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Chapter One

QUANTA

If pacing were a sport, I’d definitely be the world champion by now. Too bad the whole being a prisoner thing knocked me out of the running for medals.

I sighed as I started yet another lap around my living room. A track dug into the white carpet, circling my sofa and plastic coffee table.

There were only three things I could do to keep busy. I could draw, but my charcoal sticks were worn to nubs and sketches of landscapes and animals already overlapped on every wall.

I could also keep pacing, but that kept my brain way too free to wonder how much longer this stupid isolation was going to last.

That left option three: using my powers to peek through time.

I flopped on the couch and swung my butt-length black tangles out of the way. I’d chop the mess if anyone would let me near a pair of scissors, but those were off-limits along with anything else flammable, electrical, or sharper than an elbow.

Good call. I’d stab myself with a fork if I thought it would get me out of here.

But it wouldn’t. The Seligo were never letting their favorite Red Helix seer out on the streets.

Red ink flashed at my hip, and I tugged my camisole down to cover my Helix tattoo. I didn’t need the reminder that my DNA was unstable. Technically, I didn’t even need the tattoo. It was supposed to warn other people how crazy dangerous I was, but the only people I ever saw were the ones keeping me locked up. They already knew exactly what I could do.

If I had to be tattooed, I’d stick with the glittering raven drawn between my thumb and forefinger. At least that one stood for something I believed in. I’d been born a Red Helix, but I’d chosen to be a Shadow Raven. A rebel, fighting against Doctor Nagi, his immortal Seligo, and everything they stood for.

Usually.

These last few weeks I felt like a professional pacer.

I hoped it had been weeks. If it hadn’t…

Would there be a sound when I snapped, or would it just happen?

Letting out a breath, I sank deeper into the couch cushions. As my eyes slipped out of focus, the present blurred and my thoughts slid to the blue haze of past and possibility that always camped at the edge of my thoughts.

As soon as I opened up to them, timeghosts bled over the room, fighting for my brain space.

I pace the room, bunching my fists in frustration; a tray of food slips through the slot in the wall; standing on tiptoes, I sketch the clouds of a city skyline; I burrow in the sofa; I lunge away from a Black Helix guard; I—

I shook my head to cut off the flow. The timeghosts layered over the present like bits of sketches drawn on tissue paper. I could see through them, but too many got overwhelming fast and all the sights and sounds and smells from other times muddled together.

When they blurred like that, I couldn’t pick out single ghosts, let alone tell whether they were from the past or future.

Opening myself to all that randomness would pass the time and all, but right now I wanted answers. Like how much longer is this flipping punishment going to last?

Focusing on that question, I paged through the options. Most of the futures showed the same fuzzy fluff—snippets of me going about my routine. I mentally tossed those to the side and squinted at the front door. When will it open? Who’ll be there when it does?

A few solid-but-ghostly pasts wormed into my head in bursts of voices and fuzzy figures that quickly faded. My forehead pinched, but I was getting closer. First super-sketchy futures that would probably never happen. Then wavy futures. Almost-solid futures.

There.

In the chaos of blue-tinged potential people, I spotted my caretaker, Akua, and gave another mental tug to pause on the spot I wanted—like a dog-ear in my own little book of the universe. Akua holds a tray of plastic-covered plates as she strides down the hall.

With the vision, the tantalizing scent of hot cocoa wafted through time.

Breakfast.

Akua’s long, black braids still had a tinge of future fuzz. This one wasn’t absolutely certain, but it was firming up by the second.

Soon. I’d bet less than an hour.

About time.

The tension in my shoulders eased. I could last another hour.

What’s coming next?

A few half-hearted images flipped past: I cross the living room, heading toward the holographic window of faux skyscrapers; the cleaning bot sucks crumbs from the white carpet. When those fluttered away, nothing.

Like nothing, nothing.

The silence rang in my ears and I blinked fast, trying to make sense of the weird stillness, but the emptiness stayed empty. The hairs on my arms lifted in alarm.

There couldn’t be nothing in my future…

Right?

I flicked back to the image of Akua I’d dog-eared. This time, I followed her timeghost as long as I could:

“Good morning, Quanta.” Akua strides through the door and sets down my tray. “Have you been well?” She uncovers my plates and then hangs back, afraid to come close.

I skipped ahead. We’d chat. I’d try to trick her into something. All normal stuff. A few other possibilities popped into being for this afternoon and I needed to take a closer look at those later, but for now I tried to look farther ahead.

After that. What’s happening later?

For the first time in a long time, the future was a big goose egg.

Maybe no news was good news? I liked to think I’d get a hint if I was supposed to die, but…

I hugged my arms to my body, trying to suppress a wave of the chills. It wasn’t like I always knew what was coming. I made good guesses, but it was still guessing—picking the most likely future out of the options that showed.

I couldn’t see everything. And I’d been blindsided before, missing the real future in the mountain of possibilities.

Whatever happened, I always saw something.

Until now.

I hopped up to pace and rub my arms some more, but the emptiness stayed. I kept twitching, thinking I saw motion, but it was just the tech in the walls flashing.

What did it mean? And what was I going to do about it?

It wasn’t like I had tons of options. I couldn’t get the front door open, let alone make it down the hall alive. There were cameras everywhere. A ridiculous number of guards. Plus I was twenty-something stories underground. Escape was not an option now or ever.

All I could do was hope I’d be able to talk myself out of…

Whatever this was.

Sickening unease carried me through the long hour. By the time the pressurized door whooshed open, my head throbbed with strain and frustration.

“Good morning, Quanta.” The real Akua set my tray on the plastic dining table. “Have you been well?”

“I’ve been stellar.” I managed not to scowl, but she probably heard the urge in my voice. The girl knew exactly how I’d been. I had no doubt she’d been watching my live feeds 24/7, getting all twitchy to get back to me and start a new wave of psych tests.

Akua uncovered my plates and then stepped back to stand near the door. Half her dark braids were pulled into a bun and she swept the other half over her shoulder so she could lean against the wall. A thread popped out of the Blue Helix embroidered on her pocket, but everything else about her was flawless from her photo-finish skin to her thick, black eyelashes.

She was maybe ten years older than me, but it was hard to say when both of us had such modded DNA and I was guessing my age to begin with. Nineteen-ish? Twenty-one?

It was hard to keep track. I hadn’t been super lucid the years I was lab rat.

Regardless, Akua was the lesser of many possible evils and I was 99% certain she wasn’t the one who’d kill me.

So why can’t I see what’s coming?

“What’s bothering you?” Akua’s eyes narrowed.

I almost snorted. All she had to do was check my readings on her little touchscreen wrist thing if she wanted to see my pulse freaking out.

But that wouldn’t be very Akua. She’d earned her Blue Helix specializing in psych stuff and she never missed a chance to ask an annoying question.

The last thing I needed to do was give her something to pick at. She’d make me look at inkblots until my eyes bled and then she’d really get started. I dropped into my chair and rubbed my hands against my pajama bottoms. I was seriously off my game and I needed to get it together.

Akua started into a bunch of questions to check my mental health, but I tuned her out and focused on my food. Today’s menu had cocoa, fresh fruit, and a stack of round pancakes with a side of strawberry glaze. I lifted a hand, cutting off the tide of psychobabble. “My whipped cream?”

“Your blood sugar is a bit higher than optimal.” Now Akua startled rattling off something about fiber and nutrients, but I was already done.

If I was going to die any minute now, who cared if my blood type was chocolate? Might as well go out on a high note.

It was a good enough reason to fake a tantrum, but I resisted. I had a more important goal right now. Figuring a way around this gigantic blank.

“You missed me, didn’t you?” I asked.

Akua relaxed a bit, registering that I wasn’t going to flip over the whipped cream. “I was worried about your condition after so much time alone.”

My condition. Not me. Huge difference.

And who was she kidding? She could’ve requested to end the punishment at any time.

Ah well.

Akua had tranqed me one too many times for us to ever be friends.

I dumped the bowl of glaze over my pancakes and spread out the strawberry chunks, pretending to be engrossed. “So? What’s my schedule?”

“We’ve an hour of game time, followed by a holo room session and a psych evaluation.”

I paused my spreading to scowl. “Holo room? Already?” Maybe I should tackle her and get tranqed instead? That would be so much more fun than holo room hell with Darren. Although spending time with him anywhere was hellish. Getting my thoughts projected was just the cherry on the hate sundae.

Akua nodded. “We’ve pressing matters to discuss, otherwise we would’ve continued your punishment the full month.”

“That wasn’t four weeks?” A touch of panic sounded in my voice, but I couldn’t blame myself, because whoa.

“Two and a half.”

I swallowed. I guess I learned my lesson? No more freaking out the handlers with telepathy. Unless they really, really deserved it. “How is Marco these days?”

“He’s returned to work,” Akua said. “In a limited capacity.”

“But he won’t be visiting?” I kept my voice innocent, but it was his fault I was in iso.

“No.”

Akua’s firm answer sparked a wave of fluttering futures: Marco braces his shoulder against a wall as he walks down a fuzzy corridor. Once upon a time he had perfect hair and a cocky smirk. These days, his hair hung lank around his face, framing haunted eyes that stared straight at his feet.

Now that I had a read on him, I flicked forward, but all his options were more of the same. Shuffling feet. Numb. Staring at nothing.

I almost regretted it, but a breath of relief gusted free before I could stop it. Marco made Darren look like a stand-up citizen. I’d wanted to throw him off before he started running me through “experiments” that looked a lot more like torture than science.

All I’d done was get in his head and show him a couple ways he might die. It had worked a lot better than expected.

Too bad the trick didn’t work on Akua or Darren or the others. Something about mental fortitude.

But seriously. What a lamebrain. I’d trade for one of his deaths any day. Mine were way more gruesome. Just the thought sparked a wave of gory options.

Strapped to a lab table and euthanized; grabbed screaming by a pack of guards in body armor; shot down as I lunge for the door; thrown into the bank of fake windows, my body cracking the screen and revealing the room behind as my blood pools in the glitchy, holographic shards.

Same old same old, but I still had to swallow a bubble of dread. The worst-case futures looked a lot more solid—and more likely—than I remembered.

Is that what’s coming? Is that why I can’t see?

Still nothing.

My own timeline was the hardest to pin down, but I knew with sick certainty that I was out of years. I hoped I still had months.

Or days at least?

Picking up my fork helped hide the tremble in my fingers. Worrying would only make me screw up. I planned to do everything I could to stall my death as long as possible. I’d lose that chance when I started freaking.

As I scarfed my pancakes, I kept trying to peek into my future, but nada. I doubted the game session was the problem. Maybe the holo room was where the bad news started?

It usually was. Darren was like all the bad news in the world jammed into one human shell.

My breath caught in my throat. I’d rather go batty than spend time with him, but I didn’t have to see the future to know I couldn’t avoid it. “What were you saying about pressing matters?”

Akua jammed her hands into her pockets. “That’s not for me to reveal.”

“Play you for the info?”

Her eyes narrowed. “If I win?”

“I’ll get you coordinates for one of the Red Helix girls.”

Her posture tightened with wariness, but her brown eyes lit at the mention of Red Helix. Hunting Reds was practically a Seligo pastime and I’d seen enough of the recent past to know that tensions were high inside the Citadel. Odds were, my getting sprung early had something to do with them. Too many Reds were making waves outside, running crazy in the lawless Voids, and their unstable DNA gave them dangerous powers.

Powers like mine, except a lot more destructive.

If Doctor Nagi had his way, all the Reds would be dead or captive. Taking one off the streets would get Akua promoted from babysitting duty at the very least. More likely, she’d get bumped higher in Nagi’s inner circle and modified to full Seligo, with immortality and all the benefits that went with it. Get her Blue Helix tattoo upgraded to a snazzy UV one that marked her new status.

She was probably already picturing a cushy life as one of the queens of the Citadel. I kept my mouth shut, letting her live the fantasy. I understood the appeal, but Akua hardly needed the extra mods. Her face was already as close to symmetrical as it could get without looking weird, and her position here in one of Nagi’s facilities said her brain had already been plenty suped. Asking for more was crazy.

But everyone wanted to live forever, and extra intellect didn’t mean extra common sense. Akua was no exception.

“Chess?”

“Whatever you want.” I managed to keep the smug smile off my face. The near future flipped into place, letting me peek ahead a few more seconds. Akua was going to agree and the girl was toast with jam before she touched her first piece.

She pressed a finger to the sensor on one of the cabinets. The door popped open, revealing stacks of digital puzzle boards and game boxes. She moved the chess set to the dining table and punched the button on the side of the board. Rows of holographic pieces fuzzed into being on each side.

“Although don’t you think you’re getting the better deal?” I rubbed my hands together. “If I win, you tell me what’s up and I want two hours on the roof.”

“You know that’s not allowed.” Akua sat across from me, her posture still tight with wariness. “Twenty minutes in the gardens.”

Twenty minutes? I’d been cooped up for weeks. If I didn’t get out for a walk, I’d snap. “One hour in the gardens and a chocolate cake.”

She shook her head. “Half an hour and new box of charcoal pencils.”

My fingers twitched. I did need a refresh on my drawing supplies. “Forty five minutes, the pencils, and a cupcake. You pick the flavor. Plus the reason I got sprung early.”

Akua’s brown eyes narrowed. “Only if you handicap me your pawns.”

“Done.” I didn’t even smirk as I swept all eight pawns off my side of the board. The holographs flickered and died. As soon as I reached for the future, potential outcomes layered the air over the board and the most solid ones showed exactly which moves Akua would probably take.

Every time she made a move, more potentials fizzed out. Who needed pawns when I already knew what she’d do?

Akua was scowling and I was five moves to check—plus my info and prizes—when the pressured door whooshed open again. I smelled him before I saw him. Thick, woodsy cologne tainted with a hint of ammonia.

Darren Waldman: geneticist, asshole, and sleaze.

As soon as he stepped into the room, creepy crawlies scrunched my shoulders. From here out, the future yawned blank and terrifying.

“Who’s winning?” Darren rested his hand on the back of my chair. I slid closer to the table, putting as much space between us as I could without leaping to my feet.

“Who do you think?” Akua’s voice tightened with irritation.

“Then I’ve got good news,” Darren said. “I need Quanta in the holo room.”

My breath hitched, but I kept my face and posture neutral. “Later.”

“Now.” Darren yanked back my chair, and I could either stand or fall on my ass. I considered taking the fall. I wasn’t ready to have my brain picked on the big screen, and getting dragged would give me the time I needed to cook up some good lies.

But I couldn’t bear letting him see me struggle. Not when I could help it.

I stood gracefully and reached for Akua’s knight. She gaped as I moved her pieces, then mine. Each move sparked another view of the future board and I copied the moves Akua would’ve made. Finally, I flicked the holo of her king, knocking it off its square. Her eyes widened.

It was a neat trick, but pawns and knights weren’t going to keep me alive. “I still want the cupcake.” I had a feeling the rest was off the table. I was about to find out what was up from the source—and that wasn’t a good thing.

Darren chuckled. The sound slipped over my shoulders like a bucket of ice, ripping figures from my past. A timeghost blotted out the present.

Darren runs his hands over my shoulders, his voice a soft whisper against my hair. “Trust me, Quanta.”

Other pasts I didn’t want to remember fought for my attention, but I beat them back—barely. When the chess set was visible again, I was panting.

Get it together. At least I managed not to dry heave. I regretted falling for Darren every day, and I couldn’t forget him when I was always in reach of his oily fingers. Worst decision ever, but I’d been weak at fourteen—or whenever it was—and creepo Darren was ten years older than me and a Green Helix. His brain was suped for science, and he’d spent his whole career studying me… And my weaknesses.

Now his chemical-green eyes bored into me, and as his brow furrowed, a dirty-blond lock fell over his forehead. I knew that look. He wanted to know what I was thinking, and he’d cut it out of me if I didn’t cooperate.

I scrunched my eyes, but all I could see was the gaping blank where my future was supposed to be. Not reassuring, but I managed to square my shoulders as I stepped through the door.

Just because I couldn’t see what was coming didn’t mean it was the end.

…Right?


Chapter Two

ALTAIR

My watch vibrated as I reached for a batch of cell cultures. I closed the incubator and tilted my wrist to check the touchscreen.

One message from Senator Orpheus.

I hadn’t spoken with Father in weeks. Whatever he wanted now, I doubted it would be pleasant.

I swiped the message over to the glassy display above my workspace wall and let out a heavy sigh at the greeting in digital calligraphy. An official invitation to Altair and Cassiopeia Orpheus, from Senators Rashad and Mei-Lin Orpheus.

We request your presence at tonight’s reception.

Data on the time and location were followed by a bolded notation and not-so-subtle warning to my sister: formal dress required.

Nothing from them in weeks, and now I had an hour to get home, get changed, and wrangle Cass into a gown. If the invitation were paper, I would’ve ripped it in half.

But I couldn’t afford even small rebellions. Not when I was playing the dutiful senator’s son. If they wanted me there, then I’d go to their event and pretend to smile until my teeth cracked.

All the better to undermine the system on my own time.

After I cleaned my workspace and made a few last-minute notes, I headed through sterilization to strip off my lab gear. At seven p.m., the locker room was near deserted. Only one of the research assistants—Daria Poole—remained, hurriedly touching up her lipstick in her locker mirror.

She spotted me in the reflection and did a double-take. “You’re going home? Before midnight?”

I shrugged as I touched my thumb to my locker’s sensor. “Not by choice.” I’d planned for hours more work tonight, but the party was a necessary sacrifice. I changed my lab goggles for sturdy black frames, and ran fingers through hair that had been pressed under a sterile cap for hours. A shower would’ve been ideal, but I didn’t have time.

“Any news on the position at Doctor Nagi’s lab?” Daria closed her locker, but stood fidgeting.

“Nothing yet.” I’d only spoken with Daria a handful of times, but gossip traveled. Everyone at the lab knew I was being considered for a promotion.

A thrill shot through my fingertips. About damned time. I’d been schmoozing and studying for years trying to get to where the real research was happening. I wouldn’t be able to drop the charade yet, but at least I’d be able to start making a difference—finding out what Doctor Nagi was up to and funneling that information to Lady Eva.

“Your work on Red stabilization is brilliant.” Daria fidgeted some more and twirled a dark curl around her finger. “Just brilliant. I’m sure you’ll be chosen.”

I ignored the not-so-subtle plea in her voice and body language—the way she tilted her hips and pursed her lips, inviting me to get closer. I made a point of knowing my coworkers’ histories. Hers was nothing special. She’d qualified for a Green Helix, proving her scientific aptitude, but lacking family connections, she’d likely spend her career cleaning test tubes. A nice girl. Well-liked. And pretty, thanks to heavy modifications, both genetic and physical. He symmetrical face beamed at me.

None of it was tempting.

Still, it didn’t benefit me to alienate her. “Thanks.” I gave her a tight, professional smile as I closed my locker. “Have a good night.”

Undeterred, Daria followed me out. “Why the rush home? Big plans?”

“A cocktail at the senate.”

She gaped as we passed along a white corridor. “And you don’t think that’s a big deal?”

I understood her awe. Only the upper crust of Seligo society got invited to senatorial events, but I’d ben attending them for all twenty-four years of my life. After that many functions, galas, and meaningless parties, calling myself jaded was an understatement. “I’d rather be working.”

“Of course you would.” A noise of disgust rumbled at the back of her throat. “How are the rest of us supposed to keep up?”

They weren’t. That was the point of my on-going charade. “Keep working. The Seligo reward the worthy.”

“Seems like some of us are worthier than others.”

She wasn’t wrong. I’d been genetically engineered to be successful and groomed to follow the path set out for me—to achieve scientific renown, and then immortality. She couldn’t possibly catch up. The system gave hope, but the real chosen ones were chosen from birth.

Daria and I parted ways at the pod station as I headed home to my apartment tower.

Being my parents’ son came with enough strings to strangle me, but it did have its perks. Namely, being allowed a private pod. Skipping the queue for public cars, I took the lift up to the private tracks. I pressed my hand to the scan pad and ten seconds later, my pod glided up from the parking structure and then slowed to a stop in front of me.

It was only a two-seater, but it had more than enough room to stretch out. Sagging into the leather upholstery, I kicked my feet up on the seat across and leaned back to watch the city fly by. My playlist blasted on where it had paused on the way into work and the top headlines in science and politics scrolled across the window screens.

I flicked everything off to soak in a precious moment of silence. Nighttime pod rides had a quiet sort of Zen. The private tracks swooped around the spires of Alpha Citadel’s skyscrapers, traversing the maze of sparkling glass and reflected light.

It would be peaceful if my thoughts would still.

But they wouldn’t. They never did.

I had trials to check. New studies to read. An inbox to wade through. Piles of invitations to scan and then accept or reject. All in the pursuit of a future I didn’t want.

I rubbed my head, trying to ease the constant dull ache of stress and expectation. I’d chosen this path. If I didn’t keep faking my way forward, I’d never achieve my real goals.

The temporary quiet didn’t last. With no traffic clogging the private track, it took only minutes to reach the apartment. I had to mentally prepare for the party.

For my part, putting on a suit was easy enough. But convincing Cass to attend?

I doubted my sister had left her workroom in days. Probably hadn’t showered. She’d need more than an hour to shift from programming binge to senatorial ball. If she could be tempted to go at all.

The lock slid open after I pressed my hand to the sensor pad. As I cut across the living room, I caught a hint of orange-scented cleaning product. The smooth, white countertops shined in the kitchen and floor was clear of the crumb-trail that usually lead to Cassie’s half of the apartment. The staff of Gray Helix servants must have just cleaned.

Cassie’s bedroom was shut, but I didn’t bother. Instead, I knocked on the door to her workroom at the end of the hall. “Cass?” When no answer came, I knocked again. “Need you for a party.”

Still no response. She either had headphones in, or she was determined to ignore me. Rather than knocking for nothing, I tapped through the screens on my watch to shoot her an alarm.

Sirens blared behind the door.

“Futhermucker—!” Cassie shouted. The alarm cut. Cans clanked and equipment clattered before the door finally slid open.

Cass’s tight dark curls stuck out at crazy angles, popping out from the programming visor strapped to her forehead. “What?” She flipped the goggles up, revealing deep purple bags that almost matched the color of her smoky, violet eyes.

The only light inside glinted from her four comp monitors, but it was more than enough for my modded eyes to pick up the chaos. Piles of rubble—empty energy bev pouches, foil takeout wrappers, and wrinkled clothes—obscured the carpet and I almost stepped back from the smell of stale food and sweat. “How long have you been in here?”

“Asks the guy who lives at his lab?” Cassie rubbed her eyes. Her cheeks were slightly hollowed. She’d lost weight. As much as three quarters of a kilogram compared with the last time I’d seen her six days ago. “What’d you want, Tair?”

“To escort you to a party at the senate. In an hour.”

“How about never?” She pressed a button to close the door panel, but I slipped my foot over the threshold.

A sensor chirped. It wouldn’t close when it was blocked. “I wasn’t planning on it either.”

“Then don’t go.” She started punching something into the door unit. She’d have the safety sensor disabled in thirty. “Or do you have fun sucking up to Mom and Dad’s sleazy Seligo friends?”

“Hardly.”

“Then why are we having this talk?” Cass asked, but her fingers paused, saving my foot for a few more seconds.

“Because the food will be amazing?” Nothing else there would tempt her.

“I’m not selling my soul for canapés. And hello?” She raised her arm and pointed to her conspicuously bare skin. “Why am I invited?”

Her lack of Helix was a constant embarrassment to our parents. As the children of two senators, much was expected of us. There’d been a minor scandal when she dropped out of academy. How could a child genetically programmed to be the best possibly fail like that?

It made me want to choke the ones dealing the gossip.

Cass could qualify for her Green Helix tattoo in a second if she cared. The girl was a screaming tech genius, except she programmed games instead of pursuing a “more worthy” field like genetics, medicine, or data analysis.

In our house, that was almost worse than going without a Helix. “They just want to play the smiling family card. I don’t mind pretending for a few hours.”

“Why?” Cass started in on the door panel again.

I pushed into the room before my toes got severed. A good question. It would be easier to blow the event off, but I couldn’t do that regardless of how preferable it sounded. “You know why.”

“Do I?”

I glanced at the ceiling. Our apartment was a bug house filled with enough concealed mics, cameras, and monitors to record our every movement. Allegedly for our safety.

Home sweet home.

Cass caught the motion. She popped a combination of digits into the nearest keyboard and I registered a whine at the edge of my hearing. “I’m muffling the ears. You gonna spill?”

“Still no.” The less she knew, the less likely she was to get dragged out and interrogated. She might have heard of the Shadow Ravens, but she didn’t know I was a member and I wanted to keep it that way. I reflexively rubbed the raven tattooed near my thumb. It was invisible to anyone but other Ravens who’d had their eyes modified. We could identify each other, but I hadn’t been in contact with another agent in more than a year.

I was in deep cover mode until I took myself out, digging into the Seligo power structure like only a senator’s son could. Only a handful of Ravens could safely move in and out of Alpha Citadel, and I was one of even fewer who’d been born on a straight track to Seligo immorality.

I never planned to make it to that destination.

Thus far, I hadn’t stumbled onto anything worth breaking cover for. I wouldn’t drag Cass into it, even if I had. “Let’s say I’m working a few angles you don’t need to know about.”

“Riiiiiiight.” Cass rolled her eyes. “That’s the whole truth.”

It was as much as I could give her. “You going to get in the shower?”

“Nope.”

“You’re making me go alone?”

Her nose wrinkled. “My game needed debugging yesterday and watching Seligo cougars drape themselves on you all night isn’t my kind of fun.”

My loss. I’d been counting on her to play buffer. And to be the one person in the room who wasn’t trying to either manipulate me or suck up to an Orpheus. “You know they’ll both come down on you.”

“What else is new?” Cass tapped a sequence into her comp and the background whine cut off. She pitched her voice slightly higher now that anyone listening could hear. “Mom and Dad can get stuffed.”

“Fair enough.” I left her to her glowing monitors and headed to change. At least one of us deserved a peaceful night. I’d get more attention than I wanted or needed, but Cass would get poison stares. She had the pedigree—just not the drive to impress.

Unfortunately, I had both. Or at least the drive to bluff my way along.

I headed to my room and pulled one of the suits at random. Hangers laden with dark, luxurious fabrics jammed the closet. My parents insisted that their children stay on trend and their tailor constantly sent new pieces for Cassie and me. Mostly for me. She hadn’t been going out into society much the last few years.

I stripped down and set my glasses on the mahogany dresser. The frames were the one rebellion I refused to abandon. Even if they were out of style, low tech, and unnecessary as far my parents were concerned.

They reminded me of the one thing I could never let myself forget and senatorial ball or not, I wouldn’t go without them.

In any case, my parents would have a more glaring flaw to pick at. It was too short notice to remove the full-sleeve tattoo that traced the line of my pectoral and looped down to my wrist, obscuring my Green Helix in Old Norse braids. I was going to catch grief for the ink that ran past my cuff, but I’d give it right back. Even though the ink microbeads were non-permanent, removing them would take at least an hour with a laser. Not possible after such a late invitation.

Obscuring an official tattoo with a decorative one was the worst faux pas in Seligo society. To earn a Helix was to earn a permanent place in the social hierarchy of the Citadel. A Helix should be proudly displayed and celebrated.

Looking at mine made my conscience scream.

So I’d covered it, even if that wasn’t done. I could only play so perfect without losing my mind.

As I knotted a silk tie around my neck, my thoughts looped a familiar track. Nights like this, I wanted to abandon it all. Leave the Citadel. Leave the Ravens. It would be the easiest thing to arrange a new identity and disappear into the Voids where no one gave a shit about the name Orpheus.

Instead of running, I buttoned my black jacket closed. Only I could play this role, and I had to play it until I absolved my sins. I shouldn’t complain about my obligations when my family connections were getting me ahead. If I kept playing the right cards, I’d be promoted within the year. Then I’d have better access to current research and more resources to advance my own agenda. I’d work my way into Doctor Nagi’s good graces, even if it killed me.

I practiced my smile on the way down the lift.

My face already ached.


Chapter Three

QUANTA

As Darren strapped a bunch of sensors to my forehead, his hot, stale breath moved against my face.

Yak. Being this close to him flipped all my panic switches.

He knew that and he loved it.

Darren hovered too close, caressing my hair instead of just moving it out of the way to get the cords hooked in. My knuckles whitened on my chair arms. Our shared past flickered along with a few scenes from his life’s highlight reel, but I blacked out the pictures, biting my cheeks until the pain made them disappear.

I couldn’t let him get to me. Not here. Not now.

Just being in the holo room made timeghosts clamor in front of me, strobing and whispering, showing flashes of all the times I’d been here before. I could barely see Darren through the layers of bluish figures flickering across my vision.

Focus.

If I didn’t control it now, I’d slip something I shouldn’t and then I’d have problems so much bigger than creepy Darren. Forcing myself to look past his lab coat, I concentrated on the matte-black wall and the sound of my breath.

Even if my future was still a blank there were plenty of other people I could screw over if I projected something I shouldn’t. I kept biting the inside of my cheek until it bled and the jab of pain kept me anchored. The whispers and ghosts never totally went away, but I managed to get them more or less on mute. Under control…ish.

Darren finally stepped away when the last clip was in, leaving me alone, wrists strapped to the dentist-style chair in the middle of the room. I hated having him hover behind me, doing who knew what, but at least when he was out of sight I could focus on the walls.

Soft light glowed as the simulation system kicked on. Now whatever layer of time I focused on could be projected.

And recorded.

Blank mind. Blank mind. Don’t let anything slip.

Darren had to be after something serious if it got him to break my house arrest and that thought lifted the hairs on the back of my neck. He wouldn’t drag me here just so I’d tell tomorrow’s weather.

“Emma Jean Boyd.” Darren’s voice made me jump, and the name called up the girl’s image in my mind. A matching hologram sprang to life—a pale, freckled girl with hair dyed brilliant blue, a lip ring, and dusting of other piercings and tattoos. I’d been asked to hunt her down so many times, I already had a bookmark in her volume of the universe.

This time, she sat in front of a comp unit, illuminated by the glow. The light blotted out the subtle shimmer of the Shadow Raven tattoo between her thumb and forefinger.

Son of a nutcracker.

I froze my thought before more of the space could render.

Showing even this much was a mistake.

“Also known as Cipher.” Darren walked around the projection, sizing up the girl in the hologram. “Is this past or future?”

I bunched my hands into fists, puling against my restraints. “Past.” Maybe a month. Maybe a few weeks. I couldn’t tell exactly, and even if I could, it was the last thing I’d tell Darren.

“We used the information you provided to take her into custody.”

I focused on the holographic Cipher to keep from slipping anything else. A but was coming.

For sure. It had to.

“She escaped with a guerrilla force.” Darren stepped through the image of Cipher, coming to hover at my side. “We suspect she’s joined with the Shadow Ravens.”

My held breath slipped out. Thank Odin, Ra, and Jesus. My problem child was still safe.

“Now we need to know where she and the other traitors are hiding.” Darren said. His voice came out cool and even, but I knew him well enough to know he was frothing for info.

Cipher had already been number one on the Seligo shit list before she escaped their grasp. According to them, the girl should’ve been killed at birth. Her electrical powers were crazy dangerous, and if she ever lost it…

I scrunched my eyes before the image got projected, but a whiff of ozone wafted from a potential future that involved a city-sized crater and a few continents of charred electrical grids. “She’s too distant. You know I can’t zero in without—”

Before I could finish the thought, a weight settled in my lap. A purple backpack.

Darren grinned pure poison. “See if that triggers anything.”

I swallowed. Three guesses who the pack belonged to.

I didn’t need to guess before the pack’s recent past layered over my reality. Techs in white coats pore over the fabric, searching for fibers and DNA, analyzing Cipher’s things for any hint that would tell them where she’d been or where she was headed.

I was supposed to be doing the same.

Instead of fighting the inevitable, I followed the page-back of time. If the Seligo had picked up her stuff, then the damage was already done and the past wouldn’t hurt her. Images flickered across the screen as they moved through my head. I peeled back layer after layer. The techs. Black Helix goons in helicopters. Then Cipher.

I froze there, showing her and the pack on a beach. The background projected hazy—just bright sand and a blurry blue sky—but she looked clear enough with her blue hair and black bathing suit.

“Follow from here.” Darren’s gaze shifted back to the holograph. “Where did she go?”

My muscles clenched so hard the holo flickered. This was where I lived or died.

The Seligo wanted Cipher bad, but if she’d finally hooked up with the Ravens, then odds were her trail led to Lady Eva. Now if I showed too much, I’d give the Seligo the keys to capturing every single Raven. If that happened, then the few Red Helix girls who’d escaped the system would be charcoal toast.

I couldn’t let the worst-case scenario happen. But if I didn’t show enough…

I was only as useful as the information I provided. Doctor Nagi had been trying to replicate my power for years, but so far no one else could do what I did. That had kept me alive.

But if I stopped delivering intel he and the Seligo could use?

I’d get sliced up and turned into a series of oozy tissue samples. That future was always waiting.

Adrenaline shot through my fear.

This was why I put up with the constant threat of death and worse.

When I sat in the holo chair, I sat in the driver’s seat for the whole Citadel. The right hint from me could shift the military, social policies, and Doctor Nagi’s research.

I could change this world.

At least, I’d keep trying to until the future caught up with me.

Letting out a deep breath, I relaxed my hold on the Cipher’s image. Lucky for her, the backpack only gave me a tiny window—just a few scattered images. I could steer Darren toward what I wanted him to see and she and I wouldn’t have to get hurt this time.

Instead of going back, I paged forward through the layers of time. The foggy blue edges in my mind projected as blur, but only I could tell whether the different shapes and shades meant past or future. Darren had to take my word for it.

For a while, I pretended to get stuck at the beach. I showed tides and sunrises until Darren started pacing. Then I followed the pack’s story, picking and choosing what to skip and what to project. I skipped over an image of Cipher kissing her new Raven boyfriend—her perfect genetic match, thanks to Eva’s tinkering—and instead showed a few innocent scenes of her sorting her clothes and swimming.

Nothing damning yet, but this was where it got tricky. Even if the pack didn’t give me much, the Seligo had been fishing for Cipher for years and they brought me something of hers every few months. A glass with her fingerprints here. A fried processor there.

It all added up.

At this point, I was pretty cued into the girl’s life story. The edges of new time layers curled in the air in front of me, aching to be touched. It would be the easiest thing to peek.

I gripped the chair arms, preparing myself. I had to be careful.

Instead of focusing on where she was headed, I concentrated on the fuzziest lines. Places she might go, but probably wouldn’t.

Latching onto Cipher’s path, I paged forward. As I moved through snippets of her future, landscapes appeared and faded on the wall. Trailers stacked on trailers in RV parks that could be anywhere in the Voids. Empty beaches. Dark alleys. The deeper I looked, the more images spun in my head, bursting to come out and play. Pressure built between my ears. This was already stretching my limits, but I had to push. Darren wouldn’t take nothing for an answer.

I looked for the blandest, most boring possibilities until I could find just the perfect—

There.

Cipher doing something innocent in a super unlikely future. The image bloomed in 3D.

She stepped out of her RV, parked at a fuel station. The holo equipment couldn’t project what I smelled—fumes that had me wrinkling my nose. A cap held back wisps of her blue hair, but it was obviously Cipher who headed to pay for the fuel-up, huddled into a black jacket like the world was after her—which it generally was.

“Where?” Darren asked.

The restraints made it awkward to shrug, but I tried my best. He could read the sign as well as I could. “The Old Spring Fuel Station?”

“When will she be there?” He pulled a tablet from his pocket and started tapping away.

Quarter of never? I made sure to keep my breath even, but I was so used to lying that a little fib like this wouldn’t even make my pulse wobble. “Maybe this week.”

“And the Ravens? Keep following her.”

Much harder to fudge. As far as I knew, the Ravens’ compound was still tucked somewhere in the Rockies. It was more than an ocean away from us in Alpha Citadel, but that distance meant nothing to the Seligo. Their outposts and satellite citadels spanned the globe and they’d pour out every one of their resources for a chance at crushing Lady Eva and her guerilla army.

I’d rather suicide by banging my head into a wall than let that happen.

I relaxed into a stream of harmless maybe futures. People I’d never met. Places I’d never go. Wisps of timeghosts blinked in and out all over the room. The backpack’s trail was spent and unless I dug for images of Cipher until my ears bled, all I’d pick up was fluff. “There’s nothing else to show.”

“Push.” Darren leaned against my chair so hard its frame creaked. For once, he stared at the wall instead of me. Maybe the situation in the Citadel was tenser than I’d thought?

I let the timeghosts flow, casting a wider net and opening myself to more random pages in time, but it was pointless. There was noth—

“Stop.” Pain zinged my temple as Darren’s voice froze the program, holding my thought and sticking the image in place. A holographic man stood a meter away, arm half raised for a handshake. “Do you know this guy?”

I leaned against my restraints to check out the image. The figure was tall and lithe with a square jaw, perfect bronzy skin, and that flawless Seligo-esque perfection.

Except for his glasses. No one wore those anymore.

A guy from a catalogue?

Something about him poked at my memories, but I couldn’t stroll through the past while I was still strapped in. The familiarity was probably because he looked like so many of the handlers who’d come and gone from my prison.

Racially ambiguous. Physically perfect. Too pretty to trust.

Eventually I shook my head, making the wires clack. “I don’t know anyone.” Years of captivity would do that to a girl.

Darren made a noise at the back of his throat. I couldn’t quite read the sound, but this guy had him on edge. “Past?”

“Future.” The guy’s image looked wispier in my head—this would probably happen soon. Whatever it was. It didn’t seem so critical and I couldn’t see why Darren cared.

Am I missing something?

“Flesh it out,” Darren said.

“I don’t think I—”

“Flesh it out.” He shoved the chair back down further, voice hard.

I scrunched my neck, trying to get some distance from him and his choking cologne. If this were something important, I’d fight, but right now I just wanted Darren to go away. There was no harm in showing him. Squinting, I focused on the tips of glasses guy’s fingers. Who’s he reaching for?

Pain flashed through my head, blanking out my vision for a split-second. When I finished blinking, the rest of the image ballooned.

The guy reached toward—

My own face glared back from the holo screen, gray eyes narrowed in suspicion.

Me?

He was reaching for me?

“Shit.” Darren let go of the chair back and it snapped, shaking me. He paced away, running a hand through his hair.

“Who’s that?”

“The new guy.” Darren scowled at the screen. “Not that he’ll last.”

A new handler?

Curious, I squinted at the holo. With all the smooth skin and symmetry, he looked super cream of the Citadel, but I’d dealt with his kind a million times before. Just like Marco. All ego and no substance.

The glasses were weird though. So was the braided tattoo peeking past his cuff. Helixes didn’t ge—

A shimmer glinted between his thumb and forefinger.

My breath caught in my throat.

The angle of the holo didn’t show the full mark—thank Buddha—but it was enough that I could recognize it.

The same ink glimmered on the back of my hand.

Glasses guy was a Shadow Raven.

And we were about to be introduced.


Chapter Four

ALTAIR

My watch vibrated again on the pod ride to the senate. Irritated, I flicked open the message.

I wasn’t late yet, why—

Check in.

A two-word message. The sender’s address was a random string of numbers and letters that screamed throw-away account.

And Shadow Raven.

Damn.

I deleted the message and punched in the command to clear my tracks, but a spike of anxiety sped my heart. Eva wouldn’t risk contact for trivial reasons.

Something serious had to be brewing.

But now wasn’t the time. I had to get to a secure line before I could risk a call, and being that late to the party would draw attention I didn’t need. I’d have to worry later.

I straightened my tie and then checked the time on the pod console. Two minutes to arrival.

The pod whirred smoothly along, but it didn’t relax me this time. I dreaded the senatorial compound. I’d rather confine myself to the lab for weeks than leave my work to glad-hand, but it was a necessary evil.

When the soaring spire came into view, my stomach tightened. The senate was the tallest building ever constructed by human hands—an unrivaled architectural marvel of gleaming glass and polymer compounds.

The plastic palace. As always, my least favorite destination.

The pod eased to a stop at the private arrivals hall halfway up the spire. A Gray Helix was already waiting as I stepped out. She bowed so low, all I could see was her bobbed black hair and the Helix tattooed around her neck like a collar.

“Welcome, honored guest. Please provide verification.” She held out a scanning console.

I offered my forearm. The instrument beeped as soon as it registered my tattoo through the cloth.

“Sincere thanks, Mr. Orpheus. Please continue.” The woman bowed even lower. As soon as I passed, she scurried off to greet another pod. The job could easily be automated, but the Seligo loved a human touch. Or rather, they loved a little show of subservience.

Hence the Grays. Bred for deference and total lack of ego.

And yet another problem that needed fixing.

But one thing at a time. I had to advance if I was going to change anything in the Citadel.

Other Grays bowed as I strode away from the pod tracks, deeper into the stronghold. The marble tile gave way to Persian rugs and hulking Black Helix warriors stood against the walls, interspersed between artworks like part of the decor.

Monet. Warrior holding automated weapon. Ming vase. Man in body armor. Sculpture of Madonna and Child. Woman with stun lance.

Domed surveillance units rounded out the security, dotting the ceilings and walls. They blended into the architecture, but they couldn’t hide from my eyes. Nothing had changed since my last visit. No blind spots. No weaknesses. Everything watched.

Starting trouble here would be instant suicide. Tonight, I planned to be on my best behavior.

I navigated the halls by memory, although one of the guards would certainly step in if I strayed somewhere forbidden. A short walk brought me to the double-doors of the ballroom, where two more Grays bowed as they opened the way.

Blinking to adjust to the darkness, I stepped inside. The domed glass ceiling let in a sliver of moonlight. The only other illumination came from the sporadic black lights that highlighted ice sculptures and standing tables in pools of purple.

UV tattoos glowed from the arms of each Seligo. In this crowd of senators and their guests, more were Seligo than not. All symmetrical faces and plastic smiles.

I scanned the crowd as I made my way through. Not a single woman wore a long-sleeved gown, and suit jackets cut to reveal Helix tattoos were still in fashion for the men. Despite the variations in skin and hair color, all Seligo had a certain sameness that made it that much easier to spot the outliers. At my six o’clock, a woman in a clingy, crystal-encrusted gown, posture slumped, pupils dilated. Likely high on serums.

A short man, reflexively rubbing his hands at my two. His suit was slightly baggy and a few years out of style. An uncomfortable guest who didn’t belong in this crowd. I assumed one of the pompous-looking Helixes at his side was trying to awe the man for business or some prank. Did they have nothing better to do with their time?

I nearly snorted. Obviously not.

At one edge of the room, a knot of proud parents stood, passing around their test tube babies like the children were the latest accessories. All five infants had skin the same shade of brown that must be in style now. They’d been drugged so they wouldn’t fuss, but one mother helpfully pulled back her son’s eyelid to show off his pale, yellow eyes.

The spectacle was nothing new, but it still made my conscience throb. All I could do was turn away. My disgust wouldn’t help right now.

A few upper-level Greens nodded in my direction. I faked smiles in return, but kept moving through the crowd. The first order of business was greeting my parents.

They stood shoulder to shoulder near the string quartet, whose plexi instruments glowed with imbedded black lights. A proud UV Helix glimmered from each of their forearms.

“Mother, Father.” I dipped my head in what passed for deference.

“Altair.” Mother smoothed the shimmering fabric of her high-necked gown, and the pin in her dark hair chimed as she moved toward me. After a cold welcome hug, she tugged my sleeve past the tattooed lines that peeked out. “Mind your appearance, darling.”

“Where’s Cassiopeia?” Father’s gaze raked me as it always did, disapproving the glasses as usual and the ink as expected. His thick eyebrows bunched in subtle distaste. With so many sour expressions, he ought to have wrinkles by now, but a constant cocktail of mods and serums kept his skin as dark and smooth as ever.

“Otherwise occupied.” I wouldn’t sell her out, but they traded a quick glance that said they knew exactly what Cass was up to and didn’t approve.

As per usual. A united front against their children.

If Cass were here, we’d look even less like a family. Four different skin tones. Four different eye colors. That happened when ordering sons and daughters from a catalog. Technically, we didn’t share enough code to be considered their biological children, but that was par these past few centuries.

I took a glass from a passing Gray’s tray—some glowing UV concoction that tasted as saccharine as it looked. “Why the invitation?”

Mother smiled like a cat, full of ambition and smugness. “Someone wants to meet you.”

Someone? Suddenly, I knew where this was going. “Mother—”

“There are the Astors.” Mother gave a demure wave and started gliding toward a trio standing near an ice sculpture. Her fingers clamped my arm, dragging me along. Father walked on my other side, sandwiching me in place.

No way to run without making a scene. Senator Astor and her husband stood waiting with their daughter.

A set-up.

My free hand bunched into a fist, but I tucked it into my pocket. I couldn’t make a mistake in front of this audience.

Mother exchanged greetings, then made a sweeping gesture. “This is my son, Altair. Altair, this is Layla Astor.”

Layla’s blonde hair tumbled in artful curls and braids. She wore tasteful neutral makeup that emphasized her full lips and emerald green eyes, but a hint of darker eyeliner smudged like a leftover from some previous night’s debauchery; that was half of what I needed to know to escape the conversation.

And I would escape. I had no interest in these shallow romances meant to gain my family position.

“It’s so nice to meet you, Altair. I knew your sister at academy.” And that was why Cass had been invited. Some common bond to me to a potential future mate.

Good thing Cass had stayed home. She’d hate the situation as much as I did.

The girl extended her arm, flashing her Green Helix and I couldn’t avoid the handshake. “Likewise.” Layla’s rough fingertips gave me the last clue I needed. Calluses from playing an instrument. Between that and the eyeliner, I had an excellent guess at how to get rid of her. Rather than sell her out in front of her parents, I offered her an arm. “I was just about to admire the ice sculptures. Would you care to join me?”

“I’d love to.” She smiled and placed delicate fingertips on my arm.

Our parents grinned conspiratorial smiles as we strolled away. No doubt they’d already picked a wedding date. I waited until we were out of modified earshot to speak. “How upset would your family be if I mentioned that you play in a band?”

“Very.” Layla tensed, and her expression and tone shifted from vapid politeness to shrewd consideration. “Not that you should know.”

I shrugged. “I won’t say a thing as long as you don’t press an engagement.”

“Thank God.” Layla shuddered. “Our mothers schemed this one. I thought you were in on it.”

I grinned. I didn’t often stumble onto others faking their way through Helix life, but every so often an ally dropped in my lap. “Should we small talk for a few minutes and then pretend to offend each other?”

Layla pressed her lips together, eying me up and down. “If you’re up to it, I have a better suggestion.”

“Oh?” I handed her a drink taken from a passing tray. Our parents still watched from across the room.

“Let’s meet for coffee. We could draw this out for months.”

“A faux courtship?” It had promise, although there were certainly risks.

“You’re the first guy they’ve set me up with who’s not a self-centered ass.” Layla’s mischievous smile made her eyes sparkle. “My girlfriend would love you.”

Her voice was clear of subterfuge and I found myself smiling back. “Next week? I’m sure our parents already exchanged our contact information.” And faking a relationship would save me getting blindsided at every event.

“Call me.” She finger-waved and then headed for a crowd of friends, who proceeded to glance my way, slipping a few quickly smothered cackles. I nodded before heading off to work the crowd.

Despite my parents’ efforts, the night was going better than expected.

I’d just finished trading pleasantries with a senator when Mother cornered me next to a buffet table. “Well?”

I suppressed the urge to shake her. “We’ve agreed to meet next week.”

“Excellent.” She gave a smug smile. “A match with one of the Astor girls will be the best thing for cementing your position. You’ll be elevated to Seligo before the year is out.”

“Oh?” Irritation pricked the back of my neck and for once, I didn’t bother stoppering it. “I could pick one of her sisters instead?” The woman made getting married sound like choosing pastries at the market.

“Choose anyone you wish.” Mother’s black eyes glinted at the tone in my voice. My mistake, but I’d gotten one too many doses of her toxic logic this evening. “Only choose soon. Your aging reflects poorly on the family.”

Nothing to reflect poorly like a natural human process. All things human and natural were poison the Seligo.

Exhaustion seeped into my bones. I wanted nothing more than to skip out and set my pod to circumnavigate the city with music on full blast. “I’ve said my greetings to everyone who matters, so I won’t embarrass you and Father by leaving early.”

I strode away, but she matched my pace through the crowd, gliding somehow, her expression a serene mask that jarred with her harsh tone. “Now is not the time to wax rebellious, Altair. Your new position will be assigned any day now so long as you maintain the proper behavior.”

A blast of pure, unreasonable resentment froze me where I stood. As if her connections were getting me ahead. She made it seem like I’d done nothing. All the hours in the lab. Bending my morals into pretzels to follow this path.

I opened my mouth to respond, but a Gray sidled into our conversation. “Deepest apologies. Mr. Orpheus is needed with urgency.”

