the hand on his shoulder, but stopped himself short of twisting it broke when he recognized the bright orange hat of a flight attendant. It took him a second more to clear his mind enough to release her.

			The woman whose name tag read BECKA smiled, despite her eyes rounding with fright. “Sir, we’ve landed.”

			Finn looked around. The shuttle cabin was empty. He was the last one still in his seat. “Right. Sorry.” He unbuckled his seatbelt and got up with a groan of remembered injuries. Aside from a bit of stiffness in the joints, he was perfectly healthy, but God damn those memories.

			Nodding his farewell to the flight attendant, he took his bag and marched down the aisle heading for the exit. He pretended not to hear the woman sigh her relief behind him. 

			There were no crowds in the shuttleport. Pretty standard for a middling, no-nonsense planet like Anamtaigh, but even so, Finn would have expected a steady stream of people moving around. Instead, he saw a handful of ’port attendants in uniform and piles of debris shoved against the walls. No holosigns anywhere. Passengers looking for their gates wore transparent screens over their eyes, and those disembarking followed printed arrows attached to the walls. 

			The lines for ID check had dwindled to a couple of stragglers by the time Finn arrived. He scanned his chip on a pad in front of the clerk who looked like he’d seen better times. The droop of his fleshy mouth gave him a distinctly amphibious look that went well with his deep croak of a voice. “How long will you be staying?”

			“Don’t know,” Finn replied. 

			The man looked up from his screen to give Finn a once-over.

			Finn did his best to strike a casual pose, but he was still too raw from the nightmare to marshal his blank expression. “I don’t remember this place being so run-down,” he said to break the tension. 

			The clerk huffed. “How long since your last visit?”

			Too long. “Twenty years, give or take.” His missions had brought him into the planetary neighborhood plenty of times before, but he hadn’t stepped foot on Anamtaigh’s soil since taking off for Shadow training. “I was born here,” he added for no reason whatsoever.

			Something changed in the clerk’s expression, looking uncomfortably close to pity. He broke his stare and busied himself with some rapid-fire typing to hide an obvious slip of his give-no-fuckness. “Well, you ain’t coming home, that’s for sure. Whatever this place used to be…” He paused as a haunted shadow crossed his gaze. Shaking it off, he gave Finn a bitter half-smile. “It’s a whole different kind of place now. Welcome to Anamtaigh, Mr. Draven.”

			Finn nodded, smoothly slipping into the skin of Jonathan J. Draven, a Gray Dublin police officer looking for some peace in the countryside. “Where can I rent a transport vehicle?”

			The clerk snorted. “Your best bet is the taxi service out front. All we got left to rent are some old wrecks from decades ago. Been sitting there for years ’cause no one can drive ’em without a nav no more.”

			“I can drive them.” He could drive anything and everything with a digital interface. His training had seen to that and more. “Which way?”

			With another toad-like croak, the clerk reached for a tray of black, T-shaped rods. He stuck the long end of one into a hole in his console, typed in a few commands, and then handed the rod to Finn. “Good luck.”

			Finn nodded his thanks and walked away from the counter to let the harried-looking woman with a toddler on her hip push in. Settling the long end of the rod over his ear activated the screen across his eyes, and a fine, light blue sheen fell over his vision, with blinking red arrows on the floor pointing the way to the transport rental garage. 

			A half-hour later, he drove out of the shuttleport and stopped dead at the first intersection. 

			His memories of leaving Anamtaigh were as fresh as if he’d lived them yesterday. The world before him now looked completely different. Instead of lush, green fields, scorched earth and crashed shuttles lined the road leading away from the ’port. Where the tall spires of Hadran City used to point the way to civilization, spiky remnants jutted up from what looked more like a landfill than the vibrant city it’d used to be. 

			Crooked Tooth, a mountain landmark in this region, had been sheared straight, and a hill of rubble the size of entire buildings now littered its base—the former location of a touristy winter resort.

			With inter-world communication still patchy at best, news traveled slowly and sometimes not at all. Finn hadn’t expected Anamtaigh to come through untouched by the Shadows, but this…

			The taxi behind him beeped loudly to get him moving.

			Finn stuck his hand out the window and waved, pretending to be an idiot who didn’t know how to operate the rental vehicle, then haltingly set off again. 

			He hoped the damage was confined to this region, it being a hub of travel and activity, but as the hours dragged on and he passed through region after region, Finn saw the same level of destruction everywhere. And the more he saw, the more his shoulders tensed until his back spasmed, and a headache pounded in his temples. 

