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      Exiting the plant was surreal. What had been a cacophony of noise and chaos barely an hour ago was now replaced with the loud yet final roar of the fires that still burned on either side of this entrance. The rest of the noise consisted of muted sounds, sounds that I immediately gravitated toward—soft chatter, boots falling on the ground, and the groans of the wounded. Some people were crying, but quietly. Most simply stood around, vacant expressions in their eyes.

      I recognized the look because I understood the feeling. It would be so easy to fall into that shelter of numbness, push away all that I had seen. The thought was tantalizing. I wouldn’t have to think about Gregory, how small the bullet hole that had ended his life really was. Or the women I’d killed. Justified as I had been, it still didn’t change the fact that I had erased people from existence today. None of them would ever feel the sun on their faces or the touch of someone they loved again.

      There was guilt. I was alive, whole, save for a scraped shoulder and a few aching ribs. So many others had died. What made me special? Why was it their time and not mine? Where was the justice in any of that?

      Alejandro’s grip on my vest tightened, the fabric bunching uncomfortably around my neck. I adjusted my grip under his arm and glanced over at him. The older man was pale and his jaw set, determination stamped on his weathered face. I guided him around the corner to the wall, easing him down to the ground to keep from jostling his mangled hand. His good hand patted my shoulder as he leaned back, his breath coming in sharp gasps.

      I squatted next to him as Tim helped Mags to a position leaning next to her uncle. The young woman still looked dazed, her blue eyes glazed and unfocused. As soon as her back touched the water treatment plant’s wall, she jerked around, blinking as if she couldn’t understand how she’d gotten there.

      “Sit down, Mags,” Alejandro grunted up at her, and she looked down at him, equally surprised to see both of us there.

      “What? No, I can’t.” She looked up, biting her lower lip for a second. Shaking her head, she squared her shoulders. “I need to find Amelia,” she said after a moment, referring to her third in command. She seemed as though she were grasping at straws, trying to stay in control when she really just needed to rest. I knew the feeling, and that only made it more painful to watch. “We need to be on cleanup and—”

      “Sit down,” ordered April, rounding a car, a first-aid bag already in her hands, and I started. The last time I had seen her she had been flying into a water vat, one continually churned by a massive arm used to keep the liquid moving.

      “April! How did you—”

      “I’m an excellent swimmer,” she replied curtly, meeting my gaze. “And I promise to tell you all about it later. Right now, you have to let me check you out.” She looked at me and frowned. “Who’s in worse shape?”

      I straightened up, my left side aching hard enough for me to reach out and use the wall as support. “I’m not sure. Alejandro’s hand is pretty bad, but Mags is acting a bit dazed. She was lucid minutes before, but…”

      Before I could finish the sentence, April had the scanner out, running its beam over Mags’ face. Mags raised her hands, swatting lightly at the scanner, but April reached out and grabbed the woman’s wrists, pinning them together almost effortlessly. I stared in surprise as Mags hissed in pain. April cocked her head, and moved the scanner down to Mags’ shoulders and arms. She released her grip almost immediately, scanning the rest of her body while Mags massaged her shoulder.

      “Mild shock, but likely because of a simple dip in endorphins due to adrenaline leaving the system,” April told her. “Water and food for you, and you need to be checked out again for that shoulder. It’s partially dislocated, but it can wait for a few hours. Alejandro?”

      Alejandro looked up at her, his blue eyes already swimming with reluctance. “There are worse cases,” he insisted, but April ignored him, squatting down. If the condition of his hand caused her any emotional discomfort, April didn’t show it, which impressed me. I couldn’t look at it without getting queasy—the fingers were bent at unnatural angles, like a glove had been shoved onto him all wrong, thanks to an enhanced woman crushing it with one hand.

      “Viggo!” I looked up to see Tim pointing behind me, and turned in time to see Morgan and Cody moving toward us, awkwardly supporting Jay’s weight between them. All three of them were wet, as if they had been swimming with all their clothes on. For all I knew, they had been. Cody was shivering violently in the chilly night air, but he looked like he was not physically damaged. Emotionally, I couldn’t say. Morgan looked fine, thanks to the Liberator suit she was wearing; it was Jay who had my heart pounding with worry.

      Even though he was wearing black, I knew he was bleeding. A torn blue scrap of fabric had been tied around his midsection, the front saturated with blood. I was moving before I could even register it, my hands going out to take the young man’s weight off Morgan and support him.

      “April!” I shouted over my shoulder as I gently turned him over.

      Jay’s wide brown eyes looked up at me, his lips quivering. Sweat and water droplets streaked his face, and I could see how much pain he was in by his intense grimace and labored breathing. Worse than that, though, was a kind of numb, dejected, absolute misery in his eyes.

      “She shot me,” he whispered hoarsely, and I could see how much effort it was taking him just to talk. My stomach churned seeing the young man so pale and hurt… and I felt a wash of rage coming over me, as well as ice-cold fear. Where was Violet?

      “Who did?” I asked. “What happened?”

      I looked up at Morgan for an answer; her mouth was pinched, her green eyes hard and angry. “Desmond shot him. It was a mess.” She met my gaze and faltered for a moment. “She and some wardens captured Violet and took her onto a heloship. But Solomon was following us. I saw him jump onto the heloship from the top of the plant. He’s… He’s been helping us, so maybe he’s helping Violet? I-I hope he’s helping her. I couldn’t, I didn’t have time, I was fighting my—uh—” She faltered again, her head shaking.

      Jay coughed, and I looked down at him as he took in another shuddering breath. Tim was kneeling next to him, holding his hand over Jay’s wound, his silver eyes worried. “Tell him who you are,” Jay said, addressing Morgan. “Trust him.”

      I looked from Jay to Morgan and back again, but Jay was focused solely on Morgan. Despite the severity of his injury, his face was firm—and dead serious. A small hand pressed insistently on my shoulder, and I gently lay Jay down as April pushed me out of the way. She ordered Jay not to move as I stepped back a few feet and looked at Cody and Morgan.

      “What is Jay talking about, Morgan?”

      It was Cody who answered, his voice oddly hollow. “She’s… a princess from Matrus. She killed her twin sister.”

      I looked down at the young boy, and back to Morgan, wondering if it could possibly be true. It was all so very much to take in. Violet was either in enemy hands or Solomon was on board—and both ideas were awful for completely different reasons. Morgan was a princess… and had killed her twin? I was going to need the story on that. But there were so many things that needed my attention. Jay was wounded, Cody looked lost and broken, Alejandro and Mags were injured, and… My mind kept going to sickening places, where Violet was already dead. I had to go after her.

      “I’m nothing like my sisters,” announced Morgan flatly, interrupting my thoughts. The look of sheer disgust on her face made it hard for me to believe she was lying.

      Blinking at her, I nodded, and then turned away, needing a minute to sort through what I could do something about and what I couldn’t. The injured were going to be cared for by people more qualified than me, so that was off my list. Morgan could wait. We just needed to notify Ms. Dale and Henrik about who she was, but if what Cody was saying was true—and at this point, I doubted the kid was cogent enough to think of a lie—then that meant that whatever her background, she was definitely on our side. So she could stay.

      “How long ago did they take Violet?” I asked, turning around.

      Morgan’s brows drew together over her green eyes, and she checked her watch, her mouth moving slightly. “About… I don’t know, twenty, twenty-three minutes ago?”

      “Okay.” I squeezed my fingers together, activating my microphone. “Jeff, how much fuel is left in the heloship, exactly?”

      There was a pause, and then Jeff’s voice filled the line. “The readout says five percent, Viggo, but I’m not quite sure what that means in terms of flight time.”

      “It means about twenty minutes of flight, probably less,” supplied Amber’s voice in our ears, a strange reminder that half of what I was saying was still being broadcast to members of all our teams. “What’s going on?”

      “Violet was taken by Desmond on a heloship, heading…” I looked at Morgan expectantly, and her frown deepened, her eyes anxious.

      “East,” she supplied.

      “East,” I repeated into the comm. “Solomon was seen on the heloship as well, so there’s a chance he got in and caused some damage. We need to get to a Patrian airfield, and find some fuel, so we can track the heloship down.”

      “You can’t,” replied a rich masculine voice, and I recognized it as Logan Vox, one of the rebel leaders we had recruited to take out the soldiers at the plant. “It’s the reason I went into hiding and started recruiting for the rebellion. The Matrians started collecting pilots and dismantling aircraft. Our storehouses for parts—fuel, tools, munitions… they were all cleared out. It’ll take at least a few days to repair the heloships, if we can even find the parts we need to repair them. It’d be too late at that point.”

      “Well,” said Ms. Dale imperiously, her voice firm and commanding. “We’d better figure something out. Violet Bates is the reason we’re all here and in this fight, boys and girls. She’s the one who cracked this conspiracy wide open, and we owe it to her to go after her. So let’s think of a way.”

      As if on cue, a car roared up toward us. Alarmed, I turned and yanked my gun around, my heart pounding uncomfortably, only to relax my aim when I saw Owen throwing open the door. Blood streamed from a small cut over his eyebrow, but the rest of him seemed relatively unscathed.

      “Viggo,” he shouted when he spotted me. “There’s something I have to—”

      “Madre de dios!” I looked past Owen to see Cruz standing on the other side of the car, his uninjured hand covering his mouth. My small amount of relief that Cruz had escaped further injury was overwhelmed by concern over what he was looking at. “What is that?” he demanded.

      “Desmond,” Owen replied grimly.

      I quickly crossed the twenty or so feet that separated us and threw open the rear door. I immediately had to look away. If it weren’t for the hair and the eyes, there would be no way of discerning the identity of the… well, pulpy remains of human lying in the backseat, clumsily thrown atop what looked to be some kind of tarp. I was surprised her eyes were still intact, given the remains of her face alone. I doubted I’d ever be able to forget the image of an exposed and broken jaw pushing through her flayed skin like that, while her still-open eyes stared vacantly at the seat ahead. I took a closer look at Owen and realized he was covered in blood, likely from carrying her.

      “You moved her?” I asked him, still not comprehending why he would bring us such… decimated remains.

      “Yeah, well…” He met my gaze, his eyes hard. “It seemed like the right thing to do. After all, people should see that even monsters can be killed.”

      The queasy feeling in my stomach remained. “It’s true. But that’s pretty, uh, gruesome.” In truth, it was hard to connect that broken, mutilated body to the woman who had orchestrated so many of the awful plans that had changed the face of Patrus—and Violet’s and my lives—forever. I found it hard to feel the anger, hard to feel that she was really gone. I knew this had been more merciful than the end she’d deserved, but it didn’t make me feel anything at the moment other than disgust.

      Owen’s eyes glinted, and the hard look didn’t fall from his face. “Look, I didn’t bring her here for your approval. I brought her here because she fell—she almost fell on me—from the heloship that escaped the plant. I thought it was important for people to see, and it might be useful in dealing with the Matrians… but more importantly, I marked the coordinates where she landed. Maybe Thomas can triangulate the starting location from where the body landed. We could track Violet.”

      The thought sent a pulse of energy through me. I immediately stood up and moved over to one of my men, asking him to give me his comms. Within seconds, I was back to Owen, holding the equipment out to him. He quickly slipped it on.

      “Thomas,” his voice buzzed in my ear. “I found where Desmond hit, and marked the coordinates. Do you think you can—”

      “Are you sure she’s dead?” Ms. Dale demanded. “We need proof. This is something we can’t leave to chance—”

      “I’m sure,” I replied, cutting her off. “Owen brought her corpse back. She’s definitely dead.”

      If Thomas had any triumph or sorrow over Desmond’s death, his voice didn’t show it. “Give me the coordinates, Owen.”

      I moved back over to Morgan as Owen began listing off the coordinates, questions burning through my mind. How had he and Violet gotten separated? “Morgan, why wasn’t Owen with you?”

      Morgan blinked at me, and then seemed to sag in relief as she noticed the blonde man by the car. I could tell by her expression that she was in shock… or maybe just drained. It was hard to tell the difference these days.

      “Thank God he’s okay,” she muttered, pushing some of her hair behind her ear. “He drew off several of the enhanced Matrians. We were hopelessly outnumbered, and he shot at them and distracted their attention.”

      I made an instant decision not to be mad about Owen abandoning his post as Violet’s bodyguard. I was sure he had done his best to keep Violet as safe as he could, all things considered. Besides, the man had been given an impossible task. The only way to keep Violet safe was to lock her up and throw away the key, and I would never ever let that happen to her, so it looked like a lifetime of reckless adventures for me. Not that I would complain—if we could just get her back from this latest one alive. I felt like praying to whatever was out there to keep her safe, but I felt even more like rushing after her as fast as I possibly could.

      First things first. “They found Desmond’s body,” I informed Morgan quietly. “She was thrown from the heloship.”

      “Good,” she replied, crossing her arms across her chest.

      Cody started to cry quietly, and Morgan’s face went from satisfied to mortified. Immediately she knelt down and pulled the boy into her arms, holding him and whispering softly to him. I watched them both as I waited for Thomas’ analysis on the radio, listening to her tell him that it was over, and by picking up bits of their conversation I caught on to the fact that Desmond had fired at Cody, turning the entire boy’s world upside down. My heart ached for him, but deep down, I was glad he had seen that darkness in Desmond before she had died. It would be good for him in the long run.

      It was finally starting to process—like waking up and realizing the last night hadn’t been a dream, but a memory. God, I was so happy she was dead. Now that I’d had a taste of a moment of thinking of the world without Desmond Betrand’s evil schemes, I wouldn’t apologize for that happiness. That woman had been the source of all my troubles since I’d met Violet. Well, one of the sources—the other was still at large. I just hoped Violet was all right.

      I also hoped Desmond had been bluffing about her threat with the boys, because if she wasn’t, we would have less than a week to find a way to rescue them or break Elena’s hold over them before her “people” started executing them. It had sounded like an absurd plea that she’d made when we’d kidnapped her, just to force us not to execute her—but with Desmond and Elena, we could never really be certain.

      “I have a trajectory mapped out,” Thomas reported after a few long moments, snapping my attention back to the task at hand. “According to my calculations, if the ship was still flying on the heading Morgan pointed out, and using Desmond’s body as a reference… as long as the trajectory hasn’t changed, it would cross over a small part of the city in Matrus, and then… just keep going. Into The Outlands.”

      The pit of my stomach dropped. I fought the urge to collapse. I couldn’t afford to—there was still time, either to stop Violet from getting out there… or just to follow her into it. There was still hope, too: Desmond’s body confirmed that Solomon had gotten on board, or at least that there had been struggle enough for someone on our side to get rid of her once and for all. The fact that nobody had reported a ship going down, and Owen hadn’t seen it either, meant they could still be flying. And even if we would have no way of knowing what was happening with the ship once they were past Matrus City, I had to go after her.

      “Great,” I said. “Now what do we do about our gas problem?”

      “Well, I have an idea,” said Henrik through the comm, and something in his tone hooked me immediately. His voice practically exuded the level of confidence I needed for this mission to succeed.

      “I’m all ears, Henrik,” I replied, trying to keep the impatience from my voice.

      “We can get it from the Matrians.”

      “That’s brilliant, Henrik,” transmitted Ms. Dale. “The airfield is just over the river, so it should be within range of the fuel we have left, near the border between the city and The Green. It’s also more isolated, so it’s perfect.”

      I paused, and then felt the corners of my mouth pull up, even as Vox came back on the line. “You’re insane!” he said. “That’s a suicide mission.”

      “Not if it’s done right,” replied Amber calmly over the line. “Actually, I think it’s genius. Elena certainly wouldn’t see it coming, not so soon after we stopped her again. She’d be expecting us to try and put out fires here—”

      “Something we should be doing,” added Drew, one of the other rebel leaders, into the comms. I looked over and saw him leaning against a truck sixty feet away, his arms crossed over his barrel of a chest.

      “And we will be doing that,” said Henrik without worry. “We only need a small force of pilots to double as our assault force. Think about it, Logan. While we’re at it, we could steal some of their heloships and cripple the rest. That’ll keep Elena out of our hair for a little bit, and get us a bigger advantage for the next engagement.”

      “My pilots are ready for this,” said Amber. “And I can get us to their airfield on the fuel we have left.”

      “Like hell I’m going to let some amateur pilot who thinks she knows best assume command over this thing,” thundered Vox.

      “Considering you taught me everything you know, I think you better just sit down and shut up right now, Logan,” Amber snapped waspishly back, and I blinked. Was Logan Vox the heloship pilot who had taught Amber how to fly, ultimately setting off the chain of events that had caused her father to decide to marry her off to repay his gambling debts? If so, that was… a remarkable coincidence. And also odd. After all, Logan was an heir to the Deepvox legacy, or he would’ve been, had things not gone to hell in a handbasket. Why wouldn’t Amber’s father have just tried to pressure Logan himself into marrying her to help cover his debts?

      There was a stretch of silence, followed by, “Amberlynn?”

      Amber really hated that name, so I doubted very much that she would respond to it. But this time I was wrong—which meant something. Like she’d had more of a relationship with this guy than I’d imagined.

      “Oh, have you finally realized it’s me, you thick-skulled moron?”

      There was another pause on the line. Then Vox’s voice came back. “Of course I knew it was you. But it didn’t seem like the kind of thing to discuss over the comms during the mission, thank you very much. I didn’t think you’d remember me, anyway.”

      “As if.” Amber’s voice was deeply scornful, making it clear to all that the memories she was discussing weren’t pleasant. “Whatever. I have bigger fish to fry than dealing with your spoiled butt. Viggo, I’m rounding up my pilots and heading to Jeff’s location. Meet me there.”

      “Dammit, fine! My men will be there too,” declared Vox, his irritation evident.

      I exhaled. Any other moment I would have been floored by the amount of hidden drama between these two, but right now, I couldn’t keep my mind on anything but getting to Violet. I pressed my fingers together. “Henrik, Ms. Dale? Can you—”

      “Keep things together until you get back?” asked Ms. Dale dryly. “Do you even have to ask? Go get our girl and get her home. And give Elena a black eye for me while you’re at it. I’m going to be restructuring command anyway, taking those still willing to fight and hitting the posts leading out of the city. We’ve already got groups heading out to check the known contaminated water sources. And some people who drank the tainted water to catch up to as well. We’re going to try and round them all up to keep them from hurting anyone, maybe even stop them from hurting themselves, if we can. That’ll take some time, but those heloships will make it faster, so hurry up and get out of here, boy. Us old-timers have got this.”

      “And I’ve got their backs while you’re gone,” added Owen.

      I found the thought of all of them handling it comforting, even after everything that had happened, and I confirmed their transmission, already heading to a nearby vehicle. Tim followed me, his eyes wide.

      “You coming?” I asked as I slipped into the driver’s seat and turned over the engine. Tim hesitated, and then shook his head, looking back at where Jay was still lying on the ground, April working on him—her expression grim.

      “I stay. Jay needs help. Henrik and Ms. Dale need help. You find Violet—bring home. I help here.”

      Pride burst from my chest, and I reached out and gently took the young man’s shoulder. “Take care of them while I’m gone, okay?”

      Tim nodded, his dark curls bouncing. “Be careful.”

      I waved a hand at him, dismissing the thought. If Violet was heading to The Outlands, then there was no telling what dangers we would come across. After all… nobody who had gone there had ever returned.
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      “You know, the next time you want to save my life, could you please avoid getting twenty thousand bullet holes in the process?”

      I was back to talking to myself. Solomon was still unconscious, but was also still breathing, no thanks to my considerable efforts. Well, possibly thanks to my considerable efforts, but not if I couldn’t get us back to Matrus in time for him to be saved. I had no idea whether he was bleeding internally, although I had accounted for each bullet’s entrance and exit in my very thorough but nowhere near professional first aid.

      “I just wish I could remember if exit holes were good or bad,” I said, completing the thought out loud. I ripped off another long length of electrical tape using my teeth, and then carefully attempted to drape it over the cotton pad I had fixed to his shoulder. Placing it was tricky—with my right hand still in this stupid cast, it was a painstaking labor. I’d already lost several pieces of tape as the wind caught them and made them stick to themselves.

      The wind was still screaming through the bay, and I shivered in the heloship’s glacial temperature. My jacket helped me shrug off some of the cold, but my fingers were slowly going numb and my teeth chattered from time to time. Even though the cargo door was now closed, Solomon had definitely destroyed whatever seal there had been before, allowing the wind in.

      Carefully, I applied the strip of tape, using the wind to sort of catch the end and keep it from dragging against anything until I had it where I wanted it. I worked quickly—periodically yawning as my body reminded me of how long it had been since I had slept, or even rested—pressing the tape down and then smoothing it over the contours of Solomon’s chest, collarbone, and neck. I slid my cast against the tape as well, trying to create a seal around the white cotton pad, enough to put pressure on the wound, helping the blood to clot and stop the bleeding.

      “See, I know what you’re asking me,” I said conversationally to the unconscious man. “Why didn’t I attend Dr. Tierney’s medical training when I had the chance? Well, I didn’t have the chance, thank you very much! I was busy with planning a move, and, well, you know what? It’s a pretty crappy excuse, and honestly… I’m sorry, Solomon. For… For everything.”

      Tears welled in my eyes unexpectedly when I got to the apology, and I quieted, trying to quell them, tamping down another piece of tape with shaking hands. I couldn’t cry right now. There was too much to do. I just had to keep doing one thing at a time, as though this were all normal. That was what talking to Solomon had been about—keeping things light, keeping my mind off everything—but maybe it wasn’t helping.

      I sniffed hard once and leaned back to examine my work, sighing. It wasn’t pretty, but it would hold. Leaning over the large man, I grabbed two packets out of the first-aid kit, examined their insignia, and then ripped the foil linings open. I had to use my mouth to peel away the plastic tabs on the back, but as soon as I managed it, I affixed one of the blood rejuvenation patches to Solomon’s neck, as close to the carotid artery as I could manage. Then I placed the other on the opposite side.

      It would have to do for now. I needed to remember to check on him in thirty minutes and apply another blood patch if his color wasn’t any better, or if it had gotten worse. “I gotta go check on the flight path,” I told him. “And see if I can get the pilot up. If I can’t… Well… Let’s not think about that.”

      I stood up, grabbing the pistol and the first-aid box. I had made Solomon the priority, reasoning that the geography east of Matrus was just deep canyons and gullies, supposedly like “up north” beyond The Green, where the boys who had failed the Matrian screening for aggression were sent to labor in the “mines”. All lies.

      Below us, there was actually nothing but rocky wasteland. At least I hadn’t been forced to let my friend bleed out while I tried to steer a broken ship around a massive mountain range. However, there were no guarantees how long that would last.

      Tucking the pistol into my pants was awkward, but I managed it as I turned and made my way back toward the cockpit. The other guns I had found were secured in the bathroom, on top of a panel that was clearly intended for some sort of ship maintenance. It wasn’t the best hiding place in the world, but it would have to do. The other guard was unconscious and handcuffed to a part of the heloship’s frame—I doubted she would be able to do a very thorough search at the moment.

      I looked down at my watch as I passed her, which was good, because it meant my eyes happened to be looking in the right direction to see the “unconscious” guard’s foot whipping sideways. I sidestepped, hopping up on the opposite bench and back down again, over her leg. I yanked out my gun, as casually as I could, as I looked at the larger woman, my exhaustion disappearing behind a rush of adrenaline and caution.

      Her eyes opened to slits, and she sat upright, using her cuffed hand as a brace to pick herself off the ground. “It doesn’t matter that you escaped,” she said, smoothing back the wisps of hair that had slipped free of her neat bun with her other hand. “We’ll catch you again, and this time you’ll pay for your crimes.”

      I gaped at her. Was she slow, or just that determined? Either way, I wasn’t having it. “Before you get all high and mighty issuing threats, I encourage you to think about the position we’re in.”

      The warden—her sky-blue uniform marked her as a royal guard—looked around the bay, seemingly seeing it for the first time. My eyes drifted to the patch over her breast pocket, where the surname Carver was embroidered. The insignia above it marked her as a lieutenant.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      Glancing at the cockpit, or rather, the damaged remains of the cockpit, I sighed. “Desmond is dead. The controls to the ship are damaged, and we’re flying into the middle of nowhere, and have been for the last”—I consulted my watch, trying to remember the last time I had looked at it—“hour or so. I’m on my way to wake up the pilot, hopefully, so that she can help us get out of this mess.”

      The woman squinted up at me, a frown line creasing the space between her thick eyebrows. “You’re lying.”

      I resisted another sigh, unsurprised by her mistrust, and considered my options. Frankly, they all sucked. Tucking the gun back into the band of my pants, I pulled a tiny silver key out of my pocket—the one I had gotten out of her pocket a few hours earlier, while she was truly unconscious—and tossed it at her. She made no move to catch it, and it bounced off her chest and landed with a ping on the hard metal floor of the bay.

      “I don’t have time to earn your trust,” I politely informed her. “So that’s the key to your handcuffs. Use it or don’t, I don’t care, but if you become a threat to me or make this mess worse, I will shoot you.” I made to leave, and then paused, as if a thought had occurred to me. Honestly, I was playing with dramatic timing on this one, but hopefully it would garner me a small amount of support from a woman who was, for all intents and purposes, an enemy. “Oh, and I tossed the rest of the guns overboard, so feel free to waste your time and search for one. Or don’t. I really don’t care.”

      Indifference would work, or at least I hoped it would. With luck, it would make her more likely to believe the severity of our situation, but also make her cautious about trying to attack me. Truth be told, I didn’t want to have to kill either of the women on board. It wasn’t their fault they viewed me as a criminal—they’d been fed nothing but lies. Not that it bothered me how they looked at me. I had been a criminal before. But it was much harder to take knowing that this time, they were condemning me for crimes I hadn’t committed.

      Anyway, none of that mattered now, and I needed to show them that it didn’t, that we had to put aside our politics and differences to get a grip on this situation. We were going to have to work together. I didn’t know much about heloships, but I damn well knew there was no way it was flying, landing, or anything as it was. I needed Lieutenant Carver to be up and walking. I needed her to not be a burden, but to actually help me of her own free will, because I wanted to get home alive. That meant I had to give a little early on, so that when things got hard, she’d hopefully be more willing to work with me.

      I left the warden to her own devices and finished making my way into the cockpit. The pilot was where I had left her, still belted into her seat. Her seat, however, was lying opposite of the cockpit, just a few feet from the bathroom door, tipped on its side. The back of it was to me, but I could see her legs sticking out from the seat cushion, and they didn’t seem to have moved.

      Carefully and cautiously, I stepped around her. Her eyes were closed, but the warden in the cargo bay had been pretending before. Yet she hadn’t been injured, and the pilot undoubtedly was—her left forearm was clearly broken, and there was a gash in her forehead. It had stopped bleeding some time ago, but dried blood was caked to her forehead, trailing down her nose and under her eye. The patch on her chest revealed her last name to be Durnell.

      Reaching out, I took her pulse, relieved to find it still beating strongly, and then opened the first-aid kit. I sifted through the packets, and found the one marked with a hollow red square. Checking the list on the back of the lid, I confirmed it was the ammonia inhalant, and then cracked it open. Immediately a smell that reminded me of feline urine hit my nose, and my eyes began to water.

      I held the packet under the pilot’s nose, and her eyes twitched, and then snapped open. She jerked against the belt buckling her in, and then cried out in pain as she jostled her arm.

      “Easy,” I said soothingly, placing the opened packet into the box. The ammonia smell was still heavy, but it would fade quickly. “Take it easy.”

      “What happened?” she asked, panic thick in her voice. “Ah, God… My head.”

      “Wait, I have something for that.” I consulted the itemized list on the back of the lid, and then pulled out a purple packet with a black circle in it. Opening it up, I pulled the backing off with my teeth and applied the adhesive side to her right temple, the one pointed at the ceiling. She winced—I wasn’t gentle, but I wasn’t being intentionally rough, either—and then a second later sighed in some relief.

      “Thank you. That’s better.” She kept her eyes closed for a moment more, and then opened them again. “You’re Violet Bates.”

      “I am, although if I were you, I wouldn’t believe anything you’ve heard about me. But we don’t have time to go through the rumors. The controls to the ship are busted, and we have been flying straight for the last hour.”

      The pilot frowned, and then her right hand began fiddling with the buckles keeping her in the sideways seat. I noticed immediately that several of the fingers on that hand were swollen, and I held up my hand, stopping her. “Your hand is hurt as well,” I pointed out to her, and she stared at it as though she hadn’t noticed earlier, her hazel eyes wide.

      “I can’t even feel them,” she whispered, as if that thought frightened her, and I immediately empathized, while recognizing I didn’t have the time to really show it.

      “I’m sorry for that,” I said. “But I need you to focus. Let me help you out of this.”

      The pilot nodded, but her gaze was still fixated on her hand. I reached for the buckle, and her head snapped over at the movement, her eyes bulging. “You can’t! What if I can’t feel my hand because I have spinal trauma? You could make everything worse!”

      I hesitated, and then nodded. “Wiggle your toes?”

      She blinked, and then her booted feet began to twitch slightly. “Are they working?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

      Smiling in what I hoped would be interpreted as a reassuring way, I nodded. “They are. I doubt you have spinal damage. Can I undo this?”

      “Can’t you move the chair first?” she pleaded. “Stand it up?”

      I shook my head. “The chair is too heavy.” It really was. It was a monstrous frame of metal and padding that was meant to be welded into the ship. Amber had once told me it was supposed to keep the pilots safe in the event of a crash, but that meant the thing probably weighed several hundred pounds. “We have to do this now. The ship is flying on an unknown course into unknowable terrain.”

      She nodded, and I reached out to undo the clasp still holding her. I tried to break her fall, but the space was tight and one hand was essentially useless thanks to the cast. She dropped roughly, and unexpectedly, the last few inches to the ground, and gave an agonized cry as she landed on her hand.

      “At least you can feel it?” I asked gently, trying to bolster her spirits as I helped picked her up.

      It didn’t work at all. The look she gave me was two parts anger, one part agony, and three parts revenge, but it couldn’t be helped. I needed her help, and I felt a stab of irritation. I was literally the only one of the three of us doing anything to help her. I ignored the feeling, knowing that the way she felt about me didn’t matter, as long as we could work together.

      She leaned heavily on me, tears streaking down her cheeks. “It’s really hard not to believe what they’ve said about you right now,” she whispered accusingly, and I suppressed another surge of resentment, clenching my teeth together to prevent myself from saying anything too inflammatory. Keep the peace, I reminded myself. I was better than this. And I was beyond my long history of brawling for petty reasons, too… I hoped.

      “I’m sorry that you’re in pain,” I said as I gently guided her around. “Just look at this place.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she surveyed the damaged remains of the cockpit. “Sweet mother. That monster gutted it!”

      I bristled. Let her think whatever she wanted about me, but Solomon was a victim in all this. “He’s not a monster. His name is Solomon, and he’s my friend. If you want to blame anyone for what happened here, blame your precious Desmond. It’s her fault he is the way he is, and I’m glad he threw her out of the cargo bay.”

      I wasn’t surprised to find that I was glad she was dead. Well, relieved, anyway. Glad in the way that it felt like a great weight I’d been carrying around, a cloud of worry, nightmares, and fear, had suddenly evaporated, leaving the way clear for me to go on to other things. My hatred of her would take longer to cool and leave my body, but it would heal in time.

      The pilot’s face went pale at the mention of how Solomon had killed Desmond, and she looked at me with a healthy dose of panic in her eyes. “Is he still onboard?”

      Nodding, I moved her forward a few steps, taking it slow for her. “He is, but he’s unconscious. Desmond shot him a few times.”

      “He shouldn’t still be… Belinda?”

      I looked up and saw the warden who’d tried to trip me earlier ducking down to avoid hitting the overhanging ceiling as she stepped through the door, her brown eyes taking in the damage. She glanced over at the pilot and took a step forward.

      “Kathryn, you’re alive.”

      The pilot—Kathryn—groaned, but nodded. “Painfully so, but yes. Let me see what I can make of this mess.”

      Kathryn’s arm pressed insistently on my neck and shoulder, but I didn’t want to move any closer to Belinda—not with my gun in my pants. “Stand on your own. Belinda will help you, if need be.”

      Belinda gave me an incredulous look, but I gave Kathryn a moment and then stepped away from her, pulling my gun. Kathryn wobbled for a second, before Belinda moved in to take my spot supporting her. “We’re not going to accomplish anything with a gun held on us,” Kathryn announced softly.

      “I’d agree with you,” I replied coolly, “but there are two of you, and Belinda is much bigger than I am, and uninjured. I’m not certain I can trust you enough to work with you, but I need your help to repair the ship and get us back home.”

      “It seems you have an important decision to make,” said Belinda, helping Kathryn to move forward so she could peer out the bubble window that made up the nose of the cockpit.

      “Well, she’d better make it soon,” whispered Kathryn, and I focused on her, noting her wide eyes and stiff spine. “Because I think I’d rather take the bullet than fly into that.”

      I stepped forward, keeping my gun trained on them both, and peered through the dark window, searching for the familiar sight of stars. They hung just as normal in the top half of the sky, but on the horizon, barely visible in the moonlight, a swirling black and gray wall of storm clouds in the distance blotted out the stars, growing larger as we hurtled toward it.
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      We were soaring toward a cloud bank. It was still far away, but lightning flashed behind it, and the ominous clouds seemed swollen and turbulent, as if their thin mass were barely containing the storm raging within. Without the use of most of the instruments, not to mention the ability to control the aircraft, we would be completely unable to avoid any solid formation obscured by the storm, with no way to even tell there was an obstacle until the heloship hit it. Or lightning struck it. Or the violent winds tore it apart.

      My heart thudded against my ribs, once, twice, even a third time, before my mind kicked itself awake, pushing through the uncertainty that had gained temporary control over my body. I looked at Kathryn and Belinda, and saw they were both looking at me. It took me another heartbeat to realize why.

      The gun. Of course—it was ridiculous to think we could work together as long as they perceived I held the power. I looked down at it and then back at the pilot. “What do we do?” I asked as I ejected the magazine onto the floor and pulled back the slide to release the round in the chamber. The bullet and clip clattered to the floor, and I doubled over to pick them up. “You keep the bullets,” I muttered, pushing them into Belinda’s hands as I moved past her, shoving the now-useless gun into my pants. I still had the backup stash in the bathroom, so if worst came to worst, I could still resort to violence—right now it was merely a gesture. Although, from the gleam in Belinda’s eyes, I knew she was considering taking the gun and the power, right now.

      Unfortunately for her, we didn’t have time for that. I looked over at Kathryn, who had gone back to staring frozenly out the window. “HEY!” I shouted, stomping loudly on the floor. Kathryn whipped her head back round to look at me. “We need to get this thing out of the way of that storm. You’re the pilot. What. Do I. Do?”

      Her terrified eyes blinked, and she took a deep breath, seemingly pulling herself together. “Right,” she said, her gaze going back to the bubble window and the wall of storm clouds looming ever closer, her tongue darting out to swipe at her dry lips. “Right,” she repeated, her eyes tracing the lines of damage.

      “There’s a panel there,” she said, pointing to just behind where her uprooted seat used to be. The panel was clearly delineated in the floor, with some sort of chrome around the edges and a half-ring handle sitting on its side in a slotted space, so it lay evenly on the floor.

      I slipped my fingers under the ring, prying it up so I could get a better grip. At the same time, Kathryn began to speak. Even though her voice was loud, her words seemed more directed at herself. “No displays. The column is heavy, indicating loss of hydraulic fluids. No response in over half the controls. How’s it coming on that panel?”

      Grunting, I pulled at it with my left arm, which was considerably weaker than my right, and began to lift the dense panel up, coming around it so that I was directly behind it and pulling. “It’s been better! Belinda!”

      Belinda was still standing there, her hands loosely clutching the magazine and single bullet I had handed her. “What’s the point?” she asked numbly, her brown eyes staring out the window. “We’re in The Outlands. Nothing ever comes back from The Outlands. We’re screwed.”

      “Excellent defeat story, but I’m shooting for a happier ending. So get your butt over here and help me. RIGHT. NOW!” I wasn’t sure how I managed it, but for an instant, my voice sounded exactly like Ms. Dale’s—firm, uncompromising, and filled with an edge of superiority that surprised even me. It seemed to jolt Belinda from the fugue she had fallen into, and she moved toward me, a bit robotically.

      I almost sagged in relief as she took some of the paneled door’s weight from me. We heaved it over and looked down into the cavity we had opened up. Four blue glowing cables as thick as my wrist ran through it, held in by steel brackets. Dozens of other wires shot off from them, and an array of buttons, levers, and switches decorated all four sides.

      Belinda and I exchanged looks, and she gave me a wide-eyed head shake. “This wasn’t in the field manual,” she said shakily.

      “It’s open,” I shouted at Kathryn, ignoring Belinda, dropping to my belly and pointing over at where I had left the toolkit earlier—on the holotable in the center of the command deck. Belinda stood laboriously with a defeated sigh, but went to fetch it as Kathryn turned and examined it.

      “Pull the red wires, and tell me what happens to the third cable from the left,” she ordered, and I began yanking the wires from the plugs on the panels.

      “The cable is flickering,” I said as I finished. “It’s rhythmic… What is that…?”

      “It’s the heart of the ship,” Kathryn supplied, squatting down awkwardly. “It’s the computer, or part of it, and if it’s flickering, it means we have more control than I thought. If we can interface with it. I’m glad we got a response, but that’s not super critical right now.” She sounded relieved—well, as relieved as could be expected. “Now that you’ve pulled the red, flip those two switches—those two—the green and the yellow.”

      I followed her instructions, and something clicked overhead. The pilot stood up, wobbling slightly, and nodded up at a square panel that had just dropped from the ceiling. “Hydraulic hoses are going to be in there. I need you to pull that panel down so I can check the pump.”

      I stretched for it, but it was just out of reach. Looking around for something to stand on, I was rudely pushed out of the way as Belinda shoved me to one side. I balled up my fist and whipped around, expecting her to go for the gun, but she just rolled her eyes at me and reached up, easily pulling down the panel I needed. Four square metal rods extended from it as it came down. Inside were several thick plastic tubes attached to a cylindrical black metal device. The tubes were clear, save for several large dots of bright green liquid, clinging to their insides.

      The pilot stared at the tubes, her eyes moving, and she cursed. “The pump is cracked. It must’ve happened when that thing yanked out the seat.”

      “His name is Solomon,” I said sharply.

      She gave me a hard look. “Your friend broke my arm and my hand and is responsible for this mess,” she reminded me coldly, but I didn’t feel ashamed for defending him. He wasn’t fully in control of his actions. I fought off the urge to inform her of that, knowing we didn’t have time. It wasn’t relevant—but if they tried to hurt him, I’d throw them off the ship faster than they could say what.

      Kathryn continued. “Belinda, there’s a can of hydraulic fluid in the back. You, Violet, I need you to manually feed the fluid in. You’re going to have to pour some into the tube and then blow, so we can get it into what’s left of the steering column.”

      I nodded, a flash of lightning out the window catching my attention. “Awesome,” I replied dryly, turning away from the storm and directing my attention back to the pump. Thunder clapped, and the entire heloship shuddered with it, setting my teeth on edge.

      I yanked the feed tube, as Kathryn called it, off of the spout leading to the pump, and turned to the bay, watching Belinda as she effortlessly dangled from one of the cargo bay’s roof beams, extracting a can from the red netting strung up over the bay. She dropped down with a clang and raced toward us.

      “Excellent, Belinda,” said Kathryn. “Grab a funnel from the tool kit and give it to Violet, then take what’s left of the steering column and pull hard, to the left. It’s going to fight you, so you have to keep pulling.”

      Belinda nodded. “Keep pulling,” she repeated as she stooped over to grab the funnel. She helped me place the tip of the funnel into the tube and open the can of hydraulic fluid. If she felt any resentment for having to help me in my one-handed state, she managed to keep it to herself.

      She moved around me to the column, and I began to pour, using the two most mobile fingers on my casted hand to carefully hold the tube. My fingers were freezing in the cold whistling in from the cargo bay, but I maintained my grip, knowing that dropping them right now could mean the difference between life and death. The can glugged as the green liquid shot out in jerky little spurts, beginning to fill the tube. I held it as high as I could, trying to get more in and keep air out, then set the can down, removed the funnel, and pressed my lips to the end of the tube, trying not to think about the chemicals I was about to put right next to my mouth. I hoped they weren’t that toxic.

      Kathryn shouted, “Now!” and I began to blow, hard, as Belinda grunted and heaved against the broken remains of the column. There was a metallic grating sound, and Kathryn looked up. I kept blowing until my lungs refused to expel any more air, and then quickly replaced the funnel, filling the tube up while trying to wipe my mouth on my shoulder. Kathryn stepped closer to the window—so close that the toes of her boots were hanging over the edge of the metal flooring and onto the glass.

      “Again,” she said, a sharp edge in her voice.

      I glanced up as I lowered the can back down and saw only the cloud wall. We were turning, and there was still clear sky in the direction we were heading, but if we couldn’t get the angle of turn sharper, then we wouldn’t make it. I placed the tube to my lips, and when Kathryn shouted “Go!” I blew as hard as I was able to.

      Belinda strained, and there was another metallic grinding noise overhead. “It’s the rudders,” Kathryn informed us. “They’re squeaking because there isn’t enough fluid. Just ignore it for now.”

      “Are we good?” asked Belinda, sweat dripping down her forehead as she struggled against the column. I studied it and her. She was strong, her biceps straining against the tight fabric of her uniform, but the black tube that jutted from the ceiling had only moved a few inches.

      Kathryn shook her head as she continued to peer out of the window. “Not yet… But I think we’re going to make it. One more time.”

      I sucked in yet another huge breath and blew for all I was worth as Belinda tugged the column toward herself, using her bodyweight to leverage it over as far as she could. The heloship shuddered slightly, but nothing else broke—and then Kathryn gave an excited whoop.

      “We did it!”

      I scrubbed my mouth against the sleeve of my jacket again, the strange mix of chemicals clinging to my lips, and moved up next to her. The arc of the turn was swinging us widely, but as more and more of the dark, starry night swung into view, I felt confident in Kathryn’s assessment.

      “Great, so now all we have to do is figure out where we can turn ourselves around, and…”

      Kathryn noticed it just as I did. The jagged piece of rock—the edge of a cliff—appearing just to the left of the window. It was jutting out of the wall of storm clouds, dizzyingly close. Too close. We were going to hit.

      I abandoned the hydraulics and simply threw myself into the steering column, pushing on it from the opposite side. Belinda grunted, looking up at me from her tilted position. “What is it?” she demanded, her eyes wide.

      “Rock!” I shouted, as Kathryn pushed against me, trying to add to the weight we were putting onto the column. I felt the thick bit of metal shift, just a bit, underneath, and then there was a sharp jerk that pushed me farther forward before tossing me back. Kathryn fell, screaming in agony, as the whole ship bucked.

      There was an awful scraping sound, and I felt certain half the ship was going to come off. And then, just as suddenly as it started, it stopped.

      I was on the floor, Belinda’s heavy legs on top of my chest. I pushed them off and picked myself up as Kathryn continued to wail in agony. I moved over to her. She rocked back and forth on her side on the floor, shakily holding her arm and hand out in front of her.

      “Wait,” I said, looking around the room for the medkit.

      “Are we safe?” she whimpered, her voice fighting through the agony she was experiencing. I found the medkit on the floor and moved over to it, taking a moment to check the window.

      “We are,” I replied. The cloud bank was curving off to the right, rapidly giving way to the dark sky and a narrow ribbon of pink beginning to creep into the sky over the horizon. I scooped the medkit off the floor and headed back over. I could appreciate the view later. Kathryn was in serious pain.

      “Here.” I took another of the packets out and placed it on her neck. She was sweating, so the adhesive didn’t immediately stick. Sighing, I carefully wiped down her neck with my sleeve, and then put it back down.

      If she found me cleaning her neck odd, she didn’t comment on it, and I didn’t feel the need to either. She also didn’t say thank you, even after I helped her sit up and move over to one of the seats bolted on the side of the wall. It wasn’t worth commenting on, and maybe it was a bit petty of me to expect thanks in the first place. Besides, Kathryn was in pain, and I of all people knew how much that changed what came foremost in one’s brain.

      “Rest a minute,” I ordered her, suddenly feeling bone-weary. “Belinda? You still with us?”

      Belinda groaned and sat up, shaking her head. “What did we hit?” she asked, rubbing a growing dark spot just above her eyebrow.

      “The rock,” I retorted sarcastically, then got ahold of myself and toned it down to something slightly more civil. “You okay?”

      She gave me a confused look. “What do you care?”

      I gave her an incredulous look and put my hand on my hip. “I care because you represent two of the three functional hands on this heloship, and I very much like being alive.”

      The frown that seemed to perpetually be on Belinda’s face deepened, and I resisted the urge to mention that it was not going to make for attractive wrinkles later in life. “We’re just going to hang you when we get back to Matrus,” she said. “You know that, right?”

      “We can cross that bridge when and if we come to it. For now, all I care about is getting us back, and in order to do that, we’re going to need each other.”

      “Or I could kill you now,” she retorted. “Every second you’re alive represents a threat to me and Kathryn.”

      “Oh, get off your high horse, Belinda,” I grated out. “You both needed me just as much as I needed you back there. Kathryn’s arm and hand would’ve made what we just managed impossible, and you’d both be as dead as I would. I gave up the gun, and I’m willing to do the work, so get over it.” Liar, liar, I chided myself, thinking of the hidden guns, but I couldn’t do this without safeguards. I couldn’t trust these women as far as I could throw them.

      Kathryn sighed and shifted her shoulders slightly, her face looking less strained than earlier. “She’s right, Belinda. We need her too.”

      Belinda made an irritated noise, and then nodded. “Fine,” she said. “But you stay where I can see you.”

      I chuckled and shook my head at her, moving past her toward the bay and taking the medkit with me, just in case. “I’m going to check on my friend,” I informed her. “Feel free to follow, or not, but afterward, we need to figure out our next move.”
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      Solomon’s condition remained unchanged, but I added another blood patch to be sure, and on impulse, a sedative. I hated doing it—I knew there was a possibility of side-effects that could push him into shock or even kill him—but if he woke up before we could find a way to get back, he could do more damage to the ship, or himself.

      “Please don’t die,” I whispered to him as I slapped the sedative patch on his bicep. “I don’t think I could bear it if I killed you trying to keep you safe from them…”

      “You really talking to that thing?” Belinda asked, and I turned and saw her leaning against the doorframe separating the bay from the cockpit. “Seems to me like he can’t hear you.”

      “You don’t know that,” I shot back as I straightened up and grabbed another blanket from under the nearby bench seat, draping it over him. The bay was still cold, and it felt like it had gotten colder in the last half hour. I considered asking Belinda to help me move Solomon to the cockpit, but I knew she would refuse, so I didn’t waste the breath. “Besides, it’s Desmond’s fault he is how he is.”

      “Mm-hmm.” I didn’t react to the skepticism in Belinda’s voice, although it made me wonder if there would ever be any future in which I wasn’t looked upon by a Matrian woman with doubt and disgust. Probably not.

      I knew I needed to get myself out of this mess, but all I could think about for a moment was the fact that Viggo was falling farther and farther away from me each moment that went by. I wasn’t there to watch his back, which meant that when Elena came for our little resistance group—and she would—I wouldn’t be there to fight beside him.

      He was probably so worried about me.

      I sucked in a deep breath, trying to quell the rising sadness. This entire thing sucked, but it mostly sucked because, deep down, I wasn’t even sure we could get back. Belinda was right. No one had ever come back from The Outlands, not once, not any expedition Matrus, Patrus, or both had ever sent. And that thought sickened me, made me feel queasy any time it crossed my mind.

      Which was why I had to keep busy. I wasn’t about to give up, even with the certainty of death. I couldn’t stop fighting, because I had something worth fighting for. Viggo. Tim. Owen and Ms. Dale. Amber. Henrik. Solomon. Morgan. Thomas. Quinn. Cad and Margot. Mags and Alejandro. Jay.

      Oh God, Jay, I thought to myself, my heart aching. Please let Morgan have fished him out of the water… and the wound be a simple fix for Dr. Tierney.

      It had been less than a year since Queen Rina had sent me on that mission to steal back the egg, and somehow I had gone from being completely and utterly alone, to having a family larger than I could ever imagine. And I couldn’t abandon them.

      “Ladies.” Kathryn’s voice carried in from the cockpit, loud and urgent enough to catch my attention. I turned, and saw her once again peering out the window, her body blocking most of the view from my limited angle through the narrow hall connecting the cockpit to the bay. More light was creeping in, though. A glance at my watch through tired and dry eyes revealed that it was almost six in the morning.

      I moved toward her, pausing as Belinda slowly turned in the narrow hallway formed by the bathroom on the left. She stepped aside as we drew near, revealing… Nothing.

      And by nothing, I meant an absence of something. The ground below was colorful—I could admit that—the earth a blend of purples and blues I recognized, but on the ever-brightening horizon, I saw a contrast of golden and ochre hues, bright, richly striped, and alien.

      But there was nothing else. No trees, no creatures, no water. Nothing but never-ending earth touching the never-ending sky. There weren’t even hills. The land was as flat as it was desolate.

      “There’s nothing for us to orientate ourselves against,” Kathryn said softly. “Just a few stars in the sky, but once they’re gone…”

      “What about the computer?” I asked, turning. “You said it was still there, we just had to interface with it. The holotable—”

      “It’s the first thing I checked,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s damaged.”

      I frowned, and then looked around. “How about a handheld? Surely you’ve got one of those.”

      “Protocol says we leave them in Matrus. After your group managed to get your hands on some, we made certain… changes.”

      “Oh.” I wasn’t sure why that surprised me; I just hadn’t considered that they had developed countermeasures after we had gotten ahold of a few and hacked into them. Well, I assumed they would’ve changed frequencies and codes… but to eliminate an important piece of equipment? That seemed a bit of an extreme response.

      Then again, maybe it was clever, and I was just being bitter that neither of them had one. Or me, for that matter. But I hadn’t thought to take ours out of the car after it had been flipped over by an enhanced woman.

      A thought occurred to me, and I looked around again. “Did Desmond have a bag or something?” I asked. “She went through one of the guard posts we had taken. Maybe she took one of our handhelds.”

      Belinda made a face like she had swallowed something sour, and gave me a hard look. “Which guard posts?” she demanded.

      I looked at Kathryn and back to her, warning signals sounding in my head to proceed with caution. “Why?” I asked.

      “My sister was at one of those stations,” Belinda thundered. “So which one did you—”

      “I would have no way to know that. I’m not sure how you classified your bases.” I cut her off. I had to, or else this would escalate.

      Belinda’s neck began to grow red, and she took a threatening step forward. “You murderous cow, you don’t care who you kill for your little war, do you! You don’t know what you’re taking from us, and all we were trying to do was help the Patrians!”

      Kathryn stepped in front of her, awkwardly trying to soothe her while simultaneously backing up to keep Belinda from slamming into her and her broken limbs.

      I wished that would stop me from running my mouth, but it didn’t. Belinda had just hit one sore spot too many, and I would be damned if I was going to take that sort of comment at the expense of someone too ignorant to know what she was talking about.

      “Maybe your sister and all of those soldiers shouldn’t have been posted all around the city to keep people trapped while your homicidal queen had even more soldiers poisoning the water supply. Maybe then, she’d still be alive—she might anyway! My people don’t particularly enjoy killing.” I knew I shouldn’t have said it as soon as it came out of my mouth, but being tired and angry was making my mouth move faster than my brain could keep up.

      “You are just like those women, those Porteque women we read about in the files,” Belinda hissed. “Trying to serve your Patrian man on his mad little conquest and stop us from helping those people!”

      I faltered, surprised at the sick and disgusting comparison—one so disgusting that it made me pause and consider, for a fraction of a moment. What if I was? I shuddered, remembering the one who had taunted me so long ago, and met Belinda’s gaze with a fury.

      “Never compare me to those women,” I said stonily, a violent rage blossoming to life under my skin. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “ENOUGH!” Kathryn shouted. “Belinda, I’m sure Francis is fine. Violet… I’m sure you feel you’re on the right side of things. But neither of those things matters right now! What matters right now is that we need to turn this bird around, and get home!”

      Her words—the same words I had been trying to get into them both not too long ago—slammed into me. Belinda and I had baited each other, and I’d lost sight of the big picture in the process, letting my pride get the better of me.

      Not that I regretted saying it. Nor did it stop me from wanting to plant a boot in her face. But at the same time, I hated all the death on my hands. As much as I blamed Elena, I also blamed myself. I had pulled the trigger. I had used grenades. I had pushed a man off a flying motorcycle, and I had set a woman on fire… every time making a choice—them or me.

      And I had nightmares. Awful, terrible things. And I knew I would carry them with me forever. Yet if that was the price I had to pay to put an end to the madness Elena had caused, then so be it.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, after taking a long moment to calm myself. “I sincerely hope we did not kill your sister.”

      Belinda’s mouth tightened, and she nodded. “I’m not sorry, but I’ll… try not to bring up the war.”

      It would have to do. Kathryn nodded to us both, and then sighed. “Now that’s over with, let’s see what we can do about that interface.”
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      Twenty minutes of brain-wracking later, I stood over Belinda as she carefully peeled away a wire’s plastic casing, using a knife I had provided from my boot. Belinda clearly hadn’t been happy about that, but hadn’t commented. I was trying to keep myself awake as we went through the mind-numbing task of attaching the multitude of wires to the handheld. Silence seemed to be the best way forward after our brush with violence, and I, for one, was grateful to contribute.

      She carefully pulled the wire, freeing a bit more slack from the panel it ran on, and then began to twist the exposed wire around a metal contact under the handheld’s hard plastic case. I dutifully held out the wire solder tool—a white tool with a metal ball at the end that emitted heat when the button was pressed, warming the metal end and melting the wire to the contacts on the back of the handheld.

      I was glad I had thought of it. Kathryn said otherwise the only option would’ve been to land manually (something she had added she wasn’t sure she could do without the computer to read elevation), but it had taken some time to find it. And now, it seemed it was going to take time to get the computer interfaced with the handheld.

      “Violet, I need you to flip the page.” It took a moment to register, but I leaned over to flip the page on the flight manual lying in front of Kathryn, ignoring the small stab of anger at how surly her tone was. Maybe it was petty, but it wasn’t like I liked this situation any more than she did.

      I looked up at her and realized she was sweating again, and I could tell the pain was beginning to overcome the patch I had given her. She fought through it, so I had to give her some respect—which meant I needed to let this irritation go. It could be that she was so focused on trying to carry through that she didn’t have time for politeness. And I would almost buy into that, too, if she weren’t giving the instructions to Belinda with all sorts of polite words, like “please” and “thank you.”

      As she began to read the next bit of instructions out loud to Belinda, prefacing them with a “can you,” I refrained from rolling my eyes in annoyance and moved away a few steps.

      A part of me was just frustrated that I wasn’t doing anything at the moment. We needed two good hands to get the handheld interfaced, which meant Belinda, and Kathryn was the only one who could quickly decipher the more complicated terms in the manual and deliver the instructions in a clear way. So until they were finished, I was sort of a third wheel. I had managed to do a quick inventory of our food, water, and any other supplies that might be useful, which had been frustratingly small, and then checked on Solomon. His condition was the same, as best as I could tell. God, I wished Dr. Tierney was here.

      Scratch that—I wished we were back there. Belinda and Kathryn included, if it came down to that. Sighing, I moved over to the window and stared out. The sun was now over the horizon, rising up over the edge and brilliant yellow in color. The light was so intense that I had to shield my eyes to block it out. The area below revealed itself under the growing dawn—bright yellow dirt, cracked and dry, like a mosaic on the floor. I’d never seen the earth such a color, so raw and naked.

      How could anything survive out here? Was this what we had sent all those explorers out to—bone-dry wastes where nothing seemed to move? I shuddered, thinking about what it might be like down there.

      I searched the wide expanse of the horizon and frowned when I saw a slim green line shimmer into sight just off to the right. Leaning toward it for a better view, I squinted and watched it approach, trying to decipher what it was as we drew closer to it.

      After a few minutes, I stepped back into the cockpit and away from the bright light streaming through it. “Hey, Kathryn, can you take a look at this?”

      “Uh, yeah. One sec. Just strip the wire and attach it to the third prong to the right. I’ll be right back.”

      I shifted to one side as the pilot moved into the window, her hazel eyes searching. “What is it?” she asked.

      “On the right. Is that a river?”

      She craned her neck, squinting and awkwardly holding up her hand to block the incoming sunlight. “Looks like it. So?”

      “Look at it. It’s heading in the direction that cuts farther north… What if that’s the beginning of Veil River?”

      She gave an incredulous laugh and leaned back, her laugh dying when she saw I wasn’t joking. “There’s no way that could be Veil River,” she said, her brow furrowing.

      “Why not? Maybe it feeds into it, or connects to it. It’s at least a landmark.”

      Kathryn bit her lip, her eyes staring out the window. “You’re suggesting we try to turn this thing toward the river?”

      I nodded, and she tilted her face up toward the ceiling, her eyes and lips moving silently as she performed some unexplained calculation in her mind. “We can only move at a fifteen-degree rate of turn right now,” she said after a pause. “We’d need to start turning now, but I’m not sure if we should prioritize it over the handheld.”

      “If we don’t do it now, we lose any chance of doing it after the handheld comes up. It’s a source of water—”

      “Which is probably toxic,” Belinda interjected, having climbed up off the floor to squint over the top of Kathryn’s head. “Especially if it leads to Veil River.”

      “It’s not,” I insisted. “I’ve been to The Green, where the toxic water is even more concentrated, and it glows blue. An unnaturally vibrant blue.”

      Belinda and Kathryn both exchanged surprised looks. “You’ve been to The Green? I mean, you’ve seen the river up that far?”

      I nodded and then shrugged. “It’s sort of a long story, and since it contains elements that will make Belinda angry, suffice it to say I sort of crash-landed there, got bitten by a centipede and chased by red flies, and nearly died a handful of times.”

      “Sweet mother,” Kathryn whispered in horror, and no small amount of awe. I had to admit, it was kind of gratifying. If she was impressed by my survival abilities, then maybe she would be more inclined to continue advocating to Belinda for my continued place in the heloship’s confusing chain of command. She looked back out the window, and then gave a tight nod. “Let’s do it.”

      I quickly moved over to where the hydraulic pump and tubes still hung from the ceiling and began the process of pouring in more fluid. Belinda began unbuttoning the front of her uniform, shrugging out of it and revealing a thermal shirt, which she then stripped off, leaving a white tank top.

      The light pouring through the window was generating a lot of heat, and even I was beginning to feel the room warm up, but for now, I ignored it, keeping my layers on—they felt like my armor. Once the line was full, I nodded at Belinda, and began to blow as she pulled on the steering column.

      We repeated the procedure three times, just like last time, and each time Belinda was able to pull the column a few more inches over. The heloship deck tilted up slightly as she continued to hold it. I moved over to help her, the metal column vibrating with the strain of trying to hold the rudder and flaps without any hydraulic fluid to lubricate the mechanical gears.

      Kathryn peered out the window, and after several long heartbeats, she finally shouted, “We’re good!” and Belinda and I slowly eased off the column. The deck tilted back down as the turn evened out, and I moved over to the bubble. The river was now almost below us, to our right, as we hadn’t quite crossed it during our slow turn. It curved back and forth, cutting a wide, winding path through the yellow earth. Nothing grew next to it, but still it churned below, sometimes smooth, other times violent, almost white, but flowing with strong currents northward—the same direction in which we were now traveling.

      “I’ll keep an eye on it,” Kathryn said, and I turned, noticing that rivulets of sweat were pouring down her forehead. “I’m… I could use some water and a bit of a rest.”

      I nodded wordlessly and then went to retrieve her some water from the bay, unscrewing the lid of the bottle and holding it out to where she was now sitting on the floor, her back to one of the dead control boxes. Her cheeks flushed red, but she tilted her head back, and I carefully poured some into her mouth. She made a sound in the back of her throat, and I stopped, giving her a chance to swallow.

      “How much fuel do we have?” I asked, fighting back another yawn as I poured some more water into her open mouth.

      Behind me, Belinda tossed something metallic onto the floor, giving an irritated grunt, but I ignored her. It was an important question.

      Kathryn swallowed the mouthful and exhaled. “It’s hard to say for certain. I can’t really tell how fast we’re going, and have no idea if we’re flying against the wind. At top speed with the hardest headwind we could actually continue moving against, we would’ve been halfway through our supply an hour ago. But since we are moving quickly, it’s hard to say.”

      “How much time with no headwind?” I asked, and Kathryn crunched the numbers, then looked at her watch. “Two more hours? Maybe a little bit more. But again, there’s no telling what speed we’re moving at, not without the handheld.”

      Another metallic clang came from behind me, and I turned to see Belinda looking over her shoulder at us, the manual on the other side of the gap in the floor. “A little help.” It wasn’t a question.

      I looked at Kathryn, and she gave me a little shrug as I recapped the water and sat it next to her. “Let me know if you want more,” I said as I moved over to the manual. Picking it up, I stared at the first few dozen words on the page, trying to decipher the images and words there.

      “Read it to me,” Kathryn instructed as she gave a groan and slid down a few inches.

      I repeated the words, skipping down a few lines as she told me they’d finished that part, and then listening closely. She took a minute, and then quickly explained the next batch of wires for Belinda to work on.

      We were just on the last few wires—thank God—when Kathryn sat upright with a jerk, dragging my attention from Belinda, who was carefully soldering another wire to a metal contact. “What is it?” I asked, immediately alarmed.

      I was already standing up and moving, even as she breathed, “What is that?”

      As I looked out the window, I also found myself viewing the scene with confusion.

      “I got it, if either of you care?” grumped Belinda from behind us.

      “You see that, right?” asked Kathryn, looking up at me as I gazed at the massive gray and black structure that rose up from the desert at a ninety-degree angle, shooting up into the sky. The structure was so massive that the river that flowed by it seemed to disappear behind it. The walls were perfectly flat, the structure angled in an almost hexagonal shape, with strange black wings jutting out from the sides near the top.

      “This might mean people!” I gasped, trying to resist the urge to press my nose against the glass, desperate for a clearer look. “Maybe they could help us. Maybe we could land there!”

      “Are you crazy?” asked Kathryn, just as Belinda said, “There’s people?”

      “Look for yourself,” I told her, stepping back from the window. Belinda set the handheld down and moved over to the window, looking at the structure as it continued to grow in our view. The platforms jutting off the side revealed themselves to be thicker than I’d first thought, and as it continued to draw nearer, it was clear that they were bigger than I could’ve imagined.

      “Oh my God,” said Belinda, her eyes growing wide. “It’s so big. How can it be so big? It looks… sinister, like something from my worst nightmares.”

      “You have some pretty tame nightmares, then,” I retorted, perhaps a touch bitterly, under my breath.

      If Belinda heard me, she gave no sign of it as she continued to gape out the window. “It’s so big,” she repeated in awe. “It has to be at least a mile tall. Maybe more.”

      “Actually, I should be able to tell,” said Kathryn. “Violet, the handheld.”

      I moved over to it, sitting down on the floor in front of it. The thing had dozens of wires jutting out of the back, and moving it too much could cause any one of them to disconnect—better just to go to it rather than attempt moving it. I clicked the screen on and immediately paused at the sight of the flashing red alert that popped up.

      “Kathryn, you may want to get over here and look at this,” I called over my shoulder.

      “Belinda, help me up,” she ordered, and I watched over my shoulder as Belinda bent over her, gently hoisting her up. Kathryn sagged heavily against the larger woman, and moved over, her legs almost giving out on her. Belinda helped lower her to the floor next to me, and she peered over my shoulder at the screen, reading the display. She spat out a curse and looked out the window. “I guess you’re going to get your wish, Violet. We need to land now.”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, and she licked her lips nervously.

      “The problem with the hydraulics is worse than I thought. All of the flaps, the blades, everything mechanical needs some of that fluid, and the system is bone dry. If we don’t stop now to fix it, then the entire thing will lock up, and this thing will be about as movable as a flying brick. Then it’s just a matter of time before we hit something, or run out of fuel.”

      “We could land on the ground,” insisted Belinda. “We shouldn’t land on that… thing! If there are people inside—”

      “Then hopefully they’ll be curious first,” I cut in.

      “It doesn’t matter, Belinda,” Kathryn replied tiredly. “The ground is too far below us. Trying to take it that far down with the hydraulics like this will only make everything worse. That tower is our only chance.”

      I looked over at Kathryn. “What do I do?”

      “Push that button there, and then pull up the index. Go to the flight readout, then add a window for the controls. You’re going to have to input my numbers precisely here. This is a more… mathematical way of landing.”

      I gave her an alarmed look even as my fingers danced across the screen. “You have done this before, right?”

      The look she gave me told me all I needed to know. This landing was not going to be easy.
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      I had braced myself as much as possible from my spot on the floor, but when the heloship hit the platform jutting out from the tower with a hard jolt, it still threw me to one side. My casted arm broke the fall, and from the bottom of the ship there came an awful grating sound, like glass being cut or nails being dragged down a chalkboard.

      The noise stopped for another moment where we went weightless again, and then we landed with another hard jolt and it came back worse than before. Kathryn cried out. Even though we had taken great pains to strap her in using the remains of the harness, it was probably still hard to control both her arms beneath the elbow without being able to brace them on anything. I felt her pain—I knew what it was like to have most of my body unable to function. I’d made sure to strap Solomon down as quickly as I could before we impacted the tower, too. I didn’t want him to be in any more pain, either.

      The grating sound slowed to a stop, and the heloship shuddered before going still. I sat up and cut the engines the way Kathryn had instructed me to before we’d strapped her down. The subtle vibrations beneath me stilled, and I slowly extracted myself from the complicated mess of wires and equipment on the floor, gently setting down the handheld that now controlled the heloship’s engines. It had been difficult to hold during the landing with all the wires jutting from its back, and we still couldn’t move it very far—hence why I was sitting on the floor to begin with.

      I breathed in and climbed to my feet, taking a moment to carefully release Kathryn from her straps. Sweat continued to pour from her face, and she was growing paler. I knew that wasn’t a good sign at all, but I couldn’t be sure whether it was just from pain, or from some internal bleeding I knew nothing about.

      “Give her some more water,” I said to Belinda. “And check her stomach and chest for any dark bruises. I don’t like her color.”

      “As if you care,” said Belinda, unhooking herself from her own chair and moving forward on shaky legs.

      “Oh for heaven’s sake, Belinda.” My legs were also shaky, but I was determined not to show them that. She looked at me, and I looked straight back into her eyes. “She’s in pain. I’d have to be a monster not to care.”

      “Aren’t you?” gasped Kathryn from between us.

      Something inside me must have snapped a little at that—less anger, and more the sheer pain of being called something terrible, a word I hadn’t heard in a long time. I heard my own voice crack. “A monster? Did I call Belinda a monster when she told me to my face that you were taking me back to execute me? No, she’s just trying to do her job, and so are you, and I get it, I really do. But Kathryn, just because you view me as your enemy, it doesn’t mean I can’t understand, I can’t feel, the fact that you’re in pain. I’m a criminal, I won’t deny that. But I’m not inhuman.”

      I ran out of breath and pressed my lips tighter together. Kathryn and Belinda didn’t answer me, just stared at me with hard eyes, and I reminded myself again that it was pointless to try to get them to empathize with me.

      Instead I moved back into the bay and knelt down next to Solomon. His body had shifted even under the straps—likely from the rough landing—but after my inspection of the bandages and the patches, everything still looked about the same. His color was darkening, finally, which was good, but it might not last long.

      “I wish you were awake,” I whispered as I inspected his wound. “I wish I could trust you to be awake… But please, just stay asleep for a little while longer.”

      Kathryn groaned loudly, and I turned to see Belinda helping her move through the narrow hallway that separated the cockpit from the cargo bay. “You were right,” Belinda grunted. “She’s got some really bad bruises on her chest and stomach.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Kathryn gasped, and I heard the wheeze in her voice. “We need to get out there and fix this ship.”

      “I need the bullets,” I said, pulling out the gun.

      Belinda and Kathryn froze.

      “For all we know, this structure is abandoned,” Belinda said, taking a step forward. “But why do you get the bullets? I should have the gun. I’m probably a better shot than you.”

      “That’s true,” I acknowledged. “Especially considering that my broken arm is my dominant one. But that just adds to the fact that Kathryn knows this ship, and you have the working appendages. The only thing I can do is play guard duty—so on the off chance there are people, I can defend us, although I hope they’d rather talk than fight.”

      Belinda snorted. “Someone like you trying diplomacy? Please.”

      “I seem to have inspired the three of us to work together.” I held out my hand, looking at her expectantly.

      Belinda just glowered at me, and yet again it was Kathryn who broke the stalemate. “Just do it, Belinda,” she grated out harshly. “You’re wasting time, and if I die because you two can’t get along, at least I’ll die knowing I took you with me.”

      Gallows humor. Maybe Kathryn and I could get along after all. I kept my face neutral, however, waiting for Belinda’s reaction. She squinted at me, and then shook her head, her free arm reaching into her pocket and pulling out the clip. “You better keep us safe,” she warned.

      “I’ll do my best,” I replied, reaching out to take the clip. I slid it into the slot at the bottom of the handle and chambered a round, a process that required me to use my armpit and pray that no flesh or fabric got caught in the grooves. Belinda watched the process with a wary look on her face, but I ignored it and turned toward the door.

      Stepping around Solomon’s still form, I hit the button to open the bay doors. There was an odd grinding sound, and then the door jolted forward a few feet before stopping and slowly lowering down.

      Immediately, bright yellow light streamed in, carrying with it a dry and dusty heat that blasted the atmosphere inside from warm to just plain hot. I had shrugged out of my jacket and sweater earlier to reveal the short-sleeved shirt I was wearing beneath—the cast made regular long-sleeved shirts difficult to wear, and for once that was to my benefit.

      The door continued to open painfully slowly, the gears groaning loudly, before it settled with a clang on the hard shell of the platform of the building we’d landed on. I stepped out first, using my cast to shield my eyes from the bright sunlight. The burning ball of light was fully over the horizon now, steadily climbing up toward its zenith, but still hours away from noon.

      The light created long shadows, and luckily, a portion of the tower blocked the bulk of it, creating more shade. We were just shy of being sheltered by the shade created by the tower; however, any remaining darkness would shrink away, rather than stretch toward us, as the sun climbed up into the sky.

      I crept out of the ship, my eyes searching for any sign of movement.

      The air seemed to ripple, and I realized it was from the heat—sweat was already beginning to collect at the base of my spine. I continued forward down the ramp, blinking furiously against the intensely bright light.

      I paused when I came to the end of the ramp created by the door and bent over, examining the surface of the tower wing we’d landed on. What had appeared from far away to be a solid black thing was actually a deep rich brown, almost the color of earth that had been brought up from deep below. It also wasn’t metal, as I had expected, but made up entirely of glass. And it wasn’t like any glass I had ever seen before. For one thing, I couldn’t see any sign of cracks or damage, even though an object of great size and weight had just crashed into it. For another thing, the glass itself was lined with small, perfect circles, black in color, running in tidy rows across it.

      On impulse, I knelt down on the edge of the ramp and pressed my face to the pane of glass, doing my best to cut out the ambient light to see if I could peer through it. I couldn’t, and didn’t dare hold my face to the panel for too long. It was already hot from the sun’s rays. After a little while, who knew how hot it would get outside of the ship? I was beginning to worry about the weather being as dangerous as anything else out here. We needed to move fast.

      I stood up and stepped off the ramp, my gaze immediately going to the spot where the platform attached to the tower. If anyone were to come for us, I suspected it’d be from there. It was some hundred feet away, so it would be easy to see if anyone was coming, though there was no way to know that there weren’t hatches elsewhere too.

      “Is it clear?” Belinda called from behind me.

      Stepping around the far side of the ship, I exhaled and lowered my gun. The platform in my view was still empty. “It’s clear,” I called back to her.

      I hurried back into the ship as Belinda slowly helped Kathryn down, and I headed for the toolkit to make their jobs easier. Tucking my gun back under my armpit, I hefted it up and headed back out, following Belinda and Kathryn as they made for the nose of the ship.

      Now we were on the shaded side of our ship, and the contrast between the sun and the shade was startling. Without the blazing rays beating down, I felt almost a touch too cold in my t-shirt. Still, I knew that would change soon enough—as soon as the rising sun reached its peak. Just one more reason to do this as quickly as possible.

      I set down the toolkit and proceeded to help Belinda unscrew a panel under the wing, taking it off. All too soon, however, there was little for me to do, as the job really required the use of two arms—and Kathryn’s expertise.

      So I resigned myself to guard duty, and walked a path, sometimes slow, sometimes fast, but decidedly non-elliptical around the heloship. Patterns made it easier to make plans, and whoever was inside the tower had to be watching. I wasn’t sure how, yet, but they would be.

      If there was anyone in there, that was. Minutes had already ticked by since our landing. Almost half an hour, in fact. Granted, the place seemed huge, and perhaps traveling across it would be difficult, but that still seemed odd. Wouldn’t anyone inside be able to see us through the panes of glass? But what if the odd platform structures didn’t have anyone inside? For all I knew, they could be filled with machines that performed some important function. Nobody had ever talked about something that could sustain life inside The Outlands. Nobody had ever come from here, despite the close flying distance, and there had never been any reports of such a tower in Matrus… Though, knowing the higher-ups as I did now, I realized that even if there had been such reports, they might never have shared them with the public.

      This place was a complete mystery to me, and the truth was that there was no way to know what was happening inside until someone chose to come out. If there was anybody there. And that uncertainty was weighing heavily inside my stomach. Sometimes I felt sure this structure was made for human uses; the next moment, I would feel equally sure there could be nobody out in this barren place, and I was guarding pointlessly. It made me twitchy and nervous, in spite of the heat trying to suck the energy away from me.

      Smacking my lips together to try to generate a little moisture, I once again changed my orbit, moving closer to the edge that sat some sixty feet from the nose of the heloship. It was a bit far, but the area was so wide, I figured I would be able to see anything before it got too close.

      As I passed by, I looked under the heloship’s wing to see Kathryn leaning heavily against the side of it, and Belinda’s legs sticking out from the hole we had opened up on the side. I drew nearer to the northern edge of the platform, trying to ignore the feeling of vertigo as the expansive wasteland opened up below me. It did not escape me that we were standing extraordinarily high, but… it also didn’t bother me as much as it normally might. The platform felt sturdy under my feet, and it helped to steady me.

      As the expanse grew, I frowned when I saw a splash of blue appear, and moved forward a little faster. The blue—a slim line initially—broadened and grew as I drew nearer, until I realized that what I was looking at was the river. I drew to a stop, sweat trickling down my back and my skin already feeling tighter and hotter than it should.

      Turning back, I confirmed what I already knew: the river on the south side of the tower was still there, and still green. Then I turned back again to confirm the other truth: the river I could make out there, flowing north, was clearly blue—and not a natural shade. In spite of all of the ambient light and direct sunshine, the river still managed to glow an unhealthy hue.

      Had there been any moisture in my mouth, it would’ve evaporated instantly. I raced over to the edge, slowing to a stop and then kneeling down next to it. I braced myself, and then, ever so slowly, began to peek over the edge.

      I had to stop as a wave of dizziness engulfed me. Leaning back, I exhaled, trying to calm the queasy twisting of my stomach, and then sucked in a deep calming breath, steeling myself. Then, leaning forward, I started with my eyes glued to the building, allowing them to slowly drift up and then over as I continued to lean forward.

      They traveled down the side of the platform—it was hard to tell how thick it was without any frame of reference, but I guessed the entire thing had to be at least twenty to thirty feet. Below it, the yellow-orange earth stretched out, and alongside that, just next to the tower, flowed the river, glowing that same eerie blue. I lifted my head and felt a sick churning sensation in my gut.

      There must be people inside this tower. Because they were somehow responsible for the toxicity of the Veil River.

      But how, or why? Were they aware they were doing it? Maybe they merely didn’t care. What were they doing inside to produce that level of pollution? And why wasn’t there any sign of a toxic zone like The Green—could it be that nothing could grow out here, even with water?

      If so, that meant there might not be people inside, and—

      A sudden movement behind me caused my muscles to react instinctively, and I dropped low. I felt something impact my hip, heard a small noise of surprise, and felt more than saw a would-be assailant tumble over me and start to pitch over the edge. On impulse—I wouldn’t have been able to do it if my rational mind had thought about it—I reached out and grabbed a handful of the white fabric suit the person was wearing and yanked with all my might.

      We both tumbled back onto the relative safety of the platform, but I was still mostly upright. He landed on his backside, giving me my first look at him. Or her. It was hard to tell under the white biohazard suit that seemed to encase them, including little booties over their feet. They were wearing a mask with a filtration device, but the visor was tinted to block out the sun.

      Reaching forward, I snatched the hood off, revealing a man with a round face and black, pencil-thin mustache. He blinked up at me, clearly surprised.

      “Who are you?” I asked, and his eyes grew wider. He reached for something on his belt—a black stick with a rounded top—and I scrambled back to put some distance between us, keenly aware of the edge behind my back.

      Then something jabbed me in between my shoulder blades, and the muscles in my body seized up as wave after wave of electrical energy was pushed through them. I recognized the feeling from the Liberator suit I had worn, only this charge was stronger and far more painful. For a horrible moment, I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything save feel the agony. And then, all at once, it stopped, and I fell to the floor.

      I lay there, my muscles twitching violently and pain still coursing through my nerves, making my body tremble and my breath come in sharp pants. I looked around and realized another figure had joined the first, their white-clad legs now coming into view. They must have been the one who had hit me with… whatever that was. Just beyond them, I made out three more white-clad figures, heading toward Kathryn and Belinda.

      Somehow, I mustered up enough energy to stand, yanking my gun out. They hadn’t even tried to take it, but I couldn’t think about that too hard as I regarded the two people from behind it.

      “Enough of this,” I said, trying to keep the nervousness out of my voice. “I’m sorry we crashed on your tower, but we needed to or we would have died. Please, we only need a small amount of time to fix our ship, and I really don’t want to kill anyone if I can avoid it.”

      The two closest to me stared at my face. Then Pencil-Mustache looked up at the second person, and gave a little shrug, looking exceptionally baffled. I glanced between the two of them, noting the second person was grasping a similar black stick to Pencil-Mustache. A horrible thought suddenly occurred to me.

      “You guys speak English? Right?”

      There was another pause, and then Pencil-Mustache looked at me and nodded. “We do at that,” he said, slowly picking himself up off the ground and dusting off his suit.

      The other figure took off his mask, revealing a rather handsome blonde-haired man with a strong chin and surprisingly hard look in his ice-blue eyes. “Knight MacGillus, shut up.”

      “Well, we have to talk to her,” MacGillus whispered as he climbed to his feet. “The council will want a meeting with her. This is the first contact we’ve had with anyone from the outside.”

      “For all we know, they’re all pirates and thieves, come to rob us of our technology.”

      “Sir, it is not our jurisdiction,” MacGillus stressed, his eyebrows leaping into his receding hairline. “The law clearly states that the solar panels are under the jurisdiction of the—”

      “Farmers,” the other man finished with a sigh. “Although an argument could be made that jurisdiction has never had to be stretched out externally, so the purview of the outside could be seen as our concern, but…”

      He trailed off as he noticed me watching. I gave a polite little smile, and he held off saying anything more.

      “Violet!” shouted Belinda angrily from behind him, and I leaned to peer over his shoulder at where she and Kathryn were standing, encircled by the three other figures in white.

      “Call them off,” I said, looking at MacGillus’ superior. “Please. You’re the first intelligent life my people have met, too. I really don’t want any hostility to start because of a misunderstanding.”

      The man blinked, and then rolled his lips tight over his teeth, emitting a shrill whistle that was exceptionally loud. The figures in white stopped their advance, and I eased up on the gun a little, lowering it a few inches. His eyes tracked the progress, but he made no reaction to the gun either way. His indifference was surprising, but maybe he was that unfazed by violence. Viggo had seemed weathered like that, when I first met him.

      “My name is Jathem Dreyfuss, Knight Elite,” he said after a long moment. “You may refer to me as Jathem. You and your companions will accompany me inside the tower, so that we may get to the bottom of who you are and what your intentions might be.”

      I shook my head immediately. “No way. My people stay out here and continue their work. I’ll be the only one heading inside, and if they don’t hear from me in one hour, they will be instructed to leave.”

      “I would need permission from my superiors before I could agree,” Jathem said, his voice sounding almost tired.

      “Then get it.”

      Jathem turned his head and closed his eyes. After a moment, he opened them and then nodded. “Very well, the council has agreed.”

      I frowned, my eyes flicking all over him, trying to figure out how he had managed to communicate without at least moving his mouth. His neck didn’t seem to have anything on it, but… Maybe there was something under the skin? It was deeply unnerving, either way. For all I knew he could be talking to voices that didn’t exist anywhere but in his head, and I had stumbled onto some sort of prison where insane people were kept.

      I shuddered at the grim depths my imagination would go to as Jathem lifted his arm. “Shall we?”

      “Not just yet,” I reminded him. “I still need to relay my instructions to my people.”

      He said nothing as I moved between them, heading over to the heloship like my pants were on fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Violet

          

        

      

    

    
      “What is going on?” Belinda demanded as I made my way toward where she was standing. Kathryn was awkwardly trying to stand next to her, although her legs didn’t look like they were cooperating.

      “These are the residents of the tower,” I said, looking at the three other white-clad figures, those same black rod things clutched loosely in their hands. The tip of one glimmered blue, and I realized that those must carry the electrical charge that had dropped me a few minutes ago. “They’ve invited me inside to, uh, meet their leaders. The excellent news is that they speak English.”

      Belinda’s eyes grew wide, and I motioned her toward the rear of the ship. She pondered me for a long moment, and then straightened up. “I’ll be right back, Kathryn,” she said, rising to her full, impressive height. She stood a handful of inches over the tallest person in white, which I hoped intimidated them slightly, although it was hard to tell behind the reflective face plates on their masks.

      “It’s all right,” called Jathem to his people from behind us, and I turned to see him and MacGillus drawing nearer. “Let them talk.”

      The group collectively took a step back, solidifying my impression that Jathem was definitely in charge. He was already waving them over into a quick conference. I followed suit, and led Belinda around and into the cargo bay. “You’re going to go with them?” she asked as soon as we were inside.

      “I have to. There are far more of them than us, and we have no idea how lethal their weapons are.”

      “Those stick things?” She squinted at me. “What do they do?”

      “They deliver some sort of electrical shock,” I said, my shoulders twinging in memory of the experience. “I already got hit once, and I don’t want to feel that again. Listen, we don’t have much time. I lied about the other guns. They’re above a panel in the bathroom.”

      Belinda immediately looked confused. “Why are you telling me this?” she asked, bewildered.

      “Because I don’t want to leave you here without any protection. And I’m hoping that will mean that if something happens and I don’t make it back but you do… You’ll take Solomon back to my people and tell them what happened. And… give Viggo Croft these.”

      I opened my bag and pulled out the wooden box Henrik had given me. Taking a minute to savor the smooth feel of the patterns, I felt the muffled clink of the wedding bands inside hitting the sides. I knew it wasn’t, but it felt like… like this was the end. I couldn’t shake the feeling that once I went inside that building, I would never get back out.

      It took a moment to summon up the courage to straighten my spine and turn back to Belinda, holding out the box. “Tell him I’m… I’m sorry we didn’t have enough time to get married first.” My voice broke slightly at the end, and I hated myself for feeling the overwhelming urge to cry. I was being ridiculous, I knew it, but I couldn’t take the chance of not leaving a message of some sort.

      Belinda stared at the box, her face suspicious. “What is it?”

      “Oh, for crying out loud, Belinda, it’s a pair of wedding rings. They were a gift from a very dear friend of ours. When all of this stupidity was over, Viggo and I were going to get married. Will you please do this if I don’t come back? Please?”

      Her frown deepened, and, after a teeth-gratingly long silence, sighed and shook her head. She reached out, and I flinched back, but all she did was push the box back to me. “You should keep it with you,” she said after a moment. “If he loves you, he’d want them with you. Then he could imagine you were actually married.” She blinked in surprise and then flushed, the sharp edges of her high cheekbones turning a mottled red. “Sorry. Besides, it is stupid for you to wait until this is over… We caught you, and we’ll catch your boyfriend soon and execute you both. Maybe if you’re lucky, the queen will allow you to get married before we hang you.”

      My throat seized up, uncertain of how to even process her remark. On the one hand, I wanted to laugh—right in her face. On the other, that was a shockingly morbid thought, one that made my stomach feel as if a massive lump of ice had just formed inside it, chilling me to my core in spite of the sweltering heat outside.

      I didn’t want to die not having married Viggo first. I didn’t want to risk another single moment of not having him be mine, forever. Even though we had discussed it, decided to wait, I realized I was tired of waiting. I wanted it, right then and there if he’d have me. Only he wasn’t here. He was back home, and I was determined to get back to him, no matter the obstacles set in front of me.

      I withdrew the box and tucked it back into my bag. “You’re right. I was being silly.” Shouldering the bag, I turned around and gave her a look. “I told them if I’m not back here in an hour, you’re going to leave without me. Can you do that?”

      Belinda gave me another suspicious look, and then nodded, but I wasn’t finished. “Can you also promise to wait an hour, just in case you finish the repairs before I get back?”

      She hesitated, and then nodded again. “The queen wouldn’t like hearing that we left you behind. She really wants to execute you. Like, very badly.”

      “I’ll bet she does,” I replied dryly. God, I hoped I could kill that woman one day.

      “Excuse me, ma’am?” called Jathem’s voice from down the ramp, and I stepped to one side to see him and MacGillus standing there. My hand tightened around the strap, and for a moment, I felt a deep heartsickness.

      “Promise you won’t leave without me?” I asked, and she nodded.

      “I’ll give you one hour exactly, but after that, we’re gone.”

      It would have to do. I exhaled softly and moved down the ramp.

      Jathem greeted me with a polite smile, but it came off more as menacing, given that his eyes were squinting against the bright sunlight and the goatee he wore around his mouth somehow had a sinister tilt. He led the way, moving across the platform toward the base of the column. I lagged behind, wondering how I hadn’t seen them until they were almost on top of me, and then realized that the white suits used the waves of heat that made the air ripple, practically disappearing as they moved through them.

      Not wanting to lose them, I sped up, my boots thumping loudly against the glass beneath my feet. As we neared the wall, it rose to even greater heights over my head, making my head spin with the implications of just how massive it was. I dragged my gaze down as we stepped into the sliver of shade cast by the edge of the building, the temperature dropping a few degrees.

      Jathem approached the wall, confident and not the least bit confused as to his surroundings, in spite of the rows and rows of identical glass panels in front of him. He pressed on one, and it and the one above it popped open a few inches. Jathem gripped the side of it and hauled it back a few feet, revealing a dark corridor with a catwalk leading out from it, into the dark depths.

      Hesitating for a second, I stepped inside, moving forward as MacGillus crowded in behind me. The door closed with a slow hiss, and Jathem let out a breath of relief. I turned, and realized both men were quickly stripping out of their suits. I didn’t have time to feel alarmed, because even as they undressed, I realized they were wearing identical crimson uniforms underneath, resplendent with shiny black knee-high boots.

      “Is a knight like a warden?” I asked, suddenly curious.

      MacGillus looked over at me, his mustache twitching as the corner of his lip curled up. “I’m not sure what that is,” he admitted honestly.

      “A, uh, guard,” I stuttered as I tried to find an accurate analogy. “An organized force that helps catch criminals?”

      “Oh. In that case, yes, a knight is very much like that.”

      “You shouldn’t tell her that,” Jathem chided sternly, and I looked up to meet his eyes, suddenly feeling hesitant about even using the term “warden.” Still, that didn’t give away our location or surroundings—as long as I kept quiet about that, I couldn’t imagine what I might say about our social customs that could give anything away. But I needed to be more careful in the future. It was probably best not to concede anything. Viggo had shown me how a cunning investigator could gather information from almost nothing, and Jathem could have that talent as well.

      “Okay, well, if we can’t talk about that, can you at least tell me about your council? How many people are on it? And are they elected, or is it an aristocratic system that you must be born into to rule?”

      “How are leaders in your culture determined?” Jathem shot back, and I frowned.

      “Look, Jathem, I’ll be more than happy to answer your questions, but in my defense, we’re not going to be meeting with my leaders. We’re going to be meeting with yours. Any info would help. I mean, I don’t want to disrespect your leaders by doing something stupid like speaking without being spoken to or some other tradition I don’t understand.”

      Jathem frowned as he stepped past me, heading down the narrow passage. The tunnel was cramped—Jathem and MacGillus had to duck down to move through it—but my head barely brushed the top of the tunnel. It moved down about ten feet, and then opened up onto a landing. The wall was directly in front of me, and as I looked around, I realized we were standing on a set of stairs. There was a door directly across from me, with a hatch marking it 97-E-12. I noted it as I continued to marvel at the length of the stairs. There were no switchbacks that I could see, but rather a steady, fixed incline running along the width of the tower. I could see where it turned ahead, and there were dozens of landings with doors on either side running left to right.

      “Wow,” I breathed, looking up. “This is incredible.”

      “This is the shell,” Jathem said, already beginning to climb the seemingly endless stairs. “I don’t mind telling you this, as it relates to our defensive capabilities. If you do turn out to be some spy or nefarious individual, I want you to realize the frivolity of your cause before you even attempt it.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at that as I trailed along behind him. “Seems fair. So the shell does what, exactly?”

      “It protects and braces the area inside, keeping it environmentally sound. But more than that, it acts as a deterrent for any and all outside who might harbor ill intentions. Whole sections can be closed off at a moment’s notice, long before anyone could get inside.”

      “So it’s kind of like a beehive?”

      “Do your people keep beehives to help pollinate your crops?” asked MacGillus from behind me, and I paused in my march up the stairs to look at him.

      “Actually, I’m not sure. I’m not a farmer.”

      “Neither is he,” said Jathem from ahead. “But MacGillus just married one, and now he thinks he’s an expert. Although why he’d ever want to farm is beyond me.”

      “You know that farming was my first choice. I just have a black thumb is all.”

      “Your first choice?” I asked, not wanting to stall their flow of conversation, but also too curious to resist.

      “Everyone in the tower has a task, a purpose, Miss…” Jathem paused and cocked his head, slowing on the stairs. “I never caught your name,” he remarked.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Violet. Violet Bates.”

