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      SIENNA

      The moon and stars provided a dim light over the dark, beautiful forest. Trees swayed in the subtle breeze, as if trying to lull me back to sleep, but I knew I wouldn’t sleep tonight. I’d hardly slept in days. It was always quiet here—artificially created silence. I didn’t need to hear the sounds outside the glass window I stared through to know they were filled with terrors and nightmares.

      Our first night here, I’d thought, for just a split second, maybe this wasn’t that bad. Maybe this place was a step up from the cement prison of the DEZ I’d spent my entire life in. But then they came. Like a wave of living darkness, they hammered against the glass wall separating us from the forest. Separating us from them.

      The glass held strong that night, as it has every night since. But it didn’t stop the pounding in my heart or the breaking of my soul. The fear inside of me swelled when the sun set, and I knew it would be too much to hope this nightmare didn’t become my reality, but wishing and praying were useless now. It might be too late for Vic, if she were in that forest already. Who could survive those monsters alone?

      My gaze fixed on the forest—Theo asleep at my side—and I waited. My fists clenched in the blankets, and tightness spread across my chest. Breathe. They can’t hurt you here, I reminded myself. But still the panic and fear palpated through my veins because they would come. They always came, and there would be no escaping them.

      The clouds parted and the moon shone brighter, just as the black figures approached and consumed any beauty the forest once held.
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      JAYLA

      My fingers rapped impatiently against the table as we waited. For an hour, Emery and I sat in a conference room at Watcher Headquarters in hopes we’d get to see Commander Reyes this time. It was the fifth day in a row requesting a meeting with her. This was as far as we’d gotten. The first days we were turned away politely. In the last few days, however, we’d been manhandled out the door and told not to return until Commander Reyes contacted us.

      I couldn’t stop the fear coursing through me, even while I kept my calm demeanor and confident swagger on full display. I would wait here for hours if I had to—for Cas I would wait forever—because we needed to get him back.

      When we’d arrived this morning to seek an audience with Reyes, I was surprised to find Officer Cortez waiting for us at the front door to Watchers Headquarters.

      “You can’t keep coming here,” he’d said.

      I shrugged. “Sure, I can. There’s no law against standing outside a building.”

      “She’s busy. She’ll get to you when she has time.” A vein at his temple looked ready to burst. Cortez was a short, stocky man, a lot of muscle to push around, but he was the last person I’d fear.

      At this point, nothing scared me except not knowing. Not knowing if Caspian had survived. Not knowing where he was or what we were going to do to get him back. It had been a week since I’d last seen him, since we’d barely escaped the Void and whatever they were doing there. A week since I’d last touched his skin, warm against my own, and felt his lips pressed against mine, igniting that fire inside me I’d ignored for so long. It felt like a lifetime.

      Now, all that remained was a hollow wound, and an ache I couldn’t ease.

      “If you won’t let me see her, at least give her a message for me,” I had told Cortez. Em couldn’t hide the little smirk spreading across her face. We had hoped Reyes would eventually send someone of importance down to shoo us away, and this morning we’d finally got our wish. The receptionist was useless; any message we passed along through her would mean nothing.

      But Cortez…

      From our last mission with Reyes, when we had stolen secrets on behalf of Governor Wallace from Marc Holden, it had been clear Cortez didn’t know Reyes was working with Simon. But he would know who Simon was. Cortez would recognize his name in an instant. So, the message we gave Cortez for Reyes was bound to stir up a few questions. “Tell her if we don’t see her soon, we’ll send Simon over to say hi… well, his head anyways.”

      Cortez’s face hadn’t shift with even the slightest glimmer of recognition at the name, but the tightened fist at his side told me we’d hit our mark.

      He had returned ten minutes later, claiming Commander Reyes suddenly had time for us. But still, she made us wait.

      When the door finally swung open to the small conference room Cortez had unceremoniously shoved us into, I didn’t bother hiding my annoyance at being forced to wait. “We were beginning to think you’d forgotten about us,” I said dryly.

      Commander Reyes glanced to my feet propped up on the table, then to Em who was using a knife to file her long nails into sharp points. “What part of our arrangement didn’t you understand?” she hissed. Her voice was low and laced with anger she barely held back. “I told you before you agreed to any of this, that if anything went wrong, I would deny any knowledge of it. That includes helping you find a way to fix whatever you messed up.”

      “Did dear old Simon even tell you where he sent us?” Em paused, waiting for Reyes to respond, but when she remained silent that gave us our answer. She was well aware of the shit show Simon brought us to—and she wasn’t about to help fix it. Em hardly looked up from her nails as she said, “They have Caspian.”

      Reyes paused. I had known it was a risk coming to Reyes for help, and I knew she would turn us away, just as Simon had before he disappeared. But I wouldn’t stop trying. And now that she knew why I wouldn’t stop, her expression softened a little.

      “I’m very sorry, Jayla, but if they have him, then he’s as good as dead, if he isn’t already,” Reyes said.

      My throat was dry, but I swallowed back the lump lodged there and looked her dead in the eyes. “You don’t know Caspian as we do. He can survive and he will survive. But we need to get him out of there. I’m only asking for your resources, not your help.”

      “Simon—”

      “We didn’t touch him… yet.” Em cut her off. “The little weasel has gone into hiding. Last time we saw him, he was only able to let us know that all transports to the Void have stopped. And with no other way in and no information…” She waved her hand as if to say, so here we are.

      Simon had also warned us that if we got too close to the Void, especially on an unregulated shuttle, we’d be shot down before we could even attempt to search for anyone.

      “I can’t provide you with much more than that. Whatever you did spooked a lot of people, even our usual sources aren’t talking.” Reyes finally took the seat across from me. “I can only offer you whatever information we get, when we get it.”

      My lips pursed, and I tilted my head. “See, that’s just not good enough.”

      “I am trying—”

      “No, you aren’t.” I stopped Reyes. Her mouth gaped open at my tone. I had never been disrespectful to the Commander of the Watchers, the woman who’d taken me in after I was so broken by the loss of my own mother. She had given me purpose, and now I was using it, even if currently it was directed at her. I had always kept my temper in close check with her, but not today. “We need names. We need people to find and get answers from. And we need access to everything you have.”

      Reyes’ eyes widened, and she opened her mouth to speak, but again I stopped her.

      “And we don’t mean the information you have on this… We mean everything. We want to know what you know.”

      Commander Reyes shook her head, as she crossed her arms over her chest. “Who do you think you are coming in here, demanding full access of everything I have?”

      “Someone who has lost their patience.” I cocked my head like a predator assessing its prey. “And I’m done following your rules. You said we were the only ones you trusted, so trust me now. I won’t let this go; you know that. But if you play nice, I promise not to mention any involvement you willingly—or unwillingly—had in all this.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Yes. It is.” Em placed her knife on the table and inched in closer. “That is merely the first of many if you choose to not cooperate. We played by your rules, and so far we’re the only ones who’ve gotten burned. There was once a time when you promised never to keep a secret from us, yet I get the feeling you’re hiding more than a few things.”

      Reyes swallowed, her gaze firm on Em. The two had been close once, before I joined the Watchers, but that was no longer the case.

      I took my time sliding my feet off the table before I stood, circling around to where Reyes sat. I placed my hands on the back of her chair. “We expect to hear from you in the next twenty-four hours.” I patted her shoulder. “Have a good day, Commander.” And then we were gone.
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        * * *

      

      We didn’t have to wait long for Reyes to contact us. And from the look on Cortez’ face as he handed us the tablet outside of the Watchers Headquarters, he had been informed of what was on it.

      “The Commander has made a lot of sacrifices for all of us. You might want to remind yourself of that before blaming her for your mistakes,” Cortez said, voice hushed.

      “We don’t blame her for our mistakes. We just ask that she helps fix the ones she was a part of.” I shrugged, tucking the tablet in my jacket.

      “From the way I hear it, you got your mate captured all on your own.”

      I had to stop Em from wiping the snide smirk off Cortez’s face, and he flinched back from her.

      “I’d be asking her how we got to the Void—and what we saw there—before you start pointing fingers,” I said over my shoulder and pulled Em with me.

      “I don’t believe in rumours and fabled stories,” Cortez said. “Any information you see on that tablet is speculation at best.”

      I stopped at the bottom of the stairs, turning back around. “They aren’t rumours. Or fabled stories. They’re living nightmares… and nightmares don’t just go away. They keep coming back, night after night, until that nightmare becomes your reality, and there’s no escaping it. That’s what you have to look forward to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      SIENNA

      Death. That’s what waited for us in the forest. Death and horrors and nightmares.

      Dr. Merinda stood between two guards wearing the same fake smile she had on the day we’d arrived—that was the only time we’d seen her since we got here just more than a week ago. Her grey-blue eyes were as cold as her heart. A deep rumble filled Theo’s chest at the sight of the woman, and his hand tightened around mine. He subtly positioned himself in front of me.

      Dr. Allard had led us here moments ago, down the endless white hallways, into room after room with the same glass wall looking out to the forest, until we were in a new area I had never seen before. He motioned for us to step forward, but we froze a healthy distance away, and he reluctantly took his place beside Dr. Merinda. The guards, dressed in the same green, brown, and black camo-colored clothes we now wore, stepped forward and held out a small bag for each of us. I glanced inside. A small ration of food, water, and a medical kit.

      “Looks like you’re all ready to go?” Dr. Merinda smirked, glancing down at our attire.

      Theo glanced over his shoulder at me, his fingers contracting against my own. His jaw was tight, but he held his rigid posture and turned back to Dr. Merinda.

      Only a few hours ago, Dr. Allard had shoved the new clothes we now wore in our hands, ordering us to change and wait for him. He hadn’t returned for four hours—making us wait was one of the games he loved to torture us with.

      “Allard has explained the weapons I assume?” She paused, as if waiting for a response. We glared in reply, and Dr. Allard nodded in confirmation.

      Theo and I had been hesitant to put on the stretchy leather pants and jacket we’d been given. A thin shirt hugged my body, and a jacket of the same fabric fit perfectly over my shoulders. It zipped up high, just under my chin, covering my neck, and something strong, like steel, slid down the sleeve at my forearm. We both understood what the implication of this change meant and what the colors of our new clothes closely resembled. Brown and green and black, they reminded me of the forest I watched every night—and we were about to enter it.

      I stared at Theo’s back, trying to gulp down breaths. I couldn’t go in there; I knew what was in the forest. He was in a similar outfit—the same color as mine—and the jacket was zipped up to his chin as well. My gaze focused on the patter, trying not to think about what was coming. The fabric covered the jagged scars filling his entire upper half, scars I had caused back in the DEZ during our graduation test. They weren’t repulsive, he was still beautiful even with the marred skin, but I had caused it, and that made me sick every time I saw them. He’d healed, thanks to Dr. Allard, but the reminder of what’d we’d been put through was a permanent scar.

      With his jet-black hair and vibrant, amber-mahogany eyes, Theo looked like a soldier or assassin. No. He looked like a Watcher—like Caspian and Jayla. I wondered if any of them knew where we’d gone, if they were still looking for Vic.

      “Your weapons,” Dr. Allard had explained, tapping the hard sleeve of my jacket. “You’ll need them, trust me.” He smirked. “Press your fist together and they’ll slide out. Press again and they disappear. Simple, right?”

      I was having trouble standing, my knees weak and wobbling, so I held on tight to Theo. His own hand trembled. I can’t do this. I can’t go into that forest. Sweat was beading at the back of my neck.

      “As you have likely noticed, there are some awful pests living in this forest.” Dr. Merinda drew my attention back to her. “And unfortunately, we can’t get through them on our own. That’s where you guys come in.”

      “You’re sending kids into the forest because you’re too scared to go yourself?” Theo said, a new kind of fire burning from him.

      My head spun, and little black spots sparked in the corners of my vision. I couldn’t see straight, and I was breathing way too hard.

      “We’re not scared… we’re terrified. And you should be, too.” Merinda sneered. “These things are in our way, plain and simple. There is something within this forest we need you to collect for us, which is why we are so kind to send you in armed.”

      “Why not send an army? Or Carbons? What good will we be?” I asked, finding my voice shaky and a pitch too high as fear threatened to take over. I’d already noticed not one Carbon was here. All the guards, the doctors, were humans.

      “Oh, we’ve tried it all, trust me… and they have all failed. Our government refuses to send any more soldiers our way, on account of us losing so many of them. And the Carbons, as you already know, are susceptible to the virus these black creatures hold.” Dr. Merinda stepped forward; her voice was soft and sugary sweet. She slid past Theo who stood an inch ahead of me, but he’d gone utterly still. She reached, and ran a hand down the long, braided red hair resting over my shoulder. “So, we began training our own army. A group of kids with strength and abilities from the Carbons, but without the worry of being infected. You’re immune to whatever the virus is. And so you are the only ones who can go in there and stand a chance of living longer than one day.”

      “What are you looking for? What’s in that forest you’re willing to risk our lives for?” I demanded, gulping down a deep breath and setting my chin higher. I wouldn’t go down without a fight, even if it terrified me.

      In a flash, she had her hand grasped under my chin, wrenching my face up to meet hers with such force I winced against the pain. Theo moved, but a guard aimed his gun to Theo’s head and he froze, his hand still holding mine. “First, little girl, you should know I’m willing to risk every life to find what I need. Including yours. You mean nothing to me. You were created for this! So don’t think we care one bit if you die the second you step out these doors. Someone will replace you—there will always be more.” The sweet tone in Merinda’s voice was long gone. Her hand dropped, and Theo caught me as my legs nearly gave out. I let out a staggered breath. She straightened the collar of her white coat, taking a step back before continuing. “When you get out there, I suggest you run fast. There are camps within the forest, and others who have survived. If you manage to make it there—survive more than one night—you’ll be tasked with finding what we need within the forest. But let’s see if you make it there first.”

      Dr. Allard shifted to the right of Merinda. He gave me a little shrug, as if to say, I told you you’d die eventually.

      I couldn’t stop my hands from trembling. This jacket was suddenly too tight and too restricting, and I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. But only one thing Merinda said terrified me more than those black creatures in the forest. Something I didn’t even think she meant to reveal.

      You were created for this.

      Not that we had been left behind, abandoned by parents who didn’t want us, and were easy options to choose from for this task, but we were created specifically for this. I’d spent so long trying to find my parents, and now… they might not even exist.

      “Now, if we’re done with the questions, I suggest you get going. The first camp is a few miles from here, and they lock their doors to anyone out past sunset.” Dr. Merinda shrugged. One of the guards pressed a hand to my back and pushed us towards a door leading to a room fogged with steam. “I suggest you don’t delay and make it there in time.”

      The guard grabbed Theo and me roughly by the arm and shoved us through the door. It sealed shut instantly, and another door leading out to the forest opened. The steam stayed within the room and had a tangy bleach smell to it. I was sure it was meant to keep the virus from getting into this building.

      “You have five seconds before the room cleanses itself,” Dr. Allard said through the speakers somewhere in the room.

      Theo pulled me out of the building and into the open air. The door slammed shut behind us again, and I saw the steam double as the room erased any trace of anything from existence inside of it.

      When I finally turned away from the building and looked back to the forest, my heart stopped. It was dead quiet, only the soft rustle of the wind sounded, and my lungs filled with the smells of the woods. Damp soil and pine trees. Flowers and wet grass. It didn’t feel like a bad place, like something to be terrified of, but still my heart pounded against my chest.

      Theo laced his fingers through mine and pulled me to face him. “We will survive,” he whispered.

      I glanced up at him, met his eyes for a moment, and managed to nod. He pressed a kiss to my forehead before turning us back towards the forest and we took off. We ran as hard as our feet would take us into the Void.
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      CASPIAN

      My feet moved swiftly through the dense forest. Don’t trip, don’t trip, I reminded myself over and over again. They were close behind me. I knew from the screams of the others who weren’t quick enough. Despite their gnarled appearance, these black figures were inhumanly quick like a wild animal, and strong.

      I found this out the hard way my first day. I was given only one day to recover from the bullet wounds and explosion that had burned my entire right side, but Dr. Allard had fixed me up quite well, just as Dr. Merinda had instructed.

      Only a small scar under my chin streaked down the right side of my neck from the burns. My arm hadn’t fared so well: it was a mess of scars from my shoulder to my wrist, but the pain was gone. I no longer felt the lingering throb in my leg or back either, only the burning in my lungs as I pushed harder.

      I’d been here a week now, been away from Jayla for longer than I’d ever been since the day I met her. I tried not to think of her, tried not to let my mind wonder if she’d made it back to Cytos alive. She was safe, I was sure of it, and she’d find a way to get me out of this hell.

      I sprinted harder. I didn’t have to outpace all of them, just the other humans trapped in the forest like I was. It was funny how self-preservation kicks in, and you quickly didn’t see these other people as humans, but competition. If they were faster than me, if they were stronger, that meant I would be those creatures’ next meal. So I made sure not to let that happen. My Watcher training had come in handy. I was quick and agile, just as the Marked kids were, even if it went against every instinct I had. I had been trained to help others not murder them—but this was a game of survival, and I’d made a silent promise to Jayla that I’d live.

      The only safe zone we had was inside the camps—small bunkers built under ground in the dirt. I’d been told most were built years ago, when the only enemy humans had to worry about were the Dred Wulfs that stalked the forest at night. Now, they were our only salvation. There were lots of camps, but I didn’t stray far from the one I’d first found. Camp forty-two. Hundreds more spread throughout the forest that covered nearly eighty percent of Armestes. The Void was situated at the very center of the continent. Cytos, Kuros, and Eres were to the west, east and south of us, while a large mountain range covered the northern half, all protected by the wall that surrounded the forest. The wall that was a prison to thousands of kids.

      The camp’s door would close soon; the sun was setting, which was how these things had come on us so quickly. We strayed just a bit too far, and they pounced like hungry lions.

      Don’t trip, don’t trip, I repeated.

      Ten more yards.

      Five more yards.

      I skidded to a stop, dove to my knees, and pulled open the heavy metal door in the ground, the only thing in the area outside of the trees and shrubs that didn’t fit into the scenery. I heard voices down below in the camp, telling me to shut the door. Time was up. I glanced out into the forest. The shadows grew darker, and the smell of them grew closer. Like burnt flesh.

      “Wait… wait for me,” I heard someone cry in the distance.

      A few yards away was a boy, a couple years younger than me, stumbling towards the camp. He limped on one leg, injured either from the chase or one of the creatures.

      They were close behind him. I could see their twisted limbs and black bodies closing in. He wasn’t going to make it.

      The people below me tugged on my leg, screaming for me to close the door, but I couldn’t look away from this kid running towards me.

      He didn’t ask for this. None of us did.

      But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t wait. I didn’t let the guilt seep in—it would only be a weakness out here—but still it tore me up inside.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. And I knew he didn’t hear me, but his eyes widened with the realization he was doomed. And it nearly killed me as I closed the door, locking it tight, just as the boy fell upon it.

      A fist pounded against it, twice, before the sound was gone, and the creatures took their prey for the night. One more second and that would have been me.
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      SIENNA

      The sun was setting too fast. We had run for at least six miles blindly in the direction we hoped would lead us to a camp. Neither Theo nor I had any idea what we were looking for, only what we were avoiding. They were present everywhere we went, the black creatures, but we managed to outpace most of them. The constant feeling that they were always nearby left me on edge and unable to get the tightness to release in my chest.

      We’d quickly found out what weapons our jackets hid. My fists pressed together mid-run, and two long, sharp blades slid from the sleeve. The metal was cold over the top of my hands. Theo’s own weapons were out as well, two long muzzles—guns—pointed out to the darkening forest. It’d taken a bit more time to figure out he had to squeeze his fists to fire the bullets, and the time it took nearly cost us our lives. We didn’t know how many bullets this jacket held, but I hoped we didn’t find out any time soon.

      Theo used the guns with ease, taking out more than a few of those things that got too close. But as the sun began to disappear, I sensed more surrounding us. A lot more.

      We had only seen one other person since we’d entered the forest, and he was now a few yards ahead of us racing fast. He seemed to know where he was going, so we followed. But he didn’t stop for us and didn’t reply when we called to him. Either he didn’t hear, or he chose to ignore us.

      “We can’t just run all night. We have to find a camp,” Theo said from behind me. Though he was healed from the internal burns he’d received, he was weak. We both were, from lack of sleep and sitting around for the past week. And whatever lingering pain he hid from me made him slower than usual.

      I moved beside him, gripped his arm, and tried to pull him a little faster. The guy we followed was moving too quickly, and with the setting sun, we were going to lose him if we couldn’t keep up.

      “Just a little farther, then hopefully we can stop. But we have to go faster,” I said, keeping my voice low, not needing more of these creatures to hear us.

      Theo gritted his teeth, and with a sharp nod, he pushed his arms and legs a little harder. I sprinted back to the front, my eyes still following the guy ahead of us. He had wavy blond hair pulled back from his face and the same kind of clothing we wore.

      He was still quite a ways ahead of us when he went behind a tree, and I lost sight of him. I swore under my breath and raced to the spot. Skidding on the dirt floor, I stopped at the tree he had just been at, but no one was there. Theo clutched his side as he tried to catch his breath. Where did he go?

      “Hello? Can anyone hear us?” I hissed, trying to keep my voice low.

      The subtle snap of a branch sounded, and then something came flying at my head. I winced as a small twig hit its mark and fell to the ground. Looking up, I found the guy we were chasing high up in the trees. He held his finger to his lips and scowled. Then he motioned for us to climb.

      I tested my boots on the tree. Sharp spikes at the toes dug into the bark with ease and I began ascending. My movements were slow despite urgency coursing through me. I was tired from the hours of running and we’d hardly stopped, only once to eat the small ration of food and gulp some water before continuing.

      The sun was disappearing, and darkness was settling in fast. A soft breeze pushed the pine and maple smell of the trees around us into my lungs the farther up we went. The breeze also brought the odor of death chasing us, as it moved closer and closer to where we climbed.

      The smell of rotten flesh and burnt ash was the only indication of the monsters roaming the forest below us. We had already encountered a few in our short time here, and not one of them had made any noise until they were on top of us, so quick we nearly missed them. They were silent while they stalked, but guttered screams tore through them when they attacked, rapidly attracting more to our location.

      My arms burned and my breath laboured by the time I reached the top. Leaning against the tree with his leg stretched out on a large branch was the guy we had followed here. His arms rested behind his head as if we weren’t nearly one hundred feet above the ground.

      I wrapped my legs around the branch I sat on, and Theo did the same slightly below me.

      “They can’t climb?” I asked.

      The guy snorted. “Are you an idiot? Of course they can climb. It’s just easier to avoid an entire pack from up here.”

      The reality of not being able to get away from them pushed my heart to race more than it already was.

      “Calm down. They can probably hear your heavy breathing you’re so bloody loud,” the guy hissed.

      Theo passed me a canister of water, letting his hand rest on my leg and soothing a small part of me. I took a few slow, deep breaths, trying to calm my heart. I had to get used to this… this new reality. There was no time to feel sorry for myself or hope someone would save us. There was no one to save us, no one who would even miss us. The only thing we could do now was focus on surviving and pray we could find Victoria out here somewhere.

      “We’re looking for a camp. Is there one nearby?” Theo murmured.

      The guy pointed to the ground a few feet from the tree we were in. “Camp number three,” he said. “That’s why I chose this tree. All the smells from humans in and around camps help distract them. Or the others.”

      “The others?” I asked.

      The guy finally glanced over at me, and I noted his brown eyes looked almost black against the setting sun. “First night?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      He huffed. “Figures. Should have guessed by all the noise you two made.” He inclined his head down to where Theo sat watching the forest floor, his hand still resting on my leg. “Might want to learn how to be a bit quieter, if you plan to last more than a week out here.”

      “Can we get into the camp?” Theo asked.

      He shook his head. “Closes up at sunset, and it won’t open for anyone.”

      I frowned, looking to the spot he had pointed out. The only thing out of the ordinary was a small, square steel door on the ground. It wasn’t very big, and the shrubs shielded it almost entirely from view. If it hadn’t been pointed out, I would have missed it. The camps must be below ground.

      “I’m Sienna, and this is Theo.” Theo gave a nod without taking his eyes off the forest floor below us.

      “Gunner.” He gave a tight smile.

      We were quiet for a few moments, the forest just as quiet. A warm wind slid down my jacket and made me shiver against the damp sweat clinging to my neck. Theo’s hand was hot against my thigh, and I placed my own over it.

      “Gunner, what did you mean when you said ‘the others’?” I asked, tilting my head up to where he lounged.

      Again, Gunner snorted, as if our ignorance was somehow amusing to him. “The Reeks aren’t the only things inside this forest.”

      “Reeks?”

      “The black things, that’s what they’re called… Reeks,” Gunner answered. “The other things living in the forest are just as terrifying, almost worse, but they only come out at night. Dred Wulfs. Mutated animals that feed on the Reeks… well, they feed on anything, but the Reeks are easiest to catch seeing as the smarter humans make it into a camp before nightfall—when they aren’t being chased by their own comrades. But the Wulfs, they’re not the kind of thing you want to see up close, trust me.”

      I shivered. If those black creatures were living nightmares, what did that make the Dred Wulfs?

      “How long have you been here?” Theo asked. He glanced up to Gunner only for a second before movement below us caught our attention.

      I sucked in a breath, not daring to breathe for fear the Reek below us would know we were there, but within a few seconds, it sprinted off, following a different trail.

      Gunner didn’t even seem phased by the Reek passing below us. “What month is it?” he asked.

      “August,” I answered.

      “Then I’ve been here two years and one month, give or take a few days.” Gunner counted with his fingers as he answered.

      My eyes widened. “Over two years?” No wonder he didn’t seem worried.

      Gunner shrugged. “There are a few others who’ve been here almost as long. But most last a week or two. Hard to compete with the stronger kids. And then there’s the actual monsters—got to watch out for them, too.”

      Theo’s head whipped around. “What do you mean, compete with the stronger kids?”

      Gunner chuckled. “Oh, you guys have a lot to learn. This isn’t the kind of place that endorses teamwork or sticking together, unless of course, someone can provide compensation for your assistance. It’s every man for himself; you’ll learn that quickly, even those who team up find that out eventually. If you aren’t faster than someone or stronger than them, you won’t be here for long.”

      My mouth hung open. “Why wouldn’t everyone just work together?”

      Gunner shrugged. “People are selfish. We all want to live.”

      “But—”

      “Listen, princess, I get where you’re going with this, but these people will not agree with you. The ones who work together only do so to take the rest of us down, and they don’t last long. No one will help you out here, so I’d suggest you just get used to it that way. It’s the ones who think they can save everyone that die first. The ones who are too kind for their own good.” Gunner leaned back against the tree again and closed his eyes. “The quicker you forget your human nature, the longer you’ll live.”

      Theo squeezed my leg as he watched my face fall and he knew why. My heart dropped. Not because I couldn’t do it—because I could. I went into the Underground every weekend with the sole purpose of self-preservation, and I didn’t care who I had to beat up along the way.

      No, that wasn’t why my whole world felt like it had shattered with one small revelation. It was because I knew someone who would have a hard time learning that lesson, and who wasn’t stronger than anyone…

      My pulse quickened, and I swallowed back the tears welling up in my eyes. Vic would never survive the Void, which meant she likely was already dead.
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      SIENNA

      Exhaustion had taken hold, but my body was too on edge to allow me to sleep, which left me with bloodshot eyes that ached. Every rustle in the forest demanded my focus. Gunner had dosed on and off until the sun began to rise, and he finally said it was safe enough to climb down.

      The steel door leading down to the camp opened, and a few kids climbed out. Gunner waited for the six kids inside to file out before he entered, motioning for us to follow.

      I climbed down the few feet until I hit the dirt floor, an overwhelming scent of earth mixed with unwashed bodies filling the small space. Theo was close behind, his fingers brushing against my back, as he kept close. This camp was built entirely underground, dirt walls surrounded us, and the roof was so low we had to duck as we followed behind Gunner.

      On one side of the tiny camp were two bedrolls placed on the floor, another two shoved in the back. Also at the back was the only thing not made of dirt. A ring, just bigger than the size of my fist, glowed white from where it jutted out of the wall. Gunner placed his arm inside of it, his skin lit up green, before he pulled it out and motioned for Theo and me to do the same.

      “Check in station, all camps have one,” Gunner explained, as he pulled off his small pack and took out a water canister. He filled it up with a tap sprouting out of the wall. “You have to check in daily, one way or another. If you don’t check in within forty-eight hours, they’ll assume you’re dead and you’ll get dissolved.”

      “Dissolved?” I scrunched my brow, moving aside to allow Theo to check in, the space so closed in I could feel the heat from his body, and when he was done checking in, he stood between Gunner and I, still assessing if he was friend of foe.

      “Yeah, just as disgusting as it sounds.” Gunner took a swig of water. “These tracker chips in our wrist have some sort of toxic nerve agent that gets released when we die. It seeps into the blood stream and literally melts you from the inside out. Not a pretty sight.”

      I swallowed back the bile threatening to come up.

      “So what do we do now? Why did those kids leave? Couldn’t we just stay in here and keep checking in?” Theo asked. He might as well have been crawling on his knees the roof was so low.

      “You could, but then you wouldn’t be of any use to them, and you’d get dissolved, anyways.” Again Gunner shrugged as if it were just a common occurrence for people to get melted from the inside out. Maybe it was for him.

      “Not of any use how?” I asked.

      Gunner sighed, clearly annoyed at all of our questions. He took his time placing his water canister back in his pack before he spun around. “If we don’t bring back an artifact from the forest for The Six, they have no use for us and will get rid of you. You can’t just expect to hide out the rest of your days in this camp; things here don’t work like that. We all got to go out there. It’s part of the job.”

      “What’s The Six?” Theo asked.

      “Bloody hell, do you guys really know nothing?” Gunner shook his head, and Theo took a subtle step closer to me. “All right, I’ll explain this once and only once, so listen up and save your questions for someone else. The Six are the people who sent us in here. There are six main bases surrounding the Void, one of which you guys came from… doctors, creepy white suits, you remember them, right? The Six—that’s what we call them—are all looking for artifacts within the forest that we need to track down. You at least know about the war before the Peace-Making right?”

      I nodded, numb as I listened. Theo was watching me while he listened to Gunner, his brows tilted in a frown. I knew my mouth hung open, but I couldn’t clamp it shut.

      “Well, the part of the Space Station that landed in the Void had a lot of information on it—artifacts—and The Six want them all. They’re usually smaller items, made of some kind of steel, but they could be just about anything. Electronics, tech, notebooks... So every day, we go out in search of these things and hope they find the items we bring back useful, and if they do, we get rewarded. Food, water, better weapons and ammo... the supplies you’ve got will last you a week, tops. In order to survive out here, you’ve got to find artifacts,” Gunner said.

      “What kind of artifacts are we looking for?” I asked, forgetting Gunner’s request for no questions, but he seemed to have forgotten, too.

      “Anything that doesn’t belong in the forest. Sometimes, it looks like trash and it’s useful, other times it looks important and ends up trash. You never know.” Gunner shrugged.

      “Still, why not just stay here for four days, check in daily, then on the fifth go out looking for something?” Theo suggested.

      “Man, if you’re good enough to find something in one day then all the power to yah, but most people struggle with even five days to collect something. And remember when I said that the kids here don’t play nice? Well, it gets even more vicious when you’re down to your last day, and all you need is an artifact someone else has…”

      I stilled. “They’d steal from each other?”

      Gunner snorted, another amused but dark smile on his face. “Sweetheart, people will kill for what you’ve got. You don’t just have to find an item, you have to get it back to one of the Distribution Camps, camp ten, camp twenty, camp thirty—anything that ends in a zero basically—they’re larger and easier to spot. But there are people out there, Poachers we call them, who don’t go out looking for artifacts. They go out looking for kids who’ve already found them. They’ll kill you for them and call it they’re own. That’s how the game goes around here. Every man for himself.”

      “That’s sick,” Theo said.

      “That’s reality.” Gunner’s expression revealed none of the repulsion we felt, just honesty. He stepped over to the short ladder and pulled himself up and out of the camp. We followed, the sun beaming down on us, hurting my tired eyes. “Well, it was nice meeting you guys, wish you loads of luck, but you’ve wasted enough of my time, so I’ll be seeing you around, or not.”

      Gunner clapped his fists together, and two curved blades shot out of the sleeves of his jacket. The metal glistened in the morning sun.

      “Wait, we’re coming with you,” I said, following his lead and releasing my own knives from my jacket. Theo hesitated, as if he wasn’t sure we should join Gunner.

      Gunner shook his head. “I work alone.”

      He moved to leave. Theo grabbed my arm to stop me when I went to follow.

      “Wait,” I cried again.

      With an exaggerated sigh, he paused and turned around, impatiently waving his hand.

      “Will you at least point us to where the ship is?” I asked. We had no idea where we were, but if we could at least get to the ship and find an artifact, then the only other thing we had to do was survive the whole way there and back, find one of the Distribution Camps, and avoid Poachers, Reeks, and Dred Wulfs… easy right?

      Gunner puffed out his cheeks and let out a long, heavy breath. “God, you guys are so damn naïve it’s painful.” He took a step towards us, something like pity reflecting in his eyes. “I’ve been here over two years, and not once have I been more than a hundred yards from that part of the ship. There’s no getting inside of it, not unless you have a death wish. It’s smashed into the side of the mountain where Reeks are all over it twenty-four seven. You’ve got to just search around here, and keep track of the time, watch the sun. I wouldn’t suggest hiding in the same place as last time if you miss closing time again. And a few too many days without sleep won’t do you any good, either.”

      I opened my mouth to ask something else, but Gunner held up his hand and stopped me. “Just do yourselves a favor and keep it simple. You might get lucky and find something small that others missed. Or an artifact one of the other kids who didn’t make it dropped. But don’t go trying for the big items, it’s not likely in the cards for you guys, and you’ll be lucky to last the next five days, so you might as well enjoy it while you can.”

      Before I had a chance to say anything else, Gunner sprinted off, tearing through the bushes and out of sight before we had a chance to even think about following him. Theo still had his hand gripped around my arm, and it slowly slid down until it was resting on the small of my back.

      “We could just stay here for the day, take a little break, and try to figure this all out,” Theo suggested.

      “What will time change? We don’t seem to have a choice.” My chin dipped. My voice was cautiously low, and I heard movement from the forest around us. I couldn’t tell if it was the wind or another kid or a Reek.

      His fingers tensed against my back, but he didn’t correct me or argue that I was wrong; he knew we were now fighting in a game of survival. I set my jaw, rolled my shoulders, and swallowed back my fear.

      “We can do this,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster.

      The faintest smile lingered for only a moment on Theo’s lips, but he tilted his head down and placed a heartbreakingly soft kiss on the top of my head.

      “I will protect you until my last dying breath, Sienna,” he murmured against my hair. “That’s my only vow, to you and no other.”

      My chest felt as if it would explode, but Theo’s words calmed the storm building. I took in a deep breath, my lungs filling with the lingering lemon citrus scent wafting from him. “Let’s go.”
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      JAYLA

      One by one, our sources were disappearing. Some went into hiding while others just refused to give us any information, even when we tried to beat it out of them. “It wouldn’t matter if I knew something. I’ve seen what happens to snitches, and that’s worse than what you two will do with me,” one of them had said.

      The only person who might be able to help was the one person we couldn’t find… Simon. The usual spots he hid were empty; we’d checked them all, more than once.

      With Em still working on the tablet from Reyes and sifting through piles of information for anything that might help us, I had gone out looking for the elusive Carbon Resistance.

      Many Carbons had been apart of Simon’s crew, and I only needed one to talk.

      Em had tracked down the Carbon I was following tonight through some old acquaintances. The woman was a known member of the resistance and a close friend of Governor Grayson’s—the Carbon Governor of Cytos.

      The hood of my black jacket covered my face from view, and the rest of me blended into the shadows. Even Azrael on my hip wouldn’t be seen until the muzzle was pressed against her skull. So, it was no surprise when she walked out of the sleazy bar she had entered three hours ago without the slightest hint she was being watched.

      Skinny red heels clicked against the concrete. The sheer blouse and skin-tight skirt matched the trashy establishment she’d just come out of. With any luck, she’d be less than sober and willing to talk.

      My Watcher training made it easy to silently step behind her unseen. Azrael slid soundlessly from my holster, and the gun was pressed to the back of her head before she even sensed someone was there.

      She froze.

      “Turn around slowly,” I ordered.

      The woman paused, hands resting on her hips as she turned to face me. Her bright pink lips moved into a smooth smile as she surveyed me up and down, settling her gaze on the gun now pointed at her face.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure, Watcher?” the woman asked.

      “I’m looking for someone,” I said. She raised a brow, waiting for me to continue. “Any idea where your friend Simon might be hiding out?”

      She snorted, shifting onto one leg. “Well, I guess that makes two of us.” Not bothering to worry about the gun in her face, she opened her small purse and pulled out a cigarette and lighter.  “I have no idea where Simon is, but we’d like a few words with him, too.” She shrugged and lit the cigarette, letting out a little puff of smoke in my direction.

      “What do you mean, you don’t know where he is? He’s your leader, isn’t he?” I asked.

      “Was,” she said, blowing out another puff of smoke in the shape of an O. I clenched my fists to avoid snapping her neck. “Not anymore. Not since he betrayed us and helped you lot out for some stupid reason.”

      I shook my head. “He’s been little help to us.”

      The woman waved the cigarette in her hand towards the sky with dramatic annoyance. “More than he’s done for us lately.”

      I was baffled. Simon had gone into hiding not only from us, but his own people.

      “Listen, Watcher. I don’t give two shits about you guys, and I could care less what happens to any one of you, but I’ll give you a little advice, anyways. Simon isn’t the kind of guy you trust with anything or anyone you care about. He’s the furthest thing from being honorable, and the last person you’d want to put your faith in. He has secrets—we all do—only his will tear you apart if you ever found out.” She shifted on her feet and added, “This isn’t the first time he’s betrayed his own, and it won’t be the last. So count yourself lucky you can’t find him.”

      The Carbon turned on her pretty high heels and stalked away before I had a chance to stop her, a confident swagger in her gait as she left. Over her should, she said, “Oh, but if you do find him, tell him we’d like to talk, too.”
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        * * *

      

      I took the long way home, needing the extra time to think. We had no leads, no information, and seemingly no hope left. I didn’t even want to consider what was happening to Caspian right now. What they could be doing to him, if he was still alive. He’s still alive, I told myself over and over again. A throbbing pounded at my temple, and my pulse quickened as that small bit of fear welling up inside of me became almost unbearable. I’d finally allowed myself to love, and it was ripped away so fast. He’s still alive.

      I turned down a familiar street and found myself in front of the building I once called home. The side facade was dark and dingy, built under an apartment complex with the entrance hidden in a side alley. No signs indicated what it was, but every slim and vagabond in Cytos knew this place well.

      This was no longer my home, but it was a familiar past threatening to resurface. Something dark and broken called to me from inside. So I pushed the door open and walked into the Underground.

      The guards at the door recognized me without an introduction, and no one stopped me when I stalked through the crowd to where the Maestro oversaw a fight in progress.

      The crowd was fueled up tonight, and the smell of alcohol and sweat filled my nostrils. Blood sprayed across the cage as a fighter’s head whipped back from a blow.

      My chest clenched when I looked into the cage. A part of me thrilled at the sight, wanted more of this—more pain, more blood. But the other part of me wondered why I was here, what was I thinking?

      The need for an escape won out, even if it was temporary. So I didn’t leave. A waitress strolled by, and I swiftly took two glasses from her tray, downing both before she noticed they were gone.

      The Maestro glanced over his shoulder at me as I approached. “Back for more?” he asked.

      “I need a fight, a good one this time,” I said. My fists clenched so hard my knuckles cracked under the pressure.

      “The ladies are all done. I’m afraid there isn’t much left of either of them for another fight,” he said.

      “So find someone else, anyone.” I shrugged. I didn’t care if I was the one to lay the beating or receive it. I had to get this feeling to go away, had to turn off the pain in my heart, silencing it with different kind of pain.

      “I think we can find someone to fight you, if you’re up for the challenge.” The Maestro had a wicked smile on his face. One that would have had Jayla running… but I wasn’t Jayla, not tonight. Tonight, I was the Wraith. And the Wraith never ran from a fight.
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      JAYLA

      “I’m not going to lie, Jay, there’s not much in here that’s very useful,” Em said from the table where she’d been pouring over everything Reyes had given us for the last two days. “She has a couple places listed as known hideouts for Simon we didn’t have. I’ll check them tonight. And a few files I’ve marked as… curious.”

      “Curious how?” I drawled.

      “A file on some orb type thing, its use and location unknown, but someone found it interesting enough to try and track down. And one on the King of Kuros’ son who’s been missing for five years,” Em said.

      There were rumours of the missing prince throughout the country. King Maliki of Kuros had three sons, and the youngest had been gone for five years now. The King claimed he’d sent his son to a private school outside of Armestes, but no one had seen the boy in such a long time many believed it was a cover up. Not to mention the only place outside of Armestes was the United Isles across the sea from Kuros, but it wasn’t a place that welcomed outsiders anymore.

      “None of that will help us get Caspian back,” I said.

      “No, it won’t.”

      I sighed. Two weeks… it’d been two weeks, and we were exactly where we started when we first got back. We couldn’t enter the Void even if we somehow managed to commission a shuttle to take us there—it was too heavily guarded—and even if we did, the base we’d gone to was well hidden, or so Simon had warned. So for now, we were grounded with no idea if Caspian was alive. He’s alive. And no leads to help us solve any of this. Even with Reyes’ information, we had nothing.

      The bruises across my face, the split lip, and the pounding headache were slowly subsiding from the thrashing I’d taken a few nights ago in the Underground. I hadn’t won, nor had I expected to. Maybe a part of me hadn’t wanted to because the bruises and the blood felt better than the hurt deep inside. But as the physical pain subsided, the other kind returned.

      “See what you can find,” I mumbled from my spot sprawled across the oversized chair. A glass of amber liquor, my second of the night, danced in my hand.

      Em sighed. “We’ll find a way to get him back.”

      I nodded, not really hearing or believing the words. Em had been trying for days now to reassure me things would be okay, but we both knew that was growing more and more unlikely.

      She had been less than pleased when I’d nearly crawled into the apartment after the fight, covered head to toe in my own blood. She’d been ready to destroy whoever had done this to me until I told her it’d been my own choice. Then she’d been ready to destroy me.

      Not surprisingly, she spared me no sympathy other than tossing me a bag of ice and mumbling something about painkillers in her bathroom. She knew what it meant that I’d stepped back in the arena, knew the memories I was trying to erase, and I was glad she said nothing.

      But now, the familiar feeling of a hole in the pit of my stomach being ripped open began to shatter me once again. I didn’t know what to do. Em didn’t know how to get me through this either, not like Caspian did. She was a loyal friend, and I knew I could trust her to watch my back no matter what, but she was not the one to pull me out of a funk. That had always been Caspian’s job, only he was no longer here.

      “I need some air,” I said, as the memories flushed in. I pushed myself out of the chair, my legs sore, and my body tired and weak from not sleeping or taking proper care of myself. I downed the rest of my drink, slamming it harder than intended on the table. When was my last proper meal? When was the last time I’d slept more than an hour?

      I hadn’t even been in my own room for more time than it took to grab clothes and shower. I’d begun sleeping on the couch when I managed to get any rest. I couldn’t even look at my bed without picturing him lying there, a cocky grin on his face, his bare chest—

      I scowled at the memory and stalked to the door.

      “Jayla—”

      The door was closed before Em had a chance to say her next words. I didn’t want to hear them. I didn’t want to listen to one more speech about how we’d find Caspian. How there had to be another way into the Void and I couldn’t give up hope.

      I had heard that speech many times before. Not from Em, but from my own lips. How many times did I tell my mom we’d find a cure to whatever was making her sick? That she wasn’t going to die. That I would find a way to save her. All lies. Promises I couldn’t keep.

      I was done listening to promises. I just needed a release, a distraction. I needed a way out.

      My hand brushed across the door leading to Caspian’s apartment before I stalked down the hallway. I reached the end and took the narrow staircase to the rooftop where two empty chairs filled the large space, soaked from the rain pouring all day. I let the water drip down my face, closing my eyes while my own tears flowed with the raindrops, falling together down my cheeks and off my chin.

      I should have known. Somehow, this all felt like it was my fault, like I should have seen this ending. Everyone I loved was taken away at some point. Even the ones I never knew, like my dad and my grandparents. It was a family curse. Something I was brought up knowing all about, yet I stupidly allowed myself to believe it’d be different this time.

      When I lay in Caspian’s arms, I had been too caught up in the feel of his body against mine. I didn’t stop to realize this would never last. Still, even now, I could feel the warmth of his hands across my back. I could taste his lips, feel his heart beating in unison with mine.

      The flood of memories ripped through me like a bullet, and I couldn’t take it anymore. A burning rage filled my chest. My lungs squeezed tight against my rib cage. I couldn’t breathe.

      When I opened my eyes, they settled on the only thing on this roof besides me, the two chairs. Sitting peacefully together, soaking wet and cold, but together. I took the closest chair, heaved it back, and tossed it off the roof, a broken scream escaping my lips as an anger I hadn’t felt inside of me for a long time exploded.

      I reached for the other chair and before my hands even touched it, I fell to my knees, sobbing. My hands gripped the armrest, and my head dropped between my arms as my chest caved in, and another cry filled my lungs.

      Why? Why were they taken away from me? If I could just make this pain go away, not care anymore about the hurt and the loss, then maybe I stood a chance of living.

      Only one person who could do that. One person who could help me escape the pain and make me forget it all. The Wraith was the darkest part of me. Maybe it was the true me, broken and alone.

      The physical pain from a few days ago had silenced my broken heart, even just for a brief moment, and I needed that again. Anything was better than this; anything was better than the broken pieces inside of me.

      I stood on shaky legs, moving to the edge of the building. We were thirty stories up, the lights of Cytos dampened by the heavy rain. The streets were a misty blur against the water pouring down.

      I leaned forward, peering over the edge. It was a steep drop, and the fall would last long enough for me to think about why I’d done it, why I’d jumped. I didn’t want to die. I just wanted the pain to stop.

      “If you’re going to jump, does that mean I get the apartment?” Em’s voice lacked the cruel humor she usually had. An air of concern and worry coated her tone.

      I didn’t turn around. “Seems only fair to leave you with a place to stay at least.”

      “What about Caspian? What will he get?” Em’s voice was soft and calm as she moved closer to me, but still my eyes were fixed on the fall.

      “He’ll get me. We’ll get each other,” I whispered. My voice broke as I said, “It’s what he’s always wanted, and what I always needed. I was just too blind to see it until it was too late. Maybe in the afterlife, I can get it right. Maybe then I can make up for lost time.”

      “There may come a time when you will have to choose if you can live without him, but now is not that time.” Em was beside me, her hand gently wrapped around my arm, but she didn’t pull me back. She just held tight. “I know there’s an empty space in your heart, one that’s been there since you lost your mom, but I have seen him fill that void for you, and he will do it again. You two are tied together in a way even I could never understand. If you give up on Caspian now, you’ll break the only thread he has left to hold onto. So, if you won’t do it for yourself, do it for him. Live for him, so he has something to come back to.”

      “What if he never comes back?” I choked.

      “He will.”

      I finally turned my gaze to Em, and I saw the rim of tears around her eyes as she watched her best friend, her leader, broken and shattered and angry. I was so angry, but she knew it wasn’t just about Caspian: it was the feelings losing him brought back up.

      I missed her. I missed my mom so much, and I didn’t think I ever truly dealt with that loss. I just buried it deep inside of me and focused on anything but the pain. But now, when Caspian needed me to be strong, to be his rock, I was sinking like a stone.

      I shook my head and took a step back. Em’s hand never left my arm as she pulled me in and held me tight.

      “I miss him. And I miss her. And I don’t remember if I told either of them how much I loved them because I did. I do!” The words came spilling out of me like an open floodgate. “I think she would be so disappointed to see me now, to see what I’ve become.”

      “No,” Em whispered in my ear. “She would be so proud of you. You are stronger than anyone I know, and you care so deeply about the people you call family. But you’re human, and sometimes we break into a million pieces, but we pick ourselves back up and we keep moving. That is what you do, what I’ve seen you do. Your mother and Caspian would both want nothing more from you than to keep moving.”

      I nodded, my chin brushing against Em’s shoulder, and she squeezed me tighter.

      “You know me, Jayla, and you know I would never give you false hope or promise something I didn’t think I could deliver on, so in this, you must trust that I will do everything I can to bring Caspian back to you.”

      I leaned back, trying a smile, but it was more of a grimace. “Thank you.”

      Em squeezed my shoulder. She pulled me back towards the door, both of us soaked to the bone, but the rain was slowly letting up.

      “Don’t give up, no matter what we face, never give up,” Em said. She tilted her head towards me, waiting for my response, as her hand rested on the door handle.

      “I won’t,” I promised.

      And as we left the rooftop, I took one last look over my shoulder to the edge of the building. There stood the Wraith. She was smiling her usual cocky grin, a knowing look on her face, as I continued moving farther away from her and closer to the promise I’d just made. I think there was a moment of hesitation, from me or her, I couldn’t say, but with a wink and a little wave goodbye, the Wraith disappeared over the edge of the building.

      She was gone. That part of me was finally gone.
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      CASPIAN

      Nights were the worst. Not because of the small space in the Camps. Not because of the hollow screams and echoed cries we heard nonstop from above. Because it gave me time to think, to remember what I had left behind, and to realize how unlikely it was I’d ever see her again.

      During the daytime, things were easy. Running through the forest, looking for some way out, some way home. That was a mission I was fully invested in, yet all I had to do was give them a name, and I’d have just that. I’d tried looking for the others the first week: Sienna, Theo and Vic. But after seeing the brutality of this place, I knew Vic wouldn’t have survived the slaughter. The others might have, and I kept an eye out for them, but it was unlikely Vic was still alive having entered this place nearly three weeks prior to my arrival.

      Unlike the others here, I knew what the outside was like. They had no one waiting for them back home, no one needing them to return. So when they died, when they failed, I stopped to mourn for them, because there was no way to save them all. I had shut off the part of me that felt sympathy and opened the part of me that moved. Moved towards a purpose, towards a life I had to get back to.

      I’d saved a few kids, stuck my life on the line so they’d have a fighting chance more than once, but there were thousands of kids in this place. The only way I could save them all was to get out of here and bring back the cavalry. So I focused on surviving and pressed down the guilt.

      It could be over so quickly for me, but I wouldn’t do it. I could give them another name, I could sell out anyone else, but the fear it would lead back to Jayla kept my mouth clamped shut.

      Dr. Merinda had been clear on her bargain. I would live in this forest until I either died or gave them the names of the others who had snuck into their base with me. I wasn’t told to find any artifacts: I wouldn’t be rewarded even if I did. I was given a tracker that I assumed had the same venom as the others, but mine wasn’t a ticking time bomb like theirs—yet. My only directive was a location, a small camp hidden just north of Camp twenty-seven that was locked to everyone else, where I was ordered to go to once a week, to see if I was ready to give up the names. The rest of my time out here was spent surviving. Without the rewards for artifacts, I had to fend for myself when it came to food and weapons or supplies.

      They thought I would have given in a lot sooner. They must have believed a week in this hellhole would be enough to scare me into giving up just about anyone. But they didn’t know me very well because this was now my fourth trip back to the location they gave me to meet them, and it would be the fourth time I gave them nothing.

      The forest was empty where I ran. A few Reeks had caught my scent earlier, but I got rid of them quickly. One thing being a Watcher had proved useful was the skills it gave me to survive something like this. The jacket they provided held an automatic gun in one arm and a long knife in the other, but my training as a Watcher gave me the detection skills to know the Reeks were coming. That was how most people died, especially those who had just arrived. The Reeks were terrifying, but they were also dead quiet. You had to really pay attention if you wanted to avoid them, which was why I was still alive while I’d seen many die before my eyes.

      Up ahead, a tall pine tree stood alone in a small clearing, a group of shrubs at the base of its trunk. I pushed aside the thorn bushes biting at my skin before reaching for the steel door hidden underneath. It was unlocked only on the day they had told me to return. I found that out the hard way one night when I’d sought this location for refuge and ended up spending the night in the forest.

      Inside it was dark, but when I jumped down and closed the door, the lights flickered on, and the small, circular scanner lit up. I placed my arm through the ring, and it turned green before a linked version of Dr. Merinda appeared.

      “Caspian, it’s wonderful to see you in one piece once again.” Dr. Merinda gave me a cheerful smile. I leaned back against the steel walls of the small bunker and crossed my arms.

      “I’m sure you’re just thrilled I’m still alive.” I narrowed my eyes, fighting back the fury and anger inside of me.

      Merinda sighed. “Considering you have information we would like, I’d say thrilled is an accurate word to use with how I feel right now.”

      “You’re wasting your time.” I shrugged. “How many more ways do you need to hear me say no?”

      A slight smirk filled Merinda’s face, and it was only in that moment I felt any twinge of uncertainty. “We did a little digging, Caspian, and we were able to find some information about you that has proved rather useful.”

      I tried not to let any panic show. What could she possibly know about me? The Watchers’ records were wiped clean from any database. We were ghosts, invisible.

      “Don’t you want to know what we found out?” Merinda crooned.

      I shrugged again. “If it’s about me, then I assume I already know anything you have to tell me.”

      Dr. Merinda huffed a laugh and tilted her head to the side, surveying me for any signs of weakness, but I kept my face blank. She acted like a Carbon, and at first glance I thought she was one, but I noted a cut on her hand the last time I’d been here, they way it hadn’t healed quickly like a Carbon would—she was human, as was Dr. Allard. “Your people have done a good job erasing you from any files we could find. You’re nearly untraceable, even better than one of the kids from the DEZ. But there was one little video we were able to find.”

      The image flickered, and Dr. Merinda was replaced by a 3D linked video of myself. And beside me was Leanna Wallace.

      “What do you care about some kid from the DEZ, anyway?” Leanna asked. She was sitting so close to me she was practically in my lap. Her hand rested on my leg and my own traced little lines up her arm. This was from the celebration at Governor Wallace’s place, the one we had snuck our way into and distracted the Governor and his daughter while Em used his son, Logan, for information. Only I’d quickly realized Leanna was the one with information. As I watched the scene play out before me, my heart dropped. Because I knew who would be coming into the picture only a few minutes later.

      “I’m just curious. I’d never seen one in person.” I shrugged, lying while I pulled for some sort of information from Leanna.

      “That’s because there aren’t many in Cytos, or they do a good job of hiding themselves. But the one you saw wasn’t as pretty as me, was she?” Leanna shifted herself impossibly closer.

