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I’m a traitor.

Me. Too-Good Tenly. The rule-follower.

There’s no way around it.

Turncoat. Betrayer. Rat. Snake.

Criminal.

And if I’m found out, the Scarlets will kill me.

No hesitation. Not that much justification is needed to kill a Cobalt . . . even one in the Premier Workforce.

Well, they’d likely torture me first. And I’d probably give up everything, everyone . . . Papa, Mr. Robinson, Isaiah . . . Kalib. But the Scarlets already know about Kalib’s involvement in the Alliance. That’s why he was arrested.

Sighing, I nervously brush my loose, dark curls off my forehead as I perch on the edge of my bed, still in my night clothes.

I wouldn’t squeal because I wanted to, but torture? I’m not sure I’m that strong . . . even if being a part of the Alliance and freeing Cobalts from the squalor of the Tenement is the right thing to do. It’s not as if I’ve been trained to withstand torture.

The reality that I could die at any time set in weeks and weeks ago. And then the tears started. The wild emotions haven’t stopped since the night I made the choice to help my best friend live. Since I realized that I can’t survive without him.

And I have no idea when I might see Kalib again.

But I’m not careless. I only let tears out at night . . . when I’m alone and no one can see.

Or hear. Hopefully.

It’s too dangerous to let out floods of emotion when anyone is looking.

Especially here in Carmine, when I live in a high-ranking Scarlet’s home. Eyes that don’t trust me are around every corner.

Mrs. Pierce . . . Lydia, the lady’s maid . . . Jax. Definitely not around Jax.

Nightly I worry that Ellie, my young charge, will appear through the door that separates our rooms. As her governess, I’m pretty much on call twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week whether I feel like it or not.

The child has not come in at night for some time, and I suspect that Mrs. Pierce has her daughter on some sort of sleeping meds to keep her from getting up and coming to me. Ellie has been different since the Gala, so part of me thinks they might be putting something in her dinner.

A beam of early morning light catches the edge of the frame on my dresser housing the portrait Kalib drew of me before we left the Tenement. Ellie gave me the frame as a gift. She said that art needs to be framed. In the likeness, a curl wraps around the base of my neck, and the right corner of my lip bends into the slightest smile.

What was Kalib thinking when he drew it?

The lines of the pencil drawing somehow capture who I am, like my soul is radiating behind the carefully sketched irises. Kalib saw me . . . the real me, even then.

Even when I was too afraid to see myself.

My best friend is stuck at a place called the Sub now. It’s a secret underground base run by the Alliance. But that’s as much as I know. Is he still thinking of me? Is he bored there? I wouldn’t know because I haven’t heard anything.

I do know he’s alive. Isaiah at least told me that.

For the thousandth time, my mind moves back to the night we helped him escape. I still can’t work out why he was important enough for the Alliance to break out of prison.

He’s just a Cobalt. Like me.

But somehow he was important enough.

To me that means something. That the Scarlet half of the Alliance is true to their word that they want peace and equality among Scarlets and Cobalts.

Cobalts aren’t just scum to them. Blueys.

Maybe it means that I am enough.

Mr. Robinson, Kalib’s boss and the head of the CPW, risked everything for my best friend, so I check in with Isaiah every chance I get to make sure that Mr. Robinson is okay too. Kalib’s arrest involved a connection with the Alliance, and that fact immediately shone the spotlight on his boss.

But the man seems to be a master negotiator. Somehow he’s been able to deflect blame away from the CPW for Kalib’s so-called treacherous behavior and play it as a one-off. Fortunately for us, the flurry of other news has added to the distraction. People are always preoccupied with the next thing.

I shake off those thoughts and lift my Flexx from my lap. On the screen is a blinking alert that someone with important news will be speaking in a moment. I know that at exactly eight a.m., Dr. Pierce, my boss and head virologist for the Carmine government, will be on the Sunday national news to make an announcement.

Very few know it will be him speaking.

But I’m aware because he told me to make sure I was watching. Why he did, I don’t quite understand. But even though I’m a Cobalt, the man trusts me.

Still, he’s a Scarlet and not part of the Alliance, so I’m well aware that I may not be able to trust him in return. That said, he’s brought me down to his lab in the basement multiple times and shown me some of the research on this new virus popping up all over that he’s calling Aves.

Aves because it first started showing up in birds. Like the dying bird that Ellie found on the house grounds.

Thank goodness we took precautions when we gathered up the specimen.

I prop my device up on my side table and stand. By eight thirty I’ll need to be ready for the day, so I quickly retrieve my blue uniform and pull the shirt and skirt on. From my desktop I retrieve a hair tie and whip my curls into a tight bun as I’ve done hundreds of times, securing it with the tie. Just as I finish, I grab a quick look at myself in the mirror.

A girl stares back at me.

She still wears the same heart necklace she left the Tenements with, but her face has changed. I’m not sure anyone else would notice, but in the six months I’ve lived with the Scarlets, I’ve gotten older. I look older.

The innocence that used to slightly round my cheeks is gone. And another girl was left in her place.

Mama and Papa would barely know me now.

I barely know me.

Soft music comes from my Flexx, and I twist from my reflection to the device screen.

The news logo spins into place, and seconds later a sound stage appears with two men seated in puffy armchairs across from each other. One of the men is Dr. Gavin Pierce, dressed in a luxe pinstripe gray suit with a red necktie and matching pocket square.

I’m sure Mrs. Pierce had the entire ensemble custom-made for the occasion.

Can’t go on the national Carmine news unless you are wearing something exorbitantly expensive . . . even under emergency circumstances.

Who cares that Cobalts are starving in the Tenement and people are dying?

The other man, whom I’ve seen a few times, has swooping dark hair, a slightly-less-costly suit, and a serious expression. The frame tightens on the newscaster.

“Welcome, Carmine,” he says in a friendly but authoritative tone, “to the eight o’clock morning news. I’m Blake Gonzalez, and today we have an honored guest joining us in the studio for an important announcement.”

The camera pans back again to show both Blake and Dr. Pierce with his hands folded in his lap and his back straight as an arrow. Much stiffer than he generally holds himself.

He’s nervous, and I don’t blame him.

“Welcome, Dr. Pierce,” Blake says.

My boss clears his throat. “Thank you for having me here today. I do wish it were under better circumstances, though.”

“Yes, yes.” Blake Gonzalez leans on the armrest slightly and furrows his brow in interest. “What can you tell us about the current health status of Carmine?”

Dr. Pierce pinches his lips for a second, then speaks. “In recent months we’ve all been hearing news stories concerning a sickness affecting birds.”

“Many have died,” the interviewer says. “Am I correct?”

“You are. We are seeing a novel virus, now called Aves⁠—”

“Aves for the bird connection?” Blake asks.

“Yes, exactly. But it also stands for Acute Viral Encephalitic Syndrome.”

“Acute Viral Encephalitic Syndrome? That sounds very serious.”

Dr. Pierce flattens his lips for a moment. “Of course it is; that’s why I’m here today. But as I was saying, we are now seeing a cross-species jump.”

“To other animals?”

Dr. Pierce pauses for a brief second. I know what he’s going to admit. I’ve seen the data down in the lab.

“To humans.”

Blake straightens in his chair. “Humans? In Carmine?”

“That is correct.”

Dr. Pierce has had me down in his basement lab helping him map out the places in the city and outside of it that Aves has been identified. The first case was a child that was rushed for emergency medical care. They died within the hour and their house was quarantined . . . but no one else got the disease. Instead, another case popped up across town, and this time two people in the household got it. One died and the other is still under observation . . . but the prognosis doesn’t look good.

Each time it looks as if Aves is contained, another case surfaces. Due to the sensitive nature of the situation, the president wanted to keep everything under wraps, but Dr. Pierce and a few others convinced him that the public needs to be made aware so precautions can be taken. Dr. Pierce also wants to ensure that correct information, as he knows it, is released so false rumors don’t spread.

“Is there any possibility that Aves came from the Tenements?” Blake asks out of the blue. I saw the list of potential questions Dr. Pierce might be asked, and this was not one of them.

A light gasp escapes my mouth.

By the arch of his brow, Dr. Pierce is just as surprised at the unexpected question. “Um, no,” he says. “We’ve yet to spot a case in any of the Tenements . . . but everything points to a jump from birds to hum⁠—”

“But since you are not seeing cases among the Cobalts, could this mean that they released something dangerous into the Scarlet population?”

“No, no . . .” Dr. Pierce says quickly. Other than his trust in me, I still don’t believe that he has any particular affinity for Cobalts, but he is a man who wants the truth about Aves to come out. That I’m sure of. “There is no evidence of that. Plausibly there could be no cases because there is little travel between the Tenements and Carmine, and the electrodome deters birds from flying into the areas where Cobalts live.”

“But there have been talks of uprisings in the past, even terrorist activity within the Tenements . . . and then there’s this new Alliance group we have reported on,” Blake insists. “Cobalt responsibility has not been ruled out.”

Dr. Pierce releases an audibly frustrated breath. “There is no evidence of intentional Cobalt involvement in the spread of Aves.”

But it doesn’t matter what he says. The damage has already been done. Scarlets have little reason to trust or care about Cobalts. All we are is a cheap workforce for them . . . not equals. We’re potential enemies.

This is just one more reason to hate us.

My stomach twists into a knot and I plop down on the edge of my bed again to keep my head from spinning.

“Listen, Blake,” Dr. Pierce’s tone drops into a lower, more authoritative register. “I came here today to give the facts. The Carmine Health Institute will be releasing guidelines to curb the spread of Aves at ten a.m. today. I would advise each and every Carminian to read through these and listen for current updates daily. As of now, we believe the spread can be contained if the general public is aware of their actions and responsibilities. My intent is not to spread any information that is not determined as fact.” With those words, Dr. Pierce stands and walks off the sound stage.

Blake opens his mouth and begins to speak, but I tap the screen of my Flexx and it goes dark. I don’t want to hear any more of this.

But none of what the newscaster said surprises me. It should . . . but it doesn’t. So many people don’t care about the truth. They care about what makes them comfortable.

And blaming Cobalts makes lots of Scarlets comfortable. Way more than reality.

Fiction is often more exciting than truth.

My eye immediately goes to my bedroom door, and I expect someone to fly through and cart me away. But no one does. For now, at least.

But what about the Tenement? If there haven’t been any cases there yet, is it just a coincidence or something else? All I want to do is talk to Papa and Mama, but I know that’s impossible. And what about Kalib’s family?

I curse under my breath that I can’t talk to Kalib. I need him. Sometimes the kiss we shared feels like a dream that never really happened. But I know it did.

I want his muscular arms around me right now and for him to tell me that I’m okay. I’m not, of course, but having my best friend here would help. I long to run my hands through his messy blond hair and touch his cheek where the spray of freckles fans out over it.

Grounding is what I need.

And Kalib is home.

My panicked breaths start to come faster when the internal door between Ellie’s room and mine flies open.

“Tenly!” Ellie says, a huge smile stretching across her cheeks. “We get to spend the day together.” The girl’s tangle of blonde curls sticks out all over her head, and her blue eyes hold just a hint of sleep still in them. Ellie turned seven last month.

The sight of her happy expression calms my nerves slightly, and I force my lips into a smile too. No need to upset her.

“Yep,” I manage. “Isaiah is going to help us today with understanding some of your Red Lady household duties.”

This announcement stops Ellie in her tracks, and her arms twist like a pretzel over her chest. “Do I have to?”

She only tolerates the boring Red Ladies requirements and would much rather do a secret science lesson with me or her father. But he’s had no time for her in the lab downstairs with everything going on with Aves.

But I don’t want to think about that right now.

I smile again and lean closer to her. “We’re going to learn about napkin folding.”

Ellie’s eyes light up. “Can I learn to make a swan?”

I nod. “I’m sure you can.”

Mrs. Pierce would hate it if she knew that Ellie was actually folding cloth napkins. But I figure I can justify it if asked by saying she needs to know how to do it to judge if it’s been done well.

It also accomplishes a few other things.

One . . . Mrs. Pierce rarely goes down to the servant’s quarters, so I won’t run into her. Two, Ellie will find the whole experience fun.

And three . . .

I glance at my Flexx.

It gives me a little time to convince Isaiah that I need to speak with Kalib. As soon as possible.
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After getting Ellie dressed and ready for the day, I quietly lead her down the back stairway to the servant’s quarters. She grabs two banana muffins from the kitchen for our breakfast and then we find ourselves, mouths full, at Isaiah’s office door.

I steel myself, trying to will away the questions about Cobalts from the news interview with Dr. Pierce. Worrying Ellie is the last thing I want to do. She’s the only small amount of joy I have in this place.

I swallow my bite of muffin and wait for her to do the same. I almost can’t stop her as she reaches her fist to pound on the door. But I put my hand in front of her just in time.

“Remember your manners,” I admonish.

Ellie’s lips twist into a pout. “But it’s just Isaiah.”

She doesn’t mean that in a bad way, only that he’s familiar and she’s comfortable with the man who runs the household servants. In some ways, he’s like an uncle to her.

I straighten my back. “Not today. Today Mr. Isaiah is your teacher. When you grow up to be a wife in your own Scarlet household, you will need to know the proper ways of doing everything in society. And banging on any door is inappropriate.”

The words coming from my mouth sound ridiculous. But my job and mere continued existence require me to say them.

Ellie rolls her eyes—an expression I’d like to be doing at this moment, too, but don’t. “We can still do the science lesson later, though, right?”

My eyes widen and I turn to see if anyone else is nearby. The hall is empty. “Yes,” I whisper, “but you can’t say anything about lessons except around me, your father, or Isaiah. Otherwise, we won’t be able to do them anymore.”

The little girl bites at her lower lip, likely realizing her mistake. She straightens her back and runs her palms over the bodice of the emerald green dress she’s wearing. “How do I look?”

“Perfect.” The sentiment is honest. I do my best to ensure Mrs. Pierce can never complain about Ellie’s appearance since that day in the garden when Madam was angry that her daughter got dirty while playing.

Not a hair is out of place.

Ellie clears her throat and lightly raps on the door.

Isaiah’s baritone voice calls back, “Come in.”

The girl smiles and twists the door handle, then opens it wide enough for both of us.

“Good morning, Miss Eleanor.” Isaiah stands from his chair behind his desk. The older man of Asian descent smiles and nods to Ellie, then to me. He’s dressed in his usual impeccable black uniform.

Isaiah is a proud man. Loyal to the Pierce family . . . but also an operative for the Alliance. So he’s also incredibly complicated. I’m not sure how he does it. But I’m learning that life is exceedingly gray, not the black and white I tried to force into my existence for my first seventeen years.

Ellie performs a quick curtsy. “Good morning, Mr. Isaiah.”

He gestures to a chair in front of his desk where a small stack of white cloth napkins waits for the child.

“Tenly said I could make a swan!” she bursts out.

Isaiah releases a gentle chuckle and briefly eyes me before returning his attention to the child. “Yes, I will show you how to make a swan with the napkins. But first we’ll start with something a little more basic, just to get some practice with the folds.”

Ellie nods and has a seat while Isaiah steps around and begins the lesson. Normally I’d join in for the fun, but this morning’s newscast floods back over my mind. I glance around and find another chair in the corner and sit in it.

As they proceed, I can’t help but feel like we are all trapped in a life we don’t want. Ellie is forced to learn how to be a Red Lady and take her place in society. Maybe even Mrs. Pierce feels trapped. Trapped in her role as a woman and Scarlet wife.

Her son, Jax, told me that she’s been on anxiety meds for months ever since we witnessed the protest gone violent that day in downtown Carmine. After that, I was pulled down to Sentry Headquarters and questions, which “shamed” Mrs. Pierce—even though she has no idea I was actually involved with Kalib other than knowing him from the Tenement. She still doesn’t want me here. She never has.

But Dr. Pierce does. So here I am.

Maybe I’m just a mirror of Mrs. Pierce’s own confinement. And she doesn’t like the reminder.

“You keep working on that stack, and when you are done, I’ll teach you to make a swan.” Isaiah breaks me from my thoughts, and I glance up to see him looking at me.

He tips his head slightly and points to the door as if asking me to go out in the hall and talk.

I nod and follow him while Ellie happily continues folding.

When we’re out in the corridor with the office door closed, Isaiah glances around. I assume for the same reason I did earlier . . . to make sure no one is lurking. He checks the time.

“Everyone has their rounds upstairs,” he assures me. “Are you all right?”

“Did you see the interview?”

His lips flatten. “Yes.”

I lean closer to him and lower my voice. “I can’t take this isolation anymore. I need to talk to someone . . . my papa or Kalib.”

“You know it’s dangerous.”

“Isaiah, I need someone who understands me. Otherwise, I don’t know if I can keep my head on straight. People are dying, and I need someone to talk to.”

He takes a deep breath. “I can’t arrange anything with your father right now. Everything is pretty locked down for the Alliance between Carmine and the Tenements. We’re lucky if even the higher-ups get news a few times a week.” Isaiah crosses his arms over his chest and stops speaking for a moment. “But I might be able to arrange something encrypted between you and Kalib. That’s a bit easier. But no guarantees. I can only do my best.” Isaiah’s gaze softens. In the end, he likely knows I’m just a seventeen-year-old homesick girl, and there’s only so much I can take.

He pats me on the shoulder and leads us back into the office where Ellie is finishing up her last napkin. The folds are not perfect, but the last is better than the first she did.

“Great job, Miss Eleanor,” Isaiah says and claps his hands together. “Let’s do that swan now.”

I give Ellie a smile that she quickly returns, and Isaiah begins showing her how the swan napkin is folded.

Interested too, this time I join them and grab a napkin from the folded stack. Just as we finish our first attempt—both me and Ellie giggling, and I’m about to admit that mine somehow looks more like a dog than a swan—the office door swings open.

There stands a wide-eyed, nostril-flaring Mrs. Pierce. She’s holding a Red Ladies binder in her right hand, clutching it like it might try and escape her grasp.

I drop the napkin, speechless, and Isaiah is immediately on his feet. “Good morning, Madam. Miss Eleanor was just having a quick lesson in table décor.”

Mrs. Pierce’s gaze falls on Ellie, who’s holding up a sad, frumpy swan napkin like a peace offering. “Do you like it, Mother?”

By the stillness of Madam’s chest, it’s obvious that the breath is caught in her lungs . . . until it’s not. “This was not on the schedule, and I’ve been searching the entire house for you.” Mrs. Pierce raises her eyes to me and narrows her lids into slits.

“I wanted Tenly to let me learn how to do this,” Ellie says, presenting the swan again. “To surprise you.”

Clever girl. Even at seven, she’s learning how the system works. Flattery will get you far.

Mrs. Pierce breaks her glare at her daughter, still not acknowledging the swan, and looks to me again. She thrusts the binder toward me, and her massive diamond wedding ring catches my eye.

A ring that likely costs more than twenty Cobalt families could make over their entire lifetimes.

Also, a reminder that Mrs. Pierce is owned and controlled by her station. Albeit a privileged one.

Not sure I feel sorry for her at this moment, though.

I take the binder.

“Stick to the schedule or I may need to find a replacement for you, Miss Hawkins.” Her eyes travel to Isaiah, but she says nothing to him, then turns on her heel and leaves the room.

I hold the binder to my chest like a piece of armor. Madame can’t have come down here just for this.

Isaiah helps Ellie up and gently places the swan on the bookshelf behind him. “Good job, Miss Eleanor. I think I will keep that for a while.”

Ellie’s chest inflates with pride, even though I still see her liquid eyes from the lack of attention from her mother.

“Come on, Ellie,” I say. “We have some history lessons to attend to.”

Ones that indoctrinate Scarlet children to believe they are more worthy than Cobalts, I imagine.
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I’m right . . . about two things.

The history lesson is all about how Cobalts are barely human or something ridiculous. I hardly paid attention to the auto reader, and Ellie is thoroughly confused by the end of it.

But her confusion doesn’t matter. The seeds are planted, just as they are supposed to be.

The second thing I’m right about is that Mrs. Pierce wasn’t going to let me get off that easy.

Just as I’m supposed to go on a lunch break since Ellie has a ballet lesson, a message pops up on my Flexx. It’s from Isaiah.

We are requested to meet Madam in her office immediately.

That’s it. No other details.

My heart picks up speed as I watch Ellie leave her room to go downstairs and practice with her dance teacher.

Is this going to be about disciplining me for allowing Ellie to do servant work? Even though understanding how to fold the napkins really would be a good skill to know as a Scarlet wife. Maybe it’s worse . . . maybe Lydia is accusing me of something or spreading rumors about me and Jax . . . who I want nothing to do with anymore.

Or another issue? About my involvement with the Alliance. About Isaiah’s involvement.

I let out a quick, audible breath and slide my Flexx into my skirt pocket.

If this were about the Alliance, she wouldn’t bother calling us down to her office. She’d just alert sentries. I exit Ellie’s room after a moment and quickly check the hall window with a view of the large driveway in front of the estate.

Nothing.

Well, at least nothing out of the ordinary.

I hurry down the hall and stairs and find Isaiah coming up from the servant’s quarters, but his expression is stiff, and the man gives nothing away.

“Do you know what this is about?” I whisper just as I sidle up alongside him. “Is it about the napkins . . . or maybe Dr. Pierce’s interview?”

He doesn’t answer and only waves his hand in the air slightly for me to follow him. I rub my sweaty palms onto the fabric of my skirt and trail behind Isaiah. In a moment we end up at Mrs. Pierce’s office door, and he quickly knocks.

“Enter,” comes Madam’s voice from inside.

Isaiah opens the door and performs a quick bow at the waist. Usually, it’s more of a head nod. I follow his lead with a low curtsy before I even glance at Mrs. Pierce.

When I do finally look up, I realize that we’re not alone with Madam. Lydia, the cook, and several other servants stand in front of the large bookcase, almost at attention. Lydia narrows her eyes at me, and a shiver runs up my spine.

“Well,” Mrs. Pierce says to Isaiah and me from behind her desk. “Don’t just stand there.”

Isaiah quickly takes his place at the head of the line, and I assume mine is at the other end, so I take that spot.

Madam raises her Flexx briefly to look at the screen and then clears her throat. As she does, the office door opens again, and this time Dr. Pierce steps through.

By his hunched shoulders, slightly rumpled suit, and the sweat dotting his brow, he’s obviously tired and stressed. His attention immediately goes from his wife to the staff standing to his right. Confusion contorts his features.

He didn’t expect us to be here.

“What’s this?”

But Madam doesn’t speak. She only tilts her head and circles around him, then reaches for his hand.

“You had a difficult morning,” she coos in a sympathetic tone, not sounding like herself at all. Not, at least, the Mrs. Pierce I’ve been privy to.

Again, why are we here? I don’t dare try to catch Isaiah’s gaze, so I keep my focus on the Pierces.

“Yes . . . I did.” Dr. Pierce removes his jacket and hangs the garment on a hook near the door. “And I really need to get down to my lab⁠—”

Mrs. Pierce smiles. “There are a few things I need to discuss with you before that happens.”

Dr. Pierce looks briefly our way, still seemingly unsure why we are here. “Can this wait?”

“Unfortunately, no,” she says. “There is a lull in the daily schedule, and this is the best time.” Before he can speak, she continues. “I’m concerned about what I heard this morning during your announcement. Aves is much more widespread than you have let on, dear.”

Dear? Not in the six months I’ve lived here have I heard Madam call anyone—including her husband—anything close to that kind of pet name.

Dr. Pierce eyes us again. “Are you sure this is the best time?”

“Well, I was sure that the staff would be concerned too . . . so I wanted them to get a better understanding about what’s happening in Carmine straight from your mouth. As their employers, we want to ensure their safety.”

My stomach sinks. I have no clue exactly where this is going, but I know it can’t be good. Mrs. Pierce cares little about my wellbeing . . . so that is not why I’m here.

Madam gives her husband a coy smile. “Will you please overview your entire intended announcement? It seems you may have been cut off this morning.”

Dr. Pierce takes a seat in a plush chair near the window and explains to us that there is no reason for alarm yet. While yes, Aves has crossed the line between birds and humans, the number of cases is still small, and there could be underlying conditions in those patients that they are not aware of yet. He’s arranged for safety protocols to be established across Carmine, and this household will be following those guidelines. Supplies will arrive later this afternoon, and full details will arrive in a Flexx alert within the hour.

He stands when finished and asks, “Do you have any questions?”

I have several but don’t dare open my mouth. And apparently, the staff don’t either since none speaks. We only nod in understanding.

“I have a question,” Mrs. Pierce says as her husband takes a step toward the door.

The man stops in his tracks.

“Yes? But I do need to get to work down in the lab.”

“This business about Aves not appearing in the Tenements. Are you sure there is not something to that?” she asks.

A fist could not have punched me in the gut harder.

“My dear,” Dr. Pierce says in a patient tone, “there is no evidence of this, and we do not want to spread false rumors. The infrastructure between the Tenements and Carmine is delicate. There is no need to create panic and pull our focus away from what is important—stopping the spread of a deadly disease.”

“I want every precaution taken.” With those words Mrs. Pierce turns her head toward the staff . . . and her gaze falls on me. “We have a family to protect as well as our Scarlet staff. Having a Cobalt in our home is dangerous.”

My legs begin to shake.

“Miss Hawkins is not dangerous,” he insists. “You have seen the wonders she has accomplished with Eleanor. Our daughter is excelling in her Red Ladies curriculum. She will be taking the same precautions as everyone else here for safety.”

Mrs. Pierce straightens her back. “I must think of our family first.”

“And our duty to the CPW initiative is doing that. By hosting a Cobalt worker we are upholding our family’s obligation to Carmine and the president.”

Sudden crocodile tears drip from Mrs. Pierce’s eyes. “I’m scared, Gavin.”

All I want to do is bolt from the room. This was a complete setup by Mrs. Pierce. She plays the part of a dutiful wife and mother trying to protect her household and dramatizes her purported fears to make me look bad in front of her husband and the staff.

And there is nothing that anyone can do about it. Not me, not Isaiah . . . not even Dr. Pierce. He must toe the line too carefully between his reasons for keeping me here and his responsibility to Carmine.

The man might like me, but he’s a Scarlet first and no lover of Cobalts in general. We are a tool for Scarlet progress, nothing more. I’m no different from any other Bluey drone.

Dr. Pierce’s shoulders slump as his wife walks toward him and opens her arms to receive an embrace, and he extends his. She falls onto his chest.

“The Cobalt must leave,” Madam sobs into her husband’s shoulder.

They stay in that position for what seems like a lifetime, and out of the corner of my eye I spot a smile curving over Lydia’s lips. Did she know Mrs. Pierce was going to do this? What if it was her idea? Maybe after the blowup this morning she put the bug in Madam’s ear—not that Mrs. Pierce couldn’t have come up with the plan herself. But she’s been popping meds like candy lately, so who knows. This is certainly one of her most lucid moments in recent weeks.

A touch of power can do that to a person.

Husband and wife separate and I hold my breath, waiting for what Dr. Pierce will say next.

“Listen, Mariell. It would be terrible PR for us to remove Miss Hawkins from our employment.”

My heart lifts slightly.

“But,” he continues, “we could reassign her.”

I gulp down the lump in my throat. To where?

“I don’t want her here!” Tears flow down Mrs. Pierce’s cheeks again.

“I understand.” Dr. Pierce gently takes his wife’s upper arm. “And I will figure out something.”

The tears stop instantly as if she turned off her emotional faucet. “Fine . . . as long as she’s not here and has no more contact with Eleanor. We can’t risk the danger.”

Dr. Pierce flattens his lips into a straight line. “Again. There is no danger, but I understand your concerns in this difficult time. Let me make the arrangements.” He holds his wife’s gaze for a moment as if to study her but says nothing else.

She leans in and gives him a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for putting your family first.”

My boss nods and gestures to Isaiah. “Make sure Miss Hawkins gets packed.”

My eyes widen. Now? This is happening now?

Isaiah gives him a curt nod and immediately walks to my side and takes my arm. I go along meekly and keep my stare on the ground. The next few seconds are a blur as we follow Dr. Pierce out into the corridor.

I want to say something to my boss since he has been very kind to me since I arrived. But I have no idea what that might be.

“I’ll message you with an update shortly, Isaiah,” Dr. Pierce says. “First, I must get in touch with a few people to work out the details of the transfer.” He mutters something under his breath about being the worst possible time for this and then walks off, leaving Isaiah and me alone.

“I will accompany you upstairs to pack,” Isaiah says with no emotion in his tone . . . but I’m well aware this does not fit into any plans he’s involved with. Both of our missions are going to change at this point. For good or ill.

On the way up the stairs, it fully hits me that I won’t even get to say goodbye to Ellie. She’s going to think I just left her. At that thought, the tears start to flow.

“Please hold it together, Miss Hawkins,” Isaiah says without looking at me. “This might be for the best . . . we don’t know.”

“But Ellie . . .” I sniff.

“Miss Eleanor will survive. I will make sure of it.”

Survive. Humans need so much more than to just survive. Isaiah knows this too, but there is little else he can say at this moment.

As we reach my room, I hear the thumping of feet behind us. I twist toward the noise and find Ellie skipping toward her room. She’s still dressed in her pink leotard and ballet shoes. A wide smile stretches across her lips, but when she sees my red, puffy, tearstained face, the smile falters and she halts.

“What are you doing up here?” I quickly wipe the tears from my cheeks, but I can’t hide my feelings from her. She’s too used to me holding it together, and crying is a dead giveaway that something is wrong.

The child looks from Isaiah to me.

“She’s sending you away, isn’t she?”

By she, I’m immediately aware that Ellie is referring to her mother.

Before I can say anything to the contrary, Ellie shouts, “I hate her!”

I grab the child, suddenly overcome with fear, and shove my hand against her mouth. The memory of my own mother doing the same to me in the busy market to protect our lives from my own outburst overwhelms me. Right down to the memory of Tenement stench flooding over my nasal passages. “You can’t say that,” I hiss.

Isaiah quickly takes Ellie from me. “Please get packed, Tenly.”

“It’s not fair!” Ellie sobs.

Instead of listening to Isaiah as I know I should, I drop to my knees and wrap my arms around Ellie. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to be okay.” I look straight into the child’s teary blue eyes. “And I’m going to do my best to see you again. I just don’t know when that will be.”

She only sobs.

“Look.” I force a smile on my face and hold up my hand with my pinky crooked out. “You are like a sister to me . . . and sisters take care of each other.” Not that I’ve had a sister, but I imagine this is true. “Pinky swear to me that you will take care of Mr. Isaiah while we’re apart.”

She gulps, holds up her pinky, and hooks it in mine. “I swear.”

I lean to her ear. “And bug your father to give you an occasional science lesson.”

Ellie nods. “I’d forgotten my tutu in my room.”

“Well, then get it and go back to your lesson. Don’t keep your teacher waiting.”

The child bobs her head again and goes to her door and opens it. Before entering, she turns back to me. “I love you, Tenly.”

I’m gutted for a second time today. “I love you too, Ellie.”

The girl disappears into her room and Isaiah follows me into mine, leaving the door slightly ajar.

“You’ve done a wonderful job with her, you know,” Isaiah says, keeping his voice down. “I think more than anything that is why Madam can’t have you here.”

I don’t trust myself to respond. Going to my closet, I find the bag I brought to Carmine with me and begin packing under Isaiah’s watchful eye.

Just as I finish, an alert sounds on his Flexx. He raises the screen and checks the message.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Dr. Pierce has already arranged a temporary place for you to stay while he figures out the logistics.”

“Where?”

Isaiah lifts his eyes to me. “Cornell Robinson has a spare room.”
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Chapter 4




All my worldly possessions slung over my shoulder, I follow Isaiah to the car. The weight not only of my luggage but of the events that just transpired presses on me as if it might drill me into the pavement below.

Mr. Robinson.

If I’m going there and he has an extra room . . . then it must be Kalib’s.

My stomach twists into a knot.

Motion comes from the corner of my eye, and I turn to look. Ellie stands at her upstairs window. Even from this distance, I can make out her face contorted with grief.

My instinct is to lift my hand and give her a subtle wave, but before I even get that far, Lydia and her flaming red hair also appear in the window, and she yanks Ellie away.

I quickly turn and focus back on Isaiah, who silently opens the car door for me to climb inside.

After I pull my bag from my shoulder, I set it down on the floorboard, taking care not to damage the framed portrait wrapped in clothing in the center of the bag. Tears sting at the corners of my eyes, but I look up to refuse them.

This is no time for that sort of nonsense.

I climb inside the back seat of the car and Isaiah closes the door.

He takes his driver’s spot and activates the vehicle, but before we move the front door to the house opens and Dr. Pierce emerges. Shoulders held high the man walks to the car and stops outside the driver’s seat.

Isaiah taps a spot on the front console and the window lowers. “Yes, sir?”

Dr. Pierce stretches his lips into a thin line. I know he can see me from his vantage but he keeps his focus on Isaiah.

“Please relay to Miss Hawkins that she has done an excellent job with Eleanor . . . Ellie,” my boss says.

It seems odd that Dr. Pierce isn’t speaking to me directly. But I know he can’t. Not out here in public. His wife or a servant could appear at any moment.

“Not only has she begun to enjoy her Red Ladies training, but she has also made leaps and bounds in the special projects I’ve assigned her. I believe my daughter has grown quite fond of her governess and will miss her.”

He catches my gaze but quickly averts his eyes.

“Yes, sir,” Isaiah says.

Dr. Pierce inhales deeply and turns as if to leave but stops and turns back. “I need to work out the details, but there may be some continued opportunities for Miss Hawkins to help me in my current research. Please ask her if this will be acceptable.”

My heart leaps into my throat at his words and my hands begin to shake. He still wants me to help him . . .

“Yes, yes,” I blurt. “That is totally acceptable!”

Immediately I wish I could reach out into the air and put the words back where they should have stayed in my brain.

Dr. Pierce closes his eyes for a second, and when he opens them back up, he meets my excited, terrified gaze.

“We’ll be in touch.”

He pats the exterior of the car, turns, and walks away.

Isaiah rolls the window back up and gives me a raised brow in the rearview mirror, but says nothing.




* * *




It seems like a lifetime ago that I journeyed to Mr. Robinson’s estate on foot, not knowing where else to turn when Kalib was in trouble. It looks different in the light of day but just as massive as I remember.

Mr. Robinson does well for himself as head of the CPW division.

We pull around the back of the house and park, yet even before I exit the car, Mrs. Green emerges from the back entrance. Her short, white hair is impeccably styled, and she wears an apron over her black uniform dress. On the night we rescued Kalib, she was the first person I met. She’s kind, and just the sight of her relaxes me . . . a little.

She gives both Isaiah and me a quick nod and gestures for us to follow her into the house. I trail behind them both, still excited about Dr. Pierce’s offer but nervous about what will happen next.

Part of me is glad to be away from the Pierce house . . . away from Madam, Lydia, and the judgy eyes of the other staff. Getting away from Jax is good too. There never could have been anything between us, and I’m safer being out of his reach.

But then I’m also leaving poor Ellie to the wolves.

She has her father, but he’s so wrapped up in Aves that he won’t have any time for the girl. The image of Lydia dragging Ellie from the window will forever be burned into my brain.

“Miss Hawkins,” Mrs. Green interrupts my thoughts.

“Um, yes.” I realize that we’re in a hallway I don’t recognize, and Isaiah is gone. “Where’d Isaiah go?”

“He had to leave, but I’m glad to get you settled while we wait for news of what you’ll do next.”

Mrs. Green is plump and like someone’s grandmother. Not my grandmother, of course, since the vast majority of Tenement dwellers have the bare minimum of meat on their bones. But the woman has a look in her eyes that tells you everything is going to be okay . . . even if it’s not.

She leads me to a door, takes a key from her pocket, and opens it. Inside is a smallish room with a bed and desk.

“Was it Kalib’s?”

Mrs. Green nods and holds the key out to me. “We miss his spirit around here.” She smiles. “But we are very glad that yours will be joining us.”

I force a smile and take the key from her.

“I want to let you get settled,” she says. “The kitchen is not too far, and you can get anything you want from there at any time. The chef prepares meals daily and leaves them in the walk-in refrigerator for the staff to retrieve at their convenience.”

Mrs. Green turns to leave me alone in the room but then reaches into her apron pocket again and pulls something out. A letter.

My eyes widen at the sight. Could it be . . .

“This just came from Kalib yesterday,” she says. “Until today we didn’t know how we would get it to you.”

I gently take the envelope from her hands.

“But you can’t keep it,” she warns and tips her chin to the desk. “You’ll find a lighter in there and a small metal dish. When you’re ready . . . make sure to burn the evidence.”

With that, she leaves the room and closes the door behind her. I set my bag on the floor and lower myself onto the edge of the bed.

