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      It was hard to tell what time it was with no windows or a clock, but my body told me it was around midday. The guards brought me food at random intervals, constantly changing and sporadic, in a way that told me they didn’t want me getting too familiar with their schedule. I hadn’t spoken to anyone since that first day I’d arrived back in Cytos under Governor Greyson’s control. Not knowing what was happening outside had my pulse constantly racing. Were my friends still alive? If Caspian was okay…

      I was lying on the hard bed they’d provided, staring at the ceiling when the door opened. I didn’t move, didn’t try to escape—it would have been useless to try. The door was always locked, and the guards didn’t linger long enough for me to even think of escaping, but this was not a guard.

      “Come with me.” Dr. Allard jutted his chin toward the hallway, leaving the door open and walking away before I had even stood to follow.

      It had been weeks locked in this room with barely enough space to move more than three steps, and now as I stood, my legs wobbled. I didn’t bother trying to go any faster; I’m not sure I could have. After a few moments, Allard slowed his pace to match mine. He didn’t speak, and the only sound was our footsteps echoing through the vast hallway, spanning farther than I could see. Black marble floors and white walls made the endless space dizzying. There was an earthy smell, despite not a speck of dirt anywhere to be seen. No windows. No people. Just us.

      Allard paused before a door, pressing his hand to the panel, and it slid open. “After you.”

      I peered around the corner where I found a room similar to my own, small and cramped.  One wall was a sheet of metal, slick and smooth, the other three black and stark. A hard metal table sat in the middle of the room instead of a bed beside a computer with cables coming out of it. There was a large, oval-shaped light hanging over the table, and when I glanced up at it, a headache instantly began pounding through my skull at its brightness.

      “Sit.” Allard waved a hand toward the metal table, closing the door behind him.

      His face was impassive, showing no sign of the man I’d spoken to in Black Prison. He’d spent years undercover working for Greyson, all the while loyal to the Watchers. If he hadn’t told me himself—proven he was working with us—I wouldn’t have believed it. Today, though, he made no show that he was anything but an obedient servant for Greyson, which made me wonder who else watched us.

      I sat, the metal cold under my hands and legs. A twinge of fear ran through me—one I was unable to quell. They’d given me familiar clothing, which was oddly comforting. Black pants and a loose black T-shirt. My shoulder-length hair was pulled back away from my face, and if I’d looked in a mirror, I was sure I’d find dark circles under my eyes.

      “Let’s see how you’ve healed,” Allard said, motioning with one hand for me to lift the hem of my shirt.

      Broken ribs were still healing, and the bruises had turned to a yellowish brown. Allard had reset the fractures I’d sustained from Greyson’s personal guard, Leah—Em’s twin sister. She’d nearly killed me, and it’d hurt like hell, but because of Simon, I was still alive. He’d convinced Greyson I knew something, that I had information she needed. I had nothing. Nothing I knew of anyway. And even if I somehow remembered what it was, I wouldn’t give it to Greyson.

      He moved on to check my hand, which had been crushed and broken into shards. It still trembled when I made a fist, and there was a lump near my wrist where the bones hadn’t set properly, but I could finally use it to eat. Smaller cuts and other wounds were easy for Allard to heal, but I still had a few scars across my body as memories; they matched the many others I’d procured over the years.

      “When was the last time you slept?” Allard asked, shining a small light in my eyes.

      I kept my mouth shut, staring past him to the stark metal wall. I hadn’t slept much, and I was sure he could tell, there were black shadows under my eyes.

      “Any headaches, ringing in your ears?” Allard tilted his head to block my view of the wall.

      I turned my gaze to him with a flicker of annoyance, shaking my head once before glancing back to the wall. I didn’t have the energy to speak. Didn’t have the will to try. I was their prisoner, and there was nothing I could do about it. I was smart enough to know I was being watched. Soon enough, Greyson would find out Simon had lied, and I’d be disposed of. If Caspian was smart—if Em could convince him—they wouldn’t be coming after me. It was too risky, and in the end, it was more important to focus on finding a way to destroy the Reeks for good and keep the genetic kids safe. I wasn’t a priority.

      Allard put down his tools and let out a long sigh, crossing his arms. He always had a slightly amused look on his face. His eyes were bright as he watched, waiting for some sort of response I wasn’t about to give. “He’s awake,” he said.

      My gaze jumped to his, trying to hide the emotions on my face. Shit. I knew who he was talking about, the reason I’d been left alone for so long: Simon.

      “She’s likely interrogating him as we speak, demanding he tell her what you know and where she can find it.”

      “She’s wasting her breath,” I mumbled, trying to keep my breathing in check.

      “I’d like to believe that. Trust me, I would. But whatever it is you know, willingly or unwillingly, she will find out.” Allard shifted on his feet, his face holding the slightest bit of sympathy. “You know the consequences should you be reluctant to help.”

      My pulse began to race. I did know the consequences, and it had kept me up every night since I’d been here. Greyson wouldn’t need to lay a finger on me; she’d do much worse. She’d destroy Caspian and Em. She’d destroy all of them. It was the reason I’d given up hope that they’d come for me. Caspian would break through the front doors if he could, just to get me back, but Em was smart—she’d see the trap and know not to come. I had to trust they wouldn’t risk it—but what if they did? I shook my head, trying to make the image disappear. I squeezed my eyes shut.

      It was the one thing I had tried to prevent, the reason I was more than willing to sacrifice myself, to be their prisoner. Because it meant they were safe from all this—safe from her. But not if she found a way to get to them, to bring them here.

      “I’ve tried,” I whispered. “I have nothing.”

      “I suggest you try harder.” Allard shrugged, moving towards the computer next to the table. “Lie down.”

      I hesitated, watching as Allard removed the cables attached to the computer, little pads on the ends.

      “Your bones will snap like twigs under the torture she will put you through. I don’t know what she has planned, but the least I can do is ensure you survive more than one interrogation.” He nodded again to the table, and I slowly lowered onto my back. He placed two of the pads on each wrist, another just underneath the hollow between my collar bone, and two more on either temple. “This will help the bones completely heal…so you can withstand it as many times as you have to.”

      My throat dried. “Does she know you’re doing this?” I asked, my voice low.

      His gaze narrowed, and his mouth formed a thin line. “She ordered me to do this,” he said. Again, my pulse spiked. “And she will keep ordering me to do it, over and over, until you give her what she wants.”

      I knew what he meant. I would be tortured, broken, and then healed again and again until I could produce an answer for her. I trembled. I had nothing. I knew nothing. I wasn’t even sure what it was Simon thought I could provide. I had secrets, just like anyone else. None of them would help her. But if it meant keeping my friends safe, I’d endure it.

      “Just keep your wits about you,” Allard said. “You’re a smart girl, and I’m sure you can figure it all out, but don’t expect any help—from anyone.”

      I nodded, understanding that when it came to Greyson, he couldn’t show any sort of favoritism or assistance towards me. I would be on my own.

      “Close your eyes.” Allard pointed to the light over my head that was already too bright. “It only gets worse.”

      I closed them, feeling the light around me intensify and fill me with a warmth throughout my body. A slight tingle raised the little hairs on my arms, and I felt as though I could lie there and sleep for days.

      I must have fallen asleep because I woke to a gentle shake on my arm.

      “All done,” Allard said, helping me sit up.

      My body felt fresh. The weak legs and sore ribs were gone. I rotated my wrist, making a fist and finding it didn’t tremble. Even the lump on my wrist was gone.

      “You couldn’t have done this sooner?” I turned to Allard.

      He shrugged. “Trust me when I say this might feel like a favor now, it won’t be for long.”

      I hopped off the bed as Allard began directing me back to my room. With this new energy filling me, I had the slightest bit of hope that maybe I could get out of here. If I could figure out where exactly I was, an exit, maybe I could escape. I’d have to be smart about it, ensure I did it at the right time, but at least for now, my body felt more capable of moving than it had only an hour ago. Capable of fighting back.

      Allard opened my door. “Don’t get too comfortable,” he said. “We’ll be seeing you.”

      Something dropped in the pit of my stomach as he closed the door. I had to be quick. I had to find a way out of here. I could take the pain. I would endure it all, as long as it meant they were safe. But I wasn’t sure how long they could hold out coming after me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Sienna

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Crisp ocean wind stung my skin as I ran. My orange-red hair whipped around my face as the sun slowly made its way into the morning sky over the deep blue sea. I pushed my legs harder, pumping my arms as adrenaline filled my veins, and for once I ran without a purpose. For once nothing chased me, no nightmares living or dead, only the freedom I felt as my lungs filled with air.

      One month, that’s all it took to feel the freedom I’d longed for my entire life. The walls keeping us safe were still there, and the monsters that once haunted me still existed on the other side, but for now, I was free.

      I weaved through the near-empty city of Kuros. Their streets were stone and filled with narrow alleys and stairs leading up and down. The houses were tightly packed, featuring a combination of stone and glass throughout. It was eerily quiet this early in the morning, my favorite time to go for a run, and I knew within the hour these streets would be packed with citizens.

      After two weeks of containment, the citizens were finally allowed back home, as the King of Kuros was satisfied with the quick efforts to repair the broken stone wall surrounding the city that the Reeks had torn through weeks ago. The metal wall surrounding the Void had also been repaired, and scouts told us the Reeks had moved farther south, likely targeting Eres instead. Guilt churned in my gut to think I was surprisingly happy we were out of harm’s way—for once. Even if I knew it wouldn’t be for long.

      Troops had been sent to aid the Sweepers of Eres after Theo finally convinced his father to help, and the last report from Em and Caspian confirmed they had destroyed nearly all the Reeks that had escaped so many months ago, but they were expecting more.

      Things were quiet, contained, and I chose not to think about the possibility that it might not last.

      I slid around a corner, gripping the rough stone edges to fling myself faster, and barreled down the short set of stairs two at a time. This was my release, my way of avoiding the truth. We weren’t safe, not yet, but it was no longer my job to fix things. So, I chose to just live and enjoy what little reprieve I had from it all—for now.

      Another corner led me to the wide, main street running from east to west through the entirety of Kuros. If I headed east, I would meet the ocean and the frigid cold water, as Vic and I had found out the hard way a few days ago. Winter in Kuros was nearly worse than Cytos. We didn’t have any snow yet, but the cold seeped into your very bones and made it impossible to stay warm. And the ocean, it nearly gave my fingers frost bite when I dipped them in, leaning over the edge with Vic and nearly falling in.

      I headed west, towards the stone and glass castle perched over the sprawling city below. Four towers made a square around the central domed building, connected by glass bridges on four different levels. More than a hundred stairs led to the enormous wood doors, and my legs burned by the time I got to the top. Sweat dripped down my brow, and I reveled at the burning in my lungs.

      I paused at the top, turning around to let the warm sun’s rays hit my face. A few shuttles flew in the distance, the Kuros crest along their sides. Theo spent most of his time at the military base where the shuttle was currently traveling back to. It took everything in me to let him go, to remind myself he didn’t need my protection every second of every day—even if it was built into my nature to want to do just that. I chose to stay within the city limits, much to Theo’s pleasure, as he, too, found it hard to be apart. But the guards had to prepare. I was doing just that in my own way, but for now I couldn’t bring myself to watch as soldiers trained for the fight coming. War was inevitable whether I trained there or simply ran through the near-empty city.

      “How are you not freezing?” Theo’s voice didn’t startle me as I knew he’d be waiting; he always was. “You’re going to catch a cold.”

      My bare arms were cool to the touch, the sweater I’d left with was now secure around my waist, as I removed it when I got too hot.

      I spun around with a little shrug. “I run fast enough to keep the cold away.”

      He rolled his eyes, moving with me into the castle through the large open doors. He still limped slightly from the bullet wound he’d received in Black Prison. That was the only reason he hadn’t joined me, but he was always waiting for me here.

      Inside the castle was much warmer than out there I had to admit, but still I preferred the city over the castle. Not that there was anything wrong with it: in fact it was beautiful. Tall ceilings lead to a domed glass roof looking up to the sky in the main entrance. The halls were lined with white wood paneling on the lower half, then stone the rest of the way up. Large chandeliers hung from the glass roof making it feel as though we were under the stars at night. Two curved staircases led to the second level balconies, and bright green plants and flowers hung on the walls in wooden pots.

      It was warm, inviting, and felt like home, but still it was just a bit too formal for what I was used to. That wasn’t fair—it was the freedom and the view outside I wasn’t used to.

      “Where’s Vic?” I asked, following Theo through the large entrance hall to the back where we took an elevator up to our adjoining rooms.

      “In the library last I checked,” Theo said.

      It didn’t surprise me. The second Vic had seen the oversized library, shelves full of books from floor to ceiling two stories high, she’d spent every waking minute in there. The books were old and worn, most covered in dust, but she found old legends, tales of the Ladies of the Muted Forest, and even of the Watchers before our times. Stories just like we had told each other as children, a way to explain why our parents left us—they were warriors, we’d claimed, off somewhere saving the world from monsters. Little did we know that would be our story, not theirs.

      The elevator dinged open, and we crossed the glass bridge as we made our way to the large quarters we shared with Vic. I never looked down. The see-through walkway wasn’t easy to get used to, even for someone who’d never been afraid of heights. I glanced up to the tall ceilings, too tall for the narrow hallway, and focused on that instead of below.

      When we reached our door, Theo pressed his hand to the panel and the door slid open.

      “Any news from Caspian?” I asked, kicking off my shoes as I walked in.

      The main seating area housed two sofas and an oversized chair in the middle of the space. Beautiful paintings in hues of gold and blue hung on each wall as if it were a gallery. A short table rested between the sofas, piled with books Vic had brought back from the library. There were two separate bedrooms, one for Vic and one for Theo and me. I moved towards ours.

      “They’ve found the location of the man Caspian’s been looking for, thanks to Jacob. They’re supposed to head out this morning I believe to find him, last I heard.”

      I moved through the bedroom, past the oversized bed, to the bathroom. It alone was nearly bigger than Jayla and Em’s entire apartment back in Cytos. White marble covered everything, and a tinted wall of glass looked out into the open courtyard on the fourth floor of the castle. Lush trees and flowers of purple and pink covered the space down below, kept blooming somehow despite the cold.

      “They’ll let us know how it goes, I assume,” I said over my shoulder.

      “They will.” Theo stood just outside of the door, leaning against the threshold as he gave me a bit of privacy to remove my clothes—not that he hadn’t seen me entirely naked before. We’d spent the last month finally getting to know each other on a more intimate level. Even now, I could feel his lips over my skin, his body pressed to mine, bringing a flush to every inch of me. I felt that same warmth spread across my cheeks. A part of me didn’t want to dress, didn’t want to face reality. I wanted him—his embrace, his touch. I wanted to forget everything but how he made me feel.

      Theo continued, now a step inside the bathroom while steam filled the space. “There hasn’t been any change in the Reeks. The wall of the Void is holding strong, for now, but they said their patterns are becoming more erratic, and if any more join the hundreds already pushing on the structure, it might not hold much longer.”

      “What exactly can this man they’re looking for provide?” I asked, ignoring the comment about the Reeks and moving back to Caspian. I knew they were spending the majority of their time trying to find a way to get Jayla back—even if we’d all said more than once it sounded like a suicide mission. Jacob, the leader of the Sweepers of Eres, had been a big help and one of the reasons they chose to go back to Eres instead of staying here. The Sweepers had as many sources as the Watchers once did.

      “I’m not sure, he won’t say much over the Linked system, and coded messages are mostly sent to Leanna who doesn’t always pass them along,” Theo said.

      “I thought she was supposed to be on our side?” I grumbled, closing my eyes and letting the hot water run over my face and down my body. Leanna had been the one to get Theo’s father to help us, even when we’d thought it hadn’t worked, but where her allegiances lay was completely unknown to me.

      “She is. I think she’s just so used to keeping secrets she sometimes forgets she can trust us.”

      I hoped he was right. I hated to admit that Theo knew more about Leanna than I did—hated remembering that he’d had a life outside of the DEZ. The two had known each other as children; she’d known his secret long before I did. That he wasn’t a Marked Kid like the rest of us but the youngest son of the King of Kuros. Now the only son.

      A small tinge of jealousy swept through me, but I shoved it away. He’d stayed in the DEZ for me. He could have been here—safe—but he stayed, and he was likely the only reason I was still alive.

      I turned off the water, wrapping myself in a towel and stepping out of the bathroom. Theo leaned against the wall just outside the door, his gaze raking up and down my barely-covered body. He followed me farther into the bedroom, and I felt his eyes watching me the entire time as I moved. The large four-poster bed at the center of the room was hard to get used to. It was too big and too soft, the blankets a pale yellow and blue and filled with soft feathers, but after a few weeks, I was finally adjusting to it. Two windows looked out to the same courtyard as in the bathroom on either side of the bed, and a large painting of the forest hung on the wall at the foot of the bed.

      “What tasks do you have for me today?” I asked over my shoulder, hearing the bedroom door close behind me.

      “They can wait.” Theo’s voice was husky.

      His hands slid down my arms, sending a slight shiver through me. He kissed the back of my neck, and I tilted it to the side, silently begging for more.

      “Won’t your father be waiting for you? For us?” I asked, knowing it was true and that it wouldn’t stop him.

      It was a daily occurrence to meet with the King each morning for some sort of task. I’d been told I didn’t have to help, even Theo would have been exempt if he’d asked, but there was still much to do—and it was a welcome distraction. So, each day I’d help count supplies and replenish emergency stock inside the castle or assist wherever I was needed. Theo had gone on a few scouting missions to the Void wall, and usually took tasks that brought him out to the military base, but I had stuck with the simple jobs where I could pretend what we were doing wasn’t in preparation for a war.

      “He can wait,” Theo whispered into my ear, biting lightly on the lobe before turning me around to face him. “They can all wait.”

      I let the towel fall, let Theo lead me to the bed, and I ignored every worry trying to creep in and focused only on him.
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      “Can you get us any closer?” I screamed over the roar of the engine.

      At the front of the shuttle in the pilot’s seat was Logan Wallace, his gaze squinting through the window as the wind kicked up dust, disturbing our view of the small village we approached. Emery was beside him in her usual black attire, a firm scowl across her blood-red lips.

      We’d gone to great lengths to arrive unseen, waiting until night and staying low and out of view of any scouts from Cytos who might be watching us. Jacob had warned that the man we sought wouldn’t go down without a fight, and we needed him alive.

      It took more than a month just to get this sliver of hope that someone could find us a way into Cytos, to where they held Jayla, and Em wasn’t convinced this would work.

      “I don’t think so,” Logan said. The shuttle lowered until it lightly thudded as it touched down on the sand. He shut the engines off quickly. “I think there’s a—”

      His words were cut off by the sound of bullets pinging across the side of the shuttle. Em dove, pulling Logan down and out of the way just in time.

      “Shit,” I mumbled from my spot on the floor beside Em. “How the hell did they see us coming?”

      “Jacob said they were a bit paranoid,” Em drawled.

      I let out a hissed breath and slid across the floor to the shuttle doors. Thankfully, the bullets came from the north, and the doors exited south. I pushed the door open and slid out onto the sand-covered ground, staying as low as possible and moving quickly.

      A full moon shone brightly against the clear sky. They had a gatling-style gun, firing round after round at lightning-quick speed, sparking orange and red in the distance, but everything else was black.

      “We can’t risk stepping out of cover,” Em said, moving beside me while Logan remained hidden behind the thick metal shell of the shuttle. “And we don’t know how many more there are.”

      “So, what do you suggest?” I didn’t keep the irritation from my voice. We had to get this guy; we needed him to get Jayla back. It didn’t matter if Em kept telling me it was suicide. I didn’t care if everyone told me to just wait and focus on the Reeks. I had to get her back. I was going crazy without her. “We can’t leave, they’ll disappear before morning, and we’ll spend another two weeks trying to find them. We don’t have time for that, Em.”

      “I know that,” she hissed.

      Both of us were under a lot of stress. And if I was being honest, I knew neither Em nor I were as good at coming up with a plan as Jayla was. As she is…she’s still alive, I corrected myself. I didn’t let myself think about the possibility she was dead. Simon had said she’d be safe, that she was needed, and I trusted her to hold on until we came and got her. Just as I had for her.

      “If I gave you a target, could you take them out?” Em asked.

      “Maybe, but if it’s our guy behind that gun, then we’re screwed.”

      “Then don’t kill him.” Em shrugged, as if it were that easy. I rolled my eyes and reached into the shuttle, retrieving my sniper rifle and checking the clip.

      I tossed Logan a gun. “You’re going to have to help,” I said, moving aside so he could join Em. The gunfire paused for only a few seconds for them to reload before it began tearing apart the wing of the shuttle.

      “I’m not going to be able to fly this thing if we don’t stop them soon,” Logan said. He hadn’t had the training Em and I had as Watchers, but he was proficient enough with a gun. He could draw some attention away from me.

      I pulled the hood of my jacket over my head, hoping to remain in shadows as I moved down the back of the shuttle, inching across the cold metal on my stomach.

      Glancing back to Em, I raised my fist, and she moved around the corner, shooting in the direction of our assailant. Their gunfire shifted to where Em hid, and I sprinted as fast as I could through the sand to the top of a dune not far away, just barely visible in the dim moonlight.

      It was far enough away from Em and Logan that in the darkness of night, and covered head to toe in black, I was nearly invisible. I sprawled out on my stomach, positioning the rifle on a stand in the sand before putting my eye to the scope and focusing. One tap had the night vision mode on, and I counted four guys near the base of the large automatic gun. One aimed the barrage of bullets towards Em and Logan, who shot back feeble attempts to stop them. We might have been better off waiting for them to run out of ammo, but as I shifted my view behind them, I saw container after container of ammunition, and I knew that wouldn’t happen before the shuttle was torn to shreds. If we even made it that long ourselves.

      I took my time assessing each man. They all had guns on their hips or across their backs, and I noticed a few knives, but that wasn’t a concern. The gatling gun was our problem.

      We’d only been given a name. One of Jacob’s sources had uncovered someone who’d helped build the underground train station into Cytos for Greyson, a man who’d been on the run for some time. When shit hit the fan and Greyson started killing off anyone not loyal to her, they’d gone into hiding. He might be our only way into Cytos unseen, so we had to get him alive.

      The Sweepers had found signs of a small group hiding out in abandoned villages between Eres and Cytos—villages destroyed by the Reeks who had escaped the Void, most of its citizens killed by them. We’d hunted down every one of those Reeks, followed the trail of breadcrumbs, and now our sights were set on this man.

      I focused in on the gun. I was a good shot, but this man was too important to risk any mistakes. One inch in the wrong direction and he’d be dead, and there was no way of knowing which of the four men was the one I sought. So, I turned my attention to the gun and the red-hot barrel searing from the speed and force of each bullet spewing out. That would be my target.

      Letting out a breath and loosening my shoulders, I found my aim. My heartrate slowed as I prepared myself, steadying my hand and my fingers. With one more breath, I pulled the trigger. It hit its mark, the man behind the gun jumped back, and the firing stopped, but he was quick to catch his bearings and turned the gun to where I hid. I reloaded fast, settling back in, and aimed one more bullet to the base support, which sent the whole thing crashing to the ground. It was tilted on its side, far too heavy and hot for any one of them to lift it, though they tried at first.

      The men scrambled for the guns on their hips, but Em was already there.

      “Drop it,” she screamed, her voice carrying over the vast space between us as her gun raised, aimed for the closest man’s head. Logan aimed for the other, and I slid down the sand dune, sprinting to where they stood. “Which one of you is Arlo?”

      The four men remained silent. We’d been given a name, a location, but the other details about Arlo were minimal. He was like a ghost, but one we needed to get Jayla back.

      I stepped closer. “We’ll start removing fingers first, so I suggest you speak.”

      A man stepped forward, black patchy hair sparse over his head, and beady dark eyes glared at us. “What of it?”

      “We’d like a word,” Em said, sliding in front of the man.

      “I ain’t got nothing to say to ya’ll,” the man spat. Arlo.

      I shrugged. “Speak, scream…whichever you choose. It makes no difference to me,” I said and Em smirked.

      The man didn’t bristle; he just crossed his arms over his chest. Tattoos marred his forearms with skulls and shadowy images. Even in the near dark, they looked haunting.

      “I don’t work for the bitch anymore,” Arlo said.

      “Neither do we,” I replied. His eyes widened. “We just want to talk.”

      Arlo considered for a moment before glancing over his shoulder to the other men. At first glance, I hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary between the four guys, but as my eyes settled with the moonlight, I noted they all had the same face, same nose. They were brothers, not that far apart in age from the looks of it, which meant Arlo wouldn’t risk their lives.

      “Your brothers can stay here and wait for you,” I said. Arlo whipped his head to me, surprised I’d known who they were. “When we’re done, assuming you cooperate, we’ll bring you right back here unharmed. We want you, not them—but if you refuse to help, you’ll be forcing our hands.”

      Arlo’s jaw clenched. His brothers remained quiet, but they had silent conversations in their gaze and gave small nods.

      “How do I know you ain’t lying? You could send someone back here to get ’em the second we leave,” Arlo said.

      “You don’t.” I shrugged. “But I can assure you, they definitely won’t live if you don’t come with us.”

      The brothers shifted at my words, one’s hand going to a knife on his hip. I followed the movement, my eyes narrowing. I gave the man a little tilt of my head. “Go ahead, try it. See what happens.” He paused.

      Arlo glanced back at his brothers, some unspoken conversation passing between them before they finally nodded. “If I ain’t back in a week, go to the usual spot and wait there,” he addressed them before taking a step forward. “I will hunt you all down if any one of ’em is harmed. Mark my words.”

      I nodded, turning to lead the way back to the shuttle, letting Em take the rear. The entire side was littered with little holes, and the wing was missing a chunk out of it.

      “Will it fly?” I asked Logan as we stepped inside, Arlo taking the first seat closest to the door and immediately buckling the straps.

      Logan shrugged. “Let’s hope so.”

      The engine roared to life, kicking up sand that seeped into the holes and open windows through broken glass. I had to close my eyes against the wind. The shuttle shuttered and quaked before lifting off. Wind tore through the gaping holes, and the ride was bumpy, but it flew.

      I glanced at Arlo, sliding into the seat across from him. His knuckles were white where he held onto the straps wrapped around him. I held my gun out in the space between us, pulling my shoulders back and steadying the rage and fear trying to push its way through. It’d been four weeks—a month. I’d spent longer in the Void, and still Jayla hadn’t given up hope on me, so I wouldn’t give up hope, either.

      I leaned forward, pressing my forearms against my thighs. “Tell me everything you know about the underground train station you built for Greyson.”
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      “I was told I’d be able to see him over an hour ago,” I seethed, leaning against the wall outside of Simon’s room with my arms crossed.

      Dr. Allard had finally opened the door after I’d nearly pounded my fist right through it to get someone’s attention.

      “Who said he wants to see you?” Allard asked, keeping himself between me and the door.

      I’d been informed an hour ago that my father had woken up finally. He’d been placed in a coma while his body healed from the many wounds after he nearly blew himself up in Black Prison. After a month spent unsure if he’d even survive, he was awake, and I had to see it myself just to know it was true.

      “Does it look like I care?” I shrugged.

      Allard rolled his eyes but reluctantly stepped aside, so I could enter the room. It was one of the few rooms that was above ground, with windows looking out to Cytos. The city was still operational, though nearly half its citizens were sequestered here underneath city hall; almost every Carbon had been ordered inside for their own safety. Greyson had spun the story brilliantly, looking like the hero and ensuring the people they were safe from any harm that could come. Little did they know she was the one they should have been looking out for.

      Simon sat in the bed, staring out through the window. The side of him closest to me was mostly unmarred. A few scars and burns, but nothing compared to his other side. His left arm was gone, destroyed when he blew himself up, and the side of his face was red and scarred from the burns that melted away his skin. It looked as if someone had stretched the skin too tightly over his cheek bones. I thought, being a Carbon, Greyson might fix Simon. Turns out she’d rather let him suffer.

      He didn’t even look at me when I entered, but his body stilled in a way that told me he knew I was there.

      A chair rested near the window at the end of his bed, and I plopped down with a dramatic sigh. I looked him up and down, feeling his focus struggle not to glance at me as he continued staring straight ahead.

      Allard busied himself with something on his tablet, but he didn’t leave the room.

      “You look like shit,” I said.

      That at least got his attention. Simon’s gaze flickered to mine for a moment. I schooled my expression into impassive boredom, all the while feeling my breakfast of toast and fruit rise in my throat. It was horrible. His face, his arm, his skin. I loathed that I felt even an ounce of sympathy for him but I did. And I wanted to hate him—he was the reason all of this happened—but he’d also tried to stop it, tried to fix it. I had no idea what I felt anymore, but hate was not one of them.

      “You couldn’t have at least made him look kind of normal?” I asked Allard, keeping my gaze on Simon.

      “My specialty isn’t regrowing skin or limbs. Sorry, kid.” Allard bristled.

      I shrugged. “I guess now the outside fits the inside.”

      Simon finally flinched. His eyes narrowed, pulling at the skin on his left side. “Not the warm welcome I was hoping for,” he said, his voice hoarse and slurred just a little.

      “Geez, they must be giving you a shit-ton of drugs if you actually expected a warm welcome from me.” I tilted my head back. “Afraid you won’t be getting any of that today or any time soon, for that matter.”

      I felt Allard’s gaze shift between us, and I did my best to ignore him, hoping he didn’t say anything, and that Simon didn’t notice. In truth, I’d been here nearly every day, sitting in this same chair for hours in hopes that he’d wake up. Some days, I’d fall asleep here, waking only when a nurse told me I should go to my own room, which happened to be across the hall.

      There were some perks in being the nephew of a psychopath…I tended to get my way a lot more. When I’d found out where they were keeping Simon, I’d demanded a room on the same level, as close as I could get, and Greyson had reluctantly accommodated my wish.

      Still, I wouldn’t be telling him any of that. It’d require answering the one question I didn’t entirely know the answer to myself…why?

      “Why are you here, then?” Simon asked, his temper muted, likely his energy still strained from weeks recovering.

      “I may not think much of you, but I’m still your son,” I answered honestly. Simon caught my gaze, and I was surprised at the warmth behind it. “Plus, I wanted to see if everything you said was all bullshit or only some of it.”

      “Nothing I’ve said to you was bullshit.” Simon’s gaze flickered to Allard still poking around on his tablet but clearly listening to every word we spoke. How much he knew about Simon I wasn’t sure. And I wasn’t stupid enough to say anything in front of Allard I wouldn’t want him to hear.

      “Interesting.” I hummed. “So, then you do plan to keep your promise? You remember the one…”

      I gave him a little wink, and his one hand balled into a fist on the blankets. His jaw tightened, but he knew what I was referring to. Before he’d tried to blow himself up, he’d promised to keep me safe, to keep the genetic kids safe. Now that he was awake, I was well aware that Greyson could use him to get that Orb working how she wanted him to. I wasn’t sure what that meant for the genetic kids who had been rescued, only that it couldn’t be good if Simon had been willing to die to keep it secret. And I needed to make sure Vic was safe.

      “Yes. I do,” Simon said through clenched teeth.

      Allard glanced between us, no longer hiding that he was listening.

      I waved a dismissive hand at him. “Don’t worry, Doc, nothing for you to be concerned about.” I gave him a wink, standing up and moving to Simon’s side. “Dear old Dad here isn’t really a man of his word. I’d put my money on him betraying someone before this is all over. Might be you. Might be me. That’s the exciting part—not knowing when it’ll come and just how bad it will sting.”

      I gripped Simon’s hand, giving it a little squeeze and slipping something under the palm. Simon showed no sign that he’d felt me put anything there. No sign that he even noticed my touch outside of the slight tremble when I pulled away.

      I moved towards the door. “I’m just as surprised as you to say that I’m actually glad you’re not dead, Simon.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Take it easy, don’t let her see you smile.”

      I slipped out of the room without another word, but my pulse was racing. Three steps. I could keep the façade for three steps across the deserted hallway. My chest was so tight I thought it might split open, and my stomach churned again. I slumped onto my bed, knowing what I’d just done was risky—for both of us.

      Simon was a smart man, and even if I’d managed to get under his skin, he could read between the lines of my coded message. The second Greyson thought we were getting close she’d rip us apart. I had to stay near Simon, had to find some way to protect him, or get him out of here if I could. Because he was the key Greyson was missing, the key to using the genetic kids, and I wouldn’t let that happen to Vic.

      I’d play the part of the pissed off son until some other role became necessary. For now, I wasn’t a concern to Greyson, and I could go hopefully unnoticed by Allard, although I knew he would be the one to watch out for—but Simon would understand.

      I kept the note I’d slipped in his hand simple. Don’t let her see you care…and don’t worry about me. Because I was smart enough to know who Greyson would use to get Simon to talk…it was the very reason my mother had sacrificed herself, because she wouldn’t be able to withstand seeing me tortured. I couldn’t let him do the same.

      Better to let her think I still hated him, so that when he let her torture me, when he didn’t stop her, she wouldn’t suspect we were working together. And he would let it happen…because that would be the only way he could keep his promise.
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      I had one of the best sleeps I’d had in a long time. I woke feeling like I’d slept for weeks, my entire body refreshed after whatever Allard had done to me. Even that constant panicked feeling seemed to be at bay as I stretched my arms over my head and yawned.

      There was a knock at my door before it swung open. Greyson walked in, with the black-eyed sister of Em, Leah, in tow. Instantly, my calm feeling disappeared. Instantly, anger grew inside of me at the sight of Greyson, my hands curling at my side.

      Greyson glanced around the small room with a frown. “Gather your things, let’s go,” she ordered.

      I took my time sitting up, sliding on the tight black pants and loose T-shirt before pulling on the rubber soled shoes they’d provided. I didn’t have any belongings outside of what I wore, so I just stood and waited, trying not to let my fear show. My heart pounded with anticipation because I knew what was coming next.

      Greyson moved into the hallway, Leah waiting for me to follow before we began making our way down the corridor. They didn’t bother tying my hands or securing me in any way, and I didn’t bother to consider exploiting that. I would be taken down before I had a chance to properly formulate a plan, Em’s sister was stronger than I was, and I had no weapons. She had a gun and at least two swords on her, probably more weapons hidden somewhere.

      Being so close to her, even with her eyes as black as coals and her energy nothing like Em’s, it caused my chest to tighten. She looked just like her, even the weapons she chose to wear were the same, and I couldn’t help wondering where Em was, if she was watching out for Caspian like she’d promised me when we first met. She’d despised him at first, resented that by working with me, she got Cas as well—we’d never work apart. But by joining us, she made a vow—we all did—to protect one another with our dying breaths. And so I was—I would. I wouldn’t let anyone harm them, even if it cost my life.

      With each step, I knew my inevitable torture would be coming, and I was surprised to find it didn’t scare me entirely. Yes, my pulse raced. And I wasn’t sure how much I could take or how bad it would be. But if they were torturing me, it meant Caspian and Em weren’t here. They were safe. So, I’d take whatever I got with my head held high.

      The hallway ended at a large metal door sliding open to reveal an elevator. Greyson stepped in, moving to the side for me and Leah, before pressing a button for the fourth level. My ears popped as we moved higher and higher until at last, we jolted to a stop and the doors opened.

      Greyson led me down another hallway similar to the one we’d just been in but wider and brighter. The walls were all still white, but here the ceilings were taller, and the lights all shone brightly overhead. She reached a door and slid an ID card into the panel to open it. It led into a bedroom at least double the size of my own, with a wall of windows looking out to downtown Cytos, and a small table in one corner with two chairs.

      “Your new accommodations.” Greyson waved me in.

      “My what?” I froze at the threshold, glancing between her and the room. This didn’t make sense.

      “Do you not want this room? Would you rather stay at your old place?” Greyson crossed her arms, leaning against the bedpost and tilting her head to the side, so her rose-blonde hair fell over one shoulder. “I think I’m being rather kind if you ask me.”

      “You are.” I nodded. “Which is why I’m not buying it.”

      Greyson smiled and gave Leah a nod. Her strong, slender hands wrapped around my arm impossibly tight, and she pushed me into the room, shoving me towards the bed where I just barely caught myself before falling onto it. I turned back around, pushing back onto the bed and curling my knees into myself.

      Greyson circled the room, pausing before the wall of windows and resting her hands behind her back. “I’ve been around a long time, Jayla. And I’ve learned a thing or two about you Watchers.”

      “I’d hardly call myself a Watcher any longer,” I spat, keeping my glare firm on the back of her head. Leah stood between me and the door, and her black eyes focused on me with an intensity that had my stomach dropping, remembering the beating she’d laid on me in Black Prison.

      “No, but every instinct and action you make is ingrained in you from the training you received.” Greyson turned around, her gaze sweeping over my body. “You’ve been taught to withstand torture. On day one, they told you that above all else, your life is not worth sacrificing the rest of the world for, so I am aware that we could spend weeks torturing you day in and day out and you would hardly yield to any of it.”

      “Then why did you have Allard heal me?” I asked, flexing my hand in my lap and feeling no pain or tremble in the movement.

      “A peace offering of sorts.” Greyson shrugged. “I want you in good health and well rested so you can enjoy the show.”

      Something flickered in the window, and suddenly I was no longer looking out at the city of Cytos, but down on two people standing on a sand-covered cobblestone street. One of the figures glanced up, not into the lens of the security camera they likely didn’t know was watching them, but towards it, and my entire world crumbled around me.

      “No,” I whispered, standing on shaky legs and moving to the glass. “No.” I shook my head again.

      Caspian’s mouth was moving, though I couldn’t hear what he was saying, and the girl beside him was nodding along. Em’s white hair glistened in the sunlight beaming down on them. I knew where they were, exactly where they stood, near the center square of Eres, not far from the Sweepers’ Palace. Greyson had moved to stand behind me.

      “I know your weakness,” Greyson said, standing so close I could feel her breath on my neck, but I couldn’t tear my gaze away from Em and Caspian. “It’s the same as everyone else’s weakness: love. We know where they are; we could grab them any time we want. So, you will tell me what I want to know, or they will suffer. That’s the deal.”

      The image flickered and then disappeared. The sprawling city came back into view through the window. Linked images danced across buildings, and the night sky filled with stars. SPACs flew through the streets, and larger shuttles hovered over buildings, transporting people.

      “If you hurt them,” I said, turning on her, my fists balling at my side.

      “You’ll do…what?” Greyson’s brows rose. Behind her, Leah had taken a step forward, her black-eyed stare fixed on me. “There is nothing you can do now. You have no more moves.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know anything. I don’t know what you want me to tell you!”

      “My brother is awake now. Did they tell you? And he assured me that you have what I need.” Greyson smirked, taking a step back towards the open door leading to the stark white hallway. My breathing was ragged and forced. I couldn’t move. “You’re a smart girl. I’m sure you’ll make the right decision soon enough.”

      She spun on her heels and moved towards the door. I moved to stop her, to grab her wrist, but Leah stepped in my path so fast I nearly slammed into her.

      “I’m telling you the truth,” I screamed around Leah. “I don’t know anything.”

      Greyson didn’t even look over her shoulder as she said, “Then I’d suggest you figure out how to find what I’m looking for before it’s too late.”

      She stepped out the door, Leah following, moving backwards, and keeping her gaze on mine, until she reached the hallway and the door slammed shut. I ran to it, slamming my fists against the metal door, but it didn’t budge.

      “Please,” I screamed, knowing she was already gone, and she couldn’t hear me. “Please.” Hot tears fell down my cheeks.

      My pulse raced, and I couldn’t get enough air in my lungs. I was suffocating. My fist pounded on the door, over and over and over again, until it was numb, and I couldn’t even feel the pain.

      I turned back to the window, looking out to the city, and I fell to my knees. Curling my body in and wrapping my arms around my knees, I began to sob. “Please, please…” I repeated, and I wasn’t sure if I was begging Greyson to stop, to not hurt Em or Caspian, or begging myself to figure out what Simon thought I knew.

      It was futile. There was nothing I could say or do that would stop this. If I could speak with Simon, maybe he could tell me what it was he thought I knew. I had already racked my brain for weeks trying to figure it out, and I’d come up empty. Nothing. This had always been my future, to watch the ones I love die, and have no way to stop it. Fate had marked me for this, and I couldn’t run from any of it.
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      Vic had offered to join me today for the first time in a long while. I’d been tasked with sorting through nearly an entire warehouse full of canned food to see which had expired and which were still good.

      I was glad to see the smile on her face finally. Even back in the DEZ, she’d been much more content than I ever was, but here she seemed to thrive. Whatever had happened to her, whatever demons still haunted her, I didn’t know any of it. She hadn’t spoken about her time in the Void or Black Prison, and I didn’t dare ask or bring up the subject—not now when she was finally free and happy.

      I forced myself not to think of the truth…we’d never truly be free, not until Greyson was gone—until the Reeks were destroyed.

      “Theo was telling me that in Kuros they celebrate Christmas for two full weeks,” Vic said gleefully, tossing an expired can into the bin behind us and moving down the long shelf. “Do you think we’ll still be here for it?”

      Christmas was less than a month away, but I’d hardly thought about it. “Where else would we be?” I replied, trying not to let the fear show—that I knew a month was a long time and a lot could change by then.

      Vic shrugged. “I’m not oblivious to the fact that this life can’t last forever.”

      I turned to her, grabbing her arm so she faced me as I spoke. “You will never have to fight, ever again. You’re safe here.”

      Vic gave me a small smile. “I’m not a child anymore, Sienna. You don’t have to lie to me to protect me.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “Why would I sit out of a fight while the rest of you risk your lives?” Vic asked, her voice so light and sweet, as if we were discussing going for a walk in the courtyard, not joining a war. “I’m much more capable than anyone else. I would be useful out there. I can help.”

      “But you don’t have to be,” I argued. “You’ve been through enough.”

      “We all have,” Vic said and moved back to our task.

      I stared at her for a few moments, wanting to find some way to convince her she didn’t need to fight, but I could tell she wouldn’t listen to me. In truth, I knew I was being a terrible friend. I still saw her as this fragile girl who I’d taken care of in the DEZ, but that wasn’t Vic anymore. But I didn’t really know who she was, she’d hardly told me anything, and my instincts to protect her couldn’t be shoved away so easily.

      I let out a long breath and checked the time. It was already past noon, we’d been at this job since dawn, and my stomach rumbled.

      “Let’s take a break and get some food,” I suggested, and Vic nodded, following me out of the large storage room in the basement of the castle. Stone covered the walls and the curved ceiling down here, and it was low and tight, making the large space feel almost claustrophobic.

      The over-sized wood doors at the end of the storage room had been propped open, and a wide set of stairs just beyond them led up to the main floor. We walked in silence up one level and down the expansive hallway, filled with paintings and glass sconces, to the dining hall. There was always food prepared, no matter the time of day. Cooks seemed to work tirelessly as people from around the castle—the genetic kids were still housed here—all came and went at their own pace throughout the day, eating whenever they pleased. I’d hardly spoken to any of them, another tactic of avoiding the truth, avoiding what might come. To know their names, see their faces, only brought the unease back into my stomach that they might not all survive. I didn’t want to know them—I was happy pretending it was just us.

      We slid into a usual routine, filling our plates to the brim at the buffet and taking a seat near the back where we could look out to the courtyard beyond tall glass doors. The trees swayed on a light wind, and the grass was still green, even as the temperature dropped.

      We’d hardly taken more than a few bites of food when someone came slamming through the doors, startling everyone in the dining hall.

      “They’re here! They’re back!”

      My fork dropped from my hand, clattering to the plate. I didn’t need to know what or who they were talking about—it was the Reeks. My lungs tightened, and I felt a prick of panic snake up the back of my neck. While others had followed the man now sprinting towards the front doors, I hadn’t moved.

      Across from me, Vic watched my reaction, waiting for me to do something. That snapped me out of the panic. You knew this was coming.

      “Stay here,” I said firmly and forced my legs to follow the crowd.

      I was surprised to find my steps steady despite my breathing coming in sharp bouts. I’d just stepped out of the front doors into the cool winter air when I felt someone behind me. I glanced over my shoulder to find Vic a few steps behind.

      “Go back inside, Vic,” I ordered. “You’re safe there.”

      It was a stupid thing to say—Vic was more than strong enough to take care of herself, but I still had a hard time remembering that.

      “I’m coming with you,” Vic said, her gaze focused on where the crowd had gathered on the western wall surrounding Kuros. I heard screams in the distance, then the pop of gun fire. I flinched with the sound.

      “Vic...”

      “Sienna,” Vic said, her voice eerily calm, and when she turned towards me, I found her eyes completely black. Startled, I backed up a step. “I can stop them.”

      She took off before I could stop her. Despite the constant training I’d been doing over the past few weeks, I couldn’t keep up, she was way too fast. She was so far ahead that she couldn’t hear my screams or she ignored them. I wasn’t sure which. “Vic!” I wasn’t even sure what I’d do when I caught her. How could I protect her when she was clearly much stronger and faster than I was?

      She weaved through the crowd of people scrambling away from the wall and back towards the safety of the castle while guards spurred forward, shouting for everyone to return to the castle.

      There were a few guards with guns aimed over the wall at where I assumed the Reeks were, but not many. I pushed my legs harder, trying to catch Vic, who was already beside the guards, peering over the edge of the wall before stepping onto the ledge.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” One of the guards glanced to Vic who was now turning her body so her feet hung over the edge of the wall.

      “No. Vic,” I screamed, but it was too late.

      Her fingers released from the edge, and her curly black hair disappeared.

      It took two more strides to reach the edge. I nearly flung myself over it, skidding to a stop and frantically looking for her. The guards had stopped shooting. It was silent outside of the Reeks’ guttural cries. The guard nearby me swore, his eyes wide as he stared down below, and I followed his gaze to find Vic. When I found her, I covered my mouth in shock.

      On the other side of the wall, nearly twenty stories below, Vic was tearing through the four Reeks who had been trying to climb their way up. Her movements were unusually fast. She lunged at one of them, ripping its body literally in half with nothing but her bare hands. Another launched itself at her back, but it was as if she knew it was coming and dove down, letting it soar over her before she pushed off with powerful legs and had her hands around its throat. Sharp, jagged brown teeth chomped only inches from her face, but she squeezed, and the Reek’s body went limp. What the hell is happening? I’d seen her like this before, in Black Prison, but I’d thought it was her connection to the Orb that caused her to do what she did…but the Orb was nowhere in sight. Vic was doing this all on her own.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing was real. Vic destroyed the last two Reeks with little effort, leaving a pool of black blood in her wake. Her hands were curled at her side, covered in their blood. Her back heaved with deep breaths as she stared out into the forest as if searching for more of them, but she’d destroyed them all.

      “Vic?” I called down.

      She startled, shaking her head as if trying to wake up from a dream. She turned back around, tilting her head up to see to the top of the wall where I stood. Even from here, I noticed her eyes were almost entirely back to their normal silvery grey, though they seemed darker than before. Her body shook, and I wasn’t sure if it was from the cold, the adrenaline, or whatever had just happened to her.

      “How did she—” one of the guards mumbled.

      “Get a rope or something to get her back up,” I ordered, and the guard nodded, moving with one of his comrades to find a way to get Vic back up here.

      “Are you okay?” I shouted.

      She nodded. “I’m fine.” Her voice was back to being soft and pleasant. The image didn’t match what I’d seen, and it sent a shiver down my spine.

      I heard footsteps behind me, more guards who had come from the military base on the other side of Kuros. Theo was at my side, gripping my hand, his eyes wildly searching me in a way that told me I must have looked terrified.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I nodded, keeping my gaze on Vic, who still scanned the forest in case more Reeks arrived. The guard returned with a rope ladder and tossed it over the side for Vic to climb.

      It was only then that Theo noticed her down below. “What the hell? How did she get down there? Why is she down there?”

      I shook my head. I had no answers. How could she survive the twenty-story drop? How did she kill those Reeks with her bare hands without the Orb being anywhere near her? And how did her eyes turn black if we were nowhere near Governor Greyson, near the Orb that controlled them? Something isn’t right. I shivered again at the realization.

      I watched as Vic climbed the rope slowly, looking more like the old Vic than the one I had just experienced, fast and wild.

      Vic reached the top, and one of the guards helped her the rest of the way. Soldiers were sent out into the forest to ensure no more Reeks had gotten out of the Void and to find out how these four got here.

      Vic was covered in the black blood of the Reeks. My heart raced as I searched her body for wounds but I found none. I kept staring at her, my mind still not comprehending what had just happened. Vic trembled from the cold, dressed in only pants and a T-shirt, but she wore a soft smile.

      “How did you do that?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      “I already told you,” Vic said, stepping around me and moving back toward the castle as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

      I followed, Theo a step behind, my heart thundering in my ears. I had no idea what just happened—how she’d done that. I had no clue what the hell they’d done to Vic.

      She glanced over her shoulder and smiled sweetly. “You need to start trusting me, Sienna, and stop babying me. I can help.”
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      It didn’t take long for Greyson to come for me. I kept my jaw tight and my shoulders back, not letting any bit of fear fill my face as I stepped into Simon’s room where the others were waiting.

      Simon hardly glanced at me. Good, I thought. Give her nothing to go on.

      Greyson stepped around the end of the bed and grabbed something off the side table near Simon. I noted how his body tensed, and his eyes followed her as she moved back beside me. She placed a keycard in my hand.

      “What’s this?” My brows scrunched.

      “It’s a key to your mother’s residence in the Watchers Headquarters,” Greyson said. I sucked in a breath, my gaze bouncing to Simon’s, but he wouldn’t look at me. “It seems she’s kept security tight there, and we can’t get into her room, even when we tried overriding the system.”

      “What makes you think I could do any better?” I squeezed the key card, trying not to let it show that my hands shook.

      “She set up a secondary security protocol that only responds to her DNA…and seeing as she’s your mother…” Greyson didn’t have to finish the sentence. I might be able to open the door if my DNA and hers were the same.

      I shifted on my feet. There were only three of us inside Simon’s room, Greyson’s personal bodyguard, Leah, stationed just outside the door. Still, I found my breathing hitched as my gaze flitted around the room—too small, too tight.

      “What makes you think I would help you?” I asked. “Did you forget I’m not exactly on your side?”

      “I can force you if it comes to that, but I’d rather not.” Greyson shrugged.

      Still, Simon wouldn’t look at me, and I wasn’t sure what he was hiding or how my mother’s key card was somehow in his possession. Last I heard, they hated each other and had hardly spoken in years.

      “What are you looking for?” I turned back to Greyson.

      “Some sort of clue. Something we could use,” Greyson said. She took a step closer to me, and I saw Simon’s attention shift. His glare followed her movement as Greyson neared me. She placed a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t you want to know more about your mother? You never had a chance…did you? This could be your way.”

      I wanted to shake my head, wanted to say I had no desire to know her, but she knew it was a lie. I’d betrayed the only real friends I’d had in the Void just for a name. This would be a chance to see where she’d lived—how she’d lived.

      I swallowed, trying to think of how this could backfire. There was more to it; I knew there was. My mother had a ton of information that I was sure she didn’t want Greyson to know, and if I could access her room, I’d be giving that information to her. My head dropped, and I felt Greyson’s hand tighten on my shoulder before she let go. I knew I couldn’t say no.

      “That’s what I thought,” she whispered. “We leave in ten minutes. Better dress warm, it’s cold outside.” She slid past me and out the door before I could argue.

      Simon kept his face impassive until Greyson’s footsteps no longer echoed down the hallway. Leah was still stationed outside the door, so whatever he wanted to say, he likely couldn’t. He just turned to me and said quietly, “Whatever you find there, know that we were both different people back then. It was a different time…”

      I didn’t know what he meant, nor did I know if I wanted to ask more. I nodded, shuffling my feet through the door and letting Leah lead me to the Watchers headquarters.
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      Her room was simple. Small with a single bed in one corner. The table was piled with papers and tablets and notebooks. It’d taken nothing for me to get in. The ID card opened the first lock and pressing my finger to the pad where I felt only the slightest pinch confirmed what Greyson suspected…my blood matched my mother’s, part of it anyways, enough to get us inside.

      Leah had taken me there, along with three other guards. Greyson didn’t join us. They immediately began tearing through her stuff, collecting every notebook and tablet on the table, rummaging through her closet and throwing clothes everywhere. I just stood there, glancing around at the bare white walls. This was where she lived? It hardly showed any hints of who my mother was, what she may have been like. I moved to the bed, sitting down on the too-firm mattress.

      This place told me nothing about her other than that she was a workaholic and had no affinity to anything that wasn’t black or white. One of the guards pulled out the drawer of her side table and dumped the contents onto the bed behind me. Something caught my eye.

      A picture.

      It looked old and worn, as if someone had held it and touched it for years. The two people staring back at me were both familiar and foreign. My mother was younger, much younger, and her smile seemed to warm up the entire picture. The man with his arm around her, staring not at the camera, but at my mother also wore a smile I’d never seen before. Simon had one hand firm around my mother’s waist while the other looked as though it had just pushed away a strand of hair and now lingered near her neck. They both looked so happy, so content. I would never see that look, that desire. Likely never feel it myself.

      I folded the picture, tucking it into my pocket before anyone noticed.

      It took little time for the guards to clear the space of literally everything. They even took her clothes and the bedsheets, as if they would somehow decode a message they were looking for. All I got was the picture in my pocket. My hand kept lingering there, feeling the rough edges and worn material. Guilt churned through me…what had I given them, all for the hope I’d also find something that tied me to her? What I’d found was the truth—they had loved each other once. That much was clear.

      The walk back to city hall was freezing. I didn’t have anything warmer than a sweater, and the cool wind slipped through it easily. It wasn’t far, but winter had hit hard in the last week, and snow blasted in my face, yet I wasn’t thinking of any of that.

      They had been in love. I could tell from just this one picture that it was real, so what had happened? I’d never get a chance to ask my mom, but maybe Simon could explain all of this to me. I had to know.

      When we returned, I slipped back into Simon’s room where he was propped up and attempting to eat some food. He pushed away the tray on his lap the moment he caught my expression. My eyes burned, and I pulled out the picture.

      I placed it on his lap. “What happened?” I asked, my voice quiet.

      Simon reached for the picture, his throat bobbing as he swallowed and stared at the image. He was silent for some time, just staring at the photo.

      “I couldn’t keep her safe, that’s what happened,” Simon choked out. “I loved her, more than I’d ever loved anything in my entire life, and I couldn’t save her.”

      His hand shook, gripping onto the picture and not looking away.

      I wanted to be mad, wanted to scream at him that he should have been there. He should have kept her safe, he should have given us a chance to be together, but instead I sat on the end of his bed and rested my hand on his arm.

      “She loved you, too,” I said. His gaze flashed to mine, tears rimming his eyes. “I don’t think she ever stopped loving you. And that—” I nodded to the worn picture, creased from years of use—that’s your proof.”

      Simon let a tear fall down his cheek. It dripped off his chin.

      I squeezed his arm. “Whatever happens, don’t forget that. And neither will I.” I stood, keeping my gaze firm. “She tried to stop this, before she ever knew who I was. So now, we’ll finish the job for her.”

      Simon set his jaw and nodded. “We’ll finish the job.”
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      Arlo took little convincing to talk. It turned out that once he knew we were planning to take down Governor Greyson, he was more than willing to help.

      “That area’s a bit bigger, double the size,” Arlo said as he pointed to the hand-drawn blueprint layout we were working on. One of the Sweepers had a knack for drawing layouts, and we’d been at it for a few hours now.

      The long table was full of drawings, every detail Arlo could remember. He and his brothers had worked on the secret location under City Hall for nearly ten years, starting from the ground up when they had been commissioned by Governor Greyson. I would never have guessed a man like Arlo was capable of building such a place, but the more he spoke, the more I realized he was much smarter than I gave him credit for.

      At first glance, the place looked simple. The cavernous station was familiar and one of the only places I recognized. The huge, carved-out station could hold four trains inside. Ten different tunnels led out of Cytos to various locations, many of which Arlo didn’t know of as he’d spent all of his time in the station itself.

      “Don’t forget the second stairwell that way,” Arlo directed the Sweeper, as he had the entire time. A cup of coffee steamed in his hands, the third he’d had already, and it was not even mid-morning.

      I watched Em, who sat across from me, her gaze pouring over every detail. She’d been quiet this last month, hardly saying much more than what was necessary. She wasn’t cold or even upset with me; she just wanted Jayla back. So did I. We both knew it was dangerous, and we knew Jayla wouldn’t want us to risk it—risk our lives. But that never stopped her, and it wouldn’t stop us.

      “See a way in?” I asked her.

      She grimaced. “A few, depending on what’s inside.”

      Despite Arlo’s help, and the additional information on our target, we were quickly finding this place was nearly as bad as Black Prison. Without any help from inside, it would be impossible to get in. And if we managed to succeed on our own, we still had to find out where they were holding Jayla and get her out without getting caught.

      “Where would they hold prisoners, Arlo?” I asked.

      Arlo circled his finger to a large section on the drawing, spanning at least four levels below the main floor and nearly the entire width, which was close to a city block.

      “That’s not much help,” I groaned.

      “There are nearly a thousand rooms in this space alone. Add another two thousand above ground where, last I heard, the Carbon citizens of Cytos were being held. That leaves y’all with a few to choose from.” Arlo shrugged. “I said I’d show you the layout. I didn’t say there’d be any way to get ya’ll’s friend back.”

      Jacob stalked through the door into our quarters. Em and I had taken our old rooms back, despite not feeling quite the same without Jayla here. It was too big, too airy and familiar for me to be comfortable.

      “We’ve had another break in the wall near Kuros,” Jacob said, pulling out a chair at the end of the table and dropping down. He rested his head in his hands, taking a long breath. “We’re not sure how they got out. The scouts from Kuros think they might have scaled the wall, but no one saw them until they attacked.”

      “Are they all okay?” Em asked.

      “They’re fine,” Jacob nodded. “Someone…took care of them.”

      My brows furrowed.

      Jacob just shook his head. “I don’t know what they hell they did to those kids, but for once it actually helped us.” Jacob went on to explain how a petite dark-haired girl had destroyed the Reeks with her bare hands, all after dropping down twenty feet without being injured. “They broke through a small section on the southern portion of the wall as well, but my men destroyed them before they got far. We don’t have much time, and the dead only bring more Reeks.”

      I ran my hands through my hair. My focus was on Jayla, on getting her back, but even once that happened, we still had to find a way to stop the Reeks. I knew the smart thing would be to focus on the Reeks first and trust Simon would keep Jayla safe—but I couldn’t do that.

      “When can we be ready?” I asked Em, knowing she felt the same urgency I did.

      “You want to go in blind?” she asked.

      “I want to go in now, before it’s too late,” I said. “I want to get her out, so we can focus on the Reeks. I want to find a way before they become too big of a problem that we can’t go in.”

      “When you rush things, you make mistakes.” Em clenched her jaw, her tone warning.

      “What mistakes haven’t we made?” I shouted, standing up so quickly that my chair flipped behind me. Em stood just as quickly, leaning on the table between us.

      “You made the mistake, Caspian,” she said. “You never should have let her go there in the first place.”

      “Right, because I could have stopped her.” I gave a humorless laugh.

      “You could have tried harder.” Her voice was sharp and laced with rage.

      I felt a yank in my gut—guilt. Maybe she was right. Maybe I should have tried harder. We had a plan, to get the genetic kids out, and I’d promised Jayla I would do that, thinking I’d have time to get her back, but I’d been wrong. I should have gone after her. Em was right.

      I shook my head. “Does any of that matter now?”

      The others around the table had all stopped what they were doing and watched us. I fixed my chair and took a seat, releasing a long breath. After a moment, Em did the same.

      “We still have a few contacts in Cytos,” Em said finally, her voice calm. “A few of Gustov’s men stayed behind. We can get them to scout things out for us.”

      “We can get you in there,” Arlo said, nodding to the drawings. “Just ain’t sure you’ll be able to get out.”

      “How many men do you need? We can help,” Jacob offered.

      “No, it’s fine.” I shook my head. “You guys focus your efforts here. We’ll go in alone.”

      “I’ll find Gustov and see if we can get a message to whomever he still has in Cytos.” Em stood, heading to leave.