      I shrugged, giving her a little smirk. “She had dark, curly hair, yours is golden blonde. And her eyes were silver, where I much prefer your aqua blue.”

      I held my breath, replaying the entire moment in my mind. But then the image disappeared, and Dr. Merinda’s Linked hologram image was standing before me once again.

      “Unfortunately, your people neglected to erase that little scene, pulled from a camera bot stationed across the room before it was disabled,” Merinda said. I wondered at what point she would tell me they knew of Jayla because only seconds later she arrived, and there was no way they hadn’t caught onto her as well.

      “Who was the curly, brown-haired girl you were asking about?” Merinda asked.

      I blinked. What? That was whom she was asking about?

      “No one. Some kid from the DEZ,” I stumbled.

      “Victoria. That was her name, right?” Merinda asked.

      I swallowed back the dryness in my throat as I nodded.

      “She was such a sweet girl. A kind heart during her graduation test I’m told. Her instructor went far too easy on her considering what she would eventually face. She wasn’t prepared for this forest. She didn’t know how to survive…” My eyes widened and I didn’t know if I wanted to hear anymore. I already assumed Vic was dead. “And yet…”

      I sucked in a breath, waiting.

      “She’s still alive, if you care to know.” Merinda shrugged.

      I did my best not to show any emotion, not to demand where she was, and how I could find her. I would reveal too much of myself, too much to them. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because, Caspian, we want you to know we’re not the enemy. And if you just tell us how you got here and who helped you, then we can let you go. We only want to ensure it doesn’t happen again.”

      I knew it wasn’t that simple. They would never let me walk out of here. “Why?” I asked. “Why does it bother you so much that I got in?”

      Merinda’s glare turned ice cold. “Because in the decades we’ve been here, in the time The Six has watched over the Void, not one person has entered unauthorized. Infiltrators were always found and taken care of swiftly, well before they got as far as you and your friends did. But you… you somehow got to our Base, inside our walls. That is a breach we must ensure never happens again.”

      I chuckled. “If we got in that easy, there is sure to be more. People are asking questions, Merinda. And when they don’t get answers, they’ll come banging down your doors to get them.”

      “You’d better hope that doesn’t happen,” Merinda said, her jaw tight.

      I rocked myself off the wall and moved closer to the linked version of Merinda. “And why is that?”

      “Because what the people outside of here don’t understand, what you all don’t understand, is that our presence and our intervention is the only reason you all are still alive. If they come banging on our doors and try to stop what we’ve worked so hard for, you will all suffer the consequences.” Merinda straightened her white jacket and released a short breath. “You may think we are cruel sending kids into the forest, but trust me we’ve tried far worse things to find a way to stop this. And we will try many more until we have a solution. If we didn’t do anything, if we hadn’t saved all your sorry lives more times than you know, those things would come looking for someone else to hunt, and there’d be nothing to stop them—not even that wall keeping them inside. The Marked kids have killed many Reeks, but there are more hidden in the forest, too many for our numbers to contain… so we will send more. Judge me all you want, but I’m in the business of sacrificing for the greater good. And whether you want to believe it or not, that includes you and the people you’re hiding from us.”

      I stood in stunned silence. What other things had they used to try to stop the Reeks? How many lives had been sacrificed before they moved on to children? And how many more of these monsters were there if the thousands of Marked kids weren’t enough?

      Merinda smiled and straightened her spine as she said, “We’ll be seeing you soon, Caspian.”
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      SIENNA

      Gunner had been right, finding an artifact proved to be nearly impossible. Kids waited in the forest for us every day. They followed no matter how fast we ran, and they were prepared to steal anything we found. Poachers, as Gunner called them, and they were good at it. The first sign of something that could have been an artifact and they pounced.

      Then there were the Reeks to contend with. They would arrive like a swarm of bees out of nowhere, ripping through the forest to get a piece of you. Our only advantage was Theo’s guns, which made it easier to take them down and not risk them getting too close, but it was the smallest of advantages out here.

      If we managed to outpace the Reeks and the Poachers, we still had to beat the sun from setting and make it to camp before they locked us out. I’d only once seen one of those beasts, the Dred Wulfs, and the low growl it emitted from beneath our hiding spot in the trees still reverberated through my chest and set my pulse racing.

      “We need to move faster. These Poachers can keep up with us too easily, and I’d rather not have to face them again,” Theo mumbled, as we ran through a worn trail.

      On our third day in the forest, Theo had found a small artifact, probably nothing, but it was easily split in two. And equally easy to hide. So we’d survived the first five days, but the next five wasn’t going so well. We’d only managed one artifact and had just a few days left.

      The artifact we’d found was tucked safely in Theo’s pocket—a small metallic triangle with one corner carved off of it and a slot for a microchip at the base—but the chances of the Poachers finding it on us before we found another was extremely high if we couldn’t outpace them.

      The sun was high and beating down hard on us even in the shade. Sweat dripped down the back of my neck, and I wished I could remove my jacket just to catch my breath. Flies and other insects swirled around my face, and I swatted them away. This place was filled with death and decay and everything that came with it.

      “There’s too many of them. We can’t outrun the Poachers and the Reeks. We won’t survive at this rate, even if we find another artifact.” I slowed down my pace, shifting into a walk.

      Behind us we heard the soft snap of a branch and the rustling of leaves. I spun around with my arms up before catching the toothy grin of the Poacher following us. He didn’t even try hiding his intentions as he leaned against a tree, watching us from a short distance away.

      I sighed. “There has to be some other way to survive out here.”

      Theo nodded. We’d both already seen what happened to those who didn’t collect something in their five-day window, and it was a death I wouldn’t wish on even my worst enemy.

      It started with the screaming, ear-splitting wails rattling every bone in my body. Then the person would drop to the ground and cry in pain, thrashing against the invisible burning as the poison leaked into them and burned through veins and muscles and organs. Bones and skin melted away next, until there was nothing left, nothing recognizable as even human. Though the kids were necessary in the forest, to destroy the Reeks and find artifacts, we were useless if we couldn’t provide anything.

      “They make sure to do it when there are others around,” Gunner had told us the first time we witnessed a kid dissolved. “So we all see what will happen to us next if we don’t provide them with what they want.”

      It was a fear tactic—one that easily worked on kids already terrified. Gunner had been here long enough to see the addition of the five-day rule. He said there was a time when we had no time limit, and most kids chose to starve inside a camp rather than risk their lives. The Six had moved to this new protocol a few months ago, which told me they were either desperate or running out of time.

      We were alone out here. Gunner was the closest thing to an ally, and he hadn’t once helped us. Every morning when we opened the steel hatch, he sprinted off. And somehow, every evening he’d return unharmed and often with some sort of artifact in hand.

      “What do you suggest?” Theo paused, reaching into my pack for the canister of water. He took a swig before passing it to me.

      I greedily gulped down the water. “How does Gunner do it?” I kept my voice low, noting more shadows—Poachers—lurking all around us.

      Theo shrugged. “Maybe he’s one of the Poachers?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t know Gunner very well, but that was one thing I was sure of—he despised them.

      As our pace slowed, I took my time scanning the forest floor around us. The first artifact we’d found had been under a thorn bush, while the second was nearly dug into the soil with only one corner peeking out that happened to reflect off the sunlight. They could be anywhere and anything.

      A few feet away, I spotted something. I froze, careful not to draw any attention to it as the three Poachers circled around us. “Straight ahead,” I whispered to Theo, casually putting the water canister in his back. “Under the branch broken off.”

      Theo’s eyes flickered to the spot quickly and looked away, but he saw it. He gave me a subtle nod. “The minute we move, they’ll jump,” he said. I released a long breath, preparing myself. “Go.”

      I sprinted. Within less than a stride, the Poachers knew what was happening and lunged for the spot I ran towards. The closest one to us, the one with the toothy grin, tackled me from the side and I slammed into a tree. Theo grabbed his ankle and the two tumbled to the ground but more were coming.

      I scrambled to my feet, ignoring the sting in my side and aiming for the artifact. I almost made it before a second Poacher dove for the spot, kicking up dirt and leaves. I didn’t think, I just reacted, throwing myself on top of the kid and wrapping my arms around his neck. The guy was twice my size, and I couldn’t get both arms around properly. I struggled to pull him back when a gunshot sounded behind me.

      I let go, spinning around to find Theo standing over the kid he’d tackled, the boy was motionless and blood poured from the bullet wound in his chest.

      “I didn’t mean to,” Theo muttered, shaking his head. “He wouldn’t stop… he wouldn’t listen.”

      Behind me the Poacher had already pocketed the artifact, but he stood frozen, glancing between Theo and the dead kid.

      “I didn’t mean to,” Theo repeated.

      “It’s okay,” I took a step towards him, feeling the Poacher behind me take a step away, but he kept his gaze on Theo—on the guns still pointed down. “You had no other choice.” I reached Theo, touching his arm and he flinched.

      He was still shaking his head when the air shifted, and a newly familiar smell filled my lungs. Death and rotten skin… the Reeks. Drawn to the smell of blood or the sound of the gunshot.

      We both stilled, and I put my finger to my lips. If we could smell them, they were already too close.

      An ear-splitting scream filled the air directly behind me, and the Poacher who had just stolen our artifact was ripped away by the black arms of the Reek.

      “Run!”

      We sprinted, abandoning the worn out path and pushing through the thorn bushes and low hanging branches scratching at the bare skin on my face, drawing blood.

      Theo was a few feet ahead of me.

      Quicker than lightning, a black streak jumped out of the forest, slamming into Theo’s side and taking him hard to the ground. The Reek and Theo tumbled together a few feet before they smashed into the trunk of a thick tree, and I heard Theo’s muffled cry before the guttered scream of the Reek took over.

      They were fast and strong. The Reek had Theo pinned down. I slammed my fists together, and the two twin knives slid out from the sleeve of my jacket. Before the Reek even noticed I was there, I had removed its head from the rest of its body. Black blood seeped from its neck. Theo tossed it aside, and I moved to help him up. My fingers had just grazed his when suddenly I was thrown across the small clearing like a rag doll. I thudded to a stop on the unyielding dirt floor, wincing as my breath disappeared from my lungs when I landed.

      I blinked away the stars, my vision temporarily blurry, and all I could see were three black figures where Theo was lying. My legs wobbled with every step toward them, stumbling forward. One of the figures turned to me and yelled something, but my ears were ringing, and I couldn’t comprehend the words.

      The figure moved closer, gripping my arm and shoving me back. My vision blinked back into focus, and the contorted face of Gunner came into view, yelling for me to run.

      My eyes flickered behind him where Theo stood, his weapons out as he blasted through the Reeks before him, but in the distance I saw more coming. Theo’s gaze found mine for only a second before more Reeks appeared, and he moved to take them out.

      As the ringing in my ears subsided, Gunner’s words became clearer. “Are you deaf? I said run! Get the hell out of here.”

      My feet moved forward a step rather than backward, but Gunner shoved me again. “I’ll bring him with me, don’t worry your pretty little head. Just get the hell out of here. There’s too many of us, too much for them to track,” Gunner ordered. And I understood I had to get my own smell as far away from the Reeks as possible, and maybe take a few with me. “Camp ten is north about half a mile. We’ll meet you there.”

      I nodded, took one more glance to where Theo still fought the Reeks converging on us, and then I ran. My heart screamed to turn back, to not risk separating from Theo, but my mind knew Gunner was right. Too many humans would attract more Reeks, and we’d already spilled blood, which would only drive the hoard closer.

      So I sprinted north as fast as my feet would take me. My mind was suddenly sharper and clearer than it was moments before. I heard and felt the other things nearby, but there was no way to know if they were friend or foe.

      Who was I kidding? Everything and everyone in this damned forest was the enemy.

      I kept my knives out, slashing through the trees, making a straight beeline north, not bothering to follow any semblance of a path.

      Two Reeks converged on me from behind, and I twisted around, slashing my arms out wide and separated both Reeks’ bodies from the waist down in two swipes. I didn’t bother finishing them off. I spun back around and sprinted again.

      We’d been to Camp Ten before, so I knew what to look for as I neared the steel door. Four trees clumped together, and the hatch leading to the camp sat just below the base of the second tree. I slid on my knees, pulling at the door, but it wouldn’t budge.

      The sun was still high, though it was setting fast; it was still early afternoon, so the door shouldn’t have been locked. But it was.

      No. I pounded on the door. “Let me in! Open the damn door.”

      Why was it locked?

      I could hear more screams nearby. The Reeks were close.

      “Please,” I cried.

      My fist pounded one more time before I heard the nearly inaudible click. I pulled on the door, and this time it sprung open. I shoved myself in, falling head first into Camp Ten. The hatch slammed shut behind me.

      “There are more coming.” I pushed myself to my feet and stood guard at the door. A few others positioned themselves closer to me, but I held my knives out before them and kept my back to the entrance. They would have to get through me first if they wanted to lock this door one more time.

      My pulse race, and I had to stop myself from opening the hatch to see if Theo and Gunner were nearby. As the reality of what we just faced hit me, I was suddenly doubting my decision to trust Gunner. I hardly knew him, and I’d left Theo’s life in his hands. My breathing was labored and not from the running, but from the realization that I might have made a huge mistake.

      A few kids shot me weary looks and stepped back, raising their hands in defeat while mumbling something under their breath. I knew my face must have read desperation, but my stance didn’t waver and my weapons did not lower.

      “You’ll be the one to blame if your stupidity gets us all killed,” one of the guys said, but he wasn’t talking to me. A figure sat in the corner, near the front, pushed back against the wall and into the shadow.

      “We lock the doors at sunset, not during the day. Those are the rules,” the voice fired back, and I nearly fell over at the sound.

      That voice. I knew that voice.

      I stepped closer, keeping myself between the others and the door while I leaned towards the voice hidden in the shadow. My eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness, and a gasp caught in my throat.

      I shook my head. It couldn’t be.

      Leaning in even closer, I saw that familiar smile, the one I had grown used to—the one I had once feared. No real warmth behind that smile, her eyes were still just as cold as they’d always been.

      “Camilla? Is that you?” I breathed.

      “What’s left of me anyways,” Camilla moved forward, pushing herself awkwardly to her knees, and I gasped as I realized why she struggled so much.

      Her entire right arm was gone.
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      SIENNA

      Camilla pushed to her feet. I offered a hand before realizing I still had my knives out. Slamming them back in, I again offered my hand, keeping my body positioned in front of the hatch. She swatted it away.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      She looked pale in the dim light of the camp. Even her glare was subdued compared to the usual wrath she sent my way.

      “Got a little too close to one of those things.” She shrugged with a wince, and from the look on her face, I knew there was more.

      “Where’s Blane?” I asked, looking around to the large camp for her boyfriend from back in the DEZ. Being one of the distribution camps, it was a lot bigger than any of the others. Four separate bunkers were already at capacity. The walls here were steel rather than dirt, and as I looked out to the faces and didn’t see Theo, the walls slowly closed in on me. He’ll be here soon, I told myself, trying to breathe.

      “Gone. Left pretty quick when he found I couldn’t keep up. I was too much of a liability.” Camilla’s eyes dropped to her feet only for a second before the scowl returned.

      “How long since…” I nodded to her arm. It was wrapped tight at her shoulder with white gauze stained red. From the looks of the wrap job, she’d done it herself.

      “Two days ago.” Camilla took another step closer before sagging against the wall and sucking in a breath as her shoulder brushed against the steel ladder. She positioned herself so anyone going near the hatch would have to step over her to get there.

      “Have you… are you…” I wasn’t sure how to ask someone if they were at risk of being dissolved. But I didn’t have to. Camilla knew.

      “Three more days and this will all be over, right?”

      My eyes narrowed. “You’ll find a way,” I said.

      Camilla snorted. “Right. I can hardly stand, Sienna, let alone go out there. Its fine, the loss of blood will likely take me before they do. And you owe me nothing, that’s for sure. I don’t want your sympathy.”

      I wanted to suggest something. I wanted to find a way to help her, but I couldn’t think of a way to even save myself—all I could think about was Theo and if he was okay. Out there… Camilla wouldn’t last five minutes in her state. I shouldn’t even be worrying about her; I should be preparing to go back out and find Theo.

      My gaze flickered up to the hatch, and Camilla was quick to notice. “Where’d you leave your bodyguard?”

      I tore my gaze away, letting out a long breath while I silently begged the hatch to open and for Theo to drop down. It didn’t. “He’ll be here soon.” I tried to keep my voice strong, even though everything inside of me screamed, what if he doesn’t make it?

      Camilla watched my face, and I tried to keep it neutral, but I knew she could see through it. “For your sake, I hope so. You can’t survive out there alone, trust me,” she said.

      My tongue felt thick in my mouth, and I had a hard time swallowing back the fear. I wouldn’t survive this place without Theo—that was my truth. Again, my gaze shifted to the hatch. It would be dark outside soon, the sun was already set when I arrived, which meant I either risked leaving the safety of the camp to search for Theo, or hoped they got here before nightfall.

      I glanced down to Camilla’s shoulder. A pungent smell wafted from it, and I was sure that meant it wasn’t healing well. The gauze was covered in red blood, which also meant it wasn’t clotting properly.

      “Pretty bad, hey?” Camilla followed my gaze. I shrugged and tried to act like it wasn’t that bad. Like I didn’t know she would die from this wound soon enough.

      I slid down the metal and sat beside her, leaning against the ladder while I waited for Theo and Gunner to return. I knew they wouldn’t risk trying to open the hatch after dark, even if I planned to leave it unlocked despite anyone’s protest. I’d have to wait until morning to find out what happened, and I didn’t know if I could survive that long. My breathing was still hitched, and I picked at my nails out of nervous habit.

      “Not what you expected,” Camilla whispered.

      I shook my head.

      “Even the small amount I knew before coming here didn’t prepare me for this. I didn’t expect… this.” Camilla looked down to her lap, her hand playing with the threads of her shirt. Her voice was low, and the others in the camp had settled back down away from us.

      No one could have been prepared for this. We were all running through this forest fuelled on fear, shock, and a will to survive. I wondered how many of these kids would live until next week. Would Theo and I even survive that long?

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “Blane,” Camilla said. “He didn’t tell me everything, but he showed me the Reek that was locked up in the DEZ. He told me that thing had been one of our guards, and it had killed Scott when it turned before anyone noticed the change in him. But still, I thought we’d have a chance out here. I thought we’d be given a new life eventually, and this was just some test.”

      I nodded along, feeling the same anger she felt.

      “I’m sorry I never told you. I wanted to… to warn you all, but I was scared… I was weak,” she whispered.

      I let out a long breath and bit my cheek. I didn’t blame Camilla for this, for not telling me about what we would be facing. Would knowing what was to come have made any of this better? The only regret I had was not getting Vic out of there when we had a chance. Her life was on my conscience; I should have fought harder to make her stay behind with Jayla and Em. And now, she was likely dead because of it.

      I shook my head, wiping away the memory of Vic’s face. “Nothing you could have told me would prepare me for this. Nothing.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours passed and the sun set, but Theo and Gunner hadn’t returned. A few others did, and when I asked each one if they’d seen either of the men I described, they all said no. My hands trembled, and I’d picked my nails nearly raw. I paced before the ladder, silently screaming at myself, idiot, why would you separate?

      I didn’t sleep. I couldn’t sleep as every sound outside shook me awake, and I pictured Theo out there alone. I pressed my fingers to my temple, a headache forming, and tried to close my eyes—tried to breath.

      Why had I ever trusted Gunner? Why had I left Theo alone? We had to stay together; it was the only plan we’d made to survive. Stick together and we had a chance at living. But now I had put his life in the hands of someone who’d warned us, more than once, not to trust anyone. I couldn’t get enough air, and my lungs felt as though they were filled with water. Being underground was suffocating me.

      When the clock on the wall indicated the sun had finally rose and we opened the hatch, I was the first one out. I bit my lip, so I didn’t call out his name, knowing the monsters still roamed the forest.

      My heart raced, and I was just getting ready to start searching the forest for Theo when a thud sounded to my right. I whipped around.

      Gunner stood on the spot he’d just jumped down from with a crooked grin on his face.

      He smirked. “Miss me?”

      “Where is he?”

      Gunner rolled his eyes and pointed a thumb to the tree behind him. Theo was climbing down.

      I let out a breath as my eyes scanned him for any injuries.

      “Told you I’d take care of him.” Gunner nudged me as he strolled past and made his way down into Camp Ten to check in.

      Theo’s feet hit the ground, and I had my arms wrapped around him before he even collected his footing. He pulled me in tight.

      “I’m okay. It’s okay,” he whispered into my hair, and for some reason, a sob caught in my throat.

      “We never split up again, no matter what,” I mumbled into his chest, not wanting to pull away just yet. But he gently leaned back and planted a soft kiss to my forehead.

      “Deal.”

      “Hurry up, you disgusting love birds, before I lose my non-existent breakfast,” Gunner said from the camp door.

      Theo glared in his direction before leading me back down behind him.

      Before we’d reached the bottom of the ladder, Gunner had his hand out. “All right, a deal’s a deal.”

      I glanced between him and Theo, trying to figure out what sort of deal they’d made. Theo reached into his pocket and pulled out the small triangle shaped artifact we’d found and pressed it into Gunner’s hand.

      Gunner smirked. “Pleasure doing business with you, sir.”

      I grabbed Gunner’s wrist before he spun around. “Wait? You’re taking our artifact?”

      Gunner shrugged. “Uh, yeah, that was the deal.”

      “You worm!” I spat. “We almost died to get that, and you used it as a bargaining chip? You’re no better than a Poacher!”

      “That’s how the game works, sweetheart.” Gunner ripped his arm out of my grasp. “He’s lucky he had anything to bargain with. It’s the only reason I didn’t leave his ass behind.”

      “It’s fine, Sienna. We’ll find another one.” Theo rested a hand on my shoulder, but I shrugged it off and moved on Gunner, who was heading to the distribution station at the back.

      I shoved him hard, and he tripped forward a step. “No, it’s not fine. I trusted you.”

      Gunner spun around so fast I nearly ran into him. I stumbled back a step, falling into Theo behind me.

      “What have I been telling you from day one? What have I preached since the moment we met?” Gunner asked. I clamped my mouth shut. He moved in closer, his eyes narrowing on me, and Theo tensed behind me. “Trust no one.”

      My voice was small as I said, “I thought you were different.”

      Gunner shrugged as he turned away. “Well, that was your first mistake. Best to not let it happen again.”

      My mouth gaped open, and Theo pulled me away. “Let’s go,” Theo whispered in my ear.

      Gunner dropped down his artifact, taking whatever he’d been given with a smirk, just as Theo pulled me away. I reached for the ladder when I heard a quiet voice from the ground. “Good luck,” Camilla said.

      I’d nearly forgotten about her. Theo’s fists balled at his side the moment he realized who it was, and I knew just the sight of her brought back memories of what she’d done to me, but I placed a hand on his arm and he relaxed at my touch. He hesitated before climbing the ladder and moving out of the camp. I paused with one foot on the rung. I knew I shouldn’t make any promises, and Theo and I had only a few days to find our own artifacts, but still I said, “We’ll be back, Camilla. Hold on.”
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      JAYLA

      Emery had worked out three possible locations Simon could still be hiding based on the information Reyes gave us. After finding no signs of anyone in the first two, we had moved on to the last one.

      We approached a small, old apartment building only three stories high and clearly not kept up to date like the rest of Cytos. A few windows had clear plastic covering holes, and paint was smeared across the side of the building. I smirked at the one with the Wraith symbol painted across it. Two narrow, shadowed eyes gleaming above a vicious smile. The drippings from the black paint made it look like the image had just taken a victim.

      The door wouldn’t even shut all the way, and as we walked up the creaky stairs, we had to step over spots where the floorboards were missing. The place smelled disgusting, like moldy food.

      Em led the way, having scouted the place out first and deeming it to be nothing more than a hole in the wall, but still she had her twin blades out as she walked the hall on the top floor. The two children we passed on the second floor didn’t even balk at her swords.

      I had Azrael ready at my side, and I watched the shadows behind us, carefully stepping over the trash left in the hallway and a broken bottle. This place was the epitome of slums, something even I hadn’t seen in a long time.

      We reached door number 331, and Em carefully picked the lock while I scanned the near empty hallways. Blaring music sounded in the distance, and the thin walls bounced with it, dust flickering in the florescent lights—only half of them worked. The floor was a tattered red carpet with moth-eaten holes and suspicious burn marks at the center.

      With a slight whine, the door slid open, and we stepped into the gloomy hallway of the apartment. The curtains were drawn, masking the room in darkness. It took my eyes a few moments to adjust. Em continued leading the way down the narrow hall. On our right was a small kitchen; it was empty but filled with dishes that looked like they’d been sitting there for a while. Smelled like it, too. On the left was another short hallway leading to the single bedroom with the door open. It also looked to be empty. We continued straight ahead into the living space. A high-backed chair sat in the middle of the room facing away from us, and a Linked screen played an image dancing across a small table tucked into the corner of the room.

      Em inclined her chin to the chair. From behind, I could just barely see the top of dirty blond hair from the person sitting in it.

      “I figured you’d find me eventually,” Simon said.

      “Can’t hide forever.” I smirked as we circled around to face him.

      Simon’s face was sombre. His eyes drooped as they followed the Linked image of a little boy skipping around a large room, kicking a ball to a few other kids. The children couldn’t be any older than six or seven, and from the view of the Linked image, this video was taken from a Camera Bot hovering above the cement-clad room.

      “No, you can’t…” Simon mused. My brows scrunched, and Simon quickly blinked away whatever distant thoughts had taken over, and he turned his gaze towards me. “Well, you found me. What now?”

      “You know why we’re here.” Em sneered impatiently.

      Simon slowly moved his gaze to her, and I saw the restraint it took Em to not slice his head off clean with the twin knives in her hands. “I’ve told you before, I can’t help. Not anymore. There’s nothing anyone can do.”

      “So we’ve been told, but surprisingly we don’t accept that answer,” I said.

      Simon’s movements were tired, bored, and methodical. His gaze flickered to the Linked image again before he pressed a button on the tablet in his lap and it turned off. After a long sigh, Simon turned cold eyes on me. “You think everyone should just bow down to your wishes and whims? That your problems are more important than anyone else’s?” He stood, his feet wobbling a bit, and I got a whiff of the strong liquor hanging on his breath. Em positioned herself closer to me, but Simon paid no attention to her, or the blades aimed at his heart. “You’re an obnoxiously selfish person, Jayla. And I don’t have time for people who care only about themselves.”

      Simon moved to step around me, but I stood in his path. “Insulting me, Simon, won’t get us to leave.”

      He leaned forward and his breath reeked. “I’m not insulting you. I’m describing you.”

      I let out a humourless laugh under my breath, pressing my gun against his chest and pushed it firmly against him. “Sit down.”

      He shrugged, reached past me for a bottle of clear liquid, and lazily took a seat back in the oversized reclining chair, ignoring the gun I still had pressed into him and the murderous glare from Em. Either I was losing my threatening touch as a Watcher, or Simon had a death wish. My guess was on the latter.

      “I’ve already told you before when you came back, all access to the Void is gone. There’s no way in, or out for that matter. And I have fewer resources than you do at this point.” Simon took a swig of the vodka, swallowed, then let out a satisfied hiss. “You set off a chain of events that literally saw everything I worked so hard for blown up before my eyes.”

      “You blame me for that?”

      “I blame you for screwing up so royally that it was impossible not to connect the dots back to me,” Simon snarled. “It was pretty clear, once you were spotted, that the only transport shuttle there was the one that took you to the Void. And it didn’t take long for people to check the Camera Bots around the military base and see Kieran and me where we weren’t supposed to be.”

      “That was a risk you knew you were taking.”

      “A risk, yes, but we didn’t expect the complete shit show you pulled off. I’m now being hunted by my people, the military, both Governors, and apparently, you Watchers, too. And Kieran… well, they killed him before I even had a chance to warn him. So excuse me if I am a little less than cooperative,” Simon said.

      I released a long breath through my nose, guilt pulling at my chest. “I never meant for any of you guys to get in trouble… or for Kieran—”

      “Spare your apologies,” Simon interrupted. “Just get out of my house, and let me live out the last few days of my miserable life in peace, before she… before they all kill me, or worse.”

      I placed my gun back in its holster and crossed my arms over my chest. “No.”

      “No?” Simon bristled. “No? After all you’ve done to me, you refuse to just leave me be?”

      “You were the one who came to us for help. You made the plans, you picked the shuttle, and you found us a way in. So, I’m not going to feel guilty for something you did to yourself. And I know you can help us find a way to get back in there, so no, I am not going to leave you be.”

      “Are you deaf or just stupid?” Simon tilted his head at me. Em took a subtle step closer to Simon, her hands poised to strike at any moment. “I have nothing left. No team, no resources, just this hell hole and a bunch of shit memories to keep me company.”

      “You’re the resource we need,” I said. “We don’t need what you had access to. We need what you have in here.” I tapped my temple. “That’s what we’re missing. You may very well be useless to us, but what you know and what you’ve seen could help.”

      “I’m done helping,” Simon said. He slumped back into the chair. “It’s gotten me nowhere so far. What’s the use? All the planning and scheming just to end up exactly where we started. There’s no running from our destiny, no hiding who we are and what we will become.”

      “I’m not an idiot, Simon. I can tell that you weren’t doing any of this this for us or those kids in the DEZ. There was another reason you were helping us in the first place.” Simon’s eyes widened for a moment before they narrowed. “So, what is it?” I circled around him, my hand resting across the back of his chair as his eyes followed me. “Why would Simon help some lowly Watchers?” I stared at him, brows raised, waiting, but he kept a firm scowl on his face. “It wasn’t for peace. We all know you could care less about that. It wasn’t about doing the right thing because we both know that is the last thing on your mind. What was it then?”

      I stepped in front of the chair, leaning against the arm rests. “Love? Was that it?” I watched as his eyes stared blankly into mine. I waited for a reaction. “Was it fear? Is little baby Simon afraid of the scary black creatures?” Still he said nothing. “Maybe it wasn’t about you, maybe it was someone else. Maybe you’re trying to protect someone.” There it was, his pupils dilated just a touch, and the muscles in his jaw tightened. I pushed off the chair and stood back up. “Nah, Simon couldn’t possibly give a shit about anyone but himself, isn’t that right?”

      “Get. The. Hell. Out,” Simon said through clenched teeth.

      I let out a dramatic sigh. “I guess we’re all just doomed to the fate the stars have brought us.” I moved towards the hallway leading out of Simon’s apartment, keeping my gait slow. “If we found you, the other Carbons are bound to find you, too. Your old friends. And they won’t be here for a friendly visit like us, that’s for sure.”

      “And what about you? What have the stars fated for your life?” Simon’s voice was quiet against the silent room.

      I swallowed back what my heart wanted to say. Loss, loneliness, pain, suffering. “I know my own fate, and I can live with it, knowing I never gave up… can you?”

      Silence was his response.

      “You know where to find us should you change your mind,” I said over my shoulder before we left.
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        * * *

      

      We had one more stop to make before we headed home, and it wasn’t one Em was happy about. She led the way, through the busy streets of Cytos to the downtown core. The enormous building of Skyline Two stood before us. Em’s fingers flexed at her side, but she didn’t move to open the door.

      I did it for her, leading the way to the Concierge Bot at the front desk.

      “Please ring Mr. Townsend and tell him his daughter and a friend are here to see him,” I ordered the Bot. Em groaned to my right but led the way to an elevator at the back that would take us to her parents’ suite. She loved her parents, more than she would ever admit out loud, which is why she didn’t want to bring them into any of this.

      Em had been less than pleased when I told her we needed to have a chat with her father, but she understood why—even if she hated it. She’d never had a bad relationship with her parents. In fact they loved her and treated her well enough, even if they were absent most of her live.

      Her father, William Townsend, was one of the well-known historians of Cytos. As a Carbon, he had been around during the war one hundred and fifty years ago, so he would be able to give us information on the black creatures in the Void. I’d wanted to come here sooner, but respected Em’s wish to leave her family out of this until it was absolutely necessary—which it now was.

      The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open to reveal the blond-haired, golden-eyed face of Mr. Townsend.

      “My darling, Emery, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Em’s father pulled her into a hug, which she reluctantly reciprocated. “Your mother has put on the kettle. She will be delighted to see you. It has been far too long.”

      “I saw you two weeks ago, Father,” Em said, her tone just as bored and harsh as always, but her father didn’t bristle at it in the least; he was used to his daughter’s demeanor.

      “That is two weeks too long.” He smiled, directing us towards the enormous library down the hall. Books covered the floor-to-ceiling shelves, and four high-backed brown leather chairs circled around a low coffee table filled with more books and a tray of tea Em’s mother had just placed down.

      “Oh Em, your hair has grown far too long. You should let me trim it!” Em’s mother, Maria Townsend, crooned, as she hugged her daughter tight, giving me a little wink.

      Maria Townsend was much shorter than Em and her father. Her head only reached Em’s shoulder, and her gray hair was curled into a little bob on the top of her head. She looked much older than her husband, given the fact she was human and he wasn’t. She aged and he didn’t—one of the things you forget about until you see a married Carbon with their human spouse.

      “We’re not here for a cup of tea and a haircut.” Em swatted her mom’s hand away as she played with the end of Em’s braid. “We need some information, Dad.”

      “If this is work talk, I’d rather not be involved.” Mr. Townsend took a cup of tea and sat gingerly in one of the chairs. Em and I took the ones across from him.

      “It’s important. You know I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t,” Em replied.

      Mr. Townsend had never approved of Em being a Watcher, but he also didn’t stop her from joining. Not that he could have if he tried. Em respected her parents enough to not bring up our line of work often, but we were desperate.

      “Sir, we are wondering if you have any information on some black creatures. They look human but they aren’t… pitted eyes, gnarled limbs—”

      Mr. Townsend stuck a hand up to stop me. “I don’t want to speak of such things.” He let out a shiver, and Maria placed a hand on his arm. “Those things haunted my dreams long ago. I don’t need to be reminded of them.”

      “What are they?” I pushed.

      He continued shaking his head.

      “Dad, please. We need to know what we’re facing,” Em said.

      “Facing?” Mr. Townsend gasped. “The Reeks have been extinct for decades. They all died a long time ago.”

      Em shook her head. “Not all of them.”

      “You mean…” A hand shot to his mouth. “But that is not possible. There has been no word of them, no signs that the virus has—”

      “We have reason to believe that someone is erasing the memories of these… Reeks… in the minds of Carbons, so you don’t know they’ve returned. But I can assure you, we’ve seen them with our own eyes,” I said.

      “If they’re back, then we’re all doomed.” Mr. Townsend’s voice broke. He quickly cleared his throat, stood, and walked over to the bookshelf. He placed a hand on the spine of the books before turning back to us. “These things are destructive, uncontrollable creatures. They carry a virus that only affects Carbons, changing them into monsters that destroy everything in their paths. There is no way to stop the virus once it spreads. And there’s no way to stop the Reeks once they take over every Carbon in Armestes. That’s… thousands. More! They will attack, and they will kill everything in sight.”

      “How did the virus come to be?” Em asked.

      “Even we cannot cheat death, Emery. Long ago a man created the Carbons thinking it was the answer to beat our mortality, but it is not natural for anything to be immortal. There’s always light with darkness and death with life.” Mr. Townsend sighed. “I couldn’t tell you where the virus began, maybe it’s a part of each of us when we were created, a way to right the balance that all life must follow.”

      I gripped the armchair. My knuckles were white, and my heart rate sped up. “Is there a way to stop them? Can they be killed?”

      “Yes, they can die, though they are a bit harder to take down. But the virus can spread, through touch, air. It moved so rapidly before, and there was no way to tell how anyone caught it back then.” His voice had now become a whisper. His wife trembled in the chair, and he reached over, placing a steady hand on her leg. “They’re believed to have all died when the space station fell to earth.”

      Em’s brow knotted. “They’re in the Void. We don’t know how many, but we have a friend there, people we care about.”

      Mr. Townsend turned to his daughter. “If there is even one of those things, that is far too many. I am sorry, my dear, but I…” He stilled, his eyes narrowing. “There was a cure! Back then, during the war. A cure that saved those already infected, but not fully changed.”

      “What kind of cure?” A small part of me leapt with hope, but Mr. Townsend’s face fell, and so did my hope along with it.

      “It was within the blood of the first Carbon ever created… who is no longer alive,” he said.

      I silently cursed, of course there would be a cure that no longer existed.

      “Thank you, Father, you’ve been helpful.” Em stood, silently letting me know we were done. She wouldn’t put her father through any more of this torture.

      “I beg you not to go after those things. They are not something you should be fighting, Emery. Please promise me you won’t go into the Void.” Mr. Townsend gripped Em’s wrist.

      “You know I can’t promise that.” Em sighed, and the hand on her arm slackened. “Right now, you guys are safe here. But if you receive word from me to leave, do not hesitate.”

      Mr. Townsend was quiet, but Em’s mother stepped up beside him and placed an arm around his waist. She gave him a gentle squeeze before saying to Em, “Of course, my dear. We’ll be prepared.”

      Em hugged her mom tightly, the movement looking almost foreign and awkward coming from her. She turned to her father and placed a light kiss on his cheek. “Thank you.”

      Mr. Townsend pulled Em into another embrace, and after long seconds, Em finally pulled away, and her father reluctantly let go. We moved towards the elevator. “Why couldn’t you have been more like your mother? Obsessed with shopping and clothes and shoes, not violence and weapons.” Mrs. Townsend swatted his back.

      “If she had been, I might not have survived alone,” I told Mr. Townsend and he smiled warmly. Em’s gaze was on me, but I brushed past her and into the elevator. “Thank you for your help.”

      Em stood beside me as the elevator doors closed. I could see the strain in Em’s tensed shoulders as her parents said goodbye before the space went silent.
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      JAYLA

      We didn’t have to wait long for Simon to change his mind. I knew he would come around eventually. He hid something. The reason he was a part of this went beyond the selfish front he put up. He didn’t care for us—that much was clear—but something else was going on.

      “I’ve got some rules,” Simon said, as he stepped into the apartment.

      “I’d be surprised if you didn’t.”

      “First, I stay here.” Simon waved to the general area of our apartment. “Not in this room, but I’m pretty sure from the looks of this swanky place, you can afford to find me a place to stay in the building. And seeing as you’re the reason I’m out of a job and residing in the slums, it’s the least you can do.”

      I glanced to Em who lounged on the couch, one leg over the armrest and a pillow behind her head. She rolled her eyes at Simon, who stubbornly crossed his arms and waited for an answer.

      “I’m sure we can find someplace to shove you in,” Em drawled.

      “Second, I want to know what you know at all times. You do not keep anything related to this situation from me and I won’t either.” I gave a curt nod before he continued. Though I was sure we’d both be keeping secrets, I’d give him enough information to get the job done, and so would he. “And lastly, you do not ask me anything personal, nor do I care to know anything about either of you. I’m not your friend. I’m not even your partner. I’m here to get my life back in order and that’s it.”

      I smirked at him, seeing through the façade the whole way. Simon didn’t care about getting his old life back, and I’d find out what this was really about, one way or another. But for now, all I said was, “Sure thing.”

      “Good,” Simon said, taking a step farther into the room. “What have you got so far?”

      I gestured to the table where we had a map, some papers, and a tablet thrown on top of it. Simon glanced over it all and didn’t hide his disgust.

      “This is it? This is all you’ve got?”

      I nodded.

      On the map, we had sectioned off the Void and measured any potential locations we could have flown to, based on the time it took to get there in the shuttle we’d snuck onto. But given we didn’t know the speed we travelled, at nor the direction we went, the potential locations were too many and too far spread out.

      “Well shit, I could have come up with this on my own. You kind of gave me the impression you had a plan. This isn’t even the start of a plan,” Simon snarled.

      I walked over to the map and pointed to where the Void was circled in thick, black marker. “Do you know how large the Void is? Close to seven million acres. And do you know how many places someone can hide within that large of a space?” I pointed to the twenty locations we circled. “It’s like finding a needle in a hay stack at night with a blindfold on, but at least we’ve got a small advantage.”

      Simon raised his brow waiting for me to explain.

      Em stepped in. “The time we traveled on the shuttle was just over six hours, which led us to these points, depending which direction we went and at what speed. So it may not look like much, but we just shrunk a seven million acre radius down to one million acres.”

      Simon stared blankly at us for a few moments before shaking his head. “Hardly an improvement but fine, what else do you got?”

      “We have a list of all the transport shuttles that have ever gone to the Void, though they aren’t moving right now, they will eventually. We also have an estimate of how long their food supplies will last based on their shipments so far,” Em said, taking a seat at the table. She tapped her long, dangerous nails across the wood.

      “How long?”

      “About six weeks until they’ll have to go back,” I answered.

      Simon nodded as he picked up the paper listing all transport shuttles and their backend GPS code we’d already hacked. “Will you be ready in six weeks?”

      “We’ll have to be.”

      “You’re not going to get onto that shuttle again,” Simon said.

      I shook my head. “No, we won’t. They’ll have the place locked down and guarded heavily. But we don’t need to get on.”

      Simon’s gaze flashed up to mine. “Then how do you plan to get your boyfriend back?”

      My heart jumped to my throat for a moment before I swallowed back the tightness. “That’s where you come in. We’re going to need a few shuttles.”

      “A few shuttles? For one guy?” Simon sneered.

      “No, a few shuttles for all of them,” I said, my arms crossed over my chest. “We’re getting every last one of those kids out of that damned forest.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent hours pouring over all the information we’d already searched, Simon doing his best to convince us there weren’t enough shuttles in Cytos for that many kids—thousands of them. And even the few sources he still had wouldn’t be the kind of help we needed.

      “You’re planning an impossible rescue mission. These kids can’t be saved. They’re likely already dead, anyways. You should put your focus on stopping any more from going out there,” Simon said.

      “Oh, don’t worry, we’ve got that covered, too.” Em’s face was grim. She had plans for the DEZ, but we had to be tactical about when we executed it and made our move. If we acted too soon, they would close down all access to the Void, and we’d never get in.

      Six weeks, that’s all we had. And that’s how long Caspian had to survive.

      I was just about ready to call it a night when a red light flashed on our Linked system on the glass coffee table in the living room. The red light indicated a city-wide news alert.

      I pressed the button and a short-haired blonde newscaster popped up on the link. Dampness streaked under her eyes, as if she’d just been crying.

      “We have breaking news,” the woman said, her voice shaking a bit. “Governor Wallace and his entire family have been killed in a tragic SPAC accident only moments ago. We received word that the family had only just left Cytos for a diplomatic meeting with the Council of Eres when the magnetic system of the SPAC malfunctioned, and the shuttle crashed just outside of the city limits. Sources tell us that the shuttle exploded on impact, killing all four family members and six guards that were inside.”

      The room was quiet. My mouth hung open. I didn’t feel sympathy specifically for the Governor—he wasn’t a good man—but I couldn’t help mourning for the rest of his family. I glanced to Em who blinked back the wetness threatening to spill down her cheeks. She’d gotten close to Logan Wallace, the governor’s son, who’d supplied us with useful information before our little trip to the Void, though I hadn’t realized she’d gotten so close. She’d snuck off a few nights even after the mission was officially over to meet him, but she never spoke about her personal life, and now he was dead. I didn’t think any one of us believed this was an accident.

      “We’re being told that the interim Governor has a message for the people.”

      The newscast lady flickered away, and a new image popped up showing a familiar face. On the linked screen stood Marc Holden. The man looked the same as he had only weeks ago when Caspian and I sat beside him at the Governor’s dinner celebration, a handsome face and speckled gray and black hair. We had found out more than a few secrets from him, and he was the reason we had transport locations for all the shuttles into the Void, though he didn’t give us those willingly. That information we stole.

      “I guess he finally got his wish to be Governor,” Em muttered.

      “Citizens of Cytos, it is with great sadness that I address you tonight. As you have heard, our loyal and great Governor Wallace was killed tonight. Nothing can replace his legacy, and I mourn with you at this tragic, horrific time.” Despite the drawn brows and down cast gaze, Mr. Holden didn’t look in the least bit sad. “I now vow to you, the people, to honor his great memory and promise to serve Cytos as its faithful representative of our wonderful city. Let us mourn together, heal together, and celebrate a man who loved each and every one of us. Thank you.”

      The Linked image flickered back to the newscaster who was wiping away a tear. “Powerful words. We will be back with more in the next hour.”

      The screen disappeared, and the room went suddenly quiet. I turned around to find Simon’s face blanched and his eyes wide.

      “What?” I took a step towards him.

      “It’s already happening…”

      “What’s happening?”

      “They’re… She’s taking over.” Simon’s hand trembled at his side.

      “Who?”

      “Governor Grayson, she’s—”

      A knock sounded at the door, loud enough to make me jump and reach for Azrael where I’d placed the gun on the table. I kept it pointed to the door as I slowly inched towards it.

      Another bang against the door and the sound of muffled voices on the other side. Em stood behind me with the twin blades in her hand. I reached for the handle as a third knock sounded impatiently.

      I creaked the door open only an inch, peaking through the crack before I gasped and flung it open.

      “About time,” the voice nearly screamed as she dragged in the other body clinging to her waist and covered in blood.

      “H-how are you…?” I stammered, closing the door as the two people unceremoniously slid into the apartment, leaving a trail of blood across the floor.

      Em sheathed her swords at the sight and moved to help carry the injured man.

      “How are we still alive?” Leanna Wallace asked over her shoulder. Logan, her brother, looked like he was clinging to life—literally. Blood dripped from him onto the tiled floor. “They already announced it, I assume.” Leanna swore under her breath.

      I stood by the door, hesitating as I watched Em toss everything from the table to the floor and carefully place Logan down on it. Simon helped lift him onto the table. The sight of blood and pierced skin flashed through my mind, but it wasn’t Logan’s body I saw: it was Caspian.

      I shook my head, erasing the memory and moved towards them. “How did you find us? What the hell happened?”

      Logan had a large gash on his cheek bleeding down his neck. He clung onto his arm, which was clearly broken, the bone sticking out of his flesh. And his right pant leg was singed with fire and had shrapnel ripped through it and imbedded in his skin.

      Leanna had some cuts on her as well, but not nearly as bad as Logan.

      Em collected some towels and pressed them against the wounds, causing Logan to scream out in pain before Em swiftly covered his mouth with her hand to quiet him. His body relaxed a little as their eyes met.

      “How’d they say it happened?” Leanna asked, keeping her focus on her brother, even though her eyes glanced to Em and the way she gazed at Logan.

      “SPAC accident,” Simon answered.

      A curt laugh escaped Leanna. “Accident, right.”

      “What actually happened?” I asked.

      Leanna finally pulled her gaze towards me, and her eyes rimmed with tears before she quickly blinked them away and set a scowl on her face. “It wasn’t an accident; it was an assassination. They blew up the shuttle.” Leanna glanced back to Logan, their eyes meeting as she squeezed her brother’s hand. “Only reason we lived was because my dad threw us from the shuttle just before it blew. Logan was closest to the blast, though.”

      Logan tried a small smile but winced when the gash on his face jerked.

      “How did you find us?”

      Leanna didn’t look at me as she said, “He gave us this address, in case we ever needed help.”

      “Who? Your Dad?” I asked.

      Leanna shook her head. “No. Caspian.”
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      CASPIAN

      It’d been only four days since my last meeting with Dr. Merinda, and I’d already travelled to more than twenty camps looking for Vic or any sign of her. No one had seen the timid, dark-haired girl I painstakingly searched for.

      With the freedom of not having to search for artifacts like the others, I could blindly run through the forest from camp to camp, avoiding the Reeks, while searching for her. Merinda said she was alive. I had to find her.

      I dropped down into Camp Twenty-Five where a few people sat around refilling their water bottles and eating what little food we were given. None spared me a second glance.

      “Any of you seen a girl with curly, dark hair, short, silver eyes? Her name is Vic,” I said.

      The two guys seated on the floor a few feet away just shook their heads, another told me to shut up, but the fourth’s eyes widened.

      “You mean the Ghost?” the girl said.

      I tilted my head. “What do you mean, the Ghost?”

      The girl flinched at the name, even though she just said it and shifted uncomfortably on the floor. “There’s a girl they call the Ghost because she goes completely unseen by not only us, but the Reeks. She only comes into a camp to check in, spends the night in the forest, and doesn’t speak to anyone.”

      My brow furrowed. “That’s not possible.”

      The girl shrugged. “It is for her.”

      Again, the boy in the back told us to shut up but I ignored him. “Where can I find her?”

      “You can’t.”

      “I mean, where was she last seen?”

      The girl cackled. “Do you not listen? She’s a ghost! You can’t see her.” She laughed again, and it sounded harsh against the small camp. Then I noticed the tremors in her hands and the wild look in her eyes.

      I sighed. What was I doing listening to some lunatic? There’s no way this Ghost could be Vic. There probably wasn’t even a Ghost, just some wild imagination of a kid who’d seen too many living nightmares she couldn’t decipher which ones were real.

      Vic could never survive inside the Void at night.

      One of the two guys seated across from me sighed. “You probably won’t find her, but your best bet is to check near Camp Fifty-Three, eight miles north of here. That’s where I last heard word of her checking in. She stays close to one of the Distribution Camps, so she can drop off her artifacts easily… she’s always got them, and there’s a Distribution Camp less than a mile from Camp Fifty-Three.” He went back to tugging on the rough, dry meat in his hand.

      “She’s real… the Ghost?” I asked, glancing back at the girl who still howled with laughter.

      The boy nodded. “Afraid so, but I wouldn’t put my money on you ever catching her.”

      Could Vic really be the Ghost they spoke of? The sweet, innocent girl I’d met didn’t look the type to survive even one night in this forest, yet this place did something to us. Turned us into someone else, something different. Maybe it was our true self; maybe what we became in the Void was who we really were.

      Maybe we were all just ghosts.
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        * * *

      

      My feet crunched under dry leaves, making more noise than I’d prefer, but I was in a hurry. The sun was beginning to set quicker as the summer months were slowly coming to a close. Soon, colder weather would be here. I wouldn’t make it to Camp Fifty-Three before the sun set, but I was close.

      When the wind shifted and the familiar smell of the Reeks wafted through the air, I stopped and began to climb the tallest tree I could find. I’d spent more than a few nights in the forest. It wasn’t my first choice, but so far today I’d avoided the Reeks, and I didn’t want to take any chances.

      Using some rope I stole off a kid who’d been dissolved right in front of me, I tied myself to the tree and leaned back, closing my eyes. Part of me wondered if I was losing my grip on reality. What’d I’d already seen out here—done out here—it was slowly changing me, and now I was on a ghost hunt.

      I only had a minute of rest before the leaves of the trees rustled, and there was movement below me. The Reeks were terrifying, a nightmare reincarnated. But the Dred Wulfs, they were vicious, ruthless, and smart. They had no problem tracking down humans, Reeks, or any other prey for that matter. They were cunning creatures I’d rather not face tonight. Or ever again.

      I held my breath as the enormous beast sheathed in thick, silver and black fur stalked by. Its yellow eyes shone against the moonlight filtering through, and the copper tang of blood filled the air from its teeth glimmering against the starlight, three sharp rows of them. The Wulfs had owned this forest, been born it in after a nuclear war long ago that shaped our world into what it was now, long before even the Carbon war and the Peace-Making. They were just as terrifying as the Reeks.

      The Dred Wulf turned towards where I hid, but a scream echoed in the distance and caught its attention. The Wulf took off towards it.

      I settled back against the tree. A few hours went by before anything else caught my eye. Below where I hid, a few yards away, were half a dozen Reeks slowly creeping through the forest searching for something to feast on, but that wasn’t what caught my eye. Five of the Reeks moving towards me had twitchy gaits, always searching the forest and moving on nearly silent feet even under the thick brush. They were hunters—killers. Their heads twisted from side to side, sniffing the air before turning towards a sound in the distance as another scream cried out.

      None of this was out of the ordinary. What was weird was the sixth Reek. The last Reek had its head down, watching the forest floor with careful consideration and slow, controlled movements. This wasn’t the movement of the Reeks.

      At the sound of another scream, the five Reeks took off, but the last stayed, continuing to gaze at the ground. I leaned forward to look over the edge of the branch I sat on, and the limb groaned with my movement. I held my breath as the Reek below paused.

      Then, bright eyes gazed up at me.

      Silver eyes, almost white like snow against the darkness covering its body. We both paused, barely breathing as we stared at each other. It took a moment for my brain to catch up with what I was seeing.

      Human eyes. Blackness covering a human body, but it wasn’t smooth, burnt-on scales like the Reeks; it was sticky like tar. No. Like the Reeks’ blood.

      This wasn’t a Reek—it was a human disguised as a Reek. The Ghost.

      And this wasn’t just any human: it was Vic.

      Before I could say anything, she took off.

      I climbed down from the tree as quickly as I could, dropping the last ten feet and chasing after her as fast as my feet would take me. She was quicker than me and clearly more accustomed to the darkness than I was. I struggled to keep up, tripping over roots and getting whipped in the face more than once by low hanging branches. A stump nearly brought me to my knees but I staggered on, keeping my gaze glued on her figure, dark in the night. I couldn’t lose her.

      I didn’t dare call her name. Who knew how many more Reeks would soon smell me? Or worse. A Dred Wulf.

      I jumped over a small shrub and skidded under a tipped over tree just as she bounced out of sight. I followed but quickly lost sight and sound of her. She was gone.

      I let out a long breath just before something caught my attention to my left.

      A large branch swung for my head, and I ducked just in time. In a flash, the knife and gun from the sleeve of my jacket were out and aimed at the head of the Reek a few feet away. But I stopped short when those silver eyes stared back.

      “Why are you following me?” Vic asked with surprising anger.

      “Vic?” I said.

      Her eyes widened and she stepped back. Her mouth gaped.

      I moved forward, putting my weapons away and keeping my movements slow as Vic continued to move away from me. I could see the confusion in her eyes. Her hands trembled.

      “Vic, it’s me, Caspian… Em’s friend.” I kept my voice low. I took another step forward. She retreated. I stopped, hands up to show I wasn’t going to harm her.

      “How…” she began.

      “It’s a long story, but I’m here now, and I’m going to get you out.” I took a tentative step towards her again, and this time she stayed rooted where she stood. “I can protect you. It’s going to be okay.”

      She shook her head. “There is no way out of here. I’ve tried.”

      “I have a way, trust me,” I said, offering my hand.

      Vic glanced at it, then to her hand. “You shouldn’t be out here. They’ll find you. They’ll kill you.”