“Goodnight, Mother.” I followed the Gray without glancing back. The timing was perfect, but where could I possibly be needed? Maybe some Seligo woman wanted my company for the night? That tended to happen at these kinds of parties.

I let out a heavy breath. The distraction was welcome enough as long as whoever it was didn’t expect a conversation. The Gray wouldn’t tell me if I asked, so I simply followed.

We exited the ballroom through a passage lined with Black Helix guards. As we wound deeper into the senate building, my chest tightened. Faint lines on the ceiling hinted at the hidden anti-intrusion panels that could drop enough firepower to take down a guerrilla force.

This was no rendezvous. I had no business with anyone this deep in the senate.

Sweat trickled down the back of my neck. Had I been caught? Had that ridiculous message tipped the Seligo I was playing two sides?

If I’d been found out…

According to Raven protocols, I’d have to take my own life. On a mission, I’d have a weapon or poison handy, but in here, I was on my own.

Shit.

I couldn’t take that route. I was close, but what had I really accomplished?

Not enough. Not nearly enough.

But capture would be worse than dying unfulfilled.

The Gray bowed low in front of a door flanked by massive guards. “This way, honored guest.”

My breath came out steady, but my heart pounded. I’d have seconds to make the call. I could make a play for a weapon, or ride it out, hoping my wits would be enough to get me through.

The door slid open.

A small conference room. I would’ve taken in its details, but the man seated at the head of the table stole my attention.

Doctor Tenma Nagi.

The man who ruled the Citadel.

He wore his black hair slicked back, and though he had the ageless Seligo aura, he lacked the sense of plastic that so many gave off. His posture projected confidence—straight shoulders, clear gaze. A neat tie peeked from under his buttoned lab coat. Clean-shaven. And sitting comfortable in his position of authority.

All in all, Tenma Nagi was the picture of competence.

But I shouldn’t be meeting him in person. Ever. I tried to gather myself, but shock kept me standing in the doorway.

“Altair Orpheus.” Doctor Nagi stood before I could react. “A pleasure to meet you at last. Your parents have been singing your praises at me for years.”

“I…” Shit. Where was my mask when I needed it? We were alone in the conference room. Not an interrogation suite, so I wasn’t caught. Not yet. “Sir. This is an honor.” I returned his firm handshake.

“Sit.” He gestured to the seat across from him at the oval table. “I’m sure you’re wondering why you were summoned.”

“Of course.” A serious understatement. Whatever was happening, I had to work it to my advantage. I took the seat and folded my hands, trying to slow my racing heart. If I broke my poker face here, I was dead.

Doctor Nagi had discovered the secret to immortality. He’d overthrown the old world and established the system of Helix castes. Now he chaired the senate and spearheaded the Seligo’s genetic research programs. I’d been working to get close to him for years, but I’d never expected to get this close.

Not without warning.

“I need your assistance.” Doctor Nagi tapped the table top screen and it lit with information. Files and images. As he flipped through, I fought to divide my attention, but he commanded a presence that made it difficult to look away.

He navigated to an image and then pinched its corners, expanding the photo until a face filled the table. “This is one of my test subjects. A Red.”

A Red Helix? Alive?

The young woman’s face was almost Seligo perfect and softly gorgeous, framed by long black hair. Her wide, gray eyes stared up at me, conveying a deep sadness that made my heart pinch.

Maybe it was her looming death sentence that made her so compelling. Now that I knew she existed, I could get word to Eva, but the girl was in the system deep if she was part of Nagi’s research. Likely far beyond a smash and grab rescue mission.

“I wasn’t aware there were any in custody.” Eva and I had both suspected, but the Shadow Raven information network only went so far. It was my task to dig deeper, and apparently I’d just accomplished that. “I’d love some tissue samples for my research.” As cold as that was, it wasn’t a lie. I needed to get my hands on the girl’s code to find out what Nagi had been working on.

“I’ve no doubt you would.” Nagi gave a tight smile, likely because I’d said what any geneticist would say in this situation. “But working with this subject requires top-level security clearance. She’s a once-in-a-lifetime anomaly.”

His words tempted the part of myself that already itched to figure out how she ticked, and I let that enthusiasm flow into my voice. “How so?”

“The details are too complicated to articulate in this setting.” Doctor Nagi’s eyes subtly narrowed, sizing me up. “In summation, she functions as an information source.”

Sweat trickled down the back of my dress shirt. Information source?

That was treading into dangerous territory for me, but I kept focused, leaning in to scan the girl’s face again. “What sort of information?”

“She’s a seer.” Nagi folded his hands and I knew he was watching me process the news.

It begged the question…

What had she seen?

Focus.

Whether or not I was caught, I needed to keep my wits.

A true seer.

The gift was beyond rare, but a few cases had been documented, even before the Seligo came to power. Nagi had tried to engineer them, but had only had one success, and that girl was long dead. “She has visions of the future?”

If so… No wonder she was so valuable.

“And of the past.” Doctor Nagi queued up a video on the table. “Her leads have led to the capture of numerous Reds and rebels, but unfortunately, getting the information isn’t a science.” The girl sat strapped to a chair in a holo room, an IV in her arm, eyes vacant and dazed. The images on the walls of her room blurred together in unintelligible chaos, a mass of seething colors and shapes. “We’ve tried using various truth serums, but the results have been ineffective. That’s where you come into this, Mr. Orpheus.”

Part of his words echoed in my mind like the beat of a discordant drum.

Her leads have led to the capture of numerous Reds.

A Red selling out other Reds? And Ravens, too.

My stomach bottomed out. I had a sinking feeling why I’d been called…

“She projected this image earlier this afternoon.” The picture he pulled up stopped my breathing.

I stood with my arm outstretched, wearing the same suit I wore now. I reached for the girl, who glared back at me and ink shimmered on the back of my hand.

For a moment, my heart almost stopped.

But the Raven tattoo wasn’t fully visible. The image hinted at the ink, but only because I was looking for it. Anyone else would think it was glare or part of the Norse tattoo that extended past my wrist. My pulse beat hard, but if there were sensors following my reactions, a little shock made perfect sense in this situation. “What does this mean?”

“I’ve been reading your latest on gene stabilization.”

That wasn’t at all what I’d asked. I swallowed, and let myself be led. “It’s an interesting field. I’d make more strides if I had access to better samples…”

Doctor Nagi’s lips quirked in the barest smile. “No doubt.”

I didn’t like where this was going, and I couldn’t afford to play around here. Forcing my shoulder straight, I looked him in the eye. “I’m sorry to be so blunt, but what are we really discussing here?”

“I’d like to bring you onto one of my teams.”

I stilled. Just like that?

It couldn’t be this easy.

“I’ve been following your research the past few years,” Doctor Nagi said. “You’ve always been a strong candidate, but this premonition put you over the edge. It bodes well that the subject sees you coming.”

Did it? I doubted that. She’d complicate things and the situation was already complicated enough.

Regardless of the danger, a knot of pride warmed my chest. Years of work. Finally some payoff. I didn’t have to fake an answering grin. “Thank you, sir.”

“There’s one caveat to your appointment.”

That spark of pride shriveled to nothing in an instant. “Yes?”

“You’ll have free access to any samples or resources you require, but you’ll also work directly with the subject.”

“Sir…” I struggled to word what I wanted to say. To sound enthusiastic, but still realistic. “I’m no psychologist. I’ll take the position regardless, but I can’t guarantee I’ll be useful for anything but the hard science.”

“That’s ideal. She doesn’t respond well to attempted manipulation.” I wasn’t sure what he expected me to do if that was the case, but he continued before I could ask. “I want you to build a relationship with her.”

“To what end?” My curiosity was definitely piqued. Few Reds were kept breathing longer than weeks—just enough time for live testing before they were broken down as specimens.

It was the definition of cruelty. Yet somehow this girl was alive. But how long had she been captive? And how was she faring?

“To build trust.” Doctor Nagi leaned closer, stare intense. I had to fight not to break away from those eyes. “I’ll be looking forward to your scientific take, but I have high hopes for you in other areas as well.”

Shit. That sounded deadly ominous.

I walked a fine line here.

A very fine line.

I should’ve been trembling in fear, but adrenaline shot though me. This was the chance I’d been waiting for.

A window into Doctor Nagi’s circle. The first step toward making a real difference. And an opportunity to investigate a potential threat against the Ravens and surviving Red Helixes.

But I’d be opening myself to exposure every second. One word from the girl about my past—if she could access it—and I’d be the one on a truth serum drip.

At best.

At worst, Doctor Nagi would draft me into one of his experimental genetics programs… The ones parents whispered about to keep their children in line.

I’d be under a microscope every second I was involved in this. The only ray of hope was that I’d passed whatever background checks Doctor Nagi had run before inviting me here or I’d already be dead.

My fingertips tingled, not with fear, but with excitement.

Risk or no risk, I couldn’t refuse this opportunity.

I extended my hand across the table. “I’d be happy to help in whatever capacity you need me, Doctor.”

“Good.” Doctor Nagi returned a firm shake and then stood, pushing back his chair. “I’ll introduce you.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to glance at her files first.” I needed to check her genome as soon as possible. There was every possibility I’d worked with her data while studying with Eva.

“All in good time,” Doctor Nagi said. “First we’ll assess her reaction to you.”

The subtext of his pleasant voice was clear enough. I was being allowed a peek, but had at least one more test to pass before Doctor Nagi really let me in.

Tension coursed through my muscles as I followed him down the hall.

I wouldn’t fail here. I couldn’t.

No matter what color her helix, or what her powers were, one girl wasn’t going to break me.


Chapter Five

QUANTA

I lay on the sofa in my padded prison cell, smooshing my face into a pillow.

Who was the Raven in glasses? And why in the sweet name of cheesecake was he coming here? I just couldn’t wrap my head around it.

Closing my eyes, I tried to focus on the layers of time, but all I could pick up were a few meaningless snippets from the past.

My near future? Nada. Nai. Niente.

Abyss of nothingness.

I’d only stumbled onto a few blanks like this in my whole life, but they always meant something big was coming. The last time was the night before Nagi’s squad abducted me from Eva.

Bone-deep shivers rolled through me and I scrunched into a ball. I did not like where this was going. Not at all.

I kept trying to focus on glasses guy, but no matter how I strained, I couldn’t pull up his image again. It was like someone had colored over all his pages of the universe with a thick, black marker. It shouldn’t be this hard. He had nothing to do with me. I just wanted to know who he was and why the hell he thought coming to visit was a good idea.

He couldn’t be a prisoner, waltzing in wearing a fancy suit like that. Plus he’d looked like a total blueblood, all symmetrical and pretty. But Helixes didn’t wear glasses and they definitely didn’t get tattoos for fun—only ever the color-coded Helixes they earned.

So what was he?

I could only imagine two options and I wasn’t sure which was worse, because he was either undercover for Eva or working both sides with Nagi.

If Eva had sent him, she’d just thrown the guy to the wolves. And if he was working for Nagi…

That wasn’t going to fly. He could destroy Eva. Plus me and all the other Reds. He obviously hadn’t yet, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t.

Frustrated, I tugged the ends of my hair. I needed to see him. To figure out what this meant. Still, when I focused on the future, my mental grasp whiffed. There was nothing to grab.

I jumped up and paced a few laps around the couch, opening myself to every possibility the universe would show—which meant thousands of blue-tinged ghosts of me, layer on layer on layer, futzing around the room.

All the past. Not one blessed page from the future.

I kept straining for more until I stubbed my toe on the plastic coffee table. Before I could grab my foot, a single timeghost snapped into focus—Nagi’s ghost.

The man himself was coming for a visit.

A shaking breath slipped my lips. The immortal doctor only popped in a few times a year, but that was a few times too many.

He was the one who’d decide when it was my time to die. So maybe he was the reason for the blank?

I shivered again. Making sure he needed me alive was my number one job in life, and I had to be as prepared as I could before he darkened my door. What does he want today?

Nagi stands in the lift, chatting with—

Him.

Glasses Raven.

Shite on a saucer. It was happening now?

I banged my shins on the table so hard I almost toppled, but the pain didn’t even distract me.

Now that I had a bead on him, I tried to pull at the image. I could flip back to watch Nagi reading the news while he drank his morning coffee, but the other guy?

All his pages were glued shut. I tried to stretch my mental grasp, but Nagi’s timeghost started fading, so I latched on before I lost everything. The lines of their shoulders were almost solid with certainty, but the closer it came to happening in the present, the harder it was to hold. I squinted so deep my face pinched, giving everything I had to keep watching.

I had to get every drop of information I could.

He and Nagi shake hands as a door opens. “Wait outside, Altair. I’ll make your formal introduction.”

He nods. “Thank you, sir. I’m thrilled to have this opportunity.”

So they were working together.

Damn it. The future only solidified right before it happened. I needed to know these things more than two seconds in advance or I couldn’t plan a strategy.

Now it was too late to plan.

My door slid open.

Doctor Tenma Nagi strode in wearing a cold smile. “Quanta. How did you enjoy house arrest?”

I managed not to tremble, but I wanted to. He still looked exactly the same after ten or however many years—hair smoothed back, dark eyes boring into me like cranial drills, and not a day older. It wasn’t the agelessness or how he looked that creeped me out. More his overwhelming aura of power. He could do anything he wanted to me or anyone else.

No one would question him. No one ever questioned him.

To keep from having to stare, I grabbed a charcoal pencil from the coffee table and moved to the wall. I’d started drawing a mural-sized elephant this morning and now was the time to get back to work.

“It’s been really restful.” Just taking the charcoal stick in my hand made it easier to breathe. I can do this. “So nice to have a break from my busy schedule.”

Nagi’s soft chuckle lifted the hairs on the back of my neck. “I’m sure.”

I concentrated on shading the elephant’s flank. Nagi would get to what he wanted eventually. Grasping for the future still left me with nothing, but he obviously hadn’t dropped in to braid my hair.

“Altair Orpheus,” Nagi said. “Are you familiar with the name?”

I kept moving the pencil, playing casual. Not playing, actually. I’d only heard the guy’s name a few seconds ago, so it wasn’t like I really knew him. “Should I be?”

“Haven’t you seen what’s coming?”

My hand jerked and a thick black line appeared on the elephant’s leg. What was that supposed to mean?

I reached out with my mind, searching for the glowing edges of the future. The past opened if I cared, but anything after this moment…

I braced a hand against the wall as a wave of dizziness almost toppled me. It can’t be the end. Blank didn’t necessarily mean death.

It better not mean death this time. I wasn’t ready. Not today. Not ever.

“Quanta.” Nagi’s voice sounded like a warning.

It wasn’t the time to freak.

Using my sleeve, I smudged out my mistake, trying to play off the dread roiling in my belly. I hated not knowing what was on the way. If Altair was the one causing this mess—if he really was a double agent and that was why my future was on break—then I was going to have to take care of it.

They watched me so closely I’d never be able to kill him myself, but I could definitely set us on a path that got him out of the way. He had to have secrets. Dark ones I could use to sell him out.

“Another rich boy.” I shrugged. “Does this one play chess at least?”

“He’ll do what he’s told,” Nagi said.

Great. That didn’t sound worrying at all.

“Tell me what else you know of him.”

Crap. My grip tightened on the charcoal. I kept drawing, but the elephant was the last thing on my mind. I should sell him out right now if that was what needed to happen, but if he was one of the good guys, I couldn’t do it. “Standard issue Seligo pod person with mods out the wazoo. I’m not super impressed.”

As I worked the drawing, I kept scanning for a peek into the future, but nothing changed. No way to tell if I was playing this right, except to wait.

It made my gut clench. I hated waiting almost as much as I hated being trapped in the present.

Nagi stood silently, probably staring. My skin crawled, but I didn’t dare face him. Instead I tried to keep my pulse from getting panicked.

“I hope you can play nice,” Nagi said at last. “With your sight and his intellect, we’ll have Eva on her knees within the week.”

I’d do everything I could to make sure that never happened. Even if it meant selling this Altair down the river.

And his intellect? Please.

If this guy was a legit Raven and not a backstabbing spy, he was a foaming idiot for coming here.

Nagi tapped the door panel and called into the hallway. “Come in, Altair.”

“Thank you, sir.” Just the voice raised my hackles—a polite and somehow melty tone that was nothing but trouble.

Then I saw him.

Altair wore the same dark suit I’d seen in the holo room. Perfect square jaw. Perfect cut body. Perfect golden brown eyes behind those perplexing glasses. Gorgeous in every way that mattered.

And fricking annoying.

Ink from a normal tattoo peeked past his cuff and highlighted his Raven tat. He hadn’t reacted to mine, but if his eyes functioned behind those frames, he’d already seen my matching mark—the Raven with wings outspread.

I hadn’t met anyone new in a while, but when I did, I always got blasted with the highlight reel of their past. First kisses. Tragic deaths in the family. All the high notes.

But this guy…

Blank. Blank. Blank.

Even with him standing straight in front of me, I couldn’t get into his pages of the universe. I flexed my mental muscles until my temples throbbed, but nothing.

Meanwhile, he stared back, taking me in piece by piece.

My stomach fluttered. The way he looked at me…

Trouble. I just didn’t know what kind yet.

Nagi was observing our stare down and he came as close as I’d ever seen to smirking. “Altair, this is Quanta. You’ll be working with her directly.”

As soon as he heard my name, Altair’s pupils widened. Not checking me out, but trying to make sense. Why should my name hit a nerve?

He had to know exactly who I was by now. How could he not, between Eva and Nagi?

“It’s nice to meet you, Quanta.” He extended his arm for a handshake, making the potential future I’d seen a disturbing reality. “Please call me Tair.”

Right. Let’s have happy fuzzy nicknames, idiot.

I wrinkled my nose at his hand. I didn’t like touching. The contact made it too easy to get lost in a person’s timeline and then they’d be stuck in my head for days…

This time, I didn’t have a choice. I needed to know where Altair was coming from.

And I needed to know what was next.

Plus if I had to pick, I’d rather drown in too much information than deal with a blank future. I took a deep breath before extending my charcoal-smudged hand. I’d sell him out so fast if he’d come here to screw with me.

Our fingers brushed.

New layers burst from our joined hands in a thousand curly edges. A million past moments and a million new possibilities.

Finally, I could read Altair’s book.

My pulse quickened as I greedily flipped through the layers of Altair-shaped timeghosts.

First the past. Who was he? What did he really want?

Young Altair—maybe ten years old?—sits on folded knees. Dark hair. Golden-brown eyes. He kneels in front of a huge sheet of paper, drawing symbols using a long, inked brush.

A woman appears at his shoulder, but her face is a blur. “What beautiful calligraphy, Tair.”

He sets the brush on a stand. “Can I go outside now?”

She pats his head and a Helix shimmers on her arm in the UV ink that marks her Seligo. “You want to be immortal someday, don’t you?”

Little Altair scowls.

“Only the best are elevated, baby. Are you going to be the best for your mother?”

“Yes.” He says, so obviously begrudging.

That answered who he was. A little prince, born to be Seligo. But I would’ve spotted that from outer space.

I flipped forward again. I needed more. What was his mission here?

A teenaged Altair grips two hook-tipped swords, circling a hazy opponent. He lunges and his wispy sword cuts through me.

In a single move, he spins, hooking the swords together and swinging both in a deadly arc. The opponent tumbles back, lost from my frame, but a girl’s shriek cuts the air as he lunges again.

Great. He could use swords. That wasn’t what I needed to know right now and I didn’t remember asking about it.

I needed to get to the meat. I hurriedly turned from image to image, drinking in his history.

Altair leans over a microscope; he hunches over a computer screen; he lounges reading a book; his mother and father nag and he glares; his hair all spiked up as he leans into the handlebars of a motorcycle, helmetless and speeding too fast through a tunnel; he sits at the back of a classroom, staring at a blank test screen; he watches, stoic as a man tattoos a Green Helix onto his forearm; he strides down a long aisle of books, carrying a stack of binders—

Gah.

This was no highlight reel. I might as well watch him brush his teeth. Where were the big moments? The things that defined him? His goals?

Who was Altair Orpheus?

The layers of the past gave me nothing, so I switched gears, hopping to the sketchier timeghosts of the future. If I couldn’t see his past, I needed to see what he was planning.

As soon as I had the thought, a wispy Altair snapped into place next to a wispy Quanta.

That’s more like it. I held my breath.

He pulls me close and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear.

For long seconds, we gaze into each other’s eyes.

Then he presses a kiss to my forehead.

Huh? I blinked hard.

Was that a hallucination?

In the present, Altair had dropped my hand, but I’d already locked into his volume of the universe and the floodgates had opened way too wide.

Timeghosts flickered around me in a torrent, moving so fast their edges glowed around me in a million blue and white lines

Altair kisses my knuckles; holds my hand; strokes my cheek; pulls me close; Altair shirtless; Altair runs toward me; I leap into his arms; we snuggle under a blanket.

Smiling.

Together.

A thousand thousand futures filled with Altair Orpheus. That smiling future Quanta may as well have been another person. I’d never seen that expression before. Could I even make that expression?

And wearing it for Altair?

Impossible.

Well, not exactly impossible. If I saw it, it could happen in real life.

But falling in love? With him? A wannabe Seligo/potential double agent?

Love with anyone was improbable. Unthinkable and horribly messy. A future to be avoided at all costs. Darren had proven that to me. Plus anyone who was stupid enough to love me might as well jump off a cliff and save themselves the trouble.

It wasn’t happening. I’d steer the future in the exact opposite direction.

But when I dug through the layers of timeghosts, visions of Altair and me were all I could find. My throat closed. There had to be other options.

Fate didn’t exist. I knew that better than anyone.

Then where are the other futures?

Everything was Altair.

Kisses and caresses; I finger-comb his hair; he steals a bite off my plate; I sit on his lap; we sleep next to each other, our legs tangling together; we walk hand in hand, grinning and cozy as can be.

My heart hammered in my chest. Holy hell. Where are the other freaking paths? The other choices? I refused to be locked into this nonsense.

“Quanta.” Nagi’s voice finally cut through my daze and I knew he’d said my name more than once. “What do you see?”

“Get him away from me.” I backed up, putting the couch between Altair Orpheus and me. His gaze bored into me, following me as timeghosts of us flickered in and out of the room, giggling and whispering sweet nothings.

A shriek pierced the gross couple scenes and my gaze flicked to the source.

My heart froze.

Future me kneels in a pool of Altair’s blood. He lies battered and lifeless. Tear tracks cut through the blood on my face, but my by my expression, I’m the one who just bled out. I turn toward the present me, voice flat and dead. “Don’t let this happen.”

Goose bumps pebbled my arms and I gripped my shaking arms to my chest. Had I just sent myself a premonition from the future?

That was new.

And fricking terrifying.

Shutting my eyes didn’t begin to block out the images and no matter how hard I fought the tide, I couldn’t close it off. Every love scene matched with a death scene.

Tair clutches my lifeless body; I try to grab him as he falls in a spray of bullets; both of us collapse in gunfire; we reach twitching hands for each other in a cloud of choking chemical gas.

Bloody figures blotted out the room. I held onto the wall, trying to keep steady.

This couldn’t happen.

But somehow it could.

I still didn’t believe in fate, but I believed in what I saw, and I could read between the lines.

I’d just found the reason for the blank.

One way or another, Altair Orpheus was going to destroy me.


Chapter Six

ALTAIR

Quanta.

Quanta.

As she stumbled away, her name echoed in my head.

I knew her.

We’d never met, and I’d never seen her face before tonight, but if Doctor Nagi had shown me her chromosomes instead of her image, I would’ve recognized her in a heartbeat.

Every Shadow Raven knew her story.

She was Doctor Nagi’s crowning achievement: the first and only genetically engineered clairvoyant. Lady Eva had abducted her and raised Quanta as her own, stabilizing her DNA and tweaking it through infancy and childhood. In return, Quanta had guided Eva with her glimpses into the future, leading the Ravens to countless victories before her tenth birthday.

It lasted until Doctor Nagi’s soldiers crashed the compound, destroying decades of Raven intelligence and taking Quanta back. Lady Eva and the other survivors had assumed she was dead. I’d pored over her records when I studied at Eva’s side, and I’d never questioned it.

She couldn’t be alive. Not after so long in captivity.

Red Helix girls were too dangerous to be kept.

But Quanta…

Had she paid for her life by selling information? Or had she been tortured for her secrets?

I ground my teeth together. Quanta might be alive, but how much of her was left?

Her gaze flicked around the room, and she moved her fingers like she directed some unseen traffic. She froze, her gray eyes widening, and her complexion paled as she stumbled against the wall.

Whatever she saw, she didn’t like it.

“Tell me what you see,” Doctor Nagi’s voice hardened.

“Can’t…” Quanta clapped her hands to her face, streaking charcoal over her cheeks. “This can’t…”

“Can’t what?” He asked.

Quanta slid to her knees and pressed her forehead to the floor, covering her ears. She muttered under her breath, rambling something too softly too make out.

My chest tightened with pity and concern. “Is it all right to leave her like this, Doctor?”

“No.” He tapped into the nearest wall screen, calling up a contact. A deferential voice answered through the line. “Send a team to the penthouse suite. I want the subject transported to the holo room.”

The tightness in my chest suddenly throbbed. So that was how the Seligo got their information.

From a broken girl, lying helpless on the carpet. In this weakened state, her stream of consciousness would be open for viewing on the big screen—it would’ve been illegal anywhere else in the Citadel, but laws didn’t mean much this deep under the senate.

I didn’t have hard evidence—not yet—but I couldn’t watch this scene and believe Quanta was anything but the victim.

She’d been exploited. Probably tortured.

The thought twisted in my belly like a sickness. Her captivity was wrong on more levels than I could count.

Quanta gasped. Then she shot up.

Everything about her pulled at me, and the truth hit me hard: I had to get her out.

But I shouldn’t. I’d kill my cover and any chance I had at helping the other Reds.

More importantly, I couldn’t. Not after the half-dozen security checks I’d passed to get here. The anti-intrusion panels. The surveillance cameras perched in every corner.

Still, the instinct held. I couldn’t see her struggling without being struck with compassion and the urge to spare her.

“No.” Charcoal-streaked, eyes and hair wild, she looked fierce instead of broken. Like a fighter in war paint. “Get out.”

I’d taken a step back before I could think. Quanta was half my size, and frail—at least five kilos underweight. The girl had more dark hair and eyelashes than muscles.

But by the set of her jaw and the fire in that gaze…

She’d take me on with everything she had.

It was…

Admirable? A testament to her spirit? I couldn’t put it into words, but I braced myself in case she charged.

Part of me wanted her to try. I needed to whisper in her ear or slip her a message, but the contact would be noticed. There was no way to share secrets in a bug house.

“Is there a problem with Mr. Orpheus?” Doctor Nagi’s hand shifted to his hip, ready to fire off a tranquilizer.

Quanta’s gaze still flamed as she turned to Doctor Nagi. “I don’t want him near me.”

“Why?” The weight of the question numbed the air.

I stilled while she held my fate in her hands.

“He…” Quanta’s fists bunched at her sides and her gaze flicked back and forth, as if she were looking for inspiration. Or answers. I could use a few of those myself.

I tried to catch her eye, willing her to understand. I’m not here to hurt you.

Finally, she focused on me. Her wide, gray eyes softened, pleading for something.

That look hit like a barb to my chest. I couldn’t read what she wanted, but I’d give it to her if it were in my power.

My good intentions clearly weren’t enough. Her fleeting expression of vulnerability twisted into a scowl. She turned to Doctor Nagi. “He’s the most annoying, idiotic person you’ve ever put in front of me.”

Idiotic? My jaw dropped open.

I’d been insulted up and down the spectrum—spoiled, arrogant, cocky, cold, and difficult, and a few less flattering names—but no one had ever taken a shot at my intelligence before.

“Is he?” The corner of Doctor Nagi’s mouth quirked in the worst kind of smile. He was enjoying this back and forth.

Quanta wrinkled her nose at him. It was the tiniest motion, but it cemented my read on her.

She wasn’t faking how much she disliked the man, and if she’d given up secrets, I couldn’t believe she’d done it willingly. Before I could decide what to do with that judgment, the door slid open.

A team of three in lab coats entered the room bearing a stretcher. The subtle shift in air pressure told me exactly what the Seligo thought of Quanta. The entire floor was ventilated like a laboratory for infectious diseases, with the air funneled toward the most dangerous area. The arrangement usually kept contaminants from escaping, but here?

Quanta was the dangerous element.

Wasn’t keeping her in a secret research facility underneath the senate enough? She couldn’t be any more prisoner if she were chained to the wall.

Doctor Nagi waved off the crew. “No need. Back to your stations.”

He’d seen the same change in her that I had—the window of her vulnerability was closed. For now.

They dipped their heads and disappeared in a chorus of “Yes, Doctor.”

“Come, Altair.” Doctor Nagi headed for the door.

I followed, but I couldn’t help a last glance back at Quanta. She gripped her shaking arms to her chest, hands bunched into fists around the fabric of her sleeves.

Cheeks red, eyes defiant.

What had I done to make her so furious? And how do I fix it?

The door jetted shut behind me and I remembered the truth of the situation. I couldn’t worry about Quanta yet.

Doctor Nagi demanded my full attention.

He headed next door and thumbed open a lock. The long room ran parallel to Quanta’s suite and the wall of glass gave an unobstructed view through her faux window.

Like an animal enclosure at a zoo.

As if the view inside her space wasn’t enough, displays showed vid feeds from every possible angle. Quanta had fled to her bedroom. She sat cocooned in a blanket, wedged between her bed and the wall. It was the closest to privacy she was likely to get, but her vitals still ticked on screen and thermal cameras showed her rocking back and forth, head between her knees.

Horrible.

Just…

How could anyone live like this?

I kept the disgust from my face as I settled into a chair next to Doctor Nagi. I had to pretend this was acceptable. Observing her was necessary if it gave the Seligo the information they needed to secure their borders and capture dangerous Reds. As a senator’s son and a geneticist who wanted to work for the man, I shouldn’t question his methods.

But as a Shadow Raven—

No. As a human with basic morals and empathy, I couldn’t swallow that lie.

This wasn’t right.

My fingers clenched on the chair arms. It’s fucking barbaric.

I visualized lunging, crushing his windpipe under my fingers.

But as satisfying as his death would be, it wouldn’t change the system he’d built. It would be suicide for me and the Seligo would roll on without him.

If I wanted to change this world, I needed to go deeper. Then I could undermine both him and his research.

I had to keep myself level, or I’d never touch the future I imagined.

And Quanta would be doomed to more of the same.

Watching her huddled thermal image rock back and forth wasn’t going to get me calm. Instead of fixating, I let my gaze wander to the display screens. I had to keep myself in pure science mode.

No emotion. Just data. Observations.

“What’s your assessment?” Doctor Nagi flicked through the video feeds, reviewing old footage of Quanta pacing the white space.

Be calm. Be controlled.

Through sheer willpower, my voice came out even. “I’ve never met someone like that.” Both honest and obvious. “How long has she been at this facility?”

“Seven years. Before that…” Doctor Nagi tapped at the console. “I’ll save myself the trouble of reciting her history. I’m giving you security clearance to browse her records.”

I didn’t have to fake a smile.

I was in.

Finally.

“I can’t wait to get started.”

He swiveled in his chair to face me. “Her reaction to you was pure gold.”

Gold wasn’t the word I would’ve chosen. Pure terror, maybe. “I seem to have a struck a nerve.”

“That’s exactly why I want you.” Doctor Nagi checked the time on his watch, and then stood. “My assistant will detail your role and show you to your workspace. We’ll need you to stay in house for the duration of your appointment.”

He strode out the door and all I could do was trail after. I couldn’t get swept up in his wake.

I had to contact Eva before I got locked in.

Chances were zero that I could open a safe line to the outside, and once I got access to the classified research, I doubted I’d be allowed to leave for any reason short of my own funeral. “Sir, I’d like to stop home before I relocate.”

Doctor Nagi paused in the hallway. “There are Grays to bring your things. It’s not necessary.”

And my asking was giving him an avenue to doubt my intentions. “Of course. But if possible, I’d like to tell my sister in person. I’m sure you’ve heard she’s… Eccentric?” It wasn’t the first time my sister’s oddball reputation was an asset. “She has a bad habit of sealing our apartment shut and there’s no other way to get word to her.”

“You think this is the optimal time to leave, Mr. Orpheus?” His tone made my hands sweat. I’d just been given a peek inside the inner workings of the Seligo science machine. Popping home sounded like a declaration that I intended to leak information.

Which I did. As much as possible.

“If there’s a security risk, you’re welcome to tap into the feeds in my building.” It would be easy enough for him to get access whether or not I gave the invitation, but I had to give the impression of being wide open. “I’d be happy to go under guard.”

“If you must.” He started walking again, and I hoped I hadn’t just signed my own order of execution.

If I had…

At the very least, I had to tell Eva that Quanta was alive.

<<<>>>

Within the hour, I stood at my apartment door flanked by a pair of meek Grays and two Black Helix warriors in regulation body armor. We’d taken an official pod across town and though I appreciated jumping the traffic queue, I couldn’t so much as whisper without being observed.

But I’d parted the veil of Doctor Nagi’s inter sanctum. This much was to be expected.

I tried to thumb open the door, and sure enough, Cass had coded it shut. I sent an alarm through my watch and waited.

The door slid open as she stormed through the sitting room. “You ass—oh.” Her anger faded as she caught sight of my entourage, and she plucked at her ratty lounge pants. “You didn’t warn me we were having company. I would’ve changed into something fancy.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” I strode through the entryway, heading straight for my bedroom. “Help me pack? I only have a few minutes.”

One of the warriors took a position at the door, and the other followed me, Grays trailing behind him.

Cassie’s eyebrows lifted almost to her hairline. “What’s up?”

“I’ve been offered a research position.” I didn’t dare say more.

“What kind of research?” She thumbed open my bedroom door and flopped onto the king-sized bed.

“Highly classified research.” I pointed the Grays toward the closet and let them have at packing. This jaunt home wasn’t about choosing socks and ties. I grabbed my tablet from the desk and jammed it in my pocket. No point in bringing anything more. Between subterfuge and lab work, my free time was about to be extremely limited.

“So…” She tucked her knees to her chest. “Is that good or bad?”

“Bad for you. Do you want me to QA that game before I leave? I’ll probably be away a few weeks.”

Cass jumped up and grabbed my arm. “Would you, Tair? It would be suuuuuch a help.”

Now she was playing with me, but I couldn’t complain. I was only using her for her tech, and she knew it, even if she didn’t know why I needed her help.

My warrior shadow stepped into the doorway when we tried to slip out. “You have ten minutes. No more.”

“That’s fine.” I would’ve rationalized, but Cass did better.

“You do any VR gaming?” She looked him up and down. “I’d love to get your take on my new FPS. See if you think the weapon action is realistic enough.”

“I’m on duty, ma’am.” His tinted face plate blocked his features, but his voice was flat and serious. Not a chance he could be bribed.

Cass sighed. “What a waste.”

He let us pass, but followed into the hole that was Cassie’s workroom. I swept a coating of snack wrappers off one of the reclining seats. “You’re going to get rats.”

She made a disgusted noise as she tossed me a VR helmet. “Don’t knock my creative process.” She picked another helmet from the shelf next to her working table and held it hopefully toward the guard. “You sure you don’t want to try? I just programmed this sick knife-throwing sequence and—”

“I’m here to guard Mr. Orpheus. Not play games.”

“Your loss, dude.” Cass jammed the helmet onto her head.

I slipped on my own helmet and clamped down the clips, tightening it into place. The design was all hers, and she’d tweaked the arrangement since the last time I tried one of these. The comfortable padding aligned the sensors and electrodes to the perfect positions on my skull.

Cass’s voice sounded through the built-in speakers. “Tell me how you like the new avatar design. Going live in three… Two… One…”

Light flashed and I blinked. Cass and I stood on a blinding white plane—an empty VR space. Luckily she hadn’t dropped us into a game world. I didn’t have time.

She clapped a hand to her mouth, but giggles spilled out. She wore an elaborate set of white and gold paladin robes and I didn’t want to know what she’d programmed onto my avatar. When I glanced down, I wasn’t surprised. “A bikini, Cass?”

“Florals flatter your complexion.” She made no effort to keep a straight face.

I rubbed my virtual head. “Put me in something normal. I need to make a call.”

“Boring.” She made tapping motions in the air, working her invisible interface. A set of heavy robes settled over my shoulders, but I’d rather greet Eva wearing wizard’s gear than ladies swimwear.

“Can you promise me a secure line?” I tapped into my own interface and opened the com function.

“Of course. You think I’m a newb?”

“No. I trust you.” I started tapping in the number I’d memorized.

“Tair…” Cass’s eyes turned dark violet to match the concern in her voice. “What’re you into this time?”

“Nothing I can’t handle.” Using her system to contact Eva was already involving her too much. I couldn’t let her know anything that would get her hurt.

“You know I’d help you.”

This wasn’t the first time I’d used her to make a call, but Cass wasn’t stupid and she knew me better than anyone else. She must feel the tension humming behind my every motion.

If I told her the truth, she’d be a valuable ally.

Still, I couldn’t. Not my sister.

I wouldn’t risk the one good thing in this charade of a life.

“If you want to help, log out and lie to our guard about my avatar having a wardrobe malfunction. I need five minutes of privacy.”

Cass shook her head, making her digital curls bounce. She knew I was brushing her off and she didn’t appreciate it. “One of these days you’re going to tell me the truth.”

“One of these days,” I agreed. Maybe ten years from now, when this was all a memory.

She stuck out her tongue and her avatar vanished. I quickly finished punching in the number. My guard would get suspicious if this took much longer.

Audio clicked on and a girl’s voice sounded. “Who’s this?”

“Altair Orpheus. I need to speak with Eva.”

“She’s bus—”

“Now. Tell her I found Quanta.”

The girl sucked in a breath. “Oh, shit.”

“Exactly. I’ve got four minutes before I’m dragged out of VR.”

“Hold on, I’ll patch her in.”

The video clicked on and a screen popped into my field of vision. Lady Eva sat in a chair and adjusted the camera to show her head and shoulders. Her hair was as red as I remembered, but stress pinched her eyes. “Altair? Tell me what’s happening.”

Her voice was too breathy. Then again, it would be. Quanta was as good as her daughter. “I’m in. Doctor Nagi just gave me a tour of his research facility under the senate. He’s been studying Quanta for a decade and I’m joining his team.”

Eva paused so long I thought the feed was frozen. “Lady Eva?”

She blinked. “She’s alive.”

It wasn’t a question. More of a reassurance. This wasn’t the unflappable Lady who’d talked me into joining her cause. I’d never seen her show such vulnerability. “The Seligo have been using her as an information source.”

“Then the worst is true.” Eva pressed a hand to her chest and closed her eyes. When they opened again, that teary-eyed mother figure was gone and the woman who’d led a rebel faction for centuries stared at me with steely resolve. “One of our new recruits is a talented hacker and a Red, genetically paired with Agent Marquez. She uncovered a detailed list of all known Reds with locations and identifiers. I contacted you because we confirmed that the information leaked from one of Nagi’s labs. If Quanta is in play, I think we can safely assume the source.”

My chest tightened. If that was the case…

I’d seen how it worked. Doctor Nagi might not be getting the information from her easily, but he was getting it.

“Cipher and Marquez were also ambushed while hiding in a dead zone. They should have been safe, but again, my sources point to a leak.” Eva shook her head. The heart of the problem was obvious. “You’re going to have to take care of her, Altair.”

“You want me to kill her.” I saw the necessity, but it seemed incredibly cold coming from her, of all people.

“I want you to save her. But the reality…” Eva let out a heavy breath. “What was your instinct when you met?”

For a moment, I was back in that white room with Quanta.

The way she stared, defiant after everything. Those beautiful drawings on her walls. The ache I’d felt as she curled into herself, hurting…

Doctor Nagi had tried to break her. Maybe she was cracked, but she wasn’t broken.

My conscience said there was only one choice. “I want to help her.”

“Good.” Eva smiled, unusually smug for some reason. “Follow your heart.”

I lifted a brow. “I’d rather follow my head.” My heart was more impulsive than it should be today.

“Anything else to report? Have you dug in to his files?” Now her voice was over eager, but I didn’t blame her. I felt the same itch and I’d only been scheming a handful of years. She’d waited a few lifetimes.

“Nothing yet. I’ll get as much as I can, but don’t expect to hear from me soon.”

Eva nodded. “I’ll be waiting.”

“Any messages for her?” I wasn’t sure how we could communicate yet, but I was going to have to find a way.

“No.” Eva touched her hand to her heart. “Just bring her back.”

“I’ll do everything I can.”

“Be careful, Altair.” She clicked out and the vid screen disappeared, leaving me alone in wizard’s robes as I stared out at the vacant, white plane.

Did I just volunteer for a suicide mission?

Probably.

Even in VR, anticipation hummed through my body. I was up for the challenge.

I believed in our cause.

And I was ready to fight.


Chapter Seven

QUANTA

I wanted to scream or cry or punch a fist through the fake window. Altair’s timeghosts had latched on and no matter how hard I shook my head, I couldn’t shake them off. The pages of time strobed in front of me like someone was holding a flip-book to my nose.

Altair screams as a shock lance connects with his chest; he lifts me onto his back, both of us laughing; I snuggle against his side as he absently strokes my hair; I scream as group of geneticists strap me to a table and warriors drag him away.

Who was Altair?

I’d gone from too little info to a tidal wave of it and I couldn’t find the tidbits I needed in the chaos. Flickering blue timeghosts blotted floated so thick in the air I couldn’t see the present. And someone I’d just met should never have this much power over me.

Screw it.

Chucking off my blanket, I crawled toward the shower. I had to dig my fingers into the carpet just to keep hold of what was really real.

Kisses and sprays of blood. Whispers and screams.

Everything overlapping.

My hands and knees hit cool tile and then my head butted the glass shower door. I didn’t bother stripping off my clothes. Somehow, my fingers bumped the temperature dial and I cranked it to the highest setting.

Curling in the corner, I clapped my hands to my ears.

The scalding water stung, but it brought me back to reality as droplets beat against my head like drums. I shook my head until the last of the images disappeared.

Finally.

Fricking Altair Orpheus.

How dare he?

I was making a difference here. Tallying small victories. Rescuing a Red here and a Raven there. Avoiding catastrophes.

Saving the day from the shadows and stuff.

Who was he to come in to my life and destroy the status quo? If he screwed up my future—

My future.

I jerked so hard I knocked my head on the tile, but the pain barely registered as I flexed my mental muscles, tearing at the layers of possibility.

My future was back.

Kisses. Some groping. More death than ever.

My future mirrored Altair’s until I couldn’t tell whose was whose anymore. I almost gagged to think it, but…

Our futures were linked.

Future after future after future ended in red haze until I could taste the potential blood at the back of my throat. I ground my hands to my temples so hard that stars burst behind my eyes.

Why? Why would I start a romance with this guy knowing it ended with us shot? Tortured. Gassed. Electrocuted.

There was even a hazy one where we fell into a pool of acid together. Thank God that one was too unlikely to smell. I was not sizzling to death for this guy.

The more I scanned, the crazier I felt. I had to put my foot down.

Point blank. I refused go out like that.

For what? A few kisses?

Sure that future version of me looked blissful, but only until someone died. I’d given my own prophecy right there—don’t let this happen.

I wouldn’t.

It would be easy enough to get Altair out of my life once I’d dug into his past.

Well…

It would be easy if I could sort through his layers like normal, but just thinking of him sparked another flood of nonsense featuring Altair Orpheus as he tapped a stylus against a tabletop, lounged with a book, jogged a lap around an indoor track, and freaking brushed his teeth.

Why was I seeing this? Where was the important stuff?

I bottled off the worst of the flow before it overwhelmed me again. At least I could still do that much.

That settled it.

I needed to find Altair’s weakness so I could make a threat strong enough that he’d back off. Maybe threatening to out him as a Raven would be enough. At worse, I could bluff him. Tell him I’d give Nagi the secret of Eva’s invisible tattoo ink.

The bigger problem was getting a moment alone. I couldn’t threaten Altair without revealing more than I wanted the Seligo to know.

But if he’d come to be all double agent, then he had the same problem.

I flopped back on the couch and folded my arms to wait. Eventually I’d see a future I could steer toward—some way to get at him and figure out his basic malfunction.

All I had to do was be patient.

And try not to tear my hair out in the meantime.


Chapter Eight

ALTAIR

It took five minutes to get settled in my underground apartment. Doctor Nagi’s facilities sprawled underneath the Senate, a labyrinth of stocked laboratories, fluorescent corridors, and bustling Helix staff all involved in secret and probably unethical research.

My allotted space in the maze was a box of 20 square meters on one of the dormitory floors. The design was impressive, with a narrow bed lofted over the empty desk, and every centimeter of space geared for efficient living. A Gray hung my things in the narrow closet locker, and then left me to my own devices. I took a seat at the desk, but my tablet and watch had to clear scans before security released them.

That wasn’t what worried me. Both devices were clean, with nothing to imply I had anything but good intentions.

This situation, on the other hand…

Subtle security panels dotted each wall of my new home. I’d checked the closet-sized bathroom. No tech in there, but thermal imaging could pierce the thin wall.

I had no privacy. With no way to contact the outside for help and no way to maneuver without being observed, getting a word in with Quanta would be near impossible.

But I’m in. My fingers drummed against the desk. Danger or not, I was impatient to get started.

I had to steal every piece of information I could get. What Doctor Nagi’s top teams were researching. The weaknesses in his serum formulas. Anything that would give the Ravens an edge.

If I could help Quanta, then even better.

Whether it took days or years, I was ready to get to work.

A short knock broke my musing and the door slid open. “Orpheus?” A man in a white lab coat strode in and I had him read in ten seconds. Late twenties. Not Seligo yet, but his unnatural green eyes screamed mod and the straight bridge of his nose wasn’t the one he’d been born with. Thick cologne. A good build under his lab coat—he worked out when he wasn’t on duty. And confidence in the set of his shoulders as he extended a hand. “I’m Darren Waldman. Your supervisor.”

I returned his firm handshake. “Nice to meet you.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He stepped back into the corridor. “Let’s walk. The noob bunks are fucking claustrophobic.”

Couldn’t argue that. “You’re bunked elsewhere?”

“Obviously. Senior research staff have much nicer digs.” Darren shot me a condescending smirk. “Not that you’ll be around long enough to see the other side.”

I clenched my jaw. Not one minute and he already needed a whirlwind kick to the throat. “I wasn’t planning on going anywhere.”

“Too bad you’re on Quanta’s case. Fifty percent of staff assigned to her drop out the first week. Fifty percent of the rest don’t last a month.” He placed his hand on the pad at the lift and the doors slid open. We stepped inside and he punched a button. Purple floor. The buttons weren’t numbered, and I’d already been on enough rides to know they weren’t placed sequentially on the panel.

Until I’d gone to each floor—which I didn’t have clearance to do—there’d be no way to know which buttons went up or down or where they were in relation to ground level. Darren leaned against the paneling as the lift whirred, relaxed in his domain. “Though the perks are sweet if you can stick it out.” Going by his tone, he didn’t expect me to survive the afternoon, but I swallowed my irritation.

“Why would anyone run?” Washing out wasn’t an option for me, but I wouldn’t, even without the raised stakes. The facilities I’d seen thus far were top of the line from the surveillance to the ventilation to the locks on the doors. If anyone wanted to pursue science, this was the place to do it.

“You think it’s that easy?” Darren let out a sadistic chuckle as we stepped from the lift. “That girl’s going to run through you faster than a printed burrito.”

“How so?” I followed him down an immaculate white hallway. The glass windows looked in on gyms, hair salons, cafeterias, and the dozens of other facilities needed to support the underground city.

No one left the nest. For any reason. I had to respect the commitment to security, but it was going to make my task hell.

“She already knows your secrets and going by the hate she already dished at you, you’re on her shit list.” He tapped his temple. “Hope you can resist telepathy.”

“You seem to have managed.” And I didn’t appreciate the attempt to scare me off.

“Quanta and I have a special relationship.” Darren’s smirk made my fingers twitch, aching to knock the expression from his face. “Been with her all seven years she’s been at the facility.”

Calm. Level.

Either his math was wrong, or a few years of Quanta’s history were off the books; she’d been abducted from Eva at ten. Now she was twenty. Not seventeen.

After a short tour of the facilities, Darren led us down a less-traveled hallway. “You can use the shared spaces on the purple floor, but our team ranks high enough to have private rooms. Our lounge is on the red floor near Quanta’s suite.” He took us up a smaller lift that required a retinal scan before the door opened. “The Doc wants you to review her case history before we put you in the same room again. You and I will talk strategy once you’re up to speed.”

“Strategy?”

“You can’t go against Quanta without an angle. What’s your persona? The dedicated researcher? Rich boy just rolling through on a nepotism spree? Or maybe you were sent in to seduce her.”