      I stood with her, following her out the door. We reached the hallway, sand crunching under the wood walkways between rooms, and paused just outside of our room. Em’s shoulders dropped, and she stared at her feet. I let out a long breath, rubbing a hand to the back of my neck. Fighting would get us nowhere, and right now we couldn’t let guilt take over either of our thoughts. We had to stay focused.

      “We won’t be much help to Jayla if we can’t keep it together,” I said gently.

      Em nodded. “I didn’t mean…” She glanced up. “I just don’t know how long she can last. You didn’t see her when you were gone, Cas. You don’t know what she went through.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. Em had told me bits and pieces of their time in Cytos and Eres before I returned. I knew Jayla had a hard time thinking she might have lost me. She’d nearly destroyed herself just like before when her mom died, leaning on the physical release of the Underground to avoid the pain. And even when I’d returned, everything that had happened had destroyed her. It’d taken so much out of her just to give the appearance of confidence, and I knew it was all a façade, but now she was alone, and I didn’t know what that meant. Neither did Em.

      “We’ll get her back,” I promised. “She didn’t give up on me, so I won’t give up on her.”

      Em nodded, and I squeezed her hand before she left to find Gustov. I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm myself, but something didn’t feel right in my gut. She will hold on, I reminded myself, but there was a real fear that she wouldn’t, that she’d sacrifice herself to keep us safe. We were running out of time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Jayla

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Greyson didn’t return after the first visit, but I somehow sensed she was watching me. For what felt like weeks, maybe months, Allard came to my room. Some days he was cruel, in a way that left me so drained I could hardly move. I was never physically hurt…he managed to break me in other ways. Images of Em and Caspian. Promises of what they’d do to them. Threats I knew they would soon follow through with.

      “We found some of Reyes’s notes,” Allard said one sunny, cold morning, sitting in one of the chairs by the table. I sat at the end of the bed, still neatly made because I hadn’t slept in it for the entire time I’d been in this room. I couldn’t remember if I’d slept at all. I wasn’t tired, though; I was wide awake. “She spent a lot of time talking about you.”

      I hardly blinked, I just stared out the window to the snow-covered city below, waiting for the moment they would show me Caspian or Em. A few days ago, I’d watched through the scope of a sniper as he aimed the gun at Caspian’s head. Allard had counted down from ten for me to give them something. I’d only made it to seven before I gave up Reyes’s secret—handwritten notebooks she kept in her room at Watchers Headquarters.

      That image kept replaying through my mind, and I wondered what would happen when I had nothing to give them.

      “Two years in the Underground?” Allard said it like a question, pausing for me to say something, but still I remained silent. “Did she tell you how much it cost to get you out of there?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t want to know the price Reyes paid the Maestro so I would be released from my contract as the Wraith—their champion. Especially when I was betraying her by giving them information.

      Allard let out a low whistle. “It was a lot.” He stood, bringing a notebook with him. It was open to a page, and he turned the book in his hands so I could see it. “Does this look familiar?”

      I tore my gaze away from the window for only a second to glance at the drawing. I knew it immediately, could see the subtle differences it had compared to others. It was my gun. I looked away.

      “It’s yours, is it not? Given to you by Reyes herself.”

      I didn’t answer, didn’t need to. Allard already knew it was mine.

      “You didn’t have it with you in Black Prison, did you? We would have found it among your things.” Allard took his time moving back to the table and sitting down in the same chair. “I suppose it was a bit too unique for you to bring along, wasn’t it? The sleek grip is much different than the usual boring metal. And there was an engraving on it, wasn’t there?”

      I felt my throat close up, even though I didn’t plan to speak.

      “What did it say again?” Allard tilted his head to the side.

      I clamped my lips tighter. Not because it was a secret. Not because it was any sort of clue or that I thought it might be what Greyson was looking for, but because I couldn’t speak the words out loud.

      “You win when you let yourself breathe. You lose when you don’t let go,” Allard said softly.

      I felt my body tremble, but I refused to look at him, refused to acknowledge that the words etched into the base of my gun still affected me that much. When Reyes had given the gun to me, showing me the engraving she’d added, it had been meant as a way to move on after losing my mother. But over the years, especially recently, the words rang true in every possible way.

      “I assume that gun holds some sort of sentimental value to you,” Allard continued. “Wouldn’t it be nice to have it back?”

      Finally, my gaze turned to him. My eyes narrowed. “Greyson would never let me have a gun.”

      “A gun is useless without bullets.” Allard shrugged.

      My eyebrows raised, and I didn’t have to ask anything for him to know what my question would be.

      “She could care less about sentimental value. She’s just looking for something you want…a bargaining tool of sorts.” Allard’s amused smile spread across his face, and he leaned forward in his chair, keeping his voice low. “But I know what it means to you. I know that gun, that engraving, is your battle cry.”

      His honest words told me Greyson wasn’t watching today. He would occasionally give me small scraps to hold onto, so I didn’t lose myself completely here. He’d let me know Caspian and Em were aware someone was targeting them and had evaded Greyson for weeks before the image I saw a few days ago. He was trying to give me hope.

      “It means nothing to me anymore.” I shrugged. It was a lie, but I kept my face neutral. Even if Allard was trying to help, Greyson could find some way to spin it around…she’d done it before.

      Allard smirked. “Liar.”

      I ignored him, turning my gaze back to the window.

      Deep down, I knew I’d do anything to ensure they were safe, and all my training went out the window when it came to a threat on their lives. An empty gun wouldn’t change anything. It wouldn’t save them. And what they surely must have realized was that this bargaining chip was useless—all they needed was to keep showing images of Em and Cas for me to spill every secret I knew, until there was nothing left.

      “If you tell me where it is, I could bring it to you. No, it won’t do anything, but sometimes our memories are all we have to remind us what is real—to keep us grounded,” Allard said, his face unreadable.

      I hesitated. What difference would it make? When I’d received that gun from Reyes, those words had shifted something in me. It’d been a turning point, a moment when I woke up from my sorrow and realized why I was here, what I was becoming a Watcher for. It had meant something.

      “It’s in the warehouse we hid in before going to Black Prison,” I said. I’d already shared that information a few days back, knowing it was empty now anyways, and that Gustov’s men would have removed anything important a long time ago.

      “We checked there,” Allard said. “It was empty.”

      I sighed. “Under the floorboards, in the second office, on the fourth floor.”

      “Good,” Allard said softly. “I’ll bring it to you—when I can. Just hold on a little longer.”

      “It won’t help.” I shook my head.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Allard replied as he stood to leave. I followed his movements, trying to read his expression, but he revealed nothing.

      Allard paused at the door, staring at me for a few moments. He let out a long breath before nodding to the window. “Everything isn’t always what it seems, and sometimes the things we thought were useless—people we thought were nothing—they can be the difference between winning and losing.” He turned his gaze back to me, and his eyes were cold as he said, “This time, kid, you are alone. And it’s time you wake up.”

      He was gone before I could ask what he meant. My gaze followed him until the door had closed. His words spun in my mind, and I was aware it was some sort of clue, but I couldn’t figure it out. Allard was on my side—as much as he could risk. Why would he tell me I was alone? Or to wake up? I stood, moving to the window and pressing my hand against the glass. It was cold as howling winter winds stormed. Snow slid off the roof-tops of buildings, and Cytos looked desolate, even in the daytime.

      I glanced down to my feet, and that’s when I noticed a small black line at the bottom of the window. It looked fuzzy, almost as if it were the edge of a screen that hadn’t fully loaded. I knelt down, pressing my hand to the spot, and the window’s image blinked, only for a second, but long enough for me to see it.

      There was a metal wall straight ahead where the window was and black marble floors just like the room Allard had taken me to when he healed my broken bones. I clenched my fist, feeling no pain in my hand like I’d felt constantly for weeks before. In fact, I felt nothing.

      My breath caught in my throat. I stood, moving across the room to the small lamp on my side table. I threw it on the floor, smashing the glass into a million tiny pieces. I picked a sharp fragment and closed my fist around it. There was no pain like I’d been expecting, and when I opened my hand, there was no blood. The glass shard fell from my hand. I shook my head, trying to understand what was going on. My mind raced as the room suddenly felt too small and I couldn’t breathe. What the hell is going on?

      I looked back to my bed, still perfectly made because I hadn’t slept in it. But as I thought back, I couldn’t remember night ever coming since I’d been in this room. I had been here for days—weeks—it could have been months for all I knew, yet I didn’t recall one time when I would have laid down to sleep or even seen the sun set through the window. My pulse increased, and the corners of my vision went spotty as I tried to understand all of this.

      Glancing around the room, I noticed there were no other doors outside of the one Allard had just left through. No bathrooms, which I would have needed in the days I was here. And suddenly, I realized I didn’t remember the last time I ate or drank, yet I wasn’t hungry or thirsty.

      No. It didn’t make sense. My hands trembled, and I slowly lowered myself to the floor, kneeling in the glass shards of the lamp but feeling none of it. I pressed the palms of my hands to my eyes, shaking my head, trying to erase the images of Em and Cas—the sniper aiming for their heads.

      I couldn’t breathe, and everything hurt all of a sudden—a physical pain I hadn’t felt in weeks.

      None of this was real. This was an illusion.

      When I opened my eyes, I found myself lying on a metal table. The room I’d just been in disappeared. There was no longer a window looking out to Cytos, no snow blowing off the rooftops. Only a steel wall across from me, and an oval shaped light that shone brightly in my eyes.

      Allard stood beside me, a crooked smile on his face. “Welcome back.”
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      I tried to sit up but found straps holding me down. The little pads Allard had put on me so long ago were still there, along with an IV pumping fluids into my body. My head spun, and thankfully Allard turned off the bright lamp over me.

      “How long has it been? How long have I been here?” I asked, finding my voice hoarse. My body ached, my back sore from lying in one position.

      “Two days,” Allard said simply, crossing his arms over his chest with a scowl.

      “Two days? But it felt like…it was—” I tried to understand what this all meant, how it’d felt so long in there, but only two days in reality.

      “Time affects you differently in the simulation,” Allard said, moving to take off the pads but leaving the straps holding me down.

      “Simulation?” I asked. “I don’t understand.”

      “We don’t have time to sit around and torture you or others until you speak. In there—” Allard pointed to the computer—"you reveal more secrets—quicker. It feels like you’re holding out for days when in fact it was only minutes, hours at best.”

      “But Caspian…Em?” I breathed.

      “All simulations.” Allard shrugged. “We are aware they’re in Eres, but we have no way of getting to them.”

      My breathing was too labored, too forced. I pushed against the straps, feeling the weight of them crushing me as my lungs struggled to expand. None of it was real. I started thrashing, trying to release the straps, my vision sparking. I needed to get out of here.

      “Hold still,” Allard finally said, reaching for the straps and unlatching them.

      I slid off the table, my legs weak, and I dropped to my knees. Instantly, I felt the pain, the aching in my side and my wrist. I flexed my hand, noticing the lump at the base of my wrist, and Allard caught the movement.

      “In the simulation, you can’t feel pain, even old injuries don’t exist there, so I had to make you believe I took it away first. All a part of the illusion.” He at least looked a bit sorry at that. “I can’t heal bones any faster than they do themselves.”

      “What did I give her?” I still knelt on the ground. They’re safe. They’re alive. That fact didn’t feel real. Out of everything, it was hardest to believe they were alive.

      “A lot.”

      “The gun? What was its significance?” I couldn’t even look at him, guilt and shame swarming over me. Tears burned in the back of my eyes, because without him even having to say anything, I knew it’s significance. It meant a lot—and I’d given it to them.

      “She hid information inside of it,” Allard said, and I was aware he didn’t mean Greyson, but Reyes. Whatever information they thought I had, it had been with me the entire time. I’d just never known—but Simon had. “Reyes knew that gun would mean something to you, that it was important enough you would keep it safe. Her notebooks didn’t spell it out, but they hinted at it enough Greyson figured it out.”

      “What does this mean?” I whispered.

      “It means we’re already too late. She has what she needs for her next phase of attack.” Allard pulled me to my feet. I stood unsteadily before him. “It means she’s won.”

      I nearly dropped, my legs unwilling to hold me up. She’s won. It was like a punch to the gut. I’d condemned everyone by simply saving my friends.
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      Allard brought me back to my original room, the other just a part of the simulation and a way for me to see the images they wanted through the glass window. Food was waiting for me there, and I was suddenly so hungry and so tired as everything came crashing down on me.

      Alone, I didn’t know what to do. I’d failed. I’d done exactly what Greyson said I would, spilled every secret I knew to keep people I loved safe, even though they were never actually in harm’s way. I betrayed the training I received as a Watcher for love, and the upsetting part was I’d do it again, even knowing the consequences now. Allard had tried to warn me, tried to make me see before I went in there that it wasn’t real, but I let the fear and panic win. I let her win.

      Anger boiled through me. My fists clenched, and I was glad for the pain—glad to feel something. It felt as if I might throw up, or cry, or rage. I wanted to do all of it and more.

      When Allard walked me back to my quarters, he let me know the information I’d unknowingly given Greyson was the information Reyes had died to protect. It was the key to releasing her Carbon powers and removing the cuff currently suppressing them. I’d given her a weapon, and as that reality sank in, I wasn’t sure I was breathing. I’d failed. In my attempt to protect Em and Caspian, I’d given Greyson the very thing she needed to destroy everyone. My chest clenched.

      I’d only ever seen one person with powers, when Simon and his team snuck us onto the shuttle that had brought us to the Void. Kieran had made everything around him, including Em, Caspian, and I, invisible. He’d been killed before the virus swept through him, and maybe that was a mercy. But that one experience was enough to know the Carbon’s abilities that had been subdued for years were dangerous. And in the hands of Greyson…my heart sank further.

      I wondered what Greyson’s powers would be. Allard hadn’t known. My chest was still painfully tight, as if those straps that had held me down were still there. I forced each breath into my lungs, my body trembling, and I felt so weak that just sitting on the edge of the bed was a monumental effort.

      I had to do something. I had to find a way to make this right. I glanced to the tray of cold food on the side table by my bed. Though I was hungry, I couldn’t eat. My stomach clenched and felt hollow and empty. I picked up the fork, examining it for a few seconds before something sparked. An idea, or the start of one. It occurred to me then that I wasn’t useless. I was a weapon—I was a Watcher. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

      I twisted the fork in my hand, clenching it tightly.

      It wasn’t over. A wicked smile spread across my face. Greyson hadn’t won yet because I was still alive, and I would make her regret not killing me the second she’d gotten what she needed.
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      A day passed and more Reeks broke through the wall surrounding the Void. Thankfully, the Kuros soldiers were ready for them, they’d set up a perimeter after the last breach, and Vic didn’t go back out there.

      “How did you do that?” I’d asked when we’d returned to the palace after her crazy stunt.

      She’d shrugged. “I’ve been learning how to control it myself. Gunner helped me.”

      “But how is that possible?” Theo had asked, following a few steps behind.

      I remembered Leah, Em’s sister. She wasn’t entirely controlled by the virus, yet her coal-black eyes told me she was something different than what they’d made Vic. Maybe stronger, more in control of the thing inside of her, but as Vic had stood before me, she hadn’t looked like the stoic monster I remembered Leah being.

      “It’s inside of me, a part of me, the Reek virus. I just have to let it believe it’s in control and do what I want,” she had said.

      Her hands had been covered in black blood, and the smell nearly made me vomit. She’d spent a long time in the shower, but none of it seemed to bother her—the deaths, that she could have been hurt, none of that phased her in the least.

      Vic hadn’t talked much more about it after that, and truthfully it scared me a little to know something else was inside of her that she could control like that, so I didn’t ask any more. I felt foolish trying to protect her all this time. She didn’t need my help—not in the least.

      It was getting colder outside, and farther inland snow had fallen in heavy bouts. This close to the ocean we got rain most days, and the frigid cold and humidity made it seem even worse. There was a light, misty drizzle falling as we walked across the thick wall surrounding Kuros, bringing more supplies to the men scouting the forest between us and the Void. It wasn’t far to reach the Void; a dense forest separated us from the horrors inside the wall. Some nights, I swore I could hear the Dred Wulfs howling in the distance. I wondered how many of them had survived after they saved us in the tunnels of Venzier.

      Theo trailed behind Vic and me. His father had refused to allow him to join the others, and I had to agree. He was still healing, the wound on his leg had limited him, and he had only just begun testing it with light training. It wasn’t safe for him to be out there yet. He’d been able to go on the scouting missions when the Reeks were still safe inside the Void, when they didn’t go far, and a shuttle was nearby to get them if anything happened, but now that they were so close, it was out of the question for the King of Kuros’ son to risk going.

      “Have the others sent any updates?” I asked Theo over my shoulder. My arm linked in Vic’s.

      “Whatever’s going on in Eres is being kept secret. They haven’t sent any word outside of their last message a few days ago.” Theo shook his head. “A few reports from the Sweepers said more Reeks were breaking through parts of the wall, but like here, they’ve been contained, for now.”

      “They can’t be confined forever,” Vic whispered.

      Her voice was small, and I had the sudden urge to wrap my arms around her and promise she would be fine, but I knew she didn’t want me to baby her or protect her like I had before. In truth, I wasn’t sure I’d be much help, considering what she was capable of.

      “They need to find Jayla. I don’t know what Greyson will do with her, but it can’t be good,” I said.

      “And Gunner,” Vic added, her hand squeezing my arm. He wasn’t my first choice of people they should save, but he mattered to Vic, so I reluctantly nodded.

      We reached the section of the wall where the soldiers had set up a few tents and tables. It had been raining harder this morning, and there were puddles at the corners of the tent, making the stone slick. It was easier to keep the men along the wall in Kuros, the snow near the Void reportedly almost knee deep.

      We stepped into a tent, and I was surprised to find Leanna and Petra there, the latter dressed in battle armor I knew was familiar to the Guardians of Venzier, a white fur-lined jacket and tall boots with rubber soles making it easy to travel over the slippery stone. A bow was strung over her shoulder and a long knife sheathed at her side. Her brother, Tynan, was a few feet away, sharpening his own blade.

      “Any Reeks today?” Theo asked.

      Petra nodded. “Three farther north that our scouts took care of. They may have broken through some part of the wall past where we are set up, so Tynan and I are taking a group up now to check it out.”

      The white-haired warrior and her brother had been relied on quite a bit when it came to locations in the forest and around the Void. They had spent the entirety of their life in there, so it came as no surprise that they knew where the Reeks were most likely to strike. Weak points they, too, had scouted out and access points that were possible to reach from inside.

      “We should go,” Tynan said from behind Petra, nodding to the men waiting for them as he replaced his knife in his belt. “We want to be back before nightfall.”

      She nodded, leaning down and placing a light kiss on Leanna’s lips. Leanna gripped her hand, squeezing it tightly before they parted. “Be safe.”

      “I will,” Petra whispered before following her brother to the rope ladder hanging over the edge of the wall and scaling down.

      Leanna watched until they disappeared into the forest. Then she turned back to Theo. “You need to speak to your father,” she said harshly. “He has some ridiculous idea of starting a new war.” She’d become an advisor to Theo’s dad, often privy to more information than even we knew. The king was overprotective and tried to shield his son. It was ridiculous, considering everything he’d been through.

      “What kind of war?” I asked.

      Leanna glanced at me, no warmth behind her stare, not that she ever warmed to anyone but Petra. “He thinks if he attacks Greyson, they can end this war before it begins. He’s already begun plans to bomb the city.”

      “But there are innocent people in Cytos,” Vic said, her eyes widening. Black shadows swirled in her eyes. I took a step back as she blinked them away.

      “I know that,” Leanna said sharply. “Which is why I mentioned it.”

      Neither Leanna or Theo seemed to notice Vic’s eyes or my reaction to it.

      “I’ll talk to him,” Theo said, his brow drawn.

      “Gunner has a plan,” Vic said suddenly. We turned to her. “He has a plan. He’ll stop her.”

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t go trusting Gunner, Vic. It’ll only lead to disappointment.”

      “He’s not a bad person,” she said firmly. “He said he had a plan when we were in Black Prison, he said he would keep us safe, and I believe him.”

      “And what is this plan?” I asked, resting my hands on my hips. She opened her mouth to speak before clamping it shut. “He also told us he had a plan, a plan to get us all out of the Void, and he lied.”

      Vic shook her head, her eyes narrowing with determination. “He didn’t mean to hurt you. We’ve all made mistakes, Sienna, but that doesn’t mean he won’t make things right.”

      “Don’t defend him, Vic,” Theo interrupted. “I know you care for him, but you don’t know him like we do. He’ll stab you in the back and not even blink before he’s done.”

      “Well, I trust him.” Vic crossed her arms stubbornly.

      I let out a frustrated sigh.

      “I don’t give a shit who you trust or don’t trust, right now we need to stop an all-out war from breaking out first.” Leanna drew our attention back. “You don’t even know if your friend is still alive. We can’t put our faith in anyone but ourselves.”

      Vic’s gaze hardened, turning a shade darker. Little shadows swirled through them for only a moment before she blinked, and they were gone. A part of me wasn’t even sure they’d shifted or if it was the lights casting shadows. She glanced back up at Leanna, and the woman actually flinched at the look in Vic’s eyes. “He’s alive.”

      She wasn’t wrong, Gunner might already be dead, but there was no way to know regardless. “I truly hope he is, Vic.”

      I knew there was no changing Vic’s mind, even if she couldn’t prove that Gunner had a plan that would help or that he was still alive, but it didn’t change the fact that something had to be done here. Her eyes remained bright silver, but some part of me worried what would happen if she turned the monster inside of her on us. She wouldn’t, I told myself, but I wasn’t entirely convinced.

      “Send word if any more break through,” Theo told Leanna, who hardly acknowledged him before turning back to stare over the edge of the wall, as if she would wait there until Petra came back hours later. She probably would.

      We were quiet as we walked back to the palace. The last few weeks had been peaceful, almost normal between us all. But ever since the Reeks had broken through the wall, things had felt tense and strained. I was beginning to realize that Vic had changed more than I realized inside the Void and Black Prison. Not just in the physical sense or with the thing inside of her, but she was stronger, and she didn’t need my protection anymore. I’d been holding on to what she was—what we were back in the DEZ—as if we could just go back to that reality when this was all over. It was stupid, we could never go back, and somehow the fact Vic had changed when I really hadn’t was the one thing that caused my stomach to turn to lead. Because I kept making mistakes, I had a hard time trusting the right people, and right now, I needed to trust Vic.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was well past midnight when a subtle ringing sounded in my ear, waking me from a restless sleep. It was only mildly annoying, like an off-pitch tune on the Linked screen, but it wouldn’t go away. I heard rustling in the adjoining living room Theo and I shared with Vic. What was that noise?

      I slid out of Theo’s arms, pulling on cotton slacks and a shirt before walking barefoot into the living room.

      Vic was standing in the middle, staring towards the front door.

      “Vic?”

      She didn’t stir.

      “What’s that noise?” I asked.

      I looked towards the door, wondering if that was where the sound came from, but it almost felt as if it was in my head, coming from nowhere. The door was closed, locked, and I hadn’t heard anyone knock. I strained to hear anything outside of the ringing but I found nothing.

      I looked back to Vic and noticed how rigid she stood, her hands curled at her side, and her chin was high as she stared forward. I took a step toward her.

      “Vic, are you okay?” I asked.

      She didn’t respond.

      “Vic!” This time she turned to me, and I stumbled back, tripped over my own feet, and landed hard on the ground.

      Her eyes were entirely black, and her face held no emotion. Her head whipped back to the door and she began walking.

      “No.” I pushed myself to my feet, racing after her. “What are you doing?”

      She didn’t answer, just kept walking.

      I gripped her arm, trying to pull her to a stop, but she was so strong suddenly.

      “Vic, stop. What are you doing? Where are you going?”

      Vic swung her arm back, connecting with my chest so forcefully I flew back and smashed into the wall. My breath left my lungs and I crumpled.

      She had reached the door, unlocked it, and was stepping into the hallway.

      “Vic.” I struggled to get the words out, trying to stand to my feet, but I was seeing dots and couldn’t catch my breath.

      “What the hell is going on?” Theo asked, running from our room to help me to my feet. “What’s that noise?”

      He heard it, too. I couldn’t speak, so I just pointed to the door.

      When we stepped into the hall, my heart dropped. The hallway was filled with genetic kids, all walking with empty black eyes towards the stairs leading down to the main level in two uniform lines. When I pushed passed them, it was as if they didn’t even know I existed. I reached the glass bridge and gasped. I could see farther below to the wall surrounding Kuros; there were more kids there, all walking mindlessly into the night, as if something was calling to them.

      My heart was in my throat. Sweat beaded the back of my neck, and I wasn’t sure if I was going to be sick or faint. I glanced back, watching as the genetic kids stalked past, not even one look in my direction. My body was tense, waiting to see what they would do, but I knew none of them would turn on me—they didn’t even know I existed in that moment.

      I turned back to Theo, finding the same worried look on his face. A cold shiver ran down my spine and creeping dread pooled in the pit of my stomach. The genetic kids had been activated.
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      The sun had set hours ago, and a vicious winter storm was brewing outside. The wind howled and snow pelted the window. I’d spent nearly all my time in my room. Though I was allowed a small amount of freedom—my door was left unlocked, and I could roam most places inside City Hall—I was still a prisoner. I’d briefly looked for Jayla, but wherever they were keeping her it was off limits. So, I was alone and bored.

      It was quiet besides the snow and wind, until something came from the outside of my room.

      A loud crash sounded across the hallway. I sat up, straining to hear before another bang echoed.

      I hurried to the door, swinging it open into the empty hallway and rushing into Simon’s room where the sound had come from. He was on his knees, bare from the waist up, and the plush chair I usually sat in was tipped over beside him.

      I bent down to help him up. His eyes, wild with panic, found mine. He was shaking, his mouth gaped open, but he didn’t say anything, he just stared at me.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      He gripped my wrist with his one arm, leaning on me to pull himself back to sit on his heels. “I have to get out of here.”

      I tried to help him to his feet, but he slipped, and I caught him just in time to avoid smashing his face on the ground. I bumped into the side table, spilling the contents on the floor and causing another crash to sound loudly.

      “Where the hell are you going to go?” I said as I tried again to pull him up. “You can hardly stand.”

      He managed to stand, leaning against the foot of the bed while I righted the chair before he slumped down into it. “She has it,” he hissed. “She’ll find out soon enough what I know.”

      My brows furrowed. I knew he was talking about Greyson, but I didn’t know what it all meant. “What does she have?”

      “A way to remove her cuff,” Simon whispered.

      My heart sank. I knew what that meant, what Simon had warned me before. “What can she do? What are her powers?”

      “She can get inside your head. Take everything…everything you know and do whatever the hell she wants with it.” He stared at his feet. His face had gone pale, and I was sure it wasn’t just from the energy it’d taken for him to stand. His body was still healing, and he was so weak. Even with my help, we wouldn’t get far.

      I didn’t think, I just moved. “Let’s go.” I gripped under his arm, standing him up and wrapping an arm around his waist. He winced. “I’m getting you out of here.”

      Simon hesitated before he shook his head. “No, you can’t risk it. She’ll find you.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “She only wants me. I can find a place to hide.”

      I gave him side eye. “And how will you get there when you can hardly stand, let alone walk on your own two feet?”

      Simon tried to push away from my grip, but with only one arm, he could barely separate himself more than an inch before he was pressed back against my side.

      “I’ll get by just fine,” Simon said, standing up a little straighter, but I saw his legs shake with the effort.

      “Don’t be an idiot.” I shook my head. “You can either get out of here with me or not at all, your call.”

      Again, Simon hesitated, and I moved to step away, but he sighed. “Fine, but we have to be quick about it.”

      Greyson would discover us gone soon, and I truthfully had no idea where we would go, but the look in Simon’s eyes had me moving without truly considering if this would work.

      I moved for the door, stepping on a book that had fallen off the side table. Simon tried to help, to keep his feet moving while I nearly dragged him along, and I tried not to show how heavy he really was.

      The hallway was empty. “Which way?”

      Simon looked down the long marble tiles, eventually nodding to the right, and I picked up my pace. It would probably have been quicker if I’d just carried him, but then again, I didn’t know how long I would last. Weeks spent in the Black Prison, and now here, had left me out of shape, and my lungs were already burning.

      In the back of my mind, I knew it was foolish to think we’d get far, but we had to try. If we could get out of City Hall, Simon might have contacts, people who would help us hide. We just have to get past the hundreds of guards stationed within this building. I swallowed away the thought, focusing back on moving.

      We reached the elevators at the end of the hall. “Do you know what floor?” I asked, stepping inside. I let Simon lean against the cold metal, his knuckles white as he held onto the railing tightly. I pulled out the ID card I’d stolen a few weeks ago from one of the guards to access the elevators. “I can only get to levels two through ten. Nothing on the main floor or lower.”

      “Get us as close to the ground as you can. We’ll jump from there.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, ready to argue that we couldn’t jump from a building even from the second floor, especially in his condition, but the desperation on his face had me biting my tongue. I pressed the button for level two.

      The elevator moved quickly, sending my stomach lurching. I pulled Simon to the side before the doors dinged open, and I checked the hallway. Empty.

      “They’ll know we’re on the move soon, if they don’t know already,” Simon said.

      “How?” I asked, as I supported his weight and checked each door for one that was unlocked.

      “Cameras. I’m sure she’s had someone checking in on me, I felt them watching, and when they find my room empty, yours will be the next one they check.” Simon didn’t look at me as he spoke, and I knew it was because our attempts to both act like we didn’t care hadn’t fooled anyone—including each other.

      I checked a handle, finally finding it unlocked, and I pushed open the door. It was a small room with a single desk and chair in one corner and a window looking out to the front of City Hall. Thankfully, the room was empty.

      “Now what?” I glanced around.

      Simon leaned against the desk, his breathing labored, and he looked even paler than before. Some distant part of me knew this plan was foolish. Even if we got out, where would we go? How could we stay on the run if Simon was still healing and couldn’t walk on his own?

      “Tell me what we’ve got below us.” Simon nodded to the window.

      I glanced through the glass, looking down to the concrete street and walkway below. Even though we were only on the second level, we were higher up than that. The main level to city hall spanned at least two normal floors, with its high ceilings. A drop from here would break bones…or worse.

      I shook my head. “Nothing good down there.” Simon swore. “Maybe there’s another exit? You could stay here while I look.”

      Simon shook his head. “There are none. It was built that way on purpose.”

      “What if there was a fire or some other emergency? There has to be some way to get everyone out safely, even if it’s hidden.”

      Simon just tilted his head to the side, and his usual cold glare was muted. I knew the answer before I’d even asked. Greyson would put her purposes before everyone else’s safety in a heartbeat.

      “Then what?” I threw my arms up. “What else can we do?”

      Simon sighed, his head dropping. “Nothing,” he whispered. “There’s nothing we can do.”

      No sooner had he said it we heard the sound of footsteps moving down the hallway.

      “The system said the ID card was used to access level two,” a voice said from far too close. “Check every room.”

      I moved towards the door, pressing my weight against it.

      “Hide,” I ordered Simon. “Under the desk.”

      Simon didn’t move.

      “Are you deaf?” I snapped. Someone pushed on the door I leaned against, and when it didn’t budge, they shoved harder.

      “It’s too late, son,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m sorry.”

      Someone slammed so hard into the door that I was thrown back. Two guards rushed in, grabbing Simon and me roughly. I struggled to pull away. Simon screamed in pain as they yanked him down the narrow hallway and back to the elevator.

      “You’re hurting him,” I yelled, fighting to reach my father. The guards were too strong. “Let him go.”

      They ignored me, ignored Simon’s cries, and pushed him into the elevator where he fell to his knees. I shifted out of the guard’s grip and raced to his side, bracing his weight against my side as I held him up.

      “We’ve got them,” one of the guards said into his comm, pushing the button that would take us back to our floor.

      “What can I do?” I whispered to Simon.

      His gaze met mine, and he shook his head. “I wish I were strong enough to tell you what to do, what I know should be done. But I don’t want to give you up…and I know that makes me a coward.”

      He didn’t have to say what he meant. I already knew. The only way to prevent Greyson from getting whatever she wanted from Simon would be if he were dead, but he no longer wanted that…and neither did I.

      “We’ll find a way,” I said firmly.

      The elevator doors opened, and I aimed a heavy glare at the two guards who reached for Simon. “I’ll take him,” I hissed, not letting them touch him.

      I helped Simon to his feet, letting him walk slowly beside me, my arm around his waist, as we made our way back to his room. The door was open, and inside the room was Greyson, Dr. Allard, and Leah.

      “I thought I warned you before that heroics would get you nowhere, brother,” Greyson drawled as we stepped in.

      I helped Simon into his bed, keeping my glare heavy on Greyson. She ignored it, waving a dismissive hand at me when I remained at his side.

      “You’ve wasted enough time,” Greyson said, nodding to Allard, who stepped beside Simon with a small tool in his hand. “Unfortunately, now Allard won’t be able to ensure it’s pain free because of your antics.”

      The tool was long and skinny, but when he clicked a button, a sharp claw-like instrument with blade-like ends shot out. Allard gripped Simon’s hand just below the silver cuff and moved the tool to hover over it. He paused, and I wasn’t sure if it was hesitation or concentration, but then the claws dove into Simons skin, wrapping on either end of the cuff. Simon screamed and tried to pull his arm back but Allard held tight. Another small tool snaked down from between the claws, sliding into a nearly invisible slot at the exposed side of the cuff that the claw had just revealed. Allard pressed something at the tip, and there was a sharp click and the cuff released. Allard pulled the tool back, taking the silver cuff with it. Little sharp hooks on the inside of the cuff were covered with blood, and Simon’s wrist was raw in the one spot.

      “Ah, that’s better.” Greyson smirked, rolling her shoulders back. She didn’t even bother to stand before I felt a wave of energy, like a warm wind, nudging at the space near Simon. His face went blank and emotionless. She frowned. “I always forget how depressing it is inside your mind.”

      I clenched my jaw, trying to hide my anger. She’d breached his mind, reading his thoughts—everything. Simon looked as if he was no longer here, no longer in the same room, but somewhere else.

      “You can fight me all you want, brother, but you know I always win.”

      I saw the slightest bit of strain in Simon’s face, and his hand was balled into a fist, causing the small amount of blood from the cuff to drop onto the white sheets of the bed.

      Greyson narrowed her eyes before they widened and lit with what I assumed was delight. She smiled once again. “You were always a clever man, Simon. But not smart enough.”

      She rose to her feet, moving to where Leah stood next to the table in the corner. I hadn’t noticed what was sitting on top of it, and when I did, my heart sank. The artifact.

      Greyson tilted the Orb over, sliding a finger along the narrow seam at the bottom. “Knife.” She held her hand out to Leah who quickly passed her one of the sharp daggers from her hip.

      The blade slid through the seam until there was a nearly inaudible click, and a light flashed at the top. She turned back to Allard who still hovered over Simon, the latter’s face so very pale, his eyes wide.

      “Shall we give it a test?” Greyson asked.

      Allard stepped around the table, bringing a tablet towards the artifact and typing something in. The second he sent the command, a subtle ringing in my ears began. I noticed how rigid Leah had gone, utterly still, her gaze fixed somewhere in the distance.

      “How will we know it worked?” Greyson asked.

      Allard glanced back to me, noticing the wince in my eyes. “We already do.” He nodded to me. “And I’ve deployed CameraBots to Kuros.”

      He flicked his fingers, and a Linked image appeared on the table beside the artifact. It was an exterior wall surrounding a city, a glass and stone castle stood in the distance, and just beyond that there were hundreds of kids walking out the front doors of the castle.

      “No,” I whispered. “No.”

      Greyson smiled, moving towards Simon whose mind seemed to now be his own, but he refused to look at her. His entire body shook with rage. “In the end, we will win, brother. You should be happy to know you played a part in all of this, in making things right.”

      On the screen, I saw something that made me fall to my knees. Vic. Black eyed and walking among the others into the forest.
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      I sprinted barefoot on the ice-cold stone, but I didn’t care. I knew Theo was somewhere behind me, pushing through the crowd of kids all mindlessly walking out of the castle. He was still healing from the bullet wound back in Black Prison, and he struggled to keep up.

      I searched for Vic among them. So many kids, thousands of them, and not one seemed to notice me pushing through. Their eyes were black and lifeless, their faces emotionless, and their movements stoic and almost robotic.

      “Vic!”

      The ringing was still there, a near silent hum that raked through my skull in a dull, annoying sort of way. It was nearly pitch-black outside. Clouds covered the moon and stars and rain sputtered from the sky. Lamps lined the path of the wall in short increments, but it was too dark to clearly see which kid was who.

      “Vic,” I tried again. “Please, come back.”

      We’d reached the section of the wall where Kuros soldiers had set up camp, and as I neared them, I noticed the genetic kids jumping over the edge of the wall.

      I pushed past the crowd, reaching the edge and searching for Vic.

      The soldiers stood dumbfounded as children, some as young as twelve, jumped twenty feet down and landed like agile cats. When their feet hit the ground, they were running.

      “What the hell are they doing?” one of the soldiers asked.

      “I don’t think they’re doing it themselves. They look…possessed,” another whispered.

      “Stop them,” I ordered. “We have to stop them!”

      One of the soldiers reached for a kid standing on the ledge. His hand barely touched the boy’s arm before the kid shoved him so hard he flew back into a table under the tent, wood splintering under the force of his body smashing into it.

      “What the hell?” the first guard muttered, helping his friend up before trying to stop another kid. He received a kick to the gut that had him doubling over and coughing violently.

      I was shaking. No, this can’t be happening. I had to stop them. My hands trembled as I leaned over the edge, searching the ground until I finally found the dark, curly-haired girl I’d been looking for.

      “Vic,” I screamed, but she didn’t even flinch.

      I shoved my way to the rope ladder they’d tossed over just as Theo caught up with me, limping. “Sienna, what are you doing?”

      “I have to get Vic back,” I said, trying to take a step down, but his grip on my wrist stopped me.

      “You can’t go out there,” he said.

      “I have to. I can’t just let her go, Theo.” I ripped my arm away, dropping a few steps quick enough that he couldn’t reach me. He groaned and stepped over the edge to follow me.

      If I could reach her, she’d listen. I knew she would. It was reckless, and stupid, but she was family. I couldn’t just stand there and watch her leave.

      I kept my gaze on Vic who was moving towards the forest a short distance away. If she got there before I reached the ground, I would lose her in the dense underbrush and tall trees.

      I was still ten feet up when I dropped. My feet stung as I landed. Sharp rocks and broken branches dug into my bare feet, but it didn’t matter. I just ran.

      She was right at the edge of the forest, still moving at a walking pace while a few had begun running. I just had to wake her up, make her see she was being controlled somehow.

      I dodged through the brush, avoiding a few kids still collecting themselves before they took off. My arms pumped, and I forced my legs to move despite the feeling of slick blood on my soles. Adrenaline had me forgetting the pain, hardly even noticing it outside of a dull annoyance that slowed me down.

      “Vic!” I continued screaming. “Come back.”

      She didn’t turn around. She didn’t seem to even notice anyone else was there. And when she reached the forest, she began to run.

      I pushed myself harder, reaching the forest edge only seconds after her, but I’d already lost her. I didn’t stop. I kept moving. It was so dark, too dark, and low hanging branches bit at my exposed skin. I tore through the brush, thorns slicing through my arms and legs. My pulse raced, and it was hard to breathe, as my lungs tried to keep up with my body.

      Someone called my name behind me. My heart was beating so fast, and that subtle ring was still there, annoyingly constant. I felt others around me, some kids, some soldiers who had been out scouting and now stood baffled at what was going on.

      I watched as one raised his gun tentatively, scanning the forest, looking for whatever else might be out there. Did they see the kids as the monsters now, or had Reeks arrived? I couldn’t hear them, couldn’t sense them, but what if that’s why the kids had been activated?

      “Don’t shoot,” I ordered. He paused. “Stand down. They don’t know what they’re doing.”

      Before the soldier had made a decision to listen to me or not, one of the kids tore the gun from his hands and bent it in half as if it were a piece of rubber. The kid tossed it to the ground before continuing to run towards the Void.

      I reached a clearing, a small reprieve from the darkness of the forest where the moon managed to shine through. I paused. I couldn’t find Vic. A cool breeze slid down my back. It was damp with sweat and as I turned around, trying to search for her, it felt like everything was spinning around me, and I couldn’t figure out which way was up or down. The kids still sprinted past me, bumping into me as I stood frozen, trying to find a way to fix this. Trying to figure out what to do.

      My breathing was ragged and labored, both from sprinting too hard and panic. Where is she? Where is she! My vision was blurry and little dots sparked in the corners.

      A strong hand gripped my arm, and I turned to find Theo, breathing heavily, his eyes wild. It was then I heard the other sound around us, the one that made him pull me with urgency.

      “We can’t be down here,” he said. “They’ve broken through…the Reeks.”

      I could smell it then, the scent of them mixing with pine and damp soil. The sound of their guttural cries. Gunshots rang out in the distance. With each pop, my body flinched.

      “Vic,” I said, my voice smaller this time. I didn’t know where she was, hardly even knew where I was. “We can’t leave her.”

      “She’s gone, Sienna,” Theo said gently, still gripping my arm as if I might bolt at any second. “If we don’t move, we’ll never be able to get her back. She is strong—remember. But we have to go, now.”

      I didn’t want to leave. Didn’t want to believe him, even though I knew it was true. Every one of these kids were more capable than any gun or soldier we had, yet I couldn’t turn from where I’d last seen her.

      “Please, Sienna. We don’t have any weapons. We won’t survive out here like this,” Theo urged. He was right. We had nothing. I didn’t even have shoes on, and from the way he stood, I knew his leg ached. He shouldn’t have come out here; he shouldn’t have followed me.

      I let him lead me away, let him pull me back towards Kuros where the crowd of kids had thinned and nearly every one of them was running into the forest.

      When we reached the edge, I glanced back, as if I would find Vic there. Please come back, I silently begged, but they were all gone.
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      After weeks without Jayla, not knowing if she was okay or even alive, I was beginning to understand what she’d gone through when I was in the Void. The panic was always there. The little whispers in the back of my mind telling me it might already be too late. It was torture.

      The air was crisp and cool tonight as I sat on the sandstone rooftop of a building on the outskirts of Eres. Though I couldn’t see them, I knew the Sweepers of Eres also watched the desert wastelands beyond the city limits, just as I was searching for any sign of Reeks that might have broken through the Void. More and more were finding their way past our scouts, so the night watch had been doubled.

      I’d volunteered immediately, unable to find much restful sleep these days anyway, and at least out there I felt useful. I rubbed a hand over my face. I could barely focus on what we were supposed to do when all I could think about was what was happening to Jayla, but I was needed now. Was she safe? Was she still alive?

      Em and I’d had it out again the day before.

      “You’re a fool if you think waiting is our best option, Caspian,” she’d snapped. “We can’t keep waiting, and our plan isn’t rash. Do you think I don’t know the consequences if we fail? There won’t be a right time—ever. The only time is now.”

      I’d warned her that we had to be strategic when we went into Cytos, and she’d immediately taken offense. Not my intention, but both of us were quick with our tempers and snapped at nearly everything. I’d heard word from Leanna that the King of Kuros was planning his own attack on Greyson—on Cytos.

      “If we time it right, we can use their attack as a distraction,” I’d argued. But that meant waiting, something Em wasn’t keen on.

      “How many lives are you willing to risk, Cas? You think innocent people won’t get caught in the crossfire? You think Greyson will keep Jayla alive much longer?”

      She was right. I knew she was. And it wasn’t fair to choose Jayla over everyone else, but with the terror constantly raking through me, it was hard to think straight. And so, Em had said very little to me since our fight.

      Light footsteps sounded behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder. Jacob made his way to where I sat on the edge, my feet dangling over the side of the building, covered in the sand-colored clothing I’d acquired from the Sweepers. I didn’t care for the cloaks and scarves they usually wore, too much bulk to run fast enough, but I’d found slacks and a jacket that worked well enough.

      “You need to head back to the Palace. I’ll take over your watch,” Jacob said, his voice low.

      “What’s happened?” I sprang to my feet.

      Jacob shook his head. “We don’t know,” he said softly. “Emery said she could hear a subtle ringing but claimed it was nothing. She didn’t want me to come get you, but I knew you’d want to know.”

      “Thank you,” I said, squeezing his shoulder as I passed.

      “Caspian?” I turned back to Jacob. “Things are changing fast. I can feel the shift in the air. I suggest you guys get prepared now before it’s too late.”

      My brows scrunched.

      Jacob sighed. “The Reeks will be coming soon, and though your aid here is helpful, it is not necessary. I don’t want you to think you owe us anything,” Jacob said firmly. “We are alive—safe—because Jayla had the guts to stand up to the council and warn us. Don’t think any of us forget that. We want her back safely just as much as you do.”

      I managed a nod, swallowing back the lump in my throat as I descended the narrow stairs at the back of the small building. Jayla had fought for the Sweepers, fought for us because we needed help, and we needed to get those kids back. At the time, Jayla had done all of that not knowing I would be among the kids she’d rescue from the Void, at the Sixes’ base—she’d done it because it was the right thing to do.

      When I reached the ground, I fell into a light jog. I tried not to let what Jacob said shake me, but it was impossible. We were running out of time, and I felt like we had nothing in place, no plans to properly pull any of this off. We needed Jayla, she was the one who kept us together, who kept us from fighting, even when things were a mess. Even when her panic and fear tried to seep in, she had still led all of us to Black Prison, and she was the reason we got those kids out. Now, it was up to us to get her back and I couldn’t fail.

      The cobblestone streets of the quiet city were easy to run through with the Sweepers’ shoes grounding me to the sandy floor. When I reached the thicker sand, spread out towards the palace, my pace slowed.

      Logan was near the front door when I arrived.

      “Jacob told you?” His eyes were wild, his expression concerned. Blond hair fell over his brow in a tussled manner, as if he’d been sleeping before whatever happened.

      “How is she? What happened?” I fell into step with him across the wood plank walkways through the inside of the palace.

      “I don’t know. She just suddenly sat up and said there was an annoying ringing in her ears. She kept saying she was fine, but I’ve never seen her like that, like she was in pain or fighting something.” Logan opened the door to our shared room and swept in.

      Em was lying on the large, plush couch. She didn’t even glance up as I stalked in. “You had to go get him?” she drawled, a hand resting on her forehead. “I said I’m fine.”

      “What’s going on, Em?” I crouched down beside her, my brows knitted as I noted the look in her eyes, not calm and steady as she usually was, even if she tried to hide it.

      Em shrugged. “It’s nothing, just a headache or something.” She pushed herself up, and I helped her the rest of the way until she was seated. She winced and touched her temple.

      “That doesn’t just look like just a headache, Em.” I frowned.

      “That’s what I said,” Logan chimed in, and Em threw a weak glare his way.

      “A healer has already been here. She found nothing wrong.” Em shoved off my hand. “I just need some rest and water.”

      A green light flashed on Em’s tablet sitting on the short table beside us. She reached for it and pressed the button to accept the message coming through—only it wasn’t a message. It was Leanna.

      “We have a problem,” she said as soon as her Linked image appeared. “Something’s happened here—with the genetic kids.”

      Em straightened. “What’s happening?”

      Leanna glanced behind her. She was still wearing a night shirt and sweats, her hair tied back in an unusually messy way for her. She must have been sleeping. “They all just got up and started walking out of the castle,” she said. “They’re entering the forest and moving towards the Void we think. Our scouts weren’t even able to keep up with them.”

      “Why didn’t you stop them?” Em seethed.

      Leanna’s usual cold glare settled on Em. “We tried.” She nodded to someone beside her. Petra stepped into view, a sling over her shoulder and her arm tucked tightly to her body. “They’re strong and didn’t want to listen to us for one second. They weren’t themselves.”

      “We couldn’t stop them,” Petra said, her voice soft and pained. Leanna slid her hand into Petra’s and squeezed it. “As soon as the sun rises, we can send out shuttles. My brother and I will lead a crew on the ground. We know the forest better than anyone.”

      I nodded. “We can send help; we’ll join you.”

      “No,” Leanna quickly jumped in. “We have other problems.”

      The two glanced behind them, likely checking which set of ears nearby might be listening.

      Leanna turned back to us. “The King of Kuros is pissed. He’s certain this is Greyson’s doing, and Theo and Sienna all but confirmed it. They weren’t like the other genetic kids but they felt it. A ringing in their ears. It’s somehow controlling them.”

      I glanced at Em. Had she felt it, too? She met my gaze with a slight nod of her head. Shit.

      Then my face blanched with realization. “Vic?”

      Petra shook her head. “Gone.”

      I swore under my breath. “We should be there, Leanna.”

      “Right now, we need to stop an all-out war, Caspian,” Leanna hissed. “If the King attacks Cytos, you know there will be retribution. We can’t defend Kuros and try to get those kids back…all while waiting for the impending doom of the Reeks.”

      I sighed. She was right.

      “What would you have us do?” Em asked.

      “If you have a plan to get Jayla back, that’s going to bring you right to Greyson. I can hold the King off a bit longer, tell him we have operatives already on it, but if he doesn’t see some sort of results soon, he will attack.”

      I let out a long breath but I was nodding. “We’ll prepare to leave in the morning. Tell the King to give us a week. I’ll send word once everything is done, but I can’t risk anyone knowing what we’re doing. Even you.”

      Leanna gave a tight smile. “Good luck.” She was gone before either of us replied.

      I glanced to Em whose gaze was fixed somewhere else.

      “Well, I guess that explains the ringing,” I said. “Do you feel a pull to the Void, like the others?”

      “No.” Em shook her head. “It’s annoying as hell, but like Theo and Sienna, I must not have had enough of the virus in me to be controlled like they were.”

      I took a seat beside her, Logan circling around to her other side.

      “Do we have a plan?” Logan asked.

      I ran a hand through my hair, leaning back on the couch. “As good a plan as we’re going to get.”

      Em stood. I could see the panic and fear roiling through her. She usually hid it well, but ever since Jayla was taken, she couldn’t hide her emotions quite so easily. I knew the two had a special bond, something more than just partners. They were like sisters. And when one was gone, the other could barely hold on.

      “We’ll find a way, Em,” I reminded her. It felt like I was saying it daily, and the words would soon lose their meaning if I couldn’t actually do something about it.

      But she just walked towards the door. “I’ll inform Arlo we leave in the morning and to be ready. If his help doesn’t get us inside Cytos, I get to be the one to pull the trigger.”

      The door was closed behind her before I could stop her or reply. Logan looked ready to follow, but I gripped his arm to stop him. “She needs space,” I said. He slumped back down.

      “Will this plan work?” Logan asked.

      I shrugged. “It has to.”
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      It took me way longer than usual to fashion the fork I’d stolen into something usable. I’d twisted two ends back, leaving one to e asily pick through whatever locks I might come across. If needed, it’d make a decent weapon, too.

      In the time I’d been here, I’d only seen one single floor and two rooms, so I had little to go on and no idea what to look for. I’d spotted the elevators at the end of each hallway, but those would require an ID card. That was my next task.

      When the door slid open hours later, I was tucked against the wall near the door waiting. As expected, the guard took a step inside to see where I was and I pounced. My makeshift weapon jabbed into his neck. Blood sprayed everywhere, and I clamped my hand over his mouth to silence his screams.

      Large hands reached up to grab my face, but I pushed myself back and just out of reach. I twisted the mangled fork again and the guard sputtered, blood spewing onto my hand covering his mouth and down my arm holding the fork to his neck. One more twist and his body stilled. I let him fall, half slumped onto my bed, half on the floor.

      I took anything on him that could be useful. His ID card, a gun, and a pair of handcuffs. My feet were still unsteady and weak from the two days spent on that metal table with Allard but I moved. The guard’s blood covered me, even when I tried to wipe my hands on my pant legs. There was a trail of blood behind me. I’d have to find a change of clothes soon.

      I wasn’t sure where any of these doors led, and I couldn’t risk facing anyone else, but I had to find Greyson. The effort it took to take down one guard had already drained the little energy I had left. I had to stay focused now.

      When I reached the elevator, I hesitated. I had no idea where to go, or what level would lead me where. I slid the ID card across the panel and only half of the levels lit up for me to choose from. The rest remained blacked out.

      I quickly realized none of them would take me to the main floor. I was below that, in the basement levels, where the train station was located. Farther up would lead me away from any sort of exit, but if I was being honest with myself, I knew there would be no way for me to leave, no matter where I went. If I could stop her somehow, maybe I could prevent an all-out war. It was a suicide mission, I knew that, but I couldn’t sit around waiting for the moment Greyson realized she’d gotten everything she wanted from me, and I was no longer useful. The fact I was still alive told me one of two things: either Allard was still protecting me, or Greyson thought she could still use me. I would not be a pawn.

      Glancing at the buttons, I noticed one number was a bit worn out, as if it had been pressed the most. I went there, to the tenth level.

      The elevator moved fast, taking my meager supper with it. I removed my blood-covered shoes. I’d likely be found soon enough; I didn’t need to leave a trail for them to follow. My plan was simple. Find Greyson, or someone who would take me to her. The first option was preferred, even if the likelihood of getting past whatever guards she had—Leah, and Greyson herself—was next to impossible, I had faced insurmountable odds before. I would end this tonight.

      The elevator slowed, and I hid around the corner as the door dinged open and I waited. It was silent in the hallway. I waited two more breaths before stepping out.

      This level was bigger. Wider hallways and taller ceilings than where they kept me. I wasn’t sure where I was going, but I pressed my ear to each door until I heard voices.

      One I immediately recognized—Simon—and I nearly opened the door before catching who the second voice was. Greyson was inside with him. I pulled the guard’s gun out, checking the clip and releasing the safety.

      The ID Card was in my hand, and it hovered near the panel to open the door. I took a breath in, releasing it as I reached up.

      Somebody grabbed me, covering my mouth and pulling me back so quickly I stumbled into the body holding me. I struggled, a strong hand gripping my wrist, so I couldn’t move the gun.

      “Quiet,” the voice hissed. “They’ll hear you.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, recognizing the brown eyes staring down at me and the long hair I’d grown used to, but not on him—on his father.

      Gunner inclined his head to the open door across from the one I stood before and nudged me inside. The door closed quietly behind us, and Gunner let me go.

      “What the hell are you thinking?” he growled.

      “I could have killed her. I could have ended this. Why did you stop me?” I paced, glancing around the room and suddenly realizing it looked identical to the one I’d spent more than a month in, in simulation. A window looking out to a snow-covered Cytos. The bed was messy, blankets tossed as if Gunner had just been sleeping, but the rest was exactly the same as Allard’s simulation. I froze. “Is this real?”

      Gunner shook his head, confused. “Yeah, of course it’s real.”

      I pulled out the mangled, bloody fork and pressed it into the palm of my hand until blood sprang from it. Real, this was real.

      “What are you doing?” Gunner snatched the fork away.

      I let a long breath out, my hands shaking. “I need to go in there. I need to end this.”

      “Good luck with that.” Gunner crossed his arms over his chest, but he stood between me and the door. “That black-eyed demon is with her. Not to mention she’s a Carbon and would take a lot more than a bullet to take her down.”

      “I’ve killed many Carbons,” I seethed. “She wouldn’t be much harder than the rest.”

      Gunner let out a snort. “Sure, you go on thinking that.” He shook his head. “I was led to believe you were smart. Guess my father lied.”

      My jaw clenched, and I moved towards the door, but Gunner stepped in my way.

      “Move,” I ordered.

      “No,” he said simply. “You’re not going to get anywhere near her without her killing you first. Simon can’t save you this time, she already has what she wants, and now you’re rather useless to her. She’ll kill you the second she sees you. Hell, I’m surprised you’re still alive.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “I’m aware of that.”

      “So, you’re just going to get yourself killed for an attempt at vengeance that you know will fail?” Gunner sneered. “And here my father told me you’d be the key to stopping all this. I guess he was wrong. Go on then, get yourself killed. We’ll figure this out on our own I guess.”

      He stepped aside with a little wave of his hand towards the door but I hesitated.

      “What does Simon think I can do?” I asked.

      Gunner shrugged. “Ask him yourself.” I glanced to the door, and Gunner let out a dramatic sigh. “Not right now, obviously.”

      A part of me didn’t want to listen to him. I wanted to storm into the room and release every bullet I had in the clip, but I was smarter than that. If Leah was in there, she’d get Greyson out of the way before I’d finish the job. I didn’t know if Em’s sister was still inside that body, but the thought of seeing her dead and knowing I had done it had me rethinking this wild idea. I closed my eyes, running a hand over my face. Gunner was right; I had to be smarter. Focus, Jayla.

      I took a step away from the door.

      Gunner smiled. “Good.” He nodded to the chair near the back window. “Have a seat while you wait.”

      “They’ll know I’ve escaped my room soon enough, if they don’t already,” I said, reluctantly taking a seat, feeling my body weakened and tired.

      “Oh, I’m sure of it, but they won’t come in here.” Gunner shrugged, lounging across his bed, kicking one knee up while the other leg hung over the edge.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because I reprogrammed my panel to only allow my ID card inside.” He shrugged with a little smirk.

      I glanced at him, assessing the son of my former enemy turned ally, and realized how many comparisons there were between not only him and Simon, but him and Reyes as well. I had to look away, glancing to my blood-crusted hands. “Your mother was an amazing woman,” I said. Gunner stilled and I continued, “She saved my life, in more ways than I think she realizes. And I know if she had known about you, known where you were, she would have killed every damned person who got in her way to get you back.”

      Gunner was silent for a long while before he spoke. “I know,” he whispered. “Even herself.”

      I glanced up at him. His brown eyes, just like Reyes’s, were swimming. “We sacrifice what we have to for the ones we love. And the only way for the living to honor that is to keep fighting and make sure every breath counts.”

      Gunner nodded. “I will.”

      “Good,” I said. “I’ll hold you to that.”
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      Twenty minutes after I found Jayla in the hallway, the guards arrived. My heart was still pounding with Jayla’s words running through my mind. If she had known about you, known where you were, she would have killed every damned person who got in her way to get you back. There was a twinge of jealousy, that Jayla knew my mother when I hadn’t, but more than that it was the fact she was telling the truth. I hardly knew my mother, but the one thing I was certain of was that she’d loved me—even if she only knew I existed for such little time.

      A bang on the door shook my thoughts away. The guards yelled for me to open it, giving Jayla enough time to hide under the bed as I waited near the door until she was out of view.

      “What is all the racket?” I yawned, pulling the door open, my hair messy as if I’d just been sleeping. It was dark outside, well past midnight, but after everything that had happened, I would be wide awake for some time.

      “We need to search your room,” a guard said, sliding past me and into the room.

      “For what?” I said, waving an impatient hand, as if to say, go right ahead.

      I leaned back on my bed, keeping myself between where Jayla hid and the guards roaming the room.

      “A prisoner escaped,” the guard said simply, checking my bathroom.

      “That’s rather irresponsible of you guys.” The guard glared at me. His comrade still near the door monitored the hallways. “Bet Greyson isn’t happy about that. Have you told her?”

      The other guard grunted. “She’s been informed.”

      “And she was pissed,” I said, shaking my head in disappointment. “Well, you’re wasting precious time in here. As you already saw, my door doesn’t open to any riffraff.”

      “And how exactly did that happen?” The first guard stepped out of my bathroom and tilted his head, moving towards my bed.

      “Oh, they didn’t tell you?” I said innocently. “I’m rather important around here. Greyson doesn’t want me to be bothered by anyone she doesn’t trust. If I were you two, I’d stop wasting my time here and find that prisoner of yours, assuming you want to make Greyson happy.”

      The guards exchanged a glance before the one near the door jutted his chin into the hallway. “Let’s go. Nothing here.”

      They moved towards the door.

      “Night boys,” I chimed. “Good luck.”

      When the door had closed, Jayla shimmied out of her hiding spot. “You have a way with words…don’t you?” she mused, brushing off her pants, even though she was covered in blood, and the efforts were useless.

      I shrugged.

      “Just like your father.” Jayla smirked.