      “I know, which is why we need to move.” I curled my fingers. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “No, it’s not. It will never be okay… the things I’ve done… the things I’ve seen…” Vic stumbled, and she suddenly looked so fragile and small as she spoke. Her voice cracked, and for a moment she was that same scared girl from the DEZ we couldn’t protect. Then her eyes turned cold. “There’s no way out. The only way to survive is to sacrifice yourself and become something else and I have. I’m not the same Vic you met before.”

      “I know,” I whispered. I knew all too well the things this place could make you do—even someone as sweet and innocent as Vic.

      “You must leave me,” Vic said firmly. She stood up a little taller and took another step back.

      “I can’t do that, Vic.” I shook my head. “We’re sticking together, no matter what.” Vic opened her mouth to argue, but I gripped her hand. “We will get out of here, I promise you. I will get us out, and you will never have to be this again.” I nodded to the black blood covering her body. Breathing through my mouth, I did my best to ignore the burning the scent brought to my nostrils. It was surely the only reason we hadn’t been found yet. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Vic’s tiny hand squeezed around mine, and her wide eyes filled with tears as she said, “Even if you can get us out… we will never escape the monsters inside of us.”

      I took a blanket from my pack and cleaned off as much of the black blood from Vic’s face as I could. She stood still in my arms, staring blankly into the night. Then she let me lead her to a tree, which we climbed as high up as we could. I leaned against the thick trunk and let Vic rest her small body against my chest. She was asleep within seconds, and I had to wonder when the last time she had slept, but I couldn’t sleep.

      All I could think of was her words: We will never escape the monsters inside of us.
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      SIENNA

      For two days, we followed Gunner, trying to find out how he had survived for so long. We trailed behind him into the forest until he inevitably got away. He was far too fast for us and knew every turn and trail and tree in this forest, so there was no hope in keeping up.

      The Poachers kept up with us, too. They were much better than we were at tracking, but even they couldn’t keep up with Gunner, so they followed us instead. Theo hadn’t said much since our last encounter with the Poachers, when he’d killed one of them attacking us, but I could see the guilt eating at him. We hadn’t found anything, and we only had one day before all three of us, Theo, Camilla, and I, would be dissolved.

      “Where the hell does he go every day?” I mumbled. Gunner had disappeared only minutes ago, and my legs and lungs still burned with the effort it took to keep up with him.

      Theo shook his head as he gulped down air, resting his hands on his thighs as he leaned over. “Guy’s a freaking magician or something.”

      I let out a long breath and circled, resting my hands over my head as I tried to get rid of the stitch in my side. The air was getting colder, signalling the end of summer. Soon cold, wet weather would arrive, and with the leaves already changing colors and falling from trees, it was becoming impossible to find an artifact. The forest floor was littered in brown and tan leaves, thick mud and branches. Every step we took was blaringly loud against the otherwise silent surroundings, but there was no way around it. Lucky for us, this was the same for the Reeks and Poachers, and we had the slightest bit of notice when they were near.

      Theo and I walked through the worn trail. I could feel the Poachers nearby; they no longer hid their presence from us. Though we were both strong, and our weapons were always ready, we couldn’t take on all of them. And I knew Theo was avoiding any confrontations; we didn’t want a repeat of last time. Though not many of them work together, they hunted like a pack.

      “Do you think she’ll make it another night?” I asked.

      Camilla was getting worse. Her skin was pale, and sweat coated her brow this morning when I tried to wake her. She managed enough energy to sit up and have a sip of water before she fell back asleep.

      Theo shook his head. “I’m not sure, but it’s not looking good.”

      My shoulders drooped. I didn’t even know why I cared. Camilla wasn’t my friend; she was the girl who tried to kill me and tried to torture Vic. But despite all this, I still felt some twinge of guilt at the thought of leaving her behind and letting her die. No one deserved to die like this. She would either succumb to her injuries or be dissolved if we didn’t find another artifact.

      “Sienna, there’s nothing we can do for her. We have to start focusing on us, on surviving,” Theo said, his hand brushing against mine.

      “I know, it’s just—”

      “We can’t save them all. We can only save ourselves,” Theo said. He’d repeated these words over and over again the last few days. And I knew they were true, I knew it was a waste of time trying to find a way to save everyone, but that didn’t stop me from dreaming.

      Up ahead, a lone Reek stood in the trail we walked. It paused, sniffing its mangled nose towards us before breaking into a run.

      Theo pushed me to the side and aimed his guns at the Reek. It took four bullets before the Reek dropped, landing only a few feet from where I stood.

      “I hate these things,” I mumbled, as I stepped over it quickly. Theo nodded beside me.

      The Reeks on their own weren’t as terrifying as I’d once thought. Maybe I was growing used to them. I was getting accustomed to killing these things without remorse, and I wondered if soon I would feel the same about the other kids in the forest, our competition.

      In the end, it was us or them, and I’d always choose us.

      We broke into a jog, silently watching the forest floor around us pass by. Nothing but leaves and mud. No artifacts, no way out. We’d survived less than two weeks, and it could all be over just like that. I wondered which of us would go first. Would I have to watch Theo be dissolved, or would he have to watch me? We were moving farther north, set on taking our chances closer to the Space Station—it was our only hope now.

      My heart was a lump in my throat, and my eyes burned against the wind and tears wanting to push through, but I bit the inside of my cheek and blinked them away. I would not give up, not yet.

      An unexpected noise brought me out of my dazed state. Voices, much louder than they should be, within the forest.

      Poachers—a full pack of them.

      Theo and I crept slowly behind a nearby tree as we moved closer to the voices.

      At least eight Poachers stood in a circle around two others. The tall one in the middle had his back to us. He seemed to be the leader as he spoke to the other guy across from him. I squinted and the crowd moved just a bit until I noticed who the guy in the middle being taunted was: Gunner.

      “What are they doing?” I asked.

      Theo placed a finger to his lips and crouched down even lower. We crept behind another tree closer to the crowd. We could hear the voices better now, and my veins turned to ice when I realized who the tall man standing in front of Gunner was.

      “Where have you been going every day, Gunner?” Blane asked. His voice was low and lethal, just as I remembered from in the DEZ. He had never said much when we were there; he wasn’t like Camilla had been—looking to torture me every chance she got. But he’d abandoned Camilla when she became a liability. Theo would never do that to me, and the thought suddenly made my blood boil as I watched them circle Gunner.

      “Same place as everyone else, is that a crime?” Gunner shrugged.

      “You’re lying.” Blane moved closer and as he circled around, I caught the black smear under his eyes. They went across his neck and covered his clothing. I leaned in closer and noticed a few others around the circle had the same black markings.

      And then I smelled it. Glancing around, I looked for the Reeks I could smell nearby, but there were none. And when I looked back to the circle, it dawned on me the black smeared on them was Reek blood. They were using it to mask their own scent.

      “Well, you’re entitled to your opinion, Blane, but I’ve got nothing to hide here. So, if we’re about done…” Gunner moved to step around Blane, but Blane pressed a firm hand on his chest.

      “Where are the others?”

      “What others?” Gunner tilted his head in a bored sort of manner.

      “You know who I’m talking about, so don’t play dumb.” Blane’s voice rose.

      Gunner sighed. “Listen, mate, I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about, nor do I really care. So if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be going.” Gunner stepped around Blane, but two more men blocked his path.

      Blane rolled his shoulders, pressed his fists together, and two short daggers sprung out. “Then I guess you’re not much use to us anymore, are you?” Blane pulled his arm back, ready to drive the dagger into Gunner’s back, but a bullet skimmed his shoulder, and Blane shouted in pain.

      The circle of men dissipated as they searched the forest to see where the bullet had come from. Theo stayed in his position behind the tree he’d just shot around, and I held my breath, hoping they hadn’t seen where the bullet came from.

      “Who’s there?” Blane shouted.

      I peeked just barely around the tree where I found a pair of eyes on me. Two large men held Gunner back, but he had a wide grin on his face, and he winked at me. The others hadn’t seen us yet.

      Despite what Gunner had done, I wasn’t about to let him be slaughtered like this.

      “Come out now, or we’ll hunt you down and take our time killing you,” Blane yelled again, and I winced at how loud he was. The Reeks were sure to hear him, and they’d be here any second now.

      I glanced to Theo, and he tightened his jaw before giving a nod.

      Theo stepped out from behind the tree with the two muzzles of his guns aimed at Blane. “Let him go, and we’ll all just walk away from this. No one has to get hurt.”

      Blane’s eyes widened with recognition. “You two are still alive?” He didn’t hide his disgust as he glared at me.

      “Surprise.” I smirked. “Now as we were saying, we’ll be taking him with us and be going.”

      Gunner took a step towards us but was yanked back. “Didn’t you hear the lady? I’m going with them,” Gunner said. They didn’t release his arms.

      Blane stepped past the front line of men and walked unnervingly close to us, his eyes on the sleek black muzzles from Theo’s jacket. Theo squared his shoulders, the guns followed Blane’s every movement, and he didn’t back down one inch. “You really think the two of you can do any damage to all of us?” Blane waved his arm towards the eight men behind him, and they chuckled along with him.

      “We’ll see.” Theo shrugged. “But you better believe I’ll be sure to kill you first.”

      Blane glared, his gaze narrowing on Theo, and he took a step forward. Theo’s chin lifted, and he stared down Blane with a murderous gaze in his eye. I knew Theo would feel no guilt if he pulled the trigger this time.

      The wind shifted, and from the subtle look Gunner gave me, I knew it was time. I stepped up beside Theo. “We don’t have to do anything. They’ll do all the work,” I said, nodding behind Blane, behind his men, who were too focused on us to notice the presence of more than twenty Reeks stalking towards us. “You may have covered up your smell with their blood rather well, but your blood is like a honing beacon to them.” I glanced to the bullet wound on his shoulder seeping red. “Good luck.”

      Before any of them had a chance to react, the Reeks attacked. A swarm of them converged on us. The men screamed, and one of them let go of Gunner. He punched the other in the face and sprinted towards us.

      The Reeks grabbed one of the guys, tearing him literally in half. Blood and guts and flesh spilled from him, and it drove the Reeks even wilder. More came and they would keep coming.

      Theo gripped my arm, pulling me onto the path Gunner was already sprinting down.

      “Move,” Gunner ordered, and I pushed my body harder and faster.

      Behind us, I heard screams. Last I saw, Blane was somewhere in the middle, his two daggers slamming into the Reeks, but there were so many, all wanting a taste of his blood. Part of me wanted to see Blane ripped apart, but I couldn’t risk it, so I ran harder, struggling to keep up with Gunner, Theo right behind me.

      The forest turned black as more Reeks came, all drawn to the sound, drawn to the blood. Gunner had his own weapons out, and he cleared a path to wherever he was leading us. There was a camp nearby, but it was not in the direction he ran.

      A hand brushed my back, scraping against the fabric of my jacket, before I heard the bullet whizz by. The Reek dropped behind me, and Theo swiftly leapt over it. He aimed another at the Reek to make sure it didn’t get up.

      We couldn’t run forever. And there were too many of them to outpace for much longer.

      “Gunner! Do you have a plan?” Theo yelled.

      “Always,” Gunner replied and veered off to the left, crashing through a set of tall shrubs grabbing at my exposed skin.

      Sleek rock scaled up a wall ahead of us, a boulder nearly thirty feet high and straight up and down, impossible to scale. It spread to the left and right farther than I could see, trapping us.

      I swore under my breath as Gunner slowed his pace and dropped down to his knees.

      “Now what?” I yelled. My blade swept through another Reek, slicing it in half.

      Beside me, Theo aimed bullets at the three Reeks only a few feet away—another two were coming from the other side.

      “Gunner?” I said through clenched teeth.

      “Yeah, yeah. One sec.” I glanced behind me and ducked just in time as a Reek swung its arm through the air where my head had just been. I stabbed the knives into his middle and kicked him in the chest. The Reek bounced off the stone wall before landing in a heap.

      Gunner was pushing a large rock aside, and just behind it I could see a small crack in the stone barely big enough for one person to fit through. With another grunt, Gunner pushed it clear.

      “Hurry up,” he said, waving his hand for me to enter the hole. I glanced inside; it was pitch black. “Stop gawking and get moving!” Gunner yelled, and I crouched down, entering feet first. “Weapons away,” Gunner ordered, and I obeyed again, sheathing my knives in my sleeves.

      I glanced behind me to where Theo now used his fists to fend off the Reeks surrounding us; more were coming from the forest. He no longer used his guns, which could only mean he’d run out of bullets. I turned to move back to him, to help, but Gunner pushed me.

      “We’ll be right behind you,” he promised, and he didn’t give me a chance to reply before he shoved me, and I began sliding down sleek stone.

      I held my breath as a scream crawled up my throat, and the drop caused my stomach to flip. The slippery stone below me allowed my body to slide through the pitch-black tunnel down and down and down. I closed my eyes, even though I could see nothing in the darkness, and the air in my lungs escaped me, and I was sure I couldn’t even scream at this point.

      My feet thudded when I finally hit the floor. The force pitched my body forward, and my knees slammed into hard ground.

      It was still so dark I couldn’t see a thing. I swept my arms out and found I had landed in a small opening. Rock circled me, and the low hanging roof made it impossible to stand.

      The sound of fabric rustling against the smooth rock drew closer, and I heard a low grunt before a body smashed into my side. Warm, strong hands gripped me.

      “Sienna?” Theo said into the darkness, his voice so close, but I couldn’t see his face.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” I answered, sighing with relief that he was okay.

      Another swishing sound before Gunner ran into us with a groan. “Ugh, give me some room,” Gunner mumbled. The sound of a match striking stone echoed through the silence, and a small light lit up the space.

      As my eyes adjusted, I noticed we had ended up in a small cavern, the stones dark grey and black stopped where we stood, and a narrow tunnel led down deeper into more darkness. The light of the small match Gunner had lit produced an iridescent glow sparkling against the dark rocks. He reached for a torch placed in a hole in the wall beside the narrow tunnel that looked as if it’d been there for a long time. Spider webs gripped to the wall and torch. When he lit it, more of the tunnel came into view.

      Above us, the sleek, smooth stone we’d slid down wound up to the surface at a steep incline. It would be impossible to climb back up, so our only choice was to go down the narrow tunnel before us.

      “Where are we?” I asked, my voice echoing.

      Gunner turned a crooked smile towards us. “Welcome to the Tunnels of Venzier.”
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      SIENNA

      “What is this place?” I asked, ducking under the sharp, jagged rocks swooping overhead. The tunnel we walked down got smaller and smaller the farther we went, until we were nearly on our hands and knees. Then it opened to a large, wide cavern with three more entrances to choose from.

      Theo offered a hand as I dropped down a small ledge to follow Gunner. He didn’t hesitate as he took the far one on the left.

      “Tunnel system under the mountain,” Gunner said.

      “Under the mountain?” I said. “You mean to tell me you knew about these tunnels all along, and you didn’t tell us? This is where you were hiding? While we were nearly killed on a daily basis out there?”

      Gunner glanced over his shoulder. “Listen, sweetheart, I don’t know you. You’ve been here for, what, two weeks? What makes you think I’m just going to go spilling every secret I know to some spoiled-ass brat who thinks she deserves to know everything?”

      “I’d watch your tone, Gunner,” Theo warned.

      “Nah, mate, I’m good. I quite like my tone.” He shrugged. “And princess here needs to learn that I don’t give a shit about any of you. I’m here to survive. I’m just trying to stay alive, okay? I’ve been pretty clear about that since day one. So don’t go blaming me if you thought I’d spill secrets over bed time stories.”

      I clenched my jaw and gripped Theo’s arm when he moved towards Gunner, his fist balled at his side, as if he’d wipe the smug look right off Gunners face if I let go. I never should have expected Gunner to help us or share any of his secrets to surviving in the Void. Everyone was selfish, only Theo would care if I lived or died.

      “So, how’d you manage to nearly get yourself killed earlier before we saved your ass?” Theo growled.

      “Those guys have been watching me for a few weeks now. There’s always a new group of idiots thinking they can take over the place. They’re like the Poachers, but working together. Your pal, Blane, is their leader for now. Won’t last. He’ll die, and they’ll replace him in a heartbeat, but they’re all the same… always wondering, like you guys, where I go and how I’m still here after two years. I felt them following me and didn’t want to expose my little secret, so I let them think they caught me and ask their questions.”

      “They would have killed you,” Theo said.

      “They would have tried.”

      “If we hadn’t showed up, those guys would have torn you apart,” Theo pressed.

      “While I appreciated the help, I didn’t need it,” Gunner drawled, taking another tunnel to the left when we were met with the choice between two. “Those guys don’t scare me in the least. We aren’t the only ones in this forest, and we definitely aren’t the strongest or the smartest.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “You’ll see,” Gunner said, and his voice trailed off.

      I stumbled the last step out of the shallow tunnel and into a large, open cavern. My eyes trailed the stone up and up. It arched overhead creating a tall roof. Torches lined around the large space, black and silver stone covered the roof, walls and floor. And in the center of the open cavern were small canvas tents and… people.

      One of the men stopped what he was doing and moved towards us. He was huge, twice the size of any man I’d ever seen. He had long, white hair, striking violet eyes, and was clad in white clothing. The bare skin of his arms was dark tan against the white.

      “Who are these people?” the man demanded, his voice deep and cold.

      “This is Sienna and Theo.” Gunner jabbed a thumb in our direction before stepping past the man and picking up a fruit from the table the man had been working on.

      “Why are they here?” the man asked, as if we weren’t standing right beside him.

      Theo subtly took a step in front of me, positioning himself between me and the large man assessing us—Theo did his own assessments, his gaze resting on the weapon at the man’s side.

      “They were trying to be all heroic and save me, but instead they just caused a big mess and a ton of Reeks came, so I had to take them down here to save us all.” Gunner leaned against the table and took a large bite of the fruit, juice spilling down his chin before he wiped it away. The smell made my mouth water.

      “They cannot stay here,” the man said.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know the rules. We’ll be heading out soon, just refuelling is all,” Gunner said.

      “What is this place? Venzier?” I asked.

      The man narrowed his eyes on me, and Theo tensed at my side. “No, this is not Venzier,” he spat. “It’s the last place my people have since your people brought those things into our forest.”

      “You’re not a Marked kid?” I asked.

      Gunner nearly choked on his fruit. “God no,” he said. “Do you not know your history? You really know nothing about this forest?”

      I focused on the man. Something about his appearance seemed familiar, but I couldn’t explain why. Behind him a girl had stepped out of her tent to see what the commotion was about, and it was then I realized why there was a sense of familiarity about them.

      The way they stood. Their postures, rigid, yet poised to attack at any moment. Their attention was trained on me while watching their surroundings, always aware of everything going on around them. Weapons were casually placed at their hips and across their backs. That was what Ava had been like… the stories she’d told me.

      “You guys are… you’re…” I somehow lost my words. How was this possible? They had disappeared, hadn’t they? Moved out of the forest and into the cities. Ava had said they were forced out, but here they were. “You’re one of the Mountain Men, and she’s a Lady of the Muted Forest?”

      The man nodded. The girl to his right narrowed her eyes at me, assessing my threat level. “We do not go by those names anymore. We are now one tribe. The Guardians of Venzier.”

      “But how? I thought you had all left the forest,” Theo said, his posture still rigid as more stepped out of the tents covering the cavern. There couldn’t have been much more than twenty, all clad in the same white attire. Behind the tents, I noticed a small garden near the back under the cover of some sort of light system. They had used jagged, shiny metal and strung it from the roof to where I assumed a break or crack in the stone filtered in sunlight and lit up the space below.

      “Most have. Not all of us could get away in time,” the man said, and he glanced back to the girl behind him, the corners of his mouth turned down with a somber look.

      “How long have you been here?” I asked.

      “We were born here, so all of our lives.” The man shrugged.

      I glanced around. Meat hung in one corner, what looked like a small grouse, and a large fire in the middle of what I assumed was living quarters. Theo took a step closer to me. His hand, warm despite the chill under the mountain, wrapped around my forearm as if he was ready to bolt at any moment.

      “But—”

      “Story time’s over, princess. We’ve got to be going before the sun sets,” Gunner interrupted me.

      “We can’t stay here?” I stupidly asked.

      “No,” the white haired man said firmly.

      Gunner shook his head. “They were already nice enough not to kill you guys for coming into their home unannounced. Staying here is definitely out of the question.”

      “But there are so many kids out there. You could keep them safe if they would allow us to stay here, away from the Reeks,” I said.

      “Not gonna happen.” Gunner stepped in before the man could answer. He moved to pull me away from the middle, but Theo growled and Gunner raised his hands in defeat before gesturing for us to move along.  Bright eyed warriors stared back at us, all twenty of them, none much older than me, some younger.

      I sighed and let Theo guide me towards the back where a wider tunnel led upwards with jagged stones looking liked steps.

      “Why won’t they help us?” I asked when we were far enough away. Theo was behind me keeping watch that we weren’t being followed while Gunner led. He didn’t trust these people.

      “Our people brought the Reeks into their lands—kind of anyways. We took their way of life and their entire families. Most of these guys were babies when they were hidden down here by parents who eventually died at the hands of the Reeks. They were forced to stay here to keep themselves safe, entering the forest only for food and supplies, but they lost so much.” Gunner’s voice was softer than before. “I found this place by accident. And they nearly killed me the first day I arrived, but I’ve grown on them. Even so, they won’t allow even me to spend the night in here. They know the consequences if more were to come down… the chances that one of them could let a Reek in by accident or simply take everything they’ve built. We’re not exactly shining examples of good people now, are we?”

      I nodded. I understood they would do anything to keep their family alive, and that meant not risking helping us because no one could be trusted.

      “What is Venzier?” Theo asked.

      “An ancient city built under the mountains here in the forest. Sealed up and never to be opened again. The tunnels surrounding it are all that is left,” Gunner said.

      Theo found my hand and squeezed it gently. I glanced over my shoulder, his eyes met mine, and a sudden feeling of dread hit me. Without an artifact and no more time left, we could be gone before the morning. I didn’t want to leave this place, didn’t want to lose Theo, and my heart felt as though it was being torn apart as I watched him place a light kiss on my hand. He didn’t need to say anything; I knew he was thinking the same thing. We’d hardly had any time alone, and I was beginning to forget how he smelled and the feel of his bare skin against mine. I wouldn’t get the chance ever again. It wouldn’t matter that this place existed or that we might have a chance to survive if we could convince the Guardians to take us in if we didn’t live to see tomorrow.

      We reached a dead end where a bolder closed up an entrance, but the cracks around the side revealed the dim light of the sun still setting. Theo pulled me against his chest, my back pressed against him, and wrapped his arms around my body, resting his chin on the top of my head. I let out a long sigh as I watched Gunner move towards a small crack in the wall.

      “Here.” He pulled something out and placed one in my hand, the other in Theo’s. An artifact each. Mine was a small circular item that nearly rolled out of my hand, while the other looked to be half of a tablet, wires spreading out the broken half.

      I gaped at it. “How did you get these?”

      “Been collecting them and stashing them here.” He narrowed his eyes on us. “Don’t get any ideas; they’ll be moved by tomorrow. And don’t even think of coming back down here. These people will kill you on sight. I’m surprised they didn’t today.”

      Gunner moved to slide the rock away from the entrance but I stopped him. “Wait. We need one more.” I remembered Camilla still waiting in the camp for us to return. I made her a promise.

      “Like hell I’m giving you anymore,” Gunner said.

      “If you want us to keep your secret, we need one more,” Theo said firmly. I glanced up at him, surprised he even cared if Camilla lived. He’d nearly killed her before, when she’d tried to murder me, but somehow everything changed in the Void.

      Gunner paused, then turned back around and glanced at Theo with an amused look. “Finally growing a pair, are we?” He reached into the crack and shoved another artifact into my outstretched hand. “If the Poachers steal them from you, I won’t give you a replacement.”

      I nodded.

      Gunner pushed open the stone door, and we ran into the forest. I let Gunner take the lead back to Camp Ten while Theo and I watched for Poachers. We were farther north than we had been before, but the Reeks were minimal here, probably still feasting on whatever was left of Blane and his crew.

      The artifacts were heavy in my pocket, and I prayed no one spotted the unusual lump against the usually tight, smooth fabric. But we arrived at Camp Ten without incident.

      I climbed down the ladder first, searching for Camilla in the sea of kids who had come into camp for the night. She was tucked in a back corner, every blanket we had covered her, but I could see she was shivering. I shook her awake, and she mumbled incoherent words before her eyes fluttered open and then fell closed again. She wasn’t going to make it much longer.

      Theo helped me carry her to the back where the drop station was. I pulled out an artifact and passed one to Theo first; he placed it on the drop station where it disappeared instantly and was replaced by more ammunition, which he quickly inserted into the sleeve of his jacket.

      Theo then held Camilla in his arms as I dropped my artifact down and was given a fresh medical pack. Then we put the artifact in Camilla’s good hand, making her squeeze it as best she could and directing her hand over the drop station.

      “You’re wasting an artifact on her?” someone said from behind us.

      “She’s gonna be dead soon anyways, what a dumb ass move,” another said.

      I ignored them both and tried not to notice the struggle it took for Camilla to even stand. She dropped the artifact and it disappeared. It was replaced by a small bottle of salve.

      We got more jeers and complaints as we dragged Camilla back to her corner. Even Gunner gave us a look that said he felt the same as everyone else. As soon as I’d put her down, I undressed the wound and put on the salve she’d been given across her shoulder. She hissed at the first touch but seemed to relax as the salve worked its way into her system. I watched as the blood slowly seeping out of her shoulder stopped, and the wound began to clot.

      I took my first aid pack and pulled out fresh gauze to wrap her wound with. She gave me a weak smile before her eyes closed, and she fell back to sleep.

      I leaned against Theo, and his arms wrapped around me, keeping me warm against the cool, damp space. “We’ll find a way, we will,” Theo promised and I nodded. He leaned back and I closed my eyes, allowing my mind to forget everything around me and stay, for one moment, out of the darkness.
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      JAYLA

      “My dad wasn’t a horrible person, but he was no saint, either, I’m well aware of that.” Leanna sat across from Simon at the table I’d spent the better part of a day cleaning.

      The smell of Logan’s blood mixed with bleach and lemon still lingered in the air. After two days, Em had finally gotten out most of the shrapnel that had ripped apart the side of his body. His arm had been set in place and stitched back up; he was lucky it was a clean break. He was currently asleep on Em’s bed, where she insisted he stay so she could watch him. She sat in the chair closest to her bedroom door.

      “I’m not saying he’s horrible. I’m saying that if he knew about any of this going on, he should have been a man and said something. Not hide in his mansion, hoping it’d just go away,” Simon said. The two had yet to get on good terms. Actually, Simon wasn’t on good terms with anyone.

      “As I’ve said three times now, he didn’t know what was going on. He just suspected something wasn’t right. And until he knew for sure what was happening, he would be risking one hundred and fifty years of peace by stirring things up.” Leanna leaned into the table. The map was spread out between them, and a tablet filled with all the information Leanna could give us was beside it.

      She’d asked, more than once, where Caspian was. And for some reason, I didn’t tell her. I said he was away, on a separate mission, and we’d meet up with him soon, but I could tell she saw through my lie. Maybe I was jealous or worried she couldn’t be trusted, but I kept my lips shut and revealed nothing more than was necessary.

      We hadn’t told her much about our plans, only small details about the Void, the little we knew, and the connection to the Marked kids of the DEZ. Leanna, to her credit, had known a lot more than Logan had. Caspian had been right. And for some reason, he’d trusted her enough to give her the address to our personal residence, so I was inclined to believe what she told us to be true, but that didn’t mean I had to like her.

      I was learning the fewer people who knew all the details, the less chance of the wrong people finding out what we were doing.

      My feet were propped on the table, and I leaned my chair back, tilting it on the back legs while I listened to Simon and Leanna go at it once again. “Can we just get to the point already?” I asked.

      Em had one ear half listening to us, and the other listening for any sign Logan had woken up. She’d taken it upon herself to take care of him, not even letting his own sister enter her room to check on him. I guess it was all she could do at this point while we sat around fighting and forgetting we needed a plan. We needed allies.

      “The point is that my dad had been looking into Governor Grayson, and we might be able to find some information in his personal tablet, if we can get into the residence’s wing of City Hall,” Leanna said.

      Simon scoffed. “They’ll have erased that by now, any evidence against Grayson will be gone.”

      “We don’t know that. Holden hasn’t even moved into the residence yet. That’s what the LinkedNews said. Out of respect for my family.” Leanna nearly spat out the words. “But if we don’t go now, it will for sure be gone for good.”

      “Simon’s right,” Em reluctantly said. She turned her head to face the group, but kept her body angled towards her door. “We’re better off going to the source of this information than trying to find it anywhere in City Hall. That place was probably cleansed before your shuttle even blew up.”

      Leanna flinched at the mention of the shuttle explosion. For as tough of an exterior as she put on, she had just lost both her parents and almost lost her brother. How she was still sitting here in once piece, I couldn’t tell you.

      “Any idea who your dad had on his personal payroll?” I asked.

      Leanna shook her head. “He didn’t mention names and never had meetings in person.”

      I released a long breath.

      “Well, there is one person I know of, but he wouldn’t be connected to all this. I don’t think, anyways.” Leanna’s brows scrunched together. “When my dad started to get suspicious of Grayson, he wanted to check our alliances in Kuros and Eres, but he couldn’t just go there himself. So he sent me to meet with the representatives of each city and feel out if Grayson had gotten to any of them.”

      “And?” Simon waved an impatient hand.

      “And,” Leanna said, narrowing her eyes at him, “he sent me there on an undocumented shuttle he commissioned, so no one would know. And I remember the guy’s name. Gustov. He’s from here in Cytos, calls himself the Keeper of the North. He has a hanger on the north end of Cytos and has shuttles for hire. Maybe he’ll know a few names or secrets that can help us.”

      Em’s eyes shot to mine, and a smile spread across my face.

      “Turns out you aren’t just a pretty face after all.” I smirked at Leanna, and she rolled her eyes at me. “Simon and I will have a chat with Gustov. Em, if you can locate Governor Wallace’s tablet, maybe we can gain some access from here, if it’s not already erased.”

      Em nodded and swept into her room to retrieve her tablet and likely check on Logan again. Leanna crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair with a little pout I ignored.

      “Shall we?”  I inclined my head to Simon.

      “Why do I have to go?”

      “Because I said so.” I dropped my feet from the table with a hard thud. “Get your stuff and let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Simon looked ridiculous in the oversized jacket of Caspian’s. He wasn’t a small man but Caspian was taller. He pulled the black hood of the jacket farther over his head, so his face was covered in the shadows we swept through.

      I hadn’t given him any weapon outside of a pocketknife he refused to give up, not trusting him enough yet to not stab me in the back. Simon was keeping tight lipped about nearly everything at this point. I asked questions about the Linked video he’d been watching, the kids playing ball in what I assumed was the DEZ, but that had only set him off and nearly caused a brawl between him and Em. We’d find out eventually, we always did, but until then I didn’t entirely trust Simon not to betray us.

      The streets were quiet, and thick clouds covered the moonlight. We stuck to the alleys and back streets to avoid running into anyone unwanted.

      “Do you even know where we’re going?” Simon asked, his voice hushed.

      “North.”

      “Yes, I know north. But that’s kind of a general direction, isn’t it?”

      “You spent your entire life on these streets, didn’t you?” I glanced over to find a scowling Simon. “You, out of any of us, should know exactly where we’re going. Or weren’t you very good at your job?”

      “I didn’t go north very often,” Simon said quietly.

      “And why is that?” I asked.

      “There are a few… unfriendlies in the north,” Simon said. Well, that explained the amount of complaining he’d done when I told him he was coming.

      “And you didn’t think to tell me this before?” I demanded.

      Simon shrugged. “They don’t care about Watchers.” And that explained the request for one of Caspian’s jackets—the black details on the back would be familiar to those who knew the Watchers, insignificant to those who didn’t. His eyes darted back and forth the farther north we went.

      “Well, just stick behind me and keep your mouth shut, and maybe you’ll make it out unscathed.” I smiled.

      Simon returned my smile with a glare.

      We were silent for a few moments. The cool breeze of autumn snaking in sent a shiver down my spine. I was not looking forward to the colder weather.

      “So, tell me Simon.” I tilted my head to the side. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Doing what? Going to talk to this Gustov guy? Because you made me!”

      “No, why are you helping us?” I knew he wasn’t doing this for the reasons he’d claimed, to get his life back in order. And we hadn’t offered him any money or compensation, so that wasn’t it. I had thought over all the possibilities and was at a loss.

      Simon turned his eyes towards me, and I expected him to give me some sarcastic reply, but instead he let out a long sigh through his nose and said, “Because I’ve made bad decisions in my life. And although not all of them can be atoned for, there is one I made a vow to fix.”

      I raised my brows, waiting for him to continue.

      He groaned. “I wasn’t always the leader of the Carbon Resistance. And I hadn’t aspired to be that, either. Over twenty years ago, I was just a solider looking for a cause and a place to fit in. The Resistance seemed a good fit. People were friendly to me. They weren’t all as bad as you’ve made them out to be.” He gave me a side glance before continuing. “I was on a mission one night, searching for some information, and managed to grab the attention of a young, observant Watcher. She followed me for several blocks before I somehow circled myself into a dead end. She was a pretty little thing, dark hair, brown eyes, and a glare that could cut through ice. She wasn’t a commander at the time; she was just a lowly Watcher working her way up the rankings.”

      “Reyes?” I breathed.

      Simon nodded. “She was ready to kill me, and I’m surprised she didn’t. But to save my own skin, I offered to be her inside source, to give her information about the Resistance. Stupidly, she agreed and let me go.” Simon smiled at the memory. He had known Reyes before she was the Commander? But she had never said anything, never told me… “I didn’t intend on meeting up with her again as I had promised. But I couldn’t stop thinking about her… she’d gotten under my skin like an itch I couldn’t get rid of. So I went to our meeting and gave her a bunch of made up information. And after the official meeting was done, we just sat there for three hours talking about… I don’t even remember. Random stuff like our favorite restaurant, which Linked show we never missed, how many minutes we could hold our breath underwater. Stupid things, but I’d never had such a good time.”

      Simon swallowed as he looked to the ground and shoved his hands into his pockets. “We were idiots, stupidly in love with the wild idea that we could somehow make this work. She was a Watcher, I was a Carbon in the Resistance, and there was no way this was going to work… not in Cytos. So we’d planned to leave the city together, to start a family. Only as a Carbon, starting a family was more difficult for me, but it had been Reyes’ dream to have a child. So I found a doctor in the Genetics Lab that I paid off. We gave her a lot of money to create our child and keep every bit of it off the records and quiet. We were so set on a future we thought was possible that we didn’t notice one night when we were being followed.”

      A tear fell down Simon’s cheek, and he quickly swiped it away. His face turned from sorrow to anger within one blink. “My own men found us. Called me a traitor and a scum lover. They were going to kill us both. I knew it because it’s what I would have done. You can’t have someone on your team who was disobedient, who was in love with a human. So I lied. I lied with every breath I had and claimed I had been using Reyes to get information on the Watchers. I spilled secrets she had told me in confidence, things I wasn’t supposed to know, but she had trusted me, and I betrayed that trust. I laughed in her face. I spat on her. I made sure there wasn’t a question in any of their minds that I had any feelings for her. And I watched as she believed every word I said. I nearly broke as she pleaded for me to stop talking, to stop breaking her heart, but I kept going. I had to, to keep her alive.” His voice broke as he said, “And then I watched as they beat her within an inch of her life. Broke every bone in her hands, kicked her face until it was hardly recognizable. And then they stripped her naked and left her on the steps of the Watchers Headquarters, as a sign and a warning.”

      I had to bite my cheek to stop the red-hot anger boiling through me. Reyes, our Commander, beaten and left naked because someone she loved, someone she trusted betrayed her. And she had to believe it was true if she wanted to live. She’d probably spent the past twenty years hating him for what he did, never knowing it was the only thing he could do to save them both. And yet when the time came, she had turned to him to help us…

      “See, that’s the thing about love. It makes you do crazy things to protect others. I’ve made… terrible decisions to protect her and… and I have to live with them knowing that no matter what I told myself or how hard I tried to convince myself what I was doing was right and for a good cause, I knew in my heart it was wrong.”

      I understood what love could make you do. I was partnering with the enemy just to get it back… if he was really the enemy.

      “I was named the leader of the Resistance the next day by the esteemed Governor Grayson. She was proud of what I had done. I was so ashamed of myself that I wanted to just run away. I couldn’t live with it. But then I got a call from the doctor at the Genetics Lab telling me our baby boy had woken up.” Simon’s gaze stared into nothing, into a ghost. “I had forgotten all about the baby. And I knew that if my people saw Reyes with a child, they would torture her, probably hurt the child. One look at him and they’d know, they’d know I had lied, and they’d kill every one of us. So I once again paid the doctor to keep her mouth shut. She called Reyes, who was still recovering, and gave her another blow saying the child had died during the birthing process. I heard her sobs on the other end of the phone line, and it broke every part of me.”

      Simon let out a shuddered breath. “Then I took the child to the DEZ, thinking he’d be safe there. And for eighteen years, I watched on any feed I could find as he grew up, as he grew into a man. He had my hair, dusty blond, and her eyes, golden brown. He was perfect. And I thought that once he was old enough and out of the DEZ, I would tell Reyes. I knew she would never forgive me for keeping him from her, but she would understand that I did it to keep him safe, to keep her safe. We’d heard rumours of something weird going on with the Marked kids, so on the day of his graduation test, I went to the DEZ to get him out, but I was too late. And I had no way to get him back…

      “I had almost given up, thinking my son lost, when Governor Grayson sent us on that mission a few months ago to get that tablet from the Genetics Lab. I was worried it may contain information about our son, so I betrayed Grayson and stole it for myself. He was in there, along with every genetic kid from the DEZ, and my long-forgotten hope was suddenly restored because even though I didn’t know how I would get him back or where he was, I found out he was still alive.”

      “He’s still alive? In the Void?” I asked.

      Simon let out a long breath. “Over two years in that place and somehow he’d survived.”

      “He was the boy you were watching, in the Linked image when we found you,” I said.

      Simon nodded.

      “Does Reyes know any of this?”

      “No.” Simon turned sharply to me. “And you won’t be telling her.”

      I put up my hands. “Trust me, I wouldn’t want to be the one to explain all that.”

      Simon’s fists clenched and unclenched at his side before his shoulders dropped. “I don’t know if he’ll still be alive by the time we get there. Based on what I’ve heard, it’s a miracle he’s made it this long, but I have to try. It’s the least I can do.”

      I nodded, placing my hand on his arm, and he didn’t flinch or pull away. “We’ll find him.”

      “Find who?” A high-pitched voice sounded from the shadows to my left. My gun was raised and pointed towards where the voice originated.

      “Who’s there?” I asked.

      A skinny man with a crooked nose and a smug smile stepped forward. “I’d be asking you the same thing, sweetheart. What are two Watchers doing in our territory at this time of night?”

      I glanced behind him where a few more men stood, all clad in grey jackets with a jagged arrow patch on their chest. It pointed upwards… north. “Just going for a little walk, we’ll be on our way.” I took a step back only to find more men circled behind us.

      “Nah, no need to run away, darling. We like company, especially the good lookin’ ones.” The man took another step forwards, and I could smell oil and dirt wafting from him. “Now, how about you stop lying and tell us who you’re looking for?”

      I set my jaw, feeling Simon tense beside me as he kept his face hidden as best he could. “We’re looking for a man named Gustov,” I finally conceded. There were too many men to fight our way out, especially when more seemed to be pouring from the alley.

      The skinny man flashed a toothless grin. “Well then, let me oblige you ever so kindly and take you to the fine sir, Gustov.” A few men chuckled. “Right this way, ma’am.”
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      JAYLA

      “Well, aren’t you a pretty thing,” Gustov said from his place a few feet away. He leaned against a metal table covered in dust and oil. Actually, the entire place was covered in grime. “What do I owe the pleasure of being called on at so fine an hour as this?”

      I bit back the nasty reply I had seething under my skin. “We have a few questions for you and a favor to ask.”

      Gustov let out a heavy laugh, and his large belly shook with him. “Favors aren’t exactly my thing. I’m more of the taking kind than the giving kind, if you know what I mean.” He licked his lips, and I think I vomited a little in my mouth.

      “We can make it worth your while,” Simon cut in. His face was still covered by the large hood he made no move to push back.

      “My price is pretty high. I doubt you’d have enough for even one of my favors.” Gustov shrugged and leaned back, the table groaning under his enormous weight.

      The men around him chuckled along, greedy eyes looking me up and down, and I narrowed mine back at them, baring my teeth just a little. “Here’s the thing, Gustov. I’ve come here with good intentions and no ill will towards you or your men, but you are quickly testing my patience, and I can assure you, I am not someone you want to test.”

      “Should we be scared of you?” the skinny, toothless man asked.

      “Damn right you should be scared of me.” I tilted my head to the side, my fingers tapping the gun at my hip as I watched the man squirm. His smile faded, and he took a step back.

      Gustov’s eyebrows rose, but he inclined his head for me to continue with my request.

      “You were on Governor Wallaces’s payroll—”

      “May he rest in peace,” one of the men interrupted.

      I let out an impatient breath. “We need to know any information you may have found out for the Governor, and anyone else who may have worked with him and have a few secrets to tell.”

      Gustov was silent for a moment before he burst out a cruel cackle. “You think I am going to tell you anything just because, what, you asked nicely?” He took a step forward, and I tried not to stare at his thick neck and wide cheeks jiggling with each step. “They do not call me the Keeper of the North because I can’t keep a secret. I worked my way up through the slums into a position that rivals that of your dearly departed Governor. So, if you think I’m going to tell you anything because you threaten me, you’re not as smart as I was led to believe the Watchers were. You’re going to have to do much better than that.”

      The corner of my mouth curved into a smirk. “What if you weren’t just the Keeper of the North, what if you were the Keeper of Cytos?”

      Gustov paused.

      “You’ve spent a lot of time hiding up here and from the looks of it, you haven’t been living in the lap of luxury that many others are.” I glanced around to the boarded up windows and dust-covered lights swinging in the haze and dirt. “There’s an entire world outside of the North, Gustov. Filled with secrets to be discovered and people to con into buying them. It’s just waiting for someone to take it back… why not you?”

      “Take it back… from whom?” Gustov asked.

      “Governor Grayson,” Simon answered.

      Gustov’s eyes widened. “That is not someone I want to take anything from.” He turned away from us, stalking back to the table. “It’s a nice offer, but I will have to decline.”

      “There’s a war coming,” Simon yelled. Gustov stopped, peering over his shoulder. “Peace is no longer something we will know in Cytos, and there will come a time when you will have to decide which side you will be on. You’d be wise to make that decision before it’s made for you.”

      Gustov hardly turned around as he sized Simon up and down. “Interesting words from a Carbon known to be a part of Grayson’s Resistance.”

      A few men didn’t hide their sneers as Simon pulled back his hood. “I would think my words would mean so much more considering who I am and where I was.”

      “Were you not their leader only weeks ago?” Gustov asked.

      Simon shrugged. “Things have changed, and I’ve picked my side. How about you?”

      I tensed, watching as Gustov considered Simon’s words. My hands brushed against my gun. Fingers twitched eagerly with the tension hanging in the air. Simon knew better than anyone what Grayson was capable of and the steps she had already taken to make her move. Cytos was no longer safe for humans, Carbons, or Watchers.

      Finally, Gustov inclined his head towards the far end of the warehouse we stood in, to a single door at the back. We followed as he opened the door to a small private office and sat at the large desk. Simon and I stood before him. The tall, skinny man closed the door behind us.

      “I did not think she would make her move so quickly,” Gustov mused.

      “Nor did I, but things are happening fast,” Simon said.

      My eyes flicked between the two men, not wanting to reveal how little I knew. Simon had mentioned just after Governor Wallace’s death that the assassination order most likely came through Grayson. Marc Holden had been on her payroll for a long while, working for her and promising to do her bidding should she find a way to get him the Governor’s chair, and it seemed she found a way.

      “How long?” Gustov asked.

      “Weeks at best,” Simon replied.

      I finally turned to Simon, my brows raised waiting for an explanation.

      “Grayson wants complete control of Cytos. She’s sat in the shadows for far too long while her people suffer. She was one of the few who survived the original… the terror,” Simon stumbled over his own words. “She’s one of the few who remember it.”

      Gustov was the one to answer my questioning look. “Venzier wasn’t built by Carbons looking to take control again. They wanted peace, too.”

      Now, I was thoroughly confused. “Venzier?”

      “It was a hidden city, built under the mountain in the Muted Forest, now within the boundaries of the Void. A place built for Carbons, by Carbons. A refuge of sorts,” Simon said. “After the war, Carbons were left with the reality of what they had done… what we had done. We had killed our friends, our own families. We’d been used as weapons, and humanity had suffered the consequences. Some were unable to cope, many chose death to combat the guilt.”

      Simon shifted on his feet, and his throat bobbed before he continued. “They built the city of Venzier as a way to live out their lives without the constant reminder of what they had been made to do. Thousands of Carbons lived within the mountain, thousands of them trying to move on. Until one day… they were all gone.”

      I scrunched my brow, looking between Gustov and Simon, the latter just as somber as Simon.

      “Gone?”

      “Changed,” Gustov corrected.

      “One night, a black figure entered the city.” Simon gulped. “The Carbons in Venzier knew exactly what it was… a Reek. They existed before the Peace-Making. They killed it before it entered the city walls. Burned its body and any trace of the thing as best they could, but the virus had already swept in, and it took hold like a plague no one had ever seen before.” Simon’s jaw clenched and his fists balled. “The transition was swift, taking hundreds with them in a matter of days. Thousands more in less than a few weeks. There was no way to stop them or the virus from spreading, and no one to control the Reeks from tearing us and everyone else apart, though they tried. Only a few survived, barely escaping the virus before it took every Carbon in sight.”

      “That’s when they put up that wall,” Gustov said. “They thought if they hid what was inside that forest, they could just ignore what it was, what it meant. But as you well know, it’s come back, and it will take everyone with it.”

      “So Grayson was in Venzier? And she survived?” I whispered.

      Simon nodded. “She was one of the few. And she has spent her whole life trying to hide what she found out there, what still lives in the forest. But she no longer can. She’s erased the memories of any Carbons who knew what had happened, even I didn’t remember it until… until a few days ago when you told me what you saw, and all the memories seemed to flood back.”

      “You were there?” I asked. I silently wondered if Em’s dad had ever known of Venzier or if that had been erased from his memory. My guess was on the latter.

      Simon nodded. “Yes, but I didn’t remember. I still don’t remember it all, but every Carbon knew of Venzier when it existed. All memories of that place have since disappeared from existence. Why do you think no one mentioned these things before? You can’t control what others will talk about, so her solution was to make us forget it even happened, and that’s easily done with this damn microchip in our skull that we can’t remove.” Simon brushed his hand to the back of his neck. I knew all about the microchip, it was one of the only ways a Carbon could die, but I hadn’t realized it could still be used to control them as it had before the Peace-Making.

      “And how do you know about all this?” I turned to Gustov.

      He smirked and shrugged a shoulder. “I have a way of finding things out.”

      “What do the Marked kids have to do with all this?” I asked.

      Simon flinched, and his eyes darted to the ground before he shook his head. “I don’t know. The genetic kids have stronger abilities given to them by their Carbon parents, and it would seem an immunity from the virus from their human side.”

      Something in the way Simon shifted on his feet had the hairs on my arms rising. He wouldn’t meet my eyes, and I wondered if it was the guilt of knowing he’d sent his own son into a place he knew about but had forgotten… or something else. Later, I told myself.

      I was satisfied to see Gustov’s mouth gaped. Finally, something he didn’t already know. “She’s sending… she’s sent children in there?”

      Simon nodded.

      Gustov visibly trembled, and he looked down to his hands. “What’s your plan?” he asked quietly.

      “We want to get those kids out of the Void… all of them,” I said.

      Gustov’s eyes flashed to mine, and he gave a curt nod, sending his cheeks jiggling again. “Then consider us an ally. Whatever information I have that will help is yours, in exchange of course, for what you’ve promised me.”

      I shook my head in disgust. “Even now you seek power?”

      “Always a business man.” Gustov shrugged. “You don’t get to where I am by being soft, even if what she is doing is terrible, someone is bound to profit from it. Why not me?”

      I scowled, balling up my fists to avoid wiping the stupid smirk off his face. But I knew we needed his help, so I swallowed back the rage.

      “Grayson will move quickly. Can we trust you and your men to be ready?” Simon said.

      Gustov gave him a crooked, wide grin. “Of course you can.”
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        * * *

      

      The walk back to the apartment felt long. The weight of everything I’d found out tonight was heavy on me. Simon had kept things from me… important details.

      Simon could sense my conflicted thoughts. “I didn’t tell you about Venzier because I am still trying to figure it all out. Which memories are real and which are nightmares...”

      “Those things, Reeks, were the citizens of Venzier. Weren’t they?”

      “Yes, they are now—they were all changed, infected.”

      “How did you survive it?”

      Simon shook his head. “I couldn’t tell you.”

      “She’s managed to keep this a secret for so long. How?” I wondered.

      Simon shrugged. “The best lies have an ounce of truth to them. Grayson told everyone the wall was to preserve our history. She just didn’t mention it was our dark past, not our triumphant victory.”

      I shuddered a breath. “You still should have told me. If we had known Grayson was there—”

      “What?” Simon turned on me. “How would that have changed things? Would you have felt sympathy for her? Would you have understood why she was sending children into the Void to kill those things? Her former friends, her family?”

      I looked away from the hate and rage spreading across his face.

      “My own son is in there. You don’t think I realize who’s responsible for that? You don’t think that despite the history that is a part of me, too, I still want to see them all dead. You think that isn’t something a bit too personal to share with someone who looks down on us Carbons like we chose to be this way?” Simon shook his head and let out a long, shaky breath. “These memories… they haunt me! I don’t need a constant reminder from you of what I should or shouldn’t have done, and what my choices have cost me.”

      “I didn’t—”

      “Save it,” Simon stopped me. “We’re both in this for our own reasons, and I trust you will do whatever you must to get Caspian back, so just know I will do the same for my son.”

      I clenched my jaw. I would do anything for Caspian.

      As we walked back in silence, the cool night air trailing down my spine, I realized something neither of us would say out loud but both knew to be true. If it came down to it, we would choose our own loved ones over the masses. And we wouldn’t hesitate to do so.
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      CASPIAN

      Vic trembled in my arms as I led her to a nearby camp. She felt frighteningly small. These few weeks in the forest had taken a lot from her. I could feel every rib as my hand lightly pressed against her back. Her shoulders were sharp and her cheeks hollow.

      We’d survived two nights in the forest before it was time for her to check in. Vic had refused to enter the camps even just to get a little rest, especially at night. She wouldn’t say why or what had happened, but the haunted look in her eyes told me not to push it. She’d explained that her usual plan was to wait until a camp was empty to enter and check in, though I got the feeling something had happened to cause her not to want to go down there. But now, she was nearly past her check in time, so we headed at dawn to Camp Fifty-Three.

      She dug her heels in at the sight of the steel door in the ground.

      “We just have to check in and clean up, then we can leave, I promise,” I whispered in her ear.

      She glanced over her shoulder at me, a plea in her eyes, before reluctantly she nodded and allowed me to open the hatch and pull her down.

      A few kids were still inside, some just waking up, but as soon as we entered, all eyes turned on us. The smell of the Reek’s blood still lingered on Vic. I led her to the back, ignoring the looks and stares. When I reached the small bathing chamber, I turned on the water, which was ice cold, and began washing off the blood from Vic’s clothes, her hair, and her face. Though the Reek blood had been what kept her alive for so long, she had me now, and she wouldn’t have to go through that process ever again if I could help it. I could see how just this little amount affected her. She stared blankly at the wall in front of her, not daring to look at the people who wouldn’t stop staring at us.

      Someone moved behind me as one of the kids cleared his throat. “She isn’t welcome here,” he said.

      “Excuse me?” I glared over my shoulder.

      Another kid stood up beside him, her eyes were wide and fixed on Vic as she said, “He said she’s not welcome here. Check her in and leave, now.”

      “Or what?” I turned the water off and took my time spinning around to face the now four kids standing before me. One of them was shaking, but I realized quickly it wasn’t from fear of me—it was from Vic.

      “Just… just get her out of here,” a long-nosed, freckle-faced kid said from the back.

      “We’re free to enter any camp we choose. This is neutral space. We all know that. Unless you want to go threatening us some more…” I clicked my fists together and my weapons shot out. Still, the kids didn’t flinch, they didn’t move, not until Vic stood to her feet.

      “Get the hell out!” one shouted, and I scrunched my brow at Vic, looking over my shoulder at her as she placed a small hand on my arm.

      “We should leave,” she whispered.

      “No,” I said firmly. “We’re getting you cleaned up, filling up our supplies, then we’ll leave.”

      “Hah!” the freckled-face kid spat. “Why would you need to refill your supplies? Doesn’t the Ghost have enough from everybody she steals from?”

      “She’s not a Poacher,” I yelled back.

      “No, she’s worse,” the girl said. Her hands still trembled, but she balled them into fists and straightened her spine. “We heard what she did in Camp Eighteen, the kids she murdered and stole from.”

      “I-I didn’t. They attacked me…” Vic stammered.

      “You know what, I don’t give a shit what you guys think. We’re cleaning up, then we’ll be leaving… when we’re good and ready.” I turned back around to restart the water, but Vic grabbed my wrist.

      “Even she knows she’s not welcome here,” a dark-haired boy said, sneering. “Safe zone or not, there are more than a few people willing to break that rule for her.”

      “Is that a threat?” I tilted my head, sizing up this kid who looked half my size and as thin as a twig.

      “It’s a warning,” the kid said, neither balking at my stance, nor my weapons. “When word gets out the Ghost is here, people will drop everything to get revenge on this one. You’re lucky we’re even giving you time to leave rather than locking you guys in and waiting for the rest.”

      “Go ahead, lock us in,” I challenged.

      The girl huffed. “We ain’t idiots. We know what that one’s capable of…” She nodded to Vic behind me, who was now shaking so hard her teeth chattered together.

      “Let’s go,” Vic begged, pulling on my arm like a little child.

      “Fine,” I said under my breath, grabbing a dry, but dirty, towel from the ground and wrapping it around her. The clothes would dry fast, they always did, something in the fabric. But she still shook, though I wasn’t sure it was from the cold.

      Vic took the smallest of steps to the circular station at the back and placed her wrist in. It lit up green before she quickly snatched her hand back and tucked them under her arms.

      I kept the glare firm on my face as I led Vic to the exit. The others scrambled out of the way, as if we had some sort of disease as we headed for the ladder, but one kid stepped in front of our path. He was tall and had dark skin with nearly black eyes. He had scratches all over his face and a wound on his neck. He had removed his jacket, and his black, tattered T-shirt revealed more wounds across his body. He’d had a run in with a Reek it would seem.