My heart pounds as I turn the envelope over and run my finger under the seal to break it. I pull out the piece of paper inside and unfold the precious gift. Immediately I recognize Kalib’s handwriting. It’s always neater than I might expect with the impressions of my best friend that I’ve always carried with me.

The orderly, perfect lettering should have been a clue to me about his deliberate nature. The risks he took were well thought-out. I just couldn’t see it until recently.

Probably because I didn’t want to. If I had, I probably never would have planned to leave him in the Tenement.




Dear T,




It’s been so long since I’ve seen you, and honestly, I don’t think I can handle it for another day. My dreams are filled with thoughts of you, and I keep playing our kiss over and over in my mind.

Did you mean it? I can only hope that you did.

Every day for the longest time I’ve wanted to tell you how much I loved you. But I knew if I did, it would change everything between us, and it might even have made you resent me . . . like I was trying to hold you back.

I wasn’t. I never wanted to hold you back.

You are the most amazing human I know, and without you in my life I don’t think I’d be quite the person I am today.

I miss you desperately and can only hope that I can be a tiny part in making this world one that we can make a real life in . . . and maybe together.

If that’s what you want too.

Just so you know. I’m safe.




Love always,

K




Tears roll down my cheek in a steady stream from his words. The reality is that even though he’s never spoken so bluntly about his feelings for me, his art always did. I reach for my bag on the floor, unzip it and dig for the portrait inside. When I find it, I quickly restore it to a place of honor on my new desk . . . Kalib’s old desk.

I don’t know how I missed seeing Kalib clearly all those years . . . too focused on myself, I guess. Too wrapped up in creating walls instead of tearing them down. Years were spent trying to justify my choices rather than open my eyes to other people’s experience.

The letter still in hand, I lie back on the bed. When my head hits the pillow, emotional exhaustion makes my muscles go slack and my eyes grow heavy.

I clutch the paper to my chest and cry myself to sleep.
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A few days later, an auto car with me inside pulls around the government building in downtown Carmine and into an underground parking garage.

“Please remain seated,” an AI female voice instructs. “Security will be here to assist you in a moment.”

Sitting in the back of the small vehicle, I wring my damp hands together and then run them along my uniform skirt to smooth any wrinkles.

Yesterday I was told that Dr. Pierce had worked out the details and I was allowed to assist him at the lab. It’s good and bad news.

The good? That living at Mr. Robinson’s, for the time being, feels safer. I don’t have to worry that prying eyes are around every corner. Everyone there is so kind, and although I’ve only received the one letter from Kalib and haven’t been able to return one, I feel like there is some hope I may see him again. At some point, I may even get some news from Papa.

It’s at least a hope to cling to.

The bad? Tensions are still rising because Aves has not affected anyone in the Tenements yet. And the reason I’m allowed to join Dr. Pierce? I’m going to be a test subject. What that means I don’t know, but it was the only way he could convince the higher-ups that I should even be entering the lab.

Part of me still trusts Dr. Pierce . . . he doesn’t jump to nonscientific conclusions and seems based on logic. But he’s still a Scarlet, and his loyalties may dictate his actions at any time.

Each of us protects our own. I’m no stranger to that concept.

A door slams outside the car and I glance up to see a sentry walking toward me. He taps on a Flexx and my car door opens.

“Please step from the vehicle,” he says.

I obey, and my heart pounds as the man activates the scanner on his Flexx and runs it over my body.

Before I left Mr. Robinson’s, I was instructed to leave my own handheld device in my room. In the government building, I’m prohibited from bringing any electronics in or out to ensure I can’t steal any data. So I have brought nothing.

“Hold out the back of your palm,” he says.

I stretch out my hand and present my identification tattoo. He scans that and looks at the screen. Apparently satisfied that I am who I say I am, he tucks his Flexx back into his pocket.

“Follow me.”

I do as he instructs and he takes me up an elevator to the twentieth floor, where Dr. Pierce waits in the hall.

“I can take it from here.” Dr. Pierce looks exhausted. Purple paints the area under his eyes, and his shoulders slump just enough to give his condition away.

“Are you sure, Doctor?” The sentry asks and eyes me briefly.

“Miss Hawkins lived in my home for months and has been nothing but a model CPW member. The only reason she’s not still there is because there are questions about why the Cobalts haven’t shown signs of Aves. She is here willingly to help us determine why that is and how it might help curb the spread among Scarlets. I’m unconcerned about her loyalties.”

I gulp at his words since my loyalties have indeed shifted. But he is correct in that I have no desire for people to die . . . Scarlet or Cobalt. And I am willing to help if I can.

Other than us the hall is empty, which surprises me. It seems like the place would be teeming with scientists studying Aves.

“Yes, sir,” the sentry says and leaves me alone with Dr. Pierce.

My boss watches him, and when the elevator door opens and the sentry leaves the floor, he smiles at me. “I trust you’ve settled into your new home at the Robinsons’.”

“Um, yes.” I stuff my hands into my pockets.

Dr. Pierce gestures for me to walk with him. “Good. Cornell and his wife have a beautiful home. I’ve been there a handful of times for events and such.”

“How’s Ellie?” I can’t help but ask and don’t correct myself on using her nickname.

He tips his head back and forth then answers. “Sad. She misses you desperately and is not responding to Lydia at all.”

I can imagine. Despite her victory in ejecting me from the house, Mrs. Pierce is likely in a panic over the whole thing. She’s at least partially lost her lady’s maid, and Ellie is probably back to her stubborn self.

Maybe Madam is even missing my influence a bit . . . even though she’d never admit it out loud.

I follow Dr. Pierce into a brightly lit lab room with a lot of white and metal surfaces. A small golden helper drone buzzes around the room, apparently tending to experiments.

“Your office Delilah?” I quip and tip my chin to the drone.

Dr. Pierce chuckles lightly. “That little guy doesn’t quite have Delilah’s computer brains. But he’s a good helper and doesn’t ask questions.” He extends his hand and gestures to a rolling stool.

I take a seat, nervousness humming in my chest. The scientist part of me is excited to be here. What Cobalt wouldn’t jump at the chance to do something so important? But the other part knows that I won’t be welcome by anyone other than the drone and Dr. Pierce. Anyone who sees me will act like the sentry did—like I’m a potential threat and don’t belong.

But maybe I am a threat, as unlikely as it seems to me. What I learn here will be taken back to the Alliance.

“In an official capacity, you’re here to assist with simple lab tasks . . . cleaning, some filing, and organization. I also need you to give blood, as well as offer up the data from your ID tattoo for DNA and health history. Do you have a problem with this?”

“Do I have a choice?” My words are a tad too bold.

Dr. Pierce’s eyes crinkle and his lips curl into a smile. “I suppose not. But I do want you to be aware of what we’re studying. I’ll give you access to the data. So far you’ve had great instincts and don’t have the same”—he pauses for a moment as if carefully choosing his words—“preconceived notions my colleagues might have. Plus your mind is fresh . . . open. You don’t mind throwing out unique ideas.”

Heat spreads over my cheeks.

“A few more cases have been discovered, and we’ve just learned that Aves isn’t only located in Carmine. New Philadelphia has at least one similar case too.”

“Really?” I know very little about New Philadelphia except they disagreed with the separation between Scarlets and Cobalts. Still do . . . but won’t do anything to help our situation as far as I know. “That’s terrible.”

“Yes. Anyway, we’ll be working here all afternoon, and at the end of your shift the car will pick you up and return you to Cornell Robinson’s.”

I nod but have a question. “Why did you do this? Bring me here? I know you didn’t have to.”

Dr. Pierce looks down for a moment. “The truth is that you remind me of myself. Despite all my hopes, Eleanor will never be allowed to go into the sciences no matter how much she enjoys it. She will grow up to be a fine Red Lady . . . I’m sure of that. And I’m glad that I can help her love more than running a household, but that is as far as the dream goes. If I can’t provide her the opportunity, I can at least provide it to you . . . in some capacity. Pass on my love of the sciences to someone.”

His words take me aback slightly. It’s not something he could ever admit outside of this conversation. “Thank you,” is the best I can do.

“Of course, keeping you on is best for the CPW program, not to mention this nonsense that the Cobalts are causing or perpetuating Aves. People always have to be afraid of something.”

“And Cobalts are good boogeymen.”

“I suppose you’re right.” He places his hands in his pockets. “Today we are only running existing data to get you acclimated. But down the hall I have several more helper drones working with samples. They’re faster than humans and not susceptible to pathogens.” Dr. Pierce taps on a nearby computer and logs in.

I stand to take a look, but a door to my left opens and a tall, skinny man walks through. He’s wearing a white lab coat. I think it’s another virologist Dr. Pierce has mentioned in the department . . . Dr. Edward Trigman. His gaze immediately falls on me.

I step behind Dr. Pierce and slip back into my seat.

“Is this really necessary, Gavin?” the man asks, annoyance in his tone.

“You sound like my wife.” Dr. Pierce straightens from the computer and raises a brow.

Dr. Trigman glances back my way. “Your wife is a smart woman. I feel you might be slipping under the pressure of this Aves business.”

My chest tightens from the electricity in the air. I suspect that this is not the first disagreement between these men.

Dr. Pierce crosses his arms over his chest. “I made my commitment to the president to help keep the CPW program alive. You are well aware that its existence helps maintain the balance in Scarlet and Cobalt relations. Having Miss Hawkins here sets that example and may help keep the public calm as we investigate Aves . . . and develop a vaccine. Everything I do is to protect Scarlet interests.”

A logical man. A logical answer.

But what if at some point my being here no longer serves those interests? What happens then?

Dr. Trigman clears his throat. “My team and I have a few ideas of our own . . . so may the best man win.”

What does that mean? Does he think this is a game or something?

He eyes the computer data for a second. “I know how you like to work in private, so I’ll leave you to it.”

“Good day,” Dr. Pierce says.

Dr. Trigman leaves and closes the door behind him while Dr. Pierce squints at the screen and then pulls a microscope closer to him and peers into the eyepiece.

“That man stops in far too often for my taste. It’s why I end up doing so much of my work at home if I can . . . it limits interruptions. We don’t really need to work side by side to share information . . . and in general, it’s best we don’t. If he bothers you, please alert me immediately.”

I gulp. What does “bother” me mean? And if it happens, what exactly will Dr. Pierce be able to do about it? All I know is that no place is truly safe for me or any Cobalt, and it never will be unless something drastic changes.
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It’s late in the lab, nearing dinner.

My eyelids droop as I study the screen with the data on Aves, looking for patterns of public infection and noting them for Dr. Pierce. I haven’t found anything of substance yet. All the clusters still seem too random. I’ve also been scouring the notes for symptoms. The infection is a lot like the flu: cough, tiredness, fever as well as effects on the central nervous system. Maybe close to half of the most critically ill patients experienced encephalitis. All of them died . . . and quickly.

A few moments ago Dr. Pierce stepped out of the room to grab his hundredth cup of coffee.

Okay, probably not that many, but it seems like it.

I had a cup that was more milk and sugar than coffee hours ago but found the caffeine made me feel jittery, so I stopped at one. Although at this point I could probably use the wake-up of a second serving.

The door to the lab opens and I look up, expecting to find Dr. Pierce, but instead his son stands in the half-open doorway.

Jax. Looking like he just left the Voclain Boutique in a luxe pair of black pants and a purple shirt, he runs his hands through his dark hair and gives me a smile. “Hey. I heard you ended up here.”

The guy is handsome, I’ll give him that. Charming.

Instantly, the tiredness vanishes and my heart pounds like it’s punching my ribcage. Part of the upside of leaving the Pierces’ was supposed to be not seeing Jax anymore.

Too complicated.

Whatever it was that we shared was never real . . . not in my universe. I just let myself get caught up in his attention when I never should have. If I were a smarter person, I would have been kind but done a better job of keeping myself out of his path.

But I guess I’m not smart. Not in that way at least. Science is completely different from matters of the heart . . . or body.

“Hi.” The word forces itself from my mouth. “Are you even allowed in here?”

He nods and shuts the door behind him. “I have some clearance . . . not to all levels of the lab, but this one is okay.”

“Why are you here?” I try to keep my tone light and close the laptop I’m working on to give Jax my full attention. “I think I was just about to go.” Not that I really know that, but I’d planned to ask Dr. Pierce to call the auto car for me when he got back.

I need some sleep.

“Oh . . .” Jax slowly walks my way and pulls a metal stool up to the counter next to me. “I just finished classes for the day. Decided I’d check in with my father since I haven’t had a chance to talk to him about the news interview.”

“Well, he’s getting coffee.” A saccharine smile flutters its way across my lips.

Jax chuckles. “Of course he is.”

Even though they don’t seem to spend much time with each other, his son seems to be well aware of my boss’s coffee habit.

A moment of silence passes between us. I really have no idea what to say to Jax. I guess I could ask him about university.

“I came to check on you, too,” he finally says.

My heart leaps into my throat. And not in a good way. “Me? Why?”

Jax shrugs. “I know the house won’t be the same without you. Several of us will miss your presence.” Before I can do anything, he places his hand on top of mine.

A nervous laugh escapes my mouth and I quickly pull back from his grasp, doing my best to make it sound like it’s out of embarrassment . . . not avoidance. Avoidance is bad Cobalt behavior.

“Yes. Ellie wasn’t so happy about me going.”

“Me either. But Mother always has her ways. Things didn’t work out quite as I planned, but the current situation could work too.”

I gulp. “What do you mean?”

He presses his lips together and leans closer. “Too many spies for Madam at the house, but here I can see you and act like I have an interest in my father’s work. It will boost his ego for me to stop in.”

“Oh . . . okay,” I manage.

His hand moves to my knee, and he gazes into my eyes. This time I don’t pull back, even though it takes everything in me not to. This is not what I’d hoped for at all.

Before anything else happens, he makes space between us and stands. But the ghost of his touch remains on my skin, burning. “I’ve got to get going. Mother is expecting me home for a late dinner . . . I’m sure she wants to hear all about how school is going.” Jax rolls his eyes. “I’ll find my father on the way out.”

I nod. “See you soon.” The words burn my tongue just to speak them.

Thankfully, Jax starts toward the door, but a question he didn’t answer niggles at my brain.

“What did you mean by ‘as you planned’?”

He twists back to me, a grin on his face. “I was trying to make things safer for you over here in Carmine.”

I scrunch my face in confusion.

“That boy . . . what’s his name again . . . Kaden?”

My stomach drops to the floor. “Kalib?”

“Yes . . . him. I knew there was something off about him. So I alerted the authorities to look into his background. And I was right.” Jax holds my gaze as if he’s trying to read my reaction.

“Well.” I force a smile, but my stomach surges. “It’s a good thing they caught him.” Jax probably doesn’t know about the rescue since the news didn’t report it. “I don’t want to get mixed up in things like that.”

“No, of course not,” he says and gives me a wave. “That’s why I wanted to help.”

I force my hand up to return the gesture, and he leaves. The second he’s out the door, I can’t hold the sick back anymore and rush to the sink, vomiting up the contents of my stomach. Quickly as I can, I turn on the water to wash it away and grab a paper towel to clean my face. What if Jax or his father come back right now?

Jax is responsible for Kalib’s arrest. Did he see us together that night before everything happened? The night of the Gala?

And does he suspect me at all?

I pull myself upright and back to my stool, shaking. When I get home, I have to tell Mr. Robinson.




* * *













I stumble into the house after a car ride that seemed to take forever. Most of the rooms are dark, but I finally locate Mr. Robinson still working in his office, the door cracked.

Unlike myself, I don’t even knock.

And when I get inside . . . I burst into tears. Like a child.

Mr. Robinson stands and both his eyebrows shoot up. But he says nothing, walks around the desk, and holds out his arms. “Is this okay?”

I nod and close the gap between us. Not that I know the man well, but I don’t have anyone else.

“I know your father would rather be here for you.”

I sniff and try to contain my tears. After a moment I pull back, looking up at Mr. Robinson’s kind, dark eyes. I’m sure he’s a good father, too.

“Bad day?” he asks and gestures toward the chair in front of his desk.

I sit, and he returns to his chair.

“I know why Kalib got arrested,” I finally say. “It was Jax.”

“Jaxon Pierce?” His words come out in a surprised tone, but soon he leans back into his seat and says, “Of course. That boy has been trouble for years.” Mr. Robinson returns his gaze to me. “How did you find this out?”

“He told me himself.”

“What? When?”

I explain that Jax came to the lab, made the confession, and left. I don’t tell him that Jax also put his hand on my knee. Just the thought makes my palms all sweaty. “He also said he’d be coming back . . . that his father would like it if he was taking an interest in the lab work.”

Mr. Robinson leans his elbows on the desk and interlaces his fingers. “Well, I hate learning this concerning Kalib, but at least we know. Why do you think he told you?”

At the lab, Jax studied my reaction. I’m sure of it. “On the night of the Gala, Kalib came to see me. I’m not sure if you’re aware of that.”

“Yes,” he admits.

“Anyway, Jax came out of the house and Kalib was able to hide, but I think Jax knew someone was there.”

“So he could be testing your loyalty?”

My stomach tightens and a thought enters my mind. Something I heard Dr. Pierce and his wife talking about after my arrest. “Dr. Pierce thinks they’re being watched.”

“We’re all being watched.”

“Right . . . but after he brought me home from the sentry station, I heard him tell Mrs. Pierce that he thought it might be someone in the house.”

Mr. Robinson twists his lips in thought. “If Jax really was looking to protect his family, he would have told his parents his suspicions before he went to the sentries. But from everything I’ve learned about the situation, Dr. Pierce knew nothing. Jax is playing some sort of game, and going forward we can’t trust him.”

“Where does that put me? How am I supposed to keep reporting on Dr. Pierce’s work if I have to worry about every move I make in front of Jax? Dr. Pierce trusts me, but if his son doesn’t, where does that put me?”

“Squarely in the middle.” His eyes soften with compassion. “I am sorry about that, but this situation was never going to be safe or easy. To protect everyone . . . you, me . . . the Alliance, your parents . . . Kalib, we often have to play the cards we’re dealt.”

A shaky sigh puffs from my lips. “What is it you’re telling me?”

“I won’t pressure you into something you can’t do.”

Silence floats between us. “But I need to get close to Jax?”

He nods. “But if you tell me that you are unable to handle that task, we’ll find a way out. I’m still the head of the CPW and am missing a worker. There are provisions for a complete reassignment I could invoke. It would take some finagling.”

“If I were reassigned, that means I couldn’t work in the lab and would never see Ellie again.”

“That is correct.”

The skin on my knee where Jax touched me begins to burn again. I don’t want his hands on me. If I want any hands . . . I need them to be Kalib’s. His hands are safe, and he would never take more than I wanted to give. With Jax? He’s used to getting what he wants.

I don’t know why I didn’t see that before. As a Cobalt, I could never truly consent to any relationship with him. He was always in a position of power. Kalib and I are equals.

“What if I went to the Sub?” The moment the question leaves my mouth, I know it’s impossible.

Mr. Robinson’s lips twist into a sad smile. He knows I just asked something ridiculous and is trying not to out me. If I disappeared, I’d put everyone in danger.

“No, no,” I shake my head. “I want to stay, and if getting close to Jax is what I have to do, then I will do it.”

Mr. Robinson wrings his hands. “I wouldn’t ask you to do it if it weren’t important.”

“I know.”

“Tomorrow, I’ll call a meeting with Loretta Brink and a few others. In the lab, we won’t be able to protect you, but we can run scenarios and determine how you might safely escape if something happens.”

“We can’t tell my papa.”
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“Are you hungry?” Mr. Robinson asks before I leave his office.

My mind shifts to my stomach. A truthful answer would be no . . . but I don’t get the chance to tell him that.

“It’s probably best if you aren’t alone for the evening. Several of my employees are coming for a late dinner tonight . . . nothing fancy. Just barbecue.”

“Barbecue?”

“Steaks, burgers . . . Elena likes to bring potato salad. Some of us gather for a meal like that every few months if we can. We all need a little time away from everything that’s going on.”

“Did Kalib have a barbecue with you when he was here?” I don’t know why I ask; the question seems silly.

Mr. Robinson presses his lips together in thought for a moment. “I don’t think so . . . but we did throw him a little birthday party.”

Instant guilt burns at my stomach. After we arrived in Carmine, I’d forgotten all about Kalib’s eighteenth birthday. At least he celebrated with someone.

“Sure, I’ll come.” There’s no use being holed up in my room waiting for the worst to happen.

“I’m headed to the kitchen now, and I think some people might be out back already. So I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

I blow out a heavy breath and find my way to the back of the house. The garden looks beautiful with the sun just setting over the hills and small white lights twinkling from the trees surrounding the patio. Several people mill about, including Mrs. Green and a few I don’t know, chatting. I quietly exit the back door and sit in a wicker chair, not sure what else to do.

“Tenly?” a female voice says from behind me.

I turn to see a dark-haired young woman with glasses . . . Garcia, that’s her last name. I don’t even know her first. But she’s the one who helped me on the way to rescue Kalib and administered the tech that helped me learn to handle and shoot a gun.

Garcia smiles. In her hands is a bowl of creamy-looking cubed potatoes.

Potato salad?

“Elena?” I go out on a limb and guess her name since Mr. Robinson said Elena brings the potato salad.

She smiles and pushes up her glasses with her free hand. “Yes. I’m surprised you even remember me after that night. It was a lot to take in.”

“Of course I remember you. I wouldn’t have made it without your help.”

Elena’s eyes crinkle a little and she dips her head to the bowl in her hands. “I need to put this down.”

I stand and follow her to a table where several other dishes are laid out family style for everyone to serve themselves. It’s homey, and I like it. Almost instantly the weight on my shoulders lightens.

“Hey, Garcia,” another familiar woman’s voice sounds. “I see you brought my favorite.”

Ms. Brink. Except this time she’s totally casual. Not in a uniform or tactical gear, and her blonde hair is loose on her shoulders. Even her body stance is more relaxed. She slips her arm around Elena’s waist, then leans in and kisses her lightly on the cheek.

“Oh, are you two . . . ?” The words kind of slip out, and I regret them immediately since I know they’re rude.

“Yeah,” Ms. Brink says. “A year and a half.”

Elena leans in and smiles. “I don’t advise work relationships.”

Ms. Brink chuckles. “As if I’m the one who started it.”

At this point the remaining burden of the day lifts. Even with all the terrible stuff in the world, there are people who are happy . . . normal.

Makes me feel like against all the odds, Kalib and I might have a chance.

“Who’s ready for burgers?” Mr. Robinson shouts. He’s wearing a striped apron over his clothes and carries a platter of meat patties to a grill just outside the patio area. Apparently he’ll be doing the cooking.

Thirty minutes later we’re all enjoying our food and relaxing in a cool night breeze. I’m fully aware that none of this will last, but at the moment . . . it’s worth savoring.

Elena and I sit in two chairs around a small table discussing mostly silly stuff for a long time . . . the simple getting-to-know-you scripts we all seem to have tucked away for when we need them.

Favorite colors. Growing up. Embarrassing stories.

But then, over an hour in, maybe more, the look in her eye changes.

“I haven’t heard the whole story about your situation yet, but I’m glad you’re out of the Pierce house,” Elena says in between bites of her burger.

I’d scooped up some of her homemade salad from my plate and have it almost to my mouth but lower the fork instead. “Why?” I know my reasons for not wanting to be there, but what are hers?

“Jax.” A sour look passes over her face.

My stomach instantly clenches after my experience with him today. “Not that being out of the house gets me away from him.”

“What? Why not?” She drops the half-eaten burger on her plate.

“Did you talk with Mr. Robinson?”

“No. Kalib and I found out some not-so-great things about that guy a while back. Before⁠—”

“You and Kalib?” I raise a brow.

“He was worried about you . . . maybe a little jealous if I’m honest. But his gut was right.”

I grit my teeth. “Jax showed up at the lab today, and the Alliance needs me to”—I tip my head back and forth—“keep him interested.”

“No, no, no.” Elena furrows her brows. “I need to talk to Loretta—Ms. Brink, about this.”

“Mr. Robinson is already calling a meeting with her. But Jax is the one who turned in Kalib . . . got him arrested.”

Elena’s eyes narrow. “That doesn’t surprise me. I think he knew that Kalib was looking into his background. Jaxon Pierce has some well-hidden computer hacking skills, I think.” She frowns and pushes her plate away. “You’ll need to be so careful.”

Moisture stings at my eyes. “And back at the Pierces’, I wasn’t. I trusted him and bought into what he was selling me.” All the fear and dread I experienced earlier comes flooding back.

“Did he take advantage of you?” Elena leans in.

“Not in the way you’re implying, but at this point, I wouldn’t put it past him. I think up until now he’s been toying with me. Seeing how far I’d let him in. It’s like a game.” I don’t know why I trust Elena enough to tell her this. In the past, I haven’t let a lot of people into the workings of my mind. Maybe Kalib sometimes, but even that was pretty limited. I felt like I had to keep my distance from other Cobalts in the Tenement, not that they liked Too-Good Tenly all that much anyway. But Elena reminds me of Kayla, Kalib’s sister, and that fact is comforting. She actually seems to care, too. Of course Mr. Robinson cares, but it’s not easy talking to someone who could be your father about such sensitive matters. Elena is probably only in her mid-twenties and doesn’t seem that far away in age from me. In the Tenements, you have to grow up fast. So seventeen and a half is not that young.

“Do you know any self-defense?” Elena asks.

“I can shoot a gun. At least I think I still can.”

She nods. “That’s right, I used the visor’s tech to teach you that skill. But you probably won’t have access to that kind of weapon in the lab.”

“They’re not passing out guns to Cobalts on a regular basis . . . no.” The fact comes out dry as toast.

She eyes me. “I’m being serious.”

“It’s not as if I can turn him down, Elena. Not if I want the information . . . or to get out of there alive.” My gut twists. Half with guilt, half with disgust at myself. “There was a time I didn’t want to turn him down.”

Elena’s eyes soften, and she places her hand on my forearm. “You have nothing to be ashamed about, Tenly.”

“Don’t I?” The words fire back at her.

“No . . . you don’t.”

“What if I told you that for a short time I thought Jax really liked me . . . that we had a chance? Maybe I even pretended that I’d actually made it out of the Tenement. That I wasn’t a Cobalt anymore . . . that I was better than those people I’d left behind. I thought I was better than Kalib. I really am Too-Good Tenly. No wonder everyone hated me.”

And there we go . . . I admitted it out loud. I thought I was better than Kalib . . . so when he passed the test and made it out too, it threatened me in more ways than one.

I glance around, but Elena and I are the only ones out here. I guess most everyone else has gone inside or left. But she doesn’t remove her hand . . . she doesn’t even say anything for a long time.

“I’m so sorry that you had to experience any of that,” she finally says. “It wasn’t fair.”

I bite my lip to hold back the sickness in my stomach.

“I do my best not to judge people for their past,” she says. “I look at you now and see a woman with the same determination and grit you had before, but now you see a bigger picture. You’re trying to do what’s right.” Elena furrows her brow. “And because of that, you really need to know some self-defense.”

“Maybe I could just use that tech band again.”

Elena’s lips twist into a quick smile. “Using it too often is risky.” She stands. “Loretta taught me a few basic moves. I’m sure that she could do better, but she’s inside.”

I glance at the back entrance. “We could find her.”

“Nope . . . maybe I undersold my actual skills.” Elena strikes a fierce pose and holds her hands in the air.

I’m grateful for her attempt at lightening the mood again. “Sure, why not?”

A wide grin stretches across her lips. “I’ll keep it simple for tonight. If we have time later, we’ll do more. Let’s start with the palm heel strike.” Elena lines up in front of me. “This one is going to cause damage to the nose or throat . . . your choice. Are you right- or left-handed?”

“Right.”

“Okay. Plant your feet, then hold out your right hand and bend back your wrist.” Elena demonstrates, and I copy her. “Now for the best part . . .”

I balk a little at the twinkle in her eyes. She’s enjoying this!

“Jab the heel of your palm toward the nose.” Elena snaps out her arm about a foot from me and then brings it back. “then at the neck . . . same way. Now you try.”

I freeze for a second but comply.

“That was great!” She steps back and repeats the directions as she acts them out. I follow in time with her, and after a few tries . . . I get the appeal.

Adrenaline tingles in my veins. “What’s next?”

“Oooh, she likes it!” Elena pushes up her glasses on her nose and proceeds with the instructions for an elbow strike.

I must say that I like it even better than the first.

“And now for tonight’s grand finale!” She takes a quick bow and pops back up. “The groin kick!”

“What?” The question comes out in a squeak.

“Oh, you heard me right.” She winks at me.

By the end of my lesson, Elena and I are back full circle to laughing again, and I feel like I have a new friend . . . a true friend.

It would be perfect—if only in real life I didn’t have the distinct possibility of actually having to use elbow strikes and groin kicks.
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A few days later I’m back at the lab. Dr. Pierce is still doing some of his work at home, probably to avoid Dr. Trigman. He’s already come in twice this morning, and every time he does, the air almost literally feels like it’s sucked from the room.

Apart from his visits, I like being here, but I can’t help about what I must do if Jax shows up. My skin crawls from the memory of his hand on my leg.

But what choice do I really have? It’s not as if I can leave.

“Do you mind if I draw some blood from you?” Dr. Pierce asks.

In the Tenement, we have blood drawn at least once a year when we go in for annual checkups and updates on our ID tattoos. I glance down at the three blue stripes on my hand. “Sure. No big deal. What for?”

Dr. Pierce takes out a syringe from a drawer and pulls on a new pair of gloves. “Antibody testing. I’ll get a sample of my blood too.” He pats a seat next to him, and I slide into it.

He prods the skin on the inside of my elbow, finds a vein. I look away, not wanting to see the actual jab. The draw stings, but I’ll live.

When he’s done, he calls over a drone working on some experiment on the other side of the lab. The floating, metallic tech buzzes over and hovers next to him, waiting. Dr. Pierce slides the sample into the worker’s receptacle and proceeds to repeat the blood draw process on himself.

This time I watch as the red liquid fills the syringe. Red for Scarlets.

But it’s not as if mine were blue, as I thought it might be when I was little.

We all have red blood. We’re all human . . . so why are there still Scarlets and Cobalts? Essentially there is nothing different about us. The thought brings up a phantom stinging in my knee, and I touch the spot where the ghost of a blood trickle runs down my leg.

“I should teach you how to do this.”

“Draw blood?” His words snap me from my reverie, back to the present where my knee wound is long past healed.

Apparently, the inner scars still gush blood to this day.

“It might be a useful skill,” Dr. Pierce replies. “But not today. I have a device for beginners I’ll show you how to use.” He holds the second sample up to the drone. It opens a slot and takes the vial into its body, then slowly hovers away.

“Let’s go watch the results. I have a new piece of testing equipment to run all the samples through, including ours and several other Cobalt and Scarlet control subjects.”

We follow the metallic worker to a cleanroom with an observation window. A mechanical door slides back, admitting the tech to an anteroom where it’s automatically sprayed down with a fine disinfecting mist. After a few moments, another door hisses open, and the little machine continues into the cleanroom. The door slides shut. Inside it joins its little friends flitting about the testing equipment.

Dr. Pierce logs onto a computer outside the room and brings up the program analyzing all the data from the samples already in progress.

“We have older samples from both Scarlets and Cobalts predating the spread of Aves . . . before we even called it that. So it’s highly unlikely that any of them have had any exposure to the contagion. Then there are two samples from those with known exposure.”

“Did they die?” I ask.

“Unfortunately, yes.”

One of the drones removes a vial of clear liquid from a centrifuge that just finished spinning.

“That’s what actually gets tested, right . . . the serum?”

Dr. Pierce nods as he looks between the screen and the window. “The vial that drone 457 is inserting now is an actual Aves sample.”

The little glass tube seems so innocuous, but I can’t help remembering the poor bird that Ellie found in the garden. A shiver runs down my spine.

“How long will the entire process take?” I ask.

“This new equipment works very quickly, at least with preliminary results. We should know something soon.”

Data on the computer screen begins to populate, and I fixate on the information coming in from the Cobalt samples, including mine.

“Why are my antibodies so high? That must be a mistake, right?” I ask.

Dr. Pierce stares at the screen and toggles back and forth between the data from all the subjects. “Several of the Cobalt numbers reveal increased antibody counts. But not as high as yours. Do you remember having any sort of respiratory illness prior to leaving the Tenement?”

“No, not in the last year. Maybe longer. No one in my family either.”

He purses his lips in concentration.

“Is there any way that Aves could have already spread in the Tenement? And somehow we didn’t know it was happening?” I ask.

My boss brings up all the data again and studies it side by side. Finally, he shakes his head. “The Cobalt samples are from more than Tenement Three. If the elevated antibodies were contained to a single Tenement, then it would be an interesting theory . . . but there is so little contact between the Tenements. Having a virus spread between them without affecting Carmine makes no sense.”

“But how would I have antibodies to a virus I’ve never had? That’s not how it works.” My stomach drops. “Could there be any truth to the idea that Cobalts somehow caused this?”

Dr. Pierce quickly taps on the screen and encrypts the data.

“What are you doing?” I ask, panic rising in my chest.

“No. I don’t think that the Cobalts have anything to do with the spread of Aves . . . but I also don’t want any of my colleagues to see this before we can get more conclusive data.”
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The next morning I’m deep in thought . . . mostly hoping Jax won’t show up at the lab.

“I have a surprise for you,” Dr. Pierce says from my left as he works at his computer.

“What?” I ask in an artificially perky tone, but I’m not really in the mood for surprises. Consistency feels a lot better to me right now. I’d like to just come here, work, and go back to the relative safety of Mr. Robinson’s house.

“Eleanor will be calling me in a few moments. Her mother is out for the day and took Lydia with her, so Isaiah is in charge for a few hours.” Dr. Pierce smiles. “I was hoping you might be willing to walk her through a quick science lesson.”

I glance around for a second, a little in shock that he’s actually allowing this. With all the heaviness of our research, seeing Ellie is a welcome distraction. “I’d love that!”

He grins. “She’ll be so happy. My daughter has been moping around since you left.”

The thought of Ellie’s sweet, cherubic face lights up my brain. “But I didn’t have time to plan anything.”

“That’s fine,” he says. “I have a curriculum loaded up that pretty much teaches itself. But Ellie will love it if you walk her through a portion of the lesson.”

Ping. The sound comes from Dr. Pierce’s Flexx.

“That’s likely her.” He spins on his stool to pluck the tablet from the counter behind him. After he taps the screen, Ellie appears and smiles.

“What do we get to work on today?” she asks.

Even though he’s been busy, he must have been connecting with Ellie for a lesson here and there. That makes me happy if it’s true. I think Dr. Pierce truly does care about his daughter and her mental wellbeing.

“Hum,” he says. “Well, we could pick up where we left off . . . but I think today I’ll have someone else take over for me.”

Her lips immediately turn down in disappointment, but only for a split second until Dr. Pierce turns the screen toward me.

“Tenly!” Ellie yells and quickly throws her hand over her mouth.

“It’s fine,” Isaiah’s voice sounds in the background. “But you should do your best to contain yourself.”

Ellie looks off screen at what must be Isaiah and then back at us. “Yes, sir.”

Dr. Pierce loads up the lesson, screen-shares it with his daughter, and then hands the Flexx to me. “Why don’t you head into the other room while I get to a stopping point here? After the lesson we’ll take a lunch break.”

I take the tablet and turn it toward me as I walk to the next room and close the door.

“How are you?” I ask, smiling so big it hurts my cheekbones.

“Okay, I guess. But I miss you.” She looks from side to side and leans in close to her screen. “Lydia is not nice. She won’t let me order tuna sandwiches from the chef anymore.”

I purse my lips. “I’m sorry.” What I’d really like to say is that I already know Lydia is not a nice person. But this is not the kind of gossip and negativity that a seven-year-old needs to hear. There’s enough chaos in her world right now, so she needs light and positivity. “But at least we get to do this today!”

Ellie claps her hands together. “Father has been teaching me about how the brain works when we try to do too many things at once. Today we get to play the games.” Even through the screen I can see the shining light in her eyes. “And I get to play them with you!”

I glance at the lesson about multitasking and scroll down to the link entitled Hands-on activities.

The first is simple. Rubbing your stomach and patting your head.

We both give it a try, and after a few seconds we are in stitches over the whole thing, but we have it. As we continue, the curriculum lists out combinations of progressively more difficult physical, language, and counting exercises to try together. Some we get . . . some we don’t. By the time we’re done, Ellie and I are grinning ear to ear.

“Science is so fun!” Ellie says.

“The brain is an amazing thing.”

A chime sounds on my computer, letting me know that the lesson is over and it’s time to log off.

The corners of Ellie’s lips pull into a frown. “I don’t want to go.”