All I could picture were her defiant gray eyes. Quanta would rather stab me than kiss me. “Wouldn’t she see that coming?” She wasn’t clairvoyant for nothing.

“She might.” Darren led to another door. “Then again, she might not.”

My fingers bunched in the lapels of my crisp, new lab coat. If he was implying that he had…

But it had to be head games. I couldn’t believe he’d crossed that line.

“The common room. You junior staffers have workrooms through here.” Utilitarian couches and worktables occupied the center of the room. The wall parallel to the kitchenette was broken by doors to private offices. One door’s nameplate was blank, one read Akua Dowling, and the third was in the process of being stripped of the name Marco Vidal.

Interesting. The team wasn’t full and one member had recently left. I’d have to find out the circumstances. The door marked Altair Orpheus beckoned at my right, but my gaze kept drifting. “Where’s your workroom?”

“You wish you knew.” Darren snorted. “Worry about yourself.” Darren thumped the massive bookshelf that filled the back wall. Binders and stacks of journals took up every inch of it.

Paper files?

“Your can access video from your workroom,” Darren said. “The rest are hard copy and they don’t leave this room or you’ll have a squad of Black Helixes on your ass before you clear the lift. You read every page before you touch so much as a test tube.”

“Understood.” I could ignore the condescending tone when I was getting access to this much information.

“Put in a request if you need any gear,” Darren said as he strode for the door. “If you think you’ll be here that long.”

The door closed behind him before I could respond. Better that way.

My hands were already balled into fists.

There was obviously more to Darren than his asshole veneer let on. He wouldn’t be in his position if he weren’t qualified, but the name Waldman wasn’t familiar, so I assumed he’d been working above my security clearance for most of his career. Now I’d have to dig into his research. I had no idea what he specialized in.

I’d deal with him later.

For now, I headed to the bookshelf and picked a few volumes at random to see what I’d be working with. The material ran the gambit. Medical records. Handwritten observation journals from Quanta’s previous caretakers. Reams of genetic data. I itched to start digging through those files, but something else caught my eye.

Scans and printed photos of what had to be her drawings.

They took my breath away, both for skill and historical accuracy. At age fifteen, she’d drawn a wall mural depicting the skyline of Old London, before the Seligo bulldozed the island to build the Citadel. All the long-gone sights were shown in perfect detail: the Strand, the London Eye, even Big Ben. It wasn’t a clinical postcard view, either. The city looked lit and warm. Impressive in only black charcoal.

And it was only one of a thousand similar drawings. Most were landscapes and every one was a window to the past. When I put aside my awe enough to analyze, I realized none of the drawings showed anything after the rise of the Seligo.

Was she deliberately keeping her art out of the present? Or did she just prefer the past?

I tucked the book of drawing back into its nook and backtracked the shelves to start at the chronological beginning. After grabbing a stack of bound files that detailed Quanta’s mental and physical state during her first days at the facility, I headed for my workroom.

The nameplate read Orpheus, and the space was everything I fantasized about. An assortment of desks and chairs were pushed against the walls of the main room. A glass wall separated the area from the lab, but I almost pressed my face to the glass at the luxury of it. The surfaces were sterile white and stainless steel, embedded with premium tech. It could house a team of ten, but every inch was mine.

I would’ve been elated if not for the stack of files that weighed my arm down like lead. When I settled at one of the tables, a display screen automatically clicked on to Quanta’s live feeds.

That would’ve been disturbing on its own. But the image of her…

Puddles trailed from the shower to her bedroom and she lay on top of the coverlet, curled into a ball with her hair wetted down. Dozens of sensors registered her data. She gave off delta waves in sleep and both her pulse rate and core temperature were lowered. She’d fallen asleep soaking wet.

My heart clenched.

I’d started this crusade to make up for the life I’d taken, but my mission was bigger than any one person—even Quanta.

Even myself.

I wanted to help all the Reds. To shut down the Seligo and the Trials and the entire system.

Was saving her worth throwing that away?

I cracked open the first of the binders.

It was time to start finding answers.

<<<>>>

I’d been horrified twenty minutes in. Six hours later and only halfway through the first shelf of material, I had to back away from my desk.

Bloody hell. Sweat soaked the back of my shirt and I lifted my frames to rub my forehead.

The records from ages ten to thirteen were conspicuously missing, but the photos and psych records from the following years told more than enough. As I forwarded through the videos of her first days, bile rose in my throat.

She acted like a terrified animal. Huddling in corners. Sometimes catatonic, sometimes feral. Nagi’s assistants were acclimating her to her new room, trying to get her to open up and share her insights on the future.

Torturing it out of her hadn’t worked; they needed Quanta to explain what the images meant, otherwise her holo room footage was useless.

I turned off the playback. I couldn’t watch any more.

Instead, I switched to her live feed. I needed to check on her.

To make sure she was still standing.

She’d gone back in the shower. I would’ve clicked off to give her privacy, but Quanta was fully clothed as clapped her hands to her ears underneath a torrent of scalding water, her body barely visible in the cloud of steam.

They’d ripped information from her piece by piece.

I wiped the sweat from the back of my neck. This changed everything and nothing. Her sight was too powerful to leave her in Doctor Nagi’s hands. And still…

Just watching her made my chest ache. I couldn’t kill her.

Not after all she’d been through. Not when she was still fighting.

That left the impossible.

I was going to have to save her.


Chapter Nine

QUANTA

I spent about five days pacing my room without a glimpse of the real Altair Orpheus. After that long, his timeghosts shouldn’t be dogging me, but I couldn’t say I was surprised as his past and future selves overlaid every scrap of my room. Each step felt like punching through a thousand layers of tissue paper, and the edges of moments waiting to be seen brushed at me in glowing blue insistence that I pay attention. When I banished one image, two more popped into its place.

Nope.

If I had to pick an emotion, I was going with annoyed. I still couldn’t page through his past in any kind of order, but the volume of nonsense was starting to flesh out the guy’s background.

Altair was a senator’s son, blah blah blah, nearly perfect in every way, super pretty, blahbity blah, and joined up with the Ravens while he was still in a snazzy academy for Seligo-bound kids. At some point, he’d switched from cocky rich boy to brooding, haunted rich boy, but I hadn’t seen what caused the change.

I was sure I’d find out eventually. What with him dancing through my head every blessed minute.

I clutched my arms to my body as I started another lap around the room. I’d glimpsed Eva and enough lab scenes in his past to make me worry. They worked together on the science junk.

Had Eva sent him for me specifically?

The thought of her trying to rescue me thawed a bit of the permafrost in my chest, but I shook my head of the mushiness. It was too dangerous. I’d yet to see a future where I made it out of here alive and there was no point in taking one of Eva’s agents with me on the one-way ferry down dead creek.

Unless he wasn’t loyal to her. I still couldn’t tell if he was working both sides.

Bottom line: Altair Orpheus and I needed to chat. Then I could figure out what to make of him. Ally? Enemy? Pointy thorn in my side? Or just a joke the universe was playing?

The closest I could get to present Altair was a series of recent pasts that showed him wading through a metric ton of paperwork. So I paced.

And paced some more. I couldn’t deal.

It was like he was hovering in my blind spot, always nearby, but out of range. Just the waiting would’ve been enough to push my buttons, but future Altair…

The guy was getting handsy. As if I needed to watch our potential make-out sessions.

They weren’t happening in real life. Not ever. Even if they were possible, I wasn’t going there. Love wasn’t something I got to have.

Plus all the kissy-facing was blocking the important stuff. I needed to know Altair’s plan and his juicy secrets, not his go-to bedroom moves.

I squinted as I concentrated on the feathery edges of the future, looking for a way out of this waiting game. A window of opportunity. Anything.

Altair slips my bra strap aside, pressing a kiss to my collarbone; Nagi inspects a tray of culture plates; Altair turns a binder page, eyes pinched behind his glasses; Darren tosses dumbbells in the gym, trying to catch the eye of a pretty new staffer; Altair lifts a plastic gun, sizing up a target in the sim—

Yes. That was my window.

Akua would be here any second with my breakfast and I knew exactly how to play her to get what I wanted. I sat at the table and waited, tapping my toes until the door slid open.

“Good morning, Quanta.” Akua set a tray of sugary Technicolor breakfast cereal in front of me before retreating to her post at the wall.

“We need to talk.”

“Yes?” Her voice lifted an octave.

Thanks to all the distractions, I hadn’t thrown a tantrum in days. She must be bracing for one. “Where’s my cupcake?”

She tugged at her coat, twitchier than usual. “I made a special order with your chef.”

“And?” I tapped my spoon against the tray, faking impatience.

“He needs more time to requisition the ingredients. Unless you want a printed one…?”

“Gross.” Machines could be handy for some things, but they weren’t to be trusted with buttercream. I was horrified she’d suggest it at this point. Didn’t she know who she was dealing with?

Akua winced. I propped my elbows on the table and let my eyes go out of focus as I sifted through the timeghosts layering around her shoulders. As long as I didn’t focus on seeing something specific, her highlights jumped to the front of the line.

Little Akua clutches the robot she just assembled to her chest, beaming—she’s passed the Trials and is about to have the life she always dreamed; teen Akua checks her messages and crumples to the floor at the news of her mother’s death; at the funeral, she stares blankly over the jar of ashes, heartbroken that she wasn’t there—that she couldn’t help; Akua, almost as she appears now, holding out her arm as she receives her Blue Helix tattoo.

And there. My powers worked fine with her. One look gave me the moments that had shaped her. Sure it was only the tip of the Akua iceberg, but it gave me the gist.

So why couldn’t I get a read on Altair? And why did he keep budging into my thoughts?

“Whatever you’re seeing, I don’t want to know.” Akua rubbed her hands against her arms, shivering.

I blinked, coming back to the present. “Then do me a favor?”

“Possibly.”

“House arrest is done and I want out. One hour in the sim room.”

“It’s not scheduled. I’d have to clear the floor…” Her voice trailed and I could practically hear her thinking what a pain in the ass it would be. Luckily, I could make it worth her while.

“What if I hit the shooting range and tell you my score? I hear the staff bets on that kind of thing.”

Her eyes widened. Serious credits changed hands when I did a session in the simulator. I’d made Darren and a few others a fortune over the years, but I’d yet to let Akua in on the fun. I’d been saving the offer.

“I’ll check if the room’s free.”

“One more thing.”

“Another request?” Akua paused in the doorway to shot me a well-deserved look of suspicion.

“Invite the new guy.” I tried to make my voice sound as neutral as possible.

“Orpheus?” Her eyes narrowed.

“Unless you got another one?”

“He’s not to contact you,” Akua said. “But why—”

“Can we not play the question game today? He’s a good shooter and I think I can take him.” And I really hoped she bought that, because I wasn’t lying. Much. “Just tell him I sent a challenge.”

Her brow furrowed. I dug into my cereal and tried not to look as jittery as I felt. I just wanted to meet him to ask the questions that had been driving me insane the past few days. Not that I’d be able to ask, but I at least wanted to get my eyes on him.

Akua left me to eat. She hadn’t said her decision, but I didn’t need her to. The near future shifted and a crowd started firming up in the gallery over the sim room.

Thank God. I would’ve worn the carpet through if I had to stay copped up, pacing. I couldn’t tell if Altair would show, but at least I was getting out.

When she came back an hour later, I stood ready by the door in a fresh pajama set.

She escorted me out and an entourage of four Black Helix goons followed us toward the sim room. Each one was about the size of a bridge troll, decked out with enough stunning and maiming weapons to make a pacifist faint.

“Let’s hurry, boys.” I liked to pretend I was being protected instead of kept prisoner, but my imagination only went so far. Yeah, they’d keep me alive if insurgents ever stormed the building, but they were just as likely to take me out if I broke the rules.

Like I needed more reminders where I stood.

We didn’t see many staffers as we navigated through the maze of lifts and sterile hallways; it looked empty compared to the same places in the past and future. I recognized the few people we did pass. All were senior researchers—the same pay grade as Darren—with the security clearance to know that I existed.

Everyone else was banned from the floor when they trotted me out, and the few who stayed would be on their way to the viewing gallery to enjoy the show and make a sweet profit. I hoped Altair made it to watch, even if he wasn’t allowed to say hello. I didn’t want him forgetting we had unfinished business.

When we reached the simulators, the guards took up posts and Akua stepped to one of the wall-mounted consoles near a set of double doors. “What program?”

“Target shooting.” I flexed my fingers, eager to get inside. The sim was the only fun I got to have. Almost ever. “I’ll miss two if you’re betting on the first round.” I hadn’t picked up many life skills the last few years—unless eating cakes and manipulating people counted—but I could rock a shooter.

She palmed open the door. “I’ll watch from the gallery.”

The doors latched shut behind me as soon as I stepped in. The only light came from the back wall, where the shelves held a ridiculous choice of props. A crossbow was fun every now and again, but I kept it simple and grabbed one of the smallish handguns. In silver and white, it looked like the toy it was. At least I didn’t need ammo. The bullets were totally virtual.

Bodies pressed against the tinted glass in the gallery above. I squinted, trying to pick out the attendees. One in particular.

Will Altair show?

Just thinking his name sparked the fluttering of hundreds of new layers of Altairs, but they’d take time to sort. All I could pick up at casual glance was the ghostly pair of us sucking face in the corner.

Really?

So not helpful.

I forced out a breath and made myself relax. Altair would be here or he wouldn’t. Even if the lack of foresight was making me twitchy, I couldn’t do anything about it right now.

And either way, I’d rather focus on killing this sim.

When I lifted my gun, a bullet-shaped cursor appeared on the back wall at the same time the menu popped up. I scrolled down the list, looking for something fun.

Game hunting was hypothetically entertaining, but I hated moving around holographic bushes and trees. Seeing through the timeghosts in my line of vision already added plenty to the degree of difficulty.

A few programs had human targets, but the thought made me cringe. No thanks. The zombie game was even less appealing. Holographic corpse rot looked schnasty.

Instead, I queued up skeet shooting and changed the target setting from clay disks to randomly generated objects. An oldie but goodie. Few things made me happier than vaporizing glass figurines.

I aimed at START. As holos glowed to life, a smile plastered my face.

Ten minutes later, I’d dusted 98 of 100 targets.

I was a lot sweatier, but still grinning as I leaned down to catch my breath. Unless Akua came to drag me to my room, I planned to keep playing until I collapsed. Now that I was making her cash, she’d probably let me go a few rounds.

As I lifted my gun to hit RESTART, the door slid open. “I want to—”

The words choked off.

Altair Orpheus stood in the doorway.

Crap. I’d totally gotten caught up in the game.

“I heard you sent me a challenge?” He stripped off his white coat and tossed it to the ground.

My jaw dropped. That was one way to throw down a gauntlet. “I heard you weren’t allowed to contact me.”

“I didn’t. Technically.” Altair swung his arms, getting loose. As he pulled an arm across his chest to stretch, he shot me a considering look that made me want to shiver.

But I didn’t. Somehow.

I glanced away. “You sure you’re up for this? You look like more of an indoor guy.” At least, he did if I went by the glasses—they had to be some kind of wearable tech or I couldn’t imagine why he’d keep them on his face. But I’d seen him sparring, and the hard lines of him said plenty now that he’d stripped down to a dark T-shirt.

Altair Orpheus could handle himself.

He took a toy gun from the weapon wall. “I can beat that last score.”

Well, well. Really?

This was working out so much better than planned. I still couldn’t talk to him, but kicking his ass was going to make me feel a lot happier about our current situation. And that was super childish, but I couldn’t think of a better way to assert dominance.

Yet. I’d work on that, though.

“Two minute speed round. Most targets wins.” I shot the menu, queuing up the new program. “Ready?”

“Always.” His voice had a warm, melty tone, even when he was throwing out a challenge. I shot the start button, but my gaze stuck with Altair as the time counted down. His dark hair and T were rumpled like he’d been sleeping rough—if at all—but he looked relaxed.

Confident.

Maybe it was just the aura of a future Seligo? He had the kind of perfection that could make any girl stare a little. Even though I doubted his motives, I didn’t hate the adrenaline surging through my system. This might actually be fun.

Who’d have thought?

The timer sounded and targets of random shapes and sizes materialized on the field, each showing a point value. I started firing, looking ahead through time to spot the next ones a split-second before they appeared.

Altair’s shots went off in an even rhythm and every one hit where he aimed. Even with my advantage, his score was close to mine—so close, I couldn’t spare more than a glance at the scoreboard.

Sweat dripped down the back of my neck.

I shot too soon, misjudging the timing between the future and actual mark as the targets spat out faster and faster. Not gonna cut it.

Moving for a better position brought me closer to Altair.

Big mistake.

As the distance closed between us, a wave of timeghosts choked my peripheral vision. More soldiers in the Altair army—shouting, whispering, and weaving in and out of my vision. Now I had to find the targets through layers of ghostly bodies and press through their ticklish blue-white edges.

I shot a teenaged Altair through the forehead to get to the target behind. That definitely deserved extra points if anyone could see what I saw.

A five-thousand-point target popped up high above, but I didn’t get enough warning and Altair dusted it before I could pull my trigger. The score chirped as his points rolled up.

His coming here was bad enough. Now he was trying to run the table on my home field?

No way.

I focused so hard on the present that my forehead pinched. Altair Orpheus was not going to beat me at my own game. I hit the juiciest targets I could find with my one-second warning, but he mopped up everything I missed or couldn’t hit.

And he kept pace.

When the buzzer finally sounded, my gaze darted to the scoreboard.

One thousand points. He’d beaten me by a thousand freaking points.

So much for seeing the future.

The winners and losers cried out in the gallery and I squatted down to catch my breath. My hair fell over my face in a sweaty tangle, hiding my face, but not my disappointment.

I hated losing, especially at the one thing I should win every time. Without the ghosts, I could’ve crushed him, but his being here made their interference so much worse.

“Are you okay?” Altair asked. “Your pulse is still high.”

He sounded sincerely concerned, but he was the last person I wanted to hear it from. “Fine.” I shambled over to the wall to lean while the stitch in my side worked itself out.

Altair followed.

He smelled like paper and soap as he loomed over me. He was taller up close. Prettier, too.

And being in his shadow made my skin tingle.

I crouched lower, but he followed me down. My pulse wasn’t going back to normal as long as he stayed there. I didn’t feel threatened yet, but he was too close. Physical contact still wasn’t my favorite. Especially after the last time we touched.

“I’m almost through your medical history.”

“Bet it’s fun reading.” I could only imagine what the records said. And what they didn’t say. I doubted my past caretakers had put everything on the books.

Altair winced. “Not exactly.”

Showing compassion? That would definitely screw him over in Nagi’s company. I made the mistake of lifting my gaze to his.

Altair’s caramel brown eyes dripped pity. Sadness.

My chest clenched. “You’re going to get yourself in trouble.” For the first time, that worried me. Maybe Altair really had come into this with good intentions?

Or maybe I was turning mushy because no one had cared about me in years.

“I think that just became the plan.”

I opened my mouth to stop him from saying anything else, but I was too late.

The doors were already opening.


Chapter Ten

ALTAIR

Quanta’s lips parted. She started to form a word, but the shifting of the pressurized doors stole any moment we might have had.

“Back off.” Darren strode in flanked by a quad of Helix guards. “This isn’t your daddy’s office, rookie.”

Calm. Level. The words were becoming my mantra every time Darren opened his mouth.

I lifted my hands as I backed away. “I was just making sure her pulse leveled out.”

“Yeah? When did you get a medical qualification?” Darren’s glare pierced.

I wanted to meet the stare until he turned away, but it would only make him harder to deal with. When I stepped further from Quanta, his shoulders subtly relaxed. That wasn’t the scientist reacting. I’d buy a little territorial behavior—I was encroaching on his subject—but Quanta was a person. Not a test animal or a formula. She wasn’t property.

My jaw clenched as I fought the urge to grab him.

“I’m tired.” Quanta stood, breaking the tension between us. “I want to go back to my room.”

“Take her, Dowling,” Darren said, raising his voice. Akua pushed through the ranks of guards to wave Quanta away.

“I won’t lose next time.” Quanta lifted her nose as she passed.

The challenge in her tone made it hard to stop a grin. “Promise?”

Quanta’s mask was too solid to fall, but the slightest smile quirked the corner of her mouth as she stepped in behind her guards. I should’ve kept my mouth shut, but I didn’t regret it after seeing that expression.

Radiating aggression, Darren advanced. “You were told not to approach her.”

“It wasn’t my intention.” I shrugged and glanced up at the gallery. “The other senior researchers didn’t give me much choice.” All I had to do was mention that Quanta wanted to challenge me and they’d jumped, clearing me through security for the chance at a juicy betting pool. I’d made some friends there, and was banking on cashing in later.

“Do not screw with her, Orpheus.” His cheeks flushed with anger.

“I wouldn’t.” I ducked my head a little, trying to play subservient. “I was just on my way to discuss strategy with you. I’ve found my angle for building her trust.”

“So?”

“I’d like to try some VR gaming with her.”

His lip twisted in a skeptical sneer. “Now you’re a doctor and a techie?”

“I’m not, but my sister designs custom VR helmets and gaming environments.” I needed the patience of a saint to keep my voice level with him. “Based on Quanta’s enthusiasm for shooting, I think she’d respond well to playing in a different arena.”

Darren’s eyes narrowed, but the scientist in him finally fought to the surface. “You think it would be more effective than the sim room?”

“Definitely. She’s aware that everything she does has an audience. If we pull her into a VR space, we might be able to get her more comfortable.” And, more importantly, the two of us could finally have our moment off camera. Darren stood silent for long moments, making me sweat his answer.

“I’ll think about it,” he said at last. “After you send me a written treatment plan. At least fifty pages.” He strutted out with a smug smile plastered on his face.

I let out a breath. It could’ve been worse.

Fifty pages was nothing.

And it was that much closer to finally getting Quanta alone.

<<<>>>

After polishing off my report, I spent the next days setting up my lab. Most of the materials had been transported in from my former workspace, but I feigned waiting for a new batch of genetically engineered test rats to stall on starting anything new.

Going over the in-house documents was keeping me plenty occupied.

Akua’s current project involved assessing Quanta’s moods and correlating them to the images she projected in her holo room sessions. But Akua had nothing concrete. The most valuable information she’d learned was that a sugar-high Quanta was a more cooperative Quanta.

My lips quirked. The girl was worse than Cass.

But Marco Vidal…

I gritted my teeth at the thought of him. He’d been moved to administrative work after Quanta overwhelmed him with a telepathic attack. That alone pointed at his weakness. She had powerful abilities as a Red Helix, but when it came to telepathy she ranked at the bottom of the spectrum. Any person with basic mental fortitude could’ve shut her out projection.

Now Marco was permanently shaken, but I wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d broken his mind in half.

He’d been planning to test how electrical stimuli affected her powers.

Shock treatments.

The idea twisted like claws to my stomach, first because it was barbaric, and second because she’d already been subjected to them. Marco had wanted to do a follow-up study now that she was an adult.

And then there was Darren.

I wasn’t allowed access to his work. I assumed I had to pass some test before being let past the final level of security.

That left my mind turning in circles, wondering what Darren could possibly be working on. If physical torture was up for grabs, I dreaded what his projects involved.

I hadn’t seen Doctor Nagi since my first night and all requests to him had to go through Darren. He was the gatekeeper, and for reasons unknown, Doctor Nagi valued his opinions.

I planned to find out why.

In the meantime, all I could do was fall in line.

That meant waiting patiently for Darren’s permission to see Quanta. I used my breaks to scout the areas I had access to while introducing myself to as many of the staff as I could. I doubted I’d find any weaknesses in the security, but people could be bought and I was more than willing to use my family’s resources. I’d need them when the time came to escape.

It took five days—or at least five days until Darren alerted me—before Doctor Nagi approved my request to bring in Cassie’s tech. As soon as the helmets cleared security, I booked a gaming room.

I stepped lighter on my way to pick up Quanta, eager to finally have this conversation. Her help—and hopefully her visions—were going to be vital to getting out of here.

As I neared her room, I found Darren waiting.

He leaned against her door, arms folded over his lab coat. “I’ll be watching, Orpheus. And I’ll step in the second you go off book.”

It hardly made a difference. Someone was always watching here. Always recording. “I’ll stick to the plan.”

I let out a breath as Darren strode for the viewing suite next door. He’d drilled me on the protocol for escorting her. The floor had been cleared of unauthorized staff and four guards stood behind me, complete with body armor and stun lances.

As ready as I’d ever be, I pressed my finger to the scanner. The door slid open.

She stood six inches away.

I jerked back, sucking in a breath. Then I laughed at myself.

“I was waiting.” Quanta tilted her head and a piece of hair fell forward, a knotted mess, still partly damp. She wore canary yellow pajama bottoms, a loose pink waffle shirt, and fuzzy slipper socks; nothing could be less threatening, but she’d gotten me, and the smug little quirk of her lips said she knew it.

“After you.” I stepped aside, giving her space to move.

She glided out, ignoring the guards and heading down the corridor to the gaming suite.

“You knew I was coming?” I stepped to her side and followed.

“Didn’t they warn you? I know everything.” Quanta’s voice was light—distracted. Her gaze flicked from spot to spot as we walked along the white corridor, but she clearly saw things I couldn’t as her eyes slipped in and out of focus. I drank in the rest of the details, trying to figure out what made Quanta tick.

Charcoal smudged the circles of her nail beds and darkened the tips of her bitten-down nails. Her fingers twitched every few seconds, almost as if she was pulling invisible strings. As we walked, the damp mass of her hair gave off the scent of clean soap. My fingers ached to run a comb through Quanta’s tangles.

I didn’t have to ask to know she wouldn’t let me. I could tell she didn’t trust me by the way she angled her shoulders.

Did Quanta not care how she looked, or was she using it as a shield? If the former, the tangles did nothing to hide her even complexion and elegant cheekbones. With thick dark lashes, deep gray eyes, and full lips, Quanta could’ve passed for Seligo. I couldn’t imagine any laser, surgery, powder, or gloss that could improve on what she’d been born with.

“Well?” She’d paused in front of the gaming room, waiting. I hadn’t even realized we’d arrived.

And now I’m staring. I hurriedly pressed my finger to the mechanism.

Observing her could be a full-time job. I hadn’t found the key to understanding her yet, but I was confident I could if watched her long enough. I had to keep reminding myself she wasn’t the reason I was here, but I did want to help her, and I hoped she could help me.

Assuming our goals were still the same. It was time to find that out.

Quanta rubbed her hands against her arms as we stepped into the room. Two guards followed us in while the other pair took up stations outside, but none would be able to follow our conversation once we logged in.

Eight reclining gaming chairs formed a circle in the center of the room. Only two of the stations were active, with their glowing sensor panels pulled down from the ceiling. Cassie’s custom helmets sat propped on the leather seats, waiting for us. I said a silent thanks to my mad genius of a sister. Without her tech, I’d be lost.

I picked up the helmet at the station programmed for my specs. Quanta hovered in front of her chair, massaging her arms and casting glances around the room. “Do you need help setting up your station?”

“No.” She jumped. “Don’t.” She dove into the seat before I could move and started clipping on her sensors at breakneck speed.

The gesture needled me a little, but I couldn’t blame her. At least I’d finally have the chance to prove myself.

I tapped at the interface, queuing up the program options. “Do you want zombie apocalypse or elvish archery?”

“Elves.” Quanta shuddered. “No zombies.”

Praying Cass hadn’t gotten creative with the wardrobes again, I keyed in her choice. “Helmets on.” I jammed mine on first, assuming she’d follow along. The visor portion covered my eyes, muffling my sight and protecting against damage during the virtual dive. “Initiating program in three… Two… One…”

White light flared and then the virtual world rendered around us. Beams of light streamed through the leaves of impossibly tall elegant trees that had never existed on Earth. Twisting vines. Birdsong. I could almost smell dew on the air.

Cass’s programs were that good. The best.

Our bodies rendered last. Quanta appeared two meters away from me and I had to stop myself from gaping at her avatar. I’d been wrong about her hair—it did make a difference. Now it hung glossy to her knees, braided in decorative swirls and glittering with ornaments. A silvery gem dangled between her brows, casting fairy lights and her ears poked out, tipped in fey points. The program had added simple makeup, giving her cheeks a flushing glow.

Or was that just her?

Radiant.

Well done, Cass.

I was staring, but I realized Quanta was doing the same. Glancing down, I let out a breath. The auto-generated clothes were normal, or at least elvish normal. I wore a brown tunic, pants, and tall leather boots. I tossed my bow to the ground. The stereotypical red and white targets hung from the trees, but we had business to discuss before we got down to shooting. “We can finally talk. The feed’s encrypted.”

“I’ve heard that before.” She tossed her bow next to mine and sat on a mossy log, unimpressed, her gaze still flickering. More visions, even in VR. “Prove it.”

I’d expected that.

Settling for the obvious, I raised my hand and spread my fingers, showing where my Raven was tattooed in reality. “I’m a Shadow Raven. Lady Eva recruited me when I was seventeen and I’ve been working with her for the past seven years.”

Quanta’s digital shoulders relaxed just a little. “Did she send you?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then why are you here? You’re screwing with my system.” She squinted, the expression twisting her radiant elvish features. “And you’re going to get yourself killed.”

A needle of doubt lodged between my lungs. “You’ve seen me fail?”

“No. I can’t even figure out what you’re trying to do.” Quanta folded her arms. “Whatever it is, you’d better get what you need, and then get out before it ends bloody.”

“Is getting out an option?”

“Doubt it.” Her words rang with dark certainty and a chill ran across my skin.

I’d known this was the most dangerous place I could possibly go. Failure was possible and so was death. Still, I wasn’t giving up. Not yet. “If we’re both locked in, we may as well be allies. I could use your help.”

“Want to know how you die?” Quanta arched a brow, daring me to ask.

“That doesn’t seem helpful.” I almost smiled. She’d probably hooked a few dozen staff members with that question, but I wouldn’t bite.

“Probably isn’t. What then?”

We wouldn’t get anywhere as long as she was so bent on trying to antagonize me. She had a decade of experience dealing with prying, underhanded research assistants who lived or died by the information they squeezed out of her. Doing anything that felt like attempted manipulation would only make her think I was like all the others before and she’d never trust me.

That left tipping my cards—letting her control the game. It wasn’t a move I’d use with anyone else, but whatever I did, Quanta would have the upper hand. No reason to pretend otherwise.

“There’s a list of surviving Reds going through the Seligo power structure and Eva wants to know if it came from you. If it did…” I let my voice trail, assuming she’d be able to fill in the blank.

“Never.” The word came out breathy and her voice heated. “I’d never give that to Nagi.”

“Then do you know where it came from?”

Quanta blinked and her gaze darted around my shoulders. Seeing… What?

Finally, she shook her head. “Do you know where it came from?”

“That’s what I want to find out.” I moved to sit on the other side of her log. “I’ve been studying with Eva and trying to help Reds from the inside. If you’d cooperate with m—”

Quanta jumped up and paced away, giving me her back as she kicked through fallen leaves. I stayed where I was, leaving her space. For now.

When she finally turned, she scowled. “Why are you really here? Did you not catch that this is a suicide mission?”

“I knew.” I’d known the risks, but as much as I had to lose, there was so much more to gain. “I still came.”

“And Eva let you?”

“Eva doesn’t tell me what to do.” I wouldn’t have let myself be sent off to die for no reason. I’d chosen to be here, and that made all the difference. Still, Quanta was forgetting her value. “You have to know how much you mean to her. Regardless of your powers, Eva wants to bring you home.”

“It’s too dangerous.” Quanta’s fingernails bit into her arms, making white crescents in her skin. “Your being here puts Eva and everyone else we care about in danger.”

“I know.” Despite the gravity of the situation, that ‘we’ gave me hope. “But it’s too late to go back and I wouldn’t anyway. I believe in the cause.”

Quanta wrinkled her nose. “If I can figure it out, I’ll tell you where the leak came from, but that’s where this ends.” Her eyes slipped out of focus and she was probably already scanning some other reality, but I needed her in the present. Darren would only let us have so much time alone.

“What about Hunter Marquez?” I raised my voice, and she blinked, coming back to Earth. “He and the Red he was protecting were ambushed after someone from the lab sold them out.”

“And you think it was me?” Quanta’s hands bunched into fists as she paced the forest floor.

“Maybe not intentionally, but I’ve seen enough of the holo room footage…” Sometimes she told specifics, and sometimes Darren pulled them out of her. I shouldn’t be pushing her but I wanted to know—had to know—how her visions worked.

How she worked.

“It was intentional.” Quanta folded her arms and glared, a challenge in her eyes. “Still want to be allies?”

Did she want me to believe the worst of her? Or was she trying to drive me away?

Neither strategy was going to work. I shook my head. “If you did, then you had a reason.”

Her fingers dug into her arms. “I did. I’m cooperating with Nagi.”

She was lying.

Her pupils didn’t dilate and her voice didn’t waver, but she’d survived this long by lying so it reasoned that she’d overcome the normal cues. “You’re not.” But she was trying to distance herself from me and that didn’t settle well.

“You don’t know me, Altair.” Distaste dripped from my name. “Don’t trick yourself because you watched a few videos.”

“I know enough.” I planned to learn more, but I’d seen plenty to make a judgment. “Whatever you’ve been through, you’re fundamentally good.”

“You don’t know that.”

“You could’ve sold me out as soon as I arrived, but you didn’t and you won’t.” Eva had said to trust my heart and all my instincts said that Quanta wasn’t malicious. Now how to convince her we’re on the same side? Surrendering, I lifted my hands. “My words might not convince you, but I hope my actions will. I believe in you.”

Quanta froze. Her eyes widened in… Realization? Horror? Whatever emotion gripped her, truths I couldn’t begin to imagine swirled in her gray eyes. “That’s why you can’t be here.”

No. “That’s why I can’t leave.”

And I wouldn’t abandon her.


Chapter Eleven

QUANTA

I tried not to panic as the future flickered, but if it kept strobing like this, I was going to give up and curl into a ball on the stupid forest floor.

Altair trusted me.

He wanted to help me.

He wasn’t going to leave me.

All wrong. All the worst possible decisions he could make.

Unless he wanted to get himself killed. In which case, fantastic job, Tair. Keep doing what you’re doing.

I whirled. “Are you suicidal?”

“Exactly the opposite.” Tair leaned back on his log.

Like it was that easy. He had no idea what he’d gotten himself into.

Trying to ignore him, I paced the VR space. Not even being in a fake reality made the timeghosts go away. If anything, more of them popped in and out, chittering in my ears and whispering secrets. They flashed so fast I couldn’t pick anything out—just the odd image of Tair and me together. I wasn’t going to see anything as long as he was nearby.

I shook my head, trying to clear them off.

If I believed what Tair was saying—and I hadn’t seen any reason not to—the news he’d brought was deadly.

A list of Reds. I’d never give up names unless it was to save one of them. And fricking Cipher. How many times had I pulled her butt from the flames? Ten? Fifteen? She would’ve been one toasted little marshmallow if she’d stayed on that island and I’d done what I had to just to keep the girl alive and hacking.

If not from me, then where had Nagi gotten the names?

I had to find out. Even when I could see clearly, glimpses through time only got me so far, and right now the layers of time were clear as fudge. If I wanted to get to the bottom of it, I was going to have to work with Tair.

Bringing me back to my other problem.

Tair sat on his log, giving me space as I paced back and forth. He looked like the freaking prince of the forest, all tall and lithe, his dark hair long and falling down his shoulders in VR waves while tight elf leggings hugged his thigh muscles.

But the glasses. Why with the glasses? I finally cracked, scowling at him. “Can you take those off your face? They look ridiculous.”

“They’re important.” He tilted his head to the side.

Important? Those silly, old-fashioned frames? “Then wear them in actual reality.”

“If you insist.” Tair shrugged and slid the frames off. As soon as they disappeared in a puff of pixels, I realized my mistake.

I’d thought he looked perfect before. Now?

Drool. Puddles and puddles of drool.

Son of a seabiscuit.

I couldn’t look at him anymore. Instead, I went back to pacing.

There weren’t any futures where I jumped him in the next few seconds—we were still too early for that—but the wispy kisses at the edges of my vision were solidifying by the moment. How could we possibly be kissing when all I wanted to do was avoid him?

How could I work with him if that was where we were headed?

“You’re muttering about me,” Tair said, breaking my internal rant.

“I’m not.” I kicked a fake pinecone, grateful he couldn’t know the chaos churning in my head.

“You said my name.”

“I didn’t.”

“You said it more than once.”

I glared at him and his stupid pointed ears. “Maybe because you’re getting under my skin.”

“Am I?” Tair’s voice lifted. He sounded hopeful, of all things. Hopeful.

“That’s exactly why we’re screwed.”

“Both of us are playing a dangerous game,” Tair said. “But if we work togeth—”

The pinecone I’d just thrown hit him in the chest.

“Was that necessary?” He stared down at the spot like there should be a bullet hole.

“Absolutely.” And I’d do it again.

Yeesh.

Even as he stood there puzzling over me, ghosts of him stumbled around the forest. Tair takes a knife between the ribs as he lunges to protect me; he hits a concrete floor, three bullets in his chest, horror and pain painted on his face; a sword pierces his shoulder and an invisible enemy bears him down to the ground as blood pools underneath his body.

I wanted to shake him in the present. Why are you fighting people with swords, idiot? How’d you think that would end?

Even worse?

Why was his blood so red? And why did the sight of it make me feel so sick to my stomach? I should be desensitized to this nonsense by now.

“You’re shaking.” Tair stepped to me and before I could say anything, he touched my shoulder.

I winced, bracing for another flood of timeghosts. Then I remembered we were still in VR. I couldn’t even feel his fingertips.

But…

Something was still going on.

“Quanta?” Tair asked.

“Hold still for a sec.” I squinted beyond Tair while he froze.

The timeghosts were fading.

One by one they evaporated until only a couple hovered at the corners of my eyes. A weird tingle rolled down my back. That wasn’t normal. Even when I tuned the timeghosts out, they were always lurking around. Always.

Now I had a perfectly clear view of the elf forest. I glared at Tair’s hand. Was that the reason?

“What are you seeing?”

I blinked, focusing back on Tair. “I’m not—” Whoa. He was standing really close. I didn’t mind when we weren’t actually touching, but I hadn’t realized how tall he was before and I wasn’t sure what to do about it now that I’d noticed. For some reason, everything looked a little clearer now. The lines of the tall trees were crisp and their colors looked brighter than they had a few seconds ago. “I’m not seeing anything.”

“Too bad.” His fingers tightened on my shoulder. “I really could use your help. This facility’s a labyrinth and I’ve got no leads on the source of that list.”

The list. That was what I needed to be focusing on. Not Tair.

Who was leaking info on the other Reds?

A bluish figure from the past materialized behind Tair. Something about it made the hairs on my arms prickle.

Maybe because it was clearer than usual. Maybe because of the subject.

Darren shrugs into his white coat as he steps into the hallway. “I need that analysis yesterday. We need more names.” A tantalizing glimpse of the room shows as the door ekes closed—glowing tech and bustling assistants. The plate on the doorframe reads Director Waldman.

More names? The tingles dancing up and down my shoulder blades said this sliver of time wasn’t as innocent as it looked.

My heart beat faster. I spent so much time blocking visions of Darren that I missed out seeing what he was up to. It was usually a fair trade.

But now…

Yanking the edge of the image before it faded, I tried to reverse back inside. What’s Darren hiding?

A boom echoed in my head so loud my vision spun. I tripped over nothing and landed on my ass before Tair could catch me. The fall didn’t hurt in VR but my head—

I blinked through searing white pain. It was like I’d just rammed my skull into a mental wall.

But I had to check to be sure.

Sucking a breath through my teeth, I grabbed for the past again. Darren shoves his arm through the sleeve—

Another boom like I’d headbutted a gong. I clapped my hands over my eyes, wincing against the hurt.

“Quanta?” Tair crouched next to me. “What’s happening?”

Not a bad question. I waved him away and dragged myself onto the log.

Darren’s workroom. I never dug into whatever he was researching. It made me remember things I really didn’t want to remember. Being his subject. Being in pain. Being—

Just a lot of things I didn’t want to be anymore.

Now it was blocked, meaning Darren’s research had to do with me in a big way. But beyond that… My stomach churned.

It had to be the leak.

Maybe he’d cracked some code in my subconscious and figured out how to read between the lines of what I saw? Or maybe he’d perfected some new serum I couldn’t remember? I liked to think I would’ve seen that by now, but Darren was always a blind spot and my limits were more and more obvious these past few days. If those names were the names of Red Helix girls…

They’d die.

Whatever Darren was doing, every cell I had screamed that we needed to stop it. “What’s—” My voice cracked. I swallowed and tried again. “What’s Darren working on now?”

“I don’t have access yet.” Tair started to adjust his glasses, and then moved to rub his nose when he realized they were gone. It shouldn’t be cute.

Ugh.

I shook myself, trying to focus. Now that I’d found the nameplate, I could go back to it, but every time I tried to see past the door, I got punched in the brainstem. “How long until you get cleared?”

“Weeks. Maybe months. Darren doesn’t trust me.” Tair scratched the ridge of his elf ear. “You can’t see what he’s up to?”

“That’s too long.” I ignored his second question because I didn’t want to explain. “We need to get to his workspace. I think it’s where the list of Reds came from.”

“Where is it?”

“I don’t know.” I could see the hallway, but it was white and sterile like exactly every other one down here and it wasn’t like I had a map. “But we have to find it.”

“We?” Tair asked. “There’s no way you can sneak around the facility.”

“Not sneak.” I wasn’t that naïve; I knew how this game worked. “We’re going to walk around together.”

“You think Doctor Nagi will allow that?” His eyebrows lifted almost to the fake crown on his head. “You think Darren will allow that?”

“They will if I make it worth their while.” It always came down to giving them more information. A few little misleading tidbits could get me pretty far. Nagi would be easy to work with just that—he only cared about results. But Darren…

He made things personal and he wasn’t going to like the play I was about to star in with Tair. I wasn’t sure I liked it, but I couldn’t see another way. My choices were too limited on my own.

I picked up the bow I’d tossed to the ground. When I drew the string tight, an arrow appeared in my fingers. I shot it, but it hit a stump instead of the target I’d been aiming for. I tried again, using the excuse to keep myself from looking back at Tair.

“We’re going to do some shooting because we both know they’re watching our readings and we already look suspicious for sitting around. Just say I gave you the third degree before I’d practice. Later, I’ll go back to my room and pretend to be extra happy. Tell Darren I’m opening up and I agreed to more shooting. We’ll meet in the sim room where Darren can watch. I’ll smile. Then we’ll go from there and I’ll start feeding you information. The more they think I trust you, the higher your clearance goes. Then Darren will either let you in, or we’ll find the place ourselves.” I gripped the bow so hard my knuckles whitened. “We can’t let him get any more names.”

I needed to stop Darren badly enough that I’d risk relying on Tair.

“This is all pretending?” Tair picked up his bow and shot, scoring a bull’s-eye on the first try.

I hope it is. But I might not have to put up much of a front. “You’re a great actor. You can handle it.”

“Can you?” Another shot, another arrow buried in the center of his target.

I ignored the question and the goose bumps that pebbled my arms when he threw out that kind of challenge. “And no more bows and arrows. Gun games are better.”

“I can teach you the technique,” he said as another one of my arrows flew rogue.

“I’d rather learn something practical.” I squinted, trying to find a target in some space that didn’t have ghostly Tairs flicking in and out. They’d all started popping back after taking their little break. “Maybe calligraphy.”

“You know I studied that, don’t you.” Not a question. Almost an accusation.

Crap.

Why did my mouth keep moving? I’d never had this problem with Nagi or Darren or any of the others—I would’ve been dead so long ago if I slipped like this in front of them. My next arrow flew into a shrub. “Yes.”

“What else do you know?” Tair gazed at me, his eyes golden brown and piercing.

I didn’t like that look. Like he saw me as a normal person. Just having a conversation.

It should make me happy that at least one person in the world thought of me as something more than a sack of DNA, but my feelings were more complicated than happy or not happy.

I liked being treated like a person, but when Tair was nice to me, those lovey futures started looking a lot more solid.

A sudden realization made me back away from him.

This wasn’t seeing that we could fall in love or that we might someday.

It was actually starting to happen.

Not seriously, but the seeds were there on my side. His compassion. His drive to help me and the other Reds. How could I not be drawn to that?

My chest fluttered like a traitor.

I really, really, really strongly did not want love with him or anyone else. It would only end in heartbreak. That was how my life had always worked, and it wasn’t going to change this late in the game.

It would be nice if it could, but I’d lived in my own reality long enough to know the truth. Happiness was only ever temporary.

I had to keep my feelings from sprouting. If I kept Tair at a distance, they wouldn’t go any farther, and then I wouldn’t have to live through the heart-wrenching scenes playing out at the edges of my vision.

Being concerned about him. Thinking he was gorgeous… Those didn’t necessarily add up to love.

Ideally, I’d cut him off now. I could sell him out or piss him off enough that he didn’t want anything to do with me. Maybe I hadn’t landed the meaty secret yet, but based on the snippets I’d seen so far, a few digs at his parents would be plenty to get Tair boiling.

Too bad the leak was more important than either of us.

I didn’t have the luxury of pushing him away, even if my heart was begging me to run, warning me how badly this could end.

“Too much, Tair.” I exhaled as I turned away from him. “I know way too much about you.”

Until we found out who was digging up Reds, I needed him, and whatever was between us was only going to grow while we were stuck together. All I could do was pray I’d be strong enough to do what needed to be done later.

<<<>>>

Following the plan should’ve been harder, but as I drew a mural of elvish Tair on my bedroom wall, conjuring a smile was cake. Stopping the smile?

That was harder.

After a few last strokes of charcoal to finish off his long elf hair, I stepped back to admire my work. I didn’t usually do portraits, but this was probably my best one ever, thanks to the subject. He was pretty, but no one had forced me to memorize his face down to the length of his eyelashes.

I kept myself from scowling. It was just a drawing and this was still just an act for Darren and the cameras. I wanted him to know I was thinking about Tair so he’d let us spend more time together, but that was where I had to stop it.

Rubbing the heel of my hand back and forth, I smudged Tair’s perfect face into a blur.

Too bad erasing the picture didn’t get him out of my head. Not with all the timeghosts paging in and out everywhere I looked.

“Quanta…” My name falls breathy off Tair’s lips as he hugs me close; he pushes me gently on a swing and I giggle as he laughs; my legs wrap his torso as our lips connect…

I fell back onto my bed. The expressions were killing me more than the actions.

The way my fingers knotted in his shirt. The reverence when he held my head between his hands to kiss my forehead.

It wasn’t some passing crush. We were happy together.

And even less believably?

We were outside the lab.

If I saw it in the potential future, there was no point questioning whether it was possible. It was still ultra fuzzy unlikely, but it could happen.

Getting out had never been a real option before. I always died or got knocked out in the futures where I tried to escape.

I didn’t dare peek at the paths that could lead to freedom. Letting myself watch the happy futures dance around was bad enough.

It made hope burn in my chest. Could we really…?

Nope. Don’t go there.

That road ended in disappointment and worse, because whatever I wanted, I couldn’t put something as pointless as my own happiness above other people’s lives.

I was tempted. Super tempted. I wasn’t such a good person that I didn’t think about screwing them all over. Just to taste a piece of happy. Just once. Even if I knew in my heart it wouldn’t last.

But I held too many lives in my palms.

All the surviving Reds and a few who weren’t born yet. The Shadow Ravens who were working to take down Nagi and his citadels.

I knew their names and faces. Cipher. Devan. Cleo. Even Eva.

Especially Eva.

I’d been living this long to keep them safe, and if I was going to screw them over, I should’ve done it a long time ago. Now I couldn’t. They were the only people I had and I wanted them to have what I never would.

Real lives. Actual happiness.

The good stuff.

I’d been totally fine with the status quo until Altair Orpheus waltzed into my life and rewrote the future. It wasn’t the first time I’d had a wrench thrown in my plans, but it was definitely the biggest twist I’d ever missed.

I rolled onto my belly and buried my head under my pillow. I had so much work to do, retracing what was possible. Plus I had to weed through all the Tair-centered fluff, tooth brushing and all.

But it had to be done.

If I wanted to pass him information for this act of ours, I had to figure out what was safe to tell. I refused to be responsible for the fall of Eva’s whole organization, let alone any other deaths.

So I’d dig, as much as I didn’t want to.

Because it was going to be one massive headache. Or so I told myself.

Mostly I was terrified.

The deeper I peered into Tair’s life, the harder it was going to be to push him away.


Chapter Twelve

ALTAIR

Our research team sat assembled for the weekly briefing. Myself, Akua, and Marco sat around the table in a sterile conference room while Darren replayed key snippets of Quanta’s footage on the digital wall.

Doctor Nagi sat at the head of the table.

Akua fidgeted and Marco’s right hand shook to the point that he grabbed his wrist, trying to steady himself. Akua’s nerves came from Doctor Nagi’s presence, but Marco was definitely reacting to Quanta.