      “Who would have thought that little, terrified Victoria would be the legendary Ghost,” the man said, tilting his head at Vic.

      I shoved her behind me, but the man peered around my shoulder.

      “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. But now that you’re here, in the flesh, it’s so clear to me that I feel like an idiot for not noticing the similarities earlier.”

      “Move, Blane,” Vic said with a quiet firmness. She was still tucked behind me, and one hand clung to the back of my jacket.

      He chuckled. “You’re responsible for more than a few of my men dying.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “You and that hoard you travelled with.”

      “I didn’t travel with them,” Vic said.

      “You brought them right to us, every one of us has felt the wrath of the Ghost and her hoard of Reeks.” Blane sneered, and I subtly positioned myself closer to Vic.

      “I di-didn’t… I didn’t mean to… it wa-wasn’t meant to… I only wanted to survive,” Vic stuttered.

      “Oh yeah, you survived all right. Look at you, not a scratch on you.” Blane took a step forward, and I stopped him with a low growl. His eyes flickered to mine. “I wouldn’t be teaming up with this one if I were you, buddy. She’s a plague. Wherever she goes, death follows, and she doesn’t give two shits about whose death it is… including yours.”

      I glared. “I’ll take my chances.”

      “Good luck.” Blane’s brows flickered up, and he stepped out of our way with a dramatic wave of his hand. I pulled Vic ahead of me, and she placed a hand on the first rung of the ladder. “Let’s hope your hoard doesn’t reach Sienna and Theo before you do.”

      Vic paused, glancing back at Blane. “They’re… here?”

      “Where else would they be? I’m surprised they lasted this long, though; it seems all three of you have a few tricks up your sleeves.” Blane glared down at the cuts on his body. “They’re the reason I’ve got these wounds in the first place. They’re responsible for more than half of my men being ripped apart. I hope we find them before you bring your death hoard down on them. Because if we do, they’ll be begging for the Reeks to tear them apart by the time we’re done”

      I said, “If you hurt them—”

      “I won’t have to do anything, not from the look on her face.” Blane tilted his head towards Vic. “This one will do it all for me, isn’t that right, Vic? You’ll go out searching for them, and your pack of monsters will finish the job for me.”

      Before I had a chance to react, before I could pull her back, Vic lunged at Blane. She snapped, her eyes went wild, and her fists connecting lightning fast. The knife hidden in her sleeve jacket shot out just as quickly, and before I could even breathe, the blade was embedded in Blane’s right eye.

      Blane’s mouth stuttered open, and an ear-splitting scream filled the small camp. His hands grappled for the blade still stuck in his eye. Vic pulled it out, the blade slicing through Blane’s hands. He covered his face and fell to his knees and bellowed another scream.

      It all happened so fast I hardly had time to register what to do.

      The others screamed about this being a safe zone and she would pay. Someone yanked at my back, but I pushed them off, swinging my arm back and connecting with their face. I pushed Vic up the ladder and away from the camp, gasping as we reached the surface, hands still clawing at my ankles.

      I didn’t say a word or ask any questions as I gripped Vic’s wrist, and we ran like hell. What the hell just happened in there? I couldn’t help glance at Vic, even while I kept my focus on the tree roots and littered forest floor. Little Vic, this innocent girl, had turned into a stone-cold killer.
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      SIENNA

      My feet hit the ground with a thud. “More coming from the north,” I whispered. Theo had Camilla under his arm, holding her up.

      “They’re surrounding us.” Theo grimaced.

      “Leave me behind already,” Camilla said, pushing feebly against Theo’s chest, but he didn’t loosen his grip. She sighed. “You can’t out run them with me, and they won’t stop hunting you guys. Blane is not the kind to give up on vengeance.”

      We had been on the run for two days now after hearing word Blane had survived the Reek attack and had put a price on our heads—two artifacts and additional rations. Nowhere was safe for any of us. Camilla hardly had the energy to stand, let alone run through the forest. And every camp we approached was littered with more of Blane’s thugs. We avoided as many as we could and killed those we couldn’t. After only two weeks in the forest, I was already feeling immune to the guilt of killing other kids.

      The last two nights were spent in the forest, high up in the trees. Camilla couldn’t even climb. We hoisted her up using a rope and secured her to the tree, but we wouldn’t last long out here.

      The Dred Wulfs caught our scent the second night. Likely Camilla’s healing wound acted as a homing beacon for the night creatures. I hadn’t slept in days, perched on the bough of a tree, fending off Wulfs and Reeks hunting us below.

      But we’d survived, so far, and we weren’t about to give up now.

      “Come on.” I pulled Camilla to my side, ignoring her plea to leave her. I wouldn’t do that, not now.

      Theo took up the lead; he could defend us better with his guns, though I was certain he’d run out of bullets soon. We were running out of time and still more than a mile from the next camp. If we didn’t check in before night fall… Well, I didn’t want to think of that now. I had to stay focused.

      Gunner hadn’t extended any more help to us since our incident in the tunnels of Venzier, and he’d held true to his word that he wouldn’t let us back in. Theo and I had retraced our steps the next day trying to find the tunnel system, but the way out we’d taken was sealed up, and we couldn’t find the tunnel slide.

      “You guys are wasting your time with me,” Camilla hissed. Her energy faded more and more each day. Her body was nearly a dead weight at my side, but I hid the struggle it took to carry her along.

      “Stop talking, you need your strength.”

      Camilla let out a snide cackle. “I’m dying, Sienna. I’m going to die. Stop trying to prevent the inevitable from happening and just save yourselves.”

      I shook my head, looking away from her pale face and chapped lips. She was burning hot, her skin blanched and clammy. I knew what it meant, and I knew the salve couldn’t reverse what had already begun, but I wouldn’t admit it. We just needed to get to a camp. Rest would help her heal. I didn’t want to admit, even to myself, that if it came down to it, I wouldn’t risk Theo’s life to save Camilla’s… but I hoped I wouldn’t have to make that choice. For now, we were still running, still moving, but if a time came when we couldn’t escape I knew what I’d have to do.

      We were silent for a few moments, nothing but the cold wind and subtle crunch of leaves under our feet sounding before Camilla spoke again.

      “I tried to find her,” she whispered.

      “Who?”

      “Vic,” she replied.

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat and focused back on the worn path. Ahead of me, Theo’s body tensed. I knew he could hear Camilla despite her quiet voice, but he didn’t stop his quick pace.

      “I knew there was no way she could survive this place, survive those Reeks. So I looked for her, any chance I got. Every camp we entered, I asked about her. Had anyone seen her, was she still alive?”

      “Camilla, you need to stop talking. Save your energy,” I interrupted. I didn’t want to hear this, not now, not here. I couldn’t let myself remember Vic and how fragile she was… She could never survive a place like this.

      “I thought I saw her once. Right before the Reek ripped off my arm,” Camilla continued. “We were out looking for artifacts in the daylight, there were hardly any Reeks around, and we had a large group to fight them off, so none of us were worried. But then they came. Out of nowhere it seemed, a hoard of them pounced, and there was no escaping them. That was when I lost my arm, when everything went to hell. But that day, when those Reeks attacked, I could have sworn I saw her among them. I could have sworn I saw her silver eyes peering down on me as Blane dragged me away. She was like a ghost among them. I wasn’t sure if what I saw was real or if it was some dying delirium.”

      Camilla went quiet again, and I couldn’t find the words to respond to her. She had hated Vic, had tortured her… yet she had looked for her.

      Footsteps sounded to our right, and Theo swiftly took out the two Reeks barrelling towards us. My feet stumbled over a root, and Camilla and I both fell to our knees.

      “Get up,” Theo ordered, gripping my arm and trying to pull Camilla up with me. She faltered and fell back to her knees. “Come on.”

      “They’re over here!” someone shouted in the distance. They were close now, and we couldn’t out pace them, not like this.

      I forced Camilla back to her feet. Ducking low, I wrapped one arm around the back of her leg and the other firm around her wrist. Her body was limp as I hoisted her over my shoulders, standing on tired, weak legs I forced to move.

      “I should—” Theo started.

      “No, we need your guns,” I said. “I’m no use with my knives. Just run.”

      Theo didn’t waste time arguing and took off down the path. I was much slower with the weight of Camilla pulling me down, but I forced my body to push harder. I wouldn’t die in this forest at the hands of my own kind.

      “I wanted to tell her… I was sorry, for what I did. For everything we did to her… and to you.” Camilla’s voice was a whisper in my ear.

      “Not now,” I ordered.

      “If you ever get the chance… will you tell her that for me? Will you tell her… I’m sorry?”

      I clenched my jaw, tightening my hold on Camilla’s limp body. “You can tell her yourself,” I said.

      “Please,” she breathed.

      A bullet whizzed past me, striking a tree only a few feet away. I swore under my breath.

      Theo turned sharply around and aimed four shots behind me. The stifled screams told me he’d hit his mark and we continued running.

      “Please,” Camilla pushed out.

      I let out a heavy breath through my teeth. This wasn’t the time for promises, especially ones I would never be able to keep. But the limp body in my arms told me we were running out of time. “I’ll tell her,” I finally said.

      “Thank you,” Camilla whispered.

      We were close to a camp; I knew we were because I began recognizing familiar paths and trails. My legs were like lead, and I could hardly lift them over the leaves scattered across the forest floor.

      I managed one more step before my legs gave out, and I fell to the ground. Camilla toppled away from me, her body hitting the dirt with a thump. Theo scrambled back, and I forced myself to my feet. Not here, not like this.

      “Go,” Theo said, as he pushed past me, and the sound of gunfire erupted again.

      I lifted Camilla back into my arms. Every muscle in my body was taut and barking in protest, but I made them move. Forced them to keep going.

      The camp was only a few feet away now; we could make it.

      Something slammed hard into my side, and again I was on my back, Camilla wrenched from my grasp.

      The Reek that had taken me down bared its cracked brown teeth, revealed a jagged line inside its pitted mouth, and a guttural scream sounded. I slammed my fists together and staggered to a knee as it lunged for me. My blades sliced through its body.

      I pulled my arm back and thrust the knife in deeper, and the Reek dropped limp to the ground beside me.

      Theo raced back to me.

      “I’m fine,” I said, but still he reached for my face and looked for any wounds. “I’m fine!” I repeated, pushing his hand away and crawling to where Camilla lay silent a few feet away.

      My heart stopped when I neared. “Camilla?” I said. “Camilla!” I shook her but she didn’t respond. Her eyes stared unblinking into space, and her mouth was slightly parted, but no air escaped her lips. I placed a finger on her neck where a pulse should have been, but there was none.

      I screamed her name again, my eyes filling with tears, and I didn’t know what to do. Theo was behind me then, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me away. I struggled against him, but I was so weak and so tired he easily lifted me to my feet and towed me towards the camp hatch.

      A sob escaped me, and I wasn’t entirely sure what for. We hadn’t been friends for a long time, yet in this last week, all of that was washed away. She’d looked for Vic. Every pain, every hurt between us was gone, and I suddenly understood—both of us had been doing the same thing, just trying to survive. She had done the only thing she knew how to do—what we were trained to do—fight and push and live for as long as she could. And in the end, when I actually wanted to, I couldn’t save her.

      “They’re coming. We have to get into the camp. There’s nothing you can do for her now,” Theo whispered in my hair, and his arms wrapped tighter around me.

      I couldn’t look away from her. Her arm rested in an awkward angle, one leg tucked under her, and her eyes still fixed on something in the distance.

      She was gone.

      I heard the hatch open somewhere, felt Theo pull me down into the camp. Then the door closed and locked, and everything outside disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      The others inside the camp had been convinced not to attack us or open the hatch purely by the guns Theo kept aimed at them through the entire night. A few had their own weapons out, guns among the mix, but Theo had two, which was rare. I sat numb by his side. Neither of us slept.

      The clock hit 06:00 in what seemed like no time at all.

      “Everyone out,” Theo ordered, keeping his gun trained on each kid as they passed. “If you even think of bringing anyone back here for us, you’ll be the first ones to die.”

      The hatch closed behind the last kid and Theo sealed it shut, finally putting his guns away and rubbing his hands over tired, bloodshot eyes. He tilted his head side to side, stretching out his neck before wrapping his arms around my back and pulling me into his chest. I let out a long sigh and closed my eyes.

      Seconds later, a bang rapped on the steel hatch, and I heard a familiar voice on the other side. “Open up, I know you’re down there.”

      Theo looked ready to leave the door locked, but I pulled the hatch open, and Gunner jumped down swiftly into the camp.

      “Thought I’d find you guys here,” he said with a crooked grin. “Where’s the other one?”

      My eyes dropped to the ground.

      “I see,” Gunner said. No sympathy in his words. He moved to the back of the room and checked in before pulling out a water canister to fill up.

      “What are you doing here, Gunner?” I said a little more harshly than intended.

      “Sheesh, don’t have to sound so disgusted to see me.” Gunner shook out his wet hands. “Just came to give you the good news.”

      “And that is?”

      “Blane has removed you two from the top of his hit list. It seems he has bigger fish to fry. Some Ghost took his eye literally right from its socket, in a camp no less.” Gunner grinned. “That means the price on your heads is no longer the highest paying job. All focus is on the Ghost. You can come back to Camp Ten now.”

      “What, were you missing us?” Theo asked.

      “Hardly,” Gunner said. “But you guys have a hefty supply of dried meat, and I’ve used all mine up.” He shrugged.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Listen, just grab your things and let’s get going. I didn’t come all this way for nothing, and I didn’t steer those Poachers in the wrong direction just to get your snarly looks and rude attitudes.” Gunner threw my pack at me unceremoniously.

      “What happened to you only looking out for yourself?” Theo asked, as he shoved the blanket he’d wrapped around my shoulders at some point last night into my pack. He wasn’t quite relaxed around Gunner, but we both trusted him more than any of the others.

      “Do you never listen?” Gunner said over his shoulder as he scaled the ladder. “This is for me. You have meat and I’m hungry!”

      “Sure,” I mumbled, letting Theo help me up the short ladder as I followed Gunner up. My legs were tired from running with Camilla on my back, but there would be no time to relax.

      We started into a jog towards Camp Ten. I couldn’t help but glance back to where Camilla had been the day before, her body gone already, as I had suspected. Losing people was something I had to get used to out here, a reality now a part of life, but it didn’t stop the guilt and pain from piling up.

      Tearing my eyes away, I looked back to Gunner who ran ahead of us. “So, who is this Ghost that Blane has it out for?”

      Gunner shrugged. “Some tiny, little thing, hardly ninety pounds soaking wet, and not the kind of person you’d think anyone would be scared of. But the stories I’ve heard… she sounds ruthless.”

      “She?” I said.

      “Yeah, some dark-haired, silver-eyed girl,” Gunner said.

      I stopped dead in my tracks. Theo nearly ran into the back of me. A dark-haired, silver eyed-girl… could it be? She was like a ghost among them, Camilla had said. But there was no way she could have survived out here. No way she could have become a legend in the six weeks since I’d last seen her. She was too kind, too sweet… wasn’t she? She’d always told me I underestimated her—and this place changed people—it could have changed Vic, too.

      Gunner had turned around, walking slowly back to us when he felt we weren’t following him, and he noted the puzzled look on my face.

      “What? Do you know who the Ghost is?” he asked.

      I glanced to Theo, who I knew was thinking the same thing. “It can’t be,” he whispered.

      But I nodded. “It’s Vic.”
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      SIENNA

      “We have to find her before he does.” I paced back and forth. The dry leaves crunched under my feet. Gunner shushed me for the third time.

      “She’ll be long gone before you have a chance to get to her. Last I heard, she was over near Camp Fifty-Three. That’s on the other side of Venzier. You won’t get there for days,” Gunner said, leaning against a tree with his arms crossed. “And from the sounds of it, she doesn’t need your help to survive in the Void.”

      “She’s our family, that means something to us,” Theo said, and I couldn’t help notice Gunner flinch before he quickly blinked it away and shrugged.

      “That doesn’t matter, we have to find her. This isn’t up for discussion,” I said firmly.

      “Well, good luck, it was nice knowing ya.” Gunner pushed off the tree and took a few steps away. “If you wouldn’t mind leaving a pack of that dried meat with me, for safe keeping of course. Seeing as you’re as good as dead if you head up there. If the trip alone doesn’t kill you, Blane sure as hell will. Even if he’s called off his hounds, he doesn’t seem like the type to forgive and forget. Oh, and have you forgotten about the artifacts and not getting dissolved?”

      I rolled my eyes, stepping in front of Gunner and he halted. I gave him a lazy smile that had his own quickly wiped off his face. “You’re coming with us,” I said.

      Gunner laughed, shoving his way past me, but Theo stepped in his path. “I have no reason to come with you. Have you forgotten we aren’t exactly friends?”

      “We need a way to Camp Fifty-Three that’s quick, and I’m sure you know more than a few tunnels that will get us there, especially given that you found all this out in a matter of what, a day? So clearly, there’s a way through the mountain that will get us there faster, and you’re going to take us.”

      “And why would I do that?” Gunner crossed his arms.

      “Because we know your secret,” Theo said, following my lead. “We know at least one way into the tunnels of Venzier, and I’m sure with a little help we could find more. So unless you want your secret hideout exposed, you’d better start leading the way.”

      “Blackmail… really?” Gunner tilted his head towards Theo.

      I smirked. “We’ve learned from the best.”

      “Fine, I’ll take you there, but I’m not stopping the Guardians of Venzier from killing you guys on sight. And I sure as hell won’t keep quiet that you’ve blackmailed me and threatened to expose their secret.” Gunner swiftly moved past Theo and began cutting through a new trail.

      Theo gave me a look that said do you know what you’re doing? and I nodded. “Don’t worry, I’ve got a plan,” I said.

      To find Vic, I’d do anything, and Theo knew that. But I wouldn’t risk all of our lives in the process.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost sunset by the time we reached the first tunnel. A narrow crevice we squeezed through opened to a wide tunnel nearly pitch black. We travelled deeper and deeper under the mountain. Gunner happily skipped ahead of us, occasionally mentioning the different ways the Guardians had killed trespassers or people who got too close. He’d seen it all first hand and knew their kind of skill.

      I followed quietly behind, Theo at the back, hoping my plan would work. It had to work; we had to find Vic.

      “Who is this girl to you, anyways?” Gunner asked.

      The tunnel grew colder the farther down we went, and I shivered against the brisk wind pushing up against us. The constant drip of water echoed, and the damp smell was getting worse the farther we went.

      “She’s my best friend,” I said, my voice broke a little, and I cleared my throat quickly. “She was with me in the DEZ, but I wasn’t quick enough to get her out before we were sent here.”

      “Get her out? There’s no way out of this,” Gunner huffed.

      “We had a way,” I said quietly.

      A firm hand pressed against my back. Theo’s fingers were warm against the cold, and I let out a long breath as just the touch of him settled my beating heart.

      We’d been out here for only three weeks now, and we’d hardly had a chance to even speak to each other. We were together all the time, but in the camp I didn’t dare say too much with so many listening ears, and in the forest being quiet was a way of survival. Despite being so close, I felt so far from him these past few weeks.

      “If you had a way out, why the hell are you here now?” Gunner continued.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Theo cut me off. “Not everyone runs from the people they care about. We’re not all like you or the rest of these kids. We had a friend who was missing, and we were going to get her back. We will get her back. That’s why we didn’t leave.”

      “Stupid if you ask me,” Gunner said. “What use are you to anyone if you’re dead?”

      “I’d rather die trying to save someone I love than live a coward and alone,” Theo snapped back.

      Gunner just shrugged, but his head was low as he said in an unusually subdued voice, “You can’t be a hero if you have no one to save.”

      We were quiet the rest of the way.
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        * * *

      

      When we reached the large cavern where the Guardians of Venzier lived, we were greeted by ten arrows aimed at our heads. Ten more warriors held long swords at their side, surveying us up and down.

      “Told you,” Gunner mumbled, as he stepped out of the tunnel and held his hands up. He stopped a safe distance from them. “I’m here against my will. I want that to be known,” he said.

      I glared at him before turning my attention back to the large, white-haired man we’d seen before. “We mean you no harm. We just need to get across the mountain quickly,” I began.

      “You can take the path everyone else does, over the mountain or around it,” he replied, his voice low and lethal.

      “We don’t have time for that,” Theo said.

      “That’s not our problem. Leave now, and we may not kill you,” a long-haired girl I remembered from before said from behind the tall man. She aimed her arrow at my head.

      “I thought the Ladies of the Muted Forest were meant to protect humans and do as the stars will them,” I said.

      “I am no longer a Lady of the Muted forest. And we are no longer obliged to help those who caused us this pain. We will not help the humans who brought this plague upon our forest,” the woman said.

      “I knew a Lady who thought differently. She protected me even when I didn’t know she was there, and she saved me more than once because that was her destiny, and she didn’t run from it, no matter how terrible the world has gotten.”

      They paused. I saw the woman’s eyes flicker to the man beside her, but her stance didn’t change, so I continued, “Ava believed that it was her duty to watch over those who needed protection, and we are in need of that now. Would you go against what your ancestors believed in for so long?” I saw an arrow drop just an inch. “We didn’t do this to you guys. We’re just as much a victim to the horrors that have entered this forest. But it’s a reality we’re both stuck with. Please just allow us to travel through the tunnels, so we can find our friend.”

      “You have a friend missing?” someone asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Her name is Victoria. I thought… we thought she didn’t survive but she has. And she needs us now.”

      A long pause of silence and I could see the silent debate running through the tribe. But after a moment, the large man in the middle lowered his weapon, and the others did the same.

      “You cannot travel through the tunnels at night; it is not safe even down here once the sun sets. You will spend the night then leave at first light,” he said. I nodded my thanks, but his eyes turned cold. “Do not expect this kindness again. We have done you a favor for our ancestors, but make no mistake in thinking we will do so again. We protect our own first. That is how we live now. That is our reality.”

      “Thanks Tynan,” Gunner said, as he patted my back. “Didn’t think you had that rabbit up your sleeve, but it looks like we’ll all be sleeping well tonight,” he murmured to me. He stepped past us and moved towards the roaring fire in the middle of the canvas tents, talking to the people as if they hadn’t just threatened to kill us all.

      “I guess that went about as good as we could have expected,” Theo muttered.

      I nodded absently as my gaze caught little sparks against the darkness down here. I looked up to the roof of the cavern. It was ebony stone glimmering in the firelight, dancing around like starlight in the night sky.

      Silently, I said thanks to the stars and to Ava, for once again protecting us.
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        * * *

      

      We were given a small tent with a bed no bigger than the one we’d slept in at the DEZ, but it was like heaven compared to the rock-hard floor we’d spent the last few weeks sleeping on. They had a small, sectioned off bathing room with water warmed from the fire, and I nearly hugged the scowling girl who led me there. We hadn’t had a real bath in weeks, only what we could manage with cold water and a towel.

      For hours we sat around the fire, listening to the Guardians joke and laugh and talk amongst each other. The leader, Tynan, was much different around his own family than he had been the two times we’d met him. He laughed and clapped hands with his brothers. Teasing his sister, the long blond-haired girl named Petra. Their mother had given birth to them in this cavern, but had died only days after Petra had been born. Tynan, at the age of eight, became like a father to her.

      The others were much more welcoming once they confirmed we weren’t a threat. And they laughed at the stories I told of Ava and her snide sense of humor. Some remembered her story. They knew of the warrior who fought without sight. But that was before their time, and before the forest was the place it was now.

      This tribe was one of the last to still live within the forest for the past few decades. The Mountain Men and the Ladies of the Muted Forest had once lived in separate tribes. The men had lived in the Canvas Mountain Range, on the farthest northern peak of Armestes, now abandoned. The Ladies lived throughout the forest, but their tribe had always resided outside of the Dred Wulf’s territory. Even they knew not to mess with those beasts.

      After the war almost ended the world, this tribe came together, and their ancestors chose to live within the forest and the mountains as one, no longer separate tribes.

      Hearing the stories felt like a dream. Tales of the beasts they’d lived among, the Ice Bears they once controlled, now all gone. The Dred Wulfs would stalk them at night, and they would slay them and use their furs as coats. It was like I was back in the DEZ, listening to Vic tell me bedtime stories, and I couldn’t help but miss her.

      By the time we retreated to our small tent, I was exhausted and my mind wouldn’t turn off.

      I rubbed at my temples as Theo came up behind me.

      “Everything okay?” he asked softly.

      “No,” I whispered. “Even if we find her, even if she is still alive… where do we go? How do we get out of this place?”

      Theo sat on the small bed and pulled me onto his lap. I buried my head in the crook of his shoulder.

      “We stick together, and we never give up. We’ll find a way out, somehow,” he said. His hands trailed down my neck.

      Theo placed a light kiss at the spot his fingers brushed against, so gently and soft it felt like a whisper against my skin. I sighed. All I wanted was to forget where I was and what we were facing and just feel his touch and his kiss.

      I lifted my chin and met his eyes. Worry and concern and fear spread across them, all aimed at me, all for me. So I leaned in and pressed my lips against his cheek, across his strong jaw. Kissing away the worry, and the pain, and the fear. He pulled me in closer, and his lips found mine. I couldn’t help the soft moan escaping my mouth. I hadn’t felt his touch in so long. Didn’t realize how much I missed it, craved it.

      “I’ve missed this,” Theo said softly into my collarbone. “I’ve missed us.”

      I answered his plea with my own, tugging at his shirt, and he pulled it over his head. The scars scattered across his chest in a serrated pattern, like wild lightning filling up the sky. I traced a finger over them then kissed each one. Across his chest, his collarbone, down his arms, until I had touched every part of him, every scar I had caused.

      “Theo, I—”

      He gently lifted my chin, silencing my words as his mouth engulfed mine. “No apologies. Not now, not ever,” he whispered against my lips.

      His warm hands swept under the thin fabric of my shirt, and he lifted it off of me. I pushed him down onto the small bed and pressed my body against his, feeling his heart beating fast against my chest. Our breaths were a ragged, tangled mess.

      My hands found his hair, and I ran them through each strand, as his hands roamed my body, pressing me hard against him, eager and selfish, but gentle.

      I whimpered his name against his shoulder as he traced kisses down my neck until…

      A loud clearing of a throat from the other side of the canvas wall of the tent startled both of us. “These tents aren’t sound proof you know!” Gunner groaned from next to us.

      I giggled and rested my forehead on Theo’s chest. His hand trailed down my arm, and he placed a kiss on the top of my head.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      “I love you, too,” I said as I closed my eyes. The urge and need to feel every inch of him burned through me, but I silently promised myself this wouldn’t be our last chance. This wouldn’t be the end. We would survive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      JAYLA

      “He knows what you look like and will be instantly suspicious if you just go waltzing in,” Simon said, as I readjusted the leather straps across my forearms concealing the two knives I’d stashed there.

      “Which is why I’m bringing a few weapons,” I said, struggling to tie the leather straps with one hand.

      Em sighed and helped me secure them—a job Caspian had always done for me. “I hate to say this, but I agree with Simon. It’s too risky for you to go alone.”

      “I won’t be alone.” I winked at her.

      “If you’re discovered before you get him into his office, there’ll be nothing I can do to help you,” Em stated, tying the last strap with a bit more aggression than necessary.

      “I won’t be,” I said, pulling the sleeves of my black jacket down to cover the straps.

      I was a little surprised by the unified front Simon and Em put up against my idea. This was the one and only thing they had agreed on so far: my idea was a suicide mission.

      Em had detected Governor Wallace’s tablet, with the help of Leanna, but it was secured well enough even Em couldn’t hack in without having physical access to it, which told me it hadn’t been erased. Leanna had assured us if we got the tablet here, she could open it. It seemed her father had her retinal scan added in case of emergencies a long time ago, and this was most definitely an emergency.

      The only way to get the tablet was to secure a meeting with the new Governor, Marc Holden, as the tablet was located inside his personal vault at City Hall.

      “Marc has a thing for pretty women, or did you forget? It won’t be hard to sweet talk my way into his office.” I readjusted my boots to stash another knife inside.

      “Pretty sure it was a thing for attractive couples that was his play,” Em reminded me, and I had to swallow back the memory of Caspian at my side and our last night together.

      I rolled my shoulders. “Just get yourself in that office, and I’ll do the rest, okay?”

      Em rapped her fingernails on the table before saying, “Fine, but don’t get mad at me when I tell you I told you so.”

      I stuck up my middle finger at her.

      “And what exactly are we supposed to do here?” Simon asked. Leanna and Logan were sitting quietly on the couch, observing our usual form of conversation—arguing.

      “Whatever the hell you want.” I shrugged. “Sit tight and hold down the fort?”

      I moved towards the door, and Em stood with me, but not before she turned to the couch where Logan sat. “No moving, no touching the wounds, and no complaining while I’m gone,” she ordered.

      “Yes, Mom.” He smirked.

      “I can take care of him for a few hours you know,” Leanna said, tone harsh.

      “I’m sure you can,” Em said unconvincingly. She had hardly let Logan do anything on his own. Helping him change his clothes, bringing him food like a servant or some maid. The boy had hardly moved a finger since he’d woken up. It was like he was her responsibility alone, and she wouldn’t let anyone else help. But Logan didn’t seem to mind the attention.

      She turned back to follow me, and my brows rose with amusement, but she just shoved past me and opened the door. “Oh, shut up,” she mumbled, and I didn’t hide my smirk.
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        * * *

      

      City Hall was quiet and muted compared to the last time I was there. The usual gold and silver colors adorning the exterior of the building had been replaced by dark purples and crimson as a sign of mourning.

      The guards at the door looked me up and down before letting me through the entrance. The main foyer was still familiar but had been decorated in lilies and black cloths. Another sign of feigned mourning. The fake display disgusted me and left a bad taste in my mouth.

      A second set of guards stopped my progress when I reached the elevators that would take me down to the main offices.

      “Sorry, ma’am, the office is closed now,” one of the guards said.

      I smiled sweetly up at him. “Do I look like a ma’am to you?”

      He blushed a little, and his partner cleared his throat. “You’ll have to return tomorrow during regular business hours, miss.”

      I tilted my head to the second guard and gave him a little wink. “Well, that’s too bad. The new Governor asked for me personally to come by tonight… after hours. I would hate to disappoint him on his first week on the job, wouldn’t you?”

      The two guards exchanged looks, and I knew I had guessed correctly—I wasn’t the first after-hours visitor Marc Holden had called upon in his short time in office.

      “Sorry miss, we weren’t informed—”

      “Oh, of course not, it was probably a last minute request that hasn’t reached you guys yet. I live nearby, got here as quick as I could.” I gave them an innocent flutter of my eyelashes. “Always willing to do my civic duty when called upon.”

      The guard on the right let out a little cough and nudged his partner. “I’m sure the message just got stuck with Herman or something. That guy’s always late on getting information to us.”

      I nodded along.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” the other quickly agreed. “Right this way ma—miss.”

      I followed the first guard into the elevator, leaving the second behind to watch his post. The doors had hardly closed before I had my arms wrapped around the guard’s thick neck. I placed a gloved hand over his mouth and clung tight, pulling up against his wind pipe. He jerked and struggled against me for only a moment before his body went limp. I slid him out of sight of the doors. Then I placed something small in the corner of the elevator just before it halted and opened to the main office level.

      I adjusted my jacket as I stepped out of the elevator, silently setting the timer on my watch. I had three minutes to get Marc into his office.

      This floor was nearly empty except for the small lounge area tucked behind the frosted glass of the reception desk. I could hear voices as I neared.

      The three men seated on the stiff looking leather chairs of the lounge jumped when I rounded the corner.

      “Who the hell are you? And how did you get down here?” An older, white-haired man asked.

      My eyes trailed to Marc, who took only a second to recognize me. “Lillian?” he asked.

      “That’s one of my names,” I said, stepping a few feet closer. “But you can call me whatever you want, Governor.”

      He flinched a little at my tone, and the second man beside him took a step towards me, but I threw my hand up, stopping him. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I drawled. The man glanced between Marc and me. “We have some business to discuss… in private,” I said to Marc.

      His eyes took in every inch of me. The tight black pants I wore, the knee high boots concealing two long knives, and the sleek leather jacket I left undone, revealing the mesh top I wore underneath. His gaze devoured me.

      “Is this meeting for just business or a little pleasure as well?” Marc murmured.

      “That depends on if you’re a good boy or not,” I teased and Marc’s smile grew.

      “Leave us,” he dismissed the two men still gaping at me. One opened his mouth to say something. “Now,” Marc ordered and they scattered away. I was sure they’d alert someone of the pretty vixen with her teeth in their Governor right away, if the unconscious guard in the elevator hadn’t already set off the alarms, which was why we couldn’t stay there.

      “Anywhere a bit more private we could go?” I asked, my hand tracing a little line from my exposed collarbone down to my naval.

      Marc’s eyes followed the movement. “Of course.” He stood, gesturing to the hallway behind me, past the elevators, and to his office at the end of the hall.

      I turned slowly and began walking down the hall, feeling Marc’s eyes on my body the whole way, following the sway of my hips as I took my time.

      We reached the office door, and I stepped aside so he could open it, making sure to keep the distance between us minimal. He opened the door, sliding inside while keeping his gaze glued on me. I followed, closing the door behind me and turning the lock, which brought a greedy smile to his face.

      “You’ve been a very bad boy, haven’t you, Mr. Governor?” said the sweet, lethal voice of Em. Marc whipped around, finding Em seated behind his desk tucked against the far wall, with her feet propped up and a vicious smile on her face. “Have a seat.” Em pointed to the chair across from her. When Marc stood unmoved and gaping at the two of us, I gently pushed him down into the chair and leaned against the desk in front of him.

      “Told you I could do it,” I said to Em, voice cocky.

      “Hardly a clean entrance,” she said, sneering.

      “I didn’t promise it was going to be clean, just that it would get done.” I winked.

      “What the hell is this?” Marc growled, finally finding his voice. Our attention turned back to him. “My men will be here any second, and they will tear you apart.”

      “I’m sure they will.” I smirked. I was counting on every one of them to be coming.

      I glanced at the watch on my wrist. Three… Two… One.

      The blast shook the entire building as the explosive I left in the elevator detonated, and any semblance of an organized attack or rescue mission morphed into chaos.

      Marc ducked, his hands covering his head.

      “Don’t worry, Marc, we don’t want you dead. Not yet, anyway,” Em said, her gaze like a snake watching a mouse squirm under its grip.

      “Wh-what do you want then?” he stuttered.

      “Open your vault,” I said.

      His gaze flashed to mine. “Money? You want my money?”

      I snorted. “We could care less about your money, Marc, you have more important things that we need.”

      When he didn’t move, I pulled Azrael out for a little motivation, pressing the gun against his side. “Now… please.” I bared my teeth into a cruel grin.

      He pushed himself from his seat, standing on wobbly legs. Outside the door, there were screams and yells as the guards tried to carve a path towards us. The elevator that exploded was perfectly situated between the lounge and the office, blocking all access to Marc. It wouldn’t take them long to push through the rubble, but we didn’t need much time.

      “Anything in here will be useless to you guys. I have nothing to hide,” Marc said over his shoulder.

      I clicked my tongue. “It’s not good to lie, Governor.”

      He turned back to face me. “What do you want to know? Ask and I’ll tell you!” he pleaded.

      I pressed the gun against his side and nodded to the vault again. “Open it.”

      He sighed and placed his hand against a panel embedded into the wall. A hidden door, seamlessly disguised as a wall, slid open to reveal a small vault filled with a few trinkets, a glass bottle that looked to be filled with blood, a computer which no doubt housed his personal funds, and a tablet tucked against the back wall.

      Em swept in and grabbed the tablet.

      “That thing? That’s what you want?” Marc released a curt laugh. “Go ahead, take it! Hell, you should have just asked. I’d have given it to you willingly. Nobody can get into it anyways… it’s tied to a retinal scanner that even my men can’t get past and seeing as the owner was blown to pieces, that thing’s useless.”

      Em tucked it into her jacket and gave Marc a little pat on the shoulder, as she swept past. “Guess you don’t know everything after all.”

      I pushed Marc back into the seat and pulled out a thin set of cuffs from my pocket. I secured them around both his wrists and then tightly against the chair so he couldn’t move.

      “Don’t worry, your men will be here soon enough.” I grinned. “Let’s just hope they get here before the flames do…” Marc’s eyes bounced to the black smoke filtering under the door.

      Em moved towards the back of the room where a small vent had been pulled off. She slid feet first into the wall cavity, leading us to the basement and the water canals we’d take out.

      “It doesn’t matter what you find on that tablet, your days are numbered here… everyone’s are,” Marc called from behind me.

      “Yes, I know,” I said over my shoulder.

      “I don’t think you do,” he called back. I turned to face him, and the look of both terror and warning stopped me. “Even I didn’t know… when I signed up for all this. She wants complete control of not just our city, but the entire country because she’s looking for a way to save them. And she’ll stop at nothing to find it.”

      I wanted to ask more, to find out more, but there was a bang at the door, and I knew I had to go.

      Marc gave me a grim smile as he said, “Death is a better ending than what she has planned.”
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      CASPIAN

      We hadn’t stopped running for even a second before the kids chasing us caught up. Blane had sent word through whatever channels he had that there was a price on our heads, and it seemed the ransom was high. There was no safe zone for us anymore. Any camps I knew of were littered with men waiting for us to have to check in. Even if these kids didn’t normally work together, we were a common enemy that united them—for now. But what they didn’t realize was who I was, or that I’d been expecting them to be there.

      I felt little remorse when I massacred the five men waiting for us in Camp Twenty-Seven a day ago. Vic was almost out of time, and we weren’t close enough to the base I checked in with Dr. Merinda to risk it. So when faced with choosing between their lives and Vic’s, I chose hers.

      Vic stumbled at my side, but I dragged her to her feet and kept running.

      “I-I can’t,” she stuttered.

      “You have to,” I said between clenched teeth. We had to keep moving; we had to get to that base, so I could get her out of here. There were too many threats, too many ways for us to die. Don’t fail, Caspian.

      She pulled at my hand secure around her wrist, but I didn’t let go. “Just leave me,” she cried for the third time. “They don’t care about you—they want me. I’m willing to pay the consequences for what I’ve done… I deserve—”

      I skidded to a stop and spun around on her, gripping her chin firmly, but gently, in my hand. “Don’t you for one second even think that! You deserve to live, Vic. You deserve to get out of here, and I’m going to make sure that happens.”

      Her eyes watered, and I brushed away a tear sliding down her cheek. I sighed. “I don’t care what you did before. In fact… I’m proud that you were able to survive out here.” I tucked her under my shoulder, and she wrapped her small arms around my body and clung to me tightly. “You don’t have to ever do that, or be that, again. I promise you.”

      She nodded against my chest before I gently pulled her back.

      “We’ve got to keep going though, just a little farther.”

      She wiped away the tears streaking her cheek and nodded again.

      Vic was so small, so fragile. It broke something inside of me to know what she had been put through, and the choices she had been forced to make. A weaker person wouldn’t have fought as hard as she had. A weaker person would have crumbled. But she didn’t, and it haunted her; she sacrificed a part of herself to live.

      We ran for another two hours before I slowed down and steered us towards the small shrub hiding the hatch and the base underneath it. It was unlocked, as it was every seven days since I had entered this forest.

      I opened it and let Vic climb down first.

      “What is this place?” Vic asked, as she glanced around the steel walls and empty space. Only the small ring at the back glowing red stood out against the silver canvas.

      “This is where I meet them… the doctors. I’m going to get you out of here,” I said.

      Vic wrapped her arms around herself and moved to the edge of the base. I placed my arm in the red circle. It glowed green before the Linked image of Dr. Merinda popped up.

      Vic gasped and I stepped closer to her, positioning her behind my back.

      “We thought you weren’t coming, Caspian. I almost sent out my dogs to track you down,” Dr. Merinda said with a fake smile on her face.

      “I’m here now,” I said.

      “And you brought a friend?” Merinda peered around my shoulder, and Vic hid farther behind me. “It seems you’ve found out for yourself that I wasn’t lying.”

      “It would seem so.” I narrowed my eyes.

      “Well, we showed our good faith and led you to your little friend here, now how about a name?” Merinda said.

      “I have one condition first.” I crossed my arms.

      “You think you are in a position to make demands?” Dr. Allard’s clean-shaven face stepped beside Dr. Merinda, an amused smile on his lips.

      “I have information you need and want, so yes, I think I’m in the exact right position.”

      “We already made you a deal,” Merinda replied. “You give us a name, and we’ll let you out of there.”

      “That’s the thing… I’m not leaving here without her.” I nodded to Vic behind me, who was trembling against my back. “And until I know you’ll let us both out, I won’t be giving you a name.”

      Merinda’s warm smile turned cold as ice. Her glare was like razors through me, but I stood strong. “We have extended as much kindness to you as we can, and you come back with threats and demands of your own.” Behind her Dr. Allard’s smirk turned vicious, and he shook his head at me. “I’m afraid that will not do.”

      “Then I guess you’ll never find out how I got here.”

      Merinda smirked. “Oh, I think we will, quite soon.”

      Vic’s body tensed behind me. Her arms twitched, and she let out a horrified scream of pain and agony. I turned to catch her just before her legs gave out. She was gripping her wrist, tears flowing down her face, and every muscle in her body tensed.

      I’d seen this before. I knew what this was.

      “No!” I screamed.

      The venom within the tracker was slowly pushing its serum into her veins, dissolving her from the inside out.

      “Stop it, please stop it,” I cried, pulling her against my chest, as she screamed and writhed against the pain seeping into her.

      “I can’t stop it, but you can,” Dr. Merinda said sweetly.

      My breath was ragged, and I fought against everything I’d been trained not to do. We were taught on day one as Watchers that above all things, we do not spill any secrets or reveal any names should we get captured. It was something ingrained in my mind—our lives were worth sacrificing for the bigger picture.

      But I couldn’t sacrifice hers.

      “Simon,” I screamed.

      “What was that?”

      “Simon,” I said again, my voice breaking. “He got us here; he’s with the Carbon Resistance.” The words were like bile spilling from my mouth, and I hated every second of it. Not because I cared if Simon was caught, who was he to me? But because Simon could surely be traced back to Jayla, and by revealing his name, I put her at risk, too.

      Vic went suddenly still, and for a second I thought she was dead before her chest started to rise and fall again, and she gasped for breath.

      “Thank you, Caspian, that was ever so kind of you to reveal,” Merinda said.

      I kept Vic close to me, her body weak and drained, and she couldn’t stand on her own. I didn’t know how much of the venom seeped into her, how much damage it had caused.

      “We had a deal,” I said through clenched teeth. “If you won’t let us both out, then just take her. She can take my place.”

      Dr. Merinda let out a long sigh and tilted her head to the side as she looked solemnly down at us. “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way. I spared her life, that’s good enough. If you want any more than that, I’m sure you have many more names and secrets to reveal.”

      My jaw tightened. “You lied to me? This entire time?”

      “No,” Dr. Allard said from beside Merinda. “We told you from day one that if you revealed who got you into this place, we would let you go. So if your information proves to be true, we will keep our promise and let you out. But only you… not her.”

      I glanced back to Vic whose eyes were still filled with tears. She nodded. “Go,” she said, but I shook my head.

      “I’m not leaving you, kid,” I whispered.

      “We’ll see you in a week and let you know if the information you’ve given us checks out,” Dr. Merinda said. “Until then… keep safe.” Then she was gone.

      My heart sank and my head dropped.

      “You have to go, you have to take their deal.” Vic’s voice was hoarse, and her hands trembled against my chest.

      Again, I shook my head. “There is no deal, there never was,” I whispered. “They’re not going to let me out of this place.”

      I was a fool to think there would ever be a way out of this hellhole—that these people would ever let me leave. But they had revealed their true nature to me today. They wouldn’t let me out because I knew too much. And Vic was too important for whatever they were planning, all the Marked kids were. So we would stay here, living out our lives one day at a time, and I would never get a chance to keep my promise to Jayla, because I would never see her again. My chest felt like it would explode. I ran my hands through my hair, tugging at the ends as I tried my best to not scream. My eyes stung and I squeezed them shut, feeling wetness slide down my cheeks.

      I will never leave you, I had said, and at the time, I hadn’t meant for it to be a lie.
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      SIENNA

      I woke for the first time in weeks feeling rested. Theo groaned as I moved to get up and pulled me back against his chest. I took a long, deep breath; the hint of lemon still lingered on him, and it brought me back to a time when I thought things couldn’t get any worse than inside the DEZ. I was so wrong.

      “Hurry up you two,” Gunner yelled from outside, slapping a hand against the canvas tent.

      Theo groaned again, and I slid out of his arms, moving to pull on my tight pants and the tall boots. Theo placed small kisses down my spine before he stood, stretched, and began dressing as well.

      The smile on his face reminded me that as long as we were together, we could make it through anything. And once we found Vic, everything would be better. That’s all we’d ever needed—each other.

      Outside the tent, Gunner and Tynan stood at a table with a map on it, illuminated by the nearby fire. I peered over Gunner’s shoulder. On the map was the Void and in the center the city of Venzier. A few tunnel entrances were marked, some in red with a large X on them. To the north of Venzier was the crash site of the space station from the war long ago. It also had a red X on it.

      Sprawled within the forest around the mountain range were multiple little dots, all with numbers beside them… the Camps. A thick black line circled the Void, the wall, and about fourteen dots outside of the wall with question marks and blank names on them.

      “What’s here?” I asked, pointing to one of the spots on the wall.

      “One of The Six locations, possibly,” Gunner answered.

      “We haven’t been able to find their exact locations, just where we think they are. It’s too risky for my people to get too close, and they have it heavily guarded to outsiders,” Tynan said. The Guardians had remained hidden and unknown for almost twenty-five years inside the wall. If The Six knew of their existence, the Guardians would surely be used as weapons, or worse.

      “Where are we headed first?” I asked, scanning the map again.

      “Your friend was last seen here,” Tynan said, pointing to Camp Fifty-Three. “But we’ve heard word she’s no longer there. There’s whispers near the borders to the north, near Camp Twenty-Seven, so we’ll lead you that way.”

      I followed the map, noting the only route under the mountain would take us through the city of Venzier.

      Tynan followed my gaze. “I will take you there, past the city and as north as I can get you inside the tunnels.”

      I glanced up to him. “Thank you.”

      Tynan shuffled on his feet and began rolling up the map. “I understand what it is like to lose someone you care about… to lose family. I just hope for your sake this journey is worth it. You risk much by going north.”

      “It is worth it.” I nodded.

      “Then let’s go,” Gunner said, a cocky grin on his face.
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        * * *

      

      The tunnel system was more confusing than I first imagined. So many choices to go left or right, and sometimes the tunnel went up just to go down on the other side. It was a twisted turn back and forth leaving me dizzy just thinking about it.

      “How were these tunnels made?” I asked.

      “By Carbons,” Tynan said. His voice was low and I matched it. “Many years ago, after the war was over, several of the Carbons could not live with what they had done to so many people. It is a heavy burden to be used against your own will and to be aware of it the entire time, but unable to stop it. So they found this mountain, and they used their abilities to carve out the middle and create a city for their people to live in.”

      “I thought the Carbons lived among humans…”

      “Most did, but a large group felt it was too much of a reminder of what they had done to be around the humans. They thought if they hid away from them, the guilt would lessen, and they could live with what they’d been forced to do.” Tynan glanced over his shoulder to where I followed him. “But you cannot hide from everything, as they soon found out.”

      “The Reeks,” I said. They were former Carbons. And they came from this forest, but I didn’t understand how they actually came to be.

      “There was only one at first, near the crash site north of Venzier. The Guardians killed it, scoured through the crash site, and burned everything inside. But they knew the virus was seeping into the forest, though we didn’t know if it had come from the crash site, or had somehow come from the city under the mountain. We tried to warn the citizens of Venzier.” Tynan’s shoulders dropped, and he stepped up a large rock into a tunnel a few feet above us. He extended his hand to me and pulled me up with ease. Theo and Gunner followed behind. “They did not listen to us… thought they were invincible and safe in their city under the mountain. The virus had spread before, and they had been given a cure, but that cure couldn’t protect them all, not forever. One day a Reek was discovered inside the city, and though it was killed on sight, the virus had already spread. The moment that thing stepped foot under the mountain it was already too late, and no cure would save them this time.”

      Tynan released a shuddered breath and his back tensed.

      “A cure?” I asked.

      “Long ago, the first Carbon ever created carried something in her blood that was a cure to the virus, but the cure no longer exists—she no longer exists—and even the Carbons who were saved before were no longer immune. Their bodies were built to evolve and adapt.”

      Another steep drop led down the tunnel, and Theo helped me navigate before we continued our steady pace north.

      “Only a handful of Carbons made it out alive. And many of the Guardians were killed trying to save them. So they sealed the city, trapping what was left of them inside…”

      I sucked in a breath. I didn’t have to see his face to know the pain written across it. I understood the sorrow Tynan felt for a decision he didn’t make but his ancestors did. They sealed the city… while Carbons were still alive inside of it.

      “The Carbons who escaped said they would get word out to all those in the continent of Armestes. Instead of sending help, they built the wall and told the people outside that it was to keep safe a memory of defeat and victory, but it was to keep the dark secret they didn’t know how to deal with out of sight.”

      “Your people were still inside when they built the wall?” I asked quietly.

      Tynan nodded. “This was our home, and we couldn’t leave, but the forest was no longer safe for even us. We tried to move on, living beside the thing that had destroyed our way of life…” His fists balled up against his side as we moved farther down the narrow tunnel. “We thought the Carbons would come back. We thought they would fix the problem they had created… but they left us. For decades we lived in this forest until too many of them escaped the city—small holes in the barriers that were set up, some that we’ve managed to reseal, but others we couldn’t. They swept out in droves, hundreds of them entering the forest daily, and we could do nothing about it. When they did send in help, they only ended up multiplying the problem, and soon we were overrun with Reeks. So we went to the only place we knew was still safe, under the mountain in these tunnels that we had sealed off.”

      “They didn’t come back for you guys, try to get you out?” I whispered.

      “No.” Tynan’s voice filled with anger. “They left us here to die, for this forest to die. And it wasn’t until ten years ago when they started sending kids into the forest that we realized they had no way to save us, no way to even save themselves.”

      “Did they try bombs or nukes to destroy the Reeks?” Theo asked.

      Tynan nodded. “That only made the virus air born and more were infected residing in The Sixes’ base. From what I understand, it’s the reason they now have humans working there, not Carbons.”

      I dropped my head. “I’m sorry for what they put you through.”

      Tynan glanced over his shoulder, and his eyes softened a bit. “You are as much a victim as we are.”

      We were all just pawns in their game. A test to see who could survive the longest, and who could defeat the Reeks.

      We reached a dead end after hours of walking up and down, round and round. My legs burned, but I knew it was not over. Now, we had to enter the forest.

      “I hope to see you again someday. May the stars keep you safe,” Tynan said. He pushed against a thick, heavy boulder at the end of the tunnel, and it slid open only enough for the three of us to slip out. “Good luck,” he said before the boulder moved back into place.
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        * * *

      

      The three of us were silent as we ran through the forest. I couldn’t help but think about all these people who didn’t deserve this fate, who did nothing to warrant being stuck with these monsters. The Marked kids, the Guardians, all forced to be pawns in someone else’s war. Yet, here we were. And there was no way out.

      Tynan’s people had been here from the beginning, much longer than the Marked kids, and still they hadn’t found a way out. I would die in this forest, with no one on the outside to mourn me.

      Leaves crunched under boots not far away and we all stopped. Silence, then another crunch, closer. Gunner pulled us behind a large tree.

      The wind pushed against us with a cold autumn breeze, and as the air hit my lungs, I knew whoever was nearby wasn’t a Reek. Only dirt and pine and dry leaves moved on the soft wind.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are.” That voice made my throat go dry. Blane.

      I looked to Gunner; he always knew what to do. He was surveying around us, and I noted the same thing he did. The mountain we’d just come from was in the distance, but it was too far to get to without Blane and whoever he had with him seeing us. To the left was a clearing that would leave us exposed, and to the right I saw more shadows closing in on us. No way out except through Blane.

      Theo shifted beside me, and I grabbed his arm before he could move any farther.

      “No,” I mouthed.

      “Get Vic. Find her.” He tried to pull his arm away but I held tight.

      “No!” I hissed. “We stick together.”

      Theo’s lips were a thin line, and his gaze dropped to my hand wrapped around his arm. He placed his own on top of mine. The warmth seeped through me, and he squeezed it gently before pulling my hand away.

      “I love you,” was all he said before he stood and walked into view of Blane, who was now only a few feet away.

      I reached for him, swiping at the empty air where he’d just been, and Gunner wrapped both arms around me, holding me tight against his body and covering my mouth with his hand. His glare told me to keep quiet.

      “Theo, didn’t expect to see you out here,” Blane said, smirking. “Where’s your fiery girlfriend? And that annoying nomad?”

      “Dead,” Theo said.

      “Dead? Really? Well, that’s a shame.” Blane stepped closer and Theo froze, his body ridged as he watched Blane circle. More men stepped out of the shadows. “Would you like to join them?”

      Theo went utterly still, and I again pushed against Gunner’s hold, but he jabbed me in the ribs hard enough I stopped struggling.

      “Not particularly.” Theo shrugged.

      “So then, what do you have to offer me if I keep you alive?” Blane waved an impatient hand. “Do you know where that little bitch, Victoria, is?” Blane’s hand moved to the bloody eye patch before he dropped his arm and balled his fists.

      “No,” Theo said.

      “Then what?”

      Theo was silent for a moment before he said, “The tunnels.”

      “What tunnels?” Blane paused.

      “The ones under the mountain.” Theo inclined his head to the large black mountain nearly blocking the sun.

      “And how exactly do you know about these tunnels? How do I know you’re not lying to me?”

      Theo shrugged. “You don’t. But if you want to know how Gunner survived for so long, the answer is in those tunnels.”

      Blane considered this for a moment, and everything inside of me screamed, No, don’t take them there. Anywhere but there!

      “Okay, show us the tunnels,” Blane said, and Theo took a step forward, but Blane stopped him with a hand on his chest. “Not so fast, we need to ensure you aren’t going to shoot us in the back the first chance you get.”

      Blane nodded to one of his men, who took a steel rod with two round clasps at the ends out of his bag. It looked haphazardly put together with rope and tape, but the steel was strong. He placed the clasps on Theo’s wrist, the steel rod between them making it impossible for him to bring his fists together and release his weapons.

      “What if the Reeks attack?” Theo asked between clenched teeth.