I force my own lips to do the opposite. “I’m sure Isaiah has a few fun things planned for you. And it’s almost lunchtime.”

Her lips turn into a pout, but she says, “Maybe Father will let me do another lesson with you soon.”

I give her a curt nod. “Let’s hope so. I’ll talk to you later.” The screen goes dark after I tap it, and my stomach rumbles at the thought of lunch. I tuck the computer under my arm and walk toward the lab door, but two voices sound from the other side and I stop in my tracks.

Who’s with Dr. Pierce?

I press my ear to the door but still can’t make out who’s there. Carefully I reach for the handle and twist, and the door pops open a crack.

My stomach drops when I see who it is. Jax.

“What you did put our entire family at risk, Jax.” Dr. Pierce holds out his hand and gestures to the surrounding lab. “Plus, the time I spent dealing with the fallout has taken away from my research.”

“I thought you’d be proud of me for trying to protect our family,” Jax growls. “You never like anything I do.”

“You know that’s not true.”

“It is true. You know . . . Gavin, I’m turning eighteen next week. With my cooperation with the Carmine government, it’s much more likely they’ll invite me into an internship.”

“Are you sure that’s really what you’re hoping for?”

I back away from the door, instinctively wanting to close it and wait for Jax to leave. I seriously doubt he’ll stick around after this confrontation with his father. But closing it risks that I might be seen or heard.

That’s the last thing I want.

“Excuse me?” Jax’s nostrils flare. “You are not the only person in our family who wants favor with the president. Or are you just afraid I might have more seniority than you one day?”

“I’m not going to listen to this,” Dr. Pierce says and waves his hand in the air. “Come back sometime when you aren’t in the mood for a fight.”

“I didn’t come here to fight. I just wanted to tell you that I was the one who reported that CPW worker. Transparency, you know.”

“If you really wanted to be transparent, I would have known about this a long time ago—before all the chaos you set in motion.” Dr. Pierce spins on his heel and huffs out of the room, leaving Jax alone.

Jax stuffs his hands in his pockets and glances around. I back further from the door, hoping he’ll leave too.

But he doesn’t. Instead, he walks straight my way. Quickly I race to the counter and open the laptop, turning it away from door.

“Bye, Ellie,” I somehow get out cheerfully and tap the already black screen.

I glance up to the now open door with Jax standing inside the frame.

“Oh, hi,” I manage. “I was just finishing up with your sister.”

Jax forces a tight smile. Does he know I overheard him and his father?

“How is she today?”

I gulp, not knowing if I should have even told him about Ellie. What if he tells his mother? I’m not sure he would . . . but I’m not sure that he wouldn’t, either.

“She’s good. Your father wanted me to go over a section of the Red Ladies curriculum with her while Lydia and Madam are out. Ellie has been resisting her lessons, and he doesn’t want her to fall behind.” I can only hope Jax buys the lie that protects not only me but Dr. Pierce as well.

“Well, we all want Eleanor to grow up to be a good Red Lady, right?” There’s something about the way Jax says it that makes my chest burn.

“Of course.” I clear my throat.

Jax closes the door behind him, and the heat of my chest rises up my neck. Please leave, I want to say, but of course, I don’t out loud. Ellie needs to be a good Red Lady . . . and I must be a good Cobalt.

“Um,” I say. “It’s about lunchtime.”

He shrugs and slinks toward me. “I know.”

But before he gets too close, the door opens again and Dr. Pierce walks in, coffee in hand, eyeing us both.

“Jax, you need to leave,” Dr. Pierce says. “Go home . . . or back to school. Just be anywhere but here.”

“But I was going to walk Tenly down to get some lunch,” Jax says.

The doctor holds up a bag. “I already brought her lunch.”

Jax glances back at me and I force a smile. “Thank you. I’m so hungry.”

Dr. Pierce opens the door wider and motions for Jax to leave. He complies reluctantly and makes his way out without so much as a goodbye.

I run my hand over my face and a shuttered breath escapes my lungs. That was too close. Part of me hopes that Dr. Pierce doesn’t notice my fear, but I know he does.

“Are you okay?” he asks. “My son isn’t used to hearing ‘no,’ I think.”

“I’m fine. I’m always fine.” I hold my hand out to take the lunch sack. “For now I just want to eat and get back to work.”




* * *




That night I’m in bed early and tossing and turning with thoughts of my day. How am I going to manage this? Dr. Pierce interrupted Jax’s advances, but will that happen next time? And it’s not as if Dr. Pierce promised to curb Jax’s behavior in the future.

I didn’t tell anyone at Mr. Robinson’s house what happened. What good would it do?

Knock, knock. The light tapping comes from my door, and it opens.

“Are you awake, dear?” Mrs. Green’s soft voice wafts through my room.

“Yeah,” I admit and sit. Moonlight from my open window falls on her face. I think I leave the curtains open just in case Kalib somehow shows up. Even though I know he won’t.

“I need you to come with me,” she says.

“Is everything okay?” I can’t take much else today.

“Fine,” Mrs. Green says. “This is something nice.”

I get out of bed and find the pair of slippers Mr. Robinson provided me, then decide that my pajamas are fine. I’m completely covered up.

Mrs. Green leads me from the servant’s quarters up to Mr. Robinson’s office, where he sits at his desk, a laptop in front of him. He turns the device my way. Kalib’s face appears on the small screen, and I nearly burst into tears. I knew I’d missed him, but until now I didn’t know quite how much.

“Hi,” my voice squeaks, holding back an ugly display of emotion.

“Hey, Ten.” The sound of my best friend’s voice reverberates in my chest. He looks good . . . healthy. But that impression might be tainted since the last time I saw him, he was in rough shape from being abused in prison.

“I’ll give you two a few minutes of privacy,” Mr. Robinson says.

I’ve nearly forgotten that he and Mrs. Green are still in the room.

He continues, “But you don’t have long, so I’ll be just outside.” Mr. Robinson smiles, then he and Mrs. Green leave me alone in his office, shutting the door behind them.

If I didn’t know that Mr. Robinson was a Scarlet, I’d never guess. But maybe in theory that’s the way it’s supposed to be . . . people just seeing each other as, well . . . worthy of respect and kindness. I still find it hard to believe that he trusts me and Kalib so much.

I return my attention to my best friend. My mind throngs with about a million questions about what’s happened since he escaped, but the thoughts are all a jumble.

I could tell him about my time in the lab with Dr. Pierce studying Aves . . . but that only reminds me of the mess with Jax, and I don’t want to discuss that with anyone outside this house, especially Kalib. I could say that I’m sleeping in his room and it reminds me of him every day.

“How are you?” we both finally say at the same time.

A nervous laugh slips from my parted lips.

But he doesn’t laugh. Instead his brow furrows and his eyes darken. Something is wrong.

Heat instantly rakes up my neck.

“You’re not okay?” I lean in closer to the screen since it’s the only way I can be nearer to him.

“No . . . no,” he quickly says as if to comfort me. “I’m fine. Everything here is safe, and readying the Sub is happening as it should. I’m even helping out with building some sort of stasis equipment. Should be done next week.”

“Stasis?”

He nods. “Super high tech but not a lot of testing. The technology is out of New Philly. Basically would arrest bodily functions to slow aging or disease while a cure can be found.”

My scientific mind races at how all that would work.

“But sometimes it’s so hard for me to concentrate here.”

“Why?”

“I keep thinking about my ma and sister.”

“What about them? Have Kayla’s hands healed?”

He rubs at his forehead. “Right now her injury is the least of my concerns. They were arrested.”

“What?” My eyes move to the door. Mr. Robinson didn’t say anything about this and must have known. “When?”

But of course they were. Why didn’t I expect that to happen?

His lips flatten for a second with a look of guilt. “The day after my escape. The Alliance’s people on the inside are doing their best to keep them from being executed . . . but they can’t do a lot without giving too much away.”

The room tightens like it’s going to close in on me. The thought of Papa and Mama still being in the Tenement grips my heart. They could be arrested too . . . killed, for that matter.

Kalib’s eyes glisten with moisture. “This is all my fault.”

“This is not your fault. Our families should have never been trapped in the Tenement in the first place. You can’t blame yourself for wanting to free Cobalts.” My heart aches for him. I want to take my friend in my arms and tell him that everything will be okay. But even if I could, it might not be true. I steady my nerves. This is no time for me to fall apart. “So, what do you know?”

“I know they’ve been interrogated about me . . . but they don’t know anything since my choice to take the test and leave the Tenement was very last minute. They didn’t even suspect anything was wrong. For now, they’re just being held. From what we’ve heard, it’s probably to use them as bait or a possible exchange.”

“For you?”

He nods and my heart races.

“But an exchange isn’t possible, right?” I can’t bear the thought of Kalib being put into imminent danger again . . . not that I want his ma and sister in danger either. I don’t want anyone getting killed or hurt. But at this moment Kalib is the person I want more than anything to protect. He’s always protected me.

He shakes his head. “I know too much . . . and reversal of a memory wipe is difficult but not impossible for the Carmine government. The risk is too high.” He gulps. “Believe me. I asked about it.” My best friend hangs his head.

Just like Kalib. He loves his family so much, he’d be willing to do anything for them. Including sacrificing himself.

“I love you, Kalib,” I blurt. There’s really nothing else I can say. There’s nothing I can do to fix this situation we’ve found ourselves in. All I know is that I must tell him. We have no idea what will happen tomorrow or even five minutes from now.

His attention whips back to the screen. “You what?”

“I love you. You are the most amazing person I’ve ever met, and I don’t know how I didn’t let myself see it sooner.”

Instinctively, Kalib reaches out his hand and touches the screen, covering a large portion of his face from my view. I do the same. It’s a pale imitation of the physical connection we can’t truly share, but my fingers tingle with warmth.

“I love you, too, Ten. I have forever,” he says.

The sound of the door cracking open comes from behind me. Mr. Robinson. Part of me is angry at him for not telling me that Mrs. Fisher and Kayla had been arrested.

“Time’s up. You have to disconnect,” he says in a soft voice.

I nod. “Let us just say goodbye.”

Mr. Robinson nods and I turn back to Kalib. “I’m writing you a letter. Hopefully, you can get it soon.”

Kalib lowers his hand so I can see his entire face again, and I follow suit. “Thank you for telling me what you did. It helps to hear.”

My chest warms from his words. “I mean it.” I tap off the screen and stand, allowing Mr. Robinson to take over and exit from the entire program.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Kalib’s family?” I ask.

Mr. Robinson pauses for a moment. “Could you have done anything about it?” His answer is straightforward, but a hint of compassion chases his tone.

“No. And I still can’t.”

“Until today you couldn’t have even talked to Kalib about the situation, so it was probably better that you heard it from him rather than me. Plus, it was his story to tell.”

I let out a long sigh.

“You should get back to bed,” Mr. Robinson says. “It’s getting late.”

He’s right. And at least now I can go to sleep with the thought of Kalib’s warm embrace keeping me safe.
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Kalib,




I don’t think you know how much I miss you. Now that I’m not at the Pierces’ anymore, I’m staying in your old room.

I’m sure it’s my imagination, but at night I sometimes think that the pillow still has the scent of your freshly washed hair on it. And I imagine that you’re here with me, getting to make up for lost time.

I’ve even resorted to leaving the window open a crack at night just in case you show up.

But that’s not going to happen.

Why didn’t I realize how I felt about you before we got ourselves into this big mess? Why wasn’t the life I had enough?

But I guess we both know that answer now.

The life we had wasn’t enough for any of us.




A tear leaks from my eye and drops onto the paper. Quickly I wipe it off so as to not smear the ink, but I’m too late and a wet stain bleeds the lettering into the paper.




You were right when you said that Mr. Robinson is a good man. He is, and I’ve never felt so welcome in a home other than my own and yours. His house is a safe haven from the horrors outside its gates. It’s always a relief to return here after working in Dr. Pierce’s lab in downtown Carmine. Aves is more than we ever expected, and it’s spreading. Not to the Tenements yet, thank goodness, but that has its own issues I won’t go into.

Maybe you already know.




Remember that night on my fifteenth birthday that you took me to the roof of our building after bedtime? You told me about your dreams when you turned eighteen, and I told you mine.

We both had visions of freedom.

Yours in the Tenement, mine outside it.

Now that we are both out, I realize that we all still live in a cage. You tucked away where no one can see, and me still a Cobalt under Scarlet rule.

Neither of us can spread our wings.

I long for a simpler time lying on a rooftop under midnight stars.




Someday I’ll be back with you again.




Love,




Tenly




I fold the paper and gently place it in an envelope from my drawer. In the morning I’ll get it to Mr. Robinson.
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“What’s Aves?” Ellie asks from the other side of the screen.

Dr. Pierce has me giving her another lesson from the lab. This time on butterfly migration.

“Aves? Where did you hear that?” My heart picks up speed.

“Lydia mentioned it to Mother, and then they shooed me out of the room.” She purses her lips.

“Well,” I pause for a moment. “Aves has to do with birds.”

Ellie furrows her brow. “Like that bird we buried in the garden?”

Smart girl.

The empty box that Dr. Pierce gave me to bury for a bird funeral comes to my mind. “Why would you say that?”

“Because Mother said Aves was making people sick. The bird got sick. It died.”

I gulp down the lump in my throat. Lying to Ellie is a bad idea, but she’s only a little kid who barely accepted a bird getting sick and dying, let alone people . . . and maybe a lot of them. I force a smile. “Hey . . . I need to ask your father something. I’ll be back in a minute, okay?”

She nods and I stand to return to the main lab. Dr. Pierce is in there with three drones buzzing around him. Having drones keeps actual people, other than me, out of the lab. Dr. Pierce prefers to work alone, and I’m sure that’s another reason why he’s done so much work at home in the past. They also track who’s in the lab . . . so that’s a bit creepy.

“Do you have time for a question?” I ask.

He finishes tapping on his computer and glances up to me. “Sure. Is everything okay?”

“Yes,” I manage. “The lesson is fine, and we’re about halfway through it. But Ellie is asking something, and I didn’t want to answer without your permission.”

“You can teach anything you want about butterflies. The lessons are right within the program. Right now I don’t need your help out here.” He returns to his computer screen.

“That’s not what her question is.”

“Then what is it?” Dr. Pierce doesn’t look up.

“She’s asking about Aves.”

His attention flits back to me. “Aves? Mariell and I agreed not to tell her yet.”

I shrug, not really wanting to tattle on his wife and her lady’s maid. “Well, Ellie is asking what it is, and I think we should tell her.”

“Tell her? She’s a child.”

“A child who is asking questions, and I don’t want to lie. We have to tell her something.” I glance back toward the closed door where Ellie waits on the computer for an answer. Boldly, I straighten my back. “Look, Dr. Pierce. Yes, Ellie is a child, but she deserves to know things. Your daughter is smart, and wouldn’t you rather she hear correct information from us, instead of formulating something worse in her mind? Plus her mother is on anxiety meds . . . surely you don’t want her to grow up like that?”

I know that last part should never have exited my mouth. It’s me knowing too much. He could yell at me. Kick me out. Tell me he’s her father and knows much better than some seventeen-year-old Cobalt girl. But he doesn’t do any of those things.

Instead, my boss’s expression twists. “You’re right. And that’s why I have you here. I haven’t been the best father. Too much work to be around for my kids . . . no matter if I want to be or not. What do you have in mind?”

Maybe the man is just too tired to fight, or maybe he knows what I said was true. But there’s no time to talk about it since I need to get back to Ellie before she starts to worry.

“In flipping through the lessons I saw that there was a very child-friendly one on viruses. It’s new, so I’m guessing that lots of kids are asking questions about what’s on the news.”

“I’m sure you’re right. I’ve barely had time to watch it. Go ahead and do the lesson, but if she gets scared, shut it down and go back to butterflies.”

“Thank you.” I turn on my heel and hurry back to Ellie. “Hey, I got permission from your father to do a different lesson.”

“What about the butterflies?”

“We can get back to them later. But you need to know about Aves.”

Her eyes widen. “Is it about the bird?”

I pause for a second. “Yes, but let me bring up the lesson.” It comes up after a few taps. The whole thing is narrated by a little green cartoon character with a high, squeaky voice explaining how viruses work, how they spread, how scientists search for vaccines and cures.

“Like Father!” Ellie claps her hands together on the other end of the screen. “And you!”

My cheeks heat. “Surely like your father . . . not me. I help here and there, but I’m mostly here to teach you.”

“Aves is a virus, then?” she asks. “That’s what happened to the bird. It caught a virus . . . got sick and died.” Ellie pauses for a second and a scrunched expression of horror messes up her face. “Are people going to die like that?”

“Viruses are not always the same in animals as humans. But yes, some people generally die from viruses. It’s not happy, but it’s normal.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” Aves seems worse so far than just a regular cold or flu, but I can’t tell the girl this.

Ellie’s shoulders relax, and that answer seems to satisfy her. She doesn’t need to know the extent of it. She yawns, and I look down at the time on the computer. We’ve been at this for longer than I expected.

“I’m going to a party tomorrow,” Ellie says.

I chuckle at the lightness of the subject change. “A party? Do you get to wear a pretty dress?”

Ellie wrinkles her brow. “That’s the only bad part. It’s so itchy.”

Laughing, I say, “Well, get used to itchy dresses. You’ll probably be wearing them for a long time. What color?”

“Pink.”

“Oh, your favorite.”

A smile twists at the corners of her lips. “Yes.”

“Then I guess I won’t talk to you tomorrow, but I’ll check with your father when we can meet again.”

“Is he coming home soon?”

Heaviness sinks into my stomach. Dr. Pierce hasn’t been home for several days with all the Aves research in the lab. “He’s just working hard right now. When he can, he’ll be home to see you.”

With that, we bid our goodbyes, and I tell Ellie to eat several sweet treats for me at the party. Afterward, I head next door to speak with Dr. Pierce.

“How did it go?” he asks.

“Oh, fine. I think it helped for her to understand a little bit. That viruses happen and experts like you are dealing with the issue.”

“I sure wish it were that simple.”

“Me too.”

Behind him, a drone alerts us that the final testing we’d done with our blood is complete. The drone pairs with Dr. Pierce’s computer, and the data populates on the screen.

“The preliminary results were right. There is something in the Cobalt samples creating various levels of immunity. Of the samples we have, yours is the highest . . . but it’s a limited pool.”

“We need more specimens,” I say.

“We do. There are suspected pods of exposure in Carmine that I’ve been receiving information on. Some of those people either didn’t contract the virus or were asymptomatic.” He rubs his chin. “I think we should start with the CPW. Mr. Robinson has been easy to work with and can arrange for us to get blood work quickly. Most of the Scarlet hosts of the CPW are more open-minded and should be willing to work with us. Then we’ll need Scarlet samples too . . . but pulling too many too quickly could cause alarm.”

“What if we could get Scarlet samples from med clinics or hospitals? That could be a good place to start. Can you ask the doctors to draw blood from people already in their care?”

Dr. Pierce tips his head back and forth a few times. “It’s not standard procedure, but Aves could develop into a health emergency, so I can probably procure permission through the right channels. Using the med facilities would be a fast way to get data without creating a lot of public questions.” He pushes his computer over to me. “I’ll start working on all the red tape while you compile a list of medical facilities and contact Cornell. Explain to him what we need without giving too much detail. If you have any trouble, you can refer him back to me.”

I know there will be no pushback since Mr. Robinson is much more informed on the topic of Aves than Dr. Pierce thinks he is. “I can do that.”

“Once we get all the details in place, we can make arrangements to pull any samples from necessary high-ranking Scarlets. I can personally make those house calls to avoid the appearance of anything abnormal. You’ll accompany me.”

“And they’ll be okay with me being there?”

He shrugs. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. But I only have a few people I can trust, and you are one of them.”
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I stare across the car seat at Henry Jackson. Apparently, he is also someone Dr. Pierce trusts since we’re headed to three different med facilities to administer some test kits. But we have not met before today.

The supplies rest between us in a nondescript black case.

It’s unfortunate that we had to do this in person, but the medical facilities would not comply without us doing the actual legwork. And my boss feared sending in drones would be too impersonal. I think it’s some Scarlet society thing I just can’t understand.

Henry has eyed my ID tattoo at least three times since we’ve been in the auto car but hasn’t said a word.

The guy is tall and lanky with what appears to be a permanent scowl. I haven’t seen him smile once. That said . . . it might just be my presence or the importance of what we’re doing. Henry wears a white button up shirt and a pair of brown tweed trousers. He can’t be more than twenty-two but carries himself like he’s middle-aged.

“How long have you been working for Dr. Pierce?” I finally ask, figuring we’re spending most of the day together, we might as well say something.

Henry clears his throat and doesn’t answer, as if maybe he’s not going to. Then he does. “I’ve been interning for seventeen months.”

Henry doesn’t reciprocate the question-and-answer session, but instead of being deterred, I simply continue. The more information I can gather, the better . . . plus it’s good to get to know people.

“Did you always know you wanted to go into the scientific field?”

He shifts in his seat, obviously uncomfortable. “Not exactly.”

I smirk, a little uncharacteristically spurred on by his reaction to me. What’s the worst that could happen? He might like a Cobalt? “What does that mean?”

“You have a lot of questions, don’t you?” Henry twists his neck to me and widens his eyes in exasperation.

I shrug but don’t give up. “I guess so. What does not exactly mean?”

He scoffs. “You know I don’t have to talk with you.”

“Of course not.” I hold up my hands. “You are in charge here.”

We sit quietly for at least two minutes, and then he says, “Before university I wasn’t good at much. Or at least I didn’t think so. Once I got to university, I found science suited me. The classes kept me out of the public eye, but I was still doing something respectable. I had a knack for it and applied to work for Dr. Pierce as an intern.”

“Why be out of the public eye?”

He raises a brow. “It’s just not my thing. Others in my class never understood me . . .”

Well. I get that.

“I was like that too.”

The second I say the words, something in him relaxes. Maybe his reaction to me was less about being a Cobalt and more about how he is around everyone. Dr. Pierce probably wouldn’t have put us together if he didn’t think we could work as a team. I tell Henry about being called “Too-Good Tenly” and how other kids used to make fun of me in school because I wanted to be part of the CPW.

By the time we get to our first stop, Henry even smiles a handful of times. I might have made a new friend . . . if nothing else, a friendly acquaintance.

We’ll see.

Inside the hospital, the two of us lug in the equipment and find our contact, a tired-looking woman with slumped shoulders and dark circles under her eyes.

I stand behind Henry, letting him lead the charge.

Quickly he rattles off what we’re here for and then launches into a detailed explanation that, judging by the glazed look in the nurse’s eyes, is way more than she needs to know about this.

Several times during his excess of technical information, she checks her watch. The woman obviously has a timeline that Henry is cutting into.

I meekly take a step forward and speak softly when Henry takes a breath. “If you can simply take us to the requested patients, we’ll be able to get everything necessary and get out of your hair.”

The nurse lets out a quick breath of relief but doesn’t look at me—the female Cobalt—and only focuses on Henry. “Follow me.” She turns and waves us forward.

I don’t really care about the slight, though. I’m used to it, and this is not the time to worry about prejudice.

I give Henry the eye, and he quickly realizes he had been talking over the woman without knowing it. He leans in and whispers, “I’m just nervous.”

“It’s fine. Take the lead.” I get a better grip on the equipment case and scurry after him and the nurse.

Before we enter the first room, we stop at a PPE station for gloves and masks.

The nurse eyes my tattoo. “Make sure you cover that thing up,” she says through her mask. “You are only here because Gavin Pierce is highly respected and recommended you. But one of your kind being in there could draw too much attention. So when you enter, go about everything quickly and with as few questions as possible. This ward is overwhelmed, and we don’t need anything else on our plate.”

I want to tell her that what we’re doing might help her and her colleagues. But it’s not my place.

Henry just stands there saying nothing.

I sigh. “Thank you for taking the time from your very busy schedule.”

The nurse only huffs and flicks her wrist to wave us through the double doors.

Once inside, my eyes widen as the ward is more like an emergency room. Beds line the walls, and every one of them is occupied. Are these all Aves patients? Most are hooked to oxygen devices, and all are unconscious. Ten or so nurses and doctors scurry around the room, tending to patients. Luckily they don’t even seem to notice us since they’re so busy.

“Why is no one awake?” Henry asks.

“There are too many to deal with,” our guide says sharply to Henry. “No questions.”

Henry and I glance at each other but follow the nurse to the first bed. We carefully unpack our test equipment while the nurse looks behind her several times like she just wants us to hurry up. I prep the unconscious patient while Henry scans all the necessary information off their chart. The man I’m working on looks older and has a receding hairline. He’s obviously dehydrated by the loose feel of his skin, and it takes me a little extra time to find a vein to draw the blood from. Luckily the syringe device we’re using is very easy to administer and will find the most difficult vein as long as I position it properly.

“Everything set?” I ask Henry.

He nods. I tap the device and place it over what I believe to be the optimal spot for drawing blood on his inner elbow. The machine does its job, taking the blood in a completely clean and safe manner. When it’s done, I pair it to Henry’s computer and place the sample in the holding receptacle amongst our equipment.

We pack up and Henry says to the nurse, “Next?”

But before she can even take us five steps, an alarm goes off on the other side of the large, open ward. The nurse whips her head around to us as if she wants to tell us something but instead leaves us standing in the aisle with our equipment in hand while all the other staff members race toward the alarm.

A female patient about thirty feet from us has awakened. Her eyes are as large as saucers and bulging. I can’t help but remember the dying bird in the Pierces’ garden with similar bulging eyes right before it died, and fear trickles down my spine. The woman coughs and gasps for breath as the staff attempts to sedate her again, but from what I can tell the sedatives are not working. Instead, she struggles to fight off her potential saviors while gasping expletives at them. Not at all like a Scarlet lady.

Even behind their masks, the fear of the medical staff is obvious from their body language. What if more than one of these people woke up? They’d have complete chaos on their hands.

Next to me Henry stands with eyes wide.

“You two need to leave,” someone from behind says.

I turn on my heel to find a doctor wearing a serious expression, brows furrowed.

“We need to get our samples,” Henry insists.

“I understand,” the doctor says. “But right now we can’t help you with that. Please wait outside, and we might be able to allow you back in at a later time.”

I gulp and give him a curt nod. Henry follows me to the double doors, and outside both of us stand in the corridor in shock. The alarm still beeps inside the room for a few minutes.

And then it stops.
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The woman died.

That’s why the alarm stopped at the hospital . . . not because they stabilized her, but because she died.

She was there and then gone. Just like Ellie’s bird. It took the staff over an hour to let Henry and me back into the room to finish up our samples.

Before we entered again, I washed my hands twice and double masked.

Something about seeing that woman panicking, not knowing what was going on, and then dying so quickly made Aves real to me. Not that it wasn’t before.

With several CPW workers heading into the lab this morning, I mask and wash up thoroughly. Henry and I prepare all the test equipment with a handful of low-level Scarlets who work in the virology department. I don’t know any of their names since none have spoken to me.

I think I have more seniority than them . . . but on paper only. No place in Carmine does a Cobalt outrank a Scarlet, no matter how low-level they are. So me even being here probably feels like a threat. As per usual, I do what I’m told and keep my head down, eyes up just enough not to run into anything.

Drapes separate the stations, and both outside and inside the room are sanitation stations for handwashing and application of masks and gloves. Drones circle the room, dispersing an antiviral to the air just in case someone is infected. It’s new tech and not widely released yet, but Dr. Pierce thought it would make the staff feel safer. With so many hospitalized already, this could be spreading faster than we thought. Plus with all the rumors going around concerning Cobalts and disease spread . . .

I’m sure that’s another reason they all hate me. They should know the science, but rumors worm their way into people’s minds and make homes there.

When the testing area is complete, I walk out to the small waiting area where five CPW members are seated. All of them are pretty young. The oldest guy looks about twenty-five, but the rest are close to my age.

“Luek Easton,” I call, and the oldest-looking guy stands.

I smile, but I’m not sure he can tell through my mask. “Follow me.” As we make our way to the sanitation station, I make small talk. “Which Tenement are you from?”

“One,” Luek mumbles.

I’m about to ask him what he does now, but we reach the sink and I have to explain what to do there. He washes his hands and grabs a disposable mask from the dispenser.

“Is this going to be long?” he asks.

“No, no. We’ll only need about twenty minutes of your time, and then you can get back to work.” I keep my voice light to avoid exacerbating his obvious tension at being here. Once he’s ready, I escort him to the testing room and make my way back to the waiting area. By now it’s standing room only, and I decide to take more than one person at a time to get things rolling faster.

After my third group, Henry stops me. “I need you in here. Owen is going to take over escorting the subjects.” I glance around at the techs, and a blond-haired guy glares at me. I’m guessing that’s Owen.

“Oh . . . okay. Give me a second to get everyone situated.” I finish marking off the attendance of the CPWs and go to hand off the list to Owen. But he’s standing by Henry with a scowl on his face.

“This isn’t right,” Owen says, his body stiff.

“You are falling behind and have made two mistakes already, Owen,” Henry says. “We have a lot of people to get through today, and I need the information to be as accurate as possible.”

“And she’s going to do that?”

Henry doesn’t flinch. “For today. Yes.”

Owen stomps off in a huff and grabs the test subject list from me on the way out the door.

I gulp, realizing that several of the other techs are looking my way, but like a good Cobalt I just lower my head and do my job. Secretly, though . . . inside I’m beaming. I must have made a good impression on Henry yesterday. Not that one more Scarlet realizing Cobalts might be capable humans changes the world, but it doesn’t hurt. Ignoring the stares, I find my curtained workstation and my next subject who’s waiting in line against the wall.

CPW after CPW comes through my station. I ask them a series of questions about possible exposure and whether anyone around them has been sick in the last few weeks. Not one of them is older than twenty-six, according to their charts. My mind drifts to the fact that nothing in any of the CPW promotional material in the Tenements ever outlined the long-term careers of CPWs. I’m sure the program has been around for more than ten years, so there should be workers approaching or past thirty. But I don’t want to get too wrapped up in conspiracy theories that might add up to nothing. I’ll just ask Mr. Robinson about it later.

In comes my next subject and it’s a familiar face. Lincoln from Tenement Three. Not that I really know him . . . but for some reason, he stood out to me after the testing was done and on the bus ride.

I glance down at his information. Lincoln Williams.

“Oh, hi,” I manage. But on a closer look, I see that his eye is slightly swollen and some of the skin on the side of his face is red. “Are you okay?”

He shakes his head but says, “I’ll be fine.”

I examine the swelling. “What’s it from?”

“I guess some of those Scarlet protesters found out we were coming in today, and before sentries came and carted them off, they decided to accost us.”

“Did they hit you?”

“No . . . . pepper spray. It’s actually a lot better than it was thirty minutes ago. They gave us something to combat the burning. I’ll be fine.”

I purse my lips. Just like a good Cobalt.

Begrudgingly, I prepare the test and begin the blood draw. “Where were you placed for work again?”

“The university,” he says. “Assistant to a math professor there.” Lincoln checks his watch. “And because of all that nonsense outside, I’ll be late getting back.”

“Working as quickly as I can here.” I fiddle with the blood draw device and double-check the pairing to make sure all the data imports correctly.

Sirens go off outside the building, and I maneuver around the curtain to peer toward the window. A sentry hover goes by. I place the blood sample into the receptacle and return my attention to Lincoln. “You’re free to go.” Immediately I make my way over to the window for a better look. Instead of a dispersed crowd, it looks like it might have grown. There have to be at least a hundred protesters down below on the street. Some of them carry signs, but others move aggressively through the crowd and might even have weapons. It’s hard to tell from this distance.

“How am I supposed to get out of this place now?” Lincoln says in a flat tone from behind me.
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At the end of the day, all the CPWs are gone. So are the protesters and the other lab techs, including Henry.

I walk out to the coffee station to grab my third cup . . . no, fourth.

I’m becoming Dr. Pierce.

The black liquid drizzles into the cup and ripples on the surface, mesmerizing me. As it finishes, I purposefully widen my eyes to pull them open further.

Long hours were the norm in the Tenement, but working in the lab, where I have to constantly remain sharp because lives might be at stake, is another matter.

I sip the bitter liquid, and the flavor coats my tongue. How old was Dr. Pierce when he realized that coffee was his savior? A yawn pulls my mouth open, and I turn to take my drink with me to the lab. Dr. Pierce said he’d be back in an hour or so, then we’d both go home.

I settle back in my seat and open my laptop. Two drones buzz around behind me, but I hardly notice the tireless pieces of tech anymore, other than to be a little jealous that they don’t need coffee to stay awake. But before I get far into the CPW blood sample data, the lab entrance opens.

I open my mouth to tell Dr. Pierce that I’m glad he’s back since I’m about to conk out on the countertop but quickly snap it shut.

The person is not Dr. Pierce.

It’s Jax.

His expensive clothes are rumpled, and his usually perfect hair is unkempt. He leans against the opening and crosses his arms over his chest. Jax’s slender body is nothing like Kalib’s, which was built up by years of manual labor.

“Hey, Ten.” His words are drawn out and his eyes are slightly glazed over.

My stomach tightens at his use of Kalib’s nickname for me. Does Jax know this? I can’t remember if Kalib used it when he met Jax in the garden.

“Uh. Hi.” I quickly move my gaze back to the screen and reach for my cup to take in a giant swig of coffee.

“Aren’t you glad to see me?”

I force a smile and look back at him. Something is off. “Sure, but your father has me processing a lot of data . . . and you know him and deadlines.” Not that I know anything of the sort when it comes to Jax. The words and numbers on the screen start to blur.

Jax waves a dismissive hand in the air at the drones. “Let these mechanical rats do that work for you. It’s late . . . time for fun.”

“Fun?”

He steps into the room and the door shuts behind him.

“Are you drunk?” I ask.

A goofy grin spreads over Jax’s lips. “What gave it away?”

I shake my head, trying to keep the buzzing in my stomach from affecting the quality of my voice. “Well, I sure hope you didn’t drive here yourself.”

“Naw.” He shrugs. “Auto car.” He pulls his Flexx from his pocket and pokes at the screen. “I can call us another.”

“Jax, you know I can’t do that. I have responsibilities here.”

“You’re no fun, Ten.”

My jaw clenches at his repetition of my nickname.

But then he laughs and shuffles toward me with heavy, dragging feet. “Then I guess the party will have to come here.” Jax glances around. “Kinda stuffy though.”

“How’d you even know I was still here?”

He tips his chin to a drone. “They track the ID of anyone in the labs.”

He hacked into them? Jax Pierce is stalking me.

Fear stings at my chest and limbs. I stand from my stool and snap my laptop closed since the information on the screen is sensitive. With everything I know of Jax, I don’t trust him with the information at all.

In seconds Jax is standing way too close for comfort, and he edges my back against the wall. My self-defense lessons whirl through my mind, but some part of my brain resists using the skills I’ve learned. I need to get close to Jax, and rejecting him again is going to destroy that.

This might be my only chance.

He slowly presses his body into mine, and my stomach heaves. Not only from the alcohol on his breath but just his presence. Before I know it, he has my back against the counter, his arms around me and his lips on mine. I freeze, not sure what to do . . . but he’s too busy exploring my body to even notice I’m not responding.

“Jax,” manages to spill from my lips. “Your father is outside.”

“He’s not and you know it.”

I place my hand between us and push on his chest slightly. “This is not the place for . . . this.”

Jax chuckles. “Where else are we going to get a chance?”

Before I can say anything else, he’s kissing me again, this time more forcefully. I don’t want this. Tears sting at my eyes. But if I have to keep Jax trusting me, what choice do I have?”

Will Kalib ever forgive me? Will I be able to forgive myself?

It will be fine. It will be fine.

But when Jax’s hands reach under my skirt and slide up my leg, I know nothing will be fine from here on out. Nothing has ever been fine.

My mind goes strangely quiet and survival kicks in. That’s all that matters. Before my prefrontal cortex can warn me against the consequences, my knee is already in his groin.

But it’s not with enough force. He flinches for a second but recovers enough to pull back his hand and slap my face. I cry out from the sting.

He curses at me and calls me a nasty name, so I try to run, but Jax already has me caught by the arm and is forcing me to the ground.

My mouth left uncovered, I scream for help even though there’s little chance of any. And if there was, would they care anyway? Jax is a high-ranking Scarlet. Me? Nothing.

But suddenly Jax is ripped off me and slammed against the counter behind us.

Dr. Pierce lets out a string of expletives I’ve never heard the man utter and punches his son in the face.

Tears stream down my cheeks as I ball up on the lab floor and push myself into the corner. The whole exchange between father and son is almost a complete blur as I hyperventilate. But I somehow pick up a few sentences here and there.

“I’m sick of your inexcusable behavior!” Dr. Pierce bellows. “This has happened too many times, and I won’t protect you any longer!”

