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Chapter One - LEO 
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An orange glow swept across the papers laying on the desk. As dusk crept in the more disheveled they became. Kou had attempted to get ready for bed when another thought came to her. She couldn’t settle unless she penned it out. And I’ve been watching her since she sat down in her pajama top, jeans, and her partial pony that’s ready to fall undone at any time.

I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t sneak a pocket notebook to bed myself. You never know when an idea might surface. And a lot of times they came at night, when the world and everyone in it is supposed to be at rest.

I know what Kou is working on. It’s been the same thing we’ve been working on for some time now. The more we try to solve this equation the more it seems to be something unsolvable. 

But Clara gave us hope. Clara was sure she had what she needed to allow the Rogues to procreate. Yet, we realized such hope was premature when Clara soon realized something was wrong. Something was missing. 

Perhaps some things aren’t meant to be. I hate to think that way but there’s so much we still don’t know. 

After we realized our first “solution” hadn’t worked, that it wouldn’t work, Kou and I tried to convince ourselves that we would be okay without our own children. Perhaps we were too premature in that thinking.

I know this isn't just for our future hopes but to give all the Rogues a new possibility. So, even with the initial disappointment we really haven't given up all hope. We tried to act like it was okay but I can see the truth in Kou’s work ethic. The way she’s pouring herself out to keep that hope alive. Yeah, we’re still hoping. 

When I see her pause I take the opportunity to talk to her. “Did you get the foundations of your thoughts down?”

“Yes, but there’s so much more I need to expand on this. So-.” 

“Then that’s a good place to stop. It will be tomorrow’s work. You’ll never get any sleep tonight if you keep going now.”

Kou sighs as she sets down her pen. “I know you’re right but I want to do it all. Right now. Right away.”

“I understand that. But we do have time.”

“Do we?”

Knock knock.

Kou jumps in her chair before quietly getting up to peak out the little window. Looking back at me shook her head. I try to look from where I was sitting on the bed but I could only make out the stone road. 

Knock knock. 

Kou backed away, leaving it to me to check on it. I do. When I open the door I hold onto the door frame and sigh. “I’m not ready to talk about this yet.” 

“It’s not about that.” Clara checked the surroundings behind her. “You’re going to the meeting tomorrow?”

I followed her gaze, trying to figure out what she keeping an eye out for. “Yeah. Why? What’s going on?”

“There have been whispers. Rumors from the newest transferred Rogues.” 

“What kind of rumors?” 

“It sounds like the Rogues outside the kingdom may be planning a take over.” 

I drop my arm and sigh again. She was right to come to me, even if things are still weird between us. No one would ignore a possible threat like that. “Thanks Clara. I’ll talk with Riv and Riona tomorrow.” 

“Privately!” Clara insisted. “We can’t be too careful. I don’t know how far this plan rolls over. I want to trust the Rogues here, but in case anyone here is part of a bigger plan it should be kept quiet.” 

I nod, agreeing. When nothing was left to say I took the handle, ready to close the door, when a hand stopped me. 

“Leo. Please know I had my reasons. Legitimate reasons. When you’re ready I’m here.”

––––––––
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All of the former leaders gathered next to the old fountain— where the water steadily bubbled upward. I participated as needed in the matters discussed but it went by in a blur. The rest I don’t remember. 

I watched the water topple over and flow as I kept thinking about what Clara said. What it meant for us if such rumors were true. 

It makes me think of the Rogue man who tried to stop me from destroying their technology. He told me I’d be sorry. I’d never forget that or what he tried to offer me. I tell myself that he was lying, but what if he wasn’t?

If this was the Rogues last hope they probably could do it if they wanted to. They do have the physical numbers to take us over, but would the Rogues be willing to fight for it firsthand?

The moral code of Rogues not fighting has held up in a physical sense. But they’re hypocrites because they would use anything else to do their dirty work for them. If they truly still cling to that “moral code” what could they possibly have as leverage against us?

We took everything away from them. In addition, the Rogues are checked up on every week and they have never caused any issues. Even so, we can’t ignore the possibility of any threat and Riv and Riona need to know.

“How is the project going with Clara?” Riona asked Kou. 

Kou looks up at me, her eyes wavering. Probably trying to decide how much she should disclose publicly. “We’re close,” Kou tells her. 

