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			To Bryan, who found my inner child and helped me set her free to play.
To Kristen, the OG Kat, who took me on adventures and ignited my creativity.
And to you, dear reader. You are valued, loved, and never too old to find yourself again.
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			​Prologue

			bluejay

		


			Cahua, Amazon Rainforest

			August 24th, 2081

		


			She wanted to be a hero, but they saw a demon instead.

			Skye was the one who lost their artifact and its Guardian and put the world in jeopardy. Thus, today—with her wing fully healed—was the day the village forced her out.

			Forty-six days had passed since they found her outside the cave, bleeding and suffering from a broken wing. Fifty days since she had been home.

			The village elder met Skye at Cahua’s border. Two guards flanked their leader’s slight frame like crows towering over treasure, eyes narrowed and fists gripping their weapons. Stone still, yet ready to pounce.

			Because saving their lives had brought Skye hatred for what she became.

			The jungle air shifted, stirring the sapphire feathers sprouting from Skye’s back. Her body tightened, lips pressed together to prevent her next breath from escaping as a heavy sigh. She knew what came next.

			How fitting.

			

			It was a shame September did not bring cooler weather than when she first arrived in July. Rainfall swept over the forest with viscid moisture, rendering the trees above as weak protection. As if the rainforest needed to smell any damper. And this would not be the last day the weather caught her outside either.

			For Skye could not return home, even if she had nowhere else to turn. She was alone. The stoic guards and unfeeling wooden palisades made that all the more evident.

			“I am sorry it came to this.” The village elder’s voice, grandmotherly, albeit grave, scratched at her thoughts. Skye blinked upon her return to the present, then she shook her head. Though the earth still held her solemn gaze captive.

			“I understand.”

			The words fell flat from her lips. Her mission had interfered with the villagers’ lives and introduced enemies at their gate. She had protected them, agreed to their demands in rectifying the injustice done to them. And yet they still despised her.

			The torrential downpour burdened her wings, as cold drops plummeting on Skye’s skin picked away at her warmth. She tilted her face up to the darkening clouds as her heart sank into loneliness.

			Kat. Andy.

			I wonder what’s happening at home.

			So began her new task: to retrieve an artifact she had known nothing about fifty days ago for a people who would rather see her dead for the monster she had become.

			The monster she had always been.

			If she failed, she would never see home again, let alone survive.
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			​Chapter one

			kat

		


			Cleigh City, U.S.A.

			October 8th, 2081

		


			They erected a statue in honor of Kat’s “friend” today, and if she had to stare at it any longer, she would burst.

			It took only three months after the cave-in to presume Bluejay dead.

			Before a large crowd of onlookers, Kat eyed the statue with hardly mustered stoicism. Each ocean breeze sweeping through the Twin Parks cracked deeper into her facade.

			The weather cut through her warm uniform layers with a prickling cold—a cold emptying her to the husk of a human frame standing at attention. As her feline ears tuned out the ceremonial speech, given by the solemn Captain Esposito of CCPD, her gaze remained fixed on the statue. And one incessant thought agonized her.

			She had no recollection of this friend immortalized in stone. No recollection of what had occurred three months ago, how she had sustained a head injury with complete amnesia, or who anyone was in her life. Not even herself.

			

			Kat bit back her creasing frown. Her tail flicked low behind her legs, where the short chestnut fur had puffed in the cold, boldening the darker lines that patterned it. She dared not meet the eyes of faces surrounding her: the civilian onlookers and press watching from behind a roped guard rail, the uniformed law enforcement positioned on either side of the statue at attention like her, and the two companions beside her whose friendships she could not remember. All of them had huddled together in the park courtyard for this ceremony with discomforted solitude. They all suffered a loss burdening their souls.

			Except Kat failed to suffer alongside them. Every moment in front of the statue stirred the empty void she had woken up with three months ago. Her stomach lurched into flips.

			Even the fresh, crisp breezes nipping her nose were a feint. Fresh air meant calm and ease as one of coastal Cleigh City’s prime attractions.

			Yet nothing about this ceremony was calm, nor putting her at ease.

			Kat longed for time to reverse, for her to regain the memories she had lost. How she ached for the void gnawing at her insides to cease before it swallowed her whole. Every day it consumed more of her, and every day she pleaded for a hint to reveal lost traces of the past so it would stop. But that past, no matter how vile her upset at the bathroom mirror in the mornings, would not return.

			Thus, time paced on without answers. Questions of what happened to her and Bluejay haunted her as echoing wraiths in her mind. And the void hollowed her further, threatening to never recover the self that had disappeared.

			All because a cave-in buried her under rock.

			Her two companions with her, Alex and Maya, were not at the accident that had ruined her life. The unlucky three there instead were Kat, Bluejay, and Bluejay’s twin brother—whom Kat now discovered never arrived at the ceremony.

			Alex and Maya were, however, the two members left of their Supers Task Force unit of six, stabilizing what the team had been cleaved into now: Kat the incomplete amnesiac, Bluejay the “dead friend,” Bluejay’s grieving brother, a member on leave Kat had yet to meet, and Alex and Maya as the glue patching the group back together.

			This included the couple mending the pieces of Kat’s shattered state. With Maya’s primary profession as a physician and Alex as her sergeant and leader of the task force, the two had been steady beacons during Kat’s three-month rehabilitation and training to return to work. Today marked one week of her return to CCPD.

			All these burdens cruelly dumped on her and her team were enough to scream.

			Yet Kat’s eyes narrowed at the statue. If you were here, things would be a lot easier. We’d have answers. Not broken people.

			A cold breeze caressed her. Her blood boiled in response. This ceremony is bullshit. If you are who they say you are, there’s no way you’re dead.

			She gritted her teeth. You can’t be dead.

			“Thank you for coming.” Esposito concluded his speech with a solemn nod and removed himself from the podium with slow steps. His departure lifted a collective burden from his shoulders and all other bodies present, a relieved exhale with the wind. Many civilians and uniformed officers turned to leave and continue their day. Others, along with the press, drew closer to the statue.

			Kat scraped her steps to stand at ease, yet she remained tense. Her fingers picked at her bangs as her ears—darker at the tips like her tail—twitched against the chill.

			Ever since she had arrived for the ceremony, all eyes had been on her: the city’s protector, now pitied. Their wonder of how she coped was plain in their gazes.

			But any attempt to act whole made the internal war Kat was losing more palpable. The void grew victorious. Nothing had come to fruition in three months of healing, rehabilitation, and training to return to work. Her misery proved as woefully apparent as the feline physiology power she was born with.

			

			Esposito approached her and her two companions. His sagging frown shifted to Alex on Kat’s right.

			Alex wore the same uniform as Kat, toughening up the childish, happy-go-lucky spirit as he dipped a curt nod to their commanding officer. “Captain.”

			Esposito frowned. “I’m quite done with formalities for today, Alex.” He sighed. “But I’m concerned Andrew didn’t show up. It’s bad optics.”

			Kat’s ears flattened against the top of her head. Even when not around, Bluejay’s brother was vexatious. She had overheard countless attempts from Alex and Maya to pry Andrew from the isolating research that was his grief—especially Alex, who was Andrew’s best friend.