      “That’s your problem, not mine.” Blane shrugged. One of his men attached a chain to the rod and yanked Theo forward with a jerk.  He nearly stumbled onto his knees. The men chuckled. “Lead the way.”

      Theo didn’t dare risk turning around as he walked out of view.

      “We have to go after them,” I hissed at Gunner once he finally removed his hand from my mouth.

      “No, we don’t. We have to get as far away from here as we can.” Gunner kept his grip firm on my arm, so I couldn’t break away.

      “They’ll kill him,” I growled.

      “No, they won’t. Your boyfriend’s a lot smarter than I thought,” Gunner said, an amused smirk on his face. I glared at him, knowing very well Theo was more than smart enough to keep himself alive, but not seeing what Gunner implied. He rolled his eyes at my ignorance. “He’s taking them north.” I waited for Gunner to explain. He just sighed and shook his head. “Do you not pay attention at all?” Gunner pulled me to my feet. “What is north of the mountain, of Venzier?”

      I scrunched my brow, thinking back to the map I’d seen briefly this morning. I recalled the red X covering the location he was referring to now. “The space station that crashed in the forest.”

      “Correct.” Gunner gave me a dramatic check mark in the air. “And what resides in that space station?”

      “The Reeks,” I whispered, my heart now pounding again.

      “Exactly. So why would it be a good thing if your brooding boyfriend were to take those guys north?”

      The air caught in my lungs. “But… they tied up his arms. If those Reeks attack them, he’ll have no way to defend himself.” I clung onto Gunner’s arm for support as my knees weakened under me.

      “He’s a fast runner.” Gunner shrugged, and I fixed him with a sharp glare. He tipped his head back with a long sigh. “It seems you were too busy last night swooning over your alone time with your boy toy to really listen to what we were told. Tynan and his people practically spelled it out for you.”

      “Just get to the point, Gunner,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “A lot of the Reeks are near the crash site because it’s closest to the few entrances into Venzier that they’ve broken through. The majority of them, if not all of them, are the former citizens of Venzier.” Gunner once again waited for me to understand what he wasn’t directly saying. I crossed my arms. “Theo is taking them north because he knows that’s where the Reeks are… and the Guardians. Stationed at each entrance from inside the tunnels and poised to kill anyone and anything that tries to break in.”

      “That ‘anyone’ includes Theo,” I argued.

      “True,” Gunner said. “But we’ve got an inside man with a deadly aim.”

      I sighed and cocked my head to the side, sick of Gunner’s run around answers.

      “Tynan, you idiot. We’re going to tell Tynan.”
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      JAYLA

      “Think he’ll be ready?” I asked to no one in particular.

      Simon, Em, and I had just left another meeting with Gustov. He was securing every shuttle in Cytos he could, but I still wasn’t sure about him. We had less than three weeks before we were certain one of Governor Grayson’s transports would have to leave for the Void to deliver supplies, but we still needed enough shuttles to get everyone out safely.

      “Yes,” Simon said, nodding. “He’s a proud man, and an ambitious one at that, so he’ll make sure we get what we want, so he can get what he wants.”

      “He’s scum,” Em said. “Profiting off people already at the end of their rope.” I had taken Em with us this time to send a message to Gustov. Despite his sincere words, I wasn’t taking any chances, and I wasn’t about to blindly trust him.

      Em had been keen on meeting Gustov when we’d explained his role within Cytos. Gustov had set up a circle of power within the streets to the North, one of the poorer areas of Cytos, where those who lived there often went unnoticed. The residents paid him taxes to keep them off the streets, fed, and unharmed. Most were junkies, too high to realize their money was going to a crook. Others had debts to pay or secrets to hide; Gustov provided a safe place to do as they pleased under his protection.

      “Don’t they realize he’s just tying the noose for them? A day will come when they can’t pay and then what? Who will help them then?” Em continued.

      “These people are junkies, gamblers, and filth. Why do you care what happens to them, anyways?” Simon asked.

      “Because it’s my job,” Em snarled. “Unlike you, I don’t turn my back on those in need. I don’t run away from anyone no matter what kind of scum they may be… yourself included.”

      “A kindness you thrill at rubbing in my face any chance you get. Very heroic of you,” Simon drawled.

      “And you,” Em said, turning a cold eye to me, ignoring Simon’s quip. “You want to give him more? Give him the city?”

      “He’ll take it with or without our help, Em,” I said. “This way we get a chance to set some rules before handing him the keys.”

      “They don’t realize that what they are living in is no better than those kids in the DEZ. It’s a larger prison, but they’re bound to him with or without a contract,” Em said.

      I nodded. They were basically selling their souls to the devil for a little freedom and feigned safety, but what would happen to Gustov and his men now that Wallace was no longer watching out for them? What would happen to the citizens of the North when Grayson found out?

      “Doesn’t matter now, this city will be in chaos soon enough,” Simon said, a few steps behind us, as we turned another corner.

      The sun was still waking up. Grey, orange, and pink shimmered across the mist-covered grass in front of tall buildings. The crisp smell of autumn leaves changing color and the promise of colder weather to come lingered.

      Em paused and I instantly froze with her, taking the cue something was out of place.

      We both stopped so quickly Simon nearly ran into us. He opened his mouth to ask what was going on, but I shot a hand up.

      Em pulled out her twin blades. Only the metal softly sliding from their sheaths at her hip sounded. Her eyes darted left and right down the alley. I followed where she looked, not hearing what she had heard, but knowing someone was nearby.

      Em turned, and I followed her movement to where a small, cloaked figure walked towards us. The figure paused, then pulled off the hood.

      “Not here, you’re being followed,” Commander Reyes hissed and glanced over her shoulder.

      At the end of the alley, I just barely caught a glimpse of the long legs and high heels of the Carbon before she slid past.

      “Why am I not surprised to see you here?” Commander Reyes said to Simon, as she directed us down a narrow street and then out onto the main road slowly filling with people.

      “I know how much you like surprises, Reyes, sorry to disappoint.” Simon walked a bit too close to her, and I couldn’t help but note the uneasiness between them both, though Reyes didn’t move away. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

      Reyes gave Simon an incredulous look before turning to me. “You need to leave Cytos, today.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      A subtle beep began moving its way down the street through speakers attached to every building, then the sound of a loud crackle as the speakers came to life.

      “That’s why,” Reyes said.

      A large Linked screen covered half of a building with the sweet, smiling face of Governor Grayson like a hologram before us.

      “Citizens of Cytos,” she began. “We are conducting a new security protocol to ensure all citizens are safe within our borders. As such, we ask that each of you comply with the guards now entering the streets and register with our main database. This is for your safety and the safety of our wonderful city. Please see the nearest guard for admission. Failure to do so in the next forty-eight hours may result in disciplinary actions, and anyone harboring those who do not comply will be held to the same consequences. Thank you, have a wonderful day.”

      The Linked image of the screen disappeared, but a warning continued to circle across the screen. The people around us began to whisper. And then the guards came.

      “What does it mean?” I asked.

      “It means she’s moved on to phase two,” Simon said, his eyes fixed on Reyes. We threw our hoods back up and began shoving our way through the streets. We had to get back to the apartment before anyone saw us.

      “Grayson is testing everyone, to find those who are immune to the virus,” Reyes said.

      “Aren’t all humans immune?” Em asked.

      “So to speak, yes. But some can be carriers of the virus, even if it does not affect them. And some…” Reyes didn’t finish her statement as she glanced over to me, her eyes weary for only a minute before she blinked it back, and determination settled back in. “It doesn’t matter what her reasoning is; she is already looking for you three, so I’d suggest you get the hell out of here if you want to live. She will not hesitate to kill any one of you or those who help you.”

      I understood what she was not quite spelling out. Reyes had found us to warn us but also to save her own ass, as she was directly connected to all three of us.

      “The Watchers aren’t mobilizing?” I asked casually.

      She shot me a look. “No, they’re not. We would set off too many red flags if we left our duties now. We’ve been asked to assist in the collection.”

      “Right,” I mumbled.

      I turned my attention to the streets where neat lines began to form, citizens waiting their turn to be documented by the guards at the front of each line. I noticed the one closest to us, Officer Cortez, had a firm grimace on his face as we swiftly moved past. We were almost at our apartment, and in the confusion and slight chaos, we were lost in the crowd.

      “And what will she do with this information?” I asked over my shoulder, watching as more people filtered out of buildings.

      “Nothing, for now. But self-preservation can be a strong motivator for someone who has already lived a long life. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near Cytos if I were to come on her radar.”

      “You mean if someone was carrying the virus?” Simon asked.

      “I mean if someone was immune,” Reyes said.

      Death is a better ending than what she has planned, Holden had said.

      “We’ll need a clear path to the North,” I said. “We have a few... extra people to transport.”

      “I’ll do what I can, but that’s the best I can promise,” Reyes said.

      We reached my apartment building and slid in through the doors, past the guards escorting people out.

      “Pack up, essentials only,” I ordered Em, but she hesitated, and I knew why. “Get word to your parents to be ready, but we can’t risk going there.” With her jaw clenched, Em nodded her reluctant agreement and swiftly headed upstairs.

      “I assume you have a place for us to go?” I turned back to Reyes.

      Her eyes flickered to Simon’s for only a moment before she cleared her throat. “I have a contact in Eres that will be expecting you,” she said, and I was quick to notice the tension in Simon’s shoulders.

      “Good,” I said, moving towards the elevator. “This is goodbye, then?”

      Reyes sighed. “I will help as much as I can from here, but the rest is up to you.” She moved to leave.

      “Not just me—us.” I glanced to Simon, who gave a strong nod.

      “Be ready, two hours.” Reyes didn’t say goodbye before she disappeared into the crowd.
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      JAYLA

      “We should wait ’til night, too many people out there with Greyson’s new protocol,” Simon said, as he glanced over the edge of the building.

      “We don’t have time to wait,” I replied.

      “You don’t think I know a thing or two about getting through this city unnoticed?” Simon shook his head.

      “You weren’t so sneaky when we found you.” Em dripped with sarcasm. She looked nearly ready to toss him off the building if he kept talking.

      Simon clenched his jaw, but he turned his gaze away from Em.

      Leanna had Logan under one shoulder, and they moved with difficulty to where we stood on the rooftop of our apartment building. Commander Reyes hadn’t told us what she would do to help, but I knew she would come through. So now we waited, impatient and cold.

      My eyes drifted to the lone wicker chair Leanna helped Logan into, and it was an effort to pull my gaze away and focus on the task at hand. If I wanted to see Cas again, we had to get out of here alive first.

      Em was tightening the belt around her waist and securing her gloves before moving over to check Logan’s belt. He swatted her hand away, but she ignored him and moved on to pulling his one glove tighter and repositioning the brace around his arm.

      “I’m not useless you know. I can fix it myself,” Logan snarled. Em just ignored him and pulled the brace a little tighter. The two often bickered, and most of the time Em won, but Logan was getting stronger and really didn’t need Em continuing to baby him so much, but I sure as hell wasn’t about to tell her that.

      “And what use would you be?” Em drawled.

      “I can… I can fly!” Logan said, his eyes lit.

      Simon snorted. “How much pain medication have you been giving the kid? He’s hallucinating now.”

      “Shuttles I mean, I’m a good pilot.” Logan glared at Simon who smirked back.

      “We don’t need a pilot,” Em replied. “And last I heard, pilots need two arms.”

      “But you will, soon. Won’t you?” Logan pressed. We hadn’t told him or Leanna our full plan yet, but neither were idiots.

      With what we had learned from Governor Wallace’s tablet, and now that Governor Grayson was moving onto the second portion of her plan to take full control of Cytos and eventually all of Armestes, the Void was not our only concern.

      Em pointedly ignored Logan and moved towards the edge of the rooftop to survey the busy streets below.

      “No, we won’t,” I answered for her.

      “Just leave it alone, Logan. They don’t want our help any more than we want theirs,” Leanna said, and I was inclined to nod along with her. They weren’t exactly dead weight, but close enough. Leanna had gotten us into her dad’s tablet, got us some information I still didn’t know what to do with, but they were useless to me now. If they weren’t also being hunted, and I didn’t have a conscience, they wouldn’t be coming along.

      Logan sat up straighter, leaning forward on his good arm. “You think I’m an idiot, don’t you?” I gave a non-committal shrug.

      “You won’t tell us where that guy Caspian is,” Logan began, and I flinched at the sound of his name, “but there it is. That look you try to hide every time his name is even mentioned. None of you will outright say it, but you’re going in there, aren’t you? The Void? That’s where Caspian is?”

      Leanna’s eyes widened a little, and for some reason a pang of jealousy shot through me. The connection I had to Caspian was mine and mine alone; I didn’t need her love-struck look of worry for him as well.

      “The less you know the safer you are.”

      “Someone just tried to kill us. I don’t think we’re safe, no matter what we know,” Logan argued. “If you just tell us what’s going on, we can help.”

      “You can help when you can stand on your own two feet.” Em turned the slightest bit of attention to Logan as she watched the city below. “You can help when we need your help. Until then, just keep your mouth shut like your wise sister told you to and listen to orders.”

      Logan scowled back at her, but he wisely didn’t say anything, his mouth a thin, angry line. Beside him, Leanna looked as though she were very interested in a string on her pant leg, but I was well aware she knew by keeping her mouth shut she could hear our whispers better.

      Ignoring the sudden need to make sure neither of them messed things up for us, I turned my attention back to my own harness tight around my body. The straps dug uncomfortably into the inside of my legs, but I welcomed the pain over what could happen without these harnesses.

      Only three of us knew how to get off this rooftop without killing ourselves; Leanna and Logan would be getting a crash course as we went. But neither of them could be left behind if Reyes’ warnings were true. They’d be banging down our doors soon enough.

      I stepped over to Simon and said in a low-enough voice only he heard, “I assume you can vouch for these people in Eres who Reyes said can help us?”

      Simon kept his gaze on the streets below. “They can be trusted about as much as I can… but if Reyes trusts them, then so do I.”

      “Not friends of yours I take it?”

      Simon shook his head. He was silent for a moment before he set his eyes on me, and I noted the slight tremble in his voice when he said, “These were the people who were supposed to get us both out of Cytos… before—”

      I nodded my understanding. Before he made the decision haunting him so badly he was willing to partner with me to make it right.

      I opened my mouth to say something just as an explosion sounded in the distance from the south.

      Em and I didn’t jump like the others; we didn’t even glance that way as we moved towards the opposite end of the building. “Let’s go,” I said.

      Simon was the first to strap himself onto the line strung from our building to the one across the narrow alley. A dead wire we’d used for some time now to move through Cytos unseen across the rooftops, only we were a lot more visible in the daylight, and the sun was shining high in the clear sky. But we didn’t have time to wait for night.

      Em strapped in Leanna next, then Logan. The guards and people below us scattered towards the sound of the explosion, the people gliding above them going unnoticed.

      Em began strapping herself to the line and glanced over her shoulder to where I stood a few feet away. “Be quick about it and don’t be late,” Em said before she swiftly jumped over the edge, letting gravity pull her across the open space before her feet touched down lightly on the rooftop across from me.

      I gave her a wry smile from the distance and a curt nod before I cut the wire and let it fall into the space between us.

      I didn’t wait to see them go. I knew Em would get them where we needed to be as long as I held up my end of the plan. So I moved to the south side of the building and connected myself to the tether secured to the rooftop. Then I leaned over the edge, took a deep breath of cool, brisk wind, and let gravity pull me over.

      The tether tightened around my waist and chest, slowing down the initial drop, so I was able to slide my feet along the smooth glass side of the building while I watched the ground near. My steps were silent against the glass wall. The only sound was the wire rope sliding through my holster until I gripped the loose end, pulling it tight against the stopper, so my momentum slowed enough I landed soundlessly on the ground below.

      I had the harness off and my gun drawn instantly.

      People still lingered. A few citizens and guards had stayed at their post while others checked out the cause of the explosion. There were too many guards to expect them all to be distracted, so I would have to deal with the rest.

      The black smoke was already diminishing in the distance. Now, it was my turn.

      I took no more than three steps before I heard the order to stop, the guards quick to notice the presence of a shadow in daylight. Time to even the playing field, I thought to myself, as I pulled out the small object in my pocket, no larger than a marble. With a smirk, I smashed it to the ground at my feet, and it exploded in a cloud of black smoke.

      I disappeared in the black mist and ran.
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        * * *

      

      The guards trailed me south. I had used up the entire stock of smoke bombs and moved onto the real explosives. At the south end of Cytos, the tall buildings and city line thinned out, making it harder to stick to the alleys and canals.

      Two shuttles weaved in and out of the main streets as I slunk into the narrow alleys they couldn’t navigate, taking back turns and circling around to disorient them from where I was going.

      In the distance from the sounds of it, more shuttles arrived. I was running out of time and luck and still too far from my intended location.

      I skidded to a stop at the end of the alley as a shuttle pulled up in front of me. I was just quick enough to dodge out of the way of the bullets screaming for my head.

      “Stop, show your hands,” the loudspeaker echoed down the backstreet.

      Not a chance.

      I slid back, using the cover of a large dumpster before sprinting in the opposite direction towards the wide streets. I peeked around the corner, gun drawn, even though it would do nothing against the shuttles.

      The road between me and the DEZ was currently empty, but I knew the minute I stepped onto that street every shuttle in Cytos would have its guns aimed at my head.

      But what choice did I have?

      I gritted my teeth, securing my gun back in its holster and pulling out the last two explosives I had. Without looking back, I sprinted towards the entrance of the DEZ.

      I could feel the shuttles humming nearby. The magnetic roadway beneath my feet began to rumble and vibrate as they turned a corner and drew nearer to where I ran.

      “Stop or we’ll shoot!” someone yelled from one of the shuttles overhead.

      “You already have shot at me,” I said under my breath as I kept running.

      I got two more steps before a bullet flew by me so close it took a chunk of hair with it. Swearing under my breath, I pulled the pin of the first bomb and threw it towards the shuttle trailing me. I didn’t look to see if my aim had been good. I could tell by the loud boom and explosion, followed by the heat now singeing my back, the shuttle had gone down.

      I was getting close to the DEZ, but more shuttles swerved into my path, and I didn’t think they’d warn me this time when they shot.

      I was right.

      A stream of bullets smashed through pavement directly in my path, and I sprung back on my heels, dodging out of the way just in time. Two more shuttles circled behind, guns aimed at me.

      I stopped, glancing back. No way out.

      I took a deep breath and pulled the last pin of the grenade in my hand. Keeping the clip secure, I raised my hand in warning. Shoot me, and we all go down, my stance silently told them.

      The shuttles hovered around me. A large circle of guards had caught up to the chase, huffing and struggling to catch their breath, standing a few feet away with guns trained at my head.

      “Put the grenade down, ma’am!” someone called from one of the shuttles.

      “Why does everyone keep calling me ma’am? I’m nineteen!” I said to no one in particular.

      “We will shoot,” another guard said.

      “Guess you guys aren’t that smart then, are you?” I waved my hand holding the grenade. “Or you don’t fear death, which is it?”

      Silence answered back.

      “That’s what I thought,” I said. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got something I’d like to finish.” I took a step forwards, and a bullet bounced off the spot of my next step.

      I glared at the ground and tilted my head to the side. “You’re a stubborn bunch, aren’t you?” I mumbled. “Oh well, your funeral…”

      I took another step just as a burst of gunfire sounded overhead, but not one bullet was aimed at me. The guards on the ground hesitated, looking up to the shuttles surrounding us to see one rogue dark grey shuttle with its guns aimed at them.

      The bullets carved out a path between me and the DEZ, and I took off before anyone could decipher who was friend and who was foe.

      Above me, the rogue shuttle began taking out the others, aiming for the energy packs at the bottom of their metal hull, the ones linking them to the magnetic roadway. Some of the guards literally leapt from the shuttle as it burst into a red and black inferno.

      On the ground, the guards had stopped following me and were taking cover behind buildings and anywhere the bullets couldn’t reach.

      Two guards were left in front of me, and they quickly jumped out of the way as my last grenade flew for the front entrance of the DEZ, blowing the doors and the entrance wide open.

      I stalked inside, hearing the sirens blaring loudly through the hallways and the sound of footsteps sprinting down the hall. It was oddly bare inside… I’d expected more guards. Maybe they’d all been dispatched to the city streets on Governor Grayson’s orders?

      The first feet to round the corner were three wide-eyed kids. I lowered my gun.

      “Out the front and head west. Don’t stop until you’re at the wall. Someone will be there to get you,” I said, and they paused, weighing my words against what they’d spent their whole lives believing—I was the enemy. “I’m not your enemy—this place is. You’ll be safe out there, trust me. Please.”

      One of the kids gave a shaky nod. Things inside the DEZ had turned hostile in the last few weeks. A few had already been sent through graduation well before their time. There had been a strict curfew set, and each kid was locked in their quads at night. We monitored things as best we could, knowing we couldn’t leave them there, but we also couldn’t move too soon. Now though, we had run out of time, and I had to get these kids out.

      I sprinted down the hallway, passing more kids and screamed my orders as I went. They obeyed.

      At the next corner, I was finally met with resistance. Guards sprinted towards me. I took two down with Azrael and embedded my knife into the head of a third before I kept running.

      When I was at the center of the DEZ, I stopped. Kneeling down, I took the pack off my back and pulled out the four stalks of explosives Em had placed inside. I positioned them around the four walks of the central hallway before I paused and waited for my next marker.

      A few breaths later, an explosion sounded on the west side of the building, and I knew that meant all the kids of the DEZ were out and accounted for. Their numbers had dwindled over the last few weeks, but Em had counted nearly one hundred and twenty last time she accessed their system, before getting booted out. I set the timer—two minutes—and ran.

      The hallways were empty, which should have been my first hint things weren’t as they seemed. This place was usually crawling with guards, yet I’d only run into three so far.

      I slowed my pace as I reached the main foyer of the DEZ, circling around and looking for something I was missing, something out of place. But everything was still… silent.

      My watched beeped a warning—thirty seconds.

      Outside the DEZ was the rogue shuttle, piloted by none other than Logan Wallace, a wide smirk on his face.

      “What are you waiting for?” Em called from the side door.

      I looked back to the DEZ, my brows furrowed, before sprinting towards them. I reached the shuttle just as the explosion sounded, deafening and sending a shock wave vibrating through us.

      Logan quickly took us up before the ground splintered and cracked beneath us.

      “Something’s not right,” I mumbled to Em.

      We both looked out the open shuttle door to where the DEZ was imploding in on itself. As if the entire building was made of quicksand, it sunk lower and lower into the ground until it revealed something that made my heart stop. An underground tunnel, leading west towards the wall.

      I pushed past Simon who was seated beside Logan and pressed the secure Linked channel we’d planned to use. “Reyes, what’s your status?”

      Silence.

      “Reyes?”

      “Sorry dear,” a cruel voice sounded on the other end of the channel. “Reyes is a bit… tied up at the moment. May I ask whose calling?”

      Simon froze beside me. We both knew that voice. Governor Grayson. She had Reyes, which meant...

      “The kids,” Em breathed behind me.

      I think I nodded; my mind was numb.

      Simon quickly severed the Linked channel, and the crackle of silence melted with the sound of the engines.

      “We have to go back,” I said once my voice returned.

      Simon shook his head, and the pained look on his face told me it wasn’t the answer he wanted to give either. “We can’t.”

      In the pilot seat, Logan waited for an order on where to take us.

      “We’re no use to any of them dead,” Simon continued.

      I nodded. My limbs went numb as I sat down, and the shuttle sped off as Logan took us towards Eres.

      I had failed them… those kids. I’d promised they’d be safe, but now…

      “We’ll find a way.” Em squeezed my leg. Leanna’s eyes watched me from across the shuttle and even her usual scowl was muted and pale with shock.

      We were silent as we flew towards Eres, away from the city I had sworn to protect, away from the people who needed me.
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      SIENNA

      I had to make a choice, and every step towards the one I chose was a step away from a promise I’d made. I couldn’t save Theo if I was looking for Vic. And I couldn’t find Vic knowing Theo needed me. So I made my decision… and I chose him. Every bone in my body screamed liar, deserter, disloyal, as I walked farther away from where Vic was, but I knew Theo needed me now more than her. And if I were trying to justify choosing my “boy toy” over the only family I’d ever had, at least I knew the man hunting her down was with Theo, and that made Vic just a little bit safer.

      Gunner had been willing to tell Tynan and his Guardians what was happening, but when I told him we were heading north, too, he was less than pleased.

      “Do you not trust the born warriors of this forest to protect Theo or something?” he had asked.

      “I don’t trust anyone but myself… or is that not the point you’ve been trying to get through to me since we got here?” I replied.

      “You chose a good time to start listening,” Gunner groaned. But despite his constant complaining, he stayed with me. Whether it was because I still hung his secret over his head or because he was slowly starting to care about our wellbeing, I couldn’t tell.

      We had found a path along the edge of the mountains taking us north. The trail was steep and non-existent at some points, causing us to scale sleek cliffs just to remain unseen by those below us, and out of sight of the Reeks.

      For two days now, we had trailed Blane and his men to a camp at the northern part of the forest only a few miles from the crash site. Gunner and I made sure to check in at one of the lesser-used camps, and he’d been kind enough to provide me with an artifact. We’d overheard Blane mentioning he had a stash of his own artifacts, likely Poached, and seeing as he needed Theo alive to get under the mountain, he’d provided one for him as well. The Reeks were more prevalent here, coming in waves no matter the time of day, but Blane’s men were alert and skilled, much to my relief and chagrin.

      “So, what’s their play?” I asked as Gunner climbed up to the spot I’d been perched watching and waiting for him. He’d gone out an hour ago to see if he could catch wind of any plans. I hated to admit it, but Gunner was a lot better at hiding and staying out of sight than I was.

      “Theo’s taking them into the tunnels tomorrow. Blane has clearly grown restless of his excuses, so he can’t stall any longer.” Gunner leaned against the smooth stone at his back.

      “And what will we do?” I asked.

      “Are you incapable of making a plan yourself? He’s your boyfriend, not mine,” Gunner said.

      I swatted him with the back of my hand. “You’re the one with all the tricks and secrets. I’m just giving you the chance to show off.”

      Gunner rubbed his arm. “Yeah, sure you are.” He rolled his eyes but eventually sighed and gave in. “Let’s just say I wouldn’t want to be any of them if it were me heading under that mountain.”

      I sighed, vague as usual, but I’d grown to trust Gunner. If there was one thing I could count on, it was that Gunner would save his butt at all costs, which meant he would help Theo and me until it no longer benefited him.

      “Sun’s setting, let’s head down.” Gunner nudged me before climbing halfway down the steep cliff below us and tucking into the small crevice he’d pointed out two hours ago when we’d arrived.

      The small opening was just big enough for one person to slide through. I squeezed between the two boulders and into the tunnel at the end.

      My eyes took a moment to adjust to the dim light before I began following Gunner down the steep, damp path.

      Sounds echoed loudly in this part of the tunnels. We were only a few miles from the city of Venzier and the hoard of Reeks still trapped there.

      The first night we’d spent in the tunnels this far north had been one of the worst since entering the Void. Even when we had to spend the night outside of the camps, the sounds had not haunted me as they did in here.

      Tormented sounds. Wailing and screeching. Living nightmares.

      After a few turns and a steep decline farther into the mountain, we met up with Tynan and his men.

      “They’re coming tomorrow at first light,” Gunner said by way of greeting.

      “We’ll be ready,” Tynan said, nodding to the men on his right who pressed their hands to their chests in salute before they took off down separate paths to relay the message to the others within the elaborate tunnel system. “Here, change into these.” Tynan tossed us both white clothing lined with fur. They felt heavy and reinforced with something hard and strong.

      “What is this?” I asked, turning the clothes in my hands.

      “It’s so we can identify you from the others and a precaution should the enemy get closer than intended,” Tynan answered. “The material is from the Dred Wulfs’ fur, thick and reinforced with steel along the edges.”

      “What happens if they get past your men?” I asked, unzipping my jacket.

      “I am not worried about them getting past us, that won’t happen. It’s if they get too close to them.” The Reeks guttered screams echoed, and that seemed to answer whom Tynan was talking about.

      He turned his back to us and began speaking with his sister, Petra, standing beside a flickering candle and a makeshift table of stone.

      I glanced around, looking for a place to change without being seen before I noticed Gunner removing his shirt. My eyes widened as I stared at his naked chest, blinking a few times in the darkness to make sure I was seeing him right.

      Gunner caught my stare. “What? Never seen a bare chest before? You didn’t strike me as a prude, princess,” he teased before pulling the white shirt over his head.

      I gripped the bottom of his shirt and lifted it up a few inches. “What are those?” I whispered.

      Gunner swatted my hand away, and the fabric fell back into place, covering the hundreds of crisp black marks covering his entire upper half, the same black marks that marred my forearm. These ones weren’t as uniform as the others on his forearm. Some were thinner or longer than others, like they had been added by different people and at different times.

      “Marks.” Gunner shrugged. “You have them, too.”

      “Not that many.”

      He shoved on the white, fur-lined jacket so his marked forearms were hidden as well. “They’re reminders,” he said.

      “Of?”

      “People.” Gunner shrugged again, but the shadowed expression on his face betrayed his nonchalant attitude. “The ones who’ve died… by my hand or others.”

      “People you knew?” I gasped. There had to be hundreds of black marks on him.

      “Most, yes. A few nameless ones I didn’t ask or get a chance to.”

      “Why?” My voice felt small in the vast space between us.

      “Because no one else was going to remember them. No one mourned for their deaths or thought of them in the quiet moments… but I did. I remember every one of them,” Gunner’s voice trailed before his glazed eyes fixed on me, blinked, and then scowled. “Hurry up and get changed already,” he said before stalking to where Tynan and Petra were still speaking quietly.

      I watched him for another moment before I kicked off my boots and removed my jacket, changing it out for the warm, white clothes. Short boots covered my feet with a thick sole at the bottom that looked to be made from some part of an animal; it was slightly sticky and perfect for gripping smooth surfaces like stone, I realized. A hood on the back of the jacket covered my face and subtly wrapped around the sides, a strong rim along the edges, leaving only a small space for my nose and eyes when it was up.

      Once I’d wrapped up my clothes and stuffed them into my pack, feeling suddenly bare without any weapons, I joined the group looking over the map and securing a plan for the morning. But my mind couldn’t stop seeing those black marks. They covered his entire body from his collarbone to his waist. Up his arms and across his back. Hundreds of names, hundreds of kids. All gone.

      And I wondered if one day he’d sketch two more lines there for Theo and me.
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        * * *

      

      I’m certain I didn’t sleep. I tossed and turned, restless and uncomfortable on the cold stone floor, despite the blankets and furs wrapped around me. I missed Theo. I missed his warmth and his presence, but mostly I missed how he made me feel confident and strong. Right now, I felt weak and unsure of our plan.

      The moans and screams of the Reeks echoed through the night, crawling up my spine like little spiders, weighing down my thoughts and leaving my chest heavy.

      By the time the others woke up, some internal clock telling them it was morning despite the pitch-black tunnel we slept in, I was finding it hard to breathe. In the dim sunrise over the forest, I heard the distant howl of a Dred Wulf as we exited the tunnel.

      “Those are the least of our worries today,” Tynan said to my left, following my gaze to where the sound came from. “Though they are not our friends, the Wulfs have stopped being our enemy long ago. They, too, just want their forest back to what it was… a home.”

      “They’re stronger than the Reeks, aren’t they?” I asked.

      “They are,” Tynan said. “But there are more Reeks than Wulfs. Their numbers have dropped just as ours have, and the Reeks continue to come and stay—more are breaking out of Venzier every day. One on one, it’d be no competition, but with so many Reeks, it’s become a struggle to survive for them as well.”

      “If we get out of here, if we can ever escape this place… where will your people go?” I asked, knowing the forest was no longer their home, but it was the only one they’d ever known.

      “If that day ever comes, we will go anywhere we are welcome. I will gladly leave this forest without looking back if it means my people are safe.” His voice was soft, strained, as he glanced down at me, his eyes weary. “But I don’t think that day will ever come.”

      I wanted to say something reassuring, to promise I would find a way to get us all out of here, but I knew better than to lie to him. I had too many promises already I couldn’t keep.

      My mouth opened, but Tynan lifted a hand and crouched down a bit lower behind the large rock hiding us, just outside of the tunnel entrance. In the distance, I saw what he’d seen. More than a dozen men walked in a uniform line towards the mountain, and at the front, Theo.

      Tynan gave me a sharp nod, and I sprinted to the tree Gunner hid behind. My eyes told him what he already knew. They were coming.

      In my left hand, I held a short dagger. I wasn’t meant to be close enough to fight, but if I was needed, I would fight, and my hands alone wouldn’t be enough.

      A subtle twang then a hiss as the arrow from Tynan’s bow sliced through the air and hit the man behind Theo. It took a second for the others to realize what happened as the man clutched his throat where the arrow had imbedded and was now poking out the other side. The man sputtered, his mouth moving, but only blood came dripping down his chin before he fell to his knees, then face first to the ground.

      Another arrow hit its mark. This time in the leg of a kid in the middle of the pack, from another Guardian hidden somewhere even I couldn’t find. Blane’s group shouted orders as they circled together and searched for where the arrows had come from.

      Another arrow, another scream.

      The men pushed against each other, none wanting to be at the edge of the tight circle they’d formed. They yelled, words mixing together with orders and shrieks of pain. The air shifted and a chill went down my spine as I realized the things within this forest had heard their screams and could smell their blood.

      “Move,” Gunner ordered me, and I sprinted to the next spot, a large rock, now only a few feet away from Theo, who was covering his head with his hands, but his eyes roamed the forest. He knew he was not the mark, and he was searching for me.

      Blane’s crew was too close for me to reach Theo without being noticed, and his arms were still shackled and connected to one of the men in the circle. They had left Theo to be slaughtered should an arrow turn on him, but they hadn’t let go of his chain.

      As if sensing our presence nearby, the man holding the end of Theo’s chain yanked on it, pulling Theo to his knees and nearly dragging him to where Blane and the others hid within the trees. More arrows zoomed toward them, but they were now sheltered by shrubs and trees.

      “Who’s out there?” asked one of the men to Theo.

      “How should I know?”

      “Friends of yours?” Blane asked from the middle of the pack.

      “I don’t have any friends,” Theo hissed, keeping his head down as arrows flew overhead. I prayed the Guardians remembered my description of Theo, “the one in chains,” shouldn’t be hard to miss, but who knew if their aims were as good as Gunner claimed.

      “Liar,” Blane spat as he jerked Theo to his feet by the collar of his jacket. I flinched towards him, and Gunner caught my arm before I moved. “Get us in that tunnel. Now.” Blane shoved Theo down the path. He shoved one of the men in the way of an arrow aimed for him, using him like a shield.

      The initial shock of the attack gave us a slim advantage, but now they aimed bullets back where the arrows had come from. Then the Reeks arrived, and some of those arrows were forced to aim at them instead. The Guardians were pushed back into the cover of the mountain, as they outran the black wave rippling through the forest.

      Gunner pulled me along with them, leaving Theo to lead Blane and his men down the path we’d pushed them on.

      “We’ve got to slow down that hoard of Reeks before they reach the tunnel,” Tynan said to his men. Blane and his crew were moving closer to the tunnel. “If they get inside before we have a chance to reach Theo…”

      I didn’t want to think of what that would mean.

      “We’ve got that covered, stay here,” Gunner said. “Let’s go.” He nodded to me, and I followed him back into the tunnel and under the mountain.

      “They’re too far ahead of us,” I said, my voice shaking as I ran through the dark, blindly holding on to the back of Gunner’s jacket.

      “I know,” he said.

      “We won’t make it in time,” I said and felt Gunner move faster.

      “We have to, or we’re all goners.”

      I didn’t let my mind think of what would happen, I just ran towards one of the entrances under the mountain Theo would take, the Guardians had made sure of it, steering Blane and his men into our trap. I had to reach Theo before they blew the entrance. I tripped on the rocks, but my gripping shoes kept me upright.

      We had to get there before they did. It was a part of the plan, to lead Theo towards one of two tunnels and snatch him there before blocking off the entrance, but Blane and his men had arrived quicker than we’d accounted for, and now the long tunnel I ran down was too far away. I had to make it. I knew what was coming and if we weren’t quick enough…

      I shoved the thought out of my mind.

      “Go,” Gunner yelled, as he pushed me towards the tunnel to the right, and he took the one on the left.

      My legs barked and my lungs burned as I pumped my arms faster, propelling my body through the tunnel leading down to the forest level. A thin cord along the ground led the way, its end point somewhere above me with the scouts watching the forest from above. I had to beat the fuse they would soon set and get back before it was too late.

      It was an impossible task.

      Behind me, a quiet hiss grew louder.

      “No,” I cried, trying to push my feet faster.

      The hiss got closer, quicker. Then the small spark, flying down the cord, came into view of the tunnel, and it whipped past me, far faster than my feet would take me.

      I skidded to a stop, turning to run the opposite way, but I was already too late. The explosion rocked the tunnel with a thunderous boom.

      The ground shook beneath me. The mountain groaned, and a whoosh of air flew through the tunnel, blowing out every torch lighting my way.

      My feet were still moving, but my eyes couldn’t see where to go. Rocks tumbled from the roof over my head. The sound of crashing stone and the mountain itself moving all around me was deafening. I wasn’t going to make it.

      A rock hit my head; I felt the blood there before lifting the thick hood, hoping to shield myself from more rocks. The impact made me dizzy and in the darkness. I was disoriented.

      The jacket Tynan had given me dulled the impact of the rocks, but I couldn’t out run a mountain falling on me. Silently, I prayed Gunner had been faster than I was, that he had made it to Theo and to safety in time, but the odds were slim, and I knew I wouldn’t live long enough to find out.

      My shoulder crashed into stone. Whether it was a wall already there or the mountain falling around me, I wasn’t sure. I pushed off it and recklessly moved where I thought the tunnel was, but my head ached and my ears rang.

      A heavy boulder hit the back of my leg, and I fell to my knees. I struggled, crawling before more boulders crushed my legs beneath them. Bone shattered.

      Gripping onto anything I could, I dragged my limp body.

      Just a little farther.

      Just a little more.

      I didn’t make it.

      The roof above me collapsed, crushing me under it, and I only had a moment to curl myself in tight before the weight of the mountain fell on top of me.
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      CASPIAN

      Vic spent three days recovering from the effects of the serum. Vic was weak, and her one hand wouldn’t stop trembling, but we managed to get ourselves into a nearby Camp where we’d spent the last three nights.

      I had Vic stay in the camp while I searched for an artifact for her. During the day, she locked the hatch, something we weren’t supposed to do, but with people hunting us down on behalf of Blane, we had no other choice. I’d already taken down more of his men than the Reeks, and the blood coating my hands started to lose meaning.

      It was early morning when I had startled awake, sweat dripping down my brow and my breathing ragged from the dream. It had felt so vivid, so real. Those things had her surrounded, the Reeks. And I could do nothing as they ripped her apart, limb from limb, before my eyes. This time it had been Jayla I watched being torn to pieces. The nights before, Vic or Em. Each time I was paralyzed, unable to move. All I could do was watch as the people I cared for were destroyed.

      Vic must have felt me startle, or maybe I had been thrashing and screaming in my sleep, but her eyes watched me from across the small space.

      I wiped away the sweat, sitting up from where I lay and wrapping my arms around my knees. Vic mimicked my posture as she curled up against the wall.

      “How did you guys meet?”

      My gaze flashed to Vic, and I knew she was talking about Jayla. I wondered if I had been screaming her name out loud as I had in my dreams.

      “My dad had moved me to a new school in tenth year after I refused to go back to my old one. The kids and I didn’t… get along at my old school,” I began, remembering the years I’d been pushed around and bullied by nearly everyone there. Though I’d eventually had my own growth spurt, I started off as a scrawny kid, too small for my grade. And the other kids enjoyed tormenting me. “My first day there I sat beside one of the other boys in the lunch room, and I guess I seemed like an easy target because he quickly snatched away my pudding and began opening it. I hadn’t even gotten up the courage to say something before she walked over, snatched it out of the boy’s hand, and shoved it back in mine. She didn’t say a word, to either of us, but the boy knew clear as day that I wasn’t to be messed with again.” I chuckled at the memory.

      Vic smiled back.

      “It took me two weeks to build up the courage to thank her. Even then Jayla just sloughed it off like it was no big deal, but I’d never had anyone stick up for me before. Never even had a friend.” I paused. “From that day on, we had an unspoken friendship. During lunches we sat together in silence, and every day I’d walk her home from school. It was hardly a friendship, but it was the best thing I’d ever had. By the following school year, I’d caught up and then surpassed the other kids my age, growing out of my scrawny limbs into something more resembling a boy. And Jayla matured with me, much to the notice of every male in our school.” I smirked, remembering those beautiful lips touching mine only weeks ago—something I’d dreamed about from the moment we’d met. “She didn’t need a protector, but I took up the role of bodyguard long before either of us ever became Watchers. And she didn’t stop me from being there, just as she was there for me. When my dad passed away, she begged her mom to let me stay with them. She took care of me far more often than I helped her.” I choked on the words. The reality she had been my protector for so long and I hers… but now she was so far away. “When her mom died… I took care of her the only way I knew how. I watched her back and let her decide what she did and when she did it. Jayla isn’t the type to be told what to do. She took some time moving on after that. And watching her wreck herself to hide the pain was more than I could take some days, but I was there for her always. I never left.”

      Vic’s eyes dropped, and she knew the words I had left out. I’d never left… until now.

      “When she was offered a position to train as a Watcher, she would only do it with me at her side. And though she was strong and capable, I was glad to finally have the skills to help her, to feel like I provided as much for her as she had for me,” I said quietly. “She thinks of herself as someone who lets people down, who’s failed. But she’s the one who woke me up, who made me see I wasn’t nothing and nobody. I was somebody to someone, and that meant more than she will ever know. To be her someone.”

      “The ones who work the hardest to protect others don’t often see they’re the shield stopping the bullets. They only see the few that slip by,” Vic whispered.

      I nodded.

      “Thank you,” Vic said.

      My brow creased at her. “For what?”

      “For saving me.”

      “Anyone would have done that, it was nothing—” I knew that was a lie, not many would have done that here, but it would seem I hadn’t entirely lost my humanity.

      “It was everything.” Vic’s small voice rose and her chin lifted. “When I entered this forest, I thought Sienna was the one thing that would ever protect me. I didn’t know how to survive, and I didn’t think I would. But the things I did, what I became… it is a ghost that will haunt me forever, but it was you who made me see that was not something I should be ashamed of. Though Sienna wasn’t here to protect me, her voice was in the back of my mind, whispering advice on how to live, how to survive. Run fast, be swift, stay hidden, don’t look back. And I didn’t. But it was a deep hole, an endless darkness that you brought me out of. I’m not sure who I would have become had you not found me.”

      Shifting closer to Vic, I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “You’re stronger than you know. This place hasn’t broken you—it’s empowered you. Don’t fear it, don’t hide it… use it.”

      Vic’s head nodded against my shoulder.

      We sat there for a few moments, the sounds of the forest waking up above the hatch. Distant chirps and birds sounded and—

      A blast.

      The entire camp shook, and bits of dirt sprinkled from the roof. I was on my feet before the dust settled, Vic tucked behind me.

      “What was that?”

      I shook my head. “Stay here.”

      I climbed the short ladder to the hatch and pulled it open. The forest was eerily quiet around me, only the rumble of something far away sounded.

      I climbed the nearest tree to get a better view of what had happened, and when I reached the top and looked over the tall tree line, my jaw hung open. In the distance, the large mountain at the center of the forest had a dust cloud hanging over it. The rocks had shifted—no, been blasted away—and now a large crater could be seen in the side of it. And coming from that hole in the mountain…

      Reeks.

      Thousands of them.
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      JAYLA

      We travelled for five days to Eres, doing our best to stay out of the path of any transport shuttles or vessels travelling the same route we took. Em had hacked into every flight path around us, and more than once we were diverted in the opposite direction just to stay hidden. We’d circled the city twice now, travelling only at night, but with no connections or possible safe place to land, we kept heading back to the Wastelands waiting on word from Gustov that he’d found Reyes or something to help us. The large stretch of desert sand covered the coastal space from Cytos to Eres, only a few small villages lived within this area, so it was a safe place to hide for now. Even Simon didn’t know where to go, and without knowing our allies from our enemies, we’d opted to avoid the unknown.

      It was almost morning; the sun was only just rising, and the cool air was damp across my skin. We had hidden behind a tall sand dune, an oversized tarp Em and Leanna had found draped over the shuttle, concealing us from anyone who passed by too close.

      It would be a long day. Leanna and Simon were already sleeping, but I sat on the sand looking out to the forest in the distance and the tall metal wall surrounding the green foliage. The large mountain to the north of the Void was now in my line of sight, after back-tracking north to avoid four shuttles that came from the south and sped off over the Void. We had followed them for some time to see where they landed, but in the dark and with the distance, we’d lost them. We could now reach the Void, but we couldn’t fly over it long enough to find anyone, and our one trek near the wall resulted in nearly being shot down. Our radar system also didn’t work near the Void either, likely some sort of blocker they’d set up, which made tracking anyone impossible.

      With the sun just rising, it was no longer safe to travel. And truth be told, we didn’t know where we were going. We would run out of fuel and food soon if we weren’t careful.

      I heard a set of footsteps through the sand before Em took a seat beside me.

      “You should sleep,” I said.

      “So should you,” she countered.

      We stared in silence at the forest.

      “Do you think he’s still out there?” I asked her quietly.

      “Yes,” Em said without wavering, and I paused to look at her. She kept her gaze on the forest. “He’s the strongest person I know. Maybe not against me, but he doesn’t give up on anyone or anything.”

      The side of my mouth twisted, and I had to bite my cheek to keep the tears at bay.

      “We’ll find him soon,” Em whispered and I nodded.

      “Have you heard from your parents?”

      “Yes,” Em said. “They’re staying with friends in Kuros. They got out before things went south in Cytos.”

      The city had shut down its borders and wasn’t allowing anyone in or out of it, not knowingly, anyways. Em had sent word to her parents who wisely were already prepared and ready to leave. I knew Em wouldn’t say it out loud, but she worried about them, even in the safety of Kuros. We both knew this war would spread outside of Cytos and the Void soon enough.

      “First chance we get, you should go to them. See for your own eyes that they’re safe,” I suggested and Em didn’t argue.

      In the distance, the sky was slowly waking up with the pale colors of grey and yellow and pink. There weren’t many clouds in sight, and the morning air was crisp where we sat.

      A ripple reverberated from where I gazed. I blinked, thinking my eyes were tired and playing tricks on me, but then I felt it. Faint and subtle, but the ground moved under us.

      The mountain in the distance looked as though it were blowing out a cloud of dust from its peak.

      I was on my feet, Em right beside me, as the mountain shifted and began collapsing in on itself in one spot.

      Behind us, I heard Logan shout, “What was that?”

      “Start the shuttle,” I yelled back and began sprinting through the sand, my feet sliding and tripping on the soft surface, but I kept my balance. Logan didn’t wait for a second order as he caught sight of the look on Em’s face.

      “Move,” she yelled to a groggy Leanna, who was pulling at the tarp covering the shuttle. Em ripped the other side off, and they shoved it in the back.

      The shuttle roared to life, and sand kicked up all around us before we were skyward, my stomach churning with the fast movement. I stood behind Logan’s chair on unsteady legs as he directed the shuttle towards the Void. Logan stayed as high as he could manage to avoid getting shot down before we had a chance to investigate, but it wouldn’t be long before shuttles were dispatched to check out what happened.

      “There,” I said, pointing to the mountain. A cloud of dust still hung over it, but the shaking had seemed to stop.

      “An explosion,” Em said and I nodded. The crater in the side of it was indication enough, but the fact that it was the only spot that collapsed told us it was likely a manmade detonation.

      Simon sat in the co-pilot’s seat. “What happened?”

      I shook my head.

      Leanna was the only one quietly sitting at the back of the shuttle. Her hands gripped to the seat as she glanced through the small side window, a look of horror in her eyes.

      We buzzed over the Void, sending the trees below us swaying in the wake of our powerful engine. We neared the mountain, kicking up more dust hanging in the air.

      “What is that?” Logan murmured, as he lowered the shuttle a bit more.

      Below us, from the crater in the mountain, was a large black mass. It seemed to be moving, flooding out of the hole at the base of the crater that looked to go farther under the mountain.

      As the shuttle lowered, the dust dissipated under the wind we created, and I leaned in closer. The air was suddenly gone from my lungs.

      “Holy shi—” Logan sucked in a breath, and his hands tightened around the controls. “Are those…?”

      “Reeks,” Simon breathed.

      Thousands of them. Crawling over each other to get out of the cage they’d been trapped in under the mountain. The black mass was a giant moving pile of them, like a wave of ink and tar. The smell hit us next. Rotting like burnt flesh. I covered my nose with the sleeve of my arm.

      “Where did they come from?” I asked.

      “Venzier,” Simon said, and I noted how white his face had gone. “The city under the mountain. They’ve… escaped.”

      “Why would anyone let them out?” Logan asked.

      Simon shook his head.

      I moved to the side window, watching the wave of black move into the forest. Through the black, I caught sight of something else.

      “There are people down there,” I said.

      Logan turned the shuttle, so everyone could see where I pointed, but before we had a chance to even think about saving anyone, the black wave consumed the humans below us and they were gone.

      My breath became ragged and hard.

      “We have to… they’ll…” I didn’t know what to do, how to help anyone.

      “More!” Em pointed a little ways away, where a small group of kids ran from where the Reeks came.

      Logan took off, and Em slid open the side door of the shuttle. The harsh, cold wind hit us, and the smell… I swallowed back the vomit in my mouth. Simon leaned back, away from the smell and the virus that hopefully wouldn’t reach us here.

      Em threw a rope over the edge; it dangled just above the tree line.

      “Lower,” Em ordered, and I knelt down beside her, peering over the edge in a daze. Like everything before me was some nightmare playing out in my dreams.

      Logan lowered the shuttle, and the rope slid between the trees. A few yards away, the kids running towards us caught sight of it. They ran faster in our direction.

      One of them was not quick enough, and I gasped at how easily the Reeks were on him, how fast they took him over, and his body disappeared under a swarm of black.

      Two still ran towards us. A blonde girl was in the lead, and a curly, black-haired boy close behind. The girl reached the rope first and didn’t hesitate to start climbing.

      Em slid onto her stomach, reaching towards the girl, who was still so far away, but climbing fast.

      “Hurry,” Em yelled against the roar of the shuttle.

      Behind the blonde girl, the dark-haired boy had reached the rope and begun to climb as well, but the Reeks had caught up to him, and one gripped onto his foot, pulling him.

      The shuttle swerved under the pull of the Reeks as they climbed up after the kids.

      Logan swore and caught the control quickly, pulling the shuttle back level. “I can’t hold here much longer,” he yelled.

      “Come on, come on,” I muttered, watching the girl climb.

      The boy below her was holding on by one hand now, his screams could be heard over the sound of the shuttle as they yanked on him.

      Then, he was gone.

      The Reeks ripped him from the rope. But they weren’t done.

      One of the Reeks began climbing the rope, another following, and they crawled over each other like a menacing chain of blackness. They were inhumanly fast, unusually quick compared to the girl. She had just passed the tree line but was still only half way.

      She glanced down at the Reeks below and her eyes widened.

      “Don’t look down,” Em screamed. “Focus on me. Look at me. Climb!”

      The girl listened, but I could already see she wouldn’t be fast enough.

      The shuttle dove again, shifting with the weight of the Reeks. I gripped onto Em’s leg just in time before she went flying out of the shuttle door. Leanna grabbed the other leg, and we pulled her back inside.

      Despite nearly plummeting to her death, Em moved back to where the rope was still secured to the shuttle and looked over the edge. The Reeks were now closer to the girl than she was to us. She wouldn’t make it.

      “I can’t hold on any longer,” Logan screamed, his muscles tense as he fought against the pull of the Reeks heavy on the rope. “They’re going to drag us down!”

      “Em,” I yelled, but she kept looking at the girl.

      “Please,” the girl cried, knowing she wasn’t going to make it. “Please.”

      “Em.”

      “Please!” I heard again.

      “Do it now!” I ordered, and Em snapped her gaze to me only for a moment before she pulled out the blade on her hip and sliced it clean through the rope, severing it from the shuttle.

      I heard the gasp. Saw the silent scream as the girl began falling back to earth, her arms clawing out towards us, as if trying to catch the air to stop her fall. I closed my eyes before she hit the ground, and the Reeks covered her body before I’d opened them.

      “I’m sorry.” I placed a hand on Em’s shoulder, but she shrugged it off as she continued gazing down into the forest. The Reeks flooded it.

      “We’ve got company coming.” Simon tore my attention away. In the distance, shuttles moved fast towards us, dispatched from wherever they hid just outside of the Void to check on the explosion from the mountain. “We have to go.”

      I nodded my agreement, and Logan steered the shuttle away, moving higher and away from the incoming shuttles.

      Behind me, Em sat on the floor, the shuttle door still open, and the wind blowing her white-blonde hair around her face in a flurry. Her gold, bright eyes were dim against the sorrow and weight in her shoulders.

      I closed the shuttle door, sitting down beside her and gripping her hand.

      We didn’t say anything, didn’t voice what we both thought or felt. She squeezed my hand, and I squeezed it back, closing my eyes in hopes I could wipe away the image, but I couldn’t.

      Those things were worse than I could ever imagine. Thousands of them ran into the forest, and even if Caspian was still alive, we had no way to save him from that.
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      SIENNA

      I couldn’t move. The weight felt nearly unbearable, but something within the white fur-lined clothing Tynan had given me kept the full mass of the mountain I was trapped under from crushing me completely. The hood over my head, reinforced with some sort of metal, had stopped rocks from crushing my skull, and there was the smallest bit of space by my face allowing me to take shallow breaths.

      One arm was tucked awkwardly underneath me, the other tight by my face. I wiggled my pinky, which sent a shockwave of pain down my arm and through to my back. That arm was possibly dislocated, maybe broken.

      The leg pinned under my body was definitely broken, I was sure of it. I could feel every inch of the pain radiating down my leg and into my foot.

      It was too dark to see anything, and I didn’t know how long I’d been unconscious. Judging by the ringing still in my ears, it hadn’t been long, but from where I was under the collapsed mountain, I couldn’t see daylight, and I couldn’t hear anything but my muffled breathing.

      It would be useless to scream. It’d use up what little bit of air I had left, and if I couldn’t hear anything, no one would hear me.

      Maybe shock had set in because I wasn’t afraid. My breathing was calm and slow, my heart rate steadying out. There was nothing I could do but wait and pray to the stars someone found me or my death came soon.