How far he’d fallen. I sat straight and motionless, projecting calm and confidence, though I had the most to lose.

After more than a week with the team, I’d picked up most of my coworkers’ histories and the rest had been easy enough to infer. Akua had earned her Blue Helix the hard way, growing up outside the Citadel and winning a spot at a Seligo Academy after going through the Trials. She’d gotten this far without connections because of her brilliant mind. She was supposed to be a psychology specialist, but going by the video records, Quanta had slowly turned her into an errand girl.

Marco looked like me on paper. His father was a senator and one of Doctor Nagi’s oldest cronies. He had all the right genes to be successful, but everyone who grew up in the Citadel knew the truth: the genetics didn’t always play out as planned.

Quanta had crushed him to powder. He’d been demoted to research assistant and would’ve been booted from the program entirely if not for his father’s influence. Now even her image made him tremble.

Darren’s research was still my stumbling block. It wasn’t on today’s itinerary.

Not that I’d expected it to be. Even so, determination burned inside me.

I’d barely begun to understand the wide range of Quanta’s expressions, but when she mentioned Darren’s workroom, she’d shown fear. Wide-eyed, gut-clenching terror.

Getting into Darren’s data had already been part of my plan, but now the need was urgent. Anything that terrified Quanta so deeply would be a catastrophe for Lady Eva and the Ravens.

We had our strategy. Now it was my turn to execute.

Darren wrapped up his monologue and took a seat while Doctor Nagi tabbed through the figures and images on his side of the table screen. He pinched the corners of a photo, blowing it up to cover the surface.

Quanta’s latest drawing.

She’d smudged out the face, but even with her finger tracks and the pointed ears, it was clear enough who she’d drawn. She’d captured my proportions perfectly from the width of my shoulders to the shape of my jaw.

“You seem to be affecting her, Mr. Orpheus.” Doctor Nagi folded his hands and turned his searching gaze toward me. “But in what way?”

“It’s a fleeting fascination.” Darren jumped in before I could answer. “She’ll get bored with him soon enough. She always does.”

His words twisted inside me. Fleeting?

Instead of responding to him, I turned to Doctor Nagi. “We have common interests. I think she’s been starved for contact with people she can relate to.”

“Which interests?” Nagi sounded calm and mild, but I’d opened myself to more suspicion by talking to Quanta in private. If I didn’t sell my end of the story…

Thinking about the torture I’d get wouldn’t help me focus.

“Shooting. History. She seems to enjoy hearing about my sister’s gaming as well, but I’m doing most of the talking. She doesn’t trust me yet.” That much wasn’t lying. Quanta trusted me enough to work with me, but I was far from earning her full confidence. Something she’d seen was making her hesitate.

I wanted to know what that was.

“Let’s concentrate on building that trust, shall we? Next steps?” Doctor Nagi turned back to Darren and some of the tension loosened inside me. Safe for now.

“I booked a sim room for tomorrow,” Darren said. “She and Orpheus will have an observed shooting session.”

Of course it would be observed. Darren probably had a team working to hack Cassie’s helmets. It wouldn’t be so easy to sneak past him again.

“And?” Doctor Nagi asked.

“We shouldn’t push this,” Darren said. “Spacing out their contact will—”

“Altair.” Doctor Nagi cut him off. “What’s your take?”

I didn’t meet Darren’s eyes, but I sensed him fuming. Instead, I focused on Nagi. “If this is a passing infatuation like Darren suggests, then I’d rather press the advantage now. I’d like to spend some more time with her in different areas of the facility and start figuring out how to put her at ease.”

Doctor Nagi gave a curt nod. “I agree. Darren will schedule what you need and keep me advised.”

“One more suggestion?” Darren kept his tone deferential, but he couldn’t hide the irritation in his gaze. “Let Orpheus run a holo room session with her.”

“Yes. Tomorrow.” Doctor Nagi stood from the table and the rest of us jumped up. “Now walk with me, Darren.”

My throat tightened as the two of them strode from the conference room. I’d made moves in the right direction, but I’d also underestimated Darren.

The holo room.

Shit.

That wasn’t a place we should be together.

I’d seen the film. Quanta’s control was good, but it wasn’t perfect. Every so often she lost focus or got baited into slipping a little something she hadn’t intended. Not often, but enough to make worry tighten the pit of my stomach.

With me running the holo session, the Shadow Ravens would be at the front of her mind. I lifted my glasses and rubbed the bridge of my nose.

We needed to find the source of that list and if Quanta believed Darren’s research was the key, then I was fully on board with investigating.

But one thing at a time.

If we both survived tomorrow, then I’d start planning for the impossible.

<<<>>>

I spent the night in my workroom, pouring over facility maps and prepping for the holo room session by reviewing more of Quanta’s film. It was disturbing on both counts.

One, because the footage of Quanta and Darren was heavily edited. Missing moments. Blacked out frames. The why of it made bile rise in my throat. I could imagine what special relationship meant and if that guess was accurate, I’d make sure I had the chance to slit Darren Waldman’s throat before I got myself killed.

He was ten years older than her. That went far past emotional manipulation. I just hoped that was all that had happened between them. If not…

I forced a breath through my teeth. Later.

More worrying than my murderous intent was the facility map. I could view charts for all the shared spaces and the areas I was allowed to access as part of Quanta’s team, but my clearance ended there.

If this facility was as massive as I suspected, that left dozens of floors of who knew what and no indication where Darren’s lab might be. It didn’t bode well for plans of exploration let alone escape. My best option now was to keep cozying up to the other researchers. I’d sound out Akua and then start casing the staff assigned to other projects.

As a backup, I added a few choice entries to my long list of requisitioned supplies. Chemical bombs wouldn’t be my first choice, but they’d be good to have in my aresnal.

Running on zero sleep, I downed three cappuccinos from the cafeteria before picking up a set of covered breakfast trays. Tantalizing smells wafted from underneath the lids as I made my way toward Quanta’s suite.

All the underground staff had access printed food, but everything Quanta ate came straight from a human chef; she’d negotiated the perk when she was fourteen and six years later, no one had ever tried to take the privilege from her.

No one had ever eaten a meal with her, either, but I was trying to build trust.

I let out a breath as I held my hand to her door scanner. Today’s stakes couldn’t be higher. We both had to play our roles to perfection. Beyond that, I planned to spend as many minutes of the day with her as possible before Darren reined me in.

The consequences of failure weighted my thoughts, but curiosity overwhelmed my caution. I wanted to find out how Quanta ticked.

The door slid open.

She sat waiting at the plastic kitchen table, leaning her head on her hand. Charcoal smeared her knuckles and streaked across her cheek and her hair was as tangled as ever, but somehow, in polka dot pajamas, she managed to look like a warrior.

“Good morning.” I set a tray in front of her as adrenaline coursed through me.

Show time. And the cameras were most certainly rolling.

Quanta pushed the tray across the table and motioned for the one still in my hand. “Trying to poison me already?”

I’d switched our meals around. Like a blithering idiot.

“My mistake.” I set her real tray in front of her and Quanta’s fingertips brushed my hand as she reached.

A cold wave shuddered from my scalp to my toes. For a second, my vision doubled.

Two Quantas. Two tables. Four trays.

Quanta’s gaze snapped to mine. She snatched her hand back and pressed it to her chest.

Accusation burned in her eyes as the shivering, numbing sensation faded.

She’d felt it too. But she thought I was the cause?

Shaking my head, I took my seat across from her. It wasn’t static electricity or anything else I could name, but something had passed between us. A telepathic communication? Or an attempt at one? If so, I wasn’t getting the message. I tilted my wrist to check her data. Her pulse was rising, and there’d been a brief spike in delta waves, but it had already leveled off.

My best guess was that she’d seen something particularly vivid, but I’d have to scan her historical data to be sure.

Apparently deciding to ignore me, Quanta uncovered her tray, revealing a spread of yogurt, steaming-hot pancakes, exotic fruits, and fresh-squeezed juice.

All real. All better than what most Helixes ate on a daily basis. I opened my tray expectantly, but found a plate of runny scrambled eggs and charcoal bacon. As if I didn’t already know who the VIP was.

Now she shot me a smug smile as she dipped a piece of kiwi in her yogurt. Real kiwi. They’d stopped commercially producing those a century ago.

I started to smile back before I remembered the mission. What is wrong with me?

This wasn’t a leisurely breakfast for two. I needed to act like I was trying to win her over—and do it convincingly enough that Darren and the others bought it when she started warming up to me.

“I’ll trade you a piece of this succulent bacon for one of those mandarin wedges.” I forked a blackened strip and held it out to her.

Quanta wrinkled her nose. “Sabotage.”

“I think it’s a fair trade.”

Her eyebrows lifted as she popped one of the mandarin wedges into her mouth. I couldn’t look away as she rolled her lips together and her tongue flicked out to catch a stray bead of juice.

The motion was innocent enough, but…

I knew I shouldn’t look at her like anything, but the more I watched Quanta, the more she drew me in.

Quanta’s eyes widened as she saw something over my shoulder.

She choked.

I started to stand, but she held up a hand. “Don’t—” She coughed, trying to clear her lungs. “Stay—Just—Over there.”

“Are you all right?” I stood halfway out of my seat, ready to dash over if she couldn’t catch her breath.

She coughed so hard her eyes teared. When she could finally breathe again, she drank from her cup of juice and then violently shook her head like a dog shedding water. Then she glared at me as she rubbed the palms of her hands against her temples. “Whatever you were just thinking, I need you not to think that.”

I’d been thinking that when Quanta licked her lips, she looked a lot less like the girl I was supposed to help and a lot more like a woman I wanted to know.

“Not helping.” Quanta winced and then pressed her forehead to the table. “So not helping.”

Now I had to know what she was seeing.

But I couldn’t ask. Not with our audience.

Tabling that problematic line of thought, I visualized this afternoon and all the mental aerobics she and I were going to have to perform. Eventually, Quanta sat back up and nibbled a few more pieces of fruit, glancing here and there and only occasionally wincing my way.

Her bowl was still half empty when she sighed and pushed it across the table. “Just eat it.”

“It’s yours.” I wasn’t going to steal the food from her mouth, although it did look delicious…

“You love kiwi and I pity you.”

“You pity me?” It shouldn’t be possible, but by the sad shake of her head, she was telling the truth. “Fine.” I speared one of the green fruits with my plastic fork.

And damn. It really was delicious.

“Thank you.” A grin split my face at the absurdity of this all—eating fruit and enjoying her company while hell hung over our heads.

Quanta’s lips pressed together as she tried not to smile.

Adorable.

The expression evaporated as soon as it had appeared. She scowled again, clearly seeing something she didn’t like. “You are not going to break me, Altair Orpheus.”

I stole another piece of fruit from her bowl. “I wasn’t planning on it.” Unless she counted breaking her out of here.

“Plans never go the way we want them to.” Before I could answer, she stood, knocking back her chair. “I need to go shoot things now.”

She wrinkled her nose a little as she waited for me to open the door.

As we strode down the hall, she clutched her arms to her stomach, avoiding me by staring straight ahead. She’d probably be picturing my face at the center of her targets.

I just wished I knew why.


Chapter Thirteen

QUANTA

Tair annihilated me on the sim and for once, I didn’t give a flying fudge reindeer.

The timeghosts had gotten bored of kissing and now I was getting full-on caressing, nudity, and a soundtrack of bedroom moans. And I couldn’t not peek. Not when Tair looked that good shirtless, his head tipped back, sucking a breath through his teeth as I—

Whoa horsies.

I shuddered and leaned against the sim room wall. I could not be expected to focus under these conditions.

Especially when us getting together was looking more and more likely. Short of knocking him unconscious with one of the prop crossbows, it might be too late to derail the train to make-out town. One kiss wouldn’t be so bad, but—

No. That was the problem right there. It would be a gateway kiss. Then there’d be tongue and heavy breathing and feelings. I needed to nip that right in the bud. Because after the kissing came all the dying.

The most annoying part was that Tair was totally oblivious to the chaos in my head.

“Should I take you back to your room?” Tair set his guns back on the shelf. “Your pulse is high.”

“Well, it would be,” I snapped. That happened when I got bombarded with images of him nipping my collarbone and running his hands all over me, because then I imagined what it would feel like in real life and Jesus Christmas. What was I supposed to do about that?

“Did I do something wrong?” He crouched near me, not close enough to make me uncomfortable, but close enough that I could see the golden shades of brown in his eyes, and that was uncomfortable in a whole different way.

I’d made a mistake. This was the most annoying part. He hadn’t done anything wrong.

Tair was playing his part to perfection. I was the one getting blown apart.

Getting thrown off my game.

“It’s fine.” But it wasn’t. Not at all. The holo room loomed on our horizon and if I went in this distracted, both of us were leaving the facility in sample jars.

“Would you feel better if we walked a little?”

Probably not, but that was exactly what we needed to be doing—exploring the halls. I’d only ever seen a few areas and the farther I roamed, the more new timeghosts I’d find. One of those could lead to the answers we needed or at least more clues on Darren’s research.

The futures of us in the holo room loomed dark and bloody. Focusing on them made my head throb, but didn’t give me any idea how to avoid us getting tranqued or caught or killed or tortured or—

Too many choices flickered around and random Tair ghosts of all ages and possibilities were choking everything up. Hopefully, I’d get a better read as we got closer, but I wasn’t going to hold my breath.

Nerves hummed up and down my arms. “Walking is good.”

Tair kept his distance as we exited the sim room. The two guards inside the door merged with the two outside, plus a new pair decked out in body armor. Six Black Helix goons the size of war gods for two of us. “I must be so dangerous.” The worst I could do was tell the blond one that his wife was cheating on him.

“Maybe they’re for me.” Altair shrugged back into the lab coat he’d shed for our shooting match. In his glasses and coat, with shiny black shoes he didn’t look so much a threat.

But the other version of Tair—

Tair’s combat boots hammer the tiles of a shapeless corridor. He draws a gun from one of the holsters strapped across his chest, and two sword hilts peek over his shoulders. All in black, sprinting, his eyes deadly serious. He pulls the trigger and a gunshot echoes. A body starts to fall somewhere in the distance. Another shot sounds. And another. And another as Tair runs relentlessly toward his goal.

In the present, I rubbed my hands against my arms.

That Tair?

I wouldn’t want to be standing between him and whatever he was running to. So maybe the guards really were for him.

As we walked the corridor, I shifted thoughts of Tair to the side and tried to focus on the ghosts of lab workers flicking in and out. Where they were going. What they were doing.

Figures in long coats blurred and passed through each other and overlapped, chattering about downregulated proteins and new trials and synapses in fragments of conversations. All the information in the world was here, but it was useless if I couldn’t find the right moments in the past.

And there were a lot of fricking moments to sift through.

Tair paused when the hallway came to a T-junction. “Let’s head toward the reading library.” He stepped left, and as I followed, I realized something unfortunate about my powers. It had been a long time since I’d gone anywhere outside my everyday routine. Like… Two years?

I’d forgotten what that meant.

With every step forward, the newness of the space sucked me in.

Doctor Nagi strides past, dictating notes to the entourage of underlings trailing after him; Marco crawls on hands and knees, muttering, “I don’t want to see it. Make it stop. Make her stop.”; Tair and I sprint this way, hand in hand as smoke billows down the hall.

I scrunched my eyes shut and tried to filter, but images kept slithering past my mental blocks. Everything that had ever happened here layered on top of everything that could ever happen with all the matching voices and sound effects.

I couldn’t see anything helpful in all the flashes of color and sound. The timeghosts hung so thick that shivery blue light bathed the hall and walking forward felt like punching through invisible sheets of paper.

Hugging my arms to my body, I tried to stay in the present. Block it out. Focus.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Tair’s present voice cut through the chaos of noises.

Nope. Not really.

But we needed to keep exploring on the off chance that I saw something worthwhile. I just couldn’t walk when I couldn’t see my feet underneath the layers of ghosts. Keeping my eyes closed tight, I reached toward where I knew he was standing. “Let me hold your sleeve.”

I didn’t dare touch his ski—

Tair grabbed my hand.

Clarity seared through my head. The timeghosts burned off like fog in the sunlight as Tair’s gentle touch guided my fingertips to rest on his arm. For the first time in longer than I could remember I sensed the present in a single clear image from the corridor’s walls of frosted glass to the warmth of Tair’s skin and the concern furrowing his brow.

As soon as I had a firm grip on the cloth of his lab coat, Tair broke our contact.

The ghosts rebounded back into place so hard I lost my breath and staggered. Darren passes a file folder to Akua. “Did you order her weekly meals?”; Tair ducks behind a blurry mass, panting, sweat dripping from his temples; I trip over a body and then turn to find Tair, lifeless on the ground. I fall to my knees, tears rolling down my cheeks—

“Quanta.” Tair gripped my arm, pulling me upright. His fingers brushed my wrist.

As soon as our skin touched, my vision cleared. Chest heaving, I snatched his hand and twined our fingers together. “Do not let go of me.”

“Okay.” Tair readjusted our grip, but didn’t try to pull away. “Just calm down. You’re throwing off delta waves like you’re in REM sleep.”

That might explain the pressure clamping my head like a toothy vise. Tair’s digital watch thingy beeped frantically, and I twisted his arm a bit to check the display. He had my vitals on the screen—my pulse rate neared the scary red part of the graph and my adrenaline levels read like a game of ping-pong.

Mazu, Odin, and Thor.

I could deal with being overwhelmed, but not bouncing back and forth between nothing and all the visions at once. What was Tair doing to me?

It wasn’t the same touch I’d felt at breakfast—when a force zinged between us, doubling everything and making my head go fuzzy. Something stronger than electricity.

That one had only lasted a split-second, but the sensation was burned into my brain. Like that moment had just made my life’s highlight reel for reasons I couldn’t begin to guess. Even now it stood out in vivid color against the army of bluish, washed-out ghosts, like something about that breakfast was calling to me through time.

The pancakes hadn’t even been that good.

But this…

Now Tair’s hand felt like a lifeline and our connection shot through every nerve I had. I’d never felt so much clarity. All I could see were the crisp, solid lines of the present.

And the quiet. Only the sound of my breath echoed in my ears.

But actually…

The more I looked around, the more the clarity felt creepy. Our six guards shifted warily on the balls of their feet. I turned to the closest one and swallowed hard. I could read the wrinkles in his clothes like a map—he carried spare magazines of ammo at his hips, a small handgun (less than 30 millimeters) strapped to his ankle, and probably a sleeve of slim throwing knives up his right sleeve.

I shouldn’t know that.

If I hadn’t seen it in the past or present—and I hadn’t, because I couldn’t see anything now that I was holding on to Tair—then I couldn’t possibly have that information.

Thirty millimeters? All I knew was gun or not gun. Big gun or little gun.

It wasn’t like I was seeing through his eyes exactly, but…

Was his consciousness bleeding over?

Or was he trying to beam me a message?

My own projection sucked so hard I could only reach the mental Marcos of the world, and I doubted Tair was that open. But it wasn’t like my brainpower was weak. Not when I spent all day, every day sifting through time.

We already had skin contact. I could try to send him an image, except I had zero timeghosts at the moment.

Instead, I sent him a little mental flick, like a poke between the eyebrows. Tair?

“Yes?” He frowned and lifted a hand to his frames.

You can hear me?

His watch started beeping again as my pulse climbed back to panic range.

Quanta? Shock echoed through his mental voice. You’ve been hiding telepathy this strong?

I wish. My hand sweat where our skin touched. This isn’t coming from you?

No. I’m barely on the spectrum. Tair lifted our twined fingers, and then started to pull back.

Don’t. I couldn’t lose contact yet. I had a sinking feeling I’d pay for this quiet when we finally let go and right now, I’d rather figure out what the hell was going on with us than get bombarded. “I’m fine. Let’s walk.”

Tair helped me upright, his face a mask I couldn’t read. And thank the time deities, I couldn’t read his thoughts, either. At least, not yet.

I hoped that wasn’t where we were headed. What we already had was plenty disturbing because it shouldn’t be possible. If we were actually good at telepathy, then sure.

But we weren’t. It wasn’t tech. And it wasn’t my imagination, either.

Just walking, thousands of details I never should’ve noticed jumped out. A light flickered overhead, and I caught the high-frequency whine as equipment running elsewhere in the building drained the power. I usually wouldn’t hear the noise, let alone know what it meant.

It was like walking into a new world.

Tair’s world. And he was here with me.

We were together, almost like we were joined.

Or paired.

My breath caught. That shouldn’t be possible.

When we hit the next corridor, I tugged him right. Tair knew where we were headed, so I knew—and that meant the worst was true. We’re syncing on a level we shouldn’t be able to sync on.

Unless we were programmed to. His mental voice sounded forced through his teeth.

Eva. My breath shook as I exhaled. I’d lost so many of my own memories between shock treatments, experimental therapies, and trial drugs; I could glimpse back, but it was only glimpsing, and I almost never peeked when what I saw triggered throat-choking memories of the dark years. My childhood had more gaps than solid bits.

One thing I did remember?

Lady Eva’s plan to pair Reds with genetically compatible partners, taking their natural harmony and supercharging it through mods and science stuff that sounded like witchcraft. But Eva was a prodigy. She’d kept me alive as a baby and she could still do things to genes that no one—not even Nagi—could imagine.

I stopped walking so suddenly that one of the guards bumped me.

Tair’s timeghosts dogging me at every step? My fate suddenly tied to his? Only one explanation made sense and the truth made it hard to suck air into my lungs. She really paired us.

And you didn’t know? I’d never heard his voice so hard.

He thought I knew. That I’d known and not told him.

Sick awareness roiled in my belly. Was that what he really thought of me?

I had no idea. I was only ten when Nagi’s goons stole me back from Eva. Sure, I’d been peeking into the future since I was a toddler, but if I’d been omnipotent, I never would’ve gotten caught. Clearly, I missed things.

Even big things.

And this?

Pretty huge.

I was a sinking ship and Eva had just handcuffed Tair aboard for the final voyage. No wonder we both ended up dead. The implications made my temples throb and I couldn’t wrap my head around the why of it. How did you not know?

She didn’t ask permission. Tair glared, his gaze boring into me like I was the enemy and I didn’t blame him.

She wouldn’t… I started the thought but I couldn’t finish it.

The Eva I’d known wouldn’t do a nonconsensual mod. Not a change of eye color, and definitely not this—linking a guy on track to be Seligo with me… A Red on track to be composted. It went everything she was fighting for.

But she’d bound us down to our proteins. That explained our chemistry just as well as it explained why all the future Tairs were bleeding, dying, and dead.

Because of me. Because that was where I’d always been headed, and now he had no choice but to come along for the suffering.

It was exactly what I’d been trying to avoid. I’d pushed away dreams of escape because getting free would always mean taking other people down with me when it was finally my time.

Now Tair was living in the crossfire.

I’m sorry. I started to slip my fingers free of him, knowing the insanity that waited as soon as we broke apart, but I couldn’t handle touching him—not with guilt weighing down my shoulders like a concrete vest.

I wanted to shake Eva.

Why? Just why would she do this to us?

Even though it was her mistake, I had to make it right. I had to find a path that got Tair out of my mess.

He let me break away and that hurt most of all. Whatever was between us was artificial and now that he knew the truth, he had every right to be angry about it. I mostly felt betrayed.

Images stabbed back into my head, each one a dagger.

Dozens then hundreds then thousands of timeghosts.

Screaming and whirling and dashing and crying. Through all the madness, I could still see Tair’s face.

The sight of his hard mask would’ve broken my heart if I’d given it to him.

Either way, it stung.

Finally, I saw nothing at all.


Chapter Fourteen

ALTAIR

Quanta collapsed in my arms.

It was no peaceful faint; her eyes flicked rapidly behind her lids and her fingers twitched, nearly seizing.

Seeing her pain numbed some of the anger riding through my veins, but not all of it.

Not nearly all of it.

Paired. With Quanta.

I realized I was holding her too tight, my fingers digging into her sleeves. Gently, I lowered her to the ground. “She needs medical.”

One of the guards spoke into his com, though I assumed Darren was already in motion.

Shit.

My first reaction had been to blame Quanta, because she must’ve known. How could she not?

Then I’d seen the horror in her eyes. She’d never agreed to being paired, and she knew exactly what it meant for us. We’d been matched on every possible level and the death sentence that came with her Red Helix would be extended to me if anyone found out about our connection.

I knew everything I needed to about the program, but reading Eva’s notes was different than waking up to find out that I’d been her guinea pig for years.

Years. Hollow noise roared in my ears.

Lady Eva paired volatile Reds with volunteers who had sympathetic—sometimes opposite—genetic traits. I’d been learning what the process involved. Microchimerism, tailored pheromones, and gene therapy for starters.

She’d used all of those on me.

But when? And how?

And why?

I’d trusted Eva with my secrets and I couldn’t think of a deeper betrayal. She knew I’d come to her because I despised being a cog in the system—a catalog son with a pre-programmed future. And Eva had tied me to a girl she assumed was dead.

Or had she known all along that Quanta was alive?

Bloody hell.

That smug smile of hers. Follow your heart.

She’d known what would happen when Quanta and I crossed paths. I’d be drawn to her and I wouldn’t be able to help myself.

Anger blurred the edges of my vision.

If I wanted to be screwed with, I could’ve stayed at home.

A soft whimper slipped Quanta’s lips. The sound of her pain shot through my rage. I reached out to her before I could think twice.

As soon as our fingers twined together, she let out a breath, relaxing onto the floor tiles.

It felt right to hold her and comfort her.

Of course it did. I’d been programmed to be her buffer, her support… Whatever Quanta needed.

I wanted to feel bitter, but I couldn’t blame her when she lay so hurt and vulnerable. Using my free hand, I gently pushed her tangles away from her face. My fingertips grazed her cheek and that microscopic touch jolted up my arm.

Pheromones.

I respected Quanta for what she’d been through and what she’d done. Even though I was only scraping the surface of who she was, I knew she’d been on the Ravens’ side for years, and she’d suffered more than anyone for the cause of protecting Eva’s interests.

That was the kicker. If Eva hadn’t forced us together?

For Quanta, I might’ve volunteered.

But Eva hadn’t cared about my consent. It went against everything she claimed to believe, and when I saw her next—

For now, I had to swallow my anger. The cause was bigger than just me.

But this changed everything. I had to get Quanta out now. With our pairing in play, it was only a matter of time before Doctor Nagi connected the dots.

I froze.

My blood work and genomic data were all on file. I’d never caught the abnormalities before, but I hadn’t been looking for them. Doctor Nagi would. How could he not when her waves spiked every time we touched?

He’d already had days while I walked around oblivious.

Naïve. So naïve.

How much time did we have left before we were caught?

The sound of wheels on tile snapped my head up. Three medics speed-walked toward us, pushing a rolling stretcher.

My instincts said to keep Quanta close, but I couldn’t do anything that would hint my interest was more than scientific—and I had to admit we’d passed that. Gritting my teeth, I let go of her hand.

Her face instantly twisted, but I forced myself to stand up straight, step back, and give the med team room to work.

They lifted her and quickly strapped her down when she started writhing and balling her fists. A muscle ticked in her cheek, contorting her eye. It took everything I had not to reach out to her.

Don’t step in. Act rational.

“Where are you taking her?” I followed as they rolled into motion, and the guards’ footsteps echoed behind us.

“Holo room,” the head medic said. “Waldman’s orders.”

“In this condition?” My voice didn’t sound rational, but it was too late to take back the words.

“She’s stable enough. I’ll administer a sedative if she deteriorates.”

I bit down to keep from retorting. Some med team.

Then again, Quanta wasn’t really a patient—just a source of information. Dread gripped me as we rolled closer to the holo room. When they drugged her, she only projected blurred images and nonsense. They meant nothing unless Quanta was lucid enough to decode them.

Only this time, she hadn’t been drugged. Our pairing had caused the reaction—and it was probably going to keep changing her powers.

The holo room could get us both killed.

Darren waited at the door, wearing a dark expression that told me exactly what was on the line. He slammed the keypad, opening the pressurized doors for Quanta’s stretcher. “Get her strapped in.” As the team went to work, he turned the blazing hate to me. “The hell did you do to her, Orpheus?”

“Nothing.” I kept my voice light, but my gaze betrayed me, drifting to follow the med team’s motions. If they hurt her…

“Out.” Darren grabbed my lapel, yanking me away from the doorway.

Suddenly ice cold, I glanced down at his fingers. “Let go.”

Darren scoffed, but moved his hands. “You’re off the team. Go wait in your quarters for debriefing.”

“What about her?” Off the team didn’t mean dead. But that didn’t matter. I couldn’t leave Quanta with him.

“Like I said.” Darren lifted a hand to close the door panel. “She’s not your—”

Quanta’s soul-tearing scream cut off his words.

I broke away from Darren, dashing in. I had to—

Light strobed so hard I could barely spot her in the center of the room. The medics who’d been strapping her in had fallen to their knees, covering their eyes against the flashes.

Images. Colors. Figures. The space writhed with eerily familiar shapes and landscapes, but they blinked in and out too quickly to process. The projection equipment whined at the strain.

It couldn’t be good for her.

Squinting against the feedback, I lunged to the center of the room. They’d only gotten her half strapped in. Quanta’s free arm flailed.

I grabbed her wrist and knelt beside the chair. Shhh. It’s okay. Calm down.

She responded to my mental voice. Her muscles relaxed and as she sank back into the chair, the images choking the room started to clear.

You’re okay. I pushed back her pajama sleeve to get my other hand on her wrist. Skin to skin seemed to help. Although our genetic bond was obviously the reason she was struggling. Getting close could screw with her equilibrium, but it should settle eventually. That was the point of the mod.

Tair… I heard Quanta in my head, but her voice sounded too distant. As if it came from the other side of the universe.

I’m here. Rubbing my thumb back and forth across her skin, I could tell myself this was all about comforting her—just helping another human through hell—but I heard that lie. I did want to help her, but that was only touching the surface.

Whether the mods were making me think that, or it was what I saw in her… I couldn’t know. And until I had Eva in my sights again, it didn’t matter.

We needed out. Now.

As my resolve hardened, the rest of the half-formed holos cleared the room. Finally, my shoulders relaxed. The members of the med team wobbled to their feet.

Darren hovered in the doorway. At least he hadn’t seen any—

A holo rendered.

An image of Quanta and me.

It was soundless, but I could imagine the echo of Quanta’s laugh as I lifted her up and swung her into my arms. My heart stuck in my throat as the future played out. She whispered something in my ear, winding her arms around my shoulders and I grinned back so honestly, genuinely happy. I kissed her forehead. Kissed her nose.

Kissed her.

All I could do was gape at the hologram.

But another image sprang up before I could process. Us together and smiling. And another. My head resting in her lap while she finger-combed my hair, perfect bliss painted on both our faces.

Was this what she’d been seeing?

Could it really—?

“Orpheus.” Darren’s icy voice shot down the soaring feeling that had sprung up inside me. “Back away from her.” He stepped aside and two guards flowed past him, weapons raised, fingers hovering near the triggers. No stun rounds or tranquilizers there. Just live assault weapons. The med team scuttled away, out of the potential crossfire.

Not now. Not when I was just finding out—

Tair.

Quanta’s voice pulled my attention.

Her eyes snapped open and her fingers clamped down, holding me tight. Don’t let go.

More guards filled the doorway. My muscles tensed, ready for the inevitable fight, but however this played out… I squeezed Quanta’s hand.

We were in it together.

Can you untie my other wrist? She asked.

I’ll try. Moving, slowly, I leaned across her.

“Back away, Orpheus.” Darren’s eyes burned like hateful green fire.

“I’m just loosening the restraint.” I met his gaze, keeping my voice even as I slowly reached for the chair arm. “She’s obviously calmed down.” Feel free to help out.

Quanta subtly shook her head. If I defend you, it’ll just set him off.

He’s already set off. And no turning back. My fingertips brushed the tie on Quanta’s chair arm.

“I said back away.”

The ice in Darren’s voice froze me in place. “I’m not—”

He made a chopping motion with his fingers. “Take him out.”

The guards fired in unison.

Six shots. I didn’t have time to dodge.

All I could do was straighten slightly, making myself a bigger target. Keeping the fire off Quanta.

Bullets sprayed.

They hit my chest, knocking me back.

But it didn’t hurt. Curiously, nothing hurt.

Quanta screamed.

It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.

But even my regret felt distant as the world faded away. Quanta’s face filled my vision—her gray eyes wide in horror—and a veil of peace fell over me. You have to survive.

As my world went dark, I couldn’t think of anything else that mattered.


Chapter Fifteen

QUANTA

I clawed at my bindings so hard I snapped off a fingernail, but the pain didn’t register. All I could feel were the warm drops of blood on my face.

Tair’s blood pooled, soaking through his white coat.

No.

No, no. I’d seen this happening so many ways, but the reality of it…

My hands shook as I loosened the last of the ties. The guards held their positions while I dragged myself toward Tair.

No rush. All they had to do was wait.

Darren folded his arms in the doorway. His lips pressed together, but he wasn’t choked up. If anything, the asshole was trying not to smile. Letting me move around so I could get a better angle to watch Tair bleed.

Fucking Darren.

Later. Later I’d kill the bastard.

Now…

Tair’s gaze found mine, and my fingers shook as I cupped the sides of his face.

You have to survive… His fading voice lodged in my chest like an axe.

No. I gripped his chin, forcing him to keep looking at me. You do not get to leave me here.

Not that I had no business being selfish when it was my fault Tair lay dying. Dying because he’d gotten tangled up with me.

Not leaving. He barely had the strength to lift his arm, but Tair touched my hand on his face. Can’t leave…

Tair’s eyes started to lose focus as the life spilled out of him with all that blood.

Hot blood.

Hot, red blood.

Everywhere.

Oh, gods.

I leaned over him, pressing my forehead to his. So much for the futures I’d seen. Neither of us would get the chance to be that happy. If I could go back…

Back… Tair’s voice echoed in my head.

I wobbled, suddenly light-headed. Maybe it was all the blood. My vision blurred, either with tears or dizziness. I couldn’t tell.

“Move away from him.” Darren’s hateful voice pierced through my haze.

But Tair still took shallow, gurgling breaths. I couldn’t leave.

My hands pressed against his face, slick with his blood.

My fingers hot. His growing colder.

Anything. I’d do anything to stop this.

Another wave of dizziness had my head spinning so hard I could barely keep upright. As my eyes slipped out of focus, I sensed the thing I’d been forgetting.

Time.

The book of the universe that only I could read.

Except I wasn’t alone anymore. Eva had seen to that.

As long as I touched Tair, I could borrow his brain. Even now, I could sense things I’d never notice on my own. The temperature of his skin, slowly cooling. The scent of ozone from the burned out holo equipment.

Instead of fixating on the quiet in my head, I reached for the pages of time. Pasts and futures popped into my brain in a bluish haze that was almost what I was used to, except different.

Now they were… Ordered?

Like I had the pages, but Tair was the glue, binding everything together with his perfect clarity.

Frantic hope bubbled over the horror and panic.

One page—one moment from the past—called out to me, just like it had earlier. But I hadn’t been paying attention.

I reached and the scene washed over my vision as easy as breathing.

It was a moment I’d already lived, but it was crisper than I remembered. The figures weren’t wispy or faded or washed in blue. They looked photo-realistic. Like a movie instead of just people in my head.

Tair sets a breakfast tray in front of me. The scent of bacon seeps from under the lid. I reach to switch the trays and our fingers brush.

That bump of skin against skin had shot through my nervous system, numbing and fuzzing and electrifying, doubling my vision like déjà vu. I’d thought the sensation was Tair’s fault and I’d been half right.

His powers synced with mine.

Boosted mine.

A thrill of hope surged through me as I glimpsed a future I’d never imagined.

I could fix this.

I could fix everything.

Reaching with every mental muscle I had, I smushed the pages of time together. Everything that had happened between breakfast and now. Our shooting match. Walking the hallways. Me collapsing. The holo room. Finally, the bullets. I held them together until I could see every moment at once, like peeking through pieces of tissue paper.

If I strained, I could see all the way through the flimsy bluish layers, straight to Tair’s crisp vision of our breakfast. It looked realer than everything else. More solid. Like the one image in thick marker mixed with hundreds of pencil sketches.

Combining our powers had marked time and I could get us back.

I didn’t know how or why, but I felt the possibility in the air and I was about to make it happen. Taking a deep breath, I turned the page.

For a silent second, everything froze. Tair’s chest stilled. My heart stopped.

Agonizingly slowly, time started to reverse.

My body moved backward, rewinding into the holo chair. Then my bindings snapped back into place. Tair lifted like he moved on strings.

Bullets popped out of his chest and flew back where they’d come from.

Thank the gods.

It was like watching a video in reverse, only I didn’t get to sit and enjoy the show. I wanted to gape at it—and the light returning to Tair’s eyes—but I had to fight the pressure building between my ears.

Time roared around me. As I moved us back, a million times a million other possibilities, choices, and whole other universes churned around me.

Could I grab onto one of them and ride time to a different place? To a less death-tastic future?

It would be almost easy to—

As my focus shifted, the page slipped. I snapped all my attention back, but a wave of nausea rolled through me.

The images looping around me were pure temptation. If I took that road or lost hold…

I wasn’t sure how this all worked yet, but I had a feeling if I got creative now, we’d get spat out somewhere random or sliced up, or just straight killed.

The ugly way.

Focus. I could bring us back a few hours and anything more would be greed. Dangerous, deadly greed.

Time kept roaring as the seconds ticked back. I could only move in reverse, going with the flow as I pulled everything in the universe the opposite way it wanted to go.

The strain of it pounded in my head. Every moment hit between my eyes like a bullet.

The further I went, the worse the pain.

Back on the stretcher. Back down the hall. Back to holding hands with Tair.

It burned like the winds of time bit at my skin and soul, ripping off little bits and pieces. The longer it took, the more the other possibilities called.

It would be so easy to stop halfway. To change directions. Flip to another page and go somewhere else. Something to stop the searing hurt…

But instinctively, I knew I had to get back to that breakfast table. Back to the moment Tair and I had somehow bookmarked. When the healthy, living Tair had touched my skin and both of us had shivered—maybe unconsciously sensing the potential to rewrite it all. That was the only place we could go and survive this.

Achingly slowly, I pulled us closer, ignoring the flames, ignoring the possibility of failure. I focused on the scent of burnt bacon. The sweet taste of kiwifruit. Tair’s warm fingers. As the flames licked at me, they burned off the tissue paper layers. The closer we got to the right past, the clearer the moment looked in my head.

The white of my room. The charcoal elephant drawn on the wall behind Tair. Clouds shifting in the holographic window at the corner of my eye. The vanilla scent of warm pancakes.

I couldn’t fail. Not so close.

Even through the pain, hope rang out. This changed everything.

If I could just get through—

Finally, we punched past the last layer. The past and future snapped together for a dizzy moment. Then the double vision cut as we ricocheted into the present.

Tair’s fingers brushed mine and both of us gasped like fish thrown out of water. He staggered, bracing himself against the table.

We were back. Safe in my little, white room.

I sagged into my chair, weak with relief and exhaustion. Pain still throbbed between my ears, but my skin hadn’t burned off yet and we were both alive, so I counted the experience a plus.

An impossible, amazing, mind-bending plus. Shifting slightly, I touched my pinkie finger to his knuckle. I think you almost died.

And then somehow I’d brought him back. Brought us both back.

How? Did you know you could…? Tair rubbed the heel of his free hand against his forehead.

No idea. Headache? My traitorous pinkie wrapped around his finger. After watching Tair bleed out, his headache shouldn’t faze me, but after what I’d just pulled him through… Who knew?

The consequences were only starting to occur to me. I could’ve broken him.

I could’ve broken time.

The worst. He tilted his head to the side. You too? A flush held onto his cheeks and his eyes shone too bright, like warm caramel. Leftover adrenaline? Maybe his body was having as hard a time as mine was snapping back to the present.

The worst, I agreed. Plus a sheen of sweat and a few touches of nausea and dizziness to balance it all out. Only the place where our fingers bumped felt right.

And crap.

The cameras. The present. Actual reality.

Darren was probably watching from next door, livid, and wondering why we were standing frozen. He wouldn’t guess the truth, but he’d definitely get suspicious, and I’d never realized how close he was to snapping. And how much he hated Tair.

Until we understood what’d just happened, we couldn’t afford another mistake. I bumped Tair’s finger one more time. We’re acting weird. Fake it through the morning and we’ll talk in the hallway.

Agreed. He drew away.

I winced, ready for timeghosts to snap back and overwhelm me again, but nothing.

Actually, nothing nothing. Not even a stray wispy figure waltzing around.

Was that normal? What was even considered normal now?

I couldn’t remember. Meeting Tair had blown whatever I called normal right out of the stratosphere. I’d actually thought I understood my powers and their limits.

Not even close.

Tair sat on the other side of the table and flipped the lid off his tray, but his posture wasn’t as perfect as usual. His shoulders hunched and his forehead pinched as he stared at his blackened bacon.

I opened my own tray, but the smell of the yogurt and pancakes…

Blergh.

How was I supposed to force down food when all I wanted to do was hash this out with Tair? He poked his runny eggs with his fork, obviously on the same page.

Then Tair’s gaze snapped up.

All the unsaid things sparkled in the air between us.

His being shot had sort of made me forget the news about our genetic handcuffs, but we needed to talk about Eva. And what had just happened. And what we should do to get us both out of here.

If we could get out.

Maybe most importantly, where did we stand?

Reluctant allies? Time-traveling buddies?

Less than that… Or more?

Whatever happened, we were stuck together. For worse…

And hopefully for better, too.


Chapter Sixteen

ALTAIR

I couldn’t wrap my mind around this new reality.

I’d almost died. Or did I die?

A dull whisper of the pain I’d felt still echoed in my chest. Six bullets, and I remembered each one.

Then Quanta took my face in her hands and…

Everything had rolled back. I’d watched it like a spectator, incredulous, but helpless to do anything except follow along for the trip. A numb roar had blotted out all other sound, and cerulean static had glittered at the edges of my sight.

Glimpses into other worlds? If that was true, then Quanta was more powerful than anyone had imagined.

Now she stared at me across the breakfast table.

It seemed a lifetime ago we’d sat eating, but here we were, reliving the same scene. Choking down the same gritty bacon. Acting for the cameras.

Again.

It was like we’d hit the reset button on one of Cassie’s VR games, returning to the save point, but it hadn’t been as easy as flipping a switch, and not everything was the same. The tone of Quanta’s skin looked off—slightly grayer than before with deeper, bluish circles under her eyes. She leaned a hand against her forehead, subtly rubbing her scalp, trying to dislodge the same headache that pushed against my skull. Nothing in her vitals was alarming though.

If anything, she seemed mildly hungover.

It was getting off fairly easy considering she’d just rewritten time.

Could she do it again? And how far back could we go? What were the limits?

I ached to know, but now wasn’t the time to start testing her. Both our deaths were on the table if something went wrong, and the cost to her was obvious enough. Her arm trembled as she moved her fork around her yogurt, not eating.

Neither of us were doing a convincing job with the original plan—showing Darren she was warming up to me. Then again, the plan had gone far south.

I’d never expected Darren to break like that.

His obsession with Quanta went deeper than I’d imagined if a few holos set him off. A chill settled into my bones. I’d seen the look in Darren’s eyes. He was obsessive but not insane—just making the most of an opportunity to get rid of his competition.

And apparently I was disposable here. As questions rolled through my head, conflicting emotions coursed through my body.

My anger at Eva had gotten pushed to the backburner. Now I struggled between awe and a touch of dread that shortened my breath.

Doctor Nagi had access to my genetic data. Whatever tweaks Eva had made wouldn’t be easy spot, but he’d make the connection eventually. Maybe before Darren snapped again, or maybe after, but it would happen.

We faced danger on every front.

Now we both stared at each other, trying to work through the possibilities, but we couldn’t make progress if we couldn’t talk it out.

Quanta? I tried to call to her across the table, but she didn’t react.

It was one limit established. We had to be touching to share thoughts telepathically. That it worked at all meant Eva had attuned me to Quanta’s frequency.

If I kept thinking through the implications, I’d be lost in thought forever. Quanta looked back at me, equally floored.

Other than the hints of exhaustion, she seemed fine, and I could get over a headache. Both of us needed to snap back.

I forked one of the blackened strips of bacon and held it up, copying the innocent past. “I’ll trade you a piece of this succulent bacon for one of those mandarin wedges.”

“Sabotage.” This time, the corner of her mouth quirked up.

I crunched into the bacon strip to keep from smiling back. At least we could both appreciate the ridiculousness of it.

The previous conversation was embossed in my mind: I think it’s a fair trade.

Then she’d lick her lips and end up choking.

With both of us still reeling, reliving it would feel hollow. Instead, I started a new dialogue. “I read that you didn’t eat meat, but your records never said why.”

Quanta arched a brow. I couldn’t hear the thought, but I could imagine because I felt the same. Really? Of all the things we need to be talking about?

“Just making conversation.”

She stabbed a kiwi slice, but still didn’t lift it to her mouth. “Seeing the moment of slaughter makes it a lot less tasty.”

I winced. Hadn’t thought of that angle. “What about printed meats?” Even if they tasted like damp cardboard.

“Fine in theory. It’s just been so long, I lost my taste for it.”

“That’s fair.” It wasn’t the greatest topic of conversation, but talking about something made the looming future a little more manageable. We didn’t have to deal with the burden of time all at once. We could chat about bacon and still enjoy a few seconds of relative normalcy. “What about—”

I stopped myself. I couldn’t ask the question I wanted answered the most. Would those futures of us really come to pass?

Or were they a distant possibility? I needed to know.

Our jaunt through time had shaken off most of my resentment, but the idea that our fate was set rankled. I couldn’t accept that everything was decided before I got to make a choice. Just because we could be together didn’t mean we would.

Or that we should. We’d both been forced into this arrangement and I doubted either of us wanted to blindly climb aboard.

No matter how tempting those future might be. And I couldn’t deny that they were.

“What about…?” Quanta echoed.

“Nothing.” I could hint around it with subtext, but I’d rather wait and ask her outright. There was no reason to start making half-baked theories until I had all the information.

She finally popped a mandarin slice into her mouth, silently observing me while she chewed. Both of us were doing a lot of silent observation.

“I don’t want to go shooting anymore,” Quanta finally said.

“No?” Then how were we supposed to get our moment alone?

“I want to play chess.”

I cracked a smile at the irony. “Aren’t we already?”


Chapter Seventeen

QUANTA

I couldn’t choke down more than a few bites of breakfast, and neither could Tair. Apparently time travel messed with the belly.

Both of us pushed our food around for a few minutes while sneaking covert glances at the other. So much hovered unsaid.

My timeghosts were back to normal—or at least the post-Tair version of normal, with lots of visions of him in the mix—but none of them hinted what to do next, and at this point I wasn’t even sure what to look for.

Luckily, I had my own plots. We had to get some skin contact so we could chat and I could borrow his brain to help my focus. Not for any other reason. A crush wasn’t going to help us through this.

Especially a stupid, ill-fated, pheromone-y crush that I couldn’t let go anywhere. But just because I knew that, didn’t mean I couldn’t sneak peeks at Tair while we faked our way through the meal. He got to me whether or not I wanted to let him.

After we’d both put on enough of a show, Tair popped open the game cupboard. He started to set the board on the kitchen table, but I knocked back my chair, ready to get away from the breakfast smells. “No. Over there.”

He followed me into the living room and set the holo board on the plastic coffee table. “Will this be comfortable?”

I plopped onto the carpet and pushed my legs straight out underneath, hoping he’d pick up the hint. I’d probably pass out if we hit the shooting range, and this gave us a much better chance to talk. “You want a cushion?”

“I meant comfortable for you.” He settled down across from me and stuck his legs under the table. So he could pick up a hint. I shouldn’t be surprised.

While Tair set up the board, I subtly wiggled off a sock and started worming my bare toes up his pant leg. Hopefully footsie wouldn’t trigger any visions, because if his thoughts bled into mine, then mine could probably bleed into his.

There were some things that Altair Orpheus did not need to see.

Both of us managed to keep our faces straight while I wiggled for position. Finally, my big toe pushed back his sock and I hit bare skin. Tair?

A laugh carried through our link. That’s creative.

I thought so. I leaned my head on my hands, covering my mouth to keep from giving any weird reactions. My acting was usually better, but Tair made me slip. I really needed to work on that.

Darren will see it on the thermal camera.

We have bigger problems. Right now there was no better choice than to risk it. We need to find Darren’s lab. I’d bet my life the names were coming from there. We had to figure out how—and how to stop him—while we were still in the building, because if finding the truth was this hard here, we had zero chance of finding it from the outside. Assuming we ever made it to the outside.

We were the only ones who could do this, and if we failed, every Red Helix would pay the price.

Quickly, Tair said. Before Doctor Nagi notices our pairing.

I gripped the edge of the coffee table. That was why all the futures ended so dark.