Jax, suddenly a little more sober, yells some excuse that Cobalts exist to please Scarlets and this shouldn’t matter. “She’s not a Scarlet! She’s nobody.”

And there it is. What it always was from the second I met Jax. He was the predator, and I was the prey . . . prey to be toyed, a game for his entertainment.

He’s sick.

Jax straightens his back and glares at his father. “It’s not like I need your help anyway.”

Dr. Pierce scoffs. “You’re too drunk, Jaxon. Go home, sober up and get your life together. You’ll never survive if you don’t.”

“I have people who’ll protect me.” Jax slurs his words.

My ears perk up. Who?

But he doesn’t say.

“We’ll talk about this tomorrow . . . when you are coherent,” my boss says.

Dr. Pierce grabs his Flexx from his pocket and stabs at the screen. He points at the door, and sprinkling in a few choice words tells Jax to go downstairs and get in the auto car that will be waiting.

“A security guard will escort you,” Dr. Pierce says.

“A what?” Jax snarls.

“Given the fraught political situation lately . . .”

Jax shows his father his teeth and glances at me on the floor with a gleam in his eyes. “I see how it is. You want her for yourself.”

My body freezes up again at his words. I know it isn’t true . . . but what will Jax do? Will he even remember saying that in the morning?

“Out!” Dr. Pierce yells and points at the door.

Jax slinks out, muttering words I can’t understand.

When he’s gone, it’s like there’s no air left in the room. Dr. Pierce just stands there, as if after what happened he has no idea what to do next.

Slowly I force myself to uncurl from the knot I find myself in. “How’d you know?”

My boss purses his lips. “The drones . . .”

My stomach clenches. The drones were both my problem and solution. Dr. Pierce must have turned on the function to monitor the lab . . . and Jax exploited it.

Dr. Pierce shakes his head and holds out his hand. “Do you need help getting up?”

Not wanting any human touch at this moment, I gulp and push myself to my feet. Quickly he pulls out a stool from under the counter and gestures at it. “If you like.”

We stand in silence for longer than I even think possible. Eventually I take the seat, and it’s as if a thousand pounds rests on my chest. I honestly have no idea what will happen next. Where will I even go after this? Dr. Pierce can’t keep me. I’m too much of a liability . . . a distraction from his work.

For sure Jax will make up some story about me to his mother . . . I hang my head.

Dr. Pierce sighs and kneels down several feet in front of me. “You did nothing wrong, Tenly.”

“I was born, wasn’t I?” I lift my face to him.

His lips flatten into a thin line. “He slapped you?”

I bring my hand to my still-burning cheek where there must be reddened evidence.

Dr. Pierce rises, goes to the lab refrigerator, and pulls out an ice pack. He walks back over and hands it to me, then backs up several feet.

I place it on my cheek and press it in. Even the cold stings. At least I’m alive to feel it, I guess. At least Dr. Pierce isn’t trying to wave away what happened.

He keeps his distance and again pulls his Flexx from his pocket. My heart thuds.

“What are you doing?” I hate even asking the question.

“I’m revoking any of Jax’s access to the lab. He won’t come here again.”

My mouth drops open in shock. He’s protecting me and not his son. His blood. Scarlet blood.

“You’d do that?”

Dr. Pierce glances from the screen. “Yes. And it’s not all I’m going to do. I’m filing a sentry report.”

Instinctively I fly from my seat and lunge for the device, but my boss is too quick and holds it out of my reach.

“You can’t do that,” I beg. “You’ll be ruined! Plus there are no laws protecting Cobalts anyway.”

“But there are many laws about sexual assault, and my son has a long list of crimes . . . not just this one. I’m ashamed of myself for covering up for him this long.” He brings the Flexx back down and finishes what he’s doing on the screen. “I have plenty of evidence, and now the sentries do too. They’ll likely be waiting for him at the estate and will take him in for questioning. Unless he really does have those connections he talked about, this should keep him quiet for a long while. But I’m calling his bluff.”

My stomach twists at what just happened. Dr. Pierce really does know how to play the game laid out in front of him.

He looks up at me with kind eyes. “Now let’s get you home safely.”
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After work a few days later, I grab a plate of food from the walk-in refrigerator in the kitchen at Mr. Robinson’s.

Roast beef and mashed potatoes. One of my favorites since I’ve arrived here, and I choose the option every time it’s available.

I go through the motions of preparing it to eat while my mind twists with too many thoughts. Jax hasn’t been mentioned at the lab since that night. But Dr. Pierce has been burying himself in his work, so I haven’t asked.

I don’t know if I even should. For me or him.

Mr. Robinson has kept me updated on a few details, but I only really want to know I’m safe . . . at least for now.

Just as I finish heating my dinner and getting a fork from the silverware drawer, Mrs. Green rushes into the room.

“You need to see something,” she says.

I dart my eyes around, wondering if this is some kind of emergency. But she must notice since she quickly puts her hand in the air. “Sorry, dear, didn’t mean to frighten you. Everything’s fine at the house. But there’s a news announcement Mr. Robinson wants you to see.”

Plate still in hand, I follow her to the office area for CPW work. Mr. Robinson, Elena and Ms. Brink are in there already, with the news story already in progress.

Running across the bottom of the screen are the words Aves hits the Tenements.

My eyes widen at the thought of what this means. First, the Cobalts are not immune . . . and second, what does this mean for my parents?

Are they safe?

Viruses spread quickly in close quarters, and the Tenement is nothing but that—Cobalts stacked on top of each other day and night.

“Has anyone died?” I ask but dread the answer.

“So far, no,” Ms. Brink says. “It seems to be very mild, not at all like what’s being seen in Carmine.”

I lower myself onto the seat of an open chair and scoop a forkful of creamy mashed potatoes into my mouth.

The newscaster continues with the story, never showing actual images of the Tenements, only artists’ renderings that make the place appear much nicer and more modern than it is. If they showed the real thing, most Scarlets would probably be horrified at the living conditions, and not so many would ask if Cobalts were behind the spread of Aves. Who has time to launch a war when all they’re trying to do is survive?

“Maybe it will quell the need for people to blame Cobalts if they’re affected now too,” Elena says. But no one answers her, and Mr. Robinson simply stands at the back of the room with his arms crossed.

Something is not right.

A few seconds later I find out what it is when they switch the view to a reporter on the street who’s interviewing Scarlet citizens.

“How do you react to this news that Aves has reached the Tenements?” the beautiful, dark-skinned reporter asks a man. He waves her off and mutters something about the infrastructure breaking down and how Cobalts are lazy. Which obviously makes no sense as an answer to the question, but whatever . . . it’s not an uncommon way of thinking.

But the next person asked? They obviously have strong opinions, ones that won’t bode well for my kind. He looks straight into the camera as if the whole thing is planned and says, “Why aren’t they getting it as bad? Why are none of them dying? Maybe it’s to throw us off to the fact that they caused this.”

With that he huffs away, leaving his questions hanging in the air and in the minds of Scarlets who already see Cobalts as the enemy. An enemy that must be squashed if they cannot be controlled.

I almost toss my plate onto a nearby table and jump to my feet. “Why did he say that?” But I know the answer.

Ms. Brink is uncharacteristically quiet, and Elena hangs her head while stroking her temples as if she has a sudden headache. Finally, Ms. Brink looks to Mr. Robinson and says, “Why didn’t we expect this?”

Mr. Robinson shakes his head. “We should have.”

My entire body tenses as my attention wavers among the people in the room . . . the people in charge, and the people who are protecting me. “What is this going to mean?”

Mrs. Green speaks in a flat tone. “It means that everything just got a little harder.”

Great. As if my current life was not hard enough.




* * *




The next morning, as if nothing happened in the Tenement, I’m riding in an auto car to the lab. But I guess all the research on Aves must continue, so it’s not like I’ll just be allowed to hide out at Mr. Robinson’s.

How I wish I had that gun I used on the night we rescued Kalib. Not that I want to use it on anyone . . . but I couldn’t even defend myself against Jax. How will I be safe in the city, where I know the protests have gotten even worse? Even just having my Flexx would be nice.

Mr. Robinson made sure to order a vehicle with tinted windows, but they’re not completely dark, so people can still see me. Part of me even fears for Mr. Robinson’s safety and everyone involved with the CPW. It’s getting more difficult day by day to justify the existence of the program. He doesn’t say this, but I know it’s true.

My biggest fear is that other CPW members end up dead.

I slouch in my seat and for pretty much for the first time, I dread working at the lab. Often the job is an escape, but these days going there just makes me a target.

No sooner do I have the thought, but as if I willed something to happen, there’s a slam at the back of the car. I lurch forward with the impact, but caught by my safety belt, I recover quickly and the auto car keeps moving. Twisting around in my seat to get a look out the back window, I see a black, unmanned vehicle gunning it toward my car again.

Slam comes a second time. This time harder.

Panic rises in my chest when my car still refuses to stop. Generally, auto cars are programmed to pull over if there’s any sort of accident or danger. I push my hand into my pocket for my Flexx that isn’t there.

I curse under my breath.

“Pull over!” I demand, aware that there are a few manual override words to get these cars to stop. But it doesn’t, and seconds later the car is being forced off the road and into a ditch. As the car tips, my head slams into the door. Instantly liquid trickles down my cheek. Blood.

But heart racing, I ignore the injury and swivel my head around to check for the attacking car or anyone else that might be a threat.

Although I have no idea what I’ll do about it if there is.

The other car is gone, and vehicles only speed by on the road beside me. Quickly I unlatch my safety belt and reach for the door handle to let myself out. But it’s locked. As it always is.

I curse under my breath again but do my best to stay calm.

Honestly, my efforts are not working at all if my racing mind and shaking hands are any indication.

I inhale deeply, hold it for a second, and let it out before I try the handle again. Nothing.

But seconds later a siren sounds, and sentry lights flash red inside the cab of my car. The door pops open and a tall sentry stands outside in the middle of the ditch. He opens his mouth to speak, but then he sees my uniform. His eyebrow crooks and his lips flatten into a thin line.

“Out of the vehicle,” he orders.

Despite my head spinning from my injury, I do what he says as quickly as possible.

“What did you do?” the sentry asks.

I blink several times at the question.

“Speak.”

“Um,” I say. “I’m just headed to work . . . with . . . with . . . Dr. Gavin Pierce.”

The sentry chuckles. “Gavin Pierce? You are on a first-name basis with Carmine’s top virologist?” He grabs my shoulder and pushes me, but I remain standing.

“No, no,” I say quickly, visions of what horrible things could happen if I don’t find the right words flashing through my head. “I was simply identifying him for you. Another auto car hit mine and forced me off the road.”

A dry laugh escapes his lips again, and an ambulance pulls up behind his car. The sentry backs up slightly as the medics exit their van.

“We have orders to take this person to the hospital,” a male medic says to the sentry.

“I have the situation under control,” he says.

The second medic shakes their head. “Orders from higher-ups. An alert came in from Dr. Gavin Pierce that his assistant had been in an accident.”

I keep my head low, ignoring the blood trickling down my neck from my cut. The sentry scoffs and says, “Fine. Take this Bluey.”

Immediately I take a step toward the medics, hoping that they’re friendlier than the sentry. Without a word, they escort me into the back of the van and I leave my auto car behind, not knowing if any evidence of my attack will be destroyed.

In the van, the second medic attends to my injury but says nothing as the other drives to the hospital. Within minutes we arrive, and I’m hurried through a small back entrance and escorted to what looks like a supply closet.

“Wait here,” my medic escort says flatly.

“Is someone coming to pick me up?”

The man shakes his head. “I don’t know.” With that, he shuts the door to the dimly lit room and leaves me alone with the towels and cleaning supplies. I glance down at my shirt, and red blood spots the fabric. All I want to do is plop down on the floor and cry.

Where’s Kalib when I need him?

The door cracks open, and instead of a nurse, it’s Dr. Pierce. His eyes widen when he sees me, and he blows out an exasperated breath. “No one knew where they had put you.” He points out into the hall. “Finally some intern told me they saw the medic bring you in here.”

“Can we go please?”

“Has anyone checked you out yet?”

I shake my head. “But they treated me on the way over. I’m fine . . . I’ve had worse with less treatment.”

He waves me out the door. “Fine. I’ll have you released. But you have to tell me exactly what happened to you on the way to the lab.”

I sigh, not really wanting to go to work or relive the car accident, but what other choice do I have?

Sweat beads his brow.

“Is there something happening?” I ask.

He eyes me. “Accidents are very rare for auto cars.”








  
  
  Chapter 16

  
  







The next morning I head out of Mr. Robinson’s kitchen after grabbing some breakfast.

“The Pierce home is in lockdown,” Elena says to me.

“What?” I don’t think I’ve quite heard her correctly. “The entire house? Staff and all?” I pull my Flexx from my pocket to check for a message from Dr. Pierce, but there’s nothing.

“Someone in Mrs. Pierce’s circle of friends has come down with Aves. The two women apparently had lunch several days ago.”

The party.

Hearing that it’s happening so close to home sends a shiver up my spine. “Do you know if Ellie is okay?”

“So far no one is showing symptoms. She’s fine. The lockdown is only a precaution at this point.”

I know Dr. Pierce hasn’t been home in a while and has been sleeping at the lab to make sure he’s aware of any shifts in cases. I guess he won’t be going home for at least another week since the incubation period seems to last up to seven days.

“When did you find this out?” I ask.

“The news came to Mr. Robinson first thing this morning.” Elena tosses her dark hair over her shoulder and pushes her falling glasses up her nose. The gesture reminds me so much of Kalib’s sister Kayla, but I quickly try to push away the thought. I still don’t have any news about how Kalib’s ma and sister are doing in custody.

I check the time. “Do you know if I’m still headed to the lab?” My car should be here to pick me up in just a few moments.

“As far as I know. Mr. Robinson didn’t say anything about it being canceled.”

I force a smile and pat Elena on the upper arm. “Thanks for letting me know before I see Dr. Pierce. It gives me some time to think about what I’ll say to him on the ride over.” I hike my bag up onto my shoulder and hurry toward the front exit. If I’m too late for my car, it might leave without me.

By the time I’m out the door, the black auto car is just pulling in through the gates. A chill shoots up my spine at the sight of it. Will something happen again?

I try to shrug off the feeling since I can’t go through life living in fear, so when it gets to me, I climb inside and settle in for the drive. I distract myself by looking over a new lesson for Ellie, to keep positive. If she’s not able to get out of the house, it would be nice to distract her with something fun. But I have no idea if I’ll even be able to talk to her today. All the other times I did were when Mrs. Pierce and Lydia were out of the house. Now they’re all stuck together, and Ellie may not have a free minute alone. Even so . . . it’s ready to go if I need it.

As the car drives me closer to the city, I glance up and spot a disturbance. Protesters. They’re still here and getting worse, it seems.

No matter what they’re protesting, any group of people yelling and brandishing signs is a concern. If they’re objecting to the treatment of Cobalts, they might end up getting attacked by sentries. If they’re against Cobalts like the mob at the lab . . . well, that makes me nervous too, for obvious reasons.

The auto car passes close enough to one group that I can read some of the signs—“COBALT CONSPIRACY” and “ABOLISH THE CPW” are the tamer ones. One particularly artful poster depicts a person wearing a beaklike plague mask and holding a cartoonish bomb with its fuse half burned. An exaggerated Cobalt tattoo is visible on the hand holding the bomb. Clearly they buy into the rumors that it’s Cobalts spreading Aves. I guess that blaming someone makes them feel better even if it’s not true.

I slouch in my seat a little. It’s not likely they can tell that I’m a Cobalt from where they are, but it feels like it.

Finally I pull into the government lab building, but no one is here as usual to greet me. I swivel my head around in vain. What should I do? I’m not allowed to bring my Flexx to the lab, so I can’t message anyone that I’ve arrived.

Nervous, I wait a few moments in the dim parking garage, then the car door pops open on its own. Cautiously I get out. Immediately a heavy-looking door opens behind me, and three large men wearing dark masks barge through.

My brain tells me to run, but my legs and feet have different orders and plant themselves in place. Terror pulses at my every nerve ending, and everything is suddenly surreal. I feel like I’m floating above and watching the whole thing happen to someone else.

I try to strike a defensive posture, but one of the men races ahead of the others and grabs me around my middle, knocking all the wind out of me. Pain shoots from my chest where he must have punched me. What are they doing? Are they taking me? Going to kill me right here? Finish what was supposed to happen in the accident?

But before that question gets answered, light comes from another set of double doors. Several blurry figures dressed in tan and red sentry uniforms race from the opening.

“Drop her or we shoot!” one of them yells. There’s no way for me to tell which.

“Then you’ll kill her too,” the man holding me says. His voice vibrates against my body, and the pulse somehow puts my thoughts and body together again.

“Let me go!” I scream and flail. I think it’s the first time in my life that I’ve actually taken defensive action against any sort of attack. My brain tries to bring up Elena’s self-defense moves, but my arms and legs are not cooperating.

Although the man is much larger and stronger than me, my uncoordinated struggle takes him slightly off guard and he drops me to the hard cement with a thud. I ignore the searing pain in my elbows and knees and scurry across the floor to put distance between me and my attackers. One of the other men lunges for me, but it’s too late, and shots are already fired. Not that I want Scarlet sentries to be my saviors, but for the moment they are, and I keep moving their way.

Someone behind me lets out a grunt, and I know at least one of them is hit. But I don’t look. Instead, I scramble to my feet, hoping the sentries don’t decide to shoot me too. I keep my focus on the door behind them. When I reach it, I fall into a heap on the ground, weeping.

A hand takes my arm and pulls me. I scream but quickly stifle it when I look up to see Dr. Pierce’s face.

“You’re safe now,” he says.

Without thought, I throw my arms around him and bury my face in his chest.

“The guards got them.” His voice is muffled by my sobs, but I can still make out his kind words, and I’m grateful that he’s not trying to force me away from him. “Let’s get you upstairs.”

The accident yesterday, and now this?

As we head up the elevator, my tears still flow freely, but once we’re in the lab and Dr. Pierce has me on a stool, I slowly pull myself together. An undrunk cup of coffee sits by his computer.

“Who were they?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I don’t know yet. All I saw was an alert that you’d arrived and that there was some kind of a break-in down in the parking garage at the same time. I notified security that my lab assistant was down there and might need help. Apparently, I was right.”

“No one came to meet me at the car,” I whisper.

Dr. Pierce eyes me for a second. “That’s odd.” He twists his lips together in thought and then speaks again. “Do you think you’ll be able to focus well enough to get any work done today?”

His words take me slightly aback . . . again. He’s not ordering me to do anything . . . just asking me if I’m okay . . . as he would a Scarlet. “I still need a few minutes.”

“Understandable.” Dr. Pierce gives me a slight nod, then turns and walks to his computer.

“I heard about the lockdown on your household.”

He sighs but doesn’t look my way. “Yes, this morning has been difficult all around. I think I’ll need to reserve a hotel room since sleeping at the lab can be difficult.”

“On the way here I saw multiple protests too . . . people are still blaming Cobalts for Aves.”

The doctor curses under his breath. “That may have had something to do with your attack then. People want to find someone to blame . . . today it was you.”

Cold dread seeps through my chest. This is only going to get worse, and it’s not going to stop with those of us in the CPW. The people of Carmine will start calling for action against all Cobalts. We’re at the forefront of their minds now, and we’re the enemies they tried to cast aside. It’s not going to sit well.

Everyone with a blue DNA tattoo on their hand is in danger . . . as are the people around them. Cobalt or Scarlet.

“Maybe it’s not safe for me to be here anymore . . . for me or for you,” I say.

“Nonsense,” he says a bit too quickly.

“It’s not, Dr. Pierce. It’s important that you continue your research for everyone’s sake. If I’m here, it puts everything in jeopardy.”

He eyes me. “I will have a talk with Cornell and arrange to have a security detail escort you wherever you go.”

“But—”

“This is nonnegotiable, Miss Hawkins. We are in dark times, and I will not force my daughter to never see you again . . . and you have been very helpful in my research. It’s not often I can find someone I can trust.”

I gulp at his admission. Dr. Pierce is trapped in his societal role. This is his way of having some sense of control when everything else is decided for him.

Before I can say anything else, his computer pings.

“Probably an update on the situation below,” he says. But as he taps the screen and studies it, all the blood drains from his face.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“It’s . . . it’s Eleanor.”

“Ellie?” My stomach clenches, but he doesn’t answer. “Dr. Pierce?”

He looks up at me, brows furrowed. “She has a fever.”
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Dr. Pierce and I watch the computer screen for the result on Ellie’s Aves test. His shuttered breath vibrates his body.

Neither of us was allowed to go and retrieve the sample ourselves. A team in protective suits, which likely frightened everyone in the Pierce household, had to go and do it for us. As a consolation, they were wearing body cameras, but we could only see, not talk to Ellie, and they don’t want us calling her right now.

She looked okay. Her only symptom right now is a fever of 101. So the child is tired, but that’s it so far.

Positive. The words show up in red, and none of the other data shown seems to matter anymore.

“We don’t know what’s going to happen,” I say as I watch Dr. Pierce’s face go rigid. “There isn’t enough data in the system to predict the outcome.” I’m not sure I believe what I’m saying, but I have to say something. “She’s young, healthy . . .”

He doesn’t say anything but continues to stare at the screen as if hoping the diagnosis might change.

“You should talk to her,” I say.

He whips his attention to me. “I seriously doubt that speaking to my wife right now will do anything to help this situation.” I can’t quite read the emotion in his tone. The strained quality could be anger, fear, or a mixture of both.

“Not Madam,” I say quickly since I’m sure he’s correct. “Your daughter.” I pause for a second. “Ellie.” He does see Ellie as a real person he loves, but I think right now he could get caught up in his scientific and governmental roles just to hide the shock and pain he must be feeling. He needs to be kept grounded in what’s real.

“How am I supposed to tell my daughter that if she has this disease, I have no idea whether I can even save her?” Dr. Pierce’s head drops into his lifted hands and his breath shudders. I can hear the muffled sounds that accompany tears.

I steel myself when I feel my own tears burning the corners of my eyes and my stomach tightening with fear. “We can’t think that way. The answer is out there, and you . . . we are going to find it. We have to tell her that’s what’s going to happen.”

“And if it’s too late?”

I suddenly have the feeling that he’s sharing these feelings with me because he’s probably had to hide them most of his life. Successful men in Scarlet society are strong . . . masculine. In charge. Always. They don’t question their own capabilities or fears. If they did, then the facade would break down.

I’m the only person he has in his life who won’t judge him for having a rare moment of “weakness.”

“I don’t know about that, but I do know that we have to try . . . otherwise everyone is damned. Scarlets and Cobalts.”

Somehow in this moment of emotional chaos, my mind clears, and the mention of our class system sets my thoughts on fire.

“What if the Cobalts do have something unique related to the spread of Aves?” I ask.

His hands come off his face. “You are not taking the blame for this.”

I shake my head. “No . . . not blame. That’s ridiculous. But I know much better than you that living in the Tenements is very different than in Carmine. We’re contained, we eat different food, socialize in different ways . . . what if something in the way we live versus the way Scarlets live gives us immunity? Or something in our DNA? I don’t know if it makes sense, but there must be a reason for the lack of spread . . . and it’s not because we’re healthier. Most Cobalts barely get enough to eat.”

The tears dry from his eyes, and from his focused expression I know the wheels in his head are turning. “We’d have to go into the Tenement to conduct research . . . and contact tracing, antibody testing for anyone who could have had the disease and maybe not known it.”

“Unless Cobalts are completely unable, they would never skip work for mild sickness. So a low-level outbreak could have gone undetected.”

“And with everyone focused on Scarlets and spreading lies about the Cobalts, the truth may have just flown under the radar.” He stands. “I must call a meeting concerning this.”

“First you need to talk to Ellie.”

He lets out a long sigh. “Yes . . . yes. I must do that.” Dr. Pierce swipes the results off his screen and makes a few taps that bring up the call function. He selects his daughter’s room computer.

With everything going on, that’s likely where she is.

The computer program chimes and Ellie’s face comes up on the screen. She’s slightly more pale than normal and seems to be lying in her bed.

“Father!” she says and smiles, but then lets out a light cough.

“Eleanor. How are you feeling?” he says, his voice steady.

I keep out of the frame for now. It’s best just to let the two of them have their moment.

“Not very good,” she says. “The doctor came, and now they won’t let anyone come to my room. Not even Isaiah.”

“I know, my dear. I’m so sorry.” He keeps his voice light. “Um . . . Miss Hawkins would like to see you too.”

My chest tingles, but I put on a big smile and step in front of the camera.

“Tenly!” She tries to sit up but drops back down in the stack of pillows behind her. The child is tired but trying to pretend she’s not.

“Hi, Ellie. Did the chef make sure to send up apple juice or something you like to drink?”

She nods. “Can you come and lay with me?”

My mind flashes with all the times Mama did that for me . . . even up until the night before I left the Tenement. “Oh, I wish that I could. I’d also bring you nice things to help you feel better. You have your dollies, right?”

Ellie holds one of them with blonde curls and a pink dress up into the frame.

“Good,” I say and quickly eye Dr. Pierce, whose jaw is tight with worry. “Dolly should help . . .”

“Am I sick from Aves?” she asks.

I gulp. “I think so. But your papa . . . uh, father and I are trying to figure out how to make you well from here.”

“Will I die?” Her eyes grow large.

“No,” I say a little too quickly.

“You should get some rest, and I will check in soon to see how you are doing,” Dr. Pierce finally pipes in with a shaking voice.

But we don’t get to say anything else. Ellie is already asleep.

Dr. Pierce taps the screen and it goes black. He just sits there saying nothing.

“Have you received all the information concerning her treatment yet?” I ask.

He glances around and then brings up the information with her diagnosis back on the screen. “Yes, that was sent over as well. The doctors will be trying an antiviral, but we just don’t know enough about this virus yet to determine if it will work.”

“That’s why we need to get to the Tenements as soon as possible.”

He slaps his hands onto his knees and stands. Quickly he takes out his Flexx and types something on the screen that I can’t see.

“Done,” he says. “We have a meeting in fifteen minutes.”

“We?” I ask.

“Going in was your idea, and due to the sensitivity of entering the Tenements, I need to have my colleagues on board with you accompanying me. They won’t like it, but because the immediate need involves my daughter, they won’t fight it . . . at least not too much.”




* * *




Fifteen minutes later I’m awkwardly standing in the corner of a conference room. If it weren’t for Ellie’s life being at stake, I’d want to disappear. But this is one of those times I can’t just blend into the background. My gut tells me that we will find something in the Tenements, and maybe it will not only save my friend but also stop people from looking so down on Cobalts.

Dr. Pierce is in deep conversation with his colleagues, including Dr. Trigman, who has more than a few times looked my way with a narrowed gaze.

“We all sympathize with you about your daughter, Gavin. But we must look at the larger picture. What kind of message will it send to the Scarlet people if they know you are focusing your research efforts into the Tenements?”

Dr. Pierce clenches his teeth. “Maybe they’ll see that I’m serious about the fact that Cobalts are not spreading this disease.”

Another man in a white coat pipes in. “They may also think that you are elevating Cobalts and question your loyalties.”

Dr. Pierce slams his fist onto the table and swears. “I can’t believe you people. I worked my way up to this position because of my desire to keep Scarlet people safe. Of course my loyalty remains squarely in Carmine.” He swings his arm around and stops when his hand points my way.

My heart nearly stops when all the eyes in the room fall on me.

“Even taking in a CPW member was always in the interest of Carmine. Retaining peaceful relations between Scarlets and Cobalts holds our society together. Without it, everything we’ve worked for will collapse.” Dr. Pierce’s chest moves up and down with quick breaths.

As expected, I say nothing. I should not even be in this room hearing this conversation. I should have argued with Dr. Pierce about even bringing me.

“I’m just afraid emotion might be clouding your better judgment, Gavin,” Dr. Trigman says.

I wonder whether Dr. Trigman uses my boss’s first name, not because of familiarity but to quietly demote him from his status. Dr. Pierce is Carmine’s top virologist . . . Gavin is just some guy.

“You and your teams are welcome to continue your research here in Carmine,” Dr. Pierce insists. “I believe that you should, of course, since the greatest outbreaks are here. But we need to expand our base.” He eyes me for a second. “Researching in the Tenements is sound. Something is different about the spread there, and we need to find out why. I will be taking Miss Hawkins to Tenement Three tomorrow. As of this moment, I still have the president’s permission to do whatever is best for Carmine, and I believe this course of action to be best.”

“And there is no chance that working so closely with a Cobalt is clouding your judgment?” Dr. Trigman asks plainly.

Dr. Pierce narrows his gaze on the man. “No. And by arguing such ridiculous points, we are wasting precious time neither I . . . nor my child has.” He huffs and slams his laptop shut. “My assistant and I will be preparing to leave.”

Nausea roils in my stomach as I keep my attention on the ground to avoid the men’s stares.

“Gavin,” Dr. Trigman says. “Be careful.”

I’m one hundred percent sure that the words are more a threat than polite advice.

Dr. Pierce waves me out of the room, pauses, and then speaks. “Dr. Trigman, we all need to be careful, or Aves will cause more damage than we can ever imagine.”
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The morning sun sparkles against the sky, and like a good Cobalt, I follow Dr. Pierce toward the security checkpoint outside the electrodome. Henry and the worker drones have been left in charge back at Dr. Pierce’s lab to study the data from the CPW blood samples.

After the meeting yesterday, I’m sure that Dr. Pierce sees me as more than just a Cobalt, but I still get the distinct impression that he wants to play within the rules. I’m valuable, but his highest value is saving his daughter and other Scarlets.

I’m just a part of that goal.

But with Ellie’s diagnosis, we are not really going to the Tenement with Cobalt welfare in mind. We’re just a potential avenue for finding a cure, or at least a way to slow down Aves to give us more time.

Maybe time to save Ellie.

But right now I’m trying not to think about her. From Dr. Pierce, I know her fever spiked last night, and her cough has gotten worse. At any moment he could get an alert on his Flexx that something has gone horribly wrong.

I stop to be scanned by a uniformed sentry and glance around at the well-manicured surroundings. I know it will look nothing like this once we’re inside, apart from City Hall and Mayor Lark’s residence. That building with its trees and lawn always stands out like a sore thumb among the concrete and asphalt of the rest of the Tenement.

The thought that my parents are inside and I haven’t seen them for months twists at my mind. My stomach follows suit.

“Clean,” the sentry scanning me finally says and breaks me from my thoughts. A shiver runs down my spine from the last time I heard one of them say that, when I left for my new job with the CPW. The sentry eyes me up and down, but I have no time to consider what he might be thinking about me. At least with my boss, I’m fairly safe from them.

Dr. Pierce waves me ahead and I hike my medical bag up on my shoulder, turning away from the sentry.

“No time to waste, Miss Hawkins,” Dr. Pierce says, getting a better grip on his equipment. He knows that what he’s doing isn’t looked highly upon. Even though there’s no evidence that Cobalts have anything to do with the spread of Aves and are now contracting it themselves, albeit at a much lower rate, people still want to believe that they have something to do with it. The idea that Cobalts might be superior in some way—although I’d never say that out loud—is a scandalous concept. In the end, all that means is we need to get inside and do what we need to do, as quickly as possible.

For more reasons than one.

We also can’t let on that it was my idea to investigate the Tenement in the first place . . . to anyone. Not even Mayor Lark, who we’ll be meeting in a few moments. This must all be on Dr. Pierce, or we wouldn’t have even been allowed.

Mrs. Pierce would likely be horrified if she knew what her husband was doing . . . even if she were aware it might be the only hope to save her daughter. I’m positive that he didn’t bother telling her the specifics. How anyone could live in that frame of mind I’m not sure.

Scarlets and Cobalts are forever stuck in a zero-sum game.

Who wants to play a game in which you must be willing to sacrifice your own to keep the ball in motion?

The electrodome’s shimmer dissolves in an area large enough for several adults to go through. As if to convince himself that he’s doing the right thing, Dr. Pierce holds his head high and passes to the other side, leaving the safety and familiarity of Carmine behind him. I follow . . . and I’m sure quite the opposite of my boss, feeling a bit more at home than I had a few seconds ago.

Not that there was a lot of fanfare the last time I did this, but there is even less this time. Two sentries wait for us on the other side, and Mayor Lark is not here to greet us.

It’s ridiculous, but a small part of me had hoped that Papa and even Mama might be here, waiting with arms wide open. Mr. Robinson knows exactly what we are doing in the Tenement, but even if he told Papa, how might that look if he showed up? It would reveal that he had outside information that he shouldn’t.

My stomach churns as the acrid scent of the factories hits the back of my nasal passages, and in seconds my throat burns. It’s painful but strangely comforting. I can’t imagine how Dr. Pierce feels when he’s probably never smelled anything like it in his life.

But he doesn’t let on and walks directly up to the sentries. “I was told Mayor Lark would escort us.”

The sentry takes out a device and taps on the screen. “She’s running a few minutes behind. Please wait here, sir.”

I come up beside the doctor and stand just a hair behind him, saying nothing . . . keeping my gaze to the ground. But Mayor Lark’s lateness surprises me. I’d have thought she would have already been out here to meet Carmine’s top virologist. Instead, she’s making us wait. It’s odd for her to make a Scarlet wait . . . for any Cobalt to make a Scarlet wait.

But seconds later a pair of clicky footsteps come from behind me, and I turn to see Mayor Lark descending the stairs in front of the building. The dark-skinned woman with impeccable hair is wearing a luxe black dress that hits at her calves and a pair of matching black pumps. The fabric is not as expensive as a gown that Madam would wear, but it’s still well beyond the earning capacity of any normal person in the Tenement. We have to buy food . . . not fancy clothes. Plus, where would we even wear them?

Mayor Lark just needs to impress. I shrug off my old thoughts about her, though. She’s not someone I need to worry about. The woman has a city to run and meets with Scarlets on a regular basis, so she’s likely just trying to survive like everyone else.

It can be hard to remember that, though. When she just doesn’t seem like the rest of us.

“Dr. Pierce,” she says as she approaches and bows her head a fraction in greeting. “Welcome to Tenement Three. We are grateful to have you here and hope to help you in any way we can. Please follow me.”

The mayor flits her attention briefly to me but says nothing. She gestures toward the main building and instructs us to follow her.

She takes us up the stairs and inside. I’ve never actually seen the interior of City Hall. It’s far more luxe than any typical Cobalt space, but it’s simpler than I might expect. There are no art decorations, and the floor is made of a simple gray tile. Functional.

We pass a few Cobalt workers who must be government employees by their badges, but mostly the halls are empty, and the only sound comes from the bottoms of our shoes tapping on the tile.

Mayor Lark leads us into a small conference room. “Please have a seat.” She points to a round table with six chairs around it.

Dr. Pierce is the first to sit and immediately takes out his laptop, opens it, and brings up his notes.

Mayor Lark and I sit, but I dare not say anything. It’s enough that I’m even here. I don’t want her thinking I’m presuming above my station simply because I’m part of the CPW and Dr. Pierce values me on his team. I have no idea what she might report to any Scarlet higher-ups.

“It’s too bad that we are not meeting under better circumstances, Dr. Pierce. I’ve respected your work for a very long time,” the mayor says. “I was saddened to hear about your daughter . . . Eleanor, right?”

My boss gives a curt nod, and a small vein on his temple pulses. Not only is he likely fighting off grief, but he’s also completely out of his element. At the mercy of a Cobalt. “Yes.”

“I can only hope that as mayor of Tenement Three I can be of service. I have been following your research since the first announcement about the disease many months ago.”

Dr. Pierce tips his head in interest, likely glad to move the focus away from Ellie. “The first of my public involvement was only announced on the morning news, not too long ago.”

She raises a brow. “I am only a Cobalt, but as mayor, I receive special alerts that could affect public health. Any sort of communicable disease threat must be monitored to ensure that the current infrastructure remains in place. If we must shut down a factory due to sickness, this is sure to affect Carmine, and we do our best not to allow that to happen.”

“Well, yes. That makes perfect sense.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t bring anyone other than Miss Hawkins,” Mayor Lark says.

My chest tingles at the mention of my name. She knows it. I guess from the permission request for us to enter the Tenement submitted yesterday.

Dr. Pierce lets out a sigh. “Honestly, our coming here is not exactly looked on that highly, Mayor. Despite my seniority, my colleagues are focusing on different areas to find answers about Aves.” He looks at me. “But I feel that there is something in the Tenements that we need to explore. We hope to work on contact tracing. Is there any way you can assist with doing this in the least possible amount of time?”

The mayor taps on her device. “With only the two of you, do you think that the data collection will take multiple days?”

I quickly glance at Dr. Pierce. I hadn’t thought of this.

“It may take two,” he answers.