      I didn’t know if Gunner had gotten to Theo in time. I had no way to know if the explosion had done its job and closed off the tunnel leading under the mountain, or if it had taken down the entire mountain and everyone with it.

      If Gunner hadn’t made it, I hoped Theo had died quickly and without pain. It was the most we could hope for at this point. Suffering and pain, as I felt now, was much worse than a quick death. I was glad for the clothing keeping me alive, but it was a cruel thing if I was only meant to live long enough to die slowly.

      I took a few deep breaths, in through my nose, out through my mouth, and I waited. It could have been hours. It could have been minutes. And it all could have been a dream, but I swore I heard voices and the sound of rocks moving in the distance.

      My heart rate sped up, and I swallowed against the sudden dryness in my throat.

      “Here,” I whispered, my voice hoarse and strained. “I’m here.”

      They wouldn’t hear me. I could hardly hear myself.

      I tried to move again, and every bone in my body shrieked in protest. My breathing was no longer calm; it was ragged and fast. Too fast.

      Stars flickered in my vision. No. Not stars, firelight. A tiny crack of light shone through the seam of two rocks just by my face, but my heart rate continued to climb, and I knew I was going to faint.

      The last thing I heard before everything went dark was, “Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead.”
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t dead. But the pain had me almost begging for death.

      “Her pulse is weak,” a voice beside my face said. I recognized the voice, but the tone was different. The usual sarcasm and teasing Gunner personified was gone.

      I groaned.

      “Don’t move,” he ordered and I stilled.

      They had up to my shoulders free and were now working on the rocks covering the rest of my body. Through blurred vision, I could make out three more men tossing large rocks aside like they were pebbles.

      “You’re… alive?” I managed.

      “No, I’m dead. You’re talking to a ghost.” Gunner’s sarcasm returned. “Just shut up and save your energy.”

      “Theo?”

      “He’s fine…” was Gunner’s reply before he shushed me again.

      They pulled a large rock off my back, and I greedily gulped in air as my lungs finally expanded, allowing me to breathe a bit easier. But then they began working on the boulder crushing my leg. I stifled a scream as it shifted, and a wave of nausea shook through me.

      “Shit,” Gunner mumbled. “Definitely broken.”

      I nodded.

      “We’ve got to get the rock off of you. It’s gonna hurt like hell, but we’ll be as quick as we can,” Gunner said.

      “Just… do it,” I said through clenched teeth.

      The boulder shifted again, and I sucked in a sharp breath. I didn’t see if they got my leg free before I fainted once again.
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        * * *

      

      Light shone on my face. Fire light. We were back at the Guardians’ camp, and I was lying on a table near the roaring fire. Silhouettes moved around the red and orange flames. Someone touched my leg and I winced.

      “Can you fix it?” a gruff voice asked.

      “I will do my best, but I can’t mend bones,” a terse female voice sounded at my side. Her hands were gentle as she moved around my leg. One quick glance down told me the bones below my knee had been snapped in two.

      “I thought you were a healer?” came the rough voice again.

      “Not that kind of healer,” the girl snapped. Her hazel-green eyes glared. “I don’t have those gifts. I’m not like Ava.”

      What I wouldn’t give to feel the cool healing powers of Ava once again. To not feel this staggering pain that with every touch nearly sent me over the edge.

      “Just do what you can.”

      I finally recognized the voice or my heart did, anyways. It had always skittered a few extra beats at the sound of Theo’s deep voice.

      I stretched an arm out to where the sound was, and a hand gripped mine immediately.

      “Sienna?” he asked, leaning over me, so his face came into view. “How do you… feel?”

      “Like shit,” I said.

      “You look like it, too,” Gunner said from behind him. He smirked over Theo’s shoulder.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Scouts got a bit antsy and set off the charges too early. You were still in the tunnel when it collapsed,” Gunner said, his tone no longer pleasant.

      “How did you—”

      “I didn’t,” Gunner replied before I finished asking. “One of the Guardians pulled him out before the whole place imploded.”

      I glanced back to Theo, whose thumb was gently circling the soft spot between my thumb and wrist. A faint purple bruise spread around his wrists where they had chained his hands apart. His face was grim, but unmarked.

      “I’m fine,” Theo said, and I released the breath I’d been holding while I surveyed him.

      “I’m fine, too, thanks for asking,” Gunner snapped, and Theo just rolled his eyes.

      “Thank you,” I said, turning back to Gunner, who tensed.

      He rubbed a hand on the back of his neck. “Don’t mention it,” he said. “You would have done the same for me.”

      I gave a thin smile. I would have.

      “What happened to…” My words felt heavy, and each syllable was slow and tired.

      “You should rest,” Theo soothed, as he pushed a strand of hair from my face.

      “I want to know,” I said a bit firmer.

      Theo went to argue, but Gunner answered for me. “Dead. All of them, either crushed under the mountain rocks or taken out by the Reeks.” My eyes flashed to his. “The explosion was a bit… larger than expected. Half the northern slope of the mountain is gone, and with it… a gaping hole into Venzier.”

      That had not been the plan, not what we intended. The Reeks, they had been trapped in Venzier, thousands of them for years. Now…

      Gunner gave a grim nod. “There are too many for us to even attempt to contain. The Guardians have sealed and reinforced any path leading out of here… nothing can get in.”

      “But our trackers,” I said.

      “We’ll be removing them, once my sister creates a tonic from the herbs in our garden to ensure you don’t die before we get it out,” a soft female voice sounded at the end of the table I lay on. I’d forgotten about the healer still tending to my leg. “We’re too deep under the mountain for the signal to work, so we should be able to remove it without setting it off, but we want to take precautions first.”

      I glanced back to Gunner who raised his hands. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t know they could remove them!”

      I let out a long sigh.

      “You should really rest,” Theo said, his voice quiet, but stern.

      My eyes met his, and he knew the question written across my face before I said anything.

      “We can’t go find her. We can’t even leave this place. I’m not sure anyone could survive the amount of Reeks we let loose…” His head dropped. “I’m sorry.”

      I squeezed his hand as tears slid down the side of my face. I could feel the shame and guilt in his voice. He had brought Blane’s crew to the tunnels. He’d risked doing so in hopes the Guardians would take them out before they got near, but the Reeks had gotten in the way, and the Guardians had made the decision to save their people. We’d forced their hand, and from the curt tone of the healer patching me up, they were not happy about it.

      “We’ll find a way out of here, together. We will,” I whispered, and Theo squeezed my hand back.

      It was a small comfort, having him nearby, as I closed my eyes and exhaustion took over. But as I drifted off, all I could see was Vic, in the forest alone, and a swarm of Reeks converging on her.
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      CASPIAN

      I could feel the horde getting closer, moving faster. Birds scattered from trees. A heavy wind blasted overhead as a shuttle flew past, heading away from the mountain it had just flown over. I didn’t stop to wonder if the shuttle carried someone who would save us. Didn’t allow myself to hope it was an ally, even as I thought I spotted the Cytos Guards’ insignia on the bottom as it flew higher and farther away from us. I held onto Vic’s arm and sprinted harder.

      “What happened?” Vic gasped.

      I hadn’t explained anything to Vic when I’d dropped from the tree I’d climbed. I only ordered her to run. South, away from the swarm of beasts coming from the north.

      A few Reeks entered our path as we ran, and I swiftly disposed of them. The four we faced so far were almost laughable in comparison to the staggering amount of them coming behind us.

      “I don’t know,” I grimaced, leaping over a tree that’d fallen and helping Vic over its large trunk.

      We kept running.

      “Th-there’s a lot of them, isn’t there?” Vic stuttered.

      I nodded.

      The smell alone was indication more than the usual were on our tail. In the distance, the ground seemed to rumble and groan under the fast, heavy feet of the thousands of Reeks heading towards us. The occasional scream from humans being caught—killed—was the only indication of how close they were.

      When we started running, I didn’t know where we were going, only we had to get as far away from the north as we could. But now, my sight was set on the only location I thought we might stand a chance surviving in.

      “We can’t out run them forever,” Vic reminded me.

      “I know,” I said through clenched teeth, trying to reign in the panic threatening to pull us both in. There was no way out of the Void, the Reeks already hunted us through the forest, and now their numbers had doubled… tripled… exploded.

      Where have they all been hiding? I wondered. Under that mountain? Had they been trapped there? Caged? Did someone let them out on purpose, or had they somehow broken free?

      It didn’t matter how they got here, or where they once were. It didn’t change the odds of us living by knowing what had happened.

      Vic twisted to glance behind us, and I gripped her hand tighter. She let out a gasp, and I didn’t dare look back with her.

      “We won’t make it much farther, Cas. We need to hide or climb,” Vic said, stumbling on the uneven forest floor.

      “Almost there,” I said.

      “Where are we going?” Vic asked, and I was ready to scold her for so many questions until I realized she might have been speaking to keep the fear from taking over.

      “The base Dr. Merinda sees me at.”

      I could feel the questions wanting to spill from her, but she just asked one. “How?”

      “I’m hoping someone is watching, tracking what’s going on, and gives us a hand,” I said, twisting us to the left now towards the small hatch hidden under the shrubs I prayed was unlocked.

      It was a calculated risk. I knew every Camp near this base, had been to each one of them, and I knew we wouldn’t make it to any of them at this pace. The Reeks were too fast, too close. I just hoped Dr. Merinda needed my information just as much as I needed their help now.

      We swung around another tree, and I released Vic’s hand, crouching down by the hatch.

      I pulled on it.

      Locked. It didn’t budge.

      I grimaced and tried again.

      “Cas,” Vic muttered, voice urgent.

      I could feel them, too, knew we had seconds before they arrived.

      I swore under my breath, pounding on the door and pulling it again.

      “Cas!” Vic’s voice rose, and I glanced up for only a second. The Reeks were in view now. A wave of darkness, like a black shadow slowly covering the sunlight.

      I pulled at the hatch, muttering under my breath.

      I stumbled back as the hatch suddenly unlocked and swung open. Vic didn’t wait for me to say a word as she jumped down the hatch, wincing when her knees smashed to the ground.

      I was right behind her, pulling the hatch shut behind me before falling to the ground and heaving for breath. Above us a rumble sounded, and the ground shook all around us.

      The small, cramped space was dark for a moment before I put my arm through the glowing red circle at the back, and it turned green, and the fluorescent lights burned my eyes.

      Vic slunk back against the wall. Above us the footsteps sounded heavy overhead, and dust sprinkled from the roof.

      I waited to see Dr. Merinda but she didn’t show. The person standing before me was still familiar, though.

      “Like the flare of dramatics?” Dr. Allard said.

      “You sure took your time letting us in,” I snarled, still gasping to catch my breath.

      “You’re lucky I was able to hack the codes to begin with.” Dr. Allard shrugged.

      “Hack them?” I asked, finally pulling myself to my feet. A tight, sharp pain stung my side. I took a deep breath, and it eased a little.

      “You think they would allow me to save you if I’d asked? Whatever’s happening out there is not our problem; it’s just our mess to clean up. Inconvenient and irksome, but your issue, not ours. I only opened that hatch out of curiosity,” Dr. Allard drawled. “I’m curious who blew up the mountain and released those things on everyone in the Void. I knew competition was fierce out there, but that’s just downright stupid.”

      Explosion. I tucked that bit of information away as I replied, “I know about as much as you do.”

      “Pity,” Dr. Allard said. “I saved you for nothing.” He turned his back, and the Linked image looked ready to disappear with him.

      “Wait!” I called out. “Aren’t you going to do anything? We could die in here.”

      “Oh, most certainly you will.” Dr. Allard’s tone held no hint of sympathy behind it. “Leave the confines of this safe space, and the Reeks will tear you apart. Stay for too long and you’ll surely be dissolved without a way to check in or provide anything useful like an artifact.”

      “And you will do nothing?”

      I knew the answer before he spoke. “No.”

      Again he turned to leave, before he paused for only a moment, and glanced over his shoulder. “But if I were you, I’d try removing those trackers sooner rather than later… while they’re disarmed for say, the next thirty minutes?”

      The image disappeared.

      I looked back to Vic, her eyes wide with fear, but she held out her wrist and gave a curt nod. Before she could pull away or flinch, I took the knife from my jacket and slid it across the smooth, dark skin of her wrist. She hissed but didn’t move as I dug the knife into the opened wound and fished out the tracker, pulling it from where it had latched around a vein, and more blood spurted out. I waited for a second, to see if the venom would release and seep into her, to see if Allard had lied, but he’d told the truth.

      Vic quickly wrapped gauze from her pack around the wound as I began removing my own tracker, just to be safe. I was sure my own tracker had some sort of capability to inflict pain or kill me just as the others. I clenched my teeth at the pain. Once they were both out, I tossed them into the corner.

      Thirty minutes later, a subtle hiss sounded from the corner, and the two trackers melted a hole in the steel floor of the base as the venom released, and the tracker dissolved the very space around it.

      “Now what?” Vic asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.”
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      JAYLA

      Twenty-four hours after the incident and I could still see that girl falling. The images of the black swarm sucking her in and tearing her apart would not fade.

      From the quietness as we walked, I knew everyone felt the same. We all understood this rescue mission had suddenly become impossible, and the idea anyone could survive in the Void outside of those Reeks was hard to wrap my mind or my hope around.

      After a night of no sleep, unable to close my eyes without seeing the nightmare replay, my legs were heavy as lead walking through the sand.

      Without knowing where to go or who to trust in Eres, and too low on fuel to keep flying, we opted to hide the shuttle just outside of the city and travel the remainder of the way by foot, through the sand-covered Wastelands Eres was built on.

      I had only visited Eres once on a mission with Em and Commander Reyes that hadn’t turned out the way we’d planned. We’d narrowly escaped with our own lives after being attacked by a rogue group of Carbons while on a mission directed by Governor Wallace. But I still remembered the smell of the ocean and sand mixed together. The salt from the eastern side of the city along the edge of the ocean filled the air with a fishy aroma. Sand covered the streets and buildings—it covered everything. This city had been built for the sandstorms that could kick up at any time and because of that, Eres looked like a mirage among the white granules glittering like diamonds in the sunlight. I knew all too well how powerful the sandstorms could be in the desert.

      We were too far south for the cold weather of fall to reach us, and the slight breeze from the ocean as we neared was a welcome reprieve from the blistering sun.

      Logan had taken his shirt off and wrapped it around his head for shade. He leaned and hobbled on the makeshift cane Em had made for him, keeping up as best he could, but in the thick sand all of us stumbled.

      We reached the city around noon, happy for the shade from low buildings blocking out the sun, but not the heat. No wall surrounded Eres like in Cytos or Kuros, and the people walking the sand-covered streets only gave a few side glances and confused stares, despite us looking horribly out of place.

      “Wish someone had told me this place was blistering hot, so I could have brought some lighter clothes,” Logan mumbled.

      “We’ll find a change of clothes soon,” I said. From the subtle glances, I knew we were sticking out like sore thumbs in our black attire. “Any suggestions, Simon, on where to go?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t even know the name of who we were to see… hadn’t planned that far ahead.” He frowned but quickly blinked it away.

      Simon hadn’t been the one who had planned to come here today or twenty years ago with Reyes. She had made the plans, knew the contacts. And now she was captured… gone. Like the kids from the DEZ I had tried, but failed, to save. Like Cas.

      “We need food and shelter,” Em said. Her eyes surveyed everyone around us. “We need to get out of the open and lay low while we plan things out. We’re likely already being watched.” Em was with me the one time I came to Eres, and it was a familiar feeling the minute we stepped foot in this place. Though we couldn’t see anyone, we knew people, like us Watchers, were hiding in the shadow and following our every move.

      It didn’t help we all stood out with our dark clothing, but Em most of all. Her features were like a red flag shouting, “I’m not the same as you,” to anyone who passed. And from the stares, it was safe to assume they didn’t have Genetic Kids here. That didn’t surprise me based on the lack of technology in this place. There were no magnetic roadways pulsing under our feet. No shuttles except for the few larger transport ships on the far side of the city. They lived in a simpler time, under simpler rules it seemed. They weren’t to be underestimated, though.

      Up ahead the streets grew wider and more crowded—the center of the city. A large square in the middle with tightly packed caravans and tents selling food, gifts, clothes, and trinkets, was filled with people in long robes and scarfs.

      I shoved a Linked chip in Leanna’s hand and gave her orders to gather us proper clothes. She was the least suspicious-looking one of the five of us.

      We moved into the shadow of the alley to wait.

      “What do you know of this place?” Logan asked; he leaned against the wall and shook out his sore leg. “My father didn’t talk much about Eres outside of their politics.”

      “Not much more than that,” Em answered, tossing him a water canister. “Their people don’t exactly follow the rules the rest of the Armestes does. They don’t have a set leader, just a small council who lead by majority votes. And as you can see, they limit what technology they use, though they don’t shy away from it or hate it, just prefer not to use it unless necessary.”

      “They accept everyone and anyone within their city, though they do not harbor known criminals if they can help it. And as Em said before, they have people watching over the city, just like the Watchers,” I added. The last time we had been here, when I was still a recruit for the Watchers, we’d been attacked while getting information from a source of Reyes’. A sandstorm had saved us that day, and the Eres Council had assured us they hadn’t been a part of the little attack on our group, but that didn’t mean I believed or trusted any of them. ‘De pace, in pacem’ is the city’s motto. It means—”

      “Peace in, peace out,” a slithering voice said from behind me.

      I spun around, my shoulder connecting with a body. The instant I moved, a hand griped my wrist reaching for my gun, Azrael. A short dagger dug into my side hard enough to draw a small trickle of blood.

      Em had her twin blades out, her eyes narrowed as she surveyed the man behind me. The others tensed, unsure of what to do.

      “So, tell me, do you come in Peace?” the voice whispered in my ear.

      “That depends on who you are,” I asked, gritting my teeth against the grip around my wrist.

      The voice chuckled softly, seductively, as he leaned back and shifted enough so I could see the sharp brown eyes, almost black under the beige hood covering his face. The cloth-like material covered around him in wraps and robes blending seamlessly into the desert sand coating the ground and the walls so flawlessly we hadn’t even seen the figure approach.

      “I am nameless to you.” The male’s lips parted into a smile. “Nameless to my enemies.”

      “And who said we’re enemies?” Em asked smoothly. Her posture looked easy, relaxed, but I knew she was calculating the ways she would kill this guy should this turn worse than it already was.

      “A name for a name,” the man said.

      “Jayla,” I replied quickly, not giving Em a chance to throw more fuel on the fire. His patience may only last for so long.

      The dagger at my side eased a little, and the man released a breath. I glanced over my shoulder. His gaze watched me carefully.

      “Watcher.” Not a question.

      I nodded.

      He let go of my wrist, and I pulled away, stepping towards Em but leaving my gun in its holster, though my fingers grazed the hilt out of habit.

      “Where is Commander Reyes? She did not announce your departure.” He looked between the five of us. Leanna had returned with clothes and stood tightly at her brother’s side. I was surprised to see firm determination in her eyes, not fear.

      “She was… captured,” Simon answered, his throat bobbing.

      “Killed?” the man asked, and I saw Simon freeze.

      “We don’t know.” Simon’s reply was a bit strained and came a moment longer than his usual smooth banter.

      “We gave you a name.” Em tilted her head, waiting.

      The male straightened, then pulled his hood back to reveal long braided black hair and smooth tan skin that melted into the sandy landscape around us. “I am Jacob, a Sweeper of Eres.”
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      JAYLA

      “Where are you taking us?” Em asked, as we followed Jacob past the city center towards the eastern edge of Eres.

      The smell of salt and fish hit my senses, waking up my tired body.

      “The Sweepers’ Palace,” Jacob said over his shoulder. His hood was down now, and I noted how he nodded to the people as we passed. They all seemed to know who he was, and I wondered if they also knew what he was.

      “You have a palace?” Logan asked. He had an arm wrapped around Em’s shoulder as he limped to keep up.

      “You don’t?”

      Em snorted. “Not quite the word we’d use.”

      “What exactly do the Sweepers do here in Eres?” I asked.

      Jacob slowed, stepping beside me and giving me a once over that told me he was deciding if I could be trusted or not. Finally, he said, “Much like the Watchers, we protect our city from those who choose to not keep the peace.”

      “Would we be on that list?” I asked smoothly.

      He grinned, a flash of white teeth. “I’m not sure yet.”

      We made our way through the short stone buildings—round windows revealing colorful interiors and sheer patterned curtains. Some rooftops were covered in what almost looked like a green moss at first glance, but when I looked closer I realized they were small gardens for fruits and vegetables that grew in the desert heat. We reached the edge of the city quickly, moving towards the ocean. Teal blue and aqua green water mixed with little white waves cresting over and crashing into the harbor. Boats of shimmering silver were docked, and men moved along the creaky wood docks and walkways surrounding them. The white sand reached the water on the far side of the harbor, away from the boats, and a few people were wading in it.

      “This way.” Jacob inclined his head up the coast to the north. I tore my eyes away to see where we were heading.

      Along the white beach was what appeared to be a small canvas tent. It looked no bigger than a single room in Cytos. The cream color of the tent blended seamlessly into the sand. But as we got closer, I noted more tents behind the first, all attached to form a large structure that could hardly be noticed if you weren’t looking for it.

      Next to me, Em tensed, her hand rested on the hilt of her sword. My eyes followed what hers had already seen. Sweepers stationed around the tents, in the same robes and scarves as Jacob, completely hidden as they blended into their surroundings. We saw only white teeth as they smiled, catching our surprised looks.

      One of the Sweepers opened the canvas strips forming the door, causing Logan to jump at their presence before we slid in.

      The inside was the complete opposite of the plain outside. A wide, wooden staircase took us lower into the Palace. Rugs of all colors lined the floor, thick with intrinsic patterns and bright, magnificent colors. Soft, sheer drapes hung from the high roof in pale blues and yellows and pinks. They acted like walls between rooms where people sat on thick cushions eating and talking and paying no attention to the strangers who had just walked in.

      No. Paying the slightest attention to us without losing conversation or shifting even a gaze our way. The Sweepers had mastered the art of blending in, and I had to wonder now if the people we had passed in the city center had been citizens or also Sweepers.

      Jacob brought us to the back where a woman was seated on a thick cushion on the floor with a small glass in her hand. She wasn’t wearing the same robes and scarves Jacob had on, but rather a pale blue shirt that stopped just above her naval and pants of the same color billowing at her hips and thighs before they tightened just below her knees. She had black hair, braided in the same fashion I noted many others had, and dark brown skin that made her eyes shine bright. Soft blue eyes, pale like her shirt, counted the number of weapons we wore and probably noted the places we’d hidden the others.

      “This is Neiva,” Jacob said. He gave her a subtle nod, and I noted the silent conversation between the two before Neiva’s brows rose in understanding.

      “You are the Watchers,” she said as she stood. She was tall and lean, towering over me. “Commander Reyes?” Jacob gave a slight shake of his head. “I see. Please, sit.” Neiva waved a hand to the cushions circling around a short table. Jacob removed his robe and scarves, passing them to a man waiting before he sat down. His clothes were soft like Neiva, but a light grey and looked to be made of cotton or something similar.

      “Thank you,” I began, taking a seat across from her. Em was to my right, Simon on my left. The latter stiff and unsure… he was the only Carbon in the room. “I’m Jayla, this is Emery, Simon, Logan, and Leanna,” I said, inclining my head to the others.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you all,” Neiva said. “But I must admit, when Commander Reyes asked for our help, this time I was clear to her that though we will do what we are able to, we have no way to get you where you seek.”

      Simon tensed on my left. From the pointed look Neiva gave him, she knew exactly who he was, and possibly what he’d done to Reyes before they had a chance to come here. Em’s brow arched, but I ignored her silent question. It wasn’t my story to tell. “We have a contact in Cytos securing shuttles for us. What we need is quite simple: a place to bring these kids once we get them out.”

      Eres was known as a refuge. It was a city that accepted everyone, and I’d hoped that meant the Marked kids, if there were any left.

      Neiva’s lips pressed together before she turned to Jacob with a nod, and he swiftly stood up and left us. “We will bring it to the council and give you word soon.”

      I gripped Em’s leg firmly as I sensed the argument threatening to spill out of her. We didn’t have time to wait for an answer, but I could tell by the shift in the room and the kernel of attention each person around us drew, we would be shut down and kicked out immediately should we push their kindness too far. “Thank you,” I said.

      Three ladies entered the room with large platters in their hands. They placed them on the low table before us, and immediately my stomach rumbled at the smell of spiced meats and fish, sweat breads and fresh fruit.

      “Eat, you have travelled a long way,” Neiva said and we gladly obeyed.
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        * * *

      

      We were shown to our rooms after eating until my belly felt like it would explode. We had adjoining rooms, four bedrooms and a large sitting room in the middle lined with rugs and cushions and ornate tables and chairs. Just past the thick canvas walls, you could hear waves crashing into rocks, and you could smell the ocean mixed with the lavender and citrus of the room.

      Em had her tablet out, finally connected back to the Linked systems, and was able to update us on progress in Cytos.

      “They’ve once again blamed the explosion at the DEZ on a gas line malfunction, but announced that they were able to get everyone out before the blast.”

      Lies. I knew I’d killed more than a few guards along the way.

      “Grayson has reported that the Marked kids were taken to a secure location until their school can be rebuilt,” Em said.

      I balled my fists. “The Void?”

      “Likely,” Simon said from where he paced across from us.

      Logan had his injured leg propped up, and Leanna had already rewrapped it for him, under the watchful glare of Em, of course. Now she sat watching the exchange, quietly taking in the new information. I could see how she knew so much about her father’s work, despite not being an advisor for him. She was quiet as a mouse, with keen ears that heard everything.

      “Any word from the Watchers?” I asked.

      Em opened up another screen and messages popped up. She sorted through them until she found one from Officer Cortez. She read and reread it again before pulling it up for us to see.

      
        
        Dear Friend,

        

        I hope you are doing well, and this message reaches you swiftly during your time away. We are quite busy here in Cytos, sorting through many tasks as we rebuild our wonderful city under new leadership. The citizens are well and safe as always.

        Colder weather has pushed down from the north, and we hope for it to move swiftly south by the first-quarter moon. I pray warmer weather travels with you wherever you go.

        Well, the time is getting late, it is almost 21:30, and I must be off. The Commander sends her well wishes and prays you return from your trip with all you desire… but not too soon, rest is a much-needed thing at this time.

        

        Best of luck in all things,

        Officer Cortez

      

      

      “Did they… do they have Commander Reyes?” Logan asked.

      Em shook her head. “No, the message is coded.” Logan scrunched his brow, and Em patiently began to explain. “First, he’s letting us know that although things in Cytos are a mess that they’re still sorting through, there’s no immediate threat from Grayson at this time.” Em then pointed to the second paragraph. “Gustov and his men will be leaving from the north, heading south on the first-quarter moon… that’s in five days. And you can see here, the mention of 21:30 is more information. Twenty-one shuttles, each can hold thirty people.”

      At the top of the message, I noted the time it was sent was 08:23, not late in the evening as mentioned.

      “So, then what is the part about Commander Reyes?” Logan said.

      “They’re letting us know we should be looking for her there as well… that she’s not with them or, I suspect, not in the city at all, if they’re asking us for help.” Simon shoved his hands in his pocket. “If we’re to return with all we desire, that would include her among the others.”

      “So, now what?” Logan asked.

      I turned my attention away from the tablet with a grim smile on my face. “Now, we figure out how the hell we’re going to get everyone out and not die in the process.”
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        * * *

      

      I sat alone in the small room Em and I shared. She’d gone out at dusk to scout our location and check out the city. Even though the Sweepers seemed friendly enough, we’d been burned before and knew better than to blindly trust people.

      My back was pressed against the wall, and I tucked my knees tight to my chest. I couldn’t stop my hands from shaking. They vibrated in front of me, twitching until I squeezed my fists shut tight and tucked them under my arms.

      I couldn’t sleep. I knew I should, but I couldn’t even force my eyes to close. Something deep inside me was screaming a constant reminder: everyone you love always leaves you.

      My chest was tight. Even though my body was exhausted, I kept my eyes open. Because when I closed them, I kept seeing the same image… only now instead of the girl falling, it was Caspian. Over and over again, I watched as we cut the rope, his eyes widened in shock, pleading. And then he was clawing at the air, trying to get back to me, as if he could swim on a current of nothing, but he just kept falling.

      And then he was gone.
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      SIENNA

      “We should kick them out, let them fend for themselves.”

      I kept my body still as I listened from my spot near the fire, my back to the hushed voices a few feet away. It’s not like I hadn’t heard the words before, spoken to my face, but still they whispered as though I couldn’t hear.

      “We aren’t doing that,” Tynan said firmly.

      “They have destroyed everything, Tynan, our family, our friends—all dead. Yet you still defend them?” his sister yelled, no longer caring who heard.

      “I don’t defend them, Petra, but I’m not going to send them out and have their deaths also on my hands.” Tynan’s voice was strained, but the command in it was clear.

      “We’re running out of food. Soon, you will be sending us out there, so they may live,” Petra snarled.

      “We’ll find a way—we always have,” Tynan said, softer this time, his tone unsure.

      “And look where that’s gotten us,” Petra said, pushing past her brother and stalking off.

      I wanted to say something, to apologize, but one look at her cold face and I knew it would be a wasted effort. I said nothing as she passed and went into her tent.

      I shifted onto my back, taking my time turning around.

      “I’m sorry for her words,” Tynan said, as he took the seat beside me. Theo and Gunner had gone with some of the Guardians to ensure the tunnels were all closed off and secure. They’d all been taking shifts checking the intrinsic underground system for any holes or ways in.

      The healer had made a brace for my broken leg, so I could walk on it without too much pain, but I was slow and definitely couldn’t run. If they sent us back into that forest… there was no way I would survive.

      “She’s not wrong.” I shrugged, wincing at the pain of the movement. My shoulder had been popped back into place, but my entire back and arm ached with each breath and movement still.

      “We have spent a long time in this mountain taking care of each other, so much so that we’ve forgotten we were meant to take care of others as well.” Tynan’s gaze fixed on the flames dancing before us. “You did not ask for this burden any more than we did.”

      We weren’t given a choice when they sent us into the Void but neither were they. Many of them were born here and had watched their parents die or known they would not return. And now, we had taken away the small bit of freedom and order they had fought so hard for.

      “Once I can run, once I’m able, we’ll leave,” I said. One of the guardians had said the tonic to remove our trackers safely would be ready in a few days, and once that was out, there would be no reason we couldn’t go back into the forest once I was healed.

      Tynan’s eyes shifted to me, and for a moment I thought he might argue for us to stay, but instead he said, “Until then, rest up. You will need your strength.”

      I nodded. Only seconds passed in silence before I heard footsteps coming from one of the tunnels nearby. Tynan had a hand on his sword, but the steps were steady and normal, not the unnatural gait of a Reek. The Guardians came into view, Theo and Gunner a few steps behind. Only sixteen Guardians remained—four didn’t make it out of the explosion alive—so Theo and Gunner had both stepped in to help.

      Theo placed a kiss on the top of my head. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Fine.”

      He looked me over, knowing I wasn’t fine. He took the seat beside me and laced his fingers through mine with a gentle tug.

      “Everything is secure,” one of the Guardians said to Tynan.

      “Good,” he answered, glancing over my shoulder to where Gunner studied the map sprawled across the table. “What are you looking for?”

      Gunner jumped. “What? Oh, just making sure we didn’t miss anything.” Gunner rubbed his temple.

      I followed the movement, watching as Gunner’s posture changed from the normal confident and cocky nature he was prone to. His shoulders were high and tense. His brow creased as he rubbed at his temple again before running his hand through his long, dusty-blond hair.

      Theo followed my gaze. “He’s been acting weird all day,” he murmured so only I could hear. “Said it was just headaches, but…”

      Gunner leaned against the table, listening as Tynan and his Guardians counted out the entrances and tunnels under the mountain. But I caught his glances back onto the map, farther south than the mountain.

      He winced and rubbed his temples again.

      Gunner caught my stare and held it for a moment; his gaze narrowed before he blinked it away and pushed off the table, heading to his tent and leaving Tynan mid-sentence.
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        * * *

      

      There was no door to knock on, so I just said, “Gunner?” and waited for his reply on the other side of his tent.

      “What?” he called back with more bite than I’d expected.

      “Can I come in?” I asked.

      “I’m naked,” he said, and I rolled my eyes.

      “Sure you are,” I mumbled and walked into his tent.

      He lounged on his tiny bed, arms behind his head, fully clothed. He smirked. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      I ignored his banter as I crossed my arms. “What’s going on?”

      “Geez, have you never had a headache or something?” Gunner shrugged, but his eyes flicked from mine.

      “Oh yes, many times. I think you’ve been the cause of most of them lately,” I said, and Gunner let out a half-hearted chuckle.

      We were silent for a moment, and an unusual tension hung between us, something that hadn’t been there before, not even since the first day we met. It set me on edge, the uneasiness between us, and I couldn’t stop that sixth sense in the back of my mind that set off alarm bells at his unusual behaviour.

      I moved to the end of his bed, and when he didn’t move his feet for me to sit, I shoved them off and plopped down, resting my injured leg up.

      Gunner grunted and shook his head at me, mumbling some choice words as he readjusted and propped his pillow up higher.

      “I don’t think I ever properly thanked you,” I said quietly. “For saving me.”

      Gunner shrugged. “Like I said before, you would have done the same thing.”

      “I would have, yes, but you doing it isn’t exactly typical Gunner protocol.”

      “True. I guess I see why you’re so suspicious.”

      “Why’d you come back?” I asked. He’d risked a lot coming to find me. The mountain could have come down on him at any moment, or the Reeks could have gotten through. The smart thing would have been to leave me and secure the tunnel… but he hadn’t done that.

      He shrugged again. “I guess I’ve grown fond of your annoying ways and stubborn personality.”

      I snorted.

      “I was probably concussed when I made the decision to go back for you. I took a few hits to the head myself,” Gunner said, tapping the side of his head at his temple. “I wasn’t right in the head, clearly.”

      I nodded. “That makes so much more sense.”

      Gunner’s smile faded, and he looked down to the linen on his bed and picked at a thread. “Don’t get used to it. It won’t happen again.”

      His voice was startlingly quiet, and he wouldn’t meet my eyes. I nudged his side. “You can act like you don’t care all you want, but in the end your true nature shines through when it really counts.”

      Gunner’s eyes flashed to mine, and there was no warmth in them. “This is my true nature; this is who I am, Sienna. Don’t think one moment of compassion makes me the hero.” Gunner looked ready to say more, but his face twisted into a grimace, and he grabbed the side of his head with a stifled cry.

      I placed a hand on his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      He shrugged me off. “Just a headache. I need to rest,” Gunner said between clenched teeth and turned onto his side. Before I could say anymore, he snapped, “Get out.”

      I watched him for a moment longer before pushing myself off the bed and leaving him alone. Theo was on the other side of the canvas door, arms crossed and a scowl on his face. Both of us knew Gunner wasn’t okay, but I wasn’t sure what I could do to help.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning arguing woke me up. I rolled over in the small bed and reached down to the floor where Theo had been sleeping, so I had room with all my injuries, but he was gone.

      It took me longer than I cared to admit to dress, and by the time I exited my tent, I was sure a fistfight was imminent.

      “It’s not happening, we’re not going in there,” Theo yelled.

      “Do you see any other option?” Gunner argued. The two were only inches from each other, bodies tensed and poised to fight. Theo shook, his face red. Gunner was equally as frustrated, which was surprising for him. He was pretty good at keeping it together, in fact his usual smirk pissed off people more than getting himself all fired up.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      The Guardians were stationed around the two, seemingly waiting for a fight to break out. I even noticed a few making bets on who would win.

      “Genius here thinks he has a way to get us out of the Void… for good.” Theo crossed his arms over his chest and moved to my side as I pathetically limped over. In my haste, I’d forgotten my leg brace.

      “How?”

      “An artifact!” Gunner said. “Something big enough that The Six are guaranteed to let us out of here. All of us.”

      I turned to Theo. “So, what’s the problem then?”

      “Go on, tell her where it is.” Theo waved a hand to Gunner who glared

      Gunner gave me a shrug, as if to say it wasn’t a big deal. “In Venzier.”

      “Venzier! The city filled with Reeks?”

      “Not anymore,” Gunner countered. “Most have gone into the forest after we blew a crater in the side of their stone cage. The few still left can easily be taken care of.”

      “Despite having thought of almost every detail, he’s leaving out one important fact,” Theo said.

      Gunner waved his hand. “Minor.”

      “Not minor,” Theo countered. My brows rose in question. “He doesn’t even know what’s down there. Just speculation.”

      “I’m confident something has to be down there. I’d bet my own life on it!” Gunner countered. “And if you don’t believe me then fine, you can all stay here and die in this miserable place. But I’m getting the hell out of here.” Gunner didn’t move; he knew he couldn’t do this on his own.

      So this was why he was acting so weird yesterday, not that it explained the headaches. I watched him for a moment, considering. “How certain are you?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      “And would your men help us?” I asked Tynan. “Assuming Gunner plans to include the Guardians in this escape plan.”

      “Of course we’ll all get out of here with the loot I’m sure is in there, trust me,” Gunner said.

      Tynan looked around. Petra was across from me, and she was the one I expected to speak up against this plan. But she merely gave her brother a subtle nod.

      “If there is a way to get my people out, we would risk everything for it,” Tynan said.

      Theo let out a frustrated breath. “Yesterday you were complaining about headaches and acting weird, now today you’re suddenly fine and have this brilliant plan to get us all out of here? I’m not buying it.”

      Gunner shrugged. “A little rest does the body good.”

      “I don’t trust him,” Theo whispered to me.

      “Looks like you’re outnumbered, lover boy.” Gunner smirked, and Theo started to move at him, but I caught his wrist.

      “Why are you so against this?” I whispered to Theo.

      He kept his eyes on Gunner. “I just have a bad feeling about this. I think we should wait.”

      Theo never trusted people right off the bat, and Gunner didn’t exactly start out as a trustworthy person. Don’t think one moment of compassion makes me the hero. Gunner was wrong, he was a good person, he’d saved me. Some distant part of me knew this could go horribly wrong, but we were running out of time. We had to weigh out the odds—was this a risk worth taking? I didn’t know if Gunner was right, but the theory made sense. The artifacts The Six were looking for were more prevalent near Venzier, which meant it was very possible something big was hidden in the city.

      “Wait for what?” I asked.

      Theo finally pulled his eyes away from glaring at Gunner and looked at me. His gaze softened as it fell on my face. “For you to heal, for things to settle down… I don’t know.”

      “There will never be a right time. We both know that,” I said gently. “Look, I trust you Theo, and if you really don’t think we should risk it…we can wait. But I don’t think that will stop them from going after the artifact. Can we risk being here on our own?”

      Theo’s gaze dropped. He knew as well as I did that even if we stayed behind, they would still go. Tynan would risk it for his family, and Gunner seemed pretty damn confident.

      “No,” Theo conceded.

      I glanced at Gunner. He’d been acting so weird the night before, and he’d told me more than once not to trust him, so why was I now? I was desperate, that was why. With my broken leg I was useless, and even if Gunner tried to act like he didn’t care about anyone else, I knew he did. I trusted him, even though something in the back of my mind screamed not to, I did.

      I let out a long sigh, ignoring the doubt trying to creep in. We had no other choice but to go along with them. “I hope you have a damn good plan, Gunner,” I said over my shoulder.

      Gunner gave me a crooked smile before stalking over to the table with the map sprawled out and started going over his plan with the others.

      Theo pulled me aside gently, as I leaned on his arm for support.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked. “I don’t know if we can trust him.”

      I glanced over his shoulder to where Gunner pointed out spots he wanted the Guardians at, and who would go into the city with him. I shrugged. “I don’t know, Theo, I honestly don’t, but if you’re with him, if Tynan is there, what’s the worst he can do?”

      He swallowed and gazed at his feet. “I don’t like the idea of you being in harm’s way when you’re not even able to stand on your own.”

      I shook my head, lifting his chin up, so his eyes would meet mine. “I will stay wherever is safe, and I won’t do anything stupid, I promise.”

      I understood his concern. But it would be weeks before I could run again, and by then we’d have run out of food. The Guardians were already unhappy with our presence and to add needing their help to the list wasn’t something I wanted to do. “It’s just you and me. We stick together, and we get out of here,” I said softly.

      He pulled me closer, and I leaned into his warmth, resting my head on his chest. “Just you and me.” He pulled back, pressing a kiss gently to my lips. “We’d better go see what his plan is,” Theo said against my lips and I nodded, letting him nearly carry me the short distance to the table where I sat on the edge and listened to the plan that just might save us all.
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      CASPIAN

      We would run out of food before the week was up. The small positive was the base we continued to hide in had running water, so we’d maybe last a few more weeks. But there would come a time when we’d have to leave this place and risk facing those Reeks if we wanted to live, and neither Vic nor I were ready for that.

      She leaned against me, eyes closed, but not sleeping.

      “What was your family like?” she asked.

      I tensed under the question, floods of memories streaming in. “Simple. My dad worked in an office downtown running numbers for the city. He worked too hard, long days and sleepless nights, and eventually had a heart attack one day at work and never came home. My brother was almost eight years older than me, so we didn’t hang out much or get along that well. After my dad passed, he moved to some small town outside of Kuros, where I think he married and has a kid or two, but I’ve never met them. We don’t speak…”

      Vic leaned back to study my face. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      I shrugged. “We don’t harbor any ill will towards each other, in fact I hope he’s doing well away from Cytos. We were just… different people. I was unlike either of them, my dad and brother, they were systematic and liked routine. I leaned more towards adventure and thrived on not knowing what would happen next. I was more like my mom, I assume.”

      “Is she…”

      “I don’t know.” I turned away, fighting the pain in my chest. “She left when I was a kid. I don’t know what ever happened to her or where she is. She was a bit of a… free spirit. Didn’t like to be tied down to one person or one place.”

      We were silent for a few moments before Vic said, “I like to think I am more like my mom, too.” She smiled. “I think she would have been a kind heart with the fearlessness of a lion, even if she normally wore sheep’s clothing.”

      The Marked kids weren’t told anything about their parents; they weren’t even given last names. Most were given up at birth, by parents who made impulse decisions they regretted. We lived in a world where there were no consequences for changing your mind. No one cared if these kids grew up in a prison before they were sent into a war against something worse than any nightmare I could ever imagine. Just the thought of it made me sick.

      A few had been brought to the DEZ after their parents passed unexpectedly. Orphans with no family to take care of them.

      “Did you ever know them?” I asked.

      “No,” Vic said. “I was brought to the DEZ as a baby.”

      Like most of the kids there.

      “Sienna and I used to dream that both our parents were warriors fighting some battle in a different country. And that once they’d saved the world, they’d come back and bring us home,” Vic said, a sad smile on her face. “She was always the dreamer, always trying to make me believe we weren’t trash, not someone’s leftovers.”

      “You’re not,” I said firmly.

      “It’s okay if we are.” Vic shrugged. “I don’t care what we were, or are, to other people, because to each other we’re family, and we were each other’s first choice. That’s the truth I believe.”

      I nodded. Having a choice in your own life was something the Marked kids didn’t know much of. Everything was decided for them, right down to the place they would die. I’d only experienced a small taste of that life here in the Void; I couldn’t imagine living my entire life without the ability to do what I wanted, when I wanted.

      At the back of the room, the red circular device blinked twice before it turned green on its own, and a Linked image appeared before us.

      I jumped to my feet.

      “Well, isn’t this a surprise,” Dr. Merinda said. Her smooth hair was ruffled, and her white jacket wasn’t pressed to perfection as it usually was. “We had thought you’d both died. But lo and behold, here you are, not dead.”

      I shrugged.

      “After all the black outs due to that explosion, it took us some time to find your trackers dissolved. But then I noticed the hatch to this base had been unlocked.” She tilted her head, as if waiting for me to explain how that had happened. I was careful not to flick my attention to Dr. Allard, who stood behind her with a smirk on his face. “It seems in the brief black-out you somehow knew to get your trackers out… how convenient.”

      “We weren’t aware of any black outs, the power worked just fine in here,” I said, keeping my tone casual. “We just thought we’d take advantage of all the deaths happening and hope you didn’t question ours.”

      Dr. Merinda’s eyes flashed as she considered my words. Behind her, Dr. Allard gave a cocky grin and a little nod of his head. I ignored that, too.

      “I guess luck was on your side, as those trackers are tamper proof. Had the blackout not shut the trackers off temporarily, you both would have been dissolved immediately.” I could tell by her tone she didn’t believe a word I said, but I didn’t care. “Nevertheless, your luck is my gain.”

      “Is it now?”

      “It seems your information has checked out, and we’re willing to let you cash in on that little bargain we made,” Merinda said, crossing her arms.

      “That’s all fine and dandy, but I think we’ll just stay here,” I said.

      “And why would you do that when I’m offering freedom?”

      I scoffed. “You don’t know what the word freedom even means, and you sure as hell aren’t going to let us go anywhere.”

      Merinda’s lips pursed into a thin line. “You’re running a bit low on food, aren’t you? You’re willing to starve instead of taking my generous offer?”

      I nodded.

      Her cheeks flushed with what I assumed was anger, the first sign of emotion from her in a long while. “Here’s the thing. We’ve lost a lot of people in that damn explosion—”

      “Since when do you consider Marked kids people?” Vic interrupted, and I couldn’t keep the smug smile off my face.

      Merinda ignored her. “We need both of your help.”

      I choked on a laugh. “You need our help? Well, isn’t that rich.”

      “Yes, it is quite ironic, isn’t it?” Merinda’s smile had no warmth. “But I’d suggest you stop your smirking and start listening.”

      The tone in her voice had my grin fading.

      “We have an operative coming to you two, as you’re the closest base that isn’t overrun with Reeks. We’ll provide you with the location. You will assist them in getting back to our base, or we will take it out on the people who helped you get in this situation in the first place.” Merinda moved to her right, and the Linked camera followed her movement. Behind her, a short, dark-haired woman came into view. When she lifted her head, my heart stopped. I clenched my jaw and tried to swallow the lump now lodged in my throat. “You remember the Commander, don’t you?”

      I kept my mouth shut, feeling Vic’s questioning eyes on me, but I said nothing. I just watched Reyes from behind the doctor, blood crusted under her nose. One eye was swollen shut. She shook her head, but Merinda moved back to where she stood before, Reyes no longer in view.

      “If you don’t help me, she dies. And then another friend, another ally, until I have everyone you ever loved, ever cared about, ever spoken to… dead!” Merinda’s voice rose, and the whites of her eyes expanded. “Don’t think I’m not well aware of them all. Jayla. Emery. Your brother and his family… cute kids.”

      My voice didn’t work. My hands clenched so hard into fists my entire body shook with the effort.

      “My operative should be there tomorrow. When they arrive, I suggest you do everything you can to get them to me in one piece… because if you fail, I will destroy every one of them.”

      The image disappeared. My breathing was ragged, and I was light headed. I leaned against the wall, and Vic pressed a hand to mine.

      “It’s going to be okay, they’re going to be okay,” Vic reassured me.

      My vision was blurry and unfocused as I slid down the wall and rested my head back against the cold metal.

      “Who was that woman with the doctors?” Vic asked quietly.

      I let out a long breath before I spoke. “She was the one who saved us, Jayla and me. She made us both who we are now, and we owe our lives to her,” I said. “And she’s the only one who would know where the others are… so if she has been captured, there’s no questioning if they know where Jayla is. If they don’t already know, they will soon, one way or another.”

      Vic squeezed the hand still wrapped around mine, her fingers so small and delicate, but her grasp strong and sure.

      “We can do this. I know we can,” she said.

      I tore my gaze from our hands to find her face determined and steady. I knew what she was thinking, and I was already shaking my head. “You don’t have to—”

      “But I will, for you,” she said gently and sat back beside me, resting her head on my shoulder. “You’re my friend, you saved me. Now, I will help save you.”

      I closed my eyes, remembering the day I found her, the ghost in the forest, and I knew that image haunted her mind, too. But it was the only way we could get whoever was coming to us to The Six, and the only way we would survive, as well.
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      SIENNA

      It was quiet, eerily quiet, as we neared Venzier.

      The Guardians, Theo, and Gunner had spent yesterday scouting out the area as best they could, getting an idea of just how many Reeks might still be in the city, and what else we might be facing.

      Our trackers had been removed earlier this morning, as we’d be too close to the surface near Venzier to ensure they wouldn’t go off. The tonic had worked, though a small trace of the venom seeped in, and I now had a blistering headache.

      Theo still didn’t agree with this plan. He had always been wary of trusting anyone, but we had no other choice. It had me doubting my own decision, but I could feel the desperation. Gunner had been untrustworthy at first, but he’d proven himself when he saved me and that had to mean something.

      “If we don’t find anything there, we’ll deal with it then. Right now, we have nothing to lose,” I reminded Theo.

      “We have a lot to lose.” Theo squeezed my hand, his thumb brushing against the small wound at the bottom of my wrist from where my tracker had been.

      “We’re almost there,” one of the Guardians said and nodded for us to split up. I had convinced them to let me go with them and promised to keep out of view with the Guardians Gunner had stationed along the perimeter of the large city.

      Theo kissed the top of my hand before heading towards the tunnel Gunner led them down.

      The majority of the group headed with Gunner, the path winding farther underground at a steep decline. I followed along with Petra and a few more scouts who would have bows and arrows ready to pick off anything they saw from up high.

      Four of us headed towards our lookouts. I stayed with Petra who slid into the first spot, a clear view of the broken city underground.

      Venzier appeared to be a beautiful city at one time. The buildings and streets and walls were all carved into the stone. Some had been dyed different colors, so you could distinguish each one. Stone stairs and walkways crept up and through the buildings farther than my eyes could see. Two tall pillars were at the entrance, one half crumbled while the other looked to be just barely standing, and a wide set of stairs led into the main part of the city.

      Light shone from somewhere, and as I tilted my head up, I saw the hundreds of tiny holes in the roof of the mountain, allowing sun and fresh air to come in, and making this place seem as if it wasn’t under a mountain but under the stars. Lights strung up around the city streets, though none of them had worked for some time, and most of the windows had broken jagged glass. Nothing, not even the large crater we’d blown into the side of the mountain, could remove the smell of the thousands of Reeks trapped in here for decades. More light filtered in from the large hole, and I heard the subtle sound of birds chirping in the distance. I pulled a scarf up to cover my nose.

      Yes, I could see the raw beauty of the place it once was, but now it just looked like somewhere no one should ever go. It made my heart race just looking at it, what it once was, and what it was now, a stark contrast.

      “The Carbons who created this place had been stone wielders and those with the powers to manipulate the earth. We were told it took nearly forty years to create this entire place, and that they were still building when the Reeks arrived,” Petra said to my right.

      “It’s…” I couldn’t find the word that fit both its beauty and the terror it became. “Haunting.”

      Petra nodded.

      It was silent. No sign of the Reeks we knew were still in here. Not many of them, but enough Tynan assembled his entire clan to aid in this mission, all sixteen.

      Petra pulled her bow out, long and sleek. Her thumb rested against her cheek as she scouted the area, just as I noticed the other sets of arrows poking out high from the wall where the rest of the scouts hid.

      Below, Gunner came into view. And then Tynan, Theo, and nearly a dozen other Guardians. They split off, five staying with Tynan while the others circled the perimeter below. They moved on silent feet, eyes scanning every area as they took slow steps forward towards the two pillars and the entrance of Venzier.

      I held my breath.

      It happened so fast I didn’t even think I blinked. One second it was calm and quiet, the next an arrow flew through the air, lodging itself into the back of the Reek sprinting out from behind one of the pillars.

      A second arrow hit the Reek’s neck before it took even one more stumbled step and fell on its face only a few feet from where Gunner stood.

      He turned to where Petra and I hid and gave the latter a wink and a little salute as thanks.

      I swore under my breath, my heart pounding.

      They continued moving, almost at the pillars now.

      Another arrow flew. Another Reek fell. Another one I hadn’t seen until it was dead.

      The Guardians possessed more skills than any training I’d been given at the DEZ … they were quicker and faster and stronger than any of us, even with the Carbon DNA flowing through the Genetic Kids’ blood. I now understood why the Guardians hadn’t exposed themselves to the outside world because skills like theirs would be used as a weapon in a heartbeat.

      The group was just passing the pillars when a rumble sounded. It was distant, but not like it was far away, like it was deep below. The ground around us quaked, and Petra jumped to her feet, still aiming the bow and searching for Reeks.

      She stood on steady feet while the mountain swayed and bounced, and I suddenly realized if this thing collapsed, I wouldn’t have a chance of getting out. My injured leg hardly allowed me to walk, let alone run.

      Below me, the others had gone still, not daring to move. Dust and small rocks fell from the roof, and a haze drifted through the streaks of sunlight making shadows dance all around them.

      “Get out,” I mumbled to myself, not daring to make too much noise. “Run.”

      They didn’t. And it only took a second for it to happen, for the ground beneath them to crack and splinter, for the floor to fall out from under them, and for all eight men to disappear in a cloud of dust. No, no, no.

      My breathing was ragged. The spot where they had just been was empty. A gaping hole was now where they had just been and nothing else. They were gone—disappeared.

      “Stay here,” Petra ordered before sprinting away.

      Where would I have gone, anyways? I could hardly move. And as I stared at the empty spot Theo had just been I couldn’t breathe.

      The other Guardians crept to where the group had disappeared. They whispered names, calling out to them while keeping an eye on their surroundings. Please let him be alive, he has to be okay, I silently prayed to the stars.

      The mountain had stopped shaking, and now the silence was even more crushing.

      To the left, I spotted two Reeks drawn by the noise. I didn’t get a chance to call out my warning before the Guardian closest to them took both down with four arrows.

      This can’t be happening, not now. More Reeks came out of places we hadn’t seen before, hidden within Venzier, drawn by the noise. I stared at the gaping hole in the floor. My hands clenched over the edge of the rock where I had hidden, so hard my hands ached within seconds. Where is he? Where is he!

      The Reeks moved fast, but the Guardians’ arrows were quicker. They would run out of arrows soon, and still I could do nothing to help.

      As if hearing my thoughts, one of the Guardians swore, tossing his bow aside and reached for a blade at his side. The Reek before him moved rapidly and with unsteady feet, but the Guardian slashed at its midsection. It went down, only to be replaced by two more.

      Where was Theo? The Guardians hadn’t even reached the hole they’d dropped through yet. They were so far away, and all I could hear were the Reeks.

      Their screams filled the entire broken city, echoing off the mountain like a beacon call to all the other Reeks. The Guardians couldn’t handle all of them, not at once, and more seemed to be coming from hidden areas within the city. They sprinted down the steep stairs weaving throughout the stone city unnervingly fast.

