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Аннотация
Born with superhuman DNA, raised by a master assassin: Merlin is a girl with many gifts… except freedom.

She might be able to hack a supercomputer and put a martial arts master on his back, but 16 yr old Merlin just wants to live her own life. That's a little hard to do when her assassin mother constantly warns her about endless enemies and keeping a low profile. Which is the last thing Merlin wants to do because she has her sights set on winning the Saint Francis Tourney with all the fame and fortune that comes with it.
Merlin will have to choose between her dreams and her mother's protective lifestyle and learn that disobedience comes at a price she might not be willing to pay.

This short story fills in details from Nimrod Squad and the Troubleshooter, bound to please fans of both and add to the lore of the Havenworld universe with a brand-new character launch. Don't miss out: pick up your copy right now!
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After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants survived in Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of humanity.
However, the new age was not the type the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced, and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict that threatened to destroy the future envisioned by the Haven's founders.
This is the world of a girl with many gifts: sired by an Elite super-soldier, raised by a famed assassin. She is genetically superior, exceptionally talented, and lethal in combat. She will be feared and hunted by those threatened by her existence. She will be forced to fight for her survival. And in the end, friends and foes alike will know her name.
She is…
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I leaped out of a plane at an altitude of fourteen thousand feet over the Saint Francis Haven. The cargo plane rumbled by as more skydivers jumped from its interior. I immediately nosedived, rapidly accelerating to two-hundred-seventy miles per hour as I streaked toward the city. Normally I would have taken it all in, absorbed the freefall sensation, and the incredible view of the world's massiveness. The feeling was like nothing in the world — adrenaline and astonishment wrapped together so tightly that I couldn't tell where one ended and the other began. For a few precious minutes, I soared and felt like nothing was impossible.
The announcers in the roadside booths hyped up the crowd as we dove, leaving multicolored trails behind from the smoke flares on our belts. We were the entertainment darlings, the gladiator madcaps risking our lives performing insane stunts for the chance to win the ultimate prize: five-hundred grand, the Harbor Trophy, and bragging rights for the year. Of the twenty-five contestants, I was the youngest at seventeen years old. No one under eighteen had ever won the San Fran Tourney, but many gamblers put their bets on me once I advanced to the Finals. Everyone in the Bay Area was locked to their screens, cheering for their favorite contestants, throwing Tourney parties, and celebrating the district holiday with barbecues and fireworks.
I couldn't concentrate on any of that. I focused on the mission, mind performing calculations and rehearsing the complicated and crazy plan we hatched.
Mouse's voice buzzed over the com in my helmet. "Gonna want to slow down before you pull, Merlin. At least to a hundred fifty. No point killing yourself to win this."
"No can do. I'm not slowing until Jonesy does."
"He won't."
"Then I won't."
"C'mon, Merlin. This isn't funny."
"I'm not laughing."
The city flew toward me, growing larger as I approached. The other divers had already spread out to slow themselves. I took a look to my right, where Jonesy still plummeted headfirst like a human bullet. His face was covered by a helmet fashioned after a grinning skull, but he still managed to give me a mocking nod when he caught me looking.
Mouse's voice turned anxious. "Merlin. I'm not kidding. Slow down before it's too late."
A smile spread across my face. Mouse was determined to worry for both of us, and I was grateful for his preoccupation. That left me free to focus on the daredevil stuff.
Jonesy kept glancing over as we streaked like missiles toward the Haven below. I smirked, keeping my eyes fixed on the shimmering surface of the Haven force-shield. Nearly impenetrable, we'd splatter against it like insects on the windshield of a race car. And unlike the digital thrills of an online Elysia tournament, we wouldn't instantly respawn with full health a few seconds later — we'd just be dead. That added level of danger was why the Tourney gained more fans, sponsors, and viewers every year. When the stakes were real, the event meant something. When lives were on the line, everyone wanted to watch.
Jonesy finally caved, yanking his ripcord right before we hit the negative zone — that area of space where a parachute was rendered useless, unable to deploy in time to make a difference. His momentum stalled as his chute opened, while I fell faster than I thought possible, heading straight for the shielding and a suicidal death. I imagined all the people below — in homes, restaurants, and bars, holding their breath at the first casualty of the game.
Instead, I slapped a hand against the button on my harness, activating my hidden wingsuit.
The microfilm sheath sprang from my belt and attached to my wrists and ankles, creating a membrane airfoil shape that enabled lift and the ability to soar through the air as if on wings when I spread my arms and legs. Instead of smashing into the shield, I glided just above it, close enough to feel the heat and hear the galvanic hum of its energy. The battle between gravity and motion was enough to strain my muscles and rattle my teeth, but I wanted the residents of the Haven to see me. I'd never been inside, but like any outsider, I dreamed of getting a residency one day. At that moment, I could only fly by the dome of near-transparent energy. Through the radiant surface, I saw the glimmering towers of Saint Francis; architectural dreams come true in a city of wealth and influence. Fireworks exploded in the air, and somewhere down there, I knew crowds chanted my name as I circled the dome on my way down, using the spherical momentum to launch myself across the choppy Bay waters toward the shores of Yerba Buena Island.
Skimming past a flock of startled seagulls, I scanned the coastline. "Where are you, Mouse?"
"Where do you think?"
I spotted him when he popped a smoke flare, leaving a purple cloud in his wake as he zoomed across the shoreline in his rumbler bike, fat wheels slinging sand behind him. I practiced the run in VR with every crew member, but Mouse was the only one with the skills to toe the line, even in a virtual environment. Like me, he was different than the others.
Like me, he was special.
"You're coming in too fast, Merlin."
"Stop nagging — I got this."
Pulling a ripcord activated a small parachute that opened from my back pouch, catching drag and pulling me back as Mouse roared underneath on his bike. At the exact millisecond, I tapped the RELEASE button on my harness, severing the chute and dropping me on the back of the bike directly behind Mouse. We had a one-in-a-million shot of pulling it off, and somehow we made it look easy. The crowds that lined the beachline erupted in wild cheers when we zoomed by, a roar of amazement that washed over me like a sonic wave. I flipped my visor open and raised a fist in response, clutching Mouse's waist tightly with my other hand. The industrial district's rusted buildings blurred by at our speed, but the crowds were mainly fans from Oakland — my neck of the woods. Most of them were there to see my team win the trophy, and I wanted to give them a show to remember.
Most importantly, my team score flashed on the screens: five hundred — the max for the Sprint and more than double that of any other teams.
Behind us, the rest of the contestants crossed over using the Bay Bridge, a haphazard line of speeding vehicles all trying to play catch-up. The rules required that the team move only when the jumper lands, and that meant teams met on the bridge ever since the contest was initiated. I pictured the judges scrambling to verify if my move was legal, but I'd already extensively checked to make sure it was. My team led the pack, and there was nothing anyone could do about it. Jonesy's sponsors might have been able to get him the best gear and upgrades, but they couldn't think outside the box. He was losing his touch, and it was time for a new champion to hoist the trophy.
The rest of my team pulled up behind us on rumbler bikes and monowheels, whooping and fist-bumping as we kicked up sand and headed for the bridge to Treasure Island, where the next stage of the contest would take place. And with our head start, we had the best chance to stack points and go for the win.
Mouse glanced back at me, a wide grin on his face. Around my age, he was slim and tall, not to mention handsome to a fault. We shared similar brown skin tones, but while I knew my looks came from my Chinese-African heritage, he knew nothing of his ancestry. A simple blood test would tell him exactly where he came from, but he always laughed at the suggestion. That was his defense mechanism about anything related to his deceased parents: laughter and a quick change of subject.