After the meeting was adjourned I found Kou’s hand and weaved us through the crowd to catch up to Riv and Riona. “Hey Riona! Can I talk with you and Riv a moment?” I step aside to let a few others pass before I speak again. “In private?”

After looking at each other they nod and move off the main stone road. All of us now stand tucked between the castle and the town houses.

“Clara mentioned she’s been hearing talk from the new Rogue transfers about a possible plan for a take over. Granted they are just rumors, but we thought it was worth mentioning just the same.” 

Riona glances up at Riv whose brows knit tightly together.

“It’s not like they have much to use against us at this point but I wanted to throw a word of caution your way, just in case,” I add.

“I haven’t received any questioning reports from those checking in,” Riv spoke, “but I’ll go to the next check in to oversee things myself.” 

“Leo, why didn’t Clara come to us?” Riona asked.

“She doesn’t want any of the Rogues here to become suspicious or alarmed prematurely if any are apart of those plans. She wants to keep good rapport with them.” 

“You’ve been working very well together,” Riona compliments me. “She seems to trusts you. Both of you.”

“Yeah.” I run my fingers through my hair, trying to hide my nervousness about what I’m about to tell her next. “It gets better. Clara claims to be my mother.” 

Riona eyes widen. “What?”

“Clara says,” Kou adds, “that an old serum she created was the direct result of Leo. But now that she’s trying to make it again it’s not working. She thinks she’s missing a major key ingredient and she can’t figure out what it is.”

“Clara didn’t keep record of it out of fear,” I say, “so she made sure to memorize it. Or so she thought.” 

It was hard to admit that Clara could be what she claimed to be and by the looks on Riv and Riona’s faces they too were trying to process that probability. My stomach squeezed. I know how it sounded, what it meant, if Clara was telling the truth. 

“I knew she was hiding... something,” Riona admitted. 

Riv teetered on his feet. Hand pressing on the bridge of his nose all eyes that were on me  transferred to him instead. But the question was: what did he see?

“River.” Riona laid a hand on his arm. “What did you see?” 

When he opened his eyes Riv looked ahead. At me. Once again I had all the uncomfortable eyes. For a moment I couldn’t breath. If he’s looking at me then what he saw was about me.

“I think you need to hear what Clara has to say,” Riv tells me. “As hard as that may be for you I think you need to allow her that. It may help her to remember what she’s missing.” 
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Chapter Two - RIONA
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Breathing in a fresh breath of the warm air I scan over the open fields of the lush and untouched grass. To compliment all the green a tasteful combination of colored flowers were soaking up the sun. And in the distance stood the wall of mountains.

It hadn’t been long since we arrived here but it already felt like home. And many of our physical homes have been built with many more on the way. We really do have everything we’ve ever dreamed about.

Our food is growing easily, especially onions of all things. The soil is so pure, unblemished, and untouched by the pollutions the barrier had created that everything the land gives is healthy and abundant. 

It’s still hard to fathom that we finally made it. Sometimes I wonder when something else will go wrong. There’s a saying that if something is too good to be true then it usually is. Of course, that’s just a saying, right? We’re no longer caged and we’re untouchable by the Rogues. 

Sitting on our picnic blanket I laid out an arrangement of finger foods from the basket and tried not to dwell on anymore intrusive thoughts. I’m safe. We’re safe. I keep telling myself that as I watch the kids running circles around each other. 

They were playing a game of who could touch who first. Jade barked every time she thought they were being too rough. But Amethyst, who was quite grown up now, napped behind River and I.

I nibbled on a piece of food but I kept getting distracted and found myself watching my family instead. Not just the kids but River too. 

River was picking at the food that he was eating when his hair fell over his right shoulder, covering his blind eye.

It’s not normally an issue but I don’t think he realizes how close his hair is to his food. Of course, how could he? I reached out to move it for him when he catches my wrist. Clearly reflexively. “How did you know?”

“I may have a blind spot but I can see. Especially when it comes to you.” He turns his head to look at me. “I always see you.” 

His words make my heart swell and I smile. “I was worried about your hair. I didn’t want you to eat it.” 

River releases his hold on my wrist and I drew it back slightly before deciding to tuck his hair behind his ear anyways. My fingers brushing against his scar as I did so. “I know you can still see, love.” I placed my palm over his cheek and he immediately leans into it. 

On the topic of seeing I try to ask what I can’t hold out on any longer. “What did you see about Clara?” 

