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Chapter One

[image: ]

QUANTA

My pulse rang loud in my ears as I puzzled over the doorknob in front of me. The only light in the narrow hallway glowed from Devan’s raised hand, but Cipher was starting to crackle with nervous sparks of electricity as she leaned closer, voice muffled by her protective facemask. “What’s next?”

I kept staring at the knob. What is next?

Good question. By way of an answer, bluish timeghosts fuzzed over reality, showing me all the ways the next seconds could play out.

Letting the present bleed away, I relaxed into my power. I stumble over the trip wire just across the threshold. That was a start. “There’s a wire on the first step through the door.” And then?

I tiptoe over the wire. Cipher and Devan follow me into a vacant gray office. It looks empty enough, with only a few bare desks and no furnishings or working lights, but before I can wave the girls across the room to the next door we have to crack, a shooter pops out from behind the desk. I lift my gun, but Cipher’s already pushing me aside to safety. She takes a hit to the shoulder before I can shoot.

Blinking back to the now, I scowled at Cipher. “Shooter behind the desk on the left. Don’t be such a hero.”

Cipher’s mask covered her mouth, but I knew she was scowling right back at me. “I didn’t do anything.”

“None of us are doing anything.” The golden light glowing from Devan’s hand flickered as she grumbled.

“Just let me take out the shooter. Can you unlock the door?” I stepped back, giving Cipher room.

She lifted a portacomp to the door’s keypad, punched in some numbers, and a beep sounded. I tried to breathe in and out and keep my focus as I pulled out my gun. We’d win this time. The possibility was there in the ether, if a little hazy and unlikely looking. There were only three more booby-trapped rooms between the exit and us, and I spotted at least one future where we darted through the last door grinning wide for the first time in weeks.

I just had to find the right path. We could do it.

Definitely.

Probably?

Devan pulled open the door. Already seeing where the attack was coming from, I darted into the office before Cipher could box me out. I pulled the trigger just before the target popped up. The hit connected with perfect timing. Cipher and Devan flanked me, crackling with light and electricity. Lowering my gun, I flexed my mental muscles.

When I called for them, timeghosts fluttered over reality like sheets of tissue paper—layer on layer on layer of possibility. As I flicked through the pages of time, a bluish glow wound from my fingertips. I could tamp it down, but I didn’t want to make the effort. I’d rather burn my focus finding a future where we got out of this sweaty, awful nightmare house. We only had to sneak through the bedroom and kitchen now.

But I already felt like we’d been in the office a thousand times. Cipher could hack into the abandoned terminal on the wall to get us through the next doorway, but then…

A panel drops from the ceiling, spraying us with pellets. Four shooters pop up, and there’s not enough time to hit all of them. I have to choose. Do I save myself? Save Devan? Save Cipher?

Fuzzy blue images of all of us falling in different combinations fluttered over my field of vision, and my head spun with the info. Seeing what came next didn’t make moving forward any easier. If anything, it was harder. How did I open a door, knowing I had to choose who took the inevitable shots?

“Quanta!” Cipher’s voice jolted me back to reality.

While I’d been staring down one set of potential futures, another had snuck up on me. Three mini drones zoomed through the door behind us. They zigged and zagged through the air, speeding up now that they had us in their sights. I whipped my gun toward the closest one, but the way the little UFO-looking buggers swerved made it crazy hard to predict their paths—especially when I had to blink away their drone-y timeghosts.

Electricity crackled, arcing across the room as Cipher fried the one nearest to her. Light blurred around Devan, but as soon as she went invisible, the drone that had been closing in on her swung toward me.

I knocked down the first one, but I couldn’t get my gun on the second target fast enough. Its shot was already on the way.

A paint pellet pinged me straight in the forehead, splattering my visor.

“Son of a—!” I grabbed at my mask. The color was green instead of red, but it felt warm enough to be blood, and my vision doubled for a second with the sting.

“Fail.” Knight’s voice echoed over the PA system. “You guys want to take another stab?”

“No way.” The eighth try today wasn’t going to be the lucky one, and I needed to wipe the paint off my visor or I’d bite it on the empty floor, let alone any more trip wires the guys planted.

“I’m done, too.” Cipher’s electric glow faded, and she shucked off her visor. Strands of her long blue hair were plastered to her face and she sagged a little, wilting from using her powers all morning. Devan was still invisible, but she didn’t speak up if she had a problem with taking a break.

The overhead lights flickered on and a beep sounded as all the doors in the building swung open. We backtracked through the long bare hallway and the other unfurnished rooms we’d already cleared, finally popping out into the massive airplane hangar that had become our home.

More or less.

The three of us started peeling off our sweat-soaked paintball gear and tossing it into piles near the doorway. I was beyond tired of sweating, but after sneaking free of Theta Citadel, the middle of the North African desert had turned out to be the only place where we could train and stay hidden from the Seligo. It had been a month since then, and I was happy to be alive and all, but that didn’t stop me from pining for air-conditioning.

Finally, I stripped down to just a tank top and shorts. I wanted to be far away from the training house for a while, but there was nowhere to hide. The house was the only real structure in the hangar—otherwise, it was mostly empty floor space for planes that didn’t exist.

I trudged toward the mission control station set up in the corner. It had turned into our hodgepodge living room over the past few weeks, with a couple ragged sofas and rusty folding chairs clustered around a big screen, and stacks of all the working tech stuff we’d either salvaged from the storage or carried in ourselves. Knight and Dex sat at the comp desks, where they managed the traps in the training house.

Tair was already on his way to me. I let myself forget everything else as he closed the distance between us.

He looked tall and lithe in a black T-shirt and long shorts, but my favorite thing about him was the look of concern in his dark eyes. And the glasses. Those were always cute.