      He inclined his head and then began to march again. I sucked in a breath, already cognizant that my ribs and thighs were aching, and followed suit. I hated that I was still injured—now, more than ever before, was a time when I most needed to be fit, and it just wasn’t possible.

      “As I was saying, everyone has a purpose, and is allowed to apprentice in whatever department he or she feels best suited to. Sometimes they are accepted, but other times they must find a different department, as their skills are not up to par.”

      “Ah. That’s interesting,” I replied. “I guess we do things similarly, but… enterprise makes it possible for anyone to do or be anything they want.” Depending on their gender and which side of the river they live on, I would have added if I’d wanted to be completely accurate.

      “Provided they have the mental capacity for it, I assume,” he mused.

      I frowned at the dryness in Jathem’s voice, and then shrugged. It was accurate.

      We finally reached the corner of the building, and turned. My breathing was coming in sharp bursts now, the ache in my ribs spreading. While my bruised ribs had seemingly settled down, the stairs were providing a unique set of challenges that they did not agree with.

      Neither did my thighs or my calves, for that matter. The steps just seemed never-ending, and there was no way of knowing how much higher we would have to climb before we reached our destination. I felt a deep yawn coming on, the exhaustion of the past few days really starting to take its toll. The multitude of steps ahead of me were calling for me to sit down and find a way to catch at least a few minutes of precious sleep, as well as catch my breath.

      MacGillus seemed to note my flagging strength first; after a few moments of my panting and wheezing, he said, “Miss, are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I insisted as I took a few more steps up, ignoring my aches and pains to prove my point.

      Jathem turned and looked at me, his eyes taking in the cast and some of the still-visible bruising on my scalp and face. “You were injured recently?”

      I gave a bitter chuckle and nodded. “You could say that.” You could also say that I went on an almost suicide mission to save my family and kill an insane princess with a grudge. I killed her, but I almost died in the process, so…

      “Change of plan,” the man announced suddenly. “We’re going to have you looked over by a member of our medical staff. We need to wait here while they clear the appropriate halls. We aren’t prepared to alert the rest of the tower to your existence. Take a moment to catch your breath.”

      Blinking, I came to a staggering stop. “That’s a very kind offer,” I replied. “But it’s unnecessary.” He shrugged, and I felt a thrill of excitement, even through my feigned indifference. Could they be able to help me mend a little sooner?

      “It’s clear that your medical practices are rudimentary at best, and we are not a people who like inefficiency. You’ll be met by two councilors after you have been examined by one of the Medica.”

      “The Medica?” I asked, trying to quell my excitement. “Is that what you call your doctors?”

      “That is how we refer to the department of doctors,” Jathem corrected, tugging his shirt down and smoothing it out. I noticed MacGillus was similarly making a point of straightening out his uniform, and frowned.

      “And one of the councilors coming to meet us is your leader, isn’t it?” I surmised out loud, and it really wasn’t much of a question, but by the look in Jathem’s eyes, he was at least a little impressed by my deduction.

      “Indeed. Knight Commander Devon Alexander.” There was a reverence in how he spoke Devon’s name; I would have found it almost amusing if it weren’t also a bit nerve-wracking. That level of devotion to a person made warning bells go off in my head as I recalled the Liberators’ blind devotion to Desmond.

      “I see. Who’s the other one?”

      “Raevyn Hart. She’s Head Farmer.”

      A woman working with men? Maybe Matrus and Patrus’ problems were not endemic to all human beings. That was… a nice thought. It meant we could grow and better ourselves, overcome the genderism that had separated us for all of recent history.

      “She could coax an apple tree from used soil,” MacGillus said. “Under her, her department’s efficiency has gone up a whole percentage point!”

      “MacGillus, shut your hole,” Jathem barked, and MacGillus immediately turned contrite.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t tell her how much we produced, just the stats.”

      Jathem sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s fine. We’re all… a bit unsettled by all this. Let’s just keep quiet until we get you checked out by the medics.”

      I exhaled and shoved my hand into my pocket. My questions would have to wait for a bit, it would seem.
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      Several minutes of waiting on the same steps later—an eternity during which thousands of questions churned inside of me—Jathem, at some unseen signal, gave a nod and speared me with a look. “The way has been cleared. We need to climb up three more levels though. You ready?”

      I nodded and ran a hand nervously over my scalp. The hair was growing back in quickly, but it still felt weird under my hand. I wiped my palm on my t-shirt and began to climb once more, following Jathem. We soon reached the correct level. According to the numbers, now we were at 124-N-43. He turned the wheel on the door to the inner wall and swung it outward, toward us.

      He stepped through, leading me into a narrow hall with a long sheet of glass paneling one side of the wall. As he moved on down the corridor, my steps slowed to a halt, and I openly gaped at the enormity of the sight on the other side of the pane.

      Just past it, I could see three giant structures hanging from the ceiling. Thousands of feet below, around the base of the tower, were lines of green vegetation, bisected by straight white lines that were probably footpaths. The three buildings were arranged in a rough triangle—the two closest were cylindrical in shape, and glowing, while the one farther away, at this angle framed perfectly by the white ones, was cone-shaped and so dark that the light reflected off of it, giving the illusion that it was glittering.

      Bridges ran from structure to structure, and periodically, every hundred feet or so, a flat pavilion stretched in between them, seemingly suspended between all three, much like a hammock suspended in the air. The ones I could see looked very much like public parks. I could see people wearing uniforms similar in cut for the most part, but in different colors—mainly white, black, crimson, green, gray, and blue—but it was hard to discern much beyond that; that’s how far away we still were.

      “You built this?” I whispered in awe, my eyes tracking up to where filtered sunlight seemed to radiate out into the tower from all levels, illuminating it as if it were a warm summer’s day and the inside was shaded by branches from dozens of trees.

      “Our predecessors did,” Jathem replied, his voice carrying from ahead. “Come along, Miss Bates.”

      “You better go, miss,” MacGillus said as I lingered, and I reluctantly tore myself from the view. It was mesmerizing how… strange and beautiful it was. How could they have achieved all this? It was mindboggling.

      I walked slowly after Jathem, following him down the hall while my eyes continued to slide all over the incredible sight out the window, drinking it in. The sheer manpower alone… If this tower were to be filled to its maximum capacity, I’d bet there could be more than three times the number of humans here than there were in Matrus and Patrus combined. At least. That was a staggering thought.

      The windowpane ended as we neared a junction, and I looked back to note how many turn-offs we’d passed to get there. The uniformity of the shell made it all too easy to get confused. I didn’t want that happening to me if I had to make a run for it.

      “This way,” Jathem said, pointing to the left. I turned the corner and saw a door with a white, glowing section of wall just above it. I couldn’t grasp how they’d made the wall do that—but the sign at least was recognizable, a glowing red cross set in the center of the white panel. I pointed at it and looked back at Jathem, and he nodded.

      This door, unlike the one before, was simple and had a flat-hooked handle. I followed MacGillus and Jathem through it, then blinked at the sudden expanse of whiteness that I saw. This entire area seemed to be white walls on white ceilings on white floors, all blending together. I focused dizzily as the two men in front of me led on. We seemed to be following some kind of glowing line in the floor, and I put my mind to memorizing that, too, as we went through several atrium-looking rooms and to another door marked with a glowing panel. With no people anywhere inside, the strange atmosphere of the area was only increased, and I felt more tense than I’d been since I’d gotten them not to fight me.

      When we went through the door, a bald woman with dark tattoos on her scalp looked up from a petri dish she held in one hand, a dropper in the other hand hovering over it. She frowned when she saw us, and then sat down the petri dish and the dropper on the clear table in front of her.

      Her eyes were dark brown, as were the strong eyebrows over them, and her mouth was like a tight rosebud.

      “Knight Elite Jathem,” she greeted formally, shooting me and my cast a curious look. “I assume this is what the level was cleared out for?”

      “It is indeed, Medic Selka.” He pronounced her name oddly, elongating the “s” and putting an emphasis on the “ka,” and I wondered how the group knew English but spoke it differently than we did. Now that I noticed it, they all said some words differently, though not enough that I couldn’t understand it.

      The medic blinked coldly and looked me over, her curiosity replaced with professional aloofness.

      “Come here,” she ordered, moving to a wall. She pulled a panel out of its side, revealing a plush-looking bed, and patted it. “Please sit down.”

      I approached it and sat. It took a small jump to do so, given its height above the ground. Medic Selka pressed a few panels on the wall next to me, and the next thing I knew a flat beam of light had turned on and was moving over my head. I felt a tingle where it hit me, but nothing else. The medic reached out and grabbed my cast, looking at it with disdain and alarm, her brows furrowed tightly together.

      “What is this thing?” she sniffed, her nose crinkling.

      “I broke my arm not long ago,” I replied, suddenly feeling self-conscious about the cast.

      She looked over at Jathem and MacGillus, disbelief stamped over her face. “What is going on?” she demanded. “Who would’ve done something this… this cruel to another human being?”

      I blinked and pulled my cast out of her grasp. The machine overhead whirred loudly, and I looked up to see the light retract back into the wall as the section below it lit up, the words “Image Generating” scrolling across it.

      “Relax, M. Selka,” Jathem soothed, his hands going up. “She’s an undoc. Her family kept her well-hidden for years.”

      “Wow,” she said with a surprised blink. “There hasn’t been an undoc in, what… two years?”

      “Not that we’ve heard of,” MacGillus replied. “But you can see why the council wants it kept quiet. Bad for order.”

      “Especially given how old she is,” replied Selka in a conspiratorial whisper.

      Jathem frowned and crossed his arms. “This is classified protocol ten, M. Selka. Don’t let your curiosity get you in trouble.”

      The woman frowned, a flash of irritation passing over her features, and then turned back to the screen. “Her arm was broken,” she said, and I looked back up to find an incredibly realistic view of what was presumably my arm on the screen. The definition and detail in the picture was amazing, and it was completely colored in, but the outer layers of the flesh were translucent frames atop the picture of my bone. It was all there—skin, muscles, tendons, and veins. I’d known basically how bodies worked, and learned more from working with the experienced medical personnel in our group, but I’d never expected to see a picture of the inside of my own body. It was fascinating.

      From the image, even I could see the break. It was partially healed, delicate little strands of bones slowly reaching out toward each other, some of them already connected with more on the way. It looked like it felt—painstakingly slow. It was mind-blowing that they could see into my body so vividly.

      “These injuries are weeks old. Did she get caught in a gear?” M. Selka asked, her eyes moving as the images moved, following her fingers as she dragged them across the wall. She pinched them together over my shoulder and chest, the image shooting in, and then drew them apart, the image drifting down to my ribs. “Her ribs are still bruised from whatever happened, and she experienced some first- and second-degree burns. Her head…”

      She trailed off then, her mouth working as she stared at the hole in my skull. I touched the scab that was still thick from the procedure, and looked up at her. M. Selka looked like she couldn’t decide whether to be sick or not; her face was pale and disturbed.

      She quickly collapsed the image and whipped around. “Who are you trying to kid, KE Jathem? There is no way anyone could have performed surgery like that. She would’ve died! The sheer obscenity of the harm it could do is beyond words! Who is she, and where did she come from?”

      Jathem sighed heavily and touched his earlobe with a finger. “M. Selka, you are relieved of duty. Report to your superior and speak of nothing you have seen here until you are debriefed.”

      “Now you can’t expect me to—” M. Selka fell silent, her head tilting to the side as if she were listening to something. After a moment, she pulled her top down with a yank at the bottom, smoothing it out, and then tapped her wrists into an x in front of her face. “Wahela, and my apologies, Knight Elite.”

      “Tahatlana, Medic. May your waters run clear and cold.”

      She nodded and moved quickly for the door, leaving in a hurry. The entire exchange left me baffled, and I looked up at Jathem. He turned from the door and saw me staring at him.

      “You have questions,” he said, his voice resigned.

      “A billion,” I replied, shifting excitedly.

      He sighed. “I’ll give you an answer to three, but if there is one I feel I shouldn’t answer, I will skip it. Deal?”

      A stupid one, but it would have to do. I gave him a nod, and started with the first one I could think of. “What’s an undoc?”

      “Undoc is short for undocumented. Population is strictly controlled and enforced in the tower—we are a completely balanced system. Too many people and the entire thing comes tumbling down. However, that doesn’t stop some people from accidently conceiving, and then deciding to keep their child a secret.”

      “Interesting,” I replied, because it was. The implications of it all, strict population control and secret children… This place had to be carefully monitored and observed to maintain order. It made me want to ask a dozen follow-up questions, like what happened to an undoc after it was discovered. I hated to think they might kill them just to keep the population under a certain number.

      “We don’t execute undocs,” Knight Elite Jathem said tersely, and I realized I had spoken the last bit out loud. I shook my head to clear out some of the spider webs as he continued to speak, mumbling an apology. “We educate them and try to put them back into the system.”

      “The biggest problem is getting them placed,” continued MacGillus. “Lots of departments won’t take them, as they… represent a certain amount of controversy and shame.”

      I blinked at that. I knew they were trying to explain things to me, but it was clear they were things they took for granted, and even though I had gotten some good information out of that, a lot of it seemed implied, which meant it flew right over my head.

      Sighing, I leaned back. “Second question. With Medic Selka now dismissed, does that mean I won’t get to see how you guys could fix my arm faster?”

      Jathem stared at me, and then smiled for a brief second. “We would never dream of that. It was just decided that you would be attended to by the Chief Surgeon. He’ll be down in a few minutes.”

      “If we’re lucky and he’s feeling spry today,” MacGillus mumbled, and Jathem reached out and smacked him loudly in the shoulder, making the other man yelp.

      “Be respectful,” Jathem said, just as the door swung open, and a man and a woman entered.
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      The woman entered first. Something about her posture and physicality immediately made my hair stand on edge, it reminded me so much of Tabitha. However, as she drew closer to me, pushing deeper into the room, I could see subtle differences that clearly distinguished her from the now-deceased Matrian princess and psychopath.

      For one thing, her hair was jet black, with clearly premature whitening occurring at the roots. It was collected and woven into an elaborate braid encircling the crown of her head, making it look like a dark, shining tiara. There were smile lines around her mouth, and a worry line seemed to be permanently indented between her thick, generous eyebrows. As she moved deeper into the room, I caught the smell of rich soil and vegetation, and noticed that the knees of her forest-green uniform were stained with dirt, as were her fingertips, and there was a smudge on her cheekbone as well.

      Behind her came a tall, lanky man with long brown hair gathered in a tie at the base of his neck. He wore a goatee, like Jathem, but it was longer than Jathem’s by half an inch. His face was narrow, his cheekbones high, with slight hollows underneath. An aquiline nose, thin and straight with a hooked end, added another angled element, making him seem almost stern, with the narrow countenance of a hatchet.

      His eyes—a strange combination of one blue eye and one brown eye—blazed as they looked over me, and an all too vulnerable feeling crept over me as he took me in, like he could drink up all my secrets. He stepped in behind the woman, and stopped as she stopped, just a few feet away.

      “I’m assuming this is Raevyn Hart and Devon Alexander?” I said, after the silence had grown unbearable. I kept my tone light, hoping to put the two newcomers at ease.

      “Head Farmer Raevyn Hart and Knight Commander Devon Alexander,” MacGillus said nervously, clearly correcting my bad manners, and I nodded, deciding not to speak for a minute.

      “You’re certain they landed on top of the Green?” the woman, Raevyn, said after a moment, turning her head toward Jathem. She didn’t even seem to notice my blunder.

      “Wait, you have The Green here?” I asked, blinking in surprise.

      MacGillus blinked at me, confused. “I’m not sure—‘the Green’ refers to the Greenery, a place where—”

      “Do not address her,” Devon commanded in a stern voice. “And answer HF Hart’s question.”

      There was a small pause as Jathem seemed to collect himself. He and several others reported the same occurrence.

      “HF Hart,” said Devon, his voice flatly stating the fact. “There is no reason to doubt the claim.”

      “They could be undocs,” she retorted. “Very smart undocs, from Mechs, or possibly the Loaners. They could’ve built a ship… It was an oversight not to have surveillance outside of the tower.”

      “Scipio reports that it’s not an oversight. The heat outside is too severe and would burn out the cameras by the hundreds. Daily.”

      “Who’s Scipio?” I asked, and everyone stopped and looked at me, as if suddenly remembering I was in the room. I looked at Jathem and added, “That’s my third question, but if you don’t want to answer it, then my next one is: are the colors you’re wearing to identify your role in the tower? Is it crimson for knights, green for farmers, white for medics… oh, oh… are the Mechs and Loaners other… departments, or whatever you call them?”

      “Dear lord, KE Dreyfuss,” breathed Raevyn at Jathem. “Whatever did you tell this girl?”

      “Madam Councilwoman,” said MacGillus, his voice humble and soft. “She asks a lot of questions, too many to be an undoc. And I was with KE Dreyfuss. I can testify that he did not give any answers that might put the tower at risk, only ones that might increase her understanding of our defensive capabilities.”

      “But not our offensive?” asked Devon, his voice holding a note of warning.

      “Never, sir.” Jathem’s voice held a note of mortification.

      I sighed and leaned back against the wall, folding my arms across my chest. It was difficult with the cast, but I managed. They were bound and determined, it seemed, to ignore me, and it was a little frustrating. I mean… I was the newcomer amongst them. Why weren’t they as curious about me as I was about them? I’d figured at least one of them would have a little less self-control, or something.

      A sharp rap sounded on the door, interrupting the argument. Knight Commander Devon stepped out of the way just as it swung open, admitting an elderly man wearing a white uniform.

      “Chief Surgeon Sage,” Raevyn said, inclining her head.

      Chief Surgeon Sage was in his sixties, if I had to guess, and had snow-white hair and a bushy white mustache. In spite of his age, he stood tall, and his physique was surprisingly muscular, as if he could go out jogging at any moment. He smiled at Raevyn, a dimple forming in his cheek, and his eyes danced around the room until they landed on me.

      “Is this our little alien girl?” he asked, stepping into the room.

      “I have doubts about the assertion that she is an outsider, Marcus,” Raevyn said bluntly, folding her arms across her chest. “She could be part of an undoc cell trying to leave the tower.”

      The older man’s smile broadened as he stepped around her, drawing closer to me. His eyes were a dark green, and crystal clear. “Well, young alien woman, what’s it to be—alien or undoc?” He sat down on a stool and rolled over a few feet, coming to a stop beside me. “Personally, I’m hoping for alien.”

      Immediately his eyes went to my cast. He examined it closely, a wild grin on his face. “My father told me this was how our great ancestors healed broken bones, but never in a million years did I think anyone would still implement it. Isn’t that nifty!”

      “Wait, you’re saying that was the technique for setting bones in the past?”

      Sage nodded at Raevyn’s question, rotating my arm so he could examine the cast further. “Indeed. If she is an undoc, someone has access to old medical books or journals that are extremely out of date. I want them.”

      I smiled, unable to stop myself at the hungry quality to Sage’s voice as he laid claim to some imagined medical documents. He pressed something to my finger, scraping gently, and then moved it away, inserting the narrow device into a port in the wall. The panel glowed white, and then faded. He leaned forward and tapped the screen, and the next thing I knew it showed blood cells, flowing their way through my body. He tapped another button, and I saw a double helix sitting there, sections of it automatically lighting up with flashing text. Looking down at my finger, I realized he must have taken a sample of my genetic material.

      “Well, forget about the texts. She’s definitely not from around here!” Sage announced with a clap of his hands. “We’ve got ourselves a genuine alien girl!”

      I knew the way he kept calling me “alien” should’ve bothered me, but for some reason, it was hard to be upset by the cheerfully pleasant man. His eyes twinkled like he was in on some joke that he wasn’t sharing with the rest of us, and I found it both enigmatic and intriguing. Maybe he would be someone I could glean some answers from.

      “That’s not possible,” Raevyn exclaimed, taking a step forward. “Nothing can sustain life outside this tower. The ecological reports alone tell us that!”

      “Hey, that’s what our people thought too,” I said. “You’re the first sign of human life we’ve ever encountered.”

      “Young lady,” said Knight Commander Devon, his gaze falling squarely on me. “You will tell us where you come from, and how your flying… gyroship works.”

      I swallowed and looked around the room. “Um, sorry, but I’m not so sure I want to tell you that, just like I’m sure you don’t want to tell me if I called it on the uniforms.” I leaned over and stage-whispered to Sage, “But I totally called it on the uniforms.” The old man gave a bark of laughter, his shoulders shaking, and he looked around the room, grinning broadly.

      “She’s funny,” he announced cheerfully to the otherwise somber room. I couldn’t help but smile as he tugged my cast over.

      I shifted a little as Devon crossed his arms, his eyes disapproving and dark, and I sighed. “Look, all jokes aside—and let me have that, I’m a little nervous—I have every reason to consider you all as big of a risk to my people as you are assuming I am to yours. This is the first contact any one of my people have had with anyone in The Outlands, and I’m also in uncertain waters. I definitely didn’t think I’d be meeting other humans this morning.”

      “The Outlands? Is that what you call the Wastes?” asked Raevyn.

      I opened my mouth to reply, just as Devon asked, “So your people have explored The Outlands before?” and I nodded.

      “Yes to both questions. Parties have gone out… They haven’t come back. No one ever comes back from The Outlands. But honestly, our coming out here wasn’t even intentional. Our ship was damaged, and we’re… we’re just trying to make our way back home.”

      “I’m sorry, but that’s not good enough, Miss…”

      “Bates,” Jathem supplied for Raevyn, and she nodded absentmindedly.

      “Bates. We have no guarantee that you won’t return with your people in a whole fleet of those gyroships with who knows how many weapons. Frankly, for you to think we can allow you to—”

      There was a sharp crack, cutting Raevyn off, and I looked down to see CS Sage pulling the sides of my cast open. Immediately I felt the urge to gag as the smell of unwashed, dirty skin and old sweat wafted out from under the cast, my face flushing with embarrassment.

      Sage wrinkled his nose, clucked his tongue, and pulled a small silver spray can from his pocket, spraying it all over my arm. The mist was cool, but not uncomfortable, and my skin began to tingle as the smell all but evaporated. He took a tissue out of a box and wiped at the skin, the white material quickly turning black, and my blush deepened.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, and he shook his head.

      “Not at all, but that is why these are more primitive methods. Your skin can mold or get an infection or irritation. I bet it has been itching a lot too.”

      “It really has,” I replied, thinking of all the times I had almost lost a pen trying to use it to scratch under the cast.

      “Not surprising,” he said, tossing the tissue aside. My arm continued to tingle, the aching pain of the break fading away, and I gave it a considering look.

      “Is that it?”

      “Ha! Hardly. I think we can do a bit better than that.”

      He reached up and pressed something on the screen. Immediately a small section of the wall opened, and a thick plastic sheet came out, feeding through some kind of dispenser. Sage let it run and then tore it off. Indicating for me to lift my arm, he carefully wrapped the plastic sheet around it, looping it around and pressing it down against itself. He held it in place for just a moment, and then let go.

      Amazingly, the plastic stayed in place, and I almost sagged in relief at how much better my arm suddenly felt. What was more interesting were two things: the first was that it was incredibly lightweight and left my hand completely free and useable. The second thing I noticed was that the plastic was actually comprised of dozens of hexagonal shapes, seemingly filled with some sort of gelatinous substance.

      My hand still had stitches in it from where Tabitha had driven a knife through it, but the skin was almost completely healed, and CS Sage was already snipping and pulling the stitches out—after giving the area a quick blast with that silver canister again. I gasped involuntarily as he yanked at the thread, but the expected pain didn’t come. Maybe the silver canister contained a pain reliever as well as a disinfectant? It seemed to do everything at once.

      “The material will allow your skin to breathe while simultaneously pumping in the necessary ingredients for rapid bone growth and recovery,” CS Sage said, noticing my scrutiny of the plastic wrapping. “On a fresh break, it would take about twenty-four hours, give or take the severity of the breaks. Since this is older, it should take less time.”

      He finished the stitches and placed a bandage over both sides of my hand to absorb the blood. “This is a knife wound,” he stated flatly. “Easy enough to spot, and even easier to heal, but I’m a little curious as to how you came to get it, young lady.”

      “Someone stabbed me,” I replied dryly, and he grinned, showing no sign of annoyance at my sarcasm. “Listen, I really appreciate you taking a look at me, but would you mind also taking a look at my friends? A few of them are in even worse shape than I was in, and it would really mean the world to me if you could help them.”

      CS Sage was now tsking over the scab covering up the hole in my head. He moved so quickly for such an old man, it was hard not to be impressed with just how filled with vitality he was. Soon another piece of that gelatinous material was pressed against my head, and immediately the dull ache I had been carrying there for weeks was gone. I hadn’t even been aware it was there until it disappeared.

      “Before we can even begin to discuss what to do with your shipmates,” announced Raevyn matter-of-factly, her arms still crossed over her chest, “we have to decide what to do with you.”
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      “She’ll have to remain here,” Devon announced casually, his hands clasped in front of him. He looked around at the other councilors and shrugged. “She and her companions both. We’ll have to… integrate them into our society. They’ll be given the net, of course, but after that we’ll be able to begin dissecting their gyroship. The ability to achieve flight would be of… great use to us.”

      I felt a trill of alarm at the hungry tone of his voice, like he was excited by the prospect of kidnapping three women in order to get his hands on the heloship. In fact, we were obstacles to his goals. I could tell he thought he was being gracious by even offering us a life inside the tower, and who knew if he was even telling the truth about that? I didn’t like the way he’d said “integrate;” what did that even mean? What net?

      I, for one, was not grateful, and, as CS Sage let go of my arm, I slid my right hand down to my pants, where my gun was still tucked.

      Sliding it out, I settled it on my lap and kept a tight grip on the stock. It felt amazing to be holding it in my right hand again, but there wasn’t any time for me to savor that feeling of rightness.

      “My friends and I are not going to agree to that,” I announced softly, and the Knight Commander looked over at me, his brows drawing tight over his mismatched eyes. I met his gaze head on, my jaw going up a few inches. “I have a family and a fiancé back where I came from. They have families as well. So we will not be staying with you. We won’t be getting integrated—whatever that means—and we won’t be letting you touch our… gyroship.”

      “You really aren’t in a position to argue,” Devon sneered, and I lifted the gun, pointing it right at his head. For once in the past few weeks, the movement was smooth, as if I had practiced it a dozen times just moments before, and I felt myself start to smile at how perfectly aimed I held it. It was solid, steady, no tremors.

      His eyes took in the handgun, but he made no other reaction to it. “Is that supposed to scare me?” he asked, his hand already reaching for the black baton dangling through his belt.

      “Enough, Alexander,” spat Raevyn. “You know that I, WTS Callahan, and CS Sage won’t agree to integration anyway. It’s too big of a risk to the tower. She would inevitably talk—they all would.”

      “There are ways to prevent people from talking. IT Sparks and CL Mueller will back me,” Devon calmly replied.

      “Which means it will be up to Scipio to break the tie,” Raevyn shot back smugly. “And per protocol—”

      “It’s all moot. We are still waiting on Scipio to formulate an opinion as to whose jurisdiction they fall under,” announced Sage, his eyes completely on my gun.

      His fingers reached out toward the gun, and I pulled it away, dropping my bead on Alexander and giving him a confused look. His eyes twinkled merrily as he took in the device, even going so far as to turn on the scanner and attempt to scan us both. His frown indicated that he hadn’t succeeded, but it didn’t seem to stop him from wanting to inspect it from all angles, coming around me to stare at it curiously.

      “You don’t have anything like this, do you?” I asked, as Raevyn continued to argue with Devon behind them. I kept an ear to their conversation, but they were heavily debating some sort of sub-sub-section of a charter to each other, and it was enough to make me want to cross my eyes.

      “What does it do?” he asked, nodding at it.

      “It…”

      I trailed off as I saw the Head Farmer puffing up her form, getting nose to nose with the Knight Commander. She was not intimidated by him at all, and, given the red in her cheeks, she was furious.

      “Just like a Mech to only see the immediate problem and not understand the big picture,” she argued, her hands clenching. “You keep treating her like an isolated problem—she’s not. Her people are out there; they might come looking. Oh, sure, she says that they’re alone and isolated, but for all we know this could be a scout ship, or they could all be some sort of royalty! Regardless, the possibility exists. How do you want to greet a potential threat to the Tower? By treating their people with respect and some civility, and not getting caught with our hands in their cookie jar.”

      Sage followed my gaze and chuckled, crossing his hands across his chest. “Cogs and Hands do not get along,” he whispered conspiratorially to me. As if I understood what that meant.

      “Are they going to hurt each other?”

      “Oh no, too proud to throw the first blow, those two. It’s a shame, the damned Cog should know better—he’s in an entirely different department now.”

      He said it so chidingly, like a disapproving grandfather, that I couldn’t help but smile. “You know half the things you said are complete nonsense to me, right?”

      “I know, hopefully it confuses our little alien girl. Do you have any words that might defuse the situation? They are discussing what to do with you, after all.”

      “Just that my people aren’t likely to come after me,” I said after a moment. I had contemplated a lie, weighed and measured it, but decided it was better to come clean. They wouldn’t appreciate threats, and I had nothing to back them up with.

      “Raevyn? Devon?” Sage’s voice carried over the argument with a politeness that abbreviated the harshly hissed syllables coming out of Devon’s mouth. I wasn’t even sure when he had started speaking—I was too wrapped up in the oddity that was CS Sage.

      Devon dropped back in his wheeled stool with a whoop, rolling away a few feet before using his feet to pull himself back over. Raevyn turned fully toward us, a tired expression on her face.

      “What, Marcus?” she asked heavily.

      “The alien girl has something she wishes to say,” he announced cheerfully.

      Raevyn seemed to sigh, and then looked over at me expectantly. “Yes?”

      It occurred to me to lie yet again, even though I had just told Sage the truth less than a minute ago. And yet, I couldn’t justify it. Odd as these people were, they were also the only contact with another civilization that my country had ever had. It was exhilarating, as well as terrifying, but more than that, it meant that we could start forming a relationship with this civilization. We could learn each other’s cultures… histories… maybe even piece together whatever information they knew about the Fall.

      “No one is coming for me,” I finally said, just as Devon stepped out farther from behind Raevyn. “I don’t tell you that as permission to keep me or my people here, just that you don’t have to worry about any more of us. I could’ve lied, maybe used it as a threat to get us out of here.”

      “Why didn’t you?” asked Devon sharply, his long arms folding across his chest.

      “Because I think there is more that we could offer each other than that. I mean, I’m only speaking for myself, but I’m sure my people would love to meet your people.”

      “Come here?” Raevyn exclaimed, her eyes going wide. “Oh no, we don’t have the resources to support any more mouths.”

      “Oh yes, that will certainly happen,” added Sage, his sarcasm a touch more somber than before. He carefully adjusted a few instruments on a nearby tray, his mouth turned downward a little bit before ticking back up slightly. “You should just get back in your air canoe, and float away.” He reached up abruptly, and I ducked down reflexively, watching as he tore off several sheets of the same kind as the one now encasing my arm.

      He dropped them in a white bag, as well as the scanner and a few more items. “Are you going somewhere?” I asked.

      A dimple appeared in his cheek as he smiled, and he nodded. “I am indeed. We have finally heard from the mysterious Scipio. He’s allowing me to go tend to your friends!”

      I stared as he hopped around to fully face me, his arms spread wide and an enthusiastic grin on his face. He seemed to be waiting for something, but I didn’t move, uncertain as to what was even happening. After several long heartbeats, he sort of… deflated, although he still stood tall and proud. But there was a disappointment in the lowering of his hands and the slow deconstruction of his smile.

      “Thank you?” I said, after a moment, looking at Raevyn and Devon for any sign of… something. That this was normal? I wasn’t even really sure at that point.

      “You’re quite welcome, Miss Bates,” he rumbled almost petulantly. “But the time for hugs has ended.”

      “I’m so—”

      “I said good day, Miss!” His tone was curt, as were his motions as he snatched up the bag and marched off, placing what I assumed was an invisible hat on his head. Devon pushed the door open for him as he strutted by, and then he disappeared, Devon pulling the door closed behind him.

      “There is something very terrifying about that man,” breathed MacGillus, and Jathem reached over and smacked him lightly on the back of the head.

      “Don’t say that about him,” the Knight Elite chided softly.

      “You really shouldn’t,” added Raevyn. “You try getting to be ninety-two years old without having a few screws knocked out.”

      “He’s ninety-two years old?” I exclaimed, my breath escaping from me. “Seriously?”

      Raevyn turned, her face immediately turning red as she realized her mistake. She crossed her arms and gave an imperious shake of her head. “We are going to have to take extra care with what we say in front of her from here on out.”

      “Indeed.” Devon’s eyes had returned to me, and I shifted, suddenly feeling self-conscious. The gun was still in my hand, although it was resting in my lap now. I had stopped pointing it long ago, but the urge was back. “Knight Elite Dreyfuss, what is your assessment of Miss Bates?”

      “Sir?” Jathem seemed surprised, and Devon turned, his hands going behind his back and clasping at the wrist.

      “Not the report. I understand the question is vague. But just… her. What can you tell me through observation?”

      “She’s curious, sir,” Jathem said without hesitation. “But she talked first, even after I had zapped her.”

      “She also stopped me from going over the edge, sir,” added MacGillus. “I was racing right for her, and she could’ve let me fall, but she didn’t.”

      “She wanted to know how to avoid any offense in her actions and deeds,” Jathem cut back in smoothly over MacGillus. “She kept up with us on the stairs for a while, but she must have been in a lot of pain and clearly exhausted, which means she’s strong-willed.” I yawned at that, and then smiled at him, grateful he had noticed.

      “She’d make a good knight,” finished MacGillus, his eyes darting over to look at me.

      I watched the exchange with no small amount of amusement. It was clear they were new to working together, but it reminded me a little bit of when Viggo and Owen bickered. It wasn’t exactly the same dynamic, but the feeling was still there, and it was enough to send a pang of longing through me.

      “Did she use the thing in her hand at all?” Devon prompted. “Can you even be sure it’s a weapon?”

      “What are you getting at, Devon?” asked Raevyn, leaning a hip against a wall and crossing her arms.

      “There doesn’t appear to be any power source on that thing. For all we know she’s wielding a tool, Raevyn, and trying to keep the threat on us. We can seize her, and her weapon, and take that flying thing apart. And we should. Just see reason here.”

      “Devon, the girl has given us no cause to disbelieve her. She has actively reacted to threats to her person, and even then has chosen talk over violence. And your obsession with that flying contraption is just from being cog-bred. You know that…”

      She trailed off, a frown passing over her face. I watched as the four other humans opposite me all went still, as if listening very intently. One by one their eyes dragged over to me, and there was suddenly caution there, and, clearly, in Devon’s, downright anger.

      Before any one of them could take a step toward me, I raised the gun toward the ceiling and squeezed the trigger.

      The gunshot sounded loud in the small room, but I was ready for it, as I was for the small spark the bullet made as it hit the ceiling. The remains of the slug fell down with a sharp ding, and I lowered the gun to aim it at the others, who were flinching, their hands cupped over their ears. Devon’s baton was in his hand, even cupped over his ears, while Raevyn was looking at me with alarm. Jathem openly gaped at me, his eyes wide, while MacGillus, sadly, cowered behind him, looking shaken and downright terrified.

      I waited until they were looking at me, until they slowly lowered their hands, patiently counting the seconds in my head. At thirty-two they were ready to listen, so I spoke.

      “This is a gun. I don’t know all the components on it, but I do know that inside is a ball of metal sitting on top of a small amount of explosive powder. When I fire it,” I gestured gently with the gun and was pleased to see them all flinch, “the explosion makes the piece of metal—we call it a bullet—move faster than sound, at speeds high enough to tear through human flesh and bone. Some guns are weaker, and that means the bullets might get stuck inside a person, sometimes even bouncing around and causing multiple injuries. Others are so powerful that they can leave a hole in you, sometimes so big that you can see right through it.”

      I scanned the room as I spoke, keeping my tone clinical and light. “I have seen, firsthand, the damage these things can cause, and I know all too well what it feels like to be the one who has caused it.” I cleared my throat, suddenly dry-mouthed, and Raevyn slowly crossed her arms over her chest.

      “What do you want?” she asked carefully.

      “What I want is to know what message you just received that seems to have swayed your opinions against me. I guarantee if something is going on at my gyroship, then I have no previous knowledge of it. To be honest, those women and I aren’t even that close.”

      “You aren’t?” asked Devon, his eyes blazing with curiosity and malice, and I nodded.

      “We really aren’t. That being said, if you try to hold me accountable for something they did, I will be forced to defend myself.”

      “You’ll never make it out of here in once piece,” sneered Devon.

      I let him have a moment in which he felt he had the upper hand, and then smiled. “Maybe not, but I’d kill all of you in the attempt, and at least… as many more as I could before you stopped me. And I think we can all agree that would be less than enjoyable for all of us—and much harder for your people to cover up from the rest of the citizens. So, talk to me. What did they do?”

      Raevyn exchanged looks with Devon, and then uncrossed her arms, pulling the edge of her shirt down over her pants. “CS Sage just informed us that another one of those crafts is landing,” she said frostily. “It has the same markings as yours, and the design is identical.”

      My mind immediately went to Viggo, but with a heavy heart I dismissed the thought. The only heloship my group had was almost out of fuel. I knew he was capable of a lot of things, but manifesting fuel in the middle of a war-torn city was certainly a pipe dream. He would come for me, I knew that… but I also knew there were too many obstacles in the way for him to do it so quickly.

      I realized that meant the heloship had to belong to Elena’s people. She had ordered them after us—someone had spotted us as we had flown over Matrus! She must’ve thought her sister and Desmond were still onboard.

      Or somehow known I was. I shuddered, and lowered the gun slightly. “Listen, the ship after us, it is our people but it’s not… they aren’t my people. I’m from a neighboring country, and I’m falsely accused of a litany of crimes, but really, I discovered a plot…”

      I trailed off and sighed, running my other hand over my hair, feeling the odd plastic patch breaking up the growth of hair. “Look, we have problems where I’m from. We’re embroiled in a war, and that ship outside is the side that is winning. Only their leader…” I gave a dry chuckle as I realized this was pointless. Nothing I could say was going to come out right, and in fact, saying anything else was probably going to make me look like a criminal.

      I sighed and leaned back against the wall, thinking. After a moment, I just shook my head. “Look, all I can say is that I mean you no harm. The leader of the other faction, on the other hand—Queen Elena—she’s dangerous.”

      “You just fired a bullet at us,” Devon pointed out.

      “Not at you, at the ceiling. Believe me, if I had wanted to hit you, I would have. But I really don’t want any harm to come to you or your people. And I also really enjoy being alive. I have a future I’d like to get to with a man I love. If you give me to them, you’ll be guaranteeing two things. The first is my death, which I get isn’t really your responsibility, but it would still be a pretty messed up move for you to let them kill me while I am in your custody.”

      “What’s the second, Miss Bates?” Raevyn asked, pushing off of the wall.

      “That Elena will have a way in, and she’ll use it. She’s devious, a manipulator, and she cares no more for your people than she does for our own. You would represent another thing to control. She might promise not to come back, but she would.”

      Raevyn absorbed that and looked at Devon, her eyes wary. He too was considering my words, and I felt a burst of hope. If I could convince them that Elena was the bad guy, then maybe I could just….

      Do nothing and stay here forever. Unless these people were willing to kill for me, and even then that wouldn’t sit right with me. Not to mention, I couldn’t pilot my way back home, even if they gave me the new ship.

      The door clanged open, and I jumped, my gun immediately going up toward the sound. CS Sage re-entered, a broad smile reestablished on his face. “Alien girl, I do believe we found you an alien boy!”

      My heart froze. “Viggo?”

      Yes, it was none other than my fiancé standing there, his own gun clasped easily in his hand, his eyes mirroring my surprise and radiating concern for my well-being. I felt myself melt a little as he ducked down to step into the room, feeling the impulse to leap into his arm and kiss him until he understood how relieved I was to see him. How much I had missed him, and…

      “Hey, Violet,” he said softly. “Want to introduce me to your new friends?”

      The elation I felt plummeted as five additional pairs of eyes turned toward me expectantly, and I realized I had just unintentionally lied to them all.
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      The sudden change in Violet’s face threw me. Whatever I had walked in on, she was decidedly irritated with it—and clearly tired. But given the two Matrian wardens I had found working on the moderately damaged heloship...

      My thoughts faltered. This was all too surreal. When, maybe as a child, I had imagined or hoped there were other people out there in the world, I had always pictured them as a kind of group of nomads, people just scraping by in The Outlands, living primitively, away from the only civilization that had managed to grow in these terrible times. Maybe they would be mutants, barely recognizable as human. I’d never for a moment imagined these hopes were real, or that they could have technology equal to or even superior to our own—yet here I stood in what was clearly a very advanced medical bay, designed and run by other people. Not Matrian or Patrian, but still people, with the same general features, and hopefully emotions, that made us all human. It was incomprehensible, yet here we were, face to face with a different culture. My elation was only matched by a strong urge for caution, and, judging from Violet’s expression, there was definitely something to be cautious about.

      I took a step into the room as Violet frowned and ran a hand over her head. I caught the motion out of the corner of my eye, my focus on sizing up any potential foes, honing in on the tall, lanky man wearing crimson. He stared right back at me, clearly doing the same thing. He maybe had an inch of height on me, but other than that, we were pretty evenly matched.

      Violet seemed to recover from her shock, pointing out each of the individuals as she introduced me to them. “HF Hart, CS Sage, KC Alexander, and, uh, K MacGillus—this is Viggo Croft, my fiancé. I…” She stumbled on her words, her voice wavering between awestruck and annoyed. “I had no idea he would be able to come after me this quickly. I apologize. I didn’t mean to lie to you. I truly didn’t think it was possible, given the state we were in when this little adventure began. I was terrified that Elen—that our enemies had found this place. Please believe me when I say that this is not an advance party or even a scouting one.”

      I keyed in to what Violet was saying, keeping my eyes on the three individuals before me. The older gentleman, CS Sage, gave me a broad smile, his blue eyes twinkling. “Is that true, alien boy?”

      My eyebrow raised, and I nodded. “It is,” I replied.

      “So you’re just here on a rescue mission?” asked the woman, her eyes narrowed, not bothering to hide the mistrust in her face. “And we’re just supposed to believe that?”

      “Look, I have been as honest with you as I could under the conditions,” said Violet tiredly. “You can tell our ship is damaged, and two of the three people I arrived with were severely injured in the altercation that took place. CS Sage, am I lying?”

      “No,” the older man said brightly. “But then again, you’re not exactly being truthful. The big man in the back of your heloship has some decidedly interesting mutations in his genetic code, and a severe synaptic imbalance in his brain chemistry. I’m curious, are there more like him where you come from?”

      Alarm washed over me, and I looked at Violet, trusting her to take the lead on this, as she had clearly spent more time with the strangers and developed a rapport with them, or at least a semblance of one. I was beginning to realize, from how cagey the group was, that this situation could have devastating consequences if handled poorly.

      I needn’t have worried about Violet’s reaction. She arched an eyebrow at CS Sage, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “Much like the mysterious Scipio, this man must remain a mystery.”

      CS Sage chuckled and then looked at the other two. “I like her. My vote is placed. If you’ll excuse me? Her pi-lot”—he pronounced “pilot” as two words, as if he’d never heard it before—“is very unwell.”

      Violet shifted, and I turned to see the flash of concern on her face. “Can you help her?” she asked.

      “I can and I will, young alien lady. Never fear, m’dear.” CS Sage tipped an imaginary cap at her and then swept back out of the room.

      “Wait! What vote?” Violet called, but the only sound that carried through the swinging door was an amused chuckle.

      “We’ve decided that you should meet the council,” said Raevyn, as though some signal had been given, though I could see no sign that she had come by new information. “And give them a full debriefing. If you’ll come with us?”

      I absorbed that knowledge, suddenly excited by the prospect of meeting with the leaders of this place. This was an entirely new civilization—a conversation with them was a fantastical offer. If it went well, we could come back and maybe start a trade, share histories, learn and grow from each other’s inventions… My mind was whirling so fast with the thousands of exciting possibilities about a potential sister city that Violet’s reply completely took me off guard.

      “No, I’m sorry, we must decline.” I cast a look at her, and her gray eyes flicked up to mine, meeting them for half a second. I kept my face blank, concealing the stab of disappointment that went through me, surprisingly strong, at the news. Still, if Violet was saying no, there was a reason. “We need to get back to our ship. Your council can meet us up there, but I said I had an hour, and I meant an hour.”

      Raevyn frowned. “Very well. Why don’t you take a moment to collect yourselves, and we will wait outside to take you back to the ship?”

      “Thank you,” Violet said, inclining her head. “Or… Tahatlana? May your waters run clear?”

      Raevyn blinked, and then her face twisted up into a surprised smile. “Something like that,” she chuckled. “You have a good ear.”

      Violet shrugged, and Raevyn and Devon slipped out the door.

      When the door swung closed, I was already moving forward. Violet and I rushed toward each other, and I threw my arms around her, crushing her to my chest and holding her there. She sniffed, nuzzling her cheek against my chest.

      “You smell awful,” she commented, and I laughed.

      “Hey, I had a really busy morning,” I replied in self-defense. I knew she didn’t care—there had been more than a few times when both of us were less than fragrant, especially after life or death situations. And Violet herself wasn’t in much of a position to critique my cleanliness.

      She laughed a little and then stopped abruptly, looking up at me with huge gray eyes. “Oh my God, Viggo, how are you here?”

      I took a step back. “It’s kind of a long story, but to sum up, we used the last of our heloship fuel to take several pilots and pilots-in-training to the Matrian airfield, and we took everything we could, including several of their ships, and then blew up the others.”

      Her eyes widened, and then a smile crossed her lips. “Seriously?”

      I shrugged. “It was Henrik’s idea, and it was the best shot at getting to you quickly. Elena was thorough. She disabled the entire Patrian fleet and took their fuel before we got to them. There’s a chance she stored it somewhere else within Patrus, but we just didn’t have time to look.”

      She nodded, and then pulled me close again. “I was so scared that I’d never get to see you again,” she breathed into my chest.

      “I know,” I soothed her as she trembled slightly. I understood completely—I felt exactly the same way. That fear had been tearing me apart for the last few hours… even now, it scared me more than anything how much sheer luck had led us to find her so quickly. I mean, we’d used what information we’d had, and made some very educated guesses, but luck was definitely a factor. “So, what is the deal with this place?”

      Violet exhaled as she gently extracted herself from my arms. “Viggo, there are people here. I’m not entirely sure what to make of them, but they’re people just like us. Those black stick things the knights are carrying give off an electrical charge, so watch out for that. CS Sage is ninety-two years old. And oh my God, look!”

      She held up her arm, and I suddenly realized I had completely missed the fact that her cast was gone. I had been so glad to see her alive, I had only given her a cursory glance, making sure she was relatively unharmed, before trying to appraise the situation with the others in the room. I gently took her arm, giving her a questioning look, and she beamed, nodding.

      “This can apparently repair broken bones in twenty-four hours.”

      I softly prodded the plastic encasing her arm, realizing there was some sort of gelatinous fluid inside. “Fascinating. Do you think they will be willing to meet with us again, at a later date?”

      Violet hesitated, and then gave a shrug. “I have no idea. They are very suspicious, and I get the feeling they really don’t want us to be here. But honestly… maybe? Devon—the Knight Commander—wants to keep us here so he can take apart the, uh, gyroship,” she gave me a pointed look, and I caught on quickly, “and reverse engineer it.”

      “I see. But that means we might have something they would be willing to establish a trade for.”

      “Weirdly, they also don’t know what guns are. They didn’t even react to mine until I had to fire it.” She quickly explained the circumstances, and I nodded, listening intently, trying to absorb all the new information. After she finished, I frowned.

      “That is weird. Our history books said that guns were everywhere before the Fall. It seems odd that these people wouldn’t even have a record of it.”

      “I agree, but they clearly don’t.” She paused, and then looked up at me, the color leaving her face so quickly I almost thought she was injured again. “Oh, Viggo. Jay! I can’t believe I didn’t ask earlier. Is he—”

      “I don’t know,” I told her honestly, my own heart sinking at the thought of how we’d left the young man. “April was working on stabilizing him when I left. Tim stayed behind to be with him. Morgan also got Cody out of the water. He’s alive, but he was shaken up pretty badly. I don’t know how things will go with him if… when… we get back.” Now wasn’t the time to speculate about the young man, and after hearing the new horrors Desmond had put him through, I had no idea what to expect.

      Violet exhaled, relief flickering over her face, and then tilted her head up at me. “What about the plant? I know you got the purge to work—but was anyone hurt or… or killed?”

      “Gregory didn’t make it,” I replied reluctantly, and reached out to grab her hand as her face filled with sadness. “A few others. Alejandro’s hand got smashed. And Harry’s hurt. He got smashed by a door. I’m not sure if he’s going to make it. Ms. Dale is fine.”

      Violet opened her mouth, and I interrupted her, knowing her next question before it slipped through her lips. “Owen is fine. Amber and Logan Vox flew the heloship here—they’re upstairs right now. I went ahead and asked them to transfer Solomon to our ship. What about the Matrians? Should we—”

      “Offer them a ride home?” Violet considered it for a long moment. “We can, but I doubt they’d take it. Things, uh, weren’t exactly copacetic between the three of us.”

      “Yeah. I was surprised they let you down here on your own.”

      She grinned up at me, her face smug, and quickly explained what had transpired after Desmond had been thrown from the ship. I felt a stab of pride. “You handled that extremely well—which I would never doubt—but still, getting them to work with you in spite of their Matrian prejudice? Impressive.”

      “Well, with you and Ms. Dale as mentors, how could I not succeed?” she said, and I felt my love for her deepen, expanding in my chest like a never-ending fountain. Leaning over, I pulled her to me and pressed my lips to hers—just a gentle brush.

      “And the award for fiancée of the month goes to…” I breathed after I pulled back, and she laughed a little. “Shall we?”

      She checked her watch again and nodded. “We really should,” she said.

      I took her hand and led her to the door, throwing it open. The two guards outside had disappeared, and Raevyn and Devon were waiting patiently for us. I paused, but Violet was already moving back in the direction I’d come from earlier. She moved quickly, pulling me with her. I followed, trusting her instincts.

      Raevyn and Devon sprang into motion behind us after a surprised pause, the sounds of our boots echoing heavily down the narrow hall. Violet led with confidence, and I realized she had memorized the path here. I had done the same thing—naturally—but I still couldn’t help but feel proud of her as she moved down the long hall.

      The windowpane on the left side of the hall slowed us both as our heads, unbidden, swiveled to take in the view of the buildings inside. Without discussion, we came to a stop at almost the same time. I studied the construction, the lines and angles as well as the practicality, but most of all… the sheer size and scope of it all. It was so dense and compact—and I could make out people from far away—men and women both. It felt ridiculous to have discovered something this big and be leaving so soon, but our own troubles were still waiting for us.

      “We really should be going,” Raevyn said softly, and I reluctantly started to turn. Violet lingered, her gray eyes darting around as if she were trying to memorize the place, and then turned as well.

      She moved a few more feet down the hall, and then turned around the correct corner, moving down the tight passageway toward the door. I moved ahead of her and opened it for her, as Devon’s voice carried down the hall from behind us.

      “How did you know that was the right passageway?” His voice was sharp, edged with suspicion and mistrust.

      “I memorized the route when you guided me here,” Violet replied curtly as she stepped through. I held the door open for Devon, Raevyn, and MacGillus, watching them closely as they moved past me. “Just in case you tried anything.”

      “Smart,” said Raevyn. “You’ll understand if we continue to escort you, of course.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I replied for us both. “I would do the same thing if our positions were reversed.”

      She gave me a considering look, then began moving down the stairs. “Never fear, Miss Bates, Mr. Croft—we will return you to your ship whole and in one piece.”

      I was tempted to say “We shall see,” just to test their honesty, but there was no reason for it, and judging by her expressive body language, I was inclined to believe her. We moved in silence after that, with Violet taking the lead. Devon put himself in the rear—something that didn’t make me entirely comfortable. Raevyn seemed to have taken up our cause. With him, I wasn’t so sure.

      Going down the stairs was much better than going up. As much as my adrenaline was holding me up, it didn’t mean I didn’t feel the aches and pains from the night before. My ribs were still sore, and I was still out of shape from the surgery I had undergone—not long ago, although it felt like lifetimes. I did my best not to let the effort show, keeping a careful eye on Violet. Her injuries were more recent than most of mine, but she seemed to be holding her own just fine.

      Violet stopped on a landing about halfway down, turned and looked at the door. “This one, right?”

      Raevyn moved past her. “Indeed,” she said dryly, pulling the door open and stepping through. The passage was short, and in under a minute, we were back outside. The heat was stifling—I was certain the sweat that had instantly formed all over my body was immediately evaporating under the dry heat.

      We made our way across the glass surface—as bizarre as that was—heading toward the damaged heloship. I could make out CS Sage standing by the open cargo bay, tending to the brown-haired woman wearing an olive green Matrian uniform. The tall, broad-shouldered blonde wearing a sky-blue version of the same uniform stood next to her, watching him with her arms crossed.

      As we neared, CS Sage looked up, and then patted the dark-haired woman on the shoulder, giving her an encouraging nod. She was holding up her hand, clearly marveling at the plastic now surrounding her fingers.

      “That’s it?” she asked, blinking up at him.

      “That’s it,” he said with a broad smile. “Just leave it on for a day, and the bones will be completely healed. These”—he extended a hand with a packet of pills inside—“are for your internal injuries. Take one of each, twice a day, with food.”

      The blonde woman accepted the packet, moving with a swiftness that belied her size. “Thank you, Mr. Sage,” she said begrudgingly, and he patted her on the shoulder. Not for long, as she took an alarmed step back, her hand going for a gun at her waist and then stopping halfway when she realized he wasn’t actually attempting to hurt her.

      “Ah! The alien girl and her alien fiancé have returned,” CS Sage announced, seemingly oblivious to the blonde woman’s alarm. “Have you told them?”

      “Not yet,” replied Raevyn from behind me, at the same time that Violet asked, “Told us what?”

      “The council has decided not to meet with you after all,” Devon drawled, hooking his thumbs through the belt around his waist. “In fact, we have been asked to relay to you that you leave immediately, and never return.” He looked at the rest of the group, muttering, “Waste of resources, if you ask me,” and Raevyn frowned deeply at him, shaking her head, while Jathem and MacGillus stayed silent but seemed distinctly uncomfortable.

      Warning bells went off in my head, but I was still blinking at his declaration—an abrupt departure from what they’d said just moments earlier. What could have changed their minds so suddenly? If their council had such an immediate influence on their minds, it must be a very controlling system. And the idea of such absolute control had never struck me as safe.

      “Wait,” I tested, unable to really comprehend the decision, “never return? Why? Surely our two cultures could help each other in some way. Even establish a trade of some sort?”

      It was Raevyn who answered. “Our system is perfect as it is. We lack the resources to support outsiders. What’s more, the council feels that even the knowledge of a society that exists outside of the tower could jeopardize everything, which is why we are going to eradicate all knowledge of your existence. If people learned there was another place they could survive in, they might panic or even try to leave.”

      “Surely they should have that choice,” Violet started to say, and Devon gave her a look so derisive that she dropped the sentence, confirming my hunch—control issues in this society ran mile-deep.

      The Knight Commander said archly, “Everyone in the tower has a function, a duty, a service that is essential to the operation of the tower. Ours is a delicate balance, one we cannot compromise on. If people decided to leave, our entire way of life would dissolve. The council has decided that, as advantageous as your technology might be to us, your very existence is a risk, and we cannot excuse your continued presence just because you want to make friends. We’ve already put ourselves out in order to heal you… I suggest you not waste any more of our time.”

      Condescension and disdain were thick in his voice, and I fought off the urge to deck him, reminding myself that we were on their turf—and we did want to leave, after all. I also knew KC Devon wanted the heloships. For all I knew, he was trying to provoke one of us into violence so that he could be justified in acting in self-defense in an attempt to secure our technology. His eyes blazed in open challenge. It was probably better for his sake that I wasn’t a man who lost his head easily, and I met his gaze with a hard one of my own.

      CS Sage looked from me to Devon and back again, the slow swivel of his head catching my attention from the corner of my eye. “Men,” he sighed, scratching the back of his neck. “Am I right, ladies?”

      His delivery was as surprising as it was humorous, and I heard Violet struggling to keep a laugh from spilling from her throat. I turned away from Devon first to see her hand over her mouth, her eyes sparkling. Raevyn was not as amused: a dour frown hovered on her lips, and her eyes were troubled more than anything, sending additional warning signals to the base of my brain. Maybe it was just because she was used to CS Sage’s quirky sense of humor, but I got the feeling that something more was definitely up. But I had no way of knowing what, exactly. For all I knew, she didn’t agree with them asking us to leave, but couldn’t say anything at this point.

      “Anywho, goodbye, little alien girl,” CS Sage continued, moving over to Violet and dropping a chaste kiss on her forehead. “If you come back, we’re going to blow you out of the sky!”

      He held up his hand, his index finger and thumb held up so that they formed two guns, and then he made a pew pew sound as he mimicked shooting. Violet’s gaze moved up over his shoulder to find mine, alarm filling her gray eyes, and then CS Sage was moving away, Devon and Raevyn moving past us to head toward the door with him.

      She turned to watch them go, and I moved up behind them. “I think we should go,” I murmured.

      “No kidding. Just give me a second to talk to the Matrians, and we’ll get going.”

      “You want me to join you?”

      She tilted her head up at me, and then shook her head. “Nope, I got this. I’ll see you in a minute.”
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      I moved toward where Belinda and Kathryn had retreated inside the bay of the repaired Matrian ship. Kathryn saw me coming and gave me a brusque nod. “Seems your people came for you,” she commented warily, eyeing Viggo from over my shoulder.

      “They did,” I replied. It was unnecessary, but it was nice we were keeping some semblance of civility. “You going to try and stop me from going with them?”

      Kathryn gave me a stern look, turning her gaze toward Belinda, clearly gauging her reaction. Then she shrugged. “I’m just a pilot. Prisoner acquisition isn’t in my wheelhouse.”

      I smiled. Maybe I had made a bigger impression on Kathryn than I’d thought. More likely, however, she was just as eager to get back home as I was, and didn’t want to further risk her life by getting into a shootout.

      “Is this thing good to go?” I asked, my eyes moving around the cabin.

      “The patch Belinda made isn’t pretty, but it’ll get us home,” she said. “And thanks to the treatment we got from CS Sage, I should be recovered soon. Was that your doing?”

      I shrugged, not really certain how to answer or even whether I should tell her the truth. We might be in a better place than we were a few hours ago, but that didn’t mean they would take the truth willingly, and they might not even believe it if I told them. Better to change the topic and let them speculate.

      “Are you sure you want to take this thing back?” I asked. “Even with the patch, the whole thing could crash.”

      “What are you proposing?” asked Belinda, breaking her stony silence.

      I hesitated at the suspicion in her voice, on the verge of not even extending the offer, but then decided to go for it. “Look, you can come with us. I give you my word of honor that we will deliver you as close to Matrus as we dare.”

      Belinda cocked her head at me, clearly surprised by the offer. But the mistrust was still there, brewing behind her eyes. Kathryn gave us both a look, and then shook her head. “The repairs are solid,” she said confidently. “We can get ourselves home.”

      The urge to protest—at the very least make a case for it—was strong, but I decided it was a waste of time. I couldn’t blame them; if our positions were reversed, I would feel a similar level of distrust.

      “Fair enough,” I replied. “Good luck.”

      She inclined her head and then cast another look up at Belinda before nodding. “I gotta go perform a quick check of the engines,” she announced. Turning, she moved toward the cockpit and then paused. “Thank you for helping us out. That was… really big of you, all things considered.”

      Kathryn didn’t wait for my reply, just moved forward into the cockpit before I could even begin to formulate a response. Which was good. I wasn’t even sure how to respond, considering she had actually thanked me. I was so stunned, I was fairly confident a stiff breeze would knock me over.

      “Is that your fiancé?” Belinda asked, and I started and tore my gaze from the door that Kathryn had disappeared through. I saw her looking at Viggo, and smiled.

      “He is indeed,” I replied.

      She scrunched up her face, taking a moment to examine him, and then, to my utter surprise, gave an approving nod. “He’s handsome.” My surprise quickly evaporated as the large blonde woman met my gaze and grinned wolfishly, revealing a gap in between her two front teeth, as well as a set of cavernous dimples. “Get married before we catch you. It would be a shame to hang you both before you had a chance to proclaim your love. And it’s pretty clear that he loves you.”

      I pressed my lips into a tight line to try to contain my smile, but it was impossible. “Belinda, I had no idea you were a romantic.”

      The smile slipped from her lips, and she narrowed her eyes at me to the point that she looked like she was squinting. “Yeah, I didn’t mean for that comment to be taken as a ‘let’s be friends.’ Because we’re not. And we never will be. Best of luck, Violet. You’re going to need it.”

      She abruptly turned on her heel and began moving toward the cockpit. “Hey,” I called after her, and she paused, turning her ear toward me. I waited for her to turn, but after a second it was clear that she wasn’t going to. “I really do hope your sister is okay. If she is, and we have her, I’ll see about getting her back to you. Francis, right? Francis Carver?”

      Belinda turned, and gave me a scowl. “How very charitable of you,” she sneered. “How very kind. Let my sister go because we were forced to rely on each other to survive, but what about the others your people might have caught? Gonna just keep them as prisoners?”

      I frowned and shook my head. “I don’t want to keep anyone prisoner,” I replied honestly.

      “Right. Which was why you kept Desmond a prisoner.” I opened my mouth to protest, because that was different, and she held up a hand, forestalling me. “Save it. We were in a tough spot. We helped each other. That’s it.”

      With that, she propelled herself forward into the cockpit, disappearing within. I hesitated, and then turned back to where Viggo was waiting for me at the bottom of the ramp, moving to him quickly.

      “How’d it go?” he asked, and I shook my head.

      “They’re finding their own way home. We should go. I doubt very much the people inside the tower would be pleased with us staying any longer.”

      He frowned but nodded, reaching out to take my hand. “Let’s get you back home then,” he said with a smile, wrapping a strong arm around my shoulder. I leaned into his side, suddenly feeling beyond drained, and together we walked over toward the other heloship probably twenty feet away. We might be out of this stew of problems, and it was beyond wonderful to be with Viggo again, but this just meant that I had to find the strength to continue back into the mass of problems waiting for me at home.

      As we drew near, a familiar young woman strode down the ramp, a confident swagger in her gait. As the mop of red curls with close-shaved sides appeared, I felt a smile cross my lips.

      “Hey, Amber. I heard that you’ve recently upgraded to pirate status.”

      Amber placed her hands on her hips and posed dramatically, like a heroine out of one of the graphic novels that were popular in Matrus, and I chuckled as I threw my arms around her neck, pulling her in for a quick hug.

      “I’m so happy you’re okay,” I told her, and her arms came around my shoulders, hugging me tightly back.

      “Same here with you, Violet. Don’t get me wrong—I love Ms. Dale, but she’s old, and Morgan has never been particularly fun. Of course, now I understand. She’s a Matrian princess, and it seems those girls are wound up tight.”

      I snorted. I couldn’t help myself, but then I felt a pang of regret at my own humor. Morgan was a princess. Clearly she’d gone rogue or was against Elena, but for what reason? She’d killed her own twin, which meant she could be ruthless, and she was enhanced—likely with the same enhancement Tim had, given the skills she’d displayed last night. Still… I liked her, and she’d risked herself and her cover to help me track down Desmond at the water treatment plant, so whatever her reasons, I was willing to hear her out.

      “Hey! Are we leaving yet? This place is really starting to creep me out.”

      I broke away from Amber in time to see her roll her eyes and then suck in a deep breath as Logan Vox sauntered down the ramp. He was taller than I had realized. Amber’s head barely came up to his collarbone. And he was strikingly handsome. Not as handsome as Viggo, of course, but I was exceptionally, unapologetically biased, and maybe some people might have thought the comparison apt. Black hair, short at the back and fashionably long in front, was smoothed over to one side of the pilot’s face, and his bright blue eyes seemed to twinkle, as if he were in on some secret joke he wasn’t quite sharing with anyone. By the looks of him, he kept himself in good working shape. He looked like a swimmer, lean and athletic, but from how he moved, I could already see that he could be lethal if necessary.

      Amber turned toward him, an exaggeratedly slow smile spreading across her face until it became the baring of teeth. “Logan, this is Violet, a very dear friend of mine, whom we are out here to rescue. Do you think you can just… retract the stick in your butt for one minute while I say hello?”

      Her voice was saccharine-sweet but also filled with disdain—an unusual combination of the two that I’d never heard from Amber before—yet for some reason all it did was make Logan smile slowly and wink at her.

      “Nope. I’m way too jealous.”

      She sucked in a breath, opened her mouth as if to say something, and then gave an irritated tsk and stalked past him, reaching out and shoving him to one side as she went past.

      “I’ll be in the cockpit,” she declared imperiously as he stumbled to one side, chuckling and rubbing his shoulder. He looked around, saw me looking at him, and shrugged before following her into the cockpit.

      I looked back at Viggo, who was slowly climbing up the ramp behind me and shaking his head, already answering my unspoken question. “I’ll tell you about it later. They’ve been like that the entire trip. I had to put up with that for four hours. Four. So you better love me so hard right now.”

      I laughed, reaching down and grabbing a fistful of his vest to pull him toward me up the final few feet of the ramp. “I really, really do,” I breathed, tilting my head up to him.

      “I’m closing the ramp!” Amber shouted loudly, and then Viggo’s mouth was on my own, his tongue slipping past my parted lips in a burst of passion so heady I felt my innards become as gooey as the stuff in my new high-tech cast. The kiss ended with him drawing my lower lip in between his teeth, sending delicious shudders through my body, right down to my fingers and toes.

      When we broke apart, I felt my eyes slowly open and a wide—probably dopey—grin break out on my face. “I love you,” I said.

      “I love you too,” he replied. “Now let’s go grab a seat. Vox was Amber’s instructor at one point, and they, uh, tend to disagree on who should be in command. It got a bit rocky before, and we should really… get into a seat. With a seatbelt. Or twelve.”

      I chuckled, probably too loudly. Maybe I was laughing at everything, even things that shouldn’t be funny, but it was uncontrollable: Viggo was here, we weren’t going to die… and now we knew there were people. Other people outside of Matrus and Patrus. And they were thriving. We weren’t the only humans left in the world after all. It was exciting, surreal. I was so tired I was probably delirious.

      The deck under my feet shuddered as the high-pitched noise of the engines grew, and I moved toward the cockpit, taking a quick moment to check that Solomon was okay and strapped down for takeoff. He was, and some sort of… pink goo had been applied over the multitude of bullet holes in his gut, presumably by CS Sage. Yet his vitals were strong, and he remained unconscious.

      I entered the cockpit in time to see the tower’s platform slowly growing smaller. The other heloship was pulling away, and I watched as they headed back down the river—back the way we had come.

      “Are we going to follow them along the river to Matrus?” I asked. “Or fly via The Green?”

      “The Green,” Amber replied, flipping some switches in rapid succession on the control panel, her eyes focused solely on the gauges. “It’s better. Elena is going to be pissed after what we did to her airfield, so I wouldn’t put it past her to have put any remaining heloships in the air, flying over Matrian airspace, either looking for us or trying to keep away from any more attacks.”

      “Unless we destroyed their entire fleet,” Logan challenged. “And it’s perfectly safe.”

      “Don’t be dense,” Amber muttered, and the man shot her a bemused look. I drew close to the window as the platform dropped away and the river that ran below came into view, the blue of it bright and vibrant against the cracked yellow earth surrounding it.

      “Amber, can you turn the ship around for a second?” I asked. “Did you guys notice this?”

      “The river?” asked Viggo, and I nodded, my eyes watching the landscape rotate steadily as Amber slowly turned us back toward the tower, angling the nose down slightly. I reached up to brace my right hand on the frame, enjoying the lack of clunky plaster that had made that move irritatingly ineffective in the other heloship, less than an hour ago, and then watched.

      As the nose dipped lower, more of the tower came into view, as did more of the platforms—of which there appeared to be four below the one we’d landed on. The area between the tower and the river had been dug out, like the tower was sitting on an additional river bed, and from the side came a swirling, metallic blue liquid that dumped into the churning river waters. I had never seen a color like that. The way it moved and flowed made it seem thick.

      “They’re poisoning it,” I said, confirming what I had already guessed to be true.

      “Yeah, but why?” asked Amber, her neck craning to see what we were looking at. “To what end?”

      “It could be industrial byproduct,” Viggo suggested. “Running anything out here that could let humans survive would probably create a lot of waste. It would have to go somewhere, but that’s… a messed up choice, poisoning the river.”

      “Maybe they just assumed it didn’t matter because they thought they were the only survivors,” Logan speculated. “That’s what we did, after all.”

      “We don’t pollute anything this badly,” Amber pointed out, a snide touch to her tone. “We have to tell them, right? They’re destroying the river. Making it harder for us to live and survive.”

      I hesitated, genuinely torn. On the one hand, she was absolutely right: assuming they weren’t doing it on purpose, they did need to know that dumping their waste in the river was creating a threat to us. On the other hand, telling them that would key them in to where our societies were located, and that could mean them coming to us. After all, Devon had eyed the heloship with a hunger that made the hair on my neck stand up. And CS Sage had basically threatened to blow us out of the sky if we ever came back. It was not an easy call.

      I looked at Viggo, who seemed deep in thought, considering the problem. “I think we had better…” He trailed off, his eyes going to the tower. “Amber, what is that?”

      “Um, hold on a second,” she said. I heard her clicking a few buttons, but I was squinting, trying to see what Viggo had spotted. “I got an enhanced image on the holotable, Viggo.”

      I turned, the holotable glowing brightly as it activated. Then the image of the tower flickered into view, the 3D picture showing a view from much closer than we actually were. I immediately spotted what Viggo had seen, and frowned. One of the platforms seemed to ripple, as if something had just impacted, and a shockwave was radiating outward.

      My frown deepened as I moved over to the table. Nothing had hit the tower. There was no impact, no missile, and nobody to fire such a projectile but us. Instead it seemed the panels of glass were lifting up off of the wing jutting from the side of the tower. There were rods attached to the underside of each one, and the dark brown glass shone a bright white as they caught the rays of the sun.

      “What is that?” I breathed, repeating Viggo’s question. The panels were rearranging into a bowl shape, as the rods behind them reoriented the newly configured… whatever it was to point toward the west.

      I felt my stomach drop as, suddenly, the array flashed white under the bright yellow sunlight, catching the rays of the sun so intently the glass bowl glowed with a brilliance that rivaled the river and the sun combined. I wanted to squint my eyes, even looking at a camera feed patched in from the hull of the ship.

      “Where’s Belinda’s ship?” I asked, and Viggo moved over to where an inset keyboard was on the opposite side of the table and clicked a few buttons. The image zoomed up as the outer camera panned, and I could see the other heloship making its way—slowly but steadily—following the glowing blue part of the river back to Matrus. Studying it, I realized the bowl thing was pointed almost directly at them, and I felt the pit of my stomach drop out completely.

      “You have to warn them,” I shouted at Amber. “Broadcast all frequencies and tell them—”

      The glowing seemed to have reached some sort of critical mass, because even as I spoke, a beam of spectacular white light burst forth from the bowl, streaking toward Belinda and Kathryn’s ship.

      For a second, I hoped that whatever the light was, it would just be some sort of high-technology gadget that didn’t cause any harm. A scanning beam. A warning signal.

      The next moment, my fragile hope was shattered. I gaped as the beam of light cut through Belinda and Kathryn’s ship, slicing it cleanly in half, the edges of where the beam of light had touched bright red even from this distance and clearly melting into slag. The two halves of the ship plummeted downward, each tumbling on an oblong axis toward the broken earth below.

      “No, no, no,” I gasped, taking a few hesitant steps toward the window, unable to comprehend that they were just… gone. It wasn’t fair. We had worked together to save ourselves, and in under a second, our hard-won victory had been ripped away by the people in the tower.

      “It’s moving toward us,” said Viggo, and I turned. Sure enough, the dish was twisting toward us, much faster than it had zeroed in on Belinda and Kathryn, and I felt a stab of anger.

      “Amber! Dive!” I shouted, just as the panels on the array began to glow white.
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      Amber was rushing to move the heloship almost before Violet shouted. She threw the control beam forward, her arms extending straight out in front of her, her teeth gritted. The deck dipped, and the view through the bubble was suddenly filled with earth and water rushing up to meet us at a phenomenal rate. I felt myself go weightless, and a high-pitched noise filled the air.

      I caught sight of the holotable in time to see the white streak of light filling the screen—then the table went dead, and a juddering, jolting shudder ran through the ship. Something splattered onto the deck, and a klaxon alarm began to sound. Looking up, I could see that a wide strip of the roof grating overhead had turned red hot, and bits of molten metal were dripping down to the deck below, landing with sizzling plops.

      Heat blossomed inside the cockpit, and sweat formed instantly across my brow. I pulled Violet away from the dripping wound in the ship, trying to get into a more secure position in the heloship.

      “Arm the missiles!” Logan was shouting at Amber. “Shoot the bastards back, dammit!”

      “Shoot at a giant beam of light? Are you crazy?”

      “Not at the light beam, at the… the weapon!”

      Amber’s voice sounded dangerously close to hysteria. “If you have time to aim right now then do it yourself!”

      Logan lunged at the controls with a grunt, but he stumbled and slid across the cockpit as Amber began to yank back on the helm, shifting us left at an uncomfortable angle. “And get that damn alarm shut off!” she ordered, the muscles in her arms straining as she angled us up and away.

      I managed to toss Violet onto one of the built-in seats before the rise of gravity again began to pull me back. My foot slipped out from under me as the deck grew steeper and steeper, and I would’ve fallen flat on my face had Violet not reached out to grab a fistful of my shirt.

      “HANG ON,” she yelled, and I wrapped my hand around her forearm.

      She looped her other arm through and around the unbuckled harness behind her, gripping the one from the seat next to her, and then she was holding my weight, as I was suddenly dangling from her arm. Violet gave a pained grunt, and her legs came around my chest, hooking behind my back, under my armpits, her hold the only thing keeping me from plummeting into the bulkhead below.

      I looked out past her, toward the bubble, and saw the beam of light streaking across it, right in our path. Vox shouted something—it was hard to hear amid the chaos—Amber screamed in reply, and then we were dropping again. Violet and I slammed to the floor in a tangle of limbs as the angle on the deck slid toward ninety once again, but this time we both managed to make it to the seats and strap ourselves in.

      “To hell with this,” Amber roared, and she pushed one control forward, holding the other one back. We began to spin in the air, the sky, earth, and water pin-wheeling through the bubble at dizzying rates as we dropped lower down, the earth growing larger. Just when I thought we were about to hit, Amber gave an angry shout and hauled back on both of the controls, forcing the nose back up, away from the impending earth.

      She stabilized the ship low to the ground, and then began flipping switches. “Find them,” she said hurriedly, sweat beading on her forehead. “If it starts charging again, then we fire.”

      Logan began cycling through images on the screen in front of her, until they found one of the tower, rapidly disappearing behind us. She watched it for a full minute, her violet eyes searching for any sign that they were firing again, and then sighed, sinking into the pilot’s seat.

      “We’re clear,” she announced, flipping a switch and killing the image.

      I let out a long breath, and then looked down and realized that I had been holding Violet’s hand tightly in my own, squeezing it with a death grip. She and I looked at each other, and I lifted her hand to my lips, kissing the back of it.

      “Thank you,” I said softly, and she smiled.

      “I think we’d better thank Amber,” she panted, and I realized she was trembling slightly. I undid our buckles and pulled her into a hug, and she let out a shuddering breath, clutching my arms. “Can we never do that again?”

      “I only wish I could promise that, my love. But we’re okay. And you’re right—that was some spectacular flying, Amber.”

      Amber swiveled around in her seat to look at us both. “I take thanks in the form of chocolate and strawberries, preferably where the strawberry is covered with the chocolate.” Even through her teasing, it was hard not to note her uneven breathing and the pallor of her cheeks.

      I chuckled—it was hard not to—and then couldn’t resist the urge to tease her a smidge. “Should I also thank the man who taught you?”

      “Ha!” Amber scoffed at the same time that Vox said, “Well, obviously. Anybody who could pull off such an impressive move probably had a genius teacher.”

      I snorted as Amber whipped around to give him a hot glare. “Why don’t you go run an internal scan to see how bad the damage was? I think we only caught the very edge of the beam, but…” Her anger seemed to burn out in the face of shock at what we’d just witnessed. “God… can you believe that! How did they even do that?”

      “It has something to do with the sunlight, that much is for sure,” I said, my eyes going up toward the ceiling. The red-hot metal had turned dull again, but the grated ceiling was no longer lying flat. In fact, it had warped inward, in a track as wide as the palm of my hand. “Extraordinary.”

      Whether they were channeling the sun, or had somehow managed to replicate its heat in order to create a weapon, the implications were mindboggling. If all the panels on the tower could be controlled like that, it made for a pretty formidable defense. Just watching the other ship get destroyed… the ease with which the beam of light had done it… Terrifying. Yet fascinating. Especially now that we were—hopefully—out of range.

      “Solomon!” Violet gasped, and she immediately jumped for the cargo bay, pulling away from my embrace. Her knees were shaky. If there was one thing I knew about my girl, it was that she didn’t particularly enjoy flying, not since that one time she had accidentally crashed a flying motorcycle into The Green. But of course she didn’t let it stop her.

      I moved behind her and found Solomon where we had left him on one of the benches in the back, a blanket draped over him, with three thick red strips wrapped around his chest and looped through an exposed support on the bulkhead below, fixing him in place.

      “Logan and I strapped him down, just in case,” Amber called from the cockpit over the noise. “Is he okay?”

      Violet quickly checked his pulse, and then nodded, reaching up to pinch the bridge of her nose and exhale. “He’s fine,” she shouted into the cockpit, clearly relieved.

      “And you?” I asked, taking a step closer. Her silver eyes dragged up to me, and I saw sadness there.

      “Kathryn and Belinda are dead,” she said. “I’m not even sure how I’m supposed to feel about it, but I feel… I feel…”

      I cupped her cheeks between my hands. “Baby, it’s okay. Feel however you want. I’m sure whatever happened on that ship between the three of you wasn’t easy, but I know you, and you would never wish death on anyone who didn’t really deserve it.”

      “We helped save each other’s lives,” she murmured. “And now they’re gone. If they had only come with us, we could’ve…”

      “Violet. If they had come with us, there would’ve only been one ship for them to target, and we would’ve all been dead before we even knew to run.”

      She nodded, but I could tell that answer didn’t satisfy her. It didn’t satisfy me, either. It just seemed so wasteful, what the residents of the tower had done. If they were doing it to send a message… it was a cruel one. A shudder ran through me as I realized this was the same thing KC Alexander had said before they’d seen us off—“a waste of resources.” Had this been what he was talking about? He’d been angry they’d healed us, only to decide to kill us off at the last minute? Anger rose in my gut, but there was really nothing to be done about it, so I let it go.

      “Belinda’s sister might have been at one of the guard posts,” Violet said. “Last name Carver. When we get close enough, can you have Henrik look into it? I… I owe Belinda that.”

      I nodded, and she seemed to ease up a little bit. Looking her over, I took in the bags under her eyes and the glazed look in them. “Why don’t you lie down and close your eyes for a bit? You look like you could use a few minutes’ rest.”

      “You could too,” she argued, her words barely distinguishable from the yawn that seemed to catch her unawares. “You’ve been up just as long as me.”

      “True, but I got some sleep on the heloship.”

      “No you didn’t,” she said, and I shook my head at how well she knew me, but she allowed me to guide her over to one of the benches and sit her down. I quickly pulled out a few blankets and made a makeshift bed for her, complete with a pillow made out of a folded blanket. I helped her take off her boots, and had her lie down on her side, spooning up behind her, knowing she needed to feel some human comfort right then.

      It was a tight fit with the two of us on the little bench, but we made do, and within minutes, Violet was fast asleep, her breathing deep and heavy. I lay with her for a few long minutes, absorbing her warmth, and then, before I could fall asleep too, carefully pulled away, moving to the cockpit.

      “How bad is the damage?” I asked, closing the door partially to keep our voices from waking Violet up.

      Amber flipped a switch, and then swiveled around, her mouth opening to answer, but it was Vox who got there first. “It could’ve been much worse,” he announced, cleaning oil from his fingers with a stained red cloth. “A lot worse. None of the wings were hit, and that area is actually pretty armored for defense purposes. The shaft that controls the wings and the propeller movement is warped, but only slightly, so we have close to ninety percent functionality.”

      Amber looked at him, her lips pursed, and then she looked back at me, giving me a nod. “What he said.”

      “How far do you think we are from The Green?” I asked.

      “At least a few hours. It’ll probably be early evening when we get in. If not later. But we’ll get there. You can go grab a few hours of sleep if you want. And maybe use some of those cleansing wipes from my bags. No offense, Viggo, but you reek.”

      “None taken. I’m well aware,” I replied dryly. “But it’s been a long… I don’t even know anymore. What time unit do you think would be appropriate?”

      She gave me a droll look and then turned back to the helm. “Whatever it is, it’s been too long,” she agreed. “Go get some sleep. Logan, you too. I’ll need you to take over for me in a couple hours.”

      “You sure you want to stay awake by yourself?” I asked. “Everyone’s exhausted, and you aren’t immune to that either.”

      “Viggo, I just saved us all from what I am going to call a death ray. My adrenaline is still pumping, and even when that fades, I don’t think I could sleep for quite some time after what we just witnessed.” Even with her back to me, I could see the slight shudder as she thought about it, and I didn’t blame her. Besides, while Amber was notoriously stubborn, she had always proven herself responsible. She’d wake us if her exhaustion grew too severe.

      “Okay,” I conceded. “Just shout if you need anything.”

      “Sleep,” she ordered. “Both of you.”

      “I’m going to stay up a little bit longer,” announced Vox. “I want to run a few more systems checks, and I think there are a few minor things I can repair before I nap.” Amber gave him an irritated look, and he grinned toothily at her. “As long as I have your permission to do so, Captain Ashabee.” His tone was teasing and light, but even so, her spine stiffened and she turned away from him.

      “Do whatever makes you happy, Logan,” she said after a moment.

      I bit my tongue to keep from making a comment, choosing discretion and heading into the bay. I pulled out a few more blankets and made them up on the floor next to Violet’s bench. It was tempting to climb back on the bench next to her, but it was too uncomfortable, and we both needed sleep. I lay down on my back and closed my eyes.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Viggo?”

      I jerked upright, alarmed and confused. I could have sworn I had just shut my eyes, but it was clear several hours had gone by. Violet was kneeling over me, her small hand on my shoulder, another hand wrapped around a protein ration. I blinked groggily up at her, and then ran a hand through my disheveled hair.

      “What time is it?” I croaked, my mouth dry.

      Violet checked her watch. “Five p.m. We’ve been asleep for eight hours. I guess Amber is taking the long way back to Patrus. She said we won’t run out of fuel as long as we go slowly and use this tailwind.” She reached over and picked up a bottle of water that was sitting on the bench where I had put her to bed what felt like moments ago, and held it out to me. I quickly downed the entire contents of the bottle, feeling exceptionally parched, and then devoured the protein ration, my stomach so empty that I was certain it was wrapped around my spine trying to eat it for the lack of nutrients.

      Violet was picking at her own food, playing with it mostly, and I reached out and touched her knee. “Baby, you have to try to eat something. I know it’s been a trying day, but I’m sure we’re almost home.”

      The corners of her mouth tilted upward, and she shot me a grateful look. “You’re right, but I’m really just not very hungry at the moment. Let’s go check in with Amber and see where we are.”

      I nodded and ran a hand over my face, trying to clear away the grit from sleeping. I craved nothing less than a shower and a bed, in that order. A long night of sleep with Violet next to me would do a lot to help ease the acidic nature of my stomach and the stiff aches and pains in my body, as well as give me time to process the emotional wounds that were there, still bleeding, just under the surface.

      Climbing to my feet, I followed Violet onto the bridge to find Amber splayed out on her own mat on the floor, Logan behind the wheel. The sun was beginning to set, but as I moved to the bubble, I could see that we were definitely in familiar territory. The expanse of The Green hung just below us, the river on the right side of the aircraft.

      “When did she zonk out?” I asked the man.

      He clicked a few buttons and adjusted the controls before answering, his focus on the screen. “About three hours ago. We lost the river for a while, and lost some time in the process, but she wasn’t going to go to sleep until she found it again, and luckily…”

      “You lost the river?” I asked, frowning.

      “It went underground for a while, but we found it, so no big deal. Anyway, I followed the instructions and tried to contact Henrik an hour ago, but no response. You want to try?”

      “Sure,” I said, taking the headset he offered me and manipulating the buttons so I could speak into it. “Henrik, Ms. Dale, this is Viggo. Are you receiving me?”

      I listened intently, watching Violet as she stood by the window, staring down at The Green. There was a pop of static, followed by, “Viggo, is that really you?”

      Chuckling at the familiar sound of Henrik’s voice, I hit the transmit button. “Yes indeed. What? Didn’t think we could make it back from The Outlands?”

      “Oh, don’t get a big head, kid,” Henrik grumped, before letting enthusiasm that would match a youngster’s bubble up in his voice. “Did you find Violet? I’m assuming so, or we wouldn’t be talking.”

      “Yeah, I got her,” I said, and she flashed a smile over her shoulder at me before turning back to The Green below. “We’re all safe. We even got Solomon, and… well… We’ve got a lot to fill you in on, but we’ll do it when we land. Speaking of which, where are we landing? What’s the status of Patrus?”

      “Well, thanks to the heloships you helped to procure this morning, we were able to remove the remaining Matrians from the guard posts quite peacefully. I can’t say I blame them—it’s kind of hard to keep fighting with three gunships aiming at you. Drew and Mags took their people into the city to start clearing out the gangs that had formed. We’re just trying to get them to stand down, if we can, and if they refuse, well, Mags and her team have started a collection of Porteque gang members, and the ones that did not go peacefully are not happy about their decisions. Alejandro’s niece is tough as nails, I’ll give her that. We’ve also encountered only a handful of enhanced people, but Dr. Tierney gave us some tranquilizer guns to help knock them out until we get them secured. We’re still working on a long-term solution to that… Anyway, I’ve got some landing coordinates for you. It’s going to be a tight fit, but it was the best place we found inside the city that was big enough to hold everything. Don’t worry, I’m sure it won’t take you too long to feel quite at home.”

      He fed me the coordinates, which I repeated to Vox, checking them twice, and then checking my watch. “I think we’ll be there in another hour or so, but I’ll radio when we get close, okay?”

      “Okay. And Viggo?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Damn good to hear your voice, boy. We’ll see you soon. Looking forward to hearing about The Outlands.”
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      The red-brick, three-story building drew larger as Logan slowly lowered the ship. A tall fence ran the perimeter, creating a wide yard in the front. The space was currently filled with heloships parked wingtip to wingtip, with barely any room in between. It was dark, but I could make out movement down below as people went about their business in between rows of ships.

      I felt my breath catch as the proximity alarm went off and I saw how close we were to the other ships, convinced we were going to crash into them. Logan flicked it off, even as Viggo’s arms came around me, holding me close to him. The deck shuddered as we touched down, and Logan immediately killed the engine.

      “And the crowd went wild,” he announced as he dusted off his hands.

      “We’re not here to stroke your ego,” yawned Amber, picking herself off the floor and taking a moment to stretch her back. “You got us on the ground, which was your job, so if you’re expecting a thank you…”

      “Would it kill you?” he asked, spinning the chair around to look at her.

      She met his gaze flatly as she lowered her arms. “It might,” she retorted. “Especially before a hot meal and a shower.”

      “Well, I for one am saying thank you,” Viggo said. “To both of you. You are both excellent pilots, and I am grateful for your help in recovering Violet.”

      He squeezed me a little tighter, and I smiled. “Same here,” I told them.

      “Anytime, you know that,” said Amber. “Now let’s get off this thing before the collective might of our B.O. causes it to melt.”

      I snorted and followed her toward the tail of the ship, eager to get back onto solid ground. Amber hit the button to open the door, while I checked on Solomon. He was still out, but the pink goop that had been placed in his wounds was looking more and more skin-like—like a freshly scarred wound rather than gaping holes. I touched the area around one of the wounds lightly, and the skin felt cool and firm. I wondered about it for a moment, still not really comprehending what had happened at the tower. The miraculous cure seemed like a daydream, impossible to believe, and their weaponized sunlight like a nightmare.

      “We need to get him to the infirmary,” I announced loudly. “And we should really—”

      “Take a break,” ordered a familiar voice from below, and I turned to see Ms. Dale standing at the bottom of the ramp, flanked by two people. “Gary, Matthew, can you take Solomon to Dr. Tierney?”

      The two men—I assumed they were part of one of the rebel cells—moved up the ramp and began to unhook the wounded man from the straps buckling him in. Ms. Dale followed and stood in front of me, her blue eyes taking me in. I couldn’t help it— I rushed toward her and threw my arms around her.

      “It’s so good to see you,” I breathed.

      She dropped her arms around me and squeezed back, then let go of me to cup my face, looking me over, even going so far as to take my arm and prod at the new cast.

      “Looks like you had a pretty interesting adventure,” she said. “And I wish we could spend more time talking about it, but we’ve been holding off a meeting with Drew and Mags until you, Viggo, Amber, and Logan returned.”

      Logan gave a little salute as he moved past her. “I assume there’s a place where I can grab a shower?” he asked, and Ms. Dale nodded.

      “Thomas managed to get the water treatment plant up and running, as well as the power facility. So we’ve got water and heat, although it’s only a short-term fix, and the government will have to put more work into the infrastructure later. Matthew will show you where you and your men will be staying. I assumed you wanted to be placed together.”

      “That’ll work,” Logan replied. “I’ll see you in…”

      “We’re giving you all an hour,” she cut in. “So you can get yourselves together. I wish we could let you rest, but there’s been no sign of what Elena has in store for us next, and we’re just moving a bit too quickly to put the brakes on.”

      “I want to check on Jay,” I said. “Is he okay?”

      “He’s… okay. Quinn and Tim have been watching over him, and Dr. Tierney has him stabilized, but…” Ms. Dale paused, her gaze dropping to the floor as sadness seemed to envelop her. “There’s a chance he might not be able to walk again, Violet. The bullet is lodged dangerously close to his spine.”