“She may be a Rogue but she’s with us. It seems she has been for a long time.” 

I tip my head, trying to understand what that meant. Because we knew that already. I could feel he was purposely holding back. As curious as I am I wasn’t about to prob him and pry. There was a reason for his discretion and I trusted that. I trusted him.

Adjusting myself I laid my head back onto River’s lap. Watching the clouds shape and mold above me I listened to the giggles from Theo and Wila. There couldn’t be a more perfect moment than this.

“I’m going to join the check in after this,” River looks down at me. 

“Couldn’t someone else do it for you? I mean you are King River after all.” 

“I know you’re nervous about it but I’m going to go. I have to. If someone missed something I’ll see it. If I don’t and something does happen it’ll be my fault.” 

I know it’s true. He would be the one to see something out of sorts. I still don’t like it, though. I reached up and grabbed ahold of his shirt to pull him down, looking at him in all seriousness. “Be. Carful.” 

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Okay then.” I see the truth of his words in his eye. “As you were.” 

I let him go and closed my eyes, waiting for the bright sky to return, but the shadow above only grows darker. I opened my eyes just as my lips were stolen from me.

I’m not sure how long I lost touch with reality for but when I realized the sounds of giggles had gone silent I pulled away. “The kids?” 

River looked over his shoulder. “Theo’s looking at the mountains. And-.”

“Wila,” Theo whispered. “Shh.” 

What were those two up to? I gave River a questioning look before sitting up. What I see was Theo standing still with his eyes closed, almost as if he was listening, while Wila tried to poke at him. 

“Theo?” I voice.  

“I can hear them,” Theo responds. 

I exchange another look with River. Who was “them?” It was barely a moment later when Amethyst woke from her nap and lifts her head. 

“Roar!” Wila lifted her hands out to me. “Dragons,” she whispered. 

With a look of sudden realization between River and I Theo acknowledged, “I can hear them.” Theo points. “In the mountains.” It was then Amethyst made a calling noise. She heard it too!

The thing is I can’t hear anything. Which meant Theo was hearing them with his gift! Could he hear dragons alone? Or, could he connect to all animals? And Wila! How did she know he was hearing them? Did she hear them too? Was she reading Theo’s emotions or his mind? There were too many questions. 

“Theo.” River crouched down to his level. “You hear the dragons?”

Theo nods. 

“Can you hear Jade?” River points.

Theo nods. 

“Can you hear mommy or daddy?”

Theo shook his head.

“That’s okay.” River flashes a big smile to Theo. “You have a very good gift, Theo.” 

“Am-ffist wants to go meet them,” Theo tells River. 

“But she’s scared,” Wila tells me.

I dropped to Wila’s level, stroking her hair. “Why would she be scared?” 

“She don’t know them.”

I nod. “That makes sense!”

River sets Theo up onto his knee. “How about this,” River looks at both kids, “when you and Wila are a little older we’ll take Amethyst to go meet them.” 

The kids scream, “yeah!” At which point they run over to tell Amethyst. 

I find myself staring at River completely dumbfounded. How did we not know that they were connected to animals? “They’ve been around animals since the day they were born. Does that play a part to their development of their gifts?” I shake my head. “It doesn’t make sense. Has there been a Visionary who’s been connected to animals in this way?”

River shakes his head, mirroring me. “Not that I know of.”

How are we supposed to help them with this kind of gift? Would someone here have a gift similar? Maybe Sharon would know! Although, her memory wasn't what it used to be anymore. 

“Come here.” River pulled me in from behind my head and kisses me in one swoop. I was so lost in my never ending questions that the intensity of it was rather unexpected. I became lightheaded as the air within me drained from my lungs. 

“I have to go,” he says with his mouth still on mine. 

With my eyes closed I whimper in my throat. I don’t want to let him go. Especially now the kids have their gifts. We should be celebrating and figuring things out! I pleaded with him by my stance, hoping he’d change his mind.

“I’ll be back soon.” He offers me another, slower, kiss. 
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Chapter Three - LEO
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I’m in the perfect zone. My head is clear and my fingers are trying to keep up with each thought. I’m almost done! The sooner Kou and Clara can look at these insights the better. This will help us decide what to do next. 

When I felt the touch of hands slide on to my shoulders I knew right then I was losing track of time. I type faster, if that’s possible. I can’t lose this train of thought. I’m almost done! This time spent could make or break this. 