      Only eight Guardians remained, Petra and the other scouts who had been near me included, and I could do nothing but watch. My pulse was beating so fast, and I couldn’t catch my breath as my chest squeezed tight. The Guardians turned as a wave of more Reeks spiralled out of the city. Far too many for them to fight off.

      Three of them moved forward, ready to face the Reeks, both having used up all their arrows. The Reeks quickly overtook them. Screams rang out. I couldn’t watch, I couldn’t see the slaughter and know that Theo could be facing the same thing. No, I shook my head, he’s alive, he’s okay.

      I was useless, high above in the safety of this spot. And once they were done with the Guardians, there would be no doubt they’d come for me, too.

      One of the Guardians tore off, sprinting towards the entrance tunnel only to be taken out before they reached it. The last thing I saw was a hand clawing at the stone, scratching so hard a streak of blood slid down the rock from its fingernails before they were gone. One of his brothers tried to go after him, but he was tossed against the stone by a Reek, and I heard the crunch of bone before his body went limp.

      Petra and the last of the Guardians continued to fight the Reeks off. Petra was quick, slicing two long swords through the air at back-breaking speed and taking out anything in her path, but there were so many of them. Too many.

      I had to do something, but what?

      I had a rope at my feet. I tied it tight around my waist and then secured it to a firm rock at the back of the alcove I hid in. Leaning over the edge, I gulped at the drop. I didn’t know if the rope would even reach the bottom, but I couldn’t stay here and watch these Reeks slaughter everyone.

      Glancing back to the Guardians, I found only one still standing. Petra. She was now slicing and moving her way towards the hole in the ground where the others had disappeared. As if sensing I was about to do something stupid, she tore her gaze away from the Reeks for only a second and shot me a look of both terror and command. “Stay there,” she screamed before she jumped into the dark hole the others had fallen down and vanished from view.

      A few Reeks followed, but the others were now moving towards the large, gaping hole to the east of the mountain—the crater we had created. We hadn’t expected this many Reeks. Most seemed to come from the city, and I wondered if the small quake we felt shook them free from whatever cages they were locked in. That was the only explanation for there to be that many still here.

      I watched one down below me sniff the air and I ducked, holding my breath as I waited. The Reeks were flooding out into the forest, catching the scent of death and prey on the wind pushing from the roof and out the walls, until there were less than a handful left, and me.

      I tried to slow my rapid heartbeat, my gaze flickering to that hole hoping Theo would climb out of it any minute. The space remained silent except for the few Reeks that remained nearby, feeding off the Guardians who they’d slaughtered. I didn’t allow myself to think that could be Theo’s fate.

      I waited for a sign anyone was still alive. I knew I should stay where I was, I was useless going after them, but no one returned, and no sound came from the hole they disappeared in. I wouldn’t survive without Theo. If he died, so would I. He’s alive. He’s alive. He’s alive. I repeated over and over. I had to do something.

      I braced myself against the rock, testing the rope before I leaned over the edge and let it slip through my bare hands as I dropped. It cut through me like a knife, and I hissed at the pain as I moved farther down.

      Unsurprisingly, the few Reeks still left were drawn to the sound and the blood dripping down my wrists.

      Four stood at the spot I was to drop down. Only ten feet left, but I could no longer lower myself as slow and controlled as I’d planned.

      I dug my feet into the side of the wall as best I could, my injured leg unable to take any of my weight, so I shifted to the other side, holding the rope with one hand and managing to press my fists together. The blades shot out of the sleeves of my jacket. I was sure I couldn’t hold on any longer, so I took my free hand, sliced the blade through the end of the rope, and shifted so I fell hands first.

      My blades imbedded into the skulls of two Reeks below me. I toppled onto them, rolling out of the way as best I could while my injured leg and shoulder exploded with pain, but I gritted my teeth and forced myself back to my feet.

      I immediately dropped to one knee, my injured leg useless and possibly re-broken. Sucking in a breath and fighting the wave of nausea and black spots in my vision, I swung my blades out, connecting with the leg of a Reek, before swinging my arm again and slicing through his torso. His upper half slid clean from the bottom half, and a pool of black blood covered me.

      The last Reek was climbing over the pile of the others before him, the ones I’d just taken down, and let out a guttered roar, exposing the sharp, decayed teeth in its mouth. My blade hit him in the shoulder, but he pushed it off. Strong arms ripped me off my feet, and I flew through the air before my back connected with the hard stone, and I lost all the air in my lungs, falling to my side.

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. But I had to; I had to get to Theo.

      The Reek stalked forward, one of its legs twisted backwards from when I fell and landed on it. It was the small bit of hope I needed, to see it didn’t move towards me with inhuman speed.

      My shoulders curled in, and I sucked in a deep breath before rolling to my side. I blinked, fighting the pain, fighting the need to close my eyes and just lie back down.

      I thought I heard voices in the distance, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “Theo,” I muttered, my voice barely a whisper.

      I managed to stumble to one knee just as the Reek pounced. I lifted my arms, waiting for the full weight of the Reek to land on me, but it didn’t come.

      When I peeked open an eye, I found the Reek, black blood dripping from its mouth and chest where my blades had staked right through him, dead. As if sensing what had happened, my arms gave out, and I used the last bit of energy I had to push the Reek off me.

      I closed my eyes again, trying to catch my breath before I heard those distant voices again. Only one made my heart squeeze tight and had my body moving of its own will. Theo. He was screaming from the hole a few feet away from me.

      I couldn’t stand, so I crawled. I dragged my body across the blood-slick stone, wincing and gasping with each movement. My entire body protested and begged for me to stop, to rest, but it was as if it began moving of its own will, towards Theo.

      The voices grew louder as I got closer, and I tried to yell, “I’m here,” but I don’t think my voice worked. Then just ahead of me, I saw something. My body tensed, and I prepared myself for the image of the Reek, but it wasn’t a Reek: it was human.

      A body pulled itself from the hole I crawled towards. Its strong, tall back was to me, dirty blond hair a mess.

      “Gunner,” I managed to get out.

      He startled and spun around. He stood across the hole from me, his eyes wide as he took me in.

      “Sienna?” He scrunched his brow. I could feel the Reek’s blood covering me, knew I was nearly unrecognizable, but he was my friend, and he recognized my voice immediately.

      I released a sigh of relief. If Gunner had gotten out, the others would be close behind him. But as I tried pushing myself up to my knees, I noted how he just stood there, wide-eyed and unsure what to do.

      Then I saw the rope in his hands; one end had a sharp hook on it that was latched to the solid edge of the hole, barely holding on but dug in tight enough that he’d been able to climb out. But the other end of the rope was in his hands coiled up, not down the hole for the others to follow.

      “What are you doing?”

      He shook his head, taking another step back, away from me.

      “I’m sorry,” he said before dropping the rope to the ground a few feet from the hole. He took another step back. “I told you… I told you not to trust anyone, but you didn’t listen.” He was screaming now. “I had no choice—”

      I shook, my whole body trembling. “We trusted you,” I breathed. “I trusted you.”

      His shoulders dropped, his arms limp at his side, as he watched me for a moment. Then his eyes turned cold, vicious. “Then that was your mistake.” And then he ran, back into the tunnels and out of view before I could call his name again.

      He’d betrayed us. This entire time he’d lied. Why?

      I managed to crawl the rest of the way to the rope Gunner had dropped and slid it over the edge. I saw it tighten against the weight of someone before I pushed myself back and away from the precipice and lay my head back.

      Closing my eyes, I let the truth sink in. I had been wrong… I had been horribly wrong.
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      JAYLA

      I strolled through the streets wrapped in the same sand-colored cloak and scarfs the other Sweepers wore. Jacob walked beside me. The two of us had just split from Emery and Simon, who were heading with one of Jacob’s Sweepers to gather weaponry and supplies.

      Jacob and I headed towards the center of the city where the council was meeting to decide if they would accept the Marked kids we planned to rescue… if any were still alive.

      Gustov and his men would leave Cytos tomorrow night, a transport shuttle had been flagged for the base where they were keeping the kids near the Void, and they would give us the GPS location as soon as it was ready.

      Logan and Leanna were on their way to our shuttle to refuel and ensure we’d be ready to go tomorrow night.

      “Did Neiva give any indication on how the council would vote?” I asked.

      Jacob had sent word early this morning Neiva had advocated on our behalf to the Council of Eres, and the decision would be made just after noon.

      Jacob shook his head. “She would not tell me either way, but the council is always fair.”

      “Should I be worried that I was called to this meeting?” I asked.

      The corner of Jacob’s mouth moved into a smile. “You’re the Watcher. I presume if you sent your second in command with the Carbon for weaponry, you already know where their answers will lie, and that your team deemed there to be no threat to you from the council or the Sweepers.”

      I’d nearly forgotten the Sweepers were as observant as Watchers. They’d likely seen Em scout out the meeting where Neiva had told the council what Governor Grayson was doing with the Marked kids. Em had reported back that though the council revealed nothing, she noted the subtle movements that spoke more than words. Pupils dilating, the flinch of a hand, clenched teeth. All signs she’d picked out on more than a few of the council members, which had led me to believe they would vote in our favor.

      “You Sweepers are a bunch of busybodies,” I said.

      “We’re trained, as you were, to keep the peace. Anyone outside of our city gets the same treatment, goes under the same scrutiny, and is watched just as closely, no matter who they are.”

      “This place doesn’t strike me as having many threats… does that mean you’re just very good at your job, or this place is so dreadfully boring no one would waste their time stirring up trouble here?”

      Jacob gave a toothy grin as he leaned in. “We’re very, very good at our jobs.”

      A shiver rolled through me. In our line of work, being very good at your job was a deadly declaration.

      “So what is your assessment of us? Friend or foe?”

      Jacob took a deep breath, scanning the growing crowd around us. We had reached the center of the city. The market square at the middle was buzzing with people and colors and smells making my stomach growl. He steered us through the market, right into the crowd.

      “For now, foe,” Jacob said with utter honesty. “But only because it’s in our nature to not trust until you prove you can be trusted. And the council has yet to approve not only your mission, but your presence here in Eres.”

      “I hadn’t realized that was also up for debate,” I lied smoothly. Of course I’d known if the council didn’t agree with letting the Marked kids come here, it meant they either didn’t believe what they were being told, or they had already been bought by Grayson. Either way, their yes or no was as much for us as it was to help the Marked kids.

      “Yes, you did,” Jacob drawled. “It’s why you chose to wear the Sweepers uniform, isn’t it?”

      He saw right through me, though I wasn’t surprised by this. “It brings out the color in my eyes, doesn’t it?”

      Jacob glanced over at me, to the brown eyes with little flecks of amber in them, the eyes of my mother. His gaze fixed on mine for a moment before he turned back to the path he led me. “Green would do a better job if that was your intent.”

      “Are you giving me fashion advice, Jacob?” I gave him a little nudge, and he let out a soft chuckle. “Didn’t realize the Sweepers also had an eye for style.”

      Jacob shrugged, keeping his mouth tightly closed, but the corner of his lips threatened to break into a smile.

      We reached the end of the market and stood before a large building. It had four pillars holding up the stone archway. A wide row of stairs swept through the archway to thick wood doors being opened as we neared. I’d been here once before, on my mission with Commander Reyes, but back then I hadn’t been important enough to stand before the Council. Now, part of me wondered if I still wasn’t important enough.

      We stepped through the open doors. Inside was a simple foyer with four Sweepers stationed on either side of the walkway. They all nodded to Jacob as he moved us through the next set of doors and into the main chamber.

      I’d expected to see the council members here, all seated around the large table at the back of the chamber, but it was empty except for one person: Neiva.

      “Come, sit.” She motioned to the chair across from her.

      I gave Jacob a pointed look, but he just pulled out the chair for me to sit and took the one to Neiva’s right.

      “Where are the others?” I asked.

      “They have given their word and now have other matters to attend to,” Neiva said.

      “And what word did they give?”

      “It was not a unanimous decision. Not all the council members believe your story, and more than a few question your motives, given the circumstances which brought you here… theft, arson, death—”

      “I didn’t think any of that was foreign to the Sweepers.” I tilted my head to the side.

      “The Sweepers, no… but the council, yes,” Neiva said sharply.

      “What proof do they need that I am not lying?” I asked.

      “None,” she said. My surprise must have shown because she let out a soft chuckle. “Eres does not require a unanimous vote, just a majority vote. And the majority will take these kids in, should you be able to bring them back safely.”

      I gave a nod and went to stand.

      “But.” Neiva stopped me. “They have decided that should these kids bring any danger to our city with them, we will not hesitate to take care of the threat.”

      I bit down hard on my cheek to stop the venom from spitting out. “These kids have done nothing to deserve any of what they’ve been given. Danger will come to Eres whether the kids are here or not, do you not realize that?”

      “We believe in peace and hold those values above all others,” Neiva said simply.

      “And what if Governor Grayson were to attack Eres? What if she were to attack your people regardless?”

      “Then we will deal with that when it comes. But until then, we keep the peace.” Neiva shrugged, a brow arched in challenge.

      I squeezed my fists tight under the table. They would take in the kids, but they would not fight back. We would not have an army of any sort to help us; that message was clear.

      I stood, inclining my head slightly. “I thank you and the council for allowing us to bring the Marked kids here.”

      Neiva waved her hand, both as welcome and a dismissal. Jacob stood and moved around the table to walk me out. I hadn’t reached the door before I couldn’t contain what was burning inside of me from rising.

      “If you will not stop what is surely coming, I suggest you prepare your men for the inevitable. Because with or without our presence, she’s coming, and she will have no mercy for those who only wish for peace.” I narrowed my eyes, feeling Jacob tense beside me, but I didn’t move, and I kept my words low and lethal. “I was told once that what she has planned is worse than death, and I can tell you with one hundred percent certainty that it’s true. What lies beyond the wall… it’s much worse than death... and peace will not stop it from coming.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you know of the Void?” Jacob asked. We had walked in silence for some time while we headed towards the Sweepers’ Palace.

      “They’ve been hiding something within that forest, something the Marked kids were sent to destroy… only I don’t think they knew how many there really were.” I shuddered at the image running through my mind. The wave of darkness entering the forest. “A few days ago, there was an explosion or something that hit the mountain. By the time we arrived, all we could see was black. A storm of these things flooding into the forest from the mountain. I don’t think it will be long before their reach moves beyond the wall.”

      Jacob stiffened beside me. He looked to the north, as if he could see the wall from here. “I will make sure we are ready, you have my word,” he said.

      “And what of Neiva’s?” I asked.

      “She will listen to me, she will understand,” he said with firmness. “She speaks from a good place, from one that only wants to see peace and happiness for her people. But she is a Sweeper, she knows her duty, and she would not fail her people should the time come.”

      I nodded, knowing the feeling of duty preceding all other things. It was the first thing we were taught as Watchers.

      “What is it that Sweepers do exactly, besides keep the peace? Are you guys just well-hidden bouncers or something?” I teased but was quick to notice the muscles in Jacob’s back stiffen.

      “We’re assassins. We’re warriors. If something enters that should not be here, we will take care of it to keep the peace.”

      Jacob didn’t meet my eyes as he spoke. And only then did I realize what Neiva had meant when she’d said, we will not hesitate to take care of the threat. Should they deem these kids to be a danger to their peace, they would kill them in a heartbeat. And as I walked beside the large male who kept his gaze fixed on the ocean, I wondered if he’d be the one to give the order.
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        * * *

      

      It was late by the time we’d all gathered in the small living room between our adjoining rooms.

      “Are we ready?” I asked.

      Em gave a sharp nod, as did Logan to her right. “Everything’s in the shuttle waiting for us,” Em said. “I’ll be heading back there soon.”

      “I’ll come,” Logan offered, and Leanna looked ready to argue, but one look at the smug grin on Em’s face told us all to keep quiet.

      “Just remember you have to be able to fly us tomorrow, Logan,” Simon said, sneering and giving them both a pointed look. Em shot daggers with her eyes at him.

      “Since when do you get to tell us what to do?” Em purred.

      “He’s not wrong in his assessment.” I shrugged at Em, and she just flicked her hair back and gave me a wink.

      “We’ll be good to go; don’t you worry your pretty little face.”

      “I won’t,” I replied. Turning to Leanna, I changed the subject, for both of our sakes. “How are the rooms coming along?”

      Leanna managed to tear her eyes away from Em’s hand on her brother’s leg. “They’ve released four bunkers for the kids. Each can house twenty comfortably, more if needed.”

      “That’ll have to do.” I shrugged.

      “You’ve neglected to tell me my role in this mission.” Leanna turned her full attention on me.

      “What’s there to tell?” I said. I’d already told Leanna she wouldn’t be coming with us, she would be no used to us out there, and if anything should happen to us, we needed someone in Eres to take care of those kids.

      “I’m not comfortable being shoved in the corner like some housewife taking care of the children.” She crossed her arms.

      “Can you fly?” I asked.

      “No,” she said.

      “Shoot a gun?”

      “No.”

      “Hack into high level security systems?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then just sit back and let us do our job. A time will come when we need your particular skill set, until then just be happy you don’t have to return to the Void tomorrow.” I moved to walk to my room.

      “I don’t trust you not to throw my brother away the minute you find another pilot,” she spat.

      There it was, the reason she’d said so little these past weeks. The reason she’d hidden more than a few things she knew from us—some I had yet to find out about. She didn’t trust us, after everything we’d done.

      I turned to respond but didn’t need to; Em was already storming towards Leanna. The latter did her best not to move. She sat rigid, her spine straight, and chin lifted.

      “You insult me, girl. I may be a lot of things, but someone you can’t trust is not one of them. He’ll be coming back, safe and sound, I can assure you of that. But you would be wise to keep your mouth shut on matters of whom to trust around here.” Em smirked, using one of her long, sharp nails to lift Leanna’s chin even higher to look into her eyes. “Especially when you’re the one keeping secrets.”

      I saw Leanna’s throat bob, but she didn’t look away from Em, even as she dropped her hand and strolled back to Logan, who looked unsure of which side of the fight he should be on. Wisely, he didn’t say anything.

      Leanna stood up and stalked to her room without another word.

      “Was that really necessary?” I rolled my eyes at Em.

      She shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. We’ll see.”

      I shook my head. “You’d better get going,” I said by way of dismissal, as I strolled towards my room.

      Simon trailed behind me, and I stopped at the cloth door to my room and faced him. He glanced behind him to where Em and Logan were gathering the last of their supplies, tucking a bottle of wine into their pack with a smile and then winking a goodbye.

      “Will room for eighty be enough?” he asked.

      I clenched my teeth before speaking. “If we fill up one bunker, I’ll be happy.”

      “No word yet of… others?”

      I shook my head. “None.” Gustov had sent his reports directly to me, and I’d only shared the news with Simon, not wanting to burden Em with it, as I knew she would only worry about me. I needed her on the top of her game, and the news had been less of a surprise to me given what we’d seen out there. That didn’t stop the cave in my chest.

      Only a handful of survivors remained inside the Void. And most were scattered so far apart it would be nearly impossible to save them. So this rescue mission had become more for Commander Reyes and the kids Grayson had taken from the DEZ who were still in a secure location just outside the Void.

      Gustov’s men had found out they weren’t in the forest yet; the explosion must have set them back. So once that transport shuttle led us to their location, we’d rescue the kids then return to Eres. That was it.

      The chances Caspian was one of the few still alive inside the Void was slim, and even slimmer was the chance we’d get to rescue him or anyone else who may be out there. We were too late.

      I looked to the ground, biting my cheek to keep the tears at bay. The demons inside of me stirred, reminding me that this was my fate, loss, loneliness, heartache. I might never see him again, that was my reality, and something I should just accept, but I couldn’t. I swallowed hard.

      Simon put a hand on my shoulder. “Even if we can save one kid, it’ll be worth it. The choices we’ve made led us here, and it does us no good to dwell on things we can no longer control. All we can do is pray to whatever god we believe in for mercy when the time comes, and hope the stars heed our call,” he said before he walked to his room with his head low, and I wondered if his words were for me or him. I wasn’t the only one who would lose someone to the Void. And I wasn’t the only one who made decisions they now regretted.

      But that also meant I wasn’t the only one out for vengeance.

      I closed the door behind me, just barely reaching the bed before my legs gave out, and I sobbed until there was nothing left. My back ached and tears streamed down my chin, pooling on the pillow, and all I wanted was for Caspian to hold me, to comfort me, and remind me everything was going to be all right. But if I couldn’t get him back, I didn’t know if I wanted to live in a world where he didn’t exist.
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      CASPIAN

      I hadn’t slept in at least a few days. Vic was equally quiet when the sound of birds waking up chirped into the hollow base we hid in.

      We didn’t know what or who to expect, and we didn’t know if we would be able to pull this off, only that we had to try. I couldn’t live with myself knowing I had caused harm to anyone I loved, but the guilt of what I was about to make Vic do again made me feel sick. I’d promised she’d never had to do that again, be the Ghost, but now…

      “When do you think they’ll arrive?” Vic asked. She slid on her jacket before tugging on her boots.

      I shrugged. “If they’re smart, they’ll arrive early, in the grey period between when the Dred Wulfs leave and the Reeks seem to slow down.”

      There was no true “good time” to go into the forest, not anymore. But after the sun set, it would be suicide to try and face the Reeks and the Dred Wulfs. We still heard them howl through the night, though I think their numbers had dwindled, as there had been fewer the last few days.

      I tugged on my jacket, trying to cover my pack under it, so when we were covered in the Reeks’ blood, any food or water we had in it wouldn’t be tainted, but I was struggling.

      “Here.” Vic stood and pulled the jacket down over my pack then stepped around the front and fastened the bottom, so I could zip it up easier. Her hands lingered on my arms, and her eyes found mine and softened. “I hope you get to see Jayla again, at least one more time.”

      I swallowed. “Me too,” I said, then I pulled her in tight against my chest, and she wrapped her small arms around me. “I hope we both do.”

      A bang sounded and then a flash of bright light as the hatch opened wide then shut again. The figure, male, was on his hands and knees on the ground of the base, gasping to catch his breath, his back arching as he sucked in air. His dirty blond hair was half out of its tie and hanging over his shoulder. If I had to guess, I’d say he was a little shorter than me, and much leaner.

      “Shit, I hate those things,” he mumbled.

      After another gulp of breath, he pushed on to his side and glanced to where Vic and I stood watching him. Amusement danced in his dark brown eyes, and I instinctively pulled Vic behind me as I assessed the man.

      “You two are my escorts?” The man scanned us up and down.

      I nodded.

      “Well then, let me fill up my water canister, and we’ll be going, mate.” He moved to the back where the water tap hung out of the wall.

      “We’re not ready yet,” I said, following him with my eyes.

      The man shrugged, not bothering to even glance over his shoulder, as he said, “The longer we wait, the worse it gets out there.”

      Vic shivered behind me.

      “Let us deal with that,” I said firmly before pulling Vic a few paces away and whispering so only she could hear. “You don’t have to come. You could stay. I promise I will come back for you.”

      Vic shook her head. Her voice was tight and small, but her eyes were hard and determined. “I’m coming.”

      I nodded. It was her choice; she could come or she could stay, and I would not judge her if she did the latter. I would find a way to get her out of here, and I knew she believed me, but maybe she didn’t want to be alone again. Maybe being out there with me was better than here with her demons.

      I took the shirt in my hands and ripped the bottom half off, handing the piece to Vic. Then I took the rest of my mangled shirt and ripped it in two, tossing one half to the man sitting on the ground gulping down water.

      “I’ve got a shirt thanks. It’s much nicer than this one, too.” He smirked.

      “It’s for your face.” I glared at him, biting back my temper. I was already unhappy about being forced to help this guy, last thing I needed was his sarcasm.

      “My face? What, you can’t handle the smell of a few Reeks?” he teased.

      I gave him a flash of teeth. “You’ll be thanking me for it soon enough.”

      I tied the shirt around my own face, covering my nose and mouth. Then I moved to help Vic secure hers. “Ready?” I asked her. She nodded. “Let’s go.”

      I opened the hatch with care, peering out into the forest. It felt darker than usual, even with the clear blue sky and sun blaring down on us. The Reeks had stormed through the forest, crashing down trees and bushes. Where there once was something beautiful, there was now decay and broken limbs. In less than a week, this forest had been destroyed beyond imagination.

      The man caught my stare. “Shocking, isn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      Vic pointed to the ground a few paces away where the remaining pieces of a Reek’s corpse lay.

      “We have to hurry,” I told the man. “They’ll pick up our scent quickly, if they haven’t already.”

      Vic and I moved to the Reek, but the man just paused and watched us. I dug my knife into the Reek’s body, opening up its chest cavity wider. Nothing but black, tar-like blood was inside.

      “What they hell are you guys doing?” he asked.

      “Stop talking. Breathe through your nose, not your mouth, and start putting this on you.” I motioned to the black blood Vic and I had begun to cover ourselves with. It smelled awful, like burnt fish and vomit. It made my stomach lurch, and it was even worse as I breathed through my nose. The smallest scent of us could bring the Reeks, Vic had said.

      The man gaped at us, still frozen in his spot by the hatch, before what I assume was a smile spread across his covered mouth, and the corners of his eyes crinkled. “You two are either batshit crazy or bloody brilliant,” he said.

      I shushed him, and he finally moved to where we crouched down. He began covering himself with the Reek’s blood, following what Vic and I did.

      When we had as much covered on our fronts as we could, we moved to allow the other to cover our backs. Only the narrow spot by our eyes wasn’t covered, even our hair was slicked with the black mess.

      “So do my two escorts have names? Or what should I call you?” the man asked.

      “I’m Caspian, this is Vic.”

      He flinched, almost imperceivably but enough that I noticed. He glanced at Vic but she didn’t so much as look up at him, just stared blankly at her hands. We had to get out of here quick, so we could be far away from this nightmare.

      I began heading in the direction Dr. Merinda had told us to go—east, towards the wall and the nearest location of one of The Six. She would be there she’d assured us, though I wasn’t sure it was a blessing or a curse.

      I took up the lead, Vic steady behind me, and the male at the back.

      “It’s nice to make your acquaintance,” he said. “I’m Gunner.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      SIENNA

      I couldn’t look at them, any of them. Theo was furious, and I knew it wasn’t at me, but I couldn’t help but feel responsible. I had trusted Gunner, I had told the others he could be trusted, and I’d been wrong.

      Gunner had taken off the minute they’d landed between the two pillars, the ground beneath it hollow, a tunnel leading somewhere. They followed him, called for him more than once, but he didn’t turn back. The Reeks were down there, too, and the Guardians with Theo and Tynan hadn’t been enough, none of the others had survived, only Theo, Tynan, and Petra remained. They were all gone, the entire Guardian race, and I was to blame.

      They had thought Gunner knew another way out or something, but when he returned down the tunnel, he’d snaked through and sprinted right past them, using the rope he’d brought along to get out before they could catch up. How Gunner knew where to go, nobody knew, but he’d clearly been prepared to go beneath the city to find whatever it was he got there.

      I told the others what he had said, and no matter how many times I replayed it in my mind, it stung just as bad as the first time. I had trusted him; I had been naïve and thought he was our friend. And in trusting Gunner, I had ignored Theo’s doubt and the thousands of times he told me not to trust him. I’d ignored the small voice in the back of my mind warning me. I’d been wrong. I was too set on finding a way out that I didn’t trust the one person who’d never lied to me. Now, we would all pay for my mistake.

      The four of us huddled around the fire. Nowhere to go and nothing left. The empty seats around the fire were hard to look at. A crushing guilt pushed down on my chest every time I realized they were all gone—every one of them.

      Petra wouldn’t speak to me. And Tynan had a hard time looking at me from across the fire, though his words weren’t as vicious as hers. “How could you have been so stupid?” she had yelled. “How could you have told us to trust this fool? We trusted you!”

      I wanted to yell back it wasn’t just me who was fooled. I had trusted him, yes, but so had they. They’d known him far longer than we had, and I’d only offered my support because we were desperate. Hadn’t we all gone along with his plan? Only Theo was blameless in this, he was the one we should have all listened to, but now it was too late. Even Theo felt no pride to say I told you so.

      But the shame and responsibility for the lives we’d lost felt heavy on my shoulders. Tynan and Petra had gone back and gathered their Guardians, those they could find anyways, and buried them somewhere within the mountain, not returning until the late hours of night. I felt numb to everything.

      “We should have known, yes, but he would have found a way to do it regardless. Someone like Gunner will stab you in the back and smile while he does it. There was no way to see it coming, but we won’t be tricked like that ever again,” Theo said.

      I nodded, staring into the fire.

      “If there is a next time,” Petra murmured.

      “What will we do now?” I ignored her comment as best I could, feeling the sharp pang of guilt move through me.

      “These tunnels are no longer secure. We will take shifts to keep watch and stay by the fire. Bring whatever you need here and be dressed to leave at a moment’s notice,” Tynan said, still the leader, despite having lost his entire clan.

      My stomach roiled at the thought. He’d lost everyone, his friends, and family, everyone but Petra because of me. Because of Gunner. I should have listened when Gunner had told me over and over not to trust him. I didn’t know how or when, but I would repay him for what he’d done to us.

      I winced as I tried to move to gather my things, but Theo just pushed me down and stalked over to our tent to gather our packs. Across the fire, Petra glared—she made no attempt to hide her anger. I looked down to my hands.

      She stepped around the fire, and I prepared myself for the verbal lashing I deserved, but instead she placed two things in my hands.

      “Take this, it will help the bone heal faster. And put this on the skin around it; it will dull the pain.” I glanced down to the tea with herbs smelling of jasmine and citrus then to the small jar with a white balm in it.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “A herb, from the forest. We don’t have much of it left, which is why I didn’t give it to you sooner. But now your handicap could get us killed if we need to flee quickly and my brother decides he can’t leave you behind as I would.” There was no kindness in the gift. No reason outside of her own survival, which was fair. I didn’t deserve kindness.

      The tea tasted bitter going down my throat, despite the pleasant smell. The tingling effects of the herbs were oddly familiar. It brought me back to a time when I was simply a girl trying make a life for herself outside of the DEZ… back when I was foolish enough to think such things were possible.

      It didn’t surprise me these herbs reminded me of Ava, but the tears filling my eyes did. I gazed down into the empty cup, my breath caught on a sob in my throat, and the tears spilled over the edge and down my cheeks.

      For so long I’d tried to be tough, tried to face each challenge as if they were nothing more than another hurdle to climb over, but I was no longer strong, and I didn’t know what to do.

      Theo came up behind me, wrapping a blanket around my shoulders before he saw my tear-stained cheeks.

      “Sienna?” he asked, reaching for my leg, which was now delightfully numb and almost foreign to my own body.

      I shook my head. “I can’t do this.”

      “Do what?” he asked.

      “Survive.”

      He was silent for a few moments before he took the edges of the blanket, pulling them in closer around my body and then resting his forehead against mine. “We don’t always make the right decisions, and sometimes even when we do, they don’t work out the way we planned. But the worst choice we can ever make is to give up, to think it’s over.” He opened his eyes and they met mine. His breath was warm against my skin, and one callused hand cupped my chin. “It’s just you and me, together, and we will make it out, I promise you.”

      He pressed a kiss to my brow and wiped away the tears from my face.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      And despite the pain and the ache in the pit of my stomach, my heart leapt. For him, it jumped and ached and cried.

      “I love you, too,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      By the following day, I could stand on my injured leg without the brace. The tea, Petra said, would only help heal the bone. The balm would ease the pain in the meantime. I wouldn’t be running for a while, but to be able to stand and walk without feeling like I was about to fall over or faint from pain was a welcome relief.

      The tea also helped with my shoulder and other injuries I’d sustained. It was an effort, though, not to comment on the fact I might have been running by now had they given me this before. But I understood; they weren’t doing it to help me now. It was to benefit them. Family first, something I knew all too well.

      With nothing to do but sit around and wait to heal, I was stuck tending to the camp while the others checked the tunnels and secured them the best they could.

      “A few won’t hold for long. They could come tumbling down if someone just leaned on them,” Theo had said when he returned.

      The forest outside had gone quiet, eerily so. The first few days after the explosion were filled with screams and the sounds of the Reeks… but now… Nothing. My fear was there was no one else out there to scream. Thousands of kids… gone within the week. I knew my fears were now my reality.

      If the tens of thousands of Reeks didn’t take them down, they’d likely been dissolved without access to any artifacts. I couldn’t see anyone surviving out there, not with that many Reeks.

      “You should rest,” I told Theo; his eyes were heavy.

      “Just for a few hours,” he mumbled, stifling a yawn as he lay back on the small bed we’d created around the fire. Tynan and Petra were already asleep.

      Theo was out before I had a chance to say goodnight.

      In the quiet space under the mountain, I found it hard to sleep. The crackling fire startled me with each pop. My eyes darted constantly to the tunnels, but in the dark my sight was useless. I wouldn’t see anything hiding in the shadows. Outside of our campfire, it was empty and dark down here.

      My mind drifted to the whole reason we ended up here in the first place, to find Vic. The rumors she was alive had long since passed. No one was left to spread such rumors. We were possibly the last living souls in the forest.

      Tears prickled my eyes, but I blinked them back. Theo was right; there was no use pouting or feeling sorry for myself. I would find a time to mourn Vic, to grieve her, but not now. Because if I did, I didn’t think I could pull myself out of it. And I knew as soon as my leg was healed, we would be leaving this mountain. We had enough food and water to last about a month; then we’d have to leave this place if we wanted to live. Where we’d go, I had no idea, but all four of us had agreed it would be worse to stay here waiting for our deaths than to go out there and at least give us a fighting chance. We’d survived the Reeks in Venzier, more than I’d ever seen in the forest. We could survive this, too.

      A small sound from the back of the cavern reached me, almost like a small breath of air escaping someone’s nose. My eyes flickered to the dark corners of the shadowed tunnels but nothing moved. I glanced back to the fire, which was fading and tossed another log on. As the embers took over the dry log, it caught fire quickly and burst into bright orange and yellow flames. It danced off the dark cave walls, moving across the black stone like the shadow of a wolf, smooth and graceful, and—

      Bright yellow eyes blinked back from the shadows. Its mouth opened, and I could smell the metallic tang of blood and death.

      My heart paused.

      I froze. Unable to move. Unable to speak.

      My throat went dry, and my mouth moved but no sound escaped. The low growl shook the entire camp.

      Finally, the fear ensnaring me disappeared and I screamed, “Wulf!”
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      JAYLA

      It was dark by the time we left Eres. The shuttle was quiet. Nerves and the swift moving ground outside the shuttle window caused my stomach to lurch. Em sat at the front with Logan, sharpening her knives. Simon and I were at the back of the shuttle, directing Logan based on Gustov’s intel.

      We’d given him access to the tracking system we put on the transport shuttles in Cytos before we left, and now we were relying on his accuracy and his men. We had twenty-one shuttles heading out, along with forty men none of us knew. If they had training, if they’d be a liability or an aid, we weren’t sure.

      “I’ve been told that nerves help you focus,” Simon said.

      I was busy fiddling with my gun, checking and rechecking it to avoid glancing out the windows and risk being sick. “Then it’d seem we’re all mighty focused right now.”

      Simon chuckled. He let out a long sigh. “When we get in there, focus on the kids. I’ll look for Reyes.” I knew why he’d want to be the one to find her, and I would not deny him his right to make sure she was okay, to see it first hand with his own eyes. If I was certain I’d find Caspian somewhere in there, I’d be doing the same thing. Don’t think about him now, not here, I told myself. I had to stay focused.

      Our shuttle would be the only one going near the base until we had the kids secure. We didn’t want to risk setting off any alarms before we’d gotten inside, so only Simon, Em, and I would head in. Logan would drop us in before meeting with Gustov and the others a few miles from our destination and wait for word from us.

      “We’re five minutes out, get ready,” Em shouted, and I gave a sharp nod.

      This was the part of the plan I was worried most about. Not because I was afraid of heights, I’d jumped from higher than this, but because we weren’t sure what defences they’d set up around the perimeter, nor did we know how many men to expect or what weapons they had. We had to enter in stealth mode, unable to bring the shuttle too close until Em disabled their weapons system, so we knew little about what we were getting into. Too much was unknown, and it went against all my training and every instinct inside of me, reminding me of all the things that could go wrong.

      Last time we’d been here, our view of the location was limited. This time we weren’t at much more of an advantage. We had a location and a plan, but to execute it and succeed, we had to be perfect.

      I pulled at the straps around me, and the parachute pack tightened against my back. Then I tucked my gun in its holster at my hip, along with three more guns, four knives, and enough explosives to take down an entire city block.

      Em stood from her spot beside Logan, putting her chute on her back and giving me a wicked grin. “Ready to have a little fun?”

      “You and I have different views of fun, Em,” I retorted.

      “Do we?” She smirked. “Last I remembered, you and Caspian were enjoying my style of fun just as much as I do… from the sounds of it, anyway.”

      I rolled my eyes. Logan’s brows popped up in surprise before a faint pink blush bloomed on his cheeks. “Oh, that style of fun we’re experts in, trust me. It’s this sick version of fun I’m not so keen on.” I winked.

      “Hah, I’m pretty sure you just watched the master at work and picked up a few of my tips along the way,” Em purred, tracking her hand down Logan’s arm, and his face went a brighter shade of red.

      “Really?” Simon glanced between us with disgust on his face. “You two are talking about sex at a time like this?”

      Em shrugged and moved on to securing her twin blades at her side and a few more daggers along with them.

      I grinned at Simon. “It calms the nerves, if you know what I mean.”

      Em nearly choked on a laugh, and I didn’t hide my smile, glad for the distraction, glad Em knew I needed it. Because to go in there tonight with the weight of everything pulling down on me would do none of us any good and she knew it. Teasing each other was always my favorite way of forgetting what we were about to do and focusing on one single thing… getting home.

      That was always the focus, our only promise, that we’d get home when it was all said and done, and we’d go right back to the teasing and banter.

      I swallowed back the weeks it’d been since we were all home together.

      Soon, I told myself. Soon I’d know… if there would be three people coming home or just two.

      “Um… we’re here,” Logan said, the shuttle’s speed slowing before it stopped and hovered over a spot I couldn’t see.

      The clouds were heavy tonight. Cold wind pushed through the door Simon slid open. I checked my pack once more before I stepped to the open door and peered over the edge. Through the clouds moving swiftly below us, you could just barely see dots of lights.

      “See you in a few,” Em said to Logan before she locked her lips around his and kissed him so passionately I had to turn away.

      Simon gaped at them the entire time until Em stepped towards the open door, a grin planted on her face, as she pulled her goggles down over her eyes to protect them from the fierce wind.

      “If we succeed tonight, and you don’t die, Simon, you might get one of those from me, too.” Em winked before she stepped off the edge and disappeared into the clouds and darkness.

      “I almost hope I don’t make it back if that’s what’s waiting for me.” Simon scowled, pulling his goggles down and scarf up over his face. Logan only got out a “hey” before Simon jumped into the night sky.

      I turned back to Logan. “We’ll radio you when we’re ready,” I said, as I pulled my goggles over my eyes and jumped out the shuttle doors.

      My stomach was in my lungs as I fell through the sky. I moved so fast I was through the clouds and plummeting to earth before I had a chance to take a gasped breath.

      I steadied my frantic free fall and pulled my first chute. It slowed down my momentum enough I could direct myself towards the spots of lights in the distance growing closer. A large building was hidden just inside the enormous wall around the Void.

      I noted the moonlight bouncing off the second, thick wall made of glass surrounding the building and grounds around it.

      A shuttle sat in the open space beside the building unloading crates—the shuttle we’d followed here. At least I knew Gustov’s intel had been true. He’d held up the first half of our bargain; I hoped he succeeded in the second, as well.

      Below me, Em and Simon drifted towards the building. If I didn’t know they were there, I would never have seen them, both covered head to toe in black, the small chute slowing us down also matched the night sky.

      I watched as both Simon and Em pulled their main cord, and the chute shot open, yanking them up with the force of the wind pushing against us. Seconds later my own alarm beeped, and I pulled my main chute.

      The slow feeling of floating through the air was almost calming. The wind still roared in my ears, but there was hardly a sound in the night outside of a few distant howls.

      I glanced around us. To one side was the white sand of the Wastelands, to the other side the dense forest of the Void. Glowing in the moonlight, nearly sparkling in the distance, was the large mountain. A crater dented in the side of its once flawless exterior.

      It seemed almost peaceful from up here. Beautiful even.

      A picturesque lie.

      We were nearing the rooftop of the building. I pulled on the handles, slowing my momentum a bit more as I lifted my feet, bending my knees and preparing to land. My feet didn’t make a sound as I touched down. Em and Simon had landed a few feet ahead of me and were already pulling off their chutes.

      Within seconds of landing, I had the pack, my exterior black jacket, and wind resistant pants off. Simon and Em followed suit. We were all now clad in pale white attire, recalling the halls of this place and the bare, stark white walls and floors. We had more places to hide outside of the building, but once we got inside, we had to stay hidden against the pristine canvas.

      I pulled up my hood then the tight scarf around my neck to conceal most of my face.

      I glanced to Em; she was nearly a ghost with her blood red lips hidden. Her striking gold eyes narrowed on me and with a sharp nod, we took a step forward.

      We made it two more steps before the sirens began to blare.
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      CASPIAN

      We ran through the day and into the next night before we reached the glass wall separating the Void from the base Dr. Merinda had led us to. We didn’t dare stop, even when the sun set, not trusting the Reek blood alone to cover our smell.

      My feet were throbbing, and I was certain blisters covered my toes. I could hardly keep upright from exhaustion and dehydration when we finally reached the wall, but we’d made it. Vic was just as tired, but she held her head high the entire time and kept that determined look in her eyes, never wavering. I stared at her in awe and wondered how someone who appeared so soft and fragile could survive for so long out here alone.

      The glass wall slid open for us, slamming shut quickly so nothing besides us snuck through. We couldn’t see anyone; it was pitch black except for the interior lights of the building shining through the frosted windows. The blinking red light of a camera bot high overhead followed our every move as soon as we passed the glass wall.

      When we reached the building, the glass box room filled with steam unlocked. Tentatively, we walked in.

      “Remove all your clothing,” a familiar voice said through the speakers.

      I glanced to Vic, whose eyes widened, and her body began shaking. I was ready to object, but with a subtle shake of her head she silently told me it was okay. She just turned her back to us and began removing the Reek-covered clothing. Gunner and I did the same.

      The steam thickened, and then a heavy hot splash of water came down from the roof, covering all of us as we gasped and adjusted to the heat. The water was laced in soap, and we quickly scrubbed at the caked-on blood and filth clinging to us.

      “Step forward, one at a time,” the voice said once we were all clean. I recognized it immediately: Dr. Allard.

      I motioned for Vic to go first, happy for the steam covering her along with her hair and hands.

      To my right, Gunner was rummaging through his soiled clothes. He pulled something out and tossed it between his hands. It was shiny and made of metal. No larger than the size of my fist with one flat side while the rest curved into a dome. It was an artifact. Whatever this thing was, I’d never seen anything like it before.

      Gunner clutched it in his hand and gave me smug smile. “Wouldn’t want to forget the merchandise.”

      I shook my head with a scowl. “What did you sacrifice to make this deal?” I asked, knowing no one would be let in here, artifact or not, if there wasn’t a damn good reason behind it. Something held over his head? Did he know something valuable to The Six? Or had he also been given a promise we all knew they wouldn’t keep, in exchange for doing their dirty work.

      Gunner’s eyes went surprisingly distant, as he whispered, “Too much.”

      I wanted to ask more, but Dr. Allard called for the next person, and Gunner greedily stepped forward.

      I waited, in the mist, considering taking one of my weapons with me. But given I had nowhere to hide it, I knew it wasn’t a good idea. So when I was called forward, I took nothing with me but my pride.

      On the other side of the glass window was the large lab I’d seen once before. Allard stood a few feet away with a towel and clean clothes in his hands. He passed both to me without a word.

      I quickly dried and shoved on the clothes, white linen pants and a cotton shirt, before Allard directed us to follow him.

      Vic hovered at my side, and I gripped her hand. She gave it a little squeeze as thanks and I squeezed back.

      Allard directed us into a room lined with four beds. Each had their own tray and utensils, each with their own tablet.

      In the fourth one was a woman. I blinked twice, just to make sure what I was seeing was real, but I knew who she was. Speckles of red blood stained the front of her white shirt, and both eyes had black rings around them, one was nearly swollen shut.

      I moved towards Commander Reyes, but Dr. Allard stood in my way.

      “Not yet,” he said smoothly and pointed to the three empty beds. I took the one beside Reyes, her weak eyes following my movements, and they flashed with recognition, but she didn’t say a word. Or couldn’t, I wasn’t sure.

      The three of us sat down in silence, and Allard moved to each bed, securing one of our arms to the bedposts before he turned to leave.

      “When will we see Dr. Merinda?” I asked.

      Allard turned to me with a little smirk. “If I were you, I’d be praying that day never came.”

      “We had a deal,” I said through clenched teeth.

      Allard shrugged. “Deals can be broken. Promises aren’t always kept… it’s a fact of life, boy. One you should get used to.”

      I shifted forward, the chain at my wrist stopping me from moving any farther. My breath was ragged. “Where the hell is she?” I growled.

      Dr. Allard just moved to the door and said over his shoulder, “She’ll come when she’s good and ready. Until then, sit tight… I wouldn’t want you to get any ideas of breaking out of those chains or anything.” He winked and gave a subtle nod to the tray beside me then left.

      I blinked, staring at the closed door with stunned confusion. Had Allard just helped us?

      I glanced to the tray beside my table within reach and supplied with a few tools. I looked at Vic’s and Gunner’s trays; both were empty, only mine still had anything on it.

      “Did he just…” Gunner mumbled and I nodded.

      I acted fast, not knowing how much time we had, or how long this generous offer of help would last. I grabbed the long pinchers then a needle and placed the latter in the lock of the cuff on my wrist. I dug and twisted, using the pinchers to steady the needle until I heard the click of the lock, and the cuff sprang from my wrist.

      I moved to Vic next, then Gunner, and finally Reyes.

      The skin under her cuff was red and chafed. I wondered how long she’d been locked in here, chained to this bed.

      “Can you stand?” I asked her.

      She nodded.

      Vic took her other side, and we moved her to her feet.

      “We’ve got a little problem, guys,” Gunner said. He turned the knob of the door but it didn’t budge.

      “Shit,” I muttered and let Reyes sit down.

      I turned the knob and pulled, as if it would open for me.

      “Really? You didn’t believe me?” Gunner snorted.

      I paced around the room. “There has to be another way out.”

      My eyes roved the walls, the roof. No visible vents, just a thin opening around the roof line letting air in; it was no wider than my pinkie.  This room had no windows or other doors. No way out but the way we came in. And no lock on the inside to pick.

      I swore again under my breath.

      “That’s not why he let you out,” Reyes said. Her voice was quiet and gravelly. She coughed, and Vic gently rubbed her back.

      “Why then?” I asked.

      “For me,” she said.

      I threw her a look, but the tone in her voice, both sad and determined, said it all. Our eyes locked, and she didn’t have to say another word before I shook my head.

      “I know too much,” she continued. “You know I do.”

      “I’m sorry, but who the bloody hell is this lady?” Gunner asked.

      I cut him a glare. “She’s the… she’s… Reyes. Her name is Reyes,” was all I offered.

      “And why does she matter to us right now? We have to get the hell out of here. If she can’t keep up, just leave her behind,” Gunner said.

      “Shut up,” I yelled, causing Vic to flinch.

      My mind was rattled with thoughts, and I pushed against the door with my shoulder. Then pulled again, propping my foot against the wall for more leverage, but it didn’t move.

      “Pretty sure it’s locked, mate,” Gunner said, leaning against the wall a few feet away. His arms crossed and a cocky grin spread across his face. I wanted to wipe that smile right off his face.

      Taking a deep breath, I clenched my fists and moved back to Reyes and Vic, swallowing back the need to punch something or rather someone.

      “Caspian, you know what needs to be done. We aren’t all getting out of here, not alive,” Reyes said. I covered my eyes with my hands, running them harshly over my face and through my hair. I wanted to scream. I wanted to pull out every hair on my head. And I sure as hell didn’t want to hear what she said next. “They have ways of getting answers from me, ways I can’t control. I know how to remove the cuffs stifling their powers… if they ever find out how…”

      She had tears in her eyes.

      I shook my head. “No, we’ll find a way out. And if we can’t, you can keep your mouth shut, I know you can. You’re the one who trained us!”

      Reyes shook her head and her eyes dropped. “Not this time.”

      Gunner leaned against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest watching the exchange. His eyes narrowed as he assessed Reyes. Vic sat silently beside her.

      I threw my hands up, looking skywards. Why was she being so stubborn about this? I wouldn’t do it, and I wouldn’t let her do it, either. There had to be another way. I would find another way.

      I moved back to the door, using the scalpel from the tray to try and pull off the knob. It scraped feebly against the metal. Gunner let out a snort and shook his head at my attempts.

      “Caspian, look at me,” Reyes said.

      My back stiffened, and I didn’t want to turn, but this was the woman who had saved Jayla, who had pulled her out of the dark hole she’d been falling down. Even I knew I couldn’t say no to someone to whom I owed so much. Deep down I knew no matter the request, I couldn’t say no.

      I turned around.

      “It’s not just about the cuffs… I know where she is. I know who is with her. And I know what they plan to do,” she said. Her words were like a knife to my gut. Because even if I had names to give these people, I didn’t have locations, and I could trust Jayla to stay hidden and out of sight until I found a way to get to her. But if Reyes knew that much, and they had a way to get it out of her…

      Vic’s eyes widened as she watched me, a pained expression on her face because she knew I couldn’t let anything happen to Jayla. I wouldn’t.

      “What do they have on you? Can they read our minds or something? Is that what you’re worried about?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Then what? Because the Commander I knew, the Commander I have always trusted with my life, would never ask me to do this if there was any other way…” I couldn’t even speak the words, her silent request reading clear across her face. The only way for them not to get information from her would be if she were dead.

      Reyes just dropped her head again. Vic was tense beside her, a hand still resting on her back. Gunner was still leaning against the wall, watching as we argued, but wisely keeping his mouth shut.

      No, I wouldn’t do it. “You can’t ask me to do this!” I yelled.

      “I have a son!”

      That stopped me dead in my tracks. I gaped at her, unblinking and trying to comprehend what she’d just told me.

      “I have a son,” she repeated, softer this time. “He’s here, alive. They will use him against me, torture him, and tear him apart before my eyes to get answers, and I know I am not strong enough to endure that.” Tears streamed down her cheek.

      My mouth opened and closed again. I couldn’t find the words, the questions running through my mind. “How?”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t know about him—didn’t know he lived. I thought… I was told he died. But he didn’t. He’s still alive.”

      “How do you know they aren’t lying to you?” I questioned.

      “They aren’t,” she said firmly. Her gaze drifted behind me for only a second before she continued. “The things they know, about him, about… He looks just like his father.”

      “You’d do that? For a son you’ve never even met, never even knew existed?” Gunner’s voice surprised me. He pushed off the wall, his eyes watching Reyes from over my shoulder.

      She surveyed Gunner for a moment with one good eye, the other swollen shut, and then nodded.

      “They lied to you,” he said with a harsh tone, a scowl on his face I could hardly read or understand. “No one else survived that forest. There’s no one left. Even if they’re telling you the truth about him, he’s likely dead along with everyone else out there.”

      “He’s not.” The command in her voice startled Gunner for a moment.

      “How do you know? Have they confirmed he’s still alive after those Reeks destroyed the entire forest?” Gunner shouted. “It was a massacre out there, lady, no one could survive it… even we almost didn’t make it.”

      Reyes just shook her head, her eyes fixed on Gunner as he spoke, but her confidence seemed to grow the more he talked. “He’s alive.”

      “They’ve lied to every one of us.” Gunner inclined his chin to me and Vic. “Didn’t you hear Allard? They break deals and promises. We risked our lives, so I could get this thing to them.” Gunner pulled the round artifact from his pocket. “And we didn’t get so much as a thanks. That’s how they operate. They take the thing you want most and dangle it in front of you until you believe, for just a second, that it might be real. Then they snatch it away and move on to the next sucker.”

      “And what did they promise you?” I found myself asking.

      “Doesn’t matter anymore.” Gunner shoved the artifact back in his pocket and crossed his arms, leaning against the wall again. “I realize now that it was all a lie. Don’t be a fool and think you matter to them, that they wouldn’t turn around and kill every last one of us without batting an eye once they have what they want.”

      “You may believe what you want, and I will believe what I know,” Reyes said. “I will not allow any more harm to come to anyone at my expense. You have suffered for far too long already… you all have.” She looked at me now, her jaw tightened, and I knew she wasn’t bluffing. Her lips quivered as she said, quietly but firmly, “Please.”

      I scratched the back of my neck, my other hand gripped around the scalpel. I moved a step forward.

      “You can’t seriously be considering this,” Gunner argued, pushing off from the wall. He waved a hand towards Reyes. “She’s being played, we all are! They’re probably sitting back watching us right now, laughing their heads off.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at Gunner, fury filling the canvas of his face, but I didn’t offer him a reply. I didn’t think I could have said my answer out loud.

      “You can’t agree with this, too, can you?” Gunner turned to Vic, but her eyes immediately dropped, and she slowly slid away from her spot beside Reyes and moved around the bed, giving me space. “Now would be a good time to speak up!” Gunner pushed Vic, but she kept her mouth closed. She hadn’t spoken since he’d arrived, since she had to become the Ghost again.

      And as I watched her move quietly to the other bed, I understood what Reyes meant when she said she wouldn’t be strong enough to watch them torture someone she cared about. Hadn’t I done the same thing, at the thought of them getting to Jayla or Em, to my brother and his family? I’d put both mine and Vic’s life at risk just to protect the possibility of these monsters finding them… wasn’t Reyes doing the exact same thing?

      We all knew our own breaking points, and even Reyes had hers.

      “Please,” she repeated, and I gave her a tight nod. “Make it quick,” she whispered and again I nodded.

      Gunner threw his hands up and stalked back to his bed on the far side. “Whatever, your funeral I guess.”

      A tear trickled down Reyes’ cheek as her gaze landed on Gunner for a moment before focusing back on me. She gave a small shake of her head, and I knew the silent request. I wouldn’t tell him; I wouldn’t reveal who she was, or who she was doing this for, because that would keep him safe. Now that they had Gunner here, they could do whatever they wanted to him, so Reyes would spill every secret she had—and she would, if it came down to his life or her secrets. It now made sense why Gunner had been the one to retrieve the artifact. The Six didn’t just want it; they wanted him.