“Have you considered staying here in the mansion to save on the commute?” she asks. “It might speed your process.”

Dr. Pierce purses his lips. “Can you accommodate us?”

Honestly, I’m surprised that he’s considering it . . . but with the attacks in the last couple of days, it might be smart to stay put.

“Yes, absolutely.” The mayor bobs her head.

“We didn’t bring a change of clothes,” he says.

She waves a nonchalant hand in the air. “We have the best of Carmine here for guests. I can provide nightclothes, then we can launder what you have on now and return it to you fully pressed in the morning.”

Dr. Pierce agrees.

The mayor smiles. “Excellent. Now, a good place for you to start today is the Department of DNA Tracking.” She looks up at him. “They’re in charge of making sure every Cobalt is marked with their identification tattoos at birth. As I’m sure you’re aware, they don’t have trackers in them per se, but Cobalts are often scanned when interacting with sentries inside the Tenements as well as at factory jobs in order to track work hours. The data available in that department should help you piece together the information you need as quickly as possible.”

Dr. Pierce glances around. “And is that located at City Hall?”

“No. It’s about a twenty-minute walk,” she says.

Confusion pulls at Dr. Pierce’s forehead. He looks to me and then back at the mayor. “Walk? Is there not some form of safe transportation you can provide?”

Fortunately, I completely stifle my instinctive scoff. Not that I think the question is uncalled for . . . simply curious. Scarlets never, or at least rarely, worry about Cobalt safety in the Tenements, but outnumbered, Dr. Pierce must suddenly understand the risk.

“Unless you brought your own transportation, unfortunately, no. I’m not provided with the budget to have one of my own. I’d be glad to send a plainclothes Cobalt escort if you would like,” Mayor Lark says.

“I’d rather it be a sentry team.” Dr. Pierce leans forward in his seat.

Mayor Lark catches my eye. “Since you are here, I assume the doctor trusts your judgment, Miss Hawkins. It may be best if you explain to him the logistics.”

Heat rises up my neck at her request, but I find what she’s doing to be bold. The things I’ve heard about Mayor Lark have not always been positive . . . even from my father. But for some reason she’s taking this opportunity to elevate me, a Cobalt, to teach an adult Scarlet something he doesn’t understand.

Or maybe she just wants the pressure taken off herself.

But I know the answer. I’ve known it most of my life. At least the concept.

I clear my throat. “Dr. Pierce. We need to get cooperation as quickly and easily as possible. Parading about the street with sentries and demanding answers would frighten the people. They might even think that we’re here to blame them for Aves and not just to ask for their help. This is difficult enough. We shouldn’t make it more difficult.” I bite my bottom lip, unsure what I’m going to say next is wise. “You have to let go of some of the Scarlet propaganda you’ve believed . . . to save Ellie.”

Dr. Pierce’s eyes go wide and I hold my breath. I’ve never known him to become angry at me, but it’s fully possible what I just said overstepped the line.

“She’s one hundred percent correct, Dr. Pierce,” Mayor Lark says, not waiting for him to speak. “Relations between Carmine and the Tenements are fragile. We must treat this situation with care if we all want the best outcome. I can order the tattoo data to be turned over to you, but I can’t force full cooperation when you need to speak with individuals. In the end, you will need to build trust with my people.”

I study the mayor. In private the woman is not what I expected at all. Even as a higher-ranking Cobalt she is still just that . . . a Cobalt. But from her words, I am nearly convinced that she’s not just in this for herself. She’s playing a different game than we all thought.

Dr. Pierce pushes his chair back and stands. “Well, Mayor Lark, I must trust your judgment if my goal is gathering correct data . . . which it is. I’d appreciate the escort to the Department of DNA Tracking as soon as possible.”
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Despite the lack of sentry escorts, Dr. Pierce still stands out from the Cobalts on the street like a sore thumb. He’s dressed too nicely, and I’m sure that everyone who looks at him knows he’s not one of us. He seems to sense the tension as well. The man hasn’t said two words since we left City Hall.

I’ve noticed the eyes of passersby and how people have crossed to the other side of the street to avoid coming too close to us.

But I stand out too in my CPW uniform. The CPW has always been a mixed bag. Of course, being a part of the organization should be an honor, but a lot of Cobalts still see us as traitors . . . Scarlet lovers.

Too-Good Tenly.

The insult rolls in my mind, and there is a distinct possibility that anyone we question in the contact tracing investigation could still offer resistance because they see us as a threat.

But all I can do is my best. Let them know we don’t have all the answers and we need their help. Hopefully, Dr. Pierce is willing to do the same for the greater good. Put any of his preconceived notions . . . prejudice, really . . . aside.

Offer a bit of flattery. Just like Mayor Lark offered me.

This side of town is slightly less run-down than where I lived. Here there are more government offices and fewer factories, but just a few blocks over and we’d start to see the decay. That’s what I’d really like Dr. Pierce to see, but I’m sure what he’s witnessing now is shock enough. A public transport bus drives by and lets out a smelly waft of fuel aroma.

Dr. Pierce coughs, and I twist back to the two Cobalts that accompany us. I happen to know they carry tasers under their coats, as they are not allowed a more deadly weapon. I’m sure our escorts are nice enough people, but by their blank expressions, I don’t think they’re thrilled about their job this morning. One of them is a man, the other a woman. It’s odd to me how in the Tenements a woman can hold a security position, but outside this place none of the sentries are female.

I guess it’s one tiny freedom Cobalts share—we have a little more say in the work ladder that we pursue rather than society telling us we’re only capable of certain things based on our sex.

Mayor Lark is another example.

I move my attention from them up to the obstructive shimmer of the electrodome. Over the last months, I’d almost forgotten what it was like to live in a literal cage.

Now my cages are more figurative.

“Here’s our stop,” our female escort says from behind us. Dr. Pierce and I turn to see her gesturing to the gray cement building on our left. Other than the number of the address, the building name is unmarked.

Dr. Pierce clears his throat and finally speaks again. “Thank you.”

I purse my lips. Are they planning to just leave us here alone? And Dr. Pierce is just going to let them go? Yes, I could handle getting around in the Tenement, but having them stay would be best. “Before we left City Hall, Mayor Lark did say that you could be at our disposal as long as we’re here, correct?”

“If necessary,” the man says.

I smile. “We really could use your help . . .” I lock eyes with him. “What’s your name? I don’t think that I was told.”

“Walker, James Walker,” he says.

“And you?” I look at the woman and sense exhaustion in her eyes. Living in the Tenements is exhausting. Mentally and physically.

She tips her head. “Sarah Allen.”

I twist my lips into a smile again. “I’m Tenly.” I hold out my hand palm up, gesture to Dr. Pierce, and take a risk I hope not to regret later. “And this is Gavin Pierce.” Purposefully I use Dr. Pierce’s first name without the “doctor” part to humanize him, make him more like everyone else. Not a haughty Scarlet government virologist. But a man—a father—trying to save people’s lives, including his daughter’s.

I don’t give anyone time to speak before I continue. “His young daughter is sick with Aves, and he’s convinced that some of the answers we’re looking for about the disease are here in the Tenement . . . that Cobalts are an important part of solving the spread. But we can’t do this on our own. If you could help us convince people to help, we might be able to make sure the virus doesn’t change and spread to affect Cobalts the way it’s affecting Scarlets. We’re here to help both of us.”

Thankfully, Dr. Pierce doesn’t scold me for taking charge. Maybe his mind is clouded with Ellie’s condition and our trip into the Tenement. My hope is that he’s on the same page as me, that our time is limited. We need to do what we can to get the necessary information. I flit my gaze to him briefly and then return it to the sidewalk, tucking my hands into the pockets of my uniform skirt. A humble posture. A Cobalt posture.

“Yes,” Dr. Pierce says. “Miss Hawkins is correct. As much assistance as possible would be greatly appreciated.”

Dr. Pierce remains humble too. Not that I don’t think he’s sincere, but he knows how to play this social game well.

And it seems to work.

Mr. Walker nods and moves toward the building entrance. “Follow me.”

Unlike in Carmine, there are few elevators in Tenement buildings, even ones that employ government workers. Thankfully most of our buildings are limited to no more than five floors. The Department of DNA Tracking is on floor five.

Our group trudges up the flights of stairs, and Mr. Walker and Ms. Allen lead the way to a door down the hall of floor five. We enter. A woman sits at a simple desk in the middle of what I assume to be the waiting room since there are several rows of chairs against the wall. Two interior doors on opposite sides lead, I imagine, to some of the people we need to speak with.

She studies us for a few seconds, keeping her gaze on Dr. Pierce for a moment longer than the rest. “How may I help you?” The woman’s smile is forced. Having a Scarlet in here obviously makes her nervous.

Walker shows his badge to the woman. “Dr. Pierce is from the Carmine government and will be requesting records of Cobalts who have exhibited any symptoms of Aves. Mayor Lark has asked for them to speak with Ms. Martinez as soon as possible. Any help you could provide would be appreciated.”

The secretary doesn’t get the chance to respond before the door on our right opens to reveal a kind-looking woman that reminds me slightly of Mama. Same dark hair and thin build that’s common in the Tenements. My heart skips when I see her. I really have no idea if she might be kind or not . . . I could just be projecting. But I can hope.

We need all the help we can get.

She walks directly to my boss and says, “I just received a communication from Mayor Lark that you’d be on your way over, Dr. Pierce. I’m Wanda Martinez. Please come in.”

“We’ll wait outside,” Ms. Allen says.

“Thank you,” Dr. Pierce says and returns his attention to Ms. Martinez.

Our escorts exit the room, and I must trust that they’ll be waiting for us when we’re done. But I have a sinking feeling that today is going to be a very long day.

Inside are three more people working on desktop computers in cubicles, but they don’t pause their work, not even to look up at us.

It’s interesting to see so many computers in one place in the Tenement. Only on rare occasions did I have the opportunity to use one in school. I know Papa has access to a few at his factory, but so much work in the Tenements is manual and not tied to tech.

Ms. Martinez leads us to an empty desk in the back of the room and pulls up two extra chairs in front of it. Then Dr. Pierce quickly takes a seat and pulls out his laptop, places it on the desk, then taps on the screen.

I, of course, have no type of device. Even my Flexx was left with Mr. Robinson for security reasons. The whole thing seems silly, since how am I supposed to do my best work without a computer? In the end, I pull out a pencil and pad of paper from my bag. At least I can take notes.

Ms. Martinez leans back in her seat and crosses her arms over her chest. “Mayor Lark has ordered the department to assist you today. But I might be able to do my job more efficiently if I understand your position and why the two of you are here.” She glances between us, distrust rippling beneath the surface of her gaze. “Normally, I’d expect a large team of Scarlets to swarm this place and make a lot of demands . . . and blame.”

My boss straightens his back and looks from his screen to her. “I’m a man of science, not speculation. I’m well aware of the rumors that Cobalts are somehow behind the spread of the disease. None of my research points to this. What I do know is there is something unique about Cobalts that Aves is not affecting them in the same way as Scarlets.”

“And since Scarlets and Cobalts are all just humans, the virus should be affecting them equally,” she says.

I bite my lip at her subtle dig at our arbitrary imprisonment. There is no fundamental difference between our people . . . so why are we treated as such?

“Right,” he says. “There could be environmental factors. We hope the contact tracing can show us something.”

Apparently satisfied with his answer, Ms. Martinez spins in her chair and taps a screen behind her. To my surprise, a large digital map of the Tenement pops up.

“Okay, Dr. Pierce,” she says. “I’ve given you access to pair any of your data with the system.”

Dr. Pierce nods. “So far we’ve documented a variety of symptoms.” He taps on the keyboard of his laptop. “As well as key dates over the last several months since Aves began its spread. There’s also a handful of confirmed cases in Tenement Three starting ten days ago that should allow some useful comparison to what’s being seen in Carmine.” As he continues pairing the information, red dots begin to illuminate on the large screen behind Ms. Martinez. The date also shows in the corner from several months ago. As more of the data downloads, the date advances, and the dots continue to spread, showing clusters that fade in and out. On the side of the map, numbers of the sick are accumulated and a list of potential symptoms are outlined. Also shown is data correlating to regular rates of sickness from the more common cold and flu viruses.

The numbers this year are elevated, but only slightly . . . nothing conclusive at first glance.

I flip back in my notebook and compare what we’ve seen in Carmine. On all counts, the symptoms are more severe among Scarlets, and the clusters are larger. No deaths attributed to Aves among the Cobalts, but the fatality numbers are rising in Carmine. Despite the fact that most Cobalts are malnourished and work longer and harder hours in close, confined factories, we are still faring significantly better than Scarlets.

We spend the next several hours poring over all the data, and from what I can tell, Ms. Martinez is indeed kind. She’s also extremely intelligent and curious—the complete antithesis of what most Scarlets want to believe that Cobalts are. I’ve never really thought about it, but Scarlets must train many of the government employees who work with sensitive information to make them as tech-savvy as the people in this office are. Just like Mayor Lark, they likely have a slightly higher standard of living . . . but it must come at a price. If one of these workers were ever found spying, they’d probably be executed for treason. Probably every day is a new risk for Ms. Martinez, who must ensure she’s always looked on as loyal to Scarlets first . . . Cobalts are just a product she needs to maintain.

Dr. Pierce stands and walks around the desk to the large screen. He plucks a stylus from below it and circles several spots on the map where larger clusters of sickness have occurred. “Tell me about these locations.”

“The first on the lower right is the electronics factory,” I say. “The working quarters tend to be closer than in many of the others.”

“And this one?” He taps the spot about six inches up with the stylus.

“That is the prison,” Ms. Martinez says.

The second she tells him what it is, my mind reels. I have no idea if this is a ridiculous idea, but could Kalib’s ma and sister be held there? My stomach churns. Likely they were removed and taken to Carmine . . . but with the outbreak and the distrust of Cobalts, it’s possible they could still be here. And what if there were a chance I could find out if they’re okay?

Before either of them can say anything, I speak. “Since we must move quickly, the prison might be a good place to start. Those people are contained and could be somewhat more cooperative since they could have more to gain by speaking with us.”

My stomach twists and turns as I wait for their response.

“They also could lie if they think it may benefit them,” Ms. Martinez says.

Dr. Pierce sets down the writing tool and crosses his arms over his chest. After a moment he raises his hand to his chin in thought. In the end, it’s his choice where we go; either way I want to gather as much information as we can. But making sure that Kalib’s family is safe for now would be at least a small amount of light I could tell Kalib about.

Dr. Pierce lets out a long breath. “We must start somewhere, and the prison is as good a place as any.”
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Ms. Allen stands at the guard station beside Dr. Pierce, waiting for confirmation from Carmine that we’re allowed to enter the prison. Despite the sentry’s looks of disapproval, Dr. Pierce has even requested our escorts go with us: presenting a front of Cobalt faces might help relax the prisoners we speak with.

It’s worth a shot at least. Any Cobalt’s face will be deemed more trustworthy than a Scarlet’s.

We’ve been waiting for an hour to cut through all the red tape and my stomach grumbles as I sit in a chair, arms across my chest, trying to stay out of the way and be as invisible as possible.

But of course, I’m not, and I’ve attracted the attention of several sentries who’ve entered and left the building.

No food or drink allowed reads the sign on the wall.

I ignore my hungry stomach and the knowledge that a full lunch waits for me in my bag . . . packed by the cook at Mayor Lark’s residence. The last few months I’ve hardly ever gone hungry, even with the Pierces’ cook trying to give me the worst food possible. But he never understood that I was grateful for most anything as long as it was food. And dry, stale food was just a fact of life in the Tenements. More than once we’d cut the mold off something if the rest looked okay. Barely any food goes to waste here.

Before the Pierces’, I’d spent my lifetime with an often-growling stomach and lived. I’ll be fine if I have to go a few hours without a meal today.

Instead of focusing on hunger, I try to work out a plan to see if Mrs. Fisher and Kayla are on the inmate list while not forgetting why we’re actually here.

To get data on Aves.

Kill two birds with one stone, so to speak. Although that old-fashioned phrase seems too on the nose for this situation.

“Why are you back here?” asks Mr. Walker, who’s been doing more than his share of pacing in front of my seat. “In the Tenements, I mean. You made your escape through the CPW, and now you’re back?”

I could ask myself the same question. “I really do want to help.”

“Help who? Scarlets?” He raises a brow and finally sits in the chair next to me. “Because so far Aves only seems to be deadly for them.” The man keeps his voice to a whisper. “Working for the mayor, we’ve seen reports come through.”

I understand where he’s coming from. Why should I be involved with keeping Scarlets alive when doing so just continues to hold Cobalts down? “True . . . but diseases like this aren’t static. It’s already evolved by crossing the barrier from birds to humans . . . and it will evolve again.” I shrug. “Basic science.”

He doesn’t say anything.

“Plus, not all Scarlets are bad. Just like not all Cobalts are good.”

Mr. Walker eyes me. “And is Dr. Pierce one of the good guys?”

“Maybe.” But even I don’t know for sure. “At least he’s not interested in spreading misinformation that Cobalts are somehow at fault for Aves.”

“Yes, thank you for your assistance,” Dr. Pierce finally says from about ten feet away. A buzzer sounds, and the secured door behind the sentry pops open. My heart jumps.

Somehow the sound reminds me of the day I was arrested and forced to sign a statement that I believed Kalib to be involved with illegal activity. Although I didn’t do it willingly, trying to get information on his family is a small way to make up for that mistake.

Despite my racing heart, I jump to my feet and hustle over to Dr. Pierce, clutching my bag. It’s already been checked for contraband, and of course there was none. Through the open door is another sentry waiting to take the four of us to our next destination. Mr. Walker follows behind me.

Of course all the sentries look different . . . this one happens to be tall and thin with a medium skin tone. But from my experience, the ones that work in the Tenements always seem to have a haughty attitude. I’ve never come across a sentry here that was willing to give mercy or show one iota of kindness. As if doing so might threaten their own survival.

Maybe it would.

This guy looks no different to me.

Once we’re inside, part of me expects that we’ll go to some office, but instead we’re taken directly into the heart of the prison. To our right and left there are cells similar to what I saw in Carmine where Kalib was held when we rescued him. These cells have good-sized windows, and just below each window is a slot for trays of food to be slipped in.

At many of the windows, Cobalts stand gazing out at us, so the sentry leading us bangs a black stick onto one of the doors.

“Get back, you Bluey. Nothing to see,” he growls.

The man dressed in blue prison garb takes a step backward, but once we’ve almost passed, he comes close to the window again. He’s apparently not one of the subjects on our list to interview.

We pass a large open area on our left with chairs and tables that might be used for prisoners to have some time outside their cells, but it’s empty at the moment. I’d be surprised if it’s ever used . . . probably just something to placate a few vocal Scarlets on the fair treatment of prisoners.

I return my attention to the numbers at the top of each cell.

“582.” The sentry stops in front of a cell and places his hand on a lock pad on the door. The door slides back, revealing a woman sitting on her cot in a room barely big enough for it. She doesn’t even look our way . . . but even from here, I can see the deadness in her eyes. She can’t be more than thirty. Her arms are thin, and if I had to guess, I’d say that she hasn’t eaten a halfway decent meal in weeks, maybe months.

A sudden wave of sickness moves in my stomach. I’ve seen her look before. It’s the same submission I’ve seen on the faces of too many women on the streets of the Tenement—waiting for the worst to happen, whatever that is today.

“65STV5,” the sentry says in a gruff tone. “On your feet.”

The number matches a patch on the breast of her jumpsuit. The woman finally glances up as she slowly stands, fear brewing in her eyes.

Dr. Pierce edges past the guard and twists his head to look around the cell. “It’s too small here for me to properly do my work.”

His face has gone pale. Could he have claustrophobia?

“What if we used the open space back there?” I ask, pointing behind me.

“Yes, yes,” Dr. Pierce says quickly before the sentry can scold me for speaking and backs out of the cell. He looks to our guard. “You can bring them one at a time as we take the necessary tests and check the data. This will speed up the process and give us more space. No one on the list of subjects was at high risk for escape, so they should all be easy to contain without incident.”

Before the sentry has a chance to disagree, my boss spins on his heel and starts toward our new destination. Mr. Walker and Ms. Allen follow him. Unless there’s a pressing safety issue, it’s not as if the sentry can really overrule Dr. Pierce anyway . . . he outranks the man. For a brief second, I watch as our sentry flattens his lips into a thin line, then cuffs the prisoner and removes her from the cell.

She does nothing to fight him, but he jerks her roughly anyway. The tiny woman would never win against the sentry, but I guess he feels the need to remind her of his power.

I catch her eye for a brief second, trying to tell her wordlessly that everything will be okay, but it’s not as if she can read minds. Even if she could, just me saying everything will work out wouldn’t make it so.

When we are all at the table, Dr. Pierce opens his medical case and laptop. He removes his portable testing equipment and begins organizing it. We sanitize and don our PPE.

“May I?” I ask and point to the laptop . . . partially because I want to see the pattern of infection and also to look at the list of prisoners. Maybe Kalib’s ma or sister is on it.

The sentry brings out the still-cuffed woman, and Dr. Pierce instructs her to have a seat.

Ms. Allen glances around and sits across from 65STV5. Our escort gives her a gentle smile and proceeds to explain why we are there.

“Is this necessary?” the sentry asks.

“Yes, it is,” Dr. Pierce doesn’t even look up from his current task. “Could you please fetch our next subject instead of criticizing a process you don’t understand?”

The sentry’s eyes go wide and his mouth part slightly.

“Scarlet lives are at stake,” Dr. Pierce says, “and the more you get in the way, the more lives will be lost.”

“I can’t leave her alone with you,” the sentry says.

Dr. Pierce eyes the prisoner. “Anyone can tell that this woman is in no condition to plan an escape. But if you need to, call for backup. One of you can remain here, and the other can escort prisoners to and from their cells.”

The sentry stands there for a moment without speaking.

“What are you waiting for?” The authority in Dr. Pierce’s tone makes the guard step back an inch or so.

He turns and brings his comm to his mouth. “I need nonemergency assistance ASAP.” The sentry walks to the edge of the common area and plants himself like a pouting child.

A tiny portion of me likes seeing him put in his place, even if it was by Dr. Pierce and not a Cobalt. But I don’t have time to waste thinking about a sentry, so I return my attention to the computer screen.

65STV5 is the number at the top of our list. Her name is Sari Mathews, and she’s twenty-nine. In here for robbery. A first offense and not enough for her to be executed. But the next time, she will be, even if she only steals to feed herself or her family.

Ms. Allen stays in her seat across from Sari with a real look of compassion in her eyes and speaks quietly to her while Dr. Pierce brings out a syringe device and begins drawing a vial of blood. Sari winces but doesn’t pull away.

My boss places the vial into a portable device that will immediately extract the data as well as sterilize the blood and convert it to a tiny amount of sanitary waste that can be emptied. It’s not optimal to be unable to retest the blood later, but since there are only the two of us here, we just don’t have the proper storage and manpower to deal with it. For now, what we are doing should give us the information we need to find patterns. If need be, we can come back with a larger team when we have a better idea of what we’re looking for.

I pull up the rest of the list and watch as the data from Sari’s blood populates her listing. I don’t know what it all means yet. We’ll have to get more samples and compare them before we do.

Down at the bottom of the list, there’s a clickable link titled “General Prisoner Population.” My heart skips, and without hesitation I click it, quickly enter “Fisher,” and hold my breath.

83TMU0: Emily Fisher

83TMU1: Kayla Fisher

They’re here, and I make a mental note of the numbers. I’m not sure I sure really count it as a good thing that they are. But at least they’re still alive.

I can see their holding cell numbers, which are not actually that far from our current location, but there’s nothing in their files to indicate that they’ve experienced sickness since arrival. So there’s no way we can request to see them.

I gulp down my heart, which has risen in my throat. I won’t get a chance to speak with either of them this trip. Quickly I close the tab and look up to the next prisoner that’s been escorted to us by the second guard. Sari is gone, probably already back in her cell.

Mr. Walker sidles up beside the new subject and asks his name, while as he sits Ms. Allen repeats her spiel and tells the man who Dr. Pierce is and what he’s doing.

Dr. Pierce barely gets the syringe into the man’s vein when a shrill alarm sounds. We all look around to see what’s happening, and our sentry hurries over.

“There’s been an incident, and I’ll need to escort you to a more secure part of the building.”

My boss curses under his breath, places the new vial into the device, and begins to pack our things. “We were just getting started.”

“I understand,” the sentry says and pulls our subject to his feet. “But for your safety, you need to come with me.”

I close the laptop and hand it to Dr. Pierce, who promptly packs it in his bag along with his test equipment.

Ms. Allen and Mr. Walker flank Dr. Pierce. I gather my bag and follow after them while our sentry escort hands the prisoner off to another guard.

“This way,” the sentry says.

I look back to see several more sentries flooding in and even more prisoners peering out their cell windows to see what the commotion is all about. But I don’t get a chance to find out since we’re quickly hurried away.

What I do notice is that instead of heading in the direction we originally came from, we’re getting closer to where Kalib’s ma and sister might be. My heart picks up speed at the possibility of seeing them.

537, 538, 539, I count down the cell numbers in my head, and each time we pass a window, I catch the gaze of the person inside, just in case.

540. I see the number on an angle ahead of us and move to my left to see if anyone is looking out of their window.

And I see her . . . Kayla.

When her eyes widen, I know that she spots me too. Instantly they well up with moisture and questions.

Her hand slips out the food slot, and I move as close as I can to the door as I approach. Time seems to crawl the moment I reach her cell and drag my hand across the fingertips just extending out the opening. Behind her, sitting on the bed, is Mrs. Fisher. A shell of her former self.

I nearly choke when I see Kalib’s ma, but as fast as possible I lock onto Kayla. Quickly I pull down my mask and mouth, he’s okay.

And then I must move forward with my group.
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Chapter 21




All the questions lurking in Kayla’s gaze haunt my mind as I lie in Mayor Lark’s guest bed that night. Did Kalib’s sister even understand what I mouthed to her? That her brother is safe? And even if she did, it’s not as if it could satisfy everything she and her ma wanted to know.

Despite my exhaustion from taking samples at the prison yesterday, sleep didn’t come easily with a Scarlet sentry stationed outside my room. The man could come in here at any time, and there was nothing I could do about it.

I suspect the only thing that kept him out was the long talk I saw Dr. Pierce having with him. I didn’t hear the whole conversation but picked up enough words to get the gist, and my boss maintained a stern expression the entire time. The guard didn’t come in at all.

I can’t say whether Dr. Pierce did that because he cared about me or just that he doesn’t want his assistant useless to him because of some reckless sentry. But from his past behavior, I’m pretty sure that he does care about me.

The room is an upgrade from what I’ve had at the Pierces’ and Mr. Robinson’s. Not quite up to Scarlet standards, but fairly close. It does surprise me that I wasn’t placed in servant’s quarters, but I have too much else on my mind to dwell on it. With a sigh, I roll over in my soft bed and stare at the light coming through the crack in the room-darkening curtains.

Today we are visiting two to three factories, depending on the amount of time we have. Dr. Pierce believes we’ll need up to fifty more subjects before the data sample size will start being useful . . . that’s the minimum. Not Papa’s transportation factory, though. He is on the list but farther down on priority. I try not to be disappointed, but of course I am.

Knock. Knock. The sound from the door makes me flinch. The sentry? No. I doubt he would bother knocking if he did want to come in. Maybe Dr. Pierce making sure I’m up and ready to go soon. I sit and quickly glance around, my gaze settling on a white robe hung up by the door.

“Just a moment, please.” Quickly I swing my legs off the bed, stand and make my way over to the robe. I wrap the fuzzy garment around myself and open the door.

There stands Mayor Lark, dressed in a luxe ensemble as if she’s ready to start the day and meet with Scarlet businessmen or government officials.

“Oh,” I say, not expecting her at all.

“I know it’s early, but I brought your freshly laundered uniform and breakfast.”

Still at a loss for what to say, I open the door wider to allow the woman to come in. She carries my folded clothes from yesterday and a small bag that I assume is the food she mentioned. I reach out to take both, but instead of handing them off and leaving, she strolls past me to place the clothes at the end of the bed and the bag on the side table.

I glance out to the sentry, who doesn’t even look my way, and close the door as gently as possible.

Behind me Mayor Lark opens the curtains, and light floods the room. “How is the CPW working out for you, my dear?”

I turn to see her sitting in a chair near the window. Nervously I pull the robe’s fabric closer around my body. “Overall it’s been a good thing.”

“You were the first to exit the Tenements on the day you left, correct?”

I tip my head in question and lower myself to the end of the bed next to my clothes. “You remember?”

“The person who volunteers to lead the way stands out in my mind. Doing so doesn’t always mean the same thing, though. Has being a part of the program met your expectations?”

That’s right. On the day I left, Mayor Lark said something to me . . . sometimes expectations are difficult to live up to. Does she say that to everyone?

“I . . . I don’t know.”

She folds her hands on her lap and raises a brow.

If I’m honest, being a part of the CPW has been nothing like I thought it would be. I never expected to get mixed up in the Alliance, have Kalib be a part of it . . . his arrest . . . Aves . . . Not that Aves had anything to do with the CPW.

“It’s very different than I expected,” I admit.

Mayor Lark’s lips stretch into a closed smile. “Life rarely is what we anticipate it to be.” She stands. “I’ll leave you to get dressed since you’ll be departing soon for a busy day.”

With that, the woman nods to me slightly and leaves the room, closing the door behind her. Still confused as to why she came, I check the bag and find a raspberry pastry inside, akin to the type Mr. Robinson often provides. Not a Tenement style of food.

It’s delicious, of course, and I finish it off before taking a shower and preparing myself.




* * *




The side of town we head toward is more familiar than the area near the prison. We’re about four blocks from my old apartment, and I can’t get my mind off my parents. If I could just see them.

Cobalts hurry down the streets, probably to jobs. It could just be my state of mind, but it seems like fewer people stare at us today. I do keep an eye out in case I see Mama, but I already know she heads the opposite way each morning.

Ms. Allen and Mr. Walker have volunteered to help Dr. Pierce carry some of our equipment this morning; they seem to have warmed up to him a little since yesterday. The man made sure each of us was safe and present of mind after our emergency removal from the first testing area. He was also respectful and kind to each of the prisoners we came in contact with, and they know very well that he has no obligation to do so.

“Did you sleep well last night?” Ms. Allen asks me as we walk.

I scoff. “No.”

“Me either,” she admits. “Dr. Pierce shared some of his findings with Walker and me yesterday. Basic stuff . . . but the whole thing is scary.”

“That’s exactly why we’re here,” I say.

We swing around the corner of the street Papa’s factory is on, but I know our scheduled location is on the same street, just farther down, and I’ll have to move on without him even knowing we are so close.

“Your father is the manager, correct?” Dr. Pierce turns and asks me, then eyes the transportation factory.

My heart thuds at the question, and I leave Ms. Allen to catch up with him. “Yes.”

He nods. “I didn’t want to tell you because until just now I hadn’t made up my mind. Even though this factory isn’t at the top of the list, I feel that your father may be able to convince his workers to cooperate with us . . . because he has a little push to do that.”

I gulp down my emotions. Is he taking us there?

“Plus, it’s been hell for me not to be able to see Eleanor. I can’t imagine your father wouldn’t feel the same about you.”

His words shock me. The man has been kind since I arrived in Carmine . . . but also admitting that Papa—a Cobalt—is human and has the same human emotions that he does is quite a leap.

“We don’t know where this virus is going to lead us,” he says softly. “There shouldn’t be any regrets.”

“Are we allowed? It’s a change in the approved schedule . . .”

Dr. Pierce glances around. “Do you see any of my colleagues here? Were they with us yesterday in the prison? In the end, I call the shots, and I’ll just say the transportation factory was the best choice . . . since it is.”

“Thank you,” I whisper.

He waves each of us to the entrance. We check in at security and send instructions to my papa. First they take us to the room to be used for testing, and Mr. Walker and Ms. Allen arrange the table and chairs while Dr. Pierce and I set up the testing equipment.

“Welcome, Dr. Pierce.” My father’s deep voice comes from behind, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. It’s been months since I heard it.

I turn, and Papa’s eyes become saucers. He didn’t know I would be here.

My hands begin to shake as I look over him. He’s thin . . . thinner than ever. So much for eating my portions since I’ve been gone.

“Tenly.” My name slips from my father’s mouth, but he doesn’t move toward me. Perhaps he’s unsure if he even can.

“I brought your daughter to see you.” Dr. Pierce holds out his hand as if to tell us it’s okay for us to approach each other. “Since I can’t see mine.”

I don’t delay. In a second I’m safe in my papa’s warm embrace as the strong man sobs into the top of my head.

“I’m so sorry,” he says to my boss. “This is not like me.” But Papa has never really been a man to hold back his emotions.

We stay in the embrace for a good minute, and then I pull back and look up at him.

“I’ve missed you,” I say. More than that, knowing the danger he’s in with his ties to the Alliance makes me worried. I’m sure he feels the same about me.

“Your mama and I have missed you too.” Papa squeezes my shoulder and returns his attention to Dr. Pierce. “How can I assist you today? I wasn’t given much information.”

My guess is that Papa has more information about the virus than the average Cobalt because of Alliance communications. But even if he does, he won’t let on.

Dr. Pierce explains that we have a list of workers that need to be tested for research purposes, and Papa gets to work gathering them immediately.

He knows, as a Cobalt, that his rights to ask questions when ordered anything by a Scarlet are few.

By noon we are done with gathering our data and pack up.

Papa comes back into the room, and although he’s speaking to Dr. Pierce, his eyes fall on me. “Is there anything else I can assist you with before you leave?”

It suddenly hits me that I have no idea when I’ll see Papa next.

Dr. Pierce pulls his lunch cooler from his belongings. “We will go ahead and have our meal before we move on to the next facility.” My boss tips his chin to me. “Ms. Allen, Mr. Walker, and I will finish up here. You go along with your father for thirty minutes or so.”

My stomach drops at his instructions. “Really?”

Dr. Pierce chuckles. “Stop wasting time with questions. Just do as I say since I can only justify so much time spent in one place.”

“Thank you,” Papa says simply.

“It’s the least I can do,” Dr. Pierce says. “Your daughter has been a great help to me.”

I grab my bag and follow Papa up to his office. It’s smaller than I remember. But after spending time in Carmine, most everything in the Tenement seems smaller.

When he shuts the door behind him, I throw my arms around his chest again. “How’s Mama?” I ask into his shirt. I want to ask what’s going on from his end of the Alliance too, but I know that’s not a safe thing to do.

Papa pulls back from me and runs his hand over my hair. “Let’s eat while we talk.”

I plop into a threadbare seat with metal legs in front of his desk. He circles around to the other side, pulls out a familiar lunch sack, then sits in his chair. Behind him are old, worn-out books about running the transportation factory, and to his side is an outdated computer on which everything takes too long to load.

Papa removes a thin tuna sandwich from his bag. Nothing else.

“Did you already eat the rest?” I ask, opening my sack, which includes a thick roast beef and cheese on dark, marbled bread, an apple and peach, and a bag of chocolate chip cookies . . . likely homemade by Mayor Lark’s personal chef.

“This is it.” Papa smiles.

Guilt rolls around in my stomach as I look at my abundance and his . . . . almost nothing. Quickly I shove the sandwich over to him and hold up the fruit. “Which do you want? Both are okay too.”

“I’m not going to take your sandwich, Tenly.”

“Why? I can just get another when we get back to Mayor Lark’s.”

He purses his lips.

“How about we do a trade? I love tuna . . . you know that.”

Papa lets out a long sigh and nods. “Fine . . . but only if you can get another.”

“I can.” It’s not a lie. There is a pretty good chance more food will be waiting for us when we get back.

His lips push up into a weak smile. “You look great.”

“You look thin,” I admit and gesture to my sandwich in front of him. He picks it up and takes a bite. He closes his eyes like it’s the best thing he’s ever tasted. It probably is.

“Things have gotten worse since you left. With Aves and blaming Cobalts, many of the food suppliers have limited our food chain. They’re punishing us for their false rumors.”

My eyes widen at his traitorous words.

“Oh . . . sorry. I sweep the room every day for bugs. We’re safe. But I don’t want to talk to you about this anyway.”

I take a bite of my new sandwich. It’s a little stale, but fine. “Why? It’s the truth.”

Papa chuckles lightly. “I’m not sure I anticipated my daughter would take so much after my own heart.”

He goes on to tell me about the increased violence and arrests of Cobalts, and I fill him in on the protests I’ve seen and all the propaganda to move attention from Aves.

“And Mama?” I ask.

“She misses you terribly.”

“Does she know about you? The Alliance.?”

Papa glances away. “No. She has enough to worry about.”

“You know you will have to tell her.”