“Take a break and get a proper lunch,” I hear Kou tell me. 

“A few more minutes!” I knew she was right though. If it wasn’t for her I could easily lose myself in the work.

“Nope.” I heard her voice at my right ear. “I’m pushing save.” 

Kou’s arms wrapped around me to remove my hands and takes the mouse into her control. Resigning, I sigh. Watching the little arrow slide across the screen she clicked save and turns the monitor off. If I have any additional thoughts I’ll jot them down on the notepad I carry in my pocket until I can get back to work. 

Honestly, I feel guilty living my life knowing there was something I could do help someone else live theirs to fullest. But we don’t know how long this will take. Regardless of the end result the fact is, I still have a life to live too. 

Kou put the bag of lunch she packed on the desk. “Now eat.”

“Not without you!” I reached for her petite frame, lifting her onto my lap. Smiling she hands me my sandwich before taking up her own. 

We have both become workaholics but together we make sure to take the needed breaks. It’s hard sometimes though. We’re so close to a solution. When it’s right at your fingertips it’s easy to neglect everything simply to accomplish it, to finish it. But there’s always another project then another one after that. It never stops, so you have to. 

“Are you going to talk with her?” Kou asked.

“Soon.”

“I know this can’t be easy, but I’ll be right here with you. And if Riv is asking this if you, you know it must be important. He may not explain himself very well but there’s always a reason to what he asks.”

“Yeah. Which makes it that much harder because it’s likely something important. And I have no idea what’s she going to say. It could be anything and I can’t calculate a probable hypothesis.” 

“We don’t always need one. Remember, we’re listening to understand.” 

I hug her around the waist, resting my chin on her shoulder. “Thank you for understanding me.”

Kou leaned back, getting comfortable in my hold. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“When did you first see me for me?” 

I wrapped my arms around her a little tighter, bringing her closer if that was possible, before whispering, “I always saw you. Even if I didn’t realize it at the time. You were always the one person I never missed seeing when you were near. You could have simply walked by and I would think, ‘there goes Kou, looking beautiful and poised at ever.’ I knew you were always doing something important. Many times I was curios what that something was too.”

“Why didn’t you ever ask?”

“I confess,” I start, “there were moments when I watched you work because you were so focused. I told myself I’d say hi one day. I’m sorry I never did. But you know how I had gotten used to masking my true feelings for so long that I didn’t understand what my real feelings were until you forced them to wake up. My thinking function was so dominantly active that most of the feeling part of me kind of... went to sleep.” 

“That’s my Rogue!” Kou teases. “There was never anyone else before me?”

“There was one girl I got along with really well. I tried asking her out for the fun of it and she rejected me. You know what she said?”

“What?”

“She said, ‘just because two people fit well together doesn’t mean they belong together.’ It took me some time to realize she was right.” 

“It’s hard to believe anyone would reject my Leo, but I’m glad she did.” 

“Me too.” I kiss her shoulder. “Would the way you see me change if I was really half Rogue?”

“Not one bit.”

That’s when we heard the door open. “Clara,” I acknowledged when she walks. “Clara, I think I’m ready to listen.”

I thought Clara would be eager to tell all but she simply looks at me, unblinking. I waited for her to speak but she says nothing, does nothing. I stared back at her trying to figure it out. Surely, she wasn’t surprised that I took her up on the offer? 

That’s when Kou slipped off my lap and approaches her. “Clara. What’s wrong?” 

“Did you talk to River and Riona?” Clara managed to say. 

“Yeah, I did.” I stand up. “They took it seriously. River’s going on the next check in. Which is today, actually.” 

“You have to stop him!” 

“What? Why?”  

“I have clarification on the rumors. The Rogues have a vile of the mind serum. They’ve been trying to make more but they don’t have what they need. But if they find the right person that could help them they’re going to take advantage of the opportunity to use it. Having River at the check in will put a major target on his back. Can you imagine what he could do if they use it on him? What could happen to all of us here?” 

Clara was right. If they used the mind serum on Riv he could put the whole kingdom in danger. They would use him to finish their work and put their take over into motion. 

“What time is it?” I look at my watch. Riv would have already left, but maybe he could still be reached before it’s too late. 

I run. Right out the door. All the way to the fence. “Where are they?” 