			Yet what ground Kat’s teeth more was the man acting as if she did not exist. Despite living in the same home together, Andrew had avoided her like a baneful poison since the day after she woke up in the hospital.

			Kat watched Alex’s winter-blue eyes sharpen to ice with a pinch. His voice dropped low. “You and me both. I already planned to check on him.”

			“I’ll see you to it then.” Esposito’s grave expression floated to Kat and Maya. “The boy already had so little when I first met him, I hope losing what was left doesn’t make him reckless.” He departed after those words, his steps trudging across the stone pathway.

			Esposito’s withered exit reminded Kat of a parent distressed over a lost child. As their precinct captain, the man treated all under his care as family. Kat’s outlandish team of Supers was no different. Yet at the mention of Andrew, and upon glancing at Kat as he spoke, his silvery mustache failed to conceal the tremor of his lip.

			From Alex’s other side, Maya turned to him with a grimace. A breeze caught her long black dress and formal winter coat in the movement. Like her husband’s spirit, the woman’s wily brazenness hid for the ceremony. “I know you’re mad, honey.” Solemnity coated her words. “But go easy on him.”

			

			Alex glowered and averted his gaze. “He promised. And regardless, this shit’s gotta stop.”

			Maya gripped Alex’s hand with a gentle squeeze as her other hand rested on his cheek. Alex returned to her pleading umber eyes, then he squeezed her hand back and leaned in, kissing her cheek. “I’ll see you after patrol.”

			Maya sighed. She set a hand on her hip as Alex joined the exiting crowd with brisk steps.

			Words failed Kat. Empty confusion coiled with helplessness upon watching the couple.

			Maya had become a guiding light and close friend for support, which was apt, considering the woman’s power to manipulate light. Alex’s role during her physical training had similarly reflected his power, with his motivation as heated as his ability to conjure and control fire.

			Yet today, Alex and Maya had replaced their willful smiles with grim unease. Their frowns, the weighted sighs, the comforting eyes failing to pinch from a smile—Kat knew well enough “normal” had never painted this picture before.

			The desire to scream returned. If only that would shrivel her void away.

			“You all right?” Maya cracked the aforementioned smile, sympathetic but failing to meet her sepia cheeks.

			Kat blinked at her, then found her gaze drifting to the statue that had caused press and formalities all morning.

			It depicted a tall woman in a fighting stance, with her feet planted and one hand stretched forward while the other remained by her face. Both palms splayed open with fingers parted. Large, feathered wings sprouted upright from her back. The wingspan stretched out one and a half times past the figure’s life-size height. Shoulder-length hair and clothes swept back as if impacted by a large, invisible gust. A hardened expression creased her slender face—eyes narrowed, brows drawn together, and lips parted to reveal clenched teeth.

			“Not really,” Kat admitted.

			

			Maya softened. “Why don’t we grab some coffee? We can relax and get out of the cold until work.”

			Yet Kat’s gaze refused to detach from the statue. Beneath the swirling in her stomach, a small, unnerving tug compelled her. “Actually, I might stay a little longer.”

			A lingering silence. Then her friend nodded. “Do you want me to stay with you?”

			“No. You and Alex babysit Andy and me enough. We can hang out on patrol.”

			“You sure?”

			Kat nodded back, her chin-length hair brushing across her cheeks. “I think I need time to process some things.”

			“Okay.” Maya’s shoulders sagged. “But call me if you need anything.”

			Kat waved a small farewell as her final companion left. When she turned to the statue, she paused. She stood alone, the park devoid of other patrons.

			Shausea, the Twin Park on Bentshaw Channel’s south side, sat wedged between the coastline and South Boxlem’s residential complexes along Termond River. Rustling leaves of multicolor, manicured grass and melodies of wildlife surrounded the park’s center courtyard of colorful florals and park benches. The space—now home to a memorial of a beloved hero—offered peace in the quiet from the cacophony of traffic closer to downtown.

			The quiet was unsettling.

			Kat’s tail flicked. With a shaky exhale, she closed the distance to the statue, approaching the plaque on the mount.

			“‘Bluejay,’” she read aloud, voice flat, “‘Angel of Cleigh City. Our thanks for protecting us.’”

			Kat twirled a strand of her hair with a gloved finger absentmindedly. “Everyone knows what we’ve done together all these years.” Then she soured. “But I don’t.”

			The stillness disturbed her, an unwelcome brush against her arms, pocking her skin. Kat dropped her hand from her hair and huffed. “This is stupid.” She veered from the statue, prepared to storm off.

			Until her first step whipped her back around. “I was there when everything happened. And I’m told I’ve been with you and Andy from the start.”

			She bared clenched teeth. “But I don’t remember a goddamn thing.”

			Still, silence was the only response. Kat grunted with fists down at her sides, ears lying flat on her head, and her puffed tail straight as a ramrod.

			“It’s not fair!” she cried.

			Pacing commenced in front of the statue. “I’ve been stuck with rehab, too many non-helpful therapy sessions, and training to rejoin the team. It’s like a punishment for something I did.”

			She raised her head to the figure’s stone eyes. A growl escaped her lips. “Why am I the one who lost her memories?”

			Her pacing resumed with a rising voice and wild gestures. “And how the hell does three teens stopping a bank robbery lead to a city’s first team of ‘superheroes’ to join the police, when Supers are pretty much hated?”

			Kat stopped with a finger jabbed at the statue. “I look at this fucking thing, at Andy’s tired-ass face, and everything is a damn blur. And you know what else?” Her voice lowered. “It’s haunting me and pissing me right off.

			“Every day and every night, for the past three months, I’ve been trying to remember something. Even the tiniest little memory. But no matter how hard I try, I get absolutely nothing, Blue.” The attempted nickname felt foreign, its bitter aftertaste churning her stomach. “Nothing! You disappeared just like everything else!”

			Kat’s ears stiffened with a twitch. She spun at the soft footsteps of a family of three. They watched her, taken aback. Beside them was another park patron, a woman. She gripped her necklace as pained sympathy creased her face.

			“Come back later,” Kat grumbled at them. “I’m almost done.”

			

			The father gently shooed his loved ones in a different direction. The woman hesitated, then followed. Once alone again, Kat returned to the statue. The stone figure continued its hardened stare into the distance, its lips without a voice to reveal the answers Kat sought.

			What the fuck am I even doing?

			Her hand hovered over her chest, where her void stirred with pain.

			“I refuse to accept this,” she muttered. “I want my memories back.” Her next shaky breath fell as a heavy sigh, and her eyes dropped to her feet. “I’m useless without them.”

			Kat longed to find herself again. Be herself again. Otherwise she was nothing.

			Useless.

			Three months of helplessness brewed cloying questions about what had happened and who she was. She needed this friend, the one soul with answers before she shattered beyond mending. The growing pain in her chest caught her breath, and she blinked away the threatening tears.

			“Give me a sign, Bluejay. Please. Anything.”

			Kat reached, pressing her own palm against one of stone. She stared at the mirroring hands. Cold seeped into her palm, creeping to her heart and choking it.

			Stillness teemed as she stared deep into the distant stone eyes. Her body shook for warmth like a fragile glass case on the brink of shattering.