“Sooner rather than later.” He sighs.

“I saw Mrs. Hawkins and Kayla yesterday for literally like two seconds,” I say. “They’re alive at least.”

“They are. Have you spoken to Kalib?” he asks. “I feel terrible for the position I put him in.”

“Kalib made his own choice, just like I did. There’s no reason to feel responsible.”

We sit in silence for a few moments before Papa asks, “Do you trust Dr. Pierce?”

I bite my crunchy apple and chew. “He’s a good man . . . but he’s also a loyal Scarlet. So, yes? But only so far.”

“Make sure to be careful.”

“You know me. I generally am.”

Papa finishes up his sandwich and peach and I hand him half of the cookies plus one. He chuckles. “I could sell these on the black market.”

He’s joking and I know it. Trying to lighten a heavy moment.

“Just eat them. You can take one home to Mama for me.” I take a bite of the chewy cookie and know there will never be another moment like the one I’m sharing with Papa right now.
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“Are you quite sure that you will not need any more samples?” Mayor Lark asks on our return to the City Hall mansion. She wrings her hands together and is obviously nervous . . . probably about what the data will show and what it means for Cobalts. I get the feeling, from my limited interaction with the woman, that she actually does care more about our people than the news lets on.

My body droops with exhaustion, and part of me wishes I could grab a bite then go to bed right now, but I know that won’t be possible. Dr. Pierce and I have a long night ahead of us.

There will be no dinner at the mansion, but I still don’t regret giving Papa my sandwich.

Dr. Pierce holds up the case with the samples inside. “There’s no more time to waste, and this will suffice for now. We really need to get back to my lab and fully analyze the data.”

She bobs her head. “Then there is already a car waiting for you outside the electrodome.” Mayor Lark gives us a fleeting smile. “I sincerely hope you find what you’re looking for . . . a cure for everyone, including your daughter.”

“Thank you,” Dr. Pierce says.

The mayor glances at me. “And thank you for your Cobalt representation in Carmine.”

I bow my head slightly in appreciation.

Behind us wait Mr. Walker and Ms. Allen. Dr. Pierce eyes them. “Many thanks for the support you provided. I think we were able to get the number of samples we did in part because of you two.”

“Just doing our jobs,” Ms. Allen says.

“No,” Dr. Pierce says. “You went above and beyond. I hope we meet again under more favorable circumstances.”

Instinctively my eyebrow crooks. Does he mean that? I doubt he’d say such a thing if he didn’t. There really is no need for manipulation at this point.

“Thank you, sir,” Mr. Walker says.

Dr. Pierce makes a tip of the hat gesture and heads toward the exit, where we can leave the Tenement behind. I raise my hand slightly to wave my goodbyes and follow closely on his heels. A Scarlet sentry greets us outside and pilots us to the already-open exit, and just as Mayor Lark promised, a black car waits for us on the other side.

My heart picks up speed with my memory of the accident, but I don’t let fear stop me. It’s not as if I can stay in the Tenement or never ride in a car again.

I glance back, and a pang stabs at my chest as I leave Mama and Papa behind.

For the second time.

The trip to the lab is a blur, and Dr. Pierce and I barely speak the entire way. Through his Flexx he does order dinner to be waiting for us upon arrival, as along with two large coffees, but they might both be for him after nearly two days without his magical elixir.

He can have them both if he wants.

The streets of downtown Carmine are heavily patrolled by sentry cars, and my pulse accelerates each time I see one, but thankfully there are no protesters around the lab building when we arrive. A guard meets us in the parking area, and we’re escorted upstairs without incident. Dr. Pierce immediately hands off the data to a drone and flops onto a swiveling stool where our dinner waits in a bag on the counter. Next to the bag are two giant cups of steaming coffee in a carrier. My boss removes them and pushes the second cup my way.

I wave my dismissive hand in the air.

“Don’t try to pretend that my terrible caffeine habit hasn’t rubbed off on you. I know you’re dying for it as much as I am.”

I roll my eyes and reach for the cup. “If you insist.” The bitter, hot liquid coats my tongue, and instantly my tense muscles relax. “Yeah . . . I missed that.”

Dr. Pierce chuckles and takes a big swig of his coffee. But a second or so after he does, his Flexx pings. He blows out a quick breath, then picks up the device from the counter.

Slowly, he sets his coffee down and stares at the screen as if mesmerized with terror.

My stomach drops. “What is it?”

“Ellie,” he says simply.




* * *




“Why can’t we just go to your home . . . get her? We’d take all the precautions, just like at the hospital. We can treat her in the lab.” I pace across the floor, hands clasped behind my back.

This is the worst thing that could happen. How are we supposed to focus on the data from the Tenement when Ellie’s worsening condition is sucking all the air out of the room?

Dr. Pierce shakes his head. “As of now, only drone nurses can go in and out of the house. They can’t spread infection and can be easily de-contaminated when leaving.” His answer is almost emotionless as if he’s accepted his fate . . . Ellie’s fate. Mrs. Pierce wouldn’t even speak to him when he called her . . . she only relayed a message. Something about her embarrassment that he’s been in the Tenement rather than in Carmine. Apparently, while we were gone, the details of our trip had been leaked and spread like wildfire along with blurry images of the two of us in the Tenement. I’m sure they could put up clearer ones, but obscured ones not only hide the actual condition of Cobalts but also somehow look more mysterious and salacious.

My eye moves to the quickly working drones in the cleanroom. Data is coming . . . albeit slowly. “We could have something to test on Ellie if she were here.”

“Tenly,” he scolds. “You know better than that. Human testing is going to take months . . . and there is no way the first people tested will be Scarlets.”

“So Cobalts,” I reply flatly.

“It’s the way things are done.”

“Well, Cobalts are not the ones dying,” I hiss. “We all hoped this would just pass for Ellie, but your daughter is going to end up dead if we don’t do something.” I immediately wish I could gather up the words from the air and shove them back into my mouth. But of course, that’s impossible. Shame tears through my middle.

Before he can even respond to my emotional outburst, the door slides back and Dr. Trigman struts through the opening, a smug expression on his face. What in the world does he have to be smug about? But I quickly understand. Behind him is a balding man of medium build that I’ve only ever seen in photos or video.

President Nelson.

He wears what is likely the most expensive custom suit that I’ve ever seen. The pinstriped fabric has an almost iridescent sheen but still looks conservative. I’ve never seen anything like it.

I scan around for a covert escape, but there is none, so I plant my feet to the floor. What else can I do? They’ve already seen me.

“President Nelson,” Dr. Pierce says and stands. “What an honor.” He straightens out his shirt, which is slightly rumpled from our very long day.

I have no clue what I look like at this point after spending the day in the Tenement.

Nelson walks with his hands behind his back and keeps his attention trained on my boss. His eyelids are slightly lowered and his expression unreadable. I finally turn to go into the other room, knowing that I can’t be here.

“Miss Hawkins,” President Nelson says, stopping me in my tracks.

He knows my name?

“You should stay. From the looks of it, you are obviously an important part of this conversation as well.”

Looks of what? The rumor mill?

I gulp and turn back, stuffing my hands into my pockets. Is the man being obvious or threatening? I can’t tell. Somehow I get the feeling he’s just exerting his dominance.

Dr. Trigman stays close to the door and a few steps behind the president, not speaking but taking it all in.

“Firstly,” President Nelson says to Dr. Pierce, “I’m very saddened to hear about your daughter’s condition. Have you heard if anyone else in your household is sick?”

Dr. Pierce keeps his eyes trained on the president, staying collected. “To my knowledge, only Ellie. But the incubation period seems to vary, and the symptoms can come on quickly. Nurse drones are monitoring my wife and staff every few hours for any changes.”

The president shakes his head. “But with your son still in holding, public relations for your family are so mixed. You have all this upset at home . . . and then you run off to Tenement Three with your Cobalt assistant. The whole thing just doesn’t read well.”

My stomach does a flop. We are trying to get answers on Aves! What is wrong with these people that they can’t see this?

“I’m not trying to read well. I’m trying to find solutions, Mr. President.” His eyes move to Dr. Trigman. “No one else wanted to take on the job of collections in the Tenement, but I was seeing data that made it necessary.” He gestures to the ever-working drone. “The information is being processed as we speak, and I’m hopeful some patterns will emerge.”

“And will testing a bunch of Cobalts who are barely ill actually help the people in Carmine that are dying?” the president asks.

“Yes. I believe it will.” Dr. Pierce doesn’t back down.

“And then what . . . you will create a vaccine for Aves?”

“That is the goal, yes. I think I will have answers soon to begin that work.”

Where is the president going with this? My hands grow sweaty, and I discreetly rub them on my skirt. But not discreetly enough—Dr. Trigman eyes me like he’s enjoying this interrogation even though Dr. Pierce seems to be holding his own.

“Scarlets must always come first,” the president says flatly, and his gaze lands on me.

“Mr. President,” Dr. Pierce replies, drawing attention back to himself. “I have worked for you for many years. My goal has always been to focus on the health of Carmine’s Scarlet population. Nothing that I have done has changed that. I will use whatever I have at my disposal to protect our interests, whether that opinion is popular or not. Please don’t allow rumors or speculation to sway your opinion about me.”

At these words, the president’s stance relaxes slightly. “Just know that much is at stake here.”

“I’ve never believed otherwise,” Dr. Pierce says. “My loyalties remain unchanged.”

But is that true? I can’t quite answer that question myself. Maybe in the end Dr. Pierce is loyal to the science . . . and that certainly has not changed.

The president flares his nostrils slightly but relents. “I’ll leave you to your work.” He turns, nods slightly to Dr. Trigman, and leaves the lab.

For several moments no one speaks until Dr. Pierce breaks the silence. “What is it you are trying to do here, Dr. Trigman?”

“In the lab?” His smug expression is back.

“No. I know that you had something to do with the president coming here tonight.”

Dr. Trigman purses his lips. “I’m too busy doing my own research to involve myself in rumors.”

“You are using this tragedy as an opportunity to elevate your rank. Hoping to drag me down for some reason.”

Everything in me wants to disappear into the next room, but I have no desire to call attention to myself like I did when the president kept me from leaving.

“Maybe the disarray of your family affairs is causing you to be distracted,” Dr. Trigman shoots back. “Someone with less chaos should be in charge.”

“My family affairs are motivating me to find out what brought on Aves and how to cure it.”

“An avian flu brought on Aves,” Dr. Trigman says. “We don’t need to focus there.”

“There is a possibility that we still do.” Dr. Pierce gulps as if he’s said too much.

I furrow my brow. We’ve not discussed much about the true origin of the disease. Does he know something he hasn’t told me?

“Do you suspect that the rumors about Cobalt origin are true?”

Dr. Pierce rolls his eyes. “Of course not. Have you been to the Tenements lately? No, that was Miss Hawkins and me. Tech is so limited there that if Cobalts wanted to start a war, it would not be through biowarfare. They simply don’t have the means.”

Dr. Trigman rests his attention on me. “Don’t give up any ideas concerning revolution.”

My boss scoffs. “You are wasting time wrapping your own self up in frivolousness and speculation. Open your eyes to what is real here. It’s more than climbing the corporate ladder. If Aves continues to spread, there might not be a ladder to climb.”

“Careful, Gavin,” Dr. Trigman lowers his voice.

“Get out of my lab and let me work!” Dr. Pierce points to the door.

“I think you are going places that you shouldn’t venture, Gavin . . . in more ways than one,” Dr. Trigman says.

“Just leave.”

Dr. Trigman squares his shoulders, turns, and exits. Nearly the second he’s gone, it’s as if all the bravado drains from my boss. He reaches for the stool behind him, grabs it, and pulls it close to sit on.

His hands immediately go to his now-pale face. The man has the weight of the world on him and at the same time is expected to solve all of its current problems.

Thoughts race in my mind about what to do as my boss breaks down. I want to know what he hasn’t told me yet about the nature of Aves. If I know him, he just wants to be sure before he makes any announcements . . . I doubt he’s hiding anything.

“Dr. Pierce,” I finally say after what seems to be too long. “We need to eat some dinner and get back to work. There are people who need us. In the morning Henry can help out too.” I reach for the bag of food.

My plan is not perfect, and I’m sure what he really needs is a night-long break. But I also know that he has no desire to give up here.

And Ellie needs him.
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I jolt awake when my hand slips from my face, almost landing my head flat on the lab counter. Instantly I realize that even four cups of coffee had no chance of keeping me awake all night. Over my head a drone buzzes by, still working.

Across from me Dr. Pierce yawns but is still awake.

“Why’d you let me fall asleep?” I check the time. 4 a.m.

He glances from his computer screen. “Oh . . . I didn’t even notice.” His eyebrows furrow and he points to his device. “Come tell me if you think there’s something here or if being up all night is playing tricks on me.”

I stretch my legs out to the floor from my stool. My stiff muscles from trying to stay balanced while asleep don’t want to comply, but I force them anyway.

When I reach his side, he has the data in graph form with Scarlets and Cobalts separated out. Percentagewise, it appears that the rate of illness is roughly the same for each group . . . but the severity of infection and death on the Cobalt side is greatly reduced.

“Are you sure it’s Aves that the Cobalts are even getting?” I ask.

He nods. “I’ve run all the antibody tests of the CPW members as well as the inhabitants of the Tenements. Not all . . . but most of those who reported any low level of sickness in the past several months have antibodies for Aves. Even some that did not report illness.”

“So Cobalts are spreading the disease too, but responding differently to the infection than Scarlets?”

“Yes.” He taps on the screen and swipes away the current data. “That first night we ran the data, I noticed something odd but didn’t want to create alarm before I knew what I was dealing with.”

I’d cast the memory aside, but he did encrypt part of the data that night before I had a chance to see it. “And can you share it now?”

He puffs out a quick breath. “Your test showed a slightly elevated interferon level.”

“Interferons?”

“Well, in short, interferons are types of proteins produced by the body’s cells as a defense mechanism against viruses. They regulate our immune response.”

I gulp. “Why would they be elevated?”

“Honestly? I don’t know yet. But the data shows that Cobalts overall have higher than normal interferon levels.”

I cross my arms over my chest and mentally sort the information. “Do you think that we had the elevated counts before or after being exposed to Aves?”

He pauses as if in thought and brings up the data again. Dr. Pierce separates it out into more columns. “The phenomenon seems to be prior to exposure since not all the Cobalt subjects have been exposed to Aves . . . there are no specific antibodies present. But across the board, the interferon counts are higher . . . antibodies or not.”

“Do I have antibodies?” Part of me doesn’t really want to know.

He quickly shakes his head. “No . . . it does not appear that you’ve been exposed to or carried the Aves virus at any point.”

I let out a quick breath. It probably means nothing, but I’d never want to be accused of somehow unknowingly spreading the virus to anyone. We Cobalts have enough to worry about, and I wouldn’t want to be the one to blame for making Ellie sick somehow. “So what exactly do you think is happening?”

“It’s very preliminary, but it seems like the elevation is creating a hostile environment for the disease. The Cobalts are being exposed . . . seemingly at a higher rate than Scarlets due to the number of test subjects in the Tenements who had antibodies, but the virus is quickly fought off, effects mild and recovery quick.” He brings up his notes from the subjects in the prison. “More than 40% of the subjects who had claimed illness in the past thirty days reported quick temperature spikes that lasted no more than an hour, and most felt normal after it broke.”

“But then why do Cobalts have permanently elevated interferons?”

Dr. Pierce twists his lips. “That is the million-Coinage question. But if we can discover what it is, we might be able to protect people from the disease.”

His Flexx buzzes with an alert. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out the device. “It’s Cornell Robinson. Could he be looking for you?”

My heart skips with the intuition that something could be wrong. Why would Mr. Robinson contact Dr. Pierce? Especially this early in the morning.

He taps the screen, and Mr. Robinson’s face appears. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Gavin, but it’s important for me to speak with you.”

Dr. Pierce eyes me briefly, probably trying to decide if he should send me from the room or not. “I have time.”

Mr. Robinson nods. “Good. I’m waiting in a car downstairs. Bring your assistant with you.”

The screen goes dark, and Dr. Pierce’s eyes widen. “Do you know anything about this?”

“No.” And I really don’t.

Dr. Pierce pockets his Flexx, removes his safety gloves, and tucks his laptop under his arm. “Let’s go.”

I follow him blindly. Obviously, from how Dr. Pierce rehomed me with Mr. Robinson, he trusts him . . . at least to some extent. So if Mr. Robinson requests a meeting, then it gets taken.

But what could this be about? Me, Ellie, the visit from the president earlier? From Dr. Pierce’s tense expression, he might have similar pressing questions.

The entire ride down the elevator to the first floor is silent, and sure enough, a black car sits in front of the building. The door opens and reveals Mr. Robinson waiting inside.

Dr. Pierce and I quickly enter, and the door shuts behind us.

“What’s this about?” Dr. Pierce is the first to speak.

Mr. Robinson lets out a quick breath and locks onto Dr. Pierce. “There isn’t much time, and I can’t give you any physical evidence of what I’m about to say. But your life is in danger, and we don’t have much time to save it and all of your research.”

“What are you talking about, Cornell?”

“You received a visit from the president, correct?”

“Yes? Why?” Dr. Pierce’s voice raises in pitch slightly, making my chest tense.

I watch Mr. Robinson for any indication of what is going on. For him to out himself in any capacity puts all of us in danger, so this must be something big.

“Does he know you’re here?” Dr. Pierce asks.

“Not yet.” Mr. Robinson checks the time. “And we only have about ten minutes before I must take you back to the lab.”

“What do you mean my life is in danger?” my boss asks.

“We believe you are being set up,” Mr. Robinson says.

My breath hitches with this admission since no one has mentioned it to me before now. “Since when?”

Mr. Robinson briefly eyes me as if to warn me to keep quiet and returns his attention to Dr. Pierce. “The puzzle has only recently come together, but we believe it started the day of the news announcement. From financial records, it appears that a large sum of Coinage was deposited in Blake Gonzalez’s account that very morning. We’ve surmised that it was the payoff to ask a very specific group of questions.”

About Cobalt involvement in the spread of Aves. The rumors were started on purpose.

He continues, “It is our belief⁠—”

“Our? Who is ‘our’?” Dr. Pierce asks.

Mr. Robinson shakes his head. “That’s not something I can tell you. But it is our belief that Dr. Trigman knows more about Aves than he’s letting on. So when you continued in a different direction of gathering data about the disease than his team, drastic action needed to be taken.”

Dr. Pierce tightens his jaw. “And that means?”

“That Eleanor’s exposure to Aves was not an accident.”

“What?” I cry, wanting to leap up from my seat, but of course I can’t in the moving car.

Dr. Pierce lets out a string of foul curses. “If you are lying to me, Cornell⁠—”

“I have no reason to lie, Gavin. The Carmine government wanted you off the project or at least to fall in line. When you went to Tenement Three, they knew your course of study was not controllable. Likely they want to see your results and then bury them . . . you and Miss Hawkins with it.”

Is that why I was in that car accident? To assassinate me? To scare Dr. Pierce?

“But why Eleanor?”

Mr. Robinson shakes his head. “We have no idea if she was a target or just shrapnel from the hit. But it was likely to cause you to back away from the research . . . too much family stress and personal involvement. Everything about it would create an understandable exit for you . . . while they could bring you back later for your expertise. Losing you completely was likely considered a last resort.”

“And the president?” Dr. Pierce asks. “How is he involved?”

“President Nelson will do what it takes to hold onto power.” Mr. Robinson places both hands on his knees. “You are a well-respected figure. I’m sure everything was tried to silence you without further repercussions for the future.”

“We’re at the end of what might be a significant discovery in the data,” Dr. Pierce whispers as he tips his chin to his laptop. “I’ve kept everything encrypted.”

Mr. Robinson flits his gaze between the two of us. “Then it’s time that you need to disappear . . . or that data, whatever it is, will likely never see the light of day or will be twisted into something it’s not. But there is a high probability that if conclusive data opposes the direction they wish to steer this crisis, they will need to dispose of you . . . valuable or not.”

Dr. Pierce leans back into his seat, speechless.

“What do we need to do?” I ask.

“You need to gather up any data you have and destroy any duplicate records of findings. I can arrange for a car to pick you up as soon as you are ready.”

“How do I know it’s not you who’s lying to me?” Dr. Pierce growls.

“Have I lied to you before, Gavin?” Mr. Robinson keeps his tone flat.

“You have obviously kept things from me.”

“We have only recently established more than a professional relationship. You can’t expect a man to trust that quickly. But right now I need you to trust me.”

The space between Dr. Pierce’s eyebrows wrinkles. “You are proposing treason.”

“You’re right. I am.” Mr. Robinson locks his stare on my boss. “And if you don’t go along with it, we will all die . . . and for the wrong reasons. You know this.”

“If I leave . . . Eleanor has zero chance of survival.”

A gasp escapes my lips.

“If you stay, the result will be the same. Don’t make all your work be for nothing . . . or worse, twisted and used for building power.”

A pained expression twists at my boss’s face. “I won’t leave without my family.”

Mr. Robinson shakes his head. “Your wife and son are a liability to us, and Eleanor . . . just moving her could be dangerous, not to mention that she’s infected.”

“I will not leave without my daughter.”

He doesn’t argue about Madam or Jax . . . he knows very well that they’re a threat to the safety of anyone involved in this situation and are likely to turn on him anyway. But Ellie? She is innocent in all of this.

“I can’t—” Mr. Robinson starts.

My mind twists. “If she can be extracted, we could try to treat her experimentally.”

“Miss Hawkins,” Mr. Robinson says. “Extraction is a huge risk, and the likelihood of her survival is slim.”

I lean forward. “The information Dr. Pierce and I have is likely invaluable. For his personal mental health, this needs to happen.”

Dr. Pierce eyes me as if to say, who are you?

“And if she dies anyway?” Mr. Robinson asks. The man is kind . . . but also extremely realistic.

Before my boss can answer, I say, “There is a stasis machine that you should have access to at the Sub. We can transfer Ellie into it, and that will give Dr. Pierce the time and incentive he needs to work on finding a cure or slowing down Aves.”

Both Mr. Robinson’s and Dr. Pierce’s mouths fall open.

I straighten my back, confident in my next words. “It’s our only chance to beat this disease and save Ellie’s life. We need to work together . . . whether we completely trust each other or not.”
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My heart pounds as Dr. Pierce’s shaking hand inserts the microdrive that will initiate the destruction of all the data as soon as we leave. The program will also instruct the bots that must remain behind to destroy any remaining blood samples so the research won’t be replicable. We can’t risk what he’s found falling into the wrong hands and being used against him or anyone else.

I check the time. We have five minutes before we must leave. Henry keeps rolling through my mind. He knows nothing about today, but I know he’ll be questioned about us once we’re missing, and I can’t do a thing about it.

Mr. Robinson was taking a big risk by allowing us to return to the lab since Dr. Pierce logically could change his mind at any second. Not to mention getting caught. His entire existence . . . his life’s work is being pulled out from underneath him. If not for the hope for Ellie I provided, I’m not sure he’d be able to do this. But if we don’t gather the remaining data, we’ll fall behind schedule, and even minutes are valuable right now.

“We have to go,” I remind him.

He bobs his head and hands me a second laptop identical to the one he’s carrying. We’ve gathered a modest sampling of blood that has not been fully analyzed and tucked it into a small medical case. None of these things should cause concern until it’s too late to do anything about it.

At least that’s the hope.

I can’t let any other option enter my mind; not now, anyway.

Thankfully, Dr. Pierce doesn’t ask me questions about what I’m involved in . . . what Mr. Robinson is involved in. His primary concern is for Ellie and the knowledge that his life is in danger. Deep down I’m sure he knows that it’s true . . . even if he doesn’t want it to be.

Too much has happened in recent weeks for him not to believe it.

He glances around and then hits the countdown on the microdrive. A hard breath exits his lips, and he gestures with his head for us to go.

With our small amount of invaluable equipment, we take the stairs instead of the elevator, which will avoid most of the sentries in the building other than the one at the front door.

Dr. Pierce straightens his back when the uniformed security guard comes into view. “Rough night.” He tips his chin up. “Off to get a few hours of sleep, and then we’ll be back to start all over.” How my boss maintains this level of calm I don’t quite understand, but likely it’s because he’s been working on the facade for his entire life. “Make sure we have enough coffee,” he jokes to the guard.

The sentry chuckles. “I’ll stock up on my break, Dr. Pierce.”

After that, we head outside where an empty auto car waits for us. Nothing about the scene is out of the ordinary, but by now my breath is coming in short pants. Quickly we pile in the car, and looking through the back window, I search the early morning streets for signs that we’re being followed. But as far as I can tell, there’s no one. At this hour, before the morning rush, few cars or pedestrians are downtown. There aren’t even any protesters.

Even they need sleep apparently.

Dr. Pierce and I don’t speak as the car pulls away from the curb. I have no idea where we’re going next; Mr. Robinson was unable to tell us for safety reasons in case we’re caught.

About a mile out of the city, the vehicle pulls to the side of the road and my heart picks up speed.

“What’s happening?” Dr. Pierce asks, his head swiveling around.

Almost out of nowhere, three vans pull up beside the auto car; masked people jump from each one and head our way. Are they Alliance? I have no way of knowing. But before I get much time to think about it, Dr. Pierce and I are being pulled from the car. A masked female yanks the laptop from my hands, and someone else does the same with my boss’s equipment.

A whimper escapes my lips at the memory of my accident and not knowing what’s happening here.

“Who are you?” Dr. Pierce demands.

“This is all being done for your safety, Dr. Pierce.” The voice is that of Loretta Brink . . . but she’s masked too.

Instantly on hearing her, my blood pressure drops to something that might feel normal. This is the Alliance. But before I can say anything to Dr. Pierce, a hood is shoved over his head and he’s being stuffed into one of the vans.

“What are you doing?” I demand.

Ms. Brink grabs my arm but doesn’t answer my question. “You’ll be given instructions along the way. I’m not going with you.”

I start to speak, but it’s too late because I’m already in the third van and watching the one with Dr. Pierce inside and the other containing our equipment head down the street. The auto car is gone, likely headed to its next destination to retrieve another passenger, one blissfully unaware of what just happened.

The door slams shut and the car lurches forward.

“Where are we going?” I ask the masked people sitting in the back of the van. They also have some sort of device that runs a tube under their masks. I have no idea what for.

A male holds a camouflage uniform, a dark mask, and the same device that they wear. “Put these on.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re the extraction team for Eleanor Pierce,” the female sitting behind him says.

I take what I’m offered. At least the Alliance is keeping their word.

That’s something.




* * *




All I can think about as we approach the Pierce estate is the fact that they hooded my boss and he might know nothing about what’s happening right now. He might think I betrayed him. But there’s little point in asking about all that. I have to think about Ellie.

“How do you plan to get in the house?”

The deep-voiced male, whose name is James, pulls out a Flexx and taps the screen. Up pops a map of the estate, and he points to one spot. “There’s an old gate toward the rear of the property.”

I nod. “Yes. And it’s still workable.”

James eyes me.

“A lifetime ago I snuck out in the middle of the night.” I leave out the whole part about it leading to another rescue operation since we have no time for that.

“Good,” says the female, Zoe. “At least we can be sure it’s viable.”

We run through the instructions, and I show them on the schematics where the staff stairway is that leads to the hall where Ellie’s room is. As long as that’s where she’s being confined. But it’s where she was the last time I video-chatted with her.

“And what about protection from the virus?” I ask. “We already know the house is contaminated.”

Zoe points to the device under her mask, which is inserted in her nose. “These prototypes are designed to keep the virus at bay. Any pathogens you inhale will be trapped and destroyed. They should keep us safe for a limited amount of time . . . but not forever. So this needs to be quick.”

We pull off about a block from our destination and exit the van. Each of us is outfitted with a pistol. The weapon feels heavy in my hands, but I know I can use it if necessary to get Ellie out of this place. James waves the group forward as we weave down the still-darkened streets just before sunrise.

I gulp as we reach the old worn-out door built into the wall of the Pierce estate. The first time I used it, my life changed drastically, and I have no doubt that this time will be any different.

Daylight hovers on the horizon as we make our way across the back lawn. I push all the memories of living at the Pierce estate, good and bad, to the back of my mind. My focus needs to be on the task at hand.

At the staff entrance is a security drone put there to enforce the house quarantine.

James taps on his device, and almost instantly the drone lowers itself to the ground, no longer active.

“We have fifteen minutes, max,” he whispers. “In and out.”

“Does Isaiah know we’re here?” I ask, suddenly remembering him.

Zoe whispers, “He knows and will run the necessary interference.”

I blow out a quick, nervous breath and follow them through the door. We make quick work of the hall and stairs. James is the first to check the upper level for anyone who might try to stop us. That said . . . we have guns, and the rest of the staff does not. They are not trained fighters.

The hall is empty. Only a quarantine bot lies in the middle of the floor, unable to function for at least ten more minutes.

James waves me forward. “We’ll cover for you, but you’re here because Eleanor trusts you. We’re not entirely sure what kind of shape she’s in, but we don’t want to frighten her and ruin this entire mission.”

I nod and spot her door. “How do we know what’s inside the room?”

“From what I can tell, it’s a nurse bot. But I disabled it at the same time as the others.” James glances at Zoe. “We’ll be right with you.”

I get a better grip on my gun, not feeling great about entering Ellie’s room with a weapon, but I know it’s necessary.

But the second I step out into the hall, I hear a voice.

“Why won’t you tell me what’s going on?” Madam’s tone is shrill, demanding. But that’s not completely new to me.

I duck back into the doorway but spot her coming down the hall from the direction of her room and talking to someone on her Flexx. The woman is dressed in a white robe with feathery fabric at the end of the sleeves. Her hair is in complete disarray . . . not at all like I’ve ever seen her before.

“What is happening is totally unacceptable!” Mrs. Pierce’s eyes are wild. She is so focused on her screen that she doesn’t appear to notice that the quarantine bot is down. But if she doesn’t look up soon, she will trip over it.

I hold my breath, clutching the gun. If she sees something is wrong, she’ll immediately alert the authorities. With the quarantine in place, I have no idea what they’ll do, but it means that I’d have to shoot Mrs. Pierce. I pretty much hate the woman, but it doesn’t mean I want to kill her.

When she’s several feet from the downed bot, I lay my finger on the trigger, heart pounding, ready to fire.

But faster than I’ve ever seen him move, Isaiah flies up the stairs and meets her. “Madam.” He quickly spins her back toward her bedroom. “It’s too early for you to be up. Everything is handled to the best of our ability.” Slowly he takes the device from her and taps the screen, hanging up on whoever was on the other side.

I fully expect her to fly into a rage at his forwardness, but instead, she slumps and sobs at him.

“Madam,” Isaiah says calmly. “Have you taken your morning medication?”

She attempts to pull herself back toward Ellie’s room, but Isaiah keeps her from doing so.

“Why did Eleanor become infected?” she sobs. “It’s not fair! She’s only a child.”

Instantly compassion for the horrible woman overwhelms me. She might have a heart underneath that thick skin and rigid facade.

Isaiah mutters something to her that I can’t hear and guides Mrs. Pierce down the hall away from us. He never even glances our way, but he must know exactly where we are.

I twist back to my group and James mouths, go.

Despite my legs not wanting to move, I force myself to Ellie’s door. Without turning, I can feel the team at my back and sides. When I enter the dim, pink room, my eyes immediately go to the child-shaped lump in the bed. Medical equipment sits beside her, beeping constantly to indicate that she’s still alive, and the nurse bot lies on the ground a few feet from the foot of the bed. I take a slow step toward Ellie, but when a labored breath comes from her lump, I’m reminded of exactly why we’re here and why we need to get out as soon as possible.

Ellie might not survive the day.

I tuck my gun into the waist of my pants and race to her. The sleeping child is ghost white, as if there is almost no blood running through her body. Her lips are purple, as is the skin under her eyes. Her hair is drenched in sweat.

“Ellie, it’s Tenly. I’m going to take you someplace safe.” I run my fingers through her damp hair. She’s soaked and burning up.

A wheeze exits her throat. “Tenly?” But as my name exits her lips, her eyes roll back into her head.

No, no, no! Quickly I unhook all the wires attached to her, then thread my arms under the child and pull her up. But she’s too heavy. There’s no way I can carry her down the stairs and to the van.

James swoops in from behind and gathers Ellie into his arms. “You all are going to have to cover me. This is worse than we knew.”

Tears burn in my eyes, but I know there’s no time for that sort of thing. I swipe my weapon from my waist and follow behind the others. Quickly we make it to the staff stairwell, through the servant’s quarters, and out the back door.

But before we get far, someone screams. I twist back to find Lydia standing on the back porch. “Get Ellie out of here!”

“We need to just go . . .” Zoe yells.

But I know Lydia. She’ll sound the alarm if she hasn’t already.

Instinctively I bolt toward the lady’s maid, and she spins to run. But I’m too quick and am already on top of her and have her pinned to the ground. I raise the butt of my gun in the air to strike her on the head, but Lydia claws and grabs for my mask, somehow ripping it from my face and knocking my gun from my hand.

“Tenly!” Then she calls me a vulgar name.

I pull back my arm and punch her square in the jaw. “Don’t you ever call me that again. You’re lucky I’m not killing you right here and now.”

She grunts as I pin her again and reach for my gun, gripping it tightly. I raise it, look her square in her terrified eyes and say, “I’m saving Ellie’s life. If I were you, I’d let Madam know.”

She opens her mouth to say something, but I cut her off. “Don’t try to stop us!” And with that, I whack her in the head with the butt of the gun and she’s out.

I stare at what I’ve done for too long until I feel a hand on my shoulder. Hyperventilating, I turn to Zoe.

“We have to leave,” she says.

I don’t waste any more time.
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At the Sub, I pile out of the van and run to the back to help Zoe and James get Ellie unloaded as quickly as possible.

“Eleanor!” Dr. Pierce shouts from behind me and I twist toward him. A man I don’t know grabs my boss, no longer hooded but still cuffed, out of his van and jerks him to his feet. Dr. Pierce grunts and nearly stumbles but catches himself.

I glance around for Ms. Brink but don’t see her. I curse the man while making a beeline for him. “Stop doing this. He came willingly! You should give him some respect.”

The man eyes me. “He didn’t give Cobalts respect. He’s only here to save the skin of his little runt.”

The insult about sweet Ellie sends fire into my belly, and I launch into the guy. I’m sure the whole attack is sloppy, but I manage to push him to the ground while Dr. Pierce stands back in horror.

“You don’t know anything.” The words nearly spit into his face.

The man shoves me off him and I roll onto the floor. Several other people race toward us to contain the situation.

“What are you? A Scarlet lover?” the man growls.

My neck radiates with heat from the derogatory term I’ve been called before, back in the Tenement. I don’t look away from the guy though. Not everyone here, even in the Sub, is on board with Scarlets and Cobalts being on equal footing. “I thought this was a safe place.”

“Please,” Dr. Pierce begs, “I just want to get my daughter to the med room.”

My attention pulls to movement from the other van, where med techs are taking Ellie out on a stretcher. James, Zoe, and Trevor are gone. She has some sort of clear containment shield around her, to keep the disease from spreading. One of the techs has long, dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. I’m not sure, but I think I recognize her. Maybe from the night Kalib was rescued. If only Kalib were here now.

“Sam,” a woman says to the man I just attacked, “you’re needed elsewhere.”

Sam huffs and stands, then jogs off to wherever elsewhere is.

The woman holds out a hand and helps me up. “I’m Dr. Lopez, and you’ll have to forgive him.” She brings out a new Flexx and hands it to me.

Really? I don’t need to forgive anyone if I don’t want to.

I don’t say it, of course. Instead I nod, pocket my device and go to Dr. Pierce so we can follow where the others are taking Ellie.

I’m shaking as they pilot us through the Sub and finally to a med room with a couple of media screens in the corners. Dr. Pierce doesn’t take his eyes off his daughter the entire way here. Outside the room, we’re outfitted in PPE before we’re allowed to enter since Ellie will have to be removed from her containment. The equipment inside is even higher tech than I expected. I recall that Kalib said they got it from New Philly, and I wonder what the Alliance gave in return. But I push the thoughts aside. Right now, all that matters is getting Ellie stabilized.

Dr. Pierce steps closer to Ellie, but he’s stopped by Dr. Lopez.

“I’m sorry, sir,” she says, “But we can only have you as a spectator. This tech is tricky and requires the people running it to know exactly what they’re doing.”

Dr. Pierce’s expression droops, but he nods in agreement. “Just be careful.”

“Of course.” She purses her lips. “But I can do this.” Dr. Lopez takes out her Flexx, taps on the screen, and shines a beam on Dr. Pierce’s shackled wrists, which unlock, and she removes them. “There.” Then she leaves us to help attend to Ellie.