Tair pressed cool fingers to what was probably a red spot on my forehead. “Are you okay?”

“How are your fingers cold right now?” I covered his hand with mine, happy to keep him right where he was.

A smile smoothed the worry from his face. He slipped a hand into his pocket and then snuck a pouch into my palm.

The cold shocked my fingertips, but once I realized what it was, I clutched the precious bundle tight. “An ice pack? From where?”

“A hit to the head calls for raiding the first aid kit.” Tair’s fingers were still cold as he smoothed the sweat-crazed hair away from my face. I leaned into him, letting my forehead rest against his chest. It was just a little thoughtful gesture, but when I added up all the little things—and the big ones—Tair did for me, it was hard to not fall into his arms and just stay there for a few happy hours.

A throat cleared, and Dex called out. “You guys joining us, or…?”

I scooted far enough away from Tair to scowl. As big as the hangar was, it felt too small for the six of us. We had zero privacy and had all been spending way too much time together in nonstop training mode as we tried to prep for whatever came next.

With the old Shadow Ravens compound compromised, Lady Eva’s agents had splintered off to hide until the Seligo weren’t on such high alert. Tair and I hadn’t decided if we’d rejoin with her or break off on her own when the time came, but if we had to hide away, we might as well be productive about it. That meant catching up on fighting skills with the guys. I’d expected taking a break from running for our lives would be more fun, but after a few weeks waiting in close quarters, all of us were getting antsy.

I fought the urge to grab Tair by the T-shirt and drag him into a dark corner like a few of my timeghostly future selves were doing. Instead, I slipped my fingers into Tair’s, and we headed for the corner where the others were waiting. Cipher had plopped onto the less ratty of the two sofas, Dex and Knight were still stationed at the rickety desks with their comp consoles, and Devan leaned against a tower of tech gear with folded arms and a surly expression.

None of us had much reason to smile. If we couldn’t make it through the training house, how could we survive an actual mission? One that was really life or death?

I didn’t have an answer.

But we couldn’t hide forever. It would be better to go on the offensive, but if we couldn’t sneak past a few stupid drones in a plasterboard house, we weren’t even close to ready for that.

Tair and I slid a pair of folding chairs closer to where the others were grouped around the big screen. Knight queued up the vid footage, ready to run through our latest failure play by play.

His disappointed gaze fell on me first. “What happened?”

I had no excuses. “I was focusing on the wrong timeline.” My third eye was as clear as it had been in years, but I still had to know where to point it. Tair squeezed my hand in sympathy.

Knight tilted a screen so we could get a better view and started replaying footage from the training house cams. “I’m seeing improvements, but you all have to remember to clear the corners when you enter a new room. When Devan enters here…” I followed Knight’s spiel, trying to absorb his pointers about where to stand and how not to get shot, but no matter what nifty infiltration tactics he tried to teach, too much of it just didn’t apply. I’d always be pouring over futures instead of dealing with whatever enemies popped up in front of me. Still, I managed to more or less pay attention until my ice pack thawed and heatstroke became a real threat.

Eventually, Knight declared us debriefed. “We could all use some chow.”

I groaned. “Let me guess what’s on the menu.” I didn’t need precognition to see another vile food packet in my future.

“Ugh.” Cipher shuddered. “More baby vomit.”

“At least you get a little variety,” I said as the five of us headed for the kitchenette. The only vegetarian packets were spaghetti rings and soy protein stir-fry. My stomach rolled at the thought of choking another one down, but the hangar didn’t have a food printer, and we couldn’t exactly run to the store. It took hours to reach civilization on the dune buggy thing, and the closest “town” was a handful of Void dwellers in huts fighting over a water hole.

“Variety?” Cipher snorted. “You’re right. Maybe I’ll have the pus sandwich instead of the baby vomit.”

“Yum.” I’d asked her to stop with the creative food descriptions on day one, but nothing she could say made it any worse at this point.

Cutting across the hangar, I kept hold of Tair’s hand more out of comfort than necessity. Not too long ago, I would’ve been drowning in timeghosts just trying to cross the floor. Things had changed for the better since the throwdown with my clone. Now I could actually see where I was walking, from the rafters high overhead to the clusters of furniture we’d tried to make into rooms. Outside the training house, only the bathroom and storage closets had actual walls.

Every so often, I caught a glimpse of a spectral airplane or someone’s future, but a little flick of my mental muscles quieted everything back down. For the first time—possibly ever—my brain wasn’t fighting against me.

Free to watch the world around me, I snuck peeks at the others as we settled into the kitchen area. We’d set up a rickety table and chairs next to the food storage closet, but the only cooking “tools” were the gas burner on our lab table/countertop and a huge steel drum of drinking water.

It was Cipher’s turn to make dinner, so Knight fired up the burner to boil water while she raided the closet for food packs. She muttered more nasty food comparisons under her breath until Knight fake vomited. Then they started nudging each other and eventually laughing.

The rest of us settled into chairs around the table. Devan sat with her arms folded. Her dark bangs were getting long enough to hide her face, and I wondered if she’d grow out her bob so she could hide behind her hair even more. She hadn’t opened up to us much more since our crazy escape from Theta Citadel, and I couldn’t blame her. We had no leads on her kidnapped friends and no proof that they were still alive.

She must’ve felt my stare, because her gaze flicked to me. For a second, Devan hunched back into herself. Then she drew enough courage to sit straight up and face us. “How much longer are we staying here?”

I turned to Knight. He’d been running missions with Eva and the Shadow Ravens for years and had naturally taken the lead as our planner.