      I swallowed at the comparison, keeping my own smile hidden and moved to the door. “We’ll only have maybe ten minutes before they circle back or Greyson returns.” Her brows rose with questions. “I can always tell when Greyson isn’t around; the guards speak much more freely to me. She’s likely gone to her office, looking over whatever footage they have to find you. It won’t be long.”

      She nodded as I slid open my door and made my way across the hall to Simon’s room. He was propped up in the chair near the end of his bed, still pale from when we tried to escape mere hours ago—it felt like longer, our failed attempt. Dr. Allard had bandaged up his arm where they’d removed the cuff, but it was already stained red.

      “Took you long enough,” Simon said dryly when Jayla entered behind me, but a small smile spread across his face.

      “You look like shit,” she said, keeping herself close to the door while she assessed Simon’s wounds.

      He shrugged, wincing. “I’ve been better.”

      “We’ve got maybe ten minutes,” I said, glancing at the closed door.

      “Then let’s get straight to it.” Simon tried to stand, and I rushed to help him. He took my assistance and made his way to the side table, opening it up, and pulling out a tablet. “Keep this hidden as best you can. Allard went to great lengths to get it for me. You’ll only have one shot at sending out a message, so make it count.” He handed it to Jayla.

      Simon sat down on the bed, his breathing labored from the short stint across the room.

      “She’s activated the genetic kids.” Jayla’s eyes flashed to Simon’s, who nodded. “It was inevitable, there was no way to prevent it, so stop feeling guilty. I knew you’d give it up—needed you to give it up, actually—we just wanted to buy our friends a little time and we did.”

      “Why would you want me to give Greyson the key to removing the cuffs?” Jayla asked.

      “Because she is so focused on getting what she wants that she forgot what I’m capable of,” Simon said. I noted his gaze flickered to me standing a few feet away, but he quickly focused back on Jayla. “I can end this, all of this, if we can get that Orb. It’s the only shot we have.”

      “How?” I asked, something churning in the pit of my stomach. I’d told Jayla before that my mother had killed herself to protect me…would Simon do the same?

      Simon wouldn’t meet my gaze. “It doesn’t matter how until we have it in our possession.” I opened my mouth to argue, doubt seeping in, but Simon stopped me. “And I can’t tell you because to even think it gives Greyson the opportunity to steal that knowledge.”

      “Steal it how?” Jayla asked.

      Simon focused back on her. “Greyson has her powers back, all of them. She can read people’s minds, control them. The only way to avoid her knowing what we plan is for neither of you to have any knowledge of it.”

      “But she can read your mind?” I said.

      “I know how to get around her, how to manipulate my thoughts, so she can’t see what it is that I’m planning.”

      I crossed my arms. “Why didn’t you do that before? You let her activate the genetic kids on purpose?”

      “I tried to prevent it.” Simon’s voice rose. “Believe me, I tried. But she knew what she was looking for, she knew how to break through my mental walls. I had to give it to her, so she’d stop searching. But this time is different because she doesn’t know what she’s looking for.”

      I let out a breath. “What’s her plan with the genetic kids?”

      “They’re the final wave to end the Reeks,” Simon said. “She’ll use them to destroy the Reeks, to kill every last one of them.”

      “Will they win?” Jayla asked.

      Simon shrugged. “They might. But many of them will die. And it’s not like it will be over right away. Those kids are stronger, faster, and controlled, so they have no fear, only a desire to kill and destroy.” Simon let out a long breath. “None of that will matter if we can’t stop Greyson. Now that she’s removed her cuff, she’ll start removing others. The virus will spread even more.”

      I remembered Simon explaining that the virus was released with the Carbons’ powers, and now Greyson had a way to get them off, which meant she would kill the Reeks in the Void, only to create more in the end. She wouldn’t listen to Simon’s warnings; she didn’t believe him.

      “Why doesn’t she understand that’s how the virus is spread? She’s risking her own life, too, by removing the cuff,” I said.

      “She thinks she’s invincible,” Jayla whispered, her gaze meeting Simon’s. “The blood—the cure—how long will it keep her safe?”

      “Not long enough,” Simon said. “She’s trying to replicate it, but I have already told her it won’t work, not for long. She might be able to hold back the virus, but it won’t last. She doesn’t believe me.”

      “But why remove other cuffs? Why risk it?”

      “For power,” Simon said. “For control. She’s smart enough to wait until she believes the cure has been replicated, but time will not prevent the virus from spreading eventually. Even if she managed to slow the process down, she’d only delay the inevitable.”

      “You have to get her to listen to you.”

      “I’ve tried.” Simon shook his head. “I’ve showed her—and still she won’t listen.”

      “Tell me where the blood cure is. I’ll find it and destroy it. Then she’ll have no other choice but to listen to us,” I suggested.

      Simon shook his head. “You won’t find that blood anywhere you could get access to. It’ll be kept safe. And I’ve tried explaining this to her, but she’s stubborn. I’ve told her over and over again what will happen, but she thinks she can somehow change our fates, allow Carbons to truly live forever without consequence, with our powers still intact. She will fail all of humanity—humans, Carbons, genetic kids. Everyone will be destroyed because of her arrogance.”

      “What do you need me to do?” Jayla asked, a determined look on her face.

      “Find the Orb,” Simon said. “Without that, we can’t do anything. But for now—you need to stay alive. Head back to your quarters and keep that thing hidden.”

      Jayla nodded, reaching for the door to leave.

      “Jayla,” Simon said, stopping her. “They know Caspian and Em are coming for you, and they have been informed of how they plan to get inside. It’s a trap. They’ll be waiting for them. It’s the only reason you’re still alive—so Greyson can use you to get to them if she needs to.”

      Jayla froze, her hand hovering on open the door. “I won’t let that happen.”

      “I know you won’t, but they aren’t the only ones you need to warn,” Simon said. Jayla glanced over her shoulder. “Allard has heard rumors that the King of Kuros is planning an attack…but what he doesn’t realize is that this place, this building, is equipped with hundreds of missiles, thousands of weapons. Our friends won’t even make it past the city limits before they’ll be destroyed.”

      I could see the hesitation on Jayla’s face. She had the ability to send out one message, warn one person, but who would she choose? If she warned Caspian, would he have enough time to get through to Kuros? Could he even get a message to them if he was already on his way here? If she warned Kuros, Caspian and Em would be captured. There was no guarantee she could get to both of them with one message, and we didn’t know who was in Kuros or who was on our side.

      “I’ll find a way,” Jayla said, and she slid out of the room into the silent hallway, gone before either of us could say another word. I worried she might not even make it to her room. Greyson might be pissed enough to just kill her, but then she’d lose an advantage she had. If somehow Jayla prevented Greyson from getting to Em and Caspian, she’d need Jayla to try and trap them again. If she was dead, if her friends thought she was dead, they wouldn’t be entering City Hall covertly—they’d be storming through the front door with every weapon they had in hand. Greyson knew that just as much as Simon did.

      Simon was silent for a few moments, and I watched him as he took labored breaths. “How quickly does the virus spread if you’re already weak?” I asked, trying not to let the fear show as I waited for his reply.

      “Fast,” Simon said. “But we have enough time.”

      My chest clenched. The second Greyson removed his cuff, I knew what that would mean for Simon. The virus would spread the second he used whatever powers he had, slowly at first, but he was already weakened. There would be no way to reverse it once that happened, not anymore. Once, a long time ago, my father said there had been a cure. But it was gone now.

      Simon glanced up, his gaze softening when he found my own, hard and concerned. “I’ll make sure we end this before anything happens, before anything takes me. As long as I don’t use any of my powers, for now I’ll be fine. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I’m worried about what happens after, when this is all done,” I whispered. “I’m afraid that I’m about to lose the only thing I’ve ever wanted and it’s not fair.”

      “And what is that?” Simon asked, his voice so quiet, as if he didn’t know if he should even ask.

      “A family,” I said simply.

      The guards returned, still looking for Jayla, who was likely back in her room once again, hiding that tablet Simon gave her. I couldn’t help but think this would all end terribly, that there would be no happy ending for me, even if we won.

      It was like a curse on my family, and I didn’t know if there was a way to break it, but I’d try.

      The guards left, and silence hung between Simon and me for a long time before he whispered, “We will be a family, one day. I promise you.”
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      “We can’t just rush into things,” Theo said for the hundredth time. I paced across our room, gathering a few things and stuffing them in my pack. “The scouts are leaving at first light, and they’ve already sent shuttles out to track the kids.”

      “I know that,” I said, breezing past him to the oversized closet. He followed one step behind the entire time.

      “They know what they’re doing, Sienna.” He gripped my arm, stopping me for a moment, but I shrugged him off, changing into a pair of black cargo pants.

      “And I know what I’m doing,” I said, removing my shirt and throwing on a warmer long-sleeved one. A deep green jacket slid over top of it. “You can either join me or stay here, but I’m going with them.”

      Petra and Tynan planned to lead a group on the ground, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to let them go out there without me. Even if Theo was pissed about the idea.

      Theo threw his head back with a long sigh. “You’re not thinking straight.”

      “Neither are you,” I nearly shouted. “Our friend is out there, and she needs us, and you’re willing to let someone else dictate what we do?”

      “What I’m doing is trying not to lose you, too,” Theo bellowed back. He slid into my path, stopping me from leaving the room. I released a sharp breath from my nose. “Why can’t you see that this is stupid? We have no idea what is going on out there, who might be out there.”

      “We’ve been trained to take down the Reeks, Theo,” I pushed back. “We’re the only ones who have truly faced them in the Void, not the soldiers from Kuros or the Sweepers of Eres—us!”

      “And not once did we risk going into that forest at night.” Theo placed both hands on my shoulders, forcing me to meet his gaze. “You can’t help Vic if you’re dead.”

      “I’ll be just fine,” I said, even as a small bit of doubt entered my mind. He was right, night was when the Reeks were most active—but we couldn’t wait. “I’m not going alone. Tynan and Petra are leading the team.”

      Theo’s shoulders dropped. “Why won’t you listen to me, Sienna?”

      My glare softened, and I placed a hand on his cheek. “I am listening to you, and I promise I will be careful.”

      “She is so much stronger than you give her credit for. She’s not the timid girl you protected in the DEZ; she can take care of herself. Going out there to rescue her will only put you in danger.”

      “I know she can protect herself. It’s not about that Theo,” I said softly. And it was true, I’d seen it with my own eyes. She had been changed in Black Prison, and she wasn’t the same Vic I remembered…but right now she wasn’t herself, either. She might be strong, but she was not in control; she was being used. I couldn’t let that happen—to her or any of the genetic kids. “I have to do this. I can’t leave her out there again. I can’t let her be used anymore.”

      I knew it wasn’t my fault, and that in the end I had probably made the right decision, but guilt still lingered in the pit of my stomach that I’d chosen to save Theo from Blane and his gang, rather than finding Vic when we were in the Void. It’d been the reason we’d ended up on the other side of Venzier, before we accidently blew it wide open and set thousands of Reeks free. If I had chosen to go after Vic instead if Theo, if I’d found her before she was taken to Black Prison, maybe I could have prevented what happened to her. There was no way of knowing, and no way to be certain Theo would not have survived if I hadn’t gone after him…but that didn’t stop the guilt or the urgency I felt to leave now and find her, before it was too late.

      Theo’s hands dropped from my shoulders, but I remained standing in front of him. He ran his hand through his dark black hair, the muscles in his arm contracting with the movement. “At least wait ’til I’ve talked to my dad, please?”

      “Fine.” I nodded. I glanced at the clock near our bed. Three am, yet I wasn’t tired at all. “One hour.”

      Theo kissed my brow before moving to change into warmer clothes. I stepped back into the living room, rechecking I had everything in my bag. I’d raided the weapons storage a few hours ago, set on returning to the forest. Petra had found me there, restocking her own weapons, and said she planned to lead a small group on foot. I immediately said I was going with her and didn’t think we could wait for sunrise. She’d agreed. She knew the urgency to get near the Void as soon as we could.

      I knew convincing Theo would be difficult. He wanted to wait for the scouts, but that would put us hours behind the genetic kids, and I didn’t think we could wait. He would never say it, but he thought I was being rash, that I was insane and too emotionally attached because it was Vic out there. And maybe he was right…but we couldn’t just sit back and wait. I’d never been one to do that, and I wasn’t going to start now.

      Theo returned, wearing similar clothing to what I had put on, items taken from the Kuros soldiers’ reserve. His mahogany colored eyes were bright against the deep green jacket, and his skin had a deeper tan to it from all our time outside over the months.

      He gripped my hand, giving it a firm squeeze. “Let’s go.”

      My heart was still racing, and every minute we wasted felt like hours. I had no idea where Vic or the other kids were and that terrified me. We’d just gotten her back. And now…I didn’t let myself think the worst. We’ll find her. It will all work out.

      Theo led me down the glass-covered hallway to the large elevators that took us up two more levels to where the King and Queen of Kuros resided. The doors to their quarters were open, as I’d expected.

      I’d been here only once, but the room still took my breath away. It was enormous, at least two stories high and filled with dark, black paneled walls on two sides, and floor-to-ceiling glass walls on the other. The floors were white and gold marble. Oversized, velvet and white oak furniture scattered throughout the room, and the paneled walls were filled with large paintings.

      Voices were arguing when we walked in, but my attention turned to the paintings. The first two were more formal, the King and Queen sitting on modern-style thrones with formal gold, black, and red attire, while the other was more casual. A family portrait, I realized. Five children were playing near the ocean. Two older boys wading in the water, Theo’s older brothers who had died during the first attack from the Reeks. Two dark-haired girls knelt in the sand where they’d created half of a sandcastle and looked to be working on the rest. Theo’s sisters who’d been kept in a secure location with the Carbons living in Kuros for their safety. I hadn’t met them yet—truthfully forgot at times he had siblings. He wasn’t a Marked kid…he wasn’t alone.

      In the middle of the painting was the youngest boy, with dark hair and mahogany-colored eyes. He stood between his mom and dad, looking up to them with a wide smile across his face. Theo. The image was so foreign to me it didn’t feel real. How was it possible the Theo I knew, the one I thought grew up in the DEZ just like me, had had a family—a life—and he’d chosen to stay for me?

      Guilt churned in my stomach. He chose me, and now I was making decisions that put both of us in danger. I squeezed my eyes shut, no longer able to look at his happy family, what they once had. I had to get my own family back, and that was Vic. I had to save her.

      “We must act now,” someone said, drawing my attention back to the room. “If we just stand here and let them take people we’ve sworn to protect, it shows weakness.”

      “Those kids were never ours,” a younger man said. He wore the Kuros soldier uniform and a bright star on his sleeve indicated he was a high-ranking officer. “Why should we risk our lives for children we don’t even know?”

      “Some of those kids were ours, and you know that,” the first man argued.

      The group of gathered people seemed to only then notice our presence. Theo’s dad smiled at him. “Yes, Spence, a few of those kids were our own. You’d be best to remember that when speaking to me on what we should or shouldn’t do.”

      The young officer, Spence, winced. “I meant no disrespect, sir. I only meant that we risk a lot by starting a war with Cytos.”

      “He’s right,” Theo said, keeping his gaze firm on his father while his hand still gripped my own. “We have people working on stopping Greyson, and we need to give them time to do that. Right now, our focus should be on getting those kids back.”

      “If Greyson is the one controlling them, as you’ve said, then stopping her would accomplish both of the goals we have. If we can prevent those kids from being used against their will, wouldn’t that be worth the risk?” the King asked.

      I stopped myself from responding. A part of me wanted to scream yes! But I knew what they had planned, and I knew there were friends in there—Jayla was in there. If they attacked Cytos, innocent people would die—would that be worth getting Vic back? I would have said yes a year ago, but my time with Theo and the others had me pausing and reconsidering if it was worth it.

      “We don’t know if it will stop them from controlling the kids. Nor do we know if our actions might speed up the process,” Theo said. “And to start a war with Cytos will take innocent lives along with her.”

      The King shifted. Spence, the older man, and Theo’s dad all stood near the large windows overlooking the city. It was pocked with little lights, more were filling the sky with stars and the moon. In a few hours, the sun would rise.

      The King nodded. “Your emissary said nearly the same thing.”

      “Leanna knows what our allies in Eres are capable of, Father. And we need to give them time. If we act too soon, we could jeopardize thousands of lives,” Theo pressed.

      The King turned to the other two men. Spence nodded while the older man, not dressed in any sort of uniform, had a scowl, but he didn’t argue.

      “They’ve requested one week, and that is all I will give them,” the King said.

      Theo nodded. “Thank you, Father.” We turned to leave when the King stopped us.

      “Where are you two going?”

      Theo stilled at my side, his shoulders tense. He didn’t turn around as he said, “We’re going with the scouts.”

      “Out of the question!” the King bellowed. He stalked towards us. “You will not be going with them.”

      “We have to, Dad,” Theo said, his hand tightening around mine, and he turned back to face his father. “Our friend—”

      “You are my son, my heir. You will not put yourself in danger.”

      I felt myself shrink at the command in his voice, but Theo straightened and lifted his chin. Once again, I’d forgotten Theo wasn’t alone, he didn’t always get to make his own decisions because he was the heir to Kuros, and he had a father who would protect him.

      “You can’t stop me,” Theo said. “We’re going.”

      The King reached for his arm, but Theo pulled back, positioning me behind him.

      “I won’t allow this,” the King said, his gaze fixed on Theo with what could only be described as fear. Fear that his last living son, his youngest child, wouldn’t come back.

      I stepped around Theo and looked up to the King of Kuros with as much confidence as I could. “Your son is strong and brave. He’ll be safe out there. We will make sure of it—I will make sure of it. I won’t let anything happen to him.” Even as the words spilled out guilt churned. It was selfish of me to ask the king to let his son go, but I couldn’t do this without Theo. I needed his calming presence, his level thinking when I was often rash. It was selfish—but I needed him.

      I didn’t think my words were convincing; what could I do to persuade a King that I would protect Theo? But even as the words felt foolish coming out of my mouth, I meant them.

      “We will both be safe.” Theo was watching me, a small smile on his face. “And we will return, Father, I promise.”

      The King looked ready to argue but Theo added, “You can’t keep me safe by hiding me in this castle anymore. You’ve done your best. Now, it’s my turn to prove to you that I can do this.”

      There was silence for a long moment before the king sighed. “Please be careful, my son.”

      “I will be,” Theo said with a sharp nod before he pulled me out the doors and into the hallway. I felt the king watch us the entire way.

      Outside, the moon reflected off the dark blue ocean. The stars filled the sky, looking almost peaceful from this far away. I knew it was a lie, a beautiful one, but I found my heartbeat slow as I stared out the window. I took a deep breath.

      I didn’t have a real family; I wasn’t giving up what Theo was by going after Vic and the others, and there was a real part of me wondering if I should tell Theo to stay. He was risking too much. I’d made so many bad decisions in the past, people had died because of it, and I didn’t want to risk him, too. Maybe I was being selfish needing him. Maybe I was wrong.

      But Theo would never let me go alone. He’d risk everything for me, just as I would do the same for him.

      I squeezed his hands, and as if reading my mind, he whispered, “I go where you go. You’re my family and I’m yours.”

      Together, we would enter the forest once more—enter the Void if we must—and I prayed to the stars above that we’d make it back here alive. Together.
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      The sun bounced off the metallic side of the shuttle as we approached. I’d returned to my familiar Watcher clothing, black from head to toe and armed with every weapon Jacob could spare.

      “Send word if you need anything,” I told the leader of the Sweepers. “We’ll try to be quick.”

      “We have to be quick,” Em corrected, stepping past me and taking a seat next to Logan at the front of the shuttle.

      “We’ll be fine here, don’t worry about us.” Jacob clasped my forearm. “Be safe.”

      I nodded and stepped into the shuttle. Arlo was already at the back, munching on a piece of sweet bread as we lifted off. I watched as Eres slowly disappeared before settling back into my seat.

      “All right, it’s just us. You can tell us where your brothers will be waiting, Arlo,” I said, glancing over my shoulder. Arlo had refused to say much around Jacob or any of the other Sweepers, and he definitely wasn’t going to reveal any of their hiding spots to anyone but us.

      “Head north until you see the black rocks in the sand. That’s where they’ll be,” Arlo replied.

      “I need more than just north,” Logan said from the pilot’s seat.

      Arlo shrugged. “I ain’t no map maker. All I know is those rocks and the stars…which I see none of at this time.”

      Logan grumbled, but he positioned the shuttle north and we took off.

      After four hours of silently flying over nothing but sand, we spotted something in the distance. It was enormous, wide, and spanning nearly two city blocks, and it was lumpy and smooth in different areas. The sun light made it sparkle with pops of purple, blue, and pink. But as we got closer, I realized it was made entirely of black stone, little crystals or diamonds were almost a part of it, reflecting off the sun light.

      “Where the hell did this come from?” Logan asked. “We’ve flown over this spot tons of times, and I’ve never seen this.”

      “It only comes out after a sandstorm,” Arlo said, smiling as he looked out the window. “It’ll be gone in another day or two, but more pop up throughout the Wastelands. You’ve just got to follow the storms.”

      We lowered, touching down on the light sand. Arlo jumped out first and I followed, giving Logan a little nod. Em leaned into him, sliding her leg over his lap until she was face to face with him and pressed her lips against his. I had to turn away and pull Arlo, whose mouth gaped open, with me. I knew what Em was thinking—that this might be the last time she’d see Logan. This mission was risky, and even if it was worth it, the pool of dread in the pit of my stomach was still there. We were all uneasy. Nothing was certain, nothing was guaranteed. So, I gave her the privacy she deserved and silently hoped they’d see each other again.

      After a few moments, Em tossed her bag out and jumped down to join us.

      “Let me know when you need a ride home,” Logan called after her, a wide smile on his face and a faint blush on his cheeks. “Take care of yourself out there. I love you.” His voice broke on the last word.

      Em stilled as she glanced back over her shoulder at Logan, who kept his gaze on her the entire time. I didn’t need to be told that was the first time he’d said it.

      Em took a long, deep breath, then she smiled. “I love you, too. Now get out of here before anyone spots you.”

      Logan gave a little salute as Em closed the shuttle door and he took off. She watched until the shuttle disappeared into the sun.

      “This way.” Arlo directed us to follow him, moving towards the black rock. There was a small hole in the side of the rock that I only just noticed.

      Not just one hole, the entire rock was full of large and small holes, cracks and openings to the outside that must have been covered beneath the sand before a storm blew it away. The sun’s rays filtered through the holes in the roof and sides, lighting up our path as we stepped beneath the rock. There was a maze of paths to take, but Arlo seemed to know where he was going and led us farther inside.

      The path took a sharp turn before it opened to a hollowed-out area where three men sat around a small campfire. Arlo’s brothers.

      They immediately stood, running to greet their brother.

      “We’ve been commissioned for a little job, boys.” Arlo patted each of their shoulders before taking a seat around the fire. “These kids need inside City Hall…and what’s beneath it. So, we’re going to get ’em there.”

      “Most of the entrances have been blocked off,” one of the brothers said.

      “Not all of them.” Arlo smirked. The brothers exchanged a look that gave me an uneasy feeling, one that flared a warning to watch my back, before he continued. “We’ll take the northwest tunnel until we reach the station, then they’re on their own.” He winked at us over his shoulder.

      I didn’t trust Arlo, not entirely, not enough to release the gun clenched in my hand, but we had no other option. If it came to it, Em and I were prepared to do what had to be done if Arlo chose to double cross us, but for now, we’d proceed with caution.

      “Then let’s get going,” Em said impatiently.

      “We haven’t finished our breakfast,” one of Arlo’s brothers whined. Em’s hand slid to the hilt of her sharp sword, and she tilted her head to the side like a predator. The man threw his hands up. “All right, all right. We’ll eat later I guess.”

      “You don’t wanna make that one pissed,” Arlo whispered to his brothers, nodding his head to Em who glared back, shooting daggers with her eyes. “Got a wicked temper.”

      The brothers packed up their meager supplies and extinguished the fire quickly. Arlo directed us to follow and began walking farther under the rock. The narrow pathways continued as we exited the hollowed-out area. It was still light inside with the sun filtering through, like the canopy of a forest, even as we started to descend.

      We reached a dead end and Arlo bent down, pushing sand away from something hidden underneath. A metal hatch under the sand. Arlo pressed his hand to it, and a small hiss of air sounded before it popped open to reveal a long dark tunnel.

      “We built these little release points in case there was a cave-in while building. This tunnel leads right to where you need to be.” He waved a hand for us to jump down. Cytos was close enough we could see the city flickering in the distance, but I knew the trek there would be long. “After y’all.”
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      It was two hours of walking through the tunnel with nothing but a single flashlight before we reached a small indent on the wall indicating we’d reached the city limits of Cytos. The ground was hard metal, with smooth, curved walls. There was an echoed ting with each step we took, but outside of that it was silent.

      “This is as far as we go,” Arlo said; his brothers had already stopped a few feet away. “Just a little advice before y’all embark on this suicide mission. The lady of the house, Greyson, is always one step ahead of everyone. She has spies who watch her spies. She’s been around for longer than any one of us and has perfected being evil. So don’t take anything as coincidence or luck. If it seems too good to be true, it probably is, and you’re already caught in the spider’s web.” Arlo gave a little salute, turning back towards his bothers who had begun retreating down the tunnel, bathed in darkness with no light around them. Clearly, they didn’t need it. “Best of luck,” Arlo called before he disappeared with the others.

      I glanced to Em who was still watching where they had disappeared. I didn’t know how to take Arlo’s words. Was he simply offering advice—advice we were already aware of—or was he subtly telling us he’d betrayed us? It was too late to change our plan, but I found myself gripping my gun tighter.

      “Do you have a signal yet?” I asked.

      Em pulled out her tablet, pressing a few buttons before nodding. “I’m connected to the Linked system here, but I don’t have access to this place. I’ll need to be patched in manually.”

      We were crouched along the side of the tunnel, leaning against the metal. I switched off the flashlight I’d been carrying, rechecking my gun out of habit.

      “Let’s get closer then,” I said into the darkness.

      Em kept close enough that I could feel her arm brushing mine, and we stayed tucked against the metal wall as we moved. I couldn’t help but wonder why these tunnels had been made and where else they led to. We knew one went to the mountain range to Black Prison—or what was left of it. Another took the Marked Kids to the Void. But there were many more, and I had no idea what they were for. It didn’t take long before we began to hear voices and sounds in the distance. We slowed our pace.

      Neither of us dared to talk, unsure if our voices would travel through the tunnel. We’d made it just to the edge of the opening, the large carved-out train station between us and a way out, when we heard a subtle beep. It echoed not only from them, but through the entire place.

      We froze, waiting to see if someone had heard us, but a large screen at the back of the train station blinked to life, a message scrawled across the screen. Nationwide alert.

      Em pulled out her tablet, the same alert was spread across hers. I stared at the screen, waiting to find out what was going on, when the last person I ever expected to see popped up. My heart dropped to my stomach, and I didn’t think I was breathing. Staring back at me was Jayla.
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      “Wake up.” A voice startled me, jolting my body awake and my arm sprang out. My hand was wrapped around his throat before I realized who it was. Allard. He pushed my hand away easily. “We don’t have time for dramatics.”

      I sat up, finding myself still in my usual small room. My body ached, which was enough to tell me this was real and not a simulation. After my little escape, I had been expecting some sort of retaliation or punishment, and I’d received it. Guards beat me until my sides were black and blue, until I could hardly breath. Greyson watched with her passive stare, a look that reminded me the only reason I was still alive was because she deemed it so. Simon had said Greyson was keeping me alive to use against Cas and Em, which meant she’d keep me alive for as long as I was useful—that didn’t mean I would be comfortable. A time would come when I was no longer useful, and maybe now was that time.

      I swung my legs over the bed, groaning as I wiped the sleep from my eyes, trying not to let Allard see me shudder. He’d offered something to ease the pain, but it’d worn off hours ago.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “I just received word your little friends are on their way, so if you want to keep them alive, I suggest you get a message out to stop them.”

      My heart instantly pounded. I stood to my feet too fast, and my head spun for a moment. My legs were bare, and I shoved on the same pants I wore every day, along with the oversized T-shirt and thin shoes. Allard didn’t bother to turn away as he impatiently urged me to hurry, and I didn’t miss how his eyes travelled over my bruised ribs. I’d been lucky nothing had snapped—this time.

      “Where are they? How do you know they’re coming?” I asked, following Allard out of the room. I froze when I stepped into the hallway. Leah was standing there, coal black eyes following me.

      Allard noticed my stare. “She’s how I know.” He nodded to Leah and kept moving down the empty hall. I followed, Leah right behind me, leaving an uneasy feeling as I tried to keep pace with Allard.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “She sees everything, knows everything.” Allard motioned us into the elevator where he pressed a button for an unmarked level. “Greyson was informed by one of her many spies that Caspian and Em were directed into a tunnel that will take them here, only the man helping them is one of Greyson’s men, and they’ll be caught the second they set foot in here.”

      “Caspian’s smarter than that,” I said, shaking my head. “He would know not to trust anyone.”

      “Not if he’s desperate.”

      I tried to steady my breathing, feeling the heat inside of me rise, and I was having trouble standing, my legs ready to give out. The elevator was moving too fast, and it felt like the metal walls around me were spinning. I closed my eyes, taking a deep, steady breath. When I opened them, I found Leah watching me, and I quickly looked away.

      “What will they do to them?”

      “Greyson has everything she wants,” Allard said, glancing at me as the elevator slowed. “She’ll order her guards to kill them on sight.”

      My knees did give out this time. Leah caught me, strong, cold hands wrapped under my shoulders, and she lifted me up. She stared at me for a few moments, her face unreadable, no emotion across it, as she waited for me to collect myself. She didn’t blink, only stared, contemplating. The elevator door opened, and I managed to collect myself enough to keep moving.

      “I don’t know what to say, or how to get a message to them even,” I said, following Allard down a short dark hallway towards two metal doors. “If they’re already here…”

      “Why do you think I’m here?” Allard glanced over his shoulder as he pushed open the two metal doors. The lights in the large room automatically turned on. Screens and rows of tables lined the middle portion of the room, with one glass wall looking out to the underground train station.

      Allard pointed at me to sit down in a chair, maybe because I looked like my legs may give out again, but I listened. I was still breathing way too fast, and there were spots in the corner of my vision. I’d hardly slept over the last few weeks and was given only enough food or water to survive. Stay focused. Breathe. I took another deep slow breath.

      “Won’t Greyson know you helped me?” I asked as Allard stepped around me.

      He kept his back to me as he opened up a computer screen. “Yes.”

      “But—she’ll kill you.”

      Allard gave a non-committal shrug. “Probably.”

      “Why are you risking this, Allard?” I said. “There has to be another way.”

      He spun on me, his eyes filled with fire. “Do you really not realize why I’m doing this yet?” He waited, as if I would answer. I didn’t. “If you fail, we all fail. There is no turning back from what has begun, and there is no chance of survival if we don’t finish the job ourselves. So when this is all over, yes, she will kill me, but if we don’t succeed, everyone and everything will be destroyed.”

      I swallowed, a lump lodged in my throat, and I couldn’t stop the trembling in my hands. “What if I can’t do it?” I whispered. I wasn’t talking about right now, here. I didn’t know if I could stop Greyson from destroying everything. She’d already activated the genetic kids; she had her powers back…what if it was already too late?

      Allard’s shoulders dropped, and I was surprised to see his eyes soften. “Reyes believed in you, enough to leave something as important as how to remove those cuffs in your possession. She knew Greyson would always be one step ahead of us, so she made sure she had someone trained, dedicated, and strong enough to finish the job at all costs. So, finish the job, Jayla.” He turned back to the screen.

      I stared past him, to the window that looked out to the cavernous station, a train sitting in the middle of the dock. The tunnels leading out of the station were dark, and I noticed a few guards walking across the metal walkways. None looked to be preparing for Caspian or Em’s arrival, which meant they weren’t here yet.

      “Where are they coming from?” I asked Leah who was following my gaze. She pointed to the far end, to a smaller tunnel that might only be for people or small carts, not big enough for a full-sized train.

      I stood, my legs wobbling, and pressed my hands to the cool glass. We were so far up that no one noticed us. A few guards were stationed near the tunnel, but none seemed to be aware that anyone was going to be coming through that space.

      “I thought she was preparing for them to come?” I asked Leah, glancing over my shoulder.

      This time she pointed to the opposite side of the cavern, away from the tunnel, to a spot directly across from that opening, hidden behind large rock boulders. There was a sleek, long muzzle that slid out from a manmade hole in the boulder. A gun.

      I tried, and failed, to take a steady breath. They’d be walking into an ambush.

      “More are already coming from the other end of the tunnel,” Allard said from a few feet away. “So if they manage to get away, they’ll only run into more eventually.”

      My mouth dried and I couldn’t speak. My hand pressed against the glass as if I could break it, jump down, and stop all of this from happening. But I couldn’t.

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      Allard motioned for me to sit back in the chair. “You have that tablet?”

      I took it out of the pocket I’d hidden it in and handed it to Allard as I sat back down.

      “You have one message, one chance.” Allard plugged it into the computer. “I can’t connect you directly to their tablet, even if they have one, so you need to think of some other way to get their attention.”

      I thought back to what Simon had told me when he gave me that tablet. There were two potential issues we faced. Caspian and Em and the King of Kuros planning to attack Cytos—unaware of the missiles Greyson would use to destroy every shuttle they sent here. I needed a way to warn both.

      “How far can you send this message?” I asked.

      Allard’s brows flicked up.

      “You said I got one chance, so I’d better make it count,” I said.

      Allard understood, frantically entering more codes and pulling up things I had no idea what they were on the screen. My foot tapped as I waited. This had to work, this had to. Reyes trusted me, and I wouldn’t let her down. I couldn’t let my friends down.

      Finally, Allard turned back to me, the tablet propped up so it faced me, and the little light from the internal Linked system shone over my body where I sat. “You have sixty seconds before her men find us and shut this thing down, so talk fast.”

      I nodded.

      He pressed the button. All around me, across every screen in this room and outside the window in the train station, a message popped up across the screen—Nationwide Alert. Then, my face filled each of the screens. I knew that across all of Armestes, every Linked screen would be showing this same alert.

      “Citizens of Armestes, I am Jayla, a Watcher from Cytos,” I swallowed the dryness in my throat, forcing myself to continue. “Most of you don’t know me, don’t even know what the Watchers are, but for those who do, this message is for you. War is imminent. The enemy is right in front of us and close behind, they are all around us, and there is no escaping it—no running. This war shouldn’t be against each other. It shouldn’t be about power or greed. It’s about survival. Surviving the monsters living in the Void. Protecting our families, and our children—the people we love most. If we do not stand down and focus on the real threat, thousands of people will die for nothing.” I paused, releasing a breath. “I come before you, asking that you stop, now, and walk away from this fight against each other. Because if you don’t…you will be brought down and none will survive. If we can stay true to who we are—what we are—we will defeat this darkness and we can win. There may be sacrifices to come, but not today, not now. Please, don’t try to end a war with more bloodshed. We, as one nation, can survive. I will survive.”

      The feed cut out, the screens went black, and the light from the tablet disappeared. Allard let out a long breath, unplugging the tablet. I sprinted to the glass window, looking down to the tunnel Leah had pointed out.

      “Let’s hope that worked,” Allard said.

      I glanced back at him, realizing that there was no way for him to escape this now, not with what Greyson would know he’d done.

      “You need to run,” I told him. “Get out of here before she comes.”

      Allard shook his head. “You can’t run from Greyson. Haven’t you realized that by now?” He took the seat I’d just occupied, his forearms pressed into his thighs, and his head hung low. “It was the least I could do, to stop her in some way, even if it was brief.”

      “But we still need you, we need to disable that Orb,” I pressed. “You have to run. You have to hide.” Allard had become like a friend, even when he was doing Greyson’s bidding he’d helped me, and I didn’t want to lose him.

      Allard shook his head. “No, you don’t need me. You have your way already. Simon knows what he’s doing—trust him.”

      “But—”

      “Jayla, I’m not running.”

      We were quiet for some time. I stared out the glass towards the tunnel, but nothing happened, no one came into view. They had to have seen my message, understood the hidden meanings, and hopefully got away. That didn’t stop my pulse from beating too fast, too hard. I wasn’t sure if the King of Kuros would understand that he couldn’t send any of his shuttles anywhere near Cytos. If he didn’t understand, I know the others would—Sienna or Theo, Leanna even. Someone would figure it out—they had to.

      “What I regret most is that I couldn’t protect you,” Allard said. I turned around to find him looking at Leah a few feet away. “I made you a promise a long time ago, and I couldn’t keep it.”

      Leah just stared, her body stiff and rigid, but her jaw was clenched tightly, as if she was holding something back. I had never heard her speak, didn’t know if she even could, but she remained silent.

      “What exactly happened to her?” I asked softly.

      Allard kept his gaze on Leah. “She died,” he said. “She was dead, and we brought her back to life. We spent years molding her, shaping her thoughts and actions until they were no longer her own, but our commands. And we broke every human thing about her until she was nothing but a weapon to be used.”

      I felt a tear prick behind my eyes. Leah’s chest rose and fell in smooth, calm breaths as she watched him. She looked so much like Em, holding back whatever she felt on the inside. I had seen her die, watched it on the LinkedNews just like everyone else. She was dead, and they brought her back to life somehow—she’d been this way for five years now. I wondered if she remembered what it was like to be human.

      “I promised her I’d get her out, that I’d find a way to release her, but I can’t—there is no way out.”

      Leah shook her head, the first form of anything outside of stoic silence I’d ever seen. Her mouth opened, lips trembling. Her voice was so soft, barely audible and strained, as if she struggled to get the words to form on her lips. “You…did…” She pressed a hand to her chest. “Here.”

      Tears slid down Allard’s cheeks, dripping down his chin at Leah’s words, at her own tears falling from her coal black eyes. She was free on the inside, it was likely the only reason she was here, helping us, and the only reason she had warned Allard that Caspian and Em were on their way. She must have understood who Em was, even if they had never known each other. And she had risked herself by warning us.

      Allard smiled, nodding.

      There was a bang down the hallway. Guards were coming. Allard stood, his eyes fixed on Leah. “Do it now,” he said. “I want it to be you, not her.”

      Leah stepped forward, hesitating.

      Another bang sounded down the hall as the guards tried to break through the doors. I flinched back, staring between the two, unsure what to do.

      “Now,” Allard ordered.

      Someone slammed through the metal doors, bootsteps closed in, and there was only seconds before they would see us. Leah’s hand flexed at her side. She kept looking at Allard, tears still falling down his cheeks.

      “Please,” he whispered.

      She moved. A sleek pale hand wrapped around Allard’s throat. Leah squeezed, then lifted him up in the air. Allard clawed at her, out of instinct, out of survival, but she didn’t stop, and she didn’t put him down. His eyes were wide, and the tears stained the front of his shirt.

      I found myself moving towards them, wanting to save Allard, but Leah shoved out a hand, connecting hard with my chest, and I flew back. Two guards were instantly on me. More watched from a few feet away as Leah remained focused on Allard.

      On the man who had promised to protect her.

      On the man who thought he had failed.

      On the man who had unlocked something deep within her and had freed her, even when he thought she was still trapped.

      She had to be the one to do it because it was the only way Greyson would believe she hadn’t helped us, but as a tear fell down Leah’s cheek, I knew it was likely the hardest thing she had ever done.

      I tried to shove the guards away, tried to move towards Allard, but then I heard it. A crack that reverberated through my entire body, and Allard went still.

      Leah dropped him, taking a step away. The other guards checked to make sure he was dead as Leah turned and walked away. A slight tremble forming in her hand before she closed it into a fist was the only sign that what she’d done was killing her on the inside. She kept her gaze on the metal doors before us as she passed, not looking back at Allard’s lifeless body. I was dragged away, pulled towards the door. I stared at Allard, unable to look away. Tears fell down my cheeks, and my throat was raw. His death was for me, so we could stand a chance against Greyson. He’d given himself up so Caspian and Em could live, so everyone could live. I struggled to catch my breath, my lungs crushing in my chest, and I closed my eyes as more tears fell. I prayed to the stars we would succeed—for Allard, for his life.
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      We travelled into the morning, watching the sunrise as we headed south through the forest. The snow was deep and up to my waist in some parts, slowing our pace considerably, but Petra and Tynan found the easier, already packed trails that the kids made.

      “Any idea where they’re going?” I asked, moving up beside Tynan.

      “There was a spot this way, along the wall, that we long thought was one of the Sixes’ bases, but we’d never been able to get close enough to confirm,” Tynan said. He wore the white fur-lined jacket he brought with him from the Void, and with the snow and his white hair, he was nearly invisible. “If they are heading to a base, I’m not sure how close we can get you without risking ourselves.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, nodding. I understood that any base those kids were taken to would likely have guards outside and inside. They needed the kids, needed them alive, and I kept reminding myself of that every time the fear of not knowing what was happening to Vic settled in. This was meant to be a scouting mission. Despite the panic flooding through me and wanting to run to wherever Vic was and rescue her, I was aware we had to be smart. I had to be smart.

      The snow crunched under my feet, and the familiar scent of the pine and maple of the forest brought back an uneasy, dreadful feeling. I couldn’t smell the Reeks yet, but I could feel them nearby. Theo reached for my hand, and his warmth soothed the icy coldness of each finger. He wrapped both hands around mine and brought them to his lips, blowing warm air on them. He gave them a little squeeze, his brow scrunched in worry. I just squeezed his hand back and offered a small smile, trying not to let the fear show, swallowing down the panic.

      The path we took sometimes brought us close to the wall, and that close you could hear the guttural screams and cries of the Reeks just beyond. But I managed to ignore the terror swelling up inside of me and kept my feet moving.

      “What will we do if we don’t find them?” I whispered to Theo, who helped me over a fallen log. “What if we can’t bring them home—if they won’t listen, like Vic didn’t before they took her?”

      Theo shook his head. “We’ll keep looking. We’ll keep trying,” he said. “We know the only way to stop them is to find that Orb and we will. But for now, we just need to know where they have been led to and what we might need to get inside.”

      I let out a long breath, and Theo pulled me in under his arm, hugging me in tightly. I wrapped an arm around his waist and rested my head against his chest. “I don’t want to make any more mistakes…and right now I feel like this weight is settling over me, and I’m making bad decisions. Rash decisions.” Theo didn’t respond because he knew it was true. I hadn’t said it out loud, but before we left, Theo could see the hesitation. I’d always been this way, acting before I thought, but now it was not just Vic’s life on the line, it was mine, and Theo’s, and every genetic kid taken against their will. I needed to be smart. It was why I needed Theo with me…he had me pausing when I’d normally be running. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this. I’m sorry I keep dragging you into danger. I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      Theo sighed, pulling me in closer. “Sienna, don’t apologize for fighting for the people you love. You didn’t make me come; I chose to come. I will always choose to be by your side. Just promise whatever happens, you won’t do anything stupid that risks your own life for theirs—even Vic or me. Vic wouldn’t want that, and I definitely don’t want that.”

      I nodded, feeling tears prickle in the back of my eyes. I’d risked my life to save him in the Void, and I didn’t regret it, but I hadn’t stopped to consider what would have happened if I hadn’t made it out alive.

      Theo kissed the top of my hand, his lips warm against my cold skin. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.”
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      We continued for another hour before the sun was at its midday peak, and I had to unbutton my jacket from the heat. Even in the depths of winter in the forest, the sun was strong, and we were much higher up than in Kuros. My legs barked with protest, despite the exercise and training I’d been putting in.

      “How much farther do you think?” Theo asked, falling into step behind me as the trail narrowed to a single person track. His gait was stronger, no longer limping on his injured leg. The wound had healed and he’d been working hard to strengthen the damaged muscle.

      Petra had taken the lead, but I knew she listened to our exchange. The Kuros guards were close behind us, guns out and ready for anything. Theo’s dad had sent way more than we had planned to take, but it was the only way he would have let Theo go in the first place.

      “Not much.” Tynan pointed up a short ridge where just beyond, the wall to the Void was visible. “If we’re right, it should be just over this hill.”

      I had to stop myself from sprinting there. We reached the top of the ridge and peeked over. It was high enough to see inside the Void, looking over the enormous wall. The sun bounced off the shiny metal, nearly blinding me before I shifted and shielded my eyes. There was a large open landing dock that was currently empty and two small buildings similar to the one we’d been taken to just outside of Cytos. I didn’t see any lights or people outside, and the place looked quiet and desolate. No guards. No genetic kids.

      From where we stood, we could see the sleek glass window separating the base from the Void beyond. It was still intact. The rest of the place looked as if it’d been abandoned in a hurry. Crates and bins were tossed over, and it looked as though one of them had spilled some sort of black oil across the cement that no one had bothered to clean up.

      “Stay here,” Petra ordered. She and Tynan crept down the steep decline to the wall.

      Theo gripped my hand as if he knew I wanted to go with them. “Just wait,” he said softly. I groaned but I listened.

      The steep hill was covered in snow and rocks. Just below it was another line of trees that kept Tynan and Petra hidden. They paused, as if waiting for any sign of guards or anyone else. After a few moments, they moved out of the tree line. The metallic wall, and what looked almost as if it could be a front gate, flowed seamlessly together. If I hadn’t been looking for it, I wouldn’t have seen the subtle lines indicating there was a door there. The Kuros guards had separated, spreading out to surround the top of the ridge where they could see the spot Petra and Tynan moved towards. Their weapons were ready and aimed below, just in case anyone showed up. Theo and I huddled at the top of the ridge, watching and waiting.

      Petra took slow steps closer until she was at the wall. Tynan had his bow and arrow out, watching his sister and the forest beside them. Petra ran her hand down one of the seams before stepping back to where Tynan hid. The two joined us again at the top.

      “That’s definitely where they went,” Petra said. “The tracks lead right to that portion of the wall, but I can’t see any way to open the door.”

      “Was there a panel or anything we could hack?”

      Petra nodded. “A small panel, but it wasn’t active when I touched it. They might have cut the power once the kids were inside.”

      “Can we get a shuttle anywhere near here?” I asked.

      One of the Kuros guards near Theo shook his head. “We tried to get close to this spot earlier, but they have long range detector guns that nearly took our shuttle down.” He pointed to the two large sleek guns on top of the closest building facing skyward. “Unless someone disables their weapons system first, we can’t fly anywhere near this place.”

      I let out a long sigh and turned to Theo. “We can’t just leave her there,” I whispered.

      Theo ran a hand through his hair then turned to the guard. “Check if we can get a camera bot close enough to see what is happening inside there, make sure the wall is intact, and see if anyone has gone into the Void.”

      The guard nodded, moving to his comms on his vest and sending out the order.

      “We should head back and form a plan,” Tynan said. “We know where they are now, but until we can get that door open, we’re useless here. Maybe your father has someone who can help.”

      Theo nodded, but I shook my head. “Wait, what if they’re moved again?”

      “Then we’ll track then again,” Petra said sternly.

      “Someone should stay behind and monitor what’s going on in there.”

      “Yeah, that’s why we sent for a camera bot,” Petra said, her tone cold and impatient. “I know what you’re thinking, but there’s no way inside. Don’t be stupid and impulsive, Sienna. We’ll find a way, but not right now.”

      Theo turned to me and said gently, “Petra is right.”

      “They have to send a camera bot out, and that could take hours. Plus, what if it’s shot down, too? I’ll wait here until it arrives at least, just to make sure nothing changes. You guys can go back,” I said, beginning to move out of Theo’s grip toward the wall.

      “No—” Theo began.

      “Theo, we can’t trust that they’ll just be left here while we form a plan. If they’re moved or if someone else arrives, we need to know that,” I argued. “I won’t do anything stupid. I’ll just stay and watch, that’s it.”

      “You’ll freeze to death out here,” Tynan said. I hadn’t even heard him following. “We didn’t bring enough supplies for overnight, and it’ll be dark before they get a camera bot operator out here.”

      “We made it out of Canvas Mountains with less. We can survive this,” I said.

      “You nearly lost your toes when we got out of Canvas Mountain,” Theo countered.

      I continued moving down the steep hill toward the wall, all three following close behind me.

      Theo grabbed my arm and spun me around. “Sienna, we’ll get her back, we will, but you can’t just do whatever you please because you’re worried about her. You need to trust us when we say it isn’t smart to stay here alone.”

      I ripped my arm away. “I’m not stupid, Theo. But what if the kids move, or someone arrives offering us a chance to sneak inside? What if the Reeks arrive and break through that wall?” My voice broke thinking of Vic inside there. She could handle herself, I knew that, but it still had my stomach turning at the thought. I cleared my throat and stood up taller. “We need someone to watch their movements, Theo. And I need to know she’s safe in there.”

      His jaw tightened, and he let out a long breath. “Fine.” He turned back to Tynan. “Take the others back, see if my father has someone who can get this door open. We’ll stay here until the camera bot arrives.”

      I could see Tynan wanted to argue, but he wouldn’t win, so he just nodded, leaving his pack with supplies and an extra jacket in it before joining the others to head back. Petra mumbled something about us likely freezing to death, and she wouldn’t be sad for it, before she followed her brother.

      “Thank you,” I whispered to Theo.

      He glanced over at me, his gaze softening, and he shook his head. “If you end up losing your toes, I’ll say I told you so without an ounce of sympathy.”

      I chuckled, letting my pack drop to the ground as Theo rifled through his for food.

      Hours passed before the cold began to set in as the sun dropped behind the trees. The wall around the Void made it seem like it went down faster, and it was getting dark. We had a small flashlight, but it wouldn’t do much against the encroaching darkness. Luckily, on this side of the wall, we didn’t have to worry about the Dred Wulfs. Still, there was always the possibility of Reeks breaking through or other animals hunting us. We’d have to take turns staying awake.

      My hand brushed against the smooth metal as I moved towards the panel on the wall. There was a small seam, the door, to the left of the panel. My fingers brushed over it, and something whirled to life and suddenly lit up. I jumped back.

      Theo was at my side. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I just touched it.”

      A screen above the panel had turned on, blinking words across it. I leaned forward, reading it. “Unable to detect authorization, please try again.”

      I glanced back at Theo, my hand hovering over the panel. I swallowed the lump that had lodged in my throat, and I pressed my hand to the panel. The light flashed up in one solid green line, illuminating my palm before it stopped, and a green light flashed.

      The metal hissed as the door slid open, revealing the open yard of the base. I sucked in a breath, peeking through the open door.

      “Welcome back, Sienna,” a voice from the panel spoke—one I recognized. Dr. Allard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Gunner

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Only an hour had passed since Jayla’s message went out, and I had yet to fall asleep. I’d just closed my eyes when screaming had me jumping out of my bed.

      I tore open the door, not caring that I was only wearing my boxers, bare from the waist up, and sprinted into Simon’s room where the screams had originated.

      “Tell me where they are,” Greyson yelled at Simon.

      He was lying across his bed, his entire body stiff as if some invisible pain pushed through him. Greyson stood beside him, fists clenched at her side. In the corner of the room was Leah, watching as I walked in.

      “Stop, you’re hurting him,” I begged.

      Greyson hardly turned to me as she said, “Does it look like I care?”

      I lunged at her, but a strong hand gripped my wrist before I even took a step. Leah wrenched my arm back and I winced, dropping to my knee as my shoulder pulled, nearly dislocating.

      Simon was still screaming, and his eyes, filled with hot tears from the pain, flickered to me.

      Greyson stopped and Simon went still, his chest heaving, but his body looked as though he was unable to move.

      “I will ask you one more time,” Greyson said softly, her voice just as icy as the cold winter storm blasting outside. “Where are they?”

      “I don’t know,” Simon said, his voice so weak and strained. “I made sure he didn’t tell me. I didn’t want to know—didn’t want you to know. I’m not an idiot. Why don’t you just ask Allard yourself?”

      “Allard is dead.” Greyson glared. I swallowed my surprise. “You’re hiding something, brother. I can feel it. Every time I break through your mind, you try and close it up. I’m no fool either, and you know I will find out eventually.”

      I tried to keep my face neutral, tried not to reveal that I knew anything about what Simon was hiding. In all honesty, I didn’t know what he was hiding entirely, but I knew enough that Greyson would be sure to hide the Orb if she found out, then Jayla would never find it.

      “There are a lot of things I am keeping from you, sister.” Simon scowled as best he could, and I knew the pain he felt was nearly unbearable. Then a small smile spread over his face. “And you aren’t going to get anything from me.”

      Greyson let out a breath through her nose, pacing a few steps as she looked out the window to the dark, cloud-covered sky. Snow whipped at the window, pelting it with heavy flakes, and the wind howled.

      I followed her movements until she froze, her gaze landing on my reflection in the mirror.

      “Stand him up,” Greyson growled. Leah untwisted my arm and pulled me to my feet like I weighed nothing.

      I kept my face impassive and firm. “If he doesn’t know anything, what makes you think I do?”

      She didn’t answer with words as her powers slid inside of me. It felt like a cold hand sliding down my neck, snaking down my spine, until every fiber in my body froze at her command. Greyson took a step forward. I was expecting pain, but all I felt was cold and detached, as if I was watching myself from up above. As if I was a ghost.

      “You won’t feel pain unless I choose to make you feel pain,” Greyson said, reading my thoughts. “I can command your heart to stop beating. Order your lungs to cease functioning. Or set every nerve ending on fire—as I did with your father.”

      I didn’t have a chance to feel fear, didn’t know if I even had control over my own body at this point. It was a mystery why she hadn’t done it yet—tortured me for information. Maybe it was because I honestly knew nothing. I didn’t for one second think it was because I was her nephew, because she somehow cared about me—she’d been waiting for the right moment when whatever pain she would inflict would cut the deepest. I’d expected it to be physical, but it seemed she had something else in mind.

      I just stood, rigid, as I watched Greyson circle. She rifled through my thoughts; I felt it with each image I saw her dig up, and one by one, they had tears pricking in the back of my eyes. Vic. My mother. The moment I betrayed the others in Venzier.

      “Boy, you are complicated, aren’t you?” Greyson crooned. She turned to Simon. “Did you know he once made a vow to kill you?”

      Simon didn’t flinch, didn’t even look in my direction, but I saw his chest rise and fall with heavy, forced breaths.

      “It would seem he’s had a change of heart, though, how sweet.” Greyson turned back to me, her eyes narrowing. “You’ve been helping Jayla, I see. Naughty boy.”

      I tried to pull those memories back, tried to not let her see, but I didn’t even know what I was doing or how to force her out. She freely took everything she wanted.

      Suddenly, my body was my own, and I dropped to my knees at the unexpected shift, breathing hard.

      “What would you want with the Orb, brother?” Greyson turned back to Simon. My chest clenched. No.

      “Same thing you do, to end all of this,” Simon said dryly.

      “I’ve already done all the hard work, brother. I’ve cleaned up your mess, and I am the one who will finish this once and for all,” Greyson said.

      “We’ve all made mistakes, but now is not the time to start doing this on your own.” Simon shifted, trying to sit up before the effort was too much, and he laid back down. “You keep saying you’re doing this for me, for us, but you won’t even listen to me!”

      “I’ve had the cuff off for days now, used my powers more than once, and there is no sign of the virus.” Greyson lifted her hands to show Simon. “You hardly even remember what happened in Venzier. Your mind still refuses to believe the truth.”

      “I know what the truth is.”

      “Do you? So, you remember then that you’re the one who brought them here,” Greyson hissed. “That you and our brother wanted a way out, a way to forget about what happened before, and you thought this would be some sort of salvation for all of us. This was no accident—you did it on purpose.”

      Simon shook his head. “That’s not what happened—”

      “You went back to the crash site, found the virus, and infected one of our own,” Greyson continued. Simon trembled. “You brought it into Venzier with the intention of destroying everyone. You warned the Guardians, left one for them to find, so that when the time came, they’d seal up Venzier, and we’d all be left to die…because that was a better ending than to live with the guilt.”

      “No…I didn’t—” Simon closed his eyes. “We were trying to remove the cuffs, that’s what brought the virus back—”

      “You couldn’t live with the guilt, so you thought to take it upon yourself to make the decision for us. And now…now you use our powers as an excuse and a way out from the truth.”

      Simon struggled to breath, and I was sure it had nothing to do with anything Greyson did to him. He shook, violently, and kept repeating, “No, that’s not true.”

      “It is the only truth, brother.”

      “It was removing the cuffs, using the powers in us, that made the virus return. I never wanted that to happen—” Simon’s voice was nearly inaudible.

      “You were a sad, lonely man. I made you strong. I took that part of you away, and I gave you a second chance. And I will end what you started because nothing can hold me back any longer,” Greyson said, lifting her chin higher. “All I’ve ever wanted was for your mistake to go away. We’re family. You can hate me all you want. Call me a monster, and evil. But I did it for you, and I would do it again.”

      Greyson left the room, Leah following close behind her, the door slamming shut and causing me to flinch. I remained on the floor, sitting back on my heels and staring at Simon. He wouldn’t look at me, his body still trembling.

      “Is she telling the truth?” I asked quietly. “Did you bring the Reeks to Venzier on purpose?”

      Simon finally looked at me, and his voice was barely a whisper. “No. I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t know what is real or not anymore. I…I don’t know.”

      I pushed myself to my feet, moving to Simon’s bed, and I let out a long, deep exhale. “None of that matters, not anymore,” I said. “The past is the past. We both need to start looking towards the future.”

      Simon looked up at me, his gaze glassy with tears, and he nodded. “To our future.”

      We’d all made mistakes—I’d made a ton—but what mattered most was making it right. And we would. I’d make things right for Vic, for Sienna and Theo, all of them.

      “She knows what we’re after now,” I said. Simon nodded. “So, I guess that means we don’t have to be subtle anymore.” I gave him a little smirk.

      Simon smiled back. “No. No we don’t.”
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      She’s alive. Jayla is alive. That was all that went through my mind when her face came up on the Linked screen in the underground train station. We’d gotten her message, understood we’d been double crossed by Arlo and his brothers, and quickly made our way back through the dark tunnel.

      It didn’t take long, however, for footsteps to echo down the tunnel we crept through, headed straight for us. We’d been keeping as close to the metal sides as we could, unsure if we should risk turning on the flashlight, and now it seemed that was a good idea. Em was ahead of me, both of us moving slowly, looking for some way out.

      “We’re not going to make it to the exit Arlo brought us in,” Em whispered, her tone curt as she said Arlo’s name—she’d called him a few other choice words earlier. She’d been more hesitant than me to trust the man, but neither of us expected this—but we should have. Jayla would have seen this deception coming.

      I’d felt uneasy around Arlo. I’d seen his hesitation and skittish actions. But I was too desperate to get Jayla to listen to my instincts screaming not to trust him. It was too late now.

      “Did you see anything else on our way in?” I asked.

      I felt Em shake her head, my hand resting on her shoulder as we moved through the cold, dark tunnel.

      I sucked in a breath, the footsteps growing closer. We paused, trying to weigh our odds. We couldn’t run back towards the train station, there’d be guards waiting for us—if they weren’t already headed this way. There was nowhere to hide, so getting in a gun fight down here was a stupid and dangerous idea, and judging by the amount of footsteps that echoed, I was certain we were outnumbered.

      “Any suggestions?” I asked.

      Em remained silent before she turned and began tracing her way back the way we’d just come from. Sheathing her sword, she used both hands to slide across the metal wall. “There has to be some sort of access room, an emergency access—something,” Em mumbled.

      I followed her lead, moving across the narrow channel to the other side and pressing my hands to the wall. It was smooth all the way around, curving over our heads and around us until it melted into the flat ground. I found no seams, no indication of a door anywhere.

      Light flickered in the distance, close enough that I knew we only had seconds.

      “Em?” I warned.

      “I know,” she responded, continuing her search.

      The light bounced off the metal, and I could now just barely see Em across from me. She moved along the wall with quick movements, feeling up and down. I pulled out my gun, moving back beside her. I kept my gaze fixed on the light moving closer and closer to us. They hadn’t seen us yet, we were still too far away, but they moved quickly.

      “Run or fight Em?” I asked.

      “Don’t shoot.”

      “I’m not going to have a choice pretty soon.”

      “Hold on, I know I felt something earlier.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. Em’s face was strained, trying to use the light moving closer to find whatever she thought she’d felt. Her white hair made her much more visible than my darker features, so I kept myself in front of her. I’d give her time to run if I had to.