Slowly they prepare Ellie for removal from her current enclosure, and several people busy themselves around the stasis container.

“Everything . . . everything is gone,” Dr. Pierce mutters. He wrings his hands and rubs at his wrists.

My heart breaks for the man. Everything he knows is gone . . . all that’s left is that he’s still alive and his daughter has a slim chance to survive too. “I’m so sorry it had to be this way.”

Dr. Pierce eyes me with what looks like a million thoughts swirling through his brain. He’s likely angry underneath all the confusion and grief, but it probably isn’t just at me. His own people betrayed him . . . are responsible for the state Ellie is in at this moment.

“I’m sorry too.” He returns his attention ahead of us where the med techs finally load Ellie into the clear glass chamber.

Her skin is still pale white. The monitor on the computer hooked to the stasis chamber reads 102.1° F. High . . . but not as high as when we first arrived to take her. At least there’s that.

I reach up and place my hand on Dr. Pierce’s shoulder. It’s not as if we have the type of relationship where I can try to comfort him, but I’m all he has right now. His wife has turned her back on him to save herself from complete ruin, and he was already estranged from Jax . . . not that Jax would offer him much solace, I’m sure. He doesn’t resist or shrug me off. A moment later I give him a squeeze and drop my hand back to my side.

Twenty minutes pass, and the stasis machine beeps lightly in time with Ellie’s heartbeat. The lab tech I thought I recognized enters the final commands, and the sound of suction fills the room. Immediately a fog of gases rolls over Ellie’s frame, puffs against the side of the glass, then dissipates. Ellie takes in a deep breath, blows it out, then pauses. Her chest appears to have stopped moving.

Dr. Pierce winces.

The woman who spoke to us upon entering glances up from her work. “That’s completely normal. All of Eleanor’s vital functions are slowed, not stopped. This will essentially slow the progression of the virus and any damage it’s done to her until we can find a cure.”

Dr. Pierce opens his mouth as if to ask a question but then shuts it. I think for the moment the scientist in him is gone, and all that’s left is a father who wants his daughter to live.

“For now it’s going to be okay,” she says.

And that’s really all we have. Now. Not yesterday . . . not tomorrow. Now.

With few words, the techs finish up and leave. We all remove and dispose of our PPE after a disinfectant is sprayed into the room, and soon it’s just me, Dr. Pierce, and Dr. Lopez.

“It’s time to go,” she says and gestures toward the exit.

“I’m not leaving her,” Dr. Pierce insists.

“There’s nothing you can do. Her condition is stable and is not likely to change.”

Dr. Pierce squares his shoulders. “If this were your child, would you leave?” He holds her gaze.

I take in a shuddering breath and hold it for a second, not sure what will happen next.

Dr. Lopez’s attention flits to me and then back at my boss. “I can have a cot brought in and a guard stationed at the door. But I’ll need to administer a sedative since part of the deal was for you to begin work right away. I can’t have you useless from no sleep.”

“Agreed,” Dr. Pierce says.

Dr. Lopez’s attention moves out the open door. “I think someone is here for you, Miss Hawkins.”

I turn. And then I see him.

A ghost. A dream.

No, it’s him. It’s Kalib. Somehow I thought that he might not still be here and I’d be told he was moved without me knowing it.

But he’s here.

As fast as I can, I weave my way out the door and we nearly collide in the dimly lit hall. I crash into his warm embrace, and all the emotion I suppressed on the way here comes gushing out right onto him.

“Kalib,” I sob into his chest, and he pulls me closer like he’s never going to let me go. And fairy tale or not, that is what I really want.

Kalib runs his rough hands up into my hair. “I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again,” he mutters. “I kept hoping, but it didn’t seem possible.”

I know the feeling.

Tears running down my cheeks, I tilt my head up and stand on tiptoe to meet his mouth, which isn’t easy because he’s so much taller than me. The timing is terrible, but out of all this, I need something good.

Something right.

Even if it can only last a moment.

And apparently, it’s what Kalib needs too because he doesn’t resist. At all.

He kisses me deeply and uses his hands and arms around my waist to pull me up from the ground and closer to him. “I missed you so much,” he says between kisses.

But I don’t give him the chance to say more before I kiss him again, letting out so much of my pent-up emotion to this boy—no, man—that I’d loved for so long but wouldn’t admit to myself.

Breathless, I finally break from my best friend, and a bittersweet smile tugs at the corners of my lips as I take him in. Kalib is so handsome . . . his slightly mussed blond hair, the golden brown freckles dotting his nose and cheeks, his square jaw . . . his loyal heart.

The heart that has been loyal to me, waited for me.

Slowly he lowers me to the ground and brushes a wayward curl off my forehead. As he does, his breath picks up and he shudders. Kalib runs his hand down my arm until he gets to my hand, and he interlaces my fingers with his. For a moment his attention trains ahead of us.

“There’s nothing more you can do here for now.”

His words plunge me back to reality, and the world weighs down. “I need to get back to Ellie.”

But Kalib shakes his head. “Ellie is in the best place she can possibly be. You need to take care of yourself.”

Take care of myself? What does that even mean at this point?

“You need to rest,” he urges. “I’m sure you’re exhausted.”

I am exhausted since I didn’t sleep all night. “But there’s so much to do.”

“I know,” he agrees. “There is always too much to do, but if you don’t take care of yourself first, you’re no good to anyone else. And who knows if we’ll have the luxury of enough sleep soon.”

Longingly, I glance back the way I’d come . . . to the place where I know Ellie rests in stasis and where Dr. Pierce has been given a sedative to help him rest.

“There’s nothing else you can do for her,” he says and squeezes my hand. “You already risked everything for them.”

I relent and squeeze his hand back.

“I’ll take you to your room.” Kalib’s eyes are soft, kind . . . understanding.

But I quickly shake my head. “I don’t want to be alone in this place. I want to be with you.”

He bites his lip for a moment and says, “There are no rules against it. I just thought⁠—”

“No.” I’m firm. “We’ve been apart long enough, and I don’t want to be anymore.” My heart speeds at my assertiveness.

“Okay.” Kalib nods and pilots me down the empty hall for about a five-minute walk through several gray concrete corridors. We finally end up at a door which must be to his room, but he doesn’t go in. “You’re sure this is where you want to stay? There are plenty of rooms at the Sub . . . it’s mostly unused.”

“I’ve never been more sure.”

He opens the door to reveal a utilitarian space. “It’s nothing fancy but has everything I need. These quarters are designed to be for the higher-ups. But right now there aren’t too many of those around, so most everyone gets their own quarters.”

A messy bed where Kalib must have been sleeping earlier is in the corner. A small kitchenette lines the other wall next to a door that must be the bathroom, and finally a small couch and a table complete the studio.

“I’ll stay and take the couch,” he says as he goes to a chest of drawers and pulls out a T-shirt and pair of shorts. “You can change into these if you want. We’ll get you some clothes that fit better later.”

I smile and take the offering. “Thank you.

“Bathroom is there.” He tips his chin to the door I’d identified earlier.

Exhausted, I head for some privacy and change my clothes. The T-shirt is soft and despite being clean still holds some of Kalib’s scent . . . although I could be imagining it. I wrap my arms around my chest for a brief moment, gather up my dirty clothes, and go back into the main living area where he waits for me with a small plate in hand.

On it rests a wrapped food item, and as I get closer, I see what it is.

“I know you want to sleep, but they had these in the rations the other day,” he says. “I really wasn’t sure if I’d see you again, but they were packaged to last a really long time, and I thought I’d save it just in case.”

Tears well in my eyes at the sight of the precut, wrapped piece of chocolate cake with a fork on the side that Kalib holds out to me.

He could be offering me the world and it would not mean more.

Slowly I walk toward him, and a tear rolls down my cheek. “We should share it.”

A sweet, almost shy smile curls at his lips as I lead him to the edge of his bed and we both sit. The only sound comes from the crinkling of the cake’s packaging as he opens it. I push my fork into the delicate cake and then offer him a bite first. He takes it and smiles like it’s the most amazing thing ever.

Not to be left out of the experience, I take my bite, and he’s right.

Amazing.

Sharing chocolate cake with Kalib . . . my best friend, my protector . . . the love of my life, somehow makes the world right again. Even if it’s not.

The cake is gone, but Kalib never leaves for the couch. Instead, we doze off intertwined in each other’s arms.

As it should be.
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Chapter 26




I awake to an auto light brightening and find no Kalib next to me. My heart skips in a panic until I see the packaged breakfast on a plate at the end of the bed. Next to it lay a note with a heart on the front and my name penned in Kalib’s neat handwriting.

I sit up and reach for the paper.




Sorry I had to leave. I was called into a meeting, but I’ll check in with you later in the lab.




Kalib




PS — Waking up to you was the best thing that has ever happened to me.




I smile at the little doodle at the bottom of the page of a boy and girl holding hands. The wild curly hair gives the identity of the girl away . . . me, of course. And the smiling boy towering over her is him. It’s nothing like his typical art, but sweet.

Kalib is a romantic. How did I miss this?

Gently I fold the page, clutch the letter to my chest, and swing my legs over the side of the bed. The cold floor almost burns my bare feet, but I quickly adjust. On the side table is my new Flexx with a message blinking from Dr. Pierce. He’s started working and asks me to come in as soon as possible.

My heart tenses at the thought of leaving him this morning with Ellie. But there really was nothing I could do. Getting a decent round of sleep was best for everyone.

I nod to no one in particular, set the letter down and grab the wrapped breakfast bar on the plate. After unwrapping and eating the whole thing in three bites, I take a quick shower, get dressed, and head from Kalib’s room.

Luckily, a new app on my Flexx guides me around the Sub so I don’t get lost. Kalib must have installed it before he left. It doesn’t take long to find the lab, where Dr. Pierce is busily working with a microscope. There are a few drones buzzing around with the most sensitive samples and some human lab techs I recognize from before. They’re working on various projects I assume all have to do with Aves. It’s nice to see that we have a team. Maybe everything can move quicker than when it was just me and Dr. Pierce on the project. Quickly I find the PPE station and get prepped.

Dr. Pierce sees me, nods, and goes back to work.

“Were you able to get any real rest?” I ask.

The girl with the long, dark hair pulled back into a tight ponytail eyes me as I speak to my boss. She’s also using a microscope and various slides. I’m still pretty sure I know her.

Dr. Pierce tips his head back and forth. “Those sedatives are not conducive to the best sleep. But I’ll survive. I agree that without them I would have been up all hours.”

“How’s Ellie?”

He alternates between working with the microscope and a laptop. “She is still stable. The stasis has all but halted the disease spread.”

It’s good to hear even though I know if something goes wrong with the tech, her condition could change at any second. The virus was so close to winning and shutting down her entire body.

“And are you okay?”

He stops what he’s doing, looks around at the others in the lab, and then turns his attention to me. Something about his expression makes me think that this is not a question he hears often. Everyone that I’ve met in his life are completely focused on themselves and where they fit into society. For many Scarlets, the only reason to worry about someone else would be if it affected them.

“Honestly?” he says. “Not one bit. I’m stuck somewhere between here and back home. I’m trying to focus on the task at hand, but I just can’t stop thinking about her.” Dr. Pierce glances around. “Then I’m assigned all these lab techs, but I can’t help but think that not one of them trusts me fully. They have little reason to.”

My heart breaks for him. The man wants to do the right thing, but he’s lived his entire life in one reality and now has been forced into another with no time for acclimation. But if he hadn’t come here, it was certain death for both him and Ellie. Although I’m convinced that there’s more to it than that.

“At least you know that everyone here is working toward the same goal.”

He shrugs. “Yes, that’s something.” Dr. Pierce brings his attention to the limited-use Flexx the Alliance gave him lying on the counter next to his laptop. “Today you’re assigned to assist Mia Tran.” He tips his chin to the woman with the dark ponytail . . . the one who keeps eying me.

“Okay.” I give Dr. Pierce a pat on the shoulder and head over to her.

She has her back turned to me, so when I get to her workstation, I clear my throat to get her attention. At first she doesn’t respond. “Ms. Tran,” I say.

She slowly turns my way, and her eyes rake down my body as if she’s evaluating me for some reason. Through her gloves the three blue lines of her Cobalt ID tattoo show.

“Which Tenement are you from?” I ask, trying to make a connection.

“One,” she says. “You’re Tenly.”

Sudden heat rushes to my chest. “I am.” I pause for a moment. Mia Tran is literally one of the most beautiful people I’ve ever seen. Her skin is creamy and smooth, her hair shiny and her eyes bright. My stomach twists at the thought of what I know happens to beautiful people in the Tenement. Extreme beauty can be a punishment. “Have we met before?” I gently smile, trying to defuse whatever mystery tension there is between us.

She blinks slowly. “The night of Kalib’s rescue. I was there serving as the medic.”

The memories flood back to me. That’s right. Ms. Tran was treating Kalib’s wound in the safehouse kitchen. He couldn’t get out of there fast enough when I arrived. Why? “Are you friends with Kalib?”

Mia chuckles. “Yeah. Kalib and I work together a lot.”

It shouldn’t, and I’m sure that I’m imagining it, but something about her tone sends an exploding jealousy bomb into my stomach. Could she have been working with Kalib all this time since he arrived at the Sub, and he didn’t tell me about it? I shake off the thoughts.

“I’ve noticed how close you must be to Dr. Pierce,” she says. “Working with someone like that must have offered you a lot of security.”

I gulp. What is she getting at? “There have been a lot of good things about working with him. Dr. Pierce is like another father to me. His daughter Ellie? She could be my little sister. That’s why saving them was so important to me.”

She chuckles, looking at Dr. Pierce on the other side of the room. “Powerful men like that always have a game to play. Stockholm syndrome and all.”

“No, not in this instance.”

“Don’t be naive, Tenly. Scarlets like that are not on your side. They’re not on our side.”

My stomach roils. “How about we just get to work?”

Mia blows out a quick breath. “Yes . . . that’s probably best. No use focusing on speculations when there’s so much to do.”

She and I spend the next few hours gathering data, recording our findings, and pairing all the information with the computer to compile with that of the other techs and bots. By the time a break rolls around, my stomach is growling a little too loudly.

“Someone’s hungry,” Mia says.

Heat flushes at my cheeks. “I guess I am.”

Her attention flits from me to the back wall of the lab where there’s a window to the corridor outside. Mia’s brown eyes twinkle, but when I begin to rotate as if by the pull of a string, her smile stretches flat into a line.

There through the window is Kalib. He tips his chin to Mia, then his gaze falls on me and a wide grin spreads over his lips. My best friend waves for me to come to him.

I bite my lip as the tension between Mia and me is thick once again. Has he come and gotten her for lunch before, and now he’s inviting me?

“You can’t just leave, you know,” Mia says flatly.

“Oh, yeah. I know.” I keep my speech pattern consistent. Really, I’m not looking to upset Mia. The woman is so beautiful that she could probably have her pick of any partner she wanted.

As if on cue, both my and Mia’s Flexxes buzz with an alert that it’s time for a break.

Mia narrows her brow. “I suppose we can finish this later.”

I bob my head and go to remove my PPE.

Outside the lab, Kalib leans against the wall with his arms crossed over his body. “How are the tests going?”

“Slow,” I say. “But we’re getting more done with the extra help, and I think more results should come in soon.”

Kalib uncrosses his arms and reaches for my hand. “Hungry?”

I take his grasp but can’t help but wonder if Mia can see us through the window. I have a strong feeling that she can. “Very.”

He takes me to the cafeteria, where a handful of people are already eating. There is no fresh food: everything is packaged like the cake from last night and my breakfast bar this morning except some faux-meat offering similar to what’s available in the Tenements. But I don’t mind. Having a meal with Kalib is more interesting than any fancy food. Down here I’m sure they need everything to last longer to minimize the need for food deliveries.

After choosing our food, we sit at one of the tables for two, and I unwrap a peanut butter and strawberry jelly sandwich. Even though it tastes a little stale, the sweet and savory flavors are satisfying to my growling belly. “What was your meeting about?” I ask between bites.

He raises a brow. “I can’t really talk about the specifics, but when I was in Carmine, I was speaking to sympathetic Scarlets about what it’s really like in the Tenements. We’re still working on that—getting more people to support the cause of the Alliance. Everything is just over video now. It’s effective but not the same as a personal connection. Plus everyone seems to be focused on Aves. Not that I blame them . . . but we were just starting to make progress, then this happened.”

I chew on my sandwich, swallow the bite, and ask what I know I must. “What’s going on with you and Mia?”

His eyes widen. “Nothing.”

I tilt my head and wait.

“Okay. Nothing is going on . . . but she wants it to.” He pauses for a moment. “She did kiss me.”

I gulp, and my chest bubbles with jealousy.

“And yes . . . I kissed her back. But this was before you told me how you felt about me.”

Discomfort pushes me to sit straight. I don’t want to be angry at him, but my emotions betray me.

He continues, “I would never do that to you if we were together . . . or even might be.”

That’s why he was avoiding her the night of the rescue. She thought there might be something between them and he and I had just declared our feelings . . . but she didn’t know that.

I study him for a moment. There are some things I know about Kalib that soften my intense negative emotions. He can lie . . . but not to those he loves, and he’s loyal to the core. He’s telling me the truth. “Well, she still has feelings for you.”

“Oh, I know. She wasn’t happy when she heard you were on the way to the Sub. But I’ve already told her that we can only be friends.”

I sigh. “Well, I’m assigned to work with her, so it’s not going to be easy.”

We finish up the rest of the meal, and Kalib checks the time. “Let’s get out of here for a few minutes. I don’t have to take you back for another half hour.”

We dispose of our trash and head out of the cafeteria. After about a five-minute walk we end up in a section of the Sub that’s unfinished. Only a few work lights illuminate the space, and construction mess is everywhere.

“I like to come here to be alone sometimes,” Kalib says. “Obviously no one uses this wing, and they stopped all the construction a while back.”

“It’s quiet.”

“Yeah. There are days I’ve just needed some time to think and didn’t want anyone to bother me.” He points to a spot in the corner where there are several chunks of broken concrete. “I sat right there and wrote a letter to you.”

In my mind forms an apparition of him sitting right there on top of the concrete, penning a letter. A warmth fills my chest and reminds me of something I had planned to tell him in my next letter. “I saw your ma and sister.”

His breath hitches. “Where? Why? Are they okay?”

“Dr. Pierce and I went to the prison in Tenement Three for blood samples. I passed their cell.”

He gulps. “I haven’t heard anything for several weeks. How did they look?”

Not great. But I don’t say that. “They were alive, and Kayla saw me. I made sure to try and communicate that you were okay.”

Kalib runs his hand through his hair. “We have to get them out.”

There’s not much I can say to make this any better. All I can do is wipe away the moisture forming in his eyes. With the touch, my body is drawn to him, and I raise up on my toes to bring my lips close to his. He quickly snakes his arm around my waist and closes the gap between us.

Kissing Kalib is like heaven. Everything horrible falls away when we’re this close.

“Marry me,” he asks between breaths.

Quickly I draw back. “What?”

“Marry me,” he says again. “You’ll be eighteen soon and might have married someone in the Tenement by now.”

“Kalib⁠—” I bring my hand down from his arm.

“I know what you might say since I’ve gone over all the reasons we shouldn’t a thousand times. We have no idea what’s going to happen . . . the world is crumbling. And yeah . . . we don’t, and it is.” He gestures back and forth between us. “But this is the only good thing we have. You are my home.”

I bring my hand up and touch his cheek. He melts into my palm. In reality, I want nothing more than to be with Kalib. “Give me some time,” I ask. “You know I don’t make rash decisions.”

My best friend chuckles lightly with discomfort. “Oh, don’t I know it.” He raises my hand up and kisses it lightly. “Take all the time you need. For this to work, we both have to be all in.”

I pull him closer for a kiss when my Flexx buzzes in my pocket. Sighing, I drag it out and see the message:

The stasis equipment is failing. Come immediately.
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Kalib and I race through the dim halls to the med room where Ellie is being held.

“Let me see her!” Dr. Pierce’s voice reverberates in the corridor as we approach, and my stomach clenches from the urgency in his tone.

The monitoring equipment is beeping too quickly.

Is Ellie dying? Is she already dead?

Mia stands outside the room and grabs Kalib. “You can’t go in there. Even I’m not allowed.”

I briefly give them both the eye and push past her to Dr. Pierce. One tech is holding my boss, and the other is pushing a syringe of something into his arm; another sedative, I imagine. Ahead of us are Dr. Lopez and several others racing around and punching commands into the computer and the stasis container’s control screen. The glass is fogged for some reason, so I can’t see Ellie. “What did you give him?” I demand the tech.

“It’s just a light sedative,” she says. “Nothing like before, but we need him to settle down.”

The second tech supports Dr. Pierce by placing a hand on his shoulder blade and making sure he doesn’t fall or hurt himself. Whatever was in the syringe seems to help since Dr. Pierce is no longer shouting and his body stance has relaxed. He releases an exhausted breath but still doesn’t notice me. He’s too focused on his daughter.

“What’s happening?” I ask the female tech.

“We don’t know . . . other than she’s coming out of stasis.”

Dr. Pierce mutters something I can’t make out, and I reach for him when the incessant beeps signifying Ellie’s vitals begins to slow and finally stabilize. Dr. Lopez looks up to her team, sweat dripping off her brow.

“I think that did it,” she says as the fog inside the stasis chamber begins to clear again, revealing Ellie’s sleeping frame.

I breathe a sigh of relief and let my hand rest on Dr. Pierce’s shoulder. He turns to me, still wide-eyed.

“When did you arrive?” he asks.

“I came as soon as you messaged.”

“We nearly lost her.” The man looks like he’s about to collapse from the stress of everything.

Quickly I reach out and hug him. I have no idea if it’s appropriate, but Dr. Pierce obviously needs someone. He returns the embrace and sobs into my shoulder for a few moments. I do my best to ignore the eyes of others in the med room, including Mia, who just entered.

After a moment I pull back and look my boss in the eye. “You did the right thing . . . bringing her here.”

“Did I?” he asks. “I’ve risked everything . . . and she might die anyway.” Dr. Pierce tries to move toward Ellie, but a tech stops him.

“We have to ensure everything is running properly first,” he says. “Then you can see your daughter.”

Dr. Pierce mumbles, “Fine.”

I glance up to see Kalib watching us through the window and can’t quite read his expression. I give him a quick wave and return my attention to my grieving boss. “I lost everything too.”

He looks up at me and studies my face for a moment. “You did, didn’t you? I always thought that plucking a Cobalt from the Tenements was whisking them away to a better life . . . but by leaving, you lost it all . . . everything you knew.”

“And any life I could have had in Carmine is gone too . . . because I care about Ellie.” I pause for a moment. “And you.”

He gulps and runs his hands through his hair. “If we can’t figure out how to stop Aves, nothing will be the same again.”

“Honestly,” I say, “I don’t want it to be the same . . . and I don’t think that you do either.” I flit my attention to Ellie. “It can’t be the same for her . . . and all the kids like her . . . Scarlet or Cobalt.”

“Dr. Pierce?” says the same tech who had just spoken to him.

“Yes?”

“You can talk with Dr. Lopez now and see your daughter.”

I want to see Ellie too but should give my boss some time alone with her. She’s safe now, and I can visit later on a break. Resigned to that thought, I pat Dr. Pierce on the shoulder and head from the room.

“Why do you trust him?” Kalib waits for me in the hall.

“What?”

“He’s a Scarlet.” Kalib’s tone is not angry, more curious, but I can’t help but wonder what’s driving the question.

“There are quite a few Scarlets I’ve had to trust through all this . . . Isaiah, Mr. Robinson, Elena . . . You’ve had to trust them too. You’ve told me this yourself.”

Kalib shakes his head. “But they’re Alliance . . . Gavin Pierce is not.”

“People can change if they want to.”

“But does he? And why are you so protective of him? I get Ellie . . . but Dr. Pierce?”

I narrow my brows. “Why are you asking me this?” Suddenly my mind drifts to what Mia said to me in the lab . . . that men like Dr. Pierce always have a game to play. “Is Mia getting into your head?”

“No,” he answers too quickly and then goes silent.

I don’t say anything.

“Maybe,” Kalib admits.

I cross my arms over my chest. “Well, you need to stop that. Mia doesn’t know me . . . you do. I have no clue where she’s getting these ideas, but yeah . . . I do trust Dr. Pierce. Sure, I’m careful, but he has treated me with a lot of kindness and respect . . . even when he didn’t have to.” I pause for a second, mulling over what I’m going to say and the possible repercussions. “Jax attacked me in the lab⁠—”

Kalib’s eyes go as wide as saucers and he balls his hands into fists.

My mouth goes almost completely dry, but I need to make the point. “Dr. Pierce stopped it and reported his son to the authorities. Not because he attacked a Cobalt—that wouldn’t accomplish anything. But he had information on crimes Jax had committed, and he turned him in.”

“Did Jax hurt you?” Kalib grasps my arm but quickly releases it.

I straighten my shoulders and hold back a flood of tears. “He would have if Dr. Pierce hadn’t been there.” I look Kalib straight in the eyes. “He chose me over his son. Me. It has to be something . . . and worth trusting the man.”

Kalib looks through the window at Dr. Pierce, who has placed his hand on top of the stasis container.

“The man is tasked with curing Aves when his kid could die of it,” I say. “He has to have someone who trusts and believes in him. He believed in me . . . now it’s my turn.”

Kalib eyes me and without asking me any more questions wraps his arms around my upper body. His warmth is comforting . . . but I’m sure we’ll have to talk about Jax more at some point. There’s no way my best friend is letting that go.

Both our Flexxes buzz in our pockets at the same time, and we separate from each other to read the messages.

Emergency meeting for all available personnel.

Then it gives the location, which the Flexx can guide us to.

“What’s this about?” I ask.

“No idea, but we should go.” He pockets his device. “It’s in one of the larger meeting rooms.”




* * *




Maybe seventy-five people are already in the room, some seated and the rest milling about or talking in groups.

Kalib takes my hand and leads me to a couple of empty seats in the back. Instinctively I’d prefer sitting closer to the front, but the back does make it easy to leave if I need to without making a scene.

A woman dressed in a bland, gray one-piece uniform and hair pulled back into a tight bun like the one I typically wear steps in front of the seating area. I don’t know her, but immediately my eyes are drawn to the three stripes on the back of her hand. She’s Cobalt.

Behind her is an empty wall.

“Please, may I have your attention?” she says with her voice amplified through the room. The people go quiet. “I’m Nathaly Howser, in case any of you have not met me yet. I know a handful of new people have arrived over the last few days due to current events.” Nathaly clears her throat. “I’ve been asked to keep everyone at the Sub updated because circumstances are changing quickly. As most of you know, we are not equipped to deal with a large influx of people at the Sub yet. Construction has slowed considerably since the emergence of Aves.” A beeping sound comes from her watch, and she looks down at the screen. “Okay, I’m being notified that we’re ready to begin.” She taps her watch, and the blank wall behind her comes alive with the image of someone I don’t expect—Mrs. Green. Nathaly steps aside and out the way.

“Hello, Alliance. I’m Patricia Green, and I usually work behind the scenes, but today I’m front and center.”

I lean over to Kalib. “Did you know about this?”

He raises his brows. “Not really.”

Mrs. Green continues, “In the spirit of not holding back . . . the next few weeks, maybe months, will not be easy. Due to the emergence of the Aves virus, the Alliance’s work has been thrust into the public eye. We can no longer seek path to unity that remains in the shadows. The virus has driven Carmine to a place of extreme discomfort, and they are looking to place blame where it doesn’t belong to release the pressure. We all know that this strategy will not work, and people are going to die because of it . . . both Scarlet and Cobalt.”

I lace Kalib’s fingers through mine and hold him tight. Everyone here knows the first people to die will be Cobalts . . . including our families. The vast majority of them are trapped in the Tenements with no way of escape. If Scarlets really wanted to, they could just starve everyone since they control all the food. Cobalts would either die of starvation or kill each other for the remaining scraps. The factories would then just be taken over by lower-level Scarlets. No one likes to talk about them . . . but they exist. Not everyone in Carmine is wealthy.

“We have reason to believe that President Nelson has the wrong people in his ear, people who are maneuvering him toward a threatening course of action.”

My memory spins with the memory of seeing Nelson the other night. Dr. Trigman was right on his tail, and as far as we know, he was looking to turn Dr. Pierce in for being a traitor. I can only guess that Dr. Trigman is one of the people in the president’s new circle. My boss used to be there . . . but no longer. And I’m sure his disappearance is making him look that much more guilty.

Mrs. Green takes in a deep breath, holds it, and lets it out as if what she’s going to say next will be difficult. “While we continue developing a cure for Aves, our immediate task will be to free the Tenements.”

A few people around us suck in quick breaths.

“I know the hope has always been to create a big enough movement that we could change the politics without war and avoid a great loss of lives. But we are left with no choice. We do have some support—not a lot, but some—from various factions in New Philadelphia since they want access to Dr. Pierce’s Aves research too. Limited aid will be sent when we are ready to move. I will be turning questions over to the representative at your location. Thank you.”

The wall goes blank, and Nathaly steps back in front of the group. Several people in the audience shout out questions all at once.

The only one I can make out is “How are we going to free the Tenements? It’s impossible!”

Nathaly holds her hands in the air to quiet the questions. “I’m no less concerned about this than any of you. But Patricia Green is right. Carmine is looking for a scapegoat for Aves . . . and the easiest place to find one is in the Tenements. Scarlet citizens will soon, if they haven’t already, make preparations to punish Cobalts. And if that isn’t enough to appease the masses, we may well see mass executions. We cannot allow this to happen and must act quickly.”

“We’re not ready!” someone at the front shouts.

“Then we’ll need to get ready.”

Someone else asks, “How are we going to protect ourselves against Aves?”

“That is going to be tricky,” Nathaly says. “From what we can tell, it does seem that the Cobalts have some level of natural immunity to the virus, but those of you who are Scarlet may not.”

At her words my mind races. My blood and other Cobalts do seem to have natural immunity with the help of strangely elevated interferons. But none of it makes sense since the CPW samples we took originated from different Tenements. If it were only Tenement Three or any other single Tenement, I could accept that some sort of natural change had taken place in our DNA over the years. The population of the Tenements is only so big.

Nathaly continues, “We will be distributing PPE⁠—”

“Are you expecting us to wear masks in the middle of a war?” one man asks, cutting her off.

“I’m not saying we have it all figured out.”

The air in the room grows tense. Despite all the people here working toward the goal of freeing the Tenements, no one expected it to be this soon. The logistics of freeing all four of them at the same time seem insurmountable.

I shake off the thought, realizing that my hand in Kalib’s has gone sweaty. After prying it from his grasp, I wipe my palm on my pants. But the thought of some sort of unnatural change to Cobalt DNA niggles at my mind. What do Cobalts have that Scarlets don’t?

And then it hits me.

“I have to go,” I turn and say to Kalib.

“What? Why?”

“Because I have a theory.”
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I find Dr. Pierce still in the med room with Ellie. In front of him is a tray of food, including a piece of what I recognize as faux chicken strips. They are flatter than real meat with fake grill marks. When I was in the Tenement, I didn’t think much about our meat-style protein, but after having real chicken in Carmine, the color and texture difference is obvious. He hasn’t touched a bite.

I drop Kalib’s hand from mine. “How is she?”

Dr. Pierce quickly glances at me and back to his daughter asleep in the container. “Stable. Again.”

I flit my attention to the chicken once more. “I know you want to be with her, but I have something important I need to talk to you about.”

“Go ahead,” he says.

Kalib’s expression is scrunched with confusion since I haven’t told him anything about my idea yet. Honestly, it really is just a theory, and I don’t want to get hopes up before I run it past Dr. Pierce. If he thinks it’s viable, we can run some tests.

I shake my head. “Not here. In the lab.”

“I need to get back to work anyway,” he says and pats the stasis glass. He tips his chin to the door, then walks toward it, leaving his lunch and Ellie behind.

Quickly I grab the tray and eye Kalib. “See you later, okay?”

His brow furrows in slight disappointment. “You’re really not going to tell me anything?”

“If it pans out, I’ll fill you in later.”

“Fine. I have work to do anyway.” He leans in for a quick kiss, which I happily oblige, then follow my boss to the lab.

When we get there, I close the door behind me.

Dr. Pierce eyes the tray in my hand. “I left that behind for a reason.”

“Oh, I figured, but I took it for a reason.”

“Hopefully not to make me eat it. I’m not hungry.”

I place the tray on the counter and sit on a stool. “Well, you should eat because you know very well that we need fuel for our brains to function properly . . . but no, that’s not why I brought it.” I take in a big breath and then blurt out my theory as quickly as possible. “What if the immunity the Cobalts had was caused by something external . . . like the chicken?”

“The chicken?”

“Fake meat in general. Think about it. We are seeing the raised immunity across the board for Cobalts . . . all the Tenements. There are only a couple of things that Cobalts have that Scarlets don’t.” I hold up my hand. “Our id tattoos—and that meat. Scarlets don’t eat it . . . they don’t even have access to it on any sort of large scale. But Cobalts eat it all the time . . . it’s the only meat-like protein other than tuna that’s available in the Tenements.”

His lips form a thin line. “I don’t know a lot about it, but I am aware that over the years the formula has changed. It just seems unlikely that it would cause some sort of widespread immunity.”

“But there is widespread immunity, and something is causing it. The meat might be a good place to start. We don’t have much else.”

He grabs the plate from the counter, and his eyes brighten slightly with what might be a flicker of hope. “It’s easy enough to run some tests to at least break down the ingredients and see if anything stands out.” Dr. Pierce retrieves a clear container from a cabinet and a metal tool from a drawer, then hands both to me. “Cut off a small portion of the protein and place it inside. After that, have one of the bots analyze the sample.”

“You’re having me do this?”

“It’s your theory. If it proves correct, you should get the credit for the discovery.”

I gulp as I slice off a thin piece of the chicken-like protein and place it in the container. On the computer, I bring up the bot program and search up food analysis. Once I choose it from the list, a bot hovers over, takes the contained sample from me, and flies off with it.

“The data should be simple, so it won’t take long before we have results,” Dr. Pierce says.

While we wait, the two of us and several other techs who are back from the meeting continue studying the data coming back from our other samples. Mia’s here but working on correlating prior vaccine data for other, less-deadly viruses on her own.

About twenty minutes later my computer pings with the incoming results. The vast majority of the ingredients are organic—primarily an inexpensive soy-like protein, flavoring, vitamins, and other nutrients.

But at the bottom of the list, there is something unusual. Something inorganic. Something unknown by the bot.

“Dr. Pierce,” I call him over.

He wraps up what he’s doing and comes to my side. As he reads the list, his gaze narrows and he points to the unknown line item. “What is this?”

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”

“Good job, Miss Hawkins,” he says. “Isolate it and report back to me as soon as you know more.”

I bob my head, and as soon as Dr. Pierce heads back to his work, I catch a glance of Kalib at the window. He waves for me to come out like it’s urgent. What I’m doing is urgent too, but I can give him a few minutes.

“You know I love seeing you, but I do have a lot of work to do, you know,” I half tease when I get to him.

He pulls me farther out into the hall. “I was just in a short video meeting with Mr. Robinson.”

My heart jumps at the mention of his name. My and Dr. Pierce’s disappearance, after what happened with Kalib, was bound to bring attention to the man. He’s good at holding it off . . . but it must be looking suspicious. “Is he okay?”

“For now,” Kalib says. “His wife is still in New Philly on diplomatic duties and could request immunity if anything goes bad. But I wanted you to hear the plan from me rather than someone else.”

“What are you talking about?”

Kalib blows out a quick breath. “Mr. Robinson is having all the CPWs detained.”

My heart jumps. “Why?”

“To protect them . . . to protect himself and the Alliance.”

Anger burns in my chest. “How is having the CPWs arrested going to help them?”

“I never said arrested . . . but yes, that is how Scarlets are going to see it. So it’s good that you jumped to that conclusion.”

“It’s going to get them killed.”

Kalib’s nostrils flare. “They are already getting killed.”

“What?” My voice cracks.

“Shhh . . . not everyone knows yet. We don’t want a panic.” He leans in closer. “Two CPWs were found dead this morning. Mr. Robinson feels that by detaining the rest, lives will be saved. It makes him look like he’s doing something to protect Scarlets, but in reality, he’s moving CPW members into one place so we can get them out.”

I rake my hand over my pulled-back hair and my stomach turns over. This whole thing is like a carefully played game of chess. But one wrong move . . . and it’s over. Over for the Alliance, over for Cobalts.

“He’s detaining them under the guise of quarantine. Mr. Robinson has overseen the entire plan, and the president is in full agreement.”