			Kat slowly withdrew her hand, curling it into a fist with eyes shut. “God,” she choked. Then a loud grunt released from her throat, and she punched the stone palm. “Anything!”

			Hot, searing pain rushed through her knuckles upon impact. A pang sliced through her head as white flashed across her eyes, splitting her from reality while new color splashed into her vision. A scene.

			Before her sat a small girl with matted black hair curling at her shoulders. Her hands wiped at her face, failing to stop the tears. Her slim body jerked with each loud hiccup. Dirt stains decorated her clothes and blue wings, feathers arrayed with black stripes and white tips.

			As well as wet, scarlet splotches.

			What?

			“Hey now,” a child’s voice cooed in the scene, one similar to Kat’s, though lighter with young age. “Everyone knows it’s not your fault. I promise.” Pep pitched at the end, yet the winged girl continued weeping.

			Kat blinked in her stupor. Her vision shifted to a man with buzzed hair and a paw tattoo below his shoulder crossing his arms as he addressed a grim officer. Beside them seethed a petite woman with long, snowy hair, adorned with canine ears and a tail to match. Her ruby eyes flared at the officer.

			“That’s all we know so far.” The officer’s voice softened. “The building is completely ruined, but we did find a woman’s body in the mess. So, for now, that at least matches the girl’s story.” He let out a deep exhale. “And I can only assume that’s the woman’s blood on her until we get DNA results back.”

			The scene blurred with another blink from Kat as if she had turned her head. Law enforcement surrounded her with their flashing lights bouncing off trees. Moonlight accented dour faces, their hushed voices tickling her ears. Yet Kat faced the winged girl once more.

			The childish voice returned. “Don’t listen to them. You’re safe now. And now you have a new friend!”

			The weeping lessened to quiet sniffs from the winged girl. Then a small hand reached toward her from Kat’s perspective. “I’m Kaitlyn,” the voice chirped, “but everyone calls me Kat. And that’s because of my name, not my ears and tail.”

			With slow hesitancy, the winged girl lifted her head to stare at the hand before her, then higher to face Kat directly. Heavy tears from bloodshot sapphire eyes streamed down red cheeks. “Hi,” she croaked. “Hi, Kat.”

			

			A giggle. Kat’s hand reached and shook the winged girl’s with playful greeting. “It’s nice to meet you. You’re a mess, though, so you can come over and get cleaned up.”

			The scene snapped away in the next blink. Kat returned to the present moment, gaping, aghast at the statue. The fierce pain in her hand grounded her back in Shausea’s courtyard.

			Wait.

			She stumbled back from the statue, her breaths short. Her body had tensed from the cold, now rendering her outerwear useless. For how long she had endured the outdoor weather, she could not gauge. The morning sun had yet to reach its peak, though her cheeks and nose had numbed.

			“Skye.”

			She looked around the courtyard. Still alone.

			The name once again hung on her lips with a breath. “Skye.”

			No aftertaste this time. Instead, a small, sweet sense of recollection.

			Kat whirled on her heels and bolted down the courtyard’s path toward the city. Toward the one soul she hoped would finally welcome her help after months of pushing her away.

			The air attacked her lungs. Breaths became gasps as she ran. Yet she pressed on. A sparking energy rushed through her veins. The void inside reacted with a ripple, and for once, a soothing one.

			At last, after months of isolation, progress.
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			​Chapter two

			cardinal

		


			Cleigh City, U.S.A.

			October 8th, 2081

		


			Andrew was certain his pacing around the four-seat dining table left a trail in the carpet.

			“‘Scientific research since the mid-twentieth century has revealed that powers within Supers originate from their genetics. . .’” He rubbed his face with a hand as he continued his weary recitation. “‘Their DNA strands host anomalies and thus allow a Super to possess a trait to perform extraordinary actions, otherwise known as a power.’”

			He paused. “Anomalies? Wait.”

			A buzz rushed through him as he leaned over the table, wildly shifting through the disorderly piles of loose papers, photos, and manila folders. “First discovery of anomaly in research was, when again? No. By who?”

			As he hastily searched, several sheets were tossed about. He ignored their flittering to the floor as his aching body tensed.

			A connection to three months ago. Answers to twenty-five years ago. How he begged for his efforts to finally come to fruition.

			

			“Because if it was R.I.S.E., then—seriously, where’s that other paper—?”

			The door to the townhome slammed behind him. Andrew startled with wide eyes at the new visitor.

			His heart sank. It was Alex.

			Andrew deplored the look given to him—one of a caged fire lurking, prepared to incinerate all in its path as Alex crossed his arms in wait. The silence was more damning than words could vocalize.

			For once, Alex looked his age. No backwards cap over his dark rust-red hair—cut short with fringe up—or a T-shirt and jeans while off duty. Instead, the formal law enforcement uniform of dark navy slacks, with a jacket layered over his button-up shirt and tie, stowed away his cheery demeanor.

			That unnatural frown on Alex’s face. Andrew had only seen the “tough father” persona once and had hoped never to see it again. Yet here it was, directed at Andrew with enough unsettling force for him to shrivel out of sight with guilt. And just as the child deserved “the look” when it last happened, so did he.

			Reckoning for his actions had arrived.

			Andrew swallowed. A flicker of courage allowed him to break from the stare-down and glance behind him at the microwave clock in the open-space kitchen. He froze in place.

			The entire ceremony for his sister had passed.

			He tapped his phone on the dining table. The screen lit up with the nauseating reveal of several missed calls and messages.

			Then his head whipped back to Alex with stiff, greasy strips of black hair sweeping over his forehead. He ignored the reminder his hair had grown just long enough to curl. Dry lips parted.

			“I—”

			“Don’t even.” Alex punctuated low with a bite. “If you think I won’t call bullshit on you claiming you forgot, then all the years we’ve been friends mean shit. You didn’t want to come. And I should’ve dragged your ass myself.”

			

			Andrew was paralyzed under Alex’s piercing glare. His chest tightened, but his flicker of courage returned. “Then what do you want me to say?” he asked.

			His friend said nothing—did not even stir from the doorway. The silence was deafening once again, suffocating.

			Andrew balled fists at his sides. He stammered the same as one reaching frantically for help after falling in deep water. His voice not only rediscovered itself, but rose. “What do you want me to say, Al?” He braved a step forward. “That I’m sorry for missing it? That I’m a horrible human being for not going to my sister’s memorial service? That I acknowledge I’ve been neck-deep in all this research to try and get her back? Because unlike them, I don’t believe she’s dead?”

			Alex’s icy gaze did not waver, but a slow breath steadied through his nose. A sign of assuage. Andrew snatched the advantage and jabbed a pointed finger at a window on his right. “She’s out there. I know it. You know it—We all know it!”

			Then he swung his arm back toward the dining table littered with his research content. “And I know I’m getting closer. Whatever happened in that cave, whatever R.I.S.E. was doing there could be related to these studies—”

			“I didn’t come here to hear another red-string brain dump about the myth of powers and some cult research group.”

			The cold retort snapped the tension within Andrew. He clenched his teeth and erupted. “Then why are you here? To tell me I fucked up? Because I already know that!”

			He had known that for three months. The aftermath of the cave-in, Skye disappearing and Kat losing her memories, was his fault.