      A hollow formed in the pit of my stomach, and it felt like the temperature had dropped several degrees. Viggo was there, helping to brace me, but it didn’t stop the feeling of the world suddenly becoming too heavy to even try to hold up anymore. Even though she was dead, I suddenly hated Desmond beyond comprehension. She had caused so much pain, and now, after all of the torture and heartache, her last living son might not ever walk again…

      “It’s not fair,” I breathed, unable to stop a tear from escaping. “Surely there must be something we can do… Maybe… Maybe…”

      A random thought occurred to me, and before anyone could stop me, I reached up and began pulling on the tab of the cast they had given me, yanking the plastic off my arm.

      “Violet!” Ms. Dale gasped, her hands moving to stop me, but I sidestepped her and held it up.

      “Give this to Dr. Tierney,” I said. “It’s supposed to be used for twenty-four hours, but I’ve had it on for less than half that, and it repairs injured bones – maybe she can use it for his back. He’s got to… I mean… He’s too young. It’s just got to work.”

      Ms. Dale sighed, reaching out and taking my hand with her own. “Violet, I have no idea what this flimsy piece of plastic is supposed to do, but I do know that if you remove medical technology designed to help one thing, it might not be the best for another injury.”

      “But Jay… His back…”

      “We don’t know anything yet, Violet. The bullet is lodged there, but his spine was not broken. He’s young, and also enhanced. Who knows what his body is capable of healing? You can’t fix him. You can only be there for him. Okay?”

      I nodded, although a dark part of me hated her for saying it. Jay deserved to walk and run and jump and be able to play—he shouldn’t be in a hospital bed wondering if he’d ever get to do those things again.

      “Let’s go check on him right now,” Viggo said softly. “It’ll be good for him to see you. He was really worried about you.”

      I let him guide me off the ship, Ms. Dale beside us. The men carrying Solomon had exited at some point when we were talking—I had been so upset by Ms. Dale’s report of Jay that I really hadn’t seen them leave, and now they were carrying him between them as they entered the red brick building in front of us.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      “It’s a warden training center,” Viggo replied, surprising me. He looked down at me, a corner of his mouth rising up a little. “It’s where I was trained when I was a cadet.”

      “Originally Elena had conscripted it as a place to keep her forces,” Ms. Dale said. “But when she had her people pull back and trap everyone inside the city, a few Patrian wardens came here and locked it down, securing it. I stumbled across it after I got into a shoot-out with some Porteque gang members earlier—I hopped the wall after they cut me off from the rest of our team. The wardens inside took me prisoner, I escaped, Henrik showed up, and we talked it all out. They’re letting us set up shop and basically take control—pretty much all because we had Maxen, but I’m not looking a gift horse in the mouth.”

      I chuckled. I was surprised I could find any humor left after news of Jay, but Ms. Dale talked about securing this place for our group so dismissively, as if it hadn’t been an impressive feat for what seemed like less than twenty-four hours. But there was also a gem in that story too golden to pass up. “So you’re saying that Henrik rescued you?” I teased.

      Viggo bit back a smile as Ms. Dale arched an eyebrow. “I escaped first,” she corrected me in a firm voice. “He just happened to show up while I was escaping.”

      I smiled, and the smile faltered and then grew when I saw a familiar lanky shape exiting the building and making a beeline right for me. I opened my arms and was almost knocked over from the force of Tim’s arms coming around my waist. He held me tight—I knew it must be hurting him a lot, but he didn’t complain, and I held him too, keeping my touch as light as possible.

      He pulled back, and I frowned when I saw the bruises all over him. “Tim, are you okay?”

      He ducked his head and nodded, his mop-curls bouncing on the top of his head. “Okay,” he repeated. “You okay?”

      “I was only gone for a day!” I protested.

      “To Outlands! No one come back!”

      “Well, your sister isn’t like anyone else,” Viggo said. “She’s unique.”

      I felt my cheeks blush as a burst of love came over me. I needed to marry Viggo, just like Belinda had suggested, but this wasn’t exactly the right time to bring it up. There was so much to do tonight, and… Well, I was going to take the first chance I could get. I’d bring it up after we got through this meeting. First, though, came Jay.

      “Show me where Jay is?” I asked, and Tim gave me a grave look, and then nodded, pulling open the door to the building the men carrying Solomon had entered. The door led to a wide atrium where a picture of King Maxen hung from the opposite wall along with several other pictures of men, a plaque underneath each. There was an office to the right. The door was open, and a few men were inside, playing cards and watching the door. Their guns leaned against one of the walls, and their eyes looked up to check who we were. Ms. Dale raised a hand, and one of them raised his in response before going back to their game.

      “Guard duty. They walk the perimeter and then sit inside, in case we have a security breach. Left hallway.”

      She moved past us, leading the way down a long hallway. “These are the cadet quarters,” Viggo supplied as we passed several doors, heading for the door at the end of the hall. “I used to sleep in that room there when I was in training.”

      “I can’t imagine you then… You were a little bit younger than I am now, right?”

      “Yup, and probably as much of a handful, much to my instructor’s dismay. I—”

      “VIGGO! VIOLET!”

      I looked away from the door Viggo had pointed out moments ago in time to see Cad and Margot emerging from a door a little farther down the hall, their children Henry and Sarah between them. Henry’s face lit up when he saw me, and the chubby little boy broke away from his mom to race over to me. I dropped to my knees and hugged my littlest cousin to my chest as he threw himself at me.

      “Mommy was crying,” he babbled. “She said you may never come back!”

      I looked up at Margot, surprised to see tears in her eyes as she came closer. She didn’t even let me get up, just dropped down next to me and wrapped her arms around me and Henry. Sarah and Cad weren’t far behind, and within seconds I was being crushed by four sets of arms.

      It felt… amazing, and I was surprised to find myself tearing up from the amount of love and concern my family was showering on me. Once again, I felt blessed by the small yet wonderful things this entire adventure had given me, and for a moment, I just leaned into them, happy to feel their warmth.

      “I’m sorry,” Margot sniffled. “I never should’ve said anything around him—you know how kids are. I knew you’d come back, I was just…”

      “I was, too,” I admitted. “But I’m so happy to see you. All of you.”

      “What was it like?” asked Cad, pulling back. “What did you see out there?”

      I opened my mouth, and then hesitated. “Can I tell you about it later?” I asked. “There’s so much going on, and I want to check on Jay and… and all the others.”

      “Don’t be silly, of course you can!” exclaimed Margot. “You must be exhausted, and I know they’ve been holding the meeting to wait for you. I’m just so excited to hear what you saw! We’ll talk about it over a hot meal tomorrow.”

      “No, I can—”

      “Tomorrow,” she repeated sternly. “Because you look dead on your feet, and I’m not going to let you do anything else.”

      “Okay,” I said with a smile, and we all carefully untangled ourselves. Henry had to be pried off my neck, but that was okay—I didn’t mind the little scamp holding on. I felt the same way right now. I didn’t want to let go at all.

      Viggo held out a hand to me, and I took it, marveling yet again that my arm felt as good as new. Better, even.

      “We’ll grab you some chow from the mess,” said Cad, and Margot rolled her eyes.

      “Listen to him using words like ‘chow’ and ‘mess’—thinks he’s a real soldier now!”

      I chuckled. “Some chow would be great, but you don’t have to put yourself out. We’ll get some later, after we—”

      “We’ll bring you something,” said Margot firmly. “You need to eat, especially if you’re running on empty like everyone else around here is.”

      She didn’t even wait for me to argue or agree, just held up a hand as I opened my mouth. “Nuh-uh,” she sang, looking down at her children, and they began to sing nuh-uh as she led them down the hall, Cad following with a bemused expression on his face. He gave a little wave and a shrug as they turned the corner, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Our family is weird,” Viggo said. “But a lot of fun.”

      Our family. I slid my hand into his and leaned into him. “Let’s go see Jay,” I said, feeling like my run-in with everyone had helped buoy my spirits enough to hopefully pass that love on to him. I knew it wouldn’t help him or change anything, but being there for each other in difficult times was what gave us all the strength to carry on. And after all this, Jay was part of our family too.
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      It had been years since I had been in this building, but not much had changed. The same pictures hung on the walls, although there were a few new teachers, some of whom I had served with. Maybe most significantly, unlike other buildings in Patrus, this one was whole and unscathed.

      Ms. Dale opened the door at the end of the hall, and I could see that a lot had been accomplished in the last twenty-four hours. Normally there were bunk beds, but they had been pulled apart and then beds rearranged in neat little rows, crammed together as close as possible.

      The smell of antiseptic and blood hit my nose as we stepped in, and I could see that most of beds were filled, some with people I recognized, most with people I didn’t. The soft noise of talking and murmurs and groans of pain filled the room, and I could see that among the beds, Dr. Tierney and Dr. Arlan were moving, flowing between them and moving from patient to patient, working in tandem.

      Dr. Tierney spotted us and nodded us toward a bed, but Tim was already heading in that direction, Violet on his heels. He came around one of the beds and sat down on an adjacent one, and I paused, noticing the crumpled blankets at the foot of the bed he sat on—Tim had been sleeping in the bed next to Jay, probably the entire time we were gone.

      Violet sat down next to Jay. The young man’s eyes were closed, and an IV line ran from a bag into the back of his hand. His skin was pale, and part of his hair was matted to his forehead from sweat.

      “Jay,” Violet called softly, putting her hand in his. The young man didn’t move, and the hopeful look on Tim’s face dimmed slightly. “Jay?” She called his name again, a bit more loudly, but there was no sign of him waking.

      I looked around for Dr. Tierney, and spotted her with her back to me. She was treating a patient, but I couldn’t tell who and I didn’t want to interrupt her in case it was critical. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t move a bit closer and try to grab her attention once she finished.

      So I did. I moved down the row, heading toward her, and two things became clear to me. The first was that the patient she was treating was sitting, not lying down, and the second was that they were being difficult. When I heard the patient’s voice, I felt myself smiling, even as Mags hopped onto her feet, her round face red.

      “I’m fine!” she insisted loudly, crumpling a wad of fabric in her hands and tossing it back onto the bed. “There are a lot more critical patients here that you should be concerning yourself with!”

      She went to move past Dr. Tierney, but Dr. Tierney’s hand shot out and grabbed the shorter woman’s shoulder. Mags cried out in pain, but Dr. Tierney looked unapologetic about it as she pushed Mags back toward the bed.

      “I’ve had quite enough of your and your family’s belligerence today, Magdelena,” she said as she forced Mags into a sitting position. “I swear to the mother there is something in the water that gives you lot thick skulls and a poor disposition, but I’m not tolerating it. You will wear this sling until I say otherwise, and if I catch you trying to use your arm during that time, I can and will tranq you, drag you back here, and tie you to a bed. Do you understand me?”

      Mags glared up at her, her mouth a tight grimace. I was close enough to see Dr. Tierney’s eyebrow lift in daring challenge, and after a long tense moment, Mags cursed and leaned back.

      “Fine!” she spat, awkwardly holding out her arm. “I’m fine, though.”

      “No, you aren’t, and firing your rifle today has only exaggerated the bruising on the tendon. If you keep doing it, it will rip, and then I’ll have to perform surgery. Given how your uncle reacted to that idea, I shudder to think how you would, so you mind me. Understand?”

      “I understand,” Mags mumbled, and Dr. Tierney nodded once before helping Mags get back into her sling.

      “Smart girl,” croaked Alejandro, and I realized he was lying in the bed just past Mags, propped up by a few thin pillows against the metal frame.

      Mags rolled her eyes skyward and sighed in defeat. Dr. Tierney glanced over at Alejandro and frowned. “You’re one to talk,” she said, a mite sarcastically, and Alejandro managed to paint a thin smile on his face before his gaze shifted over her shoulder and met mine.

      “Hey-yo, boyo,” he said, catching my eye, and I smiled.

      “Hey Alejandro—Mags—Dr. Tierney,” I said in greeting, moving up the last few feet to them.

      Dr. Tierney tied off the sling and then turned, giving me a considering look as her hand disappeared into the pocket of the coat she was wearing. Withdrawing a scanner, she pointed at me and clicked it on. “I’m fine,” I insisted as she ran the beam over me. “And I’m sorry to intrude. I just came to find out what’s going on with Jay. Ms. Dale said he might not be able to walk?”

      Dr. Tierney’s eyes were on the scanner, reading the results as she moved it up and down. “I can’t retrieve the bullet right now because it’s so close to his spine, but it’s too early to say for certain what the end result will be. It is a possibility, however.”

      “Well, Violet has this thing she thinks might help, and—”

      Dr. Tierney’s eyes shot up, and she cocked her head at me. “What thing?”

      “Well, I’m not even entirely sure,” I admitted honestly. “All I know is that her arm is healed and—wait a second, doc.”

      She had started to push past me, but I managed to stop her, and she turned back. “What’s going on with Alejandro?” I asked.

      “I’m fine,” Alejandro insisted at the same time Dr. Tierney said, “It’s not good, and not likely to get better until your friend lets me operate!”

      I turned my gaze from one to the other and then settled on Dr. Tierney. “What’s the problem?”

      She sighed and folded her arms over her chest. “Viggo, the metacarpals in some of his fingers are so fractured that I am not going to be able to piece them back together. He’s going to lose a lot of mobility in his hand, and each minute we waste not doing surgery, the more likely it’ll be that I’ll have to amputate instead of trying to repair what I can.”

      “Why won’t he let you operate?” I asked.

      “Because there are people in more dire need,” replied Alejandro. “I’m fine! I can wait until things calm down. Maybe in a day or so we can—”

      “You need surgery now!” Dr. Tierney insisted, and I could tell by the frustrated tone in her voice that this argument had been going on for quite some time. “I’d drug you if I could, but you won’t even let me put a damned IV in your arm—”

      “Because you’d drug me,” he cut in smoothly.

      “And you are risking any and all functionality on your dominant hand for no good reason! Earlier we couldn’t prioritize you, but now—”

      “I’m fine!” Alejandro insisted belligerently, sitting forward. “You just… go check on Violet and Solomon.”

      Dr. Tierney cast him a glare and then stalked off, clearly unwilling to argue any further. I hesitated, and then hung back, looking into the man’s blue eyes. “You need to get the surgery, Alejandro,” I said gently. “And if you don’t agree to it, I’m going to go hunt Jenny down and bring her here.”

      Alejandro shot me a death glare, his face already screwing up to tell me to mind my own business, when Mags leaned back in the bed and crossed her legs, smiling like a cat who had just gotten into the cream.

      “I already sent some people to pick her up,” she declared with an impish smile. “As soon as I heard that he was being difficult.”

      Alejandro froze, his jaw open, his face going pale. “Oh, nooo…” he groaned, slumping against his pillows. “That woman is impossible when I’m sick, Viggo.”

      I snorted, not feeling a moment of pity for him, and gave Mags a high-five before moving back over to Violet. Dr. Tierney was showing Violet some images on her handheld. As I came up behind them I could see that they were x-rays of the bullet and Jay’s spine, the bullet only a few millimeters away.

      “As you can see, it’s quite close, but there’s no sign that it hit, which is good. None of the organs were damaged either, so once the swelling goes down, I’m hoping to get in there, remove the bullet, and then we’ll know for sure how bad it’s going to be. But surgery carries risks, and there’s a chance that by doing this, I could actually make it worse. He could lose function in one, if not both, of his legs, if he hasn’t lost it already. Now, if you’re satisfied, may I please examine you and your arm?”

      I smiled, realizing that Violet had refused to let Dr. Tierney examine her until she knew the details about Jay. Violet nodded, and Dr. Tierney quickly ran her scanner over her, examining the results.

      I watched as her face turned from stern, to mystified, to curious and shocked. “The break is fully healed,” she exclaimed in awe. “I’ve… I’ve never seen anything like this!”

      “The doctors at the…” Violet trailed off, and I could see her trying to decide how much to tell Dr. Tierney now. “Well, it’s a very weird story, but some doctors that I met—you’ll be briefed later—used this,” said Violet, holding up the slightly crumpled plastic sheet in her hand. “There’s some sort of liquid inside that gets injected into you—although I never felt anything, except my arm feeling a thousand times better.”

      Dr. Tierney examined the plastic, prodding it a few times. Grabbing a tray off the nightstand, she spread the plastic out and then used a scalpel to carefully cut out a few of the hexagonal shapes and drop them into a petri dish lying nearby.

      “I’ll see if we can’t scrounge up something to do an analysis,” she said, placing the lid over it. “In the meantime, do you have any more questions?”

      “Only if you’ve had a chance to look at Solomon. The same group, they put this kind of goop in his wounds, and it looked like it was becoming skin tissue. It might be too late for you to get a sample of what it is, but if we could replicate that, it would be…”

      Dr. Tierney’s eyes went wide, her normally sharp voice rising a bit in intensity. “A medical miracle. I’m on it. Just shout if you need anything else, and… I’m glad to see that you’re all okay.” She embraced Violet tightly, and then stood, cradling the tray in her hands. “I’ll go check on Solomon now and do a small biopsy.”

      “Thanks. Also… how are you keeping him? I don’t want him to wake up tied down, if he doesn’t have to.”

      Dr. Tierney hesitated, and then frowned. “I’ve got some of the Benuxupane we took off of Cody when Viggo first brought him back. Before you get upset, Dr. Arlan has been toying with it, and I think a small dose might be able to help him be more… level-headed. It’s not great, but it’ll hopefully keep him from flying off the handle and hurting anyone unintentionally. Would you like me to try it?”

      Violet hesitated, and I couldn’t blame her. It was a difficult call to make. On the one hand, Solomon was violent, but he’d been showing improvements according to Violet. Yet this was Benuxupane—a drug designed to take away the ability to feel, then modified to also make the taker compliant to all commands, and none of us liked putting a fellow human into that kind of state.

      “Can we move him to a more isolated room and just see how he reacts when he gets up?” Violet asked, her eyes wide. “I’d hate to do that to him for no reason, and I’m sure he’s getting better. I want to give him the benefit of the doubt without resorting to that.”

      Dr. Tierney didn’t react other than to nod, and then she walked away, heading for a door leading off to the side that served as the bathroom. Likely she had set up a surgical unit inside, as it would be the easiest place to clean quickly.

      “Hey, Viggo, Violet,” said a soft voice to the right of Jay, and I turned and saw Quinn in the next bed over, a patch over his eye and pink scars crisscrossing his face. “I heard you had quite an adventure! Tell me about The Outlands—being injured sucks so bad, and there’s barely anyone to talk to while you all are away.” He paused, the hesitant smile on his face flickering in and out. “You have been running around so much, it’s hard to even know what’s been going on.”

      “Oh Quinn,” said Violet, reaching across the narrow gap to gently take his hand. “I’m sorry, and I understand how it feels to be left out of everything. I’m just glad you’re healing up so quickly, and soon you’ll get out of here.”

      He gave her a crooked smile, but it was clear he didn’t believe her. Or rather, he knew it was true, but wasn’t very excited about the prospect. Not that I could blame him. He had suffered devastatingly under Tabitha’s blade, and she had taken so much from him. It was impossible for me not to feel angry with her.

      Or wish her back to life so that I could have the pleasure of killing her myself.

      Suddenly the door slammed open, and I looked up in time to see an older woman with brown hair, streaked handsomely at each temple, stalk in. She wore a modest dress, collared and long-sleeved, with a skirt that ran down below her knees—the very model of a Patrian female, except for the stubborn glint in her eyes and tilt of her head that said that she would control every room she walked into.

      Scanning the room, her hazel eyes lit on Alejandro, and she began to march—not walk, but march—over to him, her arms pumping as she strode. “Alejandro Enrique Simmons, what fool thing did you go off and do now?”

      Her voice was stern and filled with irritation, and I couldn’t help but smile as I took in Jennifer Wallens-Simmons, Alejandro’s wife of three decades. She slowed when she saw me and Mags, a soft, gentle smile wiping away the irritation that Alejandro had borne the brunt of for many years in his marriage.

      “Viggo,” she exclaimed breathlessly, turning in her trajectory and coming over to me in a few short steps, her hands coming up to pat my shoulders and then cup my cheeks. “My dear boy, we were so worried for you—you barely come by to see us anymore!”

      “I’m sorry, Jenny,” I said, gently pulling her hands from my face. “I’ve been pretty busy.”

      “Completely understandable, all things considered.” She looked me over, her eyes narrowing, and she crossed her hands below her chest, a displeased look coming to her face. “You’ve lost weight. Have you not been eating enough?”

      “I haven’t, ma’am, but there’s been a lot going on.”

      She harrumphed, and then turned to Mags, who had come up beside her, her eyes lit up. She embraced the young woman, clearly taking pains not to hurt her. “You could do with some rest, darling. No one wants bags they could practically use to fill a dam under their eyes!”

      “Ouch!” Mags said dramatically, but there was a broad smile on her face. “I know, Tía. I’m gonna grab a catnap before the meeting we’re having. Let me know how it goes with Tío!”

      She excused herself and began walking to the door, a yawn splitting her mouth wide open.

      “Dr. Tierney said you needed to stay in bed!” I called.

      “She didn’t say where I had to stay in bed, did she?” she shot back over her shoulder as she made for the door.

      Jenny and I watched her leave, and then Jenny turned, giving me her full and undivided attention. “How bad is his hand?” she asked, fidgeting nervously.

      I hesitated, surprised she would be asking me this, but I realized she was trying to prepare herself for the worst. “It’s not good,” I supplied. “Dr. Tierney can explain it better, but he needs surgery—sooner rather than later—and he’s being exceptionally stubborn about it.”

      She tsked, her eyes drifting over to where Alejandro was feigning sleep on the bed. I could tell he was faking it because periodically one blue eye would open just a slit before slamming closed, the muscles of his face going completely slack.

      “That kooky old man will be the death of me yet,” she muttered before stomping over to the bed, intent on giving her husband a piece of her mind.

      “That was Jenny?” Violet asked after she left, and I nodded.

      Ms. Dale, who had been leaning quietly against the wall the entire time, stood upright and smiled. “I like her,” she said. “But maybe we don’t want to be here to witness whatever fight they’re about to have. Your room is only a few doors down; why don’t you get washed up and take a few minutes of rest yourself, and then meet us in the main conference room. I assume you know where that is?”

      “I do,” I said. “We’ll see you there.”

      She nodded and left, following Mags. “You guys should go,” said Quinn. “The drugs they’re giving Jay are enough to knock him out for hours, and you look exhausted. Tim and I can keep watch on him, and as soon as he’s up, we’ll let you know.”

      Violet flashed a grateful smile to him, and leaned over and placed a kiss on his forehead. “Thank you, Quinn,” she breathed. “I’m glad to see that the stitches are out.”

      “Me too—those things itched like hell,” Quinn replied dryly, and, having been on the receiving end of stitches before, Violet and I both shared a chuckle with him.

      Then I helped her up. We said our goodbyes to Quinn and Tim, and together moved down the hall to go seek out a shower before the meeting.
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      I showered slowly. I knew I shouldn’t have, but the hot water felt too good to rush away from as I let it soak into my tired and aching muscles. My time savoring the soothing warmth came to a whopping fifteen minutes, and by the time I made it back to the locker room outside the communal showers, Violet was there, getting into some clean clothes Ms. Dale had given her in the hall.

      I averted my eyes as she drew a shirt over her head, and kept walking past her to the adjacent row of lockers, using them to obscure my view of her. I had meant what I said when I told her I was going to respect the sanctity of our future wedding night. It didn’t matter to me that I had seen almost all of her body when she was sick; it had been impossible to appreciate in that moment when she was in such pain. I couldn’t look at an injured woman, especially one I loved, and feel anything but concern and worry and fear.

      Dressing quickly, I was just shoving my feet into my boots when Violet knocked on one of the lockers at the end of the row and then poked her head around.

      “Boooooooooooo,” she jeered with a smile when she saw I was fully dressed. Her teasing brought a smile to my own lips as I drew the lacings of my boots tight and tied them.

      “The towel wasn’t enough for you?” I teased back, and she smirked as she leaned a shoulder against the locker.

      “Never,” she said unabashedly. “But it’ll have to do for now.”

      “That’s my girl—taking what she can get.” She snorted in response, and I stood up, throwing my bag over my shoulder. “Super fun meeting time.”

      “And then to bed,” she said as I moved past her, pausing long enough to slip her arm around mine. I led her back through the second barracks designed for the cadets—several people were already sleeping in the bunks—and back out into the main hall, two doors down from the room serving as the hospital.

      Leading her back up to the main entrance, I went past the office where the guards sat and turned the corner, almost slamming into King Maxen as he came down the stairs. He nearly fell, I startled him that much, and I reached out on impulse to grab his shoulder and stabilize him.

      Jerking away from my hand, he huffed and straightened, smoothing down the front of the simple black jacket he was wearing.

      He’d shaved recently, his goatee now trimmed and closer to perfect than I’d seen it since we’d kidnapped/rescued him.

      “Maxen,” I said, refusing to put the proper “King” in front of it. I couldn’t. I’d seen the man use unarmed men, women, and children as human shields.

      “Croft,” he replied, just as bitterly. “I see you were invited to a meeting, while I was not.”

      I exchanged looks with Violet and shrugged. “You have been in the dark for some time, Maxen. I’m sure it would take too much precious time to catch you up at this point.”

      “No, this is a blatant attempt to further wrest control from me!” he exclaimed, his voice dangerously low. “By keeping me out of the command structure, you are only further undermining my position as the rightful leader here. I allowed you to sequester me out of the need to keep me safe, but this is an outrage! I deserve to be there, to make my case before that little witch attempts to have her way and oust me!”

      I frowned over the “little witch” comment, taking a moment to figure out who he meant before recalling the conference we’d had with Magdelena before we’d raided the city last night. Sweet Lord—had that really all happened last night?

      Violet caught on as well and took a step up the stairs.

      “Number one: that ‘little witch’ has a name—Magdalena,” she breathed angrily. “Number two, she fought like a Valkyrie for this country and its people, so you will at least show her a modicum of respect.”

      A growl trickled from Maxen’s throat, and instead of responding, he pushed in between us and stalked around the corner, muttering under his breath. I watched him go, knowing that letting him roam free was a bad idea, but one we had to put up with until the imminent danger had passed—especially with five Patrian wardens now counted among our allies, relying on our connection with the king to prove we were on the right side—or we really would look like the kidnappers we probably were. But it was clear that Maxen was not taking the idea of his power evaporating very well.

      Whatever. For all of his bluster, the man was ultimately a coward, and I doubted anyone within these walls would help him. Not with so many rebels around.

      “What a piece of work,” Violet muttered as I led us upstairs into the main command room. In addition to training the cadets, this facility usually received and dispatched all the calls to the wardens on duty and nearby. It was a great learning opportunity, as many of the second-year cadets wound up working in this very room, learning just as much from watching as they did from doing.

      It hadn’t changed much in all those years, either, but it felt different walking into it, partially because the control center was half-functioning. This was a room that had once had eyes on the whole of the city, and now it was partially—mostly—dark. The workstations where techs would scrub images in search of criminals were intact, but abandoned, as though waiting for someone to return. It was clear the building hadn’t suffered any damage during the three-day riot that had ensued after the stadium video, and I was at least grateful for that. This place was familiar, and whole, even if it wasn’t fully functional at the moment. It had been a long time since I had felt the small comfort of familiar facilities.

      Henrik was standing by the large conference table toward the front of the room, where all the large screens sat, speaking with three men, two of whom I didn’t recognize but one I did.

      “Mark?” I said, moving closer. I was interrupting, but I could tell they were wrapping things up from the way Henrik was shaking hands and patting shoulders. “Mark Travers?”

      A slim man of about five foot eight turned, a broad smile breaking across his face when he saw me. “Viggo Croft!” he exclaimed, taking a step over to me, his hand extended. “I haven’t seen you since you brought those so-called prisoners through that checkpoint!”

      I laughed, surprised he remembered, and then sobered when I realized why he had. That was the night Elena’s plan had really kicked off, and my “prisoners” and I had made off with Maxen. Yup, there was a convoluted history to be sure, but I was just happy to see him okay.

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” I said ruefully. “I wish I could’ve explained, but I couldn’t trust you would believe me, and we had to get to the king before Elena had him killed.”

      Mark gave a good-natured shrug. “I get it, man. From what I’ve heard, you and your girlfriend have been up to a lot trying to stop this madness. I’m just glad you’re in one piece.”

      “You too. Were you one of the wardens to secure this place after the video?”

      He nodded, his smile fading some. “We were at the Alberton Memorial Stadium when the video hit. There were about three hundred people in there when we went in, but only ninety-seven got out. After that, with all the chaos, I came here and waited, wanting to see what the Matrians would do. When they bugged out, I got a few of the other guys who hadn’t been selected for those work programs and got in here to lock it down. Seemed like the best idea at the time, one that gave us time to think about what we could do—which turned out to be not a lot. There were only five of us, not exactly a force for change.”

      “I’m sure you did the best you could under the circumstances. And it’s just great we have a place to set up shop. Thank you for that.”

      “Well, I didn’t do it for you, and to be honest, we should be thanking you. You helped rescue the king and have been trying to put an end to all of this.”

      I felt a frown cross my face at the mention of Maxen and let it evaporate quickly. Mark was a good man, but he was fairly simple, which meant he supported the power structure in Patrus without question. Chances were that if the vote Mags wanted was held tomorrow—the one deciding whether or not Maxen should be in charge anymore—Mark would definitely vote to keep Maxen in place. And this meant that he and I were going to have to disagree at some point.

      “It’s the least we could do,” said Violet modestly from beside me, and I realized I had gotten lost in my thoughts. I looked around, trying to center myself, and saw Ms. Dale enter with Morgan and Amber right behind her.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to Mark, “we’re a part of this meeting. Can we pick this up later?”

      “Of course, of course! I’ll see you then.”

      With that, he and the other two men departed, and Violet and I headed over to seat ourselves at the wide conference table. Morgan met my gaze, giving me a fleeting smile. She looked nervous, and I couldn’t blame her… although I was pretty certain her actions were going to speak more to the group than the fact that she was also an enhanced Matrian princess. They certainly had for Violet and me.

      I had opened my mouth to reassure her, when the door leading to the server room clanged open and Thomas emerged, carrying a bundle of wires in one hand and flipping through some notes in his notebook with the other. He dropped the length of cable to the floor and then jacked the end of it into the television, turning it on. Pulling out his modified handheld, he clicked a few buttons, and the screen lit up into the familiar display of the handheld screen.

      Placing the handheld on the table, he dropped into the closest chair—right next to Morgan—and stifled a yawn before writing a few things down in his notebook. The room was exceptionally quiet, and it was easy to see why. Everyone was exhausted and still coming down from the excitement from yesterday and today, but there was very little end in sight. There was no relief, no one to take over for us while we slept. And so we trudged on, trying to put out fires we couldn’t even see yet.

      “Well, we’re all here,” announced a gruff voice from behind us, and I turned to see Andrew “Drew” Kattatopolous, one of the three rebel faction leaders, walking toward the table with Logan by his side. Between them was Mags, still wearing her sling, and she shot me a smile as she plopped into the chair at the far end, opposite Henrik. Owen brought up the rear, and I was surprised to see him there for just a moment—we hadn’t had time to discuss or change his station in our command chain before the battle, but it hardly seemed to matter. I was happy to see him; noticing my gaze, he nodded toward Henrik, as though to explain his presence, before sitting down on Morgan’s other side. She jerked slightly in surprise, and then seemed to sink farther into her chair, fidgeting with her hands. I didn’t even think Owen noticed. He was staring nervously at Violet and me, as if waiting for some sort of punishment. I gave him what I hoped was a friendly smile, but he looked down and away quickly.

      Henrik looked up from some papers he had started rummaging through while I was talking with Mark and gave us all a tired smile. He looked pale, and I knew for a fact the man was running on zero sleep, but he exuded control as he leaned forward.

      “I know it’s been a long forty-eight hours, everyone, but we have some things we need to discuss before we can get to bed.”

      “Like?” asked Drew.

      “Like the command structure, the vote, and our next move,” said Henrik, tapping the papers together. “And... a report from The Outlands, apparently.” He gave Violet a pointed look, and she nodded gravely.

      “I know it’s not necessarily about what is happening here,” she said, looking around the table, “but you guys will really want to hear this one.”

      Violet and I had decided that we had to tell the whole group about the tower at once—there was no stopping the questions, and the revelations we’d found out there were world-changing. Besides, we didn’t want to have to explain this twenty times within the next week; better to get it over with all at once. I guessed that Ms. Dale had relayed our decision to tell everybody about it to Henrik while we were showering.

      Violet’s statement was met with raised eyebrows from Drew, obvious interest from Mags, and a curious look from Ms. Dale, who had already seen some of the alien technology.

      Henrik nodded. “I have no doubt we will,” he said. “Let’s just get our command structure straightened out, and then we’ll go straight to your report.”

      “That’s easy—” Mags spoke up immediately, looking right at Henrik. “Our new commander should obviously be you.”

      Drew gave her a surprised look, clearly having expected Mags to try to take command herself, and her grin grew. “I lead only when I have to, Drew. When there’s someone more capable, I step aside. Henrik knows his stuff—it was his and his team’s planning that made it possible for us to succeed. Even you have to give him credit for that.”

      Drew looked over at Logan, who gave a little shrug. “I have no problem with it,” Logan announced. “I asked around, and Henrik here used to be a warden back in the day—one with a stellar record.”

      Frowning, Drew laced his fingers across his chest and tilted his head up to think about it. After several heartbeats, he nodded, and I felt a burst of relief, followed by the thought of We should have more meetings when everyone’s tired. It seems to move everything along rather quickly.

      “Well, glad that’s over,” grinned Henrik, who seemed to have no objections to his new position—and no ego, either. “And I’m grateful for your trust in this. I promise I’ll do my best to listen to what you all have to say, but we’re all leaders here in one way or another, so I don’t expect you to make it easy for me to get my way.” He winked comically, and it seemed to defuse some of the strain that had settled into the room. “Violet, I’ll hand it off to you now.”

      Violet took a breath, and I could see her mustering her thoughts, trying to decide what to tell everyone first. Logan and Amber, who’d seen the tower firsthand, looked out at the others with expressions of smug anticipation, which would have been more amusing if I hadn’t watched them bicker for an entire heloship trip.

      Finally, when the quiet was getting a little jarring, Violet spoke, and I could see she was going for broke. “Guys,” she said, “we’re not alone out here. There are people living in The Outlands.”

      The reactions across the table were a mix of disbelief, shock, wonder and curiosity—I could see the idea breaking across people’s faces in waves, as Mags’s mouth dropped open, Morgan’s eyes widened comically, Drew fidgeted uncomfortably in his seat, Owen’s hand opened and closed a few times… Henrik stroked his beard, his eyes narrowing in intensity.

      “Don’t just leave us hanging like that,” Ms. Dale finally said, breaking the silence. “Tell the rest, Violet!”

      Then the whole story had to come out—and even summarized, it was impressive. The flight with Solomon, Desmond’s death, the tense situation with two Matrian wardens who wanted to take her back to Matrus and execute her—it sounded like something out of an action comic, even to me. At Violet’s description of the tower, the people and their strange greetings—and then, their horribly powerful light beam that weaponized the sun—people’s faces got even more intense. We’d all been tired; but this put new energy in the room, if only for a moment.

      “They healed Solomon’s bullet wounds?” Morgan said. “Do you think that they… Do you think they fixed his brain, too?”

      Violet stretched out her own healed right hand as if considering. “I don’t want to dare to hope that,” she said. “But if they could heal my arm in 24 hours…”

      “What I’d do to get my hands on a weapon like that,” Drew said wistfully. “Do you think they are really not open to trade? We could learn so much from another society. I can’t believe they’d just let you guys go, frankly.”

      “Sounds like bad news to me,” Ms. Dale said, shaking her head. “We’ve already seen what one mad queen can do to a group of people. But forcing them to stay in their tower and never even acknowledging that you were there? That is a dangerous amount of control, and it sounds like a ticking time bomb if you ask me. People can’t stay in these kinds of situations forever. They start to want answers. We should know.”

      Violet nodded, her eyes solemn.

      “I regret,” Henrik said finally, “to say that we have to move on to the things that are actually going to affect our situation here. While this is all fascinating… fascinating… it’s just too big for us to even deal with right now, I’m afraid. So here are our next items on the agenda: one, coordinating a vote to see if the people in Patrus wish to continue letting King Maxen rule over us, and two, the ongoing threat that is Queen Elena.”

      Slowly, we all settled back into having to deal with the world we faced just outside our doors. “We can’t deal with Elena until we have a leader,” grumbled Drew. “We need to set up a provisional government and alert the people about it.”

      “Which is why I think we should table this discussion, for now,” announced Ms. Dale, leaning forward. “What you’re talking about is going to take a lot of time, and that’s something we don’t have right now. Elena is coming, and you can bet that she’ll be using enhanced humans to try to finish the job.”

      “She’s going to have a pretty easy time of it,” announced Mags tiredly. “We haven’t completed a full census yet, but a rough estimate based on the numbers we have so far is that there’s only about two thousand people left in Patrus—and that was before the groups left to go back to the farms around the city. Not to mention, most of them are women, which means they’ve had no education in self-defense or fighting.”

      “Just another way the Patrian… lifestyle has made this fight exceptionally difficult,” remarked Amber.

      “I’m surprised Elena’s forces aren’t here already,” commented Logan. “From what you all have been saying about her, it seems like she would be pressing the advantage. We’re not much of a threat at the moment, sad to say, although the fully stocked and loaded heloships will certainly help to act as a deterrent.”

      “Well, I have a theory on that,” announced Thomas. “And that theory is—in the simplest terms—that by hitting that airfield, we may have set her plans back some, which buys us time to think of a solution.”

      “We might just have that solution,” Henrik said. “With young Miss Morgan here.”

      Morgan started, and then looked around the room at all of us, her green eyes taking us all in, one by one. She swallowed visibly. “You mean a coup, don’t you?”

      That… wasn’t the worst idea I’d heard, but I didn’t have enough information. I needed to know her whole story before I could entertain the possibility. For all we knew, she was a criminal to her own people, which would make any claim she had to the throne illegitimate.

      Luckily, Henrik had the same idea. “That is a possibility, but before we do anything, we need to hear your story, young lady.”

      I followed Henrik’s gaze over to Morgan again. Her eyes slid from his face to Violet’s, and her mouth tightened slightly. She stood up abruptly, and moved over to the large screen mounted on the wall.

      “Will this thing be on for a while?” she asked, pulling a chain off her neck. I craned forward, curious as to what she was doing.

      “It will. The generators in this building are full for the time being, although I calculate that running every piece of technology in here would eat through the fuel in thirty-six to forty-two hours.” A shuffle of papers drew my gaze over from Morgan to Thomas, and he looked up at me, adjusting his glasses. “I gave everyone reports on it.” He delivered his last line awkwardly, as if suddenly uncertain whether he had revealed too much, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      “That’s good to know,” said Ms. Dale cheerfully. “What are you doing, Morgana?”

      Morgan’s back was to us, but I saw her spine stiffen. She was silent for a moment before shaking her head and bending over to fiddle with the data chip reader at the base of the screen.

      “Much like Amber, I am not the biggest fan of my full name. Morgan is fine.” She reached over and hit something on the side of the screen, and it flicked on.

      Immediately, blocks of typed words filled the screen.

      Morgana, my beloved daughter.

      I was reckless. Foolhardy and blind. If you and your sisters were the only good thing to come out of the poor decisions I made, then I consider myself blessed in spite of the suffering I have caused.

      Please don’t blame yourself, my daughter. You are not responsible for the mistakes of your mother, and I hate the burden my mistakes have become to you. I am doing everything I can to fix it. Believe me, you are my heart, my world… my everything. To have come so close to losing you… I can’t even begin to describe the searing pain in my heart… the sickness in my stomach.

      I visit you every day, sweetling. You lie in the bed, still as a statue, while machines and doctors fight to keep you alive. I brush your hair and sing to you. Can you hear me? I hope you can… I want you to know you are loved. You were born a fighter, my love. Desmond sings your praises after every one of your training sessions. She says that one day, no one will be able to stand up to you.

      That was all I ever wanted for you and your sisters. I wanted to give you strengths and abilities that would keep you safe. It is true what they say. Most men are physically stronger than us. Evolution has made them that way, and I tried to defy evolution, but I see the cost of that every time I see you in that bed.

      I will fix it, baby. I will, but please don’t leave me.

      With love,

      Mother

      I looked at Morgan, who had moved over to the side of the screen, her hands shoved deep into her pockets. Her back was rigid, her gaze locked on a spot on the wall.

      “What happened to you?” Violet asked, the words tumbling from her mouth. I looked over to see the concern on her face, and realized she had come to care about the renegade princess, and I couldn’t blame her—there was definitely something about her that made me want to care too. It was just a gut instinct, really, but I had learned to listen to it long ago.

      Morgan licked her lips and took in a long deep breath, then exhaled, counting slowly, and I suddenly felt bad that we all needed to hear her story. I could see how hard this was for her.

      “My mother and Mr. Jenks”—she said his name bitterly, like a curse—“didn’t anticipate all of the side effects that would come from the genetic manipulation they did to me and my sisters. My sisters were born with some… minor problems. Elena suffered from chronic migraines and bleeding from the nose, ears, once from the eyes. Tabitha would go into fits and start slamming her head against the wall.

      “Like Tim, my skin hurts when I am touched. I think my pain receptors are even more sophisticated. The softest breeze on my skin would feel like fire, but I could grab a fly out of the air with unerring accuracy. I was a prototype, after all. But where Elena and Tabitha seemed to be able to cope with the… side effects… I was more… sensitive, I guess. Weak was the word Elena would use, every time she found me crying. She’d push me, slap me, telling me it would make me stronger, but it never did.” She gritted her teeth, and I realized she was fighting back tears. “I couldn’t even ask my mother for a hug—because it hurt so bad. Can you understand what that’s like? Being a little girl who only needs a hug, but, whenever she’s touched, would only scream and scream and scream until her voice gave out?”

      The words marched out of her, forced between angry teeth and stiff lips, but I felt the anguish brewing just beneath the surface. The memory of a despair so deep on a night so dark, it made it impossible for Morgan to find any source of light.

      “Growing up with Elena was hell. She used to call all of us her grand experiments. Tabitha was her first project, obviously, and she learned how to direct her. Selina and Marina followed, and Elena used their codependency against each other, locking them apart from each other when they wouldn’t do what she wanted. For a while, Lena and I were a team. We would keep an eye out for each other, help each other if she ever came by, but Elena found a way to get to her. Which was to pit us against each other. Make her hate me. Elena made her choose between us, and, well... It was easy, I suppose. My enhancement was far more advanced than hers, and Desmond would fawn a lot over me as a result. I guess it made all my sisters hate me in a way, but Lena…” She trailed off, her lips trembling. “She said such cruel things to me. Things no little girl should hear, should even think. Once Lena joined Elena’s little faction, only Sierra and I remained, and Sierra was still an infant. Once I held Elena’s full attention, she was relentless. They’d hold me down and hurt me in every way they could imagine. I won’t… I’ll spare you the details.”

      “So, one day, Elena went too far,” concluded Ms. Dale. “And you were hospitalized.”

      Morgan gave a bitter laugh, and shook her head, fighting back against whatever was tearing her apart. “No, I’m sorry to disappoint you, Ms. Dale, but Elena was too smart for that. I… I ended up hurting myself.”

      Silence met her statement, and she carried on, explaining how she had planned and executed her suicide attempt. She’d snuck into the medical ward and swiped dozens of pills, specifically ones that weren’t intended to be mixed together. She’d taken every single one and then fallen asleep, as expected.

      “I guess I just didn’t ever consider that our mother actually loved us,” she said, her throat thick. “She refused to let the doctors give up on me. When she found out what had happened, she began to take steps to… fix her mistakes. That’s when she authorized Mr. Jenks to begin experimenting on the boys of Matrus. They expanded the program, started taking boys at unprecedented rates.”

      “How old were you?” asked Viggo.

      Morgan licked her lips again, and met his eyes. “I was ten,” she whispered. “Elena was eighteen.”

      “I don’t understand. How did you wind up with the Liberators?”

      Morgan faltered, and then sighed. “After Mother found out what Elena had been doing, she told her that she wasn’t going to allow a psychopath to become queen. That led to a huge fight, one that for once, Elena wasn’t winning. So she agreed to get counseling three times a week, and agreed to get the other sisters to go, too, as well as helping to keep them in line while Mother figured out how to… fix us.”

      “But she still resented you for even bringing the problems to your mother’s attention,” said Owen, and Morgan gave another bitter laugh, pressing her back into the wall, as if trying to keep it from falling over.

      “Of course she did. Now she had to be more careful. The staff was instructed to report any bad behavior, and the therapists reported only to my mother, as did Mr. Jenks. Elena was furious with me and what I had done. As though I had planned this outcome, when I only wanted… I only wanted… Well, Elena doesn’t get furious so much as annoyed. She despises delays, and any inhibition to her plans. I had delayed her, and so it was on her to find ways of making me pay.”

      She shrugged. “Things happened, Elena denied involvement, and my mother couldn’t condemn her without evidence—not without having to explain to her subjects what she had done to the royal line. So she had Desmond hide me. At first it was in a safe house, but later Desmond forged papers to have me imprisoned for a while. It was so she could get me credence with the Liberators, and by the time she brought me to them, saying that she had recruited me, I was older—enough that nobody recognized me or connected me to the princess they’d heard was in the hospital in the news. I knew Desmond was close to Elena, but worked for my mother. I knew I could never tell a soul who I really was. She held it over me that she was the only thing keeping me alive—and I was never sure if that meant Elena thought I was dead, or alive and performing some sort of task for her. I even once entertained the small hope that therapy was paying off for Elena and she was getting better. Then, when Mother was murdered, it turned out that Desmond and Elena had been working together behind my mother’s back, too.”

      Morgan trailed off, expelling a shuddering breath. “I had no idea what to do, especially after I found out that’s what Mother meant by helping us—using those children to refine us. Strip away the bad so only the good could remain. I never asked her to do that! I didn’t find out until after she died. And I was afraid to act. Desmond could have turned me over to Elena at any moment, made me into another of my sister’s pawns again. She held that over me, too. As long as I was her good little operative and didn’t say a word, she kept me out of my sister’s hands. Until you guys came along and blew her cover with the rest of the Liberators. But you know that part.”

      She met our gazes, her eyes flashing. “So yeah. That’s my story.”

      I looked around the room, trying to gauge everyone’s reactions. I, for one, felt nauseated by her tale. I had never once considered how Elena might have been when she was younger. Truthfully, I couldn’t even wrap my head around the idea that she had ever been young. She seemed too sinister to ever have any qualities of childhood ascribed to her, even in her appearance.

      “Thank you for telling your story,” said Amber. “I know how hard that can be.”

      Vox straightened in his seat and opened his mouth to say something, but a sharp glance from Amber cut him short. He squinted at her a moment, and then, very pointedly, smiled at Amber.

      “It was very brave,” he said, an encouraging smile on his face, and Amber’s expression went from irritated to considering.

      Morgan shrugged and pushed her shock of dyed black bangs from her face. “Thanks, but it’s nothing. I’m not the same person I was, and I didn’t inherit the ‘blindly follow a psychopath’ gene, so… thanks, I guess. I mean, you deserved to know, in some ways. Hiding the truth won’t make it any less real. It’s a thing that will fester if kept inside for too long.” She looked around, her voice catching, and then looked back down, and I realized the poor girl had never had anyone to share her story with. She was beyond brave for doing it here and now for the first time—she was fearless. “Never mind. Nothing I told you changes the fact that Elena is out there with something up her sleeve, and we need to stop her.”

      “I hate to be the guy who asks, but how do we know you don’t just want the throne for yourself?” asked Drew, leaning forward. “My country is on the brink of death because of your sister’s quest for power or control or whatever the hell she did all this for, and I, for one, don’t want to institute a regime change and replace one dictator with another!”

      Morgan flushed bright red, her brows drawing together. She opened her mouth to say something, but I wasn’t able to keep my mouth shut. “That’s not fair, Drew. Based on what Morgan is telling us, she wasn’t even there when all of this stuff started going down. We can’t hold her accountable for the actions of the others.”

      “For all we know she could’ve been planted here by her sister! You people cannot seriously be taking her word for what happened! If this is how you’ve been running things this entire time, you’re fools!”

      Drew made to stand up, and suddenly Owen was on his feet, slamming his fist into the table, the promise of a fiery death in his eyes. “How dare you,” he bellowed. “This woman killed her own twin sister to help us! She blew her cover to help Violet track down Desmond. She has every right to be here, in this room, with us, especially after what she suffered at the hands of those supposed to take care of her. Just look at the date stamp on the letter! Do the math! You can’t tell me her sister managed to hack into her mother’s computer ten years ago to write that letter using her mother’s electronic seal, just so that she could have this opportunity ten years later!”

      Morgan, still frozen from when I had cut off whatever she was going to say, flushed a deep pink and seemed to withdraw into herself for a moment. It would’ve been sweet, if we weren’t in the middle of an argument about her. Now it was just embarrassing, for all of us, and I was going to make sure Drew saw that.

      Drew’s mouth dropped, and then slowly closed, disappearing behind his bushy beard. He looked over to Mags, clearly searching for support. “Mags, I—”

      “Shut up and sit down,” she ordered. “I want to know more about this possible coup.”

      Morgan looked around the room for a second, having regained her composure after Owen’s defense of her. “Before we get to that, may I say something?”

      “Of course,” Henrik said. “We may still be making our minds up about you, but that doesn’t mean we are rude enough to not give you a chance to defend yourself.” He gave Drew a pointed look, and then smiled kindly at Morgan. “Go ahead, dear.”

      Morgan hesitated, looking lost in thought for a moment, and then looked at Drew. “I don’t want to be queen,” she said coldly. “Never have. I am the sixth daughter. That means that, if I had been a normal girl, I would have been free to do whatever I wanted. I don’t want that kind of responsibility! I’m not worthy of it. People deserve someone brave to lead them. Not a coward.”

      Everyone in the room sat still under the force of her haunted words.

      “You’re not a coward,” Violet said softly, filling the uncertain silence with the warm strength and conviction in her voice. “You were a scared little girl. It wasn’t your fault.”

      Morgan scoffed and shook her head, but didn’t reply. It was clear she didn’t believe Violet, but she would… with time. At least I hoped she would.

      Morgan pushed off the wall and moved to take out the tiny disk with her mother’s letter in it. Clipping it back onto the chain around her neck, she moved back to her chair to sit down, biting her lip slightly when Owen slid it out for her before she sat. Drew stood for another few seconds, and then sat abruptly.

      “I don’t want to rule,” Morgan calmly repeated. “Honestly, the only thing I want from this is to get Sierra away from Elena. She’s just a little girl, and has no place in all this ugliness.”

      “So you’d walk away from the power?” asked Logan. “Just like that?”

      Morgan’s face didn’t change as she met his gaze. “Just like that,” she agreed.

      “Look, I hate to say this, Morgan, but you have to consider the possibility of taking the throne, at least for a short time,” said Henrik. “With Patrus so destabilized, we need a stable ally to help us with food and supplies for the winter while we get things together. So… who do you know who could help us? Is there anyone who stands out to you?”

      Morgan shifted and let her gaze tilt upward, clearly thinking about it. “Alyssa Dawes,” she said after a few moments. “She doesn’t hold an office anymore, but she did serve as a special advisor to my mother and grandmother.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “She was a political activist,” Violet said, answering for Morgan. “She caused a lot of social changes, especially regarding Patrian husbands and treating them the same as Matrian husbands.”

      “If anyone could turn the citizens against Elena, it would be her,” said Morgan. “Then you wouldn’t even need a coup. The Matrians would take her down on their own.”

      “And lose a lot of people trying,” said Henrik.

      “Good,” retorted Drew. “Maybe we should even up the score a little.”

      Violet bit back a growl, her hands clenched, and I could tell she wanted to say something scathing to Drew, probably mixed with a few insults. I was feeling a bit of the same anger myself, to be honest, but now wasn’t the time to be getting emotional.

      “That’s not how we do things here,” said Ms. Dale, and I was relieved that she’d been feeling the same way. “No innocents hurt, if we can avoid it. But it seems like this might be a better solution than trying to go after Elena in her palace, so we’re going to consider it.”

      Henrik nodded in approval, and then Violet was standing. “Viggo and I should be the ones to go to Matrus,” she said, resting her palms on the table and leaning forward. “We can give Alyssa the information she needs, and that’ll leave everyone here free to start working on the other stuff.”

      There was a long pause, and then Ms. Dale looked at me. “You sure about this?” she asked, and I looked up at Violet for a second.

      “Absolutely,” I replied. “It’s smart, relies on only two agents. Violet and I are great at improvising when things go horribly awry. But best of all, with this solution, you three”—I indicated the Patrian rebel leaders, focusing on Drew, who needed the most convincing—“could work on the provisional government and get it off the ground faster. The people are looking for leaders to trust, and this is the time to show yourselves to them.”

      “Not to mention, I have leverage on Elena. Leverage I can use to our advantage.” Violet looked around the room, her face and body exuding confidence. “If we are torn between these two things, then let Viggo and I handle Elena, while the rest of you take care of this place.”

      “This is dangerous,” Amber said with a grin. “Which is why I think I should be the one to pilot you over there.”

      “Hold your horses, young lady,” Henrik said. “I’m really not sure I like the idea of only a two-man team going into Matrus. We wouldn’t be able to back you up if you got in trouble.”

      “A larger team could be more dangerous,” I said. “More chance of getting caught. Just think it over. But we’re happy to volunteer.”

      Henrik sighed and looked around the room. “Any objections?” he asked.

      Nobody raised their hand, and I felt a curious mixture of disappointment and excitement. We were so close to doing something about Elena that I could practically taste it.

      I was glad Violet had suggested it, but I also knew the odds. I didn’t even have to ask Thomas. Chances were if the two of us went into Matrus, we would probably die there. Violet knew this, and still she wanted to go—she was willing to make that sacrifice for the good of everyone, and I was so proud that I could call her mine.

      “No objections noted,” Henrik announced as the room filled with silence at his question. “Then let’s all get some rack time, all right?”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

      

    

    







            Violet

          

        

      

    

    
      I slowed to a stop as we rounded the corner at the bottom of the stairs leading away from the conference room, letting my arm stretch out as Viggo continued to pull away, my fingers still laced through his. He felt me stop and came to a halt, turning slowly, his expression inquisitive. I smiled, melting as I looked into the angular planes of his face, trying to make my love for him shine through my eyes.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked.

      I had to laugh—he sounded so baffled and confused, and I couldn’t blame him. I was acting weird, but… this was the time. It was right now, and it was going to be perfect.

      “Because I love you,” I said, and he smiled, although the confusion on his face was still there. I’d told him that enough times, I supposed, that it had stuck. I took a step closer to him, holding up our interlocked hands between us. “And I’ve been thinking about this for a while now. Well, since The Outlands, anyway. I… I want to marry you, Viggo. Now. I can’t wait anymore. I am so hopelessly in love with you that it leaves me breathless and shaky, and I feel sick thinking about us not being married. It’s time, Viggo. Will you marry me? Today?”

      As I spoke, Viggo’s face broke out into a smile, and then the smile merged into a thoughtful expression, his lips moving up and down with the gentle rocking of a body of water. When I was done with my proposal, he exhaled slowly.

      “Violet, what brought this on?” he asked gently. He didn’t say it with alarm, just a genuine curiosity, which was good, because as excited as I was, I was also a little bit nervous.

      “It was something Belinda said on the heloship,” I said softly, licking my lips. “And I realized she was right. Viggo, I don’t want to die having never been married to you.”

      “Die? Violet—”

      “Please don’t tell me that we’re not going to die. We’re going into Matrus. Soon. That’s where Elena lives, Viggo. We’d have to be idiots to assume this is anything short of a suicide mission. I am not going in there prepared to die—I am going to fight until my last breath to get us both out alive. But we know the risks, and you know as well as I do that if that’s the price we have to pay, then we’ll pay it. Just… give me this, please.”

      “Violet… I want you to look at me.” He released my fingers as I spoke, reaching up to touch my cheek and place his other hand on my hip, gently coaxing me toward him. “We’re not going to die in Matrus, and this is not a suicide mission.”

      “I want to believe that. But Viggo, war is—”

      “Chaotic?” he cut in with a teasing grin, and I smiled, nodding my head. His expression grew thoughtful again, and he sighed. “Violet, we don’t have to rush this. There’s no reason to do it right this minute. We still don’t even have a fully formed plan yet—we need more intel on the palace, Alyssa Dawes, where Sierra might be. Even with Thomas finally in their system after the heloship raid, it could take days.”

      “Which are days that I could spend as your wife, not as your fiancée,” I replied. “I understand what you’re saying, but I’ve thought about this a lot. I don’t want to wait anymore. I told myself I’d find the right moment, and it’s now. Not to mention—everyone is here! All of our friends and family, under one roof. I mean, who knows when that will ever happen again, or how long we’ll have that for?”

      Viggo’s face fell, and he nodded. “That’s a good point,” he said, and from the pained look on his face I realized he was probably thinking about all the people we had lost so far. Those deaths were still fresh, still a hole inside me every time I stopped to look back, and I knew they tore at Viggo every day. Still, he met my gaze and offered me a small smile. “So have I completely shattered my masculine image yet by acting like a nervous bride?”

      “You’re not nervous,” I pointed out. “You’re a traditionalist. But these are untraditional times, Viggo, and I’m ready. So unless you’re not…”

      He gave me a droll look, and then dipped his head down and pressed his lips to mine. “You know I am,” he breathed. “But… ask me again.”

      “Dork,” I teased. “So… will you?”

      “Marry you?” he questioned.

      I pressed my lips together to keep from screaming in frustration and looked up at him, bringing my hands up slowly to his neck and pretending to choke him—just enough to let him know he was driving me crazy.

      He chuckled and took my hands in his, removing them from his neck. “Calm down—before I even say yes, which we both know I’m going to, I still want to know who you are planning to have preside over it. I mean… Maxen is really the only officiate who could be legally recognized at this point.”

      I shuddered, even though I knew Viggo was joking. Taking a moment to consider his question, I finally just shrugged. “I-I don’t know. And I don’t care. It could be Ms. Dale for all I care. I mean, really, all we need are a few witnesses and an exchange of vows and rings. We got the rings, we can wing the vows—”

      “Wing the vows!” he sputtered, and I fought back a laugh at the alarm on his face. “Violet, the vows are the most important part. What are you planning on saying… ‘I promise to share my cookies with you’?”

      “Okay, A: I’m not sharing my cookies with you, and B: do you really think I’d come up with something that lame? C’mon, give me a little credit here. I’d at least be generous and say something about massaging your shoulders once a year.”

      The glitter in his deep green eyes was resplendent with humor, a bemused smile twisting the beautiful lines of his lips. “A year?” he asked. I shrugged, and he shook his head at me. “So romantic.”

      I gave him the look—an unamused one—and he chuckled, “I’m sorry, love.”

      “Forgiven. Now are you done stalling? Because I would really like to get married to you.”

      He snorted and then nodded. “I would really like to get married to you too, Violet.”

      “Is that a yes?” I needed to hear it, needed to hear the words coming from his mouth.

      “It’s a yes—I will marry you today.”

      I let out a whoop and broke off from him, my mind moving rapidly as I began ticking off the things we needed to do.

      “Okay, I’ll go get a dress, I’ll tap Amber to find a location so everyone can be there—we’ll probably have to get married in the hospital, so Alejandro, Quinn, Solomon, and Jay can be there—I hope he wakes up, but even so… You’ll need to find something nice to wear, too… Oh! And flowers, and some food!”

      “Violet, slow down,” Viggo called quietly. “We still need to find someone to marry us!”

      An idea flicked through my mind, and I grinned. “Don’t worry about it,” I announced. “You just tell all the guys what’s going on, and I’ve got the girls, okay? Let’s meet up in two hours!”

      I began moving back up the stairs, excitement coursing through my veins as I realized that in a few short hours, I would be married to Viggo.

      There was so much to do before he and I could be… Oh crap—we’d never discussed the names! Oh well. I supposed we could just keep our own (or trade). I certainly wasn’t giving up my name… and Viggo wouldn’t either. Either way, we’d figure it out, I thought with a grin.
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      When Violet puts her mind to something, she really goes out of her way to make it a reality, I thought to myself as I tugged at the sleeves of the stiff, formal warden’s dress coat I was wearing. It wasn’t mine, obviously. I had found a storeroom filled with them, and figured they were the best formal option I was going to get in the time allotted. And there was some kind of significance to it, I supposed—given my complicated history with this uniform, maybe it was the best choice after all.

      Smoothing the lapels down until I was confident they were regulation, I sat down on the narrow bed in the small private dorm room that was in the opposite wing of the building from where Violet and the women were, and began tugging on the knee-high, perfectly polished boots that completed the uniform. The boots were a bit tight, pinching in the toes, but I could endure them for a few hours.

      The door clicked open and I looked up in time to see Owen ducking in, wearing a tight sweater and a pair of black slacks. His blue eyes widened as he realized he was the first in the room, and he hesitated, suddenly nervous.

      I stood up, a smile already on my lips. “Owen,” I said warmly, holding a hand out to him as I crossed the room. He reached up automatically, and I caught his hand and squeezed, giving him a firm shake. “Thank you for coming. It really means a lot to me.”

      “Oh, um, sure,” Owen stammered, a confused expression on his face. Confused and wary, like I was setting him up for some sort of trap.

      I hated that he felt like that, but a part of that was his own fault. He had betrayed us all in his quest to end Desmond’s life. What’s worse, he had put Violet and her brother in danger while doing so. Violet had begged for us to forgive him instead of simply exiling him from our group, so we had punished him, giving him the task of being Violet’s bodyguard. Of course, that had been an impossible task to contend with, and ultimately he had failed to stay with her and keep her out of danger. But he’d certainly proven his loyalty in the attempt.

      I could understand his nervousness. “Relax,” I told him. “It’s my wedding day, not yours.”

      He smiled—just for a second, but it was there. That old light. I opened my mouth to add something, when the door swung open again, revealing… Anello Cruz. I suppressed a very noisy and very annoyed groan, and managed to plaster a bit of a smile onto my lips as he extended his hand, the bandages and sling that swaddled the arm he’d been shot in notwithstanding. I couldn’t completely hate the guy anymore. He’d fought bravely beside us at the water treatment plant, and his quick thinking had helped us get out of more than one tight situation—but he’d never gotten less irritating.

      “Hey, Viggo, compadre! I heard about your wedding! Congratulations, my friend. Or should I say condolences, eh?”

      He pumped my hand as he spoke, and I had to refrain from yanking it back, reminding myself that Cruz was just naturally a loud-mouthed, arrogant alpha male. This was really him trying to bond with me, but it didn’t make me want to punch him any less.

      “You should say congratulations,” said Owen dryly. “And tone it down some. Viggo and Violet love each other dearly, so be happy for them or get out.”

      Cruz blinked in surprise, and then smiled, finally releasing my hand. “Hey, no offense, mi amigos. I’m just not the ‘get married’ kind—although for that doctor lady I might make an exception.” He adjusted his sling, his smile growing bigger as his expression grew a bit dazed—likely envisioning that scenario—and I seized the opportunity to get to the other side of the room, hearing him ask Owen, “So what’d I miss at the meeting?”

      Focusing on my appearance again, I gathered my long hair up behind my neck and wrapped a band around it, running a hand over the sides and top to smooth it out. Once I was finished, I ran a hand over my beard. It wasn’t too long, so it didn’t need trimming, but a part of me wondered if I should shave it off.

      “You should keep it,” said Henrik’s voice, and I looked over in the mirror to see him closing the door to the hall. He met my gaze in the mirror and gave me a rueful smile. “I wish I could say that it’s because you looked better or that Violet likes it, but really it’s because we might need to rely on disguise to get into Matrus, and the beard helps with that.”

      “That’s a good point,” I said, taking one final check in the mirror. “Anyone hear from Violet yet?”

      “No, but I recently overheard Dr. Tierney saying she was running around like a madwoman, trying to set things up,” Owen commented, moving over to the bed and sitting down on it, the springs squeaking under his weight. “Amber too.”

      “Great,” I said, fiddling with the uniform in an attempt to try to perfect it, even though it was as close to perfect as it was ever going to be.

      Henrik came over and gently pushed my hands away, his eyes taking in the uniform and then tugging a few things here and there. “It’s too bad you don’t have any insignia here,” he said as he brushed off my shoulders. “It would really complete the look.”

      “I’m glad there aren’t any,” I said quietly, and he looked up at me in surprise. “That life feels like forever ago… like part of a terrible dream I was half-stumbling through. Violet didn’t fall in love with a warden. She fell in love with me.”

      Henrik smiled gently, and nodded. “She’s a good woman, Viggo. And soon she’ll be your wife, for as long as you both shall live. I’m excited for you both to be getting this start now, instead of waiting. You both need it after everything—”

      Henrik’s continuing words of reassurance disappeared behind the strange ringing that had started in my ears when he said “for as long as you both shall live.” Softly at first, then louder and louder. Miriam’s face flashed into my mind, as unexpected an interloper as I could ever receive at this moment, and one that made me feel a stab of guilt, made my heartbeat race and my chest begin to tighten.

      I wasn’t sure how I managed it, but I somehow excused myself from Henrik and moved to the door in a daze, stepping through it and closing it behind me. In the dark hall, I paced back and forth for a moment, trying to shake out the nervous tension now brewing all along my muscles, before finally coming to a stop in front of a wall, leaning my arm against it, my forehead resting on my forearm.

      I struggled to breathe, forcing a slow breath of air past the half-seized up shuddering of my lungs and down deep into my stomach. Except even my stomach felt rigid and unyielding, too small for even the tiniest gulp of air, and I found myself fighting back an extreme urge to put my fist through something breakable.

      “Viggo?”

      Looking over without bothering to lift my head, I saw Alejandro standing behind me, holding the temporary cast protecting one hand with the other one, supporting it at the wrist.

      “Hey,” I said, trying to keep my breathing steady and failing miserably. I clenched my hand into a fist. I had to say something… something normal. “No surgery yet?”

      “The doc wanted to use some of that special stuff Violet brought back from The Outlands on my hand first. Something about wanting to see if it could repair some of the smaller damaged bones first, because then there’d be a chance surgery would help repair the rest, and I’d get better use of my hand.”

      “That’s great news,” I said. I wasn’t sure if it was. I had tried to listen, I really had, but my mind was consumed with Miriam. Our wedding. How we had promised to be with each other forever. Then a stupid fight had led to catastrophe… and now she was dead, and I was about to marry someone else. How cruel I was to her memory.

      Alejandro shifted, and then leaned a shoulder into the wall next to me, his sharp blue eyes squinting as he took me in. “You okay, boyo?”

      I tried to suck down another breath of air, and shook my head. “I think I’m having a panic attack,” I grated out, even angrier for having said it out loud.

      “Oh.” A pause, followed by, “That doesn’t surprise me at all.”

      I looked over at Alejandro with eyes wide, and he gave me a tired smile. “Is it… about Miriam?”

      How well he knew me. I nodded tightly, unable to let her name cross my lips.

      Alejandro’s voice was full of understanding. “Of course. She meant a lot to you, boyo,” he said softly, meeting my gaze. “It’s no wonder you’re feeling like this. There’s still so many lingering emotions inside you, and I’m sad to say this, but they will remain.”

      I sucked in another breath, rewarded by my stomach easing up a little bit and allowing more air to get in. “I still miss her sometimes,” I admitted. “What if me doing this is… being disrespectful to her memory?”

      Alejandro smiled and looked around the hall for a long moment, considering the question. “Viggo, you and Miriam were dealt a bad hand. That’s a bad way of expressing it, but it’s true. You both got unlucky. And it’s not because you knew each other or that you even fell in love. It’s not that you fought and she left. It was just… bad luck and bad timing. Miriam would understand this. It’s only natural to let someone into your heart. She would want it for you. She would want you to be happy. As you and I both know, no man can be an island for too long without sinking into the seas… You love Violet, right?”

      “Yes,” I said, my breath coming a little easier.

      “You’ll do anything to keep her safe and happy?”

      “Yes,” I replied, a little more emphatically.

      “Then marry her. You and Miriam had your time, and now you have another chance. Marry Violet, and just… devote whatever time you have left to her, and it’ll be a wonderful life, worthy of your attention. You’re always going to love Miriam… but that doesn’t mean you don’t have room in your heart for another.”

      I hesitated, the fear clutching at my heart feeling oily and poisonous, like the slimy residue from a venomous amphibian that had marched all over it. “I just couldn’t bear to lose Violet like I lost Miriam,” I admitted, both to myself and to Alejandro. I didn’t even want to consider the possibility—getting married felt too much like just one step closer to losing her.

      Alejandro sighed loudly through his nose. “Viggo, that situation, the way you lost Miriam, it can’t happen again. It literally can’t. The gender population has shifted in Patrus—women now outnumber men here. That means those women are going to have to have a say in their country, just by the sheer lack of anyone able to handle the role. And that means that all those laws against women are going to change for the better, if not disappear completely.”

      The tightness in my chest eased up a bit more at his words, until I was finally able to take a deep, steady breath, easing fully into the exhale, letting my anxiety out along with it. Not all of it left—some remained to taunt me, but it was a small voice, one easily overridden by my rational mind. Alejandro was right. There was no way what had happened to Miriam would ever happen to Violet.

      Unless, of course, we got caught in Matrus, the small evil voice reminded me—and I decided right then and there to lock it away and throw away the key. No way was I letting my own doubt stand in the way of what I’d wanted to do ever since I’d asked Violet to marry me on that sinking ship.

      Alejandro waited patiently by my side, until I pushed off of the wall and gave him a nod, looking into his eyes with all the gratitude I could muster. “Thank you, Alejandro.”

      “Of course, boyo. It’s like that for all of us. You should’ve seen me before my wedding. A stiff breeze could’ve knocked me over that day. But trust me, as soon as you see her standing there waiting for you—only you—you’ll forget all of your nerves for sure.”

      I grinned at him, a chuckle escaping from my lips, just as Tim rounded the corner. I stepped out around Alejandro, smiling as the young man bounded over, a lopsided and excited smile plastered on his youthful face.

      “Violet ready,” he announced. “Waiting for you in hospital. Everyone.”

      Reaching out, I gently ruffled his hair. “Thanks, Tim. Let me go round up the guys, and we’ll be right there, okay?”

      “Okay!” he said with a sharp nod. He turned and then bounded back down the stairs, his feet landing heavily on the floor and kicking up a ruckus as he moved quickly to the bottom.

      Exchanging looks with Alejandro, I grinned and then moved over to the door, throwing it open.

      “It’s time, gentlemen,” I announced to the men waiting inside.
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      My hands were sweating, forcing me to shift the bouquet of flowers Tim had picked for me from one hand to another. The hospital was quiet. People were sleeping, mostly, but Dr. Tierney had helped us—and, I assumed, them—by moving the less-than-critical patients out of the small corner we were holding the ceremony in.

      The beds had been shifted slightly, angled in rows to create a wider space between them, as well as in the aisle separating them. A podium had been brought in and placed near the wall. The officiant would stand behind it, while Viggo and I were in front, close to the beds. Our guests would sit in them during the ceremony. Well, some of them would. Quinn and Jay were still lying there, as always.

      Solomon had been brought out of his private room for the ceremony. It made me smile to have him here, even if he wasn’t awake. He still hadn’t regained consciousness, but Dr. Tierney had warned me not to worry yet. If he wasn’t up in another day or so, then we’d have to worry. I just hoped it wasn’t my fault that he was still unconscious.

      Tim entered, flashing me a smile, and I looked over his shoulder, half-expecting to see Viggo on his tail. But as Tim scampered over, I felt a wave of nervous disappointment roll over me, and sucked in a shuddering breath.

      “This is so stupid,” I muttered as Tim dropped down into a nearby bed, right next to where Jay was still sleeping in his bed. “Why am I even feeling like this?”

      “You beautiful,” Tim said reassuringly, reaching up to lightly touch my arms. I looked down at the dress I was wearing. It was a simple thing, really, and totally inappropriate attire for winter. The sheer yellow fabric underneath the black crocheted bodice and sleeves was so thin, I’d freeze to death if we were outside. Despite its thinness, it was oddly heavy, which only added to the discomfort of having my legs bare, and the fact that the entire thing was half an inch too tight.

      Then again, maybe it was in my head. I’d never been the kind of girl to wear dresses—never had the money or luxury of owning one, really—and I’d usually worn them in Patrus as disguises. At the moment, this one felt no different. I’d traded my good boots for it—at my insistence—to a young woman in Mags’ group. Her shoes had been next to nothing, and I just couldn’t take the dress without giving her something in return. Yet even after going through all that to secure a dress, I suddenly desperately wished I were in pants and a sweater.

      “The dress is okay,” I half-whispered under my breath, trying to convince myself. “But my hair is still a half-grown mess, my face is still bruised up… This was an awful idea. I really should go change.”

      “It fine,” Tim said reassuringly. The door opened behind him, and I looked up, my heart in my throat, beating faster than a trapped butterfly. The disappointment I felt as I saw Ms. Dale leading in Logan, Drew, Mags, and Jenny was almost unbearable, and I looked back at Tim.

      “I’m getting married in a hospital!” I whispered harshly.

      Maybe I was nervous and just needed to complain, or maybe all of this was taking too long. Either way, I just wanted to see Viggo so he could wrap his arms around me and make me laugh about my own silliness. This whole thing had been my idea, after all.

      “Thank you for doing that,” said a hoarse voice, grabbing my attention. I looked over and saw Jay’s eyes open—albeit still looking a little groggy—a half-smile on his face. “Violet,” he rasped as soon as his eyes met my gaze, “you look so beautiful.” His lips smacked as he talked, and Tim immediately reached for a cup on the nightstand next to Jay, lifting it up to his lips and helping him drink a few mouthfuls.

      The move was so careful and practiced that it was clear Tim had been spending every waking and sleeping moment with Jay since he’d been injured. I moved closer and then sat down on the side of Jay’s bed, my knees brushing up against Tim’s. Jay gave me a sleepy smile, and then yawned.

      “Sorry,” he said, his voice a little less rough now that he’d had water. “These meds are really good at making the pain go away, but not so good for staying awake.” He yawned another time, and then shook his head. “So… you finally marrying Viggo? It’s about time.”

      I looked up as Ms. Dale directed Drew, Mags, and Logan to sit on an empty bed, but only Mags and Drew sat down. Logan moved over to where Amber was sitting, on the bed next to Solomon’s, and dropped onto the mattress behind her. He said something, and Amber rolled her eyes silently in return. But as she turned to give him the cold shoulder, I noticed a small smile creeping across her lips.

      I wasn’t able to comprehend or wonder about their drama right now. I stood back up, unable to sit any longer, and began to shift my weight back and forth, waiting impatiently. Morgan entered the room and made a beeline over to me, a nervous smile on her face.

      “Hey, Violet, how are you feeling?”

      “Nervous,” I replied tersely, shifting the bundle of flowers to my other hand again while I dragged my moist palm down the side of my dress. “You?”

      Her green eyes darted around, and she nodded, her smile softening and dimming into a small frown. “Nervous.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s my wedding. Technically I’m the only one entitled to be nervous.”

      Morgan gaped at me for a second, and then grinned. “You’re becoming one of those bride monsters, Violet,” she teased, stepping around me and sitting down in the empty bed behind Jay’s. She pulled out a notebook and a pen, opened up to a page, and began reading, her mouth moving softly as she rehearsed whatever speech she had written.

      Just when I thought I was going to crack under the pressure of it all, Viggo walked in, and everything just… stopped. It just did.

      He looked amazing, with his crisp, perfect uniform and his long dark hair pulled back. For a second I felt like I couldn’t breathe—couldn’t even think—as I stared at him. Like he’d literally stolen the air straight out of my lungs just with his entrance. It was the traditional entrance for a Matrian wedding: the groom entered while the bride watched. He’d done it for me, without hesitation or any sign of balking, and I loved him all the more for it.

      We stared at each other for a long moment, and then Viggo moved purposefully over toward me, his long legs tearing up the floor to be by my side, reminding me of why the women of Matrus wanted their intended husbands to come to them, instead of the other way around. He walked with purpose and determination, no hesitation, both eager and confident to make his way to his soon-to-be-bride, in a way that made my heart pound heavily against my ribcage. As he moved, a thousand images and memories flooded through my head. All I could think was about was how we met—clutching his waist as I rode with him on his motorcycle through a peaceful Patrus, the long night he’d stayed by my side to nurse me back to health after I’d been bitten by the centipede in The Green, the sight of him when he’d opened the door to rescue me from the torture chamber that Tabitha had imprisoned me in when she’d put the knife through my hand. Those thoughts should’ve assuaged the bats flying around in my stomach, but they didn’t—they just made them swoop harder.

      The only thing that brought me some calm was when Viggo reached out his hand to me. As soon as his hand was in mine, I immediately relaxed, melting under his steady touch. He smiled at me, giving a nervous chuckle, and I realized I hadn’t been the only one feeling that way. Even in separate rooms, across the compound from one another, we’d been having the same anxieties, contemplating this step toward our future together—and I realized that if Viggo and I had gotten through so many horrible things together, we could certainly get through this wonderful one.

      Looking around the room, I confirmed that everyone was there: Tim, Owen, Jay, Quinn, Thomas, Solomon, Cody, Ms. Dale, Henrik, Amber, Logan, Drew, Mags, Morgan, Dr. Tierney, Alejandro, Jenny, Cad, Margot, Henry and Sarah, April, Cruz… the Liberators and refugees who had become close to us… and I couldn’t help but feel incredibly loved. Not just by Viggo, but by all of them. I was closer to some of them than others, and some of the invitations, like Drew, and Logan, if I were being honest, had been political or polite more than anything else, but still… We had fought together and lost people together, and that was not insignificant to me.

      It was so touching to have family there—at a life event I never thought I’d have in a thousand years—and I was surprised to find myself tearing up as I looked at them.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice constricting a little bit. “I’m not even sure why I’m crying.”

      “Because this is your last chance to make the right choice and run for your life,” Amber declared as she stood up and crossed over to me, passing me a handkerchief that I immediately used to dab my eyes. “You really are too good for this Croft fellow—if that is even his real name, after all.”

      Amber’s catty remark made me laugh through the tears, and I continued to dab my eyes and cry, but I felt lighter on the inside than I could even describe. I pulled her in close for a hug, whispering a thank you, but she didn’t reply, just squeezed me a little tighter before letting me go.

      “Not nice, Amberlynn,” Viggo said, emphasizing her name. “I’ll get you for this.”

      She winked at Viggo, and then patted me on the cheek. “You’ll do great at this,” she whispered before slipping back toward her seat in front of Logan. “You and him both.”

      “All right, is everyone here?” asked Morgan, putting down her notebook and dragging my attention over to her. I nodded, and she smiled. “Then we should get started?”

      That earned another nod from me. I was too afraid to open my mouth for fear of shouting “I do!” as loud as possible, just to get it over with.

      Morgan sucked in a deep breath, seeming to take a moment to calm herself, and then stood in front of the group, a little set apart, and began to speak.

      “So… Well, when I was taught this aspect of Matrian duty, there were some specific phrases and terminologies included that I just… I don’t feel capture the relationship between Viggo and Violet at all. Those words were intended for a traditional Matrian/Patrian wedding solution, which I feel doesn’t reflect the nature of the bond you two share. So if you’ll allow me a little leeway, I’m going to change it up a little bit.”

      “No objections from us,” replied Viggo, and Morgan smiled.

      “Excellent.” Thumbing through her notebook, she took one last look at what she had written, and then closed the book. “In a time where chaos and violence are pretty much the economy in the world we live, Viggo Croft and Violet Bates have managed to find each other, defying the obstacles in their paths and pushing forward, for each other and for the people they lead. Their love is like a flame, and we are the moths that are circling above it, trying to warm ourselves on the light they produce in each witty joke and each shared smile. Most of us will never know a love like theirs—not as intimately or passionately.”

      She looked around the room for a moment, her fingers flipping the page, and then she continued.

      “Viggo Croft, do you promise to love Violet Bates? Do you promise to always communicate with her, act as her sword and shield, care for her well-being above your own, and above all, treat her as your partner and equal, for as long as you both shall live?”

      Viggo’s gaze never wavered, but the smile on his lips grew even broader. “I do,” he said, his voice rumbling over me.

      “Violet Bates, do you promise to love Viggo Croft? Do you promise to always communicate with him, act as his sword and shield, care for his well-being above your own, and above all, treat him as your partner and equal, for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” I breathed.

      “The rings?” she asked, and I turned to see Tim standing before us, his eyes aglow, the open box in his hands displaying Henrik’s rings. “Viggo, if you have anything you would like to say to Violet as you place the ring on her finger, now is the time.”

      Viggo nodded as he picked up the smaller ring between two fingers. “Violet, before I met you, I… had decided to fade into the background. I already felt desperately alone, so why not at least feel alone in my cabin by the woods? Then you came into my life, and it took me forever to realize that you were the little bit of sunlight I needed to actually find some hope and joy in the world. I am so grateful that you let me find it with you.”

      I was already crying unabashedly by the time Viggo was finished speaking, my fingers trembling as he slipped the ring on my finger. Dabbing my eyes with the handkerchief, I looked over at Morgan.

      “My turn?” I whispered, and she nodded.

      Picking up the ring, I turned to him, a smile on my face. I hadn’t really thought of what I was going to say, but I knew that speaking to Viggo from my heart was always the right way.

      “I won’t say we haven’t had a bumpy road,” I said, and there was a collective chuckle in the room. “Our path has always been filled with obstacles—some set by each other, others set up by the world. And yet the best part about being on this adventure—the only thing that gave me strength day after day after day—was you. With you and me together, I found I could believe you when you said things would get better. You gave me hope, Viggo. You showed me a world that could have hope. And even though we are at the darkest point of our adventures together, with you by my side, I know I can do anything. I love you, Viggo.”

      I slid the ring onto his finger as I neared the end of my speech, having to hurry as more tears leaked from my eyes. I swiped them clean as soon as my hands were free, and I felt Viggo’s arm going around my shoulder, helping me to keep upright. Looking up at him, I added, very softly, “And I promise to share my cookies with you. Always.”

      He laughed loudly, and I felt my love for him grow even more—that I could make jokes with him now, on this very day, and get nothing but the gift of his laughter. I sniffled, even more tears spilling hot down my cheeks. I just needed to keep it together for a few more minutes.

      “By the authority of my station alone, as a renegade princess of Matrus, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss… each other.”

      I laughed with joy as Viggo spun me around in his arms and then dipped me low, sealing his mouth to mine in a hungry and possessive kiss that made my head reel and my fingers and toes tingle. As he broke it, I felt a delicious and hungry shudder awaken in me at the ravenous look in his green eyes, already twinkling with the promise of our wedding night.

      And I simply couldn’t wait for it.
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      Everyone broke into applause as Viggo kissed me, but I barely registered the crowd. I was lost in the warm glow of happiness as his mouth pressed against mine, his tongue coming out just to tease my upper lip before retreating.

      I opened my eyes, dazed, wondering why he’d stopped, and he flashed me a rakish smile. “You know how everyone here likes to talk,” he whispered, and I felt my smile shift into a grin. We broke apart—reluctantly—but he kept a firm grip on my hand, giving it a little squeeze as we turned to face the group of our friends, family, and comrades-in-arms.

      Amber was already up again and coming toward us, this time with Margot beside her. Margot kissed Viggo on the cheek and embraced me, and then pulled back with a secret smile on her face.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, suddenly curious. Now that I was paying a little more attention, both she and Amber looked like the cats who had gotten into the cream. They exchanged glances, their smiles growing wider, and then Amber spoke.

      “We have a surprise for you,” she announced. “Well, for you and for everyone else. It’s waiting for you in Command.”

      “A surprise?” I looked up at Viggo, who gave me a bewildered look and a shrug. “What kind of surprise?”

      Amber rolled her eyes and grabbed my hand. “Don’t get boring on me, Bates, just come and see.”

      Then she was dragging me forward, not even giving me a chance to protest. I laughed, caught up with the joy of just… everything, and Amber slowed down long enough for me to get my feet under me, then started propelling me forward again.

      “The boys can take you, Mr. Bates!” she called over her shoulder to Viggo, and I laughed again, mostly at Viggo’s squint-eyed look as he watched Amber and me leave, Margot on our heels.

      She led me down the hall and up the stairs, and I paused at the sight before me. The conference room had been… decorated? Well, an attempt at decorating had been made, at least, with toilet paper streamers and a big paper sign that had Congratulations Viggo and Violet emblazoned on it in red paint, which still looked a little damp. Desks had been pushed aside, and smaller tables brought in, all with cloths draped over them in a semblance of tablecloths, with candles lighting them. Music piped through some speakers overhead, light and filled with soft violin sounds. A resplendent bounty of food covered a long table against a wall—real food, not protein rations. My mouth watered when I saw the cake, three-tiered and spotlessly covered in white frosting.

      “What is this?” I breathed, my eyes darting around, trying to take it all in.

      Viggo and the others entered behind us, and I heard Viggo’s surprised “Oh!” just as Margot announced, “It’s your wedding reception.”

      I looked over at her and the dark-skinned woman smiled, the flash of bright white teeth lighting up her already-charming face. “Amber and I thought of it, although Jenny and Cad helped with the cooking. We procured a few things, and we opened it up to everyone who’s on the base—don’t worry, we’re sharing with everyone.”

      I shot her a grateful look. She knew me well enough to know that I wouldn’t be comfortable if she hadn’t invited everybody we’d been working with. Already, people who hadn’t been at our wedding were wandering in. The men were shaking Viggo’s hand as they went by, offering him words of congratulations or advice. I laughed, reaching out to drape my arms over Amber and Margot’s shoulders.

      “You are literally the best,” I breathed, pulling them close to me.

      “Well, to be honest, I think we all needed a party,” Amber said after a moment, pulling back. “There’s been a lot of stuff going on, and I think we could all use just a little piece of normalcy before… whatever happens, happens.”

      “That… is a really good idea,” I said. “And still, you guys did this in two hours?”

      “We did,” Margot beamed. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to fetch Henry and Sarah. They’re dying to have some of the cake Jenny made.”

      “And I’ve got you and Viggo sitting over here,” Amber declared, placing a hand on the small of my back as she stepped around me toward a table with some flowers in a vase. They looked suspiciously similar to the flowers still in my hands, and I looked over to see Tim giving me a sweet, smug grin.

      I followed Amber as she sat me down at the table, Viggo holding my chair out and then settling into the chair next to me. “This wasn’t how I imagined our wedding night starting,” he murmured right in my ear, sending shivers down my spine.

      I looked over at him, my face flushing beet red, and if anything, it only seemed to make the hunger in Viggo’s eyes grow. “I think I can be patient enough for about an hour,” he added, and I felt my face grow even redder, if that was possible, the heat spreading across my cheeks until I thought they would burst into flames.

      Amber sat something down in front of me, and I looked up, trying to focus on the world that wasn’t just me and Viggo, to see a mug filled with something vaguely resembling urine. I looked up at her, questioningly.

      “Apple cider,” she said. “Still warm and filled with cinnamon. It’s an Ashabee family recipe.”

      I hesitated. “You made this?”

      Amber managed to look wounded as well as affronted. “Hey, I can cook some stuff, you know. Besides, this is from a cask recovered at the house. All I did was heat it up.” She winked, and then moved back to the food table, presumably to grab a plate of food. My stomach growled when I saw a basket of bread rolls, and I turned to Viggo, preparing to ask him what he wanted.

      “Oh no you don’t,” he announced. “I’m now your husband, which means I provide for you. What do you want from the table?”

      “Bread, and whatever that stew is. It smells divine.”

      He leaned forward to drop a kiss on my lips and then pulled back. “Your wish is always my command,” he whispered, standing up.

      I wasn’t left alone long. Owen found me soon, taking a seat at the table, Morgan next to him, looking unsure but excited in the atmosphere of the party. Ms. Dale and Henrik sat down across from me, and Tim took up the seat Viggo had been sitting in, immediately resting his head lightly on my shoulder. I reached over and took his hand, resting my cheek against the top of his head, and he sighed.

      “Different now,” he said, a touch sadly.

      I looked at him, and then adjusted so I could wrap an arm around his shoulder, taking care to share my warmth but only barely brush his skin. “Why do you say that?” I asked, curious.

      He shrugged under my arm, and then smiled up at me, his gray eyes still stormy. “You gone. Married. No room for—”

      “You stop right there, Tim,” said Owen softly. I looked over at him, and he shifted nervously, pulling on the sleeves of his sweater. “I was an older sibling too, and believe me… there’s always room for your brother. Nothing’s going to change. Your sister’s never going to abandon you, and you will always be loved—by her, by Viggo, and by everyone in the room.”

      I heard the pain in his voice as he spoke, and started to reach for his hand, but stopped when I saw Morgan already doing so, her hand going over Owen’s and squeezing. The blonde man looked up, his blue eyes rimmed with red, and then slowly pulled his hand out from under hers, standing up.

      “I’m, uh, going to check out the food situation,” he mumbled, before moving off. Morgan followed his movement, her brows furrowing together as her green eyes tracked him, and then she leaned back in the chair with a look of disappointment on her face.

      Ms. Dale and I exchanged looks, and Henrik softly announced that he could also use some food and got up. I looked at Ms. Dale, who gave me a shrug, sipping her own mug of tea, and I sighed. Clearly this was for me to handle.

      But before I could say anything, another voice beat me to it. “You really shouldn’t take it personally, Morgan,” announced Amber, manifesting from seemingly nowhere with a plate filled with—heavens, it was fresh vegetables. My mouth watered when I saw the pile of cherry tomatoes, and I looked up at her questioningly as she sat down in the chair Owen had just evacuated. She nodded, and I grabbed one, popping it between my lips and crunching into it, the fresh, distinctive sweetness almost causing me to moan with happiness.

      Amber watched my display with an odd smile, and then turned back to Morgan. “By the way, since when do you have a crush on Owen? I’ve known you both since I arrived with the Liberators, and I never picked up on that.”

      “Because you never saw us together,” muttered Morgan, picking at some lint on the tablecloth—and I noticed she didn’t try to deny Amber’s realization. “Owen and I never really… got to spend any time together. He was Desmond’s number two, remember?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t really answer the question, does it?” Amber teased. “Go on, when did you realize you liked him?”