His hair rippled in the wind, black and glossy as wet ink as he shouted over the roar of the engine. "That was crazy, Merlin. I can't believe it worked."
I smiled, leaning into his back to avoid getting grit in my eyes. "I know. Just gotta run the Gauntlet next, and then we're in the Melee. Jonesy will be too far behind to match our score, no matter what he's driving."
"Yeah, too bad the Sister is gonna kill us when she finds out."
I gave his shoulder a reassuring pat. "Don't worry about Daiyu — she's not coming back anytime soon. Besides, she shouldn't have trained me so hard if she didn't want me to use my skills."
I tried to maintain the thrill of the race, but the sounds of the cheering crowds muted as I thought about how Daiyu became calmer the angrier she got. And she had been very calm when she told me that I was forbidden to enter the contest.
It's too late to worry about that now. You have a Tourney to finish.
Pushing thoughts of Daiyu from my mind, I focused on the mass of onlookers, drinking in their sound to feed the adrenaline for the next stage of the contest. I needed it because things were going to be even more dangerous.
But maybe not as dangerous as Daiyu.
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When I was five years old, Daiyu explained why I'd always be different from everyone else. Even then, she was more of an unrelenting teacher than a parent. We never had a mother-daughter relationship — it was always teacher-student, master-apprentice. She told me it was better that way — there was no time to foster family bonds when our enemies would only take advantage of it to hurt us. But as I grew older, I realized that her preference for detachment was also a product of her fear. Fear of emotional investment, fear of change.
So even when I was five years old, she spoke to me as if to an adult. And in that case, it was in Mandarin Chinese, one of the four languages I was fluent in. "You will always be different from your peers, Merlin. They will seem slow and weak, small-minded and dull-witted compared to you."
I looked up at her, eyes wide. Daiyu seemed a giant in those days, powerful and all-wise. "Why am I different, Daiyu?"
"Because of your genetic advantages. You have the blood of Wraths and Elites in your veins — DNA that makes you smarter, stronger, and faster than a normal child. You heal faster and won't tire as easily. In short: you will be better than anyone else around you."
In my childish naivety, I blurted out the question. "Even better than you, Daiyu?"
A small smile touched her lips. "We will see, child."
"What is an Elite?"
"Genetically superior humans bred in laboratories to soldier, particularly off-world."
"And my father was an Elite?"
"He was."
"Where is he?"
"He died in the war on Mars, child."
"Are there more Elites?"
"Yes."
"Where are they?"
"Stationed in Havens around the world, and bases on the Moon and Mars."
"Will I ever meet any of them?"
"You should certainly hope not. The Elites and their masters are your enemies."
"Why?"
"Because you exist, child."
I frowned, childish mind deep in thought. "I don't understand."
"Elites are bred to be sterile, meaning they cannot produce children. But something strange happened when your father and I coupled, resulting in my pregnancy. What was supposed to be impossible proved otherwise, an achievement that frightened some very powerful people. Because of that, you will always be a target. Some will want to capture and dissect you. And many will want to kill you, Merlin. If you don't believe anything else, believe that. Which is why you must keep your talents a secret for as long as you can, and why you will learn how to fight and defend yourself. Because I won't be able to protect you forever. You must be able to protect yourself. Do you understand, Merlin?"
"Yes."
"Good. Then let's begin your training."
* * *
By six years of age, I was proficient in karate, kung-fu, and jujitsu. I beat complex computer programs at chess and lifted four times my body mass. By seven, I mastered Muay Thai, Wing Chun, and Krav Maga, hacked the San Fran Haven's top security system, and split concrete blocks with my bare fists. By eight, I tackled complex mathematical geometry, was proficient in several hundred types of bladed weapons and firearms, and forced an MMA champion to tap out on the sparring floor. I grew up with no fear, no limits, no ceiling.
And no friends.
There were no other children in my circle, no one I could relate to. On the rare times Daiyu took me into the city, the kids I saw seemed like alien creatures, slow and silly, prone to inexplicable outbursts and squeals of laughter at things I didn't understand. There was no connection, nothing to attract me to others in my age group. I had been treated like a miniature adult all my life and felt more comfortable in their company than other children.
Daiyu was anything but a friend. She was my caretaker, my personal trainer, my teacher, and lastly, my mother only by caring for my physical needs. Emotionally distant, she was a mysterious planet and I was a satellite in her orbit. When she didn't train me personally, she set up trusted family members and friends to fill in. Prone to extended absences, she would vanish without explanation, away on any number of mystery assignments. At first, I took such things as normal, but as I grew older and more aware, the questions matured as well.
Eight years old, I balanced twenty feet in the air on a cable suspended between two oak trees in the backyard. On one leg with the other held at a straight angle, I slowly rotated, looking down at my aunt Julie on her knees, pruning in the rose garden with a wide-brimmed straw hat on her head. She was the opposite of her younger sister: plump and relaxed, prone to long conversations and rebellious humor.
"Where does Daiyu do when she's away, Auntie?"
She removed her hat, fanning herself as she looked up at me. "More than likely, she's off killing someone, sweetheart."
I wobbled on the cable, nearly losing my balance. "Why would Daiyu kill anyone?"
"That's her occupation. Did she not tell you this?"
"No. Daiyu said she is a Wrath of the Ebonhall Order."
"And what did you think that was?"
I shrugged. "I don't know — a fraternity?"
Auntie laughed. "I suppose it is, at that. But it is a fraternity of assassins, little one. Daiyu should have told you this herself. She keeps too many secrets." Shaking her head, she continued to trim the bushes, slow and methodical. "A Wrath serves the contracts of the Ebonhall masters without questions, taking the lives of those the Ebonhall deems unfit."
I switched legs, teetering on the cable as I digested the info. The revelations didn't shock me. They were just threads in the tapestry of my unusual life. My mother being an assassin made much more sense than being an insurance salesperson or some other normal occupation. "But … why?"
Auntie paused, wiping her brow. "For the same reason that I tend to this garden. The desirable plants thrive when the undesirable ones — the weeds, are removed. In this world, there are many weeds, Merlin. The job of a Wrath is to prune, to pull, to remove the unnecessary bush, vines, and seedlings. Otherwise, they would rise up and choke the life out of the desirable ones. Daiyu should have told you this."
"Auntie, have you ever killed anyone?"
"Wraths do not call their craft killing, little one."
"What do they call it?"
She grunted as she yanked a clump of weeds from the earth, shaking dirt from the roots. "They call it pruning."
* * *
Shortly after that conversation, Daiyu brought Mouse into our home.
There was no explanation. He simply was there when I came back in from the city. I had spent the afternoon watching the Bayside daredevil tourneys, caught up in the crowds of adoring fans even though I knew I could best most of the contestants even at my tender age. I didn't need to ask Daiyu about it because I knew she'd strictly forbid me to continue.
So, when I came back and found her home unexpectedly early, I thought she had found out about my extracurricular activities. But she made no mention, simply nodded to the boy eating shoyu-ramen soup at our kitchen table. Mouse hadn't hit his growth spurt yet, and was just a cute little runt with a mop of unruly hair.
"Merlin, this is Mateo. He will be staying with us for a while."
He smiled and waved. "Hi."
I stared at him wide-eyed. "Hello."
Daiyu gave me a stern glance. "It's not polite to stare, Merlin. Wash up and join us for dinner."