			At last, Alex’s sharpness cracked with a twitch underneath his eyes. He dropped his arms to his sides and stepped toward Andrew.

			Andrew was shaking by the time Alex set a gentle hand on his shoulder.

			Alex softened. “Andy—”

			

			“Please don’t,” Andrew interjected. “Please don’t ‘Andy’ me with everything else going on. I’m sorry I missed her memorial service, all right? But she’s out there.”

			He swallowed down the thickness in his throat and lifted his solemn gaze to Alex. “My sister has been out there experiencing god-knows-what for months, and the more I work through all this, the faster I find her.”

			“And we’re gonna find her, dude.” Alex’s grip tightened on Andrew’s shoulder. “Your sis is tough as shit, and I think you should give her more credit.”

			Like she needs more credit to prove she’s tough.

			The fact his twin’s humble soul remained intact to become the endearing public face of their Supers team, disaster after disaster since childhood, was a miracle in itself.

			Andrew unwound like the heavy sigh from his lips. His energy ebbed away—a surrendering, draining tidal wave having him sag the same as the weight underneath his eyes. He rubbed his face.

			“But, look,” Alex continued. “You know you’re not the only one going through this, right? Imagine how Maya and I felt when we heard what happened, dropping everything to travel to Peru to find you and Kat at the hospital. Hell, Brigitte had to go on leave because it was a lot to handle.”

			He removed his hand from Andrew’s shoulder and slid both hands into his pants pockets. A sad warmth bled through the grimace on his face. “My point is we’re all suffering this blow, dude. But out of all of us, you were the one person expected to be at the ceremony.”

			“How did Kat take it?”

			Andrew’s question morphed to regret as Alex canted his head with an arched eyebrow. “She’s still there with Maya. But it was obvious she felt like a fish out of water.” He paused. “For someone also hit majorly hard by all this, your company would’ve helped.”

			A scoff huffed past Andrew’s lips.

			

			His friend’s grimace soured. “How long are you gonna do this with her? Your self-infliction is one thing, but avoiding her hurts her too.”

			Andrew turned away and crossed his arms. The townhome air constricted him as he raced for a response to end the conversation. Until Alex peered over the paper on the dining table. Salvation delivered through distraction.

			“Is this one new?” Alex reached for a piece of paper and lifted it, reading aloud. “‘To live united. The Research Institute of Super Ethics.’” He scowled. “You printed pages from their website.”

			Andrew nodded, settling into his fatigue with caution as Alex continued. “‘We at the institute seek answers for the extraordinary in ordinary life. While humans are limited in capability, eight percent of the global population defies those limits.’”

			Alex eyed him from above the paper. “You have this memorized already, don’t you?”

			Andrew hesitated. Yet he could not deny taking the pointed inquiry as a challenge. “‘Colloquially known as “Supers,” these individuals possess incredible strength, can breathe underwater, etc. It is our purpose to discover the history behind these phenomena, so that one day, the gaps between Normals and Supers may be replaced with harmony among sharing a world together.’”

			The two Supers stared at each other. Andrew fought against the urge to squirm. “What?”

			“Oh, nothing.” Alex rolled his eyes and shook his head. As he did, a weary smirk creased his lips. Andrew eased further from seeing it. “I just don’t understand how you can study a shit ton of information in record time but not remember to eat a fucking meal.”

			Andrew blinked, startled by his stomach’s response. His friend’s eyes pinched. The smirk vanished.

			“You didn’t eat anything today, did you?”

			Andrew lost his internal fight and squirmed.

			“Christ, Red.” Alex threw his gaze up at the ceiling with the exclamation. “At least take care of yourself for all our sakes.” He placed the paper back on the table. “If Blue knew you were doing all this to yourself while looking for her, how do you think she’d feel?”

			Andrew’s fingers twitched at his sides. Irritation simmered. “She would do the same thing I’m doing.”

			That was true, but Alex also had a point. Skye’s concern over his wellbeing would drive him to guilt. And guilt was already a regular tenant in his mind. He did not need it to chain him further.

			At least his friend had not mentioned how not eating or sleeping well would hinder Andrew’s energy absorption and manipulation power—specifically his own energy manipulation. That would be the final straw to this round of belittlement, even if it was true and he had felt himself weaker from his poor habits.

			“Fucking twins,” Alex grunted. “We’re going out to eat. Now.”

			“But I—”

			“I really don’t wanna hear it, dude.”

			There it was again, the “tough father” mode. Andrew preferred not to undergo scrutiny for the second time today. “Fine.”

			He reached a step past his friend toward the front door when an arm rose and stopped him.

			“Upstairs first to clean up.”

			Heat flushed Andrew’s cheeks. “I’m your best friend, not your kid.”

			“And you fucking reek. Prove you’re the collected, grown-ass man I know and do something for yourself.”

			Andrew surrendered and turned away, striding past the dining table and up the stairs to the second floor. “Just—” He glowered at Alex. “If you look at something on the table, put it back where you found it. I’m still getting it organized.”

			Alex shook his head again in disbelief and scratched the stubble on his chin. “Andy, just like this whole house, the table is a shit show. If you take long enough in the shower, I’ll end up cleaning the damn place.”

			

			Snorting at that, Andrew reached the hallway at the top of the stairs and opened his bedroom door, grabbing the first change of clothes he found before shutting it. “I dare you.”

			His friend barked a laugh. “Better me than Brigitte or Maya!”

			Andrew shuddered, shutting the bathroom door behind him.

			The brisk shower was far from pleasant. Andrew forced himself under the cold water to combat the fatigue threatening his bones. His being sank with his thoughts. A terrible risk. For if his research did not occupy his mind, the grief claimed control. Guilt gripped his throat and strangled him, dragging him through a tumbling darkness, as if suffocating within the currents of an ocean—an ocean eager to swallow his consciousness and drown him.

			Whenever that dark ocean rose, he drove his traitorous thoughts onto his research.

			“Where was I?” he murmured. “Anomalies, DNA. . .” Yet the pause proved the previous train of thought had passed, so he continued reciting the passage prior to Alex’s entrance with a sigh. “‘Supers’ genetic traits can be passed through generations and intermingled with others, thus creating a limitless variety of powers across the globe.’”

			Andrew ran sudsy fingers through his hair. The fresh scent of his cleansing was more welcoming than expected.

			Yet the words he uttered beneath his breath could not paint away the scenes in his mind. A cavern half closing in on itself from a distance. His hands clawing at dirt and rock in frightful panic. Kat’s limp frame lying underneath the collapsed earth, head and hair sticky with deep crimson. Images of Skye, his twin sister, posted across media outlets under the bold letters that marked her disappearance.

			His mind returned to a recovering Kat sitting upright in a hospital bed. He saw her amber eyes stare back at him, without any light of recognition, without any knowledge of what they went through together in years past.

			Andrew’s breath hitched at the tears welling in his eyes. His heart tore itself open.

			Damn it. I have to make this right.

			

			No other option was available. He was giving Kat the space she needed to heal. And he had to find Skye before R.I.S.E. found her first.

			Or forgiveness for his efforts leading to that cave-in would never be his.

			Andrew switched the water off with an aggressive turn of the knob. “‘Current genetic studies have shown that a Super can possess up to two powers.’” He opened the shower door partway and reached for a towel. “‘While much has been unearthed thanks to R.I.S.E.’s efforts, there is much more to discover.’”