      Morgan shifted slightly in her seat and then gave Amber a direct look. “The first day I met him,” she replied tersely. “The first day I was in the Liberator base. I was scared and… and angry. Desmond didn’t tell me what was going on, I’d been stuck in that stupid workhouse for over a year, and then suddenly I wasn’t anymore. It threw me. Anyway, he was running the training the first day I was there, and I didn’t want anything to do with it, or him. He comes over, and before he can even say anything, I grab him and throw him across the room.”

      “You didn’t!” Amber gasped, a wide smile on her lips.

      “I did,” Morgan replied dryly. “I thought he’d get up, scream at me, say something horrible, hate me forever, but instead he held out his hand to me and said, ‘You going to be a lady and help me up?’”

      I laughed around a mouthful of tomatoes. That sounded like Owen. Good-natured ribbing that helped to defuse difficult or awkward interactions was his specialty. Or it had been, at least. After his brother died, he’d been so different… but even now, I could see peeks of the Owen we knew coming back once in a while, and I knew he was healing, if slowly.

      “After that I guess I was curious. I’d never been around anybody who could defuse a situation like that. My family, we’re—well, I just told you. Everybody turns small problems, these simple little things, into gigantic arguments with pitfalls that are, by design, meant to make you angry and shoot off at the mouth. Then they’d turn all that around and hold it over you, bear slow-burning grudges, before bringing it up in some new argument weeks, even months, later, to repeat the damn cycle all over again. I’d never been just forgiven like that before.”

      Her expression turned deeply inward as she talked, and I could only imagine how much something like that had meant to her. I’d grown up with a lot of the same kinds of expectations, actually—but Morgan’s had been multiplied by her unusual family situation and her sisters’ enhancements. Morgan’s face turned rueful.

      “At first I couldn’t understand it. I thought he must be a huge airhead who had never had any real problems. But I asked around, and when I found out about his brother… I don’t know, I just thought about how brave he was to still find a reason to laugh, after such tragedy and heartache.”

      I looked around at the rest of the table and realized we were all hanging on her words, hoping there would be more to the story. “Oh my God, Morgan,” Amber said after a moment, her eyes sparkling. “That’s the sweetest story ever. Makes Owen seem, well, almost attractive. Which is gross.” Amber shuddered theatrically, and managed to bring a smile to the other girl’s face. “So, yeah,” she added, her voice thick with dry sarcasm. “Thanks for sharing. I’ll be having nightmares all week.”

      “Yeah, well, I wish I could just… admit it to him, y’know?” Morgan said ruefully, her smile at Amber’s quip dimming slightly as she ran a hand through her hair. “But it’s not a good time.”

      “Yeah, I can see that,” Amber said, the sparkle in her eyes going introspective. “But don’t give up. There will be a good time. Owen just needs a while to deal with everything.”

      “I thought you were mad at him,” I said around another mouthful of tomato, swallowing it and then taking a sip of the apple cider. That was exquisite as well, and I felt my hunger double as I eyed Amber’s plate.

      She laughed and pushed it over to me, and Tim and I fell on the food like ravenous wolves, using our fingers to grab vegetables and shove them in our mouths. Nothing was as fresh as the tomatoes, and I couldn’t help but cram them into my mouth with wild abandon while she continued the discussion as though my brother and I weren’t behaving like starved animals.

      “Yes, I was mad at him. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t understand.”

      “Nobody’s mad at him anymore,” Ms. Dale said softly, reaching over to grab the last tomato off Amber’s plate and popping it in her mouth before I could growl in warning. She gave me a smug smile and half-salute with her mug before leaning back in the chair. “He messed up, made a bad judgment call, but he’s doing everything he can to make up for it. Everyone can see that.”

      Morgan cleared her throat and set her own cup down, arching an eyebrow at us. “Everyone might know that or believe that, but when was the last time any of you told Owen that?”

      I swallowed my mouthful of canned asparagus, the slight recrimination in her voice causing me to lose all interest in food. “Morgan, I do tell him that. I tell him that all the time.” Morgan stared at me for a moment, and then stood up, brushing crumbs off of her pants.

      “You’re different, Violet. And it hurts him more than you think to know you still have faith in him and consider him a friend. Because he doesn’t feel he deserves it, and the more you do it, the more twisted into knots he feels. Not that I’m saying that you shouldn’t tell him that, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he just disappeared after this conflict was done, if only so he could try to sort through what he’s going through emotionally.”

      Amber leaned back in her chair, tilting it back on two legs and giving Morgan a shrewd look. “You really do care about him, don’t you?”

      Morgan hesitated, and then flushed, one hand running self-consciously over her forearm. “Well, I think we all do, right?”

      “Well, yes, but that—”

      “Have I ever told you the best way Elena ever ended conversations?” asked Morgan, interrupting Amber. She and I exchanged looks and then turned back to Morgan, waiting expectantly. Morgan opened her mouth, shut it, and then turned and walked away, her head held high and her shoulders squared.

      I watched her go, stunned for a moment, and Ms. Dale chuckled. “Well, that certainly is one way to end an uncomfortable conversation,” she said with a grin.

      I almost replied, but at that moment a plate was deposited in front of me, and I craned my neck back to see Viggo standing over me, a wry smile on his face. “I see you already finished one serving,” he said dryly. “And found a new man to replace me. Busy party.”

      Tim sat up straight and started to move, but Viggo placed a gentle hand on his shoulder as I dug into my plate, scarcely noticing the small conversations going on around me, I was so excited to eat real food.

      “Stay there, Tim. I can evict Amber.”

      “All right, Croft, I’ll give you my seat. But it’ll cost you.” Amber leaned forward, a mischievous glint in her eyes.

      “It’ll cost me?” Viggo asked. “You’re going to deny me the right to sit next to my wife?”

      “Well, that’s just supply and demand. Don’t you want to know the price?”

      Viggo groaned dramatically, and I could practically feel him rolling his eyes. I shoveled another spoonful of mashed potatoes into my mouth, content to let the butter dissolve on my tongue and watch the show.

      “All right, what is it?” my husband asked Amber.

      “First, you have to come dance with me.”

      “And second?”

      “You have to wear these when you do it.” She produced a black eyeglass case and set it on the table, sliding it over. Unable to contain my curiosity, I put my fork down for a second to open it, and saw a pair of empty wire frames sitting inside.

      “Viggo?” I asked, looking up, and I saw him fighting back a smile, his cheeks burnishing just slightly.

      “Don’t ask,” he growled, snatching up the case and placing the glasses into a pocket in his dress uniform. “And you promised, Amber!”

      “Hey, I didn’t say one word, did I?” she exclaimed, her hands going up in the air in surrender. “I just gave you my conditions.”

      “Oh my goodness,” Ms. Dale breathed in bemused irritation. “Viggo, give the glasses to Violet and trot Amber out on the dance floor. She really just wants you to dance with her to make Logan jealous. Violet, thank Amber—she just did you a favor.”

      I gave my former mentor a bewildered look, but she just smiled, taking another sip of her mug of tea.

      “No deal,” Viggo said, clapping his hands together and then pulling my seat out. “My wife gets the first dance. I suffered one of her traditions—now she’ll suffer one of mine.”

      I smiled and slipped my hand into his, ignoring the wolf whistle Amber was making behind my back. In truth, my eyes were only for Viggo as he led me to the cleared-out space in the middle of the room that was being used as a dance floor.

      As soon as we were in the center, nobody around us, Viggo spun me in a circle under his arm, then pulled me to his chest, one hand firmly on my waist. The confidence with which he pulled off the move, as smooth as if he’d been practicing for weeks, left me a bit breathless, my heart once again crashing powerfully against my ribcage. He led with slight pressure, and we began to sway to the music. It was slow, the melody old, simple, and elegant. Violins made up the main part of it, but cellos were present. A single flute, loud and clear, wove counter melody to the stringed instruments, weaving a spell of intimacy around us.

      I’d never understood the dance scenes in popular graphic novels; I’d never had time to even try dancing, and the whole thing had seemed kind of silly and clunky. I’d assumed I would be bad at it, to be honest. But now, I suddenly found myself realizing exactly why other girls at the orphanage snuck those romance comics to each other, hiding them under pillows until the wardens took them away or all the pages fell out. I understood why there had always been a dancing scene. They were trying to recreate this feeling—and now I knew no novel ever could.

      Everything seemed to fade away, as if the world had just inhaled, and was waiting to exhale. I swore I could’ve heard a pin drop as Viggo spun me around the dance floor, leading me gently and confidently, so I had no reason to worry about my steps. I gazed up at him, trying to force every bit of what I was feeling into my eyes, certain he could see it there.

      “I love you,” he whispered softly, his green eyes warm and bright, brimming with love for me.

      “I love you, too,” I smiled. “Oh man… we’re married, Viggo! Can you believe it?!”

      His lips pressed against the soft shell of my ear. “Just wait until later tonight, Mrs. Bates.”

      I rolled my lips together, trying to soften a smile that was so grand, my cheeks were starting to ache slightly. “Am I detecting trouble in paradise, Mr. Croft?”

      “Not at all… just trying it on to see if I can get used to it. I love the idea of you having my name, but it could be fun to be Viggo Bates. Has a nice ring to it.”

      I laughed as he spun me out again, then under his arm, turning as he did, so that he could pull me back in against his chest. There was a smattering of applause, and it made me blush, but I ignored it, focused solely on him.

      “I like it, but it doesn’t have the ring the ‘Croft’ does.”

      “True. But neither does ‘Violet Croft.’”

      “Hmm. We could hyphenate. Or come up with some combination name.”

      “Oh dear Lord… Crates?”

      “Baft.”

      Viggo threw back his head and laughed at my joke, and it made me happy, knowing that I had made him happy. He pulled me tightly to him and rested his chin on the top of my head.

      “We’ll figure it out. For now, I’m just happy to call you my wife.”

      There was a possessiveness in his voice that sent a thrill through me, and all at once I remembered (probably for the thousandth time that day) that we were married, and tonight was our wedding night. Suddenly, I wished we were any place else, so I could finally, finally demonstrate my love to him in the most physical way possible.

      Luckily, the song ended before my desire for him could flare too high, and he slowly, reluctantly pulled away from me. Everyone was clapping, looking at us, and I had almost caused a scene right then and there. I flushed, and waved an embarrassed hand through the air as I turned toward the crowd of our family and friends, hoping they chalked my embarrassment up to being the center of attention, and not to the fact that I had almost jumped my husband on the dance floor like a lunatic.

      Viggo led me back to the table and sat me down. “Now, Amber… I believe it was your turn? And then my wife. Again.”

      “Oh no—all the unmarried gals called dibs,” called Ms. Dale as Viggo held out a hand to Amber, helping her up. He shot her an alarmed look, and she cackled before adding, “And I’m next!”

      I laughed, fanning myself with my hand to help cool my heated cheeks, and leaned against Tim. “You are all being really mean to Viggo,” I chided, and Ms. Dale laughed, setting down her mug.

      “No, we’re showing him we care in our own perverse ways. Get him to wear the glasses, and thank Amber in the morning.” She winked, and I blushed again, bewildered that I could blush so much in such a short period of time. Ms. Dale stood up and stretched.

      “I’m going to go make Henrik dance with me before this song is over,” she said, draining the remains of her mug. “Make sure you get in a dance or two before your Patrian drags you off by your hair.”

      I snorted, sipped my cider, and watched her weave confidently through the crowds toward Henrik, who was standing by the food table, chatting with Alejandro. I watched as she approached, and Henrik automatically held out an arm for her, slipping it around her waist and pulling her tight to him. She smiled and cupped his bearded cheek, giving him a kiss on the lips. Then she leaned her head against his shoulder and just listened as he and Alejandro continued whatever conversation they were having, looking perfectly happy and content.

      I smiled. It was good that Ms. Dale had found someone, especially somebody as respectful, wise, and capable as Henrik. If anybody deserved her, he did. Then I laughed, and Tim looked up at me, confused.

      “I’m sorry,” I said through the laughter. “I just think I might have resigned myself to being that married woman who’s trying to get everyone married now.”

      He followed my gaze toward Ms. Dale, and then chortled. “Not possible. Ms. Dale… Henrik… They together because want to be. You did nothing. They get married when they want to. You do nothing.”

      “Oh, and what happens if I meet a girl I think is perfect for you?” I teased, but Tim seemed to ponder the question for a moment.

      “Nothing,” he finally said. “I find own girl. Like you find Viggo.”

      I reached out and playfully ruffled his hair, and he ducked back out of reach, smiling. The song ended, and was replaced by a lively jig, and I looked over to see Margot grabbing Viggo for another dance. Cad watched from the sidelines, and then raised his glass from the table he was sitting at toward me, our gazes meeting. I felt confused as to why he was still sitting at his table so far away, until a few people moved and I saw Henry and Sarah both lying on some chairs, fast asleep, mouths ringed with white frosting. It was odd—neither of the two slices of cake in front of them seemed touched, save for a few small bites—but maybe they’d just been too tired to eat. I smiled and he gave me a droll look followed by a shrug.

      “Say what you want about him, he’s a good dancer,” Amber exclaimed as she dropped into the seat next to me, her cheeks flushed and her breath coming faster.

      “What is the deal with these glasses?” I asked, and Amber flashed me a smile.

      “It was part of his disguise when we went into the stadium,” she informed me. “Just trust me—and hope that his vision starts going later in life, because he pulls them off well.”

      I snorted. “I feel like I should be uncomfortable with all this.”

      “Oh, whatever. We all know that Viggo is eye candy, but he’s eye candy that only has eyes for you. Your babies are going to be gorgeous.”

      “Geez, don’t say that. We can’t even contemplate kids right now, not until this whole mess is over.”

      “Well, it’ll be over soon enough,” Amber sighed, and I frowned, the reality of the next few days suddenly hitting me, everything in my stomach seeming leaden while my heart began to race. Amber noticed, and grabbed my hand. “Violet, no. I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry.”

      I looked into her earnest eyes and nodded, sucking in a deep breath and slowly letting it out. Amber looked around the room, her scrutiny stopping as she met Logan’s gaze, and then she deliberately turned her back to him and cleared her throat.

      “What’s up with that?” I asked after a moment, nodding toward Logan.

      Amber sighed and picked at the tablecloth, her mouth turning down. I almost expected her to clam up, like she had many times in the past, but this time, she started to talk.

      “I told you the story about the pilot who trained me, right?”

      I nodded. “And I know that pilot was Logan. How did that even happen? The heir to the Deepvox legacy getting hired on as a heloship pilot? I’m surprised he even had to work.”

      “He didn’t,” Amber replied honestly. “He did it because he wanted to. He wanted to build a name for himself outside of his father’s legacy. It’s what made him so attractive to me in the first place. Y’know, a man not letting other men elevate him? Trying to do things on his own, make his own reputation? It was refreshing. And then when I could see he was attracted to me… I sort of played on it to get what I wanted.”

      “Amber!” I exclaimed, and she flushed.

      “Look, I was sixteen, and I did like him. I mean, honestly, I really wanted to spend time with him, as well as learn how to be a pilot.” She shrugged and took a sip of her cider, her smile catlike for a moment. “I didn’t see the harm in doing both.”

      “But…” I trailed off after she fell silent, her gaze fixed on the drink in her hand.

      She blinked and then sighed, setting the mug on the table. “But my father”—she grimaced—“found out. He, uh, caught us making out inside the heloship and dragged me to my room. Locked me in. At first I didn’t know what had happened. They sequestered me in my room for three days, only food and drinks and my tutors. Then my father comes in and tells me I’ll be marrying Logan. Just like that. No discussion from him, and no conversation from Logan. I was just expected to shut up and do what I was told. Everything was arranged.”

      “But, if you liked him—”

      “Yes, exactly! I liked him—I didn’t know if I loved him. I was sixteen, Violet! He was almost nineteen. And all I could think to myself once I found out he had arranged our marriage with my father without even talking to me was that… he was just like every other man in Patrus, and to him I was just like any other woman—marry me and keep me in my place. It could have been anybody and he would have done the same thing; preserve his reputation, get a good, obedient wife at the same time—”

      She broke off, her cheeks flushed with anger, and looked around. So did I, and I realized her voice had gotten loud enough to draw notice. Glaring at the people who had turned and stared, Amber held their gazes until they turned back to the party, and then sighed, speaking in a slightly lower voice.

      “So I snuck out. Jeff helped me, once I explained, and I took one of the cars over to the Vox estate and snuck in. Daddy designed their security system, so it was easy enough to bypass. I got into Logan’s room, and he looked at me like I was crazy for being there. We fought, and he just didn’t get it, so I told him to call off the contract… or have the coroner on standby on our wedding night.” She took a sip of her cider, draining it, and set the cup down on the table with a thud. “He called it off. I thought that would be the end of it, until my father informed me he’d found someone three times Logan’s age to marry me to—somebody richer, somebody who would pay even more money for me. Only a week later. That’s when I realized that was all I was or ever would be to him. So I ran away. I took a while to plan it, and looking back I didn’t have any idea what I was doing. But… Desmond found me and recruited me before I could get into any trouble.”

      She fell silent, and I reached forward and took her hand. “Amber, I’m so—”

      “Beautiful tonight,” said a deep voice from behind me, and I turned to see Logan standing there, two mugs in his hand. “For the beautiful bride,” he said, offering one, and I took it and handed it off to Tim, not having drained my original cider mug. “For the Lady Ashabee.”

      Amber stared at the mug, and then looked at him. “No one asked you to bring that,” she said mulishly.

      Logan arched an eyebrow and set the mug down. “It’s meant as a peace offering, Amber.”

      “Peace?” she scoffed. “I don’t want peace from you.”

      Logan’s fingers drummed against the back of my chair, and I realized he was leaning on it, staring at her. “And what do you want, exactly? Because I just want to talk. Honestly.”

      Amber’s eyes narrowed, and I felt myself becoming distinctly uncomfortable with the position I was sitting in, directly between the two of them. Before she could answer, Logan stopped leaning, taking his weight off my chair, and continued.

      “Listen, Amber. I’m this close to using your full name in public where all these lovely people can hear it. So are you going to keep acting like a child who has missed her naptime, or are you going to grow up and come have an adult conversation with me?”

      Amber leaned back in the chair and considered him for a long moment while Tim and I shifted uncomfortably. Watching her face changing, I just had to hide a little smile behind a napkin. I liked how Logan was calling her out the same way Amber usually called members of the rest of the group out. We all knew she could be a bit vindictive, and I didn’t want her to let it get in the way of things—if Logan Vox could get her to slow down enough to consider that, I would be more than impressed.

      After several heartbeats, she snatched up the mug and stood, draining it dry and setting it down next to her other empty mug. “All right,” she said slowly. “Let’s do this.”

      Then she moved away to a more private part of the hall, letting him follow her. I watched them go.

      “I would not want to be in that hallway,” said Owen wryly as he walked up, three plates of cake balanced in his hand. “Here, I figured you and Tim were craving a sugar high.” I reached up and took two of the plates, handing one to Tim and placing the other in front of me.

      “Thanks,” I said, immediately digging in. He sat down with a sigh as I took my first mouthful, and practically died. The cake was simple—vanilla—but oh, so delectable. Within moments, my chunk had disappeared as I quickly devoured it.

      Owen watched, his fork hovering between his plate and his mouth, and then pushed his piece over to me. “Here, you clearly need it more than I do.”

      I laughed, but didn’t hesitate, taking another bite and trying not to roll my eyes back in ecstasy. “Honestly,” I said around a mouthful, “I don’t know why everyone was telling me this was just a simple spread. Everything tastes amazing.”

      Owen chuckled and reached out and took my mug, taking a sip. “It’s because you’re happy,” he said. “When you’re happy, everything is just… better. The weather, the food, the air. How is the air, by the way?”

      I took a deep breath and then laughed, waving a hand across my nose. “Smells like men used to live here,” I said, and he snorted. We shared a laugh for a moment, and then it dropped off awkwardly.

      “Owen, I—”

      “Violet, I—”

      We both stopped as we stepped over each other’s words, and I leaned back. “You go first,” I said.

      “Well, I just wanted to say… I’m sorry.” I frowned, confused, but luckily he continued. “I’m sorry I just left you like that. I mean, what if Morgan hadn’t been a good princess? Or one of those berserkers who drank the water at the plant had gotten you?”

      I let out a surprised laugh, and then frowned when he looked up at me, his sincerity lying naked on his face. Letting out a breath, I leaned forward. “Owen, you did the best you could under the circumstances. We all did. That place was awful, and nightmarish, and—”

      “You shouldn’t have been alone on that bird,” he insisted angrily, and I shushed him, placing a hand over his.

      “Owen, can I say something? I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but you’re right.” He blinked in surprise, and I continued. “Absolutely right. As my bodyguard, you failed. But, as my friend, who was willing to sacrifice his life so that I could go in pursuit of the woman who had wronged him, you succeeded. And frankly, that’s all I want from you, and all I want to be with you: a friend, a comrade, a soldier at arms. Someone who, in fifty years, I can say ‘remember when’ to, and you’ll say that you do.”

      He sighed, and started to pull his hand away from mine. “Violet, I don’t really think I deserve—”

      “Oh, pish posh what you deserve,” I said, not letting him escape my gentle grasp. “Sometimes even you can’t see what you deserve, so you need to trust in your friends to tell you. And I’m telling you, I don’t bestow my friendship or love lightly. It might seem like it… given all the people here who care about me… but they all won it. Hell, even Thomas has won it, and I hated him when I met him. I thought he was cruel and weird.”

      A hint of a smile grazed Owen’s face for a second. “In your defense, he can be cruel, and he is weird.”

      I laughed, but refused to be derailed. “You need to stop being so hard on yourself, and you also need to go over there and talk to Morgan. She likes you. She likes you a lot.”

      His shoulders hunched, and he cast his gaze over to where the dark-haired girl stood, chatting with Drew. Or rather, it looked like Drew was interrogating her. “She… She likes me? Likes likes?”

      I blinked, surprised at first by the very childish phrase, and then looked over at Tim, whose face shared a look of bewilderment equal to the one I was sure mine wore.

      “You honestly didn’t know?”

      He shook his head, his eyes wide. “I… I… I just thought she was being nice.”

      Lowering my forehead to the table was dramatic, but it made him laugh, even as I banged my head against the wood a few times. Sitting up abruptly, I looked at him, and then reached out to cup his cheeks.

      “Owen. Go talk to her.”

      He hesitated, and then smiled, slow and steady. “You know what, I think I will!”

      Standing up, he took a minute to run his fingers through his hair, and then moved over toward Morgan. I looked over at Tim, who shook his head at me.

      “You right. You will be that wife.”

      I laughed—I couldn’t deny it—lightly squeezed his cheek, and looked out at the dance floor. Viggo was now dancing with Ms. Dale, swinging her around the floor while she laughed and then smacked him on the shoulder. They chatted as the music played, something slow and filled with harp sounds, and I smiled. Owen was right. I was happy. “Happy” wasn’t even the word for it. I could feel everything around me glowing with joy, like it was radiating from my insides, impossible to contain, impossible to stop.

      Tim and I sat alone for a few more minutes, just enjoying the atmosphere and being next to each other, and then the song ended. Viggo instantly let Ms. Dale go and moved toward my table, his eyes finding mine. Ms. Dale trailed behind him and clapped her hands loudly. The music played on for a second and then was cut off, and Ms. Dale raised her mug.

      “Well, we have a few more surprises for you. We have some gifts, which you can open later, if you want, but there’s one very important one that we want to give you now.”

      I looked around the room, and watched as Amber and Logan stepped up to join Ms. Dale, followed closely by Owen and Morgan.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, and Ms. Dale smiled.

      “We’re not letting you go to Patrus alone,” she announced as Thomas pushed forward and came to stand next to Owen. “We’re going with you.”

      “And me,” whispered Tim.

      “And me,” resonated a deep, familiar voice, and I looked back toward the stairs and gaped.

      Solomon took a step forward, and another, moving slowly and steadily. I saw Dr. Tierney standing behind him, a smile on her face, and then I was moving, standing up and racing across the room. I pulled up short, suddenly afraid to touch him, and he stared at me, his dark eyes glittering. He’d shaved, and his hair had been cut. He was wearing pants and a sweater, but they seemed a bit snug on him.

      After a moment in which we stared at each other, my mind trying to find words as the events of the attack on the plant played through it again, he simply pulled me into a bear hug.

      “Hey, Violet,” he breathed. “Congratulations!”

      He lifted me off the ground and then sat me back down, but I kept my hands on his shoulders.

      “How… How is this…” The words seemed to dissolve in my mouth, and I looked at Dr. Tierney. “Benuxupane?” I asked, and she shook her head.

      “I think… I think they did something to him at the tower,” she said. “I can’t explain it, but when he woke up, he was speaking and behaving as normal. His readings are good and—”

      “He’s standing right here, and he wants to officially meet your husband.”

      I blinked up at Solomon, my smile growing wider and wider until I felt tears beginning to form. “I… Of course… I…”

      “I’m Viggo,” Viggo said helpfully from behind me, and I turned to see him standing there, holding out a hand. “And as I understand it, Violet and I both owe you our lives. Her twice over.”

      Solomon took Viggo’s hand and pumped it, hard. “It was nothing,” he rumbled, but his eyes clouded over, and I realized he was remembering everything that had happened, just as I had.

      “Solomon, you don’t even know why we’re going to Matrus,” I exclaimed, and he nodded solemnly.

      “I do. Dr. Tierney filled me in. It took a while.”

      I stared at him for a long moment, then took a step closer. “Solomon, you don’t have to do this. You’ve been through so much. Your mother needs to see you. She’s been so worried, and—”

      “Do you think I don’t know that, Violet?” Solomon announced, softly interrupting me. He lowered his gaze to the floor and shifted. “Violet, I… I remember some of the things I did. Not all of it, and I’m not sure which is worse—the ones I don’t know about, or the ones I do. I killed people… and I didn’t have any control over it.”

      “Solomon,” I breathed, guilt radiating through me. “Please. It’s my fault that you… that you took those pills. It’s my fault that you were in this mess. I swore I’d do something to help you, and you’re better now. I don’t want that to change. I can’t bear to see you hurting again.”

      “Violet, it’s not your fault. It’s Desmond’s. She gave me the pills without knowing exactly what they would do. She used me as her guinea pig, and I trusted her and went with it anyway.”

      “Yes, but if I hadn’t been so—”

      “You don’t get to be responsible for the decisions I make,” Solomon declared, resting his hand on my shoulder. “Violet, I respect your authority here, and I care for you deeply—but don’t you see I need this? I… I need a way to strike back at them. To put a stop to any future damage that Elena and Desmond have planned. I need something to absolve me of all the things… all of the things I’ve done. And Violet. I haven’t tested it out, but I think that whatever the people who healed me did, they didn’t take away my enhancement. I have this power now. I want to use it in a way that is better than I did while I couldn’t control myself.”

      He wasn’t angry. Or at least, he wasn’t angry with me. There was anger in him, but he kept it tightly leashed, and hidden behind a wall of granite. Even so, there was conviction behind it. I could feel it in his words and see it in how he looked at me. In that moment, I realized that he was right. I didn’t get to make his decisions for him, no matter how badly I wanted to make sure he was safe.

      “I’m not saying I understand,” I said after taking a moment to think about it. “But I know we could really use the help. So thank you.”

      “Of course, Violet,” he replied with a wan smile.

      “You’re more than welcome to be a part of the process,” I said, then turned my attention to the group that had assembled, still standing a few feet away. “But the rest of you should stay here. They’ll need all of you in the rebuilding process, and—”

      “We don’t care,” Ms. Dale cut in smoothly. “We’re going. Deal with it.”

      “I’ve already begun working on the plan,” Thomas added with a proud smile. “We can’t let you go in alone.”

      I stood, looking around the room, my eyes tearing up. I had no idea how I was supposed to respond to any of it, so I just hugged Ms. Dale, hard, and she hugged me back just as hard. When we’d held each other for a minute, she pushed me away, smoothing off the front of her shirt.

      “Getting me all sentimental,” she sniffed, her fingers going under her eyes to wipe away any sign of tears. “Now, you’ve got some presents to open! So let’s open them!”

      “Actually,” Thomas interjected, taking a step forward. “I was wondering if I could say something.” We all looked at the short man, and I watched, wondering what he was up to, as he adjusted his glasses and fidgeted.

      “Of course,” I said with a smile. “What is it?”

      “A speech,” he replied absentmindedly, pulling out a small green notebook and flipping it open to a page in the back. Viggo and I exchanged looks, and I took a few steps toward him, my hand extended, reaching for his and finding it.

      I looked up to see Thomas watching us, and after a moment, he closed the notebook and put it aside as he began to speak. “As you all know, love is… complicated for me. It is something that adheres to no scientific or mathematic principles—it cannot be measured, weighed, or calculated. As such, it’s hard to credit that it even exists. I was certain we could find life in the stars before we could find scientific evidence that love was real.” He shifted nervously, clearing his throat softly. “The love between Violet and Viggo has been our cornerstone for a long time; whether we were aware of it or not, their love for each other spilled onto the rest of us. I’ve run the numbers, and because of their… synchronicity, our missions succeeded when they should have failed. We believed, when we should’ve called it quits. And we won, when every possible odd was stacked against us. If there were a love that was close to being proven as a scientific reality, versus anecdotal evidence, then it would be between Viggo and Violet.”

      He finished with a nod, turned to collect his notebook, and then walked away. I watched him go, my heart thudding against my chest so hard I was convinced it was trying to collapse my lungs. How else could I explain the sudden lump in my throat or the inability to catch my breath fully?

      “That was beautiful,” Ms. Dale sniffed, and I looked over through watery eyes to see her pressing a napkin to her eye. “Downright poetry. Somebody put on some music quick, before I break down and cry!”

      I laughed, grateful to her for breaking the moment with a little humor, and reached out to take Viggo’s hand as he came to stand beside me. The intensity of Thomas’ speech had hit me somewhere deep—I’d had no idea that he had any thoughts, inspirational or otherwise, about Viggo’s and my romance. I guessed he kept them quiet, but I was so grateful to him for sharing them with us now… and if Ms. Dale hadn’t been talking about crying, I definitely would have.

      Viggo turned me around in his arms and tugged me close to his chest, touching my cheek and gazing down at me, and I could see in his eyes that he had been moved by the speech as well. The music clicked back on as the party resumed, but he only had eyes for me.

      “So our options are presents or dancing,” he announced softly. “Or… we sneak out and let them continue the party,” he whispered, and I grinned.

      “Yes… I like that last one.”
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      We were halfway down the hall, hands laced together, a giggle at the back of my throat sometimes slipping out—when Ms. Dale’s voice brought Viggo and me to a screeching halt. With the nervous tremor of a child getting caught doing something wrong, I turned and saw her, one foot on the stairs with a hand up, something shiny dangling from her fingers.

      “We, uh, secured you one of the rooms in the teacher’s hall,” she said, a knowing smile playing on her lips. “Figured you’d want some privacy.”

      I blushed beet red, and Viggo stepped around me, hiding me from view as Ms. Dale tossed the keychain at him. The keys jingled as he caught them.

      “Thanks, Ms. Dale,” he said. “We… appreciate it.” Her laughter carried down the halls, the empty rooms reverberating with her delight.

      “Go up the second set of access stairs, turn left, second door on the left. Have fun, you two,” she drawled, her footsteps loud on the stairs. I waited until they faded, and then rested my forehead on Viggo’s back, groaning loudly.

      “Could that have been any more awkward?” I asked, my voice muffled by the thick fabric of his uniform. He turned, and as I looked up at him, I could see that Ms. Dale’s interference didn’t bother him one bit.

      “Quit stalling,” he grinned, his teeth flashing white as he held up the keychain in his hand. “Let’s go check out our room.”

      His voice was dark, heavy, and I felt something drop in my stomach, and a familiar ache begin below. I let out a shuddering breath as he gave me a hungry look, and I realized that this was it.

      This is happening.

      “Viggo?”

      “Bedroom. Now.”

      And then he grabbed me, hoisting me up in the air and cradling me against his chest as I kicked and screamed and laughed the whole time. His fingers began to tickle my ribs lightly, and I squirmed in his arms as he carried me past the staircase to the conference room, and to a smaller, narrower set of stairs, taking them two at a time as he carried me effortlessly. He had to duck to avoid knocking his head on the ceiling, and then turned left down the hall, heading to the door.

      He dropped the key on my belly and arched an eyebrow. “My hands are full, my love,” he said when I didn’t immediately understand what he wanted me to do. My hands trembled as I picked up the key, my breath coming a little short. I shifted in his arms, laughing loudly when he grunted and pretended to strain under my weight.

      Then, before I could even get the key in the lock, he started tickling me again, and my squirming brought us both down to the ground, laughing hard. We laughed for what felt like eternity—him lying on the floor, me using him as a pillow—until it slowed, then finally stopped. I shifted my head on his thigh and looked up at him, where he was half-lounging on his elbows, staring back at me.

      I bit my lip, inexplicably nervous in spite of everything. Viggo’s eyes shifted to my mouth, and his lips parted slightly, the hungry expression in his eyes gradually returning. I took a deep breath and then shifted up onto my hands, moving forward to press my lips to his, and he met me halfway.

      My mouth immediately opened, and his tongue pressed in slowly, filling me with subtle tremors that raced down my spine, leaving me breathless, craving something more—and this time, I knew that more was coming. Viggo pressed me back, guiding me up while we slowly stood, his mouth never leaving mine. His kiss grew hungrier, wilder, as his arms came around my waist and pulled me forward against the whole tall, hard length of him.

      I broke off the kiss, suddenly dizzy, and his mouth trailed down my neck, over my collarbone, his tongue tasting me. I gasped, the tremors increasing, a little surprised when Viggo pulled the key from my numb fingers, his mouth leaving my skin so he could look over my shoulder.

      The key scraped off the lock, and he bit back a curse. I smiled, and then he made a victorious noise as the door creaked open. Then his mouth was back on mine, catching me unawares. He pressed the advantage, pushing me forward while I walked backward blindly, trusting him to keep me safe from harm.

      I heard the door slam—he must’ve kicked it closed—and then his hands were on my waist, sliding up. I gasped as his thumb pressed into sensitive flesh underneath the thin fabric of my dress, my head lolling back as his mouth returned to my neck. I clung to him as his hand drew back down, then around. I heard and felt the zipper of my dress parting as Viggo slowly slid it down, and I quivered with anticipation as he began slipping the straps of the dress off my shoulders, his fingers skimming over my bare skin.

      He broke off from me, moving around to stand behind me, pressing against my back. He pushed the dress down, off my shoulders and down my sides, leaving it encircling my legs in a pool on the floor, like a trap holding me in place.

      But really it was him holding me in place. His breath touched the back of my neck, and I suddenly felt very much like the prey that the wolf wants to play with. Anticipation left me breathless and hopelessly weak as he pressed his lips against one of my earlobes, and even the softest touch was enough to make my eyes roll back into my head, my body wanting to fall backward, into him.

      Like always, Viggo caught me, holding me up and using his shoulder for my pillow. His mouth moved again to my ear.

      “Violet,” he breathed. I felt lost in the overwhelming sensations threatening to tear me apart. I was so vulnerable, and he held me like I was precious, like I was the only thing in the world worth living or dying for. My heart kept skipping beats, and I was powerless to control my breathing.

      “Are you certain?” I could barely discern his whisper over the rising tide of my hunger for him, but it broke through, grounding me in the moment.

      I turned, my body running on desperate need. “Yes,” I managed, my brain still reeling from everything, and I pulled his mouth down to mine. My hands fumbled in vain with the button on his dress uniform, but my fruitless efforts seemed to excite him, and he quickly replaced my fingers with his own, undoing the stiff buttons with practiced ease. He slipped it off, while my fingers worked on the new set of buttons of his shirt.

      Our mouths grew eager as we grew impatient, and then, finally, I heard buttons popping, and suddenly his skin was under my hands. I flexed my fingers over his raised pectoral muscles, digging into the solid length of him. I felt his hands on my back, and then my bra fell open, and he was sliding it around and off my body.

      I raised my hands to cover myself, suddenly self-conscious, and Viggo stared at me, his green eyes glittering in the moonlight.

      “Violet, you’re beautiful,” he assured me, his hands going to my arms and gently pushing them down. I let him—I trusted him—and I was rewarded with a growl that sent shivers down my spine, refreshing the fire that seemed to be coursing through my veins.

      His pants went next, and then he was pulling us both over to the bed—a double, probably a luxury in this setting—setting us down and lying back on the mattress, guiding me until I was straddling him. His hand went to my hip as he gently guided me down, until we were pressed together, only the fabric of our underwear separating us.

      I looked down at his face to see the hungriest look I’d ever seen on him. “I wanted to go slow—” he grated, and I saw him fighting for control, his desire for me warring with his desire to never cause me pain.

      I met his gaze and smiled, loving him more in that instant than I’d ever believed possible. I leaned down, resting myself against his chest, and pressed my lips to his.

      “Don’t,” I breathed into his ear a moment later.

      His response was immediate. The next thing I knew I was lying on my back, Viggo’s body over mine, our underwear gone. He hesitated, just for a moment, and as I was about to cry out for him to do something, please, he was suddenly there.

      The discomfort I felt was quickly lost in the overwhelming sensation of him. I grabbed his shoulders and held on as he made love to me, waves of slow and steady pleasure pulsing through me.

      Something began happening, something… incredible. I closed my eyes and clung tighter, trying to urge him to do… something… more… less… I didn’t know. Viggo did, however, and continued to take us both higher and higher…

      Until everything broke and I was shattering into a thousand pieces of prismatic light, my vision going white as I rode an unbelievable, earth-shattering wave of bliss. Viggo exhaled my name from above me, and I clung to him as I came apart around him, holding him tight as we broke apart on each other, comforted that as we broke, we were also growing back together, only this time inexplicably closer.
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      It seemed as though we stayed there, wrapped around each other, for a long time—long enough that Violet’s breathing eased, and the incredible, intense look in her gray eyes softened into pleased exhaustion and she closed them, breaking our shared gaze for the first time. I eased off of Violet, wearied and spent, and so incredibly happy. She murmured something incoherent as I drew away, making a sound of protest, and I smiled as I tugged her closer to me, tucking her in under my arm.

      She immediately nestled her head into my shoulder with a soft sigh, her breath coming slow and even as she drifted off to sleep in my arms. I watched her sleep, my hand rubbing soft circles on her shoulder.

      I was every bit as tired as she was, but I wasn’t ready to give myself over to unconsciousness yet. My heart was still pounding, and, even now, looking down at her as she settled into sleep, a hungry voice was urging me to wake her up gently so that we could begin again. I felt insatiable, still on fire from her hands and soft cries. My name breaking on her lips as she lay beneath me. The trust she placed in me when she gave herself to me completely, trusting me to take care of her.

      I pushed the hunger aside, and it went easily enough, the remaining desire I felt submitting to overwhelming exhaustion. I stretched and settled deeper into the bed. Violet made a little huffing sound, and her leg drifted up over my hips, her arms reaching farther across me, snuggling in tighter, almost possessively. I smiled and continued to watch her breathe, matching my breathing to hers. I’d just watch her for a few more minutes, to make sure she was well and truly asleep, and…

      A sharp rap on the door jolted me from my sleep, and I checked to make sure Violet was covered. But the sound had awakened her, and she was sitting up, a sheet between her hands, hiding her bare form. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her that she needn’t, that I would make whatever it was go away, when Amber’s voice came through the door, muffled by the wood.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you guys… but there’s a situation with Maxen. We need you down in the conference room.”

      I groaned and flopped back in bed, running a hand over my face and letting out a sigh of irritation. It felt like I’d only been asleep for moments, but the light outside the tiny window was subtly different, and I realized we must have slept at least a few hours.

      “We’ll be there in five minutes,” I announced, looking over at Violet. Amber’s footsteps moved away from the door, and I sighed. “I wonder what the hell Maxen has gotten into now.”

      “Knowing him?” scoffed Violet, standing up gracefully enough to keep the sheet wrapped around her—though I would have appreciated the view if she hadn’t bothered. My imagination immediately flashed to images of me moving up to her and kissing her so well that she dropped the sheet, and then taking her immediately back to bed so that I could have my way with her again. “Who knows? Probably threatened somebody or said something that made someone angry.”

      I watched her move, a possessive smile on my face. “Maybe we got lucky and somebody hit him. I’m more than happy to pass that job on to somebody else.”

      The look Violet shot me was half annoyance, half bemusement, and I grinned at her as she pulled some clothes out of her bag. I was surprised to see our things here—I had noticed pretty much nothing but Violet earlier in the night. Amber or Margot must have deposited the bags here before the ceremony so we wouldn’t have to worry about it later. It was a nice thought, and I made a mental note to thank them as I grudgingly got out of bed.

      Violet cast me another look, her cheeks flushing, and I smiled to myself, caught up in the memory of last night. It had been… so incredibly worth the wait, but it was adorable how shy she was being. I wanted to tease her. I also wanted to ignore whatever drama Maxen was bringing us and drag her back to bed.

      I wisely chose neither, and quickly got dressed. Violet was ready by the time I put my boots on, and I looked over and frowned at the pair of running sneakers she was wearing.

      “Where are your boots?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I traded them for my wedding dress.”

      “As much as I loved your wedding dress and how amazing you looked in it, you really need boots. You know you could’ve married me in anything and I would’ve loved it, right?”

      Violet put her hand on her hip and arched an eyebrow. “I know that, but the dress felt important. Besides, the woman I was trading with really needed them. I’ll find another pair. I’m sure there’s a Matrian warden prisoner who is the same size as I am.”

      I nodded, assuaged by her forethought, and finished tying mine. “I’m sorry,” I said, standing up and pulling her into my arms. “I just know that sneakers don’t stand up to the kind of stuff we do. Now let’s go tend to the errant, soon-to-be ex-king.”

      She nodded and slipped her hand into mine, pulling us toward the door. We moved in comfortable silence to the conference room—the halls were pretty empty and everything was quiet—and a quick check of my watch told me it was nearly five-thirty in the morning. As if looking at my watch triggered it, a yawn caught me by surprise.

      Violet looked over her shoulder at me, a knowing smile playing on her lips, and I resisted the urge to pull her off into one of the side closets and get us both thoroughly distracted. The effect she had on me was palpable—and it hadn’t gotten better since I’d actually gotten a taste of what loving her felt like. If anything, the urge was stronger than before.

      The conference room was empty, but the remnants of the party remained. Violet made for what had once been the food table, letting go of my hand in the process, and Henrik looked up from whatever soft conversation he was having with Ms. Dale to wave at us.

      “Get over here, you two. You’re who we’ve been waiting for.”

      “What’d Maxen do?” I asked as I moved up to the table, ignoring the grins on Amber and Owen’s faces as I yawned again. Thomas sat at the table a few seats down from them, his eyes focused on his modified handheld, his posture tense and threatened, not having even looked up at our entrance.

      “Well, for lack of a better word, he escaped,” Ms. Dale announced, her mouth tightening.

      Thomas didn’t look up from his handheld. “With a heloship, several cases of guns and ammo, and—”

      “Wait,” I said, interrupting him as the seriousness of the situation began to sink in. Amber and Owen seemed to be having a joke at our expense, but now that I noticed it, Ms. Dale and Henrik’s faces were grim, tight. They could have gotten even less sleep than Violet and I had. “He took all of that?”

      “He also stole several of my data chips with a few programs I was working on,” Thomas said, and I felt myself sliding into a chair at the table, too surprised to stand anymore.

      “How?” asked Violet around a mouthful of stale bread she’d picked up from the table, rage simmering in her voice. “That man is a complete twit! How did he pull this off?”

      There was a pause in which I could feel all the built-up resentment toward the man rising to a boiling point.

      “He had help,” Ms. Dale said.

      Ice flashed through my veins, quickly replaced by the rushing of a dangerous rage.

      “Was it one of our—”

      “No, not that,” Henrik said. “It was the Patrian wardens. One or more of them must have been gathering intelligence for him—studying our programs, the guard patterns, making a plan. From what I’ve seen, Maxen certainly couldn’t have thought this through on his own.”

      “Do we know which ones—” I began to ask, but Ms. Dale cut me off.

      “They all left with him,” she said, “so it hardly matters.”

      I thought of Mark Travers—who had been so glad to see me—and anger churned in my belly.

      “I was careless,” Thomas said, his voice low and dark, and I realized that the small man was also upset—he rarely showed so much emotion. “I carried on conversations about what I was developing with group members while some of the wardens were listening, instead of insisting they leave. I took a gamble. I thought it might increase their chances of trusting our command if it was clear we had superior technology.”

      My head was beginning to ache at how much thought Thomas put into almost every action. Henrik waved the man off, and I was glad when he said, “The blame is on all of us, Thomas. We were watching Maxen, but none of us kept as close an eye on the wardens. We assumed they would support us because of the king.”

      “It’s worse than just that,” Ms. Dale said. “One of them might have been in contact with the Porteque gang, too.”

      “I’m scanning the records of our handhelds for unknown numbers right now,” Thomas said. “Another thing that I should have thought of—”

      “Thomas, nobody is perfect,” Violet chided him, sitting down at the table, her bread finished, her eyes sharp and alert with worry. “Why would we think they’re joining forces? This still doesn’t explain how he escaped.”

      “We had a patrol heading out at three this morning. They were going to do flybys in concert with a ground unit we’ve been sending out each night to make sure everyone’s safe and no one is trying to loot,” said Henrik, the look on his face positively glum. “It was a strong time to make a move—nearly all of our best fighters were taking a break from the last few days, and there was only a skeleton crew on guard.”

      Ms. Dale picked up the narrative without even seeming to notice that she was finishing Henrik’s sentence. “Just when the patrol was changing, members of the Porteque gang launched three separate attacks, at three separate locations, drawing the original ground crew into a firefight and separating them from our heloship team. Thomas summoned another heloship to help put out the fires, and the ship left, but… it didn’t get to its assigned destination. We found the original crew tied up and stuffed into a storage room after the ground unit reported their backup wasn’t arriving. By the time more of us had woken up to guess what had happened, the king and the wardens were long gone—and the gang members conveniently stopped their assault and retreated very soon after.”

      “This kind of coordination among factions of the Porteque gang is highly unusual, especially given current circumstances,” Thomas said. “The likelihood that their attack was a strategy meant to distract us at a moment when we had the fewest active troops is… Well, I’ll say it’s very, very high.”

      I cursed and leaned forward. “What could he possibly be thinking?” I asked no one in particular. The crown had never before allied with the Porteque gang—even the king wasn’t crazy enough to support those kidnapping, brainwashing thieves. If Maxen had stooped to using Patrus’ most scum-of-the-earth faction, he was more desperate than any of us had given him credit for.

      A voice at the door surprised me with an answer to my rhetorical question. “Why should we care?” I blinked in surprise, turning and seeing Mags, her hair sticking every which way and her uniform disheveled, as though she’d just rolled out of bed and come down here. She stalked through the doorway. “Sorry I didn’t report sooner,” she said, “but I didn’t want to interrupt the briefing. Anyway, the king’s got what—five men with him? He’s not exactly a fighting force. I mean, the heloship is big, but we’ve got eleven more. He’s probably just running while he can, before he gets ousted and has to face the people on the street. He doesn’t have a lot of loyal subjects left.”

      I frowned. A voice in me wanted her to be right, but my gut was telling me Maxen had a plan. He was a coward, and if there was one thing cowards did best, it was lash out blindly when pushed into a corner. But there wasn’t much we could do, so we would just have to wait and see.

      It seemed the king wasn’t keen on waiting: his move came much sooner than any of us could have anticipated, only two hours later. The group of us had had breakfast and too much coffee by then and were deep into discussions about our next move as sunlight grew steadily outside. Drew and Logan had joined us, one coming back from his patrol duties, one from his rest hours—so we were all there when Thomas’ handheld made a horrible noise that none of us had heard before.

      “What the hell is that?” Logan demanded, slopping coffee everywhere as Thomas stared intently at the screen until the sound shut off.

      “It’s the default emergency notification sound from my program for broadcasting to handhelds,” Thomas said, his voice going even flatter than usual as he turned the screen around to show us. King Maxen’s name was flashing on it. Thomas stood up and moved over to the room’s large viewing screen, jacking in the handheld and turning on the screen.

      Instantly an image of Maxen’s face filled the screen, the cockpit of the heloship he’d stolen behind him.

      “Well, at least I know my program works,” said Thomas ruefully, producing another handheld from his pocket and pulling up a screen full of coding. “He must be using the network I set up.”

      The king’s voice sounded out loud in the room—just when we’d thought we would finally stop hearing it in these rooms—and I could see all of us give a collective shudder.

      “My fellow Patrians. I know there has been… some unhappiness with me as of late, and I can’t blame you. I have failed you, my people. I failed to see the threat that was Matrus, just like I failed to be there to fight for you when they invaded.

      “But I am bound to you through a sacred oath, to serve and protect you, always, and while I have failed at that in the past, I am willing to step up and do it now. My people, we worry about all the things we don’t have, the things that at any moment could fail us. Water, food, fuel, power… stability. Well, even as we struggle to rebuild, to bury the dead, Queen Elena of Matrus, the architect of our woes, continues her assault… and now she has resorted to using the mutated freaks that are the fruit of a very tainted womb.” He turned, looking to one side, clearly mouthing the words “Switch cameras” to someone off screen.

      A second later, the image of a dirt road from overhead appeared on the screen, a formation of black-clad figures marching along the road, the green of the night vision making them appear sinister, menacing, downright evil.

      “Viggo, those are the—”

      “I know,” I said softly to Violet, and she leaned toward me in her chair, her hand reaching for mine. I held it tight, the sense that something terrible was about to happen looming over me, the accompanying queasy feeling coming from a gut knowledge that I had no way of stopping this.

      I realized why I thought that a moment later. “That night vision—this video is from at least a few hours ago,” I said to the group.

      Violet nodded next to me, instantly comprehending what I meant. “Thomas, can you kill the transmission? I think we’ve seen enough.”

      The small man blinked, and then his fingers went flying, as Maxen’s voice droned on over the video. “As you can see, she’s sent some of the very same freaks she tried to turn us into only a few days ago. I was notified of her plans by several informants—the True Sons of Patrus—led by this man, Peter White.” I narrowed my eyes, and I heard Violet gasp as the camera changed, and we both recognized Peter. He was a leader in the Porteque gang, and we’d encountered him more than once. Probably the leader, now that most of them were dead and gone.

      Peter smiled—a charming smile that showed dimples—but the guileless expression was tainted in my mind by the knowledge of what kind of man he really was. There was only the briefest picture of him, and then the view came back to the boys marching, the camera moving in a slow circle around them as Peter’s voice presided over the footage.

      “Thank you, King Maxen. As you can see, these creatures are well within our borders, an hour or two outside of town, heading for you even now. We’ve been watching them since last night, and their pace is relentless. They don’t seem to need to stop to eat or drink or even to sleep. Luckily, our king has provided us with the weapon we need to stop them.”

      Violet’s face was rapidly turning from worried to downright sick. “The boys have been in the country for the whole night?” she murmured. “Why didn’t we know? We could have—We could have changed this—”

      “We don’t have enough people or equipment to monitor the whole country, Violet,” Ms. Dale said, her voice full of regret. “We’d been concentrating on the city… and on you being gone…”

      

      “We missed the country entirely,” Mags breathed, finishing the thought. All of us stared at the video, transfixed, and the feeling that something horrible was happening grew in my gut like the anticipation of being punched.

      The view changed. It was still aerial, but two heavy machine gun muzzles jutted out into the top of the screen, angled toward the enhanced boys in black. Before I could say or do anything—even cry out in horror—the muzzles began to spin, and then the muffled noise of gunfire erupted through the speakers as bullets began to tear through the ranks. Some of them started running, fast, but the guns followed them until they were all mowed down. Tracking them was clearly a simple task thanks to the night-vision camera.

      I looked away for a moment, my stomach churning as a wave of fury seized me, forcing me to ball my free hand into a fist. Those boys were innocent—victims, even—and he had butchered them. Maxen’s voice started up again, carrying with it a deep and resolute promise with sincerity that made me want to put my fist through something.

      “My people, I will keep you safe from these creatures. I will keep you safe from Queen Elena. Even now, my team and I are planning an incursion into Matrus. The mission will be dangerous and full of peril, but if I am successful, I will bring down Queen Elena and the tyrannical government of Matrus, securing our people’s future. Patrus is in a difficult place now, but soon we—”

      The sound stopped midsentence, and then the screen clicked off. Thomas looked up, his cheeks flushed with embarrassment, and I had no doubt that even though he didn’t show much else, the video had affected him too.

      “That took longer than it should have,” he whispered, wiping sweat off his forehead. “Of course, I didn’t expect to be hacking into my own program using a remote terminal on a really awful connection… That was certainly difficult, and…”

      “You don’t have to defend yourself, Thomas,” Owen said softly, interrupting the small man’s rapidly devolving babble. “You did the best you could.” I looked over to see Owen staring at the screen, a dark fury overshadowing everything else on his face.

      “How effective is that going to be?” I asked. “I mean, not everyone has handhelds, so surely…”

      “We gave them handhelds, Viggo,” Ms. Dale said after a moment, her mouth thinning. “We tried to hand out one to each group or family. Thomas was working on that mass broadcasting program, and it was supposed to be a way to notify everyone of an emergency.”

      “I changed my mind,” Mags announced grimly. “We have to hunt him down. He’s going to be a threat to what we’re trying to accomplish.”

      “I agree with Mags,” Drew said. “In fact, I don’t even understand why he was allowed to roam free in the first place.”

      “We couldn’t have held him prisoner,” Ms. Dale said. “He’s a terrible person, but he isn’t a criminal. The only reason we took him was to keep him safe from Elena, because his death would help solidify her control, however she decided to play it.”

      “He just murdered a dozen or so of the boys,” Violet grated out. “He is a criminal, and he deserves to die for what he just did.”

      “Unfortunately, the rest of the country might not see it that way,” Henrik said gently but soberly, his tone delivering the terrible truth. “All they’ll see is enemy soldiers invading their country. To some of them, even knowing that the boys are being controlled, it will seem justifiable as self-defense.”

      Violet looked away, then up at me, the wounds in her heart plain in those storm-gray eyes. I squeezed her hand, trying to reassure her that at least I felt her pain and understood it. Like me, Violet felt a responsibility to keep the boys safe. This was made harder by the fact that as long as they were under Elena’s control through the Benuxupane, they were a threat to us, and to Patrus as well. But Maxen’s way was beyond wrong—it was cowardly. And unlike most of the populace, he didn’t have the excuse of ignorance.

      The silence spread out over the table for a second, and then Henrik sighed, the sound telling us he was about to let out another uncomfortable truth. “We can’t waste time trying to hunt him down,” he announced grimly. “The biggest threat to us is Elena, and now, it’s a race to see who gets to her first.”

      “Who cares?” Drew spat. “I hope they kill each other.”

      Mags gave him a warning look and leaned forward, running a hand through the dark mass of her hair. “Why does it matter who gets to her first?”

      It was Morgan who answered, her voice soft as she comprehended the situation. “If we want to get the Matrian government to accept the coup we’ve been planning, then Elena has to be taken alive,” she said. “She has to stand trial for what she did, or else… Well, it would look really convenient if she were assassinated, and then all of this information came out accusing her of being a war criminal. The leaders might not be willing to accept it.”

      “That could mean a civil war in Matrus, which is something Patrus cannot afford,” Henrik added. “We’re already destabilized, with little to no supplies to carry us all the way through winter. We need Matrus strong, because frankly, we’re going to have to rely on Matrian aid to rebuild. It’s a hard fact, but it’s true.”

      “Also, if he manages to kill Elena, you know Maxen is going to make a play for the throne,” Amber added. “And the people here are scared and want stability. If they found out he actually came through and killed her, they’d rally around him in a heartbeat.”

      Mags took that in, and then shook her head. “I’m still for hunting him down here. He’d be mad to try to go after Elena with only a handful of men. The palace is heavily guarded, and even we’ve had a hard time getting anything on it…”

      Thomas cleared his throat and shuffled closer to the table. “One of the things they stole from me was a blueprint we recovered from one of the government buildings. It’s a map—likely made by a Patrian spy—that details a series of caves under the Matrian palace. The report theorized they were designed to be some sort of fallout shelter. There are several entrances and exits into the castle, and, most importantly, one exit about a kilometer away from the palace, in a wooded area.”

      Mags fell quiet, fiddling with her sling, and then looked at Henrik. “You’re in charge,” she said softly, and Henrik nodded.

      “We need to maintain order here, and release a statement of our own to the people. I’ll let Ms. Dale and Thomas brainstorm something up. Viggo, Violet, we’re gonna have to step up your mission. I don’t want to take any chances—we need you out of here in case he is stupid enough to try to come back and claim this place first. We don’t want the mission to fail because you were caught up in a firefight here.”

      “We need to question all the guards who were on duty when he escaped,” Ms. Dale added. “I need to find out if anyone who wanted to join us is actually associated with the Porteque gang. I wouldn’t put it past them to try some espionage.”

      “How are you going to do that?” asked Logan, and Ms. Dale met his gaze, and forced a smile onto her lips. Logan seemed to need no more information from her. “Right. So what should the ones not going into Matrus do?”

      “We need to heighten patrols,” said Mags. “If there’s a Porteque element still around, we’ll need to patrol the streets more, and use two heloships instead of one as support. What happened last night showed us how little it takes to overwhelm our patrols.”

      “We’ll also need to increase guards on this compound,” Ms. Dale added. “Even consider moving to another building in another part of town.”

      “There’s not really another good place to store and hide eleven heloships,” Henrik pointed out, and Ms. Dale grimaced and then nodded in agreement. “We’ll have to stay here for now, but I think we’ll be fine. Maxen is desperate to win back the support of the people, which means he won’t start with us… He’ll just make us obsolete once we lose their support.”

      “If he succeeds,” Mags amended, unnecessarily. “There’s no guarantee of that. I’ll go get started on the patrols.”

      She stood up and left, Drew by her side, and Logan a few steps behind—although he lingered for a few moments.

      Ms. Dale watched them go, arching an eyebrow. “So I’ve got to start questioning the guards, provided the meeting is over?”

      “It apparently is,” Henrik grumbled, and then nodded. “No, it is. That girl knows when it’s time to exit and get to work. Viggo, Violet—Thomas is going to explain to you the plan for how to get into Matrus. Everyone else was briefed last night after you two… disappeared.” To Henrik’s credit, the knowing pause in the sentence was barely noticeable, but I still saw Violet flush, and squeezed her hand again. “Afterward, send me a finalized list of what you’ll need, and I’ll make sure it’s on your bird and waiting for you. All right, everyone. Let’s get to work.”

      Henrik scooped up the papers in front of him and stood up, and immediately everyone leapt into motion—except for Violet, Thomas, and me. Within seconds, the conference room was empty, and Thomas was looking at us, a wide smile on his face.

      “I don’t normally brag, but I’m pretty proud of this plan,” he said, and I found that his enthusiasm was chasing away just a tiny bit of the anger and pain Maxen’s actions had stirred up.

      “Then tell us,” I said, leaning forward, ready to finally put an end to this mess, once and for all.
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      Viggo tugged the straps tighter across my chest, making sure I was fully strapped in, and I exhaled nervously. “Why are we doing this again?”

      It had to be the fifth time I’d asked the question, but to Viggo’s credit, he didn’t laugh at me. “Because we have to,” he said simply, pulling the strap to tighten it until it was snug against my shoulder.

      I looked around the room, needing something to focus on. My eyes drifted over to Tim, and he gave me a thumbs-up. It took me a moment to conjure up a reassuring smile for him, but I managed.

      “I think I need you to explain why one more time,” I breathed, and the heloship shuddered underneath me, making me grab onto the straps. For the hundredth time, I checked the area under my seat where I’d tied down my bag, reaching out to pat its solid weight. It was loaded down with all my gear and the precious silver egg I was going to have to carry around with me, I hoped, just one last time.

      “C’mon, Violet,” Amber said over her shoulder, and I looked past Viggo to where she sat at the controls. “You’ve been flying with me dozens of times.”

      “Yeah… It’s not you, Amber,” I said, trying not to panic as the heloship jerked and shuddered again. “It’s this plan. Just the first part, really…”

      “The machines I saw when I was scouting with the drone are a design of Mr. Ashabee’s,” Thomas reminded me, his fingers flying over his handheld. He was also strapped in to a hard seat on the side of the ship, but the difference was… he looked indifferent. “It’s a defense mechanism that prevents unauthorized ships from traveling into Matrus, and I have to say, it’s quite well made. It was designed to pick up on the heat and vibrations of a heloship, and then automatically fire missiles at it—no warning. In order to defeat that system, we have to make it seem like the ship isn’t there. No vibrations, no heat. The only way to do that is if the engines are completely cut off.”

      “There’s a bit more turbulence coming. The air up here is getting thin,” Amber commented on the tail of Thomas’ statement, and he grunted.

      “It’s to be expected. We’re very high up. How are the thermals reading?”

      “Outside is…” She paused and whistled. “Negative seven degrees.”

      “Are we high enough up to, uh, drop?” I asked.

      “Don’t think about it,” Viggo murmured, swinging himself into the seat next to me and starting to hook himself in tightly as well. “Just hold my hand and remember to breathe.”

      I nodded and placed my hand on his thigh, trying to still the nervous way my breath was coming in and out of me. The cabin was definitely chilly, and even though I was bundled up, I could feel the cold trying to seep in. I knew heloships were designed to go high into the air—Amber had once explained to me that the cabin was pressurized and had an oxygen supply if necessary—but I didn’t like the way it just felt different up here.

      Kneeling at the holotable, which was right now just acting as a regular table, Ms. Dale put down the small mirror she was using, closing the lid on the large silver cosmetics case she’d been fiddling with.

      “What do you say, everybody? Have I lost any of my cosmetic skills?”

      I stared at her as she packed up the mirror along with the case, welcoming the distraction from the upcoming drop. Ms. Dale had used the time it had taken us to fly to the very eastern borders of Matrus to stuff us into wigs and paint elaborate disguises onto our faces—she was just finishing up the final touches on her own, having made Morgan, Amber, and Viggo into virtually unrecognizable versions of themselves. Now it was her turn, and I stared openly: a black bob wig framing her made-up face, she looked younger by at least ten years—but probably closer to fifteen—and it even seemed like the shape of her face had changed.

      “I’d say your skills must have gotten better in your old age,” Viggo smirked, teasing her with the compliment like he always did on missions. Ms. Dale tsked. “Be glad I didn’t have to make you look any older—your cover would have had to be Violet’s father.”

      “Ouch,” Viggo said, feigning chagrin, and I smiled a little, warmed by their friendly banter. With his hair slicked back and tied at the neck, and those infamous wire frames perched on his nose, he was still Viggo—to me—but he hadn’t shaved since before the night of the water treatment plant, and now coarse dark hair ran along his cheeks and chin, thick and full. His disguise was meant to throw the Matrians off, although they were more likely to recognize Ms. Dale or me, but I had to admit that the entire look—especially the glasses—had left me feeling breathless when I had first seen it. I sighed, wishing that was the only thing to which I could attribute the butterflies in my stomach.

      My own transformation had been more alarming than exciting—and it had been enough to confuse Viggo and Tim for a few seconds, which was certainly a good sign. I looked older, more mature, with bags under my eyes and the hollows in my cheeks more pronounced. I questioned the absence of a wig, but Ms. Dale told me the short hair was a better disguise than she could’ve hoped for, as no one in Matrus would know I had short hair now. Desmond was the only one who had spotted me—well, the only one who wasn’t in a berserk rage—and Ms. Dale doubted she’d had time to report anything to Elena before her timely end.

      “Amber,” Thomas said, interrupting the quiet within the cockpit, “when you kill the engine, don’t forget to keep the antifreeze pump on, or else this thing will not restart.” His voice sounded just as indifferent as before.

      “Wait, what?!” I exclaimed, all the calm I’d carefully gathered while contemplating our disguises evaporating in an instant. Ms. Dale reached over and patted my arm as she cinched herself into the seat next to me.

      “Relax, Violet,” she said. “This is actually going to be a little bit fun!”

      I had no idea how to respond to that, so just resigned myself to keeping my mouth shut. Viggo, having finished buckling himself in, took my hand in his, bringing it up to his lips and kissing it.

      “We’re going to be okay,” he assured me, his strong fingers massaging mine, and I nodded.

      I wanted to believe him, I really did. Maybe if I had never fallen off a flying motorcycle or tried to maneuver a broken heloship away from a storm, I would have been less conscious of the fact that doing crazy flying stunts could so, so easily get us all killed. It had seemed simple when Thomas explained it to me. Sure, I hadn’t liked it, but I was a big girl. I could put away my fear for this.

      Now I was on the ship, and rational Violet was nowhere to be found. She’d deserted me and left me zero coping mechanisms to deal with the realization that this plan was insane.

      Tim caught my eye again, and I noted his concern and exhaled slowly, pushing the panic away. I had to try to stay strong for him and Viggo. At the very least, I needed to keep from having a panic attack while everything was happening. I sincerely hoped I could pull it off.

      “We’re at 37,000 feet,” Amber said, her fingers clicking on the buttons.

      “Excellent. Now, we’ll have to input these coordinates mathematically. We’re so high up that missing our mark could mean the added distance of at least twenty-five miles.”

      “Please stop reminding me, Thomas,” Amber sang sweetly. “I’m ready to input your numbers. You check your math?”

      “Always,” replied Thomas, clearly missing Amber’s joke. “And I ran it through a few computer programs to check it again. It’s right.”

      “Everyone in the cargo bay needs to get up here now!” Ms. Dale shouted loudly.

      A moment later, Owen and Solomon appeared from the bay. “We strapped everything down as best as possible,” Owen reported. “And the nets are secured.”

      “Good. Secure the door and sit down. And for the love of everything, buckle your damned seatbelts.” Amber cleared her throat. “Start reading me those numbers, Thomas.”

      Thomas began giving her numbers, and she used the keypad on the arm of her chair to input them while Solomon and Owen got into their seats, one on either side of Morgan. Morgan looked up at Owen as he sat down, and then immediately cast her gaze back into her lap, looking everywhere but at the blonde man.

      I had a moment to smile, distracted from my nerves by their awkwardness, and I found myself wondering what had happened after Viggo and I left the party that night. And then the heloship began to move, the entire thing rattling.

      “In position in five, four, three, two, stop.” Amber clicked something, and we went still again, hovering in place. “I’m ready when you are, Tom-Tom.”

      Thomas sighed at the nickname, but said nothing as he produced a roll of electrical tape. His handheld had been resting on his thigh, and within moments he had it secured there, wrapped up absurdly with the black tape running around his leg. After a few moments, he ripped off the edge of the tape, setting the final piece down, and nodded. “All right, everyone. This is where things get a bit dicey.”

      “What are the odds on this, Thomas?” Owen asked, and Thomas blinked and looked up at him.

      “The mission or the landing?”

      “The landing.”

      “Good, surprisingly. Sixty-one percent.”

      “Numbers aren’t everything, Thomas,” Ms. Dale said sharply. “Are you ready?”

      He blinked over at her, and then nodded, his cheeks jiggling slightly. “We’re ready. On my mark. Amber?”

      Amber exhaled softly, rubbing the tips of her fingers together, and nodded. “Go.”

      “On my mark—three… two… one… Go!”

      I squeezed Viggo’s hand hard as Amber leaned forward and flipped a switch.

      Immediately the vibrations of the heloship stilled as the engine cut off. There was a moment in which it seemed like nothing was happening… and then we began to fall out of the sky.

      Everything seemed horribly weightless, and my stomach plunged with the ship. My grip on Viggo’s hand grew tighter, and through the bubble I could see the flat, paper-thin land below start to get closer as we plummeted. The sensation of weightlessness was a lie: we were strapped into the side of a falling ship, and gravity was bringing us down, faster and faster each second.

      The cockpit began to shake and shudder, and I was tossed against my harness. “It’s wind,” Amber shouted. “Just hold on!”

      A whimper escaped me as a whistling sound began, all around us, and I heard someone—Solomon—ask, “What’s that sound?”

      “It’s us!” Amber shouted over the growing whistling noise. I looked back at her and saw a wide grin on her face, her eyes narrowed in intense focus while her fingers hovered over a button—presumably the one that would turn the engines back on. She seemed utterly exhilarated, and the glee on her face was almost as nauseating to me as the descent.

      “It’s okay!” Viggo yelled to me in assurance, but I could barely hear him over the sound of the wind rattling by outside, the whistling growing and distorting until it became a violent roar.

      I shut my eyes and tried to keep my breathing under control, but I was panting. We were going to hit—any minute—and that would be that. I remembered the sensation of falling in The Green, the way I had tumbled through the air with no control, unable to stop myself. My breathing hitched until I was hyperventilating, and every rattle of metal made me cringe, certain this was the last sound I would hear before we died.

      “Thomas?” I heard Amber ask, her voice barely discernable over the screeching noise.

      “Not yet,” he bellowed.

      The roaring grew louder, and tears began to leak out from under my eyelids onto my cheeks.

      Then Thomas roared, “THREE, TWO, NOW!”

      I grunted as gravity returned with a roar, my body still trying to go down while the heloship rocked us up. My breathing was heavy and loud in my ears, and I couldn’t open my eyes. My complete belief that we had hit the earth was conflicting with the sudden hum of engines filling the room. I had never noticed before how comforting that sound could be.

      There was silence, and then a voice, softly whispering in my ear. “We’re fine, Violet. We’re okay.”

      I cracked open my eyes, my heart still pounding in my ribcage, and confirmed Viggo’s assertion. We were alive. Although, given that even Ms. Dale looked a little rattled around the edges, I wasn’t certain everyone was confident about that.

      “I’m setting her down,” Amber announced, clicking some buttons. “Seems a shame to leave her abandoned out here, but—”

      There was a rattle of the doorknob in the cargo bay, and alarm coursed through me, although Viggo was the first to react by standing up, his gun coming out of the holster on his belt. The door pushed open, and I gaped as Logan strode in, bleeding from a cut over his eyebrow, his hair mussed. “I wish I had known what your plan was coming down,” he said, looking around. “Then I could’ve made a better entrance. Seriously, did we just fall all the way down to Matrus?”

      “Logan?” Amber said, whipping around in her seat. “What the hell are you doing here? You were supposed to stay behind to help Henrik.”

      “I know. I left my orders with my second in command. I didn’t want you coming here without me.”

      “So you snuck onboard?” Ms. Dale asked dryly.

      “How’d we miss you?” Owen added. “We were back there securing the cargo bay for at least twenty minutes.”

      Logan looked over at us, and then down at his suit, and I realized he was wearing one of the Liberator uniforms. We all were, but we didn’t have that many, which meant he must have had to sneak into the inventory room to steal one. And he’d had to keep the suit on for at least twenty minutes—a feat that was impressive, even for somebody like Owen who’d had much more experience. I was impressed, at least; Amber didn’t look so thrilled.

      “I can’t believe this,” she muttered, clearly embarrassed, turning back to the controls and flipping a few switches, then beginning to lower us down. I took a cautious peek out the window, and it looked like we were already on the ground—but we descended another ten or fifteen feet before the thump that announced we’d touched down.

      “Amber, I’m sorry. I just… After we talked last night… How we finished things… And then you were leaving… And it’s not that I don’t think you can handle it! I do! I just wanted to be here with…” Logan trailed off as she quickly began shutting down the engine, her fingers flying, pointedly ignoring him. As soon as she was done, she stood up and turned to face him.

      She was nervous; I could see it in the way she held herself. “Well, it’s too late to do anything about it now. Ms. Dale? What should we do with him?”

      Ms. Dale looked at both of them, and then over to Viggo, who was finally putting away his gun. He met her gaze, and then shrugged indifferently. “You’re correct, he is here now.” She paused, contemplating him.

      “I go where Amber goes,” he announced, raking a hand through his thick crop of black hair.

      “Clearly.” Ms. Dale’s voice held the quality of brittle paper. “I don’t think we could stop him if we tried.”

      “Could always tie him up,” Morgan said softly, and I looked over to see her standing up. If she was shaken, she didn’t show it. “But I think that would get him killed.”

      “You have enough room in the vehicles,” he insisted. “And I’m good in a fight. Amber can attest to that.”

      “I can attest to that,” Ms. Dale replied dryly. “Or did you forget you and I were fighting side by side at the water plant? I’ll make this short. You can come with us—but you follow every order, every command, like it’s life or death. And since I know better than to try to separate you from Amber, I will put you with her.”

      Amber’s eyebrows drew together, as though she were on the verge of protest, but she held it back, giving him another long, hard look. “Am I his superior?” she asked.

      Ms. Dale gave the young woman a feline smile. “Of course you are. And if he acts out, I give you permission to shoot him.”

      Amber continued to stare at the man, her uncertain look quickly turning into an extremely satisfied grin. Logan didn’t seem particularly intimidated—he was smiling as well. Then again, I guessed he had just gotten what he wanted: more time with Amber.

      That was actually pretty sweet, and I could tell he still affected Amber in some way. Otherwise she wouldn’t be acting like this. I just hoped he was patient enough to let her sort through whatever she was feeling and work out what she actually wanted. I of all people knew that forcing a confrontation with Amber would just make her more stubborn.

      Ms. Dale seemed to think the situation was handled, because she began handing out orders. “Okay. Men, get the vehicles out and start getting ready. Thomas, explain to Logan what the plan is. Women—and Viggo—let’s make sure to touch up those disguises, starting with Amber. Remember, this next part needs to be flawless.”

      “Roger that,” Solomon said, his voice low. He stood up and followed Owen, Thomas, Logan, and Tim to the cargo bay, but was stopped when Logan turned around abruptly.

      “Amber?” he asked softly, and she looked up, her face an impassive mask.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m proud to have you as my superior.” With that he turned away, and I was blown away by that shocking display of humility. I found myself thinking he must have much deeper feelings for her than I’d thought, to humble himself like that.

      Solomon looked around, moving toward the back along with the young man, and cleared his throat. “I’d be proud to punch you, if Amber asks,” he said to Logan in a voice loud enough that the entire group could hear, clapping a large hand onto Logan’s shoulder. “But in the meantime, let’s go. Time’s a precious thing.”

      I watched as Logan was pushed out by Solomon. The door closed, and I exhaled. I still hadn’t even moved since we’d landed, and Logan’s appearance had been so surreal, I didn’t even have the ability to really register it. I was still shaking from the fall, and now… now was the last moment to stop and breathe before we really started the mission.

      And this time, there was no room for mistakes or deviations from the plan.
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      The sun had set long ago, and had taken its warmth with it, and yet the sky stubbornly refused to change. The west still held the deep, dark purple of twilight, while behind us the inky black sky shone brightly with stars. Since Maxen’s announcement this morning had sped up our timeline, we’d only had the rest of the afternoon to prepare for the mission, and spent the day nailing down the plan and preparing everything we’d need. Now it was night, the time for secret missions, and I could already see the North Star shining above the horizon through the window of the car. We bounced and jostled across the uneven terrain, the headlamps finding no hazards or obstacles blocking our way.

      The two vehicles we’d taken with us in the cargo bay of our ship were loaded with all the supplies we’d need. Ms. Dale drove, while Viggo, Thomas, and Owen were squeezed into the backseat of the loaded vehicle, shiny handcuffs around their wrists. Thomas and Owen were disguised too, though not as well as Viggo or the rest of us had to be. They weren’t nearly as well-known within the two countries.

      I stole a quick glance at Viggo as he looked out the window, his eyes serious behind the spectacles. I appreciated the sight, but I couldn’t attribute the hitch in my breath solely to Viggo as we drove across the dark gray and black plains that made up the far eastern borders of Matrus—the direction we had been heading when Solomon had destroyed the controls on Desmond’s heloship.

      That was an important detail in our story, and I sucked in another slow breath, reminding myself of what I needed to say and how I needed to act.

      “Be confident,” Ms. Dale said softly as she angled the car toward a fire burning some three or four hundred feet away, right behind a massive metal square that hunkered over the rocky soil. It was the enemy camp, a Matrian outpost manning the anti-heloship guns we’d had to perform the drop to avoid, and from this distance I could make out five or six figures at the post; there were likely more in the green tents pitched a bit farther behind the fire pit. “Remember, you didn’t do anything wrong. We’re going to get through this.”

      “I know we will,” I said, tugging down the olive-green uniform of a Matrian warden. “Not our first rodeo.”

      “They’re going to ask about the uniform—”

      “I know what to say.” I stroked my fingers over the butt of my gun as Ashabee’s anti-ship missile launcher grew larger. It was much smaller than I had expected it to be. The whole thing sat on four tires that were braced by rocks to prevent it from rolling anywhere. I stared at it, resenting how such a small thing had forced us to perform such a risky move in the heloship, letting the petty anger distract me for a moment from what was ahead.

      But only for a moment. Ms. Dale downshifted and began to slow as we neared the encampment. A paved road ended a few feet away, and as if by magic, I could see, down the hill, trees and the tops of houses just beyond the gravel mounds that framed the road.

      She brought the car to a halt as motion erupted around the fire at the Matrian camp. I immediately rolled down my window, shouting, “Don’t shoot, we’re the heloship team that went down the day before yesterday!”

      The women—there were seven of them—didn’t stop as they grabbed their guns and trained them on us, most of them going to one knee. Only one woman stood, a slender woman whose brown hair glinted red in the firelight.

      “That’ll be their commander,” Ms. Dale said dryly, turning the engine off. “Wait for her to respond.”

      It didn’t take long. “Throw your weapons out of the windows,” she shouted. “And come out slowly with your identification papers in your hands, high in the air.”

      We’d known this would happen, and we were prepared. I tossed the gun out on my side, Ms. Dale taking a moment to roll down her own window and throw hers out as well.

      “We have three Patrian prisoners,” I shouted as soon as we were done. “Do you want them to stay in, or get out?”

      There was a pause. “Get them out—slowly, and their hands better be tied up.”

      “They are. We’re leaving the vehicle now.”

      I tossed open the door and stepped out, the gravel crunching under my brand-new boots—a wedding gift from Amber that I had discovered when Viggo and I had finally looked at the rest of the presents this afternoon in a mission preparation lull. I kept one hand up, showing my surrender, while I opened the back door for the men.

      “Get out,” I said gruffly.

      Thomas slid out first, Viggo and Owen moving slowly and awkwardly behind him. The sound of heavy and cautious footsteps—several sets of them—moved closer, but I resisted the urge to stop and turn nervously around.

      “The second vehicle?” asked the same voice from earlier, only closer this time.

      “They can’t hear you,” Ms. Dale said. “Can I go tell them what to do?”

      “Yes, and be quick about it. You—bring the men up to the front of the vehicle.”

      I looked expectantly at the men, and wanted to applaud when all three of them gave me villainous and murderous looks. After a sufficient pause, I arched an eyebrow.

      “You heard her. MOVE!”

      I reached over to push Thomas forward, and he jerked away, even going so far as to spit at me. Well… my feet, anyway, but hopefully it was antagonistic enough to be believable. I pushed him forward a bit harder, and then waved at Viggo and Owen.

      “You two, move it.”

      The men came around the car, and I moved past them. “Can I lower my arms please?” I asked the warden in charge as I came to a respectful stop a few feet away. “I’m beginning to feel like I’m the Patrian here.”

      I saw a few of the women standing on the line smile, but their commander did not. She did, however, nod at me before reaching over to snatch the identification papers I was holding.

      “Belinda Carver. Queen’s Guard.” Her eyes took in my uniform, and she frowned.

      “My uniform was in terrible condition after our crash,” I lied. “I had to borrow another woman’s spare.”

      “Mm-hm. Well, my name is Captain Amalie Harris, and you will need to answer my questions honestly and to the best of your abilities if you expect me to let you pass. Ms. Carver, how is it that you’re coming from the east? Not many airfields out there that I’m aware of.”

      “We were asked to retrieve Desmond Bertrand from Patrus,” Ms. Dale announced as she pushed Solomon forward. Tim followed behind her, his eyes darting around, followed by Logan. “The insurgents were everywhere, but we wound up taking a few prisoners and rescuing a few of our people when we got there. Ms. Bertrand wanted the extra manpower, as we were a skeleton crew, but…” She paused, her eyes drifting down. “But she was killed when this… this monster got on board.”

      “We were able to put him down,” added Amber—though if it hadn’t been for her voice, it would have been hard to tell it was her, with all the makeup she was wearing. Somehow Ms. Dale had managed to make her look like a porcelain doll. Her eyes seemed wider and even more luminous, while her mouth seemed smaller, like a dollop of strawberry jam in an ocean of cream. Next to her, Morgan, in her dull brown wig and with way too many freckles dusting her cheeks, looked mousy and shy, nothing like a glorious Matrian princess—a deliberate move on Ms. Dale’s part, since Morgan had been the one most worried about having to put on an act in front of strangers.

      Amber continued her part of the tale. “But he damaged the ship, and knocked out Kathryn here. We flew for hours before we were able to get her up, and even then, it’s a miracle we survived at all.”

      “The vehicles were on board?”

      “No,” I replied, taking over the narrative. “Well, yes, but not when we departed Matrus. We picked them up when we went out to search for survivors from the initial attack. But…” I looked down, as if I were suddenly sad or uncomfortable. A quick peek up showed Captain Harris waiting expectantly, and I slowly counted to five before continuing. “The princess didn’t make it.”

      The woman cursed and moved away, her hands going to her hips. She kept her back to us for a long time, and then nodded. When she turned, there was a deep anger in her eyes.

      “These Patrians,” she spat, looking at our prisoners. “Why would you even keep them alive after what they’ve done to so many of us? After our queen tried to help them?! They should be dead.”

      Her vehemence caught me off guard, but I corrected my reflexive need to set her to rights and rolled with it. “I know what you mean,” I said, pitching my voice lower. “These men killed the princess I was supposed to be protecting, and here I’ve been for the last two days, keeping them alive.” I flexed my gloved hands into fists, my jaw rigid, and then exhaled slowly, drawing from my memories of the real Belinda and her derision for me. “But I can only imagine that the queen wants them—needs them—either to exchange for prisoners or for information. And I don’t imagine they’ll give it up easily.”

      The captain caught on to what I was saying, a slow, wolfish smile growing on her lips. “Good.”

      I had expected her to be more skeptical. After all, our story, while it contained elements of truth, was a bald-faced lie. A bold one, but a lie nonetheless. I was pretty confident that no one here knew Kathryn and Belinda—they had worked in different circles and in different divisions—but there was no guarantee. Morgan and Amber’s identification papers were real, unlike mine and Ms. Dale’s, taken from Matrian prisoners who were only just similar enough in the face to pull it off.

      “Can you let command know we have… Ms. Bertrand’s remains with us? We, uh, couldn’t leave her there, in the ship.”

      “You brought her with you?”

      “She’s in the back of our vehicle,” Morgan said softly, keeping her eyes downcast and fidgeting slightly—a good choice for her, I thought proudly. “It seemed wrong to leave her there like that. She gave so much to our people, and they’ll never even know.”

      I was so glad she was the one saying that. If I had tried, I didn’t think I could’ve gotten the words out through my teeth. Maybe it was easier for Morgan because Desmond had kept Morgan alive, even if it was with the threat of Elena hanging over her head. Either way, the commander’s eyes grew wide.

      “Keep your guns on these men,” she barked to her soldiers. “Don’t let them move.”

      One of the women moved up to the six men standing by the front of the car, her eyes narrowed. “We’ll watch them, Captain,” she said with a smile. Then she drove the butt of her rifle into Viggo’s stomach, and he doubled over, immediately wheezing for air.

      It took everything I had to remain perfectly still, to keep my face calm even as she reached down to grab his chin and yank him upright, pushing him hard against the hood of the car.

      “Captain?” I said, giving her a look. “As much as I want to be in on that, I swore to myself I would see them brought to the queen, intact and whole.”

      The captain stared at me—long enough for me to wonder if I had blown our cover by saying something—and then, finally, gave a slow nod. “She’s right. Stand down.”

      The woman pouted, but didn’t object. She gave Viggo another shove, gentler than the last one, and then let him go, backing away before joining the five women in a line behind her. Their guns had lowered some, in the course of our conversation, and I was beginning to sense that they believed us.

      Viggo watched her go, his breath coming in pants as he struggled to stand upright. I knew that wasn’t acting. I met his gaze, and he gave me an almost imperceptible shake of his head, warning me not to pay too much attention. He straightened up slowly, fighting through the pain to reassure me, and I loved him all the more in that moment.

      Morgan waved the commander over to the second car, and pulled open the back to reveal the black body bag we’d tucked Desmond’s remains into. She stepped back as the commander reached over to unzip it. I turned away. Even acting, I couldn’t stomach seeing Desmond’s remains, as justified as her death had been.

      I could hear the captain’s sharp intake of breath, and the zipper was quickly pulled closed. “She looks…”

      “Those creatures have superhuman strength,” Ms. Dale said softly. “It… It wouldn’t stop hitting her.”

      It was a believable lie, considering the remains, and as the captain stepped back, I saw her nodding. “It’s a miracle you all are alive,” she said. “We heard the reports about those things as well… Can you imagine? Just across the river.” She shuddered and fell silent.

      “I’m just glad you believe us,” Ms. Dale said. “When we landed, we couldn’t believe it ourselves. I mean, we were in The Outlands.”

      “Well, your report coincides with the sighting of a loose bird heading that direction, so you’re in luck there. Did you, uh, see any signs of life out there?”

      Everyone shook their heads slowly. “Just rocks,” Amber said. “Lots of rocks.”

      Captain Harris gave a smile then—just a ghost of one—and then nodded again. “All right. I’m going to call this in to Command to figure out what they want to do, as well as to verify you are who you say you are. You four come around to the front and wait for your orders. You’ll get your weapons back when your identities are confirmed.”

      I licked my lips. If they sent her a picture of any of the wardens we were impersonating, then we were caught. Luckily, we all had weapons hidden on us, so on the off chance we were discovered, we could defend ourselves. However, that route would make our job infinitely more dangerous—if we had to fight this group, and they were able to get word to Elena that we weren’t who we claimed we were, things would get hairy very quickly.

      I followed the captain around the vehicle, letting Morgan close the back door, sealing Desmond’s remains back inside. I came to a stop just past our “prisoners”—a quick scan showed me that Viggo’s breathing had normalized—and watched as the captain continued to move past the line of her women. I waited, watching in silence.

      Seconds went by, and I changed position, idly moving over to Ms. Dale’s side. She leaned her head down to me as I moved up, and I whispered, “Think they’re buying it?”

      “It’s a believable story,” she replied quietly. “But you never know. Elena’s cagey. Who knows what protocols she’s come up with?”

      I sighed and turned back around, linking my hands behind my back. The waiting was the worst part of this. There was nothing to do but wonder if this was the part where we were gunned down, our dream of stopping Elena finished before it even really got started.

      Seconds grew into minutes, and I could see the captain reading off our identification papers to somebody on her handheld. I drew in a breath and moved over to Amber and Morgan.

      “You two holding up?”

      “We are,” Amber murmured. “But if they start shooting, our boys are right on the front line.”

      “I know,” I said, feeling the nervous tremor in my body start again and firmly pushing it aside. “This is going to work.”

      As if on cue, the captain turned and began walking back. I held my breath, and then moved forward to meet her. “What are our orders?” I asked as she pushed silently through the line of women. I felt a small burst of hope unfurl—one that continued to blossom as the captain held out our identification papers to me.

      “Report to the palace,” she said. “Go straight to the garage, and wait for Commander Duvall to greet you. The queen wants the prisoners secured and locked up immediately.”

      I nodded as I took the papers. “Thank you.”

      “People are scared, so try to take the quieter streets. The queen doesn’t want a lot of attention drawn to your convoy.”

      “Because of the prisoners,” I commented, folding my papers and tucking them into the breast pocket, and she shook her head.

      “Because you went to The Outlands and came back. With what’s going on in Patrus, she doesn’t want anyone knowing that people actually survived out there.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I scoffed. “We only survived because we had supplies on board. As it stands we’re almost out of food.”

      “I agree, but people are scared. Stay off the main streets.”

      “Will do,” I said. “Thank you, Captain Harris.”

      “You’re welcome, Ms. Carver. Please collect your guns and prisoners, and go.”

      I smiled, and then began shouting orders to everyone. Just minutes later, we were driving again, moving steadily away from the anti-ship missile station, the captain raising her hand in farewell in our rearview mirror.

      “Are you okay?” I asked as soon as the group was out of sight, whirling around and reaching for the cuffs around Viggo’s hands.

      “I’m fine,” he grumbled as I pulled the cuffs off. “Not the first time I’ve been punched in the gut.”

      I smiled, and suddenly the bumpy ride smoothed out as Ms. Dale pulled onto the paved road. The change felt surreal, and I breathed out a sigh that was half relief and half greater worry. Parts one and two of our plan had been unmitigated successes. I could only hope the rest of it went as smoothly.
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      The streets of Matrus slid by the window as I gazed through it. We were entering the city proper now, and even though autumn was progressing, it still seemed warm with light, calm and peaceful. It felt like so long since I had seen such peace—and here it was, right across the river. I experienced a moment, maybe more than a moment, of jealousy. A pang of anger and resentment burning deep in my belly.

      They didn’t know, I firmly reminded myself, pushing aside all those petty emotions.

      We were heading through the restaurant district. Our first goal, Alyssa Dawes’ house, lay somewhere beyond that, buried in the heart of a residential area. The lights here were even brighter—the large glass windowpanes we passed, set back into red brick buildings, were practically white. Inside each bright window was a restaurant, where people sat inside, eating.

      As I watched, I began to realize that even though it didn’t look like a city at war here, there certainly wasn’t a great amount of peace. I picked it up at first when I saw a man walking, his steps hurried, his hands tucked in his pockets and his back rolling forward as he ducked his head—as if perpetually stepping under low-hanging ceilings.

      Next I saw a group of women walking together, but instead of appearing relaxed and open, they were pressed together, speaking to each other from behind their hands. They eyed anyone approaching with a general wariness, a deep suspicion, a feeling that, from my observation, seemed shared by others on the street.

      Nobody ambled. Nobody laughed. Nobody smiled. Even inside the restaurants themselves. Each one we passed seemed like a snapshot of a room where, just out of the frame, somebody had been murdered, and no one was sure who in the room had done it. It made me feel wary, checking behind us and down the streets we passed, searching for some phantom sign of pursuit.

      “Viggo, could you…” Owen hesitated, and then looked away. “Never mind.”

      “No, spit it out. Could I?”