			Finn wasn’t a hero by any stretch of the imagination. Hell, after everything he’d done and been made to do, he couldn’t even be classified as good or decent anymore. He had a slew of excuses to offer in his defense, but none that would stand up to scrutiny. In the end, Finn had chosen to sign over his life to the Shadows. That was all that would ever matter. 

			For three years, Finn had roamed the worlds alone, hiding from the Shadows as much as the well-meaning telepaths who tended to get a little too comfortable around him for his own comfort. The people he’d been told were the enemy had helped him heal from the damage done to him by his own unit. In return, he’d helped them turn the tide of war. Now that the Shadows were no longer a threat to him, Finn was officially out of reasons to stay away. It was time to go home. 

			What about Laura? Wayland’s voice hammered inside his memories. Is she still alive? When was the last time you saw her?

			Some sins were harder to confront than others. Finn had had parents once upon a time. He’d had cousins and friends, too. But he’d never mattered much to them, so they’d never mattered much to him. The only one he’d ever truly cared about was Laura McNally. 

			It was Laura who loomed like a specter of judgment in his conscience, reminding him that no matter how much good he did, it would never be enough. By signing on with the Shadows, Finn had betrayed Laura in ways he hadn’t fully understood until it was too late. 

			The Shadows had been trained and conditioned to fight against one thing: the telepath threat to all mankind. Every hour of every day, nicely or forcibly, they’d been fed the lie that they were doing the right thing—the righteous thing—by standing guard over humanity’s God-given free will. 

			In that battle, Laura McNally was the poster child for Senator Griffith’s ideal enemy. She and Finn had spent so much of their childhood in each other’s company, her telepathic presence had simply become a part of Finn, and he hadn’t questioned it a single time. Until a Shadow recruiter had explained to him how a persuasive telepath could manipulate people to their will. 

			At a very young eighteen years of age, to be told that someone he loved had been controlling his thoughts and actions the whole time had done a number on Finn—precisely as they’d intended. 

			It hadn’t occurred to him until he’d thought about it later that Laura had never once made him do anything he wouldn’t have done on his own. She’d never once made him think anything he hadn’t heard from his parents or others in the community his whole life. But by then, he’d been in too deep, with too many Shadows watching his every move. Resistance and disobedience of any kind had not been tolerated.

			And while the Shadows had held Finn on a tight leash, fighting their secret war, Laura McNally had lived a full life without him. 

			It was almost sunset when he entered what should have been Avencore, a village a hundred and fifty miles west of Karsengale. He could have gone on and reached his childhood home in an hour and a half, but after two decades of radio silence, Finn doubted Laura would invite him in for dinner if he showed up on her doorstep unannounced. 

			With only his transport headlights to illuminate the road, Finn navigated a maze of buildings that had seen better days to the Thane & Owens Inn, where a flickering holosign advertised V ANC ES. 

			The lights were off, and the door locked when he walked up to the entrance. He pushed the button to announce himself, but it sparked and crackled. Not a good sign. Finn rapped his knuckles on the door. “Hello! Anybody home?”

			A window above creaked open. Finn stepped back and craned his neck to look up. No sign of a proprietor poking his head out to see who had awakened him. Only the barrel of a weapon sliding out and pointing down. 

			“Oh, shit.” Finn held up his hands. “I don’t want trouble. I’m just looking for lodging.”

			“You one of those red soldiers?” a woman called from her hiding place.

			“No.” Shadow uniforms were dark-blue and black. “Police officer. Jonathan Draven from Gray Dublin, Earth.”

			After a few silent seconds, the gun retreated and the window closed. 

			Eight minutes later, the lights in the entry turned on. He heard the clack and rolling rumble of a lot of locks, bolts, and bars being shifted around, and then the door finally opened on a woman who Finn assumed owned this friendly establishment. Her face couldn’t have been older than thirty, but the shadows under her eyes and the white in her rumpled hair aged her an additional fifteen, if not more. 

			She also held a gun down by her thigh as a prudent precaution. “You got credits?”

			“Depends. How much do you charge?”

			The woman snorted and stepped aside to let him in. 

			Despite the building looking pathetically run-down on the outside, the inside was clean and cozy. Doors and windows were framed in golden wood, the floors were covered with plush carpets, and here and there, hand-carved wooden accents adorned the walls. 

			The woman noticed him taking stock. “I run a proper business,” she told him with a mixture of pride and warning. “Rooms aren’t much, but the beds are soft, and the bathrooms are clean. Pay upfront, and I’ll even throw in breakfast on the house.”