			He paused his exercise with a scoff, having finished drying himself off, and wrapped the towel around his waist before exiting the shower. “What a bunch of narcissists. Honestly.”

			As he stepped out, the clean scent followed and filled the space, attempting a renewed light air in his lungs. He ignored it, the same as he refused to face his reflection in the mirror.

			Andrew knew what awaited if he looked: his dark hair unruly, a pale body losing its lean and healthy physique, an unshaven, angular face glaring back at him with shame, and his auburn eyes dulled. The last time he faced his reflection with indignation was a month ago. Now, it simply upbraided him for his failure and lack of progress in finding his sister.

			Anguish was a smothering weight on his person as he threw on the jeans, socks, and T-shirt he found from his bedroom. When he picked up his old clothes, he grimaced at the pungent odor.

			Even my hoodie smells.

			The dark ocean churned his stomach.

			I just need to fix this, and then it’s all over. It has to be.

			Andrew returned to his bedroom and tossed the old outfit in the hamper while also procuring a clean hoodie from the closet. One day, just like getting a haircut, he would handle laundry too.

			As he plodded downstairs, hands stuffed in his hoodie pouch, he spotted Alex.

			And froze.

			

			Alex was studying an open manila folder in his hand. Considering his friend’s knitted brow, Andrew knew the contents his friend read without guessing.

			“This is from the station, isn’t it?” Alex’s returning low tone had Andrew regret every moment he spent teasing his friend for being a child in an adult’s body.

			“A copy,” came Andrew’s terse response. “I made copies of everything relevant before leaving. Including the transaction list of R.I.S.E.’s payments to CCPD.”

			Alex blew out an exasperated breath and set the folder on the table. “You might as well have stolen the original files, dude, content regardless. They’re gonna kill you if they find out you have all this.”

			He crossed his arms. “I’m not trying to be a downer, Red. You and I joined CCPD for similar reasons. But I feel like I need to remind you we’re just one team. And you’re poking this giant international corporation full of subsidiaries like—”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Andrew retorted. “You said yourself we joined CCPD for similar reasons. For our sense of good and—”

			All other words vanished the moment the front door swung open and smacked against the wall. Andrew gaped. Alex snapped into a combat stance with fire licking his hands.

			Kat.

			She hunched over her knees, also in formal uniform minus a cap due to her ears. Her cheeks flushed over beige skin, and heavy breaths puffed from her lips. Her damp chestnut bangs stuck to her forehead.

			But her amber eyes ignited with a new glint. One Andrew had not seen in three months.

			His heart hammered against his ribs and stole his breath.

			“Jesus, Kat.” Alex lowered his hands as the flames extinguished. “What the hell is go—”

			“I got a memory!”

			Andrew blinked. “You what?”

			Kat blurted out everything in rapid succession, flailing her arms about as she recounted what she had remembered.

			

			“And they were there, my parents, upset about the police being suspicious of a kid. And—” Kat ran out of both air and words, and she hunched over again with her hands on her knees. Andrew’s tongue felt too thick for his mouth to speak.

			Meanwhile, Alex’s face stretched into an awestruck grin. “That’s crazy,” he breathed.

			Kat raised her head to Andrew. “Does it sound familiar? Is it something?”

			Heat rose within Andrew’s body as uncertainty and unwanted attention tangled inside. He placed his hand to his chin to hide the discomfort while in thought. “It sounds like when your dad first found Skye in Barbury Park,” he said, “right after she escaped Novik. That was before you and I met.”

			His heart pounded with pain. Andrew was ready to tear the organ from his body so it never bothered him with its antics again.

			“I had no idea she looked that rough,” Alex mused to himself. “The news that night definitely didn’t do it justice.”

			A growl emitted from Andrew’s throat. “There’s a lot of things not being done justice.”

			Skye’s kidnapping, when she and Andrew were just past reaching three years in age, was but another past event on his list that Andrew demanded rectification for. It was one more reason to join the CCPD once he became of age with Kat and Skye. That man who kidnapped Skye, Novik, may have disappeared after she escaped, but Andrew swore to track him down.

			One day, all injustices done to his family would rue their existence. He had sworn it as a personal pact inked with rage.

			Kat’s breaths evened out. “Is it something though?”

			He quirked an eyebrow. “Well, of course it’s something, Kat. That’s an incredible first step in heal—”

			“Can it help?” she snapped. “I thought maybe since it involved CCPD, it could be a small clue to what you’re researching to find Bluejay.”

			

			Andrew tensed. From the corner of his eye, he even saw Alex rub the back of his neck. “I—” He paused, stammering and crossing his arms. “I don’t know.”

			But can it? R.I.S.E.’s bribing does go that far back. But for what reason?

			All light faded from Kat’s face.

			His chest tightened. “It might be more applicable to Novik, though, which is still something.”

			Kat hissed through her teeth with a glare at the floor. “Fuck.”

			“But, Kat”—Andrew strode quick steps to her and placed his hands on her shoulders—“that doesn’t mean this isn’t important.”

			She eyed him, then his hands on her shoulders. He noticed them too and skipped a step back while dropping his hands. He swallowed and continued, forcing a smile. “You remembered something. That’s big news.”

			“But we’re no closer to answers,” Kat snarled. “And I’m tired of waiting while you keep me at a distance!”

			Her words unhinged the guilt within Andrew. The dark ocean stirred and tugged with the weight of an anchor tied to his feet. He took another step back.

			Before he could find a response, Kat rose back to her full height. “The memorial service—that you missed, by the way—clearly triggered something. Which means the more involved I get with what you’re doing, the better. So let me help you!”

			“I know it’s been hard.” Andrew quieted. “Ever since we followed a lead about—”

			“About R.I.S.E. bribing fellow cops, which prompted you to look into them a year ago and get us in this mess. I’ve heard it before!”

			Kat stopped with wide eyes, but it was too late. Her jab was a hot skewer through his chest, and Andrew writhed from an agony that shunted him under the dark waters. “Look,” he ground through teeth. “I’m trying—”

			“Okay, that’s enough.” Alex stepped between them, voice raised. “It’s been a hell of a long day for everyone, and fighting like this isn’t going to help. So let’s all—” He paused while shifting narrowed eyes at Kat. “What the hell happened to your hand?”

			Andrew followed his friend’s gaze and gawked at Kat’s right hand. Red swelled around her knuckles. A grimace across her face unveiled the pain. And getting caught.

			Despite standing beside her, Andrew had never felt so distant.

			This is my fault.

			Kat denied meeting his gaze, lips pressed. “I have to get ready for work.”

			She raced past them and up the stairs. As soon as she reached the bedroom at the end of the hallway, she slammed the door shut. Alex stared up at the ceiling and released a long, exasperated breath through pursed lips.

			The fatigue weighing on his friend was one Andrew recognized all too well. Thanks to him, those left of his Supers Task Force team suffered it.

			“Al.”

			Alex shook his head with his eyes closed. “Let’s just get out of here before my brain explodes.”

			Andrew slipped into laced sneakers and found a jacket to throw on over his hoodie before they left the townhome in silence. The cold air smacked against his face as he stepped outside.