“How do we know that when they get to wherever they’re going, sentries won’t just kill them immediately?”

Kalib stuffs his hands into his pockets. “We don’t, but the government has not sanctioned killing Cobalts yet . . . it’s only vigilantes.”

“Which a lot of sentries are.”

Kalib gives me a curt nod. “I know. This is why plans are moving quickly. Mr. Robinson didn’t have much time, but . . .” He leans in close. “As soon as the CPW quarantine is complete, it will be time for the Alliance to make our move. But don’t say anything.” Kalib flits his gaze to Dr. Pierce through the window.

“Of course I’m not telling him that,” I say. “I do trust Dr. Pierce, but he doesn’t completely understand the situation yet. I’m fully aware that he is neither Cobalt nor Alliance.” There’s no doubt in my mind that Mia did get into Kalib’s head about me and Dr. Pierce.

Kalib squeezes my arm. “I have to go, but I’ll let you know if anything changes.”

I take in a big breath and turn to go back into the lab. Before entering, I release the breath, then try to stay focused on my work.

A few hours later some of the makeup of the unknown line item is broken down. It’s tech. But we don’t know what it does yet.

“Why is there tech in the protein?” I ask Dr. Pierce. “Tracking?”

“This is not my area of expertise at all, but tracking could be possible . . . though I highly doubt it. The purpose could be much simpler than that.” Dr. Pierce’s lips form a thin line as if he’s considering something. “May I pull another blood sample from you?”

The thought sends a shiver down my spine, but I agree since the process is always quick. When it’s done, he feeds the sample into a bot and taps on his computer. “While we wait, tell me about your experience with food in the Tenement.”

My stomach instantly clenches. He should know more about this . . . but of course he doesn’t. He’s a privileged Scarlet. “Um, not enough . . . poor quality . . . the leftovers no one wants.”

Dr. Pierce doesn’t look at me as I speak but keeps his attention toward the screen as data pops up. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of this before.”

“What?”

Instead of answering, he selects the few active Cobalt blood samples we brought with us. “I’m going to need more samples from people, especially Scarlets who’ve been living here in the Sub for more than a few months.”

“What are you seeing?” I urge.

“I’m seeing that in addition to your raised interferon counts, you also have a robust microbiome.”

I remember something about the microbiome in science class, but it couldn’t have been more than a paragraph. “And?”

“If your food experience was as poor as you say, and I don’t doubt you, then your microbiome should reflect that. There has to be a reason why.”

The results of the other samples pop up on the screen, and he points. “Same for the other Cobalts.” Quickly Dr. Pierce separates the Cobalt samples from the Scarlet ones. “These are a few samples from the hospital in Carmine.” He studies the screen. “They all have average to poor microbiome samples.”

“There aren’t enough samples here to draw any conclusions though,” I say.

“No, you’re right. That said, Scarlets would have every reason to test technologies that increase the health and immunity of Cobalts. People miss less work, they can work harder . . . it’s cheaper to not have to treat sickness.”

“But they wouldn’t use it in Scarlets?”

“Not if it was a widespread science experiment,” he says. “They don’t have to ask permission from Cobalts.”

I’m silent for a moment as that sinks in.

“So there’s a possibility that whatever’s going into the meat that Cobalts eat might be protecting us from Aves . . . as well as mitigating severe reactions from other illnesses.”

“Yes. It’s possible.”

My heart picks up. “So it could be a cure.”

Dr. Pierce holds up his hand. “We have no idea. At this point, we don’t even know what the tech is or whether we can replicate it.”

Before I say anything else, a screen hung in the corner flicks on. It’s President Nelson. Behind him are several people, including Dr. Trigman and a few others wearing white coats. Mr. Robinson is not present.

I glance around while everyone in the lab turns to the screen. What’s this about?

“People of Carmine,” the president says. “I am here to ensure the safety of our fellow Scarlets at this perilous time.” He gestures toward the doctors and scientists behind him. “We are continuing to safeguard you against the spread of Aves, and the research is moving quickly.”

Is it?

He continues, “But recently our highly regarded virologist, Dr. Gavin Pierce, has disappeared.”

I swing my head around to my boss. His face has gone white.

“We believe he has been captured and held against his will by a rogue Cobalt faction. We are also seeing growing unrest in all of the Tenements. In order to maintain order and continue the vital work of fighting Aves, we will be sending additional sentries to the Tenement borders.” The screen flashes to a large mass of soldiers ready for deployment.

My eyes widen at the sight of them. This is not just additional sentries to keep the peace. It’s to start a war.

To slaughter the Cobalts under the pretense that they were uprising first.
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“I need you here,” Dr. Pierce urges. But it’s not an order.

My stomach swirls with guilt since I want to stay at the lab and continue working on the cure for Aves. But this is too important. I straighten my shoulders and look him straight in the eye. “Ellie and all this research are important to me too . . . but so is my family. If I passed up the chance to get them out of the Tenement and anything happened . . .”

“You’d never forgive yourself.” He glances to the floor.

At that moment I know he gets me. He did the same thing for Ellie—she’s the main reason he’s even willing to work with the Alliance to find a cure. Even beyond his own life being in danger.

“But I won’t get the samples I need from those living here in the Sub if they all leave on this mission.”

“I’ve got that covered. It’s not optimal, but while we wait to roll out, you can assign some of the remaining lab techs to use a mobile kit to collect as many samples as possible for you to work with. It should give you enough to get started.” A bot hovers past us. “And there are enough bots to tide you over until the rest of us get back.”

A worried expression contorts his face.

“What?”

“If you get back.”

“Dr. Pierce?” I place my hand on his upper arm. “I have to believe that at some point good will win . . . it’s really all I have in this world. We’ll be back.”

He takes in a slow, calming breath and releases it. “You know, I’m not really your boss anymore. Why don’t you call me Gavin unless we’re in professional circumstances?”

My eyebrow raises in shock. Dr. Pierce . . . Gavin . . . is saying we’re equals in a way. I bite my bottom lip. “I’ll try to remember . . . Gavin.”

He gives me a weak smile that I return before heading out.

In a few minutes, I’ve found Kalib in the docking bay suited up and making preparations with other Sub inhabitants. There really aren’t many here, but we’ll be joined by Alliance reinforcements scattered around Carmine and from a place called the Outerbounds, wherever that is. Several factions from New Philadelphia are ready and waiting too.

We’ll transport to a secret location a few miles away and be picked up to go to Tenement Three . . . Kalib made sure that’s where we were going.

Kalib eyes me as I walk toward him and fits a pistol into a holster at his waist. “You shouldn’t come.”

“Not you, too. Do you really think after all that’s happened that I can’t take care of myself?”

Kalib chuckles. “Oh . . . I know you can take care of yourself. I’d just feel better if I knew you were safe.”

“Well, I could say the same when it comes to you.”

He leans in and kisses me on the forehead, which sends a pleasant electrical jolt through my body. If we had time, I’d like more where that came from . . . but we don’t. Kalib hands me a new uniform and I take it.

“These are lined with tech that will help decrease injury if you’re shot.”

I gulp at the thought but proceed to pull it over my pants and shirt. Kalib helps me with the adjustments.

“We’re rolling out as soon as most or all of the CPW members are safe . . . or at least safe as possible. Our descent on each location has to be closely timed or it’ll be a disaster.”

A sudden thought hits me. “Where’s everyone from the Tenements going to go? It’s a lot of people.”

“Settlements in the Outerbounds have offered sanctuary. We’ve actually been planning this for months . . . the timeline just moved up.”

“And they can defend themselves?”

Kalib shrugs. “From what I know, there are treaties between Carmine, New Philly, and the Outerbounds. By helping us, they’re breaking all those treaties in some way . . . but with all the Aves turmoil, Carmine going to full-on war would be risky, and some of the higher-ups in the Alliance don’t think they’ll do it . . . at least not right away. So it buys us some time. Cobalts will be willing to fight if they just have a little time to get trained and outfitted.”

The thought of Civil War Three sends a shiver down my spine . . . although that’s not really what it is at this point. After the second Civil War, the country split into a bunch of smaller territories, each with its own government. But I’m not ready for any war . . . too many people will die.

“Do the Cobalts know what’s coming? Does my pa?”

“Yeah. The Alliance has gotten in contact with your pop and others in the Tenements. They’ll be as ready as they can be.”

“Ready to roll out in twenty minutes!” someone shouts while I holster my own weapon.

“This is moving really fast,” I say. Kalib just bobs his head.

Twenty minutes later, we’re in one of several camouflaged off-road vehicles taking the back way to some secret meeting place. Nobody talks much as we bump down the dirt road, but Kalib’s fingers are wrapped tightly in mine. We each have bags packed with rations and water . . . enough for two days. I have no clue whether it’ll be too much or too little.

Kalib’s thumb moves up and down over the back of my hand, and if I search his face, I can see the terror residing there. Will we be able to find his sister and ma, who are still incarcerated? I know he wants to help everyone in Tenement Three, but our families will be our highest priority. There’s no way around it.

Before I know it, we’re stopping.

“Everybody out,” the driver calls back to us, and the door flies back. Outside, others are piling out of their vehicles and racing to several waiting hovers similar to the one Kalib and I escaped in months ago, but a little larger.

My heart races as Kalib pulls me over the grass to the waiting hover. We jump in, take our seats, and buckle our safety harnesses.

The commanding officer stands at the front of the hover with her back to us, comm cord to her ear. The way her head is tipped, I can tell she’s listening to something from it. When she turns on her heel toward us, I see that it’s Ms. Brink.

She quickly eyes us and says, “I just got word that the last CPW member has been brought into containment. We’re leaving for Tenement Three immediately.”

“How is this going to work?” someone at the back of the hover shouts.

Ms. Brink stiffens. “If you’ll be quiet for a moment, I’ll get to that.”

The man pinches his mouth shut.

She continues, “Now, I’m aware that not all of you have full military training, but today that’s not going to matter. If you want to free the Tenements, you will have to behave as if you do. You’ll have to think on your feet and not hesitate in taking action. If you don’t . . . you will die . . . and others will die too.”

I slide in closer to Kalib for moral support. He doesn’t seem to mind as I think he needs it too.

“We don’t know how many sentries we’ll face,” Ms. Brink says. “They’ve been deployed but are not entirely installed yet. Hopefully, by moving quickly we’ll have taken them by surprise. But that advantage won’t last long, so quick movement is imperative. We do have people on the inside who are aware of the plan and will do their best to rally Cobalts.” She pauses for a moment. “But this is going to be a messy business. Not everyone will make it out alive. That’s just a fact.”

She goes on to tell us that the electrodome will be disabled from the inside, and Scarlet-controlled security tech will be hijacked to open the prison and any other detainment facilities. This will create confusion and chaos among both sentries and the Cobalt population. The media screens will be taken over, and instructional messages encouraging Cobalts to leave immediately will be played on the video.

I can’t help but put myself in their positions. They’ll have to leave, probably taking nothing—no food, water, possessions. Only what they have on their backs. Not everyone will come; they’ll be too scared. Too hesitant to leave behind everything they know, even if it’s horrible.

I check the time. Pretty much everyone will be at work or school. Very few people are at home during work hours. There’s just too much to be done.

As Ms. Brink continues to speak, the hover lifts from the earth. My stomach seems to take a moment to join me from ground level.

During her pep talk mixed with instructions, the words I spoke to Dr. Pierce—Gavin—roll over several times in my mind. I have to believe that at some point good will win . . . But do I really believe that? Or was it just something I said to make him feel better? I shake the negative thought aside and simply choose to believe that Kalib and I will be back, and that we’ll be reunited with our families.

I run my free hand up to my waist and find my gun still there. In addition to the rations and water in my supply pack, there’s extra ammo too. I’ve never actually loaded ammunition, but I can picture clearly in my mind how to do it. That information must have seeped in when Elena used the visor tech to teach me how to use a gun in the first place. I can only hope all the others around me are at least minimally trained too . . . either through the tech or in real life.

“We’re not sure how close we’ll be able to get to the Tenement,” Ms. Brink says, still at the front of the hover, but she’s now strapped in like the rest of us are. For a second she stops speaking and tips her head again as if she’s listening to someone speaking in her ear comm. “They’re about ten minutes out from taking down the electrodome . . . right as we arrive.”

“Ten minutes?” I lean closer to Kalib. “We’ve only got ten minutes.”

He squeezes my hand tightly. “We need to stay together . . . find your pop.”

As much as I want to do that, I know Papa will be getting people out. He would have already prepared Mama if he could and made sure she had an exit strategy. The last time I spoke with him, he still had not told Mama about the Alliance . . . I’m sure the admission was filled with a mixture of fear, angry tears, and hope. I shake my head. “I agree we have to stay together . . . but we’re going to find your sister and ma at the prison. If nothing has changed, I know where they are. My papa’s going to be fine, and he’ll take care of Mama. But Kayla and your ma will have no idea what’s going on. Plus there are more sentries at the prison, so they may not risk escaping without help.”

Kalib bites his top lip. I’m pretty sure he wants to argue with me but also knows that I’m right. My papa probably knows what he’s doing better than we do. We’d just get in his way.

“Fine,” he says, and the long breath he releases lets me know he’s relieved that his family might have a chance.

Out the window I spot several other hovers, and just seeing them makes my heart race. My hand is clammy in Kalib’s, but he doesn’t let go.

“Transportation for the refugees is on the way and will wait outside the city,” Ms. Brink announces. “They’ll have cover, but they’ll be sitting ducks. So once you get groups out of the boundary, don’t let your guard down. We’ll be landing as close to City Hall as possible.”

The hover pitches to the left slightly, and the sound of an explosion comes from outside. Those around us grip their seats or safety belts.

“Hold tight,” she says. “This is going to be bumpy.”

And she’s not wrong.

The hover swings the opposite way, and I cling to my straps.

“We’re gonna make it,” Kalib says under his breath just as the hover suddenly drops altitude.

“When we hit the ground, get ready to run!” Ms. Brink shouts.

I gulp and brace for impact. It’s nowhere near as strong as I expected, but metal around us rattles as I catch my breath.

Our straps auto release and the door flies open. Kalib grabs my arm. “Let’s go.”

We secure our packs and race out the opening into what is already a war zone. Scarlet aircraft pursue our hovers in the sky, and many of them are wrapped up in dogfights. Smoke and fire fill the air. Pulling my weapon from the holster, I orient myself toward Tenement Three. Kalib and I only make it a few steps before the electrodome crackles, sending pops of electricity over the shield. Then the shimmer vanishes, and the entire city becomes clearly visible for the first time in my life.

I gasp.

“Go, go, go!” Ms. Brink’s voice shouts from behind us, and we run.

The City Hall building isn’t that far, and we race past the grassy area that used to be outside the electrodome, where the bus had picked us up to take us to our CPW assignments. Other Alliance members and our reinforcements from elsewhere sprint ahead and surprise-attack the sentries assigned to the border.

People from both sides go down, but Kalib and I have no time to worry about them. Instead, we keep moving onto the streets . . . where the chaos is escalating already. Emergency alarms blare, and Cobalts pour out of factory buildings and race for the now-open border.

I point down the street to my right. “The prison is two blocks this way.” Kalib might already know this, but I was the last one here not long ago.

Directly in front of us, two women followed by a group of terrified young children exit the door of the childcare center. They scream for them all to hold hands . . . some of the kids listen, some don’t.

“Get back inside!” a sentry waving his rifle at them bellows, and the children scream. The two women freeze, their faces locked in terror and confusion.

The sentry aims at them. “I said, get back inside.”

My chest explodes with electricity at his audacity, pointing his gun and threatening kids. Before I can stop myself, my pistol is aiming for the deadly parts of the guy’s uniformed chest.

This must end.

My finger depresses the trigger. I already know the sentry is down, but I don’t look to see the horror of what I’ve done. I only focus on the screaming women and children as Kalib and I race to them.

“You need to take your class and get out of the Tenement,” Kalib insists, pointing back the way we came. “Outside the city, you’ll find transportation.”

“But their families!” one of the ladies yells.

I shake my head. “If you want them to get out, it’s up to you. They can be reunited with their families later. Right now, there’s no time. Take them past City Hall and keep going.”

Wide-eyed, the two women gather their bawling class and hurry them away like mama geese.

I fight back my tears, still avoiding the sentry’s dead body on the street.

“You did the right thing,” Kalib says in a hard voice and ushers me toward the prison again, but the crowds are growing thicker on the street. They still don’t have any instructions.

Above us, the media screen flickers and a face appears on the screen. Mayor Lark.

“People of the Tenement,” she says. “The day has come to leave it behind.”
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Mayor Lark’s voice is partially drowned out by the sounds of terrified people, angry sentries, and aircraft flying overhead, some of them shooting.

“The Alliance of Cobalts and Scarlets is here to set you free. If you want to leave the Tenement—and I strongly recommend this course of action—you must do so now.”

“Is Mayor Lark part of the Alliance?” I ask Kalib.

“Yes,” he offers plainly.

She continues talking, but I don’t have time for it. I shake my head, shocked by this news, but there’s no time to dwell on the revelation. On the other side of the street, four Cobalts take down a pair of sentries. Before we pass them, one of the Cobalts is shot, but the other three grab the weapon and quickly dispose of the guards.

My stomach roils, but before I can think too much about it, the prison comes into view. Cobalts gathered near the entrance are scuffling with the Scarlet guards. Gunshots ensue, but I have no idea who’s been hit.

Just as promised, the doors of the prison are open, so Kalib and I push past the throngs of people and slip inside. No sentries are visible in the waiting area where Dr. Pierce and I had been, but as we reach the access point to the main part of the prison, I spot bodies on the floor through the check-in window. Bodies clad in tan and red as well as one Cobalt woman.

But it’s not Kayla or Mrs. Fisher.

The doors to the cells are open, some empty and some not. Several Cobalts wait inside, unsure what to do.

“You need to leave!” I shout as we pass and try to remember the route we took when we were here to gather data. What was their cell number again? I picture the numbers in my mind. 450? No, 540.

The larger open area we used for testing is just ahead, and from there I remember the path to Kayla and Mrs. Fisher. Kalib and I weave past inmates going in the opposite direction, shouting into cells that anyone still here needs to go. But our voices can barely be heard among the yelling and screaming.

I wince when a gunshot echoes through the prison, but Kalib urges me on.

538, 539. The numbers are at the tops of the cells.

540.

“That’s it,” I tell Kalib.

“Ma! Kayla!” he shouts.

“Kalib?” His sister’s voice through the open door is nearly a shriek.

We pick up the pace and round into the open doorway, where we find Kayla cradling her mother in her arms.

“What’s wrong?” Kalib demands. He quickly closes the space between them and takes his ma in his arms, gun still in hand.

I holster mine.

“She got sick a few days ago,” Kayla says, tears rolling down her face under her glasses. “I couldn’t leave her.”

“Sick? Sick how?” I ask.

Kayla shakes her head. “It’s not that Aves thing going around . . . vomiting . . . lots.”

Kalib feels his ma’s head. “She’s burning up.”

“I know,” Kayla sobs. “They wouldn’t give her anything or help her. I think they were just going to let her die!”

Kalib curses under his breath.

This makes the whole thing that much harder, but I steel myself and pull Kayla up. “Look, we’re getting you both out of here and taking you to get help. I promise.” I grab Kalib’s gun from his hand and push the weapon into Kayla’s. “Can you use this?”

Her eyes widen and her hand shakes. “No?”

I quickly take her hands into mine and help her hold it correctly. “Like this, and pull the trigger.”

She blankly nods.

“You need to do it for your ma.” I glance at my best friend. “For Kalib.”

Kayla releases a shuddering breath. “Okay.”

“Can you carry her?” I ask Kalib.

“Damn right I can.” He stands, his unconscious mother limp in his arms.

I rip my pistol from the holster and grab Kayla. “Let’s go.”

We head out of the cell and into the commotion. This time we stay focused on getting Mrs. Fisher out, but by the time we reach the street, the situation has deteriorated. Several buildings are on fire, and the booms of more explosions go off on either side. Mayor Lark’s message still plays on the media screen.

“Where are we going?” Kayla yells. “I need to go home!” She slows, and Kalib moves ahead with their ma.

My heart aches for her since I know very well that everything they have left of their father is in their unit. I take her arm again and pull her toward City Hall. “We can’t. Maybe someday, but not today.”

She blubbers, and I stop and look her straight in the eye. “You can do this. If I can, you can!”

A whine comes from her throat, but she straightens and grips her weapon. She gives me a curt nod and we move, catching up to her brother.

About ten feet in front of us, a flash of tan and red emerges from an alleyway. Without even thinking, I fire my weapon. I miss and race ahead, glancing into the alley. The sentry is sprinting in the opposite direction, so I raise my gun but don’t shoot. I just guard so the others can pass.

Finally City Hall comes into view and we pick up the pace, but by the sweat pouring off Kalib’s cheek, he’s exhausted.

Alliance members wave us forward and shout, telling us where to go. On the City Hall lawn are several allies with some type of rocket launcher to take out enemy aircraft. They load it up and launch a bomb that goes whistling through the sky and hits its target. I don’t see where it crashes, but seconds later, boom.

Outside the Tenement more aircraft land and take off with loaded refugees. Fires burn all around, and the smoke fills my lungs. Behind me Kayla coughs, and I stop to put my arm around her.

“Right here!” a Scarlet Alliance member shouts, pointing to an escape hover. People around us race to it and are waved in. But by the time we arrive, we’re cut off. It’s full.

My chest tightens as I look at a terrified Kalib with an extremely pale Mrs. Fisher in his arms. He curses at the person who cut us off.

“She’s dying!” he yells.

“I’m sorry,” the man says and the door shuts. “Next one.”

Kalib’s face reddens, and I grasp his arm to pull him away from the rising aircraft. Behind it is another, and we race toward it. Just as we’re about to board, a Scarlet fighter swoops across the sky and releases its weapons. I follow the line in the sky leading right to the escape hover we missed. The bombs hit their mark and the ship explodes, pitching in a fireball to the earth.

Kayla screams at my side.

“Now!” someone calls and we’re pushed into the hover. In less than a minute, it’s full and the door is slamming shut.

Kalib falls into a heap on the floor with his ma, and Kayla collapses into my arms, sobbing.

“We’re gonna die, we’re gonna die,” she says over and over.

But we don’t die. Not today.
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The four of us are the last remaining in the hover besides the pilots. All the other refugees were deposited to be transported to safety somewhere in the Outerbounds. Honestly? Right now I don’t care much about the details. I just care that we’re safe.

The higher-ups don’t want too many refugees at the Sub since Dr. Pierce is there. He’s a critical asset, and too much in-and-out could cause the location to be discovered. So we’re the only ones going back there.

One of the med techs at the drop-off point gave Mrs. Fisher an IV of fluids, and Kalib holds it in the air over his still-unconscious mother where she lies on the hover’s floor. Her breathing has stabilized, but we still don’t know what’s wrong with her.

Someone will be able to treat her at the Sub. Hopefully.

Kayla is strapped into one of the seats with her feet and knees tucked up and arms around her legs . . . . almost in a fetal position. She’s stopped shaking but hasn’t said anything for over an hour.

The memory of the craft we nearly boarded exploding in the sky is burned into my brain, and each time I close my eyes, I see it.

Why did we escape and those people didn’t? Were all those kids on that doomed hover? Probably not since it had been some time since we sent them out of the city. Guilt eats at my insides.

Kalib’s eyes are completely glazed over in shock, but still, on auto, he cares for his ma and strokes her hair.

“What just happened?” Kayla breaks our silence.

I flit my attention back to her from across the way.

“The world ended,” Kalib mutters.

I steel myself. “No, it didn’t. The world is simply changing.”

Kayla eyes me. “Why were you back in the Tenement before today?”

“In the prison when I saw you through the cell window?”

She bobs her head.

“It’s a long story that I’ll tell you about sometime. But not now,” I say. “My brain is fuzzy.”

Kayla seems to understand and doesn’t press.

The hover loses altitude and I expect that it will drop us at the rendezvous point again, but instead we’re headed into a hole in the ground. They took us directly to the Sub.

Minutes later we’re in a large bay. When the door opens, med techs wait with a gurney for Mrs. Fisher. Mia is one of them, but she says nothing to either Kalib or me and simply does her job of securing the unconscious woman.

“We need you to come with us too,” one of the techs says to Kayla. “Your health may be compromised as well from the prison.”

She looks to her brother.

“I’m not leaving my family,” Kalib says but the tech holds out their hand to stop him.

“We have no more space in the med rooms. So unless you’re wounded or we’ve told you to come, you need to stay out. We’ll keep you updated.”

A vein on the side of Kalib’s forehead pops up, but I take his arm.

“You can’t do anything more to help her. You’ve done all you can,” I assure him.

He reaches out to Kayla and takes her hand. “Ten is right, and I do trust these people. Go with them. Stay with Ma.”

“Okay,” Kayla says over a shaky breath and turns to catch up with the gurney already on its way out of the bay.

When everyone is gone, Kalib and I are the only ones left.

He turns to me. “What do we do now?”

This day absolutely destroyed us both. I killed a man . . . and tried to kill a second. We watched hundreds of people die, and Kalib did everything in his power to save his ma . . . but will it be enough?

I open my arms wide and invite him in. He accepts and almost literally melts into me.

What are we? Barely more than two kids with the weight of the world on our shoulders. How did it get this way?

Kalib’s warm body presses into mine, and his arms hold me tight. “I can’t lose them . . . I can’t lose you.”

“I’m here,” I repeat several times.

After a few moments, I break from him. “We need to go and find out what’s going on.”

He takes my hand and leads me out of the bay and through the dim corridors. Without using my Flexx I really have no idea where we’re going, but he’s been here for months and seems to know the lay of the land. Several people pass us in a hurry, so we don’t interrupt them. Kalib pulls me past an open door, but I catch a glimpse of who’s inside. People dressed in blue uniforms. CPW uniforms.

“Wait,” I call and drag Kalib to a stop. “They might know something.”

We head into the room, and I instantly recognize some of the CPW members who came in to have their blood drawn at the lab. Luek Easton paces at the back of the room, and that guy Lincoln sits in the corner in a chair . . . his head in his hands.

“Luek,” I say and he glances my way.

For a second I can tell he doesn’t know me, then the recognition comes into his eyes. I walk toward him and eye the fifteen or so other CPWs in the room.

“Did they assign the rest to another shelter?” I ask.

But the second the words come from my lips, his expression goes blank.

“This is it,” Luek says.

I glance at Kalib, confused.

“No, the rest of the CPWs,” Kalib says.

Luek shakes his head. “This is all the CPWs that are left. The rest were either killed or captured . . . and likely dead by now.”

My mouth falls open. “How can that be? There were hundreds!”

He glances around again. “Now there are sixteen, including you.”

“Seventeen,” Kalib corrects since Luek didn’t count him.

Luek shrugs. “Seventeen.”

“What happened?” I furrow my brow and cross my arms over my chest.

“The whole thing was a bloodbath,” he says. “None of the CPWs were in on the plan, so we didn’t know what to do. There had to be at least a hundred sentries stationed at the holding location, and they all had weapons. Most of us were barely more than children. It’s not like we could fight them off.” He waves a dismissive hand in the air. “These Alliance people, whoever they are, came in to free us, but they were way outgunned too. A few of us made it . . . but that’s it. Although some Scarlet guy made it out too . . . I think they tried harder with him than us.”

“Do you know what happened to Cornell Robinson?” Kalib asks.

Luek curses. “Is that guy a part of this too? The head of the CPW?”

“Do you know what happened to him?” I insist.

Luek narrows his eyes at me. “No.”

I let out a frustrated breath. “Well, is anyone helping you here?” I don’t want to be cold, because everyone handles grief differently. Luek is likely in shock, just like all of us are.

“We were told to sit tight and they’d get us settled when they could.”

Kalib places his hand on Leuk’s shoulder, and to my surprise the older guy doesn’t shrug it off. “We have to do something first, but Tenly and I will be back as soon as we can to help you.”

My heart warms to see Kalib slightly return to himself. He’s a fixer, a helper, and this is something he might be able to help with.

Luek tenses at first, then relaxes. “Fine.”

He likely knows he’s stuck here whether he likes it or not. If he goes back to Carmine, he’ll be killed . . . and as far as I know, none of the Tenements really exist anymore.

We leave Luek and the others behind and continue looking for someone who will give us the information we need. I fervently hope that includes my parents’ safe location. I’d love to speak with them, but just knowing that they’re safe would go a long way.

Finally we arrive at some sort of control room where computer screens flicker with videos and text news of what’s happening. Lots of adults bustle around, not even noticing us.

We both stand in the doorway, mouths slightly agape at what may or may not be live feeds of destruction. All of the Tenements are on fire to one degree or another.

Just seeing the carnage makes my eyes sting with impending tears, but I hold them back. It doesn’t matter that no Cobalt wanted to live in the Tenements. They were still our homes, where we built our families, lives . . . relationships.

And now they’re gone, and people are scattered to the winds if they’re not dead. Everything is fractured, and who knows how we can come back together.

A woman looks our way and stops what she’s doing.

“We want to⁠—” I start.

“You need to leave,” she says. “If you are not assigned to this station, you’re not allowed.”

“We’re looking for information. Miss Hawkins and I just got back from Tenement Three,” Kalib insists.

Another woman whips her neck around and trains her attention on me.

“I’m sorry,” the first woman says. “I can’t help you.”

“Miss Hawkins?” the other woman asks. “Tenly Hawkins?”

The first woman glares at the other, but my questioner ignores it and hustles over to me. “Follow me.”

Before the first woman can protest, Kalib and I are being piloted from the control center.

“We only want some information,” I say.

“Yes,” she says. “And I’m going to give it to you.”

My heart races as she quickly urges us through the corridors to a door. She enters a code on a keypad beside it, and the door slides back. Inside are Mr. Robinson and another man I don’t recognize, who’s maybe in his late twenties.

Beside me, Kalib’s eyes widen and the blood drains from his face . . . like he’s seeing a ghost.

“Jude?” Kalib says in a hoarse tone.

The man gives him a pained smile and tries to get up from his seat, but by his stiff motion, it’s obviously difficult. He coughs.

“Don’t be a martyr at this point,” Mr. Robinson says to Jude.

Kalib leaves me and rushes to this person who’s obviously a friend. He sits down next to him and takes his hand. “I thought you were dead!”

Jude shakes his head and coughs again. “Me too. And you never know since there’s still time.”

I glance at his hand . . . no tattoo. He’s a Scarlet.

“Jude’s father’s position with the Carmine government seems to have bought him some time in the prison,” Mr. Robinson says. He checks his Flexx, frowns, and puts it back in his pocket. “I learned that he was held at the same place we were transferring the CPWs.”

My heart tightens at the mention of the CPWs . . . this must be the Scarlet who made it out of detainment while the Cobalts died. But I say nothing.

“What did they do to you?” Kalib asks.

Jude shakes his head. “I don’t want to talk about that . . . and you don’t want to hear it. I’m here now, and it’s not like I can go back to Carmine.” He clears his throat.

Kalib instinctively looks at me, then back at his friend. “This is Tenly.”

Jude smiles. “I see why you like her.”

Instant heat runs up my neck. He knows about me.

My best friend pats Jude on the shoulder lightly. “You really should get some rest.”

Jude wrinkles his nose. “And miss all the action? No way.”

It’s obvious why Kalib likes Jude, and he’s probably told him all about me . . . but I can’t help wondering if more CPWs died than necessary to free him.

“So what’s going on with the refugees and freeing the Tenements?” I ask Mr. Robinson.

He blows out a big breath and checks his Flexx, then reorients his attention to me. “People have died . . . a lot of people. But we’ve been able to hold off the Scarlets and continue evacuating refugees. I’m not sure the president was ready for all-out war . . . so it’s bought us some time.”

I gulp. “And Tenement Three? My parents?”

Mr. Robinson doesn’t answer right away.

“Tell me,” I demand.

“We don’t know. I’ve been waiting to hear something, but no news has come in. Your father was supposed to board a transport in the last half hour, but he didn’t check in.”

Tears flood my eyes. Kalib stands, wraps his arm around me and keeps me from falling. “My ma?”

“She was on a transport an hour ago, but we’ve lost contact.”

“Was it hit?” I nearly scream as my knees buckle.

“We don’t know. There is so much happening right now, and the logistics are difficult. There’s not much we can do.”

Kalib turns me toward him and I sob into his chest.

My job, gone.

Ellie, clinging to life by a thread.

The Tenements a wasteland.

My parents . . . Kalib’s ma . . .

I clutch the heart necklace my parents gave me before my CPW exam. A chill travels over my entire body from my scalp down to my toes, making me numb and somehow freezing my tears.

There’s no going back.

We’re too far down this road of revolution for that, and self-recriminations would be pointless since failing to act would have meant accepting more and more brutal treatment at the hands of Scarlets. This path has been inevitable for quite some time.

I push away from Kalib and look up at him, resolute. “I will not leave them out there to die.”

Kalib’s nostrils flare and he trains his attention on Mr. Robinson.

“Either you find Tenly’s parents . . . or we will.”




* * *




Can’t get enough of The Illusion of Truth? Continue the saga with Splintered. Buy on Amazon or read for free in Kindle Unlimited.







  
    
      [image: photo of the author]
    

  

  





    About the Author
  


  
    I‘m Jenetta, and I am a lifetime lover of Sci-Fi (thanks Dad). I had a weird LONG stint (declaring HOW long would give away too many age secrets… and eh-hem… a girl never tells) where I read almost no books for pleasure (the horror!). Near the end of 2014, I picked up Hunger Games, and I was off like a rocket.

That next year I read about 40 YA books (mostly Sci-Fi/dystopian) and a couple of months into it, got the idea to write a book (with no prior experience or even desire) about children who were not allowed to be raised by their biological parents. You see, I am an adoptive mama of two lovely daughters from foster care.


  


  
    
      
        You can connect with me on:
      


      
        
          
            [image: website logo]
          
          
            http://www.jenettapenner.com
          
        

      

      

      

      
    

  

  
    
      
        Subscribe to my newsletter:
      


      
        
          [image: newsletter logo]
        
        
          http://www.jenettapenner.com
        
      

    

  





  
    Also by Jenetta Penner
  


  
    
  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: The Configured Trilogy]
          

        

        
        

    

  
    







          The Configured Trilogy
        

        

        
          
            
              https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B075V5SP2F
            
          

        

        
          
            There will come a day…when love will mark her a traitor.




In a society where emotions are outlawed and function is everything, Avlyn Lark is just trying to blend in.




Born into the lowest level of society she was fortunate to have been removed from her biological parents and assigned to a Level Two family.




But mastering her emotions? That’s a problem… especially when a rebel bomb blows up a building right in front of her.




On Configuration Day, Avlyn’s official transition to adulthood, she starts seeing strange visions. And instead of being placed with a basic job where she could hide her urges, she’s hired by Genesis Technologies, the government firm that controls every citizen.




If Gen Tech discovers her secrets and exposes her for what she really is, it will ruin her life. And if they find out about her illegal meetings with a mysterious but handsome member of the rebel forces, her life will be more than ruined.




It will be over.
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            Earth is dying. Hope waits light-years away on Arcadia, a planet veiled in cyan atmosphere… and harboring a dark side.




On the last day of Cassie’s starship journey to her new home, her father is killed in a mysterious explosion. Somehow, she manages to escape death - helped by a vanishing stranger with otherworldly blue-green eyes.

But his presence lingers in her dreams.

Officials swear the explosion was a horrible accident, but she’s convinced they are hiding something…

About her father. About Arcadia.

Orphaned and alone, Cassie begins to see curious glowing visions and soon the boy with the cyan eyes reemerges. He offers her one chance to uncover what became of her father and the secrets the planet holds.

Two worlds collide, and a powerful attraction draws her to Javen. She can’t say no to the opportunity…

Even if saying yes forces her to choose between saving humanity or saving Arcadia.
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            Magic is real…who knew? Too bad I suck at it.


I was a freak from day one - no parents and a head of white hair that makes me stick out like a sore thumb. So, when a mystery aunt invites me to start a new life, I don’t ask questions. I board a plane. Pronto.

But surprise! *insert sarcasm* It’s all a lie and a weird lady in a dusty junk shop basically shoves me into a closet… and I tumble into a magical world.

Which might be awesome, if I weren’t a freak there too. Apparently, at Borealis Academy, my white hair means I’m public enemy number one.

Just my luck.

Thank the stars, they can’t kick me out unless I’m unable to master magic – which, unfortunately, is even more difficult than it sounds.

One bright spot is my hot spellcasting tutor required to help up my skills. Although, he won’t give me the time of day, let alone help me pass.

But my magical problems are only just beginning when my dark family past catches up with me. Now, if I can’t learn to master my powers, it could lead to a far worse fate than expulsion…

It could destroy everything.
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