Because Nagi would figure it out. All he had to do was compare my genetic stuff to Tair’s. However complicated that was, Nagi was too good at it to miss Eva’s work. Let’s not let it get that far.

Agreed. Tair gestured to the chessboard. “Ladies first?”

“White moves first.” And you’re going to need the extra advantage.

His hand hovered over his row of pawns. Isn’t this just for show?

Sure. But I’m still playing to win. Even tired and headachy, I couldn’t turn down a chance to play Tair. That part was actually fun.

So am I. The challenge rang in his mental voice as he made the first move. Are you going to cheat?

Every chance I get. I placed my pawn in front of his, and opened my mind, focusing on the board. His possible moves layered over the checkered spaces, flicking in and out as Tair decided which piece he’d play next.

So I could still see through time when we touched. I just had to make the effort.

That was…

Actually nice.

He felt like a buffer—or like I was the kite, getting whipped around the time stream, but now that I had a string to anchor me, I was finally grounded. But that was the point of Eva’s scheme to pair Reds. Matching them with someone who had a stabilizing influence.

Apparently she’d picked the right guy for me.

Too bad she hadn’t asked him first. Or me. Even if it was nice, I wouldn’t have agreed.

Tair pursed his lips, thinking through his strategy, and I nudged him with my toe. We need a plan.

Do you have any leads we can follow?

Good question. I let my attention slide off the board and pushed it out, looking for the bigger picture. Right out the gate, a future Tair and Quanta popped up and started snuggling.

Tair’s head snapped toward the movement. What is that?

You can see it? The panic shooting through my veins made my mental voice all shrill.

Yes.

Crap.

Crap, crap, crap. Where was this mind melding going to end? I hadn’t been trying to project. Not at all.

Tair stared transfixed as the ghostly figures nuzzled each other. Meanwhile, I had my foot up his pant leg and a blush crept up my neck. Just look at the board. I shook my head to clear it and the ghosts fizzled away, leaving us alone. Too late, though.

Tair turned his head, but his brown eyes flicked to mine, suddenly deadly serious. Is that our future?

The change in tone made me blink. I used my turn as an excuse to look away from him. It could be.

But it’s not decided yet. Still, his voice was hard.

There’s no such thing as fate. Even as tied together as we were, the strings didn’t have to choke us. Anything could happen. That doesn’t mean it will.

Tair’s shoulders relaxed. “Good.”

Don’t say it out loud! I nudged him under the table and tried to pretend that didn’t sting. It shouldn’t sting, but it twinged a little anyway.

Tair cleared his throat. “I mean, good move.”

Jeez. Although I shouldn’t talk. I was sitting here playing games and fantasizing when both of us were in so deep. Feelings would only make everything more complicated. I didn’t think I had serious ones yet, but that could change too fast.

My mistake. He moved his knight and then adjusted his glasses. Where are we on leads from your visions?

Nothing yet, but I’ll keep looking. For that and a way to get through this morning without dying.

This new power. Tair rolled his fingers, making a vague gesture. Can you do it again? Reversing time?

Rewinding time. Timewinding? It had happened fast, but I was positive the connection between us made it possible. I frowned at the chessboard. Tair moved his holographic bishop onto my pawn and I scowled as my piece disappeared. So much for giving half my attention to the game.

Either way. Can you take us back farther?

I called up the image of our breakfast and its lines still looked too real to be timeghosts. Nothing else in my head looked remotely the same. I think it’s breakfast or nowhere.

So it functions like a saved game. Tair sounded a little distant, but not in a bad way—like he was trying to figure it out. I could use all the help I could get on that one. What happens if we overwrite the file? Can we make a new reset point?

Right now, only the one moment seemed special and I didn’t want to poke at it too much when the stakes were this high. We could lose the spot altogether if I pushed.

Just once, I wished everything could be simple, but complicated was practically my middle name. I’m guessing we’re going to figure that out the hard way.

Then I’ll try not to get shot again. Tair knocked another one of my pawns off the board, but I couldn’t get irritated.

You remember?

Every moment.

I shuddered. Sorry. It was bad enough that I had to remember what it looked like, his skin pale, chest still.

You saved me. Tair drummed his fingers against the table, pretending to think about his next move, but I could tell he was more focused on our problems. There’s nothing to be sorry about.

Something dangerous fluttered in my chest. Then I’m sorry Darren is such a homicidal asshole.

Tair’s fingers stilled. What happened between you?

A wave of nausea killed the fluttering right quick. That’s… Just the thought triggered a wash of images of the ugly past. I’d rather think about anything else. Isn’t there a video summary?

Almost all the films of you together are edited.

I let out a relieved breath. Showing him with timeghosts might be easier, but I wasn’t sure if I could and the topic didn’t really get me jazzed to experiment.

Tair didn’t look away from the game board. If it’s hard to talk about, I won’t pry, but can you tell me the basics? Darren’s a time bomb I don’t want to set off.

I bunched my fingers in my pajama pants. Tair had to know. He deserved to know when the knowledge could get him killed.

Darren… How to start?

Saying it into Tair’s head didn’t make the admitting any easier. I didn’t know what he already knew, so I swallowed, and then started at the beginning. When Nagi pulled me out of the main lab and put me in here, I had… It was hard to readjust.

Tair’s hands bunched into fists on the table. I saw.

So Tair knew part of the story already. I wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or worse, but I forced myself to keep going. While I was trying to deal with the past, I couldn’t see much of the future… I made the mistake of thinking Darren could actually care about me.

It was my turn to move, but I couldn’t focus on the board. Remembering this chunk of the past made me want to hurl, but repeating everything to Tair was that much worse. I believed him when he said he loved me. It lasted maybe six months before I realized he was playing me.

Jesus. Quanta… Tair rubbed his forehead, rumpling his bangs, and I bit back another wave of nausea.

I never told him anything I wasn’t supposed to. Even then.

He drew in a sharp breath. I don’t care about that.

His words sliced through the anxiety fluttering in my chest. Isn’t that what you’re supposed to care about? Like, the number one thing he was supposed to care about? Suddenly uncomfortable, I adjusted my position on the carpet. The motion moved my toes against his leg.

Tair shifted, bracing against the table so hard the plastic creaked. All I care about is getting you out of here.

The fluttering came back with a vengeance—but a different kind. The warm, hopeful one that made me even more nervous. You’re going to get yourself killed.

Then you’d better resurrect me again. He bumped my leg with his, just in case I wasn’t already melting.

Was I already falling for him?

A neon sign wasn’t going to pop up telling me when it happened. Smile by smile. Breath by breath. We were both getting closer to the point of no return. With the pheromone/mental-connection whammy in the mix, that point might as well be a cliff.

I’ll do my best. I tried to swallow down my emotions, but that was getting harder, too.

Do you know how he earned Doctor Nagi’s trust? Tair asked. If I could undermine him or—

My snort cut the silence in the room. I clapped a hand over my mouth. Oops.

Tair didn’t quite smirk, but it was close. Does that mean it’s impossible?

Probably. I rubbed my nose, hoping it would look like I was getting allergies or something. Did they warn you what I do with new people?

Something like that. Darren said you’d pick at anything I was hiding.

Lucky Tair, getting it right from the source. Most people had a closet of dirty secrets, but Darren had an airplane hangar full of them. Before I could say a thing about him, he confessed everything he’s ever done wrong to Nagi. Cheating on his Helix testing. Killing off his competition to get the job. Everything. I blocked it out before the skuzzy details flashed back. Nagi owns him and Darren is crazy loyal. There’s no getting between them.

I’d tried to get him out of my life for years, but I’d never dug up a single thing that Nagi didn’t already know, and eventually I’d given up. Wading through Darren’s business made me want to shower for days.

Tair tapped a finger against his frames. I’ve met some awful people, but Darren… His lip curled. Hate isn’t a strong enough word.

I prefer loathe.

Exactly. Tair smiled and it felt like basking in sunlight. All thoughts of Darren scattered away.

Then a jolt of realization made me sit up straighter in my chair. The flirting had to stop.

I wasn’t even trying to flirt. It just kept happening. Like rolling down a hill.

Like gravity.

If this kept up?

I’d sacrificed the last few years of my life to protect people I’d never meet. Just distant strangers who needed a little clairvoyant assistance. If I fell for Tair…

I knew myself well enough to know I wouldn’t be able watch him get hurt, and my situation was already screwed. I didn’t have enough pieces left on the board. There was only so much I could sacrifice to protect what needed protecting.

I saw his next move written before he made it, and slid my knight to block his advance.

However my new powers worked, I’d figure them out and do my best to save him as many times as I had to.

But the determination burning in my chest was exactly the problem. We weren’t in love yet and I was already forgetting my mission.

What insanity would spin out if I fell all the way?


Chapter Eighteen

ALTAIR

Rage simmered under my skin, barely suppressed as I moved through the motions of the game. Only my connection to Quanta kept me grounded.

Calm. Level. I tried to lose myself in the chess pieces and my possible moves, but the more I learned about Darren, the more I wanted to bash the table through the holographic window.

But here was Quanta, worried I thought she’d revealed secrets to the Seligo.

Who gave a shit about that anymore?

We needed to get our information and then get out. As quickly as possible.

As Quanta squinted at the chessboard, she chewed the inside of her cheek and her cold toes pressed against my calf. The instinct to scoop her up and run held strong.

Just seeing her tired, feeling the chill on her skin…

I wanted to wrap her in a blanket while I was at it, and force her sleep until her dark circles disappeared. It wasn’t me. I’d never been the mother hen type. I liked older women who knew what they wanted. No strings.

No one on Earth was more complex than Quanta.

Some of the few matched Ravens had formed platonic pairs. We could force ourselves to take that road.

At least, I told myself we could. In reality, I wasn’t as confident.

She wasn’t easy to resist. Eva’s programming made sure of that, and Quanta herself was taking care of the rest. Her sharp mind. Her humor. Her competitive streak.

I liked everything except the way we’d been forced together.

Another impossible sight flickered at the corner of my eye, stealing my attention. In the ether behind Quanta’s sofa, my father hauled my younger self somewhere by the arm. I pushed out a breath, trying to act normal, but watching the past seep into the present wasn’t easy to swallow.

Father’s dark brows were lowered in anger—I remembered that expression well enough without the reminder—and my scowl looked permanent with me chafing in a fitted suit.

Only our figures appeared in Quanta’s mental theater. They were tinged with blue and I could see through them like were ghosts. Besides our bodies, nothing else of the past bled through. It wasn’t much context to go on, but it was enough to dredge up my matching memory. Father had torn me away from my books to go to Jet al-Sabah’s tenth birthday party, trying to get me to socialize with other children in my “social circle.”

Then Jet started a cricket game using live frogs as balls and I’d escaped to his family’s library until father dragged me out again, dripping disapproval. As if I needed the reminder why I hated the upwardly mobile.

Disgust soured my stomach. What a terrible memory.

Are you seeing this one? Quanta asked.

Yes. I’d relived moments of my past in holo rooms, but this added a level of detail that holos couldn’t imitate. Father’s angry footsteps echoed on invisible tiles, and a hint of his expensive cologne crossed into the present; it even put Cassie’s VR worlds to shame. Did she see everything in so much detail? How did she begin to sift through that much information?

It could be worse. Quanta’s gaze drifted to the spot. She squinted, focusing in, and the vision cut off.

That begged a serious question. What else had she seen these past few days? Why? What else—

The door opened before I could finish. Darren’s eyes blazed green with fury. “This isn’t a slumber party, Orpheus.” He brushed back his bangs, but the long blond pieces already stuck in place—he must’ve been making that same gesture over and over while he glared at the screens from his station next door.

He deserved to sweat much worse than that.

Quanta snatched her leg back and sat up straight. As soon as she broke our skin contact, it felt like a hollow cavern spanned between my ears. Was it always this empty?

Christ.

I needed to get myself in order or Darren would snap again.

“Why don’t you ever bring me people who know how to play?” Quanta asked as she moved her queen. “I’m crushing the rich boy.”

Crushing? That wasn’t—

Shit. She really was crushing me. Only a few more moves and I’d be in check. I’d have to use underhanded methods to beat a girl who could see the future. Although I could think of a few methods I’d like to try to distract her.

Quanta winced. Was that causality? Were my stray thoughts rewriting what she saw as possible? I couldn’t help wondering what was making her cheeks flush that beautiful shade of pink.

“You’re obviously cheating.” I put on a sour expression, only half pretending as I scanned the board. Darren strode toward us, footfalls heavy on the carpet, but he’d stopped reflexively smoothing his hair back, so Quanta’s words must’ve calmed him. As irritating as that may be.

“Cheating’s the only way to win.” She tilted her head toward Darren and gave him a coy smile that twisted my intestines like a serrated blade. “Right, Darren?”

The smile he returned—

Quanta kicked me under the table.

I’d started to stand without realizing it and that truth was another kick to the stomach. I was losing my grip on reality.

“With me, Orpheus.” Darren turned on his heels, heading for the hallway. Could I get through a talk without shaking the life out of him?

I met Quanta’s gaze as I stood, but a look could only communicate so much.

“Tair…” Her eyes darted as she glimpsed a reality I was only beginning to understand. “You’d better start learning to cheat, too.”

I froze, trying to puzzle out her meaning. Was it a warning? Had she seen something to worry about?

With Darren waiting, I couldn’t think of a response that would leave my lips sounding innocent; he’d read too much into my words. I nodded and strode toward the corridor. If I found a way to cheat the system, I’d take it. I needed any edge I could get if I wanted to end the day with a functioning pulse.

Darren jabbed the lock panel with a fist. “Who gave you permission to go off book?”

“I was following her lead.” I hesitated to say Quanta’s name. The last time I’d seen that frenzied flush reddening Darren’s cheeks, he’d ordered a kill strike. “She seemed tired this morning.”

“Tired isn’t a good enough reason to rewrite her schedule.” His knuckles whitened where he leaned against the wall. “Skip the shooting session. I want you both in the holo room. Now.”

“Of course,” I said, trying to sound reasonable. “I’ll walk her there.”

“No. You won’t.” Darren folded his arms. “You’ll go wait down the hall and stop throwing out opinions that no one fucking cares about.”

My muscles contracted. I wanted to take a swing.

Just one.

I could almost taste it. But Darren’s cold smirk froze me in place.

Shit.

He was bating me and I was the idiot rising to it. If I so much as touched him, he’d have me tossed from the building in thirty seconds with no second chances. If he didn’t just have me killed. Then there’d be no chance at all for Quanta.

I jammed my hands in my pockets and nodded. “I’ll be waiting.”

“That’s what I like to hear.” The frenzy faded from his eyes, replaced with smug satisfaction.

I turned away to spare myself from looking at him, but my muscles still twitched and it was all I could do to keep putting one foot in front of the other.

The thought of leaving them alone together…

My hands balled to fists. Quanta had dealt with him this long. She could handle one more day.

Even if it killed me.

The farther I moved from Darren, the more my thoughts cleared. But now what?

I’d put the odds of us surviving another holo session at one percent. We’d restarted this day, but were heading straight for the same conclusion.

As soon as I reached the holo room, I leaned against the doorway to keep myself from pacing. I had no weapons, I was comically outnumbered, and every aspect of this facility was designed to keep me or anyone else from causing trouble. I could overpower a guard or two, but I wouldn’t get anywhere fast, and it would ruin the chance for any subtler plan.

I had nothing on my own.

Footsteps made my head snap upward. Four guards surrounded Quanta and she looked grim, her lips pressed into a tight line. Darren trailed behind them.

“I have a headache.” Quanta pushed past the guards who made way for her as she moved to Darren’s side. She grabbed his sleeve. “Can’t we go swimming?”

I knew she was acting. She was simply using the few weapons she had to steer us both away from another death scene.

“You can’t swim,” Darren said.

“So teach me.” Quanta’s smile looked so sickeningly genuine that my chest clenched. She shouldn’t have to look at that piece of shit, let alone smile at him.

“Later.” Darren patted her shoulder and then moved to open the door panel.

Her expression flashed to a scowl.

Pretending to move out of Darren’s way, I brushed past her, just touching the backs of my fingers to her wrist. What should we do?

I had to move away before she could answer, but a subtle shake of her head told me this wasn’t going to end well. Again.

Anything else would be better than repeating the same suicide loop, but our options were so limited.

We had to run.

No matter how many scenarios I considered, I couldn’t imagine us winning—let alone breaking even—unless we gambled on her powers. It was always going to come down to that eventually.

Quanta had rewound time once. I knew she could do it again, and if I couldn’t trust that instinct, then I couldn’t trust anything.

Grabbing Quanta’s hand, I yanked her back from the door.

Dumbskull! Her insult rang in my head. What are you doing? Adrenaline spiked through my blood.

“Orpheus!” Darren flew out of the doorway and madness crackled in his eyes. He gestured wildly to the guards. “Weapons!”

Moving in deadly unison, the guards lifted their guns. I wanted to shield Quanta, but I did the reverse, pulling her close to my chest as I crouched behind her. Using you as a human shield.

Fantastic. Somehow her eye-roll carried mentally.

As I backed us away, my blood roared, but I’d guessed right. The guards wouldn’t risk shooting Quanta. They followed us, taking small, wary steps. Would it have turned out better if we played along?

It’s a death trap. Her sigh vibrated through my body and for a moment I wasn’t sure if I was holding her close or hugging her.

Not important. Can you reverse?

I— Quanta tensed in my arms. Not yet.

Then we run until you can. I maneuvered her toward a turn in the corridor.

I hate this plan. Quanta squeezed my arm and I wished I could see her face, but there wasn’t time to analyze what was happening. But I don’t see any other choice.

“The fuck you think you’re doing, Orpheus?” Spit flew from Darren’s mouth.

I pulled her tighter. Quanta tensed, but then her laugh carried into my head as Darren’s eyes bulged. We shouldn’t be enjoying this, she reminded me.

We really shouldn’t, with those weapons bearing down on us, but a little laughter wouldn’t make me forget the stakes—or what it felt like to take a round of bullets to the chest.

But I’d already survived it once.

I pulled Quanta around the corner and broke into a sprint, tugging her along. Just bring me back to life.


Chapter Nineteen

QUANTA

As soon as Tair stopped running, I was going to punch him. We would’ve been gonners in the holo room, but we were still gonners. Except now I was sweaty.

And borderline flipping out.

“Take him down!” Darren’s voice echoed down the corridor and I could just picture his face turning that gross shade of red. Boots thumped behind us, only a few steps back.

Who’s going to bring me back to life? I had to ask Tair the quiet way because I was panting as we hustled down the long hall. Only his grip on my fingers kept me from falling. If we did this up much longer I’d definitely need resuscitating.

You’re going to stay alive. Tair’s firm voice sounded in my head. Then he tugged me down another turn like a human rubber band. But it wasn’t the right time to complain.

As soon as we rounded the corner an alarm started blaring.

I’d seen what happened when alarms sounded and we had maybe ten seconds before a mess of warriors flooded the floor. Gripping Tair’s fingers tighter, I let him pull me where he wanted as I checked the future for paths where neither of us ended up in a pool of blood.

The book of the future opened to my mental reach, easy as anything while I still held onto Tair. Skimming through, I looked for a way out or at least proof that I’d be able to rewind us out of this disaster.

We run left and guards pour through a hidden panel in the wall; we turn right and hit a dead end, the guards closing the space between us in a breath; we keep going straight and—

“Panel!” I dug in my heels, throwing all my useless muscle into it to stop Tair. We skidded just short as part of the ceiling dropped down. I saw the ghostly line of the security laser before it shot out and pushed him away.

The beam bit across the back of my hand. I yelped and gripped it to my chest, but adrenaline burned away the hurt. Flipping through layer after layer after layer of future options, I tried to find a non-death option, but I couldn’t focus on the present and the future at the same time.

Tair lunged for me. “Are you o—”

“Put me on your back.” I basically jumped on his shoulders, but he slung me around without wasting time. I need to concen—Laser!

He shifted my weight as he dodged. I slung my arms and legs around him but the world in front of me fuzzed with timeghosts ghosts so I couldn’t get too lost in the body contact as he kept running.

The futures swirled in and out all over, flipping past so fast my head spun, but I had to dig in if I wanted to find a way to survive. I closed my eyes and tucked my head against Tair’s neck. He’d have to worry about the present for both of us. His pulse moved a little too fast, what with all the laser dodging, but the strong sound in my ears made it easier to focus on the next thing trying to kill us. Guards on the left. They’re running fast.

Got it. Tair dashed right at the next turn. The guards shouted stuff like halt and stop there, but no one shot yet. That would change soon. Ghostly Tairs flashed in and out everywhere I looked, brought down by bullets, tranqs, or lasers. Weave a little more or they’ll get you in the legs.

Tair started a zigzag pattern, but it slowed him down. I gripped him tighter as a few of his shot-up future selves started looking way too solid for comfort. Knotting my shaking fingers in his shirt, I prayed I could reverse us out of this—

Because no matter where we ran, this timeline wasn’t ending in daisies.

I wracked my brains, trying to pull off the rewind trick again, but I may as well have been banging my forehead against concrete. I needed make it work.

Fast. Now. Before one of us died.

But it was all I could do to keep hold of Tair. My body moved with the motion of his strides. I could feel him breathing and even with eyes closed, some of his worldview seeped into my brain. I saw what he saw—a mess of white hallways. I’d never remember them, but it felt like the different walls and floors and whatever meant something to him. I hope you’re getting something out of this.

I’m making a mental map. Just keep navigating.

I sifted through timeghosts as fast as I could, separating the layers of time to find something—anything—that could help us. Left and there’s an emergency stair. I didn’t know if the door would be open or if Tair could get through the lock, but it was either that or bounce straight into the ten guys in riot gear dashing our way.

We’d run out of options.

And red stained all the nearest futures.

Trying to block out the screams at the edge of my hearing, I breathed deep. Tair smelled like clean soap and a little sweat. It was a good scent for him. Much better than the blood and ash and burnt skin that would be all over him any minute now.

My heart pounded in my throat. They’re coming.

Tair stutter-stepped at the door and started to go for the lock pad, but the boots finally stopped thumping and guards circled us, filling the hall in ranks.

Desperate, I shifted through the futures. There had to be a way.

Tair drops me and tries to fight through, taking three of them down before he’s sedated and dragged off; he gets the door open but they shoot us both and we tumble down a flight to a sickening chorus of cracking bones; he surrenders and they drag him off anyway; He turns, defiant, and I jump in front of the bullets, shielding him, but the shots punch through us both and we fall in a tangle of limbs, the light leaving our eyes—

The lines of that last future firmed up way too dark for comfort, and I squeezed him tight. Don’t turn around.

If I died, that would be the end of us both. But I wouldn’t really jump in front of him…

Would I?

“Don’t… Hit her.” Last to arrive, Darren wheezed, out of breath “Take… The shot.”

Brace— Before I could warn him, the bullets went off, ringing in my ears like sledgehammers.

I couldn’t hear his grunt, but I felt the impact through his body.

Two shots. Two shattered kneecaps.

Both of us went down hard.

He held onto me instead of throwing out his arms.

Idiot! I spread myself over him, using my body as a shield against more fire.

I’m okay. He said that, but pain spiked through his inner voice.

And red dripped onto the white floor.

A guard lunged to yank me away, but time slowed as I focused on the sound of Tair’s pained breaths.

It was now or never. I grabbed hold of Tair’s shirt and scrunched my eyes, searching for the right page in the past.

The vision of breakfast called to me, its lines crisp and solid and shining. The mark in time was stronger than a bookmark… More like Tair and I had bent the universe’s spine and it would keep opening to that page until we did something about it.

Whether it was the blood or the shadow of the hurt tightening Tair’s face, everything else bled away until all I could sense was that one moment in perfect clarity.

The two of us, our fingers brushing.

I spun through all the timeghosts that we’d created these last few hours and then flattened the layers together.

Please work. With everything I had, I flipped the page in time.

The guards and everything else froze for a breathless second.

Then it all snapped back. Time and space howled around me. We lifted up, gunshots reversing, Tair’s body unbreaking, and both of us finally reversing down the hall.

My head pounded as we paged back, but relief dulled a little of the pain. It was working.

It was going to work.

I focused on Tair, feeling him anchor me as we rolled back. The other glittering universes called, but they weren’t as tempting if I kept my brain on Tair.

But the further we paged back, the more my head screamed.

I sucked air through my teeth, trying to ride through the stabbity ache and the flames as time burned itself away—the crazy run, those few hideous moments sucking up to Darren, playing chess with Tair, and the first seconds, reeling, wondering how we’d just done what we’d just done…

Then the past and future snapped together. Both of us lurched and grabbed the tabletop as the clock restarted in our new present. The silence jangled in my ears.

I groaned and slumped.

Dizziness. Nausea. And headache central. It was worse than last time, but we were alive, and back where we’d started—in my little kitchen with our breakfast trays, sitting at the table like nothing had ever happened.

We made it. Tair’s fingers overlapped mine and he gave them a little squeeze that jolted through my system. Are you okay?

I’d been better, but a headache probably wouldn’t kill me. I resisted the urge to squeeze back. The more I focused on him, the easier it was to navigate through time, and that was already danger land. Fine. Just stop trying to get yourself killed.

And on that note.

I hopped up from my chair and give him the punch in the arm I’d wanted to give him since he grabbed me from the holo room. It didn’t hurt him. If anything, my knuckles stung. I pretended I was going to do it again so he could let go of the tray and grab my wrist. A meat shield? Really?

Tair’s eyes may have actually twinkled. I knew they wouldn’t hurt you.

That won’t work every time. If we got other times. I already knew I couldn’t keep doing this forever—we’d hit a limit at some point. Probably when my head imploded?

At least now I knew I could steer us onto one of the least awful paths. And they were awful. The futures where Tair and I escaped had evaporated to the point that I kind of suspected I’d imagined them.

My belly roiled at the thought of winding through time over and over and over again, but I couldn’t see another choice. I pretended to struggle against Tair, but didn’t really try to pull away. Now we need a plan for day three.

Tair’s gaze flicked toward the window where Darren was probably gnashing his teeth at all our play fighting, but how else were we supposed to talk? I’ve memorized the layout of your floor. We need to get onto a stair or one of the lifts. Then we can start looking for Darren’s lab or a way out. Whichever comes first.

So we run again? My body had technically reset itself since our last jog to disaster, but screwing with time was ten times more exhausting than running for our lives. Too bad there was no other choice.

Yes. If you navigate, we can learn the attack patterns and try different routes. Rule out the bad options until we find something that works.

Yeah. I don’t see another way. But a wave of nausea rolled over me and I broke away from him to sit down. I wasn’t going to even try to explain this away for Darren and the cameras. Hopefully we’d wind it back anyway. In the meantime, my limits were a really huge and worrying question.

I couldn’t tell if the blood or the violence were what helped me start the timewind. Maybe the adrenaline? Or maybe seeing someone I cared about get mowed down gave me the kick I needed to break the laws of physics.

Was that the same as a flashing sign?

No. I dug my nails into my thigh. It wasn’t that. Not yet.

Of course I wanted to save Tair from suffering. I’d want to save most people.

Well…

Not Darren, but most actual people.

I wasn’t paying attention as I grabbed the lid of the closest tray. The smoky smell of bacon wrapped around me and I almost yaked. “Stop trying to poison me, Orpheus.”

Tair switched our trays and sat on his side of the table, but I didn’t bother opening my lid. If I looked at so much as a spoonful of that creamy, slimy yogurt…

I shuddered and pushed my tray across to him. “You poisoned this one too, didn’t you?”

“There’s real maple syrup under there. Poisoning it would be criminal.”

My face wanted to smile, but I forced myself to scowl. “Prove it.”

I was starting to be able to read his expressions and his subtle eyebrow raise said he knew what I was up to, but I’d made the first move. It was his turn to play defense.

“If you insist.” He opened the tray and dug into the fruit.

I just didn’t want to eat anything. There was no other special meaning.

Tair’s eyelids fluttered behind his glasses as he bit into a slice of kiwi and I felt a stupid smile forming. I clapped a hand over my mouth as I realized my own ulterior motives.

I’d wanted to see that expression on his face.

“There you go,” Tair said as he pushed the bowl back to me. “No poison.”

“I’m not hungry.” I rested my head on my folded arms so I wouldn’t have to look at him again.

This crush was going way too far.

And worse?

I wasn’t doing anything to stop it.


Chapter Twenty

ALTAIR

The next jaunt through time was more difficult. And so was the next. Each one took a little more out of us, although it hit Quanta harder than me.

From the moment we snapped back to breakfast, our reactions changed how the day played out. The friendlier we looked, the faster Darren cracked. He loved having me gunned down by security and I was aching for the future that let me get a piece of him.

It wasn’t fast progress, but we learned something new every time, following Quanta’s leads to build a map of the underground.

After ten jumps, Quanta’s med data read like she was nursing a rough hangover and I had a pounding headache of my own.

But we were getting close. Only one lift—a private one used by the senior research staff—stood between us and where we suspected Darren’s lab might be. It was the same lift I’d taken when I entered the facility—one that had a stop at ground level.

Now we were stuck trying to find a way past the hand scanner, and time was ticking.

Quanta looked ten times as exhausted as I felt, leaning heavily into the plastic table, her fingers clammy against mine. We needed to get out of the loop and the facility before something—either death or separation—locked us in.

Still okay? I asked, making sure our fingers stayed touching.

She winced. Four hours was pushing it on that last one.

You should take a break. I wasn’t sure we had that choice, but Quanta needed rest. The differences in her readings were already obvious and Darren was going to start asking questions.

No. Quanta gave her head a little shake. The longer we wait, the harder it is to wind back. I’m afraid what happens if we push the limits.

I wanted to argue to protect her from herself, but our situation was desperate and I trusted her to say when she needed to stop. Can you make an excuse to get me in touch with the other senior researchers? I think we’ve tapped out all the other possibilities.

Maybe. Quanta’s brow furrowed as her eyes slipped out of focus. But we have to change our acting, too. We’re getting too cozy.

I stared at the place our fingers touched. The more time we spent together, the more she felt like part of me. I kept glimpsing bluish flashes of the past and future, and I was starting to predict her motions and decisions before she made them. Part of that was repeating the same hours, but she was right.

We were getting too cozy. So we play enemies?

I’ll treat you like I treated Marco. Darren will love it.

I’d seen enough of Marco’s film to raise an eyebrow. The thought of her treating me the same didn’t settle well and that was another reason to be concerned. You know he’ll love it, or you’re guessing?

He’ll love it. Her mental voice rang with certainty, but that tone bled away as she continued. But I’m not positive of anything anymore. With all this rewinding… Her forehead pinched. I can only see a few minutes ahead. The long-term is a big, scary question mark.

I wished I could project confidence to her, but I didn’t feel it at the moment. All I had was determination. I hoped that would be enough. Whatever gets us in that lift.

Follow my lead. And sorry in advance.

Before I could answer, Quanta grabbed my tray and hurled it across the room. The lid popped as it collided with the wall. A section of the hologram flickered as lumps of scrambled egg oozed down its surface.

Quanta folded her arms and scowled. “I’m not eating that.”

I wasn’t sure where she was leading, but I trusted her enough to follow. “That one was mine.” I slid the proper tray in front of her and then moved to sit.

She pushed it back across to me. “I want French toast.”

“You haven’t looked. How do you know you don’t want it?” All of a sudden, I felt like I’d gone back in time again—only to a younger version of Cass.

Quanta shot me a look like I was the slowest person she’d ever had the displeasure of meeting, and that expression on her face…

A tiny barb lodged in my chest.

I genuinely disliked when she looked at me like that, even though I knew she was acting. Then again, Eva had wired me to lose my mind where Quanta was concerned. I had to shake off that pre-programming, or I’d never be able to play this role and both of us would be dead.

“I know what’s on the tray. I want French toast.” Quanta stared me down, but I wasn’t sure what she wanted. Replacing the food would mean leaving her alone and I wasn’t volunteering for that.

Finally, she made a frustrated noise and turned to the window. “Daaaaaaaaarreeeen.” The pleading whine in her voice lifted the hairs on my arms. “Make him fix it.”

It wasn’t her.

It wasn’t her at all. Unpleasant tightness balled in my chest. How many times had she put on the same act just to survive?

My watch buzzed and I tapped at a message from Darren: Do what she says.

I suppressed a flash of irritation. Of course he wanted us apart. He wanted to keep Quanta for himself for as long as possible, and my being here was ruining his monopoly.

I picked up her tray and headed toward the door, leaving the spilled food on the floor.

“Tair,” Quanta called just as I was going through the door.

Now she looked like she’d swallowed something sour, pinching her lips together. It shouldn’t be endearing, but there was no helping the way she drew me in.

“I changed my mind. I want a watermelon.”

“A watermelon.” Was she serious?

“You heard me.” Quanta picked up a stick of charcoal and headed for one of her in-progress drawings. “Make sure it’s a whole watermelon.”

“What are you going to do with an entire watermelon?” In all seriousness, I wanted to know.

But Quanta was done interacting with me. She faced the wall and started sketching as if I’d never been there. I hesitated in the doorway.

Holding a piece of charcoal changed Quanta’s whole atmosphere. Her mask slipped when she stared at her drawing, giving the tiniest window into her inner self. Or maybe it was a glimpse of who she might’ve been, if she hadn’t had to fight for every moment she’d survived thus far. Quanta didn’t need my help, but seeing that vulnerable part of her exposed to the world made me want to step in and protect her.

Then my watch buzzed again.

Darren: Get her a fucking watermelon.

I forced myself to move left toward the lift instead of right, toward him and the surveillance room. If I saw Darren in the flesh, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself. Even though I was positive I could end him, I doubted I’d make it back to Quanta’s room before the guards got to me, and that wasn’t a risk I was willing to take. It took both of us to timewind, even if she was doing most of the work.

Clenching my jaw, I headed down the corridor. I didn’t mind playing Quanta’s gofer, but I did mind leaving the two of them alone. She must’ve seen something good enough to warrant splitting up. Still, I walked fast, hurrying to get this done and be back.

When I made it to the gleaming chrome kitchen, Quanta’s chef looked at me like I was mentally unstable. “What’s she gonna do with a whole watermelon?”

“That’s what I asked.” And I still didn’t have an answer.

“It’s a special order,” he said as he scratched his beard. “It’d take me a week to requisition one. Unless you know someone in the experimental greenhouse?”

“Maybe I do.” I quickly flicked through the directory of local contacts on my watch. I doubted I had access to even a fraction of the staff working on classified projects, but I’d made a few friends in that first shooting match against Quanta, and I distinctly remembered the one talking about his horticulture research. I scrolled through the names—

And there. Thane Chulalongkorn, Senior Researcher, Department of Horticulture.

I typed a message in the air as I walked. Need a favor. Can you get me a watermelon?

He responded before I made the end of the hallway. Sure, if you explain WTF you need it for.

Thanks. I’ll come to you if you can clear me for access.

Yeah. Meet you on the green floor.

The lift in question opened as soon as I pressed my hand to the scanner. Thane had come through. It was a start, but it wouldn’t help when the timeline rest.

When I exited on the green floor, the air tasted cleaner. Thane leaned against the wall holding a canned energy bev. I’d only met him once—though it was hard to think of that as yesterday—but a few hours had changed him. His hair hung limp and greasy and his rumpled lab coat was buttoned askew. I’d spent enough nights sleeping in my own lab to recognize the glazed expression of overwork.

“Altair Orpheus.” He extended his hand for a firm shake. “Didn’t think I’d be hearing from you so soon.”

I shrugged. “Didn’t think I’d be needing a functionally extinct fruit.”

“For Quanta, right?” He sipped his energy bev and waved me down the hall after him.

“How much do you know about her?” I gave half my attention to the conversation and half to the layout of the corridors. The subtle scent of growing things permeated the air as we passed glass-walled rooms of hydroponic greens.

“Only that she’s made me a good few credits over the years.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair, compounding the grease. “And I’m growing half this shit for her dinner.”

I faltered mid-stride. “Doctor Nagi’s letting you use research space for that?”

Thane shot me a wry, caffeinated smile. “You’re an Orpheus. You should know the politics.”

I knew all about Helix politics and the insider deals that fueled the Senate, but in this underground world of Doctor Nagi’s, nothing met my expectations. “Enlighten me.”

“Let’s just say you want to be the big doctor’s favorite.” Thane keyed us into one of the growing rooms, choked with the scents of ripe fruit and pollen. “Quanta’s his favorite project and Waldman’s his favorite team leader.” My face must’ve shown what I thought of that idea. Thane laughed. “Yeah. Everyone else thinks Waldman’s the spawn of Satan.”

“That’s an understatement.” I followed Thane down a row of neat apple trees and the misting apparatus on the ceiling stopped spraying to let us pass. Mutual hatred was an excellent place to start digging for info. “I wouldn’t mind putting up with him if I could at least access his research. I came here expecting to collaborate. Not start from scratch.”

“Good luck with that. I’ve heard things…” Thane rubbed the back of his neck, ruffling his hair again. Nervous? Disgusted?

“Rumors?” I asked, trying not to sound too eager.

“No. Literally. Things. In his lab.” Thane shuddered. “He must be splicing shit in there. Humans don’t make noises like that.”

My throat contracted, but I played calm as I stepped between two rhododendron bushes. If Darren had live subjects, it was all the more reason to get to his lab as soon as possible. I just prayed Quanta was the only captive Red he had access to. Eva hadn’t mentioned any girls going missing from the list, but if Darren was somehow generating names, then it reasoned he was going after them as well.

We reached a field of raised growing beds and Thane set his drink on the lip of a trough overflowing with vines. He plucked out a basketball-sized watermelon, but held it back when I reached. “You know this is coming out of my trial, right?”

At least some good came from my family. “I’ll get you an invite to the next senatorial ball and introduce you around. My godfather chairs the Seligo selection committee.”

“Knew I liked you, Orpheus.” Thane grinned as he tossed me the fruit. “Just tell your girl not to mind the color. We spliced this batch with beets.”

“But it’s safe to eat?” In her act, Quanta would probably throw something else if she foresaw herself coming down with food poisoning. I didn’t want to get concussed by a melon.

“Nothing to worry about but extra antioxidants.” Thane led me back to the lift, making small talk. He’d worked at the facility for almost ten years, but was still pulling all-nighters, pushing toward elevation. I wished him well, but he’d never achieve his goal if I achieved mine first.

I pressed my palm to scanner at the lift. As soon as my skin touched, a red light flashed and a whining siren echoed down the corridor.

“For fuck’s sake.” Thane slapped the panel and the noise cut. “Three guesses who reset your clearance.”

Darren. Of course it was Darren.

“Little trade secret?” Thane let the doors ease shut and then extended his middle finger. He pressed the back of his hand to the scanner plate and the doors popped open again—no sirens. “Just flip it off. Overrides the security.”

The hair at the back of my neck tingled. “That’s not very secure.”

“Eh. It takes too long for the security meatheads to authorize anything around here.” Thane shrugged. “Besides. They’ll shoot your ass if you breathe somewhere you’re not allowed.”

True. Too bad getting shot wasn’t going to stop me. “You’re a life saver.”

Thane lifted his can in a salute. “I’ll be waiting for your invite.”

A grin slipped free as I punched the button. I almost felt guilty he was going to be left hanging.

Then again, he’d never remember having this conversation.


Chapter Twenty-One

QUANTA

As soon as Tair left me alone, my stomach started doing the twist at double-time. I’d set him on a path that may or may not make us a little progress, but I was going to pay for it. With interest.

Darren was coming for a talk.

His timeghosts flickered over the present, and the possibilities ranged from a painful chat to me getting dragged off on a stretcher. All equally fuzzy and likely. Which extreme we hit depended on how well I kept my mouth shut.

So best case, I’d land somewhere in between.

There was no way I wouldn’t say something to set him off at least a little. Tair made Darren extra homicidal, so any conversation where his name came up was pretty much already a disaster.

Sketching helped me stay grounded. I outlined the shapes of flames licking at wooden houses. The Great Fire of London was way out of my normal range, but time had trouble forgetting a city-wide bonfire. The image faded at its edges, crackling like an old photograph and I could only sniff the tiniest hint of smoke, but that gave me plenty to draw.

Really morbid, but so was I at the moment. All those people, trapped with nowhere to run as the ash and flame closed in…

I knew the feeling.

The door whooshed open. I tried to ignore the footsteps, but Darren’s presence was impossible to block. He felt like an oily blot on my surroundings and the hint of ammonia on the air told me he was hovering over my shoulder.

My neck muscles clenched, but I managed not to turn.

“You don’t really like this rich boy, do you?” Darren’s voice sounded way too close.

Way too close.

I kept my features as smooth as I could. If I gave a third of my attention to the drawing and another third to the pages of time, then that only left a third of me to be squicked out and Darren wouldn’t pick up on how much I hated him being here. “He’s fun to boss around.”

“Just don’t get too attached.” Darren’s breath hit the back of my neck in a warm cloud of yuck and it took everything I had not to shudder—he’d see it and then I’d be headed closer to a stretcher future. “He won’t last the week.”

“Why? You’re getting him kicked out?”

Darren stepped between the wall and me wearing one of his shadiest grins. “Of course.”

My body moved away from him and there was nothing I could do to stop the reaction. Darren’s brow furrowed and the futures flickered dangerously. All the chat options were disappearing right quick.

I had to keep talking. “Why’d you let him in? He can’t be that smart.” Knocking Tair was the best way to keep myself on Darren’s good side, but the words almost stuck in my throat.

“He’s not.” Darren’s expression turned smug for a split-second, and I thought I was in the clear. Then he sneered. “But the Orpheus family’s well connected. The Doc couldn’t say no.”

“But you wanted to.”

“No one gets everything they want.” Darren took another step toward me and I moved back again. This wasn’t my favorite kind of dance. “Not right away, at least.”

“I don’t need a lesson in reality.” Of the two of us, I was way more experienced in getting the butt-end of life. “Not from you.”

“Orpheus does.” Darren’s grin turned more sickening than usual.

“He’s just another wannabe Seligo” I tried to play casual, but he was slowly backing me up and eventually I was going to run out of space. The options that played out when that happened fluttered more and more insistently, begging me to look, but I was afraid checking would make it worse at this point. “Nothing’s special about him.”

“Is that really what you think?” Darren’s eyes glowed toxic-ooze green and the sight of his glee made my gut clench.

I’d said the wrong thing. “He’s just another rich boy who thinks he’s clever like Marco and all the ones before.”

“You like him.” Darren took another step and the backs of my legs bumped the sofa arm.

Nowhere left to run. “I dislike him. Strongly.”

Darren pressed his lips together, studying me from way, way, way, way, way too close for comfort. “Liar.”

“I’m not. No one’s more annoying than Tair.” And that was the truth—the way he smiled and wormed his way into every little bit of my life. No one else even came close.

“Tair?” The question dripped deadly soft from Darren’s lips. “You’re using nicknames?”

“I’m…” My mouth turned to chalk as the most likely futures whipped at me. Darren grabs my wrist and drags me toward the holo room; he pushes me down, pressing his face closer and closer— I gagged before I saw the end of that one.

“Something you don’t like?”

As long as Darren was in the room, I’d never see a blessed thing I liked. I shook my head, knowing anything I said now would make this that much worse.

Darren shoved; I lost my balance, falling back onto the sofa with a thud. He gazed down at me like a mad king surveying his territory.

Except I wasn’t a freaking wheat field and I didn’t belong to him. “You’re not allowed to touch me anymore.” I scrambled upright and slid away, but he rounded the couch before I could escape. “Nagi said.”

“Times are changing.” Darren stepped between my legs, grabbed my wrists, and pinned them back. “Don’t you see the future coming?”

I fought against his grip, but he already had leverage and I didn’t have enough muscle. I could kick him in the balls… For a sweet moment, I let myself watch that vision play out—Darren’s eyes pinch as he crumples, yowling like a tomcat and he writhes on the carpet for a few delicious moments before he rises with murder and worse boiling behind his eyes. I choked the image off before I saw what happened next. As much as I wanted some small moment of victory, that possibility yanked the breath out of my lungs.

Instead, I turned my head away and blocked him out, reaching for a few thousand timeghosts to cover over the present. So thick in the layers, I could hear Darren saying something, but the words echoed like they were passing through a crazy long tunnel.

I didn’t want to see whatever had him so smug, but I had to suck it up this time.

What future is he talking about?

Without Tair, I couldn’t flip straight to the page I wanted. I had to shuffle through the choices the hard way. I flipped and flipped the layers of time and it was like pulling the cord on my hot-air balloon of a headache. Wincing, I gutted it out. I needed to see what new awful was on the way.

Doctor Nagi clasps Darren’s shoulder. “You’ve done well. I’ll see that you’re rewarded.” Darren’s answering grin is toxic. “There’s only one thing I want.”

I winced harder. Okay. I needed to see anything but that.

Darren walks down a corridor; Darren flips through a binder filled with medical data; Darren stands in front of a group of Seligo-looking men and women in lab coats, presenting something I can’t see on a display wall; he grabs Tair by the lapels, but Tair pushes him back and—

Tair.

Beautiful, ghostly Tair fluttered to the front of my queue, almost solid. Tair strides down the hall, carrying a weirdly purple watermelon and grinning to himself.

Just this once, it wasn’t me who was ending up on a stretcher.

For the first time in years, I gave Darren a genuine smile. “You’re in so much trouble.”

“What’s that supp—”

The door opened. Tair took in the scene in a flash—Darren pressing me down on the couch, pinning my wrists above my arms. It had to look as bad as it felt.

He snapped into motion. Tair hurled his melon, and it connected with Darren’s face, making the most satisfying crunch I’d ever heard.

Grabbing at his smashed nose, Darren fell off me.

I let loose the breath I’d been holding, but it wasn’t over. Tair vaulted the sofa, grabbed Darren’s shoulders, and threw him into the holographic window.

Making that the most satisfying crunch I’d ever heard. I rubbed my wrists as I sat up, but if they were supposed to be hurting I couldn’t feel a thing. This was too good.

The actual best.

“You. Sick. Bastard.” Tair jammed Darren’s head against the wall with each word. The hologram flickered and Darren moaned. He dripped blood and fuchsia watermelon juice, and after all the hurts he’d given me, a little bit of revenge tasted sweet as sugar water.

Too bad we’d have to reset this timeline again. Pulping Darren meant guards on the way.

Tair finally dropped Darren, but he radiated fury as he stared down at him with flecks of blood dotting his glasses. If I didn’t stop him now, he’d probably choke Darren to death. Not that I’d mind watching. But…

A chilly pit formed in my stomach at the thought of letting Tair kill in my name. Tair could fight, but I’d never seen a past where he was violent for no reason. It had to be a side-effect of being paired and even though watching Darren get pummeled made me dark happy, it wasn’t fair to Tair.

I hopped over the watermelon carcass and tugged Tair’s sleeve. “It’s enough.”

“Are you all right?” He whirled to me and before either of us knew what was happening, Tair had cupped my face.

“I’m…” I froze, floored by the overwhelming concern that somehow zinged through his fingertips.

“Sorry.” He shook his head and started to pull back, but I covered his hands with mine, holding him in place. Even sticky with melon, his touch anchored me to the present. The sound of his even breathing numbed the howling background noise of other times that were always nearby. Just his cool hands on my cheeks dulled the fluttering of pages that made my head such a crazy place.

“Don’t be sorry.” And I should be pushing him away, not drawing him closer, but it had been so long since anyone had stepped in to help me… Even if his instincts weren’t his own. No one had ever gotten mad or sad or anything for me and I’d never had a reason to hope they would.

“He didn’t…?” I could tell Tair was fighting himself behind his glasses. His touch might say concern, but he glanced away from me, clearly as surprised as I was at the way he’d just reacted.

“It was nothing worse than usual.”

Tair’s fingertips twitched against my cheek and his eyes flashed from light caramel to dark toffee. “You sure I can’t kill him?”

“I’d rather do it myself.” I used my sleeve to wipe a spot of blood off his lenses, and his breath brushed across my cheek. Pleasant tingles rolled down my spine and I couldn’t help noticing the difference between him and Darren. Tair could pretty much do anything he wanted to me and I’d ask for more.

That thought made me recall a few of the handsier futures of us…

My cheeks heated under his hands. Luckily, we didn’t have time to skip down one of those paths. We’ve got ten seconds before Darren’s goons come to scrape him up.

Darren moaned from his puddle on the floor. “Ging… Klllooo, Orfus.”

“Was that English?” I broke away from Tair to nudge Darren with a toe. He yelped, then quieted down.

“I think he’s going to kill me,” Tair said, totally not bothered. And why should he be? He could’ve beaten Darren to death and he hadn’t broken a sweat. Tair was all smooth poreless skin and calm reason now that the monster was down.

“You get any information with that melon?” I asked, trying to sound less fluttery than I felt.

“Thanks for that,” Tair said. “I got us a lift trick. It won’t stop security from coming after us, but it’s a start.”