“They went in five minutes ago,” the man guarding the fence tells me. 

I raked my fingers through my hair thinking. “Can we get word to them? To Riv?” 

“We’ve blocked the use of technology. They won’t hear it even if we call them. Is there a problem?”

“Riv might be in danger.”

The guard signaled to another guard watching nearby. “We could send a messenger.” 

“Do it!” 

I gave the message to the guard who takes off in a hurry to find him.
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Chapter Four - RIVER 
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When I meet up with the group I spot Gale. I gravitated in his direction until he sees me and I offer my hand. Gale takes it, returning the gesture.

“It’s always nice to have you join us.” Gale slaps my back. “But I get the feeling that you’re not here just to hang out with me.”

“If only it was that simple. There have been rumors among our newer recruits about a potential take over.” 

“Do you believe it?”

“I’m here to find out.” 

“Let me know how I can help.” 

I nod. I wouldn’t put it past the Rogues to try to pull something like this off. Sure, they had the numbers but they didn’t have the strength or technology to back this rumor up. What could they possibly do?

We walk alongside the stream while minding our surroundings. I see some of the Rogues, who’ve learned to work with their hands, were busy in their gardens or maintaining their homes. The homes were small. Square. Wooden. Modest. Practical.

Up ahead I see their up and running wooden wheel they built that gives them natural power to necessary daily things in their new way of life. 

Nothing about how they were living or what they were doing looked suspicious on the surface. Not including the looks and stares some gave us as we walked by. 

Coming up to the buildings we make our way in and observe anything going on inside. It was clear that we were unwelcome, but they didn't have a choice. A few from our group would go into their work rooms, sometimes poke around their things, but everyone came back with no complaints.  

Grouped back together we were about to head out when I noticed one Rogue standing at the end of the hall. I may have only one good eye but I felt sure he was keeping tabs on me. That in itself was suspicious enough for me to look into. I drew Gale’s attention to it and we started heading up the hall when the Rogue takes off running. 

“What was that?” Gale asked. 

I took off after him. As I did so I left Gale behind as someone stopped to talk with him. Gale can catch up if he wants, but I’ve got it handled. I’m not about to let this Rogue get away. Even when I hear Gale calling out my name I don’t stop.

“River! Wait!”

I can’t stop now. I almost have him! The Rogue was inches away from my grasp when he turned at the next corner. I have the fabric of his shirt under my fingers when another Rogue strikes me in my blind spot. “Ow!” My hand springs up to the side of my neck. What was that? Since when did Rogues get violent? 

“River!” Gale catches up. “What happened?” 

“Another Rogue struck me and they both got away.”

“That’s it?” 

“Why?” 

“We just received a warning from Leo.”

I listened to Gale as he filled me in. I look toward the direction the Rogues took off. I knew it. They were hiding something. I rose my hand to my neck again. It still stung. 

“Did anyone find anything?” I asked.

“No. I’m guessing a rumor is all it was. But we’ll keep a closer eye on things for awhile, just in case. What’s up with your neck?”

“It’s nothing.”

Gale slapped me on the back, smiling. “Good thing I was here to save you. Again. What does that it make now?”

Shaking my head I give him a faint smile as we rejoin the group gathered outside. We made sure everyone one was accounted for before we started back. 

“Please,” a young girl approached us. “Allow me to come with you.”

I figured after the rumors and what just happened back at the warehouse that Gale might be leery about her request, but Gale only took one look at her and nodded the approval. What I also found peculiar about this was how young she was. She likely had parents but she asked anyways. Gale, a parent himself, could not have overlooked that detail. With her being so young, I can’t help but wonder why. What was her reason for wanting to leave her home?

“How old do you say she is?” Gale falls back to me. 

I look at her again trying to discern. “Thirteen?”

“She’s our youngest recruit by far.” Gale looked at me with that kind of parental worry I’ve come to understand since having kids. Good to know we’re on the same page. “She’ll need a place to stay. Maybe someone to look after her.”

That was true. It didn’t feel right to put her in the home with the other adult Rogues. She’d probably be fine to fare on her own but she was still a kid. And we have no idea why she’s chosen to run away from her home and her family. “I know just the couple.”

––––––––
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When we got back inside the kingdom I see Leo, Kou, and Riona waiting for us. As I approached Riona she threw her arms around my neck. 

“Are you okay?” Riona looked me over.