			“How much?”

			Still wary, the woman rounded a desk and pulled out a leather-bound ledger from one of the drawers. She made a show of leafing through the pages and asked, “How many nights?”

			Finn had no idea what he’d be driving into tomorrow. He might be back here by noon and heading for the shuttleport the next day. He’d need to recon the situation for a while and gauge Laura’s condition and state of mind before he tried to approach her. “About two weeks.” Anamtaigh’s orbit around its sun, Vexa, gave it an even four-hundred-and-twenty-day year, with twelve months consisting of five Earth-standard seven-day weeks. If he couldn’t figure his shit out in fourteen days, there’d be no point in staying any longer.

			The woman turned a couple more pages. “You’re lucky. I got a whole crowd of folk coming on July sixth that’ll keep this place full-up for a month.” 

			Sure she did. “I’ll be out of your hair on the fifth.”

			“That’ll be sixty-four credits a night, plus a cleaning fee.”

			“I won’t need room service.”

			“I’ll still need to clean the room after you leave,” she returned sweetly, then added, hard-faced, “Fee’s non-negotiable. You want it or not?”

			Did he have a choice? Finn smiled and held out his wrist. The chip embedded there stored his identification and was linked to his bank account. When scanned, it would process payment instantly.

			The impossible woman moved just her eyes to glance at his proffered arm. “Cash only.”

			Finn gritted his teeth, keeping his smile plastered in place. Cash was a rare commodity these days. Only the most backwater establishments demanded it, either because they weren’t accredited by the Business Bureau to carry out virtual transactions or because they didn’t have the equipment and connectivity to do so. 

			He set down his bag and dug out the cash wallet he kept on hand for bribes. He didn’t keep too much on him to avoid attracting attention. Most of his emergency stash sat in innocuous-looking parcels at post depots on multiple worlds. All he had to do was submit an order, and they’d be shipped to his current location in a matter of days. 

			“Sixty-four a night for fifteen nights.” Finn counted out the bills. “Let’s see, that’s—”

			“Nine hundred and sixty,” the woman said quickly. She’d done that math in her head. “Round up to a thou’ with the cleaning fee.”

			Finn counted out a thousand credits, then added a few more. “I’ll give you an extra fifty for some information.”

			The hungry stare she had trained on his money turned wary as she looked up into his face. “I ain’t no snitch, copper.”

			Understandable. Finn had chosen his identity as a police officer, fully aware that they weren’t the most trusted profession at the moment. In far too many cities, the cops who should have been on the front lines, protecting their citizens and herding them to safety, had been the first ones to run for the hills when the fighting had started in earnest. Some had turned informant, reporting the names and locations of known telepaths to the Shadows to save their own necks. 

			“I’m not a spy Miss…?”

			“Thane,” she said.

			“Miss Thane, I’m really not here to cause trouble. All I want is for you to tell me what happened here, and which road will take me to Karsengale without running into a downed shuttle wreck.”

			The proprietress unclenched, and her shoulders drooped. “That’s a long tale to tell.”

			Finn handed her the stack of bills. “I’ve got nothing but time.”

			She shrugged. “Not like I need the sleeps. All right. First thing you need to know: there is no ‘Karsengale’ anymore…”
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			 June 33, 3039 – What’s left of Karsengale

			Laura had been wide awake for hours by the time the rooster crowed out in its pen. From his room above, Darax muttered a filthy curse, then hollered at the top of his lungs, “Rusty, if you don’t shut that bird up, I’m cooking it for dinner!”

			Laura folded back her blanket and sat up, rolling her head and shoulders to work out kinks that never seemed to loosen lately. Anamtaigh had a twenty-eight-hour day, and somehow it still wasn’t enough.

			Three doors down, Rusty slammed out of her room and yelled up to Darax’s window, “Don’t you touch him, you animal!”

			More voices chimed up, grumpy adults and giggling children all voicing their opinions on being awakened at the crack of dawn.

			Laura unraveled her long, chestnut braid and reached for her comb without looking into the mirror. She ran the sturdy teeth through the length of her hair before plaiting it back into a long rope.

			As the compound woke to life, she dressed in yesterday’s clothes—they were still clean enough, and laundry soap was expensive—then sat back on the edge of her bed to stare at her shoes. They were the same shoes she’d worn for years now, broken in and as comfortable as a pair of work boots could be. But for some reason, they’d been chafing her with every step the last few days. It wasn’t a physical flaw, either. Laura had inspected them inside and out, looking for frayed seams, deteriorating soles, and stray pebbles. She never found a thing, and her feet never showed any wounds or marks at the end of the day.