      He gave me an irritated look. “Could you stop twitching? You’re making me nervous.”

      I frowned. Had I been that fidgety? For a second, I considered the possibility that I was being paranoid, that all of this fighting was finally getting to me, and then he added, “These people are already freaking me out.”

      I exhaled sharply and smiled when I heard Violet do so as well. “Thank you,” she exclaimed, crossing her arms, just as I said, “I know exactly what you mean.”

      Violet turned in her seat and we all shared a smile while Ms. Dale tsked. “Of course these people are feeling tense. Their neighbors across the river have clearly destabilized. The future is nebulous—everyone’s mind is running them through every ‘what if’ scenario humanly possible, or even impossible! It’s sad, really. We forget that Elena doesn’t really care about her people any more than she cares about ours. They are just a means to an end, and the poor fools don’t even know it.”

      I blinked. Ms. Dale was right, of course. Elena didn’t care about anyone but Elena. She was a true sociopath, and a smart one. She knew that she had to pander to the people to keep their support, but she also knew how to lead them, what to tell them to make them believe in her as she made decisions on their behalf. The stories they must’ve been told about what was happening in Patrus, I was sure, were compelling, filled with alarming battles and noble soldiers.

      After all of this, I was beginning to feel that the way people got news shouldn’t be in the hands of the government, but rather in its citizens’. The motivated few who could keep tabs on those in charge, and make sure they weren’t breaking the rules or abusing their power. Ensure they were doing their jobs, honestly and with integrity.

      “There,” Violet said, pointing to a spot on the side of the road. Ms. Dale pulled to a stop, Amber stopping behind us, and Violet got out. I watched her go, curious, as she raced into an alley mouth. She disappeared from sight, then returned, holding her hand in a fist against her stomach, long, thin pieces of… something clutched between her fingers.

      The street was more or less deserted, and she moved quickly, getting back in the car and closing the door.

      “Keep heading straight for two blocks,” Thomas said. “Go right and then keep going straight.”

      Ms. Dale pressed her foot on the gas, and we sped off. Violet took her gloves off with her teeth and then began smoothing out the strips of paper she’d collected, using the rolling light of the streetlamps to read them out loud. Tickers—she had found some news tickers.

      “Patrians turn on Matrian kindness. Terrorist attacks at the water plant cost the lives of nearly… eighty Matrian wardens. Terrorist attacks are suspected within Matrus from Patrian insurgents. All Patrian males in country to check in regularly with neighborhood warden’s office. Failure to comply will result in arrests.”

      “Dear God,” Owen said softly. “These poor people.”

      “Elena always did have a way with words,” Ms. Dale muttered as she took another turn.

      “The rest of these are just as bad,” Violet continued as she sifted through more ticker tape. She must’ve dug them out of the trash, so they were a few days old, but still, it was good to know what we were dealing with. “Instability in Patrus and the future of Matrus in question. Biological agents used on Matrian soldiers. Brutal male regime establishing control. War inevitable…”

      She looked up from her reading and then crumpled up the strips. “How can we ever battle all this?”

      “We can,” I said, trying to fill her with confidence. Come to think of it, I was confident. Nervous, yes. Worried, of course. But I was confident. “We can, Violet. If Morgan is right, Alyssa’s voice will mean a lot, especially because she’s established. We forget this, but Elena’s new to the people. They’re still getting to know her as queen. Their opinion will be easily swayed if there’s a more trusted voice telling them the truth.”

      I finished my impromptu speech and leaned back. The cab of the car went quiet, and then Owen leaned forward to look at Thomas, sitting on the other side of me. “What are the odds for this mission, Thomas?”

      Thomas looked up from his handheld and over at Owen, giving him a bewildered look. “The odds?”

      “Yes, the odds. And don’t pretend you didn’t run them. You always do.”

      “That’s true, I do.” He turned back to his handheld. “Turn left on the next street.”

      The silence returned.

      “So what are they?” Owen pressed.

      “The odds?”

      “Of course—don’t talk in circles. Are you keeping them back on purpose? Are the numbers low?”

      Thomas sighed and turned his knees toward mine, facing Owen a little more directly. “There are three reasons why I might not give you the odds, Owen. The first is that they’re dismal, and I recognize that by telling you, I would reduce the chances even more by killing your hope of a successful mission. On the other hand, I might feel I don’t have to tell you if the numbers run the other way, and I already know we’ll be victorious. Telling you that could backfire into making you over-confident, and therefore turn the mission into a complete failure.”

      He turned back to his handheld, studying the map. We fell silent again.

      “What’s the third reason?” asked Violet from the front seat, her voice curious.

      “That there are too many working parts in this plan, so the odds are impossible to calculate. Turn right, we’re almost there.”

      Ms. Dale turned right, and I looked out the window, focusing on the scenery again. We’d made it to a residential area, with houses, not apartments, and I could tell this was the nicer, wealthier part of town. The houses were better crafted, on larger pieces of land so they could have a yard or a garden, with fences and security gates in place, keeping them locked away from all the common riffraff. Ms. Dale navigated more confidently—I was reminded that she had probably known about this woman, when she’d been a head Matrian spy—as the streets became tighter, turning into one-way lanes through dark residential streets, houses peeking out from behind the branches of trees, seeming to my nervous brain to watch us as we drove by.

      Eventually, Thomas said, “Here,” and Ms. Dale pulled to a stop. A brown brick wall, about seven feet tall, ran along the road, and ahead, I could see the break in the sidewalk where the beginning of a drive began, cut off from the street by an ornate wrought-iron gate. Thomas barely looked up from his modified handheld, his fingers moving over buttons as the lines of white code on a black background illuminated his face.

      “I’m not detecting any frequencies that indicate cameras or comms, but the gate seems to require a key code.”

      “How can you tell that?” I asked, and Thomas grinned, not looking away from the screen.

      “I can see the box.”

      I strained my eyes in his direction and saw it—attached to the opposite wall on the other side of the driveway, continuing around the property.

      “I should’ve noticed that,” I muttered, and Thomas reached over and absent-mindedly patted me on the shoulder.

      “Nobody is perfect. Ms. Dale, could you please drive up to that gate, and I’ll hand you the cable to plug into it?”

      She put the vehicle in gear and then approached the gate slowly, keeping the headlights off. As she turned, the window was almost immediately filled with the heavy, ivy-covered gates that clearly parted in the middle. Thomas handed Ms. Dale a cable, and she rolled down the window, reaching across and running her fingers over the box until she found a port.

      Once jacked in, Thomas hit something, and the green on his screen shifted to red, numbers flying over it, almost too fast to see. After a second or two, they came to a stop, and a four-digit code appeared on the screen.

      “Two, two, three, eight,” Thomas announced, and Ms. Dale pulled out the cable and input the code. The box beeped, and there was an electric hum as the gates slid apart—just like Ashabee’s had. As they came apart, they revealed a circular cobblestone driveway with a fountain in the center. Just beyond that was a modest house, more of a two-story cottage, the cut-rock front and rustic columns resplendent with even more ivy.

      Ms. Dale pulled forward, and I saw a light go on through a window on the first floor.

      “She knows someone’s here,” I said. “We need to be careful—we don’t want to scare her.”

      The car stopped, and Ms. Dale killed the engine. “The rest of us will stay on the other side of the cars. You, Violet, and Morgan introduce us.”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “Thomas?”

      The man grabbed his handheld and hopped out, and I followed right behind him. I closed the door as Thomas moved around to the other side, where Ms. Dale was. Violet slipped her hand into mine, and we moved to the second car, where Morgan was getting out.

      “I should go up there first,” she said. “I met her when I was a kid. I mean, she would come by the palace a lot to advise Mother.”

      “We agree, but we should come with you, so you can introduce us to her slowly,” Violet suggested.

      “That’s a good idea,” she said, and Violet chuckled.

      “It was Ms. Dale’s, of course.”

      Morgan smiled as she pushed past us, heading toward the house. The light over the porch came on and the door swung open, revealing a very short, slightly stooped old woman wearing an ankle-length white nightgown, her white hair falling straight down her back in a long trail. She seemed frail, her skin translucent and spotted with liver spots, but her hands were steady—and so was the big shotgun cradled in them. She already had the stock on her shoulder, but the barrel was pointing down, for the moment.

      “Who the hell are you, and what are you doing on my property?” she demanded in a surprisingly strong and loud voice.

      “Alyssa?” Morgan said softly, taking a slow step forward and holding her hands up. “It’s me, Morgana. I’m Rina’s sixth daughter. Take a minute. I’m wearing a disguise. It was… hard to get here to you. We had to take precautions.”

      Alyssa blinked and frowned, the lines in her face becoming more pronounced. “Morgana? What are you doing here?”

      “You can call me Morgan, please. And I’m here because… because I have friends here from Patrus. We’ve been on the other side of this war, and we have something big, news that we want you to hear first, before anybody else. We’re not here to hurt you. We need your help. Please listen to our story, so you can understand why we chose to come to you.”

      Alyssa’s frown deepened, and her brown eyes flicked to Violet and me, and then past us to the six others standing behind us. “They’re all Patrians?”

      “Actually, I’m not,” Violet announced softly. “I’m Violet Bates—the name might sound familiar to you. This is my husband, Viggo Croft. He is Patrian, but Ms. Dale there isn’t. Neither is Owen—he’s Matrian born. The others are mostly Patrian.”

      Alyssa blinked and gave us a hard look. “Huh,” she said after a moment. “Well isn’t that interesting. Come inside. There should be enough seats for you all in the parlor. I’ll put on some tea. Just make sure you wipe your feet on the mat.”

      She disappeared into the house before I could stop her, so I tried to hurry my steps while staying nonchalant, not entirely certain I should let her out of my sight. I hadn’t known what to expect from this woman earlier—and I still wasn’t quite sure now.
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      For an elderly woman, Alyssa was quick, and by the time I went down the hall and followed her into the kitchen, she was already running water from the tap into a large metal kettle. She shot a glance over her shoulder at me, and then stepped back.

      “Do you mind?” she asked.

      I moved forward to help and waited for the faucet to finish filling up the kettle. Nodding, she stepped to one side and began reaching into cabinets, pulling out teacups with saucers. Her movements were practiced, as if this encounter hadn’t been entirely unexpected.

      “I’ve heard about you,” she said as she moved, the clinking of ceramics filling the air.

      I shut off the water and picked up the kettle. “Oh?”

      “Not very much. I retired when Rina was still queen, so I stopped getting all the juicy details quite a while ago. But I have a few contacts in Patrus. I was consulted about the death of your wife, Miriam, actually.”

      “Consulted?” I turned from where I had just placed the pot on the stove, gaping at her. “You were consulted?”

      “Sorry. That wasn’t the best term, was it? But yes. I was, for lack of a better word, consulted. Rina had already petitioned the king, as was her diplomatic right as queen, to stop the execution—no official power in that, sadly; it’s just a statement in the end—but she wanted my thoughts on whether we should demand an inquiry into the event. To see if there was any foul play on your part.”

      There had been, but it wasn’t in the way she intended. “And?”

      She looked up from spooning sugar into a serving bowl and sighed, placing the spoon down. “I worked very hard to establish more rights for Patrian husbands in Matrus. It’s one of the things that made me popular. Yet as much as I did, it never seemed like enough. So I fought for other things: prison reforms, improving the conditions of work camps, restructuring the orphanages… I’ve done a lot for Matrus. But one thing I have never, ever done, is take a step into Patrus. Do you know why that is?”

      “No, and I’m not sure I’m going to like your answer.”

      “You’d be surprised. The truth is… my late husband was Patrian, and, much like you, very forward thinking, and he was adamant that I never go. Feared the idea, really. He knew that if I went there, even if only to make him feel more comfortable, I would never be able to adjust to the strict laws the Patrian government had designed to keep women subordinate. Eventually, I would fall prey to something, or say something considered out of line, or… get caught up in a situation much like your wife did.”

      She pulled out a teapot and set it on the tray, pulling off the lid. She began putting tea into the mesh steeper, her crooked fingers moving with more dexterity than I would’ve thought possible.

      “That’s why I tried so hard to change the laws for men in Matrus—not just Patrian males but all men. I figured if I could give the Patrian males fairness in the system, they’d be less inclined to make their wives move, and we could keep our citizens safe. But once they cross that river, their fate is out of our hands.”

      Her message was clear and painful, but not unexpected. There was nothing she could’ve done about Miriam, either. She finished preparing the tray and looked up at me.

      “The water should be hot. Pour some in here, and let’s see if anyone was silly enough to sit in my favorite chair.”

      “How would they know that?” I asked as I began pouring the water, steam wafting up around my head, a few drops of sweat pearling on my forehead.

      “Because it’s my chair,” she said, and I turned, holding out the pot. She shook her head. “Leave the pot over the fire. We’ll be coming back for more soon, I bet.”

      She moved, leaving the tray for me, and I quickly replaced the pot on the stove burner and grabbed the tray, following her as she strode out of the kitchen and into the parlor that sat right across the hall.

      Alyssa’s parlor resembled a library more than a sitting room. Ceiling-tall stacks of books lined the exposed walls, and stuffed chairs spread out around the room. Violet and Ms. Dale were sitting nearest a wooden rocking chair with a cushioned seat. As soon as I spotted it, I realized what Alyssa meant about it being her chair—it stood out alone in the room, much like she did.

      She moved to it, sitting and pulling the blanket draped over the back onto her legs, smoothing down the soft fabric. I followed, weaving around a few chairs until I got to the middle of the room. I put the tea set down on a little coffee table, gently shoving aside some books to make room, and began setting out the cups.

      “So I hear you have a story for me,” she said after taking a few long moments to get comfortable. “Please help yourself to the tea, but talk and drink—I am old.”

      “Alyssa, thank you so much for this,” Morgan said, and Alyssa held up a hand.

      “By ‘old,’ I meant ‘impatient and cranky.’ Let’s get to the point.”

      I listened as Morgan began telling her the story, starting with the circumstances around her and her sister’s enhancements. When she got to Violet’s part, Violet took over and began telling our story, starting with her mission to Patrus. I interjected a few times, but mostly kept quiet, listening.

      Tim spoke next, filling Alyssa in on some of the more… gruesome details of the experimentation performed on him. It was difficult to stomach, but he spoke with clarity and honesty, his broken words still completely able to convey the horror he’d witnessed. I watched Alyssa’s face closely as she listened, and was pleased to see that she was affected by his tale, her color draining slightly as he spoke. He wanted to demonstrate his ability for her with a knife trick involving his hand, but she called him off, telling him that wasn’t necessary, and Violet resumed her tale.

      Even with only the most pertinent details, it was a long story, and it took the better part of an hour to get out—during which time Alyssa sat calm and attentive, occasionally asking a question, but for the most part silent and thoughtful. Everyone had spoken about something, including Logan, who described life inside the Patrian city before, during, and after the Matrian attack.

      After our tale came to a close, Alyssa leaned back in her chair, tapping her fingers against the armrests.

      “I don’t suppose you have any proof of all this,” she said after a pause, and Morgan raised her eyebrows, nodding.

      “Actually, we do.” From her pocket she pulled a data chip and held it out toward the old woman. “This contains all of the documentation we could recover from the lab in The Green, the raw video Violet took of Tabitha talking about the boys and Elena’s plan to kill Maxen, the video we made to show to the Patrian people, footage of the sabotage of the water treatment plant recovered from their security cameras… Everything.”

      Alyssa leaned forward and took the data chip from Morgan, setting it on the coffee table in front of her. Immediately a green light came on around it, and a screen came up, flat and glowing, right in front of Alyssa’s face. She began swiping her hand over it, and I heard Thomas give an excited gasp.

      “Interactive holotable,” he said in a high-pitched voice, and I smiled at his obvious enthusiasm, even under the circumstances.

      She thumbed through files, her expression thoughtful as she flipped from one to the next. “This is a lot of material,” she said. She continued flipping for a few more seconds, then dropped her hand and picked up the chip, the screen and table returning to their original state. “What are your intentions here?”

      I looked over to Violet and then leaned forward. “Morgan said you might be able to help us. We’re trying to stabilize Patrus, but we can’t keep doing that as long as Elena is queen.”

      “So you mean to assassinate her?” Alyssa’s eyes were hard.

      “No,” Violet said quickly. “We intend to have her stand trial for her crimes. The victims of what she’s done deserve to tell their stories. Everyone should hear it, and she should be punished.”

      “She really should be killed,” Ms. Dale said crossly. “But Morgan correctly pointed out that her death wouldn’t help our credibility.”

      “It wouldn’t,” Alyssa said. She opened her mouth to say something, and then shut it, as if reconsidering her words. “These are extremely serious and dangerous accusations, but you’re prepared. Very prepared.” She looked away, her mouth tightening. “Poor Rina.”

      “Poor Rina?” Morgan asked, and Alyssa looked over at her, her eyes sad.

      “I tried to reach out to her after… well, after you were hospitalized, my dear. She was cold, aloof, isolated. I hadn’t realized what she was going through. What she had brought upon you and herself. She reminded me so much of her grandmother—now there was a strong woman. Confident in command, downright intractable. I was young back then, and she thought I was amusing. The joke was on her when she had to make me one of her advisors.”

      She let out a chuckle and then sighed heavily, leaning back into her chair. “This is all so much to take in,” she admitted. “I am ashamed to say that I almost don’t want to believe you. Then again, I’ve met Elena. It doesn’t take much for anyone to realize that ice runs through her veins.”

      “So you’ll help us?” asked Violet, moving forward in her chair a few inches. “Please. We are running out of options, and the people over there are dying.”

      Alyssa stared at Violet, her mouth twisting into a grimace. “Look, I have some friends I could get this to who could verify the contents of the data chip within the next few hours. If it is legitimate, then I can make sure it goes out with the nine a.m. ticker blast. Of course, I’ll have to paraphrase a lot of it—I’m pretty sure the public isn’t going to want every detail, although they will have to be made aware of them.”

      I blinked in surprise. “You have that much sway with the ticker teams?” I asked. “We actually brought a program that would allow us to override every handheld in Matrus and give out the information that way. We… We figured it would be safer.”

      “Hmm. It might, but it also might undermine your credibility. I don’t know. To be honest, I’m still in a bit of shock here. You have to understand, no queen has ever been deposed before, and I’m not entirely certain how best to proceed. I think—”

      “Viggo.” Thomas’ voice cut me off, and I looked over at him, surprised to see him on his hands and knees, digging around underneath Violet’s armchair. Violet started, pulling her legs out of the way as Thomas put his whole head under the chair. There was a ripping noise, and he began pulling out stuffing, muttering to himself.

      “What on earth—” Alyssa began, rising to her feet, but she wasn’t able to finish her sentence before Thomas said, “There it is!”

      The next moment he was standing, a tiny silver bead clutched between his fingers. Thomas looked at me with serious eyes, and then dropped it into a teacup with a plop, splashing some of the brown liquid onto the table, before putting one of the saucers over it.

      “What is it?” I asked, feeling my blood starting to rush.

      “It’s a bug,” he announced grimly. “Someone has been listening to us.”
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      Everyone scrambled. Owen and Morgan immediately moved out of the room, heading for the front doors to get to the cars. Alyssa followed them, but turned to go up the stairs from the front hall instead, and I could hear her footsteps creaking around upstairs. Ms. Dale already had her gun in her hand, and she was peering out the windows.

      “We’ve been here for an hour,” she said in a low voice.

      “I’m sorry,” Thomas replied, his eyes flicking over the screen. “It doesn’t emit much of an RF signature. I was just looking through my programs, checking to see if anything had changed, and realized that I was picking up a new signal in this room. I should have thought to check for something like this. I haven’t seen any of this design for years—I assume it’s very old.”

      “Old? Then how do we know—”

      “It’s still transmitting,” Thomas said, cutting me off. “If a bug is working, it’s better to keep the bug there than risk getting caught replacing it. Ms. Dawes must’ve been bugged by Rina some years ago, and Elena gained access to it afterward. It’s probably voice activated—as soon as she starts talking in close enough proximity, it turns on and alerts someone on the other line.”

      “Thomas,” I asked, “is there a chance that… that nobody was listening? If it was an old bug, how would Elena even know to pay attention to this feed?”

      Thomas looked at me, his eyes sharp and nervous. “There’s a good chance, in fact,” he said. “But we can’t afford the consequences if someone has been listening in and we choose to ignore it. As far as strategy is concerned, we have to assume we’ve been compromised.”

      We all took a moment—but only a very short moment—to let that sink in.

      “Someone should be watching Alyssa,” Solomon said, gingerly pulling a curtain aside so he could peer out the window. “Maybe she’s working with the queen.”

      “I don’t think she is,” Viggo said. “We talked in the kitchen, and I’m convinced she is an honorable person. She wouldn’t let what Elena’s doing go unchallenged.”

      “This changes things,” Ms. Dale said. “We have to go now.”

      “If there are people listening in, why aren’t they here yet?” Amber asked. “They’ve had plenty of time. They…”

      “She would have held them off.” Alyssa entered the room wearing heavy black slacks, a sweater, and a puffy snow vest around her chest. A scarf wrapped around her neck, and she had a beanie on her head, her white hair tucked in underneath. The fabric seemed like it was swallowing her up, distracting the eye from the shotgun she was once again cradling in her hands.

      It occurred to me that I had never seen where she’d put it away after brandishing it at us earlier. She gave us all a look and then nodded toward the door. “She held them off so she could know what the plan was—she knew she had time to hear what you’re doing next. If somebody is coming for us, she would have sent them about when I asked what you wanted me to do. So we might have a few minutes.”

      “She’d have them close—” Viggo said, meeting my gaze.

      “But not close enough to tip us off,” I finished for him, realizing where Elena had miscalculated—and, probably, where we had. “She assumed we would use lookouts.”

      “Let’s go,” Viggo replied, shouldering his bag and rushing everyone toward the door. We exited and ran to the vehicles, Ms. Dale leading Morgan, Tim, Amber, and Logan toward the second car, while Viggo dove into ours, Owen already hopping into the backseat. Thomas and Solomon were right behind me as I came around the back to the passenger side, angling for the front seat. I climbed in, pausing when I saw Alyssa heading toward the gate.

      “We’ll open it when we’re in the cars and leaving,” I called softly to her.

      “I’m not going with you. For your plan to work, you need me to get that information out.” She hunched over, keying in the code, and the wrought iron doors started to swing in.

      “What’s she saying?” Viggo asked, and I ducked over.

      “She’s going to try and get the information out. By herself.”

      Viggo cursed. “She can’t go alone. We’ll need to send one or two people with her, maybe Amb—”

      “No need,” Solomon grumbled, already opening his door. “I’ll go with her. I’m worth ten of them in a fight, and now that I’m not a monster anymore, I’ll have better control over where and when I fight than anybody else they could send at me. I’ll keep her safe.”

      I turned, spearing him with a look. “Are you sure? Elena—”

      “You’ll get her,” he declared, his eyes glistening intently in the ambient light. “I told you I wanted to put a stop to all this. Keeping her safe means the information gets out and the population is informed. You just make sure justice is carried out.”

      I licked my lips—no pressure, right?—then nodded. “Be careful.”

      “You too.” He looked at me long enough to show how much he meant the statement, then shut the door gently and jogged over to where Alyssa was already moving down the drive, heading for the street. He caught up as I sat down, falling into step with her with what appeared to be little effort, and in a moment they’d disappeared around the curved wall.

      Sitting down, I began to buckle up as Viggo hit the gas, heading toward the gate. “Put in the comms,” he said, and I reached over and opened a pocket on his vest, pulling out the earbud and subvocalizers. These were the older style, unfortunately. Too many of the gloves Thomas had developed to turn them on and off had been damaged in the fighting at the water plant.

      I hooked Viggo’s subvocalizer around his neck as he drove, turning it on, and as soon as I slipped the earbud around his ear, his mouth began moving silently, the words hidden from my ears. I quickly put mine in and turned it on, shifting uncomfortably at the feeling of my vocal cords freezing.

      —repeat, I am going left. Your team goes right, meet at rendezvous position. My team will be on B channel, yours on A. Touch base if you get in a jam. I’ll do the same.

      Copy that, Ms. Dale’s voice said, and her headlights cut to the right, heading down the same street Solomon and Alyssa were walking down at a hurried pace. It seemed surreal for them to be going out in the city unprotected like that… but maybe they could slip through Elena’s defenses that way. The wardens were much more likely to be expecting us in the cars. And Solomon was definitely the best person for the job. I swallowed and kept my eyes ahead, accepting the rifle Owen handed me from our stash of gear in the back. I cradled it carefully, keeping the muzzle pointed down at the floor, hidden behind the dashboard.

      Viggo picked up speed as he turned, barreling down the slight incline. We passed by one street, then another, and then I saw another car screech around the corner, heading right for us.

      There! I transmitted. If it had been out loud, the sound would’ve been a shout. As it was, the car was filled with a quiet that was almost worse than the noise of battle—just the wind whistling, the engine roaring beneath us, the whooshing noises of things going by.

      Viggo was already braking and spinning the wheels, his eyes focused entirely on the road. I leaned my shoulder against the door as we turned and pivoted in my seat, looking out the back window. At first, there was nothing there, but sure enough, headlights soon appeared in the window, the vehicle growing closer with each passing second.

      Hold on to something! Viggo transmitted, and I spread my legs wider, bracing them on the frame of the vehicle and grabbing the handle above the passenger side window. Viggo cut the wheel hard, yanking the emergency brake with his right hand, and our center of gravity shifted suddenly as we rounded a sharp corner in a squealing slide. He downshifted and slammed the emergency brake off, releasing the locked wheels, then hit the gas, and we jerked forward.

      They shot right past us, Thomas exclaimed, and I turned and saw the flash of red light as the other car’s brake lights lit up the lane in front of us.

      Yeah, but they’ll be right back, I said. We need to get off this road.

      I know, Viggo said, but we were in an alley that seemed to run between the backsides of houses. There was no break in the brick walls, save for small doors leading in and out of backyards and gardens.

      He accelerated, and I clutched the handle overhead as though it would help us, my heart pounding wildly in my chest as he continued to race down the narrow street, garbage bins and little windows blurring past far too rapidly. Viggo looked over at me—just a quick glance—and then smiled… and suddenly, for a moment, this was exciting. It reminded me of the first time he’d taken me for a ride on his motorcycle. How exhilarating it had been with him in control.

      I trusted him implicitly.

      They’re catching up! Owen shouted, the tone of the shout carrying even through the subvocalizers.

      The roof, I said, looking up.

      This set of Ashabee’s vehicles were equipped with a moon roof—we’d chosen them for the mission partially for that reason. Reaching up, I yanked at the handle, sliding open the small window, just wide enough for one person. I passed Owen my gun as I stood up, hunched over so as not to give away my position, rocking with the motion of the car. I peeked over the edge of the roof and saw the other vehicle, thirty feet behind and closing, just as Owen gave me back the gun.

      Then I stood fully, the rifle braced to my shoulder, and fired at the vehicle, the weapon’s loud retort rudely interrupting the silence of the road. As expected, the bullets ricocheted off, but the car jerked back and forth for a second, backing off a few feet as it narrowly avoided jerking into a wall.

      There’s an intersection fifty feet ahead, Thomas transmitted, and I dropped down into my seat, yanking the belt over my body. Viggo pulled the emergency brake again, and we turned left—just as I saw another SUV barreling toward us down the road and shouted Viggo’s name.

      He pulled the wheel hard, and we spun, doing almost a 360-degree turn. I could barely see what was what as the world whirled around us, and then I felt Viggo hit the gas, flooring it. The car jerked as he released the brake again, and then we were out of the SUV’s way, Viggo dodging the second car as it exited the alleyway.

      Hell yes, Owen shouted as we headed down a clear path, the two vehicles behind us having to slow down to turn around and avoid hitting each other. Then, from the road on the right, another patrol car barreled toward us, forcing us to cut to the left.

      C’mon! Viggo groaned as we entered yet another alley that ran between backyards.

      Viggo, this neighborhood was built oddly—there’s a five-way intersection coming up. If we can get a bit of a lead on them, we can lose them, Thomas transmitted sharply.

      You’re in their systems; can you tell where all the enemy cars are? Are they being tracked?

      They are, and I can, but only for small increments of time, or else the people tracking them on their side will notice something’s up, and that’ll give our location away.

      Okay. Hold this one until we lose them in the junction, okay?

      Roger.

      Viggo’s eyes darted up to the rearview mirror, at the third SUV in pursuit.

      Viggo? Ms. Dale’s voice buzzed in my ear. We seem to have slipped out of their net. Where are you? Do you need any help?

      Give me a second, Viggo responded as he upshifted, coaxing even more speed from the vehicle. Owen, get a flash grenade ready. We’re going to blind them just before this intersection.

      I’ll transmit our location to the other car, Thomas said.

      Owen immediately produced a metal can from our bags and moved up to the moon roof, keeping his head low.

      How far, Thomas? Viggo asked after a moment in which the smaller man’s voice was absent from our channel.

      A heartbeat passed, then a few more.

      Thomas, how far?

      Two hundred feet and counting! Thomas’ voice came back onto the line.

      Owen—now.

      Owen stood up, his hand on the grenade, his body moving as he let it loose and then immediately ducked back down. I kept my eyes lowered as a brilliant flash lit the night behind us, and Viggo surged ahead, while all we could hear was the long screech of brakes. He slid through the intersection, following Thomas’ advice, taking the third road from the left, and didn’t stop until the pursuit fell from sight behind us.

      There was no sign of headlights behind us for a whole minute, and I let out the breath I had been holding.

      That was close, I said, and Viggo and I exchanged a smile.

      Thomas? Figure out our best path, Viggo said.

      Already pulling up their system. I… He paused, staring at the screen, and then looked up. Viggo, we’re already surrounded, he said, turning the handheld around and leaning forward to show us the various cars moving along the streets, searching for us. I scanned the map, trying to find a way out, but couldn’t—the net they had set up was too well spun. We were going to get caught. It was only a matter of when.

      Viggo? What do you need?

      Viggo frowned at Ms. Dale’s voice, and then looked around the car, almost apologetically. I guess you tuned in to hear we’re surrounded. We need for you to get to the caves and get to Elena. We’ll try to distract them, keep them busy for as long as possible.

      What? No! That’s risky. How do you know she hasn’t just given a kill order?

      We don’t, Viggo replied, throwing the car into gear and moving us forward. But we’ll just have to hope she hasn’t. Complete the mission. Maybe rescue us if you can find the time.

      There was a long pause and a burst of static, followed by, Roger that.

      Viggo, take this road and get to the intersection of Burberry and Olwent, Thomas said. There are two cars waiting for us there, but maybe we can use them against each other. We have some grenades.

      How far away is it? Viggo asked, shifting up and gaining even more speed.

      Head this way for two blocks, take a right for another five, and then another right, and we’ll be there.

      That’s really close to the city center, Owen commented. Are you sure?

      It’s their weakest point—all the other cars are patrolling the streets, but there’ll be a window in which these two cars will be on their own. If we can pull them after us and then pile them up… it might work.

      It’s as good a plan as any, I added.

      A car suddenly rounded a corner behind us and accelerated hard, bumping into us.

      Who is that? I asked as I pulled up the rifle and unbuckled my belt. They weren’t on the map! The vehicle accelerated behind us, and I was thrown forward into the dashboard—not hard, but enough to be rattled. I climbed up to the moon roof again, pushing the rifle out first.

      I don’t know! Thomas replied, plainly irritated. Maybe a car that doesn’t have a tracker… Does it really matter?

      I tuned out his voice as I drew the rifle smoothly to my shoulder and began firing, the shots ricocheting off the hood and windows. This driver didn’t panic, just accelerated again, jolting me into the side of the roof. My hip hit hard, and I sucked in a breath, pain radiating from the spot, and then fired again.

      The stock shook my shoulder from the recoil, but I continued to fire, going for their weak points. They were too close for me to get a shot at their tires, but as I saw the grill on the front, an idea occurred to me. Ducking down into a squat, I ejected the magazine, taking the new one Owen handed me and slapping it in.

      I stood, firing at the grill, expending the magazine into it, hoping for a one in a million chance. I ducked back down, almost disappointed—but then smoke began to pour first from the front of the car, then through the cracks in the side. The pursuit car immediately dropped back, slowing down. Viggo sped away, and I pulled my coat around myself and exhaled.

      Great shooting, Violet, Owen praised, and I smiled grimly as I ejected the second magazine. He passed me a new one, and I slapped it in.

      We plowed down the street and rounded the corner, and another vehicle appeared behind us, the headlights already angling toward us. I cursed and started to stand up again, when Viggo’s arm shot across my chest.

      Hold on to something, he ordered, and the next thing I knew, everything jolted as Viggo took the car up over the curb, driving down the sidewalk.

      There weren’t many people in the way, but the few who were out walking scattered to avoid us in a panic. I had a moment to spot a newspaper stand ahead—and then Viggo hit it with Ashabee’s reinforced vehicle, catching the inside of it and pushing it out into the road with a bang. The vehicle behind us, still on the road, swerved to avoid it, but kept pace, coming up on the curb right behind us.

      Viggo grinned, and I hurriedly put on my seatbelt, my hands going to the dashboard.

      Viggo? I said as I saw the columns of a nearby building in front of us, the ones being used to support the second-story balcony. And then he crashed into the first one.

      I couldn’t believe how easily it fell apart. I jerked forward against my belt, and then we hit the second, shattering it in a plume of dust and stone. He jerked the wheel to the right and we came back on the road, just as a corner of the balcony began to break apart. I turned, searching it for people, and was relieved to find none—it was too chilly to be eating outside.

      This is the intersection! Thomas announced as Viggo darted through it, and two more vehicles joined the first, still trailing dust after escaping the collapsing balcony. I groaned and began to unbuckle the belt, when Ms. Dale’s voice cut across the comms. She must have been listening in on our channel the whole time.

      Viggo, turn right.

      He immediately swerved to the right, then cursed and violently jerked the wheel. Just where we’d been headed, I saw a flash of my mentor standing in the middle of the street, a familiar-looking tube thrown over her shoulder, a smoke trail billowing out from behind it as she braced herself against the kickback of a shot.

      The rocket caught the lead vehicle behind us right underneath the engine, and the SUV flew into the air and rotated, the tail end coming forward until the entire thing was upside down. It landed with a crash, crumpling the cab, as Viggo slammed on the brakes and came to a halt.

      I blinked, trying to clear the dizziness caused by our spinning retreat, and looked back to see Ms. Dale picking up a second launcher and firing it. The shot caught the second car in the side, and it rolled, slamming into a building.

      Ms. Dale tossed down the second tube and raced toward us, the third and final vehicle slamming into the burning wreckage of the other two cars and flipping onto its side.

      Are you crazy? Viggo demanded as she opened the back door and climbed in.

      Coming along on this mission was my bloody wedding gift to you, she practically snarled as she slammed the door. To keep you safe! I can’t do that if you won’t let me.

      That’s no excuse to—

      Shut up and drive already, Viggo, she ordered, her eyes narrowing. You can bitch at me about the mission after we get to the palace.

      Viggo opened his mouth and then slammed it shut, putting the car into gear and driving off.

      There was a long period of silence, and then Thomas cleared his throat. It’s, uh… It’s all clear ahead, he announced awkwardly.
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      The streets were darker now, lights shutting down overhead as it grew too late in the evening for anyone to be out. Businesses were closed, everything shuttered and eerily quiet.

      I felt more exposed like this, like someone could see us easily, and Viggo dimmed the lights as we drove. I looked out the window as the streets curved around, staring at the buildings and down the alleys that periodically broke them apart, their edges lit by the silver light of the moon.

      It was full tonight, illuminating everything in pale blue tones with highlights of white. That was what allowed me to see the palace through the buildings as we flew down the road. Lights were on, giving it a warm and approachable feeling, but I knew what lurked inside. That mad chase through the city had only been practice. This was where everything got really dangerous.

      Viggo drifted right as the road forked, and the buildings went away as we moved down a slight incline, suddenly surrounded by trees and vegetation. The road rolled underneath us in a slow S curve, then leaned slightly more to the right, until it ended rather suddenly at the edge of a wide meadow.

      Morgan, Amber, Logan, and Tim were already there, unloading their car. We pulled up next to them, and Viggo shut the car off and climbed out. The rest of us followed suit, and Owen and I moved around to the back to start pulling our gear out. Who knew how long we had to get ready before they found us? We worked quickly.

      One by one we stripped down to our Liberator suits, moving silently. Our bulletproof vests would be worn underneath them tonight so that they wouldn’t show when we used the cloaking function, but there was nothing we could do about our bags or guns, other than put them down or try to stand behind something, using that to hide what we were carrying.

      Viggo was busy as we got ready—he and Thomas were setting up a transmitter and pointing it toward Patrus, trying to boost our subvocalizer transmission so we could check in and update Henrik. I grabbed my husband’s (my husband’s!) gear and moved over, intent on getting him in it as he transmitted.

      He nodded at me as I approached and then sat down, allowing me to unzip the top of his suit and maneuver the vest over his head, making sure the straps were well on. It was a clunky move and added time to our stop here, but we hadn’t been able to make up a plausible excuse to tell the Matrian guards why our prisoners needed bulletproof vests, so we’d had to go without protection during the earlier part of the plan. This part relied much more on stealth—if we got caught, there was no feigning innocence or talking our way out of it, and we would be needing these vests. I noticed that Morgan had already dispensed with her wig, complaining that her head itched.

      “It’s ready, Viggo,” Thomas said. His subvocalizer was off, I assumed so as not to get in the way of Viggo’s transmission.

      Viggo nodded. Patience, this is Harbinger, come back.

      I squinted at Thomas, mouthing the word “harbinger” at him, and he shrugged. “Good names fill people with confidence,” he mumbled, and I smiled.

      This is Patience, Henrik replied. Listen, there’s no time to talk. I don’t know where you are with Silver Fox—I looked at Thomas, and he mouthed Alyssa’s name at me—but we got problems here. More boys have been spotted on roads leading into the city. We’ve fortified our stronghold and ordered people to draw back to defend it, but it’s only going to be so long before someone starts firing.

      We’re moving on to the second protocol, but they know we’re here. They’re expecting us, Viggo replied.

      Then I hope you give them hell, Harbinger. And get us out of this before we have to start killing these boys.

      Roger that.

      Viggo nodded at Thomas, and Thomas shut off the long-distance transmitter, moving swiftly to break it back down. I heard one of the vehicles start and looked over in time to see Ms. Dale driving it toward some trees growing in a tight cluster, followed by Morgan starting hers up as well. The only thing left inside was Desmond’s body, and if we died inside the palace, it could be a few days before anyone found the vehicles. We wanted to make sure of that, at least.

      I shuddered and stepped back as Viggo pulled up the sleeves of his suit and zipped it up. He smoothed his hands over it, and I handed him his bag.

      “That should be everything,” I said, turning off the subvocalizer for now. If only for this moment, I wanted to hear my husband’s voice responding to mine. “You have ten pounds of semtex with detonators, a mask in case there’s any tear gas, a knife, the tranquilizer gun with five darts for Elena or any boys you encounter, waterproof bags—” He let out a surprised laugh, and I shot him a look as I continued, “The special canteens that pull water out of the air, some rations, extra magazines… Have I forgotten anything?”

      He bent over and placed a kiss on the top of my head. “Of course not. Best wife ever,” he said in a low voice in my ear, and my stomach dropped a little, my body growing warm with desire and anticipation. I somehow managed to take a slow breath and push the feeling down—now was not the time for me to be lusting over my husband. Even if he did look amazing in his Liberator suit and tactical gear, with his long hair gathered behind his neck and the spectacles still perched on his nose.

      He moved over toward where Owen was now helping Thomas get his gear on, and I trailed after him, bending over to scoop up my own bag and weapon.

      “I really want to tell you about the notebook and stuff I brought, Owen,” Thomas was saying as we walked up. Owen was focused on trying to cinch him into his bulletproof vest. Unfortunately, I could immediately see what the problem was: Thomas’ belly was a bit too rotund for the strap to slip through and then double back to cinch down on the other side.

      “Suck it in, Thomas,” Owen grated, tugging hard at the strap, and Thomas yelped in pain. Owen made a frustrated noise and let go of the strap. “This isn’t going to work,” he announced.

      “Then let me leave it off,” Thomas replied, shifting his shoulders. “It’s heavy and hot and itchy, and I’d rather not. Besides, I really need to explain the system I created here, so you can use it as effectively as possible in the event I—”

      “Knock it off, Thomas,” Owen growled, raking a hand through his blonde hair. “You’re starting to make me nervous.”

      “What?” Thomas blinked, his face reflecting his surprise. “No, I just wanted to prepare you on the off chance I—”

      “Knock it off, Thomas,” Owen repeated, slightly louder this time, and Thomas sighed.

      “All right, Owen. Here, help me get this off.”

      “Hurry up, you two,” Viggo said as he bent over and picked up Thomas’ handheld. “How do I search for RF waves again?” he asked.

      “Left column, third one down. Sniffer.exe. Just hit it, and the modifications I made to the handheld will be red on the screen. Red blobs indicate where the activity is concentrated.”

      Viggo began to move the handheld around as Owen helped Thomas pull off the vest. Thomas zipped his suit up quickly, and bent over to pick up his bags.

      “Anything?” he called, and Viggo shook his head.

      Thomas moved over, his short legs moving briskly, and plucked the handheld from Viggo’s hands. He adjusted a few buttons on the screen and began swinging it around, whether nervously or just plain impatiently, it was hard to tell. After a moment, he smiled, and nodded.

      “Over there,” he said, pointing.

      Viggo moved over to it, Thomas and the rest of us behind him. Tim nudged his way over, and I reached out to tousle his hair.

      “Do you have the serum Dr. Tierney gave you?” I asked, and he nodded.

      “In bag. What now?”

      Viggo kicked the ground a few times, finding one place that seemed more disturbed than the rest, and one kick reverberated slightly. Squatting down, he felt around in the dirt, and then pulled back handful after handful of wet grass and earth, until he seemed to find something about half an inch down. He pulled a few more handfuls away, and then dug his fingers into something, and a square bit of earth bounced up half an inch at an angle. He pulled it open, revealing a flat door with a keypad on it.

      “We’re going down there,” I told Tim, and he gave me an annoyed look.

      “I know. You be okay? You hate tunnels.”

      I shrugged. “Not as much as I hate falling,” I replied, and he smiled.

      “Maybe you go first,” he said with a wink, and I resisted the urge to push him. Instead I turned toward him and checked his uniform.

      “Are you wearing your vest?” I asked, and he nodded. “Have you tested the suit yet?”

      Tim hesitated and then nodded again.

      “Hurts,” he informed me, and I frowned, a pang of fear going through me. If he couldn’t use it, then that meant he could be exposed and vulnerable in a fight.

      I couldn’t think about that now. Viggo had told me about Tim’s abilities in the field. I had to trust that my brother was more than capable of taking care of himself.

      “You’ll be okay,” I said quietly, sensing that he needed my reassurance. “Tim Bates—unstoppable ultimate warrior.”

      He gave me an incredulous look and shook his head, his gray eyes returning to where Thomas was now hacking into the door, trying to get it open.

      “Don’t like fighting,” he said after a minute. “Too much sad people. Too much crying.”

      My face fell, and I nodded. “I know, Tim. Believe me, I know.”

      Morgan jogged over, finished with hiding the car, and looked around. “How are we doing?” she asked, her eyes moving over to Thomas and Viggo, crouched over the door.

      “We’re in,” Thomas announced—whether he had heard Morgan or was just informing the rest of us, I wasn’t sure—and there was a sharp hiss as the door was pulled open. Viggo turned on his flashlight and shone it into the hole below, revealing metal rungs embedded in the rock, the ladder running down a stone tube that was maybe three feet wide.

      I swallowed as I looked at it, and then put the fear aside, reminding myself that it was better than falling. It was strange, but the thought comforted me. Viggo swung in first and began moving down the ladder, seemingly unbothered.

      “You don’t think we’ll encounter anyone coming up?” asked Amber, and Morgan shrugged.

      “I doubt it. The entrances to the caves were sealed up by my mother. I wasn’t even sure where all the doors were.”

      “Neither was the spy who got the plans,” said Thomas as he slipped his backpack on, his trusty handheld secured around his wrist by a tight black cloth with a bit of fabric cut away in the middle, revealing the screen. “The map only shows the tunnel systems and which doors lead to the palace. Where each door opens in the palace is a complete mystery. Subvocalizers on.”

      He began moving down the tunnel as he spoke, following his own order and switching to transmit his voice into our ears for the last of the sentence. I followed suit and watched, my heartbeat rising in tempo, as Logan entered, followed by Amber and Ms. Dale—then, finally, I was up, taking a step onto a lower rung and holding the sides of the passage until I was far enough down to grab one with my hands. Tim and Morgan followed me, and I bit my lip when Morgan closed the heavy door above us, cutting off even the starlight.

      There was a bit of light coming up to me from below, probably Viggo’s flashlight, but the tunnel was still so dark. Dark and tight. I paused, taking a moment to grab my own flashlight, turn it on, and slip it into my mouth.

      We descended in absolute silence, but our movements and steps in the tunnel generated enough of an echo to worry me. At one point Tim stepped on my hand, and I cried out—my voice was silenced by the subvocalizers, but transmitted to everyone else. I heard my own hiss of pain distorting over the line, followed by Tim’s un-subvocalized apology echoing off the walls, and I shook out my aching fingers and continued to move, allowing a bit of a lead to grow between me and Ms. Dale.

      The way down was long—long enough for me to start thinking uncomfortable thoughts. If I fell, would I kill everyone below me? I stopped myself before going down that road. I was being morbid.

      To take my mind off of the stress of being in such a tight space, I began to count rungs as they passed under my hands. I was at two hundred and fifty-eight when Viggo announced, I see the bottom, and I narrowly avoided shouting “Yay!” into the comms channel. After another fifty rungs, I was at the bottom too, shaking out my aching legs and forearms, straining to catch my breath.

      How far down are we? I asked as I shone the light around the wide room, the minerals in the walls glittering. The cave floor looked to be dry, but stalagmites grew in tight little bunches from the floor, with a smooth path cutting through them. I looked around for an explanation for this marvelous path, and noticed that the stalactites above had been cut off over it, left broken to prevent anything from growing beneath. It must have been designed and shaped by human hands—though how they’d accomplished that feat, I had no idea.

      Three hundred feet, give or take, replied Thomas, pulling out his handheld and moving it around the room. Got a reading up ahead.

      Viggo, Ms. Dale called sharply, and I turned to see her pointing at a sign on the side of the cave wall, with two phrases inscribed on it. “Escape Route” was the top one, and it had an arrow pointing up, I assumed to indicate the direction we’d come from. “East Lab” was the second one, and it pointed to the right, the same way Thomas was directing us.

      A lab? I asked. Is it possible Mr. Jenks did his research here?

      That makes sense. It would have been close to Elena to monitor the pregnancies, and no one would bother him down here. Ms. Dale followed Thomas as she spoke, her flashlight panning around, and I followed, the group of us forming a single-file line to make our way down the narrow passage. Morgan?

      He was there a lot when I was a child, so that seems likely enough, she said, flipping her dark bangs anxiously. I’m just glad he never brought me down here to study me.

      Yeah, this cave doesn’t exactly scream happy childhood memories, does it? Owen added dryly, and I smiled in spite of myself.

      I got a door, Thomas announced, cutting through our small talk, and our line of people paused and flattened out against one of the walls. I stuck my head out slightly and saw the door—then paused, alarm bells going off in my mind.

      It looked just like the ones we’d seen at the Facility and the Liberator base—both designed to keep out the toxic environment of The Green.
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      I can’t see any cameras, I said after studying the intimidating airlock ahead of us, my voice instinctively down to a whisper even though we still spoke through the subvocalizers. Thomas shifted next to me, grunting slightly.

      I’m getting a reading for one. It could be inside the door. There’s a keypad, right?

      Yes, that’s the only thing that makes it different from the doors we saw in The Green. Why would it be down here?

      He gave me a look and shrugged. If this is supposed to be a last measure against biological attack, then the system would need to be enclosed and self-contained.

      It’s a lab, Ms. Dale said, as though the answer were obvious. It’s for keeping whatever they’re working on from getting out.

      So there could be biological agents in there, I said, and everyone fell silent.

      It’s possible, Thomas said. But we all brought masks, so we’ll just put them on in the airlock. He turned and fixed me with a look. Or do you want to come up with a better way to get into the palace?

      I still don’t understand why we aren’t just letting Alyssa handle this, Logan grumbled, and Morgan bit back a growl.

      Because my eight-year-old little sister is up there with Elena, she said, getting fed who knows what propaganda, and every minute Elena is given to run around and set her plans in motion is a minute that will cost countless more lives.

      Amber gave the man a look through her lashes and shook her head, joining in the argument, much less heatedly than Morgan. You know why we need to stop her. Your men are over there in Patrus getting ready to fire at the boys. You said you wanted to be here—are you having second thoughts? For once her voice was carefully modulated; she sounded more concerned than angry. I listened in mild surprise.

      Logan hesitated, and then frowned. You’re right. I’m sorry. I just… I don’t like this laboratory thing. No one knows what we’ll find inside.

      Maybe we’ll get lucky and it’ll be a fallout shelter, Violet commented, leaning forward again to check the door. For now, Thomas, I assume you have a way in?

      I do, I do, but I need Owen.

      Me? Owen looked up from the back of the line, and then shrugged. What’s up, Tom-Tom?

      Not you too, the short man sighed, but that was his only protest, and he was soon focused again as he pulled out a small flat box attached to several cables. At the bottom of the keypad will be a port matching one of these heads. Find the one that matches, plug it in, hit this button, and wait.

      That’s easy. Why can’t you do it? Owen reached for the device as he asked the question, and Thomas sighed.

      Because I’m not as good with the suit as you are, Thomas said simply, zipping up his bag. Owen smiled and unzipped a suit pocket, slipping the device inside and reclosing it.

      I always like hearing that, he quipped, and then he disappeared in front of our eyes.

      I always hate seeing someone do that, Ms. Dale said, and Owen chuckled through the comms.

      The reappearing is worse, Amber replied. One time Quinn got the drop on me—the little imp hung on some pipes for two hours waiting for me to come down so he could scare me.

      Did he scare you? Logan asked.

      He got a black eye, so what do you think? Amber retorted, and shared a smile with Violet.

      I smiled, easily picturing the scene, and waited, trying not to dwell too much on what was coming ahead of us. It crossed my mind that I should cut off nonessential little conversations like this, but I let it pass. The cave was dark and unknown, but we weren’t in immediate danger, and the talk helped take everyone’s minds off the fear of anticipation. Besides, if Ms. Dale was allowing the distraction to go that far, then there was a reason.

      It’s in, Owen reported after a minute, and I looked over and saw the device floating off to one side, seemingly suspended in midair.

      If the camera sees that… I trailed off, warning in my voice.

      The only camera is in the airlock, Thomas replied, his fingers on the handheld as lines and lines of code ran over it. I’m putting it on a loop, but…

      He fell silent, his brows furrowing while he read the lines of code as they drifted by. This system is hack-proof, he said. We all looked at him at once, and he blinked. No, I don’t mean I can’t hack it—what I mean is I can’t get into their system from here using what I brought. I need access to a terminal that’s hardwired in. I can trick the doors one at a time, but without that… I won’t know how to stop anything if it is used against us.

      Like what? Owen asked.

      Like, I don’t know, Owen! Thomas exploded irritably. For all I know, there could be man-sized murderous robots on the other side of the doors! That ride unicorns! And kiss you to death! That’s what I’m trying to say—there’s a computer system there, but I can’t crack the firewall without three days of prep. Each security system we run across I can jack into and take over, but without a direct line into their system, I can’t do it in a way that will let us know what’s ahead of us.

      Calm down, Thomas. No one expects you to be a superman, I said soothingly, and the little man seemed to deflate somewhat. Now, is this door hackable?

      Yes, they all are. The door’s already open, and the camera is now set on a loop. So if anyone’s watching, they won’t see us.

      Perfect. Owen, will you kindly open the door for the ladies?

      I heard the hand wheel spin and the door creak open, the hinges slightly rusted, before Owen’s hands began to appear again holding it open. I led the way around the corner, stepping inside what was, indeed, an airlock. Two doors that shut tightly enough to create an airtight seal, ventilation ducts in the top for pressurizing or detoxing the air, a panel with lights and buttons that controlled those ventilation areas. I’d kind of hoped never to see one of these again, after all the troubles we had gone through every time we’d gone into one… Maybe in another lifetime, I thought ruefully.

      A sign on the opposite door caught my eye. “Danger: Toxic Environment Ahead.” Several more signs were posted along the walls, all reminding workers to put their masks on.

      Well, Violet said wryly through the comms, it’s a good thing someone reminded everyone to bring their masks.

      I shot her a glance, and saw her smile as she pulled her own mask out of her bag. Everyone dutifully fished through their bags to find their own, and I saw Logan looking around frantically for a moment, and then reaching over and pulling one from a case on the side of the wall.

      Looks like they put some out for us, he declared triumphantly, slipping the straps over the top of his head and pulling it down over his face. He probably hadn’t thought to carry one in the pack he’d brought… Another good reason not to sneak along on sensitive missions, I thought to myself.

      When we were all geared up, I pulled my pistol out and began screwing the silencer in. Just because we didn’t see any guards outside doesn’t mean there aren’t any inside, I said, turning to face the group. Be careful and keep an eye out. Remember your suits will help hide you—we want to avoid detection for as long as possible. If we get caught here, the whole plan falls apart.

      If we get separated, fall back on our contingency plans, Ms. Dale continued for me from where she knelt on the floor, pulling grenades out of her bag and clipping them onto her belt. Logan, whoever you end up with, you’re following their orders, so try to stick close to Amber, or else there’s no telling where the two of you will shake out once things are said and done.

      Awesome, Logan replied dryly, bringing his rifle around to face forward. Behind him, Owen was slowly pulling the door closed behind us. He quickly turned the hand wheel, and there was a soft hiss that went silent as the seal moved into place. Flashing me a thumbs up, he pulled his bag back onto his shoulder and slipped his gun out of its holster.

      Thomas, open the inner door, I said, and Thomas nodded, clicking a button. A red light next to the door began to flash, and immediately a white mist began to pour from the vents above, filling the room. I reached out and ran my hand through it, pulling it back to see if it would irritate my skin, but it didn’t.

      I focused on the flashing red light, waiting for the room to pressurize. It turned green a few short seconds later, and I moved to the door, cranking the hand wheel. The door swung open, revealing an interior just as foggy as the airlock, and I stepped in.

      Even though the suits regulated our temperature, I could tell the room was warm and humid. I stepped out of the airlock, my gun out but lowered, and was surprised to feel that the floor was… soft. Looking down, I frowned when I saw a blanket of thick green moss.

      Everyone followed me out of the airlock, and as Thomas closed it, I realized this side of the inside door was covered in moss too.

      This is… This is The Green, Violet whispered, her silver eyes darting around, searching the mist for any sign of life. Why is this here?

      Who knows, Ms. Dale said, her voice containing a brittle edge. It does no good speculating. Thomas? Do you detect cameras in here?

      No, and I doubt they would put cameras down in these areas.

      Why bother? asked Amber, seeming to understand. If they’re just studying the ecology, then they wouldn’t care. Maybe they were trying to figure out what was causing the poison or changing the atmosphere?

      At that moment my ears caught something, and I turned, taking a few steps forward with my flashlight held high. There was lighting overhead, but the mist obscured a portion of it. It was difficult to see how large the room was or what could be out there just a few feet beyond us, so I was relying mostly on my ears to tell me that things were safe… and this didn’t sound quite safe. The mist roiled angrily as I passed through it, following the sound.

      It was so soft at first, I couldn’t be sure I had heard it, but as I drew nearer to the source, I frowned at the familiarity. I waited for my brain to find the memory—and then, in a flash of adrenaline, I realized why the buzzing of thousands of wings was all too hauntingly familiar.

      I stepped forward, trying to wave tendrils of mist out of the way. There couldn’t be… Surely not here…

      I managed to blow some of the mist away enough to see the source of the noise: a huge glass tank filled with thousands of familiar insects, their red bodies pushing up against the glass toward us. Violet let out a surprised sound from behind me, and I turned to see her drawing close.

      Red flies? she whispered as she stared at the tank, and I could see the shudder running down her spine. She shook her shoulders, trying to clear the feeling, and I couldn’t blame her. The things had nearly killed me, Ms. Dale, and her more than once. How are they still alive?

      I swallowed, wondering if I should even mention it. Alejandro told me that they cannibalize their own when they lack food. The females target males first, mate with them, and then consume them, lay eggs, and tear each other apart. The new generation arrives to finish off the old, and the process continues again.

      Her eyes drifted down to the bottom of the tank, and I followed them, seeing there what was clearly the cannibalized remains of thousands of flies as Violet’s mouth turned down in disgust.

      Oh, she said after a moment. Are we safe?

      Perfectly safe, Thomas assured her through the comms. Except that their cage’s functions are controlled by a master computer.

      I’ve got another tank of red flies over here, but there are animal remains at the bottom of it, announced Ms. Dale from somewhere off in the mist.

      There’s another one down here, but these flies aren’t red. They’re green, added Logan.

      Green? I asked, turning around.

      Yeah. There aren’t very many of them, though. I can only see about seven of them in this thing.

      That’s nothing, said Morgan, her voice soft and low with something that sounded like awe. I just found the river.

      What? asked Violet, turning around and heading back into the mist toward where we’d last seen Morgan. I followed behind her, making sure not to lose her in the mist as we slowly pushed through it. And then suddenly the mist parted, revealing a tiny stream of the familiar bright blue, glowing water as it fed through a channel carven in the cave ground, flowing at a moderate rate. I saw Morgan standing a few feet away, moving up and following the small trickle.

      She disappeared into the mist, and a moment later, her voice was back on the line. It’s being fed in through a hole in the wall.

      They probably have it hooked up to a pump, Thomas mused.

      Let’s move on, Ms. Dale said brusquely, and I reluctantly admitted to myself that she was right. We couldn’t let our curiosity about this bizarre place keep us from the mission. Thomas, where are we going?

      Now that I’m down here, I can finally orient this map. I can’t believe they didn’t include a compass on this. One second. There was a pause. Okay, check your compasses and head northwest. Only one way in and out of this cavern.

      The horrible buzzing of the flies continued as we moved, growing louder as we approached more of the vats and quieter when we moved away from them, and I ignored it, focusing on the path ahead. This place was creepy, and I had a thousand questions about it, but we had a lot of ground to cover if we were going to get into the palace.
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      Violet followed me closely, and every time I turned to look at her, I saw her eyes darting around, taking everything in just as I was, not missing a detail. The buzzing faded away after a while, and the passage narrowed considerably, until we were moving through it in single file. I was in the lead, with Owen bringing up the rear.

      The tunnel continued narrowing, forcing me to duck low to avoid scraping the top of my head, and then widened up again, admitting us to a new area—I assumed we’d found our way out of the first cavern into another set of rooms. The mist was continuous and thick, making it difficult to see, but I held my flashlight up, trying to illuminate the area. This chamber was quieter, and I heard the familiar trickle of water.

      There’s another stream in here, I announced. Be careful not to fall in—that stuff is concentrated.

      According to this map, there are several other doors ahead, Thomas reported through the comms. I’m trying to look for the right one now. It was hard to make out which dark form was his, but I thought he was standing next to the Owen-shaped blob, a few blobs down. This was beginning to grow ridiculous—but I had to wonder if the tainted water was the reason why the mist was so thick.

      All right, fellow non-scientists, I said as I pushed forward. Does this effectively confirm that the environment of The Green is caused by the river?

      It does and it doesn’t, Owen said. Because The Green is wide, and runs for miles in either direction on both sides of the river… but then we have Matrus and Patrus. Why would it be concentrated in one area but not affect things farther downstream?

      Two potential reasons, replied Thomas. The first is that the area The Green encompasses is actually a lower elevation than where we built our city. That creates a pocket just outside of the extreme cold of the mountains, and after years and years of being there, it has created its own thermal pocket to thrive within.

      What’s the second? Amber asked.

      That the area of The Green sits atop a water reservoir that has been contaminated so badly, that everything around the area is affected by it.

      Does that mean our water supplies will eventually be contaminated? I asked, mentally wondering if that was one more thing we needed to deal with in our countries’ futures.

      Well… maybe, but probably not. I, uh, I guess you didn’t see that report I left for you and Violet in your debriefing packets, huh?

      I blinked and panned my flashlight around, looking for a sign of something through all the mist. To be honest, I had focused on the overall mission, and not the various technical details Thomas had included. He tended to over-report things, and at this point, it had become second nature to skim and move on. This particular packet had been thick, jammed full of reports that had been made in our absence, and I… I was a newlywed. Still, it bothered me that I had missed something, and I wasn’t afraid to ask.

      Sorry, Thomas. I guess we didn’t. What did I overlook?

      That King Maxen’s grandfather basically created a way of filtering out all the toxins in the water, and had been secretly using the river to supply all of Patrus with water for drinking, bathing, swimming, and growing our food. That was the real purpose of the water treatment plant. We only discovered it after the raid, after I recovered more information from the computers in the plant itself.

      Wait, so he could’ve—

      I shook myself, suddenly floored. That was a big shock—just one more thing to shake the foundations of our world. The implications were stunning; we would have to put some thought and effort into that when we got back from—

      I was so absorbed in what Thomas and I were talking about that I almost missed the trench that loomed out of the mist beneath me, glowing blue with the contaminated water. I would’ve stepped right into it, but Violet grabbed my arm and pulled me back before I could even contemplate how badly it was going to hurt. I stumbled back, a few steps away from the group, and my back came in contact with something hard.

      Whirling around, I saw fangs and an open mouth coming right for me, and I shouted and ducked down, raising my gun and freezing with my finger on the trigger as I comprehended the glass in front of me. I had run into a tank, and as I watched, the massive silver python hit the glass, its open mouth smashing into it with a thump. It reared back, black tongue flicking out to taste the air, and the huge head turned, its beady eyes spearing me with a look. It nudged the glass again with its nose, thumping against it, and I slowly straightened as Violet came out of the mist, looking concerned.

      I’m okay, I said. My new friend here gave me quite a scare, though.

      Guys, this room has tanks with silver pythons in them, Violet reported on the subvocalizer, and I turned my back on the snake—as much as it made my skin crawl—heading back toward the manmade river.

      Viggo, this mist is making it impossible to stick together, Ms. Dale said, just as I almost slammed into her as I moved. My hands went up to catch her shoulders, and I grunted.

      Sorry, I muttered, taking a step back. Point taken. Everyone link up. We’re forming a human chain. I held my arm out to Violet, and she slipped her arm through it, locking us together at the elbows, and then followed suit with Ms. Dale.

      Everyone call it out, I said, and after a moment, everyone checked in that we were linked to someone in our long line. When Tim called in, his voice coming strangely through the mist now that I was used to hearing things in the comms, I regretted for a moment that he would have to be touching somebody—and that the similarly afflicted Morgan would have to do it, too, for that matter—but I knew this discomfort for him was infinitely preferable to his being lost in the damn mist.

      I began to move again, stepping over the small channel of water, alerting everyone to its location. We walked for several minutes in silence, more thumps sounding in the room from other tanks containing more giant snakes, which were knocking their noses against the glass in attempts to strike at us as we passed. I ducked down low under a stalactite, and my flashlight caught the cave wall in front of me.

      I stopped short and started to adjust, when Tim’s voice carried through the cave, slightly muffled by his gas mask. Of all of us, he was the only one who couldn’t use the subvocalizers, although he had the earbud. The subvocalizer caused him too much pain, so we had decided he would do without. But it meant he couldn’t notify us of anything when he saw it, not without using his voice.

      I could tell he was whispering to whoever he was holding on to, and then Morgan’s voice came on. Viggo, there’s something different in this tank back here. Tim wants you to come look at it.

      I exchanged a look with Violet, her eyes widening at mine through the clear panels of her gas mask, and then let go of her arm, moving carefully back down the line. Tim was bringing up the rear, and I saw him before I saw the tank. I was moving close to him when the mist suddenly parted, and I recoiled, unable to fully comprehend what I was looking at.

      Fur that was coal black and deeply matted ran across the creature’s huge, four-legged body. It sat like a dog, hunched over, the head and mouth wolf-like—but the tail was monkey-like, twitching as the creature stared at me through golden eyes. A pink tongue lolled out of its mouth, drool dripping in thick globs down to the floor of its cage, and its teeth were jagged and yellow.

      It closed its mouth, the head cocking back and forth as it seemed to study me. Then a paw—scratch that, a hand came up and pressed against the glass. The palm of the hand was long, the bones between the joints in the fingers longer still, and the tips seemed curled. It studied me for a moment longer, seemingly waiting for me to do something, and then presented its back to me, shaking itself and then lying down on its belly.

      “What that?” asked Tim, his eyes wide and alarmed.

      I hesitated, and then shook my head. I have no idea. I’ve never seen it before.

      The paws… Did you see that? Does that mean it can open doors and… use weapons?

      I looked over at Morgan, and shook my head again in answer to her question. I was baffled. If this was a creature from The Green, it was one that neither I nor Alejandro had come across. There was a gleam of intelligence in its eyes that gave me pause, a predatory patience that made me wonder if there would be a way to kill the denizens of these tanks before they got out and got to us.

      Viggo? Violet’s voice was a welcome distraction from a conversation that was leaving me feeling a bit more nervous than before.

      Yeah? I replied, turning to face the front, where her figure was now completely obscured behind the mist.

      I think I’m hearing voices coming from ahead.

      Alarm coursed through me, and I moved as quickly as I dared, following the line of people back and linking my arm through Violet’s. I strained my ears, and I could definitely hear… something. It was barely discernable, but certainly human in origin—comforting, in this environment, but only slightly.

      I pressed forward, following the sound, and soon it became clearer. It was difficult to tell their gender; their voices were intentionally pitched low, in an effort to disguise their location, but that probably meant they couldn’t hear each other well, either. Avoiding that issue was half the reason we’d brought the subvocalizers. Slipping my arm out of Violet’s, I moved forward a few steps and shut off my flashlight, following the voices.

      Stay there for a minute, I ordered the team. The mist roiled as I drew nearer, and as I pushed through it, I almost impacted with the cave wall. In the dimness I could see a narrow passage, much like the one separating the two chambers we’d just come from, cutting into the wall a few feet away, the voices echoing from within it. I leaned my back against the left side of the wall and began easing myself around the corner and down the passage, picking up each foot deliberately, trying to make sure I didn’t give away my presence.

      After a few seconds, I was finally able to discern actual words among the echoing sounds of the conversation carrying through the mist.

      “I’m really not sure this is the right data chip, sir.”

      “Keep trying. One of the ones we stole from that… Tyler fellow has got to work.” I froze when I recognized that voice, an icy stab of rage cutting through my gut.

      “His name is Thomas, sir.”

      “I don’t care what his name is, I’m ordering you to open the door!”

      “Trying, sir.”

      Maxen and whoever was with him fell silent, and I heard the sound of footsteps echoing through the chamber. At first I thought they were heading toward me, and I drew back, keeping my gun at the ready. But then I realized the moving person was pacing the confines of the chamber they were in. I pushed forward again and looked around the corner, risking a glance inside.

      The mist seemed to be thinner in there, almost non-existent, and I spotted Maxen, Mark Travers, two of the other Patrian wardens, and… Peter of the Porteque gang. He was flanked by two of his men, and I could pick out the triangle tattoos displayed proudly on all three of their faces.

      Mark knelt on the floor in front of an airlock door, fiddling around with the keypad, while Maxen impatiently paced the cavern floor.

      We’ve got a problem, I transmitted to my team as I pushed back, moving away from the area as quietly as I could. Maxen and Peter and some of their men are in the chamber in front of us. They’re trying to use one of Thomas’ stolen data chips to get in.

      What? Thomas exclaimed, his alarm coming clearly through the subvocalizer, and the mist broke enough for me to see him working away at his handheld. That’s insane. They can’t just stick random data chips in it and see if it’ll work. They’ll set off the alarms!

      As though his words had been the cue, a klaxon alarm began screaming out overhead, loud enough for me to clap my hands over my ears and frantically search for the source of the sound so I could silence it.

      You had to say it, Amber muttered through the link. There was a howling snarl from behind us, and I pushed Violet ahead.

      Thomas, Violet, Owen, get in that cavern and get that door open, I ordered as I moved back down the line. Try to disarm them if you can, but there might not be time. Priority is the door. Tim and Ms. Dale, you’re with me. Tim and Ms. Dale stayed behind as everyone surged forward.

      I heard Violet’s voice, her subvocalizer turned off, ringing out in the cavern, ordering Maxen to stand aside and let them open the door.

      And then one of the monkey-like creatures bounded out of the mist, heading right for me. It happened so fast that I almost tripped in my mad scramble to get away, and Ms. Dale and Tim both opened fire at it. It soared over me, missing me by inches, and landed behind me, its black body quickly turning back around. I didn’t know how it had gotten out—but I had a sinking feeling that whatever chip Mark had inserted into that door, it had done more than set off a klaxon alarm.

      The beast lifted its lip, revealing the jagged teeth again, and I fired right at its head. I expected it to drop—I’d hit it right between the eyes—but it just looked at me, long tail twitching. We were frozen for a long moment, staring at each other. Then it surged forward, teeth snapping. I rapidly backed away, looking for something—anything—I could use to kill this thing. And suddenly Tim raced between us.

      He tossed something dark from his hand, and the wolf creature’s tail snatched it out of the air. For a heartbeat, I thought it was going to throw it back, but then it opened its mouth and snapped it up, swallowing it whole. Tim seamlessly adjusted his trajectory, spinning around and coming right back for me. He tackled me just as the creature’s head exploded with a loud, messy bang that reverberated through the caves. I landed hard on my back, the breath coming out of me in a giant whoosh.

      I panted, and then gently pushed Tim off of me and stood up, looking at the bloody mess that was all that remained of the creature’s body and trying to shake the ringing out of my ears. I looked down and realized I was covered in blood and charred bits of the creature. I grimaced.

      How’d you think of that? I asked, and Violet’s brother shrugged.

      “Someone feeds… it catches.”

      I chuckled, and reached over to rest my hand against his shoulder. Thank you.

      Save your thanks, Owen said. Door’s open and creatures are getting out in the lab. Move it.

      Ms. Dale, Tim, and I exchanged a three-way look as a long howl sounded from behind us, just close enough to a human wail to make the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. A chorus of similarly eerie howls joined it, making a bizarre harmony, and we took off down the corridor, following it around as it curved. The tunnel ended in the small chamber I’d first seen Maxen in, barely five feet across, with a door just off-set from the tunnel on the right.

      It hung open, Owen with his hand on the inside wheel, urging us in. Inside, Morgan, Amber, Vox, and Violet had all their various weapons trained on Maxen and his team, while Thomas was fumbling with his gear, clearly the one responsible for the open door.

      I got inside first and immediately turned to help Owen close the door. Tim slid in after me, followed closely by Ms. Dale, and I heard the sound of teeth clacking together as something tried to get her by her ankle, narrowly missing. Owen and I heaved, and between the two of us, the door swung quickly inward.

      Something made for the gap, trying to find its way in, but got caught in between the door and the wall. There was a yelp, like a child’s shriek, as the door bounced back outward a few inches, and then Owen and I slammed it shut, spinning the handle as fast as we could and sealing all of us in. The door thudded violently, jerking slightly in the frame, and Owen took a slow step back.

      The room immediately began to decompress, but over the hiss of the air I could hear whatever was on the other side slamming against the door, trying to get in. The door began to shudder near the hinges that held it together—it was clear that the creature was targeting the weakest part of the door. How would it know to do that? I wondered, alarm racing all over my body.

      “Open the door,” Violet loudly ordered Maxen and his group as the hissing sound of the pressure equalizing died down, and I heard the hand wheel of the opposite door spinning as the group opened it up. Everyone stepped through quickly, and Owen and I brought up the rear, swiftly closing the interior hatch door and sealing it.

      One thing was immediately apparent: the air here was clear. No sign of the cloying mist. I ripped off my mask and sucked in a deep breath of air, and then switched off my subvocalizer and nodded to everyone.

      “Air’s clear, but keep an eye out for dangers in this room.”

      Then I stared head-on at Maxen, never taking my eyes from his face as he slowly took off his mask, my hand curling into an involuntary fist.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I demanded.
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      I tore off my mask with one hand but kept my gun pointed at Maxen. We were in some sort of monitoring station—screens hung around the ceiling in long rows, but right now they were dark. A series of desks made a circle in the middle of the room, terminals placed inside the tiny cubicles that separated workstations. The terminals were also dead, but Thomas was fiddling with one, unscrewing the back and plugging something in. Unlike the last room, this room had not two, but three airlock doors—the one we had just come through, and two others. Those two were located on the opposite side of the room from the entry door, approximately to the left and right of its position, angled to match the walls.

      The king still held his own weapon. There hadn’t been time to disarm his group, with the sounds coming from behind us in the tunnel. I was pretty certain both groups were too scared to think about anything but getting through that door.

      Luckily we had caught them unawares, so only Maxen and Peter had their weapons readied. Everyone else’s were holstered or tucked behind their backs. They were smart enough to realize they wouldn’t get to their guns before the shooting began. And we would go for the armed ones first—which included the king.

      Who was currently glaring daggers at my husband.

      “What the hell we are doing here,” the king pronounced, “is the same thing that you’re doing. Taking down Elena. Taking control. Getting rid of the monsters.”

      Viggo’s voice came out as a growl.

      “That’s not what this is about,” he said. “We’re here to take a criminal to trial for committing crimes against humanity and end this war. And I suggest you get out of the way before you get hurt. I’m not going to harm you unless I absolutely have to—but Elena, her wardens, and the creatures inside these labs will have no such qualms.”

      I had to hand it to Viggo. Even furious and in such a compromising situation, he hadn’t lost his sense of justice. I was already biting back threats to the king of Patrus. I’d been done with his arrogance, terrible decision-making, and selfishness for a long time, and now the temptation to just shoot him was stronger than ever. But that wasn’t how we had chosen to go about this fight.

      King Maxen looked back and forth between his group of men and Viggo. He still hadn’t put down his weapon, and he raised the gun now, as though to point casually at my husband.

      “Mr. Croft, I think your days of threatening your king are over. It’s your group who should stand down and let the real authority take care of things.”

      I couldn’t hold my tongue at that one.

      “You lost any authority you had the day you used women and children as human shields,” I snapped, twitching my gun to remind him that I already had a bead on him. “Put the gun down, Maxen.”

      “Your group would be nowhere without us anyway,” Viggo said. “You wouldn’t have found this place without stealing intelligence from us. Your group doesn’t know all the facts, and you don’t have what it takes to finish this mission safely. You need to leave now, before more people die.”

      “Thanks for all your help, by the way,” Peter said, speaking for the first time, his voice just as arrogant and needling as I remembered it. We’d tangled with this man before, and he’d been left with the very raw end of the deal. I knew that incident was still in his mind as he eyed me, and it was going to make this encounter even harder than it already was. “Without your careful planning we never could have gotten into this place. All we had to do was take a boat across the river and wait for you guys to start causing chaos. We were able to drive through this precious little city without any of the… sweet ladies noticing at all. Oh, and that program your beta male made? Great. It’s too bad none of you thought to use it to its full potential.”

      I heard Thomas take in a sharp breath as it was clear that Peter was mentioning him, and let my eyes flick to the side, where I saw the rest of our group. Owen took a careful step away from Morgan, into the shadows, his face thunderous. I realized what he was going to do in a moment—and I had to assume that Viggo knew, too.

      “His name is Thomas,” I snapped, putting the full weight of my anger into my voice and willing them to look only at me. “And he’s a genius, so you’d better be respectful. Now put down your weapons—”

      “And we’ll let you get out of these caves while you still can,” Viggo finished the sentence.

      Indecision flickered in King Maxen’s eyes, but Peter’s voice made it die out.

      “No way in hell. We’re not going to let you replace one psycho bitch with another.” He raised his own weapon, and I saw the barrel aimed straight at me.

      If Viggo’s presence had been dominating the conversation before, now it seemed as though his voice filled the room.

      “Reconsider where you’re pointing that gun,” he growled. “You’re pointing it at my wife.”

      “So you married her?” Peter scoffed, shooting me a lecherous look. “Did you have an enjoyable honeymoon? Is there a chance she could be pregnant?”

      I felt my face flush and a wave of sheer rage crash through me. Viggo’s voice snapped out like a whip.

      “Don’t you dare talk about her like that!”

      A smirk spread across Peter’s face—but before he could speak, Owen appeared behind him, his fist in mid-swing. The Patrian crew all jumped, twitching toward Owen, and I seized the opportunity. I lunged forward and spun, lashing out with my foot, catching the king’s hand and knocking his gun from his fingers.

      I completed the spin in time to see Peter crumble, Owen standing over him, shaking out his hand, his face businesslike and hard. Peter landed in a pile on the ground, groaning softly, and Maxen scrambled across the floor, trying to open the door behind him—the one on the left.

      “Don’t,” I said, the sharp edge of warning in my voice, and he stopped, looking at me. “We don’t know what’s on the other side of that door.”

      The king immediately let go of the wheel and turned around, scowling at me. Like a true coward, however, he turned and began yelling at his wardens rather than addressing me directly.

      “How could you just let them get the drop on us? I’m your king! It’s your duty to keep me safe!”

      Mark, Viggo’s former second in command, turned away and looked at us.

      “We have this handled,” he stated flatly. “And the king needs his weapon if he’s going to survive in this place.”

      He stooped over to pick it up, and Owen reached over the clearly dazed Peter to grab his arm. His face was filled with warning, eyes flashing with violence.

      “Don’t do it.”

      “What are you doing here, Mark?” Viggo asked, taking a step forward, his voice softer now, almost concerned. Mark shot him an angry look.

      “The same thing you should be doing,” he retorted, pulling his arm out of Owen’s and taking a step back. “Following our king’s orders.”

      “Mark…” Viggo said, trailing off, clearly at a loss for words.

      Viggo, I’m in the system. Thomas’ voice only buzzed in our ears, and as one, we turned to look at him. Mark’s eyes flipped between us, unable to hear what we were saying but watching our attention move. Thomas continued to speak, his mouth moving but producing no sound, except in our earbuds. This is a really good system. Really good. Like… it shouldn’t even be in this antiquated terminal, sort of good.

      Tell me something worth knowing, Thomas. I realized Viggo had turned his subvocalizer back on. Mark stared at him a moment, watching his mouth move, a scowl twisting his features.

      “What are you doing?”

      “None of your business,” I said. “Stay quiet until we decide what to do with you.” The man glared at me, but didn’t say anything else.

      While Viggo and Thomas talked between themselves, I kept a close eye on Maxen and his group. Peter groaned loudly again, and Owen took a step back. Thomas continued to speak as if he hadn’t noticed the tension in the room.

      Well, I’ve found an itemized species list, he said. The next room is a botanical one, attached through a long tunnel to something containing… He paused, looking at a list. Some sort of spider species, and centipedes.

      I shuddered at the thought of centipedes, my skin already beginning to crawl from the feeling of a thousand phantom legs running over me. Panic almost swallowed me right there, the sensation was so real in my mind, but I managed to refrain from dropping my gun and batting at myself. I still had nightmares about getting bitten or being buried alive in dirt that turned into thousands of wriggling bodies.

      Violet, Ms. Dale’s voice came through the subvocalizer, and I jerked my mind from the dark place it had gone. While Viggo is busy, let’s start tying the king’s group up. Make them go to the corner of the room—we can leave them here if we have to.

      Following her cue, the rest of our group advanced on the king and his men, all our weapons trained on them. I spoke for our side, knowing that most of my companions’ subvocalizers were still on.

      “All right, guys, you’re going to move to the corner of the room. We don’t want you to have to get hurt.”

      Dammit, Thomas said, as the group of them begrudgingly began to shuffle toward the corner.

      What is it? Ms. Dale demanded.

      I can’t get control of their system, he replied. This system is flawless. Apparently there’s a master computer in one of these workstations located closer to the palace, and that’s the one we would have to use to take control. There’s nothing I can do about—

      He stopped as the screen went dark. A second later, Elena’s smiling face filled it, and a pang of fear shot through my gut.

      “Attention, intruders. Perhaps you felt as clever as a cat stalking a mouse in a cellar, confident of your dinner for the evening, but allow me to twist this little scenario for you and invite you to be the dinner.”

      The screen turned off, and I heard the sound of all of the airlocks hissing, as the light on the inside began to flash yellow. The wheels began to turn without the aid of human hands, and I shoved my gun into my pocket, suddenly unable to worry about the king and his crew.

      “Masks!” I shouted, and pulled my mask out from under my arm, fumbling with the straps but managing to get it on.

      The moment our guns were no longer trained on them, the group of wardens scattered, picking up weapons and grabbing gas masks from where they had set them down. Mark scrambled forward, and before I could do a thing about it, he’d snatched up his gun and handed it to Maxen, helping the king pull his mask on before pulling his own on over his face.

      “We have to run!” the king shouted through his mask, clearly in a panic, and for a bare moment I felt relief that they were clearly too worried about the escalating situation to be able to try to win back control of the room from us.

      “No—Mark—stay here,” Viggo pleaded his former comrade, abandoning his argument with the other man. “We’re safer in numbers.”

      “You don’t get a say,” Mark said frostily. “We are following the king. If you’d like to remember your duties and join us, by all means do so, but—”

      “Line up at both doors and try to keep anything from getting through them!” Ms. Dale shouted, her voice ringing loud in our ears, interrupting Mark and pulling her rifle out while adjusting the strap over her shoulder. “No need for silence now.”

      I slid my pistol into the holster and drew my rifle around my body, moving to a spot between the two doors so I could turn and fire easily. The outer set of doors hadn’t opened yet—the wheel was still spinning, slowly enough to let the fear within my gut blossom into terror that I held at bay with action.

      I dropped down to a knee, and within seconds Mark and the other wardens were moving over to me, temporarily accepting our truce, taking up positions in front of the left door, while Tim, Amber, and Logan took up positions at the right. Maxen slipped around us until he was behind me, but as I turned, I saw Thomas pointing a gun at him, waving him back toward the line. He frowned, and then moved next to Mark. Viggo, Owen, and Ms. Dale stationed themselves at the other door, with Thomas lurking in between the three groups—all of us with pistols drawn.

      The outer doors started to swing open, my eyes snapping to them, and I pulled the stock of the gun up to my shoulder, bracing myself. Viggo and the others did the same, and as the doors opened fully, mist curling out of them, I held my breath, waiting hopelessly for something—anything—to stop them.

      I heard Viggo shout in warning and turned, seeing a flash of something silver, and Viggo opened fire as a silver python slid in from the door behind us. I noticed the fat lump squirming within its belly, just a few feet under its head—likely this was the monkey creature that had been in pursuit of us—and a nauseated feeling grew in my stomach as the people defending that side of the room pelted the creature with bullets. Its body jerked as Viggo fired, and then everyone on that side was firing into the wide-open door. I returned my gaze to the other doors, searching for movement in the tunnels ahead and finding none.

      A quick glance at Viggo showed me that Ms. Dale’s plan was working. Already the bodies of pythons littered the floor, silver coils blocking parts of the entrances. Owen tossed something out the door, and an explosion followed. I looked back toward my door. It was still clear.

      “Viggo,” I shouted. “This door is clear. We should start falling back to—”

      Something detached from the ceiling on the right and swung in, landing in a crouch in the area between the two lines and coming up swinging. One of the Porteque men on the left caught the blow, and there was a sickening crunch—and then his body fell to the ground, the straight line of his neck interrupted by an obvious break. A young man wearing black pants, a black sweater, and a black balaclava mask twisted around to face us, his hands still in fists.

      Elena had sent the boys to fight us.

      Before I could even react, Maxen began firing at the boy, catching him in the shoulder and chest. He went down, and Maxen shouted, “Let’s go!” before darting through the door on the left. The Porteque man closest to me started to turn toward me, bringing his gun around, and I shot him without hesitating, dropping him to the ground. Tim raced past me toward the fallen boy, moving to check his pulse.

      The others began to follow Maxen just as something dark and huge exploded into the room on the other side, clawing its way over the body of a python with a hunting howl. The fear that sound sent through me was nothing, though, compared to something I almost felt before I heard—the sound of buzzing.

      “Run!” Ms. Dale roared, and I saw her toss something at the monkey-wolf creature as Tim came to push me up, shouting for me to move. I didn’t even catch a glimpse of which door we went through, just scrambled through the airlock, trying to avoid the explosion.

      There was a loud bang as Ms. Dale’s grenade went off. My ears rang from the force of it, and we all stumbled. I shook my head to clear it, climbing back to my feet and helping Tim up beside me. I moved over and did the same for Morgan, the haze that had drifted into the room through the open airlocks making it difficult to see anything. The buzzing grew louder.

      “We have to go!” Morgan said, and she grabbed my hand, dragging me with her.

      Then we were running, out and away through another cave, running from the buzzing of the red flies. They’d have plenty to feed on in that room with all the bodies, and I fervently hoped that would buy us a little bit of time, just enough for all of us to get out safely. I ran as fast as I had ever run, scanning wildly through the mist with my flashlight.

      The ground was uneven, and I stumbled and stubbed my toes and should’ve fallen a dozen times—but somehow I was still up and moving. I drew to a sudden stop when I almost impacted with a wall, and took a few steps back, breathing heavily and listening for sounds to tell me what was happening and where the next door was.

      Looking around, I gasped and almost dropped my flashlight when I saw Morgan appear suddenly out of the mist, my hand twitching for my gun. I could see her eyes darting around, looking for others, and I shook my head. I turned on my subvocalizer.

      Viggo? I wheezed into the comm-link. There was a burst of static, and then nothing. I tried it again, several more times, each time growing a little more frantic.

      “It’s no use,” Ms. Dale’s voice came out loud as she approached, much like Morgan had—seemingly from nowhere—giving me the cut-off signal with her hands. “We’re either being jammed or the rock is interfering with our signal. Either way, I haven’t seen anyone else. Have you?”

      I shook my head and straightened up, realizing I was shaking, though I didn’t know whether it was from adrenaline or from rage.

      “No. And Maxen shot that boy and got away. We need to—” I stopped as a shadow emerged from the mist behind Ms. Dale, my gun going up and firing a warning shot near it. The shadow shifted and quickly drew away as Ms. Dale whipped around, her gun raised.

      For several moments everyone was still, waiting and watching. Then Morgan moved past us, slowly, pushing slightly into the mist. She stood very still for a second, and then turned.

      “It’s gone,” she whispered, moving back toward us. “I think you scared it, but it can’t last long. What were you saying?”

      It took me a moment to remember what I had been saying. My heart was still pounding, and the adrenaline rush was making my skin tingle with alertness.

      “That we need to find Maxen and get him off the playing field.”

      “Wrong,” Ms. Dale said, shaking her head. “My first priority is to get to Elena. Let’s stick to the plan.” I rubbed my forehead.

      “You’re the primary for this mission,” I said, and she nodded. We’d ranked everyone on the team from primary to tertiary, so in the event we got split up, those who were of the highest rank would take control over the others and lead them on the next part of the mission. It was to ensure that we had a backup plan, and that both of our objectives were achieved. “So this is team ‘stop the queen.’”

      Morgan swallowed. “We were all assigned to that mission anyway,” she said, her face rueful, and Ms. Dale smiled wanly.

      “What are the odds of that?”

      “That we got separated right into our mission group… or that all three Matrian women are going after the queen?” I asked, and she blinked, and then gave a ghost of a smile.

      “I didn’t even consider that last part. I was going with the first.”

      “Well, my answer is, who cares?” I replied, shouldering my rifle. “We need to get moving. If we can, we need to find a way to get her down here and closer to us, where the playing field is less to her advantage.”

      Ms. Dale had opened her mouth to reply—then she seemed to spot something on the wall behind me, and moved toward it instead. The mist billowed and shifted around her as she moved, and I saw a cabinet on the lab wall, filled with several familiar canisters. She pulled them out, five in total, and passed two to me and two to Morgan, taking one for herself.

      “Good times,” I said when she handed it to me, unable to stop myself from thinking of the time Ms. Dale had taken me into The Green for training, before I entered Patrus. Ms. Dale smiled wryly.

      “Good times, indeed,” she replied. “Let’s move. We don’t have access to Thomas’ map, and this place just got worlds more dangerous.”

      I nodded and began walking, keeping a hand against the wall and following it, trying not to jump at the various growls and sounds erupting all around us. Maybe, just maybe, we could get through this one unnoticed and unscathed.
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      When all hell broke loose and the buzzing started, my first thought was to chase Tim as he ran after Violet, leaping over the Porteque man she’d shot, my legs moving furiously. Then I caught a glimpse of Peter moving through the door on the left, and something took over—a snap decision, an instinct from deep within. All I knew was I couldn’t leave that man running around the caves. He hated Violet, hated me, and he would hurt her to get to me. The thought of him and her ending up in this horrific place together after I’d let him pass by was unbearable.

      The mist was dense, but I followed the dark shape of his shadow, my gun still in my hands, my feet pounding on the uneven ground. Without missing a single step, I ejected the magazine and slammed in a new one, continuing my pursuit. I kept his form in my sights through the swirling mist, but always felt one step behind.

      Someone’s scream lanced through the cave, and I paused, my ears straining. Sweat had accumulated on my brow. I wiped it off impatiently, my chest heaving. The scream stopped suddenly, and I heard growling and the wet snapping of teeth, but the sound was muted, seemingly coming from somewhere in the distance.

      Licking my lips, I looked around, my listening hard for any sound of Peter’s footsteps but finding none. I moved forward. I had been running for at least a minute, maybe closer to two, and I still hadn’t hit the edge of this cavern. It must stretch out widely, and the lighting had changed to the soft blue of ultraviolet light, making the fog glow an eerie green.

      I moved forward through the mist and stopped again when I heard a grunt, somewhere off to my left. I took another step forward, and then froze when I saw a dark orange vine cutting across the moss just inches from my left foot. My heart pounded as I slowly withdrew my foot to avoid contact with it, Alejandro’s warnings ringing loudly in my ears. The orange vines were attached to a carnivorous plant, one that used the vines to ensnare prey.

      “God, what is this?” somebody muttered, and I immediately recognized Peter’s voice, a rush of cold rage going through me. I stepped over the vine and kept an eye out for any more. The mist swirled and spun as I stepped through it, and I waved a hand in the air, trying to get it to settle. It thinned some, and I could make out someone struggling a few feet away.