"Yes, Daiyu."
A few minutes later, we sat at the table and ate as if Mateo had always been there. I had a million questions, but I knew better than to ask before Daiyu was ready to tell me. The moment came after she sent Mateo to his room for the night. I helped her wash dishes, feeling slightly nervous from the length of her silence. Daiyu was never particularly talkative, but it seemed as though she was carefully arranging her thoughts. Finally, she spoke.
"It appears you've been spending unsupervised time in the city, Merlin. You know I disapprove."
I sighed. "I know. It's just … I need things to do."
"You have things to do."
"I mean fun things. All I do here is chores and train."
"I told you why you must do so."
"To protect myself — I know. And I can. You know what I can do."
"You are formidable, child. But you have no idea the type of enemies that you will face one day. You will only survive if you are the best. And you are not the best, not yet."
"Auntie says it is vanity to strive to be perfect. She says no matter how hard one may try, there is no such thing as true mastery because someone will always be better than me at something."
Daiyu's mouth tightened. "Your aunt believes herself a philosopher. I say you continue to improve because you can always be better than you were yesterday."
"I'm tired of training all the time, Daiyu. I go to the city because I want to see and try new things. And because there are people there."
"People are not your friends."
"I don't have any friends. That's the problem!"
I don't know who was more surprised at my shouted words: me or her. I had never dared to raise my voice at Daiyu before. But to my greater shock, she didn't reprimand me. She just nodded, eyes deep in thought.
"I … forget some things at times, Merlin. I forget that you did not get to choose this life. And I often forget how young you are. I will try to be more mindful if you try to be more careful. Do we have a deal?"
I smiled. "Deal."
"Good. I hope you and Mateo will become friends. You are of the same age, and he is gifted as well."
My curiosity piqued. "His parents were Elites?"
"His mother was a Wrath like me."
"Where is she now?"
"She is dead. His father as well. Mateo has no relatives left, so we will become his family."
I studied Daiyu's face, searching for clues. There was much she held back, secrets she meant to hold from me. Her face was even more thoughtful than usual, her eyes stressed. And suddenly, I knew.
"They were pruned," I whispered.
Surprise flashed across her face, quickly suppressed. "Yes, child. But there is no need to look at me like that. They did not die by my hand. His mother was … an ally. She was there for me in a moment when I thought I had no friends in the world."
"What happened to her?"
"It doesn't matter now. What is done is done, and I made a decision to harbor the boy. Be kind to him, Merlin. He didn't see what happened and will never know. But he needs a friend, as do you. It is my hope that you both grow together, help each other, and learn from one another."
"Learn from him? But he's just a … mouse. He's small and helpless."
A small smile touched her lips. "I told you: never judge a person's appearance. Many have done the same to me, and they paid the price for their assumption. You will see, Merlin. The two of you have more in common than you know."
* * *
I landed on my back in a cloud of dust, wincing more from the damaged pride than the impact. Mouse practically floated in front of me, bobbing on his toes like a prizefighter, pupils dilated, hair flailing, a wide grin on his face.
"I didn’t hurt you, did I?"
I flipped back up to my feet, smiling in return. "No. Just woke me up."
He laughed as he launched a flurry of blurred attacks, switching styles in mid-motion, moving so quickly that he appeared to have multiple limbs. I barely managed to block and evade, harassed by a boy who barely reached my shoulder. But Mouse was far from ordinary, and his ability to summon the Rush proved it. The mental focus allowed him to tap into adrenaline levels beyond normal, boosting his speed, strength, reflexes, and stamina to match mine, if not exceed them.
I loved every second of it.
Even at that young age, I was physically beyond most people, practically peerless. Daiyu was the only person I considered superior, and even that gap shrank with every passing year. So encountering Mouse's raw abilities was a thrill, a gift to my competitive nature. His style was wild and unpredictable, an amalgam of disciplines that he instinctively melded into his own method. He was the wind in physical form: overpowering and untouchable.
And just like the wind, his power would vanish as suddenly as it appeared.
When the Rush drained from his system, he nearly collapsed, tottering on unsteady legs while bubbling with giddy laughter. It was all a game to him — sheer, unadulterated joy from the adrenaline kick. He didn't know about assassins or games of death, and was equally enthralled by nursing injured animals or eating a delicious meal as he was at training to kill. He was easily distracted, wildly undisciplined, and easily amused.
He was my complete opposite.
And like Daiyu predicted, we rounded out one another as we grew up. Mouse was the yin to my yang and vice versa. We tested each other, pulled and pushed, fought and laughed until I couldn't even remember what things were like before he arrived. We became more than rivals, better than friends.
We became family.
And despite Daiyu being the one to bring Mouse into the picture, I somehow felt that she disapproved. There was a look in her eyes when she'd watch us erupt in a burst of loud laughter, a tightness to her mouth when we'd side against her, protesting some small restriction that shouldn't have mattered much at all. I think she feared open rebellion, the growing lack of control as we entered our teen years.
And if Daiyu was about anything, it was control.
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"You're losing control," I shouted into Mouse's ear as I held tightly to his waist.
"Relax. I'm not even focusing the Rush yet."
I couldn't see his face, but I knew he grinned from ear to ear as explosions boomed and bullets whined all around us. The explosives were dyed smoke canisters, the bullets rubber, but either could have done significant damage at the speeds we went. Contestants died in the Gauntlet every year, victims of gruesome vehicle crashes or fatal falls. The former Naval Station had been tricked out for the Tourney, featuring different tracks, threats, and booby traps with every new contest.
We zipped through the route at speeds that made turned objects into blurs and made the wind an enemy, threatening to topple the rumbler bike with every dangerous weave and turn. The previous year we tried to combat the threats and failed. The new tactic was to outrace and evade until we cleared the base.
"Truck!" Mouse yelled.
Instinct took over as we zoomed toward the vehicle barricade. I leaped up, planted my heels on the seat, and sprang into the air as Mouse dipped the bike and slid under the truck, sparks flying behind him. My jump took me over the top of the vehicle, one foot scraping the roof before I cleared and dropped, landing back on the back of the bike as Mouse righted himself. Theatrical, but that was the purpose of the contest: wow the crowd, accrue more points. I practically heard the oohs and aahs of the masses watching on the massive arena screens.
My crew did the best they could to follow, but they were hampered by the bombardment from the building rooftops and obstacles coming from the ground, air, and road. I glanced behind as an industrial wrecker slammed into the truck behind us, shredding it with a V-shaped armored fender in an explosion of twisted metal and flying parts. The wrecker's bed was retrofitted with a mini wrecking ball that swung back and forth at will, slamming into any nearby obstacle with pulverizing force. I couldn't see past the tinted windshield, but I already knew who was behind the wheel.
Jonesy.
I tapped Mouse on the shoulder. "Faster."
"But you just said—"
"Forget what I said!"
"Fine." He accelerated, and we shot forward at speeds impossible for an ordinary person to handle outside a controlled racetrack. I knew he was in the Rush; senses expanded, time slowed to a crawl. It took everything I had just to hang on when he weaved between ruined vehicles and other blurred obstacles while evading sentry guns and missiles that targeted us.
He yelled something, but his words were snatched away by the whistling wind and motor rumble. I got the picture when I looked over his shoulder. It was the end of the road: a literal firewall, flames shooting up at least twenty feet high with no ramp to jump or any other way around.