I shook my head. “I can only put you on the path.” All I’d seen was a flash of him talking with the greenhouse guy and looking pleased about something. “So next time we make a break for the lift?”

“As soon as there’s a chance.” Tair let out a breath. “I know where his lab is. And it sounds like we’re looking at live subjects.”

“Like monkeys? Because if it’s people…” My pulse thumped. I should already know what he was up to. I should be able to see it. But even now, using Tair to help me focus, I couldn’t find the right layers of time. It was blocked from me.

“I’m not sure,” Tair said.

We had to hurry. If there were other Reds in here, I didn’t have to imagine what they were going through because I’d been through the same. It had to stop. “I’ll keep pretending to hate you and we can bicker our way to the lift.”

“Great.” Tair sounded strangely sullen.

“I don’t—” I snapped my jaw shut before I could finish the sentence. He didn’t need to know that I didn’t hate him. How I felt made zero difference in what we had to do.

So why did I feel the need to clarify?

The sound of boot-steps on the horizon kept me from analyzing it. “They’re coming.”

“Can you wind back now?”

Adrenaline buzzed through me, but wired wasn’t enough to start the timewind. I could still see our reset point, but it was like I couldn’t hit the button. Some trigger wasn’t firing. “A little help?”

Tair took a step closer and gripped my one hand in both of his. Energy buzzed up to my shoulders and then rolled all the way down to my toes. The stray timeghosts vanished like they were giving us a moment alone.

They made seriously crappy chaperones.

In the silence, Tair’s reality sucked me in. I could count our breaths and heartbeats, both kicking up. How did he calm me down and wind me up at the same time?

And how was I going to let him go when he made everything so much easier?

The door opened before I figured out my answer.

Guards upon guards upon guards stood ready and the first ones into the room lifted a few weapon lockers full of firepower. I reflexively squeezed Tair as the first round fired. For a breathless moment, he squeezed back.

Our bookmarked breakfast hadn’t moved and the threat of being dead made all the gears click in my head. With a smoosh and a flick, I got down to rewinding.

Bullets and darts and possibly a stray ninja star flew back as the world reversed. The seconds with Tair snapped back without a hitch, and watching Darren get hit with the melon felt just as satisfying in reverse.

After that…

If time was a guy with a whip, I was getting pretty flayed.

Hot and cold and screaming, time roughed me up and dared me to make a mistake, but I focused though Tair, pulling us toward the bacon smell. I couldn’t let go. Just a few more seconds and we’d be back together—

And Christ on a cracker.

That couldn’t be the thing that got me through this. Tair had been forced into my life but even if we got out of this mess, he wouldn’t be in it forever. Fantasizing was one thing. A crush, fine. But if I started building my life around him? Leaning on him for every little thing?

It would be nice while it lasted, but the nugget of ice lodged in my chest already knew the score. We’d been coasting on adrenaline, running and trying to stay alive, but when all those endorphins wore off, I’d have to face reality.

We wouldn’t get to be together forever.

Forever didn’t exist.

An ice pick headache settled into my skull as soon as we snapped back to the table and I clapped my hand to my mouth to keep from upchucking. We needed to never reset near food again.

If we could choose where it happened. Could we choose? Or change it?

Maybe we’d be stuck eating this nasty breakfast for eternity. Or just until we both keeled over from exhaustion.

It’s getting worse, Tair’s voice in my head should’ve been grating, but instead it soothed the jabbing pain. Of course it did. Everything about him made me want him that much more.

It’s getting harder. The answers we needed were so close.

I just hoped we found them before we hit my limit.


Chapter Twenty-Two

ALTAIR

Dizziness tilted my view after the latest timewind, but whatever ill effects I felt, Quanta must be feeling them to the tenth power. Jump by jump her skin lost its luster. Her breaths came heavier, almost wheezing, and her gray eyes were slow to focus.

We only had seconds to talk and plan before we had to start our latest production for the cameras, but I couldn’t bring myself to pull apart from her. You’re sure you can keep this up?

It’s fine. Just… She rubbed the spot between her eyebrows and seemed to lose her line of thought, but her shoulders hunched in, giving the distinct impression she wanted to hide something.

Just?

Quanta stared down at the table. Stay close this time.

Something in my chest soared. I’m not going anywhere.

I couldn’t leave her alone again. Not with Darren waiting to swoop in. If I saw him trying to touch her…

The sound of creaking plastic drew my gaze downward. I’d snap the tray in half if I kept this up.

Was I still myself if protecting Quanta was all I could think of?

I’d trained martial arts for most my life, learning to calm myself under pressure and fight only as a last resort. Then I’d seen Darren, holding Quanta by her wrists, with the shadow of fear dark in her eyes…

Snapping was the mild way to put it. I would’ve happily bludgeoned the bastard to death.

Now I regretted that I hadn’t. He would’ve reversed back to life, and it was wasting Quanta’s powers not to give him what he deserved.

At least that clarified how I felt about Quanta. I was willing to kill for her.

As she stared blankly in front of her, still catching her breath, I ached to do anything that would ease her pain. The emotions were obviously stronger than they should be—supercharged by our genetic ties—but at their roots, they were mine. My respect for her went farther than respect and if Eva had left us to our own devices, I still would’ve been drawn to her.

She’d made the best of her terrible situation and I couldn’t wait to see what she and I could do when we finally made it out. Her power rewrote what was possible.

Getting there was the problem.

All it took was one slip. If we made the wrong choice, we could be separated before we reset the clock and odds were, we’d be locked into whatever decisions we’d made. Only a few moments had passed since our last reset, and we already looked suspicious, frozen and staring, both lost in thought.

I couldn’t see the future, but I could see where this was going.

If we didn’t escape, both our timelines ended here.

Quanta tapped her pinky finger against my hand. We’re already screwing up this loop. The brush of her soft skin zinged up my arm.

We’d been touching too long. Again. It was a bad habit we seemed to be developing. Let’s make our break after shooting.

I’m ready. Quanta sat up straighter and fire flashed in her eyes. I need to see what that asshole’s been working on.

Speaking of assholes, my watch vibrated.

A message from Darren that I didn’t bother opening. Quanta and I had been staring at each other for too long. I switched our food trays and moved to my side of the table, mentally running through the moves we both had to make next.

Quanta held eye contact as she pushed her breakfast off the table. “I’m not hungry.” And like clockwork, she knocked back her chair before heading for the door. “I want to go shooting.” The words sounded a little wooden—she’d said them so many times by now—but they should be enough to get us safely outside without interference from Darren.

I fought the urge to grab Quanta’s arm and support her down the hallway. She could still walk by herself, even though she shuffled her feet and her eyes darted lazily. Flicking through her vitals showed what I was already seeing. She was dehydrated, with low blood sugar and electrolytes. It wasn’t deadly yet, but if the symptoms got exponentially worse…

I had to do more. Something to take the burden off her.

But I kept coming up blank. It was an impossible situation.

Before I could come up with a solution, Quanta stubbed her toe on the empty floor and started to go down.

I snapped into motion, catching her shoulders and pulling her upright. “You’re not all right.”

“Just sleepy.” She made a show of brushing off my hands, but there was no heat in her actions or her voice. “Don’t touch me, rich boy.”

I maneuvered Quanta’s fingers so she could grab my sleeve. If I swept her into my arms like I wanted, Darren would appear in seconds. Now her vitals were going crazy, pulse spiking, and I doubted it was because of me. You need to rest. It’s too obvious that something’s going on.

No. Her mental voice was firm. If we don’t get to that lab now… Quanta tugged at my sleeve. This is the only chance.

My watch buzzed again. We were already running out of time. Just tell me what to do.

Quanta’s gaze darted and for a split-second, I saw what she saw: The two of us skidding toward a door marked Waldman. She let out a heavy breath. There’s a way.

How?

That’s… Her eyes unfocused and her finger fluttered like she was paging through time.

Looking for a window.

I hardly cared at this point. We need to get you to med—

Medical! Quanta jolted. Take me there. Darren won’t fight it when I already look like death.

Are you sure…?

Now or we lose our chance. She staggered, faking this time, but I couldn’t help reacting like it was real—maybe because her state made it so much easier for her to play the role.

I did what I’d wanted all along, scooping her into my arms. “I’m taking her to medical,” I projected my voice for Darren. My watch buzzed yet again, but as long I held Quanta, I had the perfect excuse not to check the message. We give this one last try. Then all our energy needs to be focused on escape.

Fine. Quanta relaxed into me and her eyelids fluttered.

I hoisted her closer, trying to support her weight in the most comfortable way I could. You’re not actually letting me take you to medical, are you?

Nope. She gripped the lapel of my lab coat, holding tight as I hustled us down the hall. We can get to the lab. You just have to punch a guy in the face.

Is that all? In spite of everything, I fought not to smile. This was absolutely ridiculous. All of it, from start to finish.

That was how my life would as I stayed at Quanta’s side.

I wasn’t sure what role I’d play there, but I knew there was no place I’d rather be.

We hit the bank of lifts and I shifted her weight to press my palm to the scanner. No tricks needed. It slid open and I hit the pink button. No alarms, either.

Quanta leaned against me, still rough around the edges, but her eyes burned bright with determination. Follow my directions. This’ll be a close one.

I’m ready. I settled her in my arms, ready to sprint or dodge. Whatever she needed.

The doors opened and we stepped onto the med floor. A few members of the medical staff turned to gape.

Left. Quanta’s mental voice didn’t hesitate.

I took off down the white corridor.

Act like you’re heading for the treatment suite up ahead. She closed her eyes, letting me handle the present while she shifted her attention the options developing ahead of us.

And then?

Book it past. Then punch the guy and take the private lift. We can make it. Certainty rang in her voice.

I trusted her and I trusted this was necessary. If we had the chance, we had to find out what Darren had been doing in the shadows.

I kept a steady pace until we neared the treatment suite. A wide-eyed tech popped from the door. “What’s going—”

Before she could finish, I was blowing past. Hold on tight.

Clock’s ticking. Quanta scrunched her eyes tight and pressed her face against my chest. Lift in three, two…

The doors opened as I skidded to a stop.

“Whoa.” Thane jumped back, dropping his tub of virulent pink broccoli. “Orpheus?”

Him? I asked Quanta.

Do it!

Shifting her weight to one side I swung. The punch took him straight under the jaw. He reeled backward and I winced. Of all the people in the Citadel.

Quanta hopped free and grabbed his hand, pressing it to the scanner. “Lilac. Now!”

I hit the button.

Thane groaned. “The hell, Orpheus?”

“I’ll make it up.” Later. Possibly.

I grabbed Quanta’s hand and we both stared, breathless at the doors. Only one more floor—

The elevator shuddered to a stop as a klaxon started up.

Pull them open, Quanta said. We jumped into motion in unison, prying the doors apart. We’d stopped short of the floor, but as soon as there was room to squeeze through, I helped Quanta down and then slipped out behind her.

Hurry! She grabbed my hand and pulled. Right there.

I spotted the door she wanted and sprinted ahead, carefully helping her along. She kept pace, fueled by pure adrenaline.

Door opening in three… Two…

One.

I knocked aside the startled researcher who’d just broken the lock-down protocol. Quanta slipped past and I bolted us inside. That should buy as a few more seconds of freedom.

Quanta sucked in a breath.

A creeping awareness turned my head to the center of the room.

Dozens of researchers turned to face us, some half standing in shock at our appearance. Ten of them at first count, each sitting at work tables or consoles—but they were the smallest part of our new problem.

Darren’s research. A glass wall was the only thing separating us from…

Bile rose in my throat.

Tanks of viscous fluid. Bodies floating, connected to wires.

Clones.

In all stages of maturity. Eyes closed. Alive, but dormant. Each face was just similar enough to Quanta’s that horror clenched my diaphragm, making it hard to get air.

“This can’t—” Quanta’s voice choked off. No one challenged her as she stumbled to press against the glass.

The closest tank held what might’ve passed for a ten-year-old version of her. Its body twisted, the fingers too long and the torso too short, covered in red, patchy skin.

An infant floated in the next tank, it’s limbless body rocking back and forth.

Tank after tank.

Forty of them.

“He can’t—” Quanta’s fingers smudged against the glass. “It doesn’t work. They can’t clone me. Right?” She turned to me, disgust and fear and heartbreak warring in her bright eyes. “It won’t work. They can’t survive.”

Jesus. I leaned against the closest desk, steeling myself to look at the facilities with objective eyes.

Cold. Calm.

I didn’t feel it, but I had to pretend. I had to look the horror straight in the eye. Not all the tanks were filled, but none were collecting dust either. Trays of clean surgical equipment and active screens dotted the lab. They might not be at capacity at the moment, but this was ongoing, which meant…

“Move.” I pushed the nearest researcher aside, commandeering her workspace.

“Tell me this isn’t possible.” Quanta moved to my side and gripped my arm, trembling. “The clones don’t survive. They never did. That’s why they kept me…”

I wished it were that easy, but as I flicked through the screens of data, my throat constricted.

Bloody Christ.

They weren’t surviving.

Not all manifested Quanta’s powers, but the few that did? Darren kept them alive just long enough to make their only moments of consciousness living hell.

They died suffering. Screaming. In pain.

Darren used holo projection to draw the visions out until their minds broke.

The staff huddled in the corner, whispering, but none could decide what to do now that the subject of their research was standing in front of them. The guards would be on us before they resolved anything.

Breath ragged, Quanta tapped the research station next to mine.

The files contained thousands upon thousands of screen caps from the holo sessions. Most were blurred and chaotic, but the companion files made my chest contract.

They staff were cross-referencing the frames with satellite images. Astronomical charts. Facial recognition scans. Digital photos. Anything to locate the subjects of the visions in time and space.

And it was working.

A map spanned the back display wall, filled with digital pins placing the information they’d cobbled between Quanta’s clear mental pictures and the clones’ hazy copies.

The current target was a blue-haired girl, and her past locations traced a line across what used to be the United States. Emma Jean Boyd. A Red. Pictures of her known accomplices were pinned as well, each matched from Quanta’s sessions. Hunter Marquez. Oliver Park. Dexter Miles. Monalisa Stalimanti.

Smaller maps showed the locations of other known or suspected Reds and Ravens. I had to get the information to Eva as soon as possible or more would die.

“No.” Quanta clapped her hands to her temples. “This can’t—It’s not—I never saw…”

My heart ached.

After all Quanta had sacrificed. Darren had turned her mind and body against her. Frame by frame, they were picking apart Quanta’s secrets. The Ravens’ secrets. Bringing twisted versions of her to life just to make them suffer.

“This isn’t your fault.” I pulled her away from the console and she didn’t resist as I tugged her into my arms.

Quanta pressed her face into my chest and her shoulders shook—

And a wave of ice rolled down my body. My vision twinned at the sensation.

Two rooms full of shocked researchers. Two Quantas. Two echoing bangs as the Black Helixes arrived and started pounded on the door.

A literal déjà vu. I’d only felt the sensation once before, but it wasn’t something I could forget. Our reset point. Did that just write over…?

“No.” Quanta’s hands snaked under my lab coat and she gripped the fabric of my shirt as she shook her head. “No, no, no.”

The door slid open and all I could do was turn to shield her from what was coming next.

I didn’t need her visions of the future to see our deaths on the horizon.


Chapter Twenty-Three

QUANTA

We were so screwed.

So beyond screwed.

Using every mental muscle, every synapse, every atom that I had, I stretched to find our bookmarked breakfast, but it was gone, lost in the million layers of sketchy pasts.

Written over.

Now a new moment was traced in dark lines.

This moment.

I’d fallen into Tair’s arms and let myself be comforted. I’d let myself wish that we really could stay together, because I liked him, and I still didn’t love him yet, but I was realizing that I might soon and I wanted to and maybe I could give him what he needed the same way he gave it to me…

Because seeing those tanks made me realize I couldn’t do this alone anymore. I didn’t want to do it alone.

Clones.

I couldn’t swallow. Couldn’t breathe.

They looked like me, but not. All wrinkly and red and twisty and wrong.

And now we were stuck here with them.

Whether it was exhaustion or I’d just hit my limit, I’d lost the reset point and the sickening sensation rising in my throat told me we weren’t going anywhere. I gripped Tair tight, straining my brain until I staggered with the pain of it, but nothing. Breakfast was just a normal memory now. I couldn’t find it in the layers of time, let alone flip back to it.

We could still timewind, but only to a few seconds ago.

Only to guards knocking and us trapped in Darren’s sick world.

I scrunched my eyes closed and leaned into Tair, anchoring to him as I tried to find a future that didn’t end dark.

They pull Tair away and tranq him; shoot him; beat him down with the barrels of their guns; they pull me away and tranq me; drug me up; they tear us apart, dragging me one way and him the other; they torture him; torture me; torture us both; drag Tair in front of me lifeless; in every vision my eyes reflect the same fear that’s coursing through me now.

Can I save him this time? Can I even save myself?

Tair’s thoughts zinged through his fingers on my arms. We’ll get through it.

So he said, but he couldn’t hide the doubt in his mental voice as his eyes flicked around the room, looking for a way to escape that didn’t exist. Every future looked the same and I wanted to plug my ears against the screams and cries and pleading growing louder by the second at the edge of my hearing.

Our choices in these next few moments could only change how we suffered.

Not if.

From everything I could see, that was already decided.

We weren’t going to get through this.

I could think of lies and schemes and strategies, but for every idea I had, the future played out ugly anyway. Whatever I picked, every choice ended in separation. Pain. Death. I pushed my limits searching for one—just one—that gave us a chance.

Dizzy waves twisted in my head and only Tair was keeping me standing at this point. My vision blurred as frustrated tears pricked the corners of my eyes. I should’ve seen this coming. I should’ve known what Darren was up to.

I should’ve known he’d had me at check all along.

Now my stupid DNA was going to get Tair and Eva and Emma and all the others killed.

A midnight attack. Men stomp through Eva’s compound, shooting at will. The Ravens run but it’s too sudden and they’re separated, forced into pockets of resistance by the overwhelming number of Black Helix goons swarming from trucks and choppers. They pin Eva down in her lab. Bullets ping off the bulletproof glass. She types frantically, red strands of hair popping out of her bun as she tries to send messages to the others with her last moments, but cracks spider web and more Helixes arrive, peppering the glass.

No.

Cipher and Hunter crouch behind a bank of consoles, bullets zinging overhead. “Cover me,” she says before running out. “Wait!” He reaches, agony on his face, but she’s already moving. Bolts of bluish white electricity crackle from her hands, knocking back a wave of attackers. Knight shoots the others, hitting body after body, but there are too many. One last shot rings out and red sprays. Cipher falls. Hunter lunges, screaming. Another shot. Both of them falling—

No. No. No.

All because I’d thought I knew everything. Because I’d thought I saw everything.

The book of the universe had only ever showed me hints of the real story.

How to stop it? There had to be a page. I flipped and flipped and flipped.

Death. Blood. More death. All I could do was clutch Tair tighter.

He wrapped his arms around my shoulders as the guards pounded. We had seconds, maybe, before they got it open and I could already see them storming in, and—

I shook my head to clear the images and felt Tair holding me. Still anchoring me. Blinking, I let myself slip fully into the present.

Tair gazed down at me, his brown eyes clouded with worry and his square jaw clenched tight. His frames had slid down his nose. I pushed them up and let my hands rest on his shoulders. A pair of timeghosts slipped through the clarity.

I shift onto my toes, bringing our faces close. Tair bends down to meet me, his lips pressing—

But what would it change? We’d only be more attached when we were about to be ripped apart. Instead of making that dream a reality, I pressed my forehead into Tair’s shirt and inhaled his clean laundry smell. It’s too late.

I won’t believe that. His body tensed, obviously rejecting he idea, but he’d see the truth soon enough. I relaxed into him, letting his presence blot out the things I didn’t want to see.

It was too late.

The door was already opening.

Guards poured in, their weapons out and pointing. I could see them through Tair’s eyes: the deadly efficiency in their motions as they circled us, and what the different weapon barrels meant as they crowded close, but I didn’t dig into his senses. This time, I really didn’t want to know.

The researchers ducked under their desks. Even they sensed what was coming.

“Separate and put your hands out,” one of the guards said.

I tried to let go, but my hands wouldn’t listen and Tair kept his arms tight around me. “She needs medical.”

“This area is restricted,” the guard said. “Release the subject and step away.”

A frigid shiver crawled down my spine. The subject. Was that the path we were on? Me back to a lab specimen, and Tair… What would happen to him?

“This is a mistake,” Tair said, his voice clear and even. No one would guess how hard his heart was hammering in his chest. “I’m Altair Orpheus. My parents—”

“If you wanted to play connections, you should’ve stayed above ground.”

That voice.

Darren.

He sounded all sickly satisfied, and Tair and I had heard that tone enough already; it never ended well. Usually with a few bullets in Tair’s chest.

I wouldn’t watch it.

I couldn’t watch it again.

Reality was grim enough to force me to focus, but when I did, it only confirmed that we’d gotten ourselves stuck in a nightmare. We could back minutes. No more.

Crap.

It was better than nothing, but not by much. But what the hell? I’d rather reverse until my head exploded than stand here waiting for Darren to take another step.

Pressing the pages of time together, I yanked us back to the new bookmark. It was only a few seconds, but time roared ten times as loud. And something else was wrong…

The page of the past felt oily and my vision spun. Alternative universes called, screeching and whirling until nausea and headache had me feeling like a seasick traveler on the churning seas of time.

When we snapped back, I staggered in Tair’s arms.

My head throbbed. The world tipped back and forth. My eyes stung and I couldn’t focus. I could barely hold onto him, let alone stay on two legs.

You can’t do that again. Tair slid us down to the floor as my weight started to fall. My strength was gone and only he kept me from face-planting.

I can—Even my mental voice came out weak.

It’s not worth destroying yourself. We’ll find another way. Tair held me close and my head just slipped against his neck like it belonged there—like I belonged there, fitted against him and happy.

But the futures pressed against me too, and even if I did belong with Tair, I wasn’t going to get to be with him. There was only one way we got to be together:

Temporarily.

I let myself debate for half a second as the guards pounded the door. I knew I shouldn’t force myself on Tair. We were still figuring out what it meant to be paired and we’d both been forced into that deal. What I was feeling—maybe what we both felt—could be a chemical joke. But…

If I could take a piece of him with me, it might make it easier to survive what was coming.

Even if was selfish. Even if he didn’t feel the same.

With all the strength I had left, I wound my arms around his neck and pulled us together. Tair stiffened with surprise as our lips met, just brushing. Soft.

His breath was warm and his heart pounded as fast as mine.

You can take a piece of me, too.

He kept still so long I wondered if time had frozen—our lips just touching.

Maybe I’d crossed a line and he hated me for trying to tie him even tighter. I started to pull away.

The contact broke for a moment.

Then Tair pulled me back to him.

His mouth pressed against me, parting my lips.

Desperate. Devouring.

Light flooded my brain like he’d just thrown a switch in my nervous system. All the static and voices and images and stray realities evaporated and there was only Tair.

Only us.

I’d never felt the present so clearly in my life and I ached to stay here. Tair’s pulled me tight to him. He cradled the back of my head, stroking the nape of my neck with a thumb as his gentle lips pressed. I felt him everywhere. Smelled him. Saw only him.

Every part of me tingled, all alive.

I’d never realized how numb I was and how much living out of sync with the present was really costing. This was life. This was what other people took for granted, and what I wanted more than anything.

But it was like Darren said. No one gets everything they want.

Tair’s lips pulled back, but he left our foreheads pressed together. I couldn’t hear his heartbeat over our panting breaths, but I wondered if our connection went so deep that even our hearts thumped the same rhythm.

The doors opened and the fear I’d been holding off finally started crushing in. If I couldn’t timewind again, we were stuck.

And this was probably goodbye.

“Separate and put your hands out,” the guard said, perfectly following his script.

Neither of us budged a centimeter.

It’s not the end. Tair cupped my jaw and more emotions than I could begin to read shone in his eyes, all brown and gold. Your power makes anything possible. We can still fight. We just have to get back to each other. Determination coursed through his voice, and against all the odds, I hoped he was right.

I squeezed him one last time. I’m not giving up yet.

Then came the voice I’d been dreading.

“Separate them,” Darren bit off his words, more angry than I’d ever seen him—his blond hair crazed and his green eyes practically glowing insane.

He’d seen the kiss. I would’ve punched myself if I had the energy. My self-indulgence was going to put us on the darkest possible path.

I had to fix it. Maybe we couldn’t get out of this, but we could at least try for a less bloody future.

I reached for our bookmark in time, but nothing.

No matter how I tried, I couldn’t focus. The moment was still there—still frozen and special, done in darker lines than all the wispy pasts around it—but the page slipped my mental fingers like someone had slopped it with grease.

Time wouldn’t slow, let alone turn back.

If anything, it moved faster, careening toward a future that had me shuddering.

Guards ripped Tair and me apart.

I reached out, but I couldn’t stand, let alone hold on to him and my fingers scrabbled uselessly against his coat as they snatched him away from me. One of the guards scooped me up, and Darren stepped into my field of view, blocking my sight of Tair as they dragged him for the door. I could hear them scuffling, but Tair couldn’t win 50 to 1.

“Take him to the interrogation suite,” Darren called. “And her…” He loomed over me and grabbed my wrist as he pressed a patch to my arm. My skin tingled and burned. Two breaths later, I could feel the drugs working. I was already exhausted, but I fought to keep my lids open.

It couldn’t end like this. I couldn’t give up now. I wouldn’t give in.

“Take her to my lab. I want her in—” The roaring in my ears blocked out the rest of Darren’s words.

I’d already lost the fight against my body, but I could still see a few solidifying futures so awful they mad my throat choke closed.

Tair was about to be tortured and I was about to relive every one of my nightmares.

Even if I survived, I wouldn’t come out the same person.

I would’ve sobbed, but the drugs worked too fast.


Chapter Twenty-Four

ALTAIR

I mowed through three guards before a tranq to the neck brought me down.

My last sight was Darren carrying Quanta away. Eyes closed. Body limp.

Being dragged from me by a madman.

I’d never felt so utterly helpless.

When I finally snapped awake, righteous anger seared through my veins. That feeling didn’t go away—it wouldn’t until I’d saved her—but reality tempered my reaction.

I’d been tied to an examination chair, which was bolted to the ground in the center of a white, fluorescent room. The walls were all two-way glass, and I could guess what kind of people were watching on the other side. Torqueing my muscles, I tried to pull free, but the binds at my wrists and ankles were made of a plastic composite that wouldn’t break.

Still, I fought.

I’d asked Quanta to do that much, so I couldn’t give up yet. Regardless of what was between us, she didn’t deserve this life. And the kiss…

I’d never planned to act myself, but Quanta had made the first move, craving a little comfort in the midst of this epic disaster.

I almost laughed. Maybe I hadn’t initiated the kiss, but I had finished it, along with any chance I had of separating myself from her.

She tasted sweet. So impossibly sweet for someone who’d lived her life surrounded by poison. Genetics had obviously sped our attraction, but I would’ve been drawn to her regardless of Eva. Quanta had grown to be manipulative, but it wasn’t her nature; she’d learned to do what she had to do to survive. In her drawings and the few glimpses I’d had into her mind, I’d sensed a deeply vulnerable, artistic, even loving soul. The Seligo had tried to strip her bare, but at her core, Quanta was still Quanta and she hadn’t been broken by her past.

Cassie was going to love her. I could imagine the two of them barricading themselves in Cass’s workroom, giggling and plotting pranks—

My chest contracted at the thought. It was a beautiful vision. Quanta must be rubbing off on me because I’d never been one to fantasize when the odds were so dire.

But the future was the future, and I could worry about it when I could guarantee that we’d both get one.

Quanta had exhausted her power and herself before Darren drugged her. On the positive, she was getting the rest she needed. When she came to, there was every chance she’d be recovered enough for another timewind.

Getting to her, though…

I tugged against the plastic ties again. I wasn’t going anywhere.

The cold reality made my pulse roar in my ears.

Now that I knew about Darren’s research they’d have to kill me. Although I was sure they’d take their time finding out my intentions first.

Bloody hell.

A slow torture really was the best I could hope for. The longer I stayed alive, the better chance I’d have of seeing Quanta again.

As unlikely as that was.

Neither of us was going to have a bright future alone.

A change in air pressure announced someone entering the room. Footsteps hit the tile and a stool rolled toward me, wheels loud against the floor.

Doctor Nagi took a seat next to my chair.

“I’m disappointed, Altair.” He coldly assessed me as he stuck a membrane to my strapped-down arm. “You would’ve been a fine successor.”

My muscles corded. He wasn’t wrong. A different path and I might’ve been as cold as he was. But I’d chosen a different way.

“I noted a few abnormalities in your genome.” Nagi pulled a small tablet from his pocket and started flipping through the display. “You don’t seem terribly surprised at that news.”

My nerves rattled, but I forced myself to take a breath. I could show some of my cards—hell, most had already been tipped—but I couldn’t risk revealing all. If the worst happened, and I couldn’t get to Quanta, the things I knew could end the Shadow Ravens.

“I just found out myself.” I leaned back in my chair, relaxing the bite of the bindings. “You can put me under a truth serum if you don’t believe this, but the modifications weren’t consensual.”

“Non-consensual modifications?” Nagi gave the first genuine smile I’d ever seen from him—a slight upturn at the corners of his thin lips. “How the noble Eva has fallen.”

He liked that idea, and diverting his focus from me was likely my best option. “I intend to find out why. And when.”

Doctor Nagi’s smile turned cold. “You think I don’t know your secret?”

My pulse quickened. “Which one?”

“My teams took a thorough look at your history before you were summoned. I can see why Eva would want you.”

I dry swallowed. If he had hard evidence I was a Raven, my act had been useless from the start. “Why would Eva want me?”

“It’s true you don’t fit her typical profile—she favors those who’ve gone through the Trials or lost loved ones to the system.” Doctor Nagi glanced up from his screen. “But with your connections and your disobedient streak… Of course she would’ve recruited you. Perhaps when you took leave from academy? After the incident your family covered up?”

Tendrils of alarm feathered through my chest.

He knew everything.

He always had.

Doctor Nagi smirked, the expression cold and hard. “You’ve played your role rather well, haven’t you Mr. Orpheus?”

My hands involuntarily tugged against the ties. “You knew and you still brought me in.”

“You misunderstand your place, Altair. Your parents may be senators, but a word from me and they’ll commission a new child without complaint.”

The certainty in his words…

Doctor Nagi was right. My parents would go back to the catalog, only this time, they’d choose a son more genetically inclined to the rules. A son who wouldn’t go against them. A son who’d share their desire to scale the social hierarchy.

Maybe he was trying to put me in my place, but I’d known that truth since long ago and it had lost most of its sting. This wasn’t about me at all.

It was about Quanta.

He’d brought me here to test her. To see how we interacted. How my presence might change her reactions.

Even her powers.

“We’ll get to that truth serum,” Doctor Nagi said as he rotated the tablet to face me. “But humor me and explain the difference here.”

He tapped a video into motion. The split screen showed Quanta’s vitals as I passed her the breakfast tray and I gritted my teeth against what was coming next. The playback moved seamlessly, but one moment both of us looked fresh and well-rested and the next I was gripping the table to stand and Quanta looked like she was wearing a mask of her own face. With deep circles, sallow skin, and wildly differing statistics, the change in her couldn’t be missed.

A lead weight settled on my shoulders. I’d done everything Doctor Nagi had hoped.

He didn’t seem to know what the video meant yet, but the differences were glaring enough that he wouldn’t let them go. He’d dig until he had hypotheses and then facts.

And the clones…

What if they had the same power? The visions were bad enough, but if Darren and Doctor Nagi could tap into Quanta’s ability to timewind…

They’d be unstoppable.

“No answer, Altair?” Doctor Nagi tilted his head to the side.

My hands balled into fists. I’d rather be tortured.

He stood and tapped into the wall panel mounted at the door. “Get me a truth serum tailored for Mr. Orpheus. And send Waldman. He’s needed to conduct the interrogation.”

The door closed, leaving me in silence. I pulled at my cords until my wrists went numb, but nothing. I wasn’t getting out of this.

Quanta was going to have to save us this time.

If I survived that long.


Chapter Twenty-Five

QUANTA

“Quanta.” That voice sounded through a tunnel.

Was it Tair? Was he calling to me?

“Quanta.” The voice got pushier and my belly swooped. “I know you’re waking up.”

Not Tair.

Darren.

I squeezed my eyes shut tighter, but I already knew too much. I’d been bound to a lab table and drugs fuzzed my head, making the few timeghosts I could see hazier than usual. I couldn’t even tell which were past or future and as soon as I tried to peek through time, claws scraped my brain.

As I gasped at the flash of pain, my eyes popped open.

“There you are.” Darren hovered over me. The sides of his white coat hung apart and the cloth brushed my arm, enveloping me in his gross body heat and that subtle ammonia scent that made my throat clench. Then I met his gaze and my gut clenched, too. His eyes looked electric green—a sure sign he was pissed and about to do something I’d hate.

A lot.

The drugs made me sluggish, sparing me from seeing the future clearly, but the fuzzy blobs of color told me as much as I wanted to know. I wasn’t getting out of this any time soon.

I bit my cheek to keep from asking about Tair. I couldn’t see him in the future-blobs, but something told me he was still alive, and asking Darren about him was the first way to change that. I’d usually suck up or try to appease him, trying not to set him off, but Darren was already off his rails and nothing I could do was going to bring him back. At least, not anything I’d be able to live with.

“Feeling better?” Darren asked.

Better than what? Somehow I kept the sassy answer off my lips. My best chance was getting him to pity me. If he still could. I faked a whimper. “My head hurts.”

“I wonder why that is?” A lock of hair fell over his brow as he leaned closer, pressing some chilly device into my temple. Hard.

I held my breath to keep from breathing him in, but I already knew I was toast. The smoking, blackened kind.

Darren knew I was hiding something and he might play nice for a while, but pity wasn’t on the table right now. He’d gouge the secrets out of me.

Reaching for the pages only drove a few more nails into my brain. Was it the drugs or the exhaustion or something else? Either way I was trapped here with him. Only the drugs coursing through my system were giving me any kind of calm at this point. Without them, I would’ve flipped already.

I might still flip anyway.

“What’s wrong?” Darren actually sounded like he cared. That was why he’d fooled me once upon a time. I knew so much better now, but my options were either play along and buy some time or cut to the chase and start with some actual cutting.

Between those stellar possibilities, I’d play along. “I don’t know. I just want to rest.”

“You can rest later.” Darren said. “After the show.”

Sickening waves rolled through my body, but I couldn’t not ask. “What show?”

“Wait and see.” Darren gave the most unsettling grin I’d ever seen. I would’ve shrunk away from him, but I couldn’t do that with all the ties holding me flat to the table. The future wouldn’t cooperate and show itself, but I knew I wasn’t going to like Darren’s surprise.

And please don’t let it involve Tair.

“Bring her along,” Darren said. I twisted my head, only then realizing that there were other people in the room. Maybe I was more out of it than I thought? Or I just couldn’t turn my head that far.

A couple of white-coated attendants started pushing my table and the worst thing I could do to them was look up their noses as they wheeled me wherever Darren wanted. The clinical, white lights overhead made it hard not to shudder. Maybe it was because I couldn’t see what was coming, but the parts of my past I tried so hard to ignore were clamoring at the edge of my awareness

Cold lights and cold metal tools against my skin; tests and more tests; the scientists’ cold eyes pressing down—

And the pain.

I scrunched my eyes closed. I’d survived it once. I could survive it again…

No. I couldn’t even tell that lie in my head.

There was no way I could survive it again. The cracks that ran through me wouldn’t hold forever. I’d shatter for real this time.

My heart sank as we rolled through the halls.

Eventually, Darren opened a door and the attendants parked me in front of a wall of frosted glass. Darren pressed a button and the table hummed, lifting me to sit.

Being upright made my head spin even worse. How could I page through time when just peeking ahead made my brain feel like a grape under a giant’s heel?

“You’ll want a good view for this,” Darren said.

I really doubted that. Really, really, really doubted that.

Darren pulled a clear screen from the ceiling and tilted it so I couldn’t see what he was tapping in. “How long since the serum was administered?”

“Twenty minutes,” one of the attendants answered.

“Perfect.” Darren’s grin made my insides all wobbly in the worst way. “Let’s begin.” He tapped his screen and the surface in front of me flashed, suddenly clear as glass.

Tair sat on the other side of the wall.

His eyes widened when he saw me. Mine probably widened too.

He sat strapped to a chair and hooked up to tubes. His brown eyes were glassy with whatever they were pumping into him. I wiggled against my bindings. The table jangled, but that was all I could do. “He doesn’t deserve this.”

Darren pressed another patch to my neck, but this time, he didn’t pull back. Instead, he leaned in, curling his fingers around my throat. I pressed my back into the table, but there was nowhere to go.

No way to block him out. No way to block any of it.

“He deserves whatever I choose to give him.” Darren’s fingers clasped harder and he came even closer to my face with his eyes wild and his breath hot. “The only thing he doesn’t deserve is you.”

I bit my cheek to keep my mouth shut, but I couldn’t imagine any darker path than the one we were hurtling down, so why bother anymore? What did I get by keeping quiet? Nothing.

Glaring, I finally said exactly what I wanted to say to him. “That’s not your decision.”

“You don’t think so?” His crazed green eyes made me want to flinch and I did a little, but it didn’t make him go away. “I’ll have to show you otherwise.”

He’d blown so far past unhinged. He was going to torture Tair and make me watch. Or was he going to torture me and make Tair watch?

Or both?

I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t swallow. “Don’t hurt him. I’ll tell you anything. Just don’t do this.”

“You’ll tell me everything.” Darren ran a finger down my cheek, pressing so hard my jaw cracked. “You’ll both tell me everything.”

My skin started to prickle underneath the drug patch and my muscles relaxed bit by bit, going lethargic. It’d been a couple years but I hadn’t forgotten the feel of this chemical cocktail: truth serum with a kick of paralysis to make me all loose and talkative.

And Tair was getting the same.

It didn’t matter. I could reverse this. Make it so it never happened…

But not if I couldn’t get to Tair. The glass wall between us may as well have been steel. Both of us were tied down. If we got loose, there were locked doors to get through and guards in the halls.

Hopeless.

Even if I got to him, we could only wind time back to Darren’s lab with all those twisted things that were me but not me. Then we’d relive the same awful seconds until we got torn apart and interrogated again. And again.

And again.

“Don’t do this.” I hated myself for begging, but I’d beg and beg and beg if it would help us get out of this. “Please, Darren.”

“If you wanted to please me, you shouldn’t have kissed him.” Darren pinched my chin, drawing my face up and scanning my features from centimeters away.

“I’ll never do it again. I’ll tell you where to find Eva and the Ravens and the Reds and whoever you want. Just don’t hurt him.” The truth serum hadn’t settled in yet, so I could still lie, but I wondered if I was really telling the truth. This time, I might actually sell them out.

Muddled futures I couldn’t make out blobbed around Darren’s shoulders. I still couldn’t see what was coming, but I knew I’d said the wrong thing.

All these years, and I’d never offered half as much to save myself. That wasn’t lost on Darren.

“Where did this sudden devotion come from?” He pressed my head back until my skull throbbed. “You’ve never cared about your pawns before.”

“He’s not a pawn.” The words came out hot and fierce before I could help them.

Wrong thing. I’d said the wrong thing again.

My skin crawled under Darren’s disapproval. I was going to pay for it.

We were both going to pay for it.

“Like I said. I’ll show you otherwise.” Darren voice was deadly even. He twisted my face to the side, and for a split-second, I could see Tair again. He thrashed against his chair, yelling something so hard his throat corded, but his voice was soundless through the glass.

I couldn’t get to him and he couldn’t get to me.

Both of us were screwed. I gave one last mental swipe at the pages of time, but their edges danced away. I couldn’t peek. Couldn’t reset without Tair.

I had nothing.

All I could do was watch this timeline barrel to its heart-shattering conclusion.

Just to drive that home, Darren crushed his lips to mine.


Chapter Twenty-Six

ALTAIR

Murder.

The drugs and the binds tying me to the chair meant nothing. I was going to kill Darren.

I’d choke his life away until the light left those poisonous green eyes.

As he forced himself on Quanta, his gaze flicked to mine, hammering in his twisted message. He was in control and he could do anything he wanted. I had no power.

The pain of it cut through the drugs.

Quanta.

Nothing I had—nothing I could do—could spare her.

It ached in my chest. The chair rocked as I tried to tear free.

When Darren pulled back, hatred and revulsion twisted Quanta’s features, and another hard truth—one I’d suspected but hadn’t dared to dwell on—hit home.

It wasn’t the first time.

Darren had done the same before.

More than once.

Maybe often.

The thought of what she’d endured at his hands made it feel like he’d ripped out my nervous system. I wished I could erase it. I wished I could turn back time for her, and make it so none of this had happened, but that wasn’t in my power either.

Quanta finally gazed at me, an apology filling her eyes.

As if this were her fault.

I shook my head, willing my thoughts to cross the distance between us. It’s not your fault. None of this is your fault.

Darren patted her head and whispered something that earned him another look of hatred. Then he strode for the door, and I could take an educated guess where he was headed. Anger and despair had given my thoughts back their edge, but my vision blurred and I couldn’t fight the serum’s pull from dragging me down.

I had no power.

Quanta met my gaze, and I stared back, helpless.

I could read enough of her expression to know that she felt the same. Her eyes slipped out of focus and then she winced. She let out breath, shook herself, and then repeated the same sequence, never breaking my gaze for long.

She was trying to reverse us. To start the timewind without me.

I doubted she could. Maybe someday, but not today. Not under these conditions.

But Quanta was trying.

She hadn’t given up. I shouldn’t either.

Not until the end.

I steeled myself against what was to come and tried to send my thoughts to her. If there was a window—any chance at all that we could survive—I believed she’d find it.

All I could do now was put my trust in her.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

QUANTA

I’d been truth-serumed more times than I could remember and I’d never slipped a word I didn’t want to say.

Until today.

Now secrets flowed from my lips as Darren worked Tair over, shooting him up with who knew what chemicals that made him scream, and slicing him until blood ran everywhere, and—

Tears blurred my vision.

I told Darren where to find Eva and spilled the names of every single Red I knew. I would’ve written down their coordinates if it made Darren stop.

It wouldn’t.

It didn’t.

And I all I could do was watch.

I wanted to look away, but I owed it to Tair to remember every second. Sometimes dry-heaving and other times thrashing against my ties, I engraved his pain into my soul.

Desperate, I scrabbled for the pages of time, but I couldn’t find the book, let alone my place in it.

Despair wracked my chest. My eyes stung and every breath ached in my lungs. It wasn’t fair. I’d never given a shit about fair or right or anything before because I knew better than anyone that the world didn’t work like that, but this…

This wasn’t fair.

Darren finally wiped his hands and moved to the door, leaving Tair alone and probably making his way toward me. Tair’s gaze still held mine. His eyes cleared the littlest bit now that it was over; distress made their color dark brown, but I could tell he was looking at me with some kind of hope. Like I could do something to stop him from being all bloodstained and suffering and out of it.

My heart tore for his pain and this terrible path. Most of all for my own freaking stupidity. I’d brought us here and I couldn’t do a thing.

I reached for him with just my fingertips. His eyelids fluttered back at me.

It was the best we could do. I didn’t know what I’d say if I could speak to him, but I wanted to say something while I smoothed back his rumpled hair and put those stupid glasses back on his nose. I wanted to say I could make it better.

Darren’s footsteps echoed on the tile. “Did you learn anything from that?”

“That you’re a bastard?” Not that it was new information, but the truth serum made me honest. For once I wanted him to kiss me. I’d bite off any part he put close enough.

Darren tsked. “I learned a few things myself.”

He must’ve, because he didn’t come near my teeth.

“You projected what you saw to Orpheus.”

“So?” Of all the things Darren could care about, that had to be the least important.

“I want you to show me.” Darren leaned over me, bringing his face close again. A drop of blood smudged his cheek.

Tair’s blood. I pulled against my bonds.

I’d kill him. Then I’d reverse time and kill him again.

“Why him?” Darren eyed my hopeless struggle with cold curiosity.

As if I’d tell. Darren would never understand. He’d need a conscience or empathy or a soul first, and he was zero for three. Either way, I wasn’t going to try to explain to a piece of work like him.

“Why?” He gripped my shoulder hard, digging his thumb into the joint above my collarbone. “After all the work I put in to you?”

I bit down. No way. The drugs made me want to answer, but I wouldn’t.

Not ever.

“All these years, and we’re still figuring out how complicated your powers are.” Darren’s eyes glowed with greed and glory and a million other hateful things. “Imagine when my clones can do the same. The Doc’s already planning my elevation to Seligo.” He shifted his hand to rub his thumb along my jugular. “Always knew you were my ticket to the big leagues.”

His ticket.

Ticket.

Was that what I was? A useless scrap to be torn up and tossed out when he was done with me?

No. Screw that. “You—”

Frantic beeping cut me off. Tair’s med data bloomed on the glass and I wasn’t sure what all the numbers were, but that flashing red stuff meant bad things.

Very bad.

My door slid open, but I couldn’t see the face that went with the frantic voice. “The prisoner—”

“I know,” Darren snapped. “Leave him.”

“But Sen—”

“Leave him.” Darren bit off the words and sickening sureness wrenched my lungs. He was going to let Tair die.

Tair would be gone. I’d be stuck on this path.

Alone.

I couldn’t let that happen. I wanted to live.

And I’d named names—something I’d promised myself I’d never do. Darren had gleefully sent them to the Seligo investigation teams. Now they knew where Eva was hiding, and if I couldn’t get to Tair and wind us back, then everything was already lost.

I swallowed down my dread. I had to fix this.

Somehow. Anyhow.

“Your telepathic scores are up overnight.” Darren started tapping into a data panel somewhere behind my head. “You want to expl—”

The door opened again. “Darren, I—”

That voice. Familiar. Who…? I craned my neck but it was out of sight.

“Vidal!” Darren stood, face reddening. “Get your useless ass out of my lab.”

“I—I—” Marco stuttered.

“Out!” Darren roared.

The door whooshed closed.

“Christ.” Darren sat down hard, rubbing his scalp and muttering. “Nepotism everywhere you turn around here.”

Marco. I’d kind of forgotten about him, but I was starting to think… Maybe… “What about my telepathy?”

“Stronger,” Darren said. “Which brings me back to my point. You’re going to project your visions to me from now on. No holos, and no keeping shit secret anymore.”

I glanced at Tair. His face was slowly relaxing. He sat slumped.

Fading.

“I’ll show you.” The words came out breathy as I tore my gaze from Tair. I was running out of time. “Whatever you want. Just save him.”

Darren eyed me, gaze calculating. “Show me and then I’ll call the med team.”

“He’s already dying.” I tugged against the bonds so hard the table squealed.

“Then hurry.”

My fingers and toes bunched in frustration. Like it was that easy? I could barely see anything right now and Darren wouldn’t save Tair if all I could give him were blobby, vague timeghosts of nothing.

I let my eyes slip out of focus, hoping it would help me grasp at a page, but the seconds kept ticking and I couldn’t ignore Tair’s failing readings.

“I’m not impressed yet,” Darren said.

If he untied me, I’d impress him with my fist in his face.

No.

Getting mad wasn’t helping. Getting frustrated wouldn’t make it better. “You have to take me off the drugs. Or give me a hit of adrenaline or something. I can’t focus.”

He ripped a patch off my neck. I flinched at the sting, but he rummaged in a drawer behind me and slapped a fresh patch on the same spot. “Give me your best shot.”

Blood rushed to my head. The blurs got sharper and sharper. More and more timeghosts popped up now that my brain was chugging back to normal speeds, but the ghosts wouldn’t stop flowing in. More and more and more of them.

I couldn’t shake my head to clear them this time.

Tair screaming and running and dying; I struggle against ties and machines and scientists, then I’m running and crying and struggling against different ties and machines and hands and faces; Darren grinning with glee and then wincing and gripping his temples; Doctor Nagi pushing back his chair, his eyes going wide; storms and fires raging and howling and ringing in my ears; Marco crawling along a white corridor: “I don’t want to see it. Make it stop. Make her stop.”

Gasping in the present, I tried to take a deep breath.

Make it stop? I wished I could.

“Your waves are shifting,” Darren said, like this was just a normal day at the lab. “You ready to show me something?”

I couldn’t pick out just image. Not even one page of time. There were too many, clamoring, and their edges weren’t so much fluttering as jabbing me in the temples.

What could I show him that he’d understand? He had no idea what he was asking. All the dizzy bending and roaring and so many mismatched sounds and smells clamoring in all at once.

I’d broken Marco just showing him—

I jerked, the ties holding me back.

My telepathy was stronger now. I’d been practicing with Tair. And this whole time travel thing had to be a good workout for my mental muscles. If I could break Marco, then why not try the same with Darren?

Will it work? No matter how hard I asked, the timeghosts were layered too thick. I couldn’t see if this was the right path, but it was a path, and I’d rather try anything than keep sitting here useless.