“What happened?” Leo asks. “Did you see anything?”

Everyone was talking at once. It was hard to concentrate on who spoke first or who I should answer first. What exactly were they asking again? 

“Aside from a mild scuffle with the Rogues were all good,” Gale spoke in my behalf.

“The Rogues attacked you?” Riona’s face now full of concern.

“I don’t know if that’s what you’d call it, but they were trying something new.” I still see the worried look between her eyes. “I’m fine.”

“What about the threat?” Leo voiced.

“We’ll keep a closer eye on things,” Gale spoke. “We’ll check in more if we have to. If Your Highnesses agree.” 

I nod knowing Gale would take care of everything. Then I finally turn to Leo. “Leo. Set up a meeting with all the Rogues tomorrow morning. I think it’s time we know more about this rumor.”

“Right away.” Leo nods, ready to speed off.  

“Leo.” I gesture for him to come talk with me privately. I see his surprise before he meets me. I point my chin toward the girl, directing his attention. 

“Who is she?”

“A Rogue girl who asked to join us.”

“A girl?” 

“I’d like to see her in a good home.”

“Are you asking if Kou and I will take her in?”

“She needs someone she can trust, someone to relate to, and someone to take care of her.” 

Leo sighs but doesn't say anything. He looks at the girl, Kou, and then back at me. “What’s her name?” 

“Let’s go find out.” 

Leo waved Kou over, who was talking with Riona, and we all approach the brown haired girl. I initiate the introductions. “I’m River. I was with the check in group.” The girl nods. “These are my friends Leo and Kou. They wanted to meet you.”

The wide eyed girl looks at them but doesn’t say anything. She tried to put on a smile but it quickly vanishes.

“It’s good to meet you,” Kou speaks quietly. “What’s your name?”

“Iva.” 

I can see Iva was going to need some help warming up to them, so I bend down, and whisper, “Leo is Clara’s son.”

Iva’s already wide eyes look even bigger when she looks up at me, but her gaze soon drifts over to Leo and Kou behind me. “You’re safe with them.” I watch her lips soften and her smile seems less forced. “They’ll take good care of you. And if you have any problems you can always come to me too, okay?” Iva nods, reassurance flooding her eyes. I breath in her feelings and the mystery of them is all too appealing. But I’m not sure it’s my mystery to solve. “Okay.”

I straightened up. “Iva needs a place to stay. Would you be interested in taken Iva in?” I ask for the sake of Kou. 

Of course, Kou wasn't the one I was worried about. Kou looked up at Leo ready and eager. They wanted kids of their own so badly. Whether they would able to in the future or not I feel all here could mutually benefit from this arrangement. 

“Iva, we would be honored to have you,” Leo tells her. “If that’s what you would like?”

Iva nodded and smiles. This time her smile stayed.
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Chapter Five - RIVER 
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In the morning we held a private meeting to talk with the Rogues. Riona took care of addressing the issue and asked if anyone knew anything. But the Rogues are currently apprehensive to speak. 

A part of me doesn’t blame them. I can’t help but wonder if our roles were reversed how I would act. But this reaction shows me that we could be doing better at earning their trust. 

I looked over at Leo and Kou with Iva. Kou had her hands on Iva’a shoulders in support as she stood in front of them. Leo, Kou, and Iva were a good display of showing our sincerity, but I take a mental note to be involved more.

“I know,” Riona sympathizes, “these are your people. You might even feel like you’re betraying them. If anyone knows anything you’re not in trouble. You’ve decided to live a life with us. You are apart of our family here. But, whatever your people are planning on the outside won’t just affect us, it will affect you as well. Both of our futures in this kingdom, as well as our future generations. I’m asking not as the Queen of this kingdom but as your friend, your family, to help us.”

The Rogues gathered look at one another. Even Clara was watching to see what would happen— if anyone would be brave enough to speak up. They all seemed conflicted. 

“I-,” Clara spoke,“will help you.” 

“I’ll help too,” Iva said bashfully.

After that others nodded in agreement. One by one until they all were in agreement.

“Okay,” Riona lights up. I love those moments when that happens to her. It’s like knowing everything is right with the world. “Thank you. So, what’s this I hear about a mind controlling substance?”

“They had that serum when I was there,” Clara tells Riona. “It was used successfully on a few subjects. I, unfortunately, don’t know the ingredients.” 