I slid my visor down and tapped him again, a non-verbal go-ahead. We'd gone too far to be stopped, even by a roaring inferno. Mouse pressed a button on his collar, activating a forcefield helmet that shimmered over his head like a soap bubble.
The rippling heat hit us first, a fiery slap that our suits barely withstood. Mouse gunned harder, raising the front tire up and rolling on the rear so the bike would take the brunt of the flames. An intense wave of roaring, crackling heat, then we blasted through: bike scorched and wheels on fire, trailing smoke and sparks, skidding out of control. We both managed to throw ourselves clear before the cycle ate asphalt, our jumpsuit's crash padding taking the brunt of the impact as we rolled clear.
I slid over thirty yards before slowing enough to flip to my feet and unstrap my retractable boomstaff, extending it to full length with the press of a button. Whirring it in flashy motions showed off the electric-blue pulse-batons attached to both ends. Mouse leaped to his feet a few feet away and reached for his arcsaber. The thin metallic rod that popped from the sword handle looked like a violin bow, only with a laser hissing between the l-shaped ends instead of a bowstring. To anyone else, the personally-crafted weapon would be perfect for self-injury. In Mouse's hands, it was lethal.
The Gauntlet gave way to several square miles of old neighborhoods long abandoned due to radiation poisoning in the ground. The contamination no longer polluted the earth, but the crumbling buildings remained, perfectly suited for the Tourney's final phase: the Melee — endless swarms of enemies in ever-increasing degrees of difficulty. The team that survived or accrued the most points by the end won the Tourney.
The first wave of Skels crashed out of windows and doors like rabid zombies, leaping down the stairs and running across the dead grass straight toward us. The gangly automatons bobbed back and forth like cyber scarecrows, designed for one thing: flashy disposal. I looked at Mouse, who grinned. Roaring, we ran to meet the attacking horde.
My boomstaff hummed as it whirled in my hands, striking left and right. Each blow scored crucial hits on the Skels: knocking off heads, tearing torsos apart. Broken limbs and gears flew through the air as we slashed into their ranks. Mouse fought a few feet away, moving as if dancing, arcsaber nearly a part of him. We spun, leaped, and flipped over our enemies, putting on a good show for the audience. It was more effort than necessary because the Skels didn't put up much of a fight.
The Brutes did.
They advanced on the heels of the last wave of Skels: faster, stronger, better armored, and better armed. Less humanoid, they varied from insectoid creepers with multiple limbs and segmented armor to rounded armadillos, rolling on spherical wheels that could shift in any direction. Their AI tactics were more advanced, making coordinated attacks that learned from failure. I responded by increasing the charge from my boomstaff, twisting a dial in the center to add a burst of electronic chaff with each strike, disrupting electronic systems and disabling defense systems. The Brutes closed in regardless, drawing firearms for close-range volleys. Rubber bullets, but still capable of serious injury at that distance. Their goal was to force us to surrender or render us unconscious. Our goal was to survive. And despite our skill, the sheer numbers threatened to make that objective impossible.
An explosive boom forced the Brutes to pause and regroup as my team made it on the scene, whooping and leaping into the fray. Some of them still drove their vehicles, zipping through the squads of Brutes and hurling fireworks or incendiary grenades. Remnants of the other teams followed, filling the arena and splitting the attention of the Brutes. I got a little breathing room and made the most of it by leaping on the back of a Brute and stabbing my boomstaff downward like a spear, bringing it to the ground in a cloud of dust.
Mouse landed lightly beside me, slashing another attacker in two with a swing of his laser-edged arcsaber. He took a quick look at the chaos. "Looks like Jonesy's crew is late to the party."
I scanned the battleground, surprised. "You're right. Must have gotten held up. Too bad for them."
I had barely uttered the words when Jonesy's wrecker barreled through the flame wall like some primordial monster, covered in fire and trailing smoke and char. It crashed into the arena, skidding into a line of Brutes and bowling them over like broken toys.
Jonesy was followed by the rest of the crew, all of them rolling in heavily armored vehicles, a herd of motorized rhinos stampeding and crushing anything in their way. As I watched them tear through the ranks of Brutes and remaining Skels, I realized my error in selecting an agile approach to the tournament. Jonesy wasn't late — he and his team were busy destroying everything in the Gauntlet, racking up significant points along the way. I glanced at my holoband, where their score had surpassed mine by a few hundred points.
And that was before they started demolishing the buildings.
I signaled to my team. "Come on — we have to take out as many as possible!"
Leaping back into the fray, I struck as fast as I could, movements blurring, heart pounding, sweat floating across the air, intermingling with shredded metal and sparks. Mouse fought beside me, yelling as his sizzling blade sliced through armor as if it were cardboard. The battle intensified as more Brutes spilled from the remaining structures, firing stun rounds and concussion grenades. Those who weren’t lightning quick or heavily armored went down quickly, crashing their vehicles or crumbling under the bombardment. On my holoband screen, I saw my team's indicator lights winking out one by one as they were taken out with the rest of the contestants.
An unusually tall Brute skittered toward us, metallic legs clattering and mounted guns firing concussion rounds that exploded on impact. We avoided the barrage; Mouse dropping low and whirling between the multiple limbs, blade flashing as it sliced through the joints in a shower of electric sparks. As the robotic centipede staggered, I leaped up, boomstaff twirling before slamming down on the elongated neck and decapitating it. Even as I dashed to my next target, I knew it was pointless. While the rest of us engaged in combat, Jonesy and his crew did demolition work: destroying the buildings that the attackers emerged from. The wrecking ball from Jonesy's wrecker swung dangerously close, stirring my hair as it swung into a nearby house, disintegrating the structure with one destructive blow. I hit the ground as debris and robotic remnants whistled through the air like tornadic rubble. In the distance, one of Jonesy's crew plowed a heavy dozer into a tall, metal signal tower, ramming it repeatedly until the metal framework buckled from the force, screeching as if agonized.
The Melee was supposed to end with the Bricks: the last wave of massive, nearly impenetrable mech fighters that would typically be powerful enough to defeat any remaining contestants, with the winner declared by the last team standing or most points accrued. But the mechs never had a chance to emerge because Jonesy and his team were too good. As the signal tower crashed to the earth in a cloud of dust, I felt something I rarely experienced: the gut-wrenching agony of defeat. Despite my physical and mental gifts, despite my carefully-prepared plans, I'd been outsmarted and outplayed by Jonesy, someone I underestimated and dismissed as an inferior competitor. If Daiyu was there, I'm sure she'd have some sagacious words about humility and learning from my mistakes.
But she wasn't there, and all I felt was miserable.
The emerging Bricks froze in mid-motion, signals interrupted, reduced to hulking carcasses that no longer posed a threat. Ceremonial music blared over the speakers triumphantly as fireworks exploded and sonic jets roared overhead, trailing plumes of multicolored vapor. Every massive screen and holographic billboard displayed footage of the battlefield and what I already knew: the final point tally, where Jonesy's team topped mine by over four hundred points. I bit my bottom lip as I stared upward, nearly trembling with disappointment.
Mouse placed a consoling hand on my shoulder. "Well, second isn't so bad. There's always next year, Merlin."
I nodded, not wanting to speak. I felt the rawness in my throat and feared I would start bawling like a baby if I tried to answer. I nodded instead, scrubbing an angry hand across my cheek to stop a rebellious tear from sliding down my face.
"Hey, kid."