Tair sat pale and sagging and only the straps kept him in his chair.

Covered in red blood.

“Give me your hand,” I said.

Darren hesitated, reaching, then pausing, fingers halfway to me. “What are you plotting now?”

“I’m trying to kill you with thoughts.” If only. The best I’d get was half that. Maybe a quarter.

But that could be enough to change everything.

“Right.” Darren snorted, dismissing it just like I’d known he would. “Hope you can show me something better than that.”

“I’ll show you everything.”

Darren’s cold fingertips touched the back of my palm. A smile pulled the corners of my lips and I wondered what he saw in my eyes that made him flinch like that, but he was too late. He was already touching me and I’d been telling the truth.

I was going to show him everything. Literally.

Opening my brain wide, I focused my thoughts on Darren. I gave a mental push, and—

Bingo.

The pages of time flickered in front of me. I drew them in, soaking up everything I could. Every voice. Every figure. Every image.

Darren was about to have a front row seat to the universe. I gave a mental push, forcing it all into his head instead of mine.

The past. The future. Countless paths and whole alternative worlds condensed in one barrage of howling, shivering, shrieking, stinking, jasmine-scented, aching, searing, writhing everything.

Just another day in the life for me.

Not for Darren.

A drop of blood rolled from his nose. He’d frozen where he stood, still touching my hand.

More.

I had to give him more.

I opened myself wider, pushing my limits, looking farther back and farther ahead and deeper than ever. More futures. More history. More people and places and things.

Time roared in my head, stinging and flaying the same as it did on a timewind, but I held on. Just a little more. A little more—

Darren screamed.

Then the sound choked off. His retinas burst.

Finally, his muscles gave out and he fell to the floor like a puppet cut from his strings. I couldn’t see him in the present while he writhed on the floor, but I knew he wasn’t getting up.

Time kept whirling through my head, kicking up dust and aching. I bit down, twisting up my face as I tried to rein it in. Stop. Shh. It’s over now.

Slowly, slowly, the roaring quieted. The flaying eased off and most of the timeghosts burst and faded like little bubbles, but my head still pounded and the room kept spinning.

Seconds ticked. I poked at the future, still aching, and for the life of me, I couldn’t see what was coming next. All I could see was Tair in the next room, and he was almost gone.

I threw myself against my ties. “Someone get in here!”

They heard me. I knew they did.

The door whooshed. Not Nagi. Not Nagi. Please don’t be Nagi.

Akua stepped into view. She couldn’t help glancing at Darren, but she firmed her shoulders as she faced me. “What have you done?”

“I gave him what he wanted.” He’d just asked for something stupid.

“Is he…?”

“He’ll live.” Probably. Although I’d definitely broken him and I didn’t care. “Untie me. I won’t hurt you or anyone else. I just want to be with Tair at the—” My voice cracked. I couldn’t say it out loud.

At the end.

Akua’s breaths echoed like hammer strikes in the silent room.

Tair’s vitals weren’t beeping anymore. Darren lay still.

“Please, Akua.” I held my breath, waiting out her decision. “Please. Just let me go to him. I can’t escape. I can’t do anything. Just once. You’re not this heartless.”

She fiddled with her sleeves as her thoughts twisted behind her eyes. The future she wanted as a Seligo, all safe in a glass tower, battled against the morals of her childhood. That brilliant little girl who’d fought to get through the Trials and win a better life would’ve hated what Akua had become, and the present Akua knew it.

But what would she do about it? I waited in milliseconds that felt like millennia.

Then Akua stepped to the side of my table. “I never wanted to be part of something like this.”

“I know.” I knew better than anyone. “You don’t have to be.”

“He’ll take this out on me.” Akua’s long fingers trembled, but she started pushing buttons as she walked around the table. The plastic cords retracted.

“Maybe he won’t get that chance.” If Tair was still alive, we could…

My heart pounded so hard I couldn’t breathe.

He had to be.

Akua freed the last binding at my ankle and then stepped back, gripping her arms to her body. I wobbled as I swung my legs over the edge of the table. No time to worry about being woozy or throbby or any of it. Not when Tair…

“Thank you.” I spared a last glance at Akua.

She shook her head. “I’m doing this. That’s where I draw the line.”

Still, I’d remember that she’d helped.

I hopped down, staggered, and then tore toward the room next door, stopping just a breath to drive my heel into Darren’s nose. He didn’t stir, but the crunch was as satisfying as ever.

When I barreled out, almost tipping over, the med team bastards jumped aside, all shocked and horrified I’d gotten free. “Open the door.”

A few edged away. I must look crazy.

I felt crazy. “Open it or I’m giving you what I gave Darren.” I smacked the wall to make my point.

“Just do it,” someone whispered. “The guards are coming anyway.”

Some hand made its way to the security panel and I didn’t care if they summoned all the guards in the building or Nagi or horned demons. The door opened.

I dashed inside.

Tair leaned limp against his chair.

This close, I could smell the blood. Angry, metallic blood.

I stumbled to him, a lump rising in my throat.

Dead.

I could see it before I got there. His chest motionless. Eyes made of cold glass.

My knees gave out in front of the chair. Not fair.

Not fair not fair not fair.

I slumped. My forehead hit the icy floor tiles.

Too late.

And this timeline…

All the Shadow Ravens. Eva.

Gods.

What had I done?

I pushed to my knees, trying to do… Something?

My thoughts weren’t working right. All I could see was Tair. Motionless.

His glasses sat on the tray of Darren’s bloodied tools. Instead of putting them back where they belonged, I slipped them on.

The frames hung loose on my face. A little smudged.

And glass.

Just clear glass. No tech.

I started to laugh, but the impulse died halfway up my throat. He didn’t need them anymore, did he?

At that thought, a page of time flipped front and center in my mind. I tried to push it away, but the moment in time wouldn’t be ignored.

Fine. I don’t care anymore.

The page layered over the present and I realized I’d seen part of this before. The first time we met. I just hadn’t seen the whole story.

Tair stands in front of a mousy girl in glasses, both of them in sparring gear and holding hook-tipped swords—him confidently, her shaking. He casts a disdainful look at some instructor past the scope of the vision. “She’s not ready for this.”

“She’ll learn to be,” the voice answers.

A muscle twitches in Tair’s jaw, but he squares to face her.

“I won’t give up.” The girl lifts her weapon, shaking. “I can’t wash out. Not now.”

A tone sounds. The sparring match begins. Tair counters her wild swings easily, not breaking a sweat, and so obviously trying to keep her out of danger, but her movements are jerky and awkward. She shrieks as she falls back.

“Fight or you’re out, Allison!” The instructor calls.

Panic flashes across her face at the thought of failure. She’ll be cast out. Probably killed.

My heart tightened with what I knew was coming. That fear was her mistake.

She makes another crazy lunge and her toe sticks in the gap between two mats. She stumbles.

Tair’s swords are already swinging.

The sharpened point that should’ve been a harmless miss slices the girls’ throat.

The rest of the past filled my head. Tair cradling her, calling for help. The crushing guilt afterward. He’d wanted to be punished, but his parents had swept it under the rug. That was when he’d changed from cocky boy to brooding adult. He wanted to make up for the life he’d taken and that was what he’d been doing.

Trying to make things right.

And he could’ve, if not for me. If he would’ve worked for Nagi like he planned—without me to distract him—Tair could’ve done amazing things. He’d actually help the Red Helix girls instead of setting them back like I was doing.

A bitter, probably crazed laugh slipped out of me. Setting them back?

Darren had used me to make more of them. Red Helix mini-Quantas, born just to suffer.

Now Tair was dead and I couldn’t blame anyone but myself.

And I didn’t know what to do about it.

A piece of his hair stuck to his forehead. I reached to brush it back. At least I could do that much.

Tair’s skin felt cool against my fingertips, but touching him still quieted the chaos in my head. I could focus. Be in the present…

But wait.

Should that be possible?

My heart exploded back to life. Fingers shaking, I twisted the closest medical monitor to face me.

He had no pulse. No breath.

Dead for sure.

But brain cells didn’t die right away. They still had activity.

Not life, exactly, but close enough.

Please be enough.

The image of Darren’s lab flew to the front of my mind. Tair and I were drawn in dark, crisp lines and I could see every bit of it like I was still there, from the gaping researchers to the gut-twisting things floating in the tanks beyond us.

Hope burned inside me.

It wasn’t too late.

I pressed the pages of time together, getting ready to jump, but pain stabbed and my vision spun. Breaking Darren’s mind had taken it out of me. I doubted I could do anything more than wind us back, but as long as Tair was alive, there was hope.

It was worth the risk.

Bracing with everything I had, I pulled us back toward the bookmark in time.

Time stilled. And reversed.

I could’ve cried. I would’ve if not for time whipping me in every direction.

We moved backward, backward, and backward some more. Life returned to Tair’s eyes.

And Darren’s too, but I’d take the trade-off.

I was tied down and rolled back, then unconscious, and all the while, time whipped into me like little whirlwinds of razor blades. I bit down and rode it out. Even if my head split like a watermelon wrapped in rubber bands, I’d never let go.

I only had one chance to make this right.

When I jarred back to viewing room, I stood in Tair’s arms, but neither of us could stand this time. Our knees gave, but I was still with him. For half a breath, I leaned into him, squeezing so tight I felt his heart beating.

Alive.

“Quanta…?” Confusion muddled his voice.

Maybe he didn’t remember. For his sake, I hoped he didn’t. He’d been pretty dead. And tortured before that.

I gripped him, trying to suck out every bit of focus his presence could give me. We were alive, but we were still stuck. There had to a path that got one of us out of this nightmare room.

Just a window. One little ray of hope was all I needed.

The guards burst in, tearing us apart; we type frantically, trying to do something with the computers, but the Helixes are already pounding at the doors; Tair forces one of the researchers to mess with the system, but the guards still come; guards; more and more guards.

Pushing out, I tried to reach more pages. It burned, but if my head imploded, so be it.

I had to see.

Darren pounds the door, belligerent; the researchers gape, but one stealthily types a hurried message through his com; Tair pulls me into his arms “This isn’t your fault.”; Tair reaches as he’s snatched away from me; Darren tightens a strap across my ankle; Tair, in sweats and T-shirt, glares murder at Darren. “And if I do remember anything?”

There.

Casual Tair in a T-shirt. He was home. In his own apartment.

And he seemed to have lost his memory.

Suddenly I knew what I had to do.

I gripped Tair tight, one last time. You have to tell Eva about the clones.

I will. But we—

No. I shook his shoulders. I gave the names out once. I won’t do that again. Better that he got out and spread the word. I’d stay and take the fate I was always going to have, except this time he didn’t have to go down with me. You won’t remember right away, but I know you’ll do the right thing when you do. Be a good scientist. Make a difference. The words couldn’t stick in my throat, but they were still hard to finish. And don’t throw away your life coming back here.

Quanta— He started, but whatever else he said got lost as a blade of nauseating, cold sweat pain slashed through my head.

I was running out of time in more ways than one.

It had to be now.

But I didn’t want to say goodbye. I wanted the happy futures to be real.

I guessed as long as I didn’t forget, they could still be real in a way. Not as good, but still.

There was no other choice. If I tried to hold on to him now, I’d break everything.

Instead, I did exactly what I’d done to Darren, pushing the timeghosts into him in a tidal wave of history and potential. Tair staggered back and I shoved him onto the ground as a last show for the cameras, pretending to snap and go for his throat.

I could already see future Tair at the edge of my vision, waking up safe in his bed with no memories of me to get him in trouble. Eva had set him to my frequency. I could overload him, but he wouldn’t burn out.

He’d recover where Darren couldn’t.

The researchers finally busted into motion. Two grabbed me away from Tair while another one unlatched the door.

My work was done.

And good thing, because vertigo had me spinning like I stood at the top of the senate spire.

I clapped my hands over my ears. Pain jackhammered in my head. Timeghosts whirled, all relentless-like.

I couldn’t see Tair or anyone else as the chaos faded to black nothingness.

Whatever came next…

I’d made my choice. Now Tair had to make his.

As my sight faded to a pinprick, I was pretty sure my heart cracked.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

ALTAIR

A rustling noise sounded close to my ear.

Sheets. High thread count. I lay in bed, in my apartment by the subtle smell of orange cleaning product. The mattress shifted and I reached out for—

For someone important.

Why did I think that? My fingers bunched in the cloth and came up empty.

Then I heard a disturbing crunching noise. Groggy, I opened my eyes and the last of whatever I’d been dreaming slipped away.

Cassie sat on the other side of my bed, munching snacks in panda-patterned pajamas. She shoveled a handful of popcorn into her mouth as she noted I was awake. “Mrn-ing, snshne.”

“Stop eating on my bed.” I rubbed my forehead against the deep ache settling in. I remembered heading off to the senatorial ball and then… Something unexpected, but a chasm yawned in my thoughts. I’d either downed one too many cocktails—maybe twenty too many—or my pod had gone off the tracks on the way there. “What happened last night?”

“Try last week.” Cass brushed the crumbs from her shirt onto my bedspread. I opened my mouth to scold when my vision finally came into focus. She’d lost another two kilos and red rimmed her violet eyes. “There was a lab accident.”

“How?” A week? I didn’t want to believe, but the changes in her face spoke for themselves. She couldn’t have lost that much weight overnight, even on the programming binge of her life.

I wore a T-shirt and loose pants under the sheets, but my arms—

Frigid dread shot through my system. I was down to two tattoos. My Green Helix and the shimmering, invisible Raven. The Nordic ropes and braids I’d been bracing to be chastised for at the ball were long gone, with no residual redness to say the ink nanobeads had been recently dissolved.

That process took time. Time I’d missed.

“I don’t know.” Cass pressed her cold fingers to my forehead, and a hint of fear still lurked in her eyes. “You got posted to some secret mad science lab and it’s all classified and mega suspicious. The med guy said you’d have some memory loss but you’d be fine otherwise.”

“And I’m not in a facility because…?” Memory loss wasn’t a game. Neither were lab accidents at facilities I couldn’t remember.

“What? I’m not a good enough nurse for you?” Cass poked my forehead and then passed my glasses from the nightstand.

“You? When was the last time you ate a vegetable?” But I smiled as I slipped on my frames. I’d much rather wake up to Cass and her crumbs than to our parents or some evasive med team.

“Corn is a vegetable.” She shrugged and lifted another handful of the stuff to her mouth. It had exponentially more caramel and puffed starches than corn.

“If you say so.” I did a mental inventory for injuries while Cass defended the nutritional value of her snacks, obviously venting her stress. I hardly blamed her. She’d been alone. I was her only real ally, and when it came down to it, the reverse was true as well.

Pain crept through my head.

My muscles ached slow and low as if I’d spent the night running a marathon. The headache tightening from behind my eyes to the base of my skull was cause for concern, but if aches were all I had, I must’ve gotten off rather easily. An undercurrent of unease ran through me as I shifted onto my elbows. “What about—”

“So caramel corn is healthy,” Cass cut me off. “And your lazy butt left me to fend for myself, so you can’t complain how I’ve been getting by.” She flicked her gaze pointedly to the door, which hung open.

Guests?

That was to be expected if I’d truly stepped in something classified. At least I could bank that I hadn’t been outed as a Raven. If that had happened, I’d be in an interrogation suite instead of my bedroom.

“He’s awake?” A voice called from the living room and the tone instantly lifted the hairs on my arms.

Cass tensed beside me as he strode in, the flaps of his white lab coat fanning out behind him. A Green Helix was embroidered on the pocket. He looked muscular under the coat with blond-brown locks furrowed back by his fingers. Late twenties. Not Seligo, but his eyes—

That chemical green shade twisted something inside me.

I hated this man.

A slight crinkling at the corners of his eyes hinted that the feeling might be mutual. He extended a hand. “I’m Darren Waldman.”

I shifted on tender muscles to return his grip. “I take it we met this past week?”

“You were brought in to consult on my team,” Darren said, folding his arms. I couldn’t miss the tension ratcheting through his muscles. “The senators demanded your return when word of the accident slipped out, but there’s doubt whether you retained your memory of our classified data.”

Slipped out? So I was supposed to be in custody.

“I remember leaving for the senate.” If I did remember something more, better to slit my own throat than to tell it to Darren Waldman. I’d probably be in refrigerated locker somewhere if not for parental interference. “I’ve no idea if I arrived at the ball and no memory of anything afterward.”

Seconds drew out as Darren studied me. Only Cass’s munching and fidgeting broke the silence, but I refused to look away. If he thought I was lying…

I had the dread feeling I might end up in a freezer after all.

Finally, Darren nodded, but the gesture was grudging rather than satisfied. “There are guards outside and my people will be checking in with you regularly until I’m positive you’re clean.”

“And if I do remember anything?”

“I’ll be looking forward to that.” Darren’s smirk chilled me to my sinews.

Cass gripped my arm and only relaxed when the sound of the exterior door echoed. She let out a breath. “That dude is wicked creepy.”

“I’d say so.” Now I needed to figure out how I’d gotten involved with him.

“You up to a shower?” Cass asked. “Because you kind of stink and I’m so not sponge-bathing you.”

“I don’t need that mental image in my weakened state.”

She helped me push back the blankets and swing my legs over the edge of the mattress. My head spun a little and I was pondering the odds I’d be able to find my balance when the door opened again.

“Guards belong outside,” Cassie said. “I told you, this isn’t a—” The complaint died on her lips.

Mother passed through the doorway, visibly seething and Father followed close at her heels. Cass shrank beside me and I gripped her shoulder. She had no need to be anxious. They were obviously out for my blood this time.

“Coming to check on my health?” I asked, keeping my voice light.

“What were you thinking?” Mother waved her hands wildly, making the silk ruffles at the cuffs of her blouse flutter in agitation. Her hair was tied back particularly ruthlessly today, and the hairpin twisted in so tight it pulled her already smooth skin taut. Going by her body language, I’d done something particularly unforgivable.

“I have no idea what I was thinking. Weren’t you told? I have memory loss.”

“Don’t be flippant, Altair.” Tension bunched Father’s shoulders. “You can’t imagine the favors we called in to get you out of your latest mess.”

“Latest?” Anger made me sit up straighter, and Cass pulled at my sleeve, but it wasn’t in me to back down this time. “You mean the second? You certainly took care of it the first time.”

“And you never thanked us for that,” Mother said.

“Thanked you?” My voice trembled. Thank them? For covering up a death I should’ve been punished for? For heaping me with guilt I’d never be free of? The only thing I’d ever thank them for was spurring me to escape the path they’d planned for my life. They didn’t want my thanks. They wanted my obedience. “What do you want from me now?”

“You may have misstepped,” Mother said, talking fast, “but the fact remains that you were taken into Doctor Nagi’s innermost circle.”

Father nodded. “You’ll come to us as soon as your memory returns. If we show a united front, we can win the Doctor’s trust and get you reposted to your position.”

When my memory returns? That was wishful thinking. Even if they could talk their way into getting me reinstated, I wouldn’t touch whatever position I’d held. The fall-out was too suspicious. I just couldn’t bring myself to argue when my head ached and my insides felt so hollow. “Of course I’ll come to you. But for now, I’d like to rest.” They didn’t catch the flatness in my tone.

“Do take care of yourself,” Mother said, already heading toward the door. “We’ll need you in full form.”

“As soon as you remember,” Father reiterated. “Come to my office and we’ll strategize.”

The door shut behind him.

“So nice to see you guys.” Cass squeezed the bag in her hands, crinkling the material.

“Should we trade?” I eased the bag away from her tight fingers and set it on the bedspread. “I’ll get ignored and you can get manipulated?”

“If we’re trading, let’s trade for new parents.” She stood and offered me a hand. “Come on. I’ll make sure you get to the bathroom without eating the tile.”

“I can walk.” Still, I took her hand. The one person in my life with no ulterior motives. “Thanks, Cass.”

She patted my shoulder as we headed across the room. “Get yourself cleaned up and then I’m collecting my debt.”

I smiled. “What do you want?”

“Need you to QA a game for me.” She stopped me at the bathroom doorway and pinched my arm hard. “You popped home to look at it after you started the new job, but I think you missed some bugs in the gameplay.”

Some bugs in the gameplay…?

I didn’t need my memories to appreciate the subtext. If I’d been drafted into a classified program, I would’ve needed a pressing reason to come home and risk tangling Cass in my exploits.

A very pressing reason.

I could only think of one: a secure line to Eva.

I hadn’t talked to her in ages—at least that I remembered—but I needed to phone in now. Her network might’ve picked up chatter on this supposed accident and I needed any insight I could get.

Flying blind wasn’t acceptable.

“As soon as this headache is gone,” I said, trying not to appear too eager to Darren Waldman and whoever else was listening.

“Get some drugs in you.” Cass left me at the doorframe and headed toward her workroom. “I’ll be in my cave.”

I took her advice and grabbed a pain patch from the cabinet. It might fix the headache, but it wouldn’t touch the deep sense of unease that I couldn’t explain. Something more was happening here.

Something bigger than I could fathom with so little intel.

I had to find out what I was missing as soon as possible.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

QUANTA

I couldn’t wake up from the nightmare.

Between all the timewinding and my crazy direct-to-brain timeghost projections, my own mind needed a vacation. I stayed lucid just long enough to remember sending Tair away. By the time I started regretting it, the drugs knocked me back to black.

Now that I was dangerous, my cozy little prison apartment was a dream of the past. That was what happened when Red Helix girls went and weaponized their powers.

I’d been hauled to some part of Darren’s lab and he was keeping me sedated between testing sessions. All the lab goons wore composite body armor so there’d be no accidental contact. Plus some device clamped the base of my skull, shooting me with little wavelets that kept me from focusing too much and brain-frying anyone.

It blocked the timeghosts, too, which was probably good, because my head pounded like the rubber bands had finally popped it open and even if I could peek in the future, I doubted I’d see anything worth celebrating.

All that was left of Quanta was a trembling pile of melon goo.

But Tair was okay.

I’d seen that before and I knew it was true now, even if I couldn’t see it for sure. He’s going to get word to Eva.

That was all that mattered.

Except I kept remembering those kisses. All the ones that had never happened, plus the one that had.

I really wanted him to come back for me. I really wanted to not die here.

But I also wanted him to live, so he needed to stay away.

Darren had found the perfect motto for me. No one gets everything they want.

Not knowing what was coming was the worst.

No.

The tubes were the worst. They only hurt when the drugs started to wear off, though.

Someone in a white coat injected something into one of my plastic lifelines and what little clarity I still had started to sizzle.

I hoped Tair got to have the happiness I wasn’t going to get. He could live a long life helping the Ravens and he’d be better off without me.

At this point, I’d be better off without me. Darren and Nagi already had the keys to my visions. I couldn’t see what was coming anymore, but I knew what I’d decide when I had to make the next big choice.

Being used wasn’t an option. Letting Nagi know what I knew wasn’t an option. The longer I lived, the longer they could use me to make more and more and more ghastly copies.

When I had the chance, I’d have to end it myself.

I laughed, and the closest guy in the body armor looked at me like I was crazy.

Well, I probably was now. Right?

Messing with time. Blasting brains all willy-nilly. That was crazy if anything was.

And as much as it hurt to admit, getting free on my own wasn’t an option either.

Nope. I was pretty stuck.

Pretttttttyyyyy stuck.

At least I’d gotten one real kiss out of this crazy ride. A taste of what Tair and I might’ve had. It sucked we’d never see what else could’ve been, but it was already so much more than I’d ever believed I’d get. Someone who understood me. Competed with me. Helped me see a different world.

A taste was better than nothing. It wasn’t enough, but I’d take it.

Now I had to trot to the end of the path I’d chosen.

Even if it meant the end for me, too.


Chapter Thirty

ALTAIR

After my shower, I toweled the last of the water out of my hair, pushed my glasses into place, and headed to Cassie’s workroom. I needed to speak with Eva. Now.

Cass sat in the dark, squinting at lines of code.

“You’re going to be blind by thirty,” I said as I flicked on the light.

She hissed like a vampire in an old movie and lifted her hand to block the overheads. “Hello? Eye mods? I can look at all screens all day.”

“That doesn’t mean you should.” I fell into one of the gaming chairs, eager to dive in and figure out the source of my unease. “Is this game ready for me?”

“Been waiting.” She tossed me my helmet and picked hers from the nearest shelf.

I let out a breath as I slipped it on. My pulse moved. I would get answers from Eva.

I had to.

“In three… Two… One…” Cass activated the software.

My vision bled to white as her program took over my thoughts. As expected, pain bit down at the assault to my senses. I flinched hard.

“Spill.” Cass stepped in front of me, wearing the white and gold armor of a paladin. She folded her arms. “What do you really remember?”

“Nothing.” I glanced down. Brown wizarding robes. For some reason I’d expected…

Something else.

“You’re not lying to me again?”

“When have I ever lied to you?”

Cass rolled her eyes.

Fair reaction. “When have you ever caught me lying?”

“You used me to make a call before you disappeared.” She fixed me with an even stare. “I listened in.”

My breath caught in my throat. What did she already know? “Cass—”

“You’re going to thank me.”

“For spying?” She’d get herself captured or killed and it would be on my conscience. I couldn’t lose her. I couldn’t lose anyone else. Not that I’d lost anyone of late.

Had I?

“Yeah, Mr. Shadow Raven. For spying.”

“That’s…” When I needed them most, the lies wouldn’t come. If she knew the truth, there was nothing I could do to change it. All I could do was control the damage and keep her from getting any more involved. “It’s not—”

“Don’t even try. You talked to Lady Eva.”

I couldn’t let her into my schemes. I was already under suspicion. “What are you planning on doing with that information?”

“Making a call.” Cass moved to stand beside me and a screen popped into our field of view as digital dial tone echoed.

“Any chance you’ll let me have some privacy here?” I already knew the answer, and it wasn’t as if I could physically force her out of VR. Not when she’d programmed the environment.

“Nope,” Cass said.

“Great.” I exhaled and tried to let it go for now. First I had to talk with Eva. It would be better if Cass knew none of what she was about to hear, but at least I could trust that she wouldn’t be reckless with the information or herself. It was too late not to involve her at all.

And now the call was taking too long to connect. “Are you sure—”

“Altair?” Eva popped onto the screen. Strands of her red hair stuck out from her twist and her face was flushed as if she’d run to the cam. Uncharacteristic panic rang in her voice. “What’s happened? Where’s Quanta?”

An eerie sensation paced up my vertebrae. Eva’s appearance alone would’ve given me pause, but this wasn’t the practical, composed Eva I’d known.

“Quanta?” The name dredged up… The echo of a memory I couldn’t place. “I thought she was dead.”

“You said she was captive.” Eva’s gaze narrowed to a piercing beam. “We picked up chatter about an accident in one of Nagi’s facilities. I feared you two were involved.”

“I was involved, but whatever happened, my memory’s been damaged.” Accident had to be a smoke screen for the truth. I needed to find out what that was. “What did we discuss the last time I checked in?”

“You’d been brought onto Nagi’s research team. You told me that Quanta had been under his surveillance for years.” Eva leaned closer to the cam on her end, filling the screen with her serious gaze. “I tasked you with either saving her or eliminating the threat posed by her powers.”

Eliminating… My chest contracted. “You make it sound so easy.”

Eva studied me for a moment before speaking. “There was also a third option.”

I stilled, suspicious of her tone. The girl was either a Red to be rescued or a traitor. There was no gray area. “What other option could there be?”

“To accept her as your genetic match.”

Match.

The gears in my head started spinning, but there was only one possible conclusion. I gripped my robes so tightly the fabric pixelated. “I don’t have a genetic match.”

Eva glanced away.

That one turn of her head told me everything. My jaw clenched. “You paired us.”

“Yes.”

How? When? And above all, why?

I fought to keep my voice even. “So you paired me to a Red who’s been suspected dead for a decade.” And that was just the start. “You didn’t ask my permission to make the modifications, deliberately avoided telling me they were done, and then sent me off to work undercover in heart of the Citadel.”

“Yes.”

Fucking hell. Tension vibrated through me.

“And then you sent me in to kill the girl I’m paired with, knowing none of it.” I pressed my glasses hard against the bridge of my nose. Her betrayal sparked a hollow, sickening feeling that lodged at my center. I’d trusted her. I’d risked my life by being affiliated with her.

All because I believed she was above this.

Eva was no better than the Seligo.

“I sent you in blind trusting that you’d find the truth and come to your own conclusion.” Eva met my gaze again, but not a hint of remorse flickered there. “I feared you would’ve refused if you knew up front and Quanta’s rescue trumps all else.”

“That wasn’t your decision.” My knuckles cracked.

Cass gripped my shoulder, reminding me she was still at my side. “What does she mean, paired?”

“It’s a genetic matching program.” Even in VR, my mouth felt dry. “It’s meant to stabilize volatile Red Helixes.”

Cassie’s eyes widened. “So, you and this girl…?”

“We’re bonded.” Bonded with Quanta, of all people. The seer. The one Eva had loved like a daughter. The truth gnawed into me.

My life meant nothing to Eva. It never had.

I’d simply been a convenient human with the right connections and genetic codes. She’d manipulated me, hoping I could bring Quanta back to her. Probably hoping that the matched pheromones would override my moral outrage.

Think again. “End the call, Cass.”

“Altair. You can’t leave her.” Panic spiked through Eva’s voice. “Just imagine what they’ve already done to her. Imagine what Nagi will do now. What if your meeting changed her situation? Both of you are in danger.”

I almost laughed. I believed she was worried about Quanta, but that was where it ended. She’d just proven I was disposable.

“Tair?” Cass held up a finger, ready to cut off the line.

“We’re done,” I said. “Don’t contact me again.”

“Alt—” The screen disappeared before Eva could finish.

I sagged. I’d certainly gotten answers. Not the ones I’d wanted, but maybe the ones I needed to hear.

“So you’re in some deep shit, huh?” Cass tapped into her interface and a lounge chair materialized. She sat and kicked up her feet, but her brow furrowed tight as she worked her way through the implications of what she’d heard. “Are you allowed to quit being a Shadow Raven? Just like that?”

I dug my nails into the tattoo I couldn’t look at just now. “I can’t see that there’s another choice.” How could I follow Eva after this?

“What about your girlfriend?”

“Cass.” This wasn’t the time for jokes.

“It’s a legit question. You’re leaving her to the Seligo and that Darren skeeze?”

“No.” I lifted my glasses to rub my forehead. I wasn’t that heartless, but I didn’t see how I could help Quanta now. She was a Red trapped in the system and the chance to get her out had passed. “I’ll see what I can find out about her.”

“Oh! Almost forgot.” Cass sat up straighter and started typing into an invisible interface. “You had me send you a couple gaming helmets during the week.”

Did I? It wasn’t hard to backtrack my thought process. I must’ve wanted the helmets for the same reason we were using them now—the secure line. “Did you recover them?”

“Nope. Got a fat stack of credits to replace them, so I’m guessing they’re scrap.” A screen popped into view and she flicked it toward me, across the white void. “Security blocked me from getting any session data, but the user specs automatically uploaded to my cloud before their system locked everything down. Got a pic of your girl.”

An image expanded.

My breath caught.

It wasn’t a real photo. Just a render of her face from the helmet’s data.

Her eyes were closed, rimmed in thick lashes. No colors. Just measurements. Some basic data. And yet…

I realized I was gripping the fabric of my robes, right above the spot where the ache lodged in my chest.

I knew her. I didn’t know her, but I knew her.

Quanta.

“You look like you just got punched.” Cass moved to me and peered at the picture. “Recognize her?”

“I’m probably reacting to my programming.” It was exactly what Eva wanted. Just one imperfect picture and I was compelled. I could only imagine the pull Quanta would have if we met in person.

I’d be helpless. Just a zombie. A pawn. An NPC. I’d gone to Eva to avoid a fate like that, and she’d fooled me into thinking her way would be different.

It wasn’t. I’d simply changed masters.

“Then you’re going after her?” Cassie asked.

“Maybe.” I’d joined Eva’s mission to help girls like Quanta, but I was working toward saving all of them. I couldn’t throw that away for one, no matter how much guilt I felt. “What are the odds you could hack me into the Seligo mainframe?”

“Yeah. No. You remember when I hacked the toaster?”

In spite of the situation, a smile quirked my lips. “At least we were allowed to move out after the fire.”

“Still…” She scratched the corner of her eye. “Maybe I know someone who could—”

“No.” I hardened my voice. “I’ll get the answers I need. I don’t want you caught up in my mistakes.”

She muttered something rebellious.

“I’m serious,” I said.

“You looked happy.”

I froze. “What?”

“Just now.” Cass waved at the render that still floated in VR. “You smiled at her picture.”

“I didn’t smile.” If anything, I must’ve glared.

“You smiled,” Cass insisted. “And I’ve never ever seen you smile at someone you don’t like. Not once.”

“If you say so.” I ran a hand through my hair, trying to settle the unease that kept building inside me. If Quanta meant nothing to me, then why did she keep throwing me off balance?

I needed to figure out the truth. Eva didn’t have the answers and I wouldn’t trust her anyway. The burden was on me now. I had to dig up the truth.

“I do say so.” Cass gave me a gentle shove. “Now get out of my reality. Some of us have shit to do.”

“You promise you’re not going to get involved?”

Cass rolled her eyes. “I don’t promise anything.”

“I’ll order you a pizza.”

“I promise not to get involved.”

“Good.” I tapped into my interface to log out. The white light cut and then I was back to the workroom. As I slid off the helmet, a heavy breath gusted from my lungs.

I’d promised to honor Allison’s memory. To make up for her death. I’d never accomplish that playing puppet to some captive Red.

But I doubted it was that easy.

I needed to remember Quanta and then I could decide what to do about her.


Chapter Thirty-One

QUANTA

Reality cracking sounded like glass being fed through a wood chipper.

Which was weird. I’d never heard a wood chipper in real life.

And I hadn’t seen a non-vision sky in ten years now.

And you’re never going to.

Shut up. When did my mental voice get so mean?

You shut up.

Uh. Who do you think this is?

Right.

I was arguing with myself again.

Crickity. Crackity. Another pane spat through the chipper.

At least my ghosts were here to keep me company.

They’d come back with a vengeance and they crowded so thick I couldn’t see the present. If there was still a present?

A stone room that reeks of moss; a beach of lapping waves; a barn where a fiddle shrieks and feet stamp, and ghostly couples whirl around me, whooping and laughing; gunshots and ash; whipping winds of snow and ice; smacking lips and the nauseating scent of bubblegum; a woman cubing a mango in a stainless steel kitchen; Darren laughing like the sound of my doom.

Faces. Music. Choking smells.

Loud. Loud. Loud.

“She’s non-responsive again,” said a voice from a place. Was it now, or another time?

“Dose her,” Darren said. Just his voice made me twitch.

I blinked, and for a moment, the specters cleared.

A white room. White coats. Glowing tech junk.

Tubes. Sensors. Sticky things pulling against my skin.

If this was reality, I didn’t want it.

“Her pulse is—”

“I can see the reading,” Darren spat the words.

I couldn’t tell the past from the future anymore. Not in any coherent way.

My head hurt too much for that and I was still paying for what I’d done. I might be paying for a while.

I couldn’t last much longer. What with the drugs.

I let out a breath and tried to feel where I was. The table bed hard against my back. Soft beeps. A scratchy patch on my ankle.

I should just accept that it was almost over.

Just die already.

But I don’t want to.

You want to live like this? My body jerked, shaking the table.

No. I wanted the other future. The one I’d seen with Tair. The one with a sky and colors that didn’t start with W.

Hot tears built in the corners of my eyes.

I wouldn’t give up.

If Darren came closer…

A new wave of drugs washed into me, and everything blurred harder.

My game board was almost cleared, but if I had to go out, I was going to take him with me.

I couldn’t see if that was possible anymore, but it was all I had.

A little vengeance to get me through.

A spectral Tair floated into my mind.

He curls into himself, glasses resting on the sheet beside him, his hair dark and damp. He reads a book, his golden brown eyes staring at the page, but not moving along the lines.

Thinking. Maybe about me?

Or not.

My ribs ached. Breathing hurt.

Tair was free. He’d do his science thing. Save lots of Reds.

Weren’t they lucky.

But it was better that way.

Better…

Gods, my lungs hurt.

Tick. Tock.

Crick. Crack.

It was almost time for me to go.


Chapter Thirty-Two

ALTAIR

Setting down my book, I fell back on the bed, utterly restless. Nothing was jogging my memory of the lost time. I’d been using Cassie’s encrypted channels to do research, but Quanta was a ghost.

Talked about in whispers, even by the few Ravens who’d known her as a child.

And I couldn’t remember. The hairs stood on my arms.

Whatever I’d lost, I wanted it back.

A string of curses from the kitchen broke my daze. I let out a breath and headed toward the clanking noises. Cass stood in front of the printing unit, punching buttons and scowling.

“You’re cooking?” I asked as I slid into a seat at the breakfast bar.

“Trying to.” She peered through the window and jiggled the handle, as if doing so would make her dinner print faster. “I want food before the creep comes back.”

“I don’t blame you.” Darren Waldman stopped in every night to glare and ask pointed questions that revealed a subtle hatred I couldn’t understand, but somehow returned. He was another one talked about in hushed tones—only horror instead of awe.

Cass rubbed her hands along her arms. “How much longer is he going to hang around?”

I leaned against the cool countertop and massaged my forehead. “Probably until I do whatever it is that he wants me to do.” He was obviously waiting for me to slip and incriminate myself, but I wouldn’t break from a few dirty looks.

“If you can get him to put on a helmet, we can stick him in a super convincing room escape game for a few hours.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” It would never happen, but I smiled as I pictured him stuck in VR.

Cass punched the printing unit and then hissed, clutching her knuckles. She always made me smile, even when she didn’t mean to. Watching her putter around the kitchen, I couldn’t help putting her in Quanta’s place.

If it were her in captivity, I’d get her out. No question. The security and risk would mean nothing.

I’d never leave her with a degenerate like Waldman.

I took off my glasses and set them on the countertop. The frames always weighed me down, but looking at them was no better. It made me remember Allison and my promise. I’d pledged to live my life to honor her memory. To stop the senseless deaths and suffering.

Quanta was suffering. I didn’t need to remember to know that. It was obvious after a decade in Seligo care.

Guilt tightened my chest. I wanted to save her, I just couldn’t see how it would be possible. I didn’t have the information and I was already on thin ice after whatever had happened to wipe my memory. I ground my knuckles into my temples.

How could I get back the lost time?

“What are you sighing for?” Cass asked as she set down a plate.

“No reason.” At least no reason I could recall.

Even knowing nothing, I knew I’d never find peace with myself if I left Quanta to her fate.

The smell of charred meat turned my gaze to Cassie’s plate. “You printed bacon?”

“Like I’m going to fire up the stove?” She chomped a piece and then winced. “Okay. Yeah. Maybe not my best idea.” As she chewed, her face pinched. “Can’t you cook for me? Some waffles would be a nice gesture.”

“I’m sure they would, but I don’t cook.” I picked up one of the blackened strips and eyed it with suspicion.

“Then I’m ordering pizza.” She started tapping into the touch screen on the refrigerator. “I leave you to dispose of the remains.”

Out of curiosity, I took a bite. Charred, cardboard bacon. The taste was as awful as expected.

I’d tasted it before. Many times, unless I was—

Quanta.

Dizziness rolled over me and I gripped the countertop to keep from falling from my chair.

Doctor Nagi.

The time loop.

Breakfast after breakfast. My memory came back in bursts, each image hitting me like a fist to the chest.

The torture.

Darren fucking Waldman.

And Quanta.

Quanta. The breath froze in my lungs and white tinged my vision.

I remembered everything. And Jesus. I’d abandoned her.

No.

She’d pushed me away at the end. She’d given me the chance to survive.

More than a chance. A choice. To accept our pairing or not.

Now her words echoed over the ringing in my head. You have to tell Eva. Make a difference.

I would make a difference.

By going after her.

No question.

Lightheaded, I panted, trying to ride out the wave of images, but my thoughts kept twisting.

Quanta had been on her own for days, dealing with the fallout. Alone with Darren. Nagi. In that cold, white room.

“Tair?”

I jerked as Cass touched my shoulder, jolting me back to reality.

“You okay?” She asked.

Not at all. I had to go now. I had to get to her now.

She had to be okay.

I lurched from the chair and Cass grabbed me before I could stumble.

“Whoa. What’s wrong?”

“Just a little lightheaded.” But there was no time for that. “Let me sit in one of your VR chairs.”

“Why? Shouldn’t you—”

“Cass.” I widened my eyes and flicked my gaze toward her workroom, knowing she’d pick up the hint.

“Fine.” She gripped my arm and started to drag me down the hall.

Images and memories still jumbled in my head. I could hardly balance. Hardly focus. Anxiety gripped my heart and lungs. I had to get to Quanta, but I wouldn’t be able to reach her on my own.

I needed Eva’s help. She was the last person I wanted to ask, but I had no other choice. Quanta couldn’t stay in that dungeon a second longer.

As soon as I collapsed into one of Cassie’s chairs, I held out my hands. “Toss me a helmet.”

“You can’t be serious.” Cass’s brows lifted almost to her hairline.

“You’ve never seen me so serious.”

She squinted at that, but handed over the helmet. I jammed it on and gripped the chair arms as I waited for the program to start.

“Running in three… Two… One…”

Whiteness blinded me. I spun for a moment, disoriented in the empty space.

“You’re such a—”

“Call Eva,” I said before she could get started.

Cass sucked in a breath. “You remembered?”

“I remembered.”

“And?” She was already tapping something into her interface.

“And I’m going after Quanta.” I bunched my hands into fists. I have to get back to her.

“That’s my bro.”

The screen hovering in front of us filled with Eva’s image. Her red hair was neatly pinned and she looked much more the woman in charge I remembered, even if I didn’t know her anymore. “Altair?”

“My memories are back.”

“So you’re going to save her.” Eva’s lips quirked with a smug little smile.

“Yes.” I gritted my teeth. “And you’re going to help.”

“If breaking into the senate were within my power, I would’ve done it years ago.” Eva’s forehead pinched. “You have to—”

“I already have a plan. Put your new hacker on the line.”

“Cipher?” Eva started. “She’s not ready for—”

“Let me talk to her.”

Eva stared into the cam, her gaze hard. “I hope this rudeness isn’t permanent, Altair.”

I shrugged. “Are you going to help me save Quanta or not?” I already knew the answer and I wouldn’t play polite any more. Not for Eva. Not for anyone. Not when Quanta was waiting for me.

Eva stood, but her voice carried as she walked off camera. “Marquez? Bring Emma to my lab. It seems I have a mission for the two of you.”

After endless seconds that dragged, giving me far too much time to wonder what hell Quanta was going through, two new figures stepped into the screen. I recognized Hunter Marquez—tall and tanned, with a Black and Green Helix tattooed on his forearm.

He also recognized me, and his pale, green eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Didn’t expect to hear from you, Orpheus.”

Of course he hadn’t. I’d killed one of his friends.

In any case, he wasn’t the person I needed. The girl at his side peered into the cam. This had to be Cipher. With her blue hair, tattoos, and lip ring, she looked like a textbook Void dweller, but if she could help, I didn’t care how she dressed. “You’re the hacker?”

Cipher scowled. “You’re the asshole who left a Red in danger?”

“Not by choice. How fast can you get me a program to bring down security at Alpha Citadel?”

“How fast?” She laughed, but the sound wasn’t humorous. “You’re out of your goddamned mind. The last time I tried to hack the Citadel I almost ended up worm food. No fucking way am I stupid enough to try again. And not from here, either. I’d put all the Ravens at risk.”

“I’m not asking for a hack.” My gut clenched. Impossible wasn’t in my vocabulary today. “I’ll already be behind the firewall. I need a program. Something to black out power and security systems for a few minutes.”

Cass punched my arm. “Hello? Did you forget about your genius sister?”

Not quite. I knew she’d cook something up if I asked, but it wasn’t her area of expertise, and I didn’t want her fingerprints on the code if I went down mid-rescue. “You don’t need to be involved in this, Cass.”

“Cass?” Cipher squinted at the screen, and then blinked. “Wait. Cassiopeia? Orpheus?”

“See?” Cass hit me again. “I’m famous.”

Apparently. “You know each other?”

“Not really,” Cass said. “Just anyone who knows tech knows Cipher.”

“And I know your games,” Cipher said. “But we mostly play console in the Voids. Nobody has the servers to host VR.”

“Console gaming?” Cassie’s mouth twisted. “That’s so—”

“Can you debate platforms later?” I didn’t have time for this. My neck prickled with the need to take action. “Quanta’s life is in danger.”

“Quanta?” Cipher turned to Eva.

“She’s his match,” Eva said, as if that explained everything.

It did.

“Shit.” Hunter gripped Cipher’s shoulder. “Where?”

“Doctor Nagi’s facility underneath the senate. If you can work up a program for me, I can upload it from my father’s office.”

“Maybe.” Cipher chewed at her lip ring. “I could probably buy you a few minutes, but getting out…”

“Just get me in.” I was already brewing a plan based on my mental map. Which lifts to take. Where to plant explosives. I’d need smoke pellets. Weapons. Even then it would be borderline suicidal, but I had to try. “Please.”

“I need a few hours,” Cipher said.

“Thank you.” I couldn’t relax, but it was a start.

“I’d like you to put a team together, Knight,” Eva said. “We’ll coordinate an external distraction to go off as Altair uploads the program.”

“I’ll ask for volunteers,” Hunter said, “but I won’t order anyone to go on a mission this dangerous. I hate to even say it, but are we sure Quanta is worth the risk? Going after the senate—”

“Yes.” Eva and I spoke at the same time. Our gazes met across the screen. At least there’s one point we can agree on.

Cipher elbowed him in the side. “You risked it for me.”

His gaze softened as he stared down at her. “That’s different.”

“It’s really not,” Cipher said. She turned back to me. “I’ll get to work on a virus to kill their systems, but you better have a really fucking good plan for after that.”

As Cipher strode off screen, Hunter’s eyes followed. The adoration on his face was as good as a premonition. That was what I was headed toward—absolute devotion.

Maybe I was already there. The thought didn’t bother me.

“I’ll put my team together,” he said.

“Thank you.” I’d owe him more before this was over.

“As much as I think this is a bad idea, I know exactly how you’re feeling. I’d do the same thing if it was Emma in there. We’ll get her back.”

“Of course we will.” Certainty rang in Eva’s voice.

I didn’t share the confidence, but determination burned inside me anyway.

The odds were against us, but they had been from the beginning. None of that mattered.

I would help her escape that nightmare.

And the rest…

Well, we’d figure that out together.


Chapter Thirty-Three

QUANTA

Someone screamed.

“Hold her down!”

The table vibrated under me.

“Where’s Waldman?” asked the panicked voice. “We can’t sedate her again.”

For a flash, the timeghosts cleared and I checked in with reality.

I was screaming. And thrashing.

That wasn’t good. Or intentional.

My body cried. My edges felt numb with drugs. Exhausted. Hurting.

So done.

A door whooshed. “Status?”

Ah. Doctor Nagi.

My second least favorite person in the universe.

And wasn’t that pretty impressive? I knew a lot of universes.

My overseers muttered something medical, medical, medical while I squinted hard, trying to stay in the present. Timeghosts bubbled around me and scenes from all over time and space flashed in and out, layering over the room. Not that I wanted to look at all the white, sterile nonsense. Even Nagi was wearing the body armor now, and overhead lights cast a glare against his face mask.

“Quanta.” Nagi leaned over me and I saw him for a clear moment, his eyes darker than usual. Concerned? No. That wasn’t possible. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

I meant to laugh, but it came out as a cackle. The laugh of an insane girl who’d just set something on fire. But that was me. “There’s only one way.”

“That isn’t true.”

“There’s only one truth.” And who’dve thunk? Being batshit made me all philosophical.

“Tell us what you see. Help us. It’s that simple.” Nagi’s voice bled in with the whispers and howls gaining volume at the fringes of my hearing. At least he’d go away soon. I couldn’t stay focused on him much longer. “You can live a normal life.”

A normal life?

Another cackle slipped my lips. Normal? Me? “Not in the cards.”

“Then I’ll tell you the future,” Nagi said. “You’ll be sedated and hooked to thought projection for as long as your body can sustain it. When it’s too much, you’ll be harvested for tissue samples to fuel Darren’s research. Is that what you want?”

Nope. But it wasn’t going to happen like that. I could kill myself.

Actually, I would kill myself.

It wasn’t my first choice, but with options like that, I couldn’t be picky. I’d rather be dead in jars than alive knowing how my visions were being used. Not just my visions anymore. Even my blood was a source of evil these days.

“Is that what you want?” Nagi asked again, his voice scary fierce and filled with something I didn’t understand. “I assure you, there are other choices.”

Ha.

I could see the future, and—

A figure flickered at the corner of my eye.

Well… A lot of figures flickered at the corners of my yes, but this one—

Tair.