      I took a seat beside Reyes. The scalpel was still in my hand, and I wrapped my other hand around hers. She clung to it tightly. My brows rose, one last plea to make sure this was the only way—this was her final decision.

      “I’m ready,” she said, voice hard, even though another tear slid down her cheek. She closed her eyes and whispered so only I could hear, “Protect him, please. Keep him safe.”

      “I will,” I replied and placed the tip of the scalpel in the soft spot between her neck and her shoulder.

      I’d done it a hundred times before. A quick and clean death. Minimal pain. It was over before the victim had a chance to realize what had happened. Minimal blood as it all seeped down into the chest cavity below, from the artery near the collarbone my blade hovered over.

      My hand shook before I felt Reyes’ other hand reach up and wrap around mine. I couldn’t do it, and she didn’t make me. With one last squeeze of my hand, Reyes pushed the sharp blade quickly down, deep through skin and muscle, to the artery pumping with blood below.

      Reyes let out a gasp, her grip tightened, then went slack, and her body stilled. Her head dropped to the side, and I gripped her shoulder against mine. I removed the blade. Only a small trickle of blood seeped down onto her already stained white shirt, and tears I didn’t realize were spilling from my face mixed with it.

      Vic helped me move Reyes down onto the bed. We laid her back as though she were just sleeping. Vic’s lips moved, but no words came out, and I realized she was saying a silent prayer before she moved the blanket to cover Reyes’ body.

      Vic looked back at me, taking the scalpel from my hand and placing it back on the tray.

      I sat down on the bed, Vic beside me with one small arm wrapped around my waist, as she hugged me close.

      I stared at Reyes’ body, covered with a white blanket. Tears traced down my chin. I didn’t dare glance at Gunner, the guilt of what I’d done still there. But I’d done it for her, and I’d done it for him. Even if he’d never know. My fists clenched so hard I broke through the skin on my palms with my nails. She’d saved us, saved Jayla—and I couldn’t do that for her. I didn’t realize my hands were shaking until Vic placed hers overtop of them. I couldn’t look away from where her body lay, my throat closing up like something was lodged there, and my chest was caving in. What had I done?

      We were silent. All around us was eerie, unnatural silence.

      Until an alarm blared through the building.
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      SIENNA

      The Dred Wulf circled us. Its glowing yellow eyes danced in the fire’s light. The thick fur covering its body was dark grey and white and black, and its sharp teeth gleamed under its long snout. They were much larger this close up. Sharp claws, as long as one of my fingers, scraped over the stone.

      Tynan had a torch waving in front of the Wulf, pushing it back as best he could, but I got the feeling this beast could easily swat away the torch and pounce on us at any moment. Yet it waited.

      I fumbled with the knife jutting out from my jacket, the only thing I had. If it came down to me using them, the Wulf would be far too close, and I’d be ripped to shreds. Theo had his guns out and ready to fire, but we both knew in these close quarters of the cavern it wasn’t wise to use them, unless it was our only choice. The sound alone could attract other predators straight to us, and if the Wulf found a way in, so could the others.

      Petra stood behind Tynan, an arrow notched and aimed at the Wulf who continued to pace.

      “What do we do?” I whispered.

      “Don’t run,” Tynan ordered, not taking his eyes off the Wulf. He had a long sword in his other hand and circled around, keeping himself between the Wulf and us. “Take them to the tunnel,” Tynan ordered.

      “No,” Petra refused.

      “Now, Petra. He’s waiting… for the others. We don’t have much time,” he said again.

      “I will not leave you, brother,” Petra argued.

      The Wulf let out a low rumble, pacing before us, but not moving to attack. Its yellow eyes were fixed on Tynan, and it dipped its head low, angling itself towards the tunnel to our right.

      “What is it doing?” Petra asked, her brows scrunched.

      Tynan tensed, he took a step forward, keeping the sword between him and the Wulf, but the beast didn’t attack. Instead, it inclined its head towards the tunnel.

      “They’re coming.”

      “More Wulfs?” Theo asked.

      Tynan shook his head. “Reeks.”

      A shiver ran down my spine. A chorus of howls echoed from down one of the tunnels, moving closer, then the sound of guttural screams and feet moving fast over stone. The Reeks had gotten into the tunnel.

      Tynan spared only a glance back at us, fire in his eyes like I’d never seen in anyone before. “Please, Petra, I will be right behind you.”

      Petra swore under her breath before she shoved the arrow in the quiver on her back and placed the bow over her shoulder. She sprinted the few steps to her tent nearby and lifted it off the ground, tossing it out of the way.

      Under the tent was a smooth rock with a square line carved around it, like a door. Petra took her knife, digging it into the seam trying to pry the rock up, but it wouldn’t budge. Theo moved to help, but even together they couldn’t get the heavy rock to lift.

      The Wulf’s back raised as it squared its body to the tunnel the sounds came from. They grew, the chorus of howls and guttural screams. Pounding footsteps ran fast towards us, matching the beat of my heart.

      “Get a move on!” Tynan screamed.

      Light from the fire bounced off the wall, illuminating more shadows from the multiple Dred Wulfs that arrived. They didn’t turn their gaze on us; however, they created a solid line before us, facing the tunnel. The sound of the Reeks drawing near was like thousands of spiders scurrying across the ground. Their footsteps drummed against the rock, louder and louder.

      “What are they doing?” I asked Petra.

      She glanced over her shoulder, her eyes widening at the sight of the Wulfs. “Giving us time,” she whispered, moving back to prying the rock up.

      A black wave smashed into the Wulfs. Claws and teeth ripped through the black monsters. The cries and howls of Wulfs surrounded us, mixed with the sickening crunch of bone and teeth as the Wulfs tried to keep the hoard from reaching us.

      “Help Petra, stay with her.” Theo shoved a small dagger into my hand before pulling out another long sword at his side Tynan had given him.

      “No—” I started, but he was already moving beside Tynan.

      “Get this side,” Petra ordered. I clenched my teeth, my gaze still following Theo, before I let out a hissed breath and I knelt down beside her.

      Tynan stood side by side with the Wulfs, his sword dripping black blood. The few Reeks that snuck through the front line were met with Theo’s blade. A scream from Tynan tore my gaze from Theo as a Reek grabbed hold of his arm, but the Dred Wulf that had arrived first knocked the Reek down and took off its head.

      My hands shook as I dug my knife into the crack around the stone and pulled at the heavy, unyielding rock, feeling the presence of more Reeks closing in.

      “Focus, Sienna, if we don’t move this rock, then none of us will survive,” Petra hissed. I turned my attention back to her. Her body strained to lift the stone, even while her gaze lingered to where Tynan and Theo, along with a dozen Wulfs, were being pushed back by the Reeks.

      Another scream of pain sounded, this time from Theo, and I almost dropped the stone again. I found him in the sea of black limbs and fur. He had a gash on his arm, but he’d taken down the Reek and continued to push them back.

      “Pull!” Petra yelled, and it took every bit of willpower in me not to move towards Theo. I could hear the clash of metal and claws scraping the stone. The Reeks roared.

      Something smashed into my back and I fell, dropping the stone before scrambling to my feet. As quickly as the Reek broke through, it was brought down. Petra stood over me, her bow strung and launching a third arrow into the Reek’s side to keep it down.

      She gripped under my arm to pull me back to my knees.

      “Help me get this damn thing open, or we’ll all die!” Her warning was less of a threat and more of a plea, and it had me moving quicker this time.

      My shoulder barked in pain as the rock shifted under our effort. A corner lifted high enough for Petra to slide her fingers under, and she shoved the rock clear to reveal a small, dark hole and the stone ground below.

      “Go,” Petra ordered. I moved towards the edge, glancing down before peering over my shoulder. Tynan and Theo were both covered in blood, but still standing. Seven Wulfs still stood fighting, but another six were dead, and the Reeks inched closer. “We’ll be right behind you.”

      One of the Reeks lunged forward, Tynan sliced his sword through the air just in time to stop it from landing a blow to a Wulf with its back to us, still battling.

      “Hurry!”

      I slid down into the dark hole. It was a steeper drop than I thought, and shooting pain roared through me as soon as I landed. I managed to crawl out of the way, leaving room for the others, but a wave of nausea rolled over me at the pain. I felt water where I crawled, cool against my bare skin. The smell of a fresh stream and damp rock filled the space.

      Above me another deafening roar echoed before Petra joined me.

      “Where are Theo and Tynan?” I asked.

      She didn’t answer, just felt the walls until she found another torch and lit it with the flint in her pocket. We both looked up to the hole above our heads. The firelight danced through the small space, shadows of men and Reeks and Wulfs danced across the roof.

      Another cry, another guttural scream.

      My heart stopped. Please be okay, please be okay, I begged.

      A shadow loomed over the tunnel hole and backed away. Petra notched an arrow and aimed at the opening, but it was Theo who dropped down beside us.

      Tynan pulled himself to the edge, sliding the stone hatch Petra and I had pried open back over the hole as he slid down, falling to his knees. His white hair, stained with black and red blood, fell over his face as he let out long gasped breaths.

      “What will happen to the Wulfs?” I asked, glancing up to the stone door back in place.

      “They can run faster than the Reeks,” Tynan said softly. “They’ll get out of there.”

      Above us the sound of Wulfs and Reeks tearing each other apart went on, but heavy footsteps began moving in the distance as the Wulfs retreated.  Tynan pulled the torch from Petra’s hand, and the sight of both men had me gasping. I moved to Theo, scanning his body.

      “I’m fine,” Theo grunted, pushing himself to his feet and helping me up, but I screamed in pain.

      “I can’t stand,” I winced. Theo didn’t hesitate; he just lifted me into his arms.

      “We have to keep moving. There may be more ways into this tunnel, and the Reeks will smell blood,” Tynan said. “I don’t know how long the Wulfs can hold them off.”

      “Why did they protect us?” I asked, as we began following Petra down the narrow tunnel, Tynan close behind us. The Wulfs were terrifying creatures, and I knew they hated the Reeks just as much as us, but I had seen them attack just as many humans as they had Reeks. We were not their friends.

      “I don’t know,” Tynan said, shaking his head. “But we owe our lives to them. If they hadn’t been there, we all would be dead right now.”

      I nodded. Theo moved slowly, his own wounds I couldn’t see likely hurting with each step, but he didn’t complain or say one word about them. His heart was racing.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” He nodded.

      The tunnel was covered in the same black rock all around us, and the small stream weaved through the narrow channel it had carved out over what must have been decades. It wasn’t very big, shallow roofs and tight walls surrounded us.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      Neither Tynan nor Petra responded.

      “Where does it lead to? The forest?”

      “Save your energy, we can talk when we’re safe,” Petra snapped over her shoulder.

      We hit a cross in the straight tunnel, and Petra took a sharp right. She picked up the speed, and Theo struggled to keep up with me in his arms.

      I ignored Petra’s order and glanced over Theo’s shoulder to Tynan. “Where are we? Where are you taking us?”

      “This was a water supply tunnel,” he answered. “It leads under Venzier.”

      “Is it safe?”

      “Is anywhere safe in this place?” Tynan responded. I swallowed back the fear rising back up. “It’s safe enough.”

      “Why didn’t we come here before?” Theo asked.

      “You’ll see.”

      Up ahead, Petra had stopped before an opening at the end of the tunnel. As we neared the space, I realized why she hadn’t moved any farther. The smell hit me like a brick, and I had to cover my nose with the sleeve of my jacket.

      We slowed down to a walk, and my eyes adjusted to the large opening we had just entered. All around us were cages. Metal bars were placed into the rock and small doors sealed shut.

      “What is this place?” I could hardly breathe the smell was so strong. Rotted flesh, mold, and damp rock—the smell of death lingered everywhere.

      “A prison? Holding cell? Your guess is as good as ours as to why they’d keep these things down here,” Petra murmured, as she watched her brother, her eyes scanning him.

      “What… what did they keep down here?” I asked. Theo put me down, and I stood on one leg, leaning on him to avoid stepping on my broken one. We kept to the middle of the long room, cages covering the space as far as the light would travel.

      “See for yourself.” Petra nodded to one of the cages, handing me her torch with a little smirk on her face.

      I gripped it tight in my hand; it trembled and with it, the light danced with eerie shadows across the black rock. With Theo’s help, I took two steps towards one of the cages. I leaned forward, pushing the torch out in front of me to see farther inside.

      One more step and then something smashed against the metal bars, and I fell back into Theo, who caught me just in time. The torch flew from my hands, and the cage was inky black once again, but I knew what I’d seen. A Reek.

      Petra chuckled, and I glared back at her. Theo held a steady arm around my back.

      “You think that’s funny?” I demanded.

      “Hilarious,” Petra confirmed.

      I let out a long sigh, happy for the darkness hiding the shame and embarrassment on my face. I should have known what would be in those cages.

      Tynan stepped between Petra and me, handing his sister back the torch that had flown from my grasp when I fell back. “That’s enough, Petra.” She just rolled her eyes.

      “They likely weren’t Reeks when they were caged down here. Probably Carbons who had started to transition before eventually all of Venzier was overrun,” Petra said.

      So many caged, farther than I could see with the torchlight.

      “We should keep moving,” Tynan said softly.

      I nodded, and Theo pressed a hand gently against my back when my feet didn’t immediately begin moving. I took two more unstable steps before Theo dipped down and scooped me back up into his arms.

      The sound of us had awoken the Reeks. More slammed against the bars of their cages, reaching hands through them toward us. I could hear their guttural cries and the scraping of hands against metal and rock. Every cage was filled with one. The room continued for some time, hundreds of cages, hundreds of Reeks.

      Petra led us to a small, narrow hallway between two cages leading to a steep set of stairs, built into the mountain itself. It wound sharply around, twisting upwards at a vertical incline. When we reached what I assumed was the top, we stopped before a metal door. Petra twisted the handle, pulling it open only an inch to peek out. Through the crack was darkness, and then the bright light of a full moon and thousands of stars streamed in through the door. Fresh air and the scent of pine hit my lungs instantly. Petra opened the door a little wider. The forest was far below us. We had reached the peak of the mountain.

      In front of us was a sharp cliff at the edge of where the door had led us. I glanced over the side and noted it was a straight drop down and impossible to climb. To our right and left was sheer mountain top and snow-tipped peaks.

      “What do we do now?” I asked.

      Tynan stepped out of the stairway, the echoes of Reeks and Dred Wulfs sounded below us. He closed the door behind him and leaned against it. “We wait for the sun to rise and a way out to reveal itself.”
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      JAYLA

      The sound of the alarm only grew louder as we neared the edge of the rooftop. Guards swarmed below, but thankfully none had spotted us yet.

      Em threw her fist up and we stopped, dropping down to our stomachs and crawling the rest of the way to glance over the edge. Four guards circled the side entrance of the building. More were to the far left where the transport shuttle and its occupants were frantically removing the rest of the crates from inside.

      “Stay here,” Em ordered, and she slipped over the edge, landing only a few feet from the closest guard, but she was silent against the blaring alarm, and no one even sensed her presence. One gloved hand wrapped around his mouth, silencing him in a heartbeat. With a sharp crack, she had his head twisted, and his body fell limp. She pulled him out of view, unseen by the others.

      Em slid into the alcove of the door and began working on opening it.

      My gun was trained on the second guard, Simon’s on the third. They had their backs to us and were shouting over the loud noise of the alarm. Neither had noticed they’d already lost one man.

      “Anything?” one yelled.

      “Nah, nothing here,” another yelled. “Let’s circle around, see if they have that shuttle unloaded.”

      They turned to the left, heading away from the door and Em and the dead guard hidden around the corner. When they were out of view, Simon and I hopped down beside Em.

      “Got it,” she said. “Just patching into their security system.” Em had her tablet connected to the panel on the wall, and it was uploading data from the building, giving her full control of the cameras inside and outside.

      After a few moments, she detached the tablet and replaced the panel on the wall.

      “We’re in,” she said. “I can’t completely disable their security system, but I’ve looped them for now. They’ll catch on soon enough, but we’ve got access to every door and entrance inside.”

      Em passed me the tablet, and I swiped through the blueprint layout of the building. It was a maze of hallways and doors and small rooms, but one area was a cluster of larger rooms that looked like it could house a lot of people—or a lot of kids.

      “We’ll head here,” I told Simon, who was glancing over my shoulder. “Thirty minutes to get them out. If you haven’t found her by then…” I didn’t have to finish my sentence.

      “I’ll meet you guys up top,” he said and wrenched open the door, taking off without a goodbye.

      Em and I headed the opposite way, down the wide white hallways echoing with the siren and flashing with red light every few feet. Em had her tablet in one hand, blade in the other, directing us towards where I hoped the kids from the DEZ were.

      I couldn’t hear Em over the alarm, so she lifted a fist to stop me then two fingers to let me know how many guards were ahead.

      I slid the suppressor out of my pocket and twisted it onto the end of Azrael. Then, I stepped around the corner and two silent bullets flew through the air and hit their mark before the guards spotted me.

      Em and I pulled them into a nearby room and kept going. There was no way to hide the blood streaked across the white floor, but at least the flashing red lights would hide us for now.

      The sirens stopped wailing, and Em skidded to a stop. Silence.

      A second later, the red flashing lights turned off.

      “Shit,” I mumbled. “What are they doing?”

      “They couldn’t hear or see us before. Now they can.” Em grimaced, stuffing the tablet into her inside jacket and pulling out the second blade at her hip.

      I never thought I’d be disappointed an alarm we set off stopped, but even our silent movements felt too loud.

      Em checked around the corner, empty. At least now, we could also hear them coming. The next corner had four guards, spread out down the hallways enough it’d be hard to get them all without someone noticing. I leaned against the wall, calming my heavy breathing then checking my watch. Twenty minutes.

      Em slid a small, marble-sized bomb from her pocket, squeezed it, and then rolled it down the hallway towards the guards.

      Its sound was a subtle hiss of gas being released. We paused, waiting. Five. Four. Three. Two… thud. The first guard fell, then the second and the third and the fourth. The gas lingered for a few more seconds before it fell to the ground.

      I held my breath as we sprinted past the unconscious men.

      We reached the last hallway and paused when we heard voices.

      “They’ll be coming for the kids, so stay alert. Allard is gathering the others.” Her voice was sweet like honey, with the sharpness of a bee sting. “Do not take your eyes off this hallway, and do not let anyone through. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the guards said in unison.

      I picked up at least a dozen voices, too many to get through without making our presence known to everyone. And we couldn’t use a gas bomb here, not with the kids so close.

      Em nodded to the door behind me and we slipped in.

      “Can you see inside?” I asked, referring to the rooms the guards stood before.

      Em nodded, pulling up the tablet and placing it on the wall facing the hallway. On the tablet, twelve dots lined the hallways in a systematic pattern facing outwards. Beyond that, there were six doors. Inside, huddled to the back wall of each room, were multiple dots. The Marked kids.

      Em scrunched her brow and I kept quiet, allowing her to think through what to do next. She glanced overhead to the vents, too small. Then back to the door leading to the adjacent hallway. It was still empty, for now, but someone was sure to see the four guards we’d left behind, and they’d be heading here next.

      “Fifteen minutes,” I said.

      Em swore under her breath. “We need to get to this room.” She pointed on the tablet to an empty room next to one of the six rooms with the kids inside. It was across from the hallway the guards stood in and would be nearly impossible to reach without being seen.

      I trusted Em. “Should we make some noise while we’re at it?” I smiled. She nodded. “Then let’s go.”

      We stepped back into the empty hallway and peeked around the corner. The guards had guns out, aimed towards where we were and the opposite way.

      Em pulled out another marble-sized bomb, this time without gas inside. She squeezed it to activate the bomb and tossed it down the hallway.

      “Hey!” one of the guards yelled, but the bomb flashed and banged loudly, causing even my ears to ring and eyes to sting against the light, despite having closed them in preparation.

      Em moved to the door, unlocking it while I shot down the smoke covered hallway where I knew the guards were, even though I couldn’t see them through the smoke from the bomb. Within seconds they returned my gunfire, but Em had already unlocked and opened the room, pulling me inside.

      It was a small bunker, triple stacked beds lined the wall, and a small table with a few stools was in the middle. The room itself was empty and had no windows or doors besides the one we just went through.

      Em rushed to the closest bunk bed and dragged the heavy steel frame towards the door. I helped. We pushed it over, and it crashed into the door, barricading us inside.

      Gunshots rang out against the door, and we ducked and pressed ourselves against the wall. Someone tried the knob, but Em had already relocked the door. The bang of someone trying to smash through it sounded, and the bunk securing the door shook just a little, but it didn’t budge.

      I kept my gun aimed at the door while Em moved to the wall. She pulled her tablet up, checking that the occupants of the next room were still against the back wall, and began tracking a thin line on the wall with a soft, putty-like substance.

      The door quivered again, and I heard shouts from beyond it.

      “Ten minutes,” I reminded Em, and she just hissed back, focusing on the wall.

      Once she had the putty secure, she backed away, bringing a string with her and lit the end. It sizzled and snaked up the line until it reached the putty where it melted the substance and everything around it. A black jagged circle was left as the fuse reached the end.

      Em walked over to it and smashed her foot through the center. The entire wall inside the circle shattered and landed on the bottom bunk bed of the next room.

      Gasps and stifled screams sounded on the other side.

      Em crawled through quickly and put her finger to her lips. The kids huddled together in the back. A few of the older ones looked poised to attack. “We’re here to get you out, stay quiet,” Em ordered, and the kids listened.

      I followed Em, helping her move another bunk in front of the door to the room we had crawled into and she began on the next wall.

      Once the guards broke through the first room, they would know we headed through the walls to the kids, and we couldn’t get the doors locked from inside where we were, so we had to be fast.

      “How many of you are there?” I asked.

      An older boy with golden blond hair and bushy eyebrows said, “Ten here, same in most rooms. But they took a few of us earlier today.”

      “Where?” I asked.

      The boy shrugged. “We don’t even know where we are now. This is the only room we’ve been in for over a week.” The room could easily hold probably a hundred kids, yet there were only ten left. Where were the rest?

      I nodded, noting the scared expressions on each of them. The dirty faces and oily hair. Even with the scarf over my face, the odor from unwashed bodies seeped through.

      “Can you all run?”

      Nods and quiet yeses.

      “Good,” I said.

      Em got through the next wall, and we moved everyone together into the adjacent room.

      Each room had ten kids. All had mentioned a few kids being taken earlier in the day and not returning. There were sixty here, at least another twenty somewhere else.

      “Where are the rest?” I asked, doing the math in my head, and realizing that even with the twenty missing here, another forty had come from the DEZ when we’d tried to rescue them back in Cytos.

      The blond-haired boy spoke again. “The older kids were separated from us right away, as soon as we got here. We haven’t seen any of them, but one of the doctors mentioned that they’d been transported already.”

      I clenched my jaw, trying to calculate where they would take these kids outside of the Void. Gustov’s information had told us the kids weren’t being sent into the forest after that explosion, but if they weren’t here, that meant they were being transported somewhere else.

      “Where are we?” the boy asked tentatively.

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry about that now. You’ll be safe soon.”

      Em got the final wall open and led the kids through. I waited until the last was out of the room before crawling back through to the first room. Guards made their way to us. They had the first door open a crack and at the sight of me, they blindly shot in my direction. I took off the guard’s hand with a sharply aimed bullet.

      I placed a small bomb in the center of the room, clicking it twice to allow myself time to get away, and then I ran back through the holes in the walls. I was just sliding through the last one when the bomb went off.

      “Go,” I yelled, and Em opened the door. “Stick together,” I called over the noise and chaos.

      Em sprinted down the hall, guiding the kids to the closest exit.

      “Two minutes, let’s go,” I said into my watch comm.

      “On our way,” Logan said from the other end.

      We reached outside much quicker this time, taking a different route leading us up a flight of stairs and directly to the rooftop.

      The shuttles were already hovering over us as we sprinted out. Em helped kids reach the ropes dangling over the rooftop while guards inside pulled them to safety. A few of Gustov’s men had jumped down and helped more.

      The sound of bullets rang loud over the engines, and one of the shuttles swerved and swayed as the engine at the bottom burst into flames. The pilot struggled at the controls to bring the shuttle down, but it sent out another spray of fire.

      I dove and pushed three kids out of the way just as the shuttle flew out of control towards us, slamming into the glass wall along the inside edge of the forest and bursting into flames. The glass splintered and seemed to quake for a moment before it ruptured into a million shards of tiny glass.

      I glanced out to the forest where the glass wall separating us from the monsters inside no longer stood, and the reverberating sound of a thousand footsteps pounding through the forest heading straight for us made my heart nearly stop. At least the metal wall surrounding the entire Void was still intact… for now.

      “We’ve got to get these shuttles out of here,” I screamed, pushing the kids at my feet towards Em and pulling out my gun.

      I hid behind the edge of the rooftop as bullets screamed overhead. Standing, I took out four guards on the ground before ducking back down.

      Gustov’s men, identified by the big arrow pointing North on the back of their jackets, were filtering out of the shuttles and towards the edge where I was, aiming bullets and grenades below. But the guards did the same and another shuttle blew up, sending a spray of metal and flames across the roof. A few kids screamed out in pain, and I ran to help them.

      “Just a small cut, you’ll be fine,” I told a young girl who had a piece of metal sticking out of her leg. I lifted her up and shoved her into an older boy’s arms, who helped her into the shuttle.

      They were almost full, only Gustov’s men remained, and I waved them back to the shuttles.

      “Is that everyone?” I asked Em, screaming over the engines.

      She shook her head. “Simon’s not back.”

      I swore, glancing down to my wrist. He was more than fifteen minutes late already.

      I grimaced. “Go, get these kids to Eres,” I told Em, moving to leave, but she gripped my wrist.

      “No,” she said sternly. “He knows the rules.”

      “I can’t—”

      “But you will.” Em glared at me.

      I took one last look towards the building, my mind telling me to leave, but my heart hoping I’d see Simon run out of that door towards us any second now, Reyes at his side.

      “Let’s go, now,” Em repeated.

      I sighed and let her pull me to the ropes dangling from the shuttle. I climbed up the few feet to the edge where someone helped pull me the rest of the way. The shuttle lifted off before we’d gotten all the way in. I turned around, sitting at the edge of the open shuttle door and looking down to the rooftop, still empty.

      “He knew what he was doing, and who he was doing it for,” Em said beside me and I nodded.

      Gustov was behind me, his large belly hanging over the belt of the co-pilot’s seat.

      “Any others?” I asked him.

      While we searched the base, his job had been to circle the Void. Once Em had disabled The Six’s security system, their larger weapons would be offline, allowing Gustov to travel over the Void safely, using our hacked-in access to see if any kids were still in the forest. Em knew they’d all have trackers or a way to be found, so once she’d hacked into the system she sent Gustov all their codes, and he and his men were to try and collect any of them.

      Gustov shook his head. “Sorry lass, not one out there.”

      I let out a long sigh as the shuttle sped off and the base we’d just been on disappeared.

      I knew there’d be no one left in the Void; I’d expected Gustov to confirm it… yet I’d still allowed myself to hope Caspian might be alive.

      Em gripped my hand, squeezing it tight as the Void, and the hope of ever seeing Caspian again, disappeared into the darkness. The lump in my throat grew into a sob, and I didn’t stop the tears from streaming down my cheeks.

      He was really gone.
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      CASPIAN

      The alarms had stopped blaring about five minutes ago. Gunner, Vic, and I were still locked in this room, waiting to find out what was going on, but no one had bothered to return.

      Reyes’ body was still covered, but a small dot of red was growing in the spot where the scalpel had gone through. I shuddered another breath and looked away.

      The door swung open, and Dr. Allard swiftly entered, closing it quickly behind him. His features were a bit frazzled, his eyes wide and alert.

      He glanced to Reyes’ body. “Well, that’s peculiar,” he said, tilting his head towards me.

      I swallowed but didn’t reply.

      Allard’s brows rose and he shrugged. “Oh well, let’s go.” He nodded and we all stood. “No, just him.” He pointed to me.

      I gripped Vic’s hand beside me. “I’m not going anywhere without them,” I said.

      “Sorry, they can’t come where you’re going,” Dr. Allard said, waving his hand for me to come with him.

      I shook my head.

      Allard sighed. “This isn’t up for discussion.” He pulled a gun out from his side and aimed it at me. “Move, now!”

      Vic pulled her hand from mine and pressed it against my back, silently telling me to go.

      I spun around to her. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “Afraid you don’t have a choice,” Allard said from my side. He gripped my arm with unexpected strength and pressed the gun to my temple.

      “Where are you taking me that they can’t come?” I asked.

      “You’re leaving,” Allard said simply.

      I turned to him. He was shorter than me and smaller, but I could tell from his grip and even the way he held his gun, he was well trained, which explained why he never had a guard with him.

      “What do you mean, leaving?” I asked. Was he going to kill me?

      Allard shrugged. “We don’t need you, and frankly your presence is a bit of an inconvenience to me—with people looking for you and all.”

      “But—”

      “They can’t come with you. We still need them,” he said.

      “For what?”

      “Things.” The corner of Allard’s mouth curled into an amused smile.

      I refused to move, even with the gun pointed at my head.

      “Listen, boy, you can stay if you really want to, but know this. You mean nothing to her, less than nothing,” Allard said, and I knew whom he was referring to: Dr. Merinda. “You no longer have any information or usefulness. The first chance she gets she’ll kill you, simple as that.”

      “But my family, my friends—”

      Allard snorted, a cruel, mean sound. “She doesn’t care about them, not now. She doesn’t even know where they are, just a few names she picked up from sleeping beauty over there.” Allard nodded to Reyes’ corpse. “You either leave now and possibly live to see another day, or you stay playing the hero and die just like everyone else... forgotten, useless, and frankly a pain in my ass.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because as cruel as you may think I am, I don’t care to see lives wasted when the whole reason we’re here is to save them.” He nodded to where Gunner and Vic stood, the latter now a step closer to Vic. “These kids, they’re still needed. You’re not.”

      “Go,” Gunner said, his voice low and rough. “Get out of here, and maybe find a way to get us out, but don’t stick around just so you can die. That’s stupid, mate.”

      I glanced to Vic, who nodded.

      Gunner glanced down at her and took another step closer. “I’ll watch out for her, I promise.”

      My jaw clenched, and I didn’t want to leave, didn’t want to take one step away from her. But if I did, maybe I could find Jayla; maybe I would see her again? And I would come back. I would find a way to get them out of here.

      I gave Gunner a sharp nod and reached for Vic’s hand. She squeezed it tightly. “I will be back for you,” I said. She gave a soft smile then released my hand.

      Allard pulled me to the door and opened it, stepping into the hallway with the gun still pointed at me in case I got any ideas.

      “Hey, mate,” Gunner called. “When you get out of here, if you have the chance, go to the mountain,” he said. I scrunched my brow at him. “There’re more there, survivors. Tell them Gunner says sorry.”

      I didn’t know what he meant, but I gave him a nod before the door closed between us, and I was out in the hallway with Allard.

      He pulled me swiftly along with him, gun still in his hand, as we wound down two hallways before we reached a door.

      “Take the stairs to the top. I think you’ll find some friendly faces up there… if my intel is correct,” Allard said.

      I nodded and opened the door, only to be pushed aside by a strong body shoving me out of the way and pouncing on Allard. I smashed into the wall just as I heard the gun from Allard’s hand drop to the ground.

      “Where is she?” said a smooth voice I was surprised I recognized.

      Simon stood with one arm wrapped around Dr. Allard’s neck and a gun aimed at his head with the other.

      “Who?” Allard ground out, his voice gritty, as he pulled against Simon’s tight grip.

      “Commander Reyes!” Simon yelled. I froze.

      Allard’s eyes slid to mine, and a small smile spread on his face. “Ask him,” Allard said.

      Simon glanced over to me, finally focusing on who I was. His eyes widened with surprise and recognition. “We thought you were dead,” he said by way of greeting.

      “Not yet.”

      “Where is she?” Simon asked.

      My gaze dropped to the ground, and I saw Simon’s arm loosen with realization. Allard pushed himself free and staggered a few feet away.

      “Are you sure?” Simon’s voice was small, quiet.

      I nodded. “I’m sorry,” I said. I couldn’t bear to say how it happened, that she’d died in my own arms.

      Simon stilled, his eyes distant and lost for a second before his arm rose, and the gun in his hand aimed at Allard.

      “No!” I shouted to both Simon and Allard’s surprise. “He’s… helped me,” I said. I wasn’t sure why I saved him. I could have let him die, snuck back to where Gunner and Vic were, and rescued them right here and now, but something told me Allard was better kept alive. And I knew there were more kids in here than just Vic and Gunner, more kids needing help.

      The sound of footsteps came down the hall.

      “Best be going,” Allard said before taking off towards where we’d just come from.

      Simon kept his gun aimed at his back until he slid around the corner and out of view. Finally, he sighed and dropped his gun.

      I took a step to follow just as an explosion sounded from outside. The glass windows nearby shattered, and the hallway I had just planned to head down crumbled and leapt with fire.

      I swore under my breath, still moving forward, but Simon caught my wrist. “This way.” He nodded to the door leading to the stairs behind us.

      “There are more here, two people I need to get out.” I pulled against his grip.

      “If you want to live, I suggest you come with me, but I won’t stop you if you go,” Simon said quietly, releasing my arm. The fire and anger I was used to hearing from him was gone. “But I won’t be the one to tell Jayla you chose them over her.”

      My fists clenched, and my shoulders dropped with a sigh. I will come back for you, I silently promised Vic before I turned and followed Simon to the rooftop. Two busted shuttles were still on fire in the distance, one halfway through the building, crushing the hallway we’d just left. The second had smashed through the glass wall, and I could hear the tell-tale sound of a thousand Reeks pressing through the forest towards us. They would be here soon, and there was no longer anything to stop them.

      A few guards circled the wreckage as others pointed up to the sky. In the distance, multiple red and green flashing lights moved farther and farther away from us.

      “Shit,” Simon muttered, as we ducked behind a vent stack, hiding from the guards who hadn’t spotted us yet. “We’re too late.”

      I crawled to the edge, looking for another shuttle or way to escape, but the ground was empty of anything but guards combing the area.

      Simon pressed something on his watch and whispered, “We need a shuttle, someone come back. Two people trapped on the rooftop.”

      No one responded.

      “Return,” he said a bit louder, but still the only response was silence.

      Simon rested his head back, and I sat down on the ground. We’d gotten this far, made it out of this place, only to have missed our ride home by seconds.

      Simon was quiet for a moment then he turned towards me. “Did you see her?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Was she… did she suffer?”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      “Good,” Simon nodded, blinking back whatever threatened to come up as a scowl returned to his face. “We’ll have to find—”

      “Coming in hot!” a voice called from Simon’s watch and we both jumped.

      Seconds later a blast of gunfire peppered the rooftop then the blast of an explosion right where the guards had surrounded the wrecked shuttle.

      Overhead a shuttle screamed by, someone waving out of the side window towards us, as it circled around. They dropped two ropes, and neither Simon nor I hesitated. We sprinted, running towards the rope dangling just over the edge of the building and leaping to grab hold.

      Shouts and gunfire filled the air, and I tucked my body in tight as the shuttle lifted higher and out of the way. Slowly, we climbed up, my tired and weak arms howled at the effort, but soon we were at the edge, and two men pulled us inside.

      I flopped onto my back beside Simon, who was also breathing heavy.

      “Boy, am I glad to see you, Logan,” Simon said to the pilot.

      My gaze bounced up to find Logan Wallace, the son of Governor Wallace, seated at the front of the shuttle in the pilot’s seat. What the hell was he doing here?

      He smirked. “What, did you think I’d let them leave you behind or something?”

      I eased a long breath as I looked out the open shuttle circling back and heading south. Glancing out to the dark night, something caught my eye. Something big… the mountain.

      “Wait, we have to go to the mountain,” I said, pointing to the large black and grey peak shimmering in the moonlight. “There’re survivors there.”

      Logan glanced back. “You sure?”

      “Positive,” I said, remembering Gunner’s words.

      “All right, hold on.” Logan tilted the shuttle, and we readjusted to move north, towards the towering peak of the mountain.

      I watched the forest below, the pine smell mixing with the now familiar odor of the Reeks. Below, the hoard of those black monsters moved like a fierce wind through the foliage towards the burning building we’d just escaped. They would tear the place apart. I hoped Allard wasn’t lying, that the Marked kids were indeed important, and they’d get Vic and Gunner out of there.

      As I glanced back to the building, I saw the thick metal wall surrounding the Void open, and a few people filtered out, then it slammed shut as the Reeks barrelled through, and anyone still left inside would surely be dead soon. I knew they’d have taken Vic and Gunner with them, wherever they escaped to; Allard had said they were still needed.

      I looked back to the mountain, and I took a long, deep breath as my gaze moved to the moon and stars pocked across the black sky, and I almost didn’t believe I had made it out. I closed my eyes, praying to the stars shining above this wasn’t a dream.

      I lived, and I’m coming back to you.
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      SIENNA

      An explosion rang out in the distance. We could just barely make it out from the ledge we sat on. The wind was cold and vicious, too dangerous to risk trying to climb down, so we’d wait until morning when we could assess the situation.

      We leaned against the door and rock, looking out into the distance, where something seemed to be on fire. It was so far away we could only make out the flicker of red flames and smoke, but it was at the edge of the Void, where the wall was, which made us believe it was one of The Six’s locations.

      “I hope the whole thing burns down,” I mumbled.

      A weak chuckle rumbled in Theo’s chest. He only had a few cuts on him. His side was bruised, and he might have cracked a rib, but he didn’t complain. There was nothing to splint my leg, and seeing as it had been feeling so much better before I jumped down on it, I didn’t have my brace on when we left in such a rush. It was stretched out in front of me, throbbing.

      We needed rest and food. We needed to get out of here, but I could hardly stand, let alone climb down a mountain.

      “When the sun comes up, we’ll head there,” Tynan said. “If something has happened or someone is fighting back, their defences may be down. It could be our way out.”

      Petra nodded beside him, the two sitting close against the stone wall.

      The night was nearly silent, except for the occasional howls of the Dred Wulfs and guttered screams of the Reeks.

      “I still don’t understand why the Dred Wulf helped us,” Petra whispered. “Our people used to hunt them, we wore their furs, yet they saved our lives back there.”

      “I think they realized they wouldn’t survive the Reeks much longer, that there were so few of them left, and it was only a matter of time before the Reeks killed them all,” Tynan said. “Maybe they, too, felt it was their job to protect the forest, and now that included us.”

      I didn’t know why they’d done it, but I would be forever grateful they did. As we sat there, silently watching the stars, I couldn’t help but remember what Ava used to always tell me. I do as the stars ask me, and I wondered if the stars were to thank for the protection we received tonight, too, even if it wasn’t bound to last.

      All around us was silence, all but for a subtle whooshing sound getting louder.

      “What is that?” I whispered when I realized it wasn’t the wind.

      “It’s getting, closer,” Tynan said. “There.” He pointed to the south, and we moved to our feet.

      In the distance, a sleek, silver shuttle flew just above the mountaintop, right for us.

      I sucked in a breath. “Do you think—”

      “I’m not sure,” Tynan answered before I finished. We had no way of knowing if this shuttle was friend or foe. Tynan pulled out his sword, which would do nothing against a shuttle, and Petra stepped up beside us with an arrow aimed at it.

      The shuttle flew past us, circling above us just low enough for me to see the symbol for the Cytos Guard on its belly.

      We paused, holding our breath and waiting for the shuttle to open fire as the side doors slid back, but they didn’t. Instead, a black rope dropped down and dangled just in front of us. I looked back to Theo, who glanced up to the shuttle before a smile spread across his face.

      “Friend,” he said, pointing to the man leaning out of the shuttle door. Caspian.

      I let out a long sigh and waved up at him. His surprise was as genuine as mine. As he motioned for us to climb, whatever he yelled down at us was lost over the sound of the engine. Theo moved towards the rope first and motioned for me to climb onto his back. It was painful just trying to keep my legs around his waist, and as he climbed I clenched harder and gripped with my arms to keep myself from slipping. When I was within reach, Caspian pulled me up. Two guards helped Theo.

      I pushed myself from the edge to allow Petra to climb up behind us, too exhausted to even drag myself into a proper seat. One of the men passed me a bottle of water, and I gulped down half of it in one swig.

      “You have no idea how glad I am to see you,” I said to Caspian. “How did you find us?”

      “It’s kind of a long story, but a guy named Gunner told us to come here,” Caspian said, yanking Tynan inside before closing the shuttle door. My shock must have read across my face, as Caspian continued, “He told me to tell you guys he’s sorry.”

      I glanced to Theo, sitting behind me. He scowled. “Guess that’s one way to apologize.”

      I shrugged. I think it’d be a long time before I forgave him.

      “Where is he?” I asked.

      Caspian looked down. “With The Six still,” he said. He finally gazed up to meet my eyes. “With Vic.”

      The air caught in my lungs. “Vic?”

      Caspian shook his head. “I’m sorry, I tried…” He told us what happened. How he found Vic, tried to get her out, but he couldn’t. How he’d made the deal with Dr. Merinda to help get Gunner to them safely, and how in the end, they let him go, but not Vic. Tears welled in my eyes as he spoke. She’s alive.

      “What will they do with her?” I asked, and Theo gripped my hands tight, stopping them from trembling.

      Caspian shook his head. “I’m not sure, but I don’t think they’ll be sending them back to the Void any time soon. Allard said they still needed them for something.”

      I nodded, numb.

      “We’ll get her back,” Theo said.

      Petra and Tynan introduced themselves. A few other people were in the shuttle with Caspian, including a Carbon whose name I recognized from Jayla’s stories.

      “We’ll need a healer or medic when we get wherever you’re taking us,” Theo said, nodding down to where I still sat on the ground with my leg stretched out before me. The throbbing was dull but constant, and the subtle vibration of the shuttle jarred me with each little bump and movement.

      The Carbon nodded. “Call ahead, Logan, we’ll need someone there when we land.”

      “On it, Simon,” Logan answered him before radioing in the message.

      I gripped Theo’s hand, and his thumb brushed back and forth over my palm.

      The shuttle was silent the rest of the way, but the reality we were leaving the Void didn’t feel real. The horrors we had witnessed wouldn’t disappear as quickly as the night sky.

      In the distance, the sun started its slow ascent on a new day, and I couldn’t help but close my eyes and breathe a small sigh of relief.

      “We made it out,” Theo whispered in my ear, his lips brushing against my neck. “We survived.”

      I nodded against him, letting his words settle in.

      We’d survived. We’d escaped the Void. And Vic was still alive. But it wasn’t over. It was just beginning.
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      JAYLA

      The last shuttle arrived an hour later than the rest. Logan had circled back when he heard over the radio Simon wasn’t with us. I’d ordered him to wait an additional thirty minutes to see if Simon arrived before leaving.

      Shuttles from Cytos would have already been dispatched when we set off that alarm at the base in the Void, so we couldn’t risk waiting too long and leading any of the Cytos Guards to Eres.

      When we got the call from Simon saying he and another person were on the rooftop, I’d never been so happy. Simon must have found Reyes, and they were on their way back.

      Em and I waited just outside the city where the other shuttles were lined up and refuelling for the trip back to Cytos. They couldn’t risk staying here for too long; someone could notice them and report to Governor Grayson, if they hadn’t already.

      A healer stood beside Em. We’d received the report there was someone injured on the shuttle, and a healer was needed. The radios didn’t work well in the desert or over the Void, so we didn’t know who was injured. I just hoped it wasn’t Simon or Reyes.

      I covered my eyes with my arm as the shuttle landed and kicked up a wave of sand. Once the engines were off, I opened my eyes to find two guards leading people towards us. Two people I didn’t recognize, both with long, white hair and blood covering them, walked towards us, along with two more people I couldn’t see yet as the sand still whipped in my eyes. The healer was already moving towards the girl who winced with each movement.

      I had to blink away my shock at the familiar red hair and green eyes glancing up at me only briefly, a slight smile on her face as they passed. Sienna was alive? And Theo? Relief ran through me that someone we had tried to save was still alive.

      Simon trailed behind them. He met my eyes, and as if knowing what I wanted to ask, he solemnly shook his head and my heart dropped. He hadn’t found Reyes.

      I moved to follow them but Em stopped me. Her eyes still fixed on the shuttle. “I’ll check on them,” she said to me, not taking her eyes off the shuttle. “You’re needed elsewhere.” She nodded to the shuttle and gave me a wink before following behind Simon.

      I scrunched my brow at her back before glancing back to the shuttle.

      I blinked.

      My body lurched forwards of its own will, stumbling as if something was jerking me on a string.

      My heart stopped entirely, and I didn’t think I was breathing… but I ran. Faster than I ever had to the man standing just outside the shuttle door.

      The distance between us disappeared in a blur. The only thing I could see was him, and I didn’t dare blink for fear he would vanish before my eyes. Two more strides and I crashed into him. He stumbled a few steps before catching his balance. My arms wrapped tight around his neck, and I buried my face into the crook of his shoulder.

      Caspian’s chest rumbled with a soft laugh before he placed his arms around me, hugging my body in even closer than it already was. I couldn’t stop the sob escaping me. I sucked in a breath, breathing in the smell of him, savoring the feel of every inch of his body. It trembled against mine, and his hands moved up and down my back, as if he had to feel every inch of me just to know it was real, that it wasn’t a dream. My hands roamed through his hair and down his neck, and I pulled away only enough to place my lips on the soft skin between his neck and his shoulder. Kissing him. Tasting him.

      “I’m here,” he whispered in my hair, “this is real.” He knew my fears because they were his own. And I almost couldn’t believe it was true, but the feel of his hard body against mine, the rapid beating of his heart against my chest, and the sound of his voice in my ears told me it was.

      This was real.

      I couldn’t stop shaking, even as Caspian set me down but still held me tight. He kept his grip around my back and withdrew only enough to see my face. Tears stained my cheeks.

      He smiled, wiping away the wetness on one side, then the other.

      “How?” I whispered, my voice breaking.

      Caspian captured my lips with his own with heartbreaking softness, as if that one kiss could take away the pain he heard in my voice, the tears still falling.

      “I said I’d never leave,” he whispered, his breath warm against my lips. “And I like to keep my promises.”

      I couldn’t breathe, and there were no words, so I just pulled him back in and kissed him. “Never do that again,” I said between kisses.

      He chuckled, and I didn’t hear anything else but his beating heart and his promise, “I’ll never leave you.”
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      GUNNER

      It wasn’t long before they came back to our room. Vic sat quietly on her bed; her knees tucked into her chest. I couldn’t stop staring at her.

      This was the Ghost? The girl who everyone was trying to kill before the Reeks took over? This was the girl Sienna had been searching for? Her friend?

      I had known it was her the minute Caspian said her name. And I didn’t know why I didn’t tell her I knew where Sienna was, and she was still alive—at least I hoped she was still alive. Maybe it was because I’d have to explain how I’d betrayed them all. I’d left her friends behind, so I could get some stupid information I’d probably never receive.

      I’d thought I was going crazy the day after the mountain imploded when I’d started hearing a voice in my head—Dr. Merinda’s voice. The tracker hadn’t been taken out yet, and it would seem on top of killing us kids, it also had the ability to pass on a message through it. And when Merinda promised information in exchange for the device she claimed was inside Venzier, I found I couldn’t resist.

      I’d wanted to, believe me. I wished I were a stronger man. I fought it as long as I could, the headaches from the small amounts of venom they seeped through the tracker, nearly killing me before they finally removed it under the mountain. I thought I could be strong enough to say no and move on once it was out. But I wasn’t.

      So I’d made a deal with the Devil.

      Even once the tracker was out, once the pain and voices in my head ceased, I found I had to know. I was weak, and I hated myself for it, but it was who I was, and I couldn’t deny that. I hadn’t intended them all to die, I’d gone in there with the plan of bringing them with me back to Dr. Merinda, but then everything went to hell, and I knew there was no going back, so I ran. I didn’t know how many of the Guardians survived, I’d tried not to look at the bodies outside of Venzier, but I knew there weren’t many.

      Someone had removed Reyes’ body shortly after Allard left with Caspian, and I couldn’t help but wonder if somewhere out there anyone would sacrifice their life for me. I scowled at the wall. I knew the answer, and it was a resounding, “Hell No!”

      The door clicked open, and Dr. Merinda stepped in. Instinctively, I stood and moved closer to Vic, who was still curled in the same position, but now she shook like a leaf.

      “It seems we lost a few people from this room,” Merinda commented, her eyes narrowed. “We’re leaving. Let’s go.” She moved to the door, and I quickly closed the distance.

      “Where?” I asked.

      “That’s classified.” Merinda shrugged. “You’ll join the others.”

      “Others?”

      “Did you think you were the only ones?” Merinda mused at my confused expression. “Well, I guess you may be the exception. But yes, there are others. More genetic kids, all immune to the disease that has destroyed our way of living for far too long.”

      “What do you mean, I’m the exception?”

      Dr. Merinda shifted on her feet and tilted her head with a bored kind of expression. “What makes you think I would tell you anything? What makes you think you’re even remotely important enough to deserve any answers?”

      “We had a deal,” I said, closing my fist over the device still in my hand.

      Dr. Merinda glanced down to my hand, and then she stuck hers out.

      I crossed my arms. “I want what you promised first.”

      “Very well,” Dr. Merinda sighed. “Your father is a hack of a Carbon who knowingly gave you up to us in exchange for his own freedom and safety. He was a lowly kind of guy, the kind who would turn on his friends at any moment if it benefited him to do so.”

      I swallowed, a thick lump in my throat, seeing the comparisons Merinda didn’t try to hide.

      “Your mother was a human. She didn’t know of your existence, as she was told you died during creation. It wasn’t until recently she even found out about you, but unfortunately she’s dead now.”

      My heart sank. She didn’t know about me? My mother had thought I died? Was she… could she have been… No. Not a chance. I wouldn’t let myself even consider it.

      “You’re the exception to this experiment we’ve been running, as you were never meant to be created in the first place. Every other genetic kid was made on purpose… along with the twin of each child we created for the DEZ.” Merinda watched with unbridled glee as my eyes widened.

      “What do you mean, twin?”

      A wave of impatient annoyance flashed across Merinda’s face. “I can’t believe that any one of you kids could be that stupid. That you actually thought your parents just up and left you because they changed their minds. How idiotic could you be?”

      I clenched my jaw, my hand still clasped around the artifact.

      Merinda glanced to my hand, letting out a dramatic sigh. “Must I really spell it out for you? Fine. When someone created a genetic kid for themselves, we made two. One for the parents, and one for us. The genetic kids are the ideal specimen to combat the Reeks, and we had hoped our best chance at retrieving that thing currently in your hand.” My eyes darted to the artifact. “It would seem we were right, mostly.”

      I swallowed back the dryness in my throat. Behind me, Vic had gone deathly pale. She covered her mouth with her hands.

      The Marked kids hadn’t been abandoned by their parents because their parents never knew of their existence. Families were living their lives thinking they had one child and never knew of the other one who’d been sent to their death by some sadistic demon who’d created us for the soul purpose of using us as pawns.

      My father had known of my existence, and he willingly gave me to these people. I wanted to deny it all, I didn’t want to believe that my own father could be so cruel, but then again… wasn’t I just as bad? I’d destroyed an entire tribe, allowed my friends to be used for my own gain. He and I were the same—terrible, horrible people.

      “Names,” I growled back.

      “That wasn’t a part of the deal. I only promised information, not names,” Merinda said sweetly.

      I squeezed my fist against the artifact in my hand. “I want to know the name of the son of a bitch who gave me up and kept me from my own mother.” I was shaking, and the artifact under my grip creaked.

      Dr. Merinda smirked, amused at my flash of anger. “Your father’s name is Simon,” Merinda said. She opened her palm for me to place the artifact in. “And your mother was the former Commander of the Watchers… I think you briefly met. Commander Reyes?”

      My body went numb. I shook my head, and my knees gave out under me as I dropped to the ground. No, it couldn’t be. A hand brushed my back, but I flinched and it disappeared.

      Merinda swiftly took the artifact from my slack fingers. “Sorry we didn’t get a chance to chat sooner.” She turned and opened the door.

      A low growl escaped me, and I moved to lunge for her, but two guards stepped in my way and grabbed me by both arms, yanking me into the hallway. I glanced back to see two more guards leading Vic behind me.

      A hot rage filled me as I glared at Merinda’s back as she led the group down the hall. Dr. Allard met up with us, falling into step with Merinda, and I wondered if he had also known. Of course he’d known, and he’d let it happen, too. He gave Caspian the tools to escape the cuffs, to kill my mother.

      “The train is ready to go, and our operatives have been dispatched as requested,” Dr. Allard said to Merinda. “They’ll round up every one of them, so we can move on to phase two now that we have that thing.” He nodded to the artifact in Merinda’s hand.

      “Good,” she nodded. “Oh, and Allard, I want them all. Do not disappoint me again.”

      Allard only nodded, his expression flat.

      I let them drag me, let them lead me away, as my mind tried to understand what I had just been told. I had just unknowingly watched my mother die—for me—and I didn’t stop it. I didn’t know I should have stopped it because I didn’t believe for one second anyone was looking for me, or anyone would sacrifice themselves for me.

      The Marked kids had been created by The Six for their own selfish purposes, denying each and every one of them the life they could have had. The life we all deserved… only my father had willingly complied with them. Only one person had been given up and abandoned knowingly—me.

      As the rage settled deep within the pit of my stomach, I pictured all the dark marks across my body—and I pictured the ones I would add. These ones would sting the most, and they were the ones I would one day avenge. I had a list of names. People who were responsible for all I’d been put through and the death of my mother. Allard and Merinda were already on my list, but I now added Simon, my father.
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      As an avid reader from a young age, it only made sense that one day I would write my own stories. I grew up in a small town in central Alberta, Canada where there wasn’t much to do but read, cheer on the Oilers, and endure the long cold winter months with copious amounts of hot chocolate and tea. After high school, I attended college where I played 4 years of college basketball and eventually went into Recreation as a career, but stories always held my heart. I began writing Watcher after an injury forced me to find a new hobby outside of  sports and recreation, and you will find much of my writing is influenced by my background in how the body moves, through fight scenes and training. What started off small, quickly turned into something bigger than I ever could have imagined, and continues to grow every day. Still living in central Alberta, I spend my days with my loyal dog, and co-author, Moto, and my amazingly supportive husband. Every day I get to do what I love, and I couldn’t have asked for a better team to help me along the way. I will continue to write more stories and worlds and can’t wait to share them all with every one of you.

      Keep up with my journey through my social links below or join my newsletters to be the first to know what’s happening in the world of AJ Eversley.
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TERMINATION
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DISCLAIMER
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