      “Thirty seconds,” I said, my voice low and eyes strained towards the men marching towards us.

      Em let out a breath and moved farther back into the darkness. My eyesight was finally adjusting to the almost pitch black and when I peered back, I saw what Em had spotted. A seam, just around our head height, in the shape of a square.

      Em pulled out her knife, prying it through the crack, pulling and wrenching it back.

      “Ten seconds,” I whispered.

      There was a pop, and Em wasted no time pulling the side panel open to reveal a long space that could have been an air vent or release hatch for emergencies. The space seemed to move farther away from the tunnel and was a wide square large enough for two people.

      Em pulled herself up, sliding out of the way and reaching a hand to help me. I could hear their voices now. If they turned the light just slightly, my dangling legs would surely come into view.

      I slid across the metal on my stomach, pulling myself out of the way as Em dove past me for the panel still swinging wide open. She grabbed it, yanking it back and closing it as quietly as she could.

      I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe as I heard the footsteps near and saw the flashes of light snake through the little seams. Em held the door with one hand, bracing herself against the wall and looked as though she was hardly breathing, either.

      “They have nowhere to hide down here,” a voice said from the tunnel. “They might have doubled back, but we’ve got them surrounded. They aren’t going anywhere.”

      The footsteps grew until they were right outside of where we hid. Just as quickly as they arrived, they were gone, echoing away from us, and our small hiding place became dark again.

      We remained silent and frozen for another few minutes until Em finally released a breath and pushed herself back away from the panel. “They’ll be back, and it won’t take them long to find this spot.”

      “Do we risk going back out there? Or take our chances this way?” Despite Em not likely being able to see me, I nodded down the vent shaft we hid in, leading away from where the men just passed.

      “We take our chances in here,” Em said, crawling around me and moving slowly through the vent shaft, away from the tunnel.

      I followed, sliding across the sleek, hot metal. Once Em figured we were far enough away, we turned on our flashlight. It only revealed the endless metal shaft we crawled through.

      There were no crossroads or paths to follow, just one straight line. The farther we moved, the hotter it got.

      Em hissed, pulling the sleeves of her jacket past her hands so they didn’t burn. Sweat dripped down my brow, and the air became harder to breath.

      “Are we sure this is the best idea?” I asked.

      I could nearly hear Em’s eyes roll, but she paused. “Do you hear that?” she asked. I strained my ears. A subtly humming noise sounded, coming from the direction we were crawling in. “This tunnel ends somewhere, I can hear it, so this is our best option.”

      She began moving again, and I was silent for some time, only our heavy breaths and the sound of sweat drops falling onto hot metal with a hiss sounded.

      “What do we do now?” I finally asked. I didn’t hide the despair and worry from my voice, not with Em. I knew she felt the same as I did, was thinking the same thing. This had been our one chance to get Jayla, to get inside, and we’d failed. “I shouldn’t have trusted Arlo.”

      “We both trusted Arlo,” Em replied. “And we’ll find a way to get her back. She’s alive—safe for now—so we have time.”

      “Those kids have been activated…we don’t have that much time,” I reminded her.

      Em let out a long breath. “Let’s just get out of this mess first, then we can worry about who to save.”

      The heat became nearly unbearable. I’d removed my jacket and used it to shield my hands as I crawled over the hot metal surface. The heat nearly burned through it. Up ahead, the tunnel curved, the first sign of anything in a long while. Em crawled around the corner, her back just barely brushing the metal, and she let out a hiss, flinching.

      The sides were boiling hot. Steam sprang with every drip of sweat pouring off us. It was impossible to get a full breath, and I found the entire space closing in on me. We had to get out of this hell fast, before either of us passed out.

      “Finally,” Em said as a slatted grate came into view at the end of the tunnel, an open mechanical room just beyond it.

      Em put up her fist, indicating I stop, before she crept closer to the opening. She peered out below, scanning the area for anyone. Then she let out a low whistle and waited. Nothing. Wherever we had ended up, it was empty. Em nodded for me to join her.

      She touched a finger to the grate, pulling her hand back fast when she found it blistering hot, just as the walls were. “Shit.”

      I twisted around so I was seated feet first, and I slammed my foot to the grate. It didn’t budge. I tried a second time, then a third before it finally gave and crashed to the ground below. We both froze, waiting to see if we’d been heard.

      After a long moment of silence, I glanced over the side. A steep drop led to the cement floors below. We could make it. Three furnaces sat against the wall across from us, tubes above them pumping hot oil through cylinders.

      I placed my jacket over the edge so we could hang on before dropping without scalding our hands, but still it was warm beneath my fingertips.

      I went first, landing hard on the cement floors with a loud bang. I pulled out my gun instantly, waiting. We were alone, the space was empty—and hot, extremely hot.

      Em dropped down beside me, landing more softly than I had, and motioned to the metal stairs leading to a door just beyond this small room. There were no vents or fans, this place was meant to be hot, and they’d done a good job of that.

      “Any idea where we are?” I asked Em as we made our way to the metal staircase.

      “This is an emergency fueling center that feeds the magnetic roadway system when the power reserve goes down. It’s likely manned by Bots, not humans,” Em said, reaching for the doorknob but paused, quickly thinking better of it, and pulled the sleeve of her jacket down before she twisted the door open.

      We moved through the doorway to the next space, which was very much the same as where we came from, but I kept my gun out.

      This space was at least bearable, the heat still seeping through from the other room, but vents brought in cooler air. The area was long with compartments lining the wall all the way down. Cement floors and walls, no windows, it was nothing fancy. Our footsteps were loud through the empty space.

      We reached another door at the end of the cement-clad space and this time found it locked. Em went to work as I glanced around, looking for anything useful.

      “Do we have any more allies in Cytos?” I asked, knowing the answer, but hoping Em had something up her sleeve.

      “No,” she said simply. “Though we may have one person we can use.”

      I glanced back at her. The door hissed as the locking mechanism released, and Em pushed the door open. Another long, empty hallway led to one more door.

      “Who might that be?” I asked once we’d confirmed the hallway was empty. We stepped forward.

      “Marc Holden,” Em said.

      “How will he be any help? Last I heard, he’d gone crazy.” I remembered Jayla telling both Em and I the state Holden had been in when Simon took her to see him. Just Governor Greyson’s name had him pacing and mumbling nonsense. “Do you even know where he is?”

      Em glanced over her shoulder with a little smirk. “Do you really think I’d let Simon take Jayla somewhere without me?”

      I couldn’t help the grin on my face. “You followed them?”

      She shrugged. “You can never be too careful.”

      The last door was thick metal, cool to the touch, and unlocked. We pushed it open only an inch and peeked out. The cold winter wind and snow hit us immediately, cooling our boiling hot skin. It was still night, the moon and stars were covered by clouds, and none of the streetlights shone this far out. White wisps of snow drifted at our feet.

      Em stepped out, snow crunching under her boots, and I followed with my gun ready, eyes watching the shadows. We were alone—safe. For now.

      “This way.” Em nodded, moving into a steady jog towards an alley.

      In the distance, City Hall came into view. I watched it as we ran. Jayla was in there somewhere, alive—but she’d helped us, warned us, and now I wasn’t certain what they’d do to her. We had to be quick, get her out fast. As the panic and urgency from before settled, a thought hit me—they could have killed her on the spot. She might already be gone. My throat tightened, and I had to look away from the red and orange lit building. No, she’s alive. I repeated it over and over again until I believed it. Because Jayla had never lost hope that I was still alive in the Void, and I wouldn’t do that to her either.
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      The door had opened at my touch, revealing the empty space beyond, a cement loading dock with turned over boxes and canisters left in disarray. Theo and I hesitated. Theo tried to radio into Kuros what had happened, but nothing was going through, and all we got back was static.

      “There must be a jammer somewhere nearby,” Theo said, shoving his radio back in his pack.

      We only had seconds to decide, not wanting to risk the door closing on us, so I grabbed Theo’s wrist and pulled him through the metal door.

      My breath was ragged as I glanced around. The two pristine white buildings were to our left, the glass wall looking out to the forest on our right, and the large cement loading area we stood on in between the two.

      “How the hell did Allard program you to get in?” Theo mumbled, keeping his voice low.

      I just shook my head. “He knew we’d be coming here one day, probably knew Greyson’s plan to activate the genetic kids.” I swallowed. “Maybe he’s here?”

      Theo glanced at me, his eyes wide. “We should wait for the others,” he said. “This could be a trap.”

      “What if the door only opens once for us, Theo?” I glanced up at him, the moon making his dark hair shine. “Allard programmed my handprint access for a reason. He wanted us to go inside.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s safe.”

      I heard the fear in his voice, the worry we were making another mistake. Not we. Me. I was the one who kept rushing into things, kept putting us both in danger.

      I swallowed, my shoulders dropping as I looked up at Theo. “I trust you, Theo,” I said. “And if you think we should wait, we’ll wait.”

      His eyes widened, surprised by my words. I was half surprised by them too, because a part of me wanted to run inside screaming Vic’s name until she heard me. But he was right, I kept doing stupid, impulsive things, especially when it came to Vic. I couldn’t keep making the same mistakes over and over again.

      Theo glanced back to the forest before staring into the compound once more. “You’re right…the door might close or be programmed only to open once. We should at least check it out. But if there is anything—anything—that puts us in danger, you have to promise we’ll leave immediately.”

      I nodded. “I promise.”

      Everything we were doing was risky, and there was no way of knowing who was inside this building, but what if it was our only chance? Still, I wouldn’t keep dragging Theo along. I wasn’t lying when I said I trusted him—I did, entirely—and I needed to start listening to him.

      “Just stay close,” Theo said, pulling out his guns and creeping through the entrance into the space beyond the wall. The door closed immediately behind us and we both flinched. We exchanged a quick glance before continuing to move towards the first door of the main building. It was locked, but when I pressed my hand to the panel, the door slid open.

      I glanced back at Theo as if to ask if this was right, if we should keep going and he nodded. We stepped inside the building, the door closing behind us. White marble floors and white walls surrounded us, just as they had at the base near Cytos that we’d entered. This place looked identical to it, white and sterile. It smelled clean still, like strong disinfectant. We crept through the dark halls, only light from the windows shone through. It almost looked abandoned. There was no noise, no movement—just silence.

      “The lights don’t work,” Theo whispered, trying a few. “It doesn’t even look like the power is on, outside of the security system.” He glanced into a dark room, trying another switch.

      “There’s no-one here,” I said, scanning down the empty hallways. The only light came from the glass walls on one side of the hallway peering out to the forest. “Where are all the kids? The scouts didn’t see any in the forest, right? They should be here.”

      Theo shook his head as we moved farther inside.

      My heart pounded with each step. I froze, glancing down another empty hallway. “We should go,” I whispered. “This doesn’t feel right.” Maybe we should have waited like Theo suggested. Maybe we should have risked the door not opening again, because this felt like a trap, and now I felt like an idiot for coming.

      I was turning to leave when something caught my eye. A panel, positioned beside a set of double doors, blinked to life. Theo saw it, too. Swallowing, I moved toward it. The panel looked identical to the one outside, with a place for me to put my palm on. Theo checked the doors first; they were locked.

      This time, I looked to Theo. I was making stupid decisions; I could feel it. He was always the smart one, always more cautious than I was. I had to trust him.

      He clenched his jaw, considering, before he sighed. “Open it. We didn’t come all this way for nothing.”

      He pulled out his gun, aimed it at the doors, and nodded. The panel lit up at my touch, and the doors slid open.

      My breath caught in my throat at the sight, and I backed up a step, startled. The genetic kids from Kuros, hundreds of them, were lying on the floor, eyes closed and flat on their backs. They didn’t move or stir at the sound of the doors opening or our footsteps as we tentatively moved into the large room. It curved and spread out farther, allowing the genetic kids to lie in systematic rows throughout. None had any bedding or blankets and pillows. They were just lying on the cold hard floor. Not moving—just sleeping.

      My eyes scanned around the room. There were no guards, no one else but the kids. They’d left them here alone.

      “Can they hear us?” I whispered.

      “Hello?” Theo called softly. “Anyone awake?”

      No one moved.

      “What is happening?” I stepped over a sleeping blond-haired kid I vaguely recognized.

      Theo reached down to check for a pulse, giving me a nod of confirmation; they were still alive. He tried shaking the kid to wake him but he didn’t stir.

      “They’ve been put into some sort of stasis. I don’t know if they can hear us or know what’s going on,” Theo mumbled. “But they’re still alive.”

      I moved along the rows of kids, searching for Vic. “How do we wake them?”

      Theo nudged another one, kicking their leg gently, but got no response. “I’m not sure we can.”

      I continued down the rows and rows of kids, stepping over each one as I passed. They all were still, silent as if they were statues. My heart pounded way too hard, and in the quiet, my breathing sounded raspy and forced. How do we wake them? Where was Vic among all of them?

      “Over here,” Theo said. I raced to where he was.

      Vic was lying there, her eyes closed, hands gently folded over her chest.

      “Vic,” I hissed, kneeling down and shaking her shoulder. “Vic, wake up.”

      She didn’t move, didn’t even flinch. I looked up to Theo, desperate. He knelt on her other side, nudging her again.

      “Wake up,” I said louder this time. “Vic, it’s me, it’s Sienna. I need you to wake up.”

      Nothing.

      My hands trembled as I ran them through my hair. “What do we do?”

      “Vic, we need you to get up,” Theo ordered, his hands shaking her shoulders. Curly black hair bobbed and slid over one side of her face, but her expression remained neutral and her eyes closed.

      “We take her with us,” I suggested. “You can carry her, right?”

      Theo nodded, but his brows scrunched as he looked around to all the others. I followed his gaze.

      “We get her out and come back for the rest,” I said.

      Theo reached down to lift Vic into his arms when suddenly she sat up straight and gasped. Theo fell backwards and I stumbled back, falling, when a strong hand caught my wrist.

      “Why are you here?” Vic asked, but it wasn’t her voice; it was cold and strained and angry. Her grip on my wrist was too strong, too tight.

      I winced. “Vic, we came to bring you home.”

      Her eyes were still jet black, and she stared straight ahead of her, not looking at Theo or me.

      “Get out, now!” Vic screamed.

      “We’re not leaving without you, Vic.” I shook my head.

      She turned to me, her movements slow and predatory. Her head tilted, and there was no warmth in her face, her eyes. “Leave, before we make you leave.”

      Suddenly, more kids sat up, their black eyes staring at us. Theo jumped to his feet, moving to pull me up, but I shrugged him off.

      “Vic, please. Wake up. We need you to wake up,” I begged.

      Her grip on my arm tightened, so strong I felt my bones groan in protest. I winced as she pulled me closer, so I was within an inch of her face. “I am not Vic; I am only a weapon. I have no name,” she growled. “I will only warn you one more time.”

      Around us, the kids began to move, standing and taking slow steps towards us.

      “Sienna?” Theo glanced around, his guns raised, but I knew he didn’t want to shoot any of them, not innocent kids.

      “Vic. You know who you are. You’re Vic. You’re my family,” I whispered.

      Her grip loosened, just a bit. She blinked, the only sign of anything I’d seen the entire time that was familiar. Her chin dipped for a second before glancing back at me. There were swirls of silver and dark grey in her eyes, fighting against the black.

      “Go, please,” she said softly, her voice finally sounding like her again. “I can’t…we can’t control it. Go!”

      At that, Theo pulled me up. The genetic kids had gathered, and as he led me away, they grabbed at my arms and legs, trying to yank us back, but Theo pushed his way through. Vic was still sitting on the ground as he dragged me away. I was screaming, reaching for her, but Theo was too strong, and I couldn’t get back to her.

      “Leave, and never come back here. Ever,” she called. Then her body went still and rigid, and her silver and grey eyes turned back to black as she watched us leave.

      We reached the doors. Hands pulled on my arm, ripping the sleeve of my jacket and scratching at my skin. Theo shoved his way through the door, slamming it shut. The kids didn’t follow us through them; they remained on their side.

      I dropped to my knees, my breath ragged. My body trembled uncontrollably.

      “We have to go.” Theo pulled me to my feet. Only then did I notice the lights of the hallway were on. Someone knew we were here, which meant we weren’t safe. “Come on.”

      I let Theo tug me down the hallways until we were outside of the building. Spotlights shone on the cement landing area, lighting up the space. I heard the whooshing sound of a shuttle in the distance, and Theo pulled me faster towards the wall. I finally managed to find my own footing, realized I had to keep moving, and we raced to the panel on the wall just as the shuttle came into view.

      I pressed my hand against it and it opened. We sprinted for the tree line, up the ridge through the thick snow where we saw a shuttle lower down into the landing zone. The engines kicked up snow and dust before they shut down and the side door opened up.

      Three figures stepped out of the shuttle door, and when I squinted my eyes to see better, I realized one of them was Governor Greyson.
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      Four more shuttles arrived shortly after Greyson had. More than a dozen guards and a few people who looked similar to Dr. Allard, but none were him. They brought in a small metal box, secured between four of the soldiers, and I instantly knew what it must be.

      “They’ve brought the Orb here,” I whispered to Theo.

      He frowned as he nodded. “We can’t go back in there,” he warned. “But our men should be back by dawn. It’d take too long for us to head back, so let’s just keep an eye on them.”

      We remained awake through the night, my fingers and toes numb from the cold, but I hardly blinked or looked away. The floodlights revealed more of the glass wall and forest beyond. A few times, I saw the black figures stalking nearby, heard the howls of the few Dred Wulfs still alive within the Void, but the glass wall didn’t open, and no kids were sent into the forest.

      She was right there, she was in my arms, and I couldn’t get her out. We had to find some way to stop this, to stop Greyson, but now with her here, it’d be suicide to risk going inside. Pain swelled in my chest, and I had to blink away tears every time I thought of how they had looked, asleep and controlled. She hadn’t even known who she was.

      Sunrise came quicker than I expected. Grey and pink skies revealed the clear, cloudless morning. The Kuros Guards, along with Tynan and Petra would be back soon, and we just hoped they had some idea to get us back in there without getting us all killed. Theo had travelled farther away from the wall to send out a message, the base was full of communication blockers, so we had to risk separating for a few minutes—it had felt like hours.

      “If she’s here, that can only mean they plan to send them in,” I told Theo.

      He leaned against a turned-over log, a spot dug out in the snow for us to hide within. I curled up beside him, cuddling closer as we tried to warm each other. My teeth chattered.

      “They haven’t done anything yet,” Theo said. “Let’s just wait and see what’s happening.”

      Three people walked out of the side door to the larger building down below, and we shifted to see better. Greyson crossed the concrete, stepping into the shuttle with two guards. It lifted, soaring over the Void and back toward Cytos.

      We ducked behind the log as the engine roared over our heads, whipping snow against our faces. I shielded my eyes until it was gone.

      “Where is she going?” I asked, knowing Theo didn’t have an answer.

      He shook his head, but his eyes were locked on the building below. “She left the Orb.”

      My eyes widened. I hadn’t even been looking for that, but it was true, there was nothing in her hands, nor the guards. The metal box was still inside the building.

      “We have to go tell the others,” I said, standing and feeling my legs ache and throb from sitting for so long in the cold. “We need to find a way inside. If we can get that Orb…”

      Theo stood with me, grabbing his pack just as the whooshing of a shuttle sounded in the distance. We ducked down again, waiting to see where it came from. The Void spread out directly before us, but this seemed to be coming from behind.

      Then, an explosion went off, a missile slammed into one of the shuttles stationed at the base below, and it blew up in red and orange flames. Black smoke spewed from it.

      Guards ran from the building, screaming orders and glancing behind where we stood. High in the air above the tall trees of the forest over our heads a shuttle was firing on them.

      Another explosion went off, this time closer to the wall, so close we felt the heat.

      “Move,” Theo ordered, pulling me farther into the forest.

      More shuttles appeared, Kuros shuttles, firing bullets and missiles at the base. What the hell are they doing?

      “No,” I screamed, still running, Theo’s grip strong on my wrist as he led the way. “They’ll kill everyone inside.”

      “Cease fire,” Theo screamed into his radio. It crackled back with static but no reply. “There are kids inside there. Cease fire!”

      They didn’t. Flames burst from another Cytos shuttle, and a hole ripped through the first building.  Greyson’s guards began firing back. The large gun at the top of the building spun, finding its mark and blasting through the first Kuros shuttle in a matter of seconds. It swerved and careened forward before dropping, fast and out of control, right where Theo and I ran.

      The shuttle smashed through trees, carving a path through the forest before bursting into flames. Metal sprayed as we ran. Theo pulled me down just in time as a large sheet of metal sliced through the tree right beside us.

      “They’re going to get themselves all killed,” Theo whispered, glancing back to where the shuttle was engulfed in flames. “They’re going to destroy that glass wall if they’re not careful.”

      We were deeper into the woods and could no longer see the battle, but we could hear it. More explosions, but all on our side, our shuttles being shot down. Greyson’s guards had taken control of the two guns on top of the building, and they shot down each shuttle as if it were target practice. The forest around us lit up with flames, licking at our backs as we tried to outpace the destruction.

      “Fall back,” Theo tried again, screaming into his radio as we sprinted as fast as our feet would move in the deep snow. “Fall back!”

      There was no response on the radio, but the sound of gunfire stopped. The roar of the fires from the destroyed shuttles still carried over the silence. We paused, waiting for more. Tentatively, we made our way back to where the trees opened up at the top of a hill, and we could see the base in the distance. The Kuros shuttles were gone, destroyed.

      “What were they thinking?” I breathed. “Why would they come here and risk those kids, risk us? Surely, they knew you were still nearby?”

      “I’m not sure,” Theo replied.

      The section of forest closest to the base was in flames, and black smoke billowed into the pale blue morning sky. Smoke hovered over the base, too, but only one building suffered any destruction, and it was minimal. From this far away though, we couldn’t see the glass wall. If it had been damaged, especially with all the noise that would likely draw the Reeks right to them, it wouldn’t hold for long. My lungs burned, and I was still shaking. I wanted to run back, to see if Vic was still okay, but guards from inside the Sixes’ base were now searching the forest just beyond the wall, checking for any soldiers still alive and extinguishing the fires.

      “Wait here,” Theo said, as he began climbing a tree. I didn’t think my legs would even support me at this moment.

      I couldn’t look away from the smoke and flames. What the hell were those men thinking? Why had they attacked the base when they knew that was where the genetic kids were? When they knew Theo was here?

      After long minutes, Theo climbed back down. He dropped beside me, and one look told me it wasn’t good news.

      “The wall into the Void is still intact, and the building was only damaged to the south, far enough away from where they kids were stationed that they should be all right.” He swallowed.

      “What is it then?”

      He glanced at me, his face horror stricken. “The Reeks heard the noise, and they’re at the wall now. They’re trying to break through, and I’m not sure how long it will hold.”

      I swore under my breath. “We have to get back to Kuros.”

      Theo nodded, taking my hand and began carving a path through the snow.

      “How long do you think they have?” I asked, unsure I wanted to hear the answer.

      “I’m not sure, hours maybe.”

      I closed my eyes, feeling the sting behind them as I fought back the tears wanting to spill through. I wasn’t sure if I let out a sob or a sound, but Theo turned around, cupping my face with both hands. I opened my eyes to find him only inches away.

      “We’ll get her out. We will,” he promised, pressing his lips to mine so softly I felt them tremble. “We will.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. Nodding, I tried to believe what he was saying was true, but I couldn’t stop picturing how they looked, the genetic kids. Stone-faced and completely being controlled by Greyson—by that Orb. Once those Reeks broke through, there’d be no way to get Vic out, and there’d be no way to save them.
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      I’d been hanging from a wall, held up by chains around my wrists, for more than twelve hours. After they found me and Allard, I hadn’t been taken back to my old room. I’d been brought into a dungeon-like room, with two chains hanging from the roof that they secured my wrists to, pulling them high enough that my arms felt like they were being ripped out. The bruised ribs were a dull ache compared to everything else, but they made breathing even more difficult. The walls looked like they were made of dirt and clay. I knew I was down near the train station, likely in a location that would be very difficult to find, where no one could hear my screams.

      My arms had lost feeling hours ago. My feet just barely touched the ground, and if I leaned too far forward, my shoulders felt as though they might dislocate. There was barely any light in this room, just the tiny bit filtering from a window in the door where I saw a guard stationed the entire time. No one had fed me or offered any water, not that I expected them to, but my mouth had turned so dry I couldn’t swallow.

      Allard was dead. He’d given his life so I could end this, and I was stuck in a jail cell with no way out. The fact that I’d been left in here, alive, told me they hadn’t found Cas or Em. If they had, I would’ve been brought somewhere to watch them be tortured and killed. Then I’d receive a bullet myself.

      So despite the pain, despite the guilt of knowing Allard had given his life for me—for us—and I was currently stuck, I had a smile on my face when Greyson walked into the room.

      She wasn’t alone, Leah stood near the door as it closed behind her. Em’s sister held a light in her hand, and I could see the tired look on Greyson’s face. It brought another smirk to my own.

      “Your friends seem to have disappeared,” Greyson crooned.

      “That’s too bad.” I shrugged. “I was really hoping for a big reunion.”

      Greyson slashed forward, her hand gripping my chin and wrenching my face forward. She spat as she spoke. “You cost me my best doctor.”

      “Was he ever really yours?” I asked, my eyebrows flicking up.

      She bared her teeth, pushing my face back as she stepped a few feet away, her hands crossed over her chest. “He did just as much for me as he did for your little cause. Don’t think that this one act made him one of the good guys. He killed more than he ever saved.”

      “The difference is that he did it for the greater good, not blind ambition and selfishness.”

      “That’s what you think this is?” she asked, a humorless laugh escaping her. “I could care less about ambition. I am cleaning up my brother’s mess and saving everyone, yet people question my methods because a few children will die.”

      “You should have told the other cities what had happened a long time ago,” I said. “You hid what was really going on because you were afraid of what others would think. Then you used children to clean up the mess, which is a pretty shitty thing to do, and never once risking your own life.”

      “I risked far more than you, girl,” Greyson hissed. “The other cities would never understand, they don’t care about us Carbons, and they sure as hell wouldn’t have helped us. They would have locked up every Carbon in existence and threw away the key.”

      “You don’t know that—”

      “I do!” Greyson screamed. “I was there! The second the virus entered our city they began caging us, locking us below Venzier in a hope to contain it, but it festered and began spreading beyond control. And then they locked up the city, sealed it shut so we couldn’t get out.” Her voice was breathless. “I only managed to escape because we knew of another tunnel the others didn’t. I got my brothers out of there. I tried to save my friends, my family, but they locked us up to be destroyed and transformed, so don’t think I’m the only monster here.”

      I kept my mouth shut tight, unsure what to say, what to believe.

      “They had a chance to help us, those people in the forest, the Guardians, and they did nothing. The other cities who knew where we were, knew about us, did nothing. We were sacrificed and left to die. So don’t tell me what I should have done. I did what I had to, to protect every Carbon still alive from a nightmare I still see every night when I close my eyes.” Her hands shook at her side, fists clenched tight.

      “Nobody knew what really happened,” I said, remembering how Em’s dad, a Carbon historian, knew nothing about Venzier or the Reeks there. “You took that memory away and didn’t give them a chance to prove you wrong. Why?”

      “Because knowing is a worse fate,” Greyson replied. “And I couldn’t risk anyone going back there after it was too late.”

      “You chose to keep the truth hidden. You have no idea what others might have done to help.”

      “Would you have helped?” Greyson spat. “Would the Watchers have done anything?”

      I leaned forward, pulling on the chains. “What do you think we’ve been doing this whole time?”

      “Hunting my people.”

      “Searching for answers because you hid everything away, so no-one even knew about the threat,” I said. “But once we did, once we found out what you were hiding, we’ve been trying to find a way to end this and save everyone, including the genetic kids and the Carbons, from slaughter. There is a way to end this without using them.”

      Greyson shook her head. “I’ve tried. I’ve tried everything. There’s no other way but this.”

      I clenched my jaw, realizing there was no use arguing with her. She so strongly believed what she was doing was right that it would be pointless to try and convince her otherwise.

      Greyson let out a little sigh and straightened her white blouse. “Your little message did you no good. Kuros has already tried to attack and failed. They couldn’t even destroy a small base, let alone my city. Your friends will be found, they can’t hide forever, and they’ll be killed. There is no way around it.”

      “Then why are you here?” I tilted my head to the side. My dark hair fell over one side of my face. “Just keeping me in the loop? How sweet of you, and here I thought you didn’t care.”

      “What is Simon’s plan with the Orb?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “How would I know? Simon isn’t exactly the best at sharing his plans—”

      I hardly finished my sentence when I felt something snake into my skull and take complete control of me. My body went suddenly still, and I couldn’t even blink. I could feel her inside of me, searching through my memories, taking whatever she wanted, and there was nothing I could do to stop her. There was no pain, there was nothing but numb realization that I couldn’t even fight back if I wanted to.

      “You think he won’t succeed?” she asked, her lips pursing. “Whatever his plan is, you figure it’s a suicide mission—that he’ll fail.”

      I couldn’t answer, didn’t know if I was even breathing of my own free will.

      “Do you want to know why I am keeping you alive?”

      I remained frozen.

      “You’re strong and skilled. I’d heard about you from others before you were even a Watcher. The Wraith, Champion of the Underground, ruthlessly destroying every opponent.” Her smile was sweet, but her glare ice cold. “When this is all over, I will be the one who saved everyone from the Reeks. How I did it, and with whom, won’t matter. And with my abilities.” She waved her fingers in my face, and I felt her presence grow inside of me, forcing me to lift my chin to look her in the eyes. “With what I can do, you will be the perfect person to take the fall. The Watcher who killed her own Commander, her own friends. The Watcher who was the mastermind behind using the genetic kids and placed her spies in my midst, taking control of them without my knowledge. You will admit to it all, because I can make you do anything I want…isn’t that right?”

      I found myself nodding. “Yes,” I said, my voice flat and emotionless and not at all mine.

      She let go and my legs gave out. The chains held tight, and the force of my weight dropping jarred my arms and pulled on my shoulders. I screamed out in pain. My pulse raced and my lungs clenched as I sucked in air.

      “You all think you can defeat me, but who will defeat the Reeks? Who will save our country?” She used one long, thin finger to lift my chin again. “I will be the hero, and you will be crucified.”

      She turned on her heels, moving to the door. “I may let you see them one last time, before you kill them. But make no mistake in thinking that your little message changed anything. All you did was delay the inevitable.”

      Greyson swept through the door. Leah hesitated, staring at me with blank dark eyes, before she gave a slight nod and followed Greyson.

      The door slammed shut behind them, and I didn’t bother trying to get out of the chains. Greyson had her powers back, which meant we could not stop her. We couldn’t do anything.
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      Em knew where they had been holding Marc Holden, and so we travelled through the night until we reached the small apartment building and snuck inside unnoticed. Finding the exact room wasn’t too hard, as the entire building was abandoned. Light shone beneath only one single door

      We knocked once, hearing the click of a gun on the other side, and positioned ourselves to the side and just out of range if the person on the other side decided not to hear us out.

      “Simon sent us,” Em said through the door.

      There was a long pause before we heard a lock click, and the door creaked open a crack, but not all the way. The barrel of a gun was still pointed at us. “Who are you?”

      “We’re friends of Simon’s,” I said.

      The man looked us up and down, his gaze narrowing.

      “We came to see Holden,” Em said, shifting on her hip impatiently.

      “He’s not up for visitors,” the man said.

      Em shoved open the door, stepping inside. “And we weren’t asking what he was up for.”

      The room was small. An unmade bed sat in the middle of a living room, and there was a single door that must have been a bedroom. It was closed, but light filtered under the crack. The man grumbled but stepped aside before closing the door behind us.

      “Where is Simon?” the man asked, placing his shotgun down next to the door.

      “Captured. Dead. Who knows?” Em shrugged.

      The man studied Em, his thick arms crossed over his chest as he looked us up and down. “Watchers?”

      “Former,” I said. “Caspian.” I held out a hand.

      He hesitated before taking it. “COrbin.” He wasn’t a large man, short and a little balding, but built like a brick house.

      He glanced to Em, waiting.

      “I’m bored and in a bit of a hurry.” She waved her hand to the door where we assumed Holden was. “He’s the one we came for.”

      COrbin rolled his eyes and stepped around me to open the door. “You got some guests, Gov.”

      The door opened to reveal windows covered with black cardboard, so no one could see the light from outside. Marc Holden sat at a small table in the corner, a scruffy beard hung off his chin, and his eyes looked swollen and bloodshot. He was wearing a pair of dress pants that looked way too big on him and a buttoned-up shirt like he was getting ready to go out for a gala or something. The rest of him did not match his clothes or demeanor. He glanced up from a book in his hands, his eyes widening at the sight of us.

      “I remember you two,” he said. “You’re friends of the girl.”

      “Jayla, yes,” I said. “That’s why we’re here. We need your help getting into City Hall.”

      Holden began violently shaking his head. “No. No. You don’t want to go in there,” he said, his voice a pitch too high. “She’s inside there. She’ll kill you.”

      “She can try.” Em shrugged. “We don’t have any other options, so you’re going to help, Gov.”

      Holden stood, the book falling from his limp hands. “I can’t go back. I won’t go back.” He began pacing.

      COrbin stepped past us, grabbing Holden’s shoulders and trying to stop him. “You can’t be coming in here saying things like that,” he hissed over his shoulder at us. “He’s not in a good state of mind, and any mention of her sets him off.”

      I glanced at Em, both of our expressions reading the same worry. He was the guy who was going to help us? He was our last chance? Shit, this is all going wrong.

      I let out a long breath, stepping closer to Holden who still shook, but had calmed down as COrbin soothed him. “You don’t have to go back, don’t worry. No one is going to make you do that,” I said. Holden nodded and sat back down as COrbin directed him to the chair, but his eyes were still wild. “What we need is information.”

      “I told her everything I’ve got. Everything,” Holden whispered, and I knew he was talking about Jayla. He’d given her information on Greyson and the blood cure she used to keep herself from getting infected by the virus. “I have nothing else.”

      “We don’t need information on her; we need information on City Hall,” Em said.

      Holden’s glassy gaze moved to her. He paused, his breath hitching once before he settled a little more. “Like what?”

      “Are there any unsecure areas in there?”

      “No, it’s a fortress.”

      “What about back doors, any secret entrances not many know about?” I asked.

      Holden shook his head. “She made sure there were none. She didn’t let anyone in unless they went through the front door.”

      Em sighed, her gaze resting on me with raised brows. Now what?

      If there was no way in but the front door, then that would be what we’d have to take…but how did we ensure they didn’t kill us the second they saw us?

      “Holden, we need a way in…there’s got to be something you can give us, anything.”

      Holden looked at his hands, his brows furrowed as he tried to think through everything.

      “What about the sewer grates? Or vents?”

      “They’ve been sealed up,” Em said. That was the first way in she’d thought of, having used the vents one time before when she and Jayla retrieved Governor Wallace’s tablet while I was still in the Void. We’d been told shortly after that mission it was closed and replaced with much smaller vents, but I’d hoped not all of them were sealed.

      I ran my hands through my hair. This was another dead end. Em seemed to think the same thing and moved towards the door but Holden stopped us.

      “There’s no other way inside,” Holden said. “But if you can at least offer her something, you might stand a chance at getting in long enough to find a way out.”

      “And what can we offer her that would stop her from killing us?” Em asked, impatience lacing her tone.

      His face blanched, and there was a moment—just a split second—where he looked like the man I’d met what felt like a lifetime ago. Strong, confident, cocky almost. He swallowed and said, “Me.”

      I froze. His hands were clenched between his knees, likely to stop them shaking. He seemed to be forcing himself to speak, forcing the words out before the terror took over again.

      “I know her secrets, know things she doesn’t want others to know,” he continued. “She’d likely be willing to make a trade if it meant saving her own ass.”

      “What kind of information do you have?”

      “Recordings,” he said. “After everything happened, after I was named Governor and realized it might not have been the best idea, I started recording conversations and private meetings. I have them all.”

      I was hardly breathing, and Em had that devilish smile on her face. “Show them to me,” she said.

      Holden hobbled over to the side table near his bed and pulled out a tablet. “They’re all on here,” he said, tossing it to Em.

      He sat down on the end of the bed, his head dropping. “She’ll kill me for sure now. Send her pack out and hunt me down.” His body shook, but it wasn’t like before. He seemed different, like he’d suddenly realized that as terrified as he was, it was a way out.

      “I won’t let that happen, Gov.” COrbin squeezed his shoulder.

      “Thank you,” I said. Em had already moved back into the other room and sat down on the crooked chair beside the small kitchen table. “We’ll end this before she has a chance to find you, don’t worry.”

      Holden glanced up, his eyes brimming with wetness. “I just want this all to end. I want to sleep. I want to dream again.”

      I gave him a weak smile, but I didn’t promise any more. COrbin continued to soothe Holden who was lying back on the bed, his hands shaking and tears falling down his cheeks onto his pillow. She had really messed him up, and I didn’t blame him for being terrified. Greyson had used one of the Reeks to torture him, that thing had torn off his leg, and now he was risking his life again to help us. I looked away, unable to swallow the guilt that we were putting one more person in danger to save Jayla. But still…I’d do it.

      I moved to Em, glancing over her shoulder. “Will it be enough?” I asked.

      She nodded. “It has to be.”

      I could hear the urgency in her voice, and I felt it, too. On our way here, Em had received a transmission from Leanna informing us of the situation in Kuros. The genetic kids had been located in a Sixes’ base just outside the Void, and the Orb had been brought there. A failed attack by Kuros had caught the Reeks’ attention, and now they were certain they’d break through the wall there soon. If the Reeks overtook the base, we might never get the Orb back. But none of that would matter if we didn’t know how to stop this—but Jayla would know. We had to get Jayla out, now.

      “I’ll go tonight,” I said. “We can’t risk waiting any longer.”

      “What do you mean, you’ll go?” Em tilted her head to the side.

      “We don’t need to risk both of our lives. Plus, you need to ensure these recordings do get out if she doesn’t hold her end of the bargain.” I shrugged.

      “I can set them to auto load if she doesn’t give us Jayla by a certain time,” Em countered.

      “I need to do this, Em.”

      “Not alone,” she hissed. “This isn’t the time to try and be the hero, Caspian.”

      I sighed. “I’ve dealt with them. I know how they operate. This information won’t be enough—it will just get us in the door.”

      Em turned fully to me in the chair, her mouth a thin line. “Then why are we doing this? We’re not making a trade unless we get what we want.”

      “We’re getting Jayla, that’s the important part.” I refused to look at her. She knew very well what I planned to do. From the moment this idea came into play, I knew what would happen, and I’d get Jayla out at any cost.

      “No,” Em said sharply. “I won’t let you give yourself for her. She would never forgive me if I let that happen.”

      “We can’t do this on our own,” I said softly. “Jayla will know what to do. She’ll know how to find and destroy that Orb. Neither you nor I have any clue what to do at this point, and frankly, we’re running out of time.”

      “We go together or not at all, Cas. We all leave that place together.”

      “They will kill you on sight,” I said, swallowing back the dryness in my throat at the truth I’d been trying to avoid for some time. “You won’t even have a chance to bargain because they all know what you are—who you are—and that is much worse than some Watcher like me. We can’t all live, no matter how hard we try—”

      “Bullshit.” Em stood, her face inches from mine and filled with wrath. “If this has any chance of us not all ending up back here, alive, then we’re not doing it. We’ll keep searching, we don’t give up—on any of us.”

      I took her hand. Her fingers trembled as I squeezed them. “Em, we need Jayla. We need to save those kids, and you know just as well as I do that we’re lost without her. I wouldn’t do it if there was any other way.”

      Em sighed, wetness rimming her eyes. “She’ll never forgive me.”

      “She will.” I nodded. “You both will.”

      Em knew this wasn’t about me trying to be the hero or sacrificing myself. Hell, I’d give anything to not have to do this, but we needed her—we needed what she knew. She would have information on the Orb, a way to stop Greyson. She’d been inside, and I knew she would not just sit there without at least trying to find out what she could. Em and I knew she would be finding any way possible to destroy it, but did she know it was no longer in City Hall with Greyson? We couldn’t wait any longer; we had to act now so she could help us stop this before it was too late. I just hoped she’d found everything she needed to end this.

      “If there was any other way—” I whispered.

      Em threw her arms around me, pulling me in so tight and so quickly that I didn’t know what to do. I froze—this was the first time Em had ever hugged me. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her in tightly, closing my eyes.

      “It’ll be okay,” I said. “She’ll understand.”

      Em nodded against my shoulder, drawing back and swiping away the few tears that had slid down her cheek. She let out a long breath, steadying herself before she sat back down at the table and moved to the tablet.

      “She might understand, but that won’t stop her from trying to get you back,” Em said.

      I shrugged. “I know.” And it was true. Jayla would never stop trying to find me, trying to get me back. The only way she would move on was if she knew there was no hope. So, I would leave her with none, even though the thought alone tore me apart, it ripped at my chest, and made it hard to breathe, but I’d do it for her. My throat felt raw, and I could feel my heart racing just at the thought. I said I’d never leave her, but sometimes we couldn’t keep every promise we made. I knew that the only way for her to move on, to end this without focusing on me or getting me back, was if I wasn’t there to distract her. If I couldn’t get us both out alive, I’d make damn sure at least she did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Gunner

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I spent the better half of the morning following the guard rotation. One thing the Void taught me was how to be invisible, even in the most dangerous places.

      Greyson had left shortly after our little talk, and when I followed she and her men to the shuttle on the rooftop, I found the box containing the Orb with them. When she returned, I was waiting in the shadows, but the Orb wasn’t with her. She’d left it wherever they’d gone.

      I followed behind her and Leah to the basement cell, using another one of my stolen ID cards to gain access to a level I hadn’t been to before. More guards were waiting in the hallway when she arrived, situated just outside of what I assumed was a prison cell. Only Greyson and Leah entered, and they didn’t stay long.

      “I want guards outside of Simon’s room immediately.” I heard Greyson order Leah from where I hid in the shadowed stairwell next to the elevators. I couldn’t see them; I could only hear them. “And have him sedated; he can’t do anything against us if he’s not awake. I won’t take any risks.”

      “Ma’am,” a guard said tentatively, coming up behind them. “There’s a situation…”

      I glanced around the corner to try and see what was going on. Something was passed to Greyson, a tablet that I couldn’t see. She frowned before waving her hand to dismiss the guard, and he swiftly stalked back down the hallway to where he was stationed.

      “Deal with Simon,” Greyson told Leah who nodded.

      The elevator door dinged open and footsteps entered before it slammed shut. I took a deep breath, keeping my hand on the door, open a crack, and standing up.

      I flinched back as the window to the hallway came into view. Leah still stood there, staring at the door I hid behind. She placed a finger to her lips before moving down the hallway, away from the elevator Greyson had just taken.

      I crept out into the hallway, remaining hidden while I peeked to see where she was going. Leah’s back was bone straight and her chin high. The six guards visibly shivered as she approached. She moved faster than I’d ever seen a person move.

      Her fist slammed into the first guard’s chest, caving it in on impact, and he slid down the wall. The second hadn’t even grazed his gun with his fingertips before Leah spun on him, wrenching his arm back, the sound of it snapping reverberated down the hall, and in one quick motion, his spine was bent backwards over her knee. The guard slumped lifelessly across the hall.

      The others had time to react, and I slid behind the cover of the wall as bullets flew down the hallway, smashing the cement walls and denting the steel doors of the elevator. I heard a scream that was silenced with a bullet, and another that didn’t even get all the way out before a choked sound gurgled towards me.

      The gunfire had stopped, and I chanced another look just as Leah snapped the final guard’s neck, letting him fall in a pile on top of his comrades. She glanced down the hallway to where I hid, and I nearly ran, thinking I was next, but she inclined her head for me to follow before stalking into the prison cell her and Greyson had just left.

      I followed, stepping over dead bodies, before reaching the door left open and trying not to vomit at the sight of one man’s head facing the wrong direction. I’d seen so much death, yet my stomach still roiled.

      As I stepped into the room, I froze, surprised. Jayla was there, her arms chained and spread, attached to the roof so she dangled just barely on her toes. I could see she was in pain, sweat dripped down her brow, and her eyes looked as if they would close shut on their own accord. My chest tightened; what had they done to her?

      “How…what happened?” Jayla asked as Leah ripped the steel chains right from the cement roof. Jayla dropped to her knees, and I lunged to catch her.

      “No clue,” I said. “She just went rogue and killed them all.” I glanced at the door left open, the dead guards scattered just outside.

      The second chain released, and Jayla groaned as her arms dropped. Leah moved to the steel cuffs around her wrists, pulling them open with her bare hands, revealing bloody, chafed skin beneath it.

      “Whatever happened in here must have set her off.” I nodded to Leah who now took a step away as I helped Jayla to her feet.

      Jayla winced. “Greyson knows we’re after the Orb.”

      “She took it somewhere,” I said. “I followed her to the rooftop where she took a shuttle with the Orb. When she returned, it wasn’t with her.”

      “Do you know where?” Jayla asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Shit,” Jayla said. She tried to lift her arms, but the small movement had her hissing between her teeth. She glanced up at Leah. “Can you get us out?”

      Leah nodded to the door, and I helped Jayla as we followed.

      “We have to get Simon,” I said. Leah nodded again. She knew his importance in all this. “How are we going to get out without anyone noticing?”

      Leah picked up two guns from the fallen guards and passed one to each of us. Jayla looked as though merely holding onto the gun was almost impossible.

      “I don’t think we’re going to be leaving here unnoticed,” Jayla said.

      “Great.” I helped pull Jayla along, one arm under her shoulder, but she winced the entire time. We reached the elevator, and she managed to stand on her own as she checked the gun.

      “There’s only one way in or out of this place,” Jayla said. “So, we take the front door.”

      The elevator door opened and we stepped in, Leah pressing the button to Simon’s floor. Her eyes were still coal back, but her stance was less rigid than before. Jayla leaned against the metal wall of the elevator, shaking out her hands. As we reached Simon’s floor, Leah pressed me back against the side walls of the elevator, taking up the position in front of the door.

      Jayla hugged the other side wall, and we both kept our guns up and ready.

      The door dinged open to reveal two guards.

      “There you are. Greyson sent us up here. Where do you want us?” Leah stepped out, moving towards them and remaining silent, she just pulled out a long knife from her side.

      One of the guards jumped back, but her blade sliced through the air too fast. In two swipes, she’d cut clean through both of them before either had a chance to scream. Their bodies slumped to the ground, blood spreading from their corpses and staining the marble floors. As Leah wiped off the blade, I exchanged a look with Jayla before we followed behind her. Note to self, don’t get on Leah’s bad side.

      Simon sat at the end of his bed. “What the hell’s going—” He stopped midsentence as the three of us walked in.

      “We have to go, now,” Jayla said, tossing him a shirt hanging off the chair at the end of the bed. Her strength was slowly returning, but she still shook out her arms and had trouble lifting them higher than her waist.

      The sun was just setting. It hung over the clear sky and bounced across the tops of buildings, nearly blinding us through the wall of windows. Fresh white snow littered the ground from the night before, and it would seem not many citizens of Cytos had ventured outside, based on the unmarked streets. It was almost peaceful—if we didn’t know what was actually going on out there.

      “You got it?” Simon asked, struggling to get his shirt on with one arm so I moved to help.

      “No.” Jayla shook her head. “Greyson took it outside of City Hall.”

      Simon swore. I slid on his shoes, tying them up quickly as Leah motioned for us to hurry.

      “She’s activated the kids,” Simon said. “If she’s moved it near them, then we have hours at best.”

      My hands froze on his laces. We only had hours? Vic. She was out there. My pulse went into overdrive, and I felt my fingers tremble as I tried to continue lacing Simon’s shoe, but they kept fumbling. Vic had been activated already and would soon be sent out for phase two of Greyson’s plans—destroy the Reeks. I couldn’t hear anyone else speaking, all I heard was the thundering of my own heartbeat.

      Leah pushed me aside and finished Simon’s shoe.

      “When did she drop it off?” Simon asked. “Gunner?”

      I managed to snap out of it at the sound of my father’s voice. “She left just after questioning you,” I said, helping Simon to his feet. Leah moved back to monitor the hallway. The dead guards were still there, and with the blood, it’d be useless to try to hide them. It would take too much time. “She returned less than an hour ago.”

      Simon frowned but said nothing. We moved to follow Leah and Jayla into the hallway, Simon leaning on me as best he could. I knew he was still weak, which meant he could be a liability if we didn’t hurry, so I took more of his weight and sped up our pace.

      “Do we have a plan when we get out of here? A place to go?” I asked.

      Leah just nodded; apparently, she had a plan, though she didn’t say anything.

      “I’m pretty sure she knows where Caspian and Em are,” Jayla said. “Seeing as what Greyson said to me that set her off involved her sister as well.”

      Leah’s gaze revealed nothing as she glanced over her shoulder at Jayla, reaching the elevator, but her lips were a thin line, and I knew that whatever threat Greyson had meant for Jayla had become Leah’s reason for helping us. I wondered if she had always been on our side, or only since she found out her sister was alive.

      The four of us slid into the elevator, and Leah pressed the button for the main floor, the only level I couldn’t seem to access no matter how many ID cards I stole. We hid along the side walls as Leah took the front spot before the doors, but the second they opened, gunfire erupted.
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      “We have a plan,” one of Kuros’s generals said to the group gathered in the king’s study. Theo sat to my left, his hand resting on my knee bouncing under the table. Tynan and Petra sat on either side of Leanna across from us, and the four advisors of the king filled out the rest of the table. “Our only option is to draw the Reeks away from where they’re holding the kids.”

      The King of Kuros, sat at the head of the table. His dark hair, just like Theo’s, was slicked away from his face, and he ran a hand through it. “What are the risks?”

      The general let out a sigh. “If we attract too many of them, they could break through parts of our wall that are already damaged.”

      “Eres has already warned that they can’t withstand another attack on their borders. Many have already broken through and if we lead them there, they could be overrun,” Tynan said, his hands clasped across the table. Among even the generals and soldiers from Kuros, Tynan was enormous and looked like a warrior from a story book.

      “What about near Cytos?” an adviser asked.

      “They have no defenses over there and if the Reeks get too close, they’ll just send the kids in to deal with it,” Theo answered. “That’s their only option. The Cytos guard isn’t equipped to dealing with the Reeks, so we can’t steer them that way, either.”

      Though the distance between the Void and each city was vast, the Reeks were fast and strong. They’d close the gap quicker than anyone would have time to formulate a response. We’d already seen what happened when only a few escaped. Now there was the entire horde to deal with, and it felt like the boundaries of the Void had expanded, reaching too close to innocent lives.

      I tried to keep the panic inside of me from surfacing. My leg wouldn’t stop shaking, and I was sure everyone could hear the rustle of my pants as they brushed against the seat of the chair. We were out of time. The glass wall could break at any moment and then not only would the Reeks get into the Sixes’ base and possibly destroy the genetic kids, it would make getting the Orb impossible. The guards who had attacked the base had been tracking Greyson. Their general had made the decision that killing Greyson was worth the risk of the genetic kids inside and the heir to the throne they knew was nearby. If his decision hadn’t cost him his life, I was certain Theo’s father would have ended it himself.

      Their decision brought the Reeks to where the genetic kids were, and now they would have no choice but to be activated and fight. I knew whatever they’d done to Vic and the others made them stronger, but the number of Reeks in the Void were far more than genetic kids in the base.

      Theo’s dad let out a long breath, rapping his fingers on the long mahogany table. “How much time do we have?”

      One of the advisors answered, reading from a tablet, “My scouts last reported that the glass wall has taken sixty percent structural damage. When it reaches eighty percent, some will get through…then it’s all over.”

      Theo’s dad glanced to him, brows furrowed.

      “We can’t just leave them there, Dad,” Theo said, his grip tightening around my leg.

      “We’re risking our people for those kids though, you realize that?”

      “We can hold them off here. We’ve done it before,” Theo countered.

      “Not that many,” a young officer interjected.

      I recognized him—Spence. He’d been vocal about not wanting to go after the genetic kids before, and it seemed he still felt the same. I understood, even if I didn’t want to admit it. Choosing the genetic kids over an entire city was not a decision I wanted to make, but it was safer here, we had defenses while they had nothing in the base.

      “But we have guns and explosives, a thick stone wall between us and them, even if they break through the wall around the Void.” Theo leaned forward, keeping his gaze on his father who was still considering. “We can prepare for the attack. We’ll be ready for them.”

      “They’ve broken through our defenses before,” Spence argued.

      “When we weren’t prepared,” Theo argued. “When we didn’t have time to prepare.”

      “Those kids are weapons in and of themselves.” Spence turned to the king, ignoring Theo. “Maybe it is best to let them fight the Reeks. They were created for that purpose, after all. They could be the best shot at winning.”

      “We were created against our will, without the knowledge or consent of our biological parents, and trained from birth to fight,” I hissed, hardly keeping my temper in check. “Just because we were given the skills and abilities to fight, does not mean we should be forced into anything. When we get those kids back, we can give them the choice, and if they don’t want to fight, we shouldn’t make them. That’s what is fair—what’s right.”

      Spence shrugged, as if to say my point wasn’t entirely convincing, and I nearly moved to throw the table over, but Theo stopped me. “Give our allies a chance to destroy the Orb.” He looked again to his father. “You saw Jayla’s message. She has a way to destroy it, and Caspian and Em are close to getting her out.”

      “I’ve already given them enough time—” the king began.

      “You told them a week, and it’s hasn’t been a week yet,” Theo argued.

      “That was before Cytos shot down our shuttles and declared war.”

      “Because we attacked them,” Theo shouted. “I told you not to engage, but your men thought they could end this by, what, killing Greyson? They are the reason the Reeks are targeting the base in the first place. This is our fault, not Cytos.”

      “And those men paid for that decision with their lives!” The king’s voice rang loud through the large room. The ceilings were at least twenty feet high, and his command touched every inch of it. Though the team of soldiers who had targeted the base had done so against the king’s orders, I could see he felt responsible for what had happened. They were all killed, every last one of them, and now another sacrifice would have to be made.

      “Please, Father,” Theo begged, his voice lowering. “These kids didn’t ask for any of this.”

      The king let out a long sigh, resting his hands on the table. “Draw the Reeks as far north as we can. Give our people time to seek shelter and prepare,” he said, turning to Theo fully now. “One day you will be king, and you must live with the consequences of your choices. Let this be your first lesson.”

      Theo nodded, and we moved to stand, but Spence snapped, “You’re taking the advice of a child over us? He has no loyalty to Kuros, only those kids. He doesn’t care if we all die as long as they live.” He waved a finger in my direction.

      “Do not presume to know what I care about.” Theo stood, leaning across the table and causing the officer to shrink back. “And do not talk to the future King of Kuros like a child.”

      I could have sworn the king’s lips fought against the smile he held back, but he just nodded as Theo left the room before anyone could say another word.

      I followed him, catching up and gripping his hand. He trembled. The sun was high and filtered in through the glass bridge we crossed to the main foyer of the castle. It was a clear sky, pale blue and almost calming. We reached the entrance hall, and Theo moved to the front doors, hardly noticing every eye watching us—watching him. He stepped outside, taking a long, deep breath of cool winter air and turned to me.

      “Did we make the right decision?” Theo asked.

      I knew there was no right or wrong answer. I selfishly wanted to drive the Reeks away to protect Vic, to get the Orb, but I also knew there was a real chance they could turn on Kuros and destroy this beautiful place. His home. Guilt poured through me. It was selfish, but I didn’t know the right thing to do. To stand by and do nothing meant sacrificing the kids—sacrificing Vic. But to try and save them meant risking others. I had no idea how to answer Theo’s question, because I didn’t know if we had.

      “As your father said, we’ve just got to live with our choices. And make them count,” I said.

      He took my hand, glancing down at his feet. “What if we’re wrong? What if this doesn’t work?”

      “It will.” I squeezed his hands, taking a step closer until I could feel his body heat pulsing against me. “It will.”

      His gaze ran over my face, stopping at my lips. A shiver ran through me at the look in his eyes. His brows were drawn, and he blinked a few times before finally meeting my gaze. Then he nodded. “It’ll work.”

      “How will we draw the Reeks away?” I asked.

      “Bombs will be dropped on a route north, to try and lure as many away as we can. They were attracted to the sounds before, so hopefully it works,” Theo said, his confidence wavering a bit since the meeting we’d just left.

      “And if that doesn’t work?”

      “We have a plan B.” Theo frowned, but we heard footsteps approach before I was able to ask more.

      Tynan took five steps outside the oversized front doors of the castle to where we stood, Petra lingering a few steps behind whispering something to Leanna before she pressed a kiss to her cheek, and stepped up beside her brother. Both still wore the Guardian clothing of white Dred Wulf fur, weapons slung over the shoulders and attached at their hips. “The shuttles leave in twenty minutes.”

      Theo nodded. Tynan turned to make his way to the large base on the outside of Kuros where the shuttles were being prepared. Petra hesitated, looked back at Leanna waiting at the front doors before she turned to follow. We’d take as many shuttles as we could, packed with explosives and anything else to draw the Reeks away from the base holding the genetic kids.

      Theo moved to follow but I stopped him. I tugged him towards me, pressing a hand against his cheek. “You will be a great king one day,” I said and pressed my lips to his.

      As I moved to pull back, he wrapped his arms around me and kissed me harder. “And you,” he said between kisses, his breath brushing against my lips, “will be an amazing queen.”

      I blushed at the thought of it, two Marked Kids sitting on the throne of Kuros, ruling its people. Only Theo wasn’t a Marked Kid, he was born here—lived here. This was his family, his life…and we were possibly condemning them all to death by bringing the Reeks so close.

      The idea of a future with Theo after today, when nothing was certain, had once scared me, yet right now, it didn’t. It grounded me; it reminded me why I was doing all of this. For us, for our future, for Vic—and for Kuros. I would not let it fall, either. I would not sacrifice more people just for one. That thought made my chest tighten, but it was with a new kind of emotion, because now we had a future to look forward to, a life together if we won this war, and I didn’t want to lose that.

      We could do this—rescue the genetic kids, stop the Reeks—we had to, because I wouldn’t stop fighting for a day we could finally be happy.
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      The sun was just setting when I ventured out. Em went with me. She would hide nearby city hall, ready to take Jayla the second they released her or send out the recordings we’d collected from Holden on Greyson—conversations that would reveal Greyson was the mastermind behind the Marked Kids and had created twin genetic kids without the biological parents’ knowledge to use for her own purpose for years.

      “If this goes south, get her out at any cost,” I said to Em as we stalked through the empty streets. We kept to the alleyways, our years as Watchers making it easy to sneak through unseen, even when there was no one to see us.

      “You know I will,” Em said, a little terse. She still wasn’t happy that I was going in without her, but there was no other option. “But let’s try not to make a mess of it this time.”

      I glanced over at her, a little smirk tugging on my lips. Her white-blonde hair was braided away from her face, and the gold in her eyes almost sparkled against the setting sun. We hadn’t started off as friends—in fact I was pretty sure she only tolerated me for Jayla’s sake—but over the years, we’d become more than friends. We were family.

      She caught my gaze. “Don’t say it.”

      “Say what?” I shrugged.

      “You know what.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I shrugged innocently, giving her a knowing look before focusing back on the large building towering before us—City hall.

      Em paused, staying behind the cover of the alleyway with a good view of the front door. I stopped with her, taking a deep breath in as I rolled my shoulders back.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Good, let’s get this over with,” I said, but before I walked out onto the main street, I turned to Em. “Thank you.”

      Her eyes widened, and she shook her head. “I told you not to say it.”

      I shrugged. “Do I ever listen to what you tell me to do?” I smirked, giving her a little nudge. “Thanks for watching out for her—and me. Thanks for taking a chance on us and thanks for never giving up on her, even when she nearly gave up on herself.”

      Em swallowed, her stone face crumbling. “Why does it feel like you’re saying goodbye already?”

      I planted a little kiss on her cheek before she could react. “Because I am.” I stepped onto the main street before she could say another word because I knew she’d try to convince me to find another way. I wasn’t going to just give up, but if it came to it, I would not allow myself to be used against Jayla in any way. I was saying goodbye because I didn’t know if it would be the last time I saw Em or not.