			Kat’s words rang in his mind. “Let me help you!”

			He frowned. As soon as Alex shut the door behind them, Andrew dropped his voice to a whisper. “She’s right, isn’t she? About her getting involved.”

			Alex sent him a thoughtful gaze. Then, a half-smile creased his face. “All of us, Red. That’s what I’ve been saying. You’re not alone. You don’t have to drown in this.”
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			​Chapter three

			kat

		


			Cleigh City, U.S.A.

			October 8th, 2081

		


			Maya raised her eyebrow at Kat. “You actually said ‘get us in this mess.’”

			“Yup.”

			“Got all mad that your memory wasn’t helpful.”

			A grumble resonated low in Kat’s throat. “Yup.”

			“And you even punched a statue and broke two of your fingers.” A pause. “At least.”

			Kat pouted, fidgeting under Maya’s stare. She sat in the chair at her precinct office desk with her friend sitting across from her. The fingers of her free hand drummed on her knee while her injured hand lay cradled within both of Maya’s. Maya assessed it with slow, careful movements, her concentrated gaze tracing over every bend and digit.

			Kat’s blood boiled to an uncomfortable heat. The twisting anguish on Andrew’s face plagued her. All she wanted was to help find his sister—a desire as fervent as her demand for her memories to return.

			

			Instead, it seemed the world preferred cruel jokes. Her team remained smothered in bitter loneliness. And her outburst earlier to Andrew certainly had not helped.

			At the gentle touch of Maya’s finger on a swollen knuckle, Kat winced with a hiss and pulled her hand away. Maya chuckled with a lighthearted grin.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, “but that was dumb of you.”

			Kat harrumphed. “Which part?”

			A playful hum. “All of it, really.”

			Kat whined with the exasperation of a child told to do chores. Her tail jerked a vicious flick. “Can you at least fix this part?”

			“Yes, yes.” Maya smiled. “Maya to the rescue.”

			Ears bent back against Kat’s head, as flat as the frown on her face. “Thanks.”

			Delicately, Maya held a hand over Kat’s. Her sepia skin glowed with an aura of soft, warm light.

			The gentle warmth enveloped Kat’s hand, causing her injured fingers to twitch from a tingling sensation coursing from fingertips to wrist. The pain ebbed away. Kat’s body relaxed, and she sighed with relief.

			This was the first time Maya’s second power, mending, tended to Kat. Kat was grateful her friend possessed it, as she presumed the rest of her Supers team did—based on stories that trickled through conversation in the past three months. And like her power with light manipulation, Kat felt Maya’s mending revealed her friend’s true nature of nurturing and protection. Powers seemed to showcase the bearer’s personality. Likely through the genetic connection.

			As she waited for Maya to finish, Kat observed the activity within the precinct’s bullpen with her head propped on her free hand. The open-spaced room boasted modern upkeep with its sleek wooden desks, newer computer models from within the last two years, and the brightness of LED lights overhead. This was a wealth flaunted from the headquarters of Cleigh City’s law enforcement. One that every so often discomforted her despite her work and affiliation.

			

			Kat’s gaze lingered on the holding cells across the room, particularly the one sealed off, more fortified and specially designed for containing suspects with powers. Supers like her.

			The cell bore no windows or bars, and while her ears failed to catch any noise from within—thanks to its heavy walls—she had seen an officer escort a Super inside as she arrived.

			If only the world spent more “assets” working with us instead of arming against us. Criminals or not.

			Cleigh City was just progressive enough to accept a team of Supers in law enforcement and honor a Super with a statue and ceremony. Yet the world’s society still told a different story. A divisive story. Fear and hatred toward those who were different.

			To Normals, Supers were a threat to be contained at all times and cost. If not, they would overrun the planet—disregarding the blatant fact Supers were a minority across global population.

			“But what you said to Red wasn’t right, Kat.” Maya’s voice broke her daze. “Lashing out doesn’t help anyone.”

			Kat scoffed. “I wasn’t trying to make him upset. I was just—I just—”

			“You’re frustrated.” Maya sighed. “I get it. He’s frustrated too, which only frustrates you more. And it kills Alex and me to see you two like this.”

			The aura of light from Maya’s hand diminished. Maya released Kat’s hand and brushed a puffy black curl behind her ear.

			Kat inspected her fingers. “I couldn’t help it, I guess,” she murmured. Gloom leeched onto her words, weighing them down. “I really wanted the memory to be useful.”

			“It’s useful because it’s yours.” Maya patted Kat’s knee with a returning smile. “It’s the first memory you’ve recovered, which means you might remember more. Don’t forget that.”

			Then she rose from her chair. “Also, don’t punch anything for two days. Just because the cracks and bones are mended doesn’t mean you can pick a fight right away.”

			Maya’s light became contagious. The tease caused Kat’s lips to twitch upward. “Yeah, yeah, I got it.”

			

			“Good.” Maya brushed at her jeans, then looked down at her companion with hands on her hips. “Everyone seems to forget I can only close wounds and mend minor fractures.”

			Kat also stood from her chair. “You did realign Alex’s arm when he broke it a few years ago. Or so I’m told.”

			“Yeah, and he still whined about sitting out for three weeks instead of six.”

			“Powers have limits, as they say.” Kat reached for her gloves on the desk and slipped them on.

			She wore a black, form-fitting, tactical elastic suit, with pants tucked into short-laced boots at the bottom, and a high-collared sleeveless top—reinforced with Kevlar. Underneath the top was a long-sleeved thermal to ward off the cold.

			The outfit provided mobility, protection, and stealth. Yet each piece was resourced separately from extra supplies to come together as such: makeshift, with the blacks not all the same tone. Such was Cleigh City’s Supers Task Force Unit: an experimental concept with ongoing results and reception.

			Still, Kat preferred color and flair with her general outfitting. A week ago, she had approached Alex with new design concepts, but he laughed in response. “You tried this three years ago with the captain and got shot down. Sorry, dude, as long as you and I are full-time with the police, we dress like they do and go by their rules. I tell Red the same thing every time he wants our group name changed to his ‘Aero Knights’ idea.”

			“Let’s talk more on patrol.” Maya also finished her attire ensemble with gloves. They flaunted vivid colors. Being a part-time specialist with the team, Maya was fortunate enough to wear plain clothes on duty. “All set?”

			Kat nodded. “Yup.”

			“And your new toy?” Maya threw a glance at Kat’s right thigh. A holstered pistol hung in wait.

			Kat blinked. “Is it weird for me to have it?”

			A shrug. “Just getting used to it still. Let’s get going.”

			

			In truth, so was Kat. She procured one from the CCPD after rehabilitation. Wearing it on her person eased her like a secure embrace. And yet, something remained amiss.

			Her void within had yawned painfully wide once she began wearing it. It was as if some part of Kat refused to accept the weapon as a new piece of her person. Yet Kat had shoved that feeling aside. In returning to work, what mattered most was feeling capable again. Secure. The gap between her and feeling whole again would come from regaining her memories. Then, perhaps, she would not need the weapon anymore.