			Laura shook her head and stuffed her left foot into its boot. She winced as she tied her laces. Something didn’t fit, and she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. Nothing there that shouldn’t belong and nothing missing, but somehow, it felt like both at the same time. 

			She’d dwell on it later. 

			After shaking out her pillows and blanket, she pulled back the rag drapes to let in some light and opened the window. “No one’s cooking the rooster,” she decreed at the top of her lungs.

			“Aw, come on,” Darax whined above her. “It doesn’t even lay eggs.”

			Outside, the fourteen-year-old spitfire they called Rusty for her reddish-brown hair stomped her foot. “He’s my friend.” She was all arms and legs at the moment, but Laura could tell the girl would fill out into a heartbreaker one day. Maybe when the supply lines got reestablished, and they managed to free up some funds for proper food. 

			A gal could dream.

			Feeling more tired than ever, Laura checked over everything one last time, then gently knocked on the door connecting her room to William’s. He never bothered answering anymore, so she poked her head in without waiting. 

			Her husband smiled at her in welcome. “Good morning. How do you fare this fine day?”

			Laura entered, closed the door behind her, and countered, “How are you feeling?” His drapes were always open, as was his window. He liked being able to see and hear what happened out there in the world. 

			William sighed and braced his elbows to sit up.

			Laura was at his side immediately, helping to prop a bigger pillow behind his back.

			“Oh, don’t fuss. You know how I hate it.”

			She knew. But she did it, anyway. 

			Another loud, shrieking bird call rose outside. 

			Laura shook her head, billowing up William’s blanket to straighten it. “That rooster’s days are numbered. I don’t know how long I can keep Darax from stuffing it into his metal press.”

			William chuckled. “I rather enjoy him, myself. He’s a bit of life and color in this dreary world of mine.” He caught her hand while it smoothed down the edge of his bed sheet and made her look at him. “You didn’t answer my question.”

			He hadn’t slept well, and it showed. The dark circles had deepened, sinking his bright blue eyes into his skull. The irises would glow like jewels if it weren’t for the gray tinge to their whites. Yet, somehow, he still retained so much of his aristocratic allure. His features were simply too elegant to be marred by disease. 

			“I’m fine,” she said. 

			He dipped his chin to look at her from beneath his dark blond brows, a wry smile tucked into one corner of his mouth. “Then why don’t I believe you?”

			“I don’t know. I should think a husband would trust his wife implicitly.”

			He laughed weakly, then winced, resting an arm over his abdomen. “Oh, I do hope, once I’m gone, you will find someone who can fully appreciate that droll wit of yours.”

			“Oh, knock it off. You’re gonna outlive us all.”

			As if she hadn’t spoken, William looked out the window with a haunting look of longing. “It may be sooner than either of us think.”

			Needing to break his dour mood, she asked, “What would you like for breakfast? Eggs are still off the menu, but I can offer you some lovely stale rolls, a cup of burnt coffee, and maybe even a selection of artificial cheeses.”

			“Now you’re being cruel, wife. You know very well the only brewed liquid I put in my mouth is tea.”

			Laura bent to kiss the top of his head. “Tea it is, milord. And I’ll see if I can ferret out some biscuits to go with it.”

			She was at the door when he said, “Would you be a dear and hand me my shaving kit over there?”

			Laura froze. They didn’t have any electric shavers left. The last ones’d had to be broken down for parts to rebuild Eskel’s medical tools. All William had in his kit was a bit of dry soap, an old-fashioned brush, and a six-inch blade. “I need to get the rabble settled, but I can come back to help you shave later.”

			“Laura,” he warned.

			“What?” she snapped and instantly regretted it. 

			William’s foreboding expression softened. “Darling, you are very good at commanding all and sundry to your will. But even you aren’t strong enough to stop death in its tracks when it comes for me.”

			“That doesn’t mean you have to hasten it along.” Then, because their discussion was getting too morbid for her peace of mind, she said, “Do you seriously expect me to put a sharp blade into a grip that shakes worse than Eskel’s centrifuge?”

			William raised his bony hand and held it suspended over the bed. “Steady as a rock.”

			That’s what I’m afraid of. “I’ll be back to help you later,” she insisted. “Save your strength. We’re raising the storage house walls today. If they stay up this time, we’re gonna be drinking tonight, and everyone will expect to see you there.”