Knight shook his head. “We have a check-in with Lady Eva after dinner, but I’m guessing nothing’s changed. The Seligo are still hunting for Red Helixes, and you three are at the top of their shit list. Unless we find a lead on your friends, we’d be stupid to put ourselves out in the open again.”

Devan’s lips trembled until she pressed them tight together. My heart ached for her. She didn’t say much, but I’d seen plenty of her past just by being around her. Kiri and Aliya were basically Devan’s family, and she blamed herself that the Seligo had them now. If Devan had been with them when they were captured, her illusion-making powers might have kept them all safe.

Then again, they might all have been taken. But I couldn’t see what-ifs, and I couldn’t think of anything to comfort her. We all knew the odds. Red Helix girls had dangerous—and unstable—powers. My hand drifted to the hip where my Helix was tattooed. I’d barely survived captivity to the Seligo, and the same man who’d made me suffer for a decade was the one who had her friends now.

Doctor Nagi.

He wanted us all, but Tair and I had made it personal. We’d slipped past him twice, and he’d do anything in his power to make sure we never escaped him again.

As Devan hunched back in on herself, I wished there were something—anything—I could do to help her get through this. If I could find the girls in the future and see that they were okay…

But future-seeing had its limits. Kiri and Aliya were too far away, and I couldn’t pick out the right page out of the future if I didn’t have the book. Even if I could find them, all I’d see were possibilities.

Anything could happen. Our decisions were what steered us down one path out of millions.

And when I tried to find the path our little group would take? The only certainty in my future was a pouch of soggy-sweet spaghetti rings.

Tair squeezed my hand. “Are you seeing something or just thinking?”

“Thinking.” And now that he had my attention, I remembered the important thing. Whatever came at us next, Tair and I would handle it together. I scooted my chair closer and rested my head on his shoulder.

Usually, I melted right into him, but today he hummed with tension. I leaned back to peer up at his face. Tair’s genes had been chosen, so he tended to look a little too perfect for real life. Now his even bronzy skin looked worn, and he kept fiddling with his glasses the way he did when he was upset or agitated in general. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ll tell you later.” He readjusted his glasses and slipped an arm around me.

I wished we could still talk brain to brain, but recent events had fried my psychic circuits. Instead of grilling Tair in front of the others, I settled against his side. We both had a bigger problem to deal with before we could talk.

Cipher set spoons and warmed-up food packets in the center of the table. “Good luck. We’re all going to need it.”

She ripped open her packet and my stomach rebelled as the stench hit. Whatever it was smelled halfway between socks and old dog meat.

It was really time to plan our next move.


Chapter Two
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ALTAIR

After enduring dinner, the six of us headed back to the control center for our weekly contact with Eva. We were flushed and exhausted after days of training in desert temperatures. Quanta’s health worried me the most—as always—but she walked in a straight line, with clear gray eyes and head held high. The timeghosts weren’t plaguing her the way they used to.

It was a weight off my mind, but with Quanta doing so well, there was nothing to distract from my other worries. My sister wasn’t responding to my messages. It hadn’t been a concern at first. Cassie always went on days-long programming tears, forgetting to sleep, let alone contact anyone.

A week later, I couldn’t be so cavalier. Cass had gone underground when Quanta and I first escaped Alpha Citadel, and I’d trusted her skills would keep out of the clutches of the Seligo and our senator parents. We’d agreed I shouldn’t know where she was hiding, but Cass was supposed to send the occasional encrypted contact to let me know she was safe. I didn’t need a long message. Just a ping. A blip to tell me she was all right.

Quanta’s face appeared in front of mine. She lifted my glasses to stroke the furrow between my brows. “Whatever it is, I’ll help you.”

The intensity of her gaze relaxed some of my worry. In all the time I’d known Quanta, she’d rarely stared at me so directly. She was always looking elsewhere, at figures no one else could see. Now that the full force of her attention fell on me, I felt understood in a way that made me sit up straighter.

No one else would notice I was bothered. Knight and I had come to a truce, but he’d accused me of being a robot more than once in the past. They all thought me cold and indifferent.

Quanta knew better.

I cupped her face in my hands. “I’ll be counting on you.”

She opened her mouth, starting to say something more, but another voice cut her off.

“Hey, lovebirds.” Dex gestured to the viewing screen, opening his arms as if he were presenting the award on a game show. “Do you want to unglue yourselves before this thing, or are you planning on sucking face in front of the Lady?”

My brows lifted. Dex had no room to be lecturing anyone about propriety. Barefoot in surf shorts with his long gold hair pulled into a bun, he looked more prepared for a beach party than a communication with the Shadow Ravens’ leader. His T-shirt put the look over the edge—the screen-printed letters read Ask me about my motorboat.

The appearance was calculated to make people underestimate him, but I’d known Dex too long to be fooled or baited.

Quanta gripped her temples and shook her head. “Could you not bring up sucking face ever again? I don’t want to see your conquests.”

Dex grinned. “Not liking the show?”

“We’ll be late if you don’t stop screwing around,” Cipher said.

“I wasn’t the one screwing—”

“Enough, Dex.” Knight tugged Dex back into a chair before he could finish. “If we miss the time slot, we won’t get any news until next week.”

A sober silence fell over the six of us. After a month in hiding, we had another five months of food supplies left, but none of us would be able to tolerate the hangar that long. Even though we were safest off the grid, relying on Eva for information was too restrictive. And if I didn’t hear from Cass soon, I was going out to find her myself.

Quanta and I settled on one of the sofas as Knight typed into the comp console. A few beeps sounded from our speakers before the screen flickered and a face appeared.

Eva.

Her crow’s-feet had deepened and new strands of gray wound through her red-gold bun, but even when exhausted, she looked as sharp as ever as she scanned our faces. She lingered a little longer on Quanta and her expression softened slightly, but Eva was back to business when her attention reached Knight. “Agent Marquez. Status report.”