			The sky had darkened to a shimmering black around the two-faced moon. Halo Avenue was the prosperous commercial street defining Mithram Point’s outer ring. Its street lamps and digital billboards illuminated the glass corporate towers, high-end hotels, and shopping centers. The amenities spilled toward the inner ring—The Loop—until reaching Termond River, the major waterway that split the rings in two.

			While The Loop claimed the Termond Observation Tower and many authentic seafood eateries along the river, neon lights and twenty-four seven services made Halo Avenue glow with an unending vitality. And tonight was no different for Cleigh City’s downtown district.

			Laughter from cheery families filled the air. Couples adored each other’s presence with arms linked as they passed by. Others sporting headphones bobbed their heads, enjoying the privacy of their own space.

			Kat sighed at the sight of passersby while exiting the station with Maya. They all carried an unweighted air about them. No concerns wrinkled their faces. She was the outlier to the joy, the only one with a void of dread and confusion within. The cold bit her nose the same as it had this morning during the ceremony.

			Her previous gloom seeped in. “I’m sorry, Maya,” she said as their steps down the sidewalk began their patrol route, walking shoulder to shoulder.

			

			“Oh, Kat.” A warm mist parted from Maya’s lips. She rubbed a hand on Kat’s back. “You’re actually apologizing to the wrong person right now.”

			Kat’s tail flicked in response as she frowned. “Point taken. I’ll make sure I apologize to Andy when I get home.”

			“This is a massive journey for you, too.” Maya’s umber eyes scanned nearby alleyways and corners in inspection while walking, yet her voice remained warm. “Be patient with yourself.”

			“I hate that word.” Kat nodded at one passerby greeting the two Supers with a wave.

			“You always have. But memories or not, you’re rediscovering yourself. Be open about it and let the pieces fall in place—”

			“I want to be my old self, Maya.” Kat failed to dull the sharpness in her words. She had always appreciated Maya’s support until this notion of newness arrived. “Not have new shit that makes me different.”

			Maya glanced once more at the holster on Kat’s thigh. “Sure.”

			“Hey! It’s Kat! Hey, Kat!”

			Kat’s tail and ears perked up at the sound of her name. She turned.

			A small boy came running down the sidewalk with wild arms. His sparkling saucer eyes paired with a toothy grin. Following behind were two frantic men, catching up as the boy stopped before Kat and beamed at her. “Wow. It’s really you!” Excitement wriggled him in place. “Can I have a hug?”

			“Ethan!” one man snapped, shooting Kat an apologetic look. “I’m so sorry. Kids just get away from you sometimes.”

			Kat produced a small smile for the boy and crouched to meet his gaze. “Sure.”

			She gave him a light embrace. Ethan tightened his arms around her with a giggle, then let go and grinned. “That was awesome. Thank you!”

			A pause sat between them as his grin fell. “Can I ask you something?”

			Kat canted her head and ears.

			

			“What do you tell someone who’s being mean to you?” Ethan fidgeted, looking down shyly.

			Her eyes narrowed without hesitation. “You tell them they can fu”—she caught herself, drawing out the sound as she changed the word—“or real stop being mean, because what they’re doing is bothering you.” She cracked a sheepish smile. “Tell them how you feel. But, also. . .”

			Kat stood and gestured to the two men behind the boy. “These are your parents?” Ethan nodded. “They’re here to help, too. Better than me, since they know you best.”

			He blinked up at her in awe. Ethan beamed once more, then turned and raised his arms to one of his fathers, who lifted him up in his own embrace. The other father thanked her and apologized once more before turning. The family walked back in the direction they had come from.

			Ethan waved as they left. “Bye Kat!”

			Kat waved back. I wonder what my parents were like.

			Maya smirked. “Smooth.”

			“What?” Kat raised her hands up with a shrug, bemused. “Being a public face isn’t my thing. That’s always Blu—”

			She paused, eyes widening. That’s always Bluejay. But how do I know?

			A blink flashed a mental image of Bluejay. Unlike in the memory from earlier, she was an adult, with a group of onlookers behind her. Kat’s own voice rang in her mind.

			“You’re always better at this kind of thing. Patient. Kind. Like you’re their guardian angel or something.”

			Bluejay softened with soulful sapphire eyes. Yet pain lingered in her crooked smile. As her lips parted to speak, the black of night tore through the vision and returned Kat to the present.

			“That’s always Bluejay,” Kat murmured.

			Concern etched Maya’s voice. “You okay?”

			Kat swallowed down the sudden dryness in her throat. “I think I just remembered something again. But really small.”

			

			“Progress!” Maya clapped her hands together. A bounce lightened her steps. “See?”

			“I guess so.” Kat stared ahead of them in a daze. “Maybe your mending helped my head, too.”

			“Ha! If only.”

			They both rounded a corner. The sidewalk led them away from Halo Avenue’s nightlife and into where streets darkened. Kat played with a strand of her hair between two fingers. “If you’re free, maybe we can hang out after this? Talking to you clearly helped.” Remorse then layered her words. “And we haven’t hung out much. I’d like to get to know you more again. You know, since the incident.”

			“It’s fine, Kat. I understand. And I’d love that. We can also see what our”—Maya hesitated—“the boys are up to. The As might be up to no good like always.”

			Before Kat could respond, she stopped from a twist of her ears. “You hear that?”

			Maya halted in her steps. “What is it?”

			Silence enveloped them and their surroundings. Shadows blanketed the lifeless street lined with closed-up shops.

			They waited. Kat’s ears twitched again.

			From farther down sounded a distant moan.

			Kat broke into a sprint. Maya followed suit.

			“Sounds like someone’s hurt,” Kat breathed, “just a few blocks down.”

			Footsteps pounded against the concrete. The moan cried louder. After passing three blocks, Kat skidded to a halt and faced an alleyway on her right.

			From the ground rose a black silhouette, gripping a pointed object. Another silhouette, the source of the moaning, lay slumped against the wall.

			“Don’t move!” Kat barked.

			The standing individual chucked the pointed object toward the women. Light glinted off its metal edge.

			A knife.

			

			Maya was first to act, swiping a hand across the space in front of her and Kat. A reflective wall of solidified light rose from the ground in front of them—the same warm aura from her mending. The knife bounced off, and the light wall dissolved.

			Then Maya reached toward a streetlight behind her, palm out. The light from the bulb sped to her fingers before Maya whisked it toward the individual on the ground. A round barrier surrounded him.

			The knife thrower bolted farther down the alley, jumping a fence for escape. Both Kat and Maya rushed in as the barrier around the slumped individual disappeared.

			Maya dropped to her knees beside him and forced the man’s jacket open. Her breath caught at the pooling crimson on his side.

			She thrust her hands over it, pushing against the wound as an aura of light glowed from them. Without looking back at Kat, she cried, “I got this. Go after him!”

			Kat whipped toward the fence, dashing with a leap and catching herself at the top. With a nimble swing over, she landed on her feet on the other side and resumed chase.

			Maya’s voice faded from behind her the same moment it pitched in her customized earpiece. “Specialist Dr. Penn. Mugging victim on Mulberry Street and need a med team for a stab in the abdomen. Stabilizing wound while Kat in pursuit—”

			Kat’s ears honed in on the heavy panting of her target. She darted lightly on her feet, speeding between huddles of dumpsters down one alley and skirting through shop employees on break after another turn. The city buildings and alleyways had created a maze for her to navigate. Yet navigate she did with ease, as if her body remembered the streets her mind had forgotten.