      I was near the bottom of the steps when four guards stepped forward, guns raised at me. “I’m here to see Governor Greyson,” I said, raising my hands, one still holding the tablet from Holden. “And I can assure you that if you kill me before I see her, she won’t be too happy.”

      The guards hesitated, glancing between each other as I slowly made my way up the wide stairs leading to the front door. I was certain they knew who I was, and that Greyson would want me alive to interrogate before she killed me herself. The guards didn’t lower their weapons, but I heard one of them radio in.

      More guards were inside the main foyer. The usual oversized chairs and welcoming space was gone, replaced by small cots along the edges where a few guards were seated, more than twenty of them stood watching me with their guns trained on my head. This was the only way in or out of the building, and they’d made sure it was impossible to get in unseen.

      “Stop there,” one of the guards ordered; he stood at the front of the group and wore a patch on his shoulder indicating he was the one in charge. Dark grey eyes assessed me as I paused in the middle of the circle of guards that’d formed around me, hands still raised. “What do you need to see the governor for?”

      “Tell her I have some secrets to share,” I said, a little smirk on my face, even as the sheer odds of survival had my throat drying. “From Governor Holden.”

      The leader looked behind him and exchanged a glance with the blond-haired guard closest to him, the latter sending out the message through his comms to one of his men likely with Greyson.

      I glanced up, to the coffered wood ceilings overhead, finding a camera bot watching me. “I can wait all night if I have to,” I said to the camera, certain Greyson was watching.

      “Come with me,” the leader ordered, but I kept my feet planted. This was the only way in or out, and I wasn’t about to lose that small advantage.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “She can come to me…unless of course she’d rather I just share what Holden has to say with everyone?”

      The men all froze, debating what they should do and unsure what information I might have. I could see the curiosity on their faces. They’d been told Holden was dead, had been murdered by rebels, so what secrets could he possibly have to share from the grave?

      “Search him,” the leader ordered, and two men stepped forward to check for guns or weapons on me. They found none.

      One of the men looked at the tablet in my hand, reaching forward but I shook my head. “You don’t want to be taking that, buddy. That thing leaves my hand and every secret Greyson is trying to cover up is exposed—and you’d be killed the second she found out it was you who caused that to happen.” It was a bluff, kind of. If Em saw them take the tablet from me without first releasing Jayla, she’d send the order to have everything we’d found leaked to the world.

      The guard stepped away.

      “Satisfied?” I asked, dropping my arms to my side and flicking my brows up at the leader.

      “Wait here,” he said and moved to the back near the three elevator doors.

      I shifted, glancing around the room at the men still aiming guns at me, but their stances had relaxed a bit. The main door was closed, and more men stood in my path out of here. The elevators would only bring me to more spaces I couldn’t escape, so I had to make sure to keep us here, in this spot, and get Jayla out those doors before anyone got trigger happy.

      She made me wait a good twenty minutes before the last elevator door on the right dinged open and Greyson walked out. Her rose-gold hair was pulled back away from her face. She might have been pretty, if it weren’t for the cold grey-blue eyes and frown across her face.

      “Caspian, is it?” She looked me up and down.

      “The one and only.” I winked.

      “What is it you think you have on me?” she asked.

      I held up the tablet. “I found this on the former Governor, the one you left for dead in the gutters.” I noticed a few guards shift on their feet. It seemed they didn’t know that little bit of information. Greyson scowled.

      “Holden got himself in trouble with some dangerous people. What happened to him had nothing to do with me.” Greyson crossed her arms.

      “See, I thought you’d say that.” I pressed a button on the tablet, and two voices came out of the speaker.

      “We had a deal,” Holden said. “You made me promises, Greyson.”

      “Did I not take care of Governor Wallace for you?” Greyson’s voice said sweetly through the tablet. “Are you not the Governor Representative for the Humans, just as you asked?”

      “I asked for control, not to be your puppet,” Holden’s voice roared.

      “You asked for a position—and you got one,” Greyson responded.

      I stopped the recording, smiling at Greyson, who shook with rage. Her fingers clenched at her side, and before anyone had a chance to say anything, she’d taken the gun from one of the guard’s holsters and had it pressed against my skull.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I said quietly.

      She hesitated, her hand shaking, but she didn’t pull the trigger.

      “I’m not the only one who knows about these recordings, and I’m not the only one with the files. If you kill me, they’ll be uploaded to every Linked system across Armestes before you have a chance to even think of a cover story.” I leaned into the gun, closer to her. “And trust me when I say, Holden was very good at keeping information.”

      Greyson’s gaze washed over me, hardening, her jaw clenched before she dropped her arm. “What do you want?”

      “Jayla,” I said simply. “Give me her, and your secrets remain yours.”

      “How do I know you won’t take her and sell my secrets anyway?” She tilted her head, eyes narrowing.

      “You don’t.” I shrugged. “It’s called trust—I assume you at least know what that is.”

      The men around us had dropped their weapons, and I could see the uncertainty in their faces. I had hoped for a crowd, hoped I could sneak some sort of doubt into the guards’ minds. Rumors in Cytos spread like wildfire…and news that Greyson was the one who had Governor Wallace killed likely wouldn’t sit well with every human guard in this place.

      Greyson circled back, her arms crossed over her chest, as she considered her options. “You’ve got to give me something,” she said over her shoulder. “Some sort of assurance.”

      “I figured you’d suggest that,” I said dryly. “You give me Jayla, I’ll give you this tablet, and the access code to delete every file uploaded into the Linked system. And before you get any ideas of torturing me for the access codes, I don’t know them. Only when Jayla is safe will my associate send it over. But you’d better hurry, the offer expires at midnight.”

      She turned back around, facing me. Her gaze narrowed, and I could see her calculating her options. Finally, she nodded to one of the guards behind her, and he said something into his comms. We waited. The order was sent a second time before Greyson turned an impatient glare at the guard.

      “They’re not responding,” he said, fear coating his voice at the sight of Greyson’s glare fixed on him.

      She held out her hand for the guard’s tablet, pulling up something on the screen that had her nostrils flaring and gaze burning.

      I had the good sense to wipe the smirk off my face.

      Greyson’s hand dropped, and the image on the tablet came into view. It was a hallway outside of a room, and six guards were dead on the ground.

      “You thought you could double cross me?” She sneered, her gaze burning through me, and suddenly my entire body was locked up. I couldn’t move, could hardly breath as something crushed against my lungs. “This was all a distraction? To get the girl out behind my back?”

      I had no idea what she was talking about but I couldn’t speak. Cold ripped through me, pulsing through my veins, and I felt my vision spark. I needed to breathe, needed air, but I couldn’t find any. My lungs wouldn’t function.

      Greyson stalked over to me. Whatever she was doing—her powers—slid through my body and took full control as my arm lifted, and I passed her the tablet.

      “You have others working with you…yet you have no idea what I’m talking about. It doesn’t matter. You will die alongside her,” she said, and my head went fuzzy, my vision blinking in and out.

      The sound of glass shattering echoed, and someone screamed before a body dropped to the floor. Another window shattering had Greyson’s focus shifting, and I fell to my knees, gasping for air, my back arching with the effort.

      “What the hell’s going on?” Greyson demanded.

      Two guards lay lifeless on the ground near the front windows.

      “Someone’s shooting at—” The guard didn’t get to finish his sentence as a bullet went through his skull and out the other side.

      The guards erupted and began firing back. They were positioned just outside the doors and rushed inside, moving toward cover away from the windows, but whoever was shooting back was picking them off one by one, with an expert aim from somewhere outside through the now broken windows.

      “Grenade,” someone yelled moments before the front doors blew up to pieces, and men were thrown back.

      I remained crouched on the floor, struggling to find my breath. Two guards stood in front of Greyson as she moved back to the elevator, her eyes on the front entrance where more men were being taken out.

      She remembered me then, her eyes widening, and I moved to run, but someone caught my arms before I had a chance to stand.

      “Take him with us,” she ordered, and they pulled me towards the elevator door, waiting for her.

      The shooter couldn’t reach this far back, but the chaos they’d created was enough. I struggled to get out of the guards’ grasp but another took the other side. I had to find Jayla, wherever she was. What the hell is going on out there? Em knew the plan. I didn’t have Jayla yet, so why was she firing? Unless it wasn’t Em…

      Another elevator door opened, and I stilled against the struggle as the black eyes of Em’s sister found mine and behind her was Jayla.

      Everything inside of me exploded at the sight of her. My elbow swung back, connecting viciously with the face of one of the guards, and blood spurted from his broken nose. The other slammed a fist into my side and I buckled, but Jayla was right there, and I would do anything to get to her. I twisted, pulling the guard still holding on with me and tossing him over my hip, dislocating his arm in the process and smashing my heel down on his face when he landed. The first one moved towards me, but I’d found the second guard’s gun and ended both with two bullets.

      I glanced to where Greyson had been, but she was gone, the elevator doors closed.

      Jayla still hid behind the cover of the elevator doors, her eyes wide and on me, before blinking and aiming at the guards who had now turned on us. Leah moved through the crowd of soldiers lightning fast, dodging bullets and slicing her long sword through bodies easily.

      I shot through the two guards between me and Jayla, pushing my way towards her. She was moving, too, her gun out, but her gaze kept flickering to me even as she shot.

      Only a few guards were left, and the other figure inside the elevator took one out. Gunner peered around the door, his eyes widening in surprise at the sight of me, before he began pulling Simon out with him.

      Jayla was only a few feet away. I took cover behind a turned-over desk, seeing where the four men hid along the side walls behind the shelter of the side doors. Leah moved towards the one on the far left while the other three remained focused on us. Her blade slid through the guard’s neck, removing his head in one swift motion. I tried to keep my focus on the others still firing at us, kept my stance low, but Jayla was right there.

      She had nowhere to hide, and now all the focus of the guards was on her crouched low, but completely exposed. I fired at the guards, hitting one as I moved, lunging for her. I reached for her hand just as a bullet hit me, just as her own two bullets silenced the men firing at us. I glanced down, still standing but feeling my knees wobble. Hot blood spilled from the hole in my stomach. It didn’t hurt, not yet, it was just slowly searing, a slight burning sensation. I placed my hand there, pulling it away to find it soaked in more blood.

      “Caspian,” I heard Jayla scream as I fell to my knees, then my side, and everything went black.
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      No, no, no. I fell to Caspian’s side, one hand holding the wound, trying to stop the blood, while the other checked for a pulse. It was still there but faint. My hands shook, pressed against his side, and I felt my chest tighten at the sight of so much blood.

      “We have to get him help, to a medic,” I screamed.

      The gunfire had stopped. Bodies littered the foyer and stairs just beyond. I didn’t know how he was here, what had happened before we arrived, but I knew Em would be somewhere nearby. Still, my vision would only focus on Cas, on his lifeless body. Don’t you dare leave me.

      Leah crouched down beside me.

      “Help me carry him,” I ordered, and she did, pulling him up easily. He groaned. My chest tightened more, even as relief flooded through me for a moment. That means he’s still alive. But he wouldn’t be for long if we couldn’t stop the bleeding. My heart pounded too hard. My vision was blurred with tears.

      I slung one of Caspian’s arms over my shoulder, and Leah did the same. Gunner and Simon were a few feet away, watching helplessly. I couldn’t breathe. He had so much blood already covering his shirt and jacket, and his face had paled. How was he here? The bullet hadn’t gone straight through, which meant we had to get him help fast.

      “She’ll be sending back-up any minute,” Simon said.

      “Then hurry the hell up,” I snapped, moving with Leah to the front doors, Caspian between us. His head hung by his chest, and I wasn’t sure how much more time we had. Leah was strong by my side, and I was certain she could have carried him herself, but I wouldn’t let go. I didn’t know to what extent Greyson could control her or how long she could push the orders she’d surely been given aside to help us.

      Gunner and Simon led the way, Simon limping down each step in front of City Hall. The sun was gone, and now streetlamps lit the way towards empty streets.

      Someone slinked out of the shadows and froze at the sight of us. We all stopped before Em stepped under the light.

      “What happened?” she breathed, moving quicker towards us. Her gaze snagged on her sister, a slight flinch at the sight. I could see more questions running through her mind. Why was Leah here? Was she on our side? I wanted to answer them all—wanted to know the answer myself—but there wasn’t time.

      “He was shot,” I answered. She pulled her gaze back to me, and I knew she could see the panic in my eyes, heard it in my voice.

      “This way, we have a place we can hide for a bit.” She nodded for us to follow.

      “We need a medic,” I said. She glanced back, and I knew from the look on her face that wasn’t an option. Greyson’s men would be here soon, and right now we were leaving a trail of blood behind us. “Please, Em.”

      She let out a breath but nodded. “This way,” she said, and we changed courses, heading west instead of north.

      We remained silent, the six of us moving as quickly as we could under the circumstances. My heart was beating way too fast, and I found it hard to focus on anything. I knew I should have been watching around us, listening for any voices or signs someone was following, but all I could do was focus on Caspian’s labored breaths, listening in case they stopped. We wouldn’t get far at this rate, and Caspian wouldn’t survive if we didn’t get him help.

      “What happened in there?” I asked. “Why was he even there?”

      “Making a trade for you,” Em said over her shoulder. She glanced back at him, and the worry on her face had us running faster. Leah took most of the weight of Caspian, her inhuman strength aiding me, but I wouldn’t let go.

      “Why did you let him go alone?” I asked.

      “You think I had a choice?” Em argued, taking a turn down an empty street before stalking back into another dark alleyway. I noticed how Simon struggled, even with Gunner’s help. We were a mess.

      “How did all that shooting happen?” I asked. We’d walked into a gun fight, and I had no idea how it all started, but someone else had been targeting the guards along with us.

      “I placed a bug on Caspian, heard what was going on, and found out you were already on the run, which meant our plan went out the window.” Em slowed her pace, stopping before a door I recognized, but the place was unusually quiet and empty. Em smashed open the door easily. “Greyson was going to kill him, nearly did, but I had some help, one of your men, actually, Simon.” She nodded to him as he passed through the door she held open. “Turns out COrbin is a wicked sniper.”

      The Underground was empty. Only one overhead light shone on the arena at the center of the room, lighting up the cage I used to fight in. We slowed to a walk as Em secured the door with a metal pipe.

      “Why are we here, Em?” I asked, checking Caspian again who was still breathing, but it was raspy and labored, his lips looked nearly blue.

      “For him.” She nodded to the Maestro who had stepped out of his office at the back of the arena. He wore a colorful robe draping down to his ankles, and the usually slicked-back black and grey hair was fuzzy on the top of his head.

      “We’re closed,” he said as we approached.

      “We need your medic,” Em said. “And make it quick.” Her long sharp nails clicked in warning.

      “I don’t want any trouble here.” The Maestro stilled as we came into view. He recognized me the second I got under the light. “I know she’s looking for you guys—they already came and raided the place once before.”

      “Then I suggest you hurry the hell up, so we can get out of here before she finds you harboring fugitives.” Em tilted her head to the side, and the Maestro blinked before moving to the back.

      “Ma!” he screamed. I remembered the old woman who’d sometimes mended fighters’ wounds—the important ones, anyways. I hadn’t realized she was the Maestro’s mother.

      The old woman stepped out of the back room the Maestro had exited moments ago, her face wrinkly and her body short and plump. “What is it?” she croaked.

      “He’s been shot,” I said, nodding to Caspian, even though I was sure she could see the blood trailing behind him. “We need your help. Please.”

      She assessed him, looking him up and down before motioning us to follow. There was a table near the cage, and she flicked a wrist at it. “Place him there, remove his clothes while I grab my kit.”

      Leah lifted Caspian onto the table. He groaned again when she set him down on the cold metal, but he was quiet compared to the last time. I went to remove his jacket and shirt. His smooth, light brown skin was paler, and damp from sweat. His skin was clammy and hot. The burn marks from the explosion near the Void were stark against the rest of him, moving up his arm to his neck, and I’d almost forgotten about them. But it was the blood pooling on his stomach that nearly brought me to my knees.

      I pressed his shirt over the wound, trying to stop the bleeding.

      “We’ll go secure the place, cover our tracks as best we can,” Em said, nodding to Leah who now watched Em with some sense of both familiarity and concern. Some unspoken conversation seemed to pass between them before Leah was moving toward the back door. “We’ll buy you some time, but we’ve got to be out of here quick.”

      I nodded, keeping my gaze on Cas while I held his hand.

      “I’ll help,” Gunner said, leaving Simon to sit on the outer edge of the cage before following Em and Leah out the front doors.

      The old woman returned, placing a large medical bag on the table beside Caspian’s head and pulling off the shirt I’d used to stop the bleeding.

      “Did it go through?” she asked.

      I shook my head.

      She grunted and grabbed a long set of forceps from her bag. She gave no warning before digging into the wound to pull out the bullet. Cas bucked, his eyes flashing open for a moment as he screamed before his body went still.

      “Best hold him down in case that happens again,” the old woman said nonchalantly and continued digging.

      I held down his shoulders as best I could, but he seemed to have lost consciousness again, and for now he remained still.

      Simon slid closer, watching as the woman worked. “He’ll live,” he said to me.

      I glanced at him for only a second before focusing back on Cas, my stomach clenching and heart beating so fast I thought it might come out of my chest.

      “I hope so,” I whispered.

      The old woman worked fast and seemed to care little about being careful as she dug. After a few moments, she fished out the bullet, placing it on the metal table with a clang.

      “He’s lost a lot of blood,” she said as placed a salve inside the wound and the bleeding finally stopped. Then she began stitching him up. “Not out of the woods yet, and I wouldn’t suggest getting your hopes up.”

      She finished the last stitch with a little tug, placed a square gauze over it, then gathered her things and left.

      I stared at Caspian, still pale and unconscious, as his chest rose and fell in shallow breaths.

      “Why would he risk himself to get me out?” I muttered. “What was he thinking?”

      “People do stupid things when they’re in love.” Simon shrugged, wincing at the movement before leaning back against the cage. “You got yourself equally wrecked to keep him safe. It all worked out in the end.”

      “How is this worked out?” I nearly screamed. “The whole reason I was in there in the first place was to protect him, and now—” My voice broke. Tears welled up in my eyes.

      I didn’t entirely understand Greyson’s powers, but she’d had Caspian in her grasp, close enough to death that Em felt it was better to tear the place apart than wait. That meant Greyson would have killed him…so why did she run?

      Simon rested his hand over mine. “We do the best we can, and let fate decide the rest,” he said softly.

      “Why didn’t Greyson kill him? Why’d she run?”

      “Though her powers are strong, they’re all new again. It took her a long time before to control it over more than one being, to control it within the chaos.” Simon’s eyes darkened. “She won’t make that mistake again.”

      Em, Leah, and Gunner returned.

      “We managed to cover up our tracks a few blocks away, but they’ll search the buildings around here and find us soon enough,” Em said. I noted how her gaze kept flickering to her sister, and I knew she had so many questions, but there would be time for that later. “Can we move him?”

      I shrugged, not wanting to risk it, but knowing the alternative was worse. “I guess we’ll have to.”

      The Maestro had heard the others return and now hovered a few feet away. “There’s a back door you can take. I’ll clean this up as best I can, but if they find out you were here, I’ll tell them everything.”

      Leah moved to help lift Caspian, his body limp and heavy. I took his other side.

      “If anyone tracks us because of something you said, I’ll come back and carve the both of you up,” Em snarled. The Maestro moved back a step, raising his hands in defense. “For your sake, you better clean up real good.”

      The Maestro grimaced, but he said nothing else. As we moved towards the back, where the old woman was washing up just inside the room she and the Maestro seemed to share, I said, “Thank you for helping us.”

      She turned around, wiping her wet hands on her sleeves, and offered a smile. “I never liked that bitch, Greyson. She always tried to shut down my son’s establishment. So if I can help the people fighting against her, you best believe I’ll do it with a smile.”

      I managed a small smile back before we moved farther into the arena, through a back door leading to a dark hallway and locker rooms I remember from long ago. A door took us back out into the cold winter streets.

      Em took up the lead again, Leah and I carrying Caspian, and Gunner helping Simon. I kept one hand on Caspian’s wrist, periodically checking his pulse to make sure it was there. My lungs hurt, and a lump had lodged its way into my throat every time I looked back at him. We arrived at COrbin and Holden’s place quicker than I’d expected, and I didn’t stop checking his pulse. Caspian wasn’t out of the woods, and just moving him here had been risky.

      Em and Leah went back out to ensure our tracks were hidden still, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Cas. He’d come for me. He’d risked his life—was willing to trade himself—for me. He had to live, he had to survive, because I already thought once before I had lost him, and I’d barely made it out of that. I knew if he didn’t make it…I couldn’t live without him.
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      It took longer than expected to get everything set up, but shortly after sunset, we were flying over the Void. The shuttles made sure to steer clear of the guns on top of the Sixes’ base, but close enough to draw the attention of the Reeks.

      Each shuttle carried as many explosives as they could. We planned to lay out a little path heading north, then set off the bombs inside the forest to draw the Reeks to us. It wouldn’t last long, but we only needed enough time to find a way into the base again.

      “Thirty minutes out,” the pilot of our shuttle called out.

      Theo stood between the two front chairs, peering out the front window. Tynan and Petra had joined us, along with a few Kuros guards. More were preparing back in the city, fortifying the wall around the Void as best they could while ushering those citizens still in the city back into the safety of the castle. Theo’s dad had watched us leave from the wall along with the other soldiers.

      “Any word on the glass wall?” I yelled over the roar of the engine.

      “Nearly down,” the co-pilot answered. “Our scout said it could fall any second now. The guards inside the base are already preparing, but they’ll be destroyed within seconds.”

      “No sign of the genetic kids?” Theo asked.

      The co-pilot shook his head.

      I sank back into my seat, looking out the window to the forest below us. Even with the doors closed, I could smell the Reeks. That many of them made it impossible to mask the smell.

      As we approached the base, floodlights beneath the shuttle flickered on, and the mass of black appeared. I pressed a hand against the window; it trembled. My lungs wouldn’t function as the amount of Reeks below us came into view. In the distance, they had formed a wall of bodies, climbing over each other and nearly reaching the top of the glass wall. I could see the soldiers just beyond, see the large weapons they held, and knew they wouldn’t make it out alive if those Reeks broke though.

      “They’ve destroyed everything,” Petra whispered. Her brother rested a hand on her shoulder as they looked down to the forest.

      It was eerily dark, even with the bright lights from our shuttle along with the ten others surrounding us. There was no green, only dark brown and black, mud-filled trails and white snow that hung on broken limbs. Whatever beauty had once been in this forest, it was now gone.

      “Okay Alpha one, drop your payload and start heading north,” the pilot said over the radio.

      The front shuttle slowly lowered its back compartment, and large flashes and bangs sounded when the contents hit the ground. Sparks and small bombs fell from the shuttle in a steady stream, catching the attention of the Reeks before the shuttle began moving. A second shuttle continued the same pattern a few miles ahead.

      The Reeks turned towards the sound. We’d already been warned that using the bombs on the Reeks could infect the air with the virus, and once that happened, it could spread across the country even quicker than it was now and attack more Carbons. So we would aim our bombs and missiles away from there, but a few gunmen were able to take some of the Reeks from inside the shuttle doors.

      There were far too many for even our ten shuttles to contain, but we were drawing their attention to us.

      “Let’s go,” the pilot said and swerved to follow the lead shuttle.

      I moved to the back, the others following me as we glanced out the wide window to see if the Reeks were coming. They were, some of them—but not all.

      “They need to drop more. It’s not enough,” Theo said. The pilot relayed the message and the second wave sparked more attention, but too many of the Reeks were focused on the base. The Reeks who followed weren’t nearly enough.

      “Come on, come on,” I muttered, keeping my eyes on that glass wall in the distance, still intact, but splinters had spread across its surface.

      Another bomb exploded, and it drew a few more. Still, not enough.

      “This isn’t working,” Tynan said. “They’re drawn to humans, to our blood, not explosions and flames.”

      I glanced at Theo, his brows furrowed as he looked out the window. We’d risked a lot of lives for this plan, believed that it would work, and with that, we’d wasted a lot of time, time we could have used trying to save the genetic kids from inside the base.

      Theo moved back to the front, strapping a gun holster around his waist and checking the two guns on either side. Then he moved towards the side door.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed, grabbing his arm.

      The side door opened, and the wind roared, pushing me back a step. Theo was looking over the side, hanging onto the handle just inside the door as he leaned.

      “We’ve got to get those Reeks to follow us, or this entire plan was for nothing and those kids, those people, will die.” Theo pulled on a thick rope secured to the inside of the shuttle. He tossed it over the side.

      “No!” I reached for him again. “You’re not doing this.”

      “Move to plan B,” Theo said to the pilot, ignoring me as I yanked on his arm. “Pull it down a little lower and stay with us the entire time.”

      “Theo, you’re not going down there.”

      He took a knife, cutting the inside of his wrist so blood began dripping down. “Stay here and make sure they’re ready to pull me out.”

      He gripped the rope, and I moved with him, still hanging onto his arm.

      “If you go, I go,” I said, reaching for the rope.

      He shook his head. “No, you’re not coming.”

      “We don’t separate,” I said firmly, my eyes narrowing. “We stay together Theo, that was the promise.”

      He sighed, looking back down to the forest, then back up to me. I wouldn’t let him go alone and he knew it.

      He gripped my chin, pulling me closer. “Stay ahead of me the entire time,” he said and I nodded.

      I reached for my own holster and guns, tightening them around my waist and adding a few grenades to my belt just in case. Tynan and Petra were behind me, ready to join as well.

      Theo passed me his knife, and I held back my hiss as I drew it across my arm. Not deep enough to cause any damage, but enough for the Reeks to smell me.

      “Let’s go.” Theo nodded, wrapping his legs around the rope and letting his body slide down.

      I followed, the rope sliding easily through my legs and gloved hands, until we were below the tree line, and I clenched my legs to slow myself down. Theo caught me as I dropped the last few feet, thudding onto the hard soil.

      The smell nearly overwhelmed me. I pulled my scarf over my nose, even though it did little good, and glanced behind us.

      “They’re about a half a mile away, but they’ve already caught your scent,” the pilot yelled into the earpiece I wore. “Get a move on.”

      Tynan and Petra landed beside us and we took off.

      The forest was barren, the ground trampled from thousands of Reeks sprinting through it. The path was easy to follow, branches and bushes already broken down, and we were able to run freely through the trees. A floodlight from the shuttle lit our way, and I noted the other soldiers from Kuros who had joined us, running north close enough within range that I could see their red and black suits.

      “Split up a bit, give the Reeks more to track,” Theo ordered, and Tynan and Petra shifted to the right and left, following paths already formed with ease. I picked up my speed, keeping ahead of Theo but swerving a little to the left, so we took separate trails.

      Even if the Reeks were far away from us, they’d catch up fast. And we couldn’t run forever, so we’d have to pull away as many as we could and hope they kept their pursuit out of range of the base.

      A large explosion sounded behind us, far too close for it to be one of our controlled bombs.

      “What was that?” I shouted to Theo not far away.

      “I don’t know.” He glanced back, his eyes widening at whatever he saw.

      I twisted to look just as Theo lunged towards me, pushing me out of the way as one of our shuttles crashed into the forest and careened into the trees overhead. Flames burst from the wreckage only a few feet away, and I covered my face against the heat. My body was sprawled across the mud.

      Theo was at my side. “Are you hit?”

      I glanced down, noticing I had more blood spewing from me than just the wound I’d created on my arm. I touched the back of my head and felt the gash there. “I’m okay,” I said, though I wasn’t sure I was.

      “We have to go.” Theo pulled me to my feet, and my head spun for a moment, but I managed to keep moving. “We need an extraction,” Theo said into the radio on his chest.

      “We can’t do that right now—you’ll have to hold on a bit longer,” the pilot called back. “Those idiots from the Sixes’ base are shooting at us!”

      I heard it then, the steady stream of bullets in the distance, missiles being launched at us. Glancing up, I saw one of the missiles aiming straight for our shuttles, hitting it with an enormous boom, and it careened out of control. It was farther away, but the crash still rumbled the ground beneath us—or was that the Reeks getting closer?

      I ignored the throbbing in my head and sprinted as hard as I could. Theo held my hand the entire time, and I felt as though I was running blind, his back directly in front of me. The floodlight came in and out of view, the shuttles likely avoiding whatever the soldiers at the Sixes base threw at them.

      “Those idiots, can’t they see we’re trying to help them?” Theo growled, but his voice was heavy with fear.

      I focused on the path ahead, trying to not trip on anything. The smell grew stronger, and I knew the Reeks were closing in.

      “How far away are they?” Theo asked, sensing the Reeks’ presence just as I did.

      “Quarter of a mile and closing fast. We’re coming back around to gather you now,” the pilot yelled, and I didn’t hide my relief.

      Up ahead of us, the floodlight picked up Tynan and Petra and the shuttle lowered, so they could grab hold of the rope.

      Petra was the first one there, scaling the rope with expert movements. Tynan followed only a few feet behind her. We ran to where they were, but the shuttle suddenly swerved violently, Petra and Tynan nearly being knocked off the rope at the movement.

      “Shit,” the pilot screamed over the radio. “We’re too low. The branches and debris from the forest are getting caught in the engine.” The shuttle rose a few feet, Tynan and Petra still holding on, as the shuttled moved fast.

      Petra reached the edge of the shuttle, and someone helped pull her inside. Tynan was right behind her, and Petra pulled him in. We had just reached the spot beneath the shuttle, but the rope was too high to reach.

      “Lower,” Theo ordered the pilot.

      “I can’t,” he said. “We’ll all go down if I go any lower.”

      Theo swore, grabbing my arm and continuing to run. Both of us heard it then, the rumble from the Reeks coming closer.

      “What’s ahead of us?” Theo asked. “Any clearings or areas you can drop down?”

      “There looks to be a bit of a clearing up ahead, but I can’t see what’s there,” the pilot called back. “About thirty yards northwest of your location.”

      Theo steered us in that direction, pulling me along as the darkness around us made it  nearly impossible to avoid tripping. The ground was muddier, and I slid as I ran, losing traction and precious time.

      Theo glanced behind us, and his hand tightened so much that I didn’t need to look to know the Reeks were within view.

      We were nearly there when suddenly Theo skidded to a stop, and I was nearly pitched over a wide gap in the path, Theo managing to keep me and him on solid ground. The clearing the pilot had found was a cliff leading down to a river nearly fifty feet below.

      “Where they hell are you guys?” Theo screamed.

      The floodlight flashed over us, finding us in the darkness. The shuttle had managed to lower, so the rope was within eye level, but it was at least ten feet away from the cliff’s edge.

      “Closer.” Theo waved his hand, panic seeping through that one single word, causing my chest to tighten.

      “There’s too many tall trees here—the gap is too narrow. I can’t get any closer,” the pilot yelled.

      Theo glanced back again, then released my hand. He turned to me. “You have to jump.”

      My eyes flicked down to the drop, and I hesitated at the distance and rocks at the base of the river. I shook my head.

      “Sienna, jump!”

      I jumped. I didn’t think, didn’t give myself a chance to be scared, I just leapt. My hands reached out for the rope. The distance felt way farther while I was soaring through the air, but my fingers caught the rope and I gripped it tight, hugging my legs around it.

      The rope swung with my weight, and I steadied myself before trying to climb up a bit, giving Theo room. I looked back to where he stood, his gaze following my progress and back to the Reeks now visible in the forest. They set my pace quickening. I struggled up the rope, pulling myself out of Theo’s way. My head throbbed, and my chest felt like it was going to explode. The blood from my wrist made my hands slick, and it was hard to keep my grip tight enough to make my way up.

      “Hurry,” I screamed to Theo over the roar of the engine, the roar of the Reeks coming closer.

      We were swaying, the rope moving back and forth. Closer and farther away from Theo. He hesitated, looking back one more time before he jumped. The sway of the shuttle pulled the rope away just as his hands grazed the end.

      “No,” I screamed.

      One hand found the rope, but Theo was slipping, struggling to grip with his other hand, dropping lower and lower. He was at the end of the rope when his second hand grabbed hold. His progress stopped. He hung, his legs dangling down, and he looked as if he wasn’t going to hold on much longer.

      “Go,” Theo shouted, and the shuttle began moving, but it shook violently and when I looked up, flames erupted from the engine.

      We were falling.

      The rope dropped way too low, way too fast, and we fell towards the cliff’s edge we’d just stood on—right where the Reeks were waiting.

      One of them grabbed Theo’s leg, yanking him and the entire shuttle closer to the trees and the edge.

      “No,” I screamed again, trying to scoot down the rope towards him, but the wind and motion had me clinging tightly just to stay on. Theo kicked at the Reek, trying to get it to release his leg, but it wouldn’t. More were climbing onto the back of the first Reek to get to Theo.

      “Pull up,” I yelled, even though I knew the pilot couldn’t hear me. The shuttle seemed to steady and tried moving, but now the weight and strength of the Reeks stopped us.

      “Climb,” Theo ordered me but I wouldn’t move. “Go!”

      I tried to move down. He was still holding on, his face wincing as the Reek ripped at his leg, tearing through his pants. I saw the blood from a gash there.

      “Please, Sienna. Go.”

      I refused. Refused to leave him. Refused to accept this would be his end, so I climbed down.

      The shuttle shook again and dropped. I closed my eyes at the sudden free fall, clinging to the rope as I slammed into the side of the cliff’s edge before I was jerked back up. My vision sparked as I struggled to cling onto to the rope swaying erratically, but when I looked down to where Theo had been, he was gone. The rope was still taut, something holding onto it at the edge of the cliff, but Theo had disappeared in a sea of Reeks.

      “Theo,” I called, unable to move.

      All I could do was hold on as the shuttle struggled to lift back up. I was crying, sobbing, and all I could see was the black Reeks reaching for me, trying to climb up the rope they still held onto and the shuttle spewing flames out the back overhead. Please, please be alive. My eyes burned, and my heart was beating too fast, exploding inside of me. I can’t lose him. I can’t lose him.

      Another jolt, and suddenly the shuttle was shooting skyward. I heard the sound of Reeks falling over the edge of the cliff, crashing into the rock and water below. I tried to look down, tried to find Theo among them, but all I saw was black.

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. My entire body broke, and there was nothing but numbness spreading through me as I held on tight to the rope, my eyes squeezed shut and tears falling down my cheek. The floodlights had disappeared with the explosion, and I could hardly see anything.

      “Go back,” I cried, but the pilot couldn’t possibly hear me over the roar of the wind and the engine. “Turn around.”

      We were moving east, towards Kuros, away from where Theo had disappeared. The shuttle bounced and shook as it tried to make it back safely, but none of that mattered; we had to return.

      “Sienna,” I heard his voice then. Quiet and strained.

      I tried to look down, but there was nothing but black. I found a figure holding onto the rope below me, entirely black, and my first instinct was to believe it was a Reek until he looked up, and I found his eyes. Human eyes. Amber and mahogany colored eyes.

      “Theo,” I whispered, every breath in my lungs releasing all at once.

      He looked as though he was just barely hanging on, even his eyes were blinking as though he could hardly keep them open, but he kept them on me, and I didn’t look away from him.

      “Hold on,” I said, trying to climb down to him.

      “Stay,” he said, and I realized then that my movements shook the rope.

      “Hold on,” I said again. “Please.”

      We passed the wall of the Void and made a beeline to the military base just outside of Kuros. The shuttle slowed and lowered to the ground.

      When he was low enough, Theo let go, tumbling to the ground hard and remaining there.  I followed, my teeth stinging at the impact and my body weak from hanging on for so long. Theo was motionless a few feet away, and I pushed myself to run to him, my breath hitching as I went.

      I skidded to my knees at his side. “Theo.” I shook him. “Are you okay?”

      He rolled onto his side, claw marks covered along his back, along with black Reek blood, but he was breathing. “I think so,” he managed.

      Tynan and Petra were at our side, the shuttle sputtering as it had landed, and the engine gave one final blow before shutting down. I helped Theo sit up, removed his jacket, then his shirt, searching for more wounds. The claw marks weren’t too deep, but his bright red blood mixed with the black of the Reeks.

      “I’m fine,” Theo said, gripping my wrist and stopping me from continuing my search. “It hardly hurts.”

      “You’re bleeding, Theo.”

      “Barely.” He rolled his eyes, but his voice was hoarse.

      I shook my head, using my own jacket to help remove some of the Reek blood and clean his wounds.

      “There were too many of them,” he said. “As soon as one grabbed me, another ripped them away. If you guys hadn’t—” He winced.

      I couldn’t stop the tears falling. “What the hell were you thinking?” I demanded, fear threatening to take over. “You could have been killed.” There was a moment of recognition, of how this felt, and how it must have felt for Theo every time I’d done the same foolish thing. Now, I understood the panic in his voice every time he told me to wait. I understood the look in his eyes—they likely matched my own right now. Guilt pooled in my stomach because I hadn’t stopped to consider until this moment how I was making him feel each time I put myself in danger.

      “Did it work?” was all he said.

      “I don’t know, it doesn’t matter,” I said, my voice breaking. “You almost died.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It wasn’t supposed to be like that.”  Theo reached for my cheek. “You’re safe, though, you’re okay?”

      “You don’t get it,” I said, my voice soft, but full of anger. Some of it wasn’t even for Theo—some of the anger was for myself. That we both kept doing this. “It doesn’t matter if I’m safe if I don’t have you. And if you ever do that again, I swear Theo…”

      Theo’s head dropped. “Sienna,” he said softly.

      I let out a long sigh, wanting to be mad at him but having no right to be. I was relieved he was still here—alive—but that had been too close. Some of the anger left as he held my hand. I’d done this exact same thing to him more than once, and still he didn’t once mention that, didn’t tell me what I felt now was exactly how he’d always felt. I didn’t deserve him.

      Looking away, I glanced around to the small group of people surrounding us. “Someone please tell me this crazy idea worked.”

      The pilot had exited the shuttle, his face blanched from the whole experience, and stood a few feet away. “I-I’m...” he stuttered, his mouth gaping open, but he couldn’t speak.

      “What is it?” I managed to stand on wobbly feet, pulling Theo up with me. He appeared to only have superficial wounds.

      The pilot gulped before saying, “The glass wall is still intact, and the Reeks followed us north, but they’ve been released—the genetic kids.” I couldn’t stand. My knees buckled, and Theo caught me just before I fell. “They’ve been sent into the Void.”
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      We huddled together in a small apartment that hardly looked like it would fit two people comfortably, let alone six. Em had brought us to the hiding place she and Caspian had found. Two men were waiting for us when we arrived. Both knew my father, and it seemed he trusted them, but Greyson had already sent her dogs out searching for us, and it wouldn’t be long before they came sniffing here. I was sure of it.

      “Do we at least have a plan?” I asked.

      Jayla sat on the floor in the middle of the room next to a bed that Caspian was lying on. He’d gotten a bit more color back to him, but he hadn’t woken yet. Em paced near the door, her swords out, while Leah stood a few feet away, frozen and rigid like always, watching her sister.

      “We need a way out of here,” Simon said. He sat at the small decrepit table, in the only chair, which looked half broken. Marc Holden and some guy named COrbin had excused themselves to the other room, the only bedroom in this place.

      “No shit,” I mumbled. “Any ideas how?”

      My father glared at me and I ignored him. It’d only been a few hours since we managed to break out, and I had no intentions of going back. My pulse raced just at the thought, and when I was panicked, I tended to get a bit sarcastic. We could hear the shuttles flying by just outside the window covered in black cloth, and I knew they were Greyson’s men.

      “Can Logan make it in?” Simon asked Em, who still paced.

      “Not unless you want him shot down before he even gets near the city,” she snapped, keeping her focus on the door.

      “Is there anyone left loyal to you Simon? Anyone we can call on to get us out of here?” Jayla asked. Though she spoke to my father, her focus was on Caspian, her hand clinging tightly to his.

      “I’m not sure,” Simon said, running a hand through his long hair. “Greyson drove out a lot of them—killed the rest. Any who might consider it would be doing so at the risk of their own life. I’m not sure any of my contacts are interested in getting involved.”

      “Haven’t you all learned by now that if we want to survive—win—we can’t follow their rules?” I said, crossing my arms and leaning against the wall across from Simon. “This isn’t the time to start caring about what others want to do—we need to make them do it.”

      “And when they tell Greyson where we are, what will you do then?” Simon asked, tilting his head, waiting for a reply. “What will you do when they would rather kill us than face her and all we have is a few guns?”

      “We don’t need guns,” I said with a little smirk.

      Em had stopped pacing, turning toward me as I pushed off the wall and moved to where Simon sat, bracing my hands on the crappy, old table. “Tell me where your contacts are, where they might be, and I’ll get them to help. Trust me.”

      “No offense, but out of all of us, you’re the last one we’re sending out there,” Jayla said. “You’ve hardly spent any time in Cytos outside of the DEZ or City Hall. You’re not familiar with our ways.”

      “Offense taken.” I straightened. “I’m the only one here who survived over two years in hell. You don’t think I learned a thing or two in the Void? You never wondered how I managed to keep myself and Vic safe in Black Prison?”

      “She might’ve been safe there, but she’s not anymore,” Em said, her voice slightly softer than before.

      I whipped to her, feeling my knees ready to buckle before she even spoke. “What do you mean?” I knew the genetic kids had been activated, knew Greyson had likely gone to see them when she left with the Orb, but we’d heard nothing else since then.

      “The last report I received indicated the glass wall leading into the Void was being destroyed by the Reeks. If they haven’t already, it’s only a matter of time before the genetic kids are sent out to deal with them—or worse,” Em said.

      Silence descended  and I felt like my lungs had suddenly stopped functioning. No. No! I shouldn’t have been surprised. I had known that was Greyson’s endgame, but I’d thought we’d have more time. Shit.

      “I’m sorry,” my father said softly, his hand gripping my arm, and I flinched back at the touch.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head, trying to get her face out of my mind. “When will that happen? How close is it to falling?”

      “We don’t know,” Em said.

      I could feel my hands tremble, feel that sick roil in my stomach at the thought of Vic out there against thousands of Reeks. Even with her abilities, even with what they’d made her into, the chances of surviving were so slim.

      My gaze met Simon’s, and I felt tears prickle in my eyes. “We have to stop this.”

      “I know.” Simon nodded. “I will.”

      “We can’t do any of that unless we get out of Cytos,” Jayla reminded us all.

      Simon let out a puffed breath, keeping his focus on me. “I have one contact who may be able to help.”

      “Who?” I said too quickly.

      Simon was already shaking his head. “He might be dead already, but last I heard he’d kept his connection to me, or anyone else for that matter, secret. He’s rather good at lying…which is why I don’t know if we can trust him.”

      “Do we have any other options?” I asked.

      Again, Simon shook his head. “No.”

      “Then tell me everything I need to know,” I said, and though the others looked ready to argue that I shouldn’t be the one to go, the minute Simon said who his source was, they all understood why it had to be me.
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      Simon spent an hour explaining every detail of the place I was going to, down to how many bathrooms there were in the building. COrbin had supplied me with a sleek black suit, and Em had shaved my hair down to less than an inch, anything that would avoid someone recognizing me. It was still habit to try and run my fingers through it, only to find nothing. I was surprised to find I missed it, and even more surprised when I realized it was a connection to my father I hadn’t even realized I had. We both preferred our hair long.

      With the white-collared shirt buttoned around my neck, none of the black marks across my body were visible. I looked like an ordinary, spoiled rich kid—just as I was supposed to.

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” I hissed at Em, who stalked a few feet behind me. It was pitch-black out, no lights filtering down the alley, just the moon drifting through heavy clouds. Em had scouted out a route earlier while Simon explained my role over and over again. And despite Em explaining this route to me, she had insisted she come.

      “You’ll be thanking me when all hell breaks loose, and I get you out of there alive,” she shot back.

      “You all doubt I can do this, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” she said simply. “But it seems we have no choice.”

      The building we approached was one of the few lit up. An exquisite hotel, Galloway Plaza, built almost entirely of glass. Steel support posts ran up each corner of the building, on every level, while thick panes of glass slid between them. Crystal chandeliers could be seen through the windows, extravagant furniture and glass tables that looked as if they were floating. Finely dressed people mingled inside, none of them noticing us.

      “You need to act as if you own the place,” Em reminded me. “Walk in with every bit of confidence you have.”

      “That won’t be hard,” I said smugly, even as a slight ripple of uncertainty spread through me. I swallowed it away. I had to do this, for Vic, to get to her.

      “He’ll be on the top floor, but you’ll have to work your way up there. They won’t just let you up until you’ve proven you’re worthy.” We paused at the end of the alley, Galloway Plaza directly across from us. Two door men stood in front of the glass doors. “If you fail, come straight back here. Don’t try anything stupid.”

      “Yes, I know.” I rolled my eyes. “Enough nagging.”

      I moved to walk out of the shadows, but Em gripped my wrist. “This isn’t a game, boy.”

      “Boy? You’re what…two years older than me?” I smirked. “And this kind of is a game. That’s what I’m doing up there, or did you forget?”

      Em glared, but she knew I was right. That’s what was waiting for me through those doors. An exclusive gaming hall for the elite in Cytos, a chance to spend some money with the hopes of doubling it, maybe more. Mr. Galloway himself always oversaw the champions each night, the few who made it through the first few levels until only five were left—then the real game would begin. The details of the championship were kept secret, even the winners were forbidden to ever speak about it, but the initial challenges were all I needed to win to get up there—and I had no doubts I would.

      I’d known the second Simon had said his contact was Mr. Galloway, and what it was he ran there, that I was the only one who could go in there and win, and the others had known, too. It was a popular game inside the DEZ, one I’d mastered at a very young age, and one none of the others had paid much attention to—the Linked Trails. A set of challenges—levels—leading to a final face off against four other opponents for glory. All I had to do was make it to the top. Once I won, Mr. Galloway would have to give me whatever I wrote on the piece of paper they’d hand me when I walked in…a gift for being the champion, and that’d be our way out.

      “If anything goes wrong, make sure you get Vic out of there,” I said to Em. She blinked but nodded. “But don’t worry, I never lose at this game, especially when I know the stakes.”

      With that, I turned and walked toward the front doors of Galloway Plaza.
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      The people inside Galloway Plaza were easy marks. I knew their kind well, had seen their type inside the DEZ and among the doctors and guards in Black Prison. They were proud people, easy to manipulate if you knew the right things to say.

      I hung behind a few of the others, overhearing names and then walking up to the Game Makers as if I knew them. “Gerard, how long has it been? Your mother doing well?”

      The man looked me over twice, but I kept myself moving and didn’t allow him too good of a look at my face. The names and descriptions Simon had given me of the many important people within Galloway’s ranking were easy to spot, I just had to keep my head down.

      “I’ll see you around, old man.” I winked as I passed, and the Game Maker just nodded, still trying to figure out how he knew me.

      That was the easy bit. I had a knack for getting into places I shouldn’t and smooth talking whoever I had to. It’d worked in the DEZ more times than I could count, and it had to work today. If that didn’t work, intimidation was my next tactic.

      It worked well for the first few challenges. The other contenders stepped up to the stations, gathering their Linked gloves and glasses with the slightest bit of worry. They couldn’t possibly have known I’d played this very game inside the DEZ almost daily. I knew it inside and out. They all wanted to win, maybe needed to win. This place existed for the dreamers. Make a wish. If you succeed, I will grant it. That was Mr. Galloway’s promise, and according to my father, he’d never failed in keeping that promise. He wouldn’t say, but I couldn’t help but wonder what Simon had asked for. If he knew this much about Mr. Galloway and what happened inside here, that could only mean he’d been inside—and I didn’t doubt for one second he would have won.

      I realized quickly I was the youngest contender here. Every Genetic Kid in Cytos had been taken by Greyson to the Sixes’ base or to Black Prison for their use, while the others—humans—were on strict curfews in Cytos. What was left were people much older than me, a few Carbons who’d managed to remain hidden from Greyson, but mostly desperate humans who’d lost everything. So I carried myself with confidence, as if I owned the place—like Em had said—because if you acted the part—believed it yourself—then so would the others.

      “Next,” the Game Maker at the front of the room said. Ten of us stepped up to stations with glasses and gloves, standing before the wall of glass windows looking out to the cold, dark city. A screen was projecting onto the panel wall of glass before me, and as soon as I slid on the eyewear, the world of the Linked Trials came to life.

      “You have ten minutes to complete your tasks,” the Game Maker said, his voice now echoing directly into my ears from the glasses I wore. The room I’d been just standing in disappeared, and now I stood in an empty metal room. “Begin.”

      I couldn’t help the smirk on my face. I knew every inch of this place, every part of the Linked Trials, because it was one of the few tools instructors at the DEZ actually enjoyed letting us use. It required no work on their part and kept us busy and entertained.

      I made quick work picking through the first door, which opened to a white-walled office with a large screen at the front. A message sprawled across. “To the right lies my brother, to the left my mother. Choose wisely who you wish to seek help from.” I chose the door to the right. The brother to a screen would be another computer, another riddle. To the left, the mother, would be the creator of the screen, the scientist who made this place—and her riddles were much harder to solve. Not that I couldn’t, I just preferred the easier option for now.

      The next room was identical, twin to the last, and a riddle leading me again to choose between two options. “Exit, left. Return, Right.” Most would take the left, assuming that would lead them to the end, but it was meant literally…the exit had left. They would enter a blank space, no floors or walls or roof, and the only way out would be to find the tiny dot among infinite nothing…most never found it before time was up. Return right often led people to believe they would return to the last room, but it meant return to reality, an end to that part of the game. It seemed too simple, to easy—no one ever trusted easy.

      I stepped through the doors and felt the screen before me disappear until I was back in the Galloway Plaza standing among the other contenders.

      I removed my glasses and gloves, stepping back into the crowd where I grabbed a glass from a silver tray and swigged it back, nearly choking on the strong alcohol.

      Ten minutes went by quickly, and I, along with one other contestant, were escorted to the back of the room where a pair of glass elevators were waiting.

      I swallowed back the slight lump in my throat as the elevator soared upwards so fast my stomach went with it. I was doing this for Vic, to get her out of there before something happened, and now…the real game was about to begin.

      The doors dinged open, and the men escorting us motioned for us to exit. We stepped out to the top floor of the building, hanging slightly over the edge of the floors below, and clad entirely in glass. The walls, the floor, the roof—all glass. The chairs and table in the middle of the room were shiny, near translucent, metal. A man sat at the head of the table while three other contenders I’d seen earlier joined him.

      “Please.” The man waved to the two empty chairs left.

      The guy beside me took the farther chair, leaving me to sit beside Mr. Galloway. He smiled, the skin over his cheeks pulling back and revealing the sharp lines of his face. His black hair was almost blue, slicked back from his forehead. He wore a suit that looked like it was made of gold.

      “I believe this is your first time up here,” Mr. Galloway said to me. I noted how the others were careful not to make eye contact, as if there were some unwritten rules here that I didn’t know.

      I shrugged. “First time for everything.”

      Mr. Galloway smiled before waving his hands over the table and something slid from beneath it, a seam in the table revealing a compartment holding Linked gloves and glasses.

      “Shall we proceed then?” Mr. Galloway asked.

      The others grabbed for their Linked supplies, and I did the same, hesitating only a second. We all remained seated at the table, glancing around at each other as we waited to see what would happen next. What Galloway got out of all of this was unclear, even Simon didn’t strictly know, but he’d warned me that if there was something I revealed I wanted—something I needed—he would use that against me the moment he had a chance. Sitting at the table, I realized what it was he got out of all of this. Power. Control over people who were too weak to see him for what he was, their new master should they lose…and most did.

      Mr. Galloway leaned over to me, and I felt his breath on my neck as he said quietly, so only I could hear him, “I do hope you win. Your wish is rather intriguing.”

      I stilled, unsure of that was a threat or if he’d already called Greyson to tell her where I was. He already knows my wish? I thought it was something revealed after I’d won, which meant I now had a ticking clock if Galloway were to betray me—which I wholly expected. I’d have to be quick, but I also trusted my team outside not to leave me hanging. They’d give me time if I needed it.

      The fact this place was still in operation told me Greyson knew it existed. Simon had assured me it wouldn’t be on her radar, not now, but that still didn’t stop my heart from racing as I schooled my expression. He squeezed my shoulder and leaned back.

      “Begin.” The others disappeared, and all that was left was me and the empty table, all alone.
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      “It’s been four hours.”

      I woke to the sound of people arguing.

      “We can’t wait any longer.”  It was Simon. I could tell from the hiss of impatience in his voice.

      “Em will alert us if anything goes wrong. For now, we just have to wait.” The voice next to me was softer, and I stirred at the sound. Jayla.

      I felt her body, pressed next to mine, shift. A hand moved against my chest.

      “Cas?”

      I squeezed open an eye, finding the room we were in dim and quiet. We were back in COrbin and Holden’s hideout, I recognized it immediately, but the look on Jayla’s face had me confused.

      I placed a hand over hers, pressing her palm into my chest and relaxing in her presence. She was here. She was alive. I sucked in a deep breath, and pain shot through my side. I winced.

      “You shouldn’t move,” Jayla said softly. “The stitches are barely holding on.”

      I glanced down, a blanket covering my bare skin. I managed to pull it down until the stained white gauze came into view on my lower right side. It came back to me then. I had been shot.

      “We did what we could here, but you need a medic…or a healer.” Jayla’s voice broke, and I glanced back at her. Tears welled up in her eyes as she looked at the wound. “You almost died.”

      “I’m here,” I said softly, my voice scratching against my dry throat, and I tried to swallow. Someone handed me a glass with murky-looking water. I nearly jerked back at the face of Em’s sister, her coal-black eyes watching me as I took the glass before she stepped away.

      “She helped us get out,” Jayla said when she caught my gaze. “Em and Gunner are finding us a way out of Cytos.”

      “I’m giving them one more hour before I go after them,” Simon said from a few feet away. I had to hide my shock when I realized he only had one arm. As a Carbon, he could heal much faster than humans, but he couldn’t grow back limbs. He smirked. “Things didn’t go as planned.” He shrugged.

      I tried to sit up, but Jayla pressed me back down and helped me sip the water. It tasted tangy and like dirt, but it soothed my dry throat. “What’s the plan?”

      “Simon knows a man who will give you whatever you want if you complete his challenges. Gunner has gone to see him,” Jayla said, settling back down beside me, but keeping her hand firm in mine.

      “Mr. Galloway?” I glanced up at Simon.

      He nodded.

      “How do you know that name?” Jayla asked.

      “We looked into every possible lead or person that could help us get you back. Mr. Galloway was on that list, but I felt he was too much of a risk.”

      “For you, he would have been. He’s not fond of Watchers,” Simon said, tapping his fingers on the table. “Gunner can handle him.”

      “Then why do you look so worried?” I noted the bead of sweat on his brow. I might be in pain, my body still fighting to heal, but I knew this room was ice cold.

      Simon swiped at his brow and snapped, “Because that’s my son out there. And if anything happens to him, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”

      Jayla sighed. “For the fifth time, he’ll be fine. Em is watching him; she’ll storm in and get him out before she lets anything happen. You need to trust us a bit…trust others.”

      “Trusting others is what got us all into this mess,” Simon growled.

      “No,” I said, shifting so I could see Simon better, hiding the wince as I moved. “You got in this mess by not trusting us. I haven’t forgotten what happened to her, or that you stood there and watched them do it to her, just so you could get your son back. We were right there, so close to getting everyone out, and you ruined all of it.”

      My hands trembled as I thought back to Jayla’s broken body in Black Prison, when Simon had sold us out. Behind him stood the woman who’d inflicted the pain, Em’s sister. She stood stoic and unfeeling, her face unreadable, but Simon’s hand dropped, and his gaze fixed on the ground.

      “I didn’t mean for Jayla to be harmed,” Simon said. “I’ve apologized for that, for all of it.”

      My eyes narrowed, rage filling my body, and I didn’t care if Jayla had forgiven him. I hadn’t. “It’ll be a long while before I accept any of your apologies.”

      “As if you’ve done nothing wrong,” Simon said, his voice nearly shaking. “As if you didn’t do the same thing I did…sacrifice someone else to keep the person you love safe.”

      I vibrated I was so furious. “That was not the same thing.”

      “Enough,” Jayla cried. “This isn’t about either of you anymore. This is about saving those genetic kids, saving everyone. If we can’t work together, we will never beat Greyson. So shut the hell up and move on. I don’t give a shit about what either of you did. I only care about what we’re going to do now.”

      She glanced between us, her gaze furious as she waited for both of us to acknowledge her order. I nodded.

      “Fine,” Simon said, focusing back on the table and tapping his fingers across it.

      The door to the hallway opened, and everyone froze for a moment before COrbin came into view, a tablet in his hand. “I managed to get a message to your friend. He’s already on his way here, but he’ll keep his distance until you’re ready.”

      “Good, thank you, COrbin,” Simon said.

      “I’ve got bad news, though.” The room went silent. “She’s sent out the genetic kids. They entered the forest a few hours ago.”

      My pulse began to race, making everything in my body feel tight and strained. “You’re sure?” I asked.

      COrbin nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      “We’ve got to get out of here,” Simon said.

      “You’ve got a few hours at most,” COrbin said, waving the tablet in his hand. “I rerouted the transmission to block where we are, but they’ll find us soon enough.”

      “You’ll come with us then,” Jayla said.

      COrbin shook his head. “No. I’m staying with Gov.”

      “He’ll come, too,” Simon said.

      The door to Holden’s room was closed, but I was certain he could hear us. Still, he didn’t come out. COrbin looked to the door. “He won’t go. Can’t go…not after what happened.” He let out a long sigh. “We’ll hold them off as long as we can. And don’t worry, they’ll kill us long before we reveal where you went.”

      “She doesn’t need to ask you any questions to get information,” Simon reminded him.

      Greyson could steal whatever information she wanted with her abilities.

      “I know that,” COrbin said, a somber look on his face. “Don’t worry. We won’t get caught.”

      I understood then. Holden was so afraid of Greyson he wouldn’t even leave that room he stayed in, could hardly function, which meant there was no way COrbin would let anyone take him back to her. I’m not sure how close COrbin and Holden were before, but I could see an almost brotherly bond between them. COrbin wouldn’t let anything happen to Holden again; he wouldn’t let him be used or tortured. They’d sacrifice themselves before that happened.

      “Thank you for your help,” I said to COrbin, and he nodded before heading into Holden’s room.

      Jayla’s shoulders had dropped. Simon rested his head on his fist, leaning against the table, and closed his eyes. We were all thinking the same thing. We might be too late. If they sent out the genetic kids into the Void already—it might be too late.

      We were quiet for some time, Jayla’s fingers brushing against my chest where they lay tucked in my own. I closed my eyes, focusing on the slight tingle where she traced little symbols and letters across my skin. I smiled as I realized what she was writing. I opened my eyes again and found her staring at me. I pressed her fingers to my lips, kissing each one, as I whispered, “I love you, too.”

      She smiled, though the worry and fear didn’t erase from her face. She was here, she was alive, and I had a hard time remembering that even with her hand clutched in mine. I’d tried to avoid the possibility I might lose her, or that she might lose me, and now, for some reason, being this close only made it worse. I was relieved she was here, but I was also terrified she’d be gone again.

      Tears pricked the back of my eyes, and I swallowed the lump in my throat. No, we will survive. I wouldn’t allow myself to think otherwise.

      “It’ll all be okay. We will survive,” I promised, and she leaned in to press her lips against mine.

      The front door slammed open, and Em came heaving in, bending over and sucking in breaths as she leaned against her thighs for support.

      I shot up so fast I was sure I’d ripped the stitches in my side out.

      “What happened?” Simon was on his feet in an instant.

      Em took another gasped breath. “He knows…” she breathed. “He knows, and he sent for Greyson.”

      “Shit.” Simon ran a shaky hand through his hair. “Shit. Where’s Gunner? Where’s my son?”