The victor walked over, skull-embossed helmet in hand. I tried to contain my surprise because Jonesy wasn't a man like I figured. She was tall and slender, eyes glowing from thick liner, face studded with spiked piercings, short hair slashed with haphazard purple highlights, tattoos running down her neck and forearms exposed by her rolled-up sleeves.
Dropping her helmet carelessly, she pulled out a pack of cigarettes and lit one, staring at me with uncomfortable intensity. When her eyes flashed with bluish light, I realized she had cyber-enhanced irises that scanned me from head to toe. Raising an eyebrow, she spewed smoke from her rosebud lips.
"Funny — I thought for sure you'd have some cyber augmentations. Scan shows you're one-hundred-percent norm, though. So how are you doing it?"
I folded my arms and tilted my head back. "Doing what?"
She gestured to the smoldering battleground. "Pulling off all of those stunts. You almost had me for a sec. If you don't have any cybernetics, then it's gotta be biological boosters. What are you taking?"
Her eyes slid over to Mouse, who looked even younger than me. "You're both just scrawny little kids, but you gave me a run for my money and took second in a pretty tough Tourney. Whatever you're on, better be careful. Burn too bright, and you might burn out."
I smirked. "Maybe we're just that good."
She flashed a chrome-plated smile. "Maybe you are. Tell you what — big money's in the Los Diablos Death Match. You find yourself there, you look me up. I can use a braveheart like you in my crew. Now, if you'll excuse me, I got a trophy to hoist." With a wink, she turned and swaggered away toward the cheers of her team, basking in the hero worship.
To my surprise, I instantly felt better as I watched them celebrate a win that was supposed to be mine. But I made silly mistakes, errors that cost my teammates a victory. The next time I'd be prepared. Next time I'd account for every variable…
Mouse glanced at me. "Uh-oh. I know that look. You're already planning for next year, aren't you?"
I smiled. "Never crossed my mind. Come on — let's regroup with the team and get our trophy. Everyone did good today."
A few minutes later, we stood on the victor's stage, holding up the silver and waving to the throngs of cheering crowds and adoring fans while multicolored streamers fluttered down and music blasted on the massive speakers. I glanced at the first-place podium, where Jonesy and her team popped champagne bottles and hi-fived each other. Next year I'll be there with my team, I vowed to myself. It was just a matter of learning from my mistakes, something Daiyu taught me more often than I liked to admit.
The following celebration lasted long into the night. My team and I were media darlings, young daredevils who managed to compete against and nearly unseat the legendary Jonesy and her Wild Bunch. I chatted with sponsors and brokered deals, signed autographs and took pictures with fans, had beverages I wasn't old enough to drink, and partied with my team until the crack of dawn. All the while, Mouse nervously tried his best to pull me away, worried that Daiyu would somehow find out about our escapade. And in turn, I laughed and brushed him off, teasing him for being a worrywart. It was full into morning by the time that we dragged ourselves back home, into a house that was supposed to be empty.
But instead, we found Daiyu waiting for us.
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She sat at the small dining table, a neglected cup of tea in front of her. Eyes hooded, she watched us shuffle forward, instantly cowed by her icy demeanor. She said nothing, gaze sharp and mouth tight as she assessed with a judgmental stare. With methodical care, she lifted her cup and sipped.
"Mateo, go to your room."
He hesitated, eyes flicking in my direction. "Sister, I—"
"I won't repeat myself."
He dropped his head. "Yes, Sister." Giving me a regretful look, he sighed and left the room.
Daiyu gestured to the seat opposite her. I obeyed just as Mouse had, face hot from the humiliation.
Daiyu sipped again, glancing at the trophy I set on the floor. "Silver."
My cheeks burned. "Yes."
She shook her head. "If you were to risk punishment, I would think you'd at least have won the tournament."
My jaw tightened. "Next year."
Daiyu's eyes narrowed. "Already planning your next act of defiance?"
"That's not what I—"
"It's exactly what you meant." She carefully set her cup on the saucer. "I have told you repeatedly to avoid exposure, to shun the spotlight. Do you recall, Merlin?"
"Yes, but—"
"And do you remember why?"
I took a deep breath. "Because if I attract the wrong kind of attention, our enemies will find us."
"And yet you completely disregard my instructions and enter the city's largest event in pursuit of what — fame and fortune? A fool's reward. You wear a mask of compliance when I'm around, then remove it as soon as I leave, blatantly disregarding the rules and dragging Mateo into your schemes. You are a vain, spoiled, duplicitous child."
"And you are a bitter, frightened old woman!"
My voice echoed off the walls, so loud and enraged that I barely recognized it. My chest heaved, and my muscles tensed as angry tears blurred my vision.
Daiyu responded with silence, letting the fury in her gaze speak for her. The tiny cup in her hand trembled, fracturing the matching saucer underneath. The sharp crack of the porcelain seemed nearly as loud as my outburst. When she finally spoke, it was in a voice so soft and controlled that I knew inwardly she was white-hot with rage.
"You disappoint me with your childish tantrums and disrespect for authority. Perhaps the fault is mine for becoming too lax with your guidance. I thought you were ready for fewer restrictions, but I was wrong. There is a price to pay for disobedience, child. I must think about it. For now, you look like you need some rest. We will discuss things when you wake up."
Her attention focused on picking up the broken saucer as if it was the most monumental task in the world. I was dismissed and knew nothing I said would get a response from her. I turned and walked down the hallway, tucking the trophy under my arm. As I opened my bedroom door, Mouse stuck his head out of the opposite room.
"You okay?"
"I'm fine."
"I heard you shouting." He looked miserable, as he usually did when me and Daiyu clashed.
"Yeah. Guess I lost my temper."
"It's gonna be okay, Merlin."
"I know. I'm just tired, that's all."
"After all we did? Of course you are."
I yawned, feeling drained. "I'm going to catch some sleep. You should too."
"Okay. And hey—"
"Yeah?"
"It was fun. I don't care what the Sister says."
I smiled. "Damn right it was."
I entered my room, set the trophy on the desk, and crashed onto the bed without even removing my clothes. I tried to stay mad at Daiyu, but holding on to the anger was too exhausting. Before I knew it, I was out cold, lost in a deep and dreamless sleep.
When I woke up, Mouse was gone.
* * *
"Where is he?"
Daiyu sat cross-legged in the backyard, dressed in an all-white Tai Chi uniform. Eyes closed, she inclined her head as if my shouted words were hard to hear.
"I sent him away."
My fists trembled at my sides. "Why?"
"Because he leans on you like a crutch. Unable to make sound decisions, unable to mature. His emotional attachment is his downfall. As it is yours. For two plants to grow, they must be spaced apart."
"You didn't need to punish him for my mistakes. You should be punishing me."
Her eyes opened, nearly golden in the sunlight. "I am punishing you."
She stood, assumed a neutral stance, and beckoned with one hand. "You have too much negative energy for logic to penetrate. Come — release it."
I responded to her sparring invitation by rushing forward, fists blurring in an all-out attack, Wing Chun style. Daiyu moved as if reading my mind, defending every whirring strike. Not bothering to counterattack, she spun away with the grace of a water dancer. Furious, I launched a flurry of spinning kicks, knee strikes, and close-quarter punches. Daiyu blocked and dodged, moving as if her bones were made of putty. Hooking my arms, she threw me over her back and onto the pebbled walkway. Placing one arm behind her back, she bent over to look at me.
"Your fury makes you predictable, young one. If I were your enemy, you would be dead by now."
I slammed a fist against the polished stones, vision blurring with tears. "You're not my enemy. You're supposed to be my mother. You're supposed to care about me."