			He smiled. “How could I possibly refuse such an invitation? Now go. I heard tell there’s some rabble needs settling. It sounds like they’re in dire need of your unflappable leadership.”

			The kitchen wasn’t big enough to fit everyone in their ever-growing household, but they all gathered there anyway. This morning, Sisa had porridge bubbling away in a huge pot on the stove, Reemy was portioning out sugar and cinnamon from their dwindling supplies, and everyone else stood around with bowls and spoons in their hands, waiting. 

			Laura greeted the group with, “You’re all aware there’s a perfectly serviceable table out in the hall, yes?” 

			“Yes, Laura,” Darax said, rolling his eyes. 

			She glared at him. “You still have soot on your face. When’s the last time you washed?”

			Darax grinned as the others snickered. “I’m doing my part for the community by conserving water. I thought you’d be proud.”

			She pointed out the door.

			With a sigh, he set his bowl and spoon on the counter and sulked out to the bathroom. Forty-seven years old and a wizard with metals, but you wouldn’t know it from the way he acted. It hadn’t always been part of his charm. The fallout had affected them all in different ways. Darax seemed to be regressing in maturity. He forgot his manners often these days and sometimes had trouble controlling his emotions which made Laura fear that one day, he’d overreact to something so badly he’d hurt someone. 

			“As for the rest of you, hands out.”

			Fifteen pairs of hands stuck out for her inspection, child and adult alike. Laura went around and inspected each of them, keeping a firm hold on her stern expression despite their giggles. She put on the Mother Hen act for their benefit, but the reasons for her fussing were sound, and they all knew it. A bit of comedy never hurt in a situation as serious as theirs. 

			Once she passed everyone, she continued to Sisa at the stove. Laura looked over the young cook’s hands as she stirred, then casually dipped her finger into the pot to steal a taste and laughed as a barrage of offended shouts assaulted her ears.

			Darax ran back in, his face still red and his hair wet from washing. “What? What did I miss?”

			“Nothing,” Laura assured him, patting his shoulder on her way out to the drinks station. “You’re just in time.” 

			Immediately, everyone picked up their bowls again and lined up to get their share of breakfast. Their eagerness was as much a joy as it was a pain to see. Laura had instructed Sisa to cook up something tasty with their few remaining supplies. If their shipment still hadn’t come by nightfall, she’d have to take some extreme measures. 

			Worry about that tomorrow, she told herself. There was plenty else to worry about today.

			William’s teacup was the only one of its kind in the cupboard, and no one touched it but Laura. It was a relic of the old world, fine porcelain with a chipped saucer and a tiny silver spoon to go with it. Laura put a measure of dried tea leaves into the black pot and poured hot water over them, allowing them to steep while she looked for biscuits. 

			“Any breakfast left?”

			Laura turned around, hiding a small pack of sweets behind her back. 

			Quinn grinned down at her. “You have something on your lip there.” At six feet, eight inches, Quinn was a giant among them, with a deep, menacing voice to match, but his heart was pure gold—and physically failing.

			Laura wiped crumbs from her lip and flushed with guilt as she chewed and swallowed the rest of the biscuit. “Don’t tell anyone,” she said softly.

			“I wouldn’t dare,” he whispered back, then raised his voice to a normal volume. “Especially since I know you haven’t had breakfast yet.”

			She frowned. “You don’t know that.”

			“Kitchen’s still full. That means you haven’t eaten. You never eat until everyone else is fed.”

			“They need it more,” she said.

			Quinn raised an eyebrow. “No, they don’t. What they need is to learn some manners.” He shouted the last part toward the kitchen, causing the noise level in there to drop. And then he waited, big arms crossed over his chest. 

			A moment later, Darax walked out with a full bowl and spoon. He offered both to Laura, bowing his head in contrition. “Here. We saved you some. We would never forget about you.” 

			Glaring at Quinn, who remained stubbornly unaffected, she accepted the bowl. “I never thought you would, dear.” She sent him back into the kitchen with a smile that wavered as she glanced down at the bowl. They’d been more than liberal with the toppings.

			“Don’t you dare shed a tear over it,” Quinn warned. “It’s not charity or kindness. It’s your due.”

			“Oh, go eat, will you? Wall raising at ten.”

			“I’ll be there. Not like you lot can do jack without me.”