			And after she parkoured off a wall to pivot her momentum around a third corner, the target’s silhouette appeared ahead of her. He raced down the alley as it opened to a lit street at the end. Kat’s breaths huffed. She pumped her legs faster to close the distance.

			“Stop!” she called.

			

			Yet her voice pierced the air without effect on the target. The runner reached the street, shoving and plowing through pedestrians, and forced traffic to a halt with his frantic flight toward the other side.

			Now with them under the streetlights, color swept over the silhouette and revealed a young man in normal streetwear, hood up to hide his face.

			Kat wove through the alarmed civilians and vehicles in his wake, vaulting over a car hood and spinning around onlookers in dexterous, fluid motions her body naturally performed thanks to her feline physiology power. The exact opposite of her target.

			And that granted her the opportunity to catch up.

			By the time the runner’s clumsy pace brought him to another alleyway across the street, Kat caught the back of his jacket with a hand.

			The man spun, his arm swinging a punch at her. Kat parried the attack with her forearm, then sent her own fist into the man’s gut.

			The man rasped a pained noise as Kat eyed him.

			The crack in his voice. His face devoid of aged creasing.

			This young man was just shy of being one—a teenager instead. He thrust another fist. It missed. Kat swung her leg with a crash into the back of his knee.

			A yelp. The teenager fell backward onto himself. His frantic eyes darted up to Kat when she drew her pistol and held it at him. His hands shot up in the air.

			“Nice try,” Kat uttered.

			“Don’t!”

			“Hands behind your head, and no one else gets hurt.”

			“Come on,” the teenager pleaded. His rise to his feet shook as unsteadily as his breaths. Kat eyed him after the oversight of her command. “Shit’s gotten harder since my family died. I’m just trying to survive by myself. You can understand that, can’t you?”

			She could. Yet her agreement to the notion of survival of the fittest was not what had Kat’s void chilling her stomach with a sickening churn. It was the gun. Holding it swept a discomforting retaliation over her body, compelling her to stow the weapon back in its holster. It was the first time using it potentially on someone else, and something was not right.

			She complied, putting away her pistol and reaching for her handcuffs. Yet she kept her attention on the teenager. “Hands stay up.”

			“Seriously?” He gaped. “That’s it? Too cold to even relate? My parents were killed too, you know.”

			Kat froze.

			Her wide eyes faced the other set brimming with fear.

			A small breath scraped past her lips. “What?”

			“Don’t you believe—Oh, fuck.” The teenager’s hands fell to the top of his head in distress. “Right. You wouldn’t remember—Wait, you really don’t know?”

			Kat’s pulse pounded in her ears. All noise drowned out. Her body numbed.

			“Look,” the teenager pleaded once more, “we’re just trying to make ends meet in a shitty world. Just let me go, okay? Please.”

			Tension strained Kat’s body. The world tilted. Until her lungs forced a long breath through her airways to snap her from her stupor.

			What the hell is happening? What don’t I know?

			Fists shook at her sides. “You’re right,” she said with her voice low. “We do live in a shitty world. But that’s why I can’t let you go—”

			The teenager swung a wild punch at her. Kat sidestepped, allowing the attack to extend past her face. As it did, she latched onto his forearm, fingers curling into the jacket sleeve.

			Nails sprouted into claws in the next instant, piercing an inch into her aggressor’s flesh.

			The teenager hollered. His eyes flared with fury. He shifted his weight, aiming another attack.

			Kat released her grip, dodged the second attack, and struck his neck with her other hand.

			With a cough, the teenager crumpled to the concrete.

			

			Stillness entered the alley. A deep exhale broke past Kat’s lips. She retracted her claws to normal fingernail length, watching her aggressor’s breathing.

			Then she cursed her own shaky breath—and the dull pain in her newly healed hand—before reaching for her earpiece. “Kat reporting. Suspect in custody and taking a nap in the alley between Darton and Seel.”

			A response came through the piece as her gaze fell to the firearm at her thigh with a frown.

			This thing is supposed to help me. But I ended up hating it.

			Kat’s shoulders sagged. She withdrew the pistol and stared at it, the supposed security to protect what remained of her.

			But it had faltered. She had faltered.

			Thrumming returned to her head and ears, as if Kat had impacted a wall face first with all the air knocked out of her lungs. She staggered backward, gripping the sides of her head, breaths hastening.

			My parents were killed? How do I not know any of this?

			On the day Kat woke in the Peruvian hospital, Andrew had sat at her bedside, clutching her hand so tightly with both of his as though she might otherwise slip away. Except she already had without either of them knowing.

			He had exclaimed her name from joyous lips.

			She had realized that name was foreign to her.

			Her pieces were missing—shattered. Lost in the same darkness that had stunned Andrew into silence. And after some time, during that deafening quiet between the two of them, Kat had asked about her family.

			Andrew’s hands had retracted from her. “It’s just us. As family.”

			His response now tolled as heavy bells inside Kat’s mind as she stood in the alleyway. Pain hammered her head.

			It was too much.

			A sound from above scraped her ears. Kat whipped her pistol toward the nearest rooftop in one swift motion. Her breath hitched. “Who’s there?”

			

			Nothing.

			Kat waited, tense.

			A flicker of movement. Atop another roof from the corner of her eye. She spun to face it.

			Still, there was nothing. Yet her ears caught the fading of footfalls after a misstep—no mistaking that.

			The footfalls then gave way to running and panting from behind. Kat turned as Maya rushed into the alley.

			“Oh, good.” Maya stopped with her hands on her knees. “I actually caught up for once.”

			Kat stowed her firearm, assessing her friend. The pain in her head concocted with heated betrayal roiling her insides. Her frown went taut.

			Maya paused and stared at her. “Are you all right? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

			“I—” Kat forced the thickness down her throat with a swallow and gestured to the unconscious teenager. “This asshat just said my parents were murdered?”

			Maya blanched.

			Kat curled shaking hands into fists. The roiling inside ravaged.

			Andrew had called them all a family. Yet this family held a secret from her.

			Regardless whether or not her therapist had instructed to take the past slow, this was different. Maya and Alex, at the very least, were ones she had trusted. They had to be different. Unlike Andrew keeping her distant, the couple did not seem the kind to ensconce something important. They were too honest during her progress in training and rehabilitation to

			
			
		

OEBPS/image/Aero_Knights_Origins_Title_Page.jpg
AERO

KNIGHTS
ORIGINS

LINDSAY SFARA

Lightwing Publishing, LLC





OEBPS/font/FuturaPT-Heavy.otf



OEBPS/font/FuturaPT-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/Aero_Knights_Origins_eBook_Cover.jpg
Face tbns fate wﬂh al b/ st' ‘ngth \{ :

> A %
5 - oy

5

s






OEBPS/image/Cleigh_City_Map_FINAL.png





OEBPS/font/Garamond.TTF


OEBPS/font/Garamond-Bold.TTF


OEBPS/font/Garamond-Italic.TTF


OEBPS/font/FuturaPT-Medium.otf


OEBPS/image/Aero_Knights_Chapter_Header_BOLD_BLACK.png