Her eyebrows rose. "You don't think I care about you?"
"All you do is push me."
"I push you to be better."
"You just want to control me."
"I want to protect you."
"From what? Mouse caring about me? From me having a normal life?"
"You will never have a normal life." Daiyu bent down to carefully straighten a bent branch on the nearby rosebush. "You were born an aberration, a miracle, an unexplained phenomenon. You were never meant to exist, but you do. And because of that, you will always be a target."
"I'm not an aberration — I'm a person. Flesh and blood like anyone else. Not a robot. Someone with feelings, with needs. Not that you know anything about that."
For the first time, something flashed in her eyes — was it pain? Too quick to tell. She stilled her face quickly, assuming serenity like a mask. "So, you believe that I am devoid of feelings. That I don't show you the love and care that you feel you deserve. You know nothing, child."
I swallowed and said nothing, shocked by the raw emotion in her voice.
She sighed, raising her right hand in front of her face. "The Wraths of Ebonhall are forbidden to bear or sire children. Sterilization is a requirement for any who complete the trials. And as I told you before, your father was an Elite: also biologically incapable of producing children. Between the two of us, there should have been no chance of ever creating life."
Her eyes met mine. "Yet despite all that, in defiance of the impossible, you were conceived. Perhaps it was the experimental Aberrant modifications to his DNA. Perhaps it was a miracle. We'll never know. The Council of Ebonhall did not believe my report. They felt I had somehow deceived them, and demanded the pregnancy be terminated. I refused."
Placing her left hand on her right wrist, she gave it a sharp twist. I gasped when the hand snapped away from the wrist. She crouched and placed the prosthetic in front of me. "For my refusal, the masters saw no choice but to punish me by taking my killing hand. Again, they demanded I terminate the pregnancy. Again, I refused."
I winced when she lifted her hand to her face, stretched her eyelids open, and proceeded to pluck her eyeballs out one by one. Those she carefully placed on the smooth stones beside the artificial hand. "The price was heavy. The masters demanded the eyes that witnessed the bloodshed, and I complied. Only after that was I free to leave the Order. Such was the cost of carrying you into this world, Merlin. Such was the love I had for you even when unborn. Perhaps now you understand that there is nothing I won't do to keep you safe, and nothing I demand of you that I haven't done myself."
I stared at the cybernetic organs, frozen from shock. My lips trembled as I tried to find a response equivalent to the moment. There wasn't one, and I could only stammer in reply. "I … I didn't know. You never told me about…"
She stood, lids closed over the empty sockets, face proud and regal. "It is my burden, Merlin. Compared to the honor of raising you into a woman, the load is light."
"I'm sorry."
"You are nearly grown, and your wings itch for flight. All I ask is for you to wait until it is time to leave the nest. Will you trust my judgment?"
I nodded. "Yes, Daiyu."
Her lips hinted at a smile. "Then we will speak of this no more. And no need to worry about Mateo. He is with a trusted friend and will reunite with you when he learns to stand on his own."
She turned and walked toward the house, guided by her other senses so that eyesight was an afterthought. I sat where I was as the sun sank behind the mountains, staring at the disembodied eyes and hand in silence and wonder, tears trickling down my face as the realization sank in.
My mother loved me. She fought for me, she sacrificed for me and never complained, never even mentioned her losses. She focused on raising me to be fierce and independent, a warrior like she was.
I owed her everything.
* * *
I found her meditating, breathing evenly with her eyes closed and hands clasped on her lap. Placing a bowl and her bionic hand in front of her, I sat opposite and waited. Eyes closed, breathing slowly. In … out. In … out. Patient. Thankful.
"Thank you for cleaning them, Merlin."
When I opened my eyes, Daiyu gazed at me, warmth in her gaze after inserting the eyeballs that I cleaned and placed in a small bowl of contact solution. Looking at her, I still couldn't detect any abnormalities. If she hadn't revealed the truth, I would have never known.
“Is your vision… different?”
She reattached her artificial hand to her wrist, twisting it to lock in place. Grimacing, she waggled her fingers. “The differences are small, but little things are what you miss the most. The diffusing of light, the blending of the color spectrum. The same with sensory detection on the hand. Bionics can only do so much. Despite all of our advancements, there is still no replacement for what nature creates.”
I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for being angry. There’s so much I didn’t think about. I was selfish, thinking only about myself.”
She reached out, placing a hand on top of mine. “We both can do better, Merlin. I’ve worked so hard to train and prepare you that I forgot to give you what you needed most.”
I smiled, wiping a tear from my eye. “Well, where do we go from here?”
She squeezed my hand tightly. “We work together. You can start by telling me about your tournament.”
“You want to know about that?”
“Of course. If I know what you did wrong, I can help you do better next time.”
My eyes widened. “Next time?”
“Yes, Merlin. I can’t lock you away forever. And sometimes being famous can be a form of subterfuge if you play your cards right. Perhaps your fortune lies in doing things your way for a change.”
I grinned, rubbing my hands together. “Okay, when do we start?”
“Now.”
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The following year, I hoisted the Golden Tourney trophy in front of a massive crowd of wildly cheering fans and spectators. My team crushed the opposition, making my star shine even brighter. I won the grand prize money and more importantly, major sponsorships for the entire team. Fireworks exploded, jet planes roared overhead, and triumphant shouts thundered so loudly that I felt them in my chest. My smiling face was displayed on every screen and holographic display in the city. It should have felt perfect — the culmination of all my hard work and training with Daiyu.
It didn't.
I missed Mouse more than ever. He was my best friend, my partner in crime, and his absence robbed the moment of what it should have been. And Jonesy hadn't participated either. Having won the Tourney already, she had moved on to grander pursuits, leaving me with lesser competitors that didn't stand much of a chance against my team and me. In the end, I won the contest but lost the satisfaction of victory. As I stood in the adoration of millions who had no idea who I really was, I was struck by a moment of sudden clarity.
It was time.
My celebration was quick — gave a few speeches, mugged for the cameras, signed autographs, showed up for the after-party — then slipped out as soon as I got the chance. The Tourney was in my rearview. My future was wide open in front of me, and I wanted to concentrate on everything it offered.
I woke up the next morning and immediately went outside to work out with my boomstaff. Going through the forms focused my concentration. There was only the staff, the strain of my muscles, the wind, and the scent of trees as I flowed from one move to the next.
My skin prickled from the sensation of being watched.
My mind immediately went to all the warnings, the training Daiyu instilled in me all of my life. So I didn't panic, didn't even stop my workout. If the person watching meant to harm me, he was a poor excuse for an assassin. Maybe he was a fan. I'd never had a stalker before. Only one way to find out.
Taking a deep breath, I expanded my senses, including my peripheral vision. While facing away, I was still able to observe the tall, dark-skinned man in black clothing, sunlight glinting off the sunglasses that shielded his eyes. His close-cropped hair was white as wool. I couldn't make out any features — he could have been any age. But he wasn't a fan or stalker — that much was obvious. The wind carried his scent: sharp, metallic. Seasoned and dangerous. He stood outside of the chain-link fence still as a statue, the way a predator freezes when registering whether to pursue their prey. But somehow, I knew he wasn't there to harm me. The intuition came from nowhere, but it just felt right.
I continued the forms with my staff, not allowing the stranger to unnerve me or detect that I observed him. I knew Daiyu would want to handle it anyway. She didn't have all the sensors installed around the entire block for nothing.