      I stepped over another vine, keeping a healthy distance from it, and then I saw him. An orange vine was wrapped around his leg, steadily moving up to encircle his torso. The man was bent over, fiddling with his shoe, while the vine was already excreting slime that acted as a digestive juice. Eventually, according to Alejandro, the vine would drag Peter back toward the heart of the plant, where he would be deposited in a giant pod and left to be digested, the plant growing stronger as it fed on his remains.

      As I watched, the vine flexed and grew tighter around the man’s midsection, making him cry out in pain. The slime was covering his torso now, his clothes beginning to disintegrate. He continued to struggle, which only caused it to exude more digestive slime, and I hesitated.

      This man was about to die, either by my bullet or the plant’s slime, and for a long moment, I considered just walking away. It would be a painful, gruesome death, but one that he deserved. He was a monster who tormented women. Surely he deserved this. I should just walk away.

      Yet as my conscience was decrying those dark, hideous voices crying out to leave him, he stood up victoriously, a satisfied smile on his face and a knife in his hand. Before I could even shout warning, he began cutting the vine.

      You should never ever cut an orange vine, Alejandro had told me.

      At first, nothing happened as he sawed into the fibrous vine, trying to cut it off.

      “Stop,” I said, stepping forward through the fog. Peter paused only for a moment, looking at me like he didn’t even register my presence, before he began to cut deeper. The plant flexed under his hand, and white, milky liquid began to ooze from the cut. At first it only dripped, but as he sliced deeper, it sprayed out, catching him in the face.

      Peter’s skin erupted in burning blotches, and I could actually hear the sound of his flesh sizzling. The fiery rash spread rapidly down his neck, chest, and arms, and he opened his mouth to scream before collapsing on the ground in agony, his body jerking and flopping around as he tried to tear at his flesh.

      Alejandro called it the “orange vine’s revenge,” but it was far more gruesome than it sounded. The liquid would burn through his skin, right through to his bones and vital organs.

      I stared, the sight too hideous to turn away from, and then lifted up my gun, firing a shot and ending his thrashing. It turned out that I couldn’t let him suffer after all, no matter how much he deserved it.

      Turning away from his disintegrating corpse, I looked around, realizing two things. One, I had lost Violet—everybody—in the mist, and two, I didn’t even have a map.

      Violet? I said cautiously into the comms. There was a burst of static, followed by… nothing. I tried a few more times, tapping the comms, and then gave up. We were either being blocked or the walls were interfering.

      I turned off the useless subvocalizer and slowly moved forward, searching for a wall. I kept a sharp eye out for orange vines, taking care to step over them. I was damned lucky that I hadn’t come into contact with one while I was chasing Peter.

      I was so preoccupied looking for a wall to orient myself and avoiding getting caught in the orange vines that I didn’t notice the toe of a boot peeking through the mist until it was too late, and I slammed into the person on the other side of a thick curtain of mist. That person made a startled noise, and a shot rang out, almost right next to my ear, making my ears ring from the proximity.

      “Thomas!” I shouted, and the flailing next to me stilled.

      “Viggo?” he asked, squinting up at me from where I had knocked him to the ground. I quickly checked to make sure I hadn’t pushed him into any vines, and then helped him stand upright.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were here.”

      “He is,” came Owen’s voice, and I saw a dark shape approach and then step through the mist as though parting a curtain. “So am I. The comms aren’t working.”

      “I know,” I replied, looking around at the group I’d found myself with and feeling glad we’d developed a contingency plan. “So it’s time to move on to our backup plan. I wonder how Ms. Dale and Henrik knew there was a chance we were getting separated.”

      Thomas seemed not to notice my sarcasm. “The probability was too high to ignore,” he said. I looked at Owen, amused, and he shrugged.

      “Your mission is my mission?” he asked, and I smiled.

      “Don’t let my wife hear you say that. She might think we’re in love,” I quipped. “And yes… I think I’m the person with standing orders here, so you’re following me.”

      “Please. You aren’t my type either.”

      “My wounded heart,” I said, then shook off the levity. “Ms. Dale isn’t here, and I know she was going to cover the queen—so we’re sticking with my mission. Find a way to stop the Matrians from controlling the boys.”

      “All right,” replied Thomas. “But I also need to get to the terminal that controls the computer down here first. I have a program specifically for finding out where the highest traffic concerning transmissions is located.”

      “Well, let’s get you to that terminal,” said Owen, pulling out his compass and looking at it. “Where’s the nearest door?”

      Before either of us could answer, a growl reverberated in the room, trickling out slow and lethal. I motioned for silence, peering into the mist while Thomas looked at his handheld for the maps he had downloaded there, his focus unwavering as he searched for the nearest door. The mist roiled and moved, and I found myself despising these caves and the monsters inside. How shortsighted it had been for anyone to bring in creatures from The Green. If one got out, if it made its way into the palace… it could cause untold havoc.

      Owen reached out and tapped me on the shoulder, and I turned to see him pointing toward Thomas’ shadow, the smaller man having already gotten his bearings. I nodded and began to follow him, keeping my footsteps light and continuing to search the mist for any sign of our growler.

      After a while, the mist began to thin, and we came to a tunnel that was completely free of the blasted stuff. We moved down it, and relief streamed through my chest when I saw the massive airlock door at the end of it—and this one was closed. Apparently Elena hadn’t opened everything up in her mad gambit to rid herself of intruders.

      Thomas knelt down and pulled out the same little box with the cables he had handed Owen earlier. I shone my light through the door’s small window, while Owen took position by the tunnel entrance, keeping an eye out for anything trying to get through.

      The room beyond was slightly wider than the last chamber with an airlock door, but the walls were smooth and worn. I continued to look around, searching for any sign of movement, and felt a prickle of alarm go up my spine. I had an uncanny feeling that I was being watched.

      The instinct was too strong to ignore. I turned around to face the tunnel again, and tightened my grip on the handle of my gun. I lifted it and my flashlight higher. The light hit the mineral-rich wall, chasing away some of the shadows, and I panned it slowly left and right, starting closer to the bottom and moving up.

      About six feet up, the light cut across the toe of a boot, casting a shadow behind it.

      “Viggo?” Owen’s voice was hushed from the other end of the tunnel, but it reached me as I slowly swung the flashlight farther up.

      A leg came into view, covered in webbing, and I took a step back, my skin beginning to crawl. This caused the light to move up another foot or so, and three large arachnid legs—long, thin, and covered in coarse hair—came into view, draped over a man’s chest.

      I became aware of a soft scratching sound, and lifted my flashlight higher, to find the giant spider crouching over the man’s face, its mandible tearing the flesh off in small rips and tears. A multitude of black eyes glittered from the top of the head, and it moved slightly, its fat, heavy body settling in place over its kill.

      I fought back the urge to vomit, yanking my pistol up and firing round after silenced round. The bullets sank into the spider’s fat body as easily as cutting butter. Its prey fell from its legs, and the spider dropped onto the floor, rolling onto its back with a thump, its legs curling up and twitching. Immediately I heard something rustling overhead.

      “Viggo?”

      Ignoring Owen, I pulled the flashlight up and over, trying to track the source of the noise, and found two more sacks hanging from the tunnel’s walls—one with red organs already spilling out, but the other one moving under all those fine, delicate strands.

      “Help me,” I said as I hurried over to the cocoon, pulling my knife from my boot. I began to cut the webs away, but could only reach up halfway to the man’s thigh due to the way he was hanging. Owen’s knife moved on the other side, and then we grabbed his ankles and began pulling.

      The silk was strong—frightfully so—but with our combined strength, we managed to wrest the still-living man away. We caught him, and I sat him down as he frantically reached up and began peeling the webbing from his face.

      Maxen’s blue eyes met mine as he peeled more of it off, and then he sucked in a deep breath, as if he had been suffocating, and began coughing.

      “There’s two,” he wheezed, and I stepped back, redrawing my gun and looking around.

      Owen caught my eye and wet his lips.

      “Viggo, these are the spiders we harvest the silk from for the suits,” he said, his voice low and steady. “They’re normally quite shy, but if they’re starving, they’re deadly. We almost never discovered them or what their webbing could do, because—”

      Something rippled into view behind Owen, and I fired without thinking, catching the spider with three bullets as it leapt through the air toward Owen. He flinched and ducked, turning back, and I heard him swallow audibly.

      “They use it to hunt,” he finished.

      “I’m not going to die in here!” Maxen screamed, ripping his arms free and running for the airlock door. I had time to wish we’d left him in the cocoon before I looked up to see a wave of spiders—the smallest one the size of a ten- or eleven-year-old boy, the largest bigger than a horse—dangling from strands of silk attached to the ceiling, watching us. As soon as my light cut across them, they vibrated slightly, and the next thing I knew they had disappeared. I began blind firing at where some of them had been, and Owen stepped up next to me.

      “HEY!” Thomas shouted.

      I turned to see Maxen, who had pushed his way through the door Thomas had gotten open, and was now trying to slam it shut. Thomas was wedging his body into the opening, struggling against the king.

      I moved to help when a spider fell on top of me, dropping me to the ground. Webbing, hot and slightly damp, began to shoot onto me from its backside. I struggled to bring my gun up, and then the creature went flying as Owen kicked it off of me and pulled me up. He gripped his rifle to fire a spray of bullets around the room, the sound reverberating loudly in the tunnel. As if the sounds had a physical effect, the spiders began to flicker in and out of visibility, the ones Owen caught in his spray falling dead to the floor or dangling ominously on their silk strands. The shots had obviously stunned them, but there were too many clinging to the walls. We needed to run.

      “Damn you, MOVE!” Maxen roared, his shout punctuated by a deafening gunshot just as Owen’s gun clicked empty, filling the room with silence. The spiders scattered for the moment, seeming to decide that there was too much noise. I turned and saw Thomas stumbling back a few steps, his breath coming in pants, as Maxen turned the airlock wheel and sealed himself inside.

      “Thomas!” Owen shouted, and Thomas shook his head, as if suddenly becoming aware of himself.

      “Owen?” he called in confusion, slowly turning toward us. “Owen, I’m sorry. I tried to hold the door.”

      I fired at a spider as it materialized out of thin air behind Thomas, ejecting the clip as the creature curled to one side and died.

      “Thomas!” Owen shouted in alarm, and I looked up from sliding in a new magazine to see the blood now soaking Thomas’ abdomen, around a clearly visible wound, staining his clothing in seconds.

      The little man looked down, his face morphing into an expression of surprise as his hands hovered just over the edges of the wound.

      “Oh,” he exclaimed softly. “He shot me.” The words were so simplistic, so hollow, that I felt my alarm turn to full-blown panic as Thomas listed to one side, toppling over like a building being knocked down.

      We both rushed toward him, but Owen managed to catch him before he hit, his hands cradling him and gently lowering him to the floor. Heartsick, I looked up through the door’s window to see Maxen already pushing open the door into the next observation station and disappearing within. Then I turned back to the gloomy room, searching for any sign of the spiders.
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      When Violet said to run, I ran, my legs pumping as I sprang over the body of the Porteque man. I wasn’t sad to see him dead. I was angry—Maxen had killed one of my brothers. Again.

      I wanted him dead so bad I could taste it, but I couldn’t find him, even though I looked. I wasn’t sure which door he’d run out of or whether I was going in the right direction, but it didn’t stop me from looking. I ran and ran, skipping around obstacles that loomed out of the mist. Enhanced reflexes were awesome for avoiding bullets, but they didn’t help me track people, and after a while, I realized I was alone.

      I stopped and peered around the mist, looking around for any sign of life.

      My hairs stood up on end, just in a small spot—on the side of my neck, low, almost where my neck met my shoulder. I followed my instinct and surged forward, easily avoiding the silver python’s bite. I felt the snap of its jaws in a little pop of air behind me, pulled my gun, and fired a single round over my shoulder.

      I heard the satisfying sound of a thump as the snake’s body landed. I waited, and then began to run again, trying to think as I moved. I could feel rather than hear movement coming from my right, like something was trying to keep up, and from the soft slapping sounds of their feet, I realized it was those weird dog things.

      Suddenly I missed Samuel. But he had bonded with the other children of the refugee camp, and I’d had to let him go. They needed him more than I did, and the field was no place for a dog. I just wished I’d had more time with him. I’d felt like we were in freefall ever since Violet had found me.

      Violet. We had just found each other again, but now it was different. She was married now. I loved her, loved Viggo, but I knew that it meant it was time for me to move on. Be a grown up.

      I just wished I knew how to do that. Did I have to find a girlfriend now? How would that work, with my skin always hurting, aching, burning? Clothes itched, no matter how soft they were, and the suit…

      Stopping mid-motion wasn’t easy, but I had perfect balance. All the time. I stopped, just as the black wolf-monkey went flying at my face, its teeth snapping as it slid by, missing my position by inches. I ducked its tail, and it smashed against the wall with a yelp. I stared at it, watching as it picked itself up, staring at me through those little yellow eyes the entire time.

      It started forward, just as I’d known it would, and I charged it. Surprised, the thing took a few steps back, a growl of warning erupting viciously from its lips. There was… something in the mist behind it, and I feinted again, slowly pushing forward, driving the thing back a few more feet.

      The python waiting in the mist snapped its jaws, catching the wolf-monkey around its midsection and lifting it up. The python shook it back and forth in its mouth, the wolf-monkey’s legs kicking out as it whined, and then, with a gruesome crack, the smaller creature stopped moving.

      I watched the snake lower it down to the ground and begin swallowing it, fascinated by the way it could open its mouth wide enough to engulf the creature whole, and then turned to begin running again.

      I loved running. It filled me with a sense of freedom unparalleled. When I had been trapped in that cell, I’d never been able to run. There was no room to move in that tiny, suffocating space. Running felt like freedom. Obstacles just made the experience more fun. I never knew where they were, but I was never afraid—I was too fast for them to slow me down, and I could use them to my advantage. I liked jumping over things, and flipping was amazing, but launching myself even higher in the air so it felt like I was flying… That was the best.

      I needed to find Violet and Viggo, but as I ran, I began to realize the caves were too big. I stopped again, trying to pull my mind out of the pure joy of movement and think. I knew we had to get to Queen Elena… but we were also supposed to free my brothers. Both were important, both I wanted to do…

      I stopped, not really to catch my breath, but to think. We’d known we could possibly get separated, so there were people whose parts of the mission were supposed to override others so that we could work with the groups we had. But I was alone. Did that mean I should keep at the mission originally given to me? Probably.

      But I didn’t even know where I was going in the caves—and other people had had the same mission as me. It was probably already getting done without me. I’d been on my own before, but then I was just taking care of myself. This time, I wanted to know what to do that would work best for the mission.

      It wasn’t the solution, but I found myself reaching for a little pocket in my sleeve, where a small envelope was tucked. Violet had given it to me before we’d gotten onto the heloship. She’d made me promise not to open it unless something horrible happened. Unless she got hurt or… or… I cut that thought off. I knew my sister wasn’t dead. But I needed to open her letter now.

      Reading was difficult for me. I had learned in the orphanage—Violet had helped me—but after I fell into the river and was taken to the facility, I hadn’t been allowed to read. Well, there was nothing to read, really. Sometimes I wrote Violet’s and my names into the window when the condensation got high, but that was pretty much the only chance I’d gotten to practice.

      It took me several seconds to puzzle through the small script.

      Dear Tim, it began. She didn’t bother saying a bunch of things about what might have happened to her. I read through it, and though my hands never shook, I felt light and strange inside.

      Among everything she’d written—and it was a lot—some phrases stood out to me:

      I know we’ve only been back together for a short while, but it has been worth all the times I’ve searched and waited for you to have you back with me.

      I’ve watched you grow so much since we rescued you from the Facility.

      Viggo and I are married now, but that doesn’t change my feelings for you one bit. You’ve always been my family, and you will always be my little brother. If something happens to me, Viggo will always be your family now, too.

      I know you’ll make the right choices.

      I’m so proud of you.

      It didn’t help me with the mission, but it helped.

      I looked back down at the note, and frowned when I saw a few letters printed facing me. I had folded it so the words would be inside, like wrapping them in a blanket. Curious, I unfolded it and realized there were words on the other side, too.

      I love you, Tim, it read. A secret message within a secret message. I felt warmth growing inside me, even in this horrible place.

      Refolding the paper and stuffing it back into the pocket of my suit, I took a few steps forward and then sidestepped the python that had been waiting for me to move for several minutes. I wasn’t sure if its vision was bad or what, but as its jaws snapped closed on nothing, I leapt back over its coiled body, and then began to run again, trying to give it the slip.

      I thought as I ran. Violet’s letter hadn’t changed the situation, but it had filled me with more confidence, like a hug from her—always worth it, even though it made my skin ache—or laughing and joking around with Jay. I would follow the mission I was given, unless I had to improvise.

      It turned out to be a good decision. I found a passage and took it, the steady sound of the snake slithering behind me filling my ears. Then I rounded a corner and came to a sudden stop, regardless of the creature chasing me.

      A group of boys were standing in the chamber, right in front of an airlock door, as though they had just come through. My brothers, wearing all black and horrible masks that covered their faces, making them into blank-faced soldiers.

      Without thinking about it, I tensed my muscles and activated the suit.

      Fire exploded over my skin, and I clenched my teeth together as I tried not to cry out. Now my hand did shake, uncontrollably—I could feel it, not see it—and I felt like I was going to die.

      The serpent slid in beside me and then reared back, its head moving up in the air and hovering at least six feet over my own, seeking back and forth. Somehow I managed to take a few steps out of the way, and then the other boys swarmed it. Some of them leapt up in the air, while others went low. Two grabbed it and began pushing it back, their legs and arms straining against its muscular body.

      One boy lashed out with his foot, kicking it in the jaw, while another pulled out a gun and began firing at its head. The snake started to coil around one of them, opening its mouth, when a fourth boy leapt up and, without apparent effort, thrust his fist right through one of the snake’s beady red eyes. His arm disappeared into the eye, and the snake writhed back and forth as he jammed his arm even deeper. Then the beast started to fall. The boy leapt off of him, landing in a crouch, his arm soaked with blood. But he just stared at the snake, motionless, not even bothering to wipe the blood away.

      I fought to breathe through the pain as the snake collapsed, trying to think about what I could do as the boys began standing up. I needed to get through that door to…

      My legs were beginning to tremble from exertion. I paused, and, slowly, each movement adding more fuel to the fire burning across my skin, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the vial Dr. Tierney had given me.

      Liquid to gas, she had said… Were those black masks that left only their eyes exposed gas masks, too? But they wore them all the time… even in Patrus. The greater visibility in this room meant that the toxic mist was much thinner here. Had Elena sent them into the caverns without any protection?

      My whole body was shaking now—a sensation I hadn’t felt since some of the tests I’d been given in the Facility—and I couldn’t spend any more time contemplating. I could run if I needed to. Back into the mists.

      Hoping it would work, I tossed the vial into the middle of the room, retreating. The glass broke, and several of the other boys turned toward the noise, converging on it. They raced to the spot, and then paused, their masked heads cocking back and forth. I had time to wonder whether Ms. Dale and Dr. Tierney had tested the serum, which was supposed to negate the effects of Benuxupane in the bloodstream within moments.

      Those closest were the first to fall, but after a few moments, they had all collapsed.

      I relaxed, letting the suit’s cover disintegrate, and sucked in a deep breath of relief as the fire faded to a tingle, like a thousand pins and needles were using me as a pincushion. I shook out my arms and legs and proceeded to the middle of the room, first to check that each of the other boys was okay, and then, one by one, to take off their masks, removing the camera headset combinations underneath and breaking them apart. I recognized quite a few of them from our time in the Facility together. It filled me with feelings—some sad, some angry, some that I didn’t have a name for—to see my brothers lying there, their faces weary and dirty. Maybe now they’d get a chance to rest and heal.

      There were ten boys in total. Four of them were older than me, in their early twenties, at least. I supposed I should call them men. The six younger ones, however, were the first to start to wake up.

      I stood in the center of the room, waiting as they slowly climbed up to their feet. Some of them were looking around, confused and bewildered, while others were rocking back and forth, shaking and crying as if they were in pain.

      “Who are you?” Colin demanded, and I remembered him as one of the boys who had turned quickly on Viggo.

      “Tim,” I replied simply. “We brothers.”

      Colin sneered and looked around, squinting as though just waking up.

      “How did you get us here, traitor?”

      “Not traitor,” I informed him. “I Tim. Your brother.”

      “No!” another voice shouted, and I turned to see a boy named Matthew pushing forward through the small group now standing up and milling around, his eyes dark and angry and confused. “You tried to hurt Desmond. She helps us! She gives us medicine so we—”

      “She dead. And she lie.”

      Matthew flushed red, his hand balling into a fist, and I took a step forward, my gaze menacing.

      “Queen using you,” I announced in a low voice.

      “No!” insisted Matthew, his face going red, and I took another step forward, crowding him.

      “Desmond using you. She work for queen. You work for queen. She send down here—no gas mask. Danger. Queen don’t care. You tool. Just like gun. You kill for queen. You die for queen.”

      “You’re a liar,” Colin screamed, and I felt his movement and turned, elbowing him in the jaw and knocking him down, the momentum of his charge at me carrying him a few feet away.

      “How you get here?” I asked as he slowly picked himself up. “Where you one hour ago? Who you with? What you eat? Can you ‘member?” More than anything, right now I wished I could talk as quickly and easily as the other boys, but the words… still weren’t coming to me. I pushed the frustration deep down. My words would reach them. They had to.

      Colin looked at me with anger as he slowly picked himself up, but Matthew was looking around the room in alarm.

      “I don’t remember,” he said.

      “Because Benuxupane,” I told them. “Tamed you, make you like dog. We not dogs, we people, and we not slaves. I show you, we—”

      Just then one of the older boys sat up, so suddenly it was like someone had put a coin in him to play music, like the jukebox I’d seen once—a long, long time ago, before Violet had tried to smuggle me to Patrus. The young man’s head jerked around the room, and his gaze landed on us. He stared for a moment, his expression shifting from blank to very angry, and I took a step away from him as he climbed to his feet, his breath coming in long, slow growls.

      “We help you,” I said, but the growl grew louder and he simply swung at me. It was easy to dodge him, and he stumbled past me, clutching his head and moaning… but the four other older boys on the ground were getting up in a similar fashion. Slowly, their eyes clouded with pain and anger.

      I knew then that I wouldn’t be able to convince those boys… those men. I could see in their eyes that they just wanted to hurt everyone around them. Just like the wardens at the water treatment plant. I looked around at the younger boys, who were also gazing on their fellows with confusion and panic, and shouted, “That way!”

      Then I planted my feet and turned. I could buy them time to run away. I sidestepped an incoming blow and landed a kick to the closest one’s shoulder, knocking him to his knee, his hand coming down to stop him from toppling over.

      Jumping up, I stepped on his back and spun off it, extending my leg. A shudder ran up my leg, letting me know I had hit my target, and I landed on my feet. The second boy was down, grabbing his jaw. The third boy grabbed me—too much was happening at the same time for me to react to everything—and I gritted my teeth as I felt his grasp through my suit, trying not to scream in pain as his hand tightened around my arm, making it feel like someone was dragging a knife across my skin.

      My free arm snapped out and I poked him in the eye, a sharp jab, and he dropped my arm, screaming and grabbing for his face. I couldn’t even feel relief for a moment as the fourth man stepped around him. I expected him to punch at me, but felt his leg move like a brushing against my skin. I dove and rolled over the leg sweep he performed, my back erupting in agony as I rolled across the floor and back onto my feet, heading after the boys where they had moved down the tunnel.

      Keeping up with them was easy. They were shouting to each other loudly and in a panic as they moved, and I followed their voices.

      “Don’t go in mist!” I shouted ahead to them. “Dangerous! You hurt!”

      Roars erupted from behind me as I ran, and I picked up the pace. The wall and voices ahead continued to curve around, and eventually led to another tunnel, which forked. On one side I could see a gathering of creeping mist as it went down, and the other fork seemed to rise out of it. I hoped the younger boys had taken my advice.

      Listening for the roars coming down the tunnel behind me, I steeled myself and went invisible one more time, biting my lip as the pain and the tremors came back, worse than before. I crouched down, my legs already burning, and fumbled on the tunnel floor for a rock. Or a dirt clod. Or a shoe. Anything.

      The pounding footsteps of the older boys came closer, then closer still. I tried to feel where they were even through the ache burning over my skin—the timing needed to be perfect…

      I wasn’t sure it was perfect, but I was improvising. When the noises reached a critical level, I threw the dirt clod in my hand down the misty fork of the tunnel, aiming for the walls. It made a loud clattering noise just as the berserkers rounded the corner—and I saw them all turn, like animals seeking prey, and take off after the noise.

      I didn’t wait to see if they would turn around. I took the other tunnel, relaxing my body out of invisibility and letting out a shaky breath. I followed it through to another airlock, where I was relieved to find the younger boys standing in a confused huddle. Far behind us now, a few roars sounded, faded and muted, and didn’t grow louder. I hoped that whatever was in the toxic mist would knock them out or drive them away soon… rather than killing them. But there was nothing I could do about that now. We had to fix things to keep more people from being hurt. I tried to focus on that.

      “I trick them,” I said shakily to the younger boys. “Us—quiet. Don’t know if they come back.”

      They all looked cautiously up at me, seeming to take things in.

      “You stayed behind,” Matthew said softly, and I shrugged.

      “You brothers. Keep safe.”

      Matthew and Colin exchanged looks and then turned away, gathering the other four boys into a small circle. I heard them whispering furiously amid their huddled group, and felt a nervous tremor run through me, knowing there was nothing I could do about it. It was up to them whether or not they’d trust me.

      The whispering died down after a short time, and they turned to look at me.

      “Can you prove it? About the medicine and Desmond?”

      “Now?” I asked, and they nodded solemnly. I shook my head. “No data chip. But… you help me. I show you queen using you. If wrong, you kill me. Deal?”

      Matthew and Colin exchanged looks, and then looked around at the other boys. After a moment, they nodded.

      “Deal.”

      My smile grew, and I nodded approvingly. “Good. Now… who open door?”

      Colin looked around and then moved over to the door, taking a moment to shake his shoulders before placing his fingers against the door’s lipped overhang. I studied this for a moment, and then shook my head.

      “Wait,” I said, walking near to him, remembering how those monkey things had gone after the door. I moved him over to the other side of the door and pointed at the hinge. “Pull out here—weakest part of door.”

      Colin examined it, and then nodded, and several of the other boys raced over to help as he began to pull and strain, trying to remove the hinge. On the other side we’d have to punch through, but it wouldn’t be so hard with all of us working together.

      All I could think was that Violet was going to be very surprised when she saw how we were going to help her take the palace.
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      Ms. Dale led the way, her flashlight barely cutting through the mist. I moved behind her, gun drawn and ready to fight, but it seemed everything had died down a bit since the earlier frenzy. Still, I knew now what was lurking in these caverns, and it didn’t set my mind at ease. And the mist certainly wasn’t helping. Maybe the horrible creatures we had seen and heard weren’t chasing us because they had our teammates cornered somewhere and… I shut the thought down. There was no way of knowing. We had to keep to the plan.

      We eventually found one of the long, thin tunnels that connected caverns and often led to airlock chambers. It did indeed lead to an airlock door, and I stared at it, realizing that without Thomas, we couldn’t get through it.

      “We should head back,” I said. “We might have these orders, but—”

      “I’ve got it,” Ms. Dale said, unfastening a pocket on her sleeve and pulling out a data chip. “Thomas gave it to me. It’s a crude hack, according to him, but now that Elena knows someone’s here, we can only be stealthy for so long.”

      I frowned and watched as she knelt down, plugging the chip into the port.

      “Why would Thomas give that to you?” I asked.

      She looked over her shoulder at me and sighed, turning back to the door. Blue lines were pulsing on the data chip, and she stood up and crossed her arms over her chest, watching it.

      “Thomas and I had a very frank discussion before we left for this mission,” she announced softly. “You know that we… developed contingencies.”

      “I know that,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “Unless… Were there other contingencies, not just the ones that we all discussed? Why? What for?”

      “Keep your voices down,” Morgan whispered, and I turned to see her at the entrance of the tunnel, peering out into the mist, her posture alert and wary.

      “Sorry,” I said, lowering my voice. “That still doesn’t change my question.”

      “Violet…” Ms. Dale said, her voice tired. “We didn’t want anyone to be unduly concerned. We just figured when things went wrong, we’d need to control where the pieces landed.”

      “What were you expecting to go wrong?” I asked, but I was afraid to know the answer.

      Ms. Dale looked at me, and then smiled.

      “I’m proud of you. You know that, right?”

      I blinked at her, baffled by the way the conversation had shifted. It unbalanced me.

      “No,” I said, deciding to turn into the skid. “But what does that have to do with anything?”

      “Violet, you were one of my best students. You trained harder than the rest, had more fire and determination in your eyes, and I knew that you would be a great warden one day. But the girl who stands before me makes the Violet I trained pale in comparison. You’re fierce, yes, but more than that—you care. You care so much and so deeply that sometimes I hurt for you, knowing the burden that rests on your shoulders.”

      She paused, and I could tell she wasn’t finished, so I waited.

      “I promised myself that I would do everything in my power to keep you and Viggo safe. So that when this was all over, you and he could be together, in love. In order to keep that promise, I realized the odds of your survival were far greater apart than together.”

      I was taken aback by her words, but it still didn’t make sense to me.

      “What does that have to do with anything? Viggo and I are a great team.” I’d assumed that she and Henrik had asked us each to do separate parts of the mission because of our specific skills—not because of some secret strategy discussion about us endangering each other.

      Ms. Dale ignored the question as she moved around me, and I turned and realized the data chip was now glowing a bright green, a four-digit code in the door glowing. She hit a button, and then began turning the wheel.

      “That’s very true,” she said. “But the chances of us surviving and accomplishing our mission also dictated that you needed to be separated.”

      “I know that,” I grated. “There’s no reason to be secretive about that. But you’re acting like… You’re acting like you guys planned for one of us to die. Without talking to the rest of us.”

      She pulled the door open and called to Morgan, and I stepped into the airlock, feeling a bit dazed. Morgan stepped in behind me, and Ms. Dale came around the door, tucking the data chip back into her sleeve.

      “We had to consider possibilities, Violet,” she said evenly, but her eyes only met mine for a moment. “I know I should apologize for not being straightforward with you both.” I turned around as she talked and grabbed the hand wheel, pulling the door closed to seal us in. “I considered it for a long time. But with your marriage… Thomas said newlyweds were thirty-two percent more likely to sacrifice their own lives for each other, and predicted you and Viggo were actually at a higher percentage of doing so, as if all of us didn’t know that already. But he had a—OW!”

      My head snapped up to see Ms. Dale slapping her forearm. The door was still a few inches open, and as she pulled away her hand, I saw the crushed body of a green fly pressed against her suit. She shook her arm, dislodging the body, and then quickly pulled the door shut, sealing us in.

      Immediately, all thoughts of annoyance at Ms. Dale for withholding her reasoning from us fled my mind.

      “Let me look at it,” I said, but she brushed by me and hit the button on the door, pressurizing the airlock.

      “Let’s get inside first,” she said, her voice unconcerned as she stared at the blinking red light on the door. As soon as it turned green, she was rotating the wheel and moving inside the darkened lab.

      I quickly moved in behind her, checking the room for any sign of movement and finding none. The small room was constructed similarly to the last one—workstations in the middle, forming a circle, screens lining the outer walls. There was only one door this time, still sealed. Pulling off my bag, I opened it and began searching the contents for my first-aid kit. I pulled the egg out and sat it on a workstation. It was so cumbersome, things had a tendency to drop under it.

      Ms. Dale rolled up the sleeve of her uniform, a knife already clenched between her teeth. The bite mark was visibly red and swollen, and Ms. Dale, barely flinching, ran the knife over the top of it, opening it up. Immediately a thick yellow pus ran from the wound, tinged red with blood, and I felt an urge to gag as I watched it.

      “That’s never a good sign,” Ms. Dale muttered as she grabbed the kit from my hand and opened it up.

      “You know, I couldn’t be certain the intruders down below were you, especially after Maxen gave that delightful little speech about coming to take me down. And you were so clever about overcoming the locks and the cameras that I never would’ve known… until this last one, that is. It was forced open in such a hurry that the cameras were overlooked. And imagine my surprise to see you, my dear annoying Violet.”

      A chill ran down my spine as I heard Elena’s voice, and I turned, feeling considerably exposed for such a small room. Morgan reached out and touched my shoulder, and I turned to see one of the workstation screens lit up with Elena’s face looking out expectantly, a cruel smile playing on her lips.

      “Elena? Can you hear me?” I asked, taking a moment to steel myself before moving in front of the screen. I looked over at Ms. Dale, and she nodded, mouthing the words “keep her busy” at me as Morgan cleaned her bite wound.

      “I can indeed.” She smiled, her teeth gleaming unnaturally white on the bright screen. “Are you alone?”

      I considered lying, but then realized that she must’ve seen us in the airlock. Were there cameras in this room?

      “I’m with Ms. Dale and Morgan.”

      “I saw that you brought Morgana. Come to seek revenge, little sister? Kill Ms. Dale and Violet, and I’ll let you come back home. I’ll even let you see Sierra.”

      Morgan gave me a look, her face reflecting how repugnant she found that idea, and I smirked.

      “She can’t come to the terminal right now,” I said sweetly. “I’ll give her your message.”

      Elena’s smile grew wider. “Is that all of you?”

      “It is. Viggo is back home trying to stop the boys from killing everyone.”

      “Liar,” she replied, and the screen changed, showing me a picture of Viggo and Owen battling against something to close the door, while Thomas lay on the ground behind them, his hands on his stomach, as if he’d been shot. They’d just managed to shut the door when the screen cut out, and Elena was back.

      “Where are they?” I asked, unable to stop the cold swoop of terror that had sunk into my stomach at the image.

      “Oh, Violet, like I’d ever tell you that.”

      Ms. Dale waved her hand at me, and I looked at her. She pointed two fingers at her eyes and then pointed up toward the ceiling, and I nodded at her.

      “So, uh… Does this mean you’re watching us right now?” I asked, letting out a breath through my teeth, my terror turning into anger. I made a crude gesture with my finger and held it up to the screen.

      “I am,” Elena replied smoothly, without even a quirk of her lips. If she knew what my middle finger was doing, she gave no sign of it—and I’d tangled with Elena enough at this point that I knew she wasn’t expressionless. I would take a gamble on the fact that she couldn’t see me. In fact, I was already doing it. I felt a cold smile come across my mouth and nodded silently at Ms. Dale, giving her a thumbs-up. She hopped on top of a workstation and pressed the tip of her knife into a screw holding one of the roofing vents in place. I sighed when I realized where we were going next, and turned back to distracting Elena.

      “I showed you that so you can understand something. I hold the cards—at any moment, I could open the doors to the observation lab you’re in, or he’s in, if I wanted to. I could come to you, if I wanted to. You are finally at my mercy, and it is very tempting to open all the doors inside and let the specimens eat you. But honestly, I do so love this idea the best.”

      As she spoke, Viggo, Thomas, and Owen flashed onto the view screen again. The two men were hunched over Thomas, frantically trying to stem the flow of blood that I could now see seeping out from Thomas’ stomach. There was no sound, but Thomas’ mouth was moving, as was Owen’s. Thomas was wide-eyed and scared—I could see it plainly on the screen—his hands shaking as he tried to say something to Owen. My heart began to rebel in my chest, and the cold sensation in my stomach was back… I had almost thought Elena was playing that video to trick me, but this… This felt real. I felt tears forming in my eyes and prayed that Thomas was okay, that Viggo and Owen would patch him up and get him out of there.

      As if she knew my thought, Elena continued to talk as the video played.

      “I’m going to make you watch your friends die one by one, Violet. First Thomas, then poor Ms. Dale. She won’t be long for this world—not after that green fly bit her.”

      “Is there an antidote?” I asked, looking over to where Ms. Dale was handing the now freed grate to Morgan. She looked over at me, and I gave her a thumbs up, motioning for her to head up.

      “Oh, Violet,” Elena breathed wistfully, an amused smile on her lips. “There is, and I do have some. But you? You have nothing I want.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” I said. “Because I have the egg. The real one. Right here with me at this very moment.”

      “You’re a liar,” Elena said confidently. “Eyewitness reports said you blew it up with my sister.”

      I smiled. It was unfortunate Elena couldn’t see it, all my rage and worry for Thomas’ wound, from being stuck here negotiating in this lab of horrors, scrolling across my face at once.

      “There were two.” I bit out. “One was the first prototype in Mr. Jenks’ lab in the Facility. The second was the real one. I gave your sister Tabitha the fake and blew her up with it.”

      Elena went quiet, her face thoughtful. That might be the only reaction I was going to get when she realized I had had one up on her all along—but it was so, so worth it. After a moment, she looked back at the camera.

      “Go into the airlock,” she said. “I want to see it.”

      “I knew you didn’t have cameras in here,” I said, perhaps a bit petulantly. But it was worth the annoyed expression that drifted across her face. “And no thanks—you’ll lock me in there.”

      “I won’t strike any deal unless I can see that you have it.”

      I hesitated, and saw Ms. Dale helping Morgan up into the vent, sweat dripping down her forehead.

      “I’m going to prop the door open,” I said. “One minute.”

      I moved over to the airlock door and pulled it open, wedging one of the chairs from the workstation into the opening. Inside the chamber, I held up the egg toward the camera for a moment, slowly moving it around so I could change the angles. After a few seconds, I lowered it and stepped back into the lab.

      “Satisfied?” I asked as I thrust it back into the bag.

      “What are your terms?” she asked, and I wondered if I was imagining that her voice was colder, darker than before… that she knew I’d had her fooled.

      “Sierra, and the antidote for Ms. Dale. First aid for Thomas. Safe passage for all of us.” I stated the demands while Ms. Dale pulled herself completely into the vent.

      “Fine. I’ll send a warden down to retrieve—”

      “No deal,” I said. “I’m dealing with you, and we’re dealing here, in the lab. The creatures in this place will keep us all honest.”

      “I’m not going down there—that place is suicide.” Her face looked rather smug at the thought. “There’s a lab close to you. Lab 3C in the level above. Go out this airlock and look for a ladder leading up in the next cavern. You’ll have to find it after that, but I haven’t released anything on those levels yet. I’ll come down, we’ll do the exchange in the airlock, and, as a gesture of queenly goodwill, I’ll even let you leave unscarred.”

      I highly doubted that, but then again, I had no intention of meeting Elena at Lab 3C. At least, I had no intention of being where she expected me to be—so I guessed we were dealing on the same level.

      “Fine,” I replied.

      “If you try anything, I will know,” Elena added, and then the screen went dead. Her warning echoed in my ears as I climbed up onto the desk and held my bag, the egg back inside it, up to the vent. I was waiting for Ms. Dale to grab the bag, but also, I needed an excuse to take a moment before climbing through another vent.
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      I kicked a spider that suddenly appeared looming over Thomas, sending it flying, and grabbed Owen.

      “We need the code!” I shouted as I shot another spider shimmering into view.

      “One… three… three… eight…” Thomas wheezed, his bloodstained fingers reaching up for the door. “I can… get it.”

      “I got it,” Owen said, his fingers dancing over the keyboard. The door clunked as the locks released, and Owen began spinning the wheel while I covered our backs. The spiders were still coming, in greater and greater numbers, and I knew that if I didn’t do something, we’d never get the door shut—I had no idea how many more were out there.

      Grabbing at my belt, I shouted, “Grenade!” and hurriedly removed one, pulled the pin, and tossed it into the room at the approaching spiders. I knelt down and shielded Thomas’ eyes as the flash grenade went off behind me, the white phosphorus light flashing red behind my eyelids. I gave it a second before I opened my eyes and turned to look over my shoulder. The spiders were wobbling around, mostly visible and clearly disoriented, and I pressed the advantage.

      I grabbed Thomas under the armpits and began to drag my friend through the gap in the door as Owen fired rounds at the closer spiders. I pulled Thomas in and set him down as gently as I could, though I could see him wincing, and moved to help Owen close the massive door. The door swung inward slowly—too slowly—but the spiders were still stunned. We had time.

      I reached the door and began to pull, straining against the weight to make it close faster, when a hairy leg slid in through the ever-narrowing gap, hitting me in the knee. It didn’t hurt, but my knee folded up under me, and I fell, thrusting out my arms to catch myself. Still, my chin struck hard on the door, my teeth feeling like they were going to be jarred out of my head, and I fell to my knees.

      Looking around, dazed, I saw Owen yanking on the door, trying to close the gap as the hairy legs scrabbled to pull it back out toward the lab. He had let go with one hand and was firing at the legs sticking through the gap, blocking them from moving. Two more appeared, higher up, and Owen dropped his gun with a yelp and grabbed the door with two hands, pulling against the combined strength of the two arachnids—and losing as the gap grew wider.

      I scrambled to my feet and grabbed the wheel, pulling hard. The door resisted for a second, and then there was a sickening crunch, and I felt something hot spray against my arm and neck as the airlock slammed closed. Owen broke away as soon as the door was closed, moving toward Thomas while I turned the wheel, sealing us in. There was a click as the door sealed tight, but relief was impossible to find.

      Turning, I saw Thomas panting hard and Owen kneeling over him, hands pressed to the wound on Thomas’ stomach, trying to staunch the blood still flowing from the wound, fast. I dropped my bag and tore it open, searching for the first-aid kit that had shifted to the bottom of the bag.

      “Tell me what to do, Thomas,” Owen said, his voice holding a frantic edge.

      Thomas continued to pant, clutching at Owen’s hands, his eyes wide, terrified, tearing up.

      “I knew this would happen,” he stuttered out, each word punctuated by a short gasp. I felt the hard case of the first-aid kit and pulled it out, my fingers suddenly feeling nerveless.

      “Shut up, Thomas,” Owen told him. “You have to save your strength!”

      “Eighty-six percent probability,” Thomas nodded. “I knew it. I tried to warn you… tell you… the code.”

      “No!” Owen said, spotting the kit I was holding out for him and snatching it. “Dammit, Thomas, you weird little man, don’t give up!”

      “Bag… Notebook… Instructions,” Thomas wheezed, ignoring his friend’s protests. His face was brimming with unconditional affection as he looked up at Owen, the edges of his mouth curling up in a sad smile. “Thank… you… for… being… my friend.”

      Then his breath gave out, soft as a baby bird, and he went still.

      Owen stared at him, the first-aid kit hanging open in his hand.

      “Thomas?” he rasped, his voice breaking.

      My heart suddenly felt like it was trapped in the vice-hard grip of one of the berserk wardens we’d fought at the plant, stuttering in my chest. Owen shuddered and leaned over Thomas, his breath coming in gasps.

      “Thomas?” he said again, emphasizing his name more.

      “He’s gone,” I said, hating myself for saying it. God, how my heart ached. Thomas was gone, stolen from us by Maxen in a cowardly act. It had been senseless, cruel, and vicious—nothing worthy of our friend at all. It took everything I had not to break down and cry, to remember the mission… If I couldn’t keep going, this all would have been in vain. Centering my thoughts around that, I was able to build a dam between my heart and the flood of emotions threatening to break me down.

      I leaned over and pulled Owen against me, hugging him for a moment or two. The man sniffled, and then jerked away from me, his face hopelessly lost.

      “Everyone I love is dying,” he croaked.

      “Not true,” I told him, my voice strong and certain. “You know that’s not true.”

      Owen sniffled again, and then took a deep breath, pushing the mountain of pain back and nodding, the clarity that came into his eyes frightening.

      “Maxen.”

      It wasn’t a request, and his jaw was set, a searing hatred burning in his eyes.

      “Okay,” I said with a nod. “Grab Thomas’ bag.”

      I stood up and moved over to the other side of the airlock, hitting the button to detoxify while Owen grabbed Thomas’ bag and handheld.

      “We left that lock pick thing outside,” he said, pulling out a little green notebook and opening it up as the chamber began to filter out the toxic air. “Hopefully he has a backup, or we’ll be trapped in here.”

      “We won’t,” I said, watching the light that indicated contamination levels. “We’ve got semtex.”

      “Fun.” Owen studied the pages. “He really thought of everything,” he whispered, his resolve clearly threatening to break again.

      I looked over at Thomas’ still form, felt the dam in my heart buckle and then hold, and nodded.

      “He was good at that.” My voice came out harsh and wounded, but it didn’t change my resolve.

      The light turned green, and I cranked the wheel, tearing the door open. I stepped in, Owen behind me, and quickly closed the door. The lab beyond was fairly small, yet identical to the last ones—workstations in the middle, screens around the outside edges, dark and deserted. I moved through it toward the only other airlock door in the room. I saw the outer door hanging wide open through the small window on the inner door—a clear sign that Maxen, useless as he was, had come through here. I looked at Owen, and he studied the airlock before we moved into it and he pushed a button.

      The door started to swing closed, gears whirring to turn the wheel and secure it. We waited impatiently, seconds ticking by. Once it was shut, we opened the inner door and waited for several more seconds. As we waited, I realized we hadn’t even stopped to take our masks off—not that it ultimately mattered.

      “We need to find a ladder up,” Owen said. “The upper labs are where we can find the master terminals, according to Tho—his notes.” He sniffed again, and let out a slow breath. The light went green, and I opened the next door, pushing through. Owen tucked Thomas’ notes and handheld away and stepped out behind me.

      It was another contaminated study chamber. The mist was less thick in this room—whether it came from the expansive size of the room, or the fact that the stream here was a much smaller trickle than in the other rooms we’d seen, I didn’t know. What I did know was that this chamber’s ceiling was almost forty feet up, and there were several palm trees growing huge inside. Tall grass filled the chamber, taller than me, and I could see the grass moving, hear it rustling, all in the dimly lit chamber.

      I took a few steps forward and saw the slightly bent grass where Maxen had pushed through just a short time ago, and nodded to Owen.

      “Be on your guard,” I told him, and he nodded, his gun already in his hand.

      We pushed through the grass, following his trail. It was impossible to move silently—the grass was too thick and tall to prevent it from making noise as we passed—so I moved quickly instead, trying to keep an ear out for anything approaching.

      There was a chittering sound, like someone coughing softly several times in rapid succession, and it was greeted with a gurgling yowl from the other side of us, somewhere ahead. We froze for a second, and then Owen said, “Run,” in a low, urgent voice.

      I waited for a single heartbeat, and then ran, tearing through the grass.

      “That’s the sound the Goliaths make,” Owen shouted from behind me. “They are lizards—well, like a cross between a serpent and a lizard—and they’re incredibly dangerous!”

      Everything in here is. Before I could turn that thought into words, a dark shape crossed overhead, and without thinking I fired at it. It landed with a thump somewhere in the grass behind us, and I continued to run. I heard something thrashing through the grass, moving in tandem with us, angling toward us—and then, through the waving and shifting grass, I saw Maxen.

      He spotted us, his arms pumping, hair plastered to his sweat-drenched forehead, and then veered ahead, sprinting like his life depended on it.

      Behind him, something large and low to the ground raced by with a serpentine swish, legs barely touching the ground, the rustling of the grass marking its passage. There was a sudden break in the grass, and we returned to mossy terrain. The transition was so sudden that I almost slipped on the soft slope, barely catching my balance. I slowed in compensation, but Owen raced past. I steadied myself and looked up, seeing that he was aiming for a ladder at the top of the hill.

      Something scrambled through the grass, long nails clicking on the rock just below the moss, and I looked over my shoulder to see a long neck rear up about four feet off the ground, squat legs practically springing up the slope, long tail whipping back and forth. Atop the long neck sat a triangular head, wide eye sockets containing red and yellow eyes with a slit running down the middle.

      The creature’s jaw dropped open, and something oozed out, a thick, yellow, viscous fluid that seemed to come out of the gums surrounding tiny rows of small pointed teeth. It reared back, a hissing sound escaping it—and then Owen’s gun went off loudly, the bullet cutting through its open mouth, nearly separating the jaw from the rest of the body.

      The goliath slumped over and rolled, its momentum still carrying it forward, and I picked up the pace, not wanting to get entangled.

      “Don’t let them spit on you!” Owen had slowed to fire his gun, so we were running side by side again, the ladder looming closer.

      Owen sprang up it first, scaling the rungs quickly. I was fast behind him, my hands grasping the metal, and I climbed without looking back, knowing it would only slow me down.

      A quarter of the way up, I heard a shout of “Wait!”

      Looking over my shoulder, I saw Maxen racing to us, and realized he had somehow gotten behind us—gotten attacked or turned around—and had just found the mossy patch. He emerged from the grass, and I saw three moving trails converging behind him. I wrapped an arm around the bar and pulled my gun.

      “Don’t,” Owen said harshly, and I looked up to see him turning away from Maxen, continuing up the ladder. I hesitated, and then thought of Thomas, lying all alone in that airlock by himself. He would never talk about percentages again. Never again have an awkward social faux pas in one of those uniquely Thomas moments that, despite everything, I had come to enjoy about him. The king of Patrus hadn’t thought about him as a person at all, even though he’d had plenty of time to get to know him. He’d shot him when he was defenseless, his only crime trying to keep the door open for me and Owen.

      I’d ignored Maxen’s cowardice before, time and time again, protected him in spite of it. This time, I turned away as Maxen slipped and fell, hitting the mossy ground with a whump. The clicking of talons on rock sounded, and Maxen groaned—and then began screaming. I steeled myself and didn’t look back as the Goliaths began chittering again, Maxen’s screams still audible over the sound until we reached the top.

      Owen reached the hatch ahead, cursed when he saw it was locked, and shoved a data chip he had pulled from Thomas’ bag into the lock’s port. I paused beneath him, trying to shut out the screams that were still coming up from behind me, reminding myself that the king had shot my friend in cold blood to save his own hide.

      The door beeped, and Owen removed the data chip and pushed it open with a groan. As he did there was a loud crunch, clear even from this far away, and Maxen’s screams went quiet. I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I was relieved when he finally died.

      He had gotten what he deserved.

      I climbed through the hatch and closed the door behind me. Looking over at Owen, I saw a grim, satisfied gleam in his eyes.

      “Did Thomas give you any instructions on how to override security protocols?” I asked as I straightened up to look at the room, finding it similar to the ones we’d been through before, with two doors, still empty and desolate. The only notable thing was a sign that said “Access to Palace” next to the left door. That would be the one we’d be taking.

      Owen pulled out the notebook, flipping it open to the first page and studying it. I looked over his shoulder and saw that the page he was perusing was an index. After a brief pause, Owen flipped to a page and nodded.

      “Yeah.”

      “Does this room contain the, uh, master control computer, or whatever it’s called?”

      “Master terminal,” Owen said, sitting down at a workstation and powering the terminal on. “Let me check.” He referred to Thomas’ notebook, and then reached into the bag Thomas had given him, pulling out handful after handful of data sticks and sifting through them. “I’m looking for number twelve,” he told me, running a hand through the pile to spread them around.

      I began sifting and found number twelve within seconds. I gave it to Owen, and he plugged it into the drive, turning on the terminal. He sat down in a chair, propping up Thomas’ notebook, so he could follow the directions. A black screen opened up and filled with lines and lines of green code, illuminating Owen’s face, making him appear almost sickly. He nodded.

      “It’s a master terminal. What do you want me to do?"

      “Our team is down below with who knows how many doors they need to try and get open. Let’s clear a path for them—open all the doors and hatches. Including the ones that lead to the palace.”

      “All of them?” he repeated in question form, his eyebrows going up. He blinked, and then a slow smile grew wide on his lips. “You’re gonna cause a little chaos, eh?”

      “Hell yeah,” I replied, crossing over to the sole terminal in the room, and then paused. “They’ll be all right,” I stated, more for myself than for him.

      “Of course they will,” he replied, tapping out a series of commands on the terminal. “Besides, they can’t open the doors safely without drawing attention to themselves, so it’s better this way.” He hit enter, and immediately code began to run across the screen, ones and zeros scrolling by faster than I could process. Then the screen froze. For a second nothing happened. And then it went dark as both of the airlock doors in this room began to swing open at the same time. Immediately I could hear the sounds of The Green pouring in through the door on the right, opposite the door leading to the palace, and it was noisy. We maybe had minutes before something got in here to get to us. Maybe less.

      I went back over to the hatch and hauled it open, leaving it standing upright on its side, and then grabbed my bag as Owen swept the chips back into his. I exited and stepped out into the cavern beyond. Once we were both a good distance away from the airlock door, I ripped off my mask and took in a slow breath, checking the air. As I suspected, the atmosphere from the simulated version of The Green wasn’t persistent.

      “We’re good,” I told him, stuffing my mask into my bag. We followed the cave as it led up, slowly tapering in and curving around at a meandering pace. Eventually, we came to a door built into a wooden frame, and I slowed to a stop. It didn’t look automatic—maybe that was why it hadn’t been opened like the lab doors—but Owen stepped forward and twisted the doorknob, and it opened with no noise, no alarm, no problem.

      I pulled up my gun as we got our first glimpse of the darkened room within. Pulling my flashlight out of my pocket, I clicked it on and stepped inside, shining it around the room and revealing a small library, with elegant sitting furniture positioned in the center of the room. Owen stepped in behind me.

      Hello? came Amber’s voice through the earbud, and I jolted in surprise at the unexpected sound. Is anyone receiving me? she asked.

      I turned my subvocalizer on. Amber? Is that you?

      Oh, Viggo. Thank God. She paused to breathe out noisily, and then continued. Who’s with you?

      Owen, I said. Thomas… Thomas didn’t make it.

      No, she breathed, and her mic cut off suddenly.

      A second later Vox’s voice filled the silence.

      Viggo. It’s just us here, so we were going to follow Amber’s mission of working to save the boys.

      That’s what we’re doing too. Is Amber okay?

      She will be, but she’s… She needs a minute. There was deep concern in Vox’s voice, but also confidence, like he knew whatever she was going through would last only moments, yet ached that she suffered. I wasn’t sure how I had realized that. Maybe because Violet was the same way… But I was just glad he was there for Amber.

      Have you heard from Violet? Ms. Dale? Morgan? I left Tim out, but I worried about him. Without a subvocalizer, he couldn’t respond to us, so it would be useless speculating. I just had to hope he would be listening to us to figure out where we were, and try to meet us en route.

      No. We exited the lab on the south side of the palace. Amber mentioned that when you guys escaped here last time, Owen and Ms. Dale got into the security room to shut their transmissions down while you and Violet escaped?

      Owen met my gaze.

      We did, he said into the subvocalizer. And I know where it is. Meet us at the east stairwell.

      There was a long pause, and then Amber returned, her voice low and urgent.

      Go without us, she said hurriedly. Guards just found us.

      Her mic cut off suddenly, and my ears were left in silence once again. I involuntarily tightened my hand against my gun. There was nothing we could do to help our teammates other than fulfill our part of the mission.

      Change channel to F frequency, I transmitted to Owen. My heart was heavy, but keeping our communication safe was of utmost importance. Owen gave me a thumbs-up and clicked over a second before I did. Then I took one last look at the doorway leading back to the caves before nodding at Owen, signaling for him to open the door that would lead us deeper into the palace.
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      I followed Ms. Dale as Morgan led us through the rectangular ducts, the thin metal rattling loudly as we crawled. We paused for a moment, and then moved forward, and I realized the duct had stopped and turned sharply upward. I panicked at first, before realizing there was a ladder. I guessed I wasn’t the only one who went climbing around in ducts—maintenance had to get up here sometimes.

      Ms. Dale climbed rapidly, Morgan somewhere ahead of her, her feet making almost no noise. I followed, trying not to think about how far down the bottom was steadily becoming. We climbed for what felt like forever, but was probably less than a minute, before stopping again. Morgan whispered something, but Ms. Dale’s body blocked most of the noise, making it indiscernible.

      There was a rustling sound, and another long pause.

      “What’s going on?” I whispered, slightly on edge.

      A sharp beep sounded, muted but recognizable, and then something shifted, light spilling through a hole at the top of the shaft. Morgan pulled herself up and then leaned over to help Ms. Dale out. She was panting, but she heaved herself through.

      I climbed quickly, my nerves starting to get to me, and pulled myself through as fast as I could. I dragged my legs out, and Morgan put the metal floor plate down. My eyes soon adjusted to the new light as I stood up and looked around.

      “Where are we?” I asked, knowing there was no real way to answer that question. The room looked exactly like the other workstations we had seen; the only difference was that we had entered it through a ventilation duct. It wasn’t one of the misty rooms that simulated The Green, but a group of computers and darkened monitoring systems.

      Ms. Dale, as always, was quick to correct my assumption that there was no more information to be had, even if she was unaware I had made it.

      “Second level,” she said, her breathing harsh and heavy. I looked up and saw that sweat was pouring from her forehead, and then my gaze dropped to her arm, noticing the fabric of her Liberator suit was stretching tight over her forearm.

      “Ms. Dale…” Her eyes met mine, and she shook her head.

      “I’m fine,” she grated out, reaching to grab a desk and pulling herself up. “We need to head up another level.”

      “How do you know that?” Morgan asked, standing from her squat.

      “I memorized the map,” Ms. Dale said softly, her eyes moving around the room. “Also, the labs have designations.”

      She pointed to something on the wall, and I noticed a sign like the one we’d encountered at the entrance to the caves. The top one was the lab name—2A—and the second one read “Access to 2B.” I looked across the room at the other airlock, and saw “Access to 1D.” I felt like an idiot for not noticing those sooner.

      “We need that one,” Ms. Dale said, gesturing to the one labeled “1D.” “Here, Morgan,” she said, holding out a data stick to her.

      Morgan accepted it and moved over to the door to hack it, and I approached Ms. Dale.

      “Ms. Dale… what do you want me to do about your arm?” I asked, and she shook her head, finally seeming to catch her breath.

      “Nothing,” she replied. She met my gaze, and her face softened slightly. “It’ll be all right,” she reassured me.

      It didn’t work—I was worried about her—but there was nothing we could do about it, and that was probably what Ms. Dale wanted me to understand. For half a second I considered meeting Elena at the lab and honoring our arrangement… but I had to toss the idea aside again, needlessly reminding myself that she would never honor any deal I made with her.

      “Violet!” Morgan called, her voice slightly panicked, and I turned to look at her as she stepped away from the door. Through a window in the airlock wall, I could see the outer airlock opening up, and I quickly yanked my mask from my bag.

      The inner airlock door began to open by itself, the hand wheel turning without anybody’s aid, and I slipped the mask over my head. Ms. Dale was still fumbling with hers, her swollen arm trembling slightly as she tried to grab the straps. I reached over and plucked it out of her grip, slipping it onto her head and pulling it down over her face.

      She shot me a grateful look as she sucked in a breath, and I turned to see Morgan backing away from the door a few steps, her mask once again on her face. It swung open, as did the ones behind us, and then… nothing.

      We exchanged looks.

      “Why did they suddenly open?” Morgan asked, and I shook my head.

      “No clue,” Ms. Dale said. “Still, this might make things a little easier for us. We just need to find the ladder leading up to the third level.”

      “All right,” Morgan replied, shaking out her shoulders. “That should be easy en—”

      An angry bellow drowned out the rest of her words, and I turned to see a black-clad man racing toward us through the airlock. I leapt back, dragging Ms. Dale with me as he charged into the lab. I let go of Ms. Dale as he swung between us, trying to knock both of us down with a single blow, and he missed, stumbling forward a few steps.

      He caught me as he stumbled past, though, and I spun, hitting the ground hard, pain erupting in my shoulder and hip from where I hit the floor. I couldn’t wait the pain out—I picked myself up to see Morgan stepping under a wild haymaker thrown by the man, who’d ended up closest to her.

      Then Ms. Dale pushed off the wall to deliver a sharp kick to the back of his knee, and he tumbled forward, hitting the floor hard. I pulled out one of the tranquilizer darts from the sheath inside my suit. The young man—he could only be one of the enhanced boys—levered himself up with his arms as Ms. Dale moved past him, out the opposite airlock. I ran to him, jamming the needle into his side as he started to pick himself up.

      He didn’t seem to notice as I leapt over his legs, and I looked over my shoulder as I ran through the airlock to see him weaving back and forth, struggling to stand. Relief passed through me, but it lasted only until I heard two more angry bellows from the open doors, following me as I ran across the mossy floor of the cave we’d entered.

      Ahead of me, I spied Morgan as she suddenly ducked low, and I followed suit, narrowly missing a tree branch obscured by the mist. She dodged right, and I followed her up a steep incline, my thighs beginning to burn. The mist started to dissipate as I climbed, and I could make out Morgan, and even Ms. Dale, more clearly.

      Behind me, I heard the thudding of heavy feet, and glanced back to see two more older boys in black charging after me, maybe twenty feet behind. I poured on the speed, a stitch forming in my side, and Morgan glanced my way and then started to drop back.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, and she looked at me, just as Ms. Dale shouted, “The ladder!”

      I looked up to see a long ladder running down from the ceiling of this chamber. Ms. Dale was already at it, leaping to grab a rung farther up, while the footsteps behind me grew closer. Morgan gave me another look as I passed her, and then she turned and leapt into the air. I didn’t see what happened as I ran, but there was the sound of something hitting something, and I looked back to see one boy on the ground, the other swinging at Morgan as she easily avoided him.

      I almost plowed into the ladder, I was moving so fast, but managed to stop myself short by catching the rungs. And then I was climbing. I moved quickly, my hands and feet flying, trying to give Morgan some room, and turned back in time to see her leap from the ground and plant her foot on another boy’s shoulder, kicking off it and twisting in midair. She landed just below me on the ladder, shouting, “Climb!”

      I moved, spurred by the angry noises coming from below us. Above me, Ms. Dale was closing the distance to the hatch secured in the ceiling, and I was halfway down when the ladder shook violently in my hands. My heart lurched as I heard a metallic groan, and I felt the ladder move a solid inch to the left. That sensation was like a nightmare.

      “GO GO GO!” Morgan yelled, her hand pushing roughly at my backside in an effort to get me to climb faster.

      I did, fear of falling lending another boost of adrenaline to my already flying limbs. Ms. Dale was pushing the door open, and the ladder jerked back to the right, the boy below angrily trying to dislodge us. I kept going, my mind on the bars ahead, and suddenly Ms. Dale was helping to pull me through.

      I turned around to help her grab Morgan, latching onto one arm. She gave a yelp, and then I felt all of her weight transfer to me, and I realized the ladder had been torn out from beneath her. I grunted, taking a moment to readjust my body weight and brace her better, and then Ms. Dale and I began to pull her up, until she was lying on the floor, panting.

      We stayed like that for a heartbeat or two, just trying to catch our breaths.

      “You know,” Ms. Dale wheezed, breaking the slow silence that had formed, “I’m pretty sure adrenaline is bad for the bite.”

      I shot her a sharp glance and shook my head at her, unable to find the humor in her statement.

      “They ripped the ladder right out from under me,” Morgan whispered with a shudder.

      “I guess it’s better than thinking to climb up after us,” Ms. Dale muttered dryly.

      I sat up and looked around the room. Like the floor below, the airlock doors were open here. Unlike the other floors, the sign on the left door read “Access to Palace” with an arrow on one side. The one on the right said “Access to 1C.” If we wanted to get to Elena, we would go that way, through another section of the artificial Green contained within.

      Even if I had actually planned to meet Elena, I wouldn’t set foot in it.

      “Do you think Thomas got all the doors open?” Morgan asked, and I felt my heart sink, thinking about what I had seen on the screen earlier. I hadn’t had the heart to bring it up with them yet.

      Now, it seemed, was the time, but the words were hard to form.

      “Thomas… I-I think we’ve lost him,” I said softly. “I’m not sure how, but he was bleeding from a stomach wound, and from the video Elena showed me… it really didn’t look good.”

      At the time, I’d forced myself to be optimistic, trying to believe Viggo and Owen would fix him somehow. But now that I replayed the dire scene in my mind, I found it all but impossible to see how Thomas would get out of this wild place alive. He’d been bleeding so much.

      As I spoke the words to Ms. Dale and Morgan, a wave of pain crashed into me hard, making me want to cry. Thomas had been my friend. Weird, yes. Eccentric, yes. But in spite of the cold, analytical façade he wore as an outer shell, Thomas was a deeply caring individual. I couldn’t even comprehend the idea of losing him. It was just… too much.

      Ms. Dale closed her eyes, her face sorrowful, and then, even as I watched, she pushed it aside. Morgan, on the other hand, removed the mask and scrubbed at her cheeks as tears fell from her eyes. She let the tears fall, and then donned her mask again, her eyes red.

      “We need to move,” she muttered. “Elena will be waiting for us.”

      I nodded and picked myself off the floor. There would be time to grieve after. If we survived. I knew what we had to do, and it was time to get started.

      “If we follow this tunnel to the palace, can you figure out where the entrance would be for 1C?” I directed the question to Ms. Dale, and she nodded.

      “I can.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      I shouldered my bag and began heading toward the airlock door, toward the cave. Together we moved, keeping a sharp eye out for anything behind us. After we were some distance away, I took the mask off, took a deep breath, and waited for a wave of dizziness to hit me.

      It didn’t, and I gave Ms. Dale and Morgan a thumbs up, indicating they could take off their masks. Behind us, I began to hear sounds—chittering… buzzing… hissing… and wondered if the creatures inside were tracking us somehow. We still had our suits, which meant we could, if we wanted to, go invisible and avoid them. Maybe. Without knowing all the creatures that could be behind us, we had no way to tell whether they had other ways to track us besides sight.

      I wondered if they could even survive in the oxygen-rich environment, then decided I didn’t care. If they got out and wreaked havoc in the palace, it would only draw attention away from us and maybe give us a fighting chance. We skirted the new cave, the sounds growing distant behind us, and made our way to the walls, searching for the exit.

      Morgan found it first—a flat piece of rock with a perfectly rectangular seam carved into it. Kneeling down in front of it, I slid my lock-picking tool out of a pocket on my thigh, and put it in the small hole carved into the middle of the slab, hoping this would work. I hit the button, and the device whirred, but it didn’t even seem to have to work before the door clicked, and the device shut off quickly.

      “Huh,” I said. “I guess this one was unlocked too.”

      We didn’t have time to dwell on that mystery. The door pressed inward, the gravelly sound of rock scraping on rock filling the room, and then it stopped, an inch deep, no more. I slipped the tool back into my pocket and put my shoulder to the slab.

      I pressed with my legs, and the rock began to slide forward, slowly, but easily, rolling in and revealing a hardwood floor. The slab stopped a few feet in, and I stepped around the exposed sides to find myself in… an office. Backing away, I looked at the secret door I had just pushed open, and realized that when the door was closed, it blended in with the wall, a massive floor-to-ceiling mirror mounted on it. On either side of the mirror were bookcases, and on the left side of the room was a desk, two soft chairs in front of it and a massive stuffed chair behind it.

      “This was Mr. Jenks’ office,” Morgan said as she stepped out from around the wall, her green eyes growing wide. “It was always such a hike down here from the nursery, and I hated it.”

      “The tunnel in the castle that grants entrance to Lab 1C is two hundred feet away to the east,” Ms. Dale said, resting her back against one of the bookcases and wiping some of the sweat off her face. “And the entrance there is two floors up in the castle proper. What would that be?”

      Morgan tilted her head, thinking about it for a moment, and then nodded.

      “Somewhere in the servants’ quarters,” she announced. “But I’m not exactly sure where. I was never allowed in there.”

      “I’ve been there,” Ms. Dale said, pushing off the wall. “I have a rough idea.”

      We gathered our stuff as Ms. Dale peered around the door, checking for any signs of guards. Then she pulled it open and stepped out, looking in the opposite direction.

      “It’s clear,” she whispered, and her finger flickered to her throat to turn on her subvocalizer.

      Shouldering my bag, I followed her lead. We left both doors open as we exited, knowing that eventually, something would find its way out.

      I just hoped that whatever it was did it soon, and didn’t kill us in the process.
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      Morgan ran through the channels, testing things, and discovered our comms were active again—at least, we could contact each other—as Ms. Dale led us up a set of stairs. She didn’t stop between floors to check the doors, just continued to move with certainty while I called the names of our missing teammates over the link, trying to reach them. Static met my entreaties, and as we neared the third landing, Ms. Dale gave me a look and reached for the collar around her neck.

      “We have to change channels,” she said softly but aloud, I assumed so nobody listening in would realize.

      I wanted to protest. If we changed channels, Viggo would never find me, not without cycling through all the channels and listening in. But we’d done it this way deliberately—we didn’t want to risk anyone getting captured with knowledge of what comm channels we were on. We all knew the brutal reality of how cruel Elena could be, and even though Tabitha was dead, I didn’t doubt the queen had another sadist squirreled away, intended for a violent purpose. So I just nodded.

      “Channel J,” Ms. Dale told me, and I turned the small dial embedded in the collar, counting off the tiny jolts that were transmitted to my neck as I changed the channel.

      Seconds later I said, Violet, testing channel J. Confirm?

      My mouth moved, no sound coming out, and a moment later, Morgan replied.

      Confirmed—Morgan.

      Confirmed—Ms. Dale.

      Comms all set, Ms. Dale immediately turned toward the handful of steps remaining, climbing them quickly and stopping at the wooden door at the top. More stairs led up, and I recalled that this side of the palace was taller than the rest because the royal quarters were above.

      She pushed the door slowly, eyeing the hallway, and then swung it open fully and stepped out onto the hardwood floors, checking the opposite side of the passage. We walked through the door, and Ms. Dale began leading us, checking doors as she passed them. We turned down another series of halls, and I marveled once again at the size and the scope of this palace.

      Then I realized the people in here—ordinary people who lived and worked in the palace, most of whom were probably asleep right now, unless the palace had been evacuated—were at great risk from the monsters below, and I felt a wave of guilt. I hoped the wardens would do their job and push whatever we had unleashed back before anyone was fatally injured… but regardless, I had a mission to consider.

      It was a hard reality, but one I accepted. I would feel guilt for it later, of that I was certain, but for now, I had to be hard. If we finished things tonight, nobody would have to suffer in this war again.

      Where is everyone? Morgan asked suddenly.

      It’s the middle of the night, Ms. Dale said. They might have been evacuated, or they’re downstairs dealing with whatever is coming up from the caves. Or they’re asleep.

      We turned and headed down a long hall, Ms. Dale’s pace picking up slightly.

      We’re getting close, she announced.

      And then one of the heavy doors in this passageway creaked open, emitting a bleary-eyed maid carrying a stack of folded sheets before any of us could even think to use our suits. The woman came to an abrupt stop, her eyes trained on us. Ms. Dale lunged for her, but she tossed the sheets up with a shriek and began to run.

      “HELP!” she screamed.

      The next moment, two wardens appeared ahead, and I dodged down the hallway to the right, Morgan following suit, while Ms. Dale went left.

      “It’s on this side,” she shouted to us. “I’ll give you covering fire… one at a time.”

      I nodded and rose to a crouch, facing Ms. Dale. She nodded too and then turned down the hall, using the corner as cover and firing at the two guards. I ran, and gunfire erupted loudly down the hall, drowning out the relative quiet. I made it safely across—they were aiming at Ms. Dale, who ducked back, ejecting a magazine and pulling out a new one. Her hand shook, the swelling having reached the palm, but somehow she managed.

      Morgan caught my eye, and I watched as she backed up a few steps and then raced for us, her legs blurred. She dove, arching her back like a swan taking flight, and then curling seamlessly into a roll as she landed on our side, propelling herself right back onto her feet.

      There was a delayed burst of gunfire, and then Ms. Dale tugged a grenade off her belt, pulled the pin out with her teeth, and tossed the thing haphazardly down the hallway.

      I was already moving with Morgan down the hallway, Ms. Dale close behind me. We were about ten or fifteen feet along it when the grenade went off. The floorboards shuddered underfoot, and a blast of heat tore down the hallway, dissipating only slightly before it reached us—small patches of fire burning behind us and a haze of smoke surrounding us. Morgan led the way through it, her gun drawn and her eyes wary.

      Well, they definitely know we’re here now, Ms. Dale transmitted. They’ll be coming.

      Are we close?

      Ms. Dale hesitated.

      I’m not entirely sure. Two hundred feet is hard to gauge. We’re in the right—

      A burst of gunfire sounded from behind us, and Ms. Dale grunted and fell forward into me, dragging me down. Morgan stepped to one side, her body reacting before she could stop, and her arm went up, firing two silenced rounds behind us. I heard a thud as a body hit the ground, and looked to see a woman down, another woman ducking back around the corner. I fired a few shots at the wall near her, keeping her back.

      Ms. Dale cursed a long string of obscenities into the comms, and I turned to see her on her side, her hand on her lower back just below the bulge of her vest. Blood streamed steadily from between her fingers.

      Help me move her, I shouted to Morgan, and together, we dragged her into a side room that turned out to be a cupboard of some sort, Morgan keeping her gun trained down the hall.

      We can’t stop for first aid, Ms. Dale gasped. Just pick me up—they’re going to be closing in.

      Let me get a pressure bandage on it at least, I urged, pulling my bag around. I froze, forcing myself to stop what I was doing, when I heard shouting carrying down the halls. It was muted by distance, but not by much. Morgan was already picking Ms. Dale up, throwing her arm around her shoulders. Coming around to her other side, I took her other arm and wrapped it around my neck before placing my hand over her wound.

      She gasped, and then gave me a nod.

      Let’s go, she said, her face strained and tight with pain.

      I moved back to the door and pushed it open with my toe, my gun in the hand supporting Ms. Dale, trying to ignore the sensation of blood creeping under the fingers of the other one. Ms. Dale moved forward, but there was a hitch on the side the bullet had gone in, her leg moving awkwardly, and with her head so close to mine, I could hear how strained her breathing had become. Morgan and I held a portion of her weight as she struggled to keep up.

      We turned down a long hallway just as the sound of running feet drifted toward us from up ahead, and the three of us took an immediate right, trying to bypass the guards. We had passed through a kitchen and into a dining hall when Ms. Dale sagged in our arms, her breathing coming in sharp pants.

      Set me down, she managed, and Morgan and I carefully positioned her on a bench. She sagged against it, listing to one side, and I noted the paleness of her face.

      Adrenaline patch, she said. Two blood patches and a pressure bandage.

      I quickly retrieved my first-aid kit and began doctoring her, applying the blood patches first and then the pressure bandage. Morgan moved over to the door behind us, checking the hallway.

      We got a problem, Violet, she transmitted.

      My hands were shaking. I tore off another strip of tape with my teeth and placed it over the cotton I had put over the wound.

      What? I asked.

      Guards are in the hallways on either side of us, she said. They’re checking rooms… It’s just a matter of time.

      We’ll use the suits, I said.

      You’ll use the suits, Ms. Dale corrected, her hands pushing mine away as she sat back up. Color was slowly returning to her cheeks, but not enough to indicate she was out of the woods. Then again, until she saw a doctor, I didn’t think she was going to be out of the woods.

      She pushed off the bench, forcing herself onto her own two feet and hissing in pain.

      Take a cube of the semtex and a detonator out of my bag, she ordered, and Morgan immediately stepped around her to get into her bag.

      What are you planning? I asked, now picking up on the sounds of doors being opened and closed near us.

      I’m going to be a distraction, she said, swinging around her rifle and checking the magazine. You two are going to get to Elena.

      What? No—they’ll kill you.

      They better hope they do, she said, a wicked gleam in her eyes. Because I’m going to kill them.

      Ms. Dale, just use the suit, and they’ll—

      She can’t, Morgan said, cutting off my words. I looked at her, and her face was apologetic. The gunshot probably damaged the suit. There’s a chance it’ll injure her, or worse.

      Violet, Ms. Dale said, stepping over the tail of Morgan’s words, and I looked at her. She lowered the rifle onto its strap, and reached over to cup my face, hers softening again.

      This is what has to happen. I’m slowing you down, and I’m a liability. But this? I can do this for you. I can buy you a chance. Elena’s probably moving now. If you can intercept her, follow her… you stand a chance. She’ll try to run—if she does, get to the roof.

      There was a loud bang from very near the doors, and I knew the kitchen was next—then us. Unless the ones in the other hallway got to the other doors first.

      Ms. Dale speared me with an intense look, then smiled, looking unconcerned.

      This is karma, Violet. I did something… something unforgivable to you, and now I can finally repay that debt I owe you. When you’re ready… when you think you can forgive me… ask Viggo, and he’ll tell you everything. I love you, brave girl.

      Her words were like stones in my heart, sinking to my shoes and holding me in place. I watched as she hobbled over to the door, somehow moving quickly in spite of the pain she must be experiencing. She kicked open the door we had just come through and tossed out a grenade. There was a bright flash and a loud bang, indicating she had used a concussive one, and then she stepped through, her rifle firing wildly.

      Wait! I cried out, knowing she heard my words through our comms. I love you too! Please don’t—

      The suit, Violet! Morgan interrupted, and I looked to see Morgan’s body already shimmering out of existence—I was still too stunned by what I was witnessing to really comprehend it. It was unfurling before me in real time, Ms. Dale’s mouth opening in a shout as she fired down the hallway, the door swinging closed. Morgan’s invisible hands shook me hard, and then struck me across my face, and I jolted back into myself.

      I stared at the empty air where she should be for a moment, and then dropped my bag on the floor, clenching my muscles and letting the discomfort of the suit sink into my skin, drawing strength from its pins and needles. It did nothing to match the ache in my heart as the door between me and Ms. Dale slammed shut, her shots moving away and becoming more muted.

      We’d only moved a couple steps before the doors to the opposite side burst open, and six wardens raced across it. Ms. Dale’s bursts of gunfire continued down the hallway across the room from them, and they didn’t do anything more than glance right through us and then move through the doors, chasing her.

      I relaxed my muscles, and a moment later, Morgan did as well, reaching over to grab my bag and hold it up to me.

      I’m sorry I hit you, she said softly, and I took the bag into my numb hands, trying to think of something to say. I slipped it back on, and she reached out and grabbed my wrist.

      Violet, we have to complete the mission, she said evenly, her eyes placating.

      I nodded again, and then forced myself to move through the doors the guards had just run through, the doors that weren’t ricocheting with fading gunfire. I turned my subvocalizer off long enough to whisper, “Change to channel K,” and turned left down the hall, following it, my gun drawn and my adrenaline surging.

      Morgan, checking in on channel K.

      Violet—confirmed.

      Our words were mechanical, automatic. We were halfway to the next junction when I felt the floor and walls shake hard, a smattering of dust exploding from the junction in front of me and scattering all over the place. I stumbled and caught myself on the wall, and then felt despair crushing into my heart.

      She can’t be gone, I thought to myself, my heart aching, agony in every beat.

      I thought of her, and then pushed the thought aside, straightening. It was too much to think about it right now.

      C’mon, I forced myself to say, allowing rage to bypass my despair. For the moment, fire consumed my sorrow, filling me with something I could use.
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      I slowly cracked open the door to the palace, peering through the slit. The hallway was clear from that side, so I pulled the door back fully and stepped out into the hall that was revealed, my gun raised. The corridor was empty, silent, and still—no sign of any danger.

      I motioned Owen out, and he scanned the hall.

      How do we get to the east stairwell from here? I asked.

      He checked Thomas’ handheld.

      This way, he said, pointing to the left. Fifty feet and turn right.

      I began moving down the corridor, keeping my footsteps light and my eyes alert. I felt dangerously exposed in the hallways. Elena had cameras, and that meant we were on them. Getting Owen to the security room was a priority—he could shut everything down using Thomas’ instructions, which would help keep Violet and the rest of our group safer, too.

      It occurred to me as we checked the next corner that we should go invisible, before I remembered we couldn’t really go invisible. We had backpacks and Thomas’ bag—gear we needed for this mission. It would be very conspicuous if there were floating bags passing by the camera.

      I was torn between wanting to ransack the palace in a hopeless search for Violet, and knowing Henrik and everyone back in Patrus was relying on us to stop the boys before they started killing.

      If they hadn’t already started. It made me heartsick to know my wife was somewhere in this maze of danger without me, but I knew her. Even if we were on different missions, she wouldn’t want either of us to break from them. There was too much riding on this. Too much at stake.

      I was deep in thought, but not so distracted that when a pair of wardens rounded the corner from the junction ahead, I didn’t go into instant fight mode. But they’d spotted us the moment we’d spotted them.

      The four of us froze, and the wardens got to their weapons a heartbeat before us, leveling their rifles right at our chests. They were only ten feet ahead. If they fired, we would probably be dead even with the bulletproof vests. I looked over at Owen, who slowly began to place his gun on the floor in front of him, his free hand held high in the air. He shot me a look out of the corner of his eye and nodded.

      Picking up on his beat, I too slowly lowered my silenced pistol to the floor.

      The two women exchanged glances, and the one on the left pulled her rifle tighter to her chest.

      “Lace your fingers behind your head,” she said, her voice quiet but holding a bite of iron.

      I raised my arms and did as she ordered, watching her body language closely. She exhaled slowly and then moved forward, the other woman a step behind her.

      “Turn around,” she commanded, gesturing with her rifle.

      I exchanged a glance with Owen and then began to turn. The quiet one moved forward as I did, the muzzle of her gun going down as she reached around to grab her handcuffs with her other hand.

      At that moment, Owen’s sharp elbow caught her in the nose, and I planted a kick toward her chest, shoving her back a few feet into the one who had spoken.

      They both grunted as they impacted, and stumbled. I moved quickly, grabbing the woman on top and delivering a sharp blow to her chin, Owen a heartbeat behind with a boot to the other woman’s face.

      They both went down in moments, and I shook my hand out. I hated hitting women, but it was better than killing them.

      Owen and I breathed in relief, and then grabbed the women, depositing them into a nearby room and tying them up. We needed to be careful. Any loose end would raise the alarm, but there was no doubt in my mind we were already being hunted.

      Stairwell is up ahead, Owen said, and I nodded, exhaling to calm my nerves and focus.

      Right. Let’s go.

      I pulled open the door and let Owen take point, checking over my shoulder to make sure our rear remained clear. Ahead was a door—plain and wooden, with no special signage that told us of its significance—but Owen made right for it, grabbing the doorknob and then placing his ear to the door.

      I waited, keeping my back to it and an eye out on the hallway behind us, and then he cracked it open. A second later he tapped my shoulder, and I slipped in behind him while he held the door open.

      Up we go, he transmitted, and moments later we were climbing the stairs.

      We moved rapidly—any minute now wardens would likely be barging in, looking for us, and we needed to get up several flights to one of the higher sections of the palace.

      A rattle of gunfire brought us up short, and my heart leapt in my chest as I angled my head so I could see the door on the next landing.

      It could be Violet, I said over the link, and Owen surged forward toward the door. He moved to the other side of it while I pressed my back to the wall. Another burst of gunfire sounded, and I reached over and grabbed the doorknob, opening it a crack so that Owen could peer through it.

      He shook his head, and I opened it more, and then he jerked back as a single shot went off, gasping as something pinged into the stairwell, setting off sparks. I slammed the door shut and rushed over to him, ducking as a rifle went off, bullets tearing through the wood like rocks through wet tissue.

      I was low enough that none of them caught me, and that was very lucky. Owen was leaning beside the door, his back to the wall, his eyes wide.

      Are you okay? I asked, and he nodded, his jaw set hard.

      It didn’t get me—it was just a ricochet. I don’t think anybody was even looking in my direction. But it was close.

      I went to the door and pulled it open, taking control to give him a moment, just as a dark shape passed by at a sprint. There was a shout, followed by the sound of two people colliding. I opened the door to see one warden down, Amber engaged in hand-to-hand combat with another, her hands flying to block incoming blows. She landed a sharp jab, and the warden stumbled back a few steps, dazed. Amber took a slow step forward, and the guard moved quick as lightning, her hand pulling out her gun and shooting Amber point-blank in the chest before I could stop her. The redheaded woman crumpled to the floor.

      “NO!” Logan’s voice howled from down the hall, and he raced by just as I was leveling my gun at the warden. He blocked my view of her with his body. I eased off the trigger as Logan slapped the gun out of the woman’s hand, a round discharging into the floor as he did. His second blow was delivered right to her throat, and I heard her make a choked sound before doubling over, clutching her neck.

      He drew back a fist, slamming it down into her cheek, and she dropped to the ground. But Logan wasn’t finished, and as I watched, he knelt over her and began delivering blow after blow to her face. I stepped out into the hall, intent on checking on Amber, when her still form suddenly moved.

      She groaned, and picked herself up as the other sounds faded away. The sound of Logan’s fist on the warden’s face was the only noise in the hallway. Amber’s breathing was strained, and I didn’t doubt she was in a lot of pain. I exhaled again, realizing her bulletproof vest had saved her life. But stopping a bullet from a powerful handgun such a short distance away wasn’t easy, and I was sure she would carry the bruise for a week.

      Amber made it to her hands and knees, her eyes squinting in pain, and then turned.

      “Logan,” she called softly, her voice hoarse, and he froze, then turned, his eyes staring at her. His anger and dismay melted into relief, and he crossed over and dropped in front of her, pulling her tight into his arms and cradling her against him.

      “Thank God,” he breathed, and suddenly I felt very awkward standing there. Neither of them had noticed us yet, and now I felt like I was witnessing what should be a very intimate moment between them. Owen and I exchanged uncertain looks.

      “It’s fine,” Amber said roughly. “I’m fine. Logan… I’m okay.”

      “Dammit, Amber. I was so scared.” His hands started smoothing her hair as he held her. “You know I—”

      Owen cleared his throat loudly, and Logan whirled, drawing his pistol and pointing it at us, still on his knees. He stared at us, Amber giving us a surprised look from over his shoulder, and then lowered his gun.

      “Hey,” he said, so casually that it was as if he hadn’t been about to declare his everlasting devotion and love to Amber.

      “Hey,” I said, fighting back a smile as Amber began to blush, hard, suddenly realizing the intimacy they were displaying.

      “Let me go,” she ordered, her violet eyes lowered, and Logan took one arm from around her but kept the other there, helping her to stand. She didn’t shrug him off, just shook her red curls over to one side, then nodded and stepped away from the helping hand.

      “Hey, guys,” she said, waving a hand in the air. “We, uh… We broke free of the guards.”

      “So I see,” I replied, turning off the subvocalizer for the moment with a smile. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded and then looked around.

      “Uh… so… Operation Free the Boys?” she asked, leaning over to pick up the bag and gun the guard had confiscated from her.

      Owen and I exchanged looks, and I nodded, turning back to meet her gaze.

      “Yeah. Let’s, uh… Let’s do it.”

      “Two floors up,” Owen added, taking a step back into the stairwell and pointing up.

      “Cool,” Amber said, shouldering her rifle and taking her pistol out. She moved past Logan, who still stood motionless in the middle of the hall, staring at her, and toward us.

      I looked at Logan and smiled. “C’mon.”

      We climbed the steps quickly, syncing our channels and going back into silent communication. When we found the area of the security room, we stopped out of sight of the guards and began pulling off our gear, hiding it in one of those curtained alcoves I remembered from my escape from the palace… It felt like years ago, but it hadn’t been all that long.

      The plan was simple and relatively straightforward: use the suits to get in, and then take control of the station. We had an advantage, even if they were expecting us.

      When all of us were ready, Owen moved toward the door to the security room and went invisible, the rest of us following suit. I did as well, and suddenly remembered why I didn’t really like using the suit—it was worth it to be invisible, but only just.

      I’m going in now, Owen declared. The door opened slowly—just wide enough for him to slip in—and then remained still. I got two guards waiting for something to come through this door, one at nine o’clock, the other at three, but they’re distracted by the reports coming in from the main room. The main room has four more people watching the screens and giving orders.

      Thanks to Owen’s intelligence from inside, it was easy enough to slip by the first two guards and knock them out before they realized we were there. They had increased security, that much was certain, but with the four of us working in tandem and using the suits, we were able to take them out quickly and efficiently. We didn’t kill any of them, and within ten minutes, we had tied them up and tossed them into a side room. Soon, Owen was deep in the computer system, trying to use Thomas’ chips to determine how we could cut off Elena’s communications with the boys, while Amber, Logan, and I developed a plan.

      Or rather, Amber did, while I listened to her reasoning for staying behind.

      “I’m a woman,” she insisted. “I can radio the Matrians and send them on a wild goose chase. If I do it right, I can take over the command center here, and they’ll just think the shift changed. They might not even notice the cameras are under our control—it’ll keep up our cover for longer. That will buy us time for you guys to get to the control room, and—”

      “The control room—transmission room—whatever you want to call it—isn’t here,” Owen announced at that moment, his voice glum. “It’s… I think it’s being patched through here though? I’m not really sure what I’m looking at.”

      I looked over and saw him thumbing through the pages of Thomas’ notebook, his eyes searching for something. Then he frowned and looked over at me.

      “It seems like Elena’s set up a relay station between here and the… people feeding the boys orders.”

      “Okay… so we can’t stop the people who are giving them orders?” I asked, my stomach plunging. He hesitated, and then shook his head. All this work… it couldn’t be for nothing.

      “Maybe not, but we might be able to get them to stall,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” Logan asked, and he ran a hand through his hair.

      “Someone here has to be giving someone there orders, right?”

      “Not necessarily,” I replied, trying to understand what he was getting at. “Elena could’ve given them the orders before they left.”

      “No,” Amber said. “A small sub-section of the Matrian governmental code is that no operation can legally be carried out without having constant communication with the palace.” She exhaled, and looked at us, her eyes wide. “It’s a small law, but an important one, drilled into the wardens. The fear was that if anything changed during a time of war—say, a treaty or peace—they needed to be able to contact everyone to make sure it was enforced.”

      Logan gave her an incredulous look and shook his head.

      “Who comes up with this? That’s ridiculous.”

      “It’s not,” I told him. “Not when you consider what the Matrians stood for before Elena assumed control. None of them wanted to fight. They wanted peace from their neighbors, not war. You don’t leave an active weapon out there without a way to get them to stand down. Amber, how do you know that?”

      She shrugged. “Desmond had us learn stuff like this in case we had to impersonate a warden.”

      I smiled, appreciating the irony. “What’s the protocol if they lose contact with high command?”

      “They are to stand down operations and wait. After four hours, they are to break down operations and return home to assess what has happened.”

      Logan chuckled, and we all looked at him. “Bless those Matrian peace-makers,” he said with a grin.

      “Wait,” said Owen, turning around and away from the terminal. “Wouldn’t Elena change that?”

      “She might have. But it’s a chance we have to be willing to take,” Amber replied. “It’s really our only option, short of finding their location and going there to take them out.”

      “So wait—what do we do?” asked Logan, looking around. “I mean, can we stop them from getting orders?”