			Very true. Quinn’s unique genetic glitch made him ten times stronger than the average man. If he put his back into it, fifteen to twenty times stronger. Rumors said he’d come from a rich family somewhere on Jericho, but they’d shunned him when his abilities began manifesting in puberty. Quinn had been on his own, making his way through the worlds all by himself ever since. 

			Her heel chafed in her boot. Laura set aside the bowl to check it, but, as always, no obvious flaw revealed itself. “I should just get new shoes.” 

			And new clothes while she was at it. And a mattress and drapes, and why not a whole new house?

			Wake up, woman. Dreams are for those who can afford them. You live in the real world.

			And in the real world, William’s tea was getting cold.
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			Seven days were usually more than enough time for any half-decent Hawk to gather intel. 

			Not these days, and not on Anamtaigh. With the whole planet cut off from major networks and databases, precious little information moved in and off-world, and even the most basic search brought up familiar glitches hinting at Shadow interference. Someone was controlling the flow of information—which tracked with what Ms. Thane had told him about the “red soldiers” terrorizing the countryside.

			But it wasn’t only information they controlled. Finn got a tail on his ass the first time he stepped out of the inn. They never engaged, but three men in civvies now followed him all over Avencore, subtle as porcupines. Two had made camp in the house across the street the first night. Not Shadows, then. At least, not the Shadows he knew. They would have brought him in immediately to answer for his desertion if they were. 

			Whoever they were, they seemed not to know who they were fucking with. Finn was tempted to go deliver a housewarming gift of apple pie and a few broken bones. He resisted. Barely.

			Nevertheless, their presence forced him to constantly readjust his strategy to keep one step ahead of them. Rather than driving up to Laura’s front door, he’d made several recon trips into the region on the pretext of exploring the countryside on foot. After the first two eight-hour hikes, his tails had gotten lazy and stopped following, which allowed Finn to venture farther into the valley.

			He’d watched the compound for three days in a row, and the more he saw, the more Laura’s situation troubled him. Her community was totally isolated. Without getting inside, Finn didn’t know how many people lived there, but he estimated somewhere around twenty-five, adults and children combined. 

			The compound consisted of two buildings and a rough, industrial work shed. The main house looked like three different structures stacked one on top of the other resembling a step pyramid with garden plots on two sides of the bottom and middle tiers. The second building was smaller and didn’t appear to get much use. 

			They had little in the way of resources. A cornfield across the battered road seemed to yield some food, but it only covered about a third of the available plot. The produce gardens had as many dry, dead plants as live ones. 

			No livestock except a rooster.

			No conveyances, either, except a beat-up old levpad.

			In the three days he’d watched the valley, Finn hadn’t seen a single vehicle pass through. No one came to the compound, and no one left. 

			This was a siege. 

			Shadows didn’t employ long-term assault strategies like this, except in special circumstances when the goal was to break someone into compliance. But why would they bother with it in Karsengale? It wasn’t as if Laura’s compound housed any high-priority targets. 

			Except maybe Laura herself.

			Finn recognized her through his binoculars, and from that moment on, she dominated his attention whenever she was in sight. The girl he’d left behind had grown out of her whimsical phase of rainbow dresses and hair ribbons into a no-nonsense woman of purpose. 

			A married woman of purpose. 

			Finn still winced every time he thought of it. The local databases had stopped recording events when the war began three years ago, but he’d found enough from the years prior to know Laura McNally was now Laura Belden, a name that fit her like a bad shoe. She and her husband, William, had founded a boarding school for orphans and children in need, and both had an active role in its operation. 

			The database listed the Belden School as “closed” three years ago, but it looked to Finn like it had never stopped operations, only redefined them. Instead of a school for children, Laura appeared to be running some sort of a refugee shelter, and not from the sidelines. 

			A clear leader to her people, she involved herself in every aspect of daily life. She never passed someone without stopping to exchange a few words or lend a hand. He watched her get her hands dirty repeatedly, treating every task, no matter how important or menial, with the same matter-of-fact approach, leading by example. 

			And her people loved her for it. Men stood straighter when Laura was around. Women smiled more. Children approached her without hesitation, and she always spared them a bright smile and a touch or a hug. No need to use telepathy to manipulate these folks; they obeyed her naturally because, with every action and every word, she showed them how much she cared.

			Finn couldn’t look away. As much as Laura’s people basked in her presence, he felt it from miles

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/CBorderTop2.jpg
7/—\/\4





OEBPS/image/Shadow_Hawk_Cover.jpg





OEBPS/image/CBorderBottom2.jpg
.





OEBPS/image/HexSceneBreakGray.jpg