He stands in a white room, talking to a screen and gripping the fabric of a brown robe, right over his heart.

The past? The future?

An illusion?

Last time I’d checked, Tair wasn’t a wizard. Elf, maybe. Wizard, no.

I couldn’t tell either way, but it had to be important because the moment stuck in my view. It wasn’t clear who he was talking to or where he was, but his words crossed the distance.

“Just get me in.”

My heart skipped.

No.

The future was teasing me, wasn’t it?

He wasn’t coming. I’d seen that he wasn’t coming.

He shouldn’t be. It wasn’t safe.

But was he?

Monitors squealed as I dug into the future. Or tried to. I had to know.

If I had hope, I had to know.

Without him here to bring my clarity, the pages of time bled together.

Cut me a fricking break for once, universe. Is he coming or not?

Pages and pages and pages flipped in front of me, all Tair, but none showing what I wanted to see. I flipped until I couldn’t see strait, fighting my limits until the monitors started freaking out.

Tair rides in a pod, restless, taping his fingers against his leg while a giant duffle bag rests on the seat across from him; he strides into the senate building; plumes of smoke bloom in the Citadel; Tair sprints, his heels hammering the tiles of a white corridor—

Warmth burned through my body, bringing the feeling back to my drug-numbed fingers and toes.

Tair was coming for me. He shouldn’t do that.

It was reckless. Probably stupid, too.

But screw it.

It was his choice, and I wasn’t going to spit on anything that got me out of this hell hole. A grin plastered my face, and it probably looked crazy. Actually, I knew it looked crazy.

Digging deeper, I scanned every possible future I could grab. Tair was on the way, but he wouldn’t get here easy. Most of the paths still ended with him getting gunned down, dragged off, or blasted.

Not on my flipping watch.

The problem was Nagi. Security doubled when he was in the house.

I had to get rid of him.

Squinting, I forced my gaze to stay locked on Nagi and the present. “Should you be here right now?”

“Why wouldn’t I be here?” Nagi’s eyes narrowed, suspicious, because he could probably use two fingers to count all the times I’d ever asked him a question.

“I just thought you’d want to get in your bunker before the explosions start,” I said, somehow managing not to smirk.

“Explo—” Nagi froze and so did the other med people. Only tech beeps filled the silence. The expression on his face almost put me over the edge. The grand Doctor Nagi looked like he’d just sucked a pickle. “Explain.”

I shrugged against my bindings. “Someone’s attacking wherever you were going this afternoon. If you get in your bunker, then you survive.” Too bad about that, but making way for Tair was more important right now. Nagi would have to get his some other day.

“And I should believe this story?” Nagi sounded suspicious, but he was already tapping something into his tablet.

Bingo.

“If you die, I die. As long as you’re alive, I’ve got a chance.” It was almost a total lie, but it sounded pretty reasonable. I always had been pretty big on the self-preservation stuff. Still was, actually.

“And the source of these attacks?”

“Shadow Ravens.” Duh. “Something about revenge for the ones killed in helicopters. That happened, right?” I remembered seeing that bit go down in Cipher’s escape sequence not too long ago, and I was pretty sure he’d bite on it as a legit reason Eva would counter.

“It did.”

“There you go. Shoot me up with some more truth serum if you don’t believe me.” I closed my eyes, not really faking sleepiness. If I pushed too hard, he’d figure out my lie in a second. Plus, eyes closed kept me from looking too smug.

The Ravens were attacking for me.

“When?” Nagi asked, voice clipped. I couldn’t tell if he was buying it yet. He’d better.

I tried to keep my muscles loose and relaxed. “The afternoon. That’s all I know.”

“So you said.”

My breath roared in my ears, the only sound except for beeping and the shuffling of Nagi’s assistants. Please listen to me. For once, just believe.

“One remaining question.”

Nerves jittered in my chest. I opened my eyes to find him standing over me, but thanks to the drowsy drugs, I didn’t jump out of my skin. “One?”

“What do you want from this life, Quanta?”

I blinked, thrown off. What do I want? Where did I even start with that?

“If you’d cooperate, anything you could dream would be yours.”

“I am cooperating.” That was why his life was getting saved here.

But the things I could dream? Nagi couldn’t touch those.

He gave me another unreadable look, but I guessed he was weighing what I’d said against all the data he’d gathered on me over the years. Was I telling the truth? Could he believe me?

The odds favored me for once. He had no idea what was happening elsewhere, and there was zero risk in spending a few hours in his own bunker.

I might regret saving him later, but there’d be other chances. I’d make other chances if Tair and I survived.

Finally, he nodded. “I’ll summon Darren to look after you.”

“Great.” I let out a breath and melted back onto my table. Not even Darren could take me down a notch at this point.

It’s going to work.

Everything was falling into place. Now all I had to do was wait.

Tair would be here soon.


Chapter Thirty-Four

ALTAIR

The pod ride to the senate building seemed to last hours. I forced myself not to shift in my seat. Even here, there were cameras and mics. Showing agitation wouldn’t help my cause, and I couldn’t afford anything else working against me. I was already attempting the impossible.

A one-man assault on the senate?

It was insanity.

But worth it for Quanta.

When the pod coasted to a stop, I let out a last breath and grabbed my duffel bag from the opposite seat. I was prepared for anything, stocked with a series of guns, explosives, knives, and Wushu weapons—hook swords and all. Cipher’s code was loaded into my watch, and I’d concealed the Raven chip for disabling the tracking program embedded in my Helix tattoo. I had to trigger them both with perfect timing, or I’d be flagged as an intruder immediately.

I had to time it all perfectly.

Gripping the duffel’s straps tight, I strode for the senate entry, attempting to project confidence. I was supposed to be here. I had no ulterior motives. Just a son visiting his father.

Despite the tension humming through me, a smile slipped onto my lips at the irony. Just visiting with the intent to destroy and undermine, without a shred of guilt on my conscience.

“Your purpose, honored guest?” A Gray bowed low, flashing his tattooed collar as he held out a scanning device.

“An appointment with my father.” I offered my arm.

The scanner beeped and the bow deepened. “Please allow this one to escort you.”

I followed his lead to the first security checkpoint, where a Black Helix stepped in front of me. The man’s gaze flicked up and down in pure suspicion.

Warranted suspicion.

I wore all black, my body crisscrossed with holsters and various weapon-holding straps. I’d opted to go flamboyant, guessing that the hint of a physical threat would overshadow the actual danger—the technology I carried. Before the guard could ask, I handed over the duffel. “I’m headed to training after a meeting with my father. Senator Orpheus.”

He hefted the bag, still suspicious at the weight of the gear I carried, but after a glance at his display and my flashing credentials, he simply nodded. “We’ll hold onto these for you.”

“Of course.” I waved him off and started walking like this was routine and I was only mildly irritated at the process. My Gray escort caught up before I’d gone far.

I strode to the front of the line of administrative workers queued at the second checkpoint. “I’m in a hurry.” I made sure my tone dripped spoiled self-importance. It wasn’t hard to fake.

The Green Helix stationed there saw my gear and face and instantly put aside the comp he was scanning to assess my watch. I tapped my foot as I waited, hiding my nerves with the show of impatience. The codes I carried were incomplete, and would be innocent enough until I filled in the sequences from Cipher’s instructions. As long as I followed the plan, no one would suspect me of a thing.

“Clear to enter, Mr. Orpheus.” The Green nodded me through.

I didn’t let loose a relieved breath as I stepped deeper into the senate building. It was far too soon to feel relieved. The security panels, cameras, and armed guards were enough to keep the tension coursing through my system.

I wouldn’t relax a millimeter until I held Quanta in my arms.

Before long, we stood in front of a massive set of double doors, their wooden surfaces broken only by a gaudy gold and green nameplate: Senator Rashad Orpheus. The Gray bowed himself away. I pushed through the doors.

Father’s attendants and secretaries bustled in the cavernous entryway. I blinked against the flurry of activity and chaotic decor—Persian rugs and antique wooden desks interspersed with glowing tech and translucent screens that lowered from the ceiling.

An older-looking man jumped at my appearance. “Young Master Orpheus.”

All activity ceased. The staff members jumped to their feet to bow in near unison as they echoed the words. “Young Master Orpheus.”

I gritted my teeth. I hadn’t forgotten the level of subservience that Father—and Mother, for that matter—expected, but remembering and experiencing were different. These weren’t Grays who’d been programmed to serve. They were Yellows and Blues—Helixes who’d earned their rank and held a status of their own. But here, their humanity meant nothing.

It still rankled, but I couldn’t let myself be distracted from the goal. Quanta was waiting. “I’m here to see my father.”

“Right away.” More bowing, and a woman led me deeper into the suite. She held open the door to the inner corridor.

I strode past her, moving for the next set of doors, where two guards stood waiting. I pretend to ignore them as I filed their details away. I’d take care of them later. Now, anticipation hummed from the soles of my feet as I neared my target. After years of subterfuge, I was finally dropping my act.

This would be a clear attack against my family.

Finally.

Father sat behind his sprawling desk, surrounded by semi-translucent screens. He scowled at a data readout until I cleared my throat. Then he looked up with vague displeasure. “Altair. You’re late.”

“Security checkpoints.” I hadn’t expected a more affectionate greeting and I certainly wasn’t going to offer one. “Are you ready to discuss our strategy?” My nerves jangled. If he asked me to come back later, I’d have to change the plan, and any change would hurt my odds of success.

“A moment.” He flicked some of the screens away, and others off while I settled into the chair across from him. Glass and chrome glittered at the corner of my eye as sunlight reflected from the Citadel skyscrapers. The floor-to-ceiling windows gave a view all the way to the distant wall—a king’s view, looking out over it all from this secure position. Immortal. Invincible.

The Seligo thought they couldn’t be touched.

I wouldn’t change that in one day, but I finally had the chance to rattle them.

“Now.” Father eased back in his chair, but his dark gaze was as sharp as ever. “What have you remembered?”

“The details are still murky.” And I could almost feel the agonizing progression of time. I needed to stall a few more seconds. “I know I was consulting on some sort of human trial.”

“Yes.” Father tapped a finger against his cheekbone. “Thanks to our spies, we know the basics of several of Doctor Nagi’s projects. I’d assume he had you working with the soldiers or the girl. I’m told you were with her at the time of the accident.”

Spies and intrigues were more of the same, but soldiers were new to me. Now wasn’t the time. “A girl?”

“Yes. Nagi keeps a pet Red. A clairvoyant.”

Pet? I balled my fists at my side and worked to keep my voice neutral. “Yes. I think that was it.”

Father nodded. “He must have trusted you to let you in that far. If we can get you—”

An echoing boom cut off his words.

As a rumble vibrated the floor, the light fixture swayed overhead. This high up the spire, it might’ve been mistaken as a tremor in the Earth, but a growing plume of smoke from the base of the tower made the truth crystalline.

“An attack?” Father rose from his chair as his duo of guards barged in.

“Lockdown protocol’s in effect.” One guard grabbed Father’s sleeve while the other keyed open a hidden wall panel behind the desk.

“Very well.” Father dragged his gaze away from the plume as if it was more hassle than credible threat. “Come along, Altair.”

The guard stepped between us. “No unauthorized persons.”

“Fine,” Father said as he ducked through the panel, already writing me off. “Get yourself to safety.”

The dismissal of me—and my life—didn’t sting anymore. I said a silent farewell as the guards hustled him out and the panel suctioned closed behind them.

Whatever happened next, I doubted we’d meet again and I wasn’t terribly broken up about it.

An alarm sounded through the building, and I sat in Father’s chair, confident no one would be coming for me. A second boom sounded. The Seligo have too much else to worry about.

I cracked my knuckles and got to work, uploading Cipher’s program and keying in the missing strokes. As soon as it was fully executed, I hustled outside.

Father’s office was already empty. I slipped into the hall where a steady stream of workers fled to the lifts and stairways under the watchful gazes of Black Helix guards, whose raised weapons and steely eyes said this was very much a live threat. One guard gave me a hard look, but his gaze slid away after finding me weaponless, with my Green Helix out in clear view. Not for the first time, I was glad I hadn’t pursued a dual tattoo. Now I could slip into the background as a harmless scientist.

I flowed with the rest of the workers as I made my way to the security checkpoint, keeping careful count of the passing seconds. Just before I rounded the corner, I kicked into a jog. Soon.

The power cut as I reached the desk. I hopped it, invisible in the moment before backup power kicked on. As the civilians shrieked and started to panic, the last guard abandoned the desk and I grabbed my duffel without being noticed.

Everything according to plan.

Working fast, I dug out my weapons and strapped guns to their holsters, knives to their sheathes, and my swords to my back. It had been a few years since the Academy, but I’d kept my skills sharp.

I looked like the threat I was as I stepped into the staff corridor.

And straight into a quad of Black Helixes. A burst of adrenaline shot through me and there was only time to react.

I ducked and rolled as their weapons came up.

My reaction was faster.

They went down in a patter of bullets that rang in my ears long after they hit the ground. A deep graze scored across my shoulder, but I barely felt it while my focus was up.

Quanta.

Getting to her was all that mattered. I concentrated on her image as I stepped over the bodies.

I’d end anyone that stood in my way.

Weapons ready, I headed for the private lift to the underground facilities. Cipher’s program would only work so long before the Greens weeded it from the Citadel’s systems. These next minutes were precious.

I needed to confirm Quanta’s location and get there as fast as possible.

Wherever she was, I’d bet my Helix that Darren would be close. I gritted my teeth so hard my jaw cracked.

So much the better.

He and I had unfinished business.


Chapter Thirty-Five

QUANTA

Darren paced at the side of my table. He looked weird in body armor instead of his lab coat, but he’d left off his helmet so he could keep running his fingers through his hair. The greasy blond pieces stuck in place when he wasn’t messing with them, but he always was. He crackled with stress as alarms squealed through the halls.

Someone must’ve taken the buzzy wavelet thing off my head because timeghosts flickered everywhere, but with all the jazzed-up nerves humming through my body, I was mostly in the present for once.

Tair was on his way.

“Why are you grinning?” Darren’s voice dripped ice and he hovered over me like he’d been standing there a few minutes.

Maybe I wasn’t paying as good attention to reality as I thought? I smoothed my face before answering. “I’m not.”

“You were.” He tapped into one of the million screens in the white lab room, looking at my vitals or waves or whatever. “Are you going to tell me why, or am I dragging you to the holo room?”

This time, I definitely smirked. “I’m not telling.”

His eyes narrowed, bright green with suspicion. “You have no reason to be smiling.”

And yet I did.

I shrugged as best I could. “Just picturing your death.”

“I’ve heard that one before.” Darren shook his head, writing me off.

I should stop bating him. I didn’t want him to get antsy and call extra security, but at least keeping him talking kept him distracted.

Tair would be here soon.

I tried to focus on helping him, but too many possibilities fluttered, glowing and blue and white and distressingly possible.

Tair slashes Darren with a hooked sword; Tair falls, bleeding; I jump in the way and get caught in the crossfire; both of them grapple for long minutes until a security team rushes in, taking Tair down; me still bound to the table, watching them fight, helpless—

I wasn’t smiling now. The next few minutes really could go either way.

Darren tapped something into one of his screens and headed for the door. I couldn’t let him out of sight. As soon as I was alone, I’d be stuck watching the future come closer, with no way to help Tair.

Or myself.

“I want to see them.”

“See what?” He stopped with his hand on the doorframe.

“The clones.” Just saying that word made my stomach churn.

He turned back, suddenly amused. “You were that impressed?”

Impressed? I was going to have nightmares about them, so that was a type of impressed, but it wasn’t at all the kind he meant. “Will you show me or not?”

Darren tapped a finger against his cheek, mulling it over, but I already knew what he’d decide. It was beyond obvious how much he wanted to brag. He waved to one of the assistants in the other room. “Roll her out for me.”

Two assistants hustled in wearing full body armor. Apparently nobody was taking chances with me now.

Not that I could do much tied to the table.

They rolled me to the next room, where a hush fell over the workers. I twisted my neck, trying to see what they were all busy with, but I could only peek at the closest monitors and they were filled with genetic info that meant zip to me.

“Here are my beauties,” Darren said as he hit the button to lift me seated.

The table rose, giving me way too clear a view of Darren’s wet lab. I swallowed, trying not to hurl. Half because I was lightheaded sitting up and half…

The other Quantas looked like me.

But not.

One was just a torso with a head. One didn’t have a nose.

Another looked burned, with melted skin and no eyelids. It stared at me… Aware.

Oh God.

My chest heaved and I choked. If I had a full stomach, I would’ve lost it.

Everywhere I looked, my own face looked back, but twisted. Wrong.

“The pure clones don’t survive.” Darren leaned against my table, his weight making it squeal like it was in as much pain as I was. “I had to get creative.”

Creative.

My mouth tasted like chalk. Creative?

“They’re giving us more information than you ever did.” Darren looked over them, all proud at what he’d done.

I could barely breathe.

“Not as detailed as your visions, but I’m getting there.” He leaned in, whispering close to my ear. “Don’t worry. I’ll still play with you when I’m Seligo.”

Horror gripped me until my skin felt like it was sticking to my bones, squeezing me to nothing.

“You—” Fear choked off my words, but white-hot hate burned over the dread. I pulled against my bindings, shaking the table. “I’ll ki—”

“Quanta.” Darren leaned close, enveloping me in his gross body heat and cologne and ammonia stench. “You can’t touch me.”

I strained for him and my muscles bunched so tight I was going to cramp or pass out or explode.

But an alarm sounded before I blew.

The smile dropped straight off Darren’s cocky face. “Status?”

“Intruders underground,” someone said.

“Shit.” He moved away and the table creaked.

I let out a breath. I’d been so focused on him, I’d lost track of time.

Tair sprints along a white corridor, shooting and slashing and fighting to get to his goal.

Almost solid.

Pure hope swallowed up all the dark thoughts in my head. Just a few more moments and he’d be here. All I needed to do was keep Darren from locking off the room.

“Hey,” I called.

Darren and the researchers ignored me as they bustled, trying to prepare. That wasn’t going to fly.

I raised my voice. “It’s too late, Darren.”

In the quiet, Darren’s steps echoed on the tile. He stopped in front of me and just loomed there as red streaks of anger flushed his throat. “The hell did you say?”

“I said it’s too late.” The future paged too fast to follow. I couldn’t see how this would play out, but I could still see Tair and hope gave me the will to meet Darren’s eyes. I smiled. “Time’s up.”

Darren’s bare fingers hovered just short of my jaw. He couldn’t touch me yet—not while I might be dangerous—but the creepy light in his eyes was as good as a promise.

I couldn’t stop a shudder.

But that was done. However this ended, Darren would never be able to screw with me again.

The door slid open, flooding the lab with light from the corridor. I craned my neck as Tair strode in.

He was covered in blood—mostly other people’s—and sweat damped down his hair. His eyes burned gold with fierce determination, and as our gazes met, the dizzy feeling in my belly spread from my toes to my nose until it felt like soaring.

He’d come for me.

He’d chosen me.

And I was sure as hell choosing him right now.

Darren shifted, drawing Tair’s attention. “You’re going to want to step away from her.” He held a sword in one hand and a gun in the other. We’d have to talk about the sword thing—I didn’t see how that was ever going to end well—but guns were good.

The best.

“Staff out,” Tair said, deadly calm. Darren stepped back from me, holding up his hands. His face had paled to marshmallow.

The workers fled, and then the door eased shut. Tair bolted it behind them.

Air shuddered into my lungs. Apparently, I’d been holding my breath.

“You’re all right?” Tair asked.

“Just get me off this table.” Everything would be okay if I could touch him to make sure this was really happening. He looked solid enough, but with all the timeghosts flickering, I just wanted to make sure.

“Security will be here any second,” Darren said.

“Obviously.” Tair finally made it to the table. He set down his sword and gave my shoulder a quick squeeze before moving to the restraints. Just that little touch calmed the swirling past and future, grounding me in the present.

“Then drop the weapon and give yourself up,” Darren said. “We’ll treat you fairly.”

“Really?” Tair chuckled.

How stupid did Darren think we were? He was either losing his touch or cracking under pressure.

“Even if you get out, where would you go? You’ll be hunted—”

“Shut it.” I knew the score. It wouldn’t be easy, but we’d figure it out. No advice from Darren needed now or ever again.

As Tair found the right buttons, my bindings slipped free. I felt limp and woozy, but it didn’t matter as I pushed away the machines and reached for him. Our gazes locked and everything disappeared but Tair.

Then a weight charged me, tackling me to the table.

Darren.

Crap.

He drove his palm into my shoulder blades, slamming me down. Before Tair could react, Darren had an injection gun jammed to the base of my skull.

I stopped thrashing, but panic made my fingers twitch as a single timeghost snapped into place.

Tair lunges. Darren pushes the plunger. I scream and writhe as the chemical hits my blood—

The lines were so solid my breath came in pants. He’d really do it.

“Gun down, Orpheus,” Darren said.

Tair slowly eased his gun to the ground. “Relax.”

“You fucking relax.” The gun jabbed my neck with each word. I flinched, scrunching my face against the table. I couldn’t help. Couldn’t do anything but try not to freak out as my death solidified in front of my eyes.

“How’d you think this would end, Orpheus?” Daren’s smug certainty crept up my spine like spider legs. Damn it.

I shook, furious at myself and him and everything. Why? When we were so close. As Darren ground the weapon in into my neck, his knuckle pressed my skin.

Bare…?

The body armor. He’d taken off his glove.

About freaking time I could do something useful around here.

Focusing on his touch, I dropped every mental wall I had and let the timeghosts roar. They flooded from me to him like a tidal wave of images, sounds, scents, and sensations. Darren’s walls held for a second.

I threw more and more at him. The walls dented. Budged.

More and more. I unleashed hell in his head and I was the strong one now.

Darren couldn’t stop me. Hope gave me strength for one last push.

The wall fell.

And Darren dropped like a rock.

When the contact snapped, so did the flow of visions, but I could tell he wasn’t broken yet. I half fell to the ground, landing on Darren and grabbing his throat before he could get up. Grim determination gave me the strength to keep holding on.

He wasn’t weaseling out this time. I wouldn’t let him.

His eyes widened and he opened his mouth, probably to dangle some carrot, some reason to keep him alive, but there was nothing he could say that could make up for all his wrongs.

Too late. Way, way too late.

The timeghosts roared through me and into him.

Darren arched, then twitched, and started seizing, but I dug both hands into his skin, scrunching my eyes shut and letting the timeghosts do the work. As they flowed through me, I poured everything out—my anger and frustration and helplessness. All the bad things that sprang from Darren and this shitty lab.

No more. I wouldn’t be his pet ever again.

It lasted ages.

Finally Darren went still.

Blood trickled from Darren’s nostrils and the florescent ceiling lights reflected from his glassy green eyes. I shuddered as shock and adrenaline and a whole bunch of other things fought through my veins.

“It’s over.” Tair pulled me up and away. He hugged me to him and smoothed his hands over my back in a comforting rhythm. “It’s done.”

I clung to him, breath ragged. You came back.

I always will.

Just those three words and a thousand, thousand futures of us flashed in front of me.

The possibilities were endless. Not all were rainbows—there’d be blood and struggle whichever road we took—but we had choices.

Warm fuzzies cut through the shock and strain. I gripped Tair’s shirt, tugging him even closer. Burying my face in his warmth, I tried to keep down the tears that wanted to leak from the corners of my eyes.

When we were together, there was hope.

We just had to get out of here.

As I breathed him in, I concentrated on the moment. His fingers patting my hair, all calm reassurance. The safety I felt in his arms. A bit of Tair’s consciousness seeped into mine—he was already measuring up the room and the resources we had, prepping to get us out.

He was with me, even in my head.

Realizing that made reality shift. For a breathless moment there were two of me and two of him and two of everything as my vision doubled and shivers wiggled down to my toes.

“Was that…?” He asked, shivering in response.

“New save point.” I memorized the feeling this time, so I could do it again later. Now this moment glowed in my head, bookmarked so we could come back to it as many times as I could handle.

I didn’t quite get how it worked yet—something about the connection between Tair and me—but I’d figure out the specifics later.

For now, it only mattered that it worked.

And Darren was dead.

Permanently.

Because there was no turning back from here.

“We have to destroy the lab.” Tair eased away from me. “I’ll try to download some data while I set my charges, but we have to run.”

“Get what you can,” I said, finally working up the courage to let go of him. I still shook a little, but I could work through it. I had to work through it. “I’ll deal with the tanks.”

“If you’d rather—” Tair started.

“No.” I shook my head, clearing my thoughts. “I’ll do it. If anyone’s going to kill them, it should be me.” I staggered on my first step away from him. He held my shoulder steady and the second step was more confident. “I’ll be okay.”

“Are you sure?”

No. Not even a little. But I wanted to do this myself. “Just hurry.”

He gave me a look like he knew I was lying, but neither of us had time to screw around. While he went to work on the consoles, I headed deeper into the lab, bracing myself against walls and tables. I hurried through the clean room, but when I opened the lab door, ammonia-scented air blasted me back.

Clapping a hand over my nose and mouth, I tried not to gag. The smell was going to haunt me the rest of my life.

But at least I had a life now. Or a chance at one.

Focusing on that, I crossed inside.

I tried not to look at the floating things as I moved from tank to tank. All I had to do was turn off the life systems and they’d go peacefully. Tap and done. They’d die without waking up, so it was pretty humane considering the fact they existed had to be a huge ethical no-no.

Still…

Dizziness and nausea spun my head as I pulled their digital plugs.

It was mercy, but that didn’t make it feel good. The opposite. They should never have been made and now there was nothing I could do but end their suffering.

The last tank was the largest and its control panel was higher. As I reached for the touch screen, my gaze flicked up—

I froze.

She looked exactly like me. Just shorter hair, fanned out around her chin, fluttering like seaweed in the liquid. Pressing her palms against the glass, she stared like she was looking at a ghost.

Maybe she thought she was the real one?

My heart stuttered. I couldn’t.

I stood staring until something touched my shoulder, restarting my brain. I jumped.

“We’re ready,” Tair said. He swallowed as his gaze swept NotQuanta who gaped at us.

“This one…”

Tair squeezed my arm and then tapped in the command to end it. The tank lights dimmed and an alert flashed, echoing in time with NotQuanta’s fists as she pounded the glass.

“What if we—”

“Quanta.” Tair tugged me away from that train of thought before it could chug any farther. I followed him, but I could still hear the other me hitting the walls of her tank. Tair let out a heavy breath. “They’re monsters.”

“They’re me.” Very much me. Maybe more than I was myself at the moment.

“We’re going to have enough trouble getting ourselves out.”

“I know.” I could already see the futures playing out. We were going to need all the focus we could get. I shook my head, letting go.

Later.

Later I’d think it over and worry about what I’d just done. First I needed out.

Out and so far away.


Chapter Thirty-Six

ALTAIR

I pulled Quanta away from the rows of tanks. She shook a little, in a mix of shock and whatever drugs still coursed through her system, but her gray eyes were clear and her complexion had returned to its natural color since the last time I’d seen her.

Some part of me had feared I’d be too late, and I’d lose her before we got started on…

Whatever we chose to start after this.

“We have to go. The bombs and…” Quanta trailed off as her eyes glazed, looking elsewhere. “What else did you set up out there?”

“Smoke pellets.” I handed her the collapsible gas mask I’d clipped to my belt. “I seeded them on the way down. We’ve also got explosives and a handful of short-range EMPs.”

“So we have a path. Kind of.” She winced at something in the ether. “As long as we don’t have to do this loop thirty times.”

“Can you handle that many?” We’d have to do whatever necessary to escape, but I didn’t want her to push her limits again.

“Let’s not find out.” Quanta slipped the mask over her nose and mouth, muffling her words but not the determination behind them. “You ready?”

“One more thing.” I slid off my watch and popped off its back cover to remove the two slender needles inside. “We have to deactivate the tracking in our Helixes.”

“You first,” Quanta said, eyeing them with suspicion.

Fair enough. I jabbed the nanodevice into the ink of my Green Helix. For a crystalline second, pain seared, radiating out from the spot and burning out the subcutaneous tech. When the sensation died away, it felt like a weight had been lifted.

No more pretending now. No more charades.

Quanta lifted the hem of her shirt to reveal the Red Helix tattooed on her hip. “Go for it.”

“It’ll sting a little.” I brought the second needle to hover over her soft skin.

“Hurry.” She stared at the spot instead of looking away.

As gently as I could, I jabbed her. She tensed for just a second and then let out a breath. “Didn’t even hurt.”

I shook my head. “Your pain threshold is frightening.”

“Good thing I got something out of all this.” Quanta straightened her shirt and then rubbed her hands together. “But I’ve got enough souvenirs.”

“Let’s go.” I clipped on my mask and then took her hand, giving it a squeeze. I couldn’t guarantee that we’d get through the next minutes, let alone any longer, but I promised myself I’d do whatever it took to keep her from more suffering.

She’d had enough.

And I’d had enough watching.

<<<>>>

We escaped through clouds of smoke.

When I finally triggered the explosives in the lab, the entire building shook. The confusion kept the guards from coming at us faster than we could handle or duck away. Quanta peered through the future possibilities, finding us the best paths.

If not for her power, we would’ve died on the first try.

We learned the guards’ patterns and rewound again and again, slowly making our way closer to the surface.

And toward the exit.

Quanta faded a little each time, but I could feel the iron will radiating from her hand to mine. She wasn’t going to quit until we made it.

Matching determination burned in my chest. Neither was I.

On cycle ten we made it to a utility corridor, but security panels popped down before we could get clear.

By fifteen we’d crossed and made it into one of the garages on the ground level.

Finally, on cycle twenty, we caught a break, stowing in an automated transpo van on its way out of the senate compound.

We huddled in the back together, Quanta wilting against me. I smoothed her hair. Almost.

Thank Buddha. A deep sigh gusted from her.

I smiled. Could’ve been worse.

You’re telling me. We could’ve fallen in acid vats.

“Acid vats? Why would those exist?”

She shrugged. “I just see the future. Not the reasons.”

“Then what’s next?” I asked. It would take a while—and probably any number of close calls—before we made it to Eva’s stronghold.

“Whatever we want.” Quanta closed her eyes, relaxing against me. Just wake me if someone else tries to kill us.

“I’ll try not to let it get that far,” I said, but she was already dozing.

Gear clattered as the van rumbled away from the senate. I held Quanta steady as we bumped along. We had to make it to the boat waiting for us at the harbor. Then to the hyperloop. A dozen other pod rides. All dangerous. I shouldn’t feel peaceful.

But Quanta’s breath fluttered against me, and the deep, even sound set my mind at ease.

Our genetic matching might turn me into her glorified assistant, but I couldn’t think of any position I’d rather have. With her power, we could change everything.

Together, we could make a difference.

Together we would make a difference.

On our own terms.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

QUANTA

Sleep was the greatest.

I dreamed like crazy because the timeghosts didn’t want to leave me alone, but they weaved through everything instead of waking me up. Even passed out, I knew why I could finally relax.

There were no cameras on me and no guards waiting to tranq me if I took a step in the wrong direction. Even better, I didn’t have to worry what I was going to say to the next person who walked in so I didn’t get killed or cut up or worse—get someone else killed or cut up.

Tair hovered nearby, smoothing back my hair and talking. I couldn’t hear what he said, but it didn’t matter as long as he didn’t go anywhere.

We snuck from transpo to boat and boat to pod and pod to every other possible way to get from one place to another. Time pulled at me as we passed so many new spaces peppered with moments in time that wouldn’t fade. We crossed bloody, screaming Civil War battlefields, and wagons jammed with prairie settlers, and skyscrapers that still gleamed in my mind, even if they were mostly ruins now.

When our pod on wheels started climbing, tipping my head back in my seat, I woke from the current doze. Still groggy, I rubbed my eyes as I squinted out the window, a little disoriented by all the peaks and fluffy clouds.

We were climbing a mountain.

“Feeling better?” Tair asked. He set down the tablet he was reading while the two-seater pod drove itself. His glasses had slipped down his nose and his hair was a mess, all sticking up.

“I’m fine. You should’ve gotten some sleep too.” But disheveled looked ridiculously cute on him.

“Couldn’t relax.” He clicked on the GPS unit and the screen showed squiggly mountain lines. “Ten more minutes and we’ll be at the gate.”

I sat up straighter, fighting the urge to squirm. The gaps in my memory were still as good as chasms, but not even a decade and more of torture could make me forget Eva. She was the closest I’d ever had to family.

I just wasn’t sure if I should hug her or slap her. The way Tair bunched his fists against his legs, I guessed which way he was leaning on that one. “Did you tell her we’re coming?”

“It’ll be a surprise.”

“Fun.” I loved a good surprise as long as it was on someone else.

Tair finally clicked off the auto-drive and took us up a plain little mountain road. We chugged to a stop in front of a bank of trees. It looked totally normal and woodsy in the present, but the recent past bled into my eyes. Trucks and vehicles and people going in and out. They weren’t lumberjacks, either. “The entrance is—”

“There,” Tair cut me off to point at the spot. “The grass is flattened.”

“I saw it first.”

“You sure?” His lips quirked in challenge that made it impossible not to smile back.

For once, it didn’t matter who’d won. I was just glad to have someone on my level. I was about to talk back at him when the future shifted, taking me away from the fun. Guards run and then crouch just behind the safety of the hologram, weapons up and ready to neutralize the intruders. I scowled at their timing.

Even though I couldn’t see them through the holo covering the mountain, I stared straight at where I knew their commander was standing—at least he was probably there by now. It wouldn’t look as cool if I was a few seconds too soon. “Tell Eva she’s got guests.” A wave of my Raven tattoo was all it took to brush off the futures where we got shot up.

On the other side, someone opened the portal and a door-sized hole appeared in the screen of trees. The commander guy popped out. He had his weapon down, but I’d feel better if he put it away already.

Tair stepped in front of me. “Tell her Quanta’s back.”

“Quanta?” The man jolted and then gave me a once-over, but his expression stuck somewhere between disbelief and you guys are insane. “She’s dead.”

“Then do I get a resurrection party?” I stepped to Tair’s side. “Chocolate cake’s my favorite if anyone’s asking.”

The guy gaped like a thirsty fish, but he reported the news into his com. We milled for a few long moments, but I wasn’t worried about it anymore. The woman in charge was booking it here.

Soon enough, someone pushed the guy aside.

“Quanta?” She looked exactly the same as she did in my memories, with her reddish hair twisted back and a lab coat flapping open behind her.

“Eva.” I gripped Tair’s hand, frozen where I stood, torn between rushing to her and reaming her out. He gave my fingers a squeeze and then I was seeing Eva through his eyes—and she had aged. Subtle crow’s feet imprinted the corners of her eyes and a few strands of gray had grown mixed in with her red hair. She slumped a little, as if she’d been desperate too often lately, but the sparkle in her hazel eyes said I was bringing the hope right back. Holding Tair kept most of my ghosts quiet, but I had a feeling that as soon as I let go, I’d be drowning in images of all the crazy things Eva had planned.

She stopped short of us and smoothed down her coat. “I’m glad you’re safe. So very glad.” As she scanned us both, her gaze stopped on our linked hands. Tair tensed as her lips quirked. “It seems all has worked out for the best.”

“About that…” I glanced up at Tair.

He shook his head. Inside.

Right. We definitely didn’t need Eva’s minions knowing our dirty laundry. “Can we come in to your secret fortress, or do you want us to camp in the woods?”

“Please come in. I already have quarters prepared for you.” Eva gestured for us to move past her.

I kept a tight grip on Tair’s hand as we followed. There’d be time to dig into the past and future later. For now, I wanted to stay grounded in what was actually happening.

As soon as we crossed the holo, the fake trees disappeared. We stood in a huge mountainside meadow and every inch of it was clogged with RVs and trailers and stacks of converted shipping containers. Everything was mobile and ready, just in case the Seligo tracked Eva down. People weren’t exactly milling, but they were everywhere, doing whatever rebel forces did to keep themselves occupied between guerrilla missions. I held Tair’s hand so tight my palm sweat, but the more people we passed, the more images crept into my field of view. When I let go…

I wasn’t sure I could be around this many people. There were too many ghosts of terrible pasts and too many bloody possible futures. And I could already see them dying in sprays of bullets and car crashes and botched missions—

It’s okay. Tair drew my hand against his stomach and stroked my fingers, sending distracting tingles up and down my arm.

I relaxed into him and some of the timeghosts flickered away. You’re seeing this?

Just flashes.

I don’t think we can stay. Whatever Eva had to say, I was pretty sure my head would explode if we stuck around the Ravens.

Fine with me. We’ll get our bearings and head out as soon as we’re ready.

I let Tair’s consciousness bleed over mine. He could tell the difference between the fighters and the science staff, and he recognized a few faces. They stared at Eva—who I remembered was mostly a lab body unless she was in the middle of a mission—and then gaped at Tair and me.

But mostly me.

What’s the deal? I was used to being watched, but here I should be just another Red refugee.

You’re a bit of a legend.

“Really?” I accidentally said it out loud and Eva shot a sharp gaze over her shoulder. Oops. But either way, I could work with that.

Really. News must have spread that you’re back.

Maybe back, but staying? That definitely wasn’t for sure.

Eva led us up the steps of an RV that looked brown and bland on the outside. The inside made me blink.

It wasn’t quite as flashy as the Seligo’s labs, but it was close, all clean and teched out and sterile. A guard shut the door behind us and Eva waved us toward the compact seating area. “Sit. We have much to discuss.”

Much for sure.

I sat next to Tair, keeping my thigh pressed against him instead of breaking away.

Not helping me focus. His voice came out strained and I caught glimpses of a few kissy futures where he slung me over his legs, and—

“You two seem cozy,” Eva said, bringing me back to reality.

Apparently the position wasn’t helping me focus, either. I shook my head to clear the hanky panky and scowled at her. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“I wanted you back. Now here you are. Both of you.” She crossed her legs, still obviously smug about it. “You’ll be my best weapons against the Citadel.”

“Not necessarily,” I said.

That wiped the smug off her. “Have you seen something?”

“I’ve seen a lot of things.” I turned to Tair. Do you want to tell her off, or should I?

I’ll take this one. His eyes hardened as he fixed his gaze on Eva. “Why should we help? You’ve proven that your morals are talk. At least the Seligo are honest about what they are.”

“To be clear.” Eva’s eyes hardened until she looked more like a drill sergeant than a mother figure. “Yours is the only non-consensual modification I’ve ever done and I wouldn’t have considered it if Quanta hadn’t insisted.”

Was she insane? “I never—”

“You were three years old.” Eva held up a hand, cutting me off. “You could barely pronounce his name, but you told me Altair Orpheus was your genetic match.”

My throat tasted dry as ashes and Tair was absolutely still. I didn’t dare peek into the future to see how this played out.

Would he hate me? Or would I hate myself enough for both of us?

“I’d been sitting on the matching program for decades,” Eva continued. “I was confident in the science at the genetic level, but pairing personalities proved more difficult. You made me a list of potential matches and it’s served as my guide these last ten years. Without your input, I never would’ve implemented human trials.”

“I…” I didn’t know what to say to her, let alone to myself.

I’d known I had memory gaps, but this was more on the amnesia level. Then again, who remembered what they’d said at three years old? I might’ve told her what I saw, but there was no way I could’ve understood what it meant.

“It’s all worked out for the best, hasn’t it?” Eva folded her hands over her knee, as if that was all that mattered.

“We’ll see.” Tair’s voice was hard.

A shiver of dread ran through me. Was he pissed at me?

If not, I was kind of pissed at me.

Stupid past self.

A soft tone rang through the room, cutting the tension. “They’ll be setting out lunch.” Eva stood and brushed her lapels flat. “Take some time to rest and recover and we’ll reconvene later. I’d like to you meet the rest of the team.”

I slipped away from Tair and would’ve put some space between us—visions or no visions—but he held tight to my hand as his voice echoed in my head. Let’s play along with her for now.

Sure. We could even strategize. I was just glad he wasn’t furious about my manipulative toddler phase.

Eva went back to her work and a guard led us toward the dining hall, not even pretending to stay on task as he kept glancing back at me. I bit back the urge to tell him how he died. At this point, it wouldn’t scare him off. He’d just tell his buddies and then they’d want me to play rebel camp fortuneteller.

Not in this lifetime.

The guard left us at a hodgepodge site of shipping containers converted into kitchens. People streamed in from all the directions, and the shimmering ink from all their Raven tattoos was almost enough to make me dizzy, but that was just the start.

Their pasts crushed down around me in so many layers of timeghosts I couldn’t see my feet anymore.

I gripped Tair’s arm with both hands to put it all on mute, but there were too many images to shut off the flow completely. Tair swept me off my feet and carried me to an empty table, but held me in his arms instead of setting me down. Should we get out of here?

Just stay with me a minute. Even if we didn’t stay, I’d have to get used to being around people and their ghosts. No way was I living my life all cooped up like before.

I gripped Tair’s sleeve, relaxing into him. I could barely see the tables surrounding us, but he was like an island in the storm. All the craziness just slipped around his shoulders. And touching him felt totally natural, which was weird, but not something I wanted to change.

Focusing on my breath, I tried to sift through the ghosts. Before I got far, my stomach groaned.

Tair’s laugh rumbled against me. Should I get us something?

Cake. Like two whole cakes. I pressed my hands to my temples. I’d probably only be able to eat one piece, but on principle, I was going to need a whole lot of sugar to cope with everything.

I’ll be right back. Tair slipped me onto the bench and squeezed my shoulder before stepping away.

Ghosts teemed as soon as he was gone.

I put my head down and tried to take deep breaths. I had to get used to it, but cheese and rice. Why did so many of the Ravens have such dark pasts and terrible futures?

When Tair slipped in next to me, my head jolted up.

“Are you hanging in there?” He asked as he passed a tray to me.

“Kind of.” I’d been watching over the Ravens for years, but being here with them was way more compelling than expected. I was still getting too much chaos to see which futures were likely, but I couldn’t sit back watch them all die.

Tair drummed his fingers against the table. I didn’t like not knowing what he was thinking and we were really overdue for a talk about our own future. It wasn’t going to be an easy topic, but I had a feeling it would keep me locked in the present.

Kicking off my shoe, I wriggled my toes up his pant leg under the table.

He lifted a brow.

I shrugged. I don’t want anyone to overhear.

Fair enough.

I chewed at the inside of my cheek, reluctant to start, but Tair beat me to the punch. He touched my cheek, just ticklish brush of his fingers. I’m not mad at you.

Even though I’m the mastermind?

You were a child. Eva didn’t have to listen to you, and she didn’t have to lie to me.

Relief washed over me in a dizzy wave. So we stay together?

Yes. Tair’s voice sounded firm and warm. I’d like to get to know you better.

Same. Both him, and myself. There was no point in worrying about things like forever. Right now, it was enough to know that I liked sitting next to him. I liked how he could either calm me down or wind me up with a challenge. I liked how he fiddled with his glasses and how we saw two totally different worlds but still came to the same conclusion. I wasn’t sure if it was love yet, but the label didn’t matter. Now that I had Tair to myself, I wasn’t planning on letting him go.

And all I could see were futures of us together. I leaned against him, resting my forehead on his shoulder. We’ve got a few days before anyone tries to kill us this time. We should relax.

A few days? Amusement crackled through Tair’s mental voice. What a luxury.

Unless the food kills us first. I poked at the flat, colorless sponge impersonating a sandwich on my plate. Want to bet how long it takes me to fix that?

“No bet.” Tair laughed. “I know better.”

I grinned at him. “I guess we can tough it out a few days. No winding back to meal times though.”

“Never again.”

Both of us shuddered.

As I smiled up at him, the possibilities shifted and an almost-solid future Quanta tugged Tair’s mouth to hers. I could hold back, but why bother anymore?

Only Tair was in my eyes.

I gripped his shirt and pulled his lips to mine. He leaned into the kiss, pressing against me, firm, but still gentle. Soft lips. His arms wrapped around me, encircling and comforting and possessing, but there was no hurry in either of us. We both had the same idea—a little slow exploration.

I could roll with that.

A throat cleared nearby. I opened my eyes to find two troublesome people hovering. The guy was tall and tanned with sea green eyes pinched in sort of amused disapproval. Hunter. Or Knight. I remembered his names, but I forgot which one he liked to be called. He stood with folded arms, dressed like a toy soldier in black fighting gear and I had to squint against the ghosts of his past. Dark, dark, and darker. “Making yourself at home, Orpheus?”

Tair’s expression tightened. There was some testosterone between them and I’d figure out the details later, but for now I fixated on the blue-haired girl behind soldier boy.

“Cipher?” I’d seen ghosts of her for years, but the reality wasn’t what I’d pictured. The tattoos and piercings were all dead on, but… “I thought you were taller.”

Hunter snorted. She elbowed him in the ribs as she fixed me with a scowl. “Sorry for being short.”

Scenes of her washed over me, from the ancient past to the more recent. And the future. With the four of us standing there, a whole bunch of worrying wisps sprouted around us.

We run from faceless enemies, tearing down a corridor; electricity crackles in the air, blue and white until ozone burns in my nose; Tair and I shoot back to back; Cipher reaches out to me, her dyed hair streaming behind her—

“Is she okay?” Cipher’s voice jolted me back to reality.

I focused on Tair, breathing him in to bring myself. “Eva wants us to run missions with them.”

“We haven’t promised to stay,” Tair said.

“Nope. And we don’t have to.” It was up to us.

“We were hoping you could help,” Knight said, talking more to me than Tair. “The odds are really stacked against us.”

“You have no idea.” I shuddered again as he and Cipher got torn down time and time again, wherever I looked. Blood everywhere. Death down every path.

I couldn’t tell if Tair was seeing what I saw, but he squeezed my shoulder. “One day at a time.”

“Right.” I let out a deep exhale. If I pushed aside the darkness, I could see hope too. “You guys have cute kids.”

“Kids?” Knight blinked and then started glowing like a total doof. “How many?”

“Seven or eight,” I said, totally straight-faced and totally not guilty for lying about the number.

The blood drained from Cipher’s face. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

I shrugged and bit back a smile. Knight tore Cipher away, rambling on about their future while she tried to get him to slow down.

“Liar,” Tair said.

I didn’t bother denying it. “They were going to stand there interrogating us.” Until we decided what we were doing next, there was no point in getting sucked into Eva’s operation. If we wanted to fight Nagi, we would, with or without her. “I stand by my methods.”

“I’m not complaining,” he said as he drew me closer to his side.

As I leaned into him, feeling his chest rise and fall, clarity slipped over my shoulders. I couldn’t change the past and I couldn’t guarantee the future, but for once, the present was perfectly wonderful.

I was getting a chance at a real future, and that was more than I’d ever let myself hope for.

So much more. I hugged Tair’s arm tight.

We might not get forever, but we had now.

This time, I didn’t bite back my smile. I was going to enjoy every minute I had left.


Coming soon from author Lola Dodge:

Quanta: Reset, Book Three in the Shadow Ravens Series

Click here to order now.
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Quanta has escaped her laboratory prison, but that’s where the good news ends.

Life at the Shadow Ravens’ compound is a disaster. She’s drowning in visions of the dark pasts and darker futures of her fellow Ravens and is plagued by her own panic-inducing memories, but Lady Eva still expects her to “train” and “participate in missions.” Plus, the food tastes like burnt plastic.

The only bright spot is her genetic pairing to the brilliant Altair Orpheus. As their relationship grows, she’s positive that chemicals aren’t the only things drawing them together—although chemistry is definitely involved.

While they test the limits of her game-changing new ability to reset time, word arrives from Eva’s agents: Doctor Nagi is still experimenting with her DNA. If he succeeds in duplicating her power…

Forget the Shadow Ravens. The whole world is toast.

For more information and updates about the series, go to: http://inkmonster.net/authors/ldodge


Also in The Shadow Ravens Series:

Cipher by Aileen Erin

Click here to order now.
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For more information and updates about the series, go to:

http://inkmonster.net/books/shadow-ravens


Also from Ink Monster, The Angelbound Series, by Christina Bauer.

Click here to order Angelbound, the first book in the series.
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Also available in The Angelbound Series: Scala, Armageddon, and Maxon.

For more information and updates about the series, go to:

http://inkmonster.net/books/angelbound-series


Also from Ink Monster, Becoming Alpha, Book one in the Alpha Girl series by Aileen Erin.

Click here to order now!
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Also available in the Alpha Girl series: Avoiding Alpha, Alpha Divided, Bruja, and Alpha Unleashed.

For more updates and information about the series, go to:

http://inkmonster.net/books/alpha-girl-series
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Lola Dodge is a compulsive traveler, baker, and procrastinator. She earned her BA in English from Stonehill College and MFA in Writing Popular Fiction from Seton Hill University—and hasn’t stopped moving since. When she’s not on the road, Lola spends her time indoors where the sunlight can’t melt her, writing or bingeing on anime and cherry soda. She can be summoned in a ritual involving curry, Hello Kitty idols, and a solid chocolate pentagram.
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