“We’re holding tight, ma’am,” Knight said. “Conditions aren’t ideal, but we’re off the grid and able to run the girls through training ops. We were hoping you’d have better news for us this week.”

“None pleasant, I’m afraid.” Eva made a flicking gesture and her face disappeared from the screen, overtaken by a list of names. My spirits sank. Shadow Ravens, Red Helix girls, and a few who fit both categories. Now all were marked MIA or KIA.

“All of them…” Quanta gripped my arm.

“I finally managed a tally, but the list is likely to grow. Twenty-two of my people killed or missing since we left the compound,” Eva said. “We believe these were Ravens Nagi knew about but had been observing until now. After your mission to Theta Citadel, he started collecting them.”

“But why now?” Cipher’s voice spiked, and Knight wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders.

Quanta caught my eye and I wondered if we were having the same thought. Without Quanta, and now her only functioning clone, Doctor Nagi had no clairvoyant help on his side. He had to be collecting targets before they could slip his grasp.

I also wondered how long Eva had been working on this tally. Had she avoided telling us knowing we’d all want to step in?

“How do we help?” Dex leaned forward on his folding chair, his easygoing facade abandoned as his gaze flicked across the names on-screen.

“You don’t.” The list disappeared, and Eva’s exhausted face returned. “I’m giving you the same orders I’ve given to all the agents I can still contact. Hold tight. We’ll regroup once we’ve weathered the storm.”

Light rippled at the corner of my eye. Devan stood, gripping her arms with hands that beamed sunshine yellow. “I’m so tired of this! My friends are—”

“Devan.” Eva’s voice was calm and soft.

I angled my body in front of Quanta just in case Devan lost control of her light waves, but after a second she dimmed back to less alarming levels.

“You’ll be the first to know if I hear any news of your friends,” Eva said. “The only thing I’m positive of now is that Kiri and Aliya would be heartbroken if you were captured for their sake.”

Devan’s jaw clenched. After a long silence, she fell back into her chair, still gripping her arms.

Even though Eva was right, her words weren’t easy to swallow. And if this waiting kept up, Devan wouldn’t care what happened to herself. I felt the same about Cass.

“Is there anything else you’d like to report?” Again, Eva’s gaze lingered on Quanta. Instead of sharing whatever she saw in the future, Quanta kept silent, fiddling with the hem of her T-shirt.

I hadn’t planned to ask—I didn’t like putting my sister on Eva’s radar—but as the pause dragged, my worries wouldn’t let me keep silent. “Have you heard anything about my sister?”

“Cassiopeia?” Eva blinked. “I have not, but I wasn’t keeping an eye on her. Should I put out feelers?”

“I’d appreciate that. She’s never good about responding to messages, but it’s been more than a week since I heard from her. I’m worried she might’ve…” I didn’t finish the sentence because I didn’t want to think how it ended.

“I’ll let you know what I can discover. If that’s all?” Eva gave the room a last scan, but no one else had questions for her. “Good. Now don’t go looking for trouble.”

She didn’t wait for us to respond. The screen faded to black and the speakers cut to silence. None of us budged. I was busy imagining more days and weeks of relying on secondhand news and sitting on our hands while Reds and Ravens were rounded up outside.

Quanta was the first to her feet. “Can we do another run through the training house? I need to shoot things.” She offered me a hand up from the sofa.

“I’m done for the day.” Cipher smoothed back her fading blue hair. “Unless anyone wants in on a game?”

Knight and Dex started hooking up their gaming console to the big screen, while Cipher flopped onto the couch. Devan headed for exterior door, flashing invisible just before she opened it. The sun was setting, and rather than being bothered by the heat, she seemed to enjoy it—or at least she enjoyed the UV rays.

We all decompressed our own ways. And we all needed space.

Quanta tugged me away from the group, but she didn’t head for the training house. Instead, she pulled me toward the hangar’s far wall. “No shooting practice?”

“I thought of something better to do with our time.” Her voice rang with mischief, and all I could do was return her grin.


Chapter Three
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QUANTA

My stomach fluttered as I dragged Tair for the bunks. I wasn’t sure exactly what we’d do when we got there, but I had some ideas and a whole lot of inspiration from the saucier futures that had been dogging me since the moment Tair and I met.

The others would be busy for a while. Right now, I just wanted to be alone with him.

The “bedroom” we all shared was just a cluster of bunk beds and lockers hanging out in the hangar’s empty space. Luckily, we had a lot more bunks than people, so we’d stripped off the mattresses and pushed the empty frames into squares, hanging up sheets between them to give the illusion of privacy. I pulled Tair through the sheet into our little cubby.

I only let go of him when I realized my half of our mattress on the floor was a mess again. The few sketchpads and drawing pencils I’d gathered had exploded into a poky, crinkly minefield in my nest of blankets.

Tair helped to pick out the sharpest bits. When the worst of the clutter was on the floor, he smoothed a hand over the sheets. “It should be safe now.”

“Very funny.” I plucked off his glasses and set them on the nearest bunk frame. With all obstacles out of the way, I climbed into Tair’s lap, burying my face in his neck and wrapping my arms around him.

His arms circled me right back. I rested against his shoulder. He smelled like soap and sweat at the same time, and his heart beat a little faster than normal.

So did mine, but I could tell he was still distracted. I squeezed him tighter. “Your sister will be fine.”

He chuckled. “Do you really want to talk about my sister now?”

“Definitely now.” I leaned back to look at him. That laugh sounded forced, and I wasn’t letting him get away with it.

I opened myself to the flow of time. Where’s Cassie?