“It was rumored-,” Iva started but then stops. 

Leo puts a hand on her back and spoke into her hair. Likely encouraging her to keep going. And that she did. “It was rumored that one vile was overlooked when everything was cleaned out.”

I watch their interaction as they praised Iva for her bravery. I smiled within myself. I knew I chose the right couple. They already looked like a family. 

“The vile was being tested with the goal of replicating it with the resources left,” one of the men spoke. “At the time it was unsuccessful.” 

“It is possible,” Clara speaks again, “that if they were unsuccessful at making more they could use what they have left on the right person and use that person to attain whatever is needed.”  

My thoughts replay what the Rogues did on the check in. How the one Rogue took off running, like he had something to hide, and the other hit me for him to get away. I still couldn’t make sense of it. Could it have been something more? Perhaps a distraction? A lure? “How would the Rogues go about giving this serum to someone?” I ask.

“It could be used multiple ways,” Cara says, “depending on the form they have. My best guess, in their current situation, an injection.” 

I think about my neck again. How it stung. Is that what they tried to do? The sting didn’t last and I still have my mind. If that’s what they tried to do, it didn’t work. “Clara, is it possible that this serum wouldn’t work on everyone?”

“Yes, that is possible. It wasn’t widely tested. Only a few subjects fully came under the influence to be used the way they wanted. There’s no evidence conclusive enough to say how anyone here would react or respond to it.” 

Could I be one of those whom it wouldn’t work on? Assuming that I was in injected in the first place. Either way, whatever the Rogues have left of this mind altering serum, we need to get it out of their hands. “Clara, would you or anyone here be willing to go undercover to retrieve it from them?”

“River!” Riona whispered loudly. “We can’t ask them do that for us.” 

“If,” Clara points out, “we make them think we came here for the sole purpose of spying there’s a chance that might work. Might. I make no guarantees. They won’t give it up to just anyone.”

“But you, Clara, are not just anyone.”

“No. I’m not.” 

“River.” Riona stood close, her back was facing the Rogues. “That’s a really risky plan.” She then switches to our telepathy for what she would say next. “Not just for them, but for us. If anyone here is waiting to turn on us we just gave them the opportunity.” 
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Chapter Six - RIONA
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I knew he was right. Any of us could go check in as many times as we wanted, but the chances that we’d find this mind control serum would be very slim. We needed a Rogue. 

Whatever we do there’s always risk. But what risk was worse? Leave it in the Rogues hands and wait for them to use it or send their own people to retrieve it? Assuming that none of the Rogues here aren’t spies. 

When I turn around I look, really look, at each and every one of the Rogues faces— trying to read their emotional states. As Clara had showed me it’s not easy to read a Rogue. But some were easier to read then others. I don’t know why that is. But I know one thing. These Rogues chose this life here with us. That had to mean something.

I keep reaching out until I start to feel more emotional clarity creeping in. And I know the only reason for that is because they allowed me in. From what they offered I feel no alternative motives. As far as I know they are all trustworthy. And I’m inclined to believe it. I do believe it. If I give the okay they would do their part to accomplish this mission. “Okay.” 

“Clara,” River calls out, “choose who you...” 

River touches his forehead. He had all the signs that he was having a vision but something about this one didn’t seem right. It didn’t feel right. I don't make a habit of intruding on his visions but I try reaching out because he seemed to be in pain. I attempted to share his mind but when I can’t see anything I know somethings wrong. “River, what is it?”

“Nothing. I’m good.” 

If it was a vision he didn’t confirm it. Whatever he’s not saying might be because he’s on full display but I need to know. This wasn’t his normal and it’s starting to scare me that I can’t reach him. I can’t read him. I can’t... hear him. “River. Give me something here.”

He shakes his head and stands upright. “I’m fine.” He focuses back on Clara. “Choose you need to-.” 

I catch him as he sways on his feet. I hold of him, trying to stabilize his balance, but he was clearly dizzy. I crouched down with him immediately. “Kou!” 

River was trying hard to shake it off again but he wasn’t winning. He was breathing faster and his skin was sticky with sweat forming. “I got you. Kou is here too.” 

Kou sat on her knees to assess him. “Riv. I know you’re dizzy but can I see your face? Just for second. I need you to look at me.”

I tighten my hold on his shoulders to make him feel as balanced as he could for when he lifts his head. With
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