      “Still inside,” Em said, as she finally straightened, gulping down another breath. Leah had a steady hand on her back. “I couldn’t get him out. It’s too late.”
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      Things went from bad to worse. We had no time to go back into the Void to try and rescue the genetic kids, because the Reeks who we’d led away from the Sixes’ base were now headed straight for Kuros. There were so many of them, pounding against the metal wall of the Void. We’d pushed them in one direction, but it hadn’t lasted, and they’d returned a thousand strong.

      Many of our shuttles had been damaged during our failed attempt, and with the soldiers at the Sixes’ base shooting us down, we couldn’t risk getting too close again. The Reeks were already too close, and now our focus was on trying to save Kuros. Every soldier had been called back.

      Theo was beside me, still covered in the Reeks’ blood from earlier, but there was no time to worry about that. He limped slightly from some of the injuries, many I couldn’t see, but he refused to get help and was strong enough to fight. We stood on the stone wall surrounding Kuros, the sun slowly rising at our backs over the dark blue ocean. The sky was clear, and the only sound was soft chirps from birds and the occasional howl of the Dred Wulfs in the distance.

      “They’ve broken through the wall surrounding the Void,” a Kuros soldier said to the group of us gathered. Our weapons were ready and our focus on the forest as the soldier relayed the message from men closer to the Void. “They’ll arrive soon.”

      A shiver ran down my spine, and I found it hard to breathe. I blinked, trying to focus, but I found that every shadow cast by the sun looked like one of them, every movement from below had me jumping, and I couldn’t calm my nerves. We didn’t have time to go out and find the genetic kids. We’d risked one shuttle to discover what was going on, but all we knew was that they were coming for the Reeks, sprinting through the Void towards Kuros. They were farther behind, which bought us a little time to hopefully take care of the Reeks, but not much. I knew the genetic kids were strong enough to fight the Reeks—but it would not be without a cost. Their numbers were too few compared to the Reeks and some would die—Vic could die.

      I knew we wouldn’t survive in the Void; we couldn’t go after her. And I’d nearly just lost Theo. So, I had to trust that Vic was strong, and she would survive long enough for us to get to her eventually. Still, my heart clenched. I couldn’t let the fear seep in, or I’d be a liability, and there was no time for that. She will live. We will live.

      “Ten minutes out,” the soldier said, pacing behind us to pass the message down the line. We focused on the northeastern border where the Reeks would soon arrive.

      My heart was in my throat.

      “Deep breaths,” Theo whispered beside me. I hadn’t even realized I was breathing so heavy, so hard. I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs but I nodded. “We’ll be okay. Vic will be okay. We survive this, Sienna, at all costs—we survive.”

      He’d made me promise that the second the Reeks were too close we’d retreat to the castle. It’d been much harder to convince his dad not to lock us up inside, but he knew Theo would find a way to help, just as his brothers had.

      “One Reek at a time, that’s our focus. Take one down, then another. You know where to shoot, you know how to kill them.” Theo’s voice was calm, soothing, and I found myself nodding and my breath steadying. “We survive.”

      I glanced up at him, his gaze focused on me. I let out a long breath and he leaned in, kissing the top of my head. “We survive,” I repeated.

      The Reeks arrived so fast they looked like a black tidal wave. I felt my hand tremble at the sight, at the smell of death wafting towards us. Even as the sun rose higher and higher, all that was before us was black and filled with darkness. I waited, watching them break through the tree line in the distance.

      We didn’t risk leaving any men near the Void wall or below the stone surrounding Kuros, and the trees were too dense for shuttles to be much use, not that we had many left. But we’d used the little time we had to set up a few traps.

      The first bomb went off, triggering a line of flames spreading just past the tree line. The flames flew into the air, so high and fierce that I felt the heat against my cheeks. I shielded my eyes against the bright flash as another bomb exploded, sending more flames sparking.

      The first row of Reeks went down, but the rest just ran through the flames, not caring as their oily skin caught fire. A few didn’t make it much farther than a few steps, but many did, and the flames were already diminishing.

      “Now,” the general leading the Kuros soldiers yelled, and I pressed my finger to the trigger, bullets ripping into the front line of Reeks.

      The sound was nearly deafening, the bullets screaming through the air and the roars of the beasts running towards us.

      They slammed into the wall we hid on and I stood, leaning over to aim straight down on the ones trying to claw their way up. Theo did the same.

      The stone wall made it easy for them to climb, and they moved fast as the smell of humans drove them towards us.

      There were so many of them. Too many.

      “Hold the left flank,” the general yelled, and I tore my gaze away from the Reeks converging on us long enough to see one of them had reached the top. Our men shot at it and it fell, only to be replaced by another, and another.

      My pulse raced, and I knew I was shaking. To my left, the soldier there took a step back away from the edge.

      “Hold the wall,” Theo ordered him, but the man dropped his weapon and ran towards the castle. Others were doing the same, retreating too, and more Reeks were breaking over the edge.

      “There’s too many,” I breathed.

      It all happened so fast.

      Another explosion went off, but this time it did little against the Reeks. A few blew back, but most had crossed the line we’d hoped to hold. So fast—too fast. We’d hardly put a dent in their numbers, and many had already reached the top of the wall.

      “Come on.” Theo grabbed my arm, pulling me away.

      “Wait, they—” I didn’t get a chance to finish my words. A scream rang out, not far away, as a soldier tried to fend off the Reek who’d reached the top, but he was dead before I even had a chance to help.

      “Run, Sienna. Now,” Theo ordered, and I found my feet moving on their own. Fear seeped through me. There were so many. “Fall back,” Theo screamed as we ran. “Fall back.”

      Already, so many of our men were dead. Those still alive struggled to run, but now we had to outrace the Reeks.

      Something slammed into my side, and I was thrown to the stone. I blinked, seeing stars for a moment before someone grabbed my arm and dragged me to my feet.

      “Keep running,” Theo shouted, his voice was barely audible as ringing formed in my ears and the shrieks of our men being killed surrounded me.

      Theo slid to a stop so quickly I ran into the back of him but he held strong. He let go of my hand long enough to take down the Reek in front of us before he gripped my hand again and we kept running.

      The castle felt so far way, despite being so close. The ground was slick with Reek blood and human blood, and I struggled to stay upright, but Theo didn’t let go and we didn’t stop, even when we saw others in need. We survive.

      We were nearly at the castle steps when something gripped my ankle and I fell, losing Theo’s hand. I turned to find the Reek who held on, its jagged brown teeth gleaming and long boney hands pulling me towards him.

      I slammed the heel of my foot into its skull and heard a crunch. Another solid kick, and its hands let go. I slid back far enough to push myself to my feet, but now I was surrounded, and I had no idea where Theo was.

      I pulled out the second gun I’d had on my hip. I didn’t even know where my first gun was—it must have fallen out of my hands when I fell before. I let the bullets fly, taking down the three closest to me, but the sound only brought more.

      A step back had me hitting the edge of the wall. I had nowhere to go but over the edge or through them. I heard the click of my clip emptying and I swore. Slamming my fists together, I released the blades from the sleeves of the jacket I’d worn in the Void. My blade sliced through the Reeks but I was outnumbered.

      “Theo!” I screamed. Where is he?

      I could hardly hear my own voice over the chaos. I could no longer see anything but black around me. I continued swinging, pushing off the wall and moving towards the stairs where I knew there would be more help.

      I had to get there before the door closed, before they locked the castle.

      I tripped over something, nearly falling to my knees before I realized it was the steps. I pushed myself forward, driving my blade through flesh and bone. Something gripped my arm, and my bones whined. But suddenly, the grip slackened. When I glanced to the Reek that had been holding me, I found an arrow dug into its skull.

      Another Reek moving towards me fell, another arrow through its skull, until the path up the stairs was clear. Standing at the top were Tynan and Petra, the two warriors firing arrow after arrow at blinding speed. Theo raced towards me, shooting at the Reeks still behind me. I pushed myself up the stairs until I was at his side, and he pulled me the rest of the way.

      When we passed Tynan and Petra, the latter giving me a little wink, I chanced a glance behind me. The wall we’d just been standing on was consumed by black. Any soldiers still out there wouldn’t make it to the castle. I took quick, shallow breaths as my eyes widened at the sight. It had been a matter of minutes before the Reeks had taken the wall…they flooded into the city, which was thankfully empty, but this beautiful place—Theo’s home—would be destroyed.

      “Get inside,” a soldier called, and I was pulled along with Theo into the front foyer of the castle, packed with people covered in Reek blood and their own. Each face I passed was ashen, terrified.

      Tynan and Petra fired the last of their arrows through the cracks of the large steel doors as they closed, sealing the castle shut.

      It was utterly silent inside the open space. Silent until the pounding began. Reeks banged on the steel wall, trying to fight their way in.

      “Will it hold?” I whispered.

      Theo’s hand tightened around my own. “It’ll hold.”

      And though that was a good thing, a sense of dread hit the pit of my stomach. This was the only way into the castle, and while it was secure, it also meant we couldn’t get out. And Vic was alone.
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      “The two of you have passed the first three challenges, and now you have one last chance to complete the final challenge,” Mr. Galloway’s voice sounded so close, yet all I saw around me were dead bodies. My breath was ragged, and I didn’t bother trying to calm myself.

      The first three tasks had been like nothing I’d experienced in the Linked trials—this was Mr. Galloway’s own personal trial. First, we faced a choice, a weapon. Which one you chose decided what you would face. I picked the gun, and within seconds of that choice, my mother sat across the table from me. I flinched back, surprised. My pulse began to beat out of control.

      “Kill her,” had been the order. I knew it wasn’t real, knew she wasn’t real, still I hesitated. How did they know who she was? Did Mr. Galloway know or was the system just pulling from my subconscious thoughts? I didn’t let myself think too long about it before finally pulling the trigger.

      The body across from me slumped to the side, but her eyes were still open and blankly staring toward me. It’s not real. This isn’t real. It felt real, and my throat was closing at the sight, my lungs burning as I couldn’t breathe. Tears spilled down my cheek and my vision blurred, my heart breaking all over again.

      Next, we were given another choice of weapons. This time I chose a knife.

      “Use it,” was the order. I hesitated, unsure what or who would come next, but all that remained was my mother—dead. Then I tried to move my other arm and found it chained to the table. “Use it.” I understood then that we had to use it on ourselves.

      I glanced down at my forearm, not finding the long sleeves of the jacket I’d walked in with, but a T-shirt, exposing the black marks that stained my skin. This challenge was easy; I had no problem feeling my own pain. I slid the blade across my skin, hissing at the pain the Linked system allowed me to feel.

      “Again,” the voice ordered. I obeyed, following the lines already on my forearm all the way up to my elbow before the knife disappeared. My hands shook, and the pain felt so real that my stomach clenched as I tried to keep from sweating.

      The third trial was the reason I couldn’t steady my breath. “Only one can live,” the voice said. This time only a gun had appeared, along with ten other people. Sienna, Theo, Jayla, Caspian, Em, Leah, Tynan, Petra, Simon, and Vic. All as I’d last seen them. All with their hands behind their backs as they waited.

      This isn’t real, I kept reminding myself. None of them are here. Still, I couldn’t choose. Who was I to decide which one of them should live?

      “Decide,” the voice pressed.

      I closed my eyes and fired. I knew where they stood, and I think some part of me knew what I was doing even if I tried to tell myself it was a random choice. I shot eight bullets before opening my eyes to find Vic and Simon still standing before me.

      “One more,” the voice crooned.

      I couldn’t decide…I wouldn’t decide. It’s not real. Maybe it was still my subconscious dictating who appeared, who I saw, but as I stared up at my father he gave me a sad nod. I knew what he meant, and I was shaking my head already.

      “Choose!” the voice screamed.

      I raised my gun, aimed, and then squeezed the trigger before I could stop myself.

      Simon’s body fell lifeless to the ground. I couldn’t look at the other bodies, some lying over top of each other as if they’d been holding onto one another when I started shooting. My heart raced, and I felt like I might be sick, but I kept my focus on Vic who stared back, her silver eyes softening, before she disappeared. The dead remained.

      “Your final task,” Mr Galloway’s voice brought me back. “Remove your glasses.”

      I did as I was told, my fingers trembling as I pulled them off, only to find real blood pooling where my arm had been chained to the table. I still had my suit on, but when I pulled up my sleeve, I noticed slices through my arm. That had been real.

      I swallowed, nearly unable to look up as I found a body before me, slumped in the chair across the table from me with wide eyes. It wasn’t my mother; it was another contender. The gun they’d given me had also been real, just like the knife.

      I was shaking my head. No. I’d really killed her. Guilt swarmed. I’d taken lives, a lot of them, but the marks on my body, the strikes I’d tattooed into my skin, reminded me of each one. I squeezed my eyes shut, my hands shaking.

      Behind her, where I’d seen my friends, my family standing, were nine bodies, gags around their mouths and arms tied behind their backs, all dead. As I looked closer, I realized they were other contenders from the first challenges down below. I didn’t know any of them, didn’t even know the contenders I was facing in this final challenge, but my stomach suddenly felt like it was filled with lead, and I was certain I was going to be sick.

      “What the hell is this?” I whispered.

      “What would a person do to get one wish granted?” Mr. Galloway asked. “What would you sacrifice? Yourself? Others?”

      I blinked, focusing on him again. “You’re sadistic. You’re a monster.”

      “I’ve been called worse.” He shrugged. “Now, where were we? Oh right, your final test.”

      I glanced down the table, finding one contender left. Her face was pale white, and her lips trembled as she stared at the bodies to her right lying gagged on the floor, the people she’d been forced to kill as well. There were less than the ones I’d killed, and I wondered who they represented in her life?

      “Only one of you can win—convince me.” Mr. Galloway crossed his arms, leaning back in his chair, waiting.

      “What?” I shook my head. “Convince you?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Convince me to pick you.”

      “Please, sir,” the woman begged. “My family needs this money. I have come here every week for the past year just to get up here. I have fought and won. I deserve to be chosen.”

      Mr. Galloway hummed, considering, before his gaze flickered to me.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked.

      “It’s a fun game, isn’t it?” he said smugly. “I like to play games, to see what a person’s true nature is.”

      “I will do anything you ask,” the woman insisted. “Anything.”

      Before he even spoke, I knew what he would ask of her. “Would you kill your own family, as you just did in the game, if it meant I chose you?”

      “B-but…” the woman stammered. Her hands shook, and I realized then they were covered in blood, blood that still spurted from the bullet hole in her arm. “I need the money for my family…I can’t…that’s not fair.”

      “Life’s not fair.” Mr. Galloway shrugged.

      He turned to me, brows raised, as if asking the same question. I clenched my jaw. This man was sick; he was a lunatic. I couldn’t even look at the dead bodies scattered across the floor. People I had killed—strangers. I shut myself off, I had to, because this was about more than just surviving today. So, I would play his game. I held out my hand. “Just give me the gun,” I said. Mr. Galloway smiled and nodded to the guard behind him.

      The glass elevator doors sprung open, and I heard footsteps approaching behind me. I didn’t look back, knowing who would be there, had expected to see them…and it was the reason my hands no longer shook.

      I didn’t turn around, just held out my hand for the gun.

      “Wait, please, sir. Anything else, I’ll do anything else.” The woman was crying now, sobbing.

      “There is nothing else that I want,” Mr. Galloway said, as he pressed a gun into my hands. I felt the cold metal there, just as I felt the blood dropping down my arm. It was real, the gun—and the blood. But the rest…

      I stood, the chair sliding out from under me and turned to find my ten friends—including Vic—gagged and standing with their eyes wide, staring at me.

      I released the safety on the gun, letting out a steadying breath, before I spun and pointed it at Mr. Galloway’s skull. I reached my hand up, removing the actual pair of glasses I’d been wearing to reveal the real Mr. Galloway was no longer seated in the spot he’d been moments before, but standing a few feet away. The dead bodies all disappeared. None of my friends were behind me, and the woman seated at the end of the table still wore her Linked glasses and gloves.

      “You can’t trick a trickster,” I said, tightening the gun around my hand. “Now, about that wish.”

      The guards behind Mr. Galloway stepped forward, and I aimed the gun at them, but Mr. Galloway smiled. “Do you really think I’d give you a loaded gun?”

      I shrugged, tossing the gun away, and took a subtle step towards him. “A gun, no.” I reached into my jacket, to the deep pocket inside where I’d hidden the knife they’d given me in the game, the real blade that had truly sliced through my suit jacket sleeve and skin. I pulled it out lightning fast and pressed it to Mr. Galloway’s neck before the guards could move.

      “As I was saying…about that wish.”

      Mr. Galloway grimaced, a small trickle of blood sliding down his neck as he swallowed against the pressure. “It’s too late, she’s already coming—she’s probably already here.”

      “Well, then it’s a good thing I’ve got you then, isn’t it?” I smirked. “You get me out of here, get us out of Cytos, and you live. You don’t want to or can’t help…you die. Your choice.”

      Mr. Galloway let out a breath, and I knew what he’d choose.

      “Order them to leave.” I nodded to the guards still aiming their guns at me.

      “Go,” he managed. They hesitated, and I dug my blade deeper. These guards might be able to get a clean shot away, but would it be before or after I sliced their boss’s neck? Their hesitation told me they didn’t know themselves. “Now!”

      The guards moved to the elevator, taking the bewildered contender with them, until it was just the two of us.

      I released him but kept the blade between us. He gasped and pressed his hand to his throat where a small, thin line leaked blood. Not deep enough to kill him, but I was sure the small slice burned.

      “I can’t get you out without her knowing,” he said. “Even I can’t make you invisible.”

      “We don’t need to be invisible. She already knows we’re on the run and likely can guess exactly where we plan to go.” I twirled the knife in my hand, leaning against the metal table and remembering what Simon had told me hours earlier. Mr. Galloway had contacts, and he was well known in Cytos for granting wishes, which also meant he could convince others to do something for him. “I assume if you have some way of contacting Greyson’s men, you have at least one of them on your list of people you’ve helped…isn’t that correct?”

      Mr. Galloway only nodded.

      “Good.” I stepped forward. “We need every security protocol in Cytos turned off for…let’s say…five minutes.”

      “Impossible,” Mr. Galloway hissed. “I can’t do that.”

      “Sure you can.” I waved the knife between us. “And I want it done now.”

      “It will take time—”

      “Now.” I lunged forward, the knife pressing against his cheek. “Or I carve you up limb from limb.”

      He trembled as he pulled a tablet out from the inside pocket of his jacket. He began sending a message to whomever his contact was.

      “Oh,” I said softly, stepping back and opening my jacket and unbuttoning the white shirt beneath it. Pulling open the shirt, I revealed what Em had strapped around my midsection before we left, what I’d snuck past every guard in this place because no one thought to check that I actually belonged there. “If you do anything outside of what I just asked, I’ll blow the entire place down.” I tapped my knife against the bombs strapped around me…ones that would be useless without any charges, but they looked real enough that Mr. Galloway sucked in a breath and continued sending his message.

      “They’ll have the system down in thirty minutes…everything will go dark, that will be your sign,” Mr. Galloway said. “I’ve done what you asked, now please, leave.”

      “All right, let’s go.” I nodded to the elevators and motioned for him to move.

      “What?” He shook his head, flinching as if I’d just slapped him.

      “Seeing as you decided to call Greyson here, you’re going to have to get me out unseen,” I said, shrugging. “I’m sure you have some more tricks up your sleeves…isn’t that your specialty?”

      He gritted his teeth but moved towards the elevator. I followed with a smug smile on my face.

      “And just a friendly reminder.” I stepped into the elevator, the knife still between us and the bombs across my midsection visible. “I get caught, we all die.”

      Mr. Galloway swallowed again and pressed an ID card to the panel inside the elevator. A new level appeared on the screen, likely a back door and way outside this building unseen. I knew anyone this prepared for a mere game would have made it easy to send people out without anyone noticing.

      Out the glass window, I saw the Cytos Guard shuttles surrounding the building. I kept close to the doors, avoiding the windows as best I could while I searched to make sure there was a clear way out.

      We went down one level past the main floor, into the basement, which was dark in comparison to the glass surrounding this building. The doors opened, and we stepped out into the dull, dark cement hallway. A door stood at the end.

      “That will lead you to the back of the building and a canal entrance right by the door,” Mr. Galloway said.

      “I appreciate all your help.” I winked. “I left a few presents in the main hall just in case you get any ideas about running to Greyson,” I bluffed. I had nothing, even the bomb around my waist was fake, but I was good at lying, good at faking confidence.

      I was walking down the hall when Mr. Galloway said, “How did you know I called her?”

      “Because you were one of my father’s sources,” I said over my shoulder. “And I know the price on his head is high…which means you were bound to double-cross him. He warned me you would, which is why I wrote his name on that slip. Because we don’t just need a way out, we need her to be distracted as well, and that’s exactly what you did—distract her.”

      “What makes you think I won’t tell her everything you just revealed?”

      I had reached the end of the hall, pushing the door open before pausing and glancing back one last time. I gave him a little wink. “You won’t because you love this game of yours way too much to lose it, and you have no idea what other tricks I have up my sleeve…do you, Mr. Galloway?” He hesitated. I continued, “You just didn’t realize you were playing my game, not the other way around.”

      I stepped out into the cold streets, finding the canal grate a few feet away and quickly opening it and hopping down into the icy water. I was certain Em would already be gone, likely trying to find some way to get me out of there, because none of them truly believed I could do it.

      But that’s because they didn’t realize what I was willing to do to make things right. And I would…I would make everything right, even if it cost me my own life.
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      I helped Cas put on his boots. He tried to hide the wince of pain but I noticed. We didn’t have time to wait for him to heal; it was too late. We had to get Gunner out before Greyson took him again. Our chances of getting out of here at all were unlikely, but I knew what they did in there, what she would do to him even as her nephew, and none of us could let that happen to him.

      Em and Leah were checking and rechecking every gun we had. Only a few bullets remained, not nearly enough to do much damage. Em and Leah had swords, ironic that the twins who had never known each other until recently both had the same weapon of choice.

      “They’re set up outside of the building, but it didn’t look like they were going in. Galloway will probably bring Gunner to her,” Em said.

      “He won’t go willingly,” Simon said.

      “That’s what I’m worried about.” Em slid her swords onto the sheaths at her hips.

      Simon was slow and could use some help but he refused any. Cas would have been just as stubborn if he could, but he was so weak he had to hold onto me just to stand.

      I gave him a gun. “Just in case,” I said.

      We’d get as close as we could to Galloway Plaza, then we’d leave Simon and Cas nearby, while Em, Leah, and I found a way in. COrbin would cover us from a distance, his sniper skills from the time spent with the Men of the North coming in handy once again.

      Cas pulled me back, away from the others so they couldn’t hear. “This might not be worth it,” he said, and I knew it wasn’t something he wanted to admit, but he wasn’t wrong. My heart sank. “What if he’s already gone? Or if we lose someone else trying to get him out?”

      I sighed, shaking my head. “We can’t start deciding who is worth saving and who isn’t. We came into this together, we’ll leave together.”

      Cas frowned, but nodded.

      “Ready?” Em called.

      “Ready.”

      We moved towards the door just as a knock sounded on the other side. We all froze. My gun was up, pointed at the door, as was everyone else’s, along with Em’s sword in her hand.

      She carefully peeked out the small hole in the door before swearing and letting out a breath, putting her sword away again. She pulled open the door: Gunner stood on the other side leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest and a smug smile on his face.

      “You all didn’t think I could do it, did you?” He glanced at the guns we still had raised.

      I lowered mine. “We were just taking precautions.”

      “Sure you were,” Gunner said, and before he got another word out, Simon rushed him and wrapped him in a hug. Gunner hesitated for a moment before wrapping his arms around his father, too. “I’m fine, Dad.”

      Simon pulled away, tears filling his eyes and a look of surprise on his face I understood. I briefly wondered if it was the first time Gunner had called him dad.

      Simon quickly cleared his throat and took a step back. “I never doubted you.”

      Gunner rolled his eyes, but there was a genuine smile on his face. Standing side by side, it was remarkable how alike they looked—and how similar their mannerisms were despite having only just found one another.

      “So, you’re here…now what?” I asked.

      The lights in the room suddenly went out. We all jumped again. With the windows covered, it was pitch black.

      “That’s our cue,” Gunner said from somewhere near the door.

      I managed to make my way to the living room window and pulled back the thick paper covering the glass. Outside, all of Cytos had gone black.

      “We have thirty minutes,” Gunner said.

      There was a soft click then a flashlight lit up the room. COrbin was holding it. “Get to the rooftop. I’ll send a message to your guy. You don’t have time to get anywhere else.”

      I moved back to Cas’s side as the others stepped out into the hallway. We paused next to COrbin. “Thank you,” I said.

      He gave a sad smile, handing me the flashlight. “Just get those kids home safely,” he said.

      Cas squeezed his shoulder. “We will.”

      The stairwell at the end of the hallway had a bit more light from the moon shining through the oversized windows. We were slow, both Cas and Simon needing help, and I didn’t want to risk going too fast. Cas’s skin was clammy and warm, the small amount of movement taking a lot of energy, and when I reached for his side, I found his shirt damp with fresh blood.

      “I’ll be fine,” he whispered. “Let’s just get the hell out of here.”

      Em sprinted ahead while Leah watched behind us. The stairwell was quiet for now, but as soon as Logan’s shuttle arrived, they’d know where we were.

      We reached the rooftop. Cool, fresh air pressed against my exposed skin, and I took a deep breath in. The city was eerily quiet and dark. There were no shuttles in the air. Whatever Mr. Galloway had done to get us out of Cytos left them all grounded, too, but only for thirty minutes.

      “How much time do we have left?” I asked, helping Cas sit down. I remained at his side.

      “Twenty minutes,” Gunner answered.

      It was going to be close. We had to get out of here unseen. The guards from Cytos would follow us if they could, and we didn’t want to lead them to our allies—or get shot down in the process.

      Ten minutes went by. Then another five. Come on Logan. “See anything?” I asked Em.

      She shook her head.

      “He’ll be here,” Simon said.

      I knew he would, he’d do anything to get to Em, but would it be in time?

      A light flashed in the distance. Subtle, like a sparkling star in the sky, but I saw it. “There,” I said, pointing at the light.

      Sure enough, a shuttle flew closer into view. It was high enough up that anyone from down below wouldn’t see it unless they were looking. I didn’t know where Greyson’s men were, but if any were too close, they might hear Logan when he lowered.

      A blast of air kicked up sand and dirt on the rooftop, and I had to shield my eyes. Then a rope ladder was dropped down. The shuttle hovered above us, and Logan glanced out the window.

      “Let’s go,” Em yelled.

      I helped Cas to his feet again, quickly realizing I couldn’t help him up. My pulse raced with worry.

      “I’ll be fine.” He caught my worried look and stepped up to the ladder after Gunner who trailed Simon, the latter taking his time but surprisingly doing all right with only one arm, Gunner helping keep him steady with a hand on his back.

      Cas tried to hide the wince as he reached up and began climbing. I knew the stitches at his side were likely ripped wide open, but there was nothing more we could do. We had to get him to a healer, and fast.

      I followed behind. Em and Leah were both still on the rooftop waiting for us when the lights within Cytos slowly began to turn back on. They blinked to life from the far end of the city, making their way to us like a wave. Shit.

      “Hurry,” I called to Cas and he tried. My heart thundered against my ribcage as I watched the lights flip on, creeping towards us.

      He was almost at the top, and Gunner reached down to help him into the shuttle. Cas couldn’t hold back the scream as Gunner pulled him inside, his wound leaving a streak of blood on the edge of the shuttle entrance.

      “Go,” Em yelled from below as I shoved myself in.

      Both of them held onto the rope ladder, and the flicker of lights grew closer.

      Logan took off, taking the shuttle higher and higher until we were in the clouds. Em and Leah continued climbing, and when they reached the edge, I helped them inside.

      We all fell back with a sigh as Gunner closed the door. Logan took off. He glanced over his shoulder to find Em and Leah side by side. His eyes widened. “Shit. There’s two of you?”

      “I’ll explain later.” Em waved a hand, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath, but she was smiling at him. He smiled back. “It took you long enough to get here.”

      “I’ve been rather busy myself,” he said, and despite the teasing tone, I could tell something was wrong.

      I shifted so Cas could lean on me, my hand clenched tightly around his. Even as we flew away from Cytos, my heart would not settle, my eyes still glued on Cas for any sign he wasn’t okay. None of us were okay, it was ridiculous to think we ever would be, but I’d only just got him back, and seeing him so weak had my chest tightening to the point of not breathing.

      “What happened?” I asked Logan without looking away from Cas.

      Logan sighed. “Kuros has been completely overtaken by Reeks,” he said. “The people have sequestered themselves in the castle, but I’m not sure how long it will hold.”

      “Where are the genetic kids?” Gunner asked.

      “Last I checked, they were on their way towards Kuros at full speed.”

      I sighed. “We have to get that Orb. We have to stop this.”

      Simon nodded, glancing out the window. We were too high up to see anything below. “She’ll be heading there, too, Greyson knows what we’re after, and it needs to remain near those kids. But we don’t have a way inside without exposing ourselves.”

      “We’ll know where she is thought, that’s an advantage,” I said. Cas squeezed my hand. “We’ll be prepared for her.”

      “We might have a way inside, but I’ll let the others explain. I haven’t been in contact with Kuros like they have since I left,” Logan said. “But Jacob and the Sweepers will help.”

      “We’ll take all the help we can get,” Cas said, his voice strained.

      Logan glanced back, his eyes widening as he noticed the blood. “I’ll call ahead for a healer,” he said.

      I hardly heard anything else the entire trip to Eres. I just held onto Caspian and prayed to the stars that he’d be okay. We were running out of time, both to stop Greyson and get Cas to a healer. We had to find some way to win—to save those kids—but first I needed to know Cas would survive. I needed to make sure he’d live.
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      “Is there any other way out of the castle?” I paced back and forth inside the king’s office.

      Theo was seated across from his father in one of the oversized chairs in front of the large oak desk, watching me carefully. We cleaned up and changed, finding only a few wounds and nothing too serious. Thankfully, the doors to the castle held, but we couldn't stay here forever. This place was stocked with provisions that would last months, maybe years, but Vic was still out there, and there was still a chance the Reeks could find another way inside. The castle had been built to withstand a natural disaster or attack, but the Reeks were crafty—different—which made both Theo and me nervous.

      I had no idea what I could do to help. If the genetic kids couldn’t destroy the Reeks, what could I possibly do? But remaining here, waiting, not knowing what was going on, was worse than at least trying to fight back.

      “No,” the King of Kuros said simply. “This place was built to keep us in and others out. We’re safe here, for now.”

      “The Reeks are stronger than you think, Dad,” Theo said, meeting my worried gaze. “There's a good chance they may break through the walls or somewhere else. But that's not why we're asking.”

      “After what we just saw, I will not permit you to leave this place, ever,” the King snapped. “I've already lost your brothers, your mother is locked in the basements with your sisters just so she remains alive—I will not lose you, too.”

      Theo's mother, along with any other Carbon who had lived in Kuros, had been sent to the basement holdings away from everyone else. Theo’s sisters, too young to be away from their mother, had gone with her. We couldn't risk the Carbons being anywhere near the Reek virus, and any children were brought with them. But if we couldn't end this, if we couldn’t stop the virus, she and the others would never be safe.

      “There are people out there who still need us.” Theo crossed his arms and stared his father down. “We have to end this, so we can keep Mother safe.”

      “We will find another way,” the King said. “We have allies in Eres. They will help us.”

      “They need access to the Sixes’ base and the Orb controlling the genetic kids to end this—we’ve already told you. They can't get that access on their own—they need us,” I said, trying not to let the panic reach my voice, but every minute we wasted was one more minute those genetic kids were in that forest…and one step closer to us failing.

      We’d gotten reports that they hadn’t reached Kuros yet. There was a small horde of Reeks that had held them up, but a shuttle tracking them said the kids had mowed through the few Reeks left behind like they were nothing. Again, that should have quelled the fear in me, but facing two dozen was not two thousand. Still, they would reach Kuros soon…and then it would be a bloodbath. Only the three of us remained in the King’s office, everyone else was helping the wounded or preparing the castle and fortifying the windows. Any that could be reached were boarded up before the Reeks even arrived, but they could climb the side of the castle just as easily as they could the wall around Kuros—we’d seen it.

      The king shook his head. “If you found a way inside the Sixes’ base before, I'm sure they can, too. Or you can share with them how.”

      “My handprint was programmed to give me access,” I said, clenching my fists at my side. He was Theo's father, and the King of Kuros, but he didn't seem to understand why this was so important. Or why it had to be us. I understood he cared for his son, but if we didn’t stop the Reeks, everyone would suffer—including Theo. “Anyone who tries to reach that base from any other access point will be killed on sight. You can't enter by shuttle, or you’ll get shot down, so we have to go through the wall around the Void by foot. Yes, the Sweepers of Eres can help us, but without me, they can't get in. And this is the only way to stop the Reeks.”

      “How can you be sure this will even work? Once you find this Orb, then what?” the king crossed his arms over his chest, tilting his chin up at me.

      I glanced at Theo, hoping he would have an answer. We’d been told that Caspian and Em were working on a way to disable the Orb and release the genetic kids, but I hadn’t heard any updates. They were getting Jayla back, and hopefully she would have some extra information for us, but we didn't know if they’d succeeded or how releasing the kids from Greyson’s control would solve the bigger problem—the Reeks. If we were able to release the genetic kids, at least Vic wouldn’t be under her control, but the Reeks would still be here, and we had no way to fight them.

      “It has to work,” I said, my voice quiet. “We’ll find a way, because if we don’t, it won’t matter how long this castle can hold us. We’ll never win.”

      “We just might have a way,” a voice said from the door to the office. Leanna stepped in, Petra and Tynan behind her. “They got Jayla back, along with Simon and Gunner, and they said they have a way to end all of this—including the Reeks—but they need to get into that base.”

      For the first time in what felt like forever, a small glimmer of hope swelled in my chest. We could end this, all of it. Vic would be safe. The Reeks gone. We might live. We survive.

      “We need a way out of here, Dad,” Theo turned back to his father, pleading. “You have to trust us, please.”

      His father shook his head. His voice broke. “I don’t want to lose you.”

      Guilt squeezed my lungs so tightly I couldn’t breathe. I kept forgetting this was his dad, Theo had others to consider besides himself, besides me and Vic. I didn’t have parents, didn’t know how or if that would change my focus, but I was continuously asking Theo to choose me over his family, and it wasn’t fair. The look in the king’s eyes said exactly that, this wasn’t fair, and he didn’t want to lose his son ever again. A part of me was jealous that I didn’t have that. Outside of Theo, no one was begging me to stay behind, asking me to be safe, because all I had was him and Vic, but we weren’t all he had. I looked away.

      Theo reached across the desk, grabbing his father’s hand and squeezing it. “Dad, this isn’t just about us. Thousands of people will die if we do nothing. Kids—just like me—are running to their deaths right now. We have a way to save them—to stop the Reeks. We can protect Mom and every citizen in Armestes. Please, we have to do this.”

      The king placed his other hand over Theo’s, gripping it tightly as if he wouldn’t let go. His eyes filled with tears, and I knew he believed this could be goodbye. My chest tightened, and I wanted to say it wasn’t, but I didn’t know what fate had marked us with. All I knew was that we would damn well try our best to survive. I took a steady breath, again feeling that fear and panic trying to creep in. My lungs felt like they couldn’t fully expand, and I wasn’t getting enough air. I focused back on Theo, on the confidence in his eyes.

      “We don’t intend to go out there without a plan to get back,” I said, my voice softening. “We have survived a lot—Theo has survived a lot—and he will be back here with you once this is all over.”

      It wasn’t a promise I could make, but when the King looked into my eyes, I could tell he understood what I meant. I would do everything I could to keep him alive because I loved him just as much as he did.

      The King looked down at his hand clasped over his son’s and sighed. “Can they get a shuttle here safely?”

      “Yes,” Leanna said.

      “Then there may be a way to get you all on board it.”
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      “They’ll be arriving before nightfall when it’s safer to travel,” Leanna said, stepping into the dining hall where I had a full plate of untouched food sitting in front of me.

      Theo, Tynan, and Petra sat around the long table with me. The dining hall had emptied hours ago, everyone having eaten the ration of food set out. The space was quieter deep in the interior of the castle, but the minute we left this room and entered the halls or got near any window, we would hear the sound of Reeks throughout. It was why we chose to remain here, and why I hadn’t slept earlier when I’d tried.

      “We’ll be ready,” said Theo.

      “So will we,” Petra said. “Tynan and I will join you.”

      Leanna stood frozen at the edge of the table, her expression unreadable, but it was clear that Petra’s words surprised her as much as they surprised me. We hadn’t asked for their help—but we’d take it.

      “We can't let everyone fight our fight for us. This is our forest, our home, and we will help get it back.” Petra kept her chin high. I wondered what there would be left of her home when this was all done. The forest was destroyed. Venzier destroyed. But I think it was the only place she knew, the place she’d been born.

      Before anyone could say another word, Leanna turned on her heels and stalked out of the dining hall. With a huff, Petra jumped up to chase her down. I followed them with my gaze until they were out of the room before I turned back to Tynan.

      “Do you think it's wise you both go with us?” I asked. “Maybe Petra should stay behind just in case.”

      “My sister is stubborn, but with good reason. Leanna will understand. Petra will make sure of it.” He stood, clasping a hand to Theo's shoulder and moving to follow his sister. “We'll both be ready, and I'll make sure she comes back.” His footsteps echoed until they disappeared.

      The dining hall grew quiet again. Stone surrounded the expansive space, with large glass spheres of lights hanging over long, skinny wood tables. I noticed the tapestry along the walls, colored in red and gold, the colors of Kuros. There were words and symbols I couldn’t read from where I sat, but Theo had told me it was the oaths of his predecessors, vowing to never allow what happened one hundred and fifty years ago to happen again here. It was partially why the King didn’t want to send us outside of these walls; he believed that by keeping his people here, he was keeping them safe. He just didn’t realize that by sending us out, he would be keeping that oath, even if we didn’t survive.

      I swirled my fork around the cold food and stared at my plate. Theo caught my hand and took it in his.

      “This is going to work,” he said. “We're going to get Vic back, and the others will end this. It will all be over soon.” He brought my hand to his lips and pressed a gentle kiss to the top.

      “What if I don't have access anymore?” I asked. I sounded confident in front of his father and the others, but I didn't know if the access that Allard had given me would still work. If Greyson knew about it, she could've disabled it easily.

      “The first step is getting out of here,” Theo reminded me. “Once we get to the base if we don't have access, we’ll find another way. It's what we do. We don't give up and we keep trying.”

      I sighed. I couldn't get rid of the sharp pain in my chest; it felt like I was trying to breathe underwater. There were so many things that could go wrong. And even more that had to go right. This wasn't just about Kuros. If it fell, Eres and Cytos would be close behind. The Carbons couldn't live in hiding forever, and if we didn't stop Greyson, the genetic kids would spend the remainder of their lives being used as weapons. And I knew that when they were gone, she would just replace them with more.

      Theo took my chin gently, turning my face to meet his gaze. “We survive,” he said. “Not just you and me, but Vic, too. We survive so everyone else has a chance to. Don't think about anything else but that—that is our goal.”

      He pressed a kiss to my lips, pulling me in closer. I shifted, so I was sitting on his lap, staring into his eyes.

      “No matter what,” I said, even as tears filled my eyes.

      I kissed him again, letting myself melt into his body and forget about everything else going on around us. I didn't know if this would be the last time we would have this moment, a few stolen seconds of peace, but I would do everything I could to make sure we had more. Every minute of my life had been a challenge: I'd been used, I’d struggled, and I’d fought…I’d never given up, not once, and I wasn't about to start now.
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      I stifled a scream as the healer punched in a second staple. I’d ripped out the stitches they’d put in back in Cytos, and now the only way to ensure I didn’t do that again was to staple the wound shut. They’d given me a numbing agent to dull the pain, but if it was working, I could barely tell.

      “One more,” the healer said, an apologetic expression on her face.

      “Just do it,” I gritted out, gripping the side of the bed.

      We’d arrived in Eres only an hour ago, but the others were already preparing to leave again. We didn’t have time to waste. I’d managed to convince Jayla she was needed with the planning, and I could get to the healer on my own, but the truth was that I didn’t want her to see me like this. What I wouldn’t give for whatever healing serum Allard had given me back when I’d been injured and taken to him at the Sixes’ base before I’d been sent into the Void.

      The staple shot out of the gun, and my vision spotted in the corners at the pain, but I managed to stay upright.

      The healer placed a patch over the wound, taping it to my skin. “You’ll want to take it easy for the next few weeks.”

      “You know that’s not possible,” I said, pulling my stained shirt over my head.

      The healer sighed, grabbing something from the table behind her and handing it to me. “I didn’t think so. Take these, they’ll dull the pain, but if you reopen the wound, I can’t guarantee it will matter much.”

      I nodded, swallowing the two pills and shoving two more in my pocket.

      She handed me a packet that had some sort of jelly substance inside. “This will restore your energy for the next twenty-four hours. After that, you’ll likely crash if you’re pushing yourself as hard as I suspect you will, but I understand the consequences if you don’t do something.”

      I gave her a warm smile. “Thank you.”

      “Just don’t tell anyone I gave you those.” She nodded to my pocket where the two extra pills remained. “I don’t like to make a habit of it, so if this goes on too long, don’t expect me to do it again. I don’t want to be responsible for something happening to you or whoever you’re out there protecting.”

      “Understood.” I gave a sharp nod before stepping out of the room and into the sand-covered hallways.

      The Sweepers’ Palace buzzed with people. Anyone able, including some of the genetic kids we’d rescued who hadn’t been taken to Black Prison, were getting ready to depart for Kuros. I found Jayla and the others in one of the adjacent rooms surrounding a large table. She gave me a once over, assessing my posture, which I tried to keep strong.

      “All good to go,” I said when I reached her side.

      One eyebrow rose. “You think you’re coming?”

      “I know I’m coming,” I replied. “You sure as hell can’t stop me.”

      She rolled her eyes, and I was surprised she didn’t immediately shut me down.

      “Our scouts have spotted four shuttles at the base we need access to, and Greyson was on board one of them, so we know the Orb is inside,” Jacob said from the front of the room. Simon and Gunner sat a few feet away while Logan, Em, and Leah had positioned themselves at the back of the room, the twins wearing similar expressions.

      There had been a few hesitations bringing Leah into the fold. She was once controlled by Greyson—might still be controlled by Greyson—but both Simon and Jayla vouched for her. And when asked if Greyson still controlled her, Leah shook her head adamantly. That would have to be enough confirmation for now.

      “The more people we bring there, the riskier it is,” Simon said. “We need to go in as quietly as possible.”

      “Sienna and Theo have our access into the base covered,” Jayla said. She didn’t add the “hopefully” the six of us were all thinking. They had gotten in before, with any luck we could do it again. “We’ll be picking them up in Kuros, but our presence there, even brief, is likely to garner the attention of the Reeks.”

      “There were some spotted in the forest between Kuros and the Sixes’ base, outside of the wall, likely drawn towards the path those guys took before to get there, so we need to station ourselves just outside of their limits to try not to draw any more to us,” Jacob said. “The genetic kids seemed to have slowed down. I’m guessing Greyson is waiting to see what we’ll do. I wouldn’t put it past her to use them as human shields should she think we’re coming for her.”

      “Then we better make sure she doesn’t know we’re coming,” Simon said grimly.

      “The majority of you will not be engaging with the Reeks,” Nevia, the leader of the Sweepers, said from beside Jacob. Despite the Council of Eres not authorizing this mission, every Sweeper, including Nevia, would join. “Our shuttles will remain just outside of the Void, where we can quickly retrieve the genetic kids once the control over them has been broken. There will likely be hostiles in the vicinity, and we’re unsure what the kids will do once they’re freed, so we need to act fast.”

      I swallowed a lump in my throat. There were so many floating pieces to this mission that we were relying on. Sienna getting access to the base. Simon knowing how to turn the Orb off, and then however he planned to destroy the Reeks. He still hadn’t explained it all, and I knew it was because whatever he was going to do was risky, but I’d feel a whole lot better if we had some sort of control over what happened today. Some assurance this would work.

      “We have a contingency should we need it…but for now, we proceed as planned,” Jacob said, his expression solemn. I had been informed of the contingency plan, and it wasn’t one I wanted to even entertain, but I understood. If we couldn’t get to that Orb, we would destroy the base and everything in it. That wouldn’t guarantee the connection with the genetic kids would be broken, but it was the best we could hope for. The problem was it wouldn’t offer Simon the chance he needed to end all of this, as he said he could. Without the Orb, we had no guarantee any of it would work.

      “Ten minutes,” Jacob said, and everyone moved to gather their things and head out to the shuttles.

      Our group stayed behind, seated around the large table at the center of the room, waiting until the room emptied before Simon spoke.

      “We can’t, under any circumstances, allow them to blow up that base,” he said.

      Wind roared outside against the canvas walls of the palace. This room, the Sweepers’ war room, was large enough to fit nearly the entire ranks, though now it felt too quiet, setting my heart rate spiking.

      “If it means releasing the genetic kids and killing Greyson, maybe we should consider it, Dad,” Gunner said, leaning against the back of his chair.

      Simon shook his head. “I know you have friends out there, but if we destroy the Orb along with the base, there will be no way to get rid of the Reeks. That thing is our only hope.”

      “Can you guarantee your plan will work, Simon?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “How?” Gunner asked. “You still haven’t told any of us what you can do that would destroy every Reek out there.”

      Simon glanced at Gunner, then the rest of us. “I can destroy them.”

      Gunner started, “You already said that—”

      “No,” Simon said, stopping him. “I mean that I can destroy them—my powers can.”

      Gunners face dropped, his mouth falling open. “But if you use them—”

      “I know, son,” Simon said. He glanced around to the rest of us. “When a Carbon uses their power, the virus is activated. But the abilities I have can destroy them. I just need the Reeks within range. The Orb can bring them to me. It can be set it to a low frequency that will draw every one of them to me, and it’s what Greyson does with the kids because they have a bit of the virus in them. And then, I’ll end it.”

      “If you can do this, if you can truly destroy the Reeks, why is Greyson trying to stop you?” Gunner asked.

      Simon shook his head, his eyes dropping. “For as heartless as she is, she still feels it’s her responsibility to protect me. And no matter how certain I am that this will work, I have no proof. She’s never trusted me to do anything, she’s always done it on her own, and now she feels that’s the only way to win—by doing this her way—without me.”

      “But if the virus is activated when you use your powers, won’t you just end up creating more?” Em asked, crossing her arms over her chest. “There’s no way to reverse it once it’s started, correct?”

      Simon swallowed.

      Gunner shook his head. “You don’t plan to live through this, do you?”

      “I can’t,” Simon’s voice broke. “If the virus is still active, we’ll just end up starting over again. Once the Reeks are gone, you will make sure that every Carbon still alive never removes the cuff suppressing their powers, so the virus doesn’t resurface. Anyone with knowledge of how to remove them will be gone…I’ll make sure all loose ends are taken care of.”

      “When were you going to tell me?” Gunner seethed. His hands were balled at his sides, shaking, as he clenched them tightly. Tears pricked in the corner of his eyes, anger overwhelming every inch of his face.

      Simon tilted his head, but he kept his mouth shut.

      “You weren’t,” Gunner whispered.

      “I’m sorry, I wanted to keep you safe,” Simon said, reaching for his arm.

      Gunner pulled away, standing abruptly and tossing over the chair he had been sitting in. “That’s always your excuse—you want to keep me safe. What about what I want?”

      He stormed out of the room before Simon could reply and I followed. I caught up with him just as he exited the palace and his feet hit the sand.

      “He’s doing what any one of us would do. You can’t blame him for that,” I said, grabbing his shoulder to stop him from walking away.

      Gunner halted, turning on me with tear-filled eyes. “I get that, but at least he could have told me. He could have said something.”

      “Would it have made any of this easier?” I asked.

      Gunner’s shoulders dropped. “I only just got him back.” His voice cracked.

      “I know,” I said. “But it’d be better to spend whatever time you do have left with him not angry. This decision isn’t easy for him, either.”

      I was surprised I was defending Simon. I was still so pissed at him for what he’d let happen to Jayla, yet as the words spilled out, I realized I also couldn’t blame him for what he’d done. I would have done the same thing. I had done the same thing.

      “You don’t want your last memories of him to be filled with anger,” I continued. “And you don’t want him to leave thinking you hate him.”

      “I don’t,” Gunner said quickly. “That’s the problem. It was easier when I hated him…but I don’t. I love him.” A tear spilled down his cheek.

      “And he loves you,” I said, squeezing his shoulder. “That’s why he’s doing this.”

      Gunner nodded, wiping his cheek quickly as the others stepped out of the palace. He moved to Simon’s side, whispering something before helping his father through the thick sand as we made our way to the shuttle. Jayla slid her hand into mine, giving it a light squeeze, and I squeezed it back.

      I stood there for a moment, watching as my friends, my found family, made their way to the shuttle. The sun was setting in the distance, and I couldn’t help but think this might be the last time we were all together like this. Alive.
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      The shuttle flight to Kuros was quiet. I sat next to my father, what Caspian had said running through my mind. He was right. There was a very good chance none of us would survive this, and I’d already lost so much time with him. I didn’t need to lose any more. What mattered now was that we found a way to save as many as we could, and I hoped that included Vic.

      “Any word on the genetic kids?” I asked Logan who sat in the pilot’s chair, Em seated beside him. He was the only one with communication to the other shuttles, and we’d sent a few over the Void to see if we could track them down.

      The majority of the shuttles we had secured from Eres would remain not far from wherever the genetic kids were, hopefully still safe, so that when we managed to turn off the Orb, they could collect them.

      “They haven’t reached the wall yet, but they will soon. They destroyed the few Reeks still in the Void, but their numbers were nothing compared to what waits in Kuros,” Logan shouted over the roar of the engine.

      Out the shuttle window, all I could see was darkness. The sun had set fast, and clouds covered the moon and the stars, so there was nothing to see. We traveled along the outskirts of the Void, so we weren't seen by any potential soldiers or shuttles from Cytos, but so far we hadn't seen anything.

      “I'm sorry I didn't tell you,” Simon said quietly. He had said the same thing at least four times now.

      “What exactly can your powers do?” I asked.

      “It's hard to explain,” my father began. “I can feel molecules and things in the air or the ground. It's like I have multiple hands, and they can touch and sense everything. And when I want to, I can make those things go away.”

      “Like make them invisible?”

      “No, like vaporizing them, crushing them down until there's nothing left.”

      My eyebrows scrunched as I watched him. “Why can’t you survive this, then? If they’re your powers, can't you protect yourself?”

      “Under normal circumstances, yes. But we can't leave any bit of the reek virus alive. In order to do that, I have to use every bit of power I have left inside of me.”

      I swallowed hard as my heart plummeted into my stomach. “What about the genetic kids? They have the virus inside of them.” Vic. I couldn’t lose her, too.

      Simon shook his head. “Their bodies are different. The virus inside of them is contained; it can’t be spread because it’s literally infused with their bodies. Once the Orb is gone, once the Reeks are gone, there will be nothing tying them to that part of themselves. They’ll be free to go back to normal, to be normal, because the virus can only be spread once it’s reached the surface—but it can’t with the genetic kids. It’s inside of them.”

      “How do you know all of this?” I asked. “How can you be sure?”

      Simon’s face dropped, his gaze falling to his feet. “What we were made into, the Carbons, goes against everything mankind was meant to be. Our lives were meant to be temporary, and by trying to cheat that, there were consequences. The Reeks were one of them, a virus inside of us to set the natural order back in place. When Greyson put that bit of the virus in the genetic kids, she tried to shift the balance. She believed it would be the answer to a problem we’ve faced longer than many of us even remember, but the genetic kids were never the problem—nor the solution—they were pawns. Even our own powers, which had once been used as weapons, became the very thing that brought out the virus inside of us, all to set the balance. So when this is all done, when I’ve eliminated the Reeks and the Orb controlling the genetic kids, the balance will be righted once again.”

      “Do you think if you guys had never used your powers, you would you have lived forever?” I asked.

      I knew the stories, the histories we had been told of the power-hungry scientist who had originally created the Carbons as a way to save humans from illness, but being immortal gave him a sense of power that he’d never felt before, and it had corrupted him. It was a Carbon and a human who’d saved our world the first time—who would it be this time?

      “I don't know,” Simon answered. “I do know that these powers inside of me have been stirring ever since Greyson took off the cuff. I can feel them flowing inside of me, begging to be released. I don’t think we would have been able to resist them if the cuffs didn’t force us to.”

      I nodded. “Power’s something many can’t resist.”

      I kept trying to think of a way to keep my father alive, to keep him with me. I knew we couldn’t let any bit of the Reek virus survive, and I knew that by using his powers he’d release it in himself, but Greyson had stayed alive for so long even when she’d been near the virus. She’d had a cure, the blood of the first Carbon ever created. Maybe we could find it and Simon could live. Even as I tried to think of how that would work out, I knew it was impossible. My heart felt like it had dropped to my stomach because no matter how I looked at it or what we came up with, Simon had to destroy all of them, and he could only do that by unleashing all of his powers.

      “When this is all over, you need to tell every Carbon still alive that they cannot ever remove the cuff,” Simon warned. “The secret of how to remove it will die with me, but there may be others who will seek to find a way. We can't let that happen.”

      “I know,” I said, flinching at the way he said his secret would die with him, as if that fact didn’t bother him. “We won't let that happen.”

      In the distance, we could see the lights filtering from the castle in Kuros. I looked away, glancing out the window. What I refused to tell my father was that I wouldn’t be the one to warn the others or tell the Carbons not to remove the cuff, someone else would. Because I was going to stick beside my father until the very end.

      “They’ll be at the top level waiting for us; they've managed to remove a windowpane. We'll drop down a ladder, but we’ll have to be as fast as we can. If the Reeks sense or smell anything, I'm sure they can climb the walls of the castle,” Jayla said from near the shuttle door. “Let's get them in quick.”

      Out the window, I saw the long, fire-red hair of Sienna, flowing through the open window. Theo stood beside her, along with the last two Guardians of Venzier, Tynan and Petra. The last time I'd seen them was inside Venzier, moments before I’d betrayed them. I swallowed. This reunion was going to be shit. And I deserved every bit of the anger I was certain I was about to receive.

      The shuttle dropped lower, and Jayla open the door, tossing out the ladder.

      “A little closer,” Jayla said as she peered over the edge.

      Logan maneuvered the shuttle closer. Leah and Em stood on either side of Jayla to help once the others reached the shuttle. I sat only a few feet away, glancing out to the side. Sienna had reached for the ladder first and was already climbing up, Theo not far behind her. I shifted back into my seat, unsure what to expect when they first saw me. All of them had every right to hate me, hell I'd be surprised if Sienna didn't toss me right out the shuttle door, but it was too late to stop what I had already done. Now, I just had to fix it.

      Sienna reached the edge of the shuttle first, and Jayla and Em pulled her in. She didn't see me immediately, but when she did, her eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared. Theo noticed me immediately, and his fist balled up at his side as he moved to next to Sienna. I shifted back again, waiting to see which of the two would attack first.

      Tynan and Petra squeezed into the shuttle, forcing Sienna and Theo to move slightly closer. I had kept my eyes on them when it would seem I should have been watching Petra.

      She lunged, her fist connecting with my jaw before her body crashed into mine. Blood spilled from my mouth, and I caught her hand just quickly enough to avoid another blow.

      Someone yanked her off me. “That's enough, sister.” Tynan stood behind her, and his glare was equally unwelcoming.

      I stretched out my jaw, wiping the blood from my mouth.

      “Guess I deserved that,” I said. “Good to see you all, too.”

      “Don't you dare—” Petra began, and again Tynan had to pull her back.

      “Do you know how many people died when you betrayed us?” Sienna asked. Theo held her hand tightly, and I wasn't sure it was to hold her back or for himself. They sat along the side of the shuttle, only Simon between me and them.

      “I remember every one of them,” I said, keeping my chin high. “And as much as I would like to tell you I regret what I did, I don't.”

      “Maybe now is not the time, Gunner,” Caspian warned; he remained tense, watching us, as if he might have to stop an all-out brawl.

      “No, now is the perfect time,” I said, pushing myself forward and pressing my forearms onto my thighs. “Let's get this all in the open now, so it doesn't affect our mission.”

      “I don't even know why you're here,” Theo spat, shaking his head. “The whole reason we're even in this situation is because you brought Greyson that Orb. Was it worth it?”

      I gritted my teeth, wanting to say that even just being able to see my mother one single time made all of it worth it, but it didn't seem like the right thing to say. None of them would understand, and frankly, none of them would care. “There was no way for me to know what that Orb would do,” I said. “And when I found out, I did everything I could to protect Vic.”

      “The only reason Vic was in that situation was because of you,” Sienna argued.

      The shuttle was already moving back to the meeting point just outside of the wall near the Sixes’ base. The light from the castle had disappeared while we argued. Tynan and Petra remained seated on the floor, their backs to the front of the shuttle, and Petra had a small dagger in her hand that she looked ready to carve me up with.

      “Oh, and none of you have ever made mistakes?”

      “Not ones that could destroy every being on this continent,” Sienna shouted.

      “I seem to remember you risked every single Marked kid’s life in the Void just to get Theo back. The reason those Reeks escaped Venzier was because of you and what you did.”

      “That was not the same—that was an accident. We didn't intend to blow the entire thing down,” Sienna said, but a small amount of the fire she just had seemed to simmer.

      “It's exactly the same,” I pressed, leaning farther toward her. Simon tensed, but he wouldn’t step in, this was my fight not his. “I was offered something that I wanted so badly I was willing to risk my life to get it. I truly believed the risk inside Venzier wasn't as bad as it was, and if I had known that many people were going to die, I might not have done it—but I can't say for sure. If you had known the consequences, would you have left Theo at the mercy of Blane and his gang?”

      Sienna's mouth formed a thin line; she didn't have to say anything for me to know the answer. There was no way she would have let Theo die, and we all knew it. Just like the Guardians hadn’t risked protecting any of the Marked kids in the Void because they had to save their own first. We were all selfish in our own ways, and if given the choice, we’d likely do it all over again in a heartbeat.

      “We’ve all made mistakes. What matters now is that we fix them, every last one of them. And believe me, I will make up for what I did. The lives I took because of my choices have not been forgotten. I will never forgive myself if something happens to Vic. I know you may not believe me, but I do care for her, with all my heart. I'll do whatever I can to make sure she survives.”

      The others were quiet for some time, and I could see a tiny bit of the anger aimed at me had dissipated. They would never forgive me, and I would never ask them to. I only wanted them to understand that I was going to make this right.

      “She cares for you, too,” Sienna said in a small voice that cracked as she spoke. “She would want you to know that, in case she didn't get the chance to tell you.”

      A lump formed in my throat, and I could hardly swallow. I closed my eyes, remembering her warm smile, her soft hand pressed against my chest—the feel of her lips. I would give anything to have that one more time, to see her one more time, but all I could hope for now was that she lived. “I will make sure she gets a chance, even if it's the last thing I do.”

      We remained silent for the rest of the flight. Tension was still heavy amongst us, but we would put our differences aside for the people we cared about, so we could save what remained of humanity. Simon reached for my hand, squeezing it tightly, and I understood then why he hadn’t told me. Because it was impossible to explain why you were willing to risk everything for someone else but I understood. And I’d do the same thing.
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      A soft trickle of snow had begun to fall when we reached an abandoned village outside of Kuros. A large clearing in the usually forested area revealed a decrepit old village that looked as if it were once quaint and inviting. Now, the small houses that filled row after row were covered in vines, their roofs destroyed from the elements over the years or rotted through. It had been abandoned for some time.

      The Sweepers were waiting for us when we arrived, only twenty to avoid attracting too many Reeks. They would accompany us to the wall surrounding the Void where we hoped to gain access to the base Greyson was stationed at.

      Jacob gave us a sharp nod as we approached. He stood next to Nevia, the leader of the Sweepers, who addressed us all.

      “The base is less than a mile from here. We will station ourselves along the path leading to the wall.” The Sweepers wore heavy cloaks of brown, green, and white. Like their usual attire, that helped them blend into the surroundings of the desert they lived in, these colors would help them blend into the forest we would travel through.