      “We can,” Owen replied. “We just need to take out their transmitting antennae on the roof. If we do that, we can take out all communications through the palace’s official channels… and then there’s a good chance they’ll stop the attack with the boys.”

      That was a solid plan, and I took over the rest, signaling my approval.

      “Amber, you and Logan stay here and keep them off our backs for as long as possible. Give us a couple blocks of your semtex and extra detonators, and then block yourselves in. Owen and I will go blow their communications array sky high.”

      Amber arched an eyebrow and exhaled a sharp breath.

      “That’s no small order,” she said. “But we got your back. Good luck.”

      “You too,” I said, chambering a round into my gun and moving toward the hall. “You too.”
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      The hall before me was filled with doors and hallways leading to who knew what. I saw a sign that said “Servants’ Kitchen” heading left down a hall, and pointed to it.

      Here? I asked Morgan, still entertaining the secret hope that Ms. Dale would answer, having miraculously survived all the guards, patched herself up, and found our new channel… It would be just like her, wouldn’t it?

      It’s about right, Morgan replied, and I nodded, pushing away the stab of disappointment when hers was the only voice coming through the comms, focusing instead on checking both sides. I ducked back around the corner into the hallway we’d just left, motioning Morgan back as a regal voice became audible, instantly recognizable. My back to the wall, I used a trick Viggo had taught me and held a mirror down low, peering down the corridor and seeing, in the tiny glass, what was clearly Queen Elena’s figure, flanked by several guards. From the quick glance I got, they were striding toward us, Elena giving orders.

      I looked over at Morgan and nodded toward the door a few feet behind her, and she nodded back and moved over to it, keeping her steps quiet. I followed in her footsteps as we slipped through the door into what appeared to be a closet. I held the door slightly cracked and tried to calm my heartbeat enough to hear what the queen was saying in the corridor beyond.

      “—tine has been broken,” she said imperiously. “They’re getting into the palace. Where are the bloody torch units I ordered? They should be here by now. It might already be too late. Sierra and I may need to evacuate while this problem is resolved.”

      “My queen,” another voice replied, growing louder as the group passed by. “I do not want you chased from your home! We will put an end to this, you have my…”

      I couldn’t make out the rest, the words lost to the chaos of the entourage stomping by behind her. My eyes watched through the crack as sixteen wardens walked past, and I looked over at Morgan.

      We have to follow her, I said. And she has a lot of guards with her.

      Morgan gave a tired chuckle, shaking her head. Well, good news—Elena is definitely afraid of you. But we can’t take on that many.

      We don’t have to. All we really need is Elena neutralized for a few hours while Alyssa gets the word out. We cloak, follow, and use the dart.

      Morgan stared at me, and then nodded. Your bag—they’ll—

      You’ll have to guide me, I said.

      Her eyes widened, and she stood, quickly tucking a few grenades into the pockets of her suit. It looked odd and bulky, but they would go invisible with her, and she’d still be armed.

      I pulled my bag tight around my shoulders and watched her disappear eerily from view—it never felt any less strange. A moment later, there was a ripple by the door as it was pushed outward. I sat my rifle down and went invisible as well. The bag still showed, and if anyone came up behind me, it would be a dead giveaway. But maybe it would surprise people just enough…

      From around the corner where the retinue couldn’t see my floating backpack, Morgan fed me instructions. I followed, my path surprisingly free of any people. Maybe it was because the queen was moving through, but it was definitely eerie. I could hear her talking ahead, but I couldn’t make out her words as I crept along the corridor, adrenaline pumping in my chest.

      It felt nerve-wracking, just plain wrong. I kept expecting a trap, or somebody coming around the corner, but there was no one. Certainly they had installed thermal cameras. Morgan might be close enough to look like a stray guard in thermals, but if they showed the live footage of the hall at the same time, it would become obvious something was up. The palace had to have noticed by now… So where were they?

      My muscles burned and began to shake as I continued to follow the processional, close enough to hear it, but not so close that I could see it. I knew I didn’t have long before I would have to stop—my stamina for using the suit wasn’t even close to what it had been before my fight with Tabitha. We needed to get there soon, or I was going to give everything away. The people watching the cameras weren’t so incompetent that they’d miss a girl dressed all wrong running around the halls this close to the queen.

      Violet, they’re slowing down. There’s a room off to the right side of the hall, the door slightly open. I’m in there. Morgan’s voice came suddenly, but I felt a wave of relief as I picked up the pace a little. It was risky—once again, the bag was visible—but my control over the suit was going to give out. Soon. The pins and needles in my muscles were being replaced with straight up loose numbness. Never a good sign.

      I kept moving straight, and then stepped into the room. I held my muscles tense for a few seconds more, slowly pushing the door closed but leaving it slightly ajar. I heard Elena’s voice through the crack, still muffled, and then my control gave out.

      I reappeared instantly, my arms and legs burning fiercely as the feeling returned to them. Exhaling, I began shaking my arms and legs out, turning and looking around the room. Morgan appeared behind a wooden desk and looked at me quizzically.

      Are you okay? she mouthed, her voice buzzing through the earbud.

      I should be asking you that question, I replied, wiping my forearm against my forehead and grimacing when it came back slick with sweat.

      Her face was exceptionally pale, right down to her lips, but she didn’t miss a beat as she began pulling objects from her pocket.

      I’m fine. It was a transparent lie, but I understood it. This is the nursery, and we’re right outside the safe room. She’s got Sierra in there.

      And sixteen guards, I reminded her. You want to use the concussive grenade and go in shooting?

      She hesitated. It could work… but we can’t risk Sierra getting hit by the blast.

      I really don’t see any other way, I replied honestly. Do you?

      Morgan hesitated a moment more, and then nodded grimly.

      With my enhancement, I should be able to direct everything away from her. Desmond used to train us for scenarios like this. Just keep an eye out for her, too, please… I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to her.

      I thought of Tim, then of Morgan’s past, and knew what the young woman must be feeling.

      Of course.

      Then we have to move now. She’s got an escape plan, and if she and Sierra manage to get out of here…

      She trailed off, but I could finish her sentence for her: If Elena got out of the palace before we could get to her, then she would win. If she escaped, she could pull back and muster her forces to crush us, using the boys as the final insult and injury all at once. We were running out of resources, and morale was low. There was no way Patrus could mount an offensive sufficient to stop her. This was it.

      Let’s do it, I said, and Morgan nodded. We moved back over to the door, and I began to push it open.

      Then a familiar roar bellowed down the hallway, and I froze before quickly ducking back. Heavy footsteps pounded toward us, and I closed my eyes, praying that the berserk boys from below didn’t have a way of tracking Morgan and me.

      Suddenly the footsteps doubled, and then tripled, and I heard a lower roar sound out as the fast-moving footsteps raced by, a shadow cutting over the crack in the door so fast it looked like a bat hunting insects in front of a lamp, always too fast to clearly spot any discernable features.

      A heartbeat later, gunfire erupted loudly from the next room, and one of the berserkers—if that was what they were—gave a throaty roar of rage. Screams and shouts echoed out amid the gunfire, and Morgan and I ducked as a bullets cut through the wall to the left of us. The bullet holes were several feet away from us, but it was still unnerving enough to make us stay down.

      We stayed like that as the sounds of panic increased, Morgan’s grip on my arm tightening as the altercation gave no sound of stopping.

      Sierra! she transmitted as I turned to look at her.

      She stood suddenly, gun in her hand, and pulled open the door, stepping through and going invisible. I watched for a moment, and then shook away the surprise the boys’ entrance had caused, rising to follow Morgan.

      The gunfire had all but stopped at this point, and as I swung around the corner, I could see why.

      One of the boys was down, blood pooling around him as he twitched on the ground. Another was obviously wounded, but seemingly oblivious to it, as he continuously drove his fists into the pulped remains of a warden’s head. I shuddered and averted my gaze, following Morgan’s footsteps as she moved fast across the wide antechamber, heading for a large metal vault door that hung ajar, as though its hinges had been damaged somehow.

      The still-standing boy almost plowed into me to get to a warden missing a leg and trying to drag herself away, but a different warden lying on the ground just behind him lashed out with a foot, catching him in the back of the knee. He fell, and she leapt off the ground onto his back, wrapping her arms around his neck and squeezing.

      I didn’t want to leave her to face the boy alone or vice versa, but I couldn’t risk her stopping us, so I dodged it all and darted by.

      I’m entering the vault, Morgan announced, and I waited a moment before slipping after her through the crack in the vault door.

      My momentum carried me a few steps forward, into the vault before I had the thought to stop. Morgan was already as still as a statue, suddenly visible, tension radiating off of her like a furnace.

      I could see why she had given up all efforts toward stealth: it wasn’t going to help her here. Elena’s face was impassive as she looked back at us from behind thermal goggles, one hand on a little blonde girl’s shoulder, the other hand pressing a gun to her head. The little girl’s eyes were round with terror, confusion, and pain as she looked around, fighting back tears.

      “Elena, why are you—”

      “Shut up,” Elena ordered, shaking the young girl by her arm. “And Violet—drop it.”

      “Who are you—” Sierra said, her sentence cutting off as I let go of my control of the suit. Sierra took a cursory glance at me, and then her attention waned, her focus solely on Morgan. “Morgana?” she said uncertainly, staring at the girl next to me. “Why—who—”

      “Sierra,” Morgan breathed. She’d turned her subvocalizer off, and I reached up and did the same. Morgan’s head snapped up to look at Elena. “What do you want?”

      Elena arched an elegant eyebrow, but her expression didn’t change.

      “You really have to ask?” she replied, before looking at me. “Egg.”

      “We didn’t even bring it up from the labs,” Morgan began to lie, and in a fluid motion, Elena moved the gun and pointed, pulling the trigger. The shot went off, and I flinched slightly as something behind me dropped to the floor.

      Looking over my shoulder, I felt sick to my stomach when I saw the still form of one of the berserker boys, his hand outstretched just a few inches from my foot. I turned in time to see Elena smoothly put the gun back to Sierra’s temple, her face never moving a muscle.

      “The egg,” she repeated. “Or I let whatever comes in next tear you apart limb from limb.”

      Morgan turned her gaze toward me, her face configured in a silent plea, but I was already opening my bag. I pulled the silver case out and held it up, and then placed it on a table that separated us from Elena. She watched me, her eyes gleaming with warning as she grabbed Sierra’s hand, jerking her forward. I took a slow, healthy step back, shooting a glance toward the still-open vault, checking for the other berserker.

      Turning back, I realized Elena was staring at the egg. She did that for a long moment, and then blinked, her gaze suddenly returning to me.

      “The key?”

      I glared back at her, irritation at the smug look on her face warring with my concern for the terrified little girl. After a pause, I reached up and tore the chain off my neck. I held the key out, dangling from my fist, and then put it on top of the egg.

      Elena’s lips curled up, and she met my gaze. “Thank you,” she said, her smile growing, and getting crueler, a fraction at a time.

      I realized it had gone very quiet in the room behind me, and turned in time to see the third boy, reaching for Morgan. She leapt suddenly, but it was the wrong direction, and he caught her with his wild, artless blow, low and in the side.

      Morgan went flying through the air, impacting on a bookcase with a thud and sliding to the floor. I followed her trajectory, when a movement from the corner of my eye caught my attention. Turning, I saw Elena moving toward the open door, the egg tucked under one arm, her hand tight on Sierra’s wrist as she dragged the little girl from the room.

      Then the boy stepped in front of me, and I barely had a moment to register his swing. I dodged it without even thinking, and then scrambled back as he pressed the advantage. He swung at me again, and I darted out of his way, barely avoiding blows and well aware of my limited abilities against him.

      “They’re getting away!” Morgan’s voice, rough and out of breath, came desperately through the room.

      I couldn’t shoot him, but I needed to get to Elena, and fast. The gun was still in my hand—Elena had never ordered us to put our weapons down. She had counted on us not wanting to risk Sierra, and had gambled correctly. Yet even though the boy threatened my life, I couldn’t—wouldn’t—pull the trigger.

      A thought occurred to me as I ducked under a wild haymaker, and I sprang forward, rolling between his legs and coming out the other side. I reached into the pocket on my thigh and pulled out a tranquilizer dart—I had just two left, but I only needed one for Elena—and ripped the cap off with my teeth.

      He was turning around to hit me, but I ducked low and jammed the needle into the meaty part of his thigh and then moved away. The young man looked down at the tranquilizer dart, then back up at me as I slowly retreated, his eyes dark and wild with rage. He bared his teeth and snapped at me with a vicious snarl. I moved back more quickly, trying to search for anything I could hit him with while he advanced—one step, two—and then he toppled over, glancing off the table and dragging a chair down with him. It smashed on the floor as he let out a long sigh, his eyes drifting closed.

      I exhaled sharply in relief, and took a moment to collect myself, not even bothering to think about how close I had come to death—again—then rushed over to Morgan. She was already picking herself off the ground, her breaths tight, sharp gasps, her eyes watering.

      “Okay,” she wheezed, swatting my hands away, and I was reminded for a brief moment of Tim. “Did you see where they went?”

      I didn’t have to ask to know that she was talking about her sisters.

      “Out through the back door,” I said, ignoring her hands and helping her up. “I need to check under your vest. You could have internal—”

      “Go,” she said, pushing me roughly before stumbling to one side. “Roof… Left… Straight. Door.”

      “Morgan, I can’t just leave you—”

      “Go.” Her eyes were hard, and the look she gave me promised the harsh side of her anger if I dared to protest.

      She was right, of course, and I turned and went, moving at a fast run and hoping Sierra was throwing the mother of all tantrums and buying me every second I could get. I was going to need it.
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      Morgan’s instructions were easy enough to follow, but the hall I found myself in was long, and every foot I went made me suddenly doubt whether I had actually followed her directions, wonder if I had already lost Elena. I tried to listen for the sounds of Sierra crying, but they were lost in the general sounds of chaos and gunfire now erupting all over the castle.

      I stopped short as a warden went across the hallway ahead of me, barely sparing me a glance, and then quickly activated the suit when I saw one of those monkey-wolf things chasing after her, terrified it would spot me and distract me from my purpose. It stayed focused on its prey, and I quickly shed the backpack, no longer needing it, and moved forward, willing my aching limbs to keep working with the suit.

      The door to the stairwell finally came into view, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I saw it. Why, I didn’t know—maybe just at the reassurance that there was still a chance to put an end to this. But the sight didn’t stop that icy hand of fear from suddenly seizing my heart, or the wave of panic that threatened to overwhelm me as I reached for the handle.

      I couldn’t deal with those emotions right now, so I ignored them both as I yanked the door open and hurried up the concrete steps that led to the roof.

      A wave of déjà vu struck me hard as I emerged out in the open. This was where Lee had landed, right before he had killed Queen Rina and Mr. Jenks and tried to leave me behind. Did things always have to end here?

      Not much had changed, and I could see the heloship docked a few hundred feet away, its running lights spilling out onto the dark rooftop. Elena was already dangerously close to it, ready to take off into the starry night beyond and turn this mission into a failure. Neither Sierra nor the egg was with her—had she already loaded them up? How long had I been following her? It felt like it had taken ages to find her, but it had probably only been a few minutes.

      The full moon had sunk significantly since our drive through the city, now it hovering near the horizon, but with the moonlight and the small spotlights that occasionally lit up the edges of objects on the roof, I could see a small group of black-clad figures waiting between Elena and the heloship. Most were shorter, younger, but there were a few taller figures interspersed between them. They stood at the ready, masked faces watching as Elena approached.

      I started to run, knowing I was making noise but hoping they wouldn’t hear me until it was too late. If I could just reach Elena, then I could take her out. Hopefully the boys wouldn’t attack me without an order. I just had to reach her.

      I focused on Elena as I moved, somehow managing to keep my muscles tensed for the suit, when one of the boys stepped up to the queen, pointing in my general direction. The next moment I recognized the strange protrusions from his mask as thermal goggles, and my heart sank as Elena turned in my direction, her own goggles pulled back over her head. Her mouth moved.

      An instant later a boy was in front of me. I reached for my gun, knowing I’d never reach it in time, and something hard slammed into me, sending me flying a few feet across the roof. I landed roughly on my back, muscle memory causing me to slap the ground with my hands and tuck my chin to my chest, breaking the fall and protecting my spine. My control over the suit went out immediately, and the fire that filled my limbs just added to the pain of the blow.

      I rolled several feet, sharp pebbles and stones tearing at my suit and skin underneath, scraping me. My adrenaline was pumping too fiercely for me to black out, and I climbed back onto my feet, watching the two boys staying warily close and blocking my way to Elena, keeping just out of fist-reach.

      One of the boys moved again, really just a blur, and I dove to the right. I was too slow, and he caught me midair, slamming my legs down. The roof whirled around me, and I slid to the ground.

      My hip throbbed, and I groaned, managing to somehow climb into a sitting position, but I found myself leaning against a cobblestone chimney. I grabbed the edge, hauling myself up.

      I barely had my feet under me when a strong hand gripped the back of my neck, squeezing hard and hauling me the rest of the way up.

      Roughly, the hand pushed me forward between the two boys, barely keeping me steady as I tripped over my own feet, reeling.

      “Stop playing with her and bring her over!” Elena shouted.

      Immediately I was pushed forward. I glanced over my shoulder to see the tall boy behind me, his eyes dark and unreadable through the holes of the mask. He propelled me closer to Elena, and I used the momentum to weaken his hold, my hand going for my gun while I distracted him with my struggling.

      I didn’t have to shoot the boys anywhere lethal—I just had to disable them so I could get close to the queen. Provided I didn’t miss and hit a major artery…

      It didn’t matter. As soon as the gun was in my hand and coming around, another of the boys to the side blurred over, and I felt my weapon ripped violently from me, my fingers going numb and then burning as I realized it had scraped the skin. The gun skittered across the roof and came to a stop some distance away, and I stared at it as I was shoved forward.

      Elena was within spitting distance, and, with no other resources left, I lunged for her, rage coursing through me, trying to swing. The boy holding me hauled me back and kept me from striking at her, and then threw me forward onto my knees. I clenched my teeth to keep from crying out, and reared back to look up at her.

      Elena stared down at me, her face implacable. Then she smiled.

      “You had every opportunity to let it go, Violet. I’m confounded as to why you couldn’t, but frankly, I won’t even try to understand your reasoning. I’m sure it is something sentimental, but I really just don’t care.” She simultaneously shrugged and nodded, before pulling her gun up, aiming directly for my head. “It’ll be better this way. It’ll be faster, and you’ll finally, finally get to have a little peace and quiet. Just give up.”

      I glared at her.

      “Never,” I whispered, looking up at her only to see the end of a barrel, a bullet inside with my name on it. “I’ll never stop trying to stop you. You don’t care whose life you ruin in your mad quest to do… whatever it is. As long as there is breath in my lungs, as long as you use people to hurt others against their will, I will fight you.”

      Elena’s smile deepened. “Well you certainly won’t have that breath in your lungs for long,” she breathed, pulling back the hammer. “The boys are now mine, thanks to the Benuxupane sample you got us, and they will be forever. You’ve lost, and I get to sleep tonight knowing I pulled the trigger.” She began to tense her finger, and then stopped. “You know… I think I might actually come to miss the chaotic element you added to my life, Violet. Without you, all this would’ve seemed so… boring. Easy. Not a victory worthy of my talents. I suppose I should thank you for that, but… I have a heloship to catch.”

      Viggo’s face appeared in my mind as Elena’s finger tightened on the trigger. I closed my eyes.

      Viggo, I love you.

      Just then, an explosion rocked the night, and the rooftop beneath us shuddered.

      My eyes jolted open, my heart beating wildly as I instinctively threw myself to the ground at the noise. In front of me, Elena still held the gun, but she was looking to one side—the side from which the lower rooftop extended beneath us—as the noises of shouts and gunshots filtered up from below.

      “What was that?” she snapped, her voice low and dangerous.

      In that moment, when her guard was down, I struggled to find the energy in my legs to move, to crawl backward, to attack her—and then a dark figure blurred into motion in front of me, the queen’s face snapping forward again with a gasp just as the gun was knocked from her hand, clattering metallically onto the roof beyond.

      Elena took one step back, and then another.

      The blur stilled, resolving into the boy who had been roughly shoving me moments ago, his body positioned between me and the queen. Elena held her wrist gingerly, squinting at the boy in front of her.

      “Stand down,” she ordered.

      The boy cocked his head at her and then shook his head.

      As soon as he did, some of the other boys began shaking their heads, turning toward her as well. They broke rank, reaching up in unison and pulling the masks off, and I looked at my savior, my mouth falling open as his mask came off too.

      Tim was standing there, protecting me from Elena.

      Elena took another slow step back, and another. She looked at the group of mask-less boys, seeming to latch onto the ones who still wore their masks… who were now behaving oddly too. They looked around, tapped their ears, stepped back out of their neat ranks, looking around as though they’d just woken up.

      Elena, in turn, muttered something into a comm unit on her neck. She tapped it twice, then shouted, “Don’t just stand there! Apprehend her!”

      The ranks of boys did nothing. The unmasked ones continued to advance, and the ones in the masks stared at her, some of them swaying on their feet. I found myself watching from the roof as if spellbound, transfixed by the scene.

      Elena stood where she was a heartbeat more. Then she turned and broke into a run, racing for the heloship—and everything seemed to move at normal speed again. Some of the masked boys scrambled away, while the rest were already on their feet, moving to stop her. I started to haul up my aching body to go after her, but my brother held out an arm to stop me.

      “Revenge,” he said, watching as she began climbing the ramp to get into the heloship—only to come to a complete stop halfway as the boys at the foot of the ramp began to move up it.

      As I watched, I realized there were more black-clad figures at the top of the ramp—clearly what had made her pause—and she turned around, warily looking at the oncoming boys.

      Tim turned and looked at me, his face apologetic.

      “Sorry for hurt. Played part. Had to trick her.”

      I turned to him, still baffled by the sudden shift in events. I had expected to be dead by now, but I was alive, watching as the boys Elena had exploited slowly converge on her.

      “They’re not going to—”

      “No,” Tim said, shaking his head and smiling. “I know. We need alive. More valuable.”

      “More legiti—” I stopped, my blood running cold, when I saw Elena reach into her pocket and pull something out. Her hand went to her mouth and back down again. “Wait. Tim, call them ba—”

      Then Elena fell to her knees, screaming. She clapped her hands over her ears, her mouth gaping wide, her voice coming out in an agonized screech. There was a ripple of uncertainty in the boys as they watched her scream, and they hesitated, looking around.

      “Grab her!” Tim bellowed. I was too focused on Elena to say anything. What had she just done?

      Moments later she slumped onto the ramp and began to roll down it, her legs and arms moving limply. The closest boys backed up a few steps as she came to a stop, visibly baffled, and I lost her behind the crowd.

      “Get them away!” I told Tim, starting to push through the crowd.

      Elena slowly stood, swaying back and forth, her back to me.

      The rooftop was silent and still for a long second, and then she turned, her eyes burning hotly as she met my gaze full on.

      “Clever Violet,” she said after a long moment, her voice raw from screaming. “You thought to trap me. Don’t you know… I always have a contingency plan.”

      One of the boys broke through his confusion and raced for her, but she casually reached her arm across her chest, bringing the back of her hand down on his face. Instead of simply stumbling back, the boy went flying through the air, disappearing over the edge of the rooftop with a scream.

      “Run!” I yelled to anyone and everyone, retreating, and Elena advanced, death in her eyes and a sadistic grin playing at her mouth.
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      The hallway we had found ourselves in ended abruptly at a door, and without waiting, Owen and I pushed through it, knowing we’d reached the door that led to the roof. The cool night air engulfed us, and we found ourselves standing before a narrow set of exposed stairs, winding up one side of the palace. Owen started moving up them, but I grabbed his shoulder and held him back, taking a moment to close the door behind us and break the lock.

      We should hurry, he transmitted, but I kept a firm hand on his shoulder.

      Careful. I moved up the stairs first. This roof was lower than the one to our left—that one went up three more stories, the two uppermost having rows of windows, but I couldn’t see any sign of danger lurking from above. Most of the windows were darkened, only a few emitting a glow of light into the night. The rest of our roof was wide and low, with ventilation shafts poking up and out of it, as well as massive heating and cooling units that seemed to eat up the open space, creating dozens of barriers and shadows. Just above them, I could make out the dim shape of something jutting up from the far corner beyond.

      Are those the antennas? I asked, pointing to the equipment on the far corner of the roof, which looked from here like a tangle of metal silhouettes surrounded by a tall barbed-wire fence.

      Yes. We should— He started to move again, but I pulled him back down, and he gave me an incredulous look.

      Why are you being so hesitant? he demanded. What are you seeing that I’m not?

      Nothing, I replied, shaking my head. But that is critical equipment. Would you leave it unguarded?

      He opened his mouth, and then shut it with a snap.

      That’s a good point. Amber?

      Just at that moment, Amber’s voice came through.

      Viggo, there’s some sort of fire below in the labs. The electrical systems are pretty much melting, and we’ve lost many of the cameras. I’m diverting a lot of the guards out of the area—mostly I’m telling them to help evacuate the servants— but things got out of the lab, and—

      We let them out, I told her grimly. Just do what you can to help preserve their lives as well as ours. We’ll take care of the communications antennas.

      I slid off my backpack and motioned for Owen to do the same.

      What supplies do we really need to take down the antennas? I asked.

      Semtex, detonators—we won’t need it all unless you want to destroy this part of the palace.

      I do not. So…

      There was a flash of a smile on Owen’s face as he pulled a tube of the metal-melting chemical from his bag, along with a few more clips of ammunition. I fished a rope out of my own pile and added it to the collection.

      Rope? he asked, raising an eyebrow as he picked up the rope and tugged on it. Really?

      We’re on a roof with limited access. I want a backup plan. He laughed bitterly through the link, and I frowned at him. What?

      It’s just nice to hear you have a plan for once. You know, just when I’ve finally decided, what’s the point? Plans, no plans… everyone dies just the same.

      I pulled out my gun and checked the magazine, counting the bullets through the holes on the side.

      Owen, stop it. Give me the bag. I’ll go first and you follow behind, in case anyone is lurking out there.

      I looked again, studying the long, dark shadows draped across half the roof, searching for any sign of movement in the relative quiet of the night. There was nothing, but I was on edge, alert.

      I should go first, Owen said, already hefting the bag over his shoulder.

      Owen, you’re better with the suit than I am. Give me the tube and the gun and run interference for me.

      Owen frowned but passed it over with a nod.

      Let’s just get it done so we can find everyone else.

      Thinking about Morgan? I asked as I put on the bag. He smiled, but the expression evaporated quickly.

      That’s none of your business, he transmitted, before slowly disappearing from view.

      Well, be prepared for it to be everyone’s business, I replied, taking a direct path toward the structures on the corner of the roof. They slowly became more visible as I moved toward them, and I realized there was a massive satellite dish in the middle, but around it were straight, long metal frames, towering into the night, nearly as tall as the adjacent rooftop. The metal mesh fence surrounding it was, I realized as I neared it, marked with a sign announcing 10,000 volts of electricity was coursing through it.

      Violet and I have stood up to our fair share of teasing.

      I knew I should be focusing on the mission and only talking about critical things. But Owen’s tone when he’d mentioned giving up on all plans… I suspected he was in that dark place again, the place that made him do irrational and painful things, and I hoped maybe, just maybe, a little reminder of something good in the world might shake him out of it.

      Yeah, but you and Violet are so confident. I’m… I’m not so much. I mean… I didn’t even realize she was into me until Violet said something. His voice didn’t sound as heavy as before, but it was still loaded with some kind of worry. It was eerie talking to a vanished man, knowing he was near me somewhere while we were talking about this but feeling like it would be no different if he and I were on opposite sides of the palace.

      Oh God, I said with a smile as I approached the fence. Please tell me my wife isn’t becoming one of those wives.

      Owen’s chuckle in reply made me feel a little better as I stopped just short of the fence. A slight hum emanated from it—a tiny sign of the 10,000 volts—and I reached into the bag to pull out the tube of solvent.

      Maybe she is, he said, but can you blame her? She’s ridiculously in love with you, and—

      Did you just call my wife ridiculous? I teased as I unscrewed the tube. Because I’m sure she’d love to know you said that.

      Isn’t that the point of love—to be ridiculous with, to, and for each other? he shot back, and I paused in my careful application of the black, tar-like goo I was pressing against the point where the fence wires overlapped. The goo itself didn’t transmit electricity—that was one of its selling points—but I had to be careful that neither the tube nor my fingers touched the metal.

      I should’ve gotten you to write my wedding vows, I said after a thoughtful moment, resuming my work. I gotta cut a hole in this thing, in case you haven’t noticed. It’s electrified.

      I have, just hurry up. It’s making me nervous how quiet everything is up here.

      I agree, I informed him as I slowly drew the tube down, applying the substance liberally. Overhead, wisps of smoke were appearing, and molten metal began to drip down as the chemicals did their job. And I’m not even the one using the suit.

      I gave you that option, he coolly replied. And don’t worry, I’m watching the doors.

      That will only last as long as it takes me to get this fence down. I moved my hands up to start dragging the tube across the top and back down the other side, creating a four-foot-long, three-foot-wide door where the section I’d separated would fall out. Once we’re in there, we aren’t going to have a good view.

      I know. I wish I knew how to help Amber get the cameras back up.

      Well, unfortunately for Amber, the redhead’s voice cut in, reminding us nothing we had said was private, Thomas’ manual didn’t cover electronic meltdown.

      Any chance we can just pull back? I asked, taking a step back to admire my handiwork and wait for the solvent to finish melting the metal. I’d love to lounge in that control room. I tried to keep my tone light, but Owen seemed to have gone even stiller than before at the mention of Thomas’ name, and I was still worried about him.

      They know something’s up, Logan said, his voice a tight whisper. I’m not sure how much time we have before someone’s back up here. The room had four people manning it, Viggo. Four. She’s just one.

      I’m a very convincing liar, Amber replied, seeming unimpressed with Logan’s concern for her. Anyway, to answer your question—no. Sorry. You gotta take the antennas out. Then we can talk exit strategies.

      I sighed—her answer wasn’t unexpected—and then kicked out with my boot, impacting the impromptu door I had created. My boots also shielded me from being electrocuted, if there was still a charge in the partially severed mesh, and the piece I had carved out went skidding across the rooftop and came to a rattling stop.

      That wasn’t exactly stealthy, Owen said sourly, and I ducked through and moved around the base of the satellite dish. I sat my bag down beside the concrete block from which the dish jutted, pulling out the cubes of semtex and placing them on the ground.

      The blonde man appeared next to me a second later, studying the dish and its mount.

      We’ll need to really control the explosion, he said, kneeling and producing a knife. He cut through one of the semtex cubes, halving it and then quartering it again, as he spoke. We don’t want to bring the roof down on the upper levels, but at the same time, we have to damage the equipment enough to make sure they can’t repair it quickly.

      What do you recommend? I asked, taking the quarters and rolling the clay-like material into a ball.

      This size, maybe even smaller. I’ll climb up the dish and put it on there, but you’ll have to climb the antennas.

      I hesitated, wiping my hand on my thigh, and shook my head.

      Too exposed. If anyone comes out or looks in through one of those windows, we’ll get—

      Viggo, I just saw a group of wardens heading your way, Amber cut in. In one of the adjacent halls. I can’t be sure they’re after you, per se, but—

      Thanks. It was rude cutting her off, but I didn’t want to waste a second. What’s the messier way to do this?

      Owen hesitated, then slapped a ball of explosive onto the concrete wall holding up the dish.

      Let’s hope they didn’t skimp on the contractor they hired to build this, he muttered. Every three feet one of these goes down. I’ll move behind you and put in the detonators.

      I picked up the balls we had made, cradling them in my hand, and returned to the front of the equipment tangle at a jog, sticking them to the side of the wall while Owen planted the detonators. We had three quarters of it set up when I heard something—a slight scraping sound—and froze.

      A heartbeat later I moved behind the large radio tower, using the metal frame as cover, and looked out onto the still rooftop, searching for any sign of movement.

      Viggo?

      I didn’t reply to Amber’s voice. I didn’t have time—bullets pinged off of my cover, and I ducked under it as the gunshots sounded.

      I counted four muzzle flashes! Owen, can you confirm?

      Six… no, eight! What do you want to do?

      I was already smashing the remaining six or so balls in my hands into one large one and planting it haphazardly at the base of one of the legs holding the radio tower up.

      Toss me a detonator, I ordered, and Owen’s hands moved, something small arcing through the air toward me.

      Reflexively, I caught it and pushed it in before moving over to the other side, keeping low. The gunfire had cut off unexpectedly, but I could hear whoever was out there scrambling around, searching for a better position.

      Rope! I shouted.

      Owen looked up at me from across the narrow divide that separated us, and then pulled the coil we’d dragged with us into his hands, tossing it to me. Someone fired at it as it flew through the air, interrupting its trajectory and pushing it back in midair, and it landed a few feet from either of us. I cursed, preparing to lunge for it, when Owen darted out, shimmering from view.

      Owen! I shouted as the coil began to move. Gunfire exploded all around us, and Owen grunted, reappearing suddenly in the middle of tossing the rope over to me. He slid through the gravel after it, his hand going to his side and coming away wet with blood.

      It’s just a graze, he said. But the suit’s damaged.

      Growling, I went to my knees and fired a few shots toward our attackers. I was firing blind, but hopefully it would buy us a few seconds.

      We’re pinned down, he said as he dropped, looking at me with a blind, desperate determination in his eyes. My suit is gone. Leave the detonator with me.

      He held out his hand, and I gave him an incredulous look.

      I’m not doing that, I informed him, ducking as sparks shot off overhead, probably a bullet ricochet, and then rising back to a knee and firing. I saw a shadow peel away from a cluster of shadows creeping around on our right side and realized the door I’d cut into the fence was on that side.

      I fired a few rounds near the first approaching warden, and she danced back a few feet, giving me a little time.

      Viggo, can’t you see? Owen grabbed my arm and gave me a look, broken and angry, that sent a clench of fear through my heart. This was what I had sensed in him earlier—the despair that made him want to do stuff like this. I have to do this! I can… finally make up for all the wrong I’ve done you and Violet. I can finally see Ian.

      A sharp pain tugged at my heart as he spoke, but… I couldn’t let it happen. Not so close after Thomas. This wasn’t the time or the place for a sacrifice. Not one I could prevent.

      I’m sorry, I said, pulling out the length of rope as my bullets whizzed by overhead. But I can’t let you off that easy.

      Viggo, I—

      NO! I said, activating the suit so I could quickly loop the length of rope around the leg of the tower closest to the edge. I’m getting us out of here.

      Owen groaned, and I looked over in time to see him lifting his gun up to his shoulder, firing at the mass of wardens now closing in on us.

      You stubborn, egotistical jerk! he shouted as he fired. Don’t you know you can’t control everything?

      You’re still up and moving, Owen, I retorted, looping the opposite end of the rope into a makeshift harness and getting into it. He fired another couple of rounds and then pulled back, gasping as his hand went back to his side.

      Doesn’t mean you get to decide how I die, he said, his voice harsh with pain. I have to do this.

      No, you don’t, I said angrily, moving over to him and grabbing him under his armpits, intending to drag him if necessary. We need you, Owen. Morgan needs you to come back and support her. Violet and I need you to help us rebuild. Thomas sacrificed his life so we could do this and get out alive. So you get to die on this roof the exact second after I do, or not at all!

      Owen looked up at me as I dragged him closer to the edge, a wry, bitter smile on his lips, but at least he didn’t resist.

      What would Violet say if I let you die?

      She would understand.

      There was a rattle, indicating that the group of wardens had finally reached the fence, and I handed Owen the detonator as I pulled his back tight to my chest, wrapping my hand around his waist. I wrapped my other arm around the rope and took us over the edge, and then began to rappel down using my makeshift harness to slow us. We were a third of the way down when I heard shouting above, and as I kicked off the side of the building, I ordered—Blow it.

      I heard the click right before the explosion, so loud my heart felt it, and an orange-red ball of fire erupted above us with an angry roar. We fell away from it, arcing back toward the building. My feet impacted the side, and I kicked off again, releasing more line so fast that the rope sounded like a zipper. We dropped another thirty feet, landing heavily against the side, my ankles and knees bearing the brunt of Owen’s and my combined weight.

      Even though my muscles were burning, I kicked off again as bits of flaming debris began to fall all around us. The rope continued to unravel as I let it out, and then suddenly it was burning through the glove I was wearing, cutting into the flesh of my hand with all the bite of a dull knife. I yanked it away, and then we were in freefall. I wrapped both arms around Owen, my feet around his thighs, knowing when the rope caught us we would jerk, and he might fall.

      There was a sharp and sudden tug as the rope ran out, and my shoulders and waist screamed in protest as the rope tried to cut right through them, but I kept a hard grip on Owen.

      You’re insane! he shouted as we bounced upward a few feet.

      We fell back down, the rope tightening again. Then there was a loud creaking sound from above, and I looked up to see the top of the radio tower wobbling, the rope wobbling with it. There was a sharp, metallic twang, and suddenly gravity was pulling us back down.

      We landed hard in the bushes below. For a second, I just lay there—gnarled branches and twigs digging into my flesh—staring uncomprehendingly at the roof dozens of feet above, and the tower jutting off of it at an angle, bobbing up and down a few times before going still.

      Owen? I asked, sitting up and then stopping as a wave of intense pain radiating from my shoulder warned me not to move.

      Looking down, I saw a broken tree branch jutting through my shoulder, right above my collarbone. As if looking at it suddenly made me feel it, I grated my teeth against the fresh wave of pain that seemed to be exploding all around it, but there was very little blood. A good sign.

      Owen, I gasped, looking over to my right. Are you okay?

      I’m here, he replied softly. Bushes broke our fall. I’m still… You threw us off of the roof.

      I did. Can you—

      “NOBODY MOVE!” a female voice bellowed, and I tilted my chin to my chest to see a dozen or so wardens—one of them holding a flame thrower, of all things—standing in a semi-circle around us while fire and smoke wafted up from the rooftop. I lifted my uninjured arm, straining against the pain, flicking off my subvocalizer while I was at it, and put on my most congenial smile.

      “We have important information about Queen Elena that shows she’s a war criminal,” I announced very slowly, wincing as the pain in my shoulder continued to grow.

      “Tell it to the brig,” one of the women snapped, coming around and hauling Owen up. Then it was my turn, and before I could point out the branch, I was hauled off of it, the branch yanked out. My vision went white as the pain took me over, and I felt myself being dragged away.

      Please, I thought to myself, let Violet be okay.
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      Now that Elena was on the rampage, the boys moved—some of them much faster than others, some running away, some attacking, the difference between the ones in masks and the ones not blurring—but I looked away and down, searching for the gun Tim had pulled out of the queen’s hands. I could hear the sounds of fighting, Elena grunting, but I focused on finding the gun, knowing the boys were protecting me, giving me a few extra seconds.

      “She fast!” Tim warned from behind me, and I looked up to see several blurs moving across the roof, barely ducking in time as a boy was flung over my head, landing a few feet behind me. Tim raced over to help him, and I continued my search, keeping an eye on the fighting.

      “She must’ve taken pills for speed and strength at the same time,” I shouted back, spotting the gun a few feet away and making for it.

      I was halfway to it when Elena’s face was suddenly in my vision, just inches away, the smile on her lips growing wide, until her teeth were bared like a snake’s.

      “I never imagined I could feel this way,” she said softly, stepping forward, forcing me to step back. “I knew I wanted you dead—but that was practical. Now I want you dead because… I think… I think I hate you. Isn’t that weird?”

      She spoke in low, lethal tones, her voice pleasant, and it sent a wave of apprehension through me. Looking over my shoulder, I tried to spot something—anything—that would help me stop her, and I realized some of the boys were down, the others missing. She had torn through them so fast. It was horrifying.

      Elena gave me the chance to look, her face softening a touch.

      “You are really pretty, aren’t you?” she said, reaching out with a hand, then snatching it back. “I think I hate that too.” Then she giggled and turned away, spinning around in delight before stopping and looking up at the moon.

      “They told me I shouldn’t take all the pills, y’know,” she said softly, and I got the feeling she didn’t care who was listening, she just wanted to speak. “Said it would cause problems, but I can’t tell what they are. I can’t even remember. All I feel is this… tightness in my chest when I look at you. It sets my teeth on edge. Makes my head hurt. What is that?”

      I exhaled softly and reached into my pocket, pulling out my last and final tranquilizer dart. Her back was to me right now. If I could keep her distracted, maybe I could just… slide it in.

      “It’s anger,” I told her, taking a step closer.

      “Anger. Huh. So this is what Tabitha felt all the time.” She continued to look up at the moon, her voice serene, as though she had not a care in the world. I reached over, intent on driving the needle into her back—and then Elena blurred out of view, and the next thing I knew my hand was twisted up behind my back, the dart falling from my nerveless fingers.

      She managed to catch it with her other hand and held it up in front of me, pressing her cheek to the back of my head.

      “Right now it feels like fire under my skin,” she hissed into my ear. “Like there’s something toxic coursing through my veins, and the only cure for it is to see you lying so still, so silent—the stillness only death can bring.”

      I struggled to break her hold, but she held me tight, seeming to anticipate my moves. Her hand went up to my throat, catching it in a terrible grip and squeezing so hard my vision went gray. My lungs kept trying to expand for more air, but nothing could get past her rigid hand.

      “ELENA!” a voice screamed, and suddenly I was on my already-battered knees, coughing and sucking in precious gulps of air. I managed to scramble around to face the roof access door, and saw a small figure standing there at the edge of the steps—Morgan, lit by the moon, challenging her sister.

      Elena moved away from where she had dropped me, toward her younger sibling, and Tim raced over to me.

      “Violet?”

      “I’m fine,” I wheezed. “Help Morgan.”

      He nodded and darted off, while I climbed back to my feet, trying to figure out where the gun had gone.

      “Morgana,” Elena seethed, moving over. “I’d hoped those psychotic young men would deal with you.”

      Morgan smirked, but the expression looked pained. “Your hopes were in vain.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. You look awful.”

      “Then maybe you’ll finally be able to beat me,” Morgan replied. “But I doubt it. Mother always said I was the best fighter in the family.”

      “Be sure to tell her that when you see her again.”

      A deadly silence followed Elena’s statement, and I whirled to see her blurred form racing right for Morgan. But Morgan took a step to one side at precisely the right moment, and Elena pressed forward too far, now unbalanced by Morgan’s disappearance. The blurred lines of Elena came into focus as she slammed into the handrail, so I could see the surprised look on her face as she crashed to the ground a few paces past it.

      Morgan chuckled dryly as she painstakingly turned.

      “I could never understand your obsession with strength and speed as the better enhancements,” she announced, her green eyes watching Elena as she picked herself off the ground.

      “This is nonsense,” Elena growled, dusting off her pants as she righted herself. “Let’s end this so I can finally get around to killing Violet.”

      She moved toward Morgan—not at a run, but at a sedate, almost relaxed pace—and pulled back her fist as she closed the distance. Morgan smirked at her, easily evading the blow, moving back a few feet and coming to a stop. Elena again raced in to hit her, and once again, Morgan sidestepped.

      “I don’t think it’s nonsense,” she said, continuing to evade Elena’s blows with graceful skill. “I genuinely want to know. I’m betting you only used those two pills, in fact. You always did value martial prowess over the ability to dodge bullets or evade blows. But really—and maybe I’m a bit biased—but really I always thought enhanced reflexes”—her fist lashed out, hitting Elena square in the face, and Elena moved back a few steps, clearly dazed—“was the better power.”

      Elena raised a hand to her stunned face, touching her lips. Even from there I could see the glisten of blood on her fingertips. She stared at it, her face intently focused on it. Then a laugh escaped her, soft and surprised, followed by another, then another, until she was laughing wildly.

      I looked over at Morgan and saw her looking at me, alarm on her face, and I renewed my quest for the gun. I spotted it as the tide of laughter began to dwindle, and began moving slowly, trying to angle around Elena to reach it while her attention was focused on Morgan.

      Then Elena blurred, moving toward Morgan, and Morgan stepped to the left—but Elena’s trajectory shifted, the blur changing angles just a fraction.

      I could hear the impact that followed. Elena stood—foot and fist forward—as Morgan flew backward, landing hard on the gravel. She was still for a moment, and my heart pounded, horrified at the way she lay like a corpse. But then she let out a choked groan, and began to move around.

      Elena pulled back her fist, a crooked smile slashed across her face, and then she blurred again, just as Morgan reached her knees. There was a wet crack, and Morgan flew back a few more feet, rolling on her side. She coughed, the sound wet with blood, and Elena moved to her form, bending over and grabbing her younger sister.

      That was when Tim appeared from nowhere, halfway in the air, his boot extended. His foot planted square in Elena’s face, followed immediately by his other foot as he flipped over, landing precisely in the gravel between Morgan and Elena. Then he vanished again, before Elena could even stop grabbing at her face to see what had hit her, only to reappear right behind her, landing a high kick to the back of her head.

      I raced for the gun, sliding painfully to my knees in my desperation to get to her. Elena had regained her footing and was looking warily around. Her thermal goggles were no longer on her head, and I hoped they’d gotten knocked off in the fighting.

      Every instinct in my body was screaming in alarm. I had to kill her—I had to. If I didn’t, she would kill all of us one by one. There was no reasoning with her; her mental state was rapidly deteriorating, and if she killed us, there would be no one stopping her from killing every man—every person—who remained in Patrus.

      I raised my hand, bracing it, and took aim, my hand steady and my heart sure—when Tim reappeared again. Once again he was in the air, a kick directed at the queen, but she blurred, and the next thing I knew Tim was flying toward me.

      I stood to catch him, but he hit a few feet ahead of me with a thud. I met Elena’s eyes as I raced forward to him, my heart in my throat at how still my brother was. She smirked, and then beat me to him, using her enhanced speed to get there, her enhanced strength to haul him up by the throat, and… after what I had just seen… her enhanced reflexes to dodge the bullet I sent flying at her in a panicked rage.

      “Put him down,” I screamed, fear grasping at my heart as my little brother’s legs kicked in midair, a choked sound escaping him.

      “Oh, all right then!” Elena smiled, and stepped back toward the side of the building, keeping Tim between us. I shifted, circling to try to draw a bead on her, but every time I did, she would reposition him so that he was between us. Tim frantically clawed at her wrist, trying to break her grip, but I could tell his strength was fading.

      “DON’T!” I cried, my heart breaking as she brought him ever closer to the edge. “PLEASE!”

      I was begging, and I hated myself for it, but I couldn’t let her kill my brother. I would go crazy.

      “Violet, I’m just doing what you asked,” she taunted cruelly. “I’m going to put him down, and then I’m going to rip your throat out and bathe in the blood!”

      I squeezed a shot off, going for her foot, desperate to stop her. But I missed, and she flung my brother to one side—right over the edge of the building. I saw him falling and screamed, firing wildly. Elena blurred, dodging the bullets.

      The gun was knocked out of my hand with such force that I spun around, my arm aching and throbbing angrily, reminding me that it had been broken until recently, and then what hair I had was yanked sharply in a fist as Elena started to drag me over to the edge.

      “Time to join your little brother,” she crooned as she hefted me up by my hair. The pain was agonizing, but not as awful as the look on her face as she gazed at me. “Goodbye, Violet,” she said, her grin turning victorious.

      I grabbed her wrist, trying to break her grasp—or hold on, or take her down with me—as she swung me around. Then, suddenly, she stumbled back, and I fell to my feet again, only inches from the edge of the roof. Dazed, my head throbbing, I looked over to see someone on Elena’s back, holding her firmly across the chest and then hauling the surprised woman back to the edge.

      Ms. Dale gave me a wan smile—her face pale and covered in blood—and I saw the detonator in her hand as she tipped Elena and herself over the edge.

      “Some people deserve to die,” she said, and then they were gone.

      I raced over to the edge, needing to stop it, but the force of the explosion that came a moment later drove me back several feet, my hand going up to shield me from the flames. I fell to my knees.

      Tim, Thomas, and Ms. Dale were all gone—I had no idea where Viggo was—and our plan with Alyssa was in tatters. Everything welled up in me like a tidal wave of anguish. I began to sob, uncontrolled, unable to see anything, my own gasping, choking breaths the only sound I could hear.

      Hands pressed against my back, surprising me, and I jerked back, turning to see… Tim. His hands were scraped up, his throat already ringed with bruises from Elena’s hand, but he was there… alive and whole.

      “Tim… how?” I breathed as he sank down beside me.

      “Easy. I grab wall. You okay?”

      There was a shout on the roof, and I turned to see a flood of wardens racing through the doors like bees swarming from a hive. I had no fight left in me. We had no exit plan. Slowly, wearily, I began raising my hands.

      “Ms. Dale…” I said softly.

      Then the guards were there, and apparently they weren’t taking any chances. The last thing I saw as they drew near was the butt of a rifle, aiming for my head. Then I saw nothing.
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      I opened my eyes and then immediately closed them, the obnoxious bright white light causing my head to throb. Lifting my hands to block it out, I heard someone say, “She’s awake,” and slowly tried to sit up, in spite of everything.

      Letting my face flop into my hands, I winced and pulled my hand away from the tender area on the right side of my head.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, trying to peel back my mutinous eyelids.

      I finally succeeded, and was greeted by three walls comprised of bars, concrete ceiling, and floor. The awful white light filled the cell from overhead.

      “Violet, baby?” I turned toward Viggo’s voice like a thirsty person hearing the sound of running water. He was peering at me through a set of bars that separated us, his hands wrapped around them. The weight of his concern for me was pressed into the lines of his face, and without even thinking about it, I twisted on the cot I found myself on and reached for him.

      “What happened?” I asked, relieved as my fingers stroked over his.

      He reached out and grabbed my hand, pulling it through to his side of the bars and pressing it to his lips.

      “I don’t know,” he replied, moving closer to me. “But everyone’s here.”

      Everyone who’s left, I found myself thinking, and I swallowed and looked around. Sure enough, there was Owen, Amber, Logan, and Tim—all ensconced in cells like mine.

      Tim was the first team member my eyes sought after Viggo, and I immediately noticed the dark purple bruises on his face and neck, so purple they looked like they had been painted on. He waved at me as I noticed him, and I waved back, offering him a nebulous smile.

      Owen sat across the hall from Tim. His face was scratched, and there were bandages on his side and shoulder. He sat with the wall at his back, his expression unfocused, lost in thought. He blinked after a few moments and looked over at me, offering a tremulous smile of his own, but he looked downtrodden and raw. I could tell he was hurting over Thomas, and felt my own pain flaring up in my chest in response to his.

      Amber was pacing the tight confines of her cell looking extremely frustrated, and I noticed she was favoring one side, as if the other side of her body were bruised and tender. There was also a dark bruise forming around her left eye, causing it to squint almost shut.

      Logan was next to her, her cell sandwiched between his and Owen’s, and he sat on his own bed, watching Amber pace back and forth. He looked fairly well, besides a bruise on his face. I suspected when the wardens discovered the two of them, they had been less than gentle taking them in. Much like they’d been with Tim and me.

      Amber continued to pace, then suddenly kicked one foot out, rattling the cell door.

      “We saved you from Elena!” she bellowed angrily, clearly addressing some unseen guards or cameras, and I flinched at the loud noise. “The least you can do is give us a proper room!”

      Her voice reverberated down the halls, but other than that, there was no sound.

      “Amber?” I whispered hoarsely, pressing the heel of my hand to my eyebrow. “Can you give me… an hour or two before you do that again?”

      “There’s food on the floor, Violet,” Viggo said softly, pointing to a tray in front of the door. “It was hot, but now, uh, probably not. Also water. You need to eat.”

      I shook my head, a wave of nausea hitting me, and lay down instead, curling up toward him. His bed was directly on the other side of the bars, and he lay down next to me, his hand reaching out to take mine.

      “You need to eat,” he insisted.

      “In a little bit,” I replied, tears beginning to prick my eyes. “Viggo… Ms. Dale… She—”

      “I know,” he said, his face forlorn. His eyes were red-rimmed, and I could feel the pain radiating off of him. He clutched my hand a little tighter. “Violet… Thomas… He—”

      “I know,” I whispered back, and then suddenly I couldn’t stop the tide of tears as they tore through me. I felt the loss of Ms. Dale and Thomas like a knife through the heart. Something special had been taken away, and I felt its absence, my world diminished, two people smaller, and that was a lot.

      I cried for a long time. Viggo whispered to me and comforted me all the while, and I hated the bars that separated us. I needed to feel his arms around me, holding me when he said everything was going to be okay, even though none of us could be certain. We were in a prison, after all.

      Once the tears had passed, I looked around and sniffled.

      “Where’s Morgan?”

      “We don’t know,” Owen said, his back to the bars and to me, but his voice carrying his concern. “Tim said she was carried away and they were giving her medical treatment, but then they knocked him out, so…”

      I looked over at my little brother, still relieved to see him alive. He was sitting, his back pressed to a wall, on the other side of Viggo’s cell. I grimaced when I once again noticed the angry, deep purple, almost black bruises that seemed to cover his whole throat from when Elena had held him over the edge of the building. He scrubbed his eyes when I looked at him, fidgeting with obvious worry.

      “Morgan pale. Breathing not good. They say intubate. That’s tube—”

      “Down her throat,” Logan said irritably, and I felt a moment’s levity at the sight of Amber reaching through the bars to smack him on the head.

      “Don’t take this from Tim. Let him talk,” she chided, and Logan glared at her, rubbing the back of his head. A moment later her hands went back through the bars and pushed his aside, feeling his head for injuries. “I didn’t actually hurt you, did I?”

      “No,” Logan said, leaning into her touch with a sigh, his long hands coming back to wrap around hers and pull them to his shoulders. “And I deserved it. Sorry, Tim.”

      “Is okay,” Tim replied with a shrug. He met my gaze and sighed. “Last I saw. Sierra okay, but… other boys taken away too. Somewhere different. Don’t know more.”

      “None of us do,” Amber said sadly, pressing her face between the bars. “We don’t know anything that’s happening.”

      “How long have I been unconscious?” I asked.

      “It’s one o’clock in the afternoon,” Viggo informed me, and I turned my attention back to him. “You’ve been out for almost twelve hours. They checked us all out—” He rotated his shoulder with a wince, and I noticed the edge of a bandage under his shirt, my eyes flicking back up to his with questioning concern.

      “I’m fine,” he insisted. “I’m going to have a pretty cool scar though.” He held up a bandaged hand and looked chagrined. “And one here too,” he added.

      “That you got from jumping off a roof you were trying to blow up with crap gloves and not enough rope!” Owen barked, his voice rueful. I looked over at him, and he shook his head at me. “Your husband is insane.”

      The corner of Viggo’s mouth quirked up and then dropped, and I could understand. Our hearts were heavy—too heavy to enjoy our usual banter, even with Owen’s joking words or with the realization that we’d ended up together again after everything. Elena was dead, her plan thwarted, as far as we knew. Presumably Viggo had done something to stop the boys, but that didn’t mean anything. We had no idea what was going to happen now, who was going to be in charge… or who the population was going to believe.

      As it turned out… right now, nothing was going to happen. Or later. Or even later. We kept waiting for someone to come down and explain what was happening or tell us we were being convicted of regicide, but the only person we ever saw was a portly woman who delivered our food. She wasn’t a warden; or at least, she wasn’t wearing the uniform.

      She was a good deterrent against our escaping while she served us. She was older, her hair streaking white, and walked laboriously with the rolling food cart. There was no way we would attack an elderly woman to escape, which meant our options weren’t good. The beds were welded together, as were the hinges. Owen, Viggo, and Logan spent the first two days halfheartedly trying to figure out a way to break through the door, but never succeeded.

      In truth, maybe we just didn’t have the energy to break out. The women who had tormented us and hunted us were dead, but so were two of our closest allies and friends, with others back home in uncertain conditions. All of us were exhausted and heartsick and tired of fighting. Maybe, since we were together for once, able to keep tabs on our closest family, we all knew in our hearts that we would just have to wait and see what fate had in store for us.

      For three days we were confined to our cells, going stir crazy, just waiting. The woman never answered our questions. I was beginning to think she was hard of hearing, or even mute, because she never said a word. The only solace we had was in each other, so we talked. We talked about all sorts of things—speculating what was happening with our group of rebels, the boys, Morgan and Sierra, Matrus. Then we talked about all the things we had to do when we got back to Patrus. Then the cycle began again.

      At night, Viggo and I would lie next to each other with only the bars to separate us, and talk about what we would do if we got out of here. Nothing to do with the war or the rebuilding—we talked about where we could put our home, what we wanted it to look like, what kind of motorcycle Viggo had been hoping to buy, whether I could start a self-defense center for women in the hills of Patrus… There was even the slightest mention of children. Our children. The speculation, cut off from all politics and current events, helped, even if it was bittersweet. It was tantalizing to think about this whole thing in terms of being done and over with. To think about the life we might have, if none of this were burdening us anymore.

      On the morning of the fourth day, I woke up and saw the old woman standing on the other side of my cell door, looking at me intently.

      Rubbing my eyes, I sat up, then reached my hands through the bars to wake Viggo.

      “Yes?” I asked, my voice cracking with a yawn. “What is it?”

      The woman smiled kindly and waved her hand at me.

      “You and your friends are to accompany me.”

      She nodded and took a step back as two wardens appeared and unlocked our cells. They held open the doors, and I saw Amber and Logan peering at us through the bars of their own cells, looking groggy.

      Tim snored on, oblivious to the change in our status, while Owen watched warily from his own cell. I exchanged a look with Viggo and then stood, stepping out into the hallway. Viggo did as well, and after a long pause, I moved over to him and took his hand.

      “Who are you?” I asked the older woman, and she clasped her hands behind her back.

      “Edith Carmichael,” she replied. “Warden High Commander, retired now, of course. Edi for short. You and your people will be escorted to some better rooms, where food and fresh clothes await you. Would you like a moment to prepare before you meet the queen?” As she spoke, the two wardens began unlocking the others’ cells, releasing them.

      “It depends,” Viggo said cautiously. “Who’s the queen now?”

      Edi just smiled and slowly turned away, lapsing back into her staunch silence and moving down the hall at a sedate pace. The wardens opened the other cell doors, letting everyone emerge as Viggo and I moved hand in hand down the hallway.

      The older woman led us through the control room for the prisons and up a flight of stairs, and I could hear hammering and sounds of construction coming from the doors.

      “The palace has suffered quite a bit of damage,” Edi said dryly. “But most of it was superficial.”

      I thought of Ms. Dale going over the side of the building and the explosion that had followed, and leaned into Viggo. We continued to follow Edi, and she continued to lead us up, until she stopped at a landing and opened the door.

      “Your rooms are here. Everyone has their own except for Mrs. Bates and Mr. Croft. I understand that they are married.”

      “We are,” Viggo said, and she nodded and pushed open a door.

      “This will be your room. Mr. Bates,” she said, addressing Tim. “You are across the hall, and everyone else can pick their own room. I’ll give you an hour to shower and change, but the queen will only be speaking with Mrs. Bates and Mr. Croft.”

      “Why?” Amber demanded. “You’ve locked us in here for three days. We deserve answers.”

      “And you’ll have them,” Edi replied acerbically. “Now, go rest in some nice rooms with much better food than what you were getting in the prison, and be patient for just a little bit longer. We don’t want to stress the queen with too many visitors at once. Mrs. Bates and Mr. Croft will fill you in.”

      Owen was the first to accept her decision—he simply lumbered silently by, heading to a room down the hall and stepping into it. He shut it with a click, leaving us all standing in the hall.

      “Let it go, Amber,” I said softly. “Let’s just see what happens.”

      “I can stay with you,” Logan added, a slow smile tugging on his lips. “Make sure you’re safe.”

      Amber looked up at him, her answer evident in the fact that she said nothing at all, and then moved down the hall, past Owen’s door and into the next room, shutting the door as well. Logan watched her go, bemused, and then went to the room across the hall.

      “Good luck,” he called as he stepped into it, leaving the four of us alone.

      “More sleep,” Tim yawned as he opened the door, wincing a little as his neck stretched. He shut the door with a click, and I looked at Viggo, who shrugged.

      “See you in an hour,” I informed Edi, and she gave me a wry grin.

      One hasty lovemaking session in the shower and a hurried breakfast coupled with frantically getting dressed later, we were five minutes late getting out the door, and I was completely okay with that. Viggo had made love to me like the world were caving in around us, as if I were his only safe place. And in those minutes, he was mine. We took shelter in each other’s arms and solace in each other’s touch, and for a brief moment, I felt a spark of hope that maybe things were going to get better—and clung to it, for the both of us.

      Still, I could tell Edi was perturbed at our tardiness as she led us down the hall, grumbling under her breath. I didn’t care. They had locked a pair of newlyweds apart for several days. It was really their own fault.

      The door she led us to was nondescript, and she pushed it open and stepped inside. I went in first and immediately saw Morgan lying in a hospital bed, Sierra sitting next to her. She looked at me curiously when I stepped in, and then reached over to gently touch Morgan’s shoulder.

      “They’re here,” she whispered, and Morgan’s eyes opened. Her face was horribly bruised, her left eye almost swollen shut, and I could tell when she tried to sit upright that more than a few of her ribs were broken.

      “Hey, guys,” she whispered harshly, her voice coming out raw, and Sierra grabbed a small plastic cup from the table next to the bed and handed it to her. Morgan took a sip and then handed it back, groaning.

      “Morgan!” I said, taking a step toward her, relieved to see her alive, when Edi loudly rapped her knuckles across the door.

      “You will address her as ‘Queen Morgana,’” she said primly. “Of Matrus, of course.”

      “Edi, you old windbag, lay off them.” Morgan coughed and then shuddered, her hands going to her sides. “I’m really tired, Edi, and I just want to let them know what’s going on. So back off—they aren’t enemies or subjects. They’re friends.”

      Edi sighed and nodded.

      “A queen should have friends… I just wish they weren’t the same people who killed the last queen.” She shut herself on the other side of the door as she spoke, ensuring her words were the final ones in the conversation, and I smiled.

      “She’s interesting,” I said, and Morgan gave a half-hearted chuckle.

      “Don’t make me laugh,” she wheezed in pain. “I broke six ribs. One of them punctured a lung and I had to have surgery. It’s why you guys were in prison for so long.”

      “Morgan was sleeping for a long time,” Sierra added, her voice high and whisper-soft —the first time I’d heard her speak since she’d been in the safe room with Elena’s gun at her temple. “I was very scared for her. I told the tribunal about your brother and his… friends helping me. But it wasn’t enough to let you all go.”

      “Sierra, you should let me fill in the blanks,” Morgan chided, but there was a fond look in her eyes when she looked at her little sister. “Suffice it to say, a lot has happened. I technically couldn’t pardon you because, while I am the heir apparent, you can’t legally crown someone while they are unconscious, and you certainly can’t act on orders from them, so… it was a bit of a legal snafu.”

      She rolled her eyes, and I smiled. “How are you feeling?” I asked.

      “This too shall pass,” she said, leaning into her pillows. “Seriously though, I don’t have a lot of time before these painkillers kick in, so I want you to listen. An inquiry was led by Edi and Alyssa into the entire thing. Evidence was logged, testimony was given—not by you, of course, because Alyssa was speaking as your advocate—and the investigation has been ruled upon, signed by me, and sealed. Elena was found guilty of war crimes, despite being dead. Our government is willing to give reparations to Patrus, to help stabilize them. Everyone—you, Viggo, Amber, Owen… everyone has been given a blanket pardon, and you are all considered state heroes, free to come and go as you please.”

      I blinked, momentarily speechless. “That’s a lot to take in,” I breathed.

      Morgan grimaced. “Don’t get excited yet—that was the good news. There’s more.”

      “Bad?” asked Viggo. Morgan gave a small twitch in her shoulders.

      “Just listen. There are two things you aren’t going to like. The first one is regarding the egg. It was on the heloship, and survived unharmed—those things are damn near indestructible. The council met and decided they weren’t going to destroy the egg.”

      “But you’re the queen,” I said. “That egg is the result of cruel genetic testing done on the boys!”

      Morgan gave a self-depreciating laugh and shook her head at me.

      “They added another law in the charter,” she said. “The council can, with a unanimous vote, overrule a queen’s orders or commands. They don’t want to risk another Elena ever again. But… they want to study the egg.”

      “No, they can’t! It’s—”

      Viggo placed a hand on my shoulder and looked at Morgan.

      “We won’t argue,” he announced, and I blinked up at him in surprise, wondering what he was planning. “But I think we should stipulate that the Matrians have to share any and all discoveries made, experiments done, and research, with Patrus. And access to any medicine developed as a result.”

      Morgan smiled at him for a long moment.

      “You might just be the man to make that request,” she announced finally, and he blinked.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “She means you’re in charge of Patrus,” announced a masculine voice from behind us, and I turned and saw Henrik stepping in. He looked… weathered, tired, and as if the world had just ground him down using the heel of its massive boot.

      I immediately turned and wrapped my arms around him, hugging him close.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, my heart breaking for Ms. Dale all over again.

      He didn’t say anything as I hugged him, and as I pulled back, I saw him wiping his already red eyes with a knuckle.

      “I can’t talk about it,” he said hoarsely. “I just… I can’t. But… I want you to know she loved you both… very dearly. She wasn’t so good at showing it, but… she did.”

      I sniffled, tears beginning to fall from my eyes again, and Viggo pulled me into his side, sheltering me from the pain.

      “Thank you, Henrik,” he replied softly. “How did you get here?”

      “I got a call from Ms. Carmichael asking me to testify. I wanted to know what happened to you, so I came. They wouldn’t let me see you—not until the trial was finished—but…”

      “They never even questioned us,” Viggo cut in, and Henrik sighed.

      “They didn’t need to. Now, can you let me get out what I came here to say? I’m… I’m tired. And there’s a lot to do over in Patrus.”

      “I’m sorry. What did you come here to say?”

      “We finally got a provisional government in place. It was quite a little event, but since I know you’re dying to know, I think first we should start with the boys. They were pressing in, and we were about to give the orders to fire, when they just… stopped. Almost as if someone had flipped a switch. We followed them back when they started to leave and tracked them to the place they’d obviously been kept. We then collected their handlers. The boys are safe, and Dr. Tierney is working to get them off the Benuxupane, although we are having to keep the older boys on it for now—they are too unstable.

      “Now, onto the other bit of news, and why I’m really here. Mags, Drew, one or two of the old Patrian politicians who have come out of hiding, and I have created positions, and a scaffolding of rules and laws to hold them in place. But the people demanded a leader, and you’re it until a proper election. I hope you don’t mind, but we took the liberty of changing the official title to ‘Chancellor.’”

      For a moment, I got to experience the strange sensation of watching my husband freeze in complete and utter shock.

      “That’s… That’s crazy,” Viggo said after he’d found his voice, but Henrik shook his head.

      “It was delightfully simple,” he replied. “Your legend has grown, young man. People have noticed your bravery and willingness to save people. We even held a second election to make it more democratic, and we handled it as simply as possible: one leader collected the votes with guards to make sure there was no tampering. There were many other candidates, but Jeff, Mags, and a couple of Drew’s men campaigned hard for you. So you’re it, provisionally. That is, until new elections in the spring, which was when we’ll hopefully have ideas about term limits and elected positions.” He ran a hand through his hair and sighed softly. “I have a heloship on the roof, ready to take you back to Patrus—but we’ve been invited to stay the night in the palace before going home. I would take them up on it. There isn’t much luxury on the other side of the river, unfortunately.”

      He moved toward the door.

      “Thank you for coming, Henrik,” Morgan said softly from her bed, and Henrik slowed, but didn’t stop.

      “Yes, thank you,” added Sierra formally. “My sister and I will be in touch in a few days to help figure out what your people will need, but we already decided to load your heloship with food, water, medicine, blankets, and fuel.”

      “Thank you,” Henrik replied, pulling the door closed. We fell silent, and then I turned to Morgan.

      “Morgan, you said there were two things I wasn’t going to like. What’s the second?”

      Morgan sighed and shifted.

      “Ms. Dale has been found guilty of matricide. She won’t be recognized as a hero due to her actions. She… The only way to keep it from looking like an assassination plot was to censure her to spare you.”

      “What?” I breathed, my stomach dropping out from under me and the world suddenly lurching off the tracks. “How could you…” I paused, unable to find the words, staring at Morgan. Try as I might, I couldn’t keep the disbelief and anger from showing plainly on my face. “You signed off on that?”

      “I had to,” Morgan snapped, her shoulders hunching guiltily, then a wince of pain going across her face. “The only way to keep you guys from getting caught up in Elena’s murder was to tell them Ms. Dale acted of her own accord. Which is true, I might add. I… I didn’t like it, but I thought of Ms. Dale, and what she would’ve done, and I knew she wouldn’t care if she were called a villain if it meant keeping you safe.”

      Her words, no matter how true, felt like someone was dragging a rake across my heart. It wasn’t fair—Ms. Dale had been with Viggo and me almost since the beginning. She’d fought this fight as hard as anyone, harder than most, and she’d given her life to keep all of us safe from a psychotic despot.

      Viggo grabbed me and pulled me hard against his chest, and I realized I was shaking so hard the tears spilling from my eyes were jolting on my cheeks.

      “This isn’t right, Morgan,” he growled. “Elena was psychotic and killed a lot of people. It was self-defense.”

      “I know that, Viggo. Believe me, I don’t like it either, but in the eyes of the public, their queen was murdered. Before she was legally convicted. They weren’t just going to let that go. I really hate it. But I did what I had to do—and what Ms. Dale would’ve done—and you both know that. Just know too… she will always be a hero in my mind. Always.”

      Her voice wavered, and I looked over to see Sierra handing Morgan a tissue. The new queen immediately swiped it across the corners of her eyes, inelegantly wiping her nose on it afterward. I knew, could see in her eyes, that this did hurt her. And somehow, that made me feel slightly better about the situation. Slightly.

      It would take a while, I decided, but I could let this go too. Because Morgan was right… This was what Ms. Dale would have wanted. For now, I’d allow myself to feel the anger and resentment that came with it. I just wouldn’t direct it at her.

      “This is… too much to take in,” I said softly, after taking a moment to collect myself. “Half of it feels like a dream. The other half feels like a nightmare.”

      “I’m in too much pain for it to be a dream or a nightmare,” Morgan replied tiredly. “But I understand what you mean. You should go and get some rest in a comfortable bed for a while. Process things. Edi will take you to your rooms. These drugs are kicking in, so I’m going to go to…” She didn’t even get to finish the sentence. Her voice got slower and slower, and she trailed off, her eyes drifting closed.

      “She drops in and out,” Sierra explained softly. “You should go. We’ll reach out in a few days.”

      “Okay,” Viggo whispered. “Thank you, Sierra.”

      The little girl smiled up at him, a dimple forming in one cheek, and then turned back to her sister. Viggo and I left the room and followed Edi, who had waited for us in the hall. She led us to the rooms.

      “I trust you won’t mind if I post guards outside your door?” she asked primly, giving us an expectant look. “It’s protocol whenever we have visiting dignitaries—for both our protection, of course.”

      “Of course,” Viggo said. “I trust we’ll be able to move around freely?”

      Edi’s smile was nothing short of bemused. “Of course. With an escort, mind you.”

      “Why’d you convict her?” I asked suddenly, the words spilling out of me. I looked at her, realized I was tearing up again, and fought it back, forcing the words through my constricted throat. “Why’d you do it?”

      The bemused expression left Edi’s face as she looked up at me.

      “Melissa Dale was a dedicated spy and recruiter,” she said softly. “I knew her. Her loyalty was unwavering, until she took up with you. Do you know what that tells me?”

      “What?” I snapped, still angry enough not to care that I was showing open hostility to an ally. Viggo certainly didn’t stop me. If anything, he stood behind me, an unwavering pillar of support. He wanted to know as well.

      “That you were the cause she thought was worth dying for,” Edi replied simply, her tone calm and knowing. “She didn’t deserve what we did to her, but if she was willing to sacrifice her life to keep you safe, then I would honor her death by doing the same. Even at the expense of her memory. Rest assured, many will question it as the stories persist, as they will, and Ms. Dale’s legacy will not be forgotten by anyone. Including me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you alone—I know you must want to fill your friends in on everything. I’ll have dinner sent to your room.”

      

      The conversation with Morgan had been hard; telling everyone turned out to be harder. I knew Tim was sleeping, so we began with Owen. His surprise, awe, and pain at the proceedings mirrored mine; I could see the relief plain on his face when we told him about Morgan’s new status and all our exonerations. But when I got to the part about Ms. Dale, I found I could barely get the words out. Viggo had to take over for me, and seeing Owen’s reaction to the news only made me feel worse.

      At the end of the story, I made to go find Amber, but Owen shook his head at me.

      “Do you want me to tell the rest of them?” he asked. “I know… I know this is hard for you. Let me share that load a little.”

      I looked up at Viggo, who was nodding.

      “That’s really generous of you, Owen,” he said, and the two men shared a look of understanding and companionship that warmed me to see. “Thank you. Violet, he’s right. You should rest.”

      After that we were finally able to make it back to our room. When Viggo closed the door and pushed me gently toward the bed, I just lay down without speaking, and he pressed himself behind me, holding me close.

      Only then did I break down fully, sobbing uncontrollably at the injustice of it all, and the bitter truth of their words. The loss of Ms. Dale was too fresh for this as well, but there was nothing I could do to change it. Still, I let myself wallow in my grief, using Viggo as my anchor and spinning out into the void. Missing her voice, her confidence, her wry wit. There was a permanent hole in my heart, an absence of her, and I felt every millimeter of the wound, feeling it bleed out.

      Viggo kept it from festering—he mourned with me, but not as deeply, knowing that now, more than ever, I needed him to be strong for me. He held me tightly, whispering to me reassuringly, long until the sun had drifted low into the horizon. He made me eat the stew they brought down for dinner, making me focus on something practical and ordinary. I was glad the fare was simple—I didn’t think I could hold much else down. Later, he helped me bathe.

      He took such gentle and tender care of me throughout it all, never complaining or growing angry at me. Viggo let me grieve, and it made everything, even in this dark, horrible place of loss, so much more okay. By midnight I slept, and for once, I did not have nightmares.

      By morning, I felt better. Tired, but better. I woke, rolled over, and saw Viggo looking at me, exhaustion evident on his face.

      “Did you stay up all night?” I asked softly, my voice still rough from crying the night before.

      He nodded and reached up to touch my face. “Of course I did. I was worried.”

      “I’m sorry,” I breathed, looking down. “I just…”

      “I know,” he replied. “It isn’t right. I hate it too, but it’s too late to do anything now. We’ll… We’ll just have to move past it.”

      “What do you think the others think?” I asked.

      “We should ask them. The guard who delivered dinner said breakfast would be communally served down the hall. Feel up to going down there to see who’s there and getting their input?”

      I nodded and drew my tired body up, slipping from the bed. Viggo got up as well, and within a few minutes, we were dressed. I held his hand as we left the room, following the guards as they led us to the dining room.

      I was surprised to see that almost everyone in our group was inside. Then again, there hadn’t been very many of us on the mission in the first place… and there were fewer of us now. I felt like I was never going to forget that fact. Of the survivors, the only one not at breakfast was Tim, but that didn’t surprise me. He was still at the stage of wanting to sleep the day away. And, in my opinion, he’d earned that right.

      “Hey,” Owen said from the buffet-style table, smiling gently at me, a heaping pile of toast on his plate. I saw it and my mouth watered—but then I thought about the people in Patrus, and how they were probably dining on protein rations, and my appetite deserted me. I helped myself to a small bowl of cereal and some tea, sitting down at one of the four small circular tables where Amber and Logan were already sitting. Owen finished loading his plate up, while Viggo got a cup of black coffee and sat down next to me.

      “So,” I said, breaking the strained silence. Amber looked up from where she picked at her own food, her eyes blank and empty.

      “Ms. Dale?” she asked, and I nodded.

      “It sucks,” she declared, pushing her fork away and crossing her arms. “They didn’t even take our statements!”

      “Alyssa acted as our advocate,” Viggo replied. “Morgan backed her up in that she told the truth—it wasn’t our intention to kill Elena, but Ms. Dale went against the plan and killed her.”

      “I would have done it if she hadn’t,” I said numbly. “Do you think they would’ve executed me?”

      Viggo reached out and took my hand.

      “Over my dead body,” he said evenly, squeezing my hand.

      “Ms. Dale would’ve wanted it this way,” Owen said after a pause. “Put yourself in her shoes. You’re saying you wouldn’t have done the same thing for all of us? Even if it came at the price of a tainted memory?”

      I stared at him blearily, trying to decide whether I should feel angry. It took me the length of that stare to process what was going on in my heart, but eventually I sighed and placed my hands in my lap.

      “I already thought of that,” I admitted. “And you’re right. It wouldn’t matter to me, and if it could keep all of you safe, I don’t think I’d care.”

      “Exactly. Besides, that makes Ms. Dale a hero twice over: not only did she stop Elena, but she spared us from getting executed for regicide.”

      I exhaled slowly. “It still hurts,” I said numbly.

      “That’s because Ms. Dale was a hell of a woman,” Logan said softly, and I looked at him. He gave a sad smile. “I know it’s not really my place to say it—I didn’t know her as long as you all did—but I could pick up on it the moment I met her. She was just… calculating and fierce, y’know? I haven’t met many people like that in my life, man or woman, and… I kind of admired her.”

      “Me too,” said Amber, her lips quirking. “Not just ‘kind of.’ Hell, I want to be her. She was so pragmatic, but underneath that hard spy exterior, she had a heart. A living, feeling heart.”

      “She was courageous,” Viggo added with a nod, and I smiled. “When she found out the truth, when she learned what was really going on? She decided to do something, even if it meant going down as a traitor. That made her brave, and that made me respect her.”

      “She never let us down,” I whispered. “Not once, not ever. I’m going to miss her guidance.”

      “We all are,” replied Viggo. “But we’ll remember her like this. Not how they tell everyone else to remember her, but how she was. And we’ll tell our children the truth about her.”

      I sniffled and smiled, his words like the first bit of sunshine poking through a mostly overcast day. I rested my head on his shoulder and slid my hand under his, lacing our fingers together.

      “Oh God. Henrik,” Amber breathed, and instantly that moment of joy vanished, deflated under a heavy stone. “Do you think he knows?”

      Before I could tell her about our conversation with him yesterday, the man’s own voice cut through the silence.

      “He knows,” Henrik said gruffly, and I turned to see him leaning on the door, watching us—and my heart gave a leap to see Solomon standing solemnly behind him.

      Henrik’s eyes were rimmed red, and he still looked exhausted. The two men moved into the room, and I once again threw my arms around Henrik. He accepted the hug stiffly, with a soft pat on my back.

      “I’m okay, Violet.”

      I let him go, but only because I needed to move on to Solomon, relieved to see him well. He was already hugging Amber, patting her gently atop her red curls. I thought about waiting patiently, then thought Screw it, and simply threw my arms around both of them.

      I felt Solomon adjust his grip to include me as Amber and I squeezed him and each other, then eased back.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” I told him. “I figured you would be, but…”

      “I’m okay. Alyssa’s friends took care of us. We didn’t meet with much resistance—I assume you all drew them off…” He trailed off, then looked away, swallowing hard. “I… I regret even going with her. Maybe if I had been with you, we could’ve…”

      “Don’t,” I said sharply, shaking my head. “We have no idea how you being with us would’ve changed things, and it’s pointless to dwell on it. What happened,” my voice caught, my mouth suddenly dry, “happened.”

      Solomon’s expression did not lighten, but he nodded sadly. “I know. I was just supposed to do something useful.”

      “You did,” Amber replied. “You were a part of getting Alyssa to help us. You kept her safe. That was important.”

      He hesitated, and then sighed. “Yeah. I guess you’re right. Is it all right if I join you?”

      Amber and I both nodded, and Solomon dragged an empty chair over to the now-crowded little table, Henrik following suit. He moved slowly, almost plodding, still favoring his injured side.

      My fear and anguish for him must have shown on my face, because he picked up a fork and said, “Violet, you don’t have to worry about me. I know the score. I made my peace with it.”

      “Just like that?” I asked, unable to stop myself, and he speared me with an angry look.

      “No, not just like that,” he said bitterly. “But I’m an old man, Violet. And I’m tired. There’s been so much hatred, so much death… I just don’t have room for any more. Losing Melissa broke my heart. Is breaking my heart. Yet in spite of that, I can’t go on feeling angry for something she wouldn’t care about anyway. I don’t have the time left to waste on it, and I suggest you don’t waste any time on it either.”

      “I’m sorry, Henrik,” I replied, contrite. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just… I wanted to know if there’s a trick to it.”

      Henrik sighed and reached over to touch my hand.

      “No, I’m sorry, Violet. I’m still a bit… raw.” He withdrew his hand to run it over his face, tugging on the edges of his beard. Leaning back in his chair, he looked at us. “I also wanted to let you all know that I’m staying here. I asked, and Morgan is allowing me to take over training in Ms. Dale’s old studio.”

      “But why?” I asked, shocked by his revelation.

      Henrik gave me a kind smile. “I’ve been told it hasn’t been changed, and I don’t want to change it. I want to spend the rest of my life doing what she did before all of this, if only so I can feel closer to her. They’re even letting me take over her apartment. Her things were boxed up after her defection, but Morgan is letting me have them. I know it sounds strange, especially since I’ve been working so hard to change Patrus in the past few days, but… I’m so tired of it all, and it’s time for me to let you kids take the reins for a bit. This is how I want to spend my remaining time on earth.”

      My heart twisted, and I offered him a shaky smile. “I understand, but… we’ll miss you, Henrik.”

      “I’m not going either,” Owen blurted, and I looked at him, my eyes going wide. He fidgeted, looking down, and, even in the midst of all this sadness and worry, I wondered if I could see a bit of pink tingeing his cheeks.

      “I’m sorry, but I need to make a fresh start. I really feel like I could do some good over here—maybe even start training to be a Matrian diplomat and change some of the antiquated laws regarding males. Besides, Morgan hasn’t been here for a while. I figure she could use a friendly face. And with Thomas…”

      He trailed off, and we all fell silent, and I felt a pang of guilt. I’d been so wrapped up in the injustice of what happened with Ms. Dale that I had… Well, it wasn’t that I had forgotten him, but I had prioritized her, and I was fairly certain that made me an awful person.

      “Owen—God, I’m sorry,” I said, and he gave me an incredulous look.

      “Why?”

      “Because! I spent all this time dwelling on Ms. Dale and how unjust it was, that… well… we didn’t talk about Thomas like we did Ms. Dale.”

      “Thomas would’ve found that sort of thing in poor taste,” Amber announced, picking at her food again. “We talked about it once—I can’t for the life of me remember how we even got there—and he said it was the worst part of funerals. Everyone crying about who they lost and why they were important… It just wasn’t Thomas’ way.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’m not going to miss him,” Viggo said softly, and I looked over at him. He met my gaze, his eyes still red and filled with grief. “He saved all of our lives, and gave us every opportunity to put an end to all this madness.”

      “Him and those damned odds,” Henrik said, tugging at his beard. “He and Melissa both… They just wanted to keep everyone safe, no matter what the odds. When they put their minds together…” He looked up, his eyes bright with unshed tears. “They were impossible to argue with.”

      “Thomas was my best friend,” Owen added. “I could never understand why, but I… I loved him. And God, I miss him.”

      “We all do,” I whispered. “Even me. I know he and I didn’t get off on the right foot, but…”

      “He respected you a lot, Violet,” Owen interjected with a sniffle. “He might not have always shown it, but… We all know how he felt about emotional displays.”

      We all chuckled, but it was a somber, short laugh, because it came coupled with the knowledge that we were never going to see Thomas again, never hear him quip about the flaws in our plans or the problems with emotional decision-making.

      I exhaled sharply and leaned against Viggo, needing to touch him, to feel comforted. He leaned back into me, and we supported each other.

      “Besides,” Owen added after a long moment, a gentle smile coming across his lips, “I feel like Thomas wouldn’t want us to dwell on the past. He’d instead want to bring up the future of Patrus, and want to know what the new chancellor has planned.”

      “Oh God,” Viggo groaned, placing his face in his hands. “Why did you have to remind me?”

      “I’m so sorry, Viggo,” I breathed, appalled that my grief last night had eclipsed that turn of events, but he shook his head at me. “Have you thought about it at all?”

      “I did. Last night. I’m just… I’m still not sure what to think about it. I don’t think it’s right that you can get elected when you’re not even there.”

      “I think it’s great,” Amber said casually, taking a sip from her mug. “I mean, I would’ve much preferred Mags, but seeing as we can’t break Patrus from its patriarchy too soon… you’re my second favorite.”

      Viggo smiled at her. “Does that mean you’re coming back with us?”

      “Of course! I’m not missing my opportunity to get in on the ground floor of a brand new government! I’m aiming for Spy Master.”

      “You can’t just declare that loudly in front of half a dozen witnesses,” Logan laughed. “It kind of defeats the purpose.”

      “Yeah, yeah. So what do you say, Viggo?” she asked, leaning forward on her elbows and giving him a wide smile.

      “I’ll have to think about it,” he replied, and I felt a smile bloom on my lips—a real one. It was a moment of normalcy in the wake of turbulence, and I embraced it. Soon we’d be back in Patrus, ready to roll up our sleeves and put the country back together brick by brick. And with a little luck and a lot of love, we’d build something new and improved, ready to stand the test of time.

      It was all we could do.
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            Epilogue: Violet

          

          One Year Later

        

      

    

    
      “Aren’t you ready yet?” shouted Viggo from the closet, and I ignored the question, staring at myself in the full-length mirror and adjusting my dress. I turned to one side, then the other, and sighed, running a hand over my stomach and pulling the loose yellow fabric down so that the small bump was more noticeable.

      “Honestly, Violet, we need to be in the car in ten—” I looked up in the mirror and saw Viggo emerging from the closet, his hands busy tying a black bow tie around his throat. He smiled fondly at me and dropped the untied ends of the fabric, crossing over to me. I exhaled and leaned into his chest as his arms came around mine, his large hands pressing against my stomach.

      “You look beautiful,” he breathed in my ear. “And frankly, I love that you’re starting to show. I couldn’t be more proud.”

      I smiled and tilted my head to one side, and he planted a soft kiss to my cheek.

      “I love you,” I told him.

      I felt his smile as he pressed his lips to my cheek yet again. “I love you.”

      He slid around to my side, pulling us together and looking at the image we presented in the mirror. It was hard not to see the subtle changes in both of us. We were both a little fuller—even though this past year had been rough—and a bit more rounded out. I had more flesh on my bones, but I was still fit, just… healthier. My skin was better, my hair growing in thick and shiny, my gray eyes luminous.

      It didn’t change the fact both of us still had nightmares that would tear us from our sleep in a panic. But we talked about them, described them to each other, and it helped soften them over time.

      The last nightmare I’d had was when I found out I was pregnant. I had been too stunned and surprised to bring it up with Viggo immediately, and had fallen asleep waiting for him to come up from one of his late-running council meetings.

      In the dream, I had been back in The Green, lying there, unable to move as all the creatures closed in. And then pain began radiating from my abdomen, and when I looked down, my stomach was flayed open, with massive black centipedes that somehow bore resemblances to Tabitha, Elena, and Desmond climbing out of my womb and heading out into the world, beginning a whole new cycle of destruction and terror… and it was all my fault.

      I woke from the terror with a cold sweat drenching through my clothes, feeling frozen to the core, afraid to look down at my belly in case I would see that my nightmare was a reality. But Viggo had been there. As always, he was right by my side to comfort me and chase away the shadows.

      It hadn’t exactly been the ideal way to tell him about the baby, but, of course, he had made it feel perfect, soothing me with his words and his hands.

      A sharp rap on the door leading to the hall jarred me out of my recollections, and Viggo shouted, “Come in,” as his hands went back to the tie.

      “Everyone is waiting for you and Violet, and I’m afraid they’re growing quite impatient,” Jeff announced as he stepped in. “Should I tell them you are ready, or will you need a few more minutes?”

      “We’re ready,” I announced to Jeff with a smile. He gave me a small bow, and I resisted the urge to shake him. “Jeff!”

      He smiled, his eyes twinkling. “So sorry. Habit, you understand.”

      “It’s been a year, Jeff, and frankly, I still feel weird about you serving as our butler,” I told him. “You’re not our butler, you’re our friend.”

      Jeff’s face softened as his lips curled up into a smile.

      “Violet, I’m not merely your butler—I am your secretary and bodyguard, and I consider it a distinguished honor to serve you in that capacity. Besides, this is my skillset. And, may I remind you, I would be hard-pressed to find a position better suited to my own needs in my field. So please, I beg of you, allow my attempt to preserve tradition.”

      I glared at him, but I couldn’t shake the smile from my lips.

      “Fine,” I said in mock exasperation. “Keep bowing! At least tell me—”

      “Tim and Jay are both waiting for you in the atrium,” Jeff answered me smoothly. “I’ll be coming behind with the other state officials, but you have to be there first, Violet. You’re in a critical role.”

      “I know, I know,” I breathed. “Viggo?”

      “I’m ready,” he announced as he turned, bow tie neatly tied. “Let’s go.”

      He took my hand, and the three of us exited the bedroom, heading down the hallway toward the stairs. Morgan had changed the palace quite a bit in the year she’d been queen—for the better, I thought. The carpets were a deep blue, while the walls were painted a bright, warm yellow. It seemed like nothing bad had ever happened here—it felt like nothing bad had ever happened here. It was only when I thought about it too much that a pang of loss caught me off guard.

      I missed Ms. Dale and Thomas. I thought about them every day, and I remembered every day what they had sacrificed so that we could change our world. I still wasn’t sure it had been worth it to lose them, but our world was improving. Especially after the harvest this past autumn—we’d had more than enough fresh food to feed Patrus and Matrus both, and Viggo had worked out a great trade agreement with Morgan.

      We followed Jeff outside to the car that was waiting for us. The city streets slid by as we headed for our destination, the sun still out but hanging low in the sky, giving us a brilliant view of orange and pink skies over Matrus.

      Viggo shuffled through some papers next to me—it seemed like he was always working these days, and the reports were endless—and made a pleased noise. I looked over at him.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s Alejandro’s report on The Green and the effectiveness of the filtration device we created for the river.”

      “Oh?” I sat forward, instantly excited. “And?”