I wouldn’t usually be able to pick up much about a person I’d never met in real life, but Cassie and her brother had always been close. These days, I could see more of Tair’s futures than anyone else’s—including my own.

Timeghosts fuzzed around him, layer after layer. I flicked away the ones that looked like the past, with lines that were solid, but faded. The futures had a hazy blue potential about them, and they spanned a crazy range of possibilities.

Tair and I snuggle in a rocking swing, gliding and back and forth on a misty porch somewhere, watching the sunset; I collapse in an ear-splitting burst of gunfire, Tair screaming as I fall; Tair lies cold and lifeless on a lab table, while I lie next to him, painfully alive and struggling against the ropes that tie me down; Tair sits across a table from his parents, all three of them trading glares—

I pushed a little harder. Cass had to be there if I dug far enough.

Tair hunches over a compscreen; Tair drums his fingers against his thigh on a pod ride through one of the Citadels; Tair wears long white robes, and his pointy ears scream VR, but he holds a long stick of pepperoni instead of a weapon. “Come on, Cass.”

“Cass is still in your future.” Letting out a breath of relief, I pulled my mental walls back into place. I wouldn’t see her if she’d already met her end in the present. That didn’t help us figure out what the girl was up to now, but it was better than fearing the worst.

“I’m glad you can see her, but I’m still worried.”

“I know.” I rubbed his back. “If you want to, we can always go looking for her.” It wouldn’t be a vacation, but neither would anything else we did, and I’d rather do something to help than watch Tair be all thrown off.

He leaned to plant a kiss on my forehead. “I don’t want to risk you. But if we go a few more days without hearing from her…”

“Then we’ll go. As long as she’s not hiding in a desert, too. I’m starting to value AC more than my safety.”

He laughed just the way I’d hoped he would. “I’m surprised. The heat is bothering you more than the food?”

“Don’t get me started.” I shuddered. “I’d kill for a chocolate cake.”

Tair laughed again, finally relaxing. Now, the tension in his body was just right for melting.

I tilted my head to reach his mouth. He met me softly, his lips just brushing mine, but the sensation lit me up inside.

Even better, I didn’t see any futures where people came to our side of the hangar. I smiled against his lips. “Nobody’s coming anytime soon, and I see a future where you—”

Tair’s mouth pressed against mine, cutting off my breathing, let alone my thoughts. His tongue teased my lips open, and he didn’t pull back until I was panting.

“Why don’t you let me surprise you for once?” His smile was so smug, I couldn’t imagine being anywhere but the present. He eased me onto my back and shifted to hover over me. After he kissed down my neck, his lips found my collarbone. I twisted in the sheets, feeling fully alive for the first time in a long time. Everywhere Tair touched, caressed, or kissed went wild with heat and energy.

The weight of his body and his scent felt so right. So safe. I wrapped my arms and legs around him, not wanting to let go.

“GUYS!” Dex’s voice boomed across the hangar.

I groaned. He had to mess with us now?

“Get over here,” Knight called. “Now.”

Dex would jerk us around, but Knight? Nope.

My brain clicked straight into action mode. “Emergency?”

“Let’s find out.” Tair grabbed his glasses and tugged me to my wobbly feet. Together, we booked it to mission control.

I could tell it was bad from halfway across the hangar, but everyone stood staring at the vid screen in horror instead of arming up. The hangar wasn’t under attack. So what was happening? Tair and I sprinted so fast we were on top of the group before the timeghosts could hint what I’d missed.

“What—” As soon as I spoke, the future twisted. My vision cut to pure blue as timeghosts took over my head, flashing me a thousand death scenes at once. Tair. Cipher. Knight. Devan. Dex. And me.

All falling, screaming, bleeding.

I gripped my temples hard and tried to shake free of the images, but they kept hold, death after death after death. Whatever was set in motion, it wasn’t just the six of us who’d suffer. Oliver. Mona. Lady Eva. Kiri and Aliya. More Shadow Ravens.

Everyone.

Everyone was in danger.

“Quanta.” Tair held me in his arms, and panic rang through his voice. “Quanta.”

I gripped his T-shirt and rebuilt my mental walls. When the timeghosts disappeared, I finally blinked back to the present, where I needed to finish the question I’d started.

I staggered out of Tair’s arms. “What just happened?”

“Eva sent… Just watch.” Knight only stepped away from Cipher long enough to cue up a video file. Then he wrapped her back into his arms, whispering reassurances I didn’t get to hear.

The vid screen stole my breath away.

Doctor Nagi stared dead at us. He wore his dark hair slicked back the same as ever, and his thin lips twisted in the cold, familiar smile that made me want to throw up everything I’d ever eaten.

It’s just a video. A video couldn’t hurt us, but I could only suck in shallow breaths as the footage rolled on.

“This message is for the criminals Emma Jean Boyd, Hunter Marquez, Devan Coda, Altair Orpheus, and Quanta.” His face shifted on the screen as five new cam views appeared in the frame below him.

The prisoners sat or paced in narrow cells. Some were tied up. I took a step closer, and—

The first one looked up at the cam. Her thick black curls were pressed down by a set of goggles.

“Cass…” Tair slumped into a chair. I only kept standing because I’d frozen.

Cassie sat in the corner of her cell, hugging her knees. On the next cam, Oliver struggled against the plastic cords binding to a chair. Then Mona, pacing, her long blonde hair not quite hiding a tear-streaked face. And the last two cams…

Aliya was the dark-haired one lying hooked up to whirring machines on a lab table. Bundled up in a straight jacket, Kiri lay curled into a ball on the floor.