      “The Reeks will have already heard us leaving Kuros, and I’m sure a few followed,” Jayla said from the other side of Jacob. She wore her usual black attire and stood strong and tall among the other leaders. Caspian and Em were a few steps behind her, and the black-eyed twin, Leah, was a short distance away, watching the forest. “We have to be quick and remain as unseen as possible.”

      The moonlight in the distance, reflecting off the small flakes of snow that fell, was the only light surrounding us. The shuttles had already circled back to hover over the Void far enough away to not attract too much attention, but just being here, with this many humans, was sure to bring the Reeks right to us.

      Theo held my hand, giving it a light squeeze. The warmth of his skin against mine dulled the chill in the air. Gunner remained a few feet away next to his father, his gaze still cautiously glancing to me and the others. It would be a long time before any of us would forgive him, but he was right: we had to work together to finish the mission.

      “We don't know what to expect when we reach the base,” Jayla continued. “You Sweepers will remain as backup only until we’ve reached inside the wall. If things don’t go as planned, make your way back here if you can. We want to avoid bringing shuttles too close to the base, or they could get shot down.”

      I swallowed a lump in my throat. Everything hinged on me still being able to gain access to the base. If that didn’t work, we might not make it back here in time, anyway. I pushed the thought away. We can do this. I can do this.

      “I’ve sent a few scouts ahead, so we know when they’re coming, but there’s no way to tell how many to expect, so just be quick about it.” Nevia glanced around the group, and each Sweeper gave a nod.

      Jayla turned to where we stood. “You two will go ahead first, Tynan and Petra will stay by your side. We’ll follow close behind and bring Simon and Gunner. If needed, we’ll try to buy you some time to get that door open.”

      I nodded, feeling the rise of panic spread through my chest, and I tried to push it back down.

      Jayla handed me something, a small, marble-sized object that blinked green. “This is a beacon in case something happens, or we get split up. If anything goes wrong or you can’t get inside before we arrive, press it, and we’ll all know to return here. Logan will be locked onto our position and prepared to pick us up if needed.”

      I shoved it in my pocket, hoping I wouldn’t have to use it.

      Caspian and Em moved to stand on either side of Jayla, and I was reminded of the first time I had met them. Back then I hadn’t known if they were my enemy or my friend. All I knew was that they were my chance to keep Vic safe. Now, I realized we were in the same situation, only this time they weren’t just friends, they were like family. They were relying on me to gain access to the base, and I was trusting them and their team to find a way to end this and save Vic.

      Caspian gave my shoulder a squeeze, as if reading my mind. He smiled. “We’re gonna get her back, no matter what.”

      There was the distant crackle of footsteps running over snow and branches towards us. Every one of us had our weapons up, pointed towards the dark forest, before a Sweeper stepped out of the foliage.

      “They’re here,” he said, keeping his voice low. “They’ve arrived.”

      “Let’s go.” Jayla jutted her chin in the opposite direction, and I couldn’t help but admire the fact that despite everything, despite being captured by the enemy and likely tortured, she still stood strong as a leader.

      We took off, following the freshly worn path that would take us to the Sixes’ base. Theo released my hand, pressing his to my back, so I sprinted ahead of him. Petra had taken the lead, her bow strung over her shoulder with a quiver of arrows waiting to be used. Tynan was close behind Theo, and outside of the crunch of our feet over the path, we remained silent.

      It wasn't long before I heard them in the distance, the Reeks, and the sound of gunfire that would only attract more. It was a calculated risk to use guns over any other weapon, but bullets would eliminate the Reeks faster than anyone could sling an arrow. Anyone but Tynan or Petra, that was.

      The latter had removed her bow and strung an arrow midstride. I didn't even see the Reek she had sensed coming at us from our right, but it was dead before it reached the path.

      My adrenaline pulsed through me as I pumped my legs and arms harder. With the cold air and the pace we kept, my lungs were already beginning to burn, and we were only halfway there. I wouldn't stop, no matter what—it had been the promise I’d made Tynan and Petra before we left Kuros. Theo knew not to ask that of me because I would not leave him behind. And not that I wanted to leave Petra or Tynan either, but I was aware both were strong and skilled and could survive this forest just as they had inside the Void. I hoped they could. They wouldn’t be coming into the base with us anyway, just to the wall before joining the Sweepers to gather genetic kids if we succeeded.

      I heard a scream in the distance followed by more gunfire. I flinched with each blast that went off, the memories of the thousands of Reeks that had swarmed us in Kuros still fresh in my mind, but I didn’t look back. I heard the twang of an arrow being released behind me just before the guttural scream of the Reek Tynan had taken down sounded. I stumbled. Theo was right behind me, pulling me to my feet before my knees had fully hit the ground. He kept his hand on the small of my back until I caught my footing enough to run on my own again.

      Up ahead, I saw a light glowing. It was just visible through the foliage of the forest we ran through, but I knew it was the Sixes’ base we aimed for.

      Petra took out another Reek that had sprang in front of our path. I jumped over it and continued sprinting, staying as close as I could to Petra, who pushed my pace.

      We reached the edge of the forest where a short hill took us to the base of the wall surrounding the Void. It was enormous, made of slick metal, and only a single green light on a panel that would open the door revealed anything outside of steel. This close, it was hard to imagine how the Reeks had managed to tear this same wall down in places. It was even harder to believe we would actually be able to stop them, but I didn't let the thought sit in my mind for too long.

      We stumbled down the hill, our pace slowing as the snow thickened and made it difficult to move. I heard shouts far behind us in the distance, and I couldn't be sure, but I thought I heard the order to retreat. We were too close to turn back now, and none of us made a move to do so.

      “Hurry,” Petra ordered as I took up a position in front of the panel leading to the base. Her arrow aimed toward the forest we had just exited. Tynan took up the spot to her right. I swallowed, reaching the wall and glancing down at the panel. I released a long breath and then pressed my hand to the surface of the panel.

      Nothing happened.

      I shook out my hand, wiping it on my pants before trying again.

      Still nothing.

      “Shit,” I mumbled under my breath. “It's not working.”

      Theo stood close enough to me that his back pressed against my own. Along with Tynan and Petra, he aimed his weapon to the forest where the Reeks would soon emerge. I felt him shift and glanced over my shoulder.

      “Try a different angle,” he said. “What way was your hand facing last time?”

      I blinked, trying to recall what had happened. Last time I'd opened the door, it'd been an accident. I hadn’t known Dr. Allard had given me access; I'd simply touched the surface with my hand and it opened.

      I tried positioning it to the side, but still the door remained closed.

      We heard footsteps draw closer, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw Jayla along with her team running out of the forest, Gunner and Simon close behind, the later limping terribly, followed by Em’s sister, Leah.

      They reached us quickly, ordering Tynan and Petra back up the hill to cover us before they would retreat to where we’d just been. The shuttles were already circling back to collect them.

      “Nothing?” Jayla asked, stepping up to my side.

      I shook my head. “I'm sorry. I thought this would work.” My heart raced, and it felt like there was lead in my stomach. I had failed. Everyone was relying on me, and I’d failed them. I should have known Greyson would be expecting us, that she would lock down the base so there was no way in.

      “We can’t just stand here,” Gunner said, and I quickly leveled him with a glare. He took a few steps away, helping his dad who looked pale in the moonlight.

      Jayla glanced over at Em who stepped around Theo to my other side. “Can you hack into it?” she asked her.

      Em leaned closer, using her knife check the edge of the panel. She shook her head. “There’s a tamperproof wire here. If I try to remove it, the panel will disable itself.”

      I swore again, unsure what to do. I heard the Reeks getting closer, Tynan and Petra could only hold then back for so long, and I could already smell the rotting flesh. We were running out of time and had no way inside. Caspian and Leah had guns out and aimed to the forest if any got past the Guardians of Venzier, but if we used our guns here, we’d quickly give ourselves away. There was a good chance Greyson already knew we were here. Our stealthy approach was ruined and if they hadn’t already, they soon would find us. There had to be cameras around, we anticipated them, but our plan was to be quick and get inside the compound before Greyson could send her guards out for us. We hadn’t expected the door not to open. I thought of the beacon in my pocket, considered using it and running as far away as we could manage for Logan to collect us safely, but we had to get into this base. We needed that Orb.

      Theo turned to me, suddenly grabbing my hand. “Try warming the skin,” he said. “Maybe it’s heat sensitive, and it can't feel your touch because your hand’s too cold.”

      He brought his mouth to my hand, blowing warm air on it, as he rubbed it between his own. I felt the numbness in my fingers slowly dissipate, and when they were finally warm to the touch, he let go and stepped back. I clenched my fist, sucking in a breath and praying to the stars this would work before I uncurled my fingers to place my palm on the panel. There was a soft click and then a whoosh as the door sprung open. My breath caught in my throat, and I nearly sighed in relief, smiling up at Theo as we move towards the open door, but my smile quickly fell at the sight of what stood before us.

      Just inside the door, with guns trained at our heads, stood more than two dozen soldiers who’d been waiting for us to arrive.
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      “How nice of you to join us again,” Governor Greyson said, sneering from the front of the pack of soldiers.

      My stomach was in my throat. I considered our options. If we tried to turn and flee, we’d be running straight into the pack of Reeks waiting for us and would probably get shot in the back. If we moved forward, Greyson would hold us, and our chances of finding the Orb in time to stop the genetic kids from reaching the horde of Reeks in Kuros were slim. Reports from Jacob’s Sweepers said the kids had slowed, were waiting for something. This was it. Greyson wanted to see what we’d bring, what we planned, before moving them any farther. We’d already done the job for her, pulled the Reeks away from this base, and now she had us in her grasp, exactly where she wanted us.

      Sienna and Theo had already stepped past the open door and the wall, and they stood rigid, also looking for a way out. Em and Caspian were at my side, and I knew Greyson had seen them, but the others remained hidden just beyond the door on the other side of the wall. She hadn’t noticed we had Simon or Gunner yet, nor had she seen her former personal guard Leah next to them.

      We had to keep Simon out of Greyson’s reach—everything hinged on him being able to end this. Without him, it wouldn’t matter if we found the Orb. I didn’t dare look back, but I hoped my team would know what I was thinking.

      I stepped forward, slid past Sienna and Theo while drawing the attention of every soldier, along with Greyson. I moved closer to the building, pulling every eye away from the still-open door, giving the others time to sneak inside unseen.

      “Miss me?” I smirked. “Have you run out of people to torture?”

      I kept one hand behind my back and clenched into a fist. It was an order I knew both Caspian and Em would understand.

      I didn't look over my shoulder as they stepped up beside me, flanking my sides and blocking the space behind us. Whether Sienna and Theo understood our plan, I wasn’t sure, but they’d moved forward, just as the door closed behind us. I wasn’t certain if Leah, Gunner, and Simon had gotten inside, and I couldn’t risk looking back. There were large crates scattered along the wall. If they had made it, they just had to remain hidden.

      “What did you do with my brother and nephew?” Greyson asked as I continued stepping   closer, keeping every gun and soldier behind them focused on me.

      Her question confirmed at least one thing to me; they didn’t have cameras near the door, which meant they hadn’t seen that both were here. She must have been alerted when Sienna tried to open the door.

      I shrugged. “Unfortunately, they didn't make it,” I said sweetly. “Simon’s wounds were rather extensive, and that virus sure does spread quickly, doesn't it?”

      I saw her squint, and I felt a subtle shift in the air as she pushed her powers towards me.

      I kept my expression blank while I begin counting backwards from a thousand, just as Simon had instructed us. As long as we were focused on anything but what Greyson wanted, we could keep the truth from her for a little while. It wouldn't last forever, but what we needed now was time.

      “Get them inside.” Greyson nodded back to the large white building looming behind her. The soldiers stepped forward, but I didn't let any one of them grab me or Caspian. My glare told them not to even think about it. Em’s snarl told them the same thing. Theo and Sienna remained close as the soldiers motioned for us to follow Greyson.

      We moved toward the building, and it was then I noticed the glass wall separating this place from the Void. Caspian had said it was nearly destroyed, but to see it up close was haunting. The splinters in the glass looked like a thousand spiderwebs crept across from where the Reeks had pounded and beaten against it. How it still stood was a miracle in and of itself.

      “Bring those two,” Greyson said over her shoulder, glancing at Sienna and me. “Lock the others up.”

      Caspian held tightly to my hand, not wanting to let go, but two soldiers trained their guns at his head, and I let go.

      “Find it,” I whispered. “No matter what.”

      They pulled Theo, Caspian, and Em into the building and down a long white hallway in the opposite direction Greyson headed. It was quiet outside of the soft clang of feet over marble floors, and I watched as the others disappeared around a corner.

      More soldiers waited in the narrow room we were directed to. Every place in this hellhole was the same. White hallways and a sterile smell as if this place could hide what they’d done—hide the monsters just past the glass wall into the forest.

      Greyson paced a few steps before she turned back towards us. Sienna stood to my right with her chin held high and a glare on her face.

      “You knew my nephew,” Greyson said to Sienna. “You thought about him briefly before you used my brother’s trick to try to push me out.”

      “Yeah, I knew Gunner. It would seem shitty people run in the family.”

      I didn’t hide my smirk. I was certain Sienna hadn’t seen Leah, Simon, or Gunner sneak inside the compound, but if she was smart enough to know what our plan would have been, or if she gave anything away, we could all be in trouble.

      Greyson took slow, steady steps towards us until she was standing inches away from Sienna. In a flash, her hand connected hard with Sienna's cheek, surprising both of us. Sienna’s head whipped to the side, and a flash of red-orange hair fell over her shoulders. I clenched my fists as a soldier took a subtle step forward, his gun still aimed at my head.

      Greyson gripped Sienna's chin and jerked her face back up to look her in the eyes. “My family is the only reason you exist. We created the Marked Kids, and without us you would be nothing.”

      My hand grazed the gun on my hip. There were more than a dozen soldiers around the room, and each one still had their guns aimed at us. They hadn’t bothered to remove any of our weapons, which only told me they felt they didn't need to.

      Greyson's gaze flickered to me. “Your gun is useless against us,” she said softly. “You'd be dead before you even pulled the trigger.”

      Shit. I quickly wiped the thought away and began counting backwards again. She nodded to a guard who stepped forward and removed my gun.

      Greyson smiled as she roughly let go of Sienna’s chin and eased back.

      “We can do this the hard way or the easy way,” Greyson said.

      “We’re not giving you anything,” I spat back.

      Greyson tilted her head to the side, staring me down. “I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to her.”

      Sienna fell to her knees, gripping her head and stifling a scream. I moved toward her but felt the cold metal end of a gun press into the back of my head and I froze.

      I clenched my jaw. “She doesn’t know anything.”

      “She doesn’t?” Greyson said, her eyebrows shifting up in mock surprise. Sienna’s hands dropped, and she sucked in shaky breaths as Greyson released her from whatever she’d been doing for a moment. “She’s confirmed you’re a liar, and both my brother and Gunner are alive…and here. Along with that traitorous girl you stole from me. Leah will always be loyal to me—you realize that, right? She can’t help it.”

      I revealed nothing in my expression as I shrugged. “We’ll see about that. But Sienna isn’t very fond of Gunner, so maybe she’s hoping your men kill him by accident? It’d be easy enough to give you the information she wants.”

      Greyson glared back down at Sienna, her expression twisting, and Sienna screamed again, gripping her skull as she writhed on her knees.

      “But I suppose if she’s telling the truth, you might already be too late,” I said, thinking of anything I could to help Sienna while still giving our team time. I didn’t want to see her in pain, but I knew she didn’t see where they went, and with Greyson focused on her, she didn’t search my thoughts, giving me a chance to figure out a plan.

      Sienna stilled again, her body trembling.

      “Search the compound,” Greyson ordered. “My brother is here somewhere.”

      Sienna’s gaze flicked up to mine under a wave of orange-red hair, and I gave a slight shake of my head. There were too many to fight and while we were being kept here, I hoped our team was finding a way to the Orb. If I was being honest, a part of me feared Greyson, feared what she could do—what she’d already done to me. I took a steady breath, remaining calm, putting on a brave face I would not drop. I had to buy them time. That was all I could do now.

      I bent down, helping Sienna to her feet as I casually glanced around the room, marking each soldier and recognizing a few former Watchers. The walls were, of course, white, and fluorescent lights hung overhead making everyone look pale, their skin dull. Along one wall were two closed doors that we’d entered. At the back were a few metal chairs that looked to have been tossed out of the way to make room for everyone. There wasn't nearly enough space for the twenty or so people inside, but that also meant my enemy was closer, which was to my advantage.

      “Do nothing,” I whispered to Sienna as I bent down to help her up.

      I could tell from the look in her eyes it was not the order she wanted but she stood, again tilting her chin up and schooling her emotions.

      “Aren't you worried this space will get overrun with Reeks?” I asked Greyson. “I hear they're getting rather bored in Kuros with nothing to feed on. It's only a matter of time before they find the next best thing.”

      “I have an army of genetically altered kids to keep me safe.” Greyson smirked, glancing at Sienna who clenched her fists and looked as if her entire body trembled. “Including that little bitch both you and my nephew seem so fond of.”

      Sienna flinched, but I caught her wrist.  “Yet you haven’t let them lose? You’ve kept them between you and Kuros. But what if they don’t get here in time, now that you’ve wasted so much of it?” I continued. “The Reeks we drew here are much closer than those kids.”

      Greyson narrowed her gaze. She knew what I was doing, could likely read my thoughts and every intention I had for even mentioning the genetic kids, but that was part of my plan. If she was focused on me and whatever she thought I wanted, she might miss the others searching for the Orb. I had quickly noticed it wasn't in the room we stood in; there was no place to hide it.

      “Even if you knew where they were, you can't save them.”

      Sienna pulled against my grip.

      “You’re a monster,” she shouted, tears welling up in her eyes. “We will find them, and we will save them. You won't win.”

      Greyson let out a menacing laugh. “Have I not already won? All I’ve ever wanted was to find a way to destroy the Reeks and I have. Those altered genetic kids will be a worthy sacrifice to save everyone. And when that happens and I'm the reason for it, every one of you will bow a knee to me.” Greyson clenched her jaw and pulled her shoulders back as she stood straighter. “Well, everyone but you all, that is. None of you will survive…I'll make sure of it.”

      Two soldiers came running back into the room and stopped before Greyson.

      “The compound is empty,” one of the soldiers said. “We didn't find him.”

      Greyson glanced over his shoulder to Sienna and me. I began counting in my head again.

      “Keep looking, check everywhere.”

      The soldier nodded and the two men moved to leave the room again.

      I smirked. “What, did Simon get away from you again?”

      Greyson glared but she did not respond. She was just taking a step forward when suddenly every light in the building blinked out, leaving us in darkness.
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      We were tossed roughly into a small, empty room. As with everything in this place, the walls and the floors were a pristine white. The fluorescent lights were already giving me a headache, and my pulse raced at the effort it had taken to run through the forest. I was pretty sure my stitches had ripped open, but the medication the healer had given me staved off the pain. I popped the other two pills in my pocket into my mouth quickly. They helped, but they didn’t stop my energy from draining—fast. Thankfully, we had had to keep our pace slower than usual, so Simon did not fall behind, he was still weak, but when I pressed my hand to my side, under my jacket, I did feel the blood seeping from the wound there.

      Theo slammed his shoulder into the door; it didn't budge. “How the hell are we going to get out of here?” he asked, frustrated. I knew he worried about the same thing I did; why did they only take Jayla and Sienna? I knew Jayla likely was a sore spot for Greyson having escaped her already but Sienna knew nothing.

      Em clicked her tongue. “Clearly, you haven't spent enough time with us to know we always have a backup plan.” She pulled something from her pocket, a small, thin item that resembled a key card, but it was much deadlier. The guards had taken all of our weapons before throwing us in here, but they hadn't checked every single pocket apparently.

      “That won't work unless you plan on blowing us up, along with the door.” I motioned to the small space around us.

      “Since when do little explosions scare you, Caspian?” Em smirked as she bent the card back, ripping off a strip.

      Theo was glancing between the two of us as if we were both crazy, which was probably true, all things considered. Em rolled her eyes.

      “I'm not using the whole thing,” she said, placing the strip she’d broken off along the edge of the doorframe, near a hinge. She tore off another narrow strip and did the same for the second hinge near the bottom. “It'll just be a small explosion. But I'd still cover my face if I were you.”

      I stepped back to the far wall, tugging Theo with me when he remained staring blankly at her. Em licked a finger and then slid it over the strips attached to the door before joining us with her back to the door.

      Two soft pops sounded. When I opened my eyes, there were two black burn marks where the strips had just been placed.

      The door still stood in place, but Em smirked with satisfaction. Positioning herself in front of the door, she glanced over her shoulder at Theo and me. “Are you two ready? Or do I need to do everything by myself?”

      I rolled my shoulders and moved to stand beside her right. I knew too much movement and fighting would be bad for this wound, but nothing I could do about it at this point. “You’ve gotten a lot cockier lately,” I said.

      She chuckled. “I like to call it confidence.” She brought her leg up and slammed her heel into the door. It shot open with a bang, hitting whoever had been standing in front of it, possibly deciding if the pops they had heard were from inside our room or somewhere else.

      Before the next soldier had a chance, I slammed into him, my fist connecting with his jaw. Theo had reacted just as fast, shock and surprise wearing off as he threw himself on the soldier I’d taken down, pinning his arm, so he couldn’t reach his gun. Em snatched it away, first taking out the guard still clumsily fighting with the door, and two more just down the hallway. She finished off the last one seconds later.

      “Let's move,” she ordered, tossing Theo a gun and grabbing a second for herself. I grabbed two from one of the dead soldiers, along with three extra clips just to be safe.

      “Grab their ID cards,” Em ordered. “They don't have rankings on their clothes, so let's hope one of these sorry fools was important.”

      We collected the ID cards and then made our way down the hallway we’d just taken. Em checked every room and hallway we passed, just as I did, our Watcher training heavily engrained in everything we did. So even though my pulse increased when she turned left, I trusted her as she navigated us down an empty corridor, away from where they had taken Jayla and Sienna.

      Theo must have been paying attention, too, as he said, “Aren’t we going the wrong way?”

      “We gotta get the power off-line first,” Em explained as we paused before each room, glancing inside until we found the one she was looking for. There were two guards inside, that Em took out before they even knew we were there. She shoved one out of his chair and began typing on the computer he'd been sitting at. I watched the door with my gun raised.

      Theo mimicked my stance, but his brow pulled down. “How are we getting the girls back?” he asked.

      Even as my chest tightened at thought of Jayla being back in the hands of Greyson, I had heard Jayla's words before we were separated. “Our mission is to find the Orb,” I said calmly. “Without that and without Simon, rescuing them would mean nothing. And those two can take care of themselves. Jayla knows how to keep both her and Sienna alive, trust me.”

      The muscles in Theo's jaw flexed. “Greyson doesn’t need us anymore. Are you sure she won’t just kill them?”

      I swallowed, glancing down the empty hallway again before I spoke. “If she was going to kill us, she would have already. She needs Simon, and Jayla can use that as leverage if she needs to. She’ll do whatever she has to, to give us time.” As the words spilled out, my adrenaline began to pick up. She would do anything, and that was why we had to hurry. There was a real chance Greyson might finish the job this time. She’d have no reason to keep Jayla alive if she found Simon. I pushed the thought away, forced myself to think of anything but the thought of losing Jayla. We had to be focused and quick.

      Theo opened his mouth to say something, but Em had found whatever she was looking for and glanced over her shoulder at us. “Ready to make some noise?”

      I grinned, letting my training take over the worry and nervous adrenaline trying to seep through, and turned it into a focused calm. I ignored the growing pain in my side. Taking down that guard hadn’t been a good idea. Even with the medication the healer had given me, I was starting to feel the pain, but it wouldn’t slow me down.

      “I'm always ready,” I replied.

      Em glanced at Theo with her eyebrow cocked.

      Theo sighed before reluctantly nodding. He tilted his head side to side before rolling his shoulders back. “I'll follow your lead.”

      Em gave him a nod before turning back to the computers. “Head out the doors and go to the left. When we reach the end of the hallway, take another left. There should be a door to the outside at the end—make sure you confirm who’s who before you kill anyone.”

      She didn't wait for either of us to acknowledge her orders before she pressed one final button on the computer and everything went black.

      I pushed open the door and led the way down the hallway. I could hear footsteps in the distance, but they weren’t close enough to concern me yet. I kept my gun pointed at the ground just to be safe, with no windows and no light, I could hardly see my hand in front of my face. Theo matched my steps, and though I couldn't hear her silent, catlike movements, I knew Em was right behind him. As genetic kids, I knew both would be adjusting to the darkness quicker than my eyes would. They’d hopefully see if anyone was coming.

      I had one hand reached out, and I felt the wall in front of us when we reached the intersecting hallway. “Left,” I said quietly as I moved to follow the second corridor.

      Up ahead, there was a red light sweeping back and forth across the ground. The red dot flashed on my shoulder only seconds before gunshots blasted and echoed down the long space. I dove to my left, reaching behind me and taking Theo with me. Both of us crashed into the wall, and I winced at the impact. Em must have seen the light first because she was already pressed against the wall we crouched beside and aimed down the hallway. An echoed scream sounded, and then the silence told us Em had hit her mark.

      In the darkness, I felt hands grip under my arm, pulling me to my feet.

      “That's gonna bring more to us,” Em said.

      “I thought you wanted to make some noise?” I replied, remaining close to the wall as we continued towards the end of the hallway and hopefully the door to the outside.

      “I meant that figuratively, not literally,” Em hissed.

      My foot hit something on the ground, a body. I felt Em reach down towards the dead soldier, and the body was shoved to the side. The soft clank of metal on the marble floor sounded as Em retrieved the gun from the soldier. Red light from the scope flashed past my head, stopping when Em connected with the door directly in front of us. We’d made it.

      I pulled out one of the ID cards, sliding it across the panel I felt for on the wall and saw a green light flash. Unlocking with a click, the door slid open an inch.  Em stopped me from opening it fully; we were both aware that if we opened the door the whole way, the light from outside flooding into the dark hallways would tell the soldiers exactly where we were if any saw us. From the sound of the footsteps, they were too close for us to not be seen, but more gunfire would just attract more soldiers.

      As if sensing the same thing, Theo whispered, “I'll be right back.” He pressed his gun into my hand and was gone before I could argue.

      I didn't know what his plan was, but the marched footsteps were close enough now for me to know there were two soldiers moving towards us.

      I held my breath, hoping whatever Theo planned would work. There was a loud thud and a grunt that was silenced by another thump. Something hit the wall loudly, but it was still much quieter than gunfire. I heard bodies falling to the floor before everything went silent.

      Em and I both remain quiet, not daring to call out to Theo, when a flash of light was aimed at us. I squinted and found Theo holding up the flashlight and walking towards us, shaking out his fist on one hand.

      "Make noise, don't make noise...just make up your minds," he said. In the glowing light around him, I saw two soldiers lying in a heap.

      Em smirked. "I guess you’re kinda handy to have around," she said. "Caspian would have probably thrown out his shoulder or something."

      "And you would have broken a nail." I nudged her, but she just shrugged and gave me a little wink.

      Em eased the door open, leading us out to the loading dock just beyond the building. She didn't move too far from the door before she let out a low whistle.

      Seconds later, a similar whistle responded from somewhere above us. We turned around, looking up to find Simon, Gunner, and Leah peering over the edge of the roof they'd been hiding on.

      "What took you so long?" Gunner asked as the three jumped down beside us.
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      My fingertips were frozen from hiding on the rooftop waiting for the others. As soon as we'd seen Greyson standing there among her soldiers, we knew we had to remain hidden as best we could. Jayla did a good job distracting her, so we could sneak inside the compound. Leah quickly disabled the cameras around the compound before swiftly taking care of the four guards we’d run into—her deadly precision sending a shiver down my spine at the sight. We’d been on the rooftop when the power was turned off. We knew it was our team. And Leah had tracked where it was most likely the others would come from to get us. Clearly, she’d been here before, but she said nothing.

      Now back with Em, Caspian, and Theo, we had access inside of the building and a way to find the Orb.

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” I asked, glancing around the group while I helped my father to his feet.

      Theo remained just inside the door, propping it open with one foot as he continued to watch the hallway for soldiers. The few we'd seen outside searching through the compound hadn’t come close to finding us.

      “We have to wait until the power comes back on,” Em said dryly, quickly checking her sister over for any injuries before focusing back on the compound around us.

      “Wait ’til it comes back on? What the hell was the point of turning it off if we aren’t going to use it to our advantage?” I asked.

      My father clung to me tightly. The run through the forest had taken a lot out of him, and though he wouldn’t admit it to anyone else, he couldn’t hide the trembles or winces from me.

      “We have to get inside,” Simon said, his voice strained. “Their patrols will circle back shortly.”

      In the distance, the distinct sound of Reeks clawing and scratching at the metal wall surrounding the Void filled the otherwise quiet night. There were a lot of them out there from the sounds of it, and I knew it only made my father more panicked. Em reluctantly conceded, and we moved just inside the door to the pitch-black hallway. As we shuffled forward, my feet hit something—a body. Theo was the only one with a small flashlight, and he shined it on the ground where we walked, pointing out where dead guards lay in our path.

      There were voices and echoed footsteps far away. This building wasn’t big enough for us to think we could remain here unseen forever. And if we waited until the lights turned on, we would be sitting ducks.

      “What exactly is your plan, Em?” I whispered into the darkness.

      Em spoke much closer to me than I had been expecting and I flinched involuntarily. “We have no idea where the Orb is, and Greyson knows that's what will be looking for. She'll assume the worst when the power went out, and she'll either go straight to it as soon as it’s back on or send someone to guard it.  We’ll make sure to cover both options.”

      “So you plan to wait to follow her to the Orb? She’ll see us coming,” Simon replied. His voice was so weak, and my chest clenched at the thought he might not make it long enough to do anything even if we found the Orb.

      “We know exactly where Greyson is, and if you think Jayla won’t see this black out as a sign from us, then clearly you’ve learned nothing,” Em said, and I could practically hear her eyes roll in the darkness. “As always, Simon, you underestimate us.”

      I felt Simon shift against me. I had one arm wrapped around his waist while his arm was draped over my shoulder…I gently squeezed his side, and he replied with a squeeze to my shoulder.

      “Well, I think the six of us will look rather suspicious just waltzing up behind Greyson and taking the Orb from her,” I said. “Should we maybe split up?”

      “Leah and I will go ahead and clear a path for you guys…just follow the breadcrumbs,” Em said. “We’ll head to where Jayla and Sienna were taken, so you guys follow where the rest of the guards are stationed. She’ll have them outside wherever the Orb is. Greyson could be in either place, so keep your eyes open. You two stay with Caspian and Theo.”

      Just as Em and Leah moved down the hallway, the power returned. The fluorescent overhead lights instantly gave me a headache, and I squinted as my eyes adjusted to the brightness. The twins were already sprinting away from us. They reached the end of the hallway quickly and disappeared around the corner and out of view.

      “Stay behind us,” Theo ordered, his tone anything but friendly.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, I heard her the first time.”

      Caspian took up the lead, and as we begin following slowly behind, I glanced over to my father. “You gonna make it, old man?”

      The hint of a smile pulled at his cheeks. “Let's just find this thing fast,” he said.

      I had grown used to his sarcasm—the one thing I'd somehow gotten from him despite never knowing him until a few months ago—and it worried me that it wasn't there now. His face was too pale, and there were beads of sweat along his hairline.

      “Hold on, just a little longer.” My voice broke, and I had to swallow a lump in my throat. “I'm not leaving your side, even if I have to carry you.” Simon didn't say anything, but he squeezed my shoulder once more, and it was answer enough.

      We reached the end of the hallway and paused behind Em and Leah, who had stopped.

      “They took Jayla and Sienna that way. Head down the opposite hallway and see if you find anything out of the ordinary.” Em nodded her head in the direction of the hallway we’d take.

      “I’m coming with you,” Theo said.

      “No,” Em said sharply, shaking her head. “Your girl will be fine, trust me. Caspian will need your help.”

      “Now who’s underestimating who?” Caspian crossed his arms over his chest.

      “As I said, Caspian needs your help.” Em smirked and leaned closer to Caspian. “He’s all talk.”

      “Whatever.” Caspian shook his head. “But this time, I think Theo’s right. We need to stay together. If the Orb is with them, it’ll be hard enough getting it out with just two of you.”

      I could guess what Caspian wasn’t saying, and what Theo looked ready to shout. Neither could leave it to anyone else to save Sienna and Jayla—including the fierce twins even I was terrified of.

      Em shook her head but she sighed. “Fine, we’re wasting time.” She glanced back to my father and me quickly. “You two stay out of view. If something goes wrong, leave and find that Orb. You understand?”

      “Yes ma’am.” I gave a mock salute.

      Em shook her head again before leading the way down the hall towards where they had taken the others. We moved behind them, following the path until we heard voices up ahead. Em signaled that she and Leah would circle around, connecting at the hallway intercepting this one and come up behind them while we remained here. We hid around the corner out of view of the voices. We weren’t close enough to hear what they were saying.

      Caspian peered around the corner, down the hallway filled with guards. He held up his hands to say there were eight soldiers. A second hall cut through the one guarded by Greyson’s men. They would soon be met by Em and Leah, but we had to ensure we kept at least some of the guards occupied until they were closer. The presence of that many guards told me one thing: Greyson was likely still in that room.

      “Stay here,” I whispered to Simon and helped him lean against the wall. I moved to stand next to Caspian who passed me one of his guns.

      “I'll take the far side, you take the middle. Theo, stay tight to the wall.” Caspian kept his voice low. “Em and Leah will be coming from that hallway, we need to draw the guards’ attention to give them time to make it through however many more men are stationed there, but watch for them, and don’t shoot them. Em gets cranky when you shoot her.”

      We all nodded. Even Caspian was aware that Em and Leah were our best chances to get through the guards between us and Greyson. Leah alone could likely tear through them all, but she was not immortal—just deadly as all hell. We still had provide a distraction while taking down as many guards as we could.

      Caspian moved first, sprinting across the hallways and hiding behind the alcove of a doorway. I crouched down, keeping my body mostly hidden behind the safety of the wall while Theo inched closer, using a square pillar tucked against the wall to remain hidden. The soldiers stood before a set of double doors, currently unaware of our presence. The first bullet sounded, and the guards reacted fast. I aimed for the one in the middle, taking him out quickly while Caspian and Theo took out two more, but the others had ducked behind the cover of the doors.

      The adjacent hallway Em and Leah came from erupted in bullets and screams. It sounded like they were facing even more than we were, and they hadn’t yet reached the men we fought, which left us way too exposed without any crossfire. The two of them were both deadly, and I could hear what sounded almost like an animalistic roar echoing down the hall just as a body went flying from where Em and Leah were, slamming into the wall with a spray of blood.

      The guards turned toward the twins raging toward them. I could hear the slice of Em’s twin blades while Leah likely tore through guards with her bare hands. Screams rang out.

      There were six guards still hidden behind the door. Em and Leah must be facing a horde of guards because they hadn’t reached us yet, and now we were too exposed and running out of ammo.

      “Get back,” I screamed at Theo, who was pressed against the wall as bullets pinged off the pillar he hid behind. He didn’t hear me over the chaos.

      Bullets whizzed past us and I ducked down, scrambling out of the way, pulling myself back behind cover. Caspian darted across the hallway, pulling me around the corner and screaming for Theo to retreat. He was too far ahead and couldn’t hear us. I yelled, but the gunfire and shouts, the sounds of Leah and Em tearing people apart, were too loud. He still fired towards the soldiers behind the doors, but I noticed more coming up behind them. We were grossly outnumbered, and now Theo was pinned down, alone. Leah could probably have taken them all—she just might—but Theo was left out in the open, and he couldn’t hear us, didn’t know he no longer had anyone at his back covering him.

      “Theo!” I shouted.

      He ducked under a blast that hit the wall just above his head. My stomach clenched, and I was brought back to inside Venzier when I made the decision to leave the only friends I had ever had for information that I wasn’t sure actually changed anything. I’d found out who my mother and father were, but good people had died, and I didn’t want to see that happen again, not when I could do something about it.

      I knew they would take him out before he had a chance to kill them, before Em and Leah reached us. Especially if Caspian and I weren’t there to back him up. Caspian was trying to get a clear shot at the soldiers, but he had to dodge gunfire and dove into the empty hallway we’d just come down.

      “He can’t hear us,” I screamed. Caspian fired around the corner, trying to help Theo out, but he wouldn’t last long.

      Theo realized then that he was all alone. He began moving back, but he was slow and couldn’t risk just turning and running.

      A part of me wondered if our roles were reversed, would Theo care if I died, but I had already made my decision. I hope I don’t regret this. I sprinted towards him, firing at the soldiers still hiding and took one out. Caspian had stepped out to cover me. I reached Theo and managed to grab the back of his jacket. He startled and glanced over his shoulder at me.

      “Come on,” I screamed, and he turned while I kept firing at the soldiers, just as Em and Leah fully rounded the corner.

      Caspian shot around the corner, trying to cover us. I turned to run, following behind Theo. I shoved him around the corner just as I felt something hit my back. I made it to the cover of the hallway before I realized what it was. A bullet. It had hit me between the shoulder blades.

      Warmth spread through my back, and I was surprised that I didn't instantly feel pain. I was still standing, and as my mind tried to catch up, I wondered if I had actually been hit. But when I reached a hand over my shoulder and pulled it back, I saw the bright red blood across my fingertips.

      “You’re hit,” Simon said, struggling to reach me.

      “It's fine,” I said, trying to keep my expression as neutral as possible. “It's just a knick. I'll be fine.”

      I met Caspian's gaze across from me, and he knew exactly what I was thinking—it wasn't fine. Thankfully, he didn’t say anything. I could feel it now, feel the burning begin to spread and the pain causing my breaths to feel heavy and labored. But I just had to make it a little farther.

      “Get something pressed against that wound,” Caspian said, as he peeked around the corner again and shot a few more rounds. The sound of soldiers being taken out came closer, and I knew Em and Leah were likely carving a path to those doors.

      Theo removed his jacket, folding up a portion of the fabric and pressing it against the wound on my back. He took the sleeves of the jacket and tied it over one shoulder and across my chest, pulling it as tight as possible, causing me to grimace.

      He glanced up at me, and I was surprised that he didn't wear the same harsh expression I was used to.

      “Thank you,” he said softly. “That bullet was meant for me.”

      “Yeah, I think I change my mind. You can have it,” I joked and gave him a weak smile. I could see Theo wanted to say more but I stopped him. “I left you for dead once, so let’s just say we’re even now.”

      He gave a reluctant nod, even though he frowned.

      Simon held onto my arm as if he was helping, but he could hardly stand on his own. I glanced over at him with a smirk. “Well, aren't we a pair?”

      A bang shook the hallway as Caspian tossed a micro bomb towards the remaining guards, taking them out and sending black smoke filtering towards us. The space went silent.

      “We’ll get you help soon,” Simon said. “Once we have the Orb, Logan can bring you back to Eres. A healer will fix you up.”

      I shook my head. “I said I'm not leaving you, and that wasn't a lie.”

      Simon's mouth opened, as if to argue, but Caspian cut them off.

      “It's all clear, let’s move.”

      Simon and I took a step forward but Theo stopped us. “You two stay here,” he said, pressing the gun I’d dropped into my hand. “End this, if we can’t…if we don’t come back—please.”

      I clenched my jaw but I nodded. “We will,” I promised.

      And it was one of the first promises I’d made that I fully intended to keep.
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      Jayla pulled me down to the ground only seconds after the room went black. My hands rested on the cool marble floor, and Jayla crouched beside me. My head ached from whatever Greyson had done to me, my eyes still watered, but I steadied my breathing and waited for Jayla to tell me what to do. The guards surrounding us were yelling orders, arguing over each other, while Jayla pulled me backwards towards the entrance into the room. She paused suddenly, and I heard a voice shout, “Hey—”

      Whatever his next words were, they were muffled by a grunt as Jayla let go of my arm and took out the soldier. She was back beside me before anyone else raised an alarm, shoving something in my hand. A gun.

      “Be ready,” she whispered.

      She shifted so our backs were pressed against each other, crouched down as we waited.

      Greyson was somewhere still in the room. She had ordered a few closest to the door to check on things before telling the others to lock the door and let no one else in or out of this room.

      “We should go after her,” I whispered to Jayla.

      “No,” she said. “She’ll know we’re coming. Just do as Simon told us, count backwards…think of anything but your next move.”

      Gritting my teeth, I let out a breath. I had no idea where Theo had been taken, and we’d planned to stay together. The time apart sent my pulse pounding, and there was a tightness in my chest I couldn’t ease.

      I didn’t know how long we remained in the dark, but it couldn't have been more than twenty minutes. The lights flickered back on, and Jayla gave my ribs a nudge with her elbow. It was time.

      The soldiers stationed around the room had done exactly what I would've done, found a wall and remained close to it. That left a nice, neat row for Jayla and me to pick off.

      I took out three guards before my eyes had even fully adjusted to the brightness. Jayla was even quicker, and the guards who had been nearby her were dead and forgotten before they hit the ground. She turned and managed to take out two more guards across from me before both of us screamed in pain.

      The feeling of my skull being crushed by a giant, invisible hand was just as bad as it had been the first time. My eyes welled with tears, and the gun that had been in my hand fell to the ground. My vision spotted in the corners, and I couldn't focus on anything, on any voice or person, only the pain.

      Someone grabbed my arm, wrenching me away from Jayla’s side and forcing me to my feet. My knees gave out almost instantly, but the soldier who had grabbed me held tightly, pulling me into him and holding both arms against my sides.

      “You little bitch,” Greyson screamed, shoving Jayla to her side with a sharp heeled boot. Jayla screamed. “You think you can kill me with a bullet?”

      The pain began to dull, and my vision focused back on Jayla and Greyson. Only three guards remained, the other bodies stained the white marble floors.

      “It was worth a try,” Jayla said with that cocky confidence and swagger I was used to seeing from her. She knelt on the floor, her face strained, but she’d stopped screaming as Greyson’s powers pulled back.

      Greyson grabbed onto the back of Jayla's head, yanking her up by her hair. “When will you learn that you won't win?”

      Jayla shrugged, hardly wincing at the grip Greyson had on her, forcing her face up to meet her glare, even though I was sure it hurt. “I suppose when I'm dead?”

      “I can arrange that.” Greyson sneered, and this time when she sent her powers out, I didn’t feel them. I only knew what she was doing because it looked as though Jayla was choking. She gasped for air, her eyes wide and her hands grabbing and scraping for Greyson, but the invisible hold Greyson had on her didn't release.

      Fear swam through me, and my gaze flitted around the room for a way out of this. I had to do something. I couldn't let Jayla die, not like this, not at the hands of Greyson. My head still spun, and the tightness in my chest told me my idea was probably stupid, but I ignored the small bit of doubt trying to seep in, and I drove my elbow back, connecting with the soldier’s chin. At the same time, I stomped my foot down right on the top of his.

      When his hand released me, I took off, aiming straight for Greyson and not slowing down.

      Her gaze flickered up only moments before my body slammed into hers, and we both fell hard to the ground in a heap. There was a soldier trying to pull me off her, but I dug my nails into the side of her face, leaving streaks down both cheeks when they finally pulled me away.

      Greyson roared. She was furious. Her nostrils flared, and her fists were clenched. She pushed herself to her feet, her rose-blonde hair a mess. She gritted her teeth, touching a hand to the scratch marks on her face and hissing.

      I didn’t even have a chance to move before I was back on the floor, writhing in pain again as my body felt like it was burning from the inside out.

      Jayla had pushed to her feet and tried to run for Greyson, but the Carbon leader was so strong and fast she simply threw out an arm, and Jayla crashed into the wall. Blood sprang from her nose and a deep gash on her head.

      A guard hovered over me, his grip so tight it felt like my arm was going to break, but I still tried to pull away, even as the internal burning spread through me and consumed every inch of my body.

      “Stop,” I heard Jayla scream, her gaze fixed on mine, her eyes wide with fear.

      Greyson wore a sneer, made even uglier with the claw marks marring her cheeks. I could barely move, barely breath, and she didn’t stop. I knew I couldn’t hold on much longer, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      A blast sounded just outside the doors at the back of the room, and my body was released. I fell to my hands and knees, gasping for air. Gunfire sounded just beyond the room we hid in. Something slammed into the door, causing it to shake, but we were locked in. I met Jayla’s gaze from across the room and she smiled.

      She smirked. “Wonder who that could be?”

      Greyson growled, turning to one of her guards. “Shoot them both,” she ordered. “I’ve had enough.”

      The click of a gun releasing its safety sounded directly behind me. I stilled. We were so close, Theo was so close, I knew he was—could feel it—but we wouldn’t make it. There was nothing more I could think to do, no more tricks up either of our sleeves. Jayla’s expression finally cracked, and I knew she was thinking the same thing.

      “Don’t you want to know where Simon is?” she asked.

      Greyson smiled down at her. “I don’t have to wonder…I can feel his presence just outside these doors.”

      No. We’d fought so hard, and now Simon would be captured, and we wouldn’t get Vic back. “Run,” I screamed to the doors, as if Simon and the others could somehow hear me. “Run!”

      Greyson turned to me, with a tilt of her head and a sad smile. “No one can run anymore.”

      The gun at my head pressed harder and I froze. Theo and I had made a promise not to say goodbye. A promise that we would survive. And now I regretted not saying goodbye, not telling him I loved him one more time. Forever was never in our future and I knew that, but for some reason, I'd allowed myself to hope. I closed my eyes and said the words in my head, hoping somehow, he would feel them.

      The guard standing behind me let go of my arm and took a step back. I dropped to my knees, my legs giving out.

      I closed my eyes, counting the seconds in my head, when a blast rocked through the building, throwing me back as heat singed my arm. The doors had been blasted open and in the entrance stood our team.
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      All of us had toppled over with the blast. Greyson was already shoving herself to her feet, blood dripping down her face. Caspian took out the three guards still struggling to collect their bearings.

      I tried to stand and run towards him, because I knew what would come next. It was too late. Caspian crumpled to the ground, Theo beside him doing the same, and they both grabbed for their heads. I knew what was happening: Greyson had taken hold of them both.

      Just beyond the door, I heard Em scream, and there was nothing I could do. My eyes burned, and I tried to stand. I had to stop this. She would kill them all—she could kill them all—with likely one thought.

      I pulled out a knife from the inside of my boot and threw it straight at Greyson’s head. Even though I could no longer feel the pain—if she sent it for me as well—she clearly was inside my head and dodged out of the way of the knife easily. Her glare turned on me, but she didn’t release the others. Then I was underwater again, being choked, held beneath the surface, so I couldn’t breathe, just like she’d done before. There was nothing for me to grab at, but I found myself clawing at my throat, trying to somehow force air into my lungs.

      Caspian caught my eye from across the room. He was on his knees, his hands pressed to the side of his head, but he was trying to crawl for me. His eyes were wide, and my mouth kept opening and closing to say something—to breath—but I couldn’t. It felt like I was there forever, and I knew I couldn’t escape it. None of us could escape Greyson.

      “You’re right,” Greyson said, pushing herself to her feet and limping on one injured leg to stand before me. “You cannot escape me. None of you can.”

      I tried to reach for a gun a few feet away. My friends were still screaming, but I had no voice under the crushing weight of Greyson’s grip.

      Greyson took a step forward, sneering as she kicked the gun just out of reach. “I want you to watch as I kill every one of them, just so you see how you have failed.” She crouched down, tilting my face up, so I met her gaze. I felt her control retreat enough that I could take short, small breaths—just enough so I could live and watch my friends die. “I can see it in you—I didn’t have to even enter your mind to know your greatest fear is losing your friends. I hope you feel it now, that knowledge that you can do nothing—that you are nothing. And no matter how much you try, you will always lose. You will always fail.”

      I felt tears welling up in my eyes.

      Greyson pointed to Caspian with one long, slim finger. “He’s the one you love most, isn’t he? You could have kept him alive if you’d just let me end this the way I must. There is no stopping the Reeks—my brother does not contain enough power to destroy anything—only I can control the army that will save the world. Only I can create more genetic kids, more soldiers, because I have found a way to stop this, and you are all just wasting my time.”

      Caspian began screaming, his eyes red, and tears streamed down his face. I couldn’t move. I could do nothing but watch as she tore him apart with her mind. I tried to speak, but I couldn’t formulate any words.

      There was a sudden blast, and for a brief moment, I felt immense pain, not like my skull being crushed or like I was being drowned, but like a bullet had just ripped through my arm. My breath was my own again. I gulped down air greedily and looked to Caspian, who had stopped screaming. Everyone was still.

      Greyson was still crouched a few feet away from me, and she had one hand to her shoulder where blood spurted out. She glanced over her shoulder, and I saw who had shot her. Sienna. She stood on shaky feet, her clothes torn and covered in blood and black soot from the explosion, and her eyes were fixed on Greyson.

      “You will never control the genetic kids again.” She squeezed the trigger again, hitting Greyson in the leg, and she dropped to one knee, stifling a scream of pain.

      I had no idea how she’d done it, but Sienna had broken the control Greyson’s powers had over her. She’d broken through. I stood to my feet, grabbing the gun Greyson had kicked away, and moved beside Sienna. My lips pulled back in a snarl.

      “Here's the thing about us that you don't seem to understand,” I said, pulling my gun up to aim for Greyson’s head. Behind her, Caspian moved to help Theo to his feet. Leah and Em stepped out from behind the door, Em wearing a wicked grin. “We never give up. And no matter how many times you knock us down, there will always be someone else right behind us ready to stop the next blow. That was your mistake. Thinking you would only have to deal with a few of us, but we brought the whole damn cavalry, because you were never going to win. And I was always going to make damn sure of it.”

      I aimed another bullet at her other leg, and this time she screamed in pain. Greyson trembled, her eyes red and still filled with hatred and anger, but the pain seemed to stop her from using her abilities. I towered over Greyson, my chin held high and jaw locked. My hand didn’t shake, and even as my heart pounded in my ears, it was not from worry or fear. It was like an army drumbeat awakening everything inside of me.

      Sienna smiled down at Greyson. “And if she somehow failed, I’d be next. And then Caspian, then Theo. Then if there was anything left of you, Em would finish the job. Because we’re not like you, we’re not willing to sacrifice others to win—we were willing to sacrifice ourselves. And that’s something you’ll never understand.”

      “You will all die regardless,” Greyson spat, her teeth clenched and her body shaking. “You chose the wrong person to believe in. My brother will fail. He brought this plague on you, and you trust him still? You are all fools, and I hope when your time comes, you have a chance to realize the mistake you’ve made because I will die knowing you killed the wrong person.”

      “Wrong,” I said, stepping closer and pressing my gun to her forehead. She flinched back. “We killed the true monster. You.” I pulled the trigger.

      The sound was loud in my ears, and I didn’t look away as blood splattered on the white wall behind Greyson. Her body slumped to the side. Her eyes stared lifelessly at the floor.

      Without hesitating, I took a knife and slit it across the base of Greyson’s skull, removing the microchip that all Carbons had and destroyed it—and Greyson—for good. The room was eerily silent, all of us staring at the body before us. I hadn’t realized I was breathing so heavily until the thundering of my heartbeat pounding in my ears finally slowed down.

      Sienna pressed a hand to my back, drawing my attention to hers. I blinked, feeling the tears slide down my cheek as a smile spread across my lips. We did it. We killed Greyson. My throat felt like it was closing up, as if a weight had been lifted off of me, and I released a staggered breath.

      Sienna pulled me into a hug, holding me close, as she whispered, “We did it. We did it.”

      “You did it,” I replied. “You stopped her. How did you do it?” She had somehow broken through the pain I knew she felt. When we were barely able to move, she had somehow managed to push past it all and shot Greyson, giving us all a chance to live—to end this.

      Sienna shook her head. “I don’t know, I just—I couldn’t let her win. I couldn’t let anyone else die. And suddenly the pain was gone, it was nothing but a dull roar, and I forced myself to move before it disappeared.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, my voice breaking as I repeated the words. “Thank you.”

      Caspian was beside me, and Sienna pulled back, so I could slide into his arms. She hugged Theo just as tightly, and for some reason, I couldn’t stop the sob in my throat as I tugged on his shirt, pulling his body closer. I’d almost lost him, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it, but together we’d won. Not on our own, not just me doing everything like I always tried to do, but as a team.

      “It’s done,” he whispered in my ear. “We’re okay.”

      I felt my body tremble, and for the first time, I didn’t try to hide it. I didn’t try and push away the emotions flooding me, I just stayed there, in Caspian’s arms, and breathed in the familiar scent of him—letting that soothe my throat.

      “We’re not entirely done,” Em said, and I pulled back enough to see her, keeping my arm wrapped around Cas tightly. “We’ve still got to find that Orb.”

      “Where’s Simon?” I asked, only now noticing he wasn’t with them.

      “Safe,” Cas replied, nodding to the hallway littered with bodies to the two men moving towards us.

      I noticed Gunner was walking slower than usual, and that it was Simon who seemed to be trying to help him. Theo caught my confused look from a few feet away. “He took a bullet for me.”

      “On purpose?” Sienna blurted.

      He chuckled. “Yeah.”

      “We have to hurry,” Cas whispered so only I could hear. “I’m not sure how much more time he’s got.”

      I noticed how pale both Gunner and Simon looked.

      “Do you think she was telling the truth? Will this work?” I asked, moving to follow the others out of the room and down the hall in search of the Orb.

      “I hope so,” Cas replied. “But it doesn’t matter, because you were right—we won’t stop until we’ve won. And if Simon can’t do this, if we fail today, we’ll get back up and try again tomorrow.”

      I nodded as Cas squeezed my side and pulled me tighter into his body. I felt his hand trembling and wasn’t sure how much of the pain Greyson had inflicted still lingered. My own head throbbed, but I pushed that aside and focused on the next mission: find the Orb and save those genetic kids.

      As we left the room with Greyson’s dead body still inside, I didn’t look back.
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      Em led the way as the rest of us followed down the hallways. It was nearly empty, most of the soldiers already taken care of. A few had abandoned the base when they’d found Greyson dead, the engine of their shuttle sounded briefly before they were gone, and the rest were dead.

      With the place empty, we were free to check everywhere for the Orb, but we so far hadn’t found it anywhere. Most of the rooms here were bedrooms, for the many genetic kids who had once been brought here. There was a large space that might have been a cafeteria or dining area, but there were no tables, and the space was empty. Other rooms were medical stations similar to the one I’d found myself lying in not that long ago. It was hard to believe how much had happened since we’d first discovered what they were doing here. We’d all survived so much; we couldn’t let it end here.

      Outside, the sound of Reeks grew louder. Em had managed to contact Logan, who reported that the altered genetic kids had reached Kuros, and they were already fighting the Reeks still there. The Sweepers of Eres had driven out a few Reeks, leading them into the forest where we had left them, but it wasn’t safe to take them too far south with Eres unguarded. What we needed was for this to all be over. We needed that Orb.

      “What if it’s not here?” Gunner asked.

      Simon shook his head. “It will be. Greyson wouldn’t risk it being too far from her reach.”

      Simon leaned against the wall of the hallway, Gunner beside him smearing blood across the white walls. It matched the rest of the blood splattered through this once pristine place.

      “Then where is it?” Sienna asked quietly. I noticed how she clung to Theo’s arm, just as Jayla held tightly to my hand, and I had to wonder what the two had endured before we arrived.

      We stood in the middle of the empty hallway outside of one of the medical rooms. We’d checked every single space we could. Broken down any doors we couldn’t get into with our stolen ID cards, and even searched the compound outside…nothing.

      The sound of a shuttle whooshed just outside the building. Logan had arrived.

      “How the hell are we going to find this thing?” Em grumbled, moving to look through the window just inside the medical station and signaled to Logan we’d be there soon. “We’re running out of time.”

      “I have a way,” Simon said quietly, and I could tell from his tone he’d been hoping not to have to use this plan. “I can try and detect it using my abilities.”

      “No,” Gunner said suddenly, gripping his dad’s arm. “You can’t risk it. You need your strength. If we’re not quick enough—”

      “If we’re not quick enough, it won’t matter.” Simon’s face fell, and I felt Jayla’s hand squeeze mine.

      She knew more about what Simon would be risking than I did, but I was smart enough to see he was losing strength fast, and the Reek virus may already be spreading through him. We knew it was a possibility that Simon could get infected being this close to the Reeks, but we had hoped to be quick.

      “We’ll keep looking,” Gunner said stubbornly.

      “Where?” Simon retorted. Even his snapped replies had little of the fire behind them they usually did. “There are too many places it could have been hidden. And it’s small, small enough to store away anywhere.”

      “It was in a metal box when they brought it here,” Theo said.

      “And it could be anywhere now. I can use my abilities to detect the energy coming from it. I can find it,” Simon said.

      “What good will it be if you don’t have the strength to use it?” Gunner argued.

      Jayla shifted at my side, perking up suddenly as if something Gunner had said sparked an idea or a memory.

      “I’ve got an idea,” Jayla said, pulling me down the hallway back the way we’d came. “We’ll be right back. Simon, find the damn thing now.”

      Jayla ignored the questioning looks she got from everyone, including me, and moved quickly before anyone could argue. I was surprised that despite the urgency she refused to let go of my hand. I didn’t want to let go, either.

      “What exactly is your plan, Jayla?” I asked.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Greyson had a way to ensure she didn’t get infected by the virus. Let’s just hope she still has it.”

      We stepped over the dead soldiers and back into the room Greyson had been holding Jayla. The room stank of blood and smoke, the doors had been blown down a lot harder than intended, but Em had wanted to be thorough. Jayla hesitated for a moment before letting go of my hand and crouching down next to Greyson’s dead body. Her eyes were still wide and staring into nothing.

      I could see the pull in Jayla, the tension in her back at the memories of what Greyson had done to her—done to our friends. She reached for Greyson’s collar and pulled something from a chain around her neck. It was a tiny vial of blood.

      “This is how she’s kept herself alive for so long,” Jayla said, her voice quiet but filled with rage. “She thought she deserved to live while others died. She believed she was the hero in this story, and we were the bad guys trying to stop her from glory.”

      “Sometimes, we make bad decisions and try to justify why they’re right, but nothing that she did was for anyone but herself—no matter what she tried to claim.” I rested a hand on her shoulder, feeling her body tremble slightly under my touch. “We won, Jayla. And now we will end this for good.”

      She nodded, still looking down at Greyson as she stood. Finally, she tore her eyes away from the dead body and laced her fingers back in mine, the vial clutched in her other hand. She moved towards the door, but I pulled her back.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, noting the blood staining her cheek, the small welt forming under her eye. I meant it as a question more about her than her injuries, because I knew the demons that had haunted her before, and I knew what Greyson had said to her was truth. She feared losing those she loved and to come so close surely affected her.

      She smiled, stepping closer to me and lifting onto her toes. She closed her eyes as she pressed her lips to mine. “I am,” she whispered, plopping back down to her heels, but her eyes remained closed and she let out a sigh, as if a sudden peace had fallen over her, and the demons she’d been fighting had been slayed alongside Greyson.

      I wrapped my arms around her, pressing her body into mine and ignoring the sting on my side as she melted into my arms. None of that mattered, the pain, the wounds. What mattered was her and we had won.

      She pulled back, studying my face for a moment with a scrunched brow before she looked down at the blood on her hand from my side.

      “You’re bleeding again,” she said.

      “So are you,” I countered. “I’m fine. We’re fine. Let’s just get back to the others, so we can finish this and take a long bath and just relax for once when this is all over.”

      A smile tugged on her lips, even as she narrowed her eyes, but she didn’t argue. She nodded and we moved back toward the hall and our friends who were waiting. The dull throbbing in my side had gotten worse since I first re-opened the wound running here. I was aware that if I lost too much blood, it wouldn’t matter if we won, but I wouldn’t let Jayla feel that demon again, and I would fight to stay by her side as long as I could. There was a real fear inside of me that I wouldn’t get to see the day when we would be able to relax and just live, together, but I tried not to let it seep in. Because I needed to believe in that future just as much as she did, and I had to hold on just a little longer.
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      We found the others in a small room just outside of the one we’d left. There was a hole in the wall where a secret compartment had been ripped open, by I assume either Em or Leah. Simon sat on the floor, his breath more labored and pronounced than before. Gunner’s face was filled with worry and his brow furrowed.