She appeared right on schedule, standing behind the man with a handgun aimed at his head. They exchanged words, and she quickly ushered him away. I finished my staff workout and went into my stretches, figuring Daiyu would give me the update whenever she took care of the intruder.
After finishing my routine, I sat in the grass, assuming a meditative pose. Eyes closed, the wind prickling my sweat-beaded skin. I concentrated on how to break the news to Daiyu. Not about the stranger, but about my decision. I wondered how she would take it. Aside from Mouse and her sister Julie, most of our time had been spent in each other's company. And now that I was ready to fly, I wondered how she would cope with an empty nest.
I thought she'd come to me, but after an hour of reflection, I went to find her. She sat at a bench beside the window, gazing outside with the intensity of a housecat. I had to clear my throat twice before she noticed I was there. She turned with a small smile on her face.
"You've decided to leave."
I blinked but shouldn't have been surprised. Daiyu was always a step ahead.
"Yes. It's time."
She nodded. "What will you do?"
"The Tourney win came with a slew of corporate sponsorships, one of them an offer to be a professional adventurer. I'll use it to travel and see the world. I want to explore, meet people, experience new things."
"You should. I think it will be good for you. Enjoy your time while you can. Before things change." Her gaze was distant, her expression pensive. I knew something bothered her, but it wasn't my intended departure.
I placed my hands on my hips and stared at her. "Who was the man that showed up earlier, and where did you hide the body?"
A tiny smile touched her lips. "So, you noticed."
"Of course I did. Did you know him?"
"Yes. What did you think, Merlin? What did you feel?"
I reflected back to that moment. "He was dangerous. But not to me — I knew that somehow. There was something familiar, almost as if I knew who he was. But I couldn’t pinpoint it."
Daiyu kept her eyes fixed on mine the entire time, studying as if to weigh my reaction. "His name is Ethan Kilgore, and in most circles, he's considered the most dangerous man alive."
I gave the window an involuntary glance, fight-or-flight adrenaline pumping. "What did he want?"
"He wanted to see you."
I licked my suddenly dry lips. "Why?"
"He's your father."
My knees buckled, and I dropped into the nearby chair, heart pounding. A thousand thoughts and questions converged and collided in my head, shattering against one another.
Daiyu sighed. "I thought he died on Mars in the Red War as the reports said. I should have known that death was too easy a fate for someone like him."
I worked moisture into my mouth. "You didn't… let me see him?"
"He said that meeting him would be the death of you. He left right after you were born, you know. He had too many enemies, too much bad blood that he didn't want to touch you in any way. Before he left, he made me promise to keep you safe, to hide you where no one could find you — not even himself."
I lifted my hands, staring at my trembling fingers. Clasping them together, I thrust them between my knees. "Was it my fault?"
"That he found you? No — it wasn't the Tourney. He found another way to get the information he wanted. I'm sure it was messy. Better if you don't know the details."
"Why did he come back?"
"He's bent on a mission that consumes him, burns him with zealotry and a fixation on stopping something that hasn’t happened yet. Whatever he encountered on Mars forged him into something different from the man I knew before."
"And that was…?"
"A killer. Just another pitiful youth snatched up by the HSSC, trained to kill, and given a license to do so. From there, he volunteered for the Elite metahuman experiments, emerging as a super-soldier. Soon after that, we met, and long story short: you are the only good thing to come of that union."
"Did you love him?"
"No."
"Then why…?"
"You are brilliant but have much to learn about the ways of passion, young lady."
I blushed. "I guess so."
She shrugged. "I'm not the best example to learn from. Hopefully, you'll make better choices than I did. But in this case, I wouldn't change a thing because you were the result."
I dropped my head. "I would have loved to meet him … if only just once."
Daiyu's face assumed its usual wry expression. "I'm sure you'll look for him. Just like you'll look for Mouse. The latter will happen sooner or later, but the former … I'd tell you to forget about it, but I know you won't."
I felt a stir of irritation that I carefully kept suppressed. "Well, why should I?"
"Because you'd be disappointed. Reality rarely meets up to our expectations, and especially in the case of your father. You might have inherited his physical gifts, but you're nothing like him."
"I'm not?"
"No. You have a heart. You have empathy and see the good in others. You view the world in its full spectrum of colors, not just black and white. Your father is a perfect killing machine, but that's the only real talent he possesses. The only good thing he ever did was leave. And now he's even made that sacrifice meaningless."
My eyes narrowed. "You didn't kill him, did you?"
She gave me a wry glance. "I doubt I could. Not now, not after what he's become. No, he left of his own accord and swore he'd never see you again. Whatever he's into, he intends to see it through to the end."
"You mean to the death."
"Death is the only thing in the end. Promise me you won't try to find him, Merlin."
"Well, I—"
Her hand shot out and seized mine. Her bionic hand — the one she sacrificed to give me birth. "I never asked anything of you. I'm asking this."
I took a deep breath. "Fine. I promise I won't try to find him."
She nodded. "Good. Do you want me to help you pack?"
I looked up in surprise. "You trying to get rid of me so fast?"
"Long goodbyes only stretch out the pain. You are not the only one leaving, after all."
"Where are you going?"
She stood, clasping her hands behind her back. "If Kilgore found you, that means we have been compromised. I have to find out how and who else knows. I'll be doing what I always have done — keeping you safe. It will just be on the move instead of one location."
The roar of chopper blades erupted outside, stirring up leaves and dust. Rappel lines dropped, followed by heavily armored troopers sliding down and quickly taking tactical positions around the house. Daiyu and I locked eyes. She wasn't shocked or afraid, just resigned as her face hardened into a warrior's mask. Slipping her tactical jacket on, she jerked her head toward the front door.
"Just as I thought. Come on — let's see what trouble your father brought to our doorstep."
She walked out first — hands raised, hair fluttering in the grainy wind. I followed suit, a step behind her. As she taught me, I assessed the situation. The troopers numbered around a dozen, though I suspected others guarded the back of the house. They were armed with plasma rifles and looked ready to open fire at the slightest provocation. More interesting was the trio in front: two tall soldiers with masked ballistic helmets and a sickle emblem on their uniforms, marking them as Scythers: mechanically-enhanced operatives of Cyber Corp, a black-ops branch of the United Havens. The smaller, whip-slender Sentry that stood between them was further proof: pale-skinned with ruby lips and lights winking from the bioroid augments that protruded from her shaved head. A slim visor covered her eyes, providing enhanced visuals and streams of pertinent data.
She waited until the jet chopper landed across the street in the empty field before speaking in a reedy, nearly inhuman voice. "An energy anomaly was detected in this vicinity thirty-seven minutes ago. We've been tracking this energy signature for some time now and suspect the two of you have information you wish to share about it."
Daiyu placed her fists on her hips. "What makes you think we know anything about energy anomalies?"
The Sentry's crimson lips pulled back into a mirthless grin. "This entire neighborhood is a black sector, made practically undetectable by jamming signals originating from a residence seven houses down the street."
Daiyu's hand slipped into her back pocket, halfway pulling out a slim device no larger than a playing card. "Why don't you ask them about it instead of harassing honest citizens?"
"Because that house is vacant, as you already know. As is every other house on this street, despite how well-maintained they are. And one look at the jamming arrangement reveals that although the entire block is shielded, the densest portion happens to be right here, where a pair of unregistered residents live. And where the energy signature of the most wanted man on earth was detected. There are no coincidences, only mathematics. And numbers never lie. You have been in contact with the man called Kilgore, and you will tell me every single detail or you and your—" Her gaze flicked over to me, analyzing data in a matter of milliseconds. " — your daughter will pay the price. Consider her safety before you make your response."