All of them. Captured. But…

I couldn’t get air into my lungs. All those white prison cells. The florescent lights. I could practically feel the tubes and bindings on my skin. They were all living my worst nightmare. I hugged shaking arms to my chest.

“Your friends and family have found their way to me, but you’re the ones I want.” Not even Nagi’s voice could make me look away from the cam views. My gaze stayed locked in horror as he spoke. “You have three days to present yourselves at Alpha Citadel. For each one of you, I’ll release one of your friends. But if you don’t arrive soon…” The cams disappeared, and Nagi’s face expanded to take up the entire screen again. “Their time will expire.”

With that bombshell, the vid cut off.

When I could finally move again, I whirled to Tair. He sat with his head in his hands, so motionless I wasn’t sure if he was breathing. I wanted to comfort him, but I was still trembling at the cold reality. I had no comfort to offer. Not even to myself.

Because how could we possibly get his sister back without trading our lives?


Chapter Four
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ALTAIR

A thousand questions roared through my head, but only one of them truly mattered. “How do we rescue them?”

Knight shook his head. “We don’t.”

“We have to.” I jumped to my feet, too wired with adrenaline to sit still. If I knew where Cass was, I’d already be on the way. “I’m not leaving my sister with Doctor Nagi. Are you leaving your friends?”

“Dude.” Dex glared my way. “I don’t like this either, but you’re talking like rescuing them is an option. Wherever Nagi is keeping them, it’s not going to be a walk in the fucking park to get them out. He’ll be waiting for us. We try anything and our friends aren’t the only ones who’ll end up dead.”

Devan balled her hands into fists. “I thought they were dead this whole time. If there’s any chance of saving them, I have to try. Absolutely.”

“Shit. Dex is right.” Cipher gripped Knight’s arm. “Even if we turn ourselves in, why would Nagi let them go? We’ll all be dead. Who knows if that was live footage? If it was an old vid, they might already be—” She stopped herself before she could finish.

Good. I didn’t want to hear the rest. “Doctor Nagi knows we’ll try to rescue them rather than turning ourselves over. That’s what he’ll be planning for.” He’d had weeks to build the perfect trap for us, and that was exactly what we’d be walking into.

So be it. I’d go alone if I had to.

Guilt weighed me down like lead. This was on me. I’d thought leaving Cass ignorant of my work with the Shadow Ravens would be enough to keep her safe. If she didn’t know anything, what good was she to Doctor Nagi?

Jesus. How idiotic was I? And how careless?

I should’ve known he’d use her as collateral. Our parents wouldn’t protect her.

I hadn’t protected her, either.

“They’re alive.” Quanta’s soft voice drew every gaze in the room. She sat on the floor, knees folded, with ribbons of ghostly blue light spilling from her flicking fingertips.

“What do you see?” I knelt at her side, vibrating with too much energy to contain. I needed one piece of good news. One shred of hope my sister could survive.

“Nothing that helps. Everything’s shifted and there’s too much chaos to pick out any one thread, but I know they’re all alive. For now.” She winced at the last.

I took in a deep breath. If Cass was alive, I had to keep her that way. Even if it meant volunteering for another suicide mission.

We didn’t have long to plan. Three days. Just traveling out of the desert would take a day of that, let alone making our way to Alpha Citadel. That would be even more difficult now. “Doctor Nagi sent the video to Eva?”

“No. She sent it to us, but it’s on wide broadcast.” Knight pulled a live news feed onto the vidscreen. The sound was muted, but the scrolling bar at the bottom told me enough.

Our names and faces plastered the screen. Altair, Quanta, Hunter, Emma, and Devan. Dex was the only one left out of the manhunt. Five of us for five of them.

Now that we were universally known and wanted, facial recognition scanners were the least of our worries. We’d be recognized on sight.

“This is gonna get me fucking killed,” Dex said, “but they’re not looking for me. If I go in alo—”

“No.” The rest of us spoke in perfect unison, and the word echoed into the rafters.

“That’s not ending well.” Quanta wrinkled her nose.

“Is there any chance of freeing them in any of the possible timelines?” I asked Quanta.

She blinked rapidly, not responding. I wished I could still share her thoughts. I needed an answer.

Finally, Quanta let out a breath. “Maybe.”

I knew that tone. It wasn’t an optimistic maybe.

My gut clenched. I still couldn’t give up on Cass.

“Maybe is more than good enough for me.” Devan had climbed to her feet to get a closer look at the news feed. Now she whirled from the screen. “We have a lead. Why aren’t we leaving yet?”

“This is bigger than us,” Quanta said. “If Eva loses us, the Shadow Ravens lose everything. Nagi wins. The end.”

Quanta might be right, but I was siding with Devan. I’d risk my life for a maybe.

Knight shook his head. “I don’t believe that. Lady Eva’s weathered worse than this over the years. Not that I’m ready to die, but I don’t believe that losing us would tip the scales.”

“Believe it.” Quanta balled her hands in her shirt. She didn’t offer specifics if she’d seen them, but her haunted look told how serious she was.

“I’m ready to take the bait. Are we all agreeing to do this?” I’d still go alone if I had to, but we had the best chance at success if we combined our resources.

One by one, the others said their answers. Yesses across the board.

Six of us against the entire Citadel. The odds were long.

Impossible.

But the truth couldn’t sway my determination. And as I watched everyone else firm their resolve—squaring shoulders and standing up straight—I clung to my one hope.

Maybe.

Maybe would have to be good enough this time.


Chapter Five
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QUANTA

While the others talked logistics, I tried to dig for a future that didn’t end ugly.

Cipher and I sprint an empty corridor echoing with gunfire; someone lifts a sheet to cover Mona’s dead-still face; two guards drag a sobbing Cassie from her cell and strap her to a lab table; Black Helixes perp-walk Lady Eva from a cell. She wears handcuffs and a white prisoner’s jumpsuit, never glancing up from the ground.