      “You never should have done that,” he said.

      “Too late now,” Simon replied. “And at least we’ve got it.”

      Sure enough, in Simon’s lap was the Orb. Its metal looked dull and a darker grey than I remembered. I didn’t have any abilities like the Carbons, yet I could feel an almost magnetic force emanating from the Orb.

      Jayla knelt beside Simon. “Here, take this.” She held up the vial of blood.

      Simon smiled weakly. “She had some left?”

      “Not a lot, but hopefully it’s enough,” Jayla replied.

      Simon’s hand shook as he reached for the vial, and Gunner stretched past him to help. He opened the stopper and placed the vial to Simon’s lips, letting the blood fall into his open mouth. Almost instantly, the color in Simon’s face seemed to bloom. His cheeks flushed, and he gulped a deep breath of air, as if it was the first real breath he’d taken in some time.

      “That’ll have to do,” Simon said, allowing Gunner and Theo to lift him to his feet.

      Gunner didn’t look good, either. The bullet wound still bled, and I knew he needed to get to a healer quick, but I wouldn’t say that in front of Simon—I knew Gunner wouldn’t want his father to know the truth.

      “What now?” I asked as Simon pocketed the Orb, and we began moving towards the shuttle.

      “Get me as close to the genetic kids as we can and have every shuttle we’ve got there, too. When I turn this off, the control over the kids will be severed, and we need to be prepared to get them out as quickly as possible.”

      “What about the Reeks? There will be too many of them if the genetic kids have already reached Kuros.” Sienna couldn’t hide the panic in her voice; her eyes were wild as we stepped outside of the building and into the cool night air. The snow had stopped falling, and a silver moon hung in the sky overhead.

      “We’ll get Vic out,” I promised. “We will.”

      “Just be quick about it,” Simon said. “I’ll release the kids, then using the Orb, I can draw the Reeks towards us, but they will cut a path through anything in their way.”

      “We’ll be ready,” Jayla said grimly. “You do your part and we’ll do ours.”

      Simon nodded, his strength still not quite there, but he was walking better than he had been only moments before. That blood, the former cure for the Reek virus, wouldn’t last forever, especially if Simon had to use his powers again. We weren’t just racing against the Reeks; we were racing against time.
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      The shuttle ride back to Kuros was quiet and tense. We had come this far, and now no-one wanted to fail, but there were so many obstacles that would be in our way. I had somehow broken Greyson’s hold. It’d been excruciating, the pain tearing me apart, but as I watched the others around me, as I saw the fear in each of their eyes—in Theo’s eyes—I felt something. It was like a hot ball of fire warming in my core, a rage so fierce it silenced the pain, silenced everything else. I’d felt my fingers move first, pushing through the pain as if it was nothing more than ice-cold water coating my body. It stung, every second, every inch, but I forced myself to keep going. And when my fingers closed around the gun, I didn’t allow myself to even think of my next move in case Greyson could hear. I just pulled the trigger. That had broken the spell on all of us, but it was seeing everyone I cared about at the mercy of this woman that allowed me to break it first. I would never allow my friends, my family, to suffer again.

      Out the window, we could see the path the Reeks had carved through the forest outside of Kuros to the base we’d been at. Trees had been uprooted and destroyed, just like the entirety of the Void was now.

      Theo sat beside me, my hand clenched in his. Simon and Gunner sat across from us, and I couldn’t help but notice how strained every bump and movement seemed for both of them. The vial of blood Jayla had given to Simon seemed to help, but not much. Gunner still had Theo’s jacket tied around him, but blood soaked the fabric. We were relying on both of them to succeed, and despite still being pissed at Gunner, I was worried by how pale he looked.

      As if sensing my stare, Gunner glanced up. He straightened, clearly trying to hide the pain from the movement, but it showed all over his face.

      “You don’t look good, Gunner,” I said.

      “I guess I’m not your type.” Gunner smirked, and I rolled my eyes. “Since when do you care for my wellbeing?”

      “Since we’re relying on you to help your dad end this…and neither of you look like you can stand for more than five minutes, let alone destroy an army of Reeks.” I didn’t add that despite everything, I didn’t like seeing him in pain. He had saved me once, dug me out of that tunnel that blew in Venzier. He had once been good—he’d just made a mistake. I’d done the same probably more times than he had.

      “Don’t worry about us, princess,” Gunner said quickly. Simon glared at me from across the shuttle. “We’ll be just fine. You just make sure to get Vic out of there safely.”

      “I will,” I replied.

      “Good.” He nodded.

      “Good.” I clenched my jaw.

      Jayla called for Simon, who would direct our shuttles to the best location for what he had planned. He moved slowly up to the front of the shuttle, leaving Gunner, Theo, and I alone. There was a long pause before Gunner sighed and reached into his pocket, pulling something out that was crumpled and looked stained with blood or dirt in one corner. “Can you give this to Vic, when you get her out?” he asked.

      I hesitated to reach for it, knowing what it was.

      Gunner shifted forward, pushing it closer to me. “Please.”

      Reluctantly, I took it, putting it in my pocket. I opened my mouth to speak, but he cut me off.

      “I know what you’re going to say, but I won’t be giving it to her myself,” he said quickly, wincing as he leaned back. “Tell her I’m sorry I couldn’t say goodbye in person…that I’m sorry I didn’t get to tell her I loved her.”

      Tears pricked my eyes, and Theo squeezed my hand. “We have healers in Kuros,” he said.

      “No.” Gunner shook his head, glancing to the front of the shuttle where his dad stood. “He needs me, and I’m not going to let him do this on his own.”

      After everything he’d done, I somehow still cared if he lived or died. I wasn’t heartless, and for every bad thing he’d done, he’d done just as many good things.

      “We’ll get her out, don’t worry about that,” I said.

      Gunner nodded. “Who would have thought after years of surviving in the Void, it’d be where I’d take my last breath?”

      My heart clenched and I frowned.

      “Don’t look so sad about it.” Gunner scowled just as Simon moved back towards us. “Just make sure they put a monument up in my honor or something if I don’t make it.” He winked, and I shook my head, smiling just as a tear slid down my cheek.

      “You’re still a cocky bastard.” Theo grinned.

      “And you’re still a royal pain in my ass.” Gunner smiled. “But you’ve both kinda grown on me—I guess.”

      “We’ll be landing in five minutes,” Simon interrupted, standing unsteadily in front of us. “You two will join up with the Sweepers and get those kids out safely. We’ll take this shuttle north, as far as we can, and bring the Reeks with us. We’ll do our best to leave you a clear path to them.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, standing with Theo and moving toward the shuttle doors as we began to lower. Out the windows, the city of Kuros could be seen. Only the castle shone with any lights, the rest of the city below it was dark and ominous. The shuttles from Eres hung overhead just outside of the city; Reeks were already drawn to the sound. Gustov’s Men of the North, in the stolen shuttles they’d taken from Cytos, were alongside the Sweepers. I noted a few shuttles from Kuros as well, the ones that had been outside of the city when it was taken over by Reeks.

      This high up, every creature below us looked like Reeks. They were all black, and the moonlight hardly gave us any view of which ones were genetic kids.

      “How will we know who’s who?” I asked.

      “You’ll know once I turn the Orb off. Trust me,” Simon replied. “Once you have them all, get the hell out of there. If you guys are too close, I’m not sure what will happen, so don’t be.”

      I nodded. The shuttle shook as it landed farther outside of the city wall, next to a shuttle with Petra, Tynan, and Jacob inside. There were no Reeks around. Yet. They would come soon though, so we had to be fast.

      Jayla opened the shuttle door, signaling for Theo and me to head for the other shuttle. I hesitated, glancing back at Gunner and running the short distance between us, throwing my arms around him. He tensed with surprise, before wrapping his arms around me and hugging me back.

      “Thank you,” I said. “For keeping us alive—out there and now.”

      He squeezed just a little tighter. “Thank you for reminding me I’m not entirely a terrible person,” he said. “Be safe out there. And run fast.”

      “We will,” I said, parting and turning to follow Theo out the shuttle.

      “Radio when you’ve got them all,” Jayla called out over the engine’s roar. “Good luck.”

      “You too,” I called back and sprinted to where Tynan and Petra waited for us.

      The shuttle door slammed behind us, and we lifted off into the air before I’d even found my footing. Theo had a hand around my waist keeping me upright as we joined the other shuttles hovering over Kuros.

      I watched as the shuttle carrying Gunner and the others flew out of view.

      “Ready?” Jacob asked us.

      “Ready.” I nodded.

      I kept my gaze below us to the Reeks and genetic kids I could now make out tearing each other apart. The only way you could tell who was who was the way the Reeks moved unnaturally while the altered genetic kids were quick and agile. I had no idea how many were still alive, or if Vic was among them, but I didn’t allow any doubt to set in. We survive. I repeated the chant over and over until it was my mantra, and I truly believed it.

      There was a sudden jolt down below and the fighting paused. It was almost as if a loud sound or explosion had drawn everyone’s attention below us. I saw the kids then, frozen and glancing around as if waking up suddenly, and they looked completely unaware of what was going on. The Reeks began running at top speed away from Kuros towards the Void, following the shuttle with the others onboard, flying away in the distance.

      “Now,” Jacob cried, and the shuttle doors flung open. Rope ladders were tossed out the side, and the shuttle lowered until they touched the ground, but we couldn’t drop down just yet.

      Tynan and Petra aimed arrows at the Reeks passing by too close to the genetic kids, and in the panic, the kids had no idea what to do. I leaned outside of the shuttle, holding on to the grip just inside, and Theo did the same. We aimed at any Reeks still focused on the kids while I scanned for the silvered-eyed girl I prayed was still alive.

      “Run,” I screamed to the kids, waving them toward us and the other shuttles. They all hovered around any location without the black-covered figures.

      Simon hadn’t been lying. It was easy to know which ones were kids and which were Reeks. The Reeks tore out of the city, slipping over the stone wall that had protected the city for so long, and fled out of the streets into the forest and the Void. It was like a wild wave of black, cutting a path straight where Simon led them, moving faster than I’d ever seen before.

      Kids climbed the ropes, and in some areas, shuttles were able to drop down low enough for the kids to climb inside. There were thousands of them, more than I had expected alive, and they all wore the same terrified, wild expression of someone who’d woken up to a living nightmare.

      “Has anyone got her?” I asked Jacob. He knew whom I was speaking of without me having to say, likely Tynan or Petra had informed them.

      Jacob radioed to the other shuttles, but so far Vic hadn’t climbed on board any of them.

      Nearly all of the kids had been collected. Shuttles were already soaring away from Kuros, taking the kids to Eres where they would be cleaned, disinfected, and kept away from any Carbons still in the castle walls of Kuros until we were sure it was safe.

      Only a few kids were left, ones who had been farther from where we hovered, but they all ran towards the shuttle—none of them were Vic.

      My throat was closing as I scanned each one still there.

      “Where is she? Where is she!”

      Theo asked Jacob to check again, but still there was no sign of the dark-haired, silver-eyed girl anywhere. My heart thundered in my ears, and I shook my head. She has to be here. She has to be alive. We survive!

      We were the last shuttle there. The others had left and only one kid still climbed the ladder up to us. I knew we had to leave, had to get these kids to safety and out of range of whatever Simon was going to do, but I couldn’t leave her.

      Then I saw her. Far in the distance, running in the direction the Reeks had gone, but I knew she was human—and I knew it was Vic just from the way she ran.

      “There!” I pointed.

      “What is she doing?” Petra asked.

      The shuttle lurched and sped off towards Vic. She was still far behind the Reeks who had unnatural speed, but she was clearly running for them, her own inhuman speed aiding her.

      I leaned over the side of the open door as much as I dared.

      “Vic, it’s me. Stop.”

      She didn’t even flinch, maybe didn’t even hear me.

      “Get me down lower,” I called.

      The shuttle dropped, still hovering, but keeping up with Vic.

      “Vic, stop. We’re here to get you out. It’s over.” I saw the slightest flinch, and she glanced over her shoulder, and the world dropped out from under me at the sight. Her eyes were still black as coal.

      No, no. I was shaking. The other kids had come out of it, the control over them gone, and with it their eyes had gone back to normal. Why hadn’t she?

      “She’s not stopping,” Theo said.

      “We have to hurry,” Jacob called. “Simon is nearly ready, but we can’t be anywhere near them if we want to survive.” If we were too close, the shuttle might crash, but more than that—it was the genetic kids we had to get out of there. Vic.

      I could hardly breathe, and I didn’t want to take my eyes off her. I wouldn’t leave her. I wouldn’t.

      “Drop me down,” I said.

      “What?” Jacob called back.

      “Get me down there,” I nearly screamed. “Ahead of her, if you can.”

      “We don’t have much time—”

      “I won’t leave her!”

      Jacob grimaced, but he ordered the pilot to speed ahead and drop down.

      “Sienna, are you sure this is safe?” Theo asked. He knew what Vic in her altered form was capable of. Last time, she’d thrown me nearly across a field, and I hadn’t been able to stop her then.

      “I have to try,” I said.

      The shuttle dropped down and I jumped out immediately, running in front of the path Vic was taking. Theo was a few steps behind, his gun out and watching for any Reeks who might still be lingering, but I could tell they were all gone.

      “Vic, it’s me. Sienna,” I called out as she approached.

      She didn’t slow down.

      “Please, stop,” I begged.

      Her black eyes met mine and her brow furrowed, but she kept moving. She was so close now and running far too fast for me to keep up with her if she got past. I could feel time slowing down as I fought with some way to get her attention, some way to bring her out of this hold still over her. The Orb had been turned off, she was not longer being controlled, so why wasn’t she free?

      “Vic, this isn’t you. You don’t need to do this anymore,” I yelled.

      She inched closer. Her hands trembled, and her eyes moved from a solid black to a swirling grey.

      “You need to stop. We have to go,” I tried.

      Her arms pumped harder.

      “Please,” I begged.

      She was inches from me, and she wasn’t going to stop. I reached out a hand, trying to grab her arm, but she shrugged me off. No. No! She was so fast, sprinting past me in two strides. I raced after her, but for every step I took, she seemed to take two. I wasn’t going to catch her.

      “Vic. Vic!” I screamed her name, over and over again, but she wouldn’t stop.

      We survive. We had to survive. I couldn’t let her go.

      I heard Theo yelling behind me, knew Jacob was screaming, too, warning that we had to go, but I kept trying, kept running towards her.

      Please, stop. I couldn’t breathe. My lungs burned from the effort as I ran and the feeling of tears wanting to spring free. I wasn’t going to catch her and I knew it. My pace slowed down, and my vision burned as tears filled my eyes.

      I swallowed as I stopped. We survive.

      “Gunner says he’s sorry he didn’t get a chance to say goodbye,” I called out, keeping one last promise that I’d made. “And that he loves you.”

      She faltered. Her steps stumbled for just a second before she stopped completely and turned. I sucked in a breath, sprinting to her as fast as I could, hoping I made it in time.

      Her eyes were a lighter grey now, swirls of black and silver mixing. “What?” she whispered.

      I caught her arms, and this time she didn’t shrug me off. “He loves you,” I repeated, tears falling down my cheek.

      I didn’t know why those were the words that had stopped her. Maybe it was because she knew I loved her, she knew I cared and was willing to sacrifice herself for me—even if she no longer needed to. But hearing the words Gunner had given me shocked her so thoroughly it broke the control over her.

      She blinked, as if seeing me for the first time, and her eyes were back to a bright silver. “Sienna?” she said, her voice barely audible.

      “Yes.” I smiled, pulling her in so tightly I crushed her body against mine, not caring that she was covered in Reek blood. Not caring that tears streamed down my face, and I knew I was sobbing. She remembered me.

      “We have to go, now,” Theo called. The shuttle had moved closer, and I pulled Vic with me, keeping my arms around her and not letting go.

      “Where—what happened?” Vic asked as we stepped inside. “Where is he?”

      I knew she meant Gunner, and I didn’t hide the sorrow in my eyes as I pulled her into a seat along the outer shell of the shuttle, and we took off so fast my stomach lurched into my throat.

      “He’s—he’s helping his dad end this,” I said softly.

      In the distance, in the jet-black night, a bright light blazed up into the sky, spreading out in a wide circle and rushed towards us in a sweeping arc.

      “Hold on,” Jacob called, and the shuttle shook as something like a strong wind slammed us, causing everything to shutter. It was so quick, a blast of energy sweeping past us, before everything went utterly silent.

      It was done.
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      The Orb sat in my hand, stretched out before my father.

      “Ready?” he asked, glancing at me.

      Out the window, the thousands of Reeks and genetic kids fought in a blur of black. I tried to find her, to see if Vic was down there, but I couldn’t see or tell one person from the next. I trusted Sienna and Theo would find her; they would save her.

      Em sat at the front of the shuttle next to Logan—her sister a few feet behind watching the Orb with coal black eyes. I wondered if she felt it, too, the odd energy emanating from the Orb. There was a subtle ringing in my ears, not like it had been in the Black Prison, softer, easier to handle.

      “I’m ready,” I replied.

      Jayla and Caspian sat in the metal benches across from us. They both nodded.

      Simon reached forward, fumbling to lift a nearly invisible panel from the side of the Orb. I caught the edge for him, lifting it up to reveal a small light blinking green and a dial at the top. “When I shut it off, the kids will be released, but the Reeks will still be deadly. Be ready to get the hell out of here fast,” Simon ordered.

      “I’m ready.” Logan gave a sharp nod, his hands steady on the controls.

      Simon met my gaze, and I gave him an encouraging smile. This would work, this had to work, and I would be by his side the entire time. That fact no longer scared me. I was ready to do anything I had to save these people—to save Vic. So fear had turned to acceptance, and it made the beating in my chest calm and easy. My back still burned from the bullet lodged between my shoulder blades. I didn’t tell anyone else, but already my right hand was having a hard time closing into a fist. My fingers felt cold and numb, and I knew that wasn’t a good sign…but I just had to hold on a little longer.

      “They’re ready,” Jayla said, nodding out the window to the other shuttles hovering and waiting for our signal.

      “Let’s do this,” Simon said, pressing the small button below the green flashing light on the Orb. I felt the energy diminish, like the air was briefly sucked out of me in a wild whoosh. Then he clicked it again, and the light turned red and blinking. He shifted the dial, and out the window, I saw every Reek below us turn in our direction.

      “Go!” Simon yelled.

      The shuttle took off, speeding fast past the forest and into the Void. I was nearly knocked to my side but I held tight.

      “They’re coming,” Jayla confirmed, glancing out the back window, her eyes widening. “Fast.”

      “Take us as far north as you can, Logan,” my dad ordered. “Find a clearing and set us down. We need to make sure they’re all here, all as close as we can.”

      The shuttle picked up speed. If we had to be on the ground to do this, that meant we had to get there with enough time to land before they arrived.

      “When they get close, they won’t stop. The Reeks will tear through us and anything in their way to get to this thing.” Simon’s face was grim. “I’ll be able to reach them, but I need to make sure we’ve got them all, and that those kids are out of range. If they’re too close when it happens or within reach of my powers, I won’t be able to separate them from the Reeks.”

      “We’ve got them on comms,” Logan said. “I’ll let you know when it’s all clear.”

      We sped through the dark night, the Reeks pursuing us at a speed I’d never seen before. It was like the Orb was driving them mad.

      “Here.” Em passed me an earpiece then gave one to Simon. “We’ll make sure you have time.” She glanced to her sister standing behind her—both wore a wicked smile.

      Simon glanced out the window. “This should be far enough,” he said. “Find us a good spot, Logan.”

      Jayla shifted to stand in front of Simon, a grim look on her face. He glanced up at her. “What would have happened if you’d managed to kill me the first night we’d met?” Simon smirked.

      “We’d all be goners, I suppose,” she said. “And for once, I can say I’m glad I didn’t kill you.”

      Simon nodded. “Me too.” He pulled something from his pocket, struggling to shift onto one hip with only one arm. I steadied him as he pulled out what looked like a microchip and placed it in Jayla’s hand. “This will help you guys clean up. There’s supplies at the Sixes’ base to get rid of the blood stains everywhere, and it’ll burn like hell when you use it, but it’ll kill the virus for good. Make sure you keep any Carbon still alive away from anything until you know it’s clear, but this will help with that.”

      Jayla nodded, shoving it in one of her pockets. She pressed a hand to Simon’s shoulder. “Thank you,” she said. “Reyes would be proud of you.”

      My throat clenched at the mention of my mother, and I saw my father’s jaw tighten as he swallowed before nodding.

      Both Leah and Em wore harnesses around their waists, a long tether connecting them to the shuttle, so they could be pulled up the second those Reeks got too close. Caspian handed me a harness as well, but I shook my head.

      “Take it,” my father said.

      I shook my head again. “I’m not leaving your side.”

      Tears welled in his eyes, and I squeezed his hand. I knew he wanted to argue, but all he did was squeeze my hand back. Neither of us had had the time we’d wanted, but we had each other, and that was what mattered now.

      The shuttle began to lower and I stood. I kept the Orb in one hand, helping my father stand with the other. We both wobbled, and I fought the slight wave of nausea as my vision flickered, but I kept straight. Hold on, just a little longer. I gritted my teeth. The shuttle dropped down with a thud, and Em slid open the shuttle door, she and Leah stepping out first, twin blades in each of their hands.

      “Stay close and be ready to pick these guys up when it’s time,” Simon ordered.

      Caspian clasped a hand over my shoulder, giving it a light squeeze. With a small nod, he let me slip out of the shuttle.

      “Let’s get this done,” I said, pulling Simon out of the shuttle with me. I glanced back; Jayla had tears in her eyes, and Caspian held her hand tightly. “Make sure we sound heroic when you tell our story,” I shouted, with a wink.

      The shuttle rose in the air above us, taking the loud engine noise with it. The ground shook beneath our feet, and I could hear the thunderous roar of footsteps screaming towards us.

      Simon stood as tall as he could manage, a grim look on his face as he took a deep breath. Then he reached his one hand out, and I felt the invisible pulse shoot from him. I couldn’t see what was happening, but there was this odd energy surrounding me, like a warm blanket that staved off the cold, and it dulled the pain in my back. Em and Leah positioned themselves in front of us, waiting for the Reeks to appear.

      I glanced at my father. Sweat dripped down his brow and he grimaced, his hand trembling. I noticed the sweep of black spreading around his wrist, right where the cuff had been, like black ink sliding up his arm. It moved like paint dripping down a wall, slow but consuming every inch of his skin. It disappeared under his sleeve before resurfacing on his neck.

      “Dad?” I said cautiously, unsure if he could do this before the virus took him. With his powers being pushed out of him so rapidly, the virus seemed to multiply a thousand-fold.

      “Just a little bit more.”

      Reeks began to appear from the tree line, only a few at first, stragglers who must have already been at the Void. Em and Leah sliced them easily, stopping them from reaching us.

      “Have they got all the kids? Do they have Vic?” I asked into the comm pressed to my ear.

      “Almost,” Logan replied.

      “Just a little more, Dad,” I assured him, my pulse racing now and my heartbeat thundering in my chest.

      He dropped to one knee, and I moved to help him, wrapping an arm around his waist to hold him up.

      “You have to go.” He frowned. “Leave with the others, please. Save yourself.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not leaving.”

      He winced, the black virus moving up his neck and sliding along his jaw line.

      “We have to hurry,” I yelled at Logan. “Come on!”

      “They’ve almost got her,” he called back, and I knew he meant Vic.

      The tree line opened up, and more Reeks smashed through. Shit, shit, shit. My heart slammed against my rib cage. They had to get Vic out of there before my dad could end this. But we were running out of time. He was running out of time.

      His body slumped, and his arm seemed to drop as if it was becoming too heavy to hold up. “No. Dad!” I screamed, watching as his eyelids fluttered closed before they flashed open. “Hold on, just a little longer. Please.”

      Em and Leah cut down the Reeks, dropping them one by one as they poured out of the forest, but this was just a taste of what was coming.

      “There’s no more time,” I cried. “We have to do this now.”

      “They’ve got her,” Logan shouted back into the comm, and every tight muscle in my body relaxed at the news. They got her. They had Vic. She was alive. “Get up here Em and Leah.”

      Em took out another Reek before she reached down to the harness around her waist ready to hoist her back into the shuttle. A rope connected her to it, slack as she moved around, but it would tighten the second she pressed the button and pull her up safely.

      My father collapsed, and I wasn’t strong enough to catch him. “No,” I cried.

      Em and Leah turned back. I shook Simon, who still had his hand outstretched, his powers still pulling—I could feel them—but his body convulsed.

      “Please, Dad, you can do this. Please,” I begged, and his eyes met mine.

      His body stopped convulsing, and he shifted to his knees. I pulled him up with me. He saw Em and Leah still standing there, watching. “Go,” he yelled. “Get out of here.”

      Em glanced over her shoulder, seeing the Reeks sprinting towards us. We wouldn’t have enough time to end this if the Reeks arrived first. She knew it.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “We said we’d give you time, and that’s what we’re going to do.”

      “No, Em,” Jayla yelled this time into the comm.

      Em pulled her earpiece out, throwing it away and turning back to the Reeks, her blades in the air.

      Leah watched her, staring between us and her sister. Then, before anyone could say anything, Leah sliced the cord connecting her to the shuttle and lunged for Em. She pressed the button on her harness before Em realized what was happening.

      “No,” she screamed as her body was suddenly lifted in the air. She clawed the air as if reaching for her sister. Her gold eyes locked on hers and tears filled them. “No. Come back!”

      It was too late. The shuttle was already moving, but I could still hear Em’s screams. Leah watched as her sister flew away and the shuttle disappeared before turning back to us. In a gravelly voice, she said, “Now.”

      Simon nodded, his breathing fast and labored as he tried to steady himself. He shook, his eyes filled with tears, and the black virus crept up the side of his face.

      Leah stepped forward, meeting the horde of Reeks. Her blade swung as fast as lightning, and with her white hair whipping around her in the darkness, she looked like a bolt with each strike.

      “I’m ready,” I whispered to my father, clenching his side.

      His eyes met mine and he said, “I love you, son.”

      Tears spilled down my cheeks, but I forced a smile. “I love you, Dad.”

      Leah had disappeared in the crowd of Reeks, and they now moved on us, but my father was too quick, his powers too strong.

      A blast of white light shot up and around us, spreading out like a wave to every inch of the Void, touching every Reek my father had detected with his powers. It blinded me for a moment and filled my entire body with a warmth I’d never known—all-consuming and hitting every inch of my being, every fiber in my body. Around me, the black Reeks froze before their bodies began to dissipate, turning first to ash, then dust, then nothing.

      In the distance, the sun was rising, and the black flecks from former Reeks filtered in the growing sunlight, dotting the sky with a silvery mist until it was nothing but wind. It was silent, not a sound around us, no whistle of the wind or even a chirp from a bird. Nothing but silence and death.

      I looked back to my father. He was still smiling and clutched tightly to my side before he said, “Live, my son.”

      Something warm pressed all around me. It was like a shield, glowing and swelling. I looked down to my hands, and they shone like the sun touched my skin and warmed it from the inside. Tears filled my eyes as I looked up, gazed into my father’s eyes, as he, too, began drifting away, floating like a soft breeze, disappearing into the wind.

      I was barely breathing. There was nothing but silence as I knelt in the black soil, utterly alone, but somehow alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Jayla

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The shuttle rocked as we took off from where Simon had been. Em still screamed Leah’s name, thrashing and crying for her. We’d managed to hoist her into the shuttle, but she still struggled against us.

      “We have to go back,” she said. “We have to get her.”

      “We can’t go back,” I said calmly. “We have to get out of here.”

      “She’s not supposed to die—that wasn’t the plan.” She turned to Logan now, piloting the shuttle away from the Void as fast as he could. Simon had warned us we had to hurry. “I can’t lose her again. I just found her.”

      Logan’s eyes flashed to hers, and he held them for a moment. He looked as though he was considering it, but he knew the risk. “I’m so sorry, love.”

      She fell to her knees. I’d never seen Em this way, and it broke my heart, because I could do nothing to fix it. “She did it to save you, to save everyone, Em,” I said softly. “She did it because she loves you.”

      Caspian knelt beside her, taking her hand, and she finally looked up, tears glassing her eyes. “It’s not fair,” she said softly.

      “No,” Caspian replied, his voice strained, and he swallowed. “It’s not fair at all.”

      There was a sudden flash of light flooding towards us. Out the back window, I noticed the arc of white light heading straight for us.

      “Hold on,” Logan screamed.

      The blast slammed into the shuttle, shattering the windows and tossing nearly all of us to the floor. Logan strained to hold on as the shuttle careened sideways, and it felt like we were going down, fast.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Logan muttered as he pulled on the controls, trying to straighten us out.

      The shuttle shook again, and I crashed into Caspian. He winced but held me up. There was glass on the floor, tiny shards, and they sliced into my hands and knees. I jerked back, trying to get to my feet, but we were sideways. I was pitched forward, hitting the sidewall and nearly falling out of the broken windows, but I held onto the sides.

      Em pushed her way to Logan, trying to get to him. Out the front of the shuttle, the sun could be seen just barely rising, and it cast a grey and yellow glow over everything. For a brief moment, all I saw was the sunrise. It was beautiful and calm, so opposite to this, to us. There was another shake, but this time we turned right side up. The shuttle sputtered then roared back to life as we lifted off and flew back into the air, narrowly missing the wall of the Void as we shot up.

      After a few moments, the shaking stopped, and we were back flying straight.

      “Shit, that was close,” Logan muttered, gripping onto Em’s hand, who had tears staining her face.

      “Does that mean…did he?” I moved unsteadily to my feet, trying to look out the broken windows. There was an almost ashy scent in the air, not the burnt flesh smell I’d grown used to when it came to the Reeks.

      “I think so,” Logan replied.

      Looking outside, the sun rising higher and higher, I was able to finally see what had happened. Every inch of the Void, for as far as I could see, was gone. The trees, the Reeks who had been there, our friends…gone. All that was left was a barren ground of black dirt: everything had been completely vaporized just as Simon had said.

      Tears flooded my eyes, and I brought my hand to my mouth. “He did it,” I whispered. “He really did it.”

      A hand gripped mine, squeezing it gently. “We did it.”

      I glanced at Caspian. He had a sad smile on his face, staring at me. Behind him Em gazed out at the Void, nothing left of it but dust and dirt, and as tears fell down her face, she, too, smiled. “Thank you,” she whispered, and I knew she was speaking to her sister and Simon and Gunner.

      Caspian stumbled a step, and I finally looked at him, really looked at him, in the growing light of the rising sun, and realized he was so pale, too pale.

      “You should sit,” I said, pulling him over to a bench, and he didn’t fight me. “Are you—” I didn’t finish the question as he sat down with a wince. I reached for his side and felt warm blood seeping from his wound. When I pulled back his jacket, I saw the staples he’d had were torn open, and more bruises and cuts littered his body.

      He gripped my hand, stopping my search. “It’s okay, Jayla,” he said softly, his voice sounding strained and weak. “You’re safe, and that’s all that matters.”

      “No, no!” I screamed. “That’s not all that matters.”

      “It’s okay,” he repeated.

      “We need a healer, fast,” I shouted and instantly the shuttle took off. “Hold on, Cas. We’ll get you to the healer—you’ll be fine.”

      “Okay,” he said, his eyes fluttering closed.

      “No, keep your eyes open.”

      They flashed open, the lids drooping, and his eyes were blood shot, but he met my gaze. “I love you,” he said.

      “Don’t do that.” I shook my head, tears falling down my face. “Don’t you dare say goodbye.”

      “I said, I love you.” He tried a weak smile, but even that seemed to be too much effort.

      “Don’t say that, either.”

      He leaned his head back, closing his eyes again. “I want to hear you say it, too.”

      “Open your eyes,” I demanded, pressing a hand to his cheek. His skin was unusually cold and damp with sweat. “Please.”

      “Say it,” he said.

      “I love you,” I cried. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

      He smiled, his movements so slow and weak as he lifted his eyelids and stared at me again. “Yeah, you do.” He smirked. “And you’re going to for a long while.” He shifted, trying to sit up. “Keep talking.”

      “About what?” I asked.

      “Tell me when you first knew you loved me,” he said.

      I didn’t dare look away from him, even as I felt the shuttle moving south towards Eres as fast as I knew Logan could fly it. I let out a long breath. “I knew the day my mother died,” I said, feeling the words choke in my throat. “I watched her leave, saw her chest stop breathing, and I had never felt so alone in my entire life. And then you were there. You were holding me, and I felt something warm in my heart, some small part of me that kept saying ‘you’re not alone,’ and I knew it was her, it was my mom still with me, but she was talking about you. You were there, and I realized I never wanted you to not be there.”

      A single tear slid down his cheek as he listened. His gaze locked on mine. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said, and some of the fear seemed to drift away. I knew that even he didn’t know exactly how he meant it—in person or in spirit—but hearing his words settled a part of me, just as it had that day in the hospital room with my mom. “I’ll hold on, I promise. For as long as I can, I’ll hold on.”

      Then his head slumped to the side and his eyes closed.

      “Caspian?” I shook him gently. He didn’t move. “Caspian!”

      His body was still, and his chest wasn’t moving. No, no, no. I pressed my hands against his chest, pushing as hard as I could through tears blurring my vision. I wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t rest until I felt his heart beat again. I didn’t know how much time passed; it felt like minutes when it could have been seconds.

      “We’re here,” Em said, motioning for me to move so the healers who had arrived could lift Caspian out. They stabbed a large needle into his chest, and I saw it rise in one big gasp of breath before it fell back down.

      Come back to me. I remained at his side, clenching his hand, hoping to feel him squeeze back. We moved from the shuttle through thick sand outside of Eres toward the palace. There were more gathered around: Sienna, Vic, and Theo. Jacob and the Sweepers, all watching as they carried Caspian’s lifeless body into the tents. There was a room already set up for him, healers ready, and no one asked me to leave when I still held his hand inside the room. Because my hand was a tether to him, it would keep him here—keep him with me—and I would hold on, forever.
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      Two hours passed. Then four. Then a day. By the third day, my hand had gone numb, and every inch of my body ached, but I held on. When they needed blood, I offered mine. When I’d given too much, the others—any who could—willingly volunteered.

      Em dropped off food and water in regular intervals, and no one told me that there was a good chance he’d never wake up—that he’d stopped breathing for such a long time and that even though he was still here now, it might not last. No one told me I should sleep in my own room, that being here night and day wasn’t needed, and others could watch him. No one told me I was needed elsewhere, or that there was still work to do. No one said anything.

      I’d been informed Gunner had survived, that somehow Simon had managed to save his son, and it didn’t surprise me in the least. Simon had spent a long time trying to atone for what he’d done, and now he’d done just that. He’d saved Gunner, and I was certain somewhere Reyes and he were finally reunited.

      I’d given Em the microchip Simon had given me with details on how to clean up this mess. We still had the Carbons quarantined, and hundreds had volunteered from Eres, Kuros, and Cytos to clean up any remnants of the Reeks. They were all gone. The Sweepers had scouted nearly every inch of the Void and Kuros, anywhere the Reeks could be, but every one of them had been destroyed by Simon. We had won.

      My eyes had fluttered shut as the darkness pooled around me. The lighting in this room was dim, but the daylight and the sun usually brightened up the space. When the sun set, we were bathed in darkness, and it was difficult to keep my eyes open. I didn’t know how long I was asleep, but suddenly I felt something touching my hair, a light hand brushing over it. When I opened my eyes, Caspian was staring at me.

      I blinked. I couldn’t even speak. I just gazed at him. A part of me worried this was a dream, that he wasn’t here, but he reached up and his thumb swiped across my cheek and took away the tear that had slid down. My breath hitched. His thumb slid across my lip, and another tear fell down my cheek.

      “I told you I’d hold on, so why do you look so surprised?” he whispered, his voice raspy and strained, but his smile was wide and vibrant.

      More tears fell, and I choked on my reply. “Don’t ever do that again,” I said, and he chuckled, pulling me down so my lips pressed against his. There was a salty taste from my tears but I didn’t care. I drew back. “This is the third time you’ve done this to me—it better be the last.”

      “It is,” he promised, kissing my lips again. “I promise.”

      My chest felt like it would explode, and there was a rawness crawling up my throat, making it feel like it was on fire. “I love you,” I said against his lips.

      He smiled. “I know you do,” he said softly. “I felt it the entire time, and I held onto it, just as you held onto me. It’s okay, Jayla. I’m here—it’s okay.”

      A sob caught in my throat, and I leaned down and kissed him again. “We’re here,” I said against his lips. “We’re okay.”
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      I didn’t think I’d get to say goodbye. Didn’t think I’d have a chance to explain everything I felt but couldn’t put into words. And now that I could, I found myself speechless.

      I sat across from Vic, still amazed she was here—that we both were here. It’d taken four hours for a shuttle to fly over the blast site and find me still there, alive somehow. The bullet wound had been healed by whatever Simon had done to save me, yet I had a hard time standing. It’d been Tynan who lifted me to my feet, who directed me to the shuttle, and remained at my side saying nothing as we flew to Eres.

      I hadn’t known what to expect when I saw her again, but tears and her arms flung around me was not it. Somehow, I’d expected what I’d grown accustomed to. Indifference. Fear. Disgust. I felt none of that from Vic.

      She’d been just as quiet as me, understanding completely everything that had been lost despite winning the war. For the last week, she’d been by my side nearly the entire time, holding my hand, just being there. It felt right, yet so undeserved somehow.

      Now, her fingers fumbled with something I was certain she’d been carrying with her since Sienna gave it to her. My letter.

      “Do you still want me to read it?” she asked, her voice so quiet and gentle.

      I simply nodded, and she unfolded the letter.

      Dear Vic,

      I want to start off by saying thank you. Thank you for reminding me who I really am. Thank you for being the only person who truly understood what it’s like to make decisions you both regret and don’t. And thank you for being the reason for me to keep going, to stay alive, and to fight as long as I could.

      If you’re reading this, that means I’m not there to tell you all of this myself. I’m sorry, but I know you would understand why I did it, and I hope you can forgive me for not being able to keep my promise and protect you properly. I know Sienna and Theo will keep their promise and get you out safely.

      There are things I’ve wanted to tell you for some time now, but I just didn’t know how. I’m not sure I truly know what love is, or if I’m even capable of it, but I know one thing. You helped me see that there is love out there. I could have loved you forever, I know I could have, and I hope you might have loved me, too—I wish we had the chance to find out.

      I want to remind you that you’re stronger than you think you are, not just physically, but in every way possible. You have been through so much, yet you were the one to remind me to keep living. I survived for two years alone, but I never really lived until I met you. So thank you, for everything.

      You’ll do just fine on your own because you’re never truly alone. You have so many people who care for you, so much family, and I’ll be watching over you, too. This isn’t goodbye—this is just see you later.

      All my everything,

      Gunner

      Tears slipped down her cheek as her eyes roamed over the letter a second time before she finally looked back up at me. My throat was too tight to even speak, too afraid of everything I’d laid bare. She moved closer, sliding into my lap and pressing her lips to mine. Soft, tentative at first, and it felt like all the air in my body was released.

      My arms wrapped around her, pulling her in closer, kissing her harder. I could taste the salt from her tears on my lips, could feel her fingers tremble against my back. I could feel her because somehow I was still alive, and even now it still felt like a dream.

      She pulled back, locking her eyes on mine. “I will love you forever,” she said, her voice breaking. A tear slid down my cheek as I swallowed. “I do love you forever.”

      I kissed her again, feeling both the love and pain through all of it. Both my mother and father had sacrificed themselves for me, so that I could live…and I would not let them down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Sienna

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A week had passed, and it was hard to believe it was all over. Some nights, when it was so dark in our room at the Sweepers’ Palace in Eres that I didn’t know where I was, I’d wake hearing the screams of the Reeks. Sweat covered my brow, and I’d have a hard time falling back to sleep, even as I felt the soft bed beneath Theo and me and the tent canvas around us.

      We all felt it, that uneasiness making it hard to completely relax, and without anything to do, we spent a lot of time just wandering the desert city and waiting for the day we could return to Kuros. It was still being cleaned, so we were quarantined in Eres for now.

      Vic remained with Gunner most days, quiet and solemn but healing—just as we all were.

      Theo had been in contact with his father in Kuros. With the information Simon had passed on to Jayla, we were able to get rid of nearly every inch of Reek blood from the kids and soldiers that had been in the Void. There was a lot more in Kuros, so the people were mostly still sequestered in the castle, and to be safe, we’d remained here. The Sweepers were cleaning things up, and we’d been told it’d be about another week before we could return.

      Em had called the four of us to her quarters a short while ago, and now Vic, Gunner, Theo, and I were waiting for whatever she needed us for. Caspian and Jayla sat in the large couch at the front of the room. The table which had last been littered with maps and tablets was now empty. There was a subtle scent of jasmine filling the room, and the energy was different than I was used to. Em leaned against the back of a chair that Logan sat on, and she was the only one with a stern look on her face, but that was possibly just how her face always was.

      “How are you guys doing?” Jayla asked as we entered.

      “Fine,” I answered, but my eyes flickered to Gunner, whose gaze dropped. I knew he wasn’t fine but he said nothing.

      “Well, if you’re not, that’d be understandable,” Cas said, nodding to Gunner who gratefully nodded back, still silent.

      “Have a seat,” Em said, her voice a stern and unusually serious.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked, my hand finding Theo’s as I sat. He squeezed it once.

      “No,” Em said, quickly shaking her head and reaching for something behind her. A tablet. “With all the information and news of the genetic kids, and what Greyson did, we did a little digging.”

      “And?” I asked, my voice quiet.

      “And we found your biological parents,” Em said.

      My heart was suddenly beating too fast. I glanced to Vic, who had the same look on her face—surprise, worry, excitement. Her hand tightened around Gunner’s who watched her carefully. In just that one look, I could see how much he cared for her, how he knew what this news meant for her. We’d dreamed of finding our real parents forever, but I never thought it would actually happen.

      “Both live in Cytos and are aware of what happened and that you exist, though not what happened to either of you. We’ve told them nothing, they don’t know if you’re still alive or what happened during the fighting, all they know is that you were created without their knowledge. It’s your choice if you want to meet them,” Em continued. “Logan can take you both there if you’d like, but if you’re not ready, we can wait. Or if you don’t want to, that’s okay, too.”

      I stilled, unsure what I wanted to do. Of course I’d wanted to know them, but now it was different. So much had changed with the knowledge that we were created without our biological parents’ permission. What if they still didn’t want us? Before we thought they had given us up, but then we found out we weren’t even known to them, but that still didn’t mean they wanted us.

      “Do you know anything about them…are our sisters alive?” I asked, realizing that it wasn’t just parents we were meeting potentially, but we might have sisters, twins just like us.

      Em placed the tablet she’d been holding on the table between us. “It’s all here.”

      I hesitated to take it, again looking at Vic, who stared at the tablet with wide, silver eyes.

      “You can wait,” Theo said. “This doesn’t need to be decided right now.”

      Em nodded and reached for the tablet, which caused my throat to tighten. I placed a hand over it. “No, I want to know,” I said, and I realized it was true. I wanted to know them, even if it was only once, and they didn’t want to see me ever again. I wanted to see their faces—learn their names.

      “I don’t,” Vic said quietly. She leaned into Gunner whose eyes softened as he pulled her closer.

      I glanced at her, surprised, but she gave me a soft smile. “My family is right here, and that’s all I need.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. Vic had always been the one who’d wanted to see her parents just as much as I did. We’d made up stories about them being away from us, saving the world—it’d kept us going, the belief that they hadn’t left us, but were just busy, and they’d be back for us one day.

      “Yes,” Vic replied, her voice more confident. “I’m sure. Maybe one day I’ll be ready…but right now, I hardly know who I am or what I am. How could I explain that to them?”

      Something crumbled in Gunner’s face at her words, and his arms wrapped around her, drawing her in. He’d been there for her this last week, just as she’d been there for him. I wondered if a part of her worried if she’d experience what Gunner had, to have found his parents and lost them too soon.

      But there was more and I understood then. The Reek virus was still inside her, though dormant. The healers here had confirmed the altered genetic kids were all safe and wouldn’t spread the virus to anyone else, but Vic had always felt different than the others. She’d beaten the control Greyson had over her, the control the Orb had, and she’d controlled the Reek virus inside of her. That reality terrified her—that it could come out at any moment. Somedays, I saw the darkness still swirling in her silver eyes, and I wondered if it was truly gone—if it’d ever be gone. She’d changed, not just from the virus, but from her time in the Void and the things she’d done. I understood that would be hard to explain, and even harder to act like it wasn’t there or that she was fine.

      “When the time comes, we’ll be ready to take you, and we’ll be here for you,” Caspian answered. He and Jayla had moved to stand behind Em. “There’s no rush. Just take things one day at a time.”

      Vic nodded, smiling up at Caspian.

      A part of me wondered if I should wait, too, if we should do it together, but I felt a clench in my chest, and something telling me I didn’t just have to know now, I wanted to know. I took a deep breath, releasing Theo’s hand and pulling the tablet closer to me. Theo’s hand rested on my leg, and it was warm and comforting there.

      I glanced around the room, everyone waiting, before I opened the tablet.

      On the screen were three faces staring back at me. A woman with red-orange hair just like mine, pulled back into a small bun at the nape of her neck. She had a familiar look to her that told me she was a Carbon. A man was next to her, he had dark hair with a few speckles of grey, and green eyes just like mine, only slightly dimmer. His smile was wide, and it gave him little crinkles at the corner of his eyes. The last person was a girl, the same age as me, and identical in nearly every way. Her red-orange hair was cut short and just brushed her shoulders, and her green eyes were unusually bright, like mine. My sister.

      “Your mom’s name is Vera Williams, and your dad is Steven Williams.” Em pointed them out on the screen. “Your sister, Payton, was kept hidden from the war. She was never taken to Black Prison, and they all still remain in Cytos.”

      I was surprised that I felt relief at hearing that my sister was safe from all the horror we’d endured. I’d expected to feel jealous or anger, but I felt none of that.

      “Do they even want to meet me?” I asked.

      Em smiled. “They do,” she said. “When I contacted them and explained everything, they asked to see you immediately if they could.”

      I swallowed, nervous suddenly.

      Theo squeezed my leg. “I’ll go with you.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “We have a shuttle ready whenever you want to go,” Em said. “Just say the word.”

      “Now,” I said quickly. “Before I change my mind.”

      Em nodded, and Logan stood to gather his things. I suddenly felt a rawness in my throat, and there was a fear that made me worry I was making the wrong decision. Was I ready for this? Maybe I should wait, like Vic. Maybe I still needed time.

      I glanced at her and she was smiling. “Go,” she said softly, sensing my hesitation.

      I smiled back, squeezing her hand.

      “Ready for this?” Em asked as we all stood.

      I nodded, my gaze falling to Vic and Theo. “Yes.”
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      My parents’ home was on the tenth floor of a large apartment building just on the edge of the downtown core. With Greyson dead and her soldiers disbanded, the city had gone back to normal. Bright lights shone throughout the streets we walked, images across glass walls spoke of unity and working together to build a better world, and the sound of laughter and voices filled the silence we’d heard last time we’d been in Cytos. A council had been formed from those not under Greyson’s influence, and once the city was ready, they’d look to putting new governors into place, but for now everyone had come together to rebuild and grow together.

      Theo held my hand. The others had left us to see my parents alone, and I was glad he was there with me.

      “It’ll be fine,” Theo said for the fifth time. “If they’re anything like you, they’ll be amazing people.”

      I smiled, but it felt tight and forced. We passed the Underground, the exterior dark and drab, but I was certain the Maestro had gotten his place back up and running just as fast as everything else. It brought back memories of when I’d been trying to find a way to survive outside of the DEZ. Now I had—despite everything—and still I wasn’t sure how to live.

      We walked through the front doors of the Balavada Tower to the front desk where an attendant directed us to the elevator at the back. My legs felt heavy as I made my way there, holding Theo’s hand more tightly than I needed to.

      I’d chosen to wear long sleeves to cover the black marks on my arms, and I fiddled with the fabric as I pulled it lower.

      “It’ll be fine,” Theo whispered, pulling me into the elevator.

      It lurched upwards on its own, faster than I had expected, and my stomach was in my throat for a second. When it suddenly stopped, I took a deep breath before the doors opened. We were inside an enormous apartment. Wood-paneled walls covered the entrance foyer, with light tiled floors and a thick rug of green and gold that we stepped onto.

      Three people stood before us. My mom, my dad, and my sister. We all stared at each other for a moment, silent and unsure, before my mom clamped a hand to her mouth, and I realized she was crying. Tears spilled down her cheeks. My sister was the first to step forward, a wide smile on her face—my face. She took another tentative step, before launching herself at me and wrapping her arms around my body. I found myself doing the same, hugging her tight, as I watched my parents moving towards us. My dad’s smile was warm and settled my beating heart, and though my mom cried, they were happy tears.

      “We never knew,” she started before joining our hug. “If we had known—”

      They didn’t need to say any more. I understood. If they had known I existed, they would have looked for me. They would have tried to find me—just as I had always dreamed. I found myself smiling, too, as tears slid down my cheek.

      Finally, they pulled away, but my sister, Payton, clung to my side.

      “Come,” my dad said. “Come tell us everything.”

      Theo and I followed them into the large living room, adorned with plush furniture and more paneled walls. I took a deep breath, and Theo squeezed my hand again. As I told them my story, I kept going back to one thing. No matter what happened, no matter how terrible it all was, we’d survived, and now I was home.
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      The ground inside the Void looked like charred soil. It was hard packed and barren of everything for as far as the eye could see. No trees. No rocks. Just black dirt and the subtle scent of burnt wood. The sun was just setting in the distance as Jayla, Em, Logan, Gunner, Vic, and I stepped out of the shuttle. The spot where Simon had released his powers and destroyed every Reek in existence was visible by a small circle around where he stood. The blast sent a small wave pattern over the dirt for miles from its power.

      Em and Gunner had both been quiet as Logan flew us to our destination. I’d finally been given permission to leave Eres. The healers warned me not to push it, but I was feeling stronger with every day that passed. Jayla walked with Em, Logan a step behind them, as I followed Gunner and Vic. I could see Gunner trembled, Vic’s tiny body clinging tighter to his side as we moved to the spot where Simon had died.

      I was surprised when Gunner asked for me to come with them after we dropped off Sienna and Theo in Cytos. I’d have come for Vic regardless, but Gunner understood that Simon and I had been on the same mission, to protect the ones we loved, and maybe that meant we understood each other more than we knew. Simon had once begged me to protect Gunner, and now as I walked behind him, I found myself thinking of him as a brother, as someone else I wished to protect, not just for Simon. Gunner had two fresh black marks across his neck, one for Simon, one for Leah. Vic had tattooed those same two marks on her wrist just yesterday—we all had. One for each of our friends we’d lost.

      “Do you think he’d judge me for not wanting to see my family yet?” Vic asked, her voice nearly inaudible. “He worked so hard to find you, to know you…”

      “Not at all,” Gunner answered, his voice raw as if he hadn’t spoken in days. In truth, he’d barely spoken. “What Simon would want is for you to be happy—safe. That’s all he’s ever cared about—all either of them cared about—for anyone.”

      I swallowed, pausing beside them as we stared down at the spot, remembering that I had been the one to take his mother’s life. I’d killed Reyes to save him because Greyson or Dr. Merinda would have used Gunner to get information from her, and she couldn’t watch him being tortured. I couldn’t even recall if I properly said I was sorry for what I’d done—though I’m certain Gunner held no ill will toward me. Inviting me here today was proof of that.

      “You two were more alike than I think either of you wanted to admit,” Gunner said, glancing up at me. His eyes were glossy, and a tight smile spread over his lips. “I was told you hated each other at first.”

      I nodded. “I believe one of the first times we officially met I punched him in the face.”

      Gunner snorted. “Sounds about right. Even to the end, he was a stubborn bastard.” He choked on the last word, dropping his head.

      I put a hand on his shoulder, squeezing gently. “Do not feel any guilt for his sacrifice. He did it for you, and he’d do it a thousand times again if he could. He wouldn’t want you standing here feeling like you could have somehow prevented this, because you couldn’t have. This was his choice,” I said softly. “And he made the right one.”

      Vic tucked herself closer to Gunner, wrapping her arms around his waist. He put one arm around her, pulling her in tight, before placing his hand over mine resting on his shoulder.

      “Live,” he said softly, swallowing hard before he continued. “That was the last thing he said to me. Live.”

      Tears pricked in my eyes as I nodded. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

      Across the clearing, Em had placed a sword in the ground. She’d engraved it with Leah’s name. Kneeling in front of it, she dropped her head and tears fell down her chin. Jayla knelt beside her, holding her hand, while Logan let her lean into his body, taking all of her weight.

      “It’s weird how you can meet someone for a short time, but they make such an impact in your life that you begin to wonder how you ever survived without them there,” Vic whispered, glancing up at Gunner. “I wonder if that feeling will ever go away.”

      “No,” Gunner said. “It never goes away.”

      There was a lump in my throat, and I swallowed it down. Gunner turned, glancing around the empty space surrounding us.

      “He thought he was a bad person but he wasn’t. We were all made this way, to kill and deceive and beat whoever was in our way,” Gunner said, his voice rough. The sun drifted behind the enormous metal wall still surrounding the Void, casting an orange and pink haze in the sky. “I loved him, and even though we had such little time together, I’m glad I got to know him. Both of them.”

      Em and Jayla had moved to stand beside us, tears filling everyone’s eyes as we stared out to the Void, hearing nothing but the wind. It was so calm, so peaceful. Jayla stood on my other side and took my hand. We just stood in silence as the sun set and the surroundings grew dark.

      “Thank you,” Jayla said, her voice breaking as she spoke to Simon and Leah. “You did it, we won. And you were the hero in our stories, even if you didn’t get to see the day you were, we all know you’re the only reason we’re all alive today. And we won’t waste it, not one damn minute of the time you gave us, so thank you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I watched out the shuttle window as we flew back to Eres, Jayla tucked under my arm. Vic and Gunner sat across from us. We were silent, but it wasn’t a sad sort of silence. It was a new beginning. We’d lost people we loved, good people, and that wouldn’t be forgotten today or tomorrow or next week, but one day the pain would ease. And with each passing day, we’d learn to survive and live in this new world.

      Change was coming; it was necessary. Cytos was without a leader. Kuros had lost so many people the city would need to be rebuilt, and the people would need time to recover. Eres was now the one place many refugees had chosen to live, which required new modifications and adaptations for everyone. It was inevitable, and it was necessary, but change would be difficult.

      I didn’t know what would happen with the Watchers; there were a few still alive. The Carbons still in Kuros had been kept sequestered until we were one hundred percent sure the virus was gone while the genetic kids were left without a home, some without families, and no idea what to do. It would take some time to move on, but we now had that time, and that’s what mattered.

      “Never leave me,” Jayla whispered in my ear.

      “I’ll never leave you.” I smiled, kissing the top of her head.

      And for the first time in a long while, I felt as if I could actually keep that promise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Sienna (One Year Later)

        

      

    

    
      “Do we have enough space?” I asked, glancing around the small apartment Theo and I owned to the table we’d set up with mismatched chairs to fit everyone. We could have lived in the palace, and we likely could have taken some of Theo’s family’s money to outfit this small apartment a bit better than it was, but we’d wanted to try on our own for once—even if it was just to say we could.

      “We’ll make it work,” he said, a little smile on his face as he watched me pace.

      This was the first day we’d had without some sort of duty within Kuros pulling us away. Theo had settled into learning more about his duties as the future King, and I found myself keeping busy at his side. A day would come when this city, these people, would be his. But today, we pushed those responsibilities aside.

      A knock sounded on the door, and I ran to open it. Vic stood on the other side, Gunner a step behind her. Her hair was longer than the last time I’d seen her, but that’d been a few months now.

      She wrapped her arms around me. “Sienna, this place looks amazing.” She pulled back, examining the apartment we owned overlooking the ocean in Kuros. It was small with stone walls all around and high ceilings. The windows at the back were opened, and a warm breeze filtered in as the winter weather broke. Spring would be upon us soon. The salty scent of the ocean filled the room, and the soft crashing of the waves sounded just beyond.

      “It works for us,” I said.

      Gunner stepped inside, a half smirk on his face. “You’d think the future king of Kuros would have slightly nicer digs than this,” he said. “Who’d you piss off this time to get shunned to the outskirts of the city?”

      I shoved him. “The only person pissing people off around here is you.”

      “Probably true.” He shrugged.

      “Cas, Jayla, and Em should be here shortly. They went with Logan to get Leanna, Petra, and Tynan first,” Vic explained, taking a seat near the window and glancing out of it. Gunner took the spot next to her, quickly slipping his hand in hers. I didn’t miss how his hand trembled slightly. Though he put on a brave face, today would be hard for him.

      I nodded, watching Vic and thinking about how much she’d changed over the year—how much Gunner was to do with that change. The two resided in Cytos, choosing the one place they were slightly familiar with, and it’d taken them time to heal. But from the smile on Vic’s face, I could see she was healing, even if there were times it wasn’t easy. And despite the loss I saw in Gunner’s eyes, there was nothing but joy and love when he looked at Vic.

      Another knock sounded, and Theo got up to let the others in. Leanna and Petra came over often; they, too, lived in Kuros, while Tynan travelled between here and Eres, working with the Sweepers and helping to find a way to restore the forest within the Void one day. It would take years still, but small trees had survived the winter, and sprouts of green grass peaked through the dark black dirt.

      “I didn’t think you guys would be able to make it,” I said to Cas and Jayla, throwing a hug around both of them.

      “You think we’d miss this?”

      “I know you’re busy, so this means a lot,” I said. Jayla and Cas had taken on official roles as advisors to the new council in Cytos. Future governors were being groomed and new rules and laws being set to keep humans, Carbons, and all genetic kids safe in Cytos, which meant the two were nearly as busy as we were here.

      “We’re never too busy for friends,” Em said with a little nudge, pulling Logan in behind her, their hands laced together. “Plus, I don’t think Vic would have let us stay behind, even if we tried.”

      Em, Gunner, and Vic had been working together at a school in Cytos for refugees from the war. Most were genetic kids, their families either died in the battle or were killed when they wouldn’t turn over their children to Greyson. They had taken over the Watcher’s Headquarters and were teaching these kids everything they needed to know in this new world while giving a home to the homeless children. It’d been Vic’s idea, and a place I could see she thrived in. Em and Gunner were both adept at training anyone willing to learn, while Logan knew a lot more about politics and the world than we once thought. He’d been a lot of help to Cas and Jayla over the last year. There might be a day when he’d take over the role his father once held, Governor of Cytos. For now, it was in the hands of trusted councilors who were focused on rebuilding the once-glowing city.

      We all gathered around the table, the eleven of us just barely fitting. Two candles sat at the center of the table. I handed everyone a glass filled with wine and we sat down. Despite this being the one-year anniversary of the day we’d beaten Greyson, the memories still felt so fresh, as if it’d just happened yesterday. I still woke up some days thinking it was a dream. It would be a long while before we ever forgot what happened. And even longer before we allowed something like that to ever happen again.

      I lifted my glass. “To those who sacrificed so we could be here today, alive and breathing, in the company of friends.”

      The others lifted their glasses, and we swallowed a drink.

      After a long moment of silence, Jayla let out a little snort. “Did you guys know I nearly killed Simon the first day I met him?” she asked, chuckling at the memory. “That would have been bad.”

      “We nearly killed him the second and third time we saw him, too,” Em reminded her and we all laughed.

      As the others launched into stories of Simon and Leah, what few we had, I couldn’t help but smile, watching my friends who I hadn’t ever expected to make. Not just friends—family. And they were right here, sitting across from me and sharing this day together because we all knew it would be hard on every one of us, and we wanted to be there for each other. And even though I had found my biological parents and I loved them, I had another family right here.

      We had survived. Not all of us in the same way, but we would keep on surviving, because that’s what family did.
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