      He gifted me an exuberant smile. “It works—King Patrick’s filters can effectively remove eighty-nine percent of the toxic materials, even upriver in The Green, where the toxicity is greater. Unfortunately, we don’t currently have a delivery system big enough to accommodate the whole river, and we will definitely need to set up two facilities to ensure that all the water is treated, which would mean another adventure with the MPJC.”

      I grinned at the groan in his voice. Even though it had been his idea to form the Matrian-Patrian Joint Council, he couldn’t stand it now. Mostly because it would be him and Morgana ready to get it done, while fifty statesmen and -women argued this way and that, and, more often than not, devolved the conversation into insults and name-calling. Progress, right?

      I, however, was relieved by the news, and intended to let him know.

      “That’s fantastic! Does that mean we’re scrapping the plans to go back to the Tower?”

      Viggo’s forehead wrinkled.

      “Maybe… I’d like to send an envoy on a peace mission, but with their defensive capabilities, it seems unwise right now. I’m still entertaining Amber and Logan’s crazy idea to take a heloship and explore the world around us a bit more—and they don’t necessarily have to get near that place. They are really chomping at the bit, and I can’t blame them. But we barely have our feet under us—we should learn to walk before we can…”

      He trailed off as he changed papers and continued to read, another sigh escaping him. This one was heavier, reflecting his exhaustion. Luckily, by now we were both used to the highs and lows as information came across Viggo’s desk; for every good thing, there was always something to chase away the elation, some new problem or trial that needed to be faced.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing—Drew wants us to be more aggressive in our demands to send a few of our own scientists to the lab where they are working on the egg, but I’m going to deny him.”

      “I’m sure if you just asked Morgan, she’d be more than willing to do that,” I replied.

      He gave me a look and smiled. “I know, but it isn’t a good way of showing we trust our neighbors.”

      “Viggo, you and I both know resentment still runs deep,” I replied, feeling saddened by my own words. It was true—there was a lot of mistrust of the other side in Patrus, even after Morgan and the rest of Matrus had made amends and continued to be helpful and accommodating at every turn. Everything Morgan had done had borne the risk of her hurting the Matrians to help the Patrians, and just like in Patrus, a small group of people complained. Although, to be fair, a small group of malcontents in Patrus complained about Viggo just as much, and often questioned Maxen’s death in the caves, calling Viggo an assassin. Luckily, it was a small part of the population, but I knew personally how much trouble a small group of people could cause when they put their minds and wills to it.

      “It will take years before everyone can ease up,” I told my husband. “Until then, let Drew have this, and just ask Morgan. It’ll be all right.”

      “You’re right, of course,” Viggo said with a sigh. “I just hate that I have to be the one to go to her asking for more when she’s gone above and beyond helping us. Our economy is still fragile, and with how low our population is… she saved us.”

      “Because she wants to show that the petty differences that held us apart are a thing of the past. But that takes time, and it takes her giving in to us every now and again. Especially where the egg is concerned. The public knows too much about it to feel comfortable with them handling it alone. As much as I hate to admit it, Drew’s right—even if he’s being obstinate about it. Just ask.”

      “You sure you don’t want to do this for me?” he asked, giving me a look from under the spectacles perched on his nose. He needed them for reading now —we weren’t entirely sure why—and I never complained.

      “I’m just your bodyguard,” I replied. “You got elected chancellor—you even got to run in the official election! Clearly, you wanted the job.”

      He smiled, taking off his glasses and putting the papers down, sliding over to close the distance between us.

      “Want me to quit?” he asked as he drew closer, his voice a low rumble that still had a devastating effect on me. I let out a shuddering breath and turned toward him, my hands going to his shoulders as he leaned closer.

      “You’re going to wrinkle my dress,” I murmured, and he smirked.

      “Good—you shouldn’t look so gorgeous in your dress. You’re going to take everyone’s attention off the main event, and if I know Morgan, she’s not going to like it.”

      He took my hips and pulled me over, his mouth dropping to my neck and placing soft kisses against my sensitive skin. I couldn’t help it—a moan escaped me, and I flinched when I saw the driver’s eyes flick to the mirror and look directly at me, before turning back down.

      “Viggo,” I giggled and squirmed, pushing against his shoulders. “Please! The driver!”

      He grumbled and pulled back, an irritated expression on his face.

      “I never should’ve become chancellor. We could be alone in our mountain cabin right now, minding our own business and—”

      “Oh, come on, you know you love this,” I chided him. “Not being in charge—but you like helping people, and this is the best way of doing it. So calm down, my love. Besides… we’d still be here today, even if you weren’t the chancellor.”

      He opened his mouth, and then shut it. “Fair point,” he said, returning to his seat.

      On impulse, I leaned across the seat and grabbed the lapels of his suit, pulling his face to mine for a slow, loving kiss.

      “I do wish we were in the cabin too, though,” I murmured softly, for his ears only, and I was rewarded with a smoldering look, promising that when we got back to our rooms later that evening, we were going to finish what he had started.

      The rest of our drive took place in comfortable silence, and I started collecting my things as the car turned and began heading up a slight incline, the houses and shops stopping a few hundred feet away from the entrance of the temple.

      I didn’t wait for the driver to let me out—I never did—and came around the car to Viggo’s side just as he was stepping out. Even though he didn’t like it, I was still his bodyguard. I was going to be his bodyguard for at least another month or two, before my pregnancy became too obvious and the council put in the request for me to go on leave. But that was for another day.

      It didn’t matter—I was also his wife, which meant I went with him everywhere. I was the best suited to keeping him safe for that reason alone, and they would just have to deal with the fact that I was more than comfortable in both roles. And when I became a mother, I would be comfortable in three.

      Viggo took my hand as I slid around the car, and we walked up the smooth stone steps toward the cave mouth. We were early, but people were already forming in massive crowds. I kept close to Viggo, my eyes scanning the crowd, looking for any sign of hostile movement.

      My gaze passed over a familiar face in my scrutiny, and I paused, dragging my gaze back over and staring. It couldn’t be her.

      Then she saw me looking, and her eyes went wide, a broad smile crossing her freckled face. She lifted her hand slightly, and I couldn’t stop myself.

      “Josefine?” I said, taking a step over to where the crowd of people were standing behind a cordoned-off line. The general masses would be let in soon, but for now, only state officials and royalty were allowed into the caves.

      “Violet!” she shouted, and after a moment of hesitation, she ducked under the rope and raced over to me.

      I heard one of the wardens shout in warning as the young girl raced over, and I quickly held up my hands.

      “IT’S OKAY!” I shouted loudly. “I know her!”

      A man and a woman were calling Josefine’s name in panicked tones, but she ignored them, her small shoes clicking against the stone as she approached.

      “Violet?” Viggo asked, giving me a questioning look.

      “It’s Josefine,” I reminded him. “She was… a girl I knew at Merrymount Mill. I didn’t think I’d ever see her again.”

      Josefine stopped just short of me and pushed a hand through the curly ginger hair on her head. Her bangs had grown out, and she was definitely taller. She cast a glance up at Viggo, a polite smile on her lips, and then stuck out her hand.

      “My name is Josefine Rankin, Chancellor Croft,” she said formally. “And I’m so happy you are here! I hoped you would be! Oh, Violet!”

      I smiled at her enthusiasm and reached out to place a hand on her shoulder.

      “It’s awesome to see you again. Are you waiting to get into the temple?”

      She nodded, her face beaming with joy.

      “Yes. Me and my parents are… That’s my dad.”

      I looked up to see an auburn-haired man with his hat in his hands, turning it nervously between them as he watched me and his young daughter. I glanced at Viggo, who shrugged, and then looked back at Josefine.

      “Would you… Would you like to come into the temple a little early? You can return to your parents before the ceremony.”

      “So I can meet Morgan and Amber?” she asked, her eyes growing wide.

      I suppressed a groan as I recognized the hero worship. Someone—and by someone, I meant Owen—had turned to art and taken to making our story into an adventure comic, one distributed in monthly episodes on both sides of the river. It was accurate, mostly, but definitely designed for children, a move I understood, but still resented in some ways. It had glossed over the violence and the pain, making the story seem more whimsical than it actually was.

      “Queen Morgan,” I corrected her, needing to put a wedge between the image of Morgan from Owen’s comic books (and it was very flattering) and the real person I knew. “She’s your queen, remember.”

      “Not for much longer,” Josefine said with a cheeky smile. “Papa accepted a job in Patrus to help in the construction. Soon, you and Viggo will be our king and queen.”

      “Patrus is no longer a monarchy,” announced a steady voice from behind us, and I turned to see Mags moving toward us, her thick hair braided on top of her head and then artfully disheveled. She was wearing black slacks and a white dress shirt. A vest pulled the outfit together beautifully, and she smiled as she saw me. “Hey, Violet, aren’t you late?”

      I looked at the watch on my wrist and sighed. “I am, but I’m waiting for Josefine’s answer.”

      “She can go,” her mother announced loudly, and I looked up and saw her smiling at me. Beaming, really. “You’re her hero,” she added.

      I felt the pang of guilt, knowing Owen’s stupid comic books had once again been blown out of proportion, and sighed.

      “I get that a lot,” I commented as I reached out a hand to the young girl. “Shall we?”

      “Mags will escort me down,” Viggo said from behind me, and I raised my hand as I continued up the steps. Mags would escort him down—she was the head of his wardens now, a bold and stunning move for Patrus that had been one of the first positions he had announced.

      Oh, there had been pushback, but it didn’t matter, because it had the intended effect of recruiting women to the wardens when Viggo had opened up jobs to both genders. No Patrian woman had believed she would get a fair shake with a male in charge, and the rest was history.

      “Was that really Magdelena?” Josefine asked, her eyes widening. “She stopped that revolt six months ago. With the Porteque gang. Without a single shot fired!”

      I smiled. She talked about it so casually, as if there hadn’t been several lives threatened. She was right—Mags had handled the situation beautifully, planning and executing the rescue operation down to every minute detail, but it didn’t change the fact that the gang members had taken an entire school hostage for forty-eight hours in an attempt to draw Viggo and me out.

      “That was her, yes. Head Warden Magdelena.”

      “Oh wow,” said Josefine wistfully. “I’m just so excited to see you all. I hoped I would. I wanted to tell you how—”

      “Excuse me, Mrs. Bates?”

      I turned away from Josefine to see an olive-clad warden climbing the steps leading down, one hand on the wall, and I recognized Edi immediately. I checked my watch and winced.

      “How mad is she?” I asked.

      Edi gave me a weathered smile and shook her head.

      “She’s not mad, she’s… concerned. Will you and your guest accompany me down?”

      “Duty calls,” I announced in a conspiratorial whisper to Josefine, and she giggled. “We’re on our way down, Edi.”

      The elderly woman nodded and peered over my shoulder.

      “Where’s that eye candy you call a husband?” she asked, her eyes gleaming, and I rolled my eyes.

      “On his way with Mags,” I informed her, resuming our descent down the steps. “He’s cutting a dashing figure in that suit he’s wearing—just remember, he’s my husband.”

      “I’m too old for that sort of thing,” Edi called after me. “I just enjoy looking.”

      Josefine flushed as I shook my head with a chuckle, continuing down the stairs toward the temple.

      “I get that a lot,” I told her, and she looked up at me, a shy grin on her face.

      “I can’t believe you’re letting me come with you!” she squeaked. “You really… I mean… You’re sort of my...”

      I let her stammer for a second, and then paused on the steps and turned to face her.

      “Josefine, you were my friend before all this happened. Can’t I persuade you to be my friend again?”

      Her eyes grew large as she considered it, and then nodded slowly.

      “I guess I can? I mean… we only knew each other for a short time, and then you were gone. I thought they were going to execute you.”

      “They tried to,” I replied. “In their own way.”

      “But you didn’t die! You refused to give up! You were so brave!”

      “I was afraid,” I told her bluntly. “All the time. Every choice, every decision… it meant the possibility that someone would die. People did die. What I did… it wasn’t anything special. You could’ve been right there too, if circumstances had been different, but I’m glad you weren’t. When did you get out of Merrymount?”

      “Shortly after you left,” she replied. “But my mom was still in prison, and they wouldn’t let me go to my dad once… once everything happened. I was so scared he was dead. The way the ticker made it sound, it seemed like he could’ve been.”

      “But he wasn’t, and now you have a family again, reunited and whole.”

      She smiled up at me. “That’s why you’re my hero,” she said softly. “You and Owen both—you changed the laws, and now my family is together again. Mom got released after the bill you both wrote forgiving her and all those like her for their crimes. Y’know—the Broken Homes Act?”

      I grinned at her. “I remember,” I said dryly, moving farther down the steps. “It took three months to write, another three to get ratified by both governments, and was a blinding migraine on both sides. That’s…” I paused and looked back up at her. “That’s why I’m your hero? Because I co-authored a law?”

      To be honest, the only reason Owen and I had gotten roped into it was because of our experiences on both sides, and our connections to the leadership. Because it was going to be the first law to be enacted by both countries, Owen and I (and a team of lawmakers) had sat down and hammered it out as the first bi-national cooperative effort. It had been rough, and it wasn’t what we had originally wanted, but it was… better.

      “Yes,” Josefine said, breaking me from my train of thought and reminding me I was in a conversation. “I mean, I read those comics, but I remember what happened at Merrymount, you know. I know a lot of the story is left out. I went to the library and checked out the transcripts from the investigation, as well as the oral history project you and the chancellor started. I accessed those and listened to what everyone on that side of the river went through. It was awful.”

      I licked my lips, my mouth suddenly going dry.

      “That’s, uh, pretty impressive, actually. I don’t think I’ve listened to all of that.” And there had certainly been some content that would be heavy for a… I wracked my brains, trying to do math… an almost ten-year-old girl.

      Josefine looked up at me, her gaze heavy, and I was reminded that she had always seemed more than your average child. Growing up in the orphanages did that to some of us. But even so, I was beginning to suspect that Josefine was a very special case.

      “Probably because you were there,” she said. “It was easier for me because I wasn’t, and even then, it was still painful. What was… What was Ms. Dale’s secret that she hid from you?”

      I felt myself start to break, and I looked away, fighting back the tears.

      “I never asked,” I admitted, cursing myself for even including it in the recording. It had felt important enough to include… but now everyone wanted to know. “Viggo offered to tell me, but… I never wanted to know.”

      “Why not?”

      It was a simple question, but there wasn’t a simple answer. How could I explain that I didn’t care what wrong she had committed against me? That it ultimately didn’t matter, because she was dead and all this was over? What would the knowledge change, save potentially tainting a memory of her that I wanted pure and pristine and whole? It didn’t matter—she was gone, and all I had was a memory of a woman willing to sacrifice herself to save me and both our worlds. Surely that more than made up for any past transgressions.

      “We should go,” I said after a moment. “Morgan’s going to kill me.”

      “Oh. Of course.” We resumed walking, but now the silence between us was a bit strained. I wanted to assure Josefine that she hadn’t upset me, but I was upset. It wasn’t her fault—she had just been curious—but every time I thought of Ms. Dale, I felt more than my share of melancholy. I wished she were there so I could ask her how long it would hurt for, but she wasn’t. And I felt that.

      “Violet!” I looked up as we came down the last part of the stairs and saw my brother moving toward me, pushing through several official-looking people to reach me.

      “Tim? I thought you were in the atrium.”

      “I got bored,” he said. “Besides, Jay wanted to come down early to see if any… if there were any pretty girls.”

      “I was just telling Tim it looked like a bust,” announced Jay from behind him, and I looked up to see him wheeling himself across the mosaic floor in his wheelchair. “But then you walked in.” He grinned smarmily at me, and I gave him a dry look. “My name is Jay Bertrand,” he said, holding out his hand to Josefine.

      “Of course! You’re Desmond’s so—” Josefine broke off, her eyes drifting back to the wheelchair he was seated in, awkwardly pausing as she recalled who had put him there.

      “Son,” he finished for her, his smile never wavering. “And yes, her parting gift to me was less than pleasant. But the ladies really dig the wheelchair.”

      “No, they dig all the muscles,” Tim said, slapping him lightly on a solid shoulder. It was true—Jay may have lost the use of his left leg all the way to the hip, and his right leg all the way to the knee, but he kept active, and his chest and arms had grown significantly during his convalescence. With his enhancement, he could do pretty much anything with his upper body alone. What was even more incredible was how well he had taken everything, all things considered. “I stand next to him, and I can’t even get a hello!”

      “You’re Tim!” Josefine chirped excitedly, a wide smile on her face. “Your speech has gotten much better than in the comics. Oh. Wait… Should I say hello?” Tim flushed bright red, looking mortified.

      “No!” he said, clearly uncomfortable with the young girl’s faux pas. I bit my lip, trying not to laugh at his obvious embarrassment and subsequent backpedaling. “You’re too—I mean… What I mean to say is…”

      “That he is looking for a girlfriend, but us injured guys get all the attention,” came Quinn’s voice, and I saw him turning around to face us, an eyepatch over one eye. His scars had faded significantly, but were still there, making his face resemble a patchwork quilt—and a messy one at that—but the impish smile remained. “Cry me a river, Bates. I’ll take whatever help I can get.” He squatted next to Josefine. “He might seem like boyfriend material, but trust me—you can do much better.”

      “You’re a little old for her, grandpa,” I pointed out, though I couldn’t help but smile at the way they were all joking around just like ordinary boys… and how Josefine didn’t seem to be bothered in the slightest.

      “Oh my God, you’re Quinn!” she exclaimed. “You’re…”

      “The genius behind creating a linked network between Matrus and Patrus?” he asked, anything but humble. “Yes, I know. I built an informational bridge between our two countries, and gave everyone free access to it.”

      “Settle a bet for us, Violet,” said Jay, ignoring Quinn’s bragging. “What do ladies like better—charm, smarm, or farm?” As he spoke, he pointed to himself first, Quinn second, and Tim third, and I cocked my head at him.

      “Why is my brother the farm?” I asked.

      “Because he’s just got that good ol’ farmer thing down, all shy and nervous. Not to mention, all of those speech classes go right out the window when he sees a pretty face. Goes right back to how he was before.”

      Tim rolled his eyes theatrically behind Jay’s back, and Josefine’s hand leapt to her mouth as she covered her smile.

      “I’m not answering that question,” I announced, fighting back a laugh of my own. “You three will just have to figure it out for yourselves.”

      “Yeah, whatever, Violet,” Quinn quipped, his hands moving to his hair and mussing it slightly. “I just spotted the next target of my affections. Wish me lu—hey!”

      “All’s fair in love and war,” Jay replied as he wheeled past Quinn, heading toward a pretty young woman wearing a soft coral dress—and not-so-accidentally running over Quinn’s foot in the process. I rolled my eyes. This was their latest pastime, competing for feminine attention, and I wanted nothing to do with it.

      “I don’t know about you, but I think they need some alone time together,” I said to Josefine. “Maybe it’ll remind them women like more than confidence or arrogance—they like to be treated like people and not prizes.”

      Quinn flushed bright red, stalling. “God, are we really doing that, Violet? Why didn’t you say anything sooner?”

      “Because I love you and I know you didn’t mean any harm by it. But I really have to go—Morgan is waiting for me. Think you can tone it down some before we get back?”

      “I’ll make sure they do,” Tim said, crossing his arms across his chest. “You and Josefine go. We’ll see you soon.”

      I looked at my watch and cursed. I was now fifteen minutes late. Grabbing Josefine’s hand again, I began to push through the crowd. I spotted the small side tunnel that ran left of the fountain—the same one Elena had been in when we had supposedly thwarted the bomb meant to kill her—and moved into it, Josefine keeping up behind me.

      It curved right and then left, ending in an archway that led into a smaller rounded cavern. I could hear Amber speaking softly as I approached, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying, just the tones she spoke in—calming and supportive.

      “Is she freaking out yet?” I asked as I stepped in, Josefine in tow, and Morgan scowled at me through the mirror she was standing before.

      “You’re… late…” she panted, and I realized the young queen was in the middle of an anxiety attack. Her hands gripped the wooden vanity she was hunched over—the mirror attached to the front—while Amber fanned her with a stiff piece of paper. Still, she looked beautiful. Her white dress was perfectly cut, cinching her waist and exposing her shoulder and collarbones. A simple black ribbon wrapped around her waist, forming a small bow on the front, while her skirt was full and voluminous.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, letting go of Josefine’s hand and heading right over to her side. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Something. Oh, mother… Am I really doing this?”

      I smiled and placed a hand on her back, rubbing small, gentle circles.

      “I understand. I felt the same way when Viggo and I were getting married.”

      “Oh?” She looked up at me, her eyes glittering with curiosity as she fought to catch her breath. “Really? I thought… you were… pretty composed.”

      I laughed and shook my head.

      “Is that really how I looked? I could’ve sworn everyone could see the whites of my eyes with how I was feeling inside.”

      “Why were you scared?” asked Josefine.

      “It was just nerves,” I replied, turning to her. “I was second-guessing everything, and frightening myself in the process.”

      “How did you fix it?” Amber asked, looking pointedly at Morgan.

      “I didn’t. Viggo did. The instant I saw him walking into the room… everything just settled. My heart went still. Everything fell out of focus. Everything except him. And in that moment, I just knew what we were doing was the right thing.”

      “Problem solved, then,” Morgan said under her breath as she turned toward the door. “SOMEONE GET MY FIANCE IN HERE!”

      There was a rustle behind one of the curtains, and a sky-blue warden stepped out from the alcove behind it. “Yes, my qu—”

      “Ignore that order,” I said with a laugh. I knew I couldn’t actually order her, but there was a quick flicker of relief on the warden’s face, and she hesitated, looking at Morgan. “You’re not supposed to see him before the wedding—you’ll piss off the chamberlain lady.”

      “Oh God,” Morgan said with a shudder. “She’s right, cancel that order. I’ll just go to him!”

      “You can’t,” Amber said in exasperation. “They’ve only just started letting the public in. The wedding’s not for another hour!”

      Morgan narrowed her eyes at us, her jaw set at a mutinous angle. “I’m the damn queen,” she snarled. “And it’s my damn wedding. They’ll get over it.”

      Her spine straightened as she spoke, uncurling and becoming rigid. Unyielding. Commanding.

      I looked at Amber and shook my head. “Can you let the chamberlain know the wedding has been moved up by fifty-five minutes? Tell the guards up top to use the Patrian wardens with us to help search bags for weapons, but get the public down here in a hurry.”

      Amber gave me a dry smile. “Think you can keep her here for five minutes?”

      “We need to double check her makeup is perfect. That’ll be at least a few minutes.”

      “Why?” gasped Morgan, turning around toward the mirror. “Did you see something wrong with it?”

      I gave Amber a pointed look, and nodded.

      “I’ll relay the orders,” she said as she moved down the corridor. Turning to Morgan, I coaxed her into a sitting position.

      “Calm down,” I urged her. “And focus on something else.”

      “Like your new friend there?” she asked, her eyes flicking to Josefine.

      “Old friend,” I said, carefully reapplying some of her makeup. “We were at Merrymount together.”

      “The work facility?” she asked, blinking in surprise. “You met her there?”

      “She did, but she wasn’t there long. I’m surprised she remembers me, to be honest.” Josefine’s voice ended on a diminished note, and I turned toward her.

      “I could never forget you, Josefine. You were kind to me in a place where kindness didn’t exist. It meant more than you could possibly know.”

      “But it’s my fault,” she blurted suddenly. “It’s my fault you went after Dina! That you… That you… killed her.”

      “What?” I asked, my eyes widening in surprise. “No it’s not.”

      “It is! I should’ve been braver! I should’ve fought Dina harder when she came in. If I had, maybe she would’ve run away, or—”

      “Or she would’ve killed you,” I exclaimed loudly, cutting her off. “Her braces were removable, Josefine. She turned them into a weapon and tried to use them against me. That’s why I—Why she died. She tried to kill me. I killed her first.”

      “It was self-defense,” Morgan said softly, and I shook my head.

      “No, it wasn’t,” I breathed sadly. “I went into her room looking for a fight. I wanted to hurt her—and all she’d done was tear up Tim’s photo. In retrospect… that seems a very petty reason for someone to die.”

      “Violet…” Morgan trailed off, her hand reaching out and taking mine. “It’s over now. There’s nothing you can do but find some way to move on. You saved our worlds—we are fundamentally changed in extraordinary and unprecedented ways. You’ve done great and amazing things for the people here.”

      I smiled. Morgan had misunderstood my melancholy over Dina’s death. I just didn’t dismiss it easily. I carried the guilt of that memory within me so it could temper my anger, hone it and contain it, until I was certain it was pointed in the right direction.

      “I’m fine,” I told her. “And it’s your wedding. Josefine, you didn’t do anything wrong, and you aren’t responsible for any of this. Morgan, your soon-to-be-husband has probably been rushed to get ready and is feeling pretty uncertain. Shall we?”

      Morgan smiled and nodded. I helped her stand up and held her train as we moved over to the door.

      “You should go find your parents now,” I whispered to Josefine. “I’ll make sure you have an invitation to the reception. I want to see more of you, especially if your family is moving to Patrus.”

      “Of course,” she breathed. “I’ll let them know!” She turned to run off, and then paused, turning back. “You also did great and amazing things for the boys,” she added, and it took me a minute to put the comment into context. By the time I had, she had already disappeared, and I smiled at the sound of her feet carrying down the tunnel.

      “You have a fan,” Morgan said as she ducked under the archway. “And she’s right, you know. The boys are all thriving now.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but she didn’t give herself or Viggo enough credit. If anything, the project was their brain child; I was just one of the only people who had enough free time to oversee it and make Viggo’s ideas reality. It made me happy to shoulder the load, not only for him, but so that I could spend time helping them. The program at the school we’d established in a secluded area in the Patrian farmlands included therapy, education, medication, gene therapy for the more extreme cases… even outpatient counseling and a housing and foster family program—anything the boys might need to start building lives from the wreckage Desmond and Elena’s plans had left for them.

      Morgan’s scientists had discovered a number of things from combing through Mr. Jenks’ research—one of the biggest ones directly affected Morgan and Tim both, a welcome relief that had come as a complete shock to the two of them. They’d been able to uncover the reasons that they, and some of the other boys as well, were so sensitive to touch, and a drug to deal with the problem had been developed shortly afterward. Now both of them could experience human contact in a way that had been denied them their entire lives. I was thrilled beyond words for them—it was hard to imagine Morgan going through with a wedding without the new drugs.

      Beyond that, Cody was more stable too. He’d chosen to live with Morgan in the palace, and she referred to him fondly as her little brother—and she had just finished establishing a sister school in Matrus, so the boys could decide where and how they were going to live, and hopefully be reunited with their families.

      “I’m just glad I could do something to help them,” I replied. “And Josefine isn’t a fan, she’s a friend. One I’m happy to see alive and well. She suffered greatly under the past regimes. Her father was Patrian, her mother Matrian, and the law broke them apart.”

      “Really? Then it’s a good thing she got to meet the woman who was directly responsible for making a lot of those changes. Y’know, before she got so famous.”

      “Ugh, that really is Owen’s fault,” I said with a chuckle.

      “He took to art. It… It helped him to draw it.”

      “But those books are so topical,” I insisted as we walked down the long tunnel. “They skip over the horrific stuff.”

      “He painted the horrific stuff too,” Morgan said quietly, her gaze directed far away for a moment. “All of it. The pieces are in a studio if you want to see them—he won’t go in there though. Once he paints them, he never wants to see them again.”

      I felt my heart clench in my chest. “Oh.”

      “He doesn’t like to talk about it. I can imagine you don’t like to talk about it either. But please tell me you at least talk to someone about it.”

      “I talk to Viggo. We share everything, including each other’s nightmares.” I thought about it for a long moment, and added, “And there was the oral history thing. I included an audio file. It was… cathartic, actually. It hurt, of course, like tearing duct tape off of my heart, but afterward, everything felt a little better.”

      “Good. I worry about you sometimes.”

      “You could pick up a handheld and call,” I replied tartly, and she chuckled.

      “You know the council hates that,” she replied. “They don’t like the idea of me having so many direct conversations with various people in Patrus, actually. They prefer to work as intermediaries. Maybe it makes them feel important?”

      I chuckled, but a pang of sadness washed over me. She was right, of course. We were friends, but we were citizens—no, not just citizens, leaders—of two different countries, and unfortunately, there was always going to be someone upset with the status quo. Someone who wanted to change things or interfere with what we had built.

      And who knew—maybe that change could be good. All I could do was hope and pray that for now, our way was working, and would continue to work for as long as possible.

      “How do I look?” she asked, and a peek over her shoulder told me we were near the main chamber. There was a murmur of voices coming from it—a soft din of hushed conversation that was happening everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

      “Perfect,” I replied as Amber pressed by, followed by Meera and Dr. Tierney. I smiled as I saw the two other women, and moved back a few steps to let Meera go first—she was the matron of honor, after all. Sierra took up the front as Morgan’s family member, consenting to the union, just as Cody did for Owen on the groom’s side.

      “I’m really sorry I couldn’t ask Margot,” Morgan whispered from ahead.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Henry has the flu anyway. They weren’t going to be able to make it.” Especially since Margot was pregnant with baby number three, but it wasn’t my news to announce, especially not right now.

      Not to mention, my Aunt Sarah and Uncle Kurtis were spending time with their grandchildren. We still hadn’t really formed a relationship, although to be honest, they didn’t seem particularly interested. Neither was I, for that matter—their behavior after I rescued them from Tabitha hadn’t really bred the happy warm feelings of family between us. Then again… I had all the family I could possibly hope for, so it was a moot point. If they didn’t want a relationship with me, I could accept that. Even if it drove Cad crazy.

      A hush filled the hall, and I heard the strong voice of the chamberlain filling the room.

      “We are gathered here, in the eyes of the Mother, in the home she provided us, to unite our queen and her chosen in a bond of love, honor, and respect. A united front to stand as both shield and sword against all foes and evils that would do their people harm. As per the queen’s wishes, they will co-rule Matrus with a strong and united rule, further cementing the queen’s belief in a better and brighter future. Will the petitioners of this union present themselves?”

      “That’s me,” Morgan said excitedly, stepping forward. I waited for Meera to move, then a heartbeat longer, and followed. The room was quiet, reverent, as Morgan stepped through the archway, shimmering in her white, gauzy gown.

      From the other side of the room, I saw Owen stepping out from his own archway, Cody leading the way with a familiar wooden box in his hands, his face a bright smile. The box was the same one Henrik had given Viggo and me, but the rings were different—Morgan had wanted something special to carry them in, and I had thought this would be perfect.

      Viggo stood directly behind Owen, and I smiled at how amazing he looked in his formal attire. Then I heard, rather than saw, Cruz—also in the chosen’s wedding train—speaking in a loud whisper that echoed throughout the cavern.

      “But Viggo, I’m telling you, reinstating the Power Fight League could really be—”

      “Anello!” Dr. Tierney whispered indignantly from behind me in the procession, and Cruz blinked and then immediately looked contrite.

      “Lo siento, mi amor,” he whispered. Dr. Tierney gave him a pointed look, then looked at Morgan and Owen. “Right—so sorry, Owen. Queen Morgan.” He fell back in line, trying to look inconspicuous, and I caught Viggo shaking his head.

      As the wedding procession moved along, I saw Henrik stepping up after Cruz—in fact, I was pretty sure Cruz was supposed to go at the end of the line, judging by the way Henrik grabbed his shoulder and stepped past him to move behind Viggo. Following Henrik were Cody, Solomon, Jay, Quinn, Tim, and Logan—and Logan waited for Cruz to regain his spot just in front of him before continuing the procession. It was all I could do to keep from laughing, but I was pretty sure Owen and Morgan didn’t care.

      “My man should’ve cut,” Amber whispered up the line, and I grinned as I saw Logan rolling his eyes at her from behind Cruz’s back.

      Owen and Morgan noticed none of this, or maybe just ignored it, their eyes solely on one another. Their eye contact never broke as they drew together, coming to a slow halt.

      Owen reached out with his hand, and Morgan settled hers on top of his in an almost ritualized way. Then again, the chamberlain had made them practice more than a few times. I waited as they moved forward together, up to the lip of the pool, where the chamberlain waited.

      The chamberlain’s hair was free, her dress a simple white frock, her arms and legs bare.

      “They stand here as equals—partners—their duties to each other as well as their people. Does anyone object to the union of the two before us?”

      Silence met the question, and she smiled serenely.

      “Recite your vows,” she commanded.

      I looked at Viggo as Owen began to speak, staring at him across the small space that separated us. He grinned at me while Owen recited his vows—the very same vows Morgan had made us recite—and I returned the smile, pressing my hand to my stomach, right up against where I hoped Melissa (or Thomas, if our child was a boy) was settling in for the night. I recalled the moment of our wedding, the vows sounding comfortingly familiar, and I knew they were still as true for me and Viggo as the day we’d said them. I knew as long as Viggo and I had each other and our family, we could face whatever tomorrow brought, for good or for bad.

      And the bad was disappearing, slowly, one day at a time.
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        Blurb:

      

      How do you fight an enemy when they’re inside your mind?

      A gargantuan glass-walled tower looms over a deadly wilderness. They say it’s all that’s left.

      The Tower’s survival is humanity's survival, and each must serve it faithfully...

      Twenty-year-old Liana Castell must be careful what she thinks. Her life is defined by the number on her wristband — a rating out of ten awarded based on her usefulness and loyalty to the Tower, and monitored by a device in her skull. A device that reports forbidden thoughts.

      Liana is currently a four, the lowest possible acceptable score, and despite her parents’ perfect scores of ten, she struggles to increase it. Rebellious ideas come all too easily, and resentfulness seems part of her being. She is an Knight-in-training, but her future will be dark if she cannot raise her worth...

      Threes require drug treatment.

      Twos are isolated.

      Ones disappear.

      When Liana's worst nightmare comes to pass and she drops to a three, desperation spurs her down a path few dare to tread. A chance encounter with a cocky young man whose shockingly dissident attitude toward the Tower couldn’t possibly have earned him the perfect “ten” on his wrist, sets her on a trail to save herself—even at the risk of dropping lower.

      Stalking the young man seemed like a simple enough task, but after events take an unexpected twist, Liana finds herself taking a treacherous dive into the darkest depths of the Tower… and the decades’ old secrets buried within.

      In a society where free thinking can make you a criminal, one girl dares to try...

      An unforgettable tale brimming with suspense, mystery and romance - The Girl Who Dared to Think will thrill fans of The Gender Game…
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      Before the Tower, humanity dreamed of flying.

      We made great machines to lift us away from the earth, roaring on engines that growled with noxious fuels, then rockets that shot us into space. But once we were there, we realized it wasn’t enough. We grew restless. We waged war. We won, and we lost, and we brought the earth to its flaming knees. The sun tore open our irradiated, weakened atmosphere, and life dwindled to ash.

      And now, nearly three hundred years after the end, we survived. Hidden behind the thick outer walls of the Tower, we served the monstrous structure that was both our salvation and our prison.

      Once, we had dreamed of flying. Now, we didn’t seem to dream at all.

      “Squire Castell.” Gerome, my commanding officer, snapped me out of my musings, and I cringed. I’d been daydreaming again, and not about productive things. That was not in service to the Tower.

      I turned away from the window I had been gazing through and, forcing an apologetic look onto my face, met my mentor’s mildly disapproving gaze. Gerome’s dark eyes reflected nothing, but his face reset to its normal stoic expression. After a moment he gave a barely perceptible nod and turned to the man next to him, the thick fabric of his crimson Knight’s uniform creaking slightly, the sound magnified by the narrow concrete walls of the service hall we were standing in. “As I was saying, this is Squire Castell. She will be accompanying us, Mechanic Dalton.”

      Dalton, a ‘seven’ from the Mechanic Department (or Cog, as we referred to them), glanced pointedly at Gerome, and even out of the corner of my eye I could see the look of disgust he was shooting me. No doubt he had seen the number on my wrist and condemned me—which meant today was not going to be the brand-new day I had promised myself it would be.

      No—it seemed both of us were destined for mutually assured sniping. Dammit.

      It wasn’t either of our faults; whenever any department needed to use a Knight’s equipment, our protocol was to provide them with an escort—and these occasions were typically used as training for Squires like me, so we could learn our future duties when we became full Knights. This time—like most times—we needed to go outside to repair a few of the solar panels on one of the Tower’s outside branches.

      Dalton shot me another irate glance and I realized he’d said something and I had missed it. Strike two, I thought to myself. Gerome was turning and moving down the passage away from us both, heading toward the elevator just a few feet down the hall so I realized Dalton must have told him the level we had to get to. I moved to follow, but Dalton held out a disdainful arm, blocking my path.

      “You’ll come up after us,” he said with a sniff. “I don’t want to risk the psychological contamination.”

      A twinge of anger ran up my spine, but I looked away, biting my tongue.

      As always, the narrow passageways in the shell were practically deserted. We were in its depths so there wasn’t much to look at—just pipes and concrete and steel walls.

      “I can’t believe they sent a four,” Dalton muttered as he turned toward the elevator. I couldn’t control myself this time. I opened my mouth to say something when Gerome shot me a look over his shoulder, his message clear. Stay back—do not act.

      Yeah, okay. Fine.

      The two men stepped forward onto the elevator’s exposed steel-gray platform. Several beams of blue lights shot out from the platform and I heard the computer begin chirping out their names, identification codes and rankings as they began to rise. I watched as they were quickly lifted up toward the next floor, disappearing from view. I wondered if the system ever failed. Gerome was okay but I felt Dalton could benefit from a long fall to a cement floor.

      You’re part of his detail for today, I scolded myself. Gerome would have been disappointed; my thought had been dishonorable for a Squire—or anyone, really. Besides, Dalton’s dislike of me was for a reason. A stupid reason, but one I was not helping with my negativity right now.

      Level 173, Squire, Gerome’s voice buzzed in my ear.

      Sighing, I pressed the button, watching as a new platform slid out of the wall and covered up the exposed shaft the elevator ran through. Taking a deep breath to mentally prepare myself for the scan, I stepped inside and waited. Almost immediately the lights came on, and I felt a dull pain in the back of my head as the neural net surrounding my cerebral cortex buzzed with activity and the computer ran its scan of my credentials.

      “Identity verified: Squire Liana Castell, designation 25K-05; you are cleared for elevator use.”

      I fruitlessly prayed for that to be the end of it, eager to get moving. The computer, however, was not done with me.

      “Your number is currently four,” its artificially rendered feminine voice chirped. I scowled, and once again felt a throb in the back of my head. It was bad enough that Dalton disliked me because of my number; for a stupid computer to remind me of it was just downright depressing. I leaned against the wall of the shaft and waited for it to finish the worst pep talk in history. “For a Squire of the Citadel as well as a citizen of the Tower, it is recommended that you—”

      “Seek Medica treatment,” I recited along with the machine, the speech ingrained. It lectured anyone ranked five or lower—but the lower you were, the more the computer had to say. “Yeah. Got it.”

      “Your well-being is for the well-being of the Tower,” the computer said. “Remember that, as a Squire, it is your duty to—”

      I knew the rest of its speech by heart. The damn thing regurgitated it every time I so much as breathed too close to a high-security area. Your number is too low. Have you considered Medica treatment? Maybe it’s time to find new friends! I made a face and then uncrossed my arms, pushing up off of the wall as the platform began to move, my eyes watching the painted numbers on the walls glide by.

      A four. I was a lousy four, and the end of my Knights training was drawing near. If I didn’t raise my number before then, I’d fail to meet the ranking requirements to be a Knight. Consequently, I’d be dropped from my department, and essentially become homeless, doomed to try to find another department to take me in before my number fell to a one and I got arrested. All before I turned twenty-one. My parents would make a case for me and get me extensions, I was certain, but they could only buy me so much time. Not very much at all.

      My eyes caught the number 150 as it slid past and I turned, a trill of excitement interrupting my bleak thoughts. I waited patiently until, like dawn breaking, I was greeted with a section of glass paneling. Here, the elevator shaft was now exposed to the inside of the Tower behind a glass tube that ran up and along the walls.

      The walls of the Tower were actually a shell—one that was, by design, for defensive purposes. It contained two layers—the outermost layer holding the hatches into and out of the Tower, with a grand set of stairs inside, wrapping around the Tower, and seemingly endless. The innermost layer contained hundreds of floors that held a collection of things—service tunnels and quarters mostly—but the floors of its lowest section housed the machines that kept us alive. The lowest floors were also the densest floors, as they bore the weight of the entire structure.

      As a result, not all of the elevators connected with the floors at the top; they typically stopped at the highest available level, meaning the citizen inside would have to walk to the next elevator if they needed to go any higher. The lift I was in, however, and a few just like it, ran all the way up the interior walls.

      My eyes soaked up one of the more beautiful sights in our Tower (beautiful sights were few and far between, after all): the artificial light emitting from the walls was set to ‘morning’ and rays of bright light were beginning to cut into the shadows of the dim nighttime lighting, revealing three structures dangling from the ceiling. Their bases were massive at this height, and from this angle I had a full view of all three of them, gleaming in the artificial morning light. The glowing white walls of the Medica’s smooth-sided cylindrical structure were closest on this side, the white almost too bright to look at directly. Circular walkways girdled the giant cylinder—one for each of its sixty floors. The walkways were thin and white, interrupted only by steps that ran up and down between floors, and the bridges that connected the structure to the rest of the Tower. Opposite the Medica was the Citadel, with its black-and-crimson-lit arches, dark steel edifices, and stylized walls, borrowing heavily from Gothic architecture to distinguish its cylindrical shape. Between them dangled the luminescent blue-and-black cone-shaped structure of the Core. Its circular levels were stacked, the widest level connected to the roof. Each level below was slightly smaller than the one above it, making the whole thing appear like coins of different values stacked together from largest to smallest. The Core was the heart of the Tower and the heart of Scipio… Our benevolent computer overlord.

      The net in my head buzzed, warning me that it was detecting a strong spike of negativity, and I quickly broke the thought apart and shut it away. “Stupid,” I muttered, catching a flash of my scornful amber eyes in the glass as I spun away from the view to face the wall. I glanced down at my wrist.

      The band wrapped around my bronze skin was made of black microthread, a smooth material that was thin but practically unbreakable. Mounted atop it, the digital display that showed my number was glowing a soft, irritated orange—our overlord’s little reminder that I wasn’t good enough. Scipio, the great computer that monitored the nets in our heads and used the readings to determine our worth, had never liked me. Supposedly he didn’t have emotions, but I had long suspected that he took some perverse pleasure in my failings. He’d never had any faith in me. Then again, neither did my parents. Or my teachers. Or anyone really, except for my friends and my brother Alex.

      Alex had explained that the number was a representation of the concentration of positive versus negative thoughts in your brain. The net couldn’t exactly read direct thoughts but it read the feelings associated with them and, through some sort of complex algorithm, could perform an ongoing risk assessment on the citizen in question, to determine the likelihood of dissidents. The thing was, I didn’t consider myself dissident. In fact, the most aggravating thing about my existence was the number itself, which seemed self-defeating.

      The elevator slowed as it approached Level 173, where Gerome and Dalton were waiting. It halted at a cut-out section of wall, and I stepped out quickly. The elevator hovered for a moment behind me, awaiting new orders, and then sank back into a slot in the wall to await its next rider. I was halfway down the ramp connecting the elevator to the floor when the tip of my boot caught on something—my other foot, of course!—and I pitched forward, starting to fall. Gerome moved quickly to steady me. Being a confident man, he used his right hand, which meant I caught sight of the number there: a cool blue-colored ‘ten’ shimmered against his pale skin as he grabbed my upper arm. A perfect citizen. Gerome was a prime example of how being perfect could make a person boring.

      I straightened and shot a glance at Dalton. He was standing a few feet behind Gerome; he tilted his chin away from me, refusing to meet my eyes.

      I clenched my jaw. It was beyond unfair. Dalton’s ranking of seven was so average that the typical citizen of the Tower wouldn’t bat an eyelid. Since we had met, however, he had looked down on me. The way he was acting, you’d think we were here on a secret mission sent straight from Scipio, not to fix malfunctioning solar panels, and that I (the lowly four) was his lone obstacle, rather than his escort. The worst thing was, he could get away with it; he obviously knew from experience that the odd spike of righteous superiority on his decent track record wouldn’t lower his number. It made my blood boil.

      “Peace, Squire,” Gerome said, clapping a massive hand on my shoulder. “Cogs have never been the most social of our departments.”

      I grunted in response.

      Gerome looked at me. His face resembled the holographs we had of the ancient Greeks: chiseled, each feature designed as if by an artist. His thin, distinct eyebrows rose up under hair that had just begun to go silver at the temples, and his cleft chin jutted toward me like an accusation.

      “We don’t want you slipping any lower,” he said, his voice devoid of empathy. “Your number is low as it is. Have you considered—”

      “Medica treatment?” I muttered, looking at the metal flooring so Gerome wouldn’t see me rolling my eyes. Dalton moved down the service hall ahead of us, and I moved quickly to follow, hoping that walking would keep Gerome’s lecture brief. “Yes. My parents have been talking about it quite a bit.”

      Gerome caught up to me with one swift step. Up ahead, Dalton had begun climbing a steep set of narrow stairs toward a rectangular access hatch. As he pushed it open, I saw the black outer walls of the shell waiting beyond.

      “Your parents are good citizens,” Gerome said. “Strong. Capable. Champion Devon made them Knight Commanders for a reason.”

      I grimaced, looking away. “They’re very perfect."

      They had wanted me to be, too. They’d been disappointed.

      Gerome stopped at the foot of the stairs, and the way he snapped his heel against the floor made it clear that I was meant to halt as well. I did so, wondering if I had gone too far. Gerome hated sarcasm like a cat hated water.

      “Lord Scipio spared you,” he needlessly reminded me in that soft patronizing tone I got from nearly everyone. “You were a second-born twin, illicit and undeserving. Your parents yielded your life to his judgment, and he deemed that you would live. Must you continue to throw these… tantrums?”

      My face grew hot and I curled my hands into fists, feeling my nails biting into my palm. In a way, he was right. Each family was allowed two children by law, but my parents had given birth to my older sister Sybil before I was born, and even though it was by seconds, I was younger than my twin brother. My mother, overflowing with maternal instinct, had been willing to kill me right then and there. Excise the excess, so to speak. Scipio, however, ordained that I would live. For a time, my parents had thought that made me special. A chosen child, destined to lead the Knights into a glorious new era.

      When Sybil died unexpectedly when I was five, grief only inflated their opinion of me. As I grew a little older, I began asking questions about Sybil’s death, trying to make sense of it. It came to a head when, at the age of seven, I made the mistake of asking why Scipio hadn’t prevented Sybil’s death, and my mother had responded by slapping me across the face and hissing words I would never forget.

      “He chose you over her,” she had spat, her eyes glittering with tears. “You have a destiny—but when you ask questions like that, it makes me wonder if he made a mistake.” Her number had dropped to a nine that day—the first and only time I ever saw it happen. Of course Scipio didn’t choose me over Sybil; the computer couldn’t prevent death and Sybil’s demise had nothing to do with Scipio having allowed me to live. But that was the day I learned to never question Scipio’s decisions out loud.

      Eventually my parents’ grief faded, and they turned their attention fully on me and Alex, trying to make us into carbon copies of them, essentially. They wanted so badly for us to carry on the family tradition. Which was why they were astounded when Alex, upon turning fifteen, defected from the family profession—he was recruited from school into the Eyes, Scipio’s private order of engineers and residents of the Core. After that, all expectations fell firmly on me.

      As for the destiny my parents had hoped for? Well, I found out a year after Alex defected that it wasn’t even true. The only reason I was alive was because another child had been stillborn. I wasn’t special. Scipio hadn’t cared about me; he had been correcting a population imbalance.

      “I can’t help how I feel,” I muttered.

      Up at the access hatch, Dalton had turned and was shooting fiery looks in my direction. I found myself suppressing the urge to throttle the man.

      “You can,” Gerome said, his tone firm. “You just won’t.”

      When we finally topped the stairs, Dalton was practically frothing at the mouth with impatience. He muttered a few words in the Mechanics’ tongue, a language unique to his department, as we stepped out onto the landing. I stared at the massive staircase heading down, the ensconced lighting making the stairs appear to extend for eternity into the darkness, pressed between the scorching heat outside and the confines of the Tower.

      “Are you quite ready?” Dalton asked in the common language.

      I tried not to glare at him. Really, I did. I concentrated every ounce of effort I had on keeping my face still. But I could feel my lips twisting, my eyebrows shaking. Before my expression could grow any more gruesome, I turned away.

      Gerome gave me a disapproving look as he gently set down a bag he had been toting on his shoulder. “Squire—can you please help Dalton into the lash harness and give the safety briefing?”

      I nodded and squatted down to open the bag, pulling out the harness with its heavy black dome set on the back. Locating the top, I picked it up carefully and turned, holding it out to Dalton. The man screwed up his face in the now familiar look of disdain—but because Gerome had ordered me to do it, he had no choice but to obey. He held out his arms and allowed me to help him put the lash harness on.

      “These are the lashes,” I said as I helped him settle into it. I began pulling on straps, tightening the harness around his shoulders and chest. “When used correctly, they can prevent you from falling. Where would you like them fed through—your arms or your waist?”

      “Arms,” Dalton said bitingly, and I blinked but wisely kept my mouth closed. Arms were fine, but only if you needed to move fast. The waist was better if you had work to do, but it wasn’t my place to question a seven, so I didn’t.

      Coming around behind him, I felt around the base of the case and grabbed one of the two metal ends at the bottom, pulling out a long line and threading it through the small loops in his uniform, underneath his arm, and finally through a small eyelet at the bottom. I repeated the process on the other side and then began double-checking each strap, to make sure the harness was secure.

      “Okay,” I said as I worked, not wanting to waste any time. “The tip of the lash is designed to absorb ambient static electricity as it flies through the air, building up a charge so that it will bond with anything it touches—metal, glass, you name it. To use it, simply—”

      “I know how to use it, Squire,” Dalton practically spat, his patience apparently coming to an end. “I’m a seven, and the Cogs designed and built them for the Knights, if you’ll take a moment to remember.”

      “Of course,” I said, trying to remain patient. “But I’m supposed to—”

      “I’ll be fine.” End of discussion, apparently. I took a deep breath in, trying to calm some of the resentment that had boiled up in my gut.

      “Ready when you are, Cog Dalton,” I said, trying to make my tone as cheerful as possible.

      Dalton sighed, then looked over at Gerome, who had rethreaded his own lash to come out from the small eyelets over his hip, just above his belt. Lashes were standard equipment for Knights, so our harnesses were worn under our suits, the lines running through internally designed channels. I had configured mine that morning, knowing we were going outside, in an attempt to prepare beforehand. Apparently that effort was going to go unnoticed.

      “Does she have to come?” Dalton asked as he approached the exterior hatch—the only one that led onto the branch. “I would feel much better if it was just you, Knight Nobilis.”

      And I would feel better if you slipped off the branch, I thought, then flinched. Bad thoughts. I was having a really hard time controlling them today. Well… every day, really.

      Gerome’s voice was patient as he spoke. As if he’d had this conversation too many times before. “She’s my Squire,” he said. “She needs training to be a productive member of the Tower. She’ll be no trouble. I stake my reputation as a Knight on it.”

      Honestly, if it had been up to me, I probably would have just stayed in for the day. Going outside the Tower was always something of an ordeal, and one look at Dalton’s sneering face had told me how much more unpleasant the excursion was going to be. Still, it was my duty as a Squire to follow Gerome around and do what he said. And besides, if I didn’t do it, my parents would probably have me executed or something.

      Dalton bit his lip and then sighed in defeat. “Fine,” he muttered.

      He shoved the exterior hatch wide open and a blaze of bright morning light slashed in. We’d chosen this time of day so as to avoid the intensity of the sun; it would take some time before it started heating the night-cooled air. All the same, I could feel the warmth of it prickling against my skin as I looked out over the solar branch.

      The branches were beautiful, in their own way. Massive slats of solar panels spread some three hundred feet out from the Tower, forming a full platform one could walk on. I hopped out after Dalton, watching as he fidgeted with the lash harness. The things weren’t standard issue for mechanics, and, despite his claims to the contrary, he didn’t seem to know how it worked. He pulled the cable from its wrist holster and stuck the glowing tip to the ground. It fizzed, and I winced.

      “You’ll want to be really forceful with those,” I called. It was a novice mistake; lashes were designed to be flung with speed and force to absorb the friction in the air and form a static burst when they connected.

      Dalton looked up.

      “The lashes,” I said, tugging one of my own out. The tip shone with blue light. “You have to really slap them on.”

      Dalton stared at me for a moment, then turned away without a word. He stepped away, using his cable to lower himself off the edge of the solar branch and down the side.

      “He really should be more forceful with that,” Gerome said, peering out beside me.

      I felt a small stir of pride at that. Gerome, like most people aside from my weapons trainers, rarely told me that I’d gotten anything right. Even this wasn’t praise per se but at this point in my life, hearing that I wasn’t a complete colossal failure was worth something.

      I peered out over the edge and watched as Dalton slowly descended, the feed in his suit lowering him down. The view was breathtaking; the vibrant green of the river below, coupled with the brighter yellow desert—a desolate wasteland. Coincidentally enough, it was called The Wastes. The sky was already a bright blue, even though it was early morning—but there was nothing to diffuse or block it with. There was rarely a cloud in the sky, and the mountains in the distance were barely visible on the best of days—the heat from the desert acting as a mirage to hinder the view. But on nights when the full moon was out, they could be seen, sitting very small, to the south. Everything else was vast, empty and devoid of life.

      Gerome slapped down his lash with a forcible tink, the electricity pulsing in a small series of arcs around the impact point, and began to rappel down slowly, following Dalton. Without wasting another moment, I moved to one side and stepped off, not bothering to throw my own lash until I was plummeting. It hit the side of the branch with a click and the harness arrested my fall by feeding out more line to slowly catch me. I braced my feet on the side of the glass, taking care not to damage the solar panels, and threw my second lash down. It stuck firm, and I released the first line as I kicked off, dropping down a few more feet and coming to dangle from the very bottom of the branch, my heart pounding.

      As cocky as the move had been, my stomach lurched. The Tower was over a mile tall and the sides were sheer. I could see the world splayed out below me, and the massive wall of the octagonal Tower. The thing was flawless and brown, the perfect form broken only by the great solar branches jutting out of and around the gargantuan block. Hanging in thin air from the side of the monstrous edifice was terrifying. And exhilarating.

      Gerome dropped beside me, beating Dalton down. Gerome, of course, had attached his lashes the proper way, and his descent was a bit more controlled than mine.

      I scrutinized Dalton’s faltering progress above. The mechanic was slow. His every movement was so plodding that I wished I could do the job myself. It would have been one thing if he had been doing it safely, but he didn’t even seem to know how to use the tools correctly. He was handling them like they were going to break. He placed his free lash so gently each time, letting it lower him down before he gingerly placed the next one to repeat the process. It would have been comical if it wasn’t also deeply dangerous. All it’d take would be one failed connection and Dalton would get to do his best bird impression for over a mile-long drop.

      Then again, it wasn’t really his fault. Despite his proclamations, he was using Knights’ equipment. The Knights were very protective of it—lashes included—which was why whenever anyone from another department requested their usage, they got a pair of Knight escorts with it, to make sure their equipment got returned in working order. I just happened to be one of the escorts today. It also wasn’t his fault he was out here; it was common for sevens and sixes to get selected for the more dangerous work—they were of a high enough ranking to be reliable in their duties but a low enough ranking to be expendable.

      I scanned the underside of the branch and quickly identified what we were there for. A clump of wiring had fallen loose, spilling out through a break in the metal plating. It happened sometimes—the air was still right now, but winds whipped by at high speeds and would cause shearing to some of the plates, until they broke off or the screws came out.

      I threw out a hand, letting another lash fly, pulling me in closer to the damage. Dalton was just reaching it as I did, and began lashing himself over quickly—so quickly, in fact, that I paused and allowed him to go first, which earned me a sullen, angry look as he lashed by. I waited before I resumed my movement, careful to stay far enough away so that the man wouldn’t feel inspired to actually start talking again.

      Dalton drew himself in close to the exposed wiring. I winced as he used his fingers to connect his lash to the metal surface above, not even watching for the flash that confirmed its attachment. He then began fiddling, tugging a wire this way, then that, and I relaxed a little—his lash was holding. I let out a yawn, releasing the lashes with my hands, trusting my weight to the harness and settling into the lines. Some might have felt worried, hanging that high up. Me, though? In spite of any trepidation I felt at the height, I always felt more at home on lashes than I did on the ground. They were my wings.

      “Watch him carefully,” Gerome said, coming to my level.

      I glanced at Dalton. He definitely didn’t strike me as the criminal sort, but then again I was a four. According to Scipio, I was pretty rife with dissident urges of my own.

      “If it was up to me,” Gerome muttered, “a seven would have no place here. It is a respectable number, but the branches are too valuable to risk. There are nines among the mechanics. I would rather they do it.”

      I felt a spark of irritation.

      “And a four?” I asked. “Where should she be?”

      Gerome shook his head. “You’re different, Squire. And you aren’t touching any of the machines directly.”

      And there’s the truth of it. So long as I wasn’t actually doing anything, Gerome would overlook my number, for now.

      I looked back at Dalton and paused. The man had given up on sorting through the wires and was now poking at the branch’s wall with one of his lash cables with increasing desperation, the other one holding all of his weight—one had disconnected. I raised an eyebrow. It looked like he couldn’t get the thing to reconnect.

      “Gerome?” I said. The way Dalton was handling the lash wasn’t just unsafe; he was going to—

      There was a flash of blue light and Dalton’s only connection broke. The lash tore free. He attempted to turn in our direction and had just enough time to reach out a hand to us before gravity began its deadly pull.

      Gerome let out a shout of surprise and I saw his arm moving, a cable spinning from his hand to strike the metal surface beside where Dalton had been hanging, but Gerome had always been cautious, precise, professional with his lashes. Dalton was plummeting, desperately throwing lashes in all directions in a futile attempt to save himself.

      I didn’t like Dalton. He was a pompous ass, cruel to those he viewed as inferior, and smug in his assurance of his technical knowledge. But I couldn’t let him die. I began retracting my lashes as I spun upside down on them, letting the slack pull in before I kicked off the bottom of the branch to send myself torpedoing earthward. In an instant, I was staring at the ground, over a mile down, the sheer brown expanse of the Tower rushing by my side.

      He’s a jerk, I thought as I fell. He’d been nothing but abusive. But, hey, here I was, falling through the air. And there he was, plummeting down just feet below. What choice did I have, really? My body moved on its own.

      I pressed my arms and legs together to move faster than Dalton, and tore through the air toward where he was flailing about. I felt the pressure of the wind against my body, the air blazing against my suit. I gritted my teeth, pushing forward, and with a guttural yell I reached out and grabbed one of Dalton’s flailing lashes by the cable, avoiding the tip—that would have hurt like hell and the shock through my suit could knock out my own lashes, which would be bad. I pulled the line to tug us closer together until I could get my arm around his waist. He clung to me, and I could feel him vibrating with terror as we dropped.

      I whipped my head around to stare at the Tower as it streaked by. To Dalton’s credit, the shot was tricky. Estimating the angle to throw at and the drag on the line, the shot needed to be precisely and forcibly executed. I sucked in a breath, paused for an instant, then fired the lash.

      It struck the side of the Tower and rebounded, the tip sparking angrily. I cursed, glancing down. Another branch was hurtling toward us, solar plates glinting like teeth. In my arms Dalton was thrashing about like a panicking fish. I was sorely tempted to hit him upside the head, but instead I turned back to the Tower. One more throw.

      I threw. The lash spun through the air, colliding with the side of the Tower. It buzzed and then, with a flash of blue, it stuck. I felt the jolt in my arm as our fall was slowed, and then we were swinging, our feet practically skimming the lower branch before we hit the side of the Tower. My legs were already braced for the impact, and I managed to catch our collective weight with a grunt.

      "Hold on to me,” I ordered, and I felt the terrified Cog wrap himself around me as the mechanisms in my harness helped pull us up. My arm now freed, I threw a second lash through the hole in my uniform at the wrist, arcing it so it landed fifteen feet above us, and I slowly began to pull us back up to the branch where Gerome was still hanging.

      Dalton was still flailing about like he was going to die. I shot him a look. “Would you hold still?” I snapped. “I really don’t want to drop you.”

      A lie—but hey.

      

      Back inside the Tower, I reached up and ran a hand through my black hair, panting but flushed with triumph. The cool air washed over my skin, and in that moment I could have kissed the nearest air circulation unit. At my side, Gerome actually gave an approving nod.

      And then I looked at Dalton.

      The mechanic was staring at me. I expected gratitude, or at the very least some joy at being alive… but instead I found nothing but hatred.

      “What makes you think,” he said, voice soft, “that you can just… handle me like that?”

      My stomach dropped and for a moment my mouth didn’t seem to work at all.

      “I… What?” I managed.

      “I was fine,” Dalton snapped insistently. “I was fine, and you felt the need to—”

      “You were not fine!” I retorted, taking a step toward him and suddenly aware of the baton I wore at my side. I wondered if a sharp blow to the side of the head would improve Dalton’s temperament.

      “My lashes were fully operational,” he replied. “I was entirely capable of saving myself, and certainly didn’t need a four to come to my aid.”

      “Well, excuse me, Mister Seven,” I said. “It looked to me like you were falling to your death. Maybe next time I’ll just let you get on with it.”

      “Liana.” Gerome’s voice held a note of warning, but I didn’t care. I was too frustrated to apply any sort of brake to my mouth.

      “Maybe you should!” Dalton sneered. “The idea of a four thinking I needed saving, of laying hands on me! I have a family, you know. I can’t even imagine what my wife would say if she knew.”

      “She’d probably rather have you saved by a four than have you come back in a bag, Cog,” I hissed. “Or, you know, not in anything at all. It’s hard to get bodies back when they’ve fallen off the damn Tower.”

      “Liana.”

      I turned sharply, glaring at Gerome. “And what do you want? Are you going to scold me, too? I saved a life—and even if he won’t admit it, you know I did. Was it wrong? Was it bad? What?”

      Gerome’s features were somber as he reached out, seizing my right arm and lifting it so that I could see the dial on my wrist. Tears pricked my eyes as I stared at it. It couldn’t be right. It couldn’t be. The number shone hot and red, though. At risk.

      “Oh, dammit,” I breathed.
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      I stared, stomach churning, at the dial on my wrist. A tremble rolled through me. Being a four had been bad enough as a Squire. But no matter what department you were from, once you hit three, Medica treatment was no longer just recommended; it was required. If you were a two you were placed in confinement on your floor and sent to mental restructuring, a rigorous process of intensive drug cocktails and heavy indoctrination designed to raise a person’s number by completely rewriting their personality. If I dropped to a two, I would be automatically expelled from the Knights. Ones disappeared into the dungeons of the Citadel—I wasn’t even sure what happened to them.

      “A three?”

      I looked up, my whole body numb. Dalton was gazing down his long nose at me like some kind of pompous vulture, thin tongue darting out to wet his lips. I tried to press down a surge of disgust at his presence. Such thoughts were not helpful right now. I could practically feel Scipio leafing through my emotions via the net in my head.

      “Liana…” Gerome began, but I turned away.

      “It’s fine,” I said, not sure where the lie came from. “I—I’ll get it sorted out.”

      “The Medica will sort you out, you mean,” drawled Dalton. “At least I won’t have to deal with you again.”

      I glanced back as Gerome turned on the engineer, his eyes flat as stone. “She saved your life, Cog.”

      Dalton stood up a little straighter. “I still had my lashes. I was perfectly capable of—”

      “I have been training with lashes my entire life,” Gerome said matter-of-factly, “and Liana is already twice as talented as me. I respect your loyalty to the Tower. I respect your commitment to its values. What I cannot respect is your flippancy toward its Knights. Unless you’re trying to mar your record and bring your number down, I suggest a change of temperament.”

      Dalton had gone pale, and now he nodded shakily.

      I glanced at Gerome. The speech had been defensive, but it wasn’t meant as complimentary. How very Gerome: the facts, flat and simple, with no emotions or loyalties beyond himself and the Tower to get in the way. I appreciated the support, but sometimes I wished the man would show me something that resembled actual kindness—not the damnable cool statement of facts.

      “Liana,” he said, and this time it was not a tone that allowed me to ignore him.

      “Yes, sir,” I said, shoulders slumping.

      “You will be required to visit the Medica tomorrow,” he said. “They will give you what you need in order to be a productive member of this Tower.”

      My gut clenched. “Yes, sir.”

      “For now,” he said, “I think it would be best if you—”

      A low buzzing cut him off, coming from the net in my head. The vibrations seemed to flow together, until my eardrums rattled with sound that wasn’t there. I bit my lip; direct messages had always left me with a vague sense of vertigo.

      Squire, a voice said in my head. I recognized Scipio, and shivered. The programmers had chosen a soft, male voice for him, and for some reason whenever he spoke I imagined a young man, blond, sitting upon a throne, sword across his lap. He was regal, condescending, and completely at ease in his power. I wasn’t sure if I hated, loved, or feared him. He merely was what he was.

      There is an incident that requires your attention. A ‘one’ has appeared in the Water Treatment facilities. You are to assist in apprehending him. Immediately.

      Scipio’s words rang in my ears, and for a moment I stood, frozen in shock. I had expected a reprimand, not a call to duty. I watched as Gerome’s iron façade twisted. He turned away.

      “Something has come up,” Gerome said. “I need to—”

      “I got it too,” I said hurriedly.

      Dalton’s stare darted between the two of us like we were mad.

      Gerome stared at me.

      “Confirm to me what you heard,” he said.

      I looked at Dalton, not particularly wanting to give the man the gossip that he wanted. The communication had been for Knights only. All the same, Gerome wanted an answer.

      “A one has appeared in Water Treatment,” I said. “I am to assist.”

      Dalton let out a gasp but Gerome just nodded.

      “We’re taking the plunge,” he said.

      Dalton, predictably, gasped again. I, on the other hand, offered the first genuine smile of the day.

      

      The plunge was a sheer shaft that ran almost the entire length of the Tower, from the ceiling to the lower levels. Unlike the elevators, this tunnel was narrow and didn’t always run in a perfectly straight line. For an experienced Knight, lashing your way down the plunge was simple, but, much like the drop outside, my stomach never failed to lurch when I leapt out into the empty air. The narrowness and random changes in the tunnel meant there was little room for error. It was one of the faster ways of getting to a lower floor, but at least one Knight a year died due to a mistake that sent them slamming off wall after wall in free fall, often getting no time to place new lashes before they hit the bottom of the passage. Seeing the deadly shaft of pipes and exposed beams, and leaping into it was as thrilling and terrifying now as it had been the first time I’d done it.

      I’d be lying if I said I didn’t love it.

      Gerome leapt into the narrow shaft first, and I managed to last three whole seconds before I followed, a mad grin on my face. I placed my foot into nothingness and then allowed gravity to take me, throwing my lashes at the last possible second to arrest my descent down.

      Gerome stared straight forward, his short hair barely moving as we hurtled toward the ground. His approach was methodical: a flick of the wrist here or there to keep himself perfectly centered as he shot downward. By contrast, I was a meteor. I spun and whirled, dancing about him as I let my feet clip the walls, grinning in spite of my mentor’s disapproving glances. My teachers had always been very firm on the fact that the plunge was for emergency transportation only, but they had been forced to remind me several times over the years. Something this wonderful couldn’t just be for when things were bad.

      “When we arrive,” Gerome shouted, his voice barely carrying over the wind roaring in my ears, “you are to stay with me. We’ll search the perimeter indicated by Scipio while others search the interior.”

      I shot out a cable and yanked myself away from where a beam cut across the path, slipping my slim form through the narrow gap between the beam and the wall, leaving the wider space for Gerome’s muscular form. Once I was past it, I took the time to answer. “Wouldn’t it be more efficient if we split up?” I yelled back.

      “We’re not splitting up.”

      I winced, and for a moment I was all too aware of the low number on my wrist. Of course Gerome wouldn’t want me to go off on my own now.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Coming to a halt in the plunge was never easy, but Gerome managed it nicely, throwing a hand in either direction so that the lashes he shot out caught the walls simultaneously, at the same elevation. He came to a halt just above the exit we needed to take, which was little more than a door-shaped hole.

      I speared one lash to the top of the exit and shot past Gerome through the narrow space, throwing another lash up and back to catch the doorframe as I passed through. I eased the latch and the cord gave a gentle pull at my wrist, slowing me until I landed, feet skidding along the ground.

      Behind me, Gerome eased himself through the doorway. “Being flashy will get you killed,” he grunted. “We have procedures for entering and exiting the plunge for a reason, Squire Castell.”

      I wanted to make a face but held the impulse in, opting for a curt nod instead. It never seemed to matter that I could do things nobody else could. My expertise, and what I could accomplish with it, meant nothing in the face of the immutability of the Tower. It was all I could do not to scream sometimes.

      Gerome strode off and I fell into line behind him, my boots slapping moodily against the floor.

      “So, what do we know about this guy?” I asked, trying not to think about the fact that my own dossier had just been flagged and passed on to the Medica. Gerome would have the information on the individual we were looking for—sent along with our orders.

      Sure enough, he pulled a small, pen-like device from his pocket and held it up to one side. An image flared into view over it: a picture and several lines of text.

      “Grey Farmless,” he said, reading off the information. “Citizen designation 49xF-91. Looks like he was initially raised by the farmers but his parents petitioned the Department Head to drop him and they did.”

      I blinked, looking at the face with renewed interest. Getting dropped by your parents was a rare occurrence, but it did happen. When a parent simply couldn’t take their own child’s presence, or else thought them a bad influence on their floor, they could “drop” the child, essentially rendering them homeless to go find a new floor. It was extremely rare for any Hand to drop their own children, which made me curious.

      In the picture, Grey’s mouth was twisted into the smallest of frowns, his soft, dark brown eyes staring intently toward the camera. His hair was a light brown or dark blond—it was hard to really tell—and his square jaw framed lips set at a slight scowl. He wasn’t classically handsome, but there was something sultry in the dry disdain of his features that made my heart skip a beat, and I quickly pushed the feeling back—it was woefully unprofessional. There was something else stamped into his features. It was subtle, but there: a bitterness—that I couldn’t help but recognize in myself.

      “What did he do?” I asked.

      “Hm?”

      “Why did they drop him?”

      Gerome scrolled through the notes.

      “Doesn’t say,” he replied eventually. “I do see that his number dropped before it happened, though. Might have just been natural prejudice against a dangerous element.” I shoved my right hand behind my back, biting my retort clean in half. Picking a fight with Gerome about calling the lower numbers “dangerous elements” made about as much sense as saving Dalton had, and I was done doing stupid things today.

      The search proved boring. Water Maintenance was a fascinating process, or so I’d been told. Intricate, delicate, and deeply scientific, the mesh of vein-like pipes kept the Tower from dying of thirst, grew our crops, and provided energy. This floor, however, held nothing of the supposed majesty of the profession. Everywhere I looked it was pipes, pipes and more pipes. Some glass, some metal, they tangled together into complex and intricate knots with only sparse room left for walkways to wind between them.

      “Why would someone even be in here?” I asked, using a lash to tug myself up and over a particularly large pipe that had been built directly across the footpath.

      Gerome pulled himself up over the same pipe without so much as a grunt.

      “It makes sense,” he said. “Good place to hide. Not to mention, these pipes go into the Depths.”

      I cocked my head at that. The Depths, as the council had taken to calling them, were a series of caverns and maintenance shafts at the base of the Tower. Supposedly they had become too irradiated to inhabit, but sometimes people would talk about undocs, the undocumented citizens of the Tower, hiding down there. It didn’t seem likely to me. If there were people down there, surely the council would have done something about them by now. Besides, there was nothing to live off of in the dark, under-powered floors that made up the Depths.

      As I was contemplating the idea of someone actually trying to live down there, a figure emerged from behind a nearby pipe.

      I froze, looking him up and down. He was taller than I’d imagined from the picture, and better built. Also, his hair was a little lighter, and he looked more rugged; a layer of stubble had grown along his jaw. All the same, this was our guy. I raised a hand, but found myself momentarily speechless as his intense brown eyes locked with mine.

      As he shifted, his wrist came into view. His band glowed hot and red, like an angry burn.

      “Gerome,” I finally blurted.

      My mentor turned, and I could feel his eyes zoning in on the young man. Gerome wasted no time.

      “Citizen Farmless,” he said, advancing, one hand unslinging the stun baton from his waist. “You are hereby placed under arrest by the order of the Knights. Should you fail to comply, you will be—”

      Grey didn’t even wait. He turned with alarming speed and darted back the way he had come. Gerome cursed and broke into a run. I took off after him into the maze of pipes.

      The guy was fast. He swung under and over pipes, his feet never missing a beat, never faltering for an instant as he sprinted ahead. Within moments he had a sizable lead. Growling, I thrust a hand forward and sent a lash spinning out. It collided with a pipe, and with a flex of my wrist I let it surge me forward at a breakneck pace.

      I was almost near the fleeing man when I saw a familiar grayish tube just beyond him. An elevator.

      That’s fine, I thought. The scanner would read his number. The elevator would hold him in place—like any other person with a ranking of one attempting to use them—and we could just grab him when it refused to move.

      That was what I was telling myself as Grey stepped onto the platform and the blue lights erupted from the bottom, moments before it began to lift him upward. I nearly slammed into a pipe as I gaped, dumbfounded, at the machinery. It hadn’t even chirped out his ranking, and it always recited rankings if anyone lower than a nine was present on the platform.

      Grey had the nerve to grin and actually waved at me as he disappeared behind the wall. I felt a burst of annoyance at the odd sense of pleasure his acknowledgement brought me.

      Gerome entered the room just as I seized on that annoyance, racing up the ramp and onto the platform that slid out of the wall to support me. I didn’t break my movement as I flung the lash up, attaching it to the underside of his elevator and letting it haul me up as I dangled in the shaft. Below me, the blue lights of the computer flashed red in warning—indicating that someone (me) had broken protocol.

      “Liana!” Gerome bellowed, as I disappeared into the shaft. “Get to C-9 and head him off! I’ll come around the other side.”

      His voice carried after me as I pulled myself up toward the panel above, reeling in so fast the line seemed to whistle. I couldn’t stay under here for long—it was too dangerous.

      The elevator began to slow and I waited until it had almost stopped before disconnecting my lash. I fell a few feet down, and flung out both lashes so they attached to either side of the shaft. The lashes fed out as I continued to fall, and at the last possible moment I reversed the feed and had them reel me back up—faster than was safe but I needed momentum. As I shot past the lash points, I disengaged them, angling my body up and through the now exposed doorway. I landed with a hard thud of my boots, a few feet behind Grey.

      Grey froze and turned, his eyebrows jacking up into his hairline as he gazed at me in surprise. On impulse, I raised my hand and waved at him. He blinked, and then ran.

      I felt a smile bloom on my lips as he sprinted, and flexed my shoulders, suddenly confident. This was what I had been made for. I felt my worries slipping away, my concerns staying far below with my supervisor as I lashed my way after him—through the pipes that crisscrossed the room, skimming surfaces as I shot lash after lash, in pursuit of Grey.

      Because of his speed, and the pipes being so dense, I lost him behind a few, overshooting his location, too fast to stop. I swung back around, letting the swing of the last lash carry me back in a reverse trajectory and releasing it at just the right moment so I could land on an outcropping of pipes. I stared at the floor below, trying to find him.

      The room was silent—only the occasional sound of water gurgling or steam escaping could be heard. My eyes scanned the piping he had disappeared behind. After a long moment, I lashed down to the catwalk below, looking for any sign of the man.

      He hadn’t disappeared after all—but had come to a stop by a junction of pipes and was now hunched over one, rooting around like a farmer planting seeds and not a man being pursued by the Knights. I coughed as I unsheathed my stun baton, releasing a menacing hum of electricity.

      “So,” I said, drawing out the syllable, “are you going to introduce yourself, or…?”

      He spun around, his dark blond hair mussed and touching the sides of his face. His eyes found mine immediately, his muscles surging and tensing beneath his clothes. He didn’t exactly look like a villain to me. Then again, I was a three, so maybe villains were just my type.

      I tapped the tip of my baton against some of the piping, letting a thin tendril of power curl lazily up from it.

      “Awkward silence works too, I suppose,” I said, taking a step forward.

      I failed to anticipate his speed, though, and he moved close, grabbing my wrist and attempting to break my hold on my baton. Alarmed, I reacted instinctually, striking a low blow with my foot in an attempt to get him to move back or upset his balance. His foot came up to block my blow, and I froze as he kicked it away.

      I launched another kick, which he blocked as well, his hand still firmly wrapped around my wrist. We stared at each other, tension radiating from both of us.

      “How do you know to do that?” I asked after a pause, looking at his feet.

      He smiled, a flash of white straight teeth. “You’re pretty, for a Shield,” he said, referring to the Knights by their nickname.

      I glared at him then thrust out my arm, my fist clenched, intent on knocking the smug look off of his face. He blocked the blow with his forearm, and then slid his arm around my waist, pulling me tight against him. I flushed and looked up at him, extremely uncomfortable at his proximity and the way his brown eyes lit up as he looked down at me, that cocky smile still clinging to his lips.

      “Let go of me,” I said, forcing air back into my lungs as I tried to fight my way out of his arms.

      Grey smiled a slow, arrogant grin. “Let go of a pretty girl in the middle of a dance? My mother raised me better than that.”

      “Apparently not, Farmless,” I spat, and was immediately mortified by my own words. They sounded harsh and cruel—spoken out of a nervousness that stemmed from the feeling of being trapped.

      Grey’s jaw twitched and he abruptly released me, keeping cool despite the simmering anger burning behind his brown eyes. He sucked in a deep breath as he took a slow step back, creating a little bit of room between us.

      “Liana!” I heard Gerome’s voice from the tunnels behind me, clearly looking for me, but I ignored it, keeping my eyes on the oddly untroubled fugitive in front of me.

      “Citizen Grey Farmless, designation 49xF-91—to be precise,” Grey informed me, his tone exasperated and curt. “May I ask why, exactly, you feel the need to brandish a weapon at me, Squire?”

      I gave him a confused look and he gestured to the glowing display on his wrist. “I already know your number,” I informed him, baffled by his odd behavior. “It’s a one, Citizen Farmless. I’ve been given full authority to take you into custody.”

      I slapped my baton against the ground, forcing a shower of sparks, in an attempt to re-establish control of the situation. He seemed to be having a hard time getting it through his head. I wondered whether maybe that was because he was off the medicine handed out by the Medica for all twos and ones. The medicine I would soon be taking, my mind reminded me, and I pushed the thought away. Now wasn’t the time.

      Grey lifted his arm, turning it to display his number.

      “Not a one, Knight. Sorry to disappoint.”

      I stared. The end of the one seemed to have gotten lazy, curled around, cooled to a soft blue.

      “A six?” I said, dumbfounded.

      “Nine, actually,” he replied with a suffering sigh, “but who’s counting?” He looked pointedly at the three on my wrist, one sandy-brown eyebrow slowly lifting.

      “You were a one,” I insisted, trying to force the flush from my cheeks.

      “Well I’m not now,” he replied. “Funny how the world works.”

      “I can’t just let you go,” I said. “There’s no way that—”

      “Squire Castell.”

      I turned and saw Gerome approaching, his own baton held loosely in one hand. He moved straight toward the young man, who took a step back and lifted his arm again.

      “I’m a nine!” he announced. “There’s been a misunderstanding.”

      Gerome paused, then turned toward me. His slate-gray eyes seemed to stab clean through me.

      “This is the same man, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir,” I answered, somewhat unsure of how that was possible.

      I shuffled uncomfortably, glaring at the man’s number. It couldn’t be right, could it? But to think otherwise would be to assume that Scipio was wrong, and if I wanted to start claiming that, I might as well arrest myself and spend the night in a cell.

      Gerome looked at me, then at the man, his hard eyes seeming uncertain. “Very well, then,” he murmured after a pause. “We cannot arrest those in Scipio’s grace. The Citadel apologizes for any inconvenience you have suffered, Citizen.”

      Grey gave him a shrug, donning an expression of mock sincerity. “That’s no problem,” he replied. “I just want to help the Tower run as smoothly as possible.”

      I stared at him. His words were dripping with sarcasm, his eyes glinting with amusement. How the hell was he still a nine? It didn’t make any sense.

      “You were a one!” I erupted, gesturing at him. “You fled from Knights of Scipio’s order!”

      Gerome’s baleful gaze fell on me this time, and I shrunk under it. “You know as well as anyone that Scipio marks criminals with a one, to make their capture easy and assured. If he is not a one, then he has committed no crime.”

      “But—”

      “We’re done here, Squire,” Gerome said, his voice gaining a hint of steel as he turned and walked away.

      I could only stare at his retreating form. It seemed that Gerome was as indifferent to crime as he was virtue. Actions didn’t matter to him, or to the other Knights. It was all about Scipio and the number you happened to have flashing on your wrist. They were off the hook for everything else. Gerome was too indifferent to even admit there must have been some kind of mistake. But I couldn’t exactly blame him, either; this was the only protocol he knew.

      I, however, couldn’t stop thinking about it. In all my years of having my accomplishments ignored, I hadn’t really stopped to consider the things a high number could get away with. Now, my mind was abuzz. This couldn’t be right, could it? And yet, it was happening.

      I shot a lingering look back at Grey. He was lounging against a pipe, his eyes bright with quiet amusement. As I turned to follow Gerome, Grey gave a mocking salute, a smug smile tugging at the corners of his lips.

      Oh, I’m going to figure out exactly what you’re doing.
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      I followed Gerome along one of the many bridges that connected the shell to the entrance of the Citadel, the Knights’ headquarters. The giant cylindrical structure was dark and foreboding, stylized with great arches and loops of metal tempered to look like stone. The level we approached had high, towering walls, and lining those walls were gargoyles set upon platforms. Blue-and-silver banners bearing Scipio’s insignia (a tower wreathed in lightning) hung from the structure, and high above I could hear the whoosh and snap of Squires and Knights lashing between the arches of the Citadel, practicing their art.

      Reaching the looming front doors, Gerome was waved through, while I was brought to a stop, a crackling baton barring my path. I looked up and met the eyes of Lewis, a Knight who had sparred with me once. I had even thought of him as friendly.

      “Nobody below a ranking of four is admitted here,” he said, his voice unyielding. “You may take the residents’ entrance, as you still live with your parents.”

      I looked to Gerome, but the man just shook his head. I should have expected the reaction, to be honest. Gerome would have arrested his mother and spared the devil based on the number on their wrists. I bet the devil was good at cheating the system too… maybe I could find him and he could give me some tips.

      “Go home, Liana,” he said, rubbing at his brow. “You need to speak with your parents.”

      I bit my lip. “What about my report, sir?”

      “I will handle your report,” said Gerome. “I was there. At any rate, the testimony of a three is inadmissible in the records. Dismissed.”

      He never said “goodbye” like a normal person might have. So I shouldn’t have been surprised when he turned and disappeared into the darkness of the building beyond without another word. In front of me, Lewis continued to hold his baton, eyes level with mine.

      I swallowed hard as I stared at the man. It wasn’t even that I liked giving the reports, but it was my job. To be disallowed from even doing paperwork somehow felt like a bigger slap in the face than anything else I had experienced.

      What am I going to do—write a treasonous report? I thought bitterly. Then I tried to catch the sour thought, bundle it up and send it to some part of my brain where it wouldn’t be noticed. I couldn’t allow myself to fall to a two. Happy thoughts.

      Hey, you okay? a soft voice in the back of my head asked.

      I jumped and stared at Lewis. He just brandished his weapon again, apparently concerned I might try to force my way in. I took a step back and exhaled, looking around. It hadn’t been him talking, and there wasn’t anyone else around, which really only left me with one option: my dear brother, with his personal access to Scipio’s communication networks.

      “Alex?” I muttered softly, knowing the implant in my ear would pick up the sound and transmit it back to him.

      Literally and metaphorically coming at you through your thoughts, buzzed the voice in my head. I went to check in on you and saw your number had dropped. What’s going on?

      I smiled and walked away from Lewis to settle down on a bench. Alexander had always been the first to ask what was wrong. I rarely heard from him these days, except in a crisis. My parents hadn’t taken kindly to his decision to leave the Knights, even to directly serve Scipio, and as a result he never visited. I missed him, truth be told. There was something earnest and good in Alex that was hard to find elsewhere, and it often made me wonder just how he had come to work with Scipio.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “Stupid run-in with a moronic Cog.”

      A pause.

      Your ranking has slipped to a three, Lily.

      I scowled at both the patronizing voice he used, as well as the nickname. He was the only person who called me that and I wasn’t fond of it.

      “So?”

      So, three is when compulsory Medica treatment kicks in. Not to mention, your apprenticeship is nearing an end. They could drop you.

      I let my head fall into my hands, a wave of defeat rolling through me. Alex had never been one to mince words, and he knew me well enough to know exactly what I was afraid of. My number had fallen because I couldn’t stay positive, keep my thoughts in a good place on a consistent basis. The Medica was going to fix those thoughts, whether I liked it or not. And I had to do it, or risk losing my department forever.

      “Maybe it’s just a bad day,” I muttered. “Maybe it’ll be better in the morning.”  Using the net to communicate was weird; it always looked like someone was talking to themselves, although everyone knew they weren’t. Or at least hoped they weren’t.

      It won’t be.

      “Gee, thanks for the reassurance.”

      A soft chuckle. Would you rather I coddle you with lies?

      I watched as a pair of stiff, straight-backed Knights in crisp, crimson uniforms strode by, heading toward the building. Everything about the place was so rigid. So stiff. Was this really all there was to life? Rules, and grappling with your own brain out of the terror of ever, even for a moment, thinking something bad?

      “What’s it like, working for the Eyes?” I asked, partially to distract myself.

      Alex sighed. Work, work, and more work, he admitted. But it’s fascinating. The sheer amount of data we have access to, you wouldn’t believe it.

      Data, he’d said. People’s emotions screened and compiled into a revolting blob of data.

      Did I say something?

      “No.”

      Your negativity concentration—

      “You’re reading me!?” I cried, jolting to my feet and causing a nearby Knight to shoot a disparaging look my way.

      I’m just watching your screen while we talk, Alex said hurriedly. I like to keep an eye on you.

      “Alex, that’s…”

      Would you rather I didn’t?

      I paused, considering. “No,” I said eventually. As invasive as it was, as bizarre as it was to think that someone always knew my inner state of mind, it was comforting to know that someone cared enough to look. To look at that negativity and not just slap a number on it but ask why my thoughts looked that way. Alex had always been different like that, and I adored him for it. It gave me hope, knowing that someone like my brother worked with the Eyes.

      The net in my brain continued to buzz, but Alex didn’t speak for almost a minute.

      Things are changing, he finally said.

      I tilted my head up, looking at the Core. The great computer was located somewhere in there, but the Eyes never let anyone other than other Eyes inside. Even their trainees, called Bits, weren’t allowed inside, until after they had passed copious screenings.

      “How so?”

      I can’t say. Or maybe I’d simply rather not—I don’t know, he replied. Just… get your number back up, and stay away from any more moronic Cogs. Or just Cogs in general.

      I chuckled at the tone of his voice—it was dryer than the desert outside. Eyes and Cogs were notoriously bad at getting along, and it seemed Alex had picked up that characteristic as well.

      So it is possible to get some positivity out of you after all, he drawled. Anti-departmental humor works like a charm every time.

      “Seriously, though, it’s creepy for you to just… read me like that.”

      He was right, though; I was smiling.

      You sure? I thought it was endearing.

      I laughed. “Pretty sure you don’t have any idea what’s endearing about you.”

      There was a silence, then a sigh. I have to work.

      “I know.”

      You going to be okay?

      I stared down at the number on my wrist. “I don’t know,” I replied honestly.

      Another silence.

      I’ll do what I can, he said.

      The buzzing in my head cut out, and just like that Alex was gone. With the noise, and my brother gone, I abruptly felt very alone. I thought about going home. About seeing my parents. But they didn’t care about anything more than the number on my wrist, and now that I had finally dropped—as they expected me to—I suddenly didn’t want to. The only thing that could possibly redeem me would be if I went off and managed to catch an entire gang of criminals—and even then it might not work. Both of them were Knight Commanders, the highest rank in our Order without becoming Champion, and that seat was held by Devon.

      I realized that I didn’t want to go home. In that moment, perhaps it was more that I couldn’t. I turned, moving back across the bridge, intent on finding an elevator to take me back to Water Maintenance.

      

      The elevator decided that the three using it needed an insultingly long lecture on immorality in exchange for travel back down to Water Maintenance. I waited, stewing in sullen silence, for it to finish and deposit me where I needed to go. I quickly went back to where I’d confronted Grey. He, of course, was long gone, but the pipes along the wall still bore the faint black mark where my baton had struck as I flew out of the sky to arrest him. Flew out of the sky and saw his wrist.

      A nine.

      I gritted my teeth as I walked forward, scanning the area for something, anything that might indicate what had happened. He had been a one. I had seen it, and even if I hadn’t I would have known. The easy smiles, the spark of character in his eyes; those things died when someone’s number got higher. Even aside from that, why would he have run if he wasn’t a one?

      I moved up to the place where he had been hovering, but there was nothing obviously different about it. Uncertain, I lowered my hand into a gap between the pipes and rooted around in the little pocket within.

      “So, Grey Farmless,” I muttered. “What were you rooting around for over here, huh?”

      It was a stupid venture. Grey was cleared. Even if I had found a bloody knife and a confession to murder, the man would have been free to prance about the Tower while people looked at me like I was going to burn the place down. To the eyes of the world, a nine was all but infallible, and a three was just waiting to explode. Still, something drove me. I needed to know the truth.

      Just then, my fingers brushed against something. It was small, smooth, and the contact sent it rolling away from me. I cursed, scrabbling for a moment, and just managed to close my hand around it before it got away. Yanking my hand out, I held it before me, then slowly opened it.

      It was a pill. And while Medica pills were brightly colored and well labeled, this one was a nondescript white, the sides completely blank.

      Hello… What might you be?

      I rolled the pill in between my fingers, thinking. I ought to take it to Gerome was the first thought that came to my head. This was important. Significant. As I thought about it, though, I pictured Grey. Cocky, self-assured, and so… himself. So much more himself than anyone I had ever known—and so unafraid to be so. He didn’t act like someone worried their number would fall. He didn’t act like someone who was worried about their number at all.

      I stared down at the three on my wrist. Medica treatment. Mood-altering pills. Liana—vanished.

      I shoved the pill into my pocket.
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