Blood. Screams. Capture. Death.

Repeat ad nauseam.

I hoped no one noticed my full-body shiver. When Eva locked up wasn’t even the worst possible timeline, we were in serious calamity land.

“Can everyone be ready to bug out in twenty?” Knight’s voice brought me back to the present, and the six of us clustered in mission control. A wrinkle grew on his forehead as he read from his com. “Eva just messaged. She’s running down leads. If we hit the road now, she should have intel for us by the time we’re clear of the desert.”

There was a little upside to all this mess. When we died, it wouldn’t be from the food packets.

Everyone agreed to the meet-up time, and we scattered to grab our gear from around the hangar. Cipher, Knight, and Dex started unplugging their tech from mission control. Devan hurried off to the bunks, and I knew Tair would book it for the tables by the kitchen where he’d spread out his few pieces of science stuff. I waved him off. “I’ll grab clothes for both of us.”

“Thanks.” Tair jogged away, looking a little more hunched in on himself than his perfect posture usually allowed. I’d have to catch up to him for a minute alone before we actually left.

After grabbing two empty packs from storage, I gathered up our few clothes and my tiny collection of pencils and scrapbooks. Tair’s footlocker had a few knives and weapons stashed inside, so I put those at the top for easy access when this all went south. Which it would.

The timeghosts marched an endless parade as I worked, always ending in someone’s death. I wasn’t giving up now, but odds-wise, we weren’t getting out of this one unhurt.

I swallowed down my dread. If that was the price, that was the price. I wasn’t leaving Cassie to Doctor Nagi.

And Kiri and Aliya… I knew better than anyone what they were going through right now. They didn’t deserve it any more than I had. Or any Red Helix who ended up on Nagi’s table.

At least Oliver had signed up to fight for the Shadow Ravens. He’d known he could end up a captive. I felt the worst for Mona. She didn’t have a Helix, or powers, or even an anti-Seligo crusade. Her crime was making friends with the rest of us.

My hands shook as I fumbled with the cords on Tair’s pack. There was only one way I’d ever volunteer to go back into Alpha Citadel, and that was to stop anyone else from going through what I’d survived. At least seeing a thousand versions of their future deaths meant they were still alive in the present.

And as far as I knew, I could still reverse time. If we got screwed, I’d hit the rewind button and try another way.

So easy.

I laughed to myself. Manipulating space-time was only slightly easier than lifting an aircraft carrier with my pinky finger. But why not? I’d done it before and I’d do it again. End of story.

I had the least amount of stuff to prep, so I was fully packed while everyone else was still running around the hangar. I dragged our packs over to Tair’s mini lab, which was only two rusty lab tables and whatever ancient gear he’d found in storage.

He bustled gathering his notes, dumping stuff out, and packing the useful sciency supplies into travel pouches. He didn’t seem to notice me nearby, so I leaned against a table to wait.

Tair jumped when the table creaked. I’d never seen him do that before, and since I’d been in his head a little—before my psychic blowout—I knew just how much of the world he saw and cataloged. Pretty much everything. Someone as unstealthy as me shouldn’t be able to sneak up on him. So I flipped out the question he was always asking me. “Are you okay?”

“I will be.” He zipped pouches and packed up little vials, flitting around like he’d lose it if he stood still.

I was tempted to throw out a super optimistic breadcrumb like we’ll get her back, don’t worry. But it would only sound hollow, and Tair didn’t like flubbing the truth any more than I did.

He liked planning.

I could help with that. “So. Best way into the Citadel? What’re you thinking?”

“We won’t find a smuggler’s entrance this time. If we try anything covert, we’ll run into surveillance drones and—”

“Then no climbing over the wall.” I cut him off before he started skipping down the worry path. We needed to focus on things we could actually work with. “What about fake IDs? Do you have any old friends who could hook us up?”

Tair pressed the bridge of his glasses. “No one who’d risk contact after my fall from grace.”

Not really unexpected. Once we were on the road I’d bear down and dig for better leads in time, but right now, I just wanted to keep talking Tair away from the dark place. He couldn’t ask his parents for help, and now with Cass… “What about your sister’s friends?”

“The gamers? I doubt they could get us in.” But he frowned thoughtfully, which was a big attitude improvement. “I would like to know how the Seligo found her. If her friends saw anything that could help us find her…”

He was grasping at straws, but who knew? “Where’s their base?”

“Cassie wouldn’t say.”

“You know who could probably find us a den of VR gamers?”

“Cipher.” As usual, Tair followed my thoughts as fast as I could think them.

“Bingo. We might as well Cassie’s buddies some questions.” These people hadn’t protected Cass very well, but if any of them were still alive, they had to be feeling the guilt. Even iffy help would be better than nothing, and if I poked around the timeghosts at their headquarters, I might be able to find us a juicier lead.

“It’s a start. Assuming they’re not based inside Alpha. Cass only told me they were underground.”

“How literal did she mean the underground part?” After spending the last ten years in a senate building sub-basement, I knew that Alpha Citadel had a whole lot of nooks and crannies below ground level. It wouldn’t be impossible to hide there—just wicked insane.

“If I’d thought she was staying inside Alpha, I never would’ve left her.”

I hopped off the stool and made my way around the table. “You would’ve brought her with us to Eva?” I might have insisted she come along if I’d been in any shape to ask, but I’d spent most of our mad dash to Eva’s compound passed out.

“No. I never wanted her mixed up with the Ravens.” He scrubbed his forehead, and I wrapped my arms around him, wishing I could do something better to help.