Daiyu narrowed her eyes. "You should have considered your own safety. Because you all were dead the second you set foot here."
Her thumb clicked a button on the device. Static crackled in the air as she shot forward, straight at the Sentry and her Scyther bodyguards. I tapped the holoband on my wrist and leaped toward the nearest troopers who couldn't respond properly because of the electronic chaff discharged from the same barrier that blocked surveillance. Everything computer-activated was disrupted, including the soldier's targeting systems and firearms. While they scrambled to switch to manual, my shielded boomstaff flew across the yard into my hands. Tiny spikes snapped from the ends, laced with a paralyzing neurotoxin. I struck back and forth, targeting joints and other vulnerable areas unprotected by the trooper's armor. The toxin activated swiftly, disabling the soldiers within seconds of each needle stab.
An explosion rocked us from the detonated explosives built into the foundation of the house. Activated by Daiyu's failsafe, they caused the home to implode, burying everything normal about my life for the last sixteen years. Secondary incendiary explosions followed, burning all evidence of our time in the Oakland neighborhood.
A few yards away, Daiyu battled the Scythers. Even with their cybernetics disabled, they were still formidable fighters. But they never faced a Wrath of Ebonhall. Focusing the Rush made her faster and stronger than her slim, lithe frame appeared, and her mastery of fighting styles gave her a formidable advantage. Twin daggers slid from her jacket sleeves into her hands, and she became a stabbing whirlwind, yelling with battle rage as she flowed from one opponent to the next, red mist trailing across the air from the edges of her blades. A few steps away, the Sentry woman staggered, head jerking uncontrollably as her system tried rebooting itself.
I focused on the last four troopers, who approached cautiously — hands on batons and backup handguns that fired conventional rounds. Their apprehension cost them, allowing me to press the attack and hurl my boomstaff into the face of the closest one. While he staggered, I leaped into the air, avoiding a barrage of close-quarter gunfire. Landing behind another soldier, I kicked her legs out, wrapped an arm in a crushing grip across her throat, and seized her gun arm. Using her for a shield, I fanned across her squadmates, squeezing her trigger finger. One, two, three shots, and they dropped from rounds to the kneecaps. I kept the pressure on her neck until she passed out from lack of oxygen before letting her sag to the ground. I turned to see if Daiyu needed help.
Just in time to see her decapitate the Sentry.
She tore the head from the neck, trailing wires and dripping black blood. The Sentry's body crashed to the ground next to the Scythers, who didn't move as the earth darkened around them. Daiyu paid them no attention, crouching as she stabbed her knife into the Sentry's head, slicing cleanly across the brow as if performing brain surgery.
I swallowed, taking a hesitant step closer, trying not to look at the enemies she put down — limp bodies on the ground that would never move again. One of the Scyther's goggles had shattered, exposing wide-open eyes that didn't blink when a bead of blood slid across their surface.
"What are you doing?"
Daiyu's jaw clenched as her fingers dug into the Sentry's skin and pulled it back, exposing the domed circuit lobe underneath, blinking with multicolored lights. "Sentries record everything live, but the surveillance barrier forced it to save the last few minutes onto its own personal databanks." Gritting her teeth, she dug her fingers into a crevice in the cybernetic skull and yanked out a tiny drive. "Now our faces don't go into every intelligence database in the UH."
Grimacing, she stood and glared at the severed head in distaste before turning and hurling it across the street, where it landed a few paces away from the jet chopper. The air was thick with smoke and heat from our home burning to ashes behind us. Daiyu didn't even spare it a glance.
"We have to go. Reinforcements won't be far behind."
I nodded. "The bunker?"
"The bunker. I'll meet you there."
"You're not coming now?"
She glanced at the troopers that I left paralyzed and unconscious a few yards away. "I have to mop this up first."
I stared helplessly, hearing the deadly intent behind her words. "They're not hurting anyone, Daiyu. There's no need to—"
Her mouth tightened. "They saw you. They can describe you perfectly, and each one has recording devices in their helmets, armor, and weapons. I can't allow any footage of your existence leave here."
"Then at least let me—"
She picked up a discarded handgun and checked the cartridge. "Let you what — help me kill them?"
"You trained me to—"
"No."
The word rang in the air as she gazed at me with unexpected tenderness. "This is something you can't help me with. I hope you never have to. You did as I trained you to do — you defended yourself. The rest is my responsibility. I hope against logic that you won't have to become a killer like myself or your father. That somehow you can escape our legacy of violence because you can only go down that path once before it changes you forever. At least this time I can spare you. Go to the bunker and get ready to leave. I'll meet you there when I'm finished."
I knew better than to argue. Biting my lip, I turned and jogged down the street, fleeing the sight of fallen bodies and the sound of gunshots that followed me like phantom footsteps, each one a punctuation point to a life snuffed from existence. Tears blurred my vision as I shoved through the door of a house further down, scrambling to enter and stumble down the basement stairs to the hidden bunker below.
* * *
By the time Daiyu entered, I had composed myself and packed everything onto the rumble bikes: weapons, gear, and a five-day stock of provisions. She walked in with a manner of icy calm, but I saw the stress in her eyes and for the first time, I understood the toll that pruning took on her. She gave the bikes an approving nod.
"The neighborhood is burning down. Fire trucks and ambulances on the way, and I'm sure Cyber Corp or the HSSC will have boots on the ground as well. It will take a while to sift through things, which gives us time to get away clean and hopefully without a trace."
I nodded. "Where are we going?"
She barely glanced up from inspecting the supplies on her bike. "You're going to Los Diablos. Your uncle is an ex-HSSC agent and an expert on disappearing. He can help you keep a low profile until I rendezvous there in a few weeks."
My eyes widened. "My uncle? I didn't know you had a brother."
"I don't. He's your father's brother. You've met him — he came by to train you with firearms when you were seven."
My mind raced back to the time: two months of intense training by a man named Blackjack: tall, athletic, firm but good-natured. "That was my uncle? Why didn't you—"
"It was agreed by both of us that you were safer not knowing. You know why."
I sighed. "Right. Enemies high and low. Will it ever end?"
"No."
I took a deep breath and nodded again. "Fine. What will you be doing?"
"Shadow work. Tracing the data trails, working with contacts, making sure no one can cause you harm."
"And if they do, you'll hunt them down and kill them."
Her chin tilted upward. "I make no apologies for what I do."
"I know, Mom. I don't expect you to. I'm … grateful. For everything."
She smiled, and for an instant, her eyes glistened with emotion. The moment of vulnerability vanished quickly, replaced by familiar composure. "Time to be off."
"Okay. I'll see you soon. I love you, Mom."
Not waiting for a response, I leaped on my bike and clicked on a dash button, opening a hidden door that revealed the two-mile underground passageway that would take us underneath the swarms of emergency and military vehicles that converged on our location. Gunning the throttle, I sped into the tunnel, hurtling past the light strips on both sides that whipped by like lasers. The roar of the engine filled the subway, drowning me in the sonic sensation as I sped into the unknown at two hundred-plus miles an hour. I didn't look over my shoulder, didn't check to see if Daiyu followed behind. I knew she'd always be there, watching my back whether I saw her or not. But for the first time, I was free to seek my own fortune.
For the first time, I was on my own.

Merlin Woods will return in her full-length novel: Professional Adventurer.
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