“I’d turn back time if I could go that far, but the past is past. Let’s just worry about the present.” We had more than enough on our plates without the heaping side of guilt.

Because even if we found all the captives, managed to sneak in and rescue them, and miraculously escaped Alpha Citadel with our lives, it still wouldn’t be the end. Nagi would keep coming after us again and again. Not just Tair and me, though we’d always be at the top of his list, but all of us. Every Shadow Raven and every Red Helix, including the ones who hadn’t been born yet.

It would never end as long as Nagi was alive. I’d always known that, but this kidnapping threw the truth into an even uglier light than usual.

I pushed that thought down deep. I’d come back to it later when I could do something more permanent about Nagi. Right now, he had us playing his game, and all we could do was react.

I wouldn’t give up until I was dead or Cass was free, but the chaotic futures whirling at the edge of my consciousness weren’t pulling any punches.

And those death options looked a lot more likely than I was comfortable with.


Chapter Six
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ALTAIR

We bumped over the dunes on our way through the desert. Dex had the wheel. He and Devan sat in the front of our Humvee, navigating through the thick darkness with a combination of night-vision goggles and her power over light.

The rest of us were crammed into the four seats in back. We’d piled our packs into a makeshift table in the floor space between the two narrow rows so we could pore over maps as we tried to agree on approach into Alpha Citadel.

Quanta leaned against me, but she hadn’t spoken in hours. She was lost in her own realm, and bluish wisps of light spreading from her fingertips as she flicked the air, trying to find helpful leads. I would’ve expected her to have at least a few crumbs of information by now, but she seemed to be struggling.

Maybe because so many people we cared about were in danger.

Knight leaned over the tablet perched on the bank of packs separating he and Cipher from Quanta and I. He tapped the map south of Alpha Citadel. “Lady Eva had an agent at the harbor who could help us getting through. A sea approach is our best chance in.”

Cipher shuddered. “I’m not sold.”

I’d be sorry for any plan that forced her into sea travel, but the mode of transport wasn’t what worried me. The clock did. With the distance between our current location and Alpha Citadel, we’d already be down to forty-eight hours before Doctor Nagi’s deadline when we arrived. We were cutting it too close. “Getting in isn’t the problem.”

“No? You been holding out on us?” Knight’s frustration made my jaw clench.

“This is my sister.” He thought I’d hold out information? At this point? “I’m saying that getting in and out in of the Citadel are irrelevant until we figure out where the prisoners are being kept.” The Citadel was massive, and if we didn’t know where to head, we couldn’t choose the smart entry and exit points.

The vehicle rocked as Dex launched us over the crest of a dune. I grabbed Quanta before she could tip, and Cipher caught the tablet as it fell off its perch.

Cipher jammed the device back into place so we could keep focused on the map. “Then where would they be?” She asked. “Is there a place Red Helixes are usually locked up?”

Nagi wouldn’t keep Reds in a location that had already been breached, so that should knock out the senate, but other than that, his prisoners could be anywhere. The more I stared at the map, the more I wanted to crack the tablet in half.

There was no easy answer.

The only weak lead we had Cassie’s friends. They must have had security cams. If we could identify the Black Helixes who’d taken Cass, we might be able to track her to her final destination. “I’m wondering if we can follow my sister’s trail. What do you know about less-than-legal gaming setups in and around Alpha Citadel?”

Cipher chewed at her lip ring for a moment. “I only knew your sister by her rep, but Cassiopeia programmed full VR. Mostly room escapes and RPGs.”

I knew that much. I QA’d most of what she developed. “Does that pin her to a location?”

“It narrows them down. VR games mean a shitton of servers, which is why nobody in the Voids runs them. The equipment is pricey and takes serious juice, so unless you’re into organized crime, it’s not happening.”

“I don’t know Cassie’s contacts, but I got the impression they were all from similar backgrounds—the black sheep of their Seligo families.” People exactly like Cass and I.

“Then they either have a tricked out bunker somewhere, or they’re set up close enough to leech power from Alpha and have balls of titanium. Devil’s Playroom?” Cipher nudged Knight. “Where would you go for an underground gaming fix if you were still in the system?”

“There’s the Treehouse, but that’s too mainstream.” Knight scratched his head. “Uh. Bandwidth Bordello. Roboloco—”

“That one!” Quanta snapped to attention so hard that she almost fell over the bank of packs at our feet.

I held her steady. “You saw something?”

“Cass.” She scrunched her eyes shut. “As soon as you said Roboloco, I got a flash of her. I just can’t follow…” Her brows drew together in concentration.

A sliver of hope was more than we’d started with. I’d run with anything if it led to the smallest chance of rescuing Cass. I turned to Cipher. “Do you know how to contact them?”

“Yes, but I can’t until we get to civilization.” Cipher peered through the window to the moonlit desert.

“That’s fair.” If encrypted messages started flying from the middle of nowhere, the Seligo would notice and flag our location. The waiting would be torture, but we couldn’t set ourselves up to fail before we started. “How many hours until we close in on Algiers?”

“Not until morning,” Dex answered from the front seat. “Why? Little boys’ room? Isn’t there an empty bottle back there?”

“Gross.” Cipher shot Dex a dirty look, but giving Dex more attention would only encourage him.

“We should rest while we can,” Knight said, patting his shoulder to Cipher. “I’m happy to be your pillow for the night.”

A few days ago, she might’ve jostled him or started another long round of banter. Now Cipher just sighed. “I can’t sleep. Not right now.” Our vehicle’s uneven roll would’ve been enough to keep me awake as Dex tried to speed us toward the coast, but until I knew Cass was safe, I wouldn’t be able to rest either.

Eventually, Cipher leaned against Knight and they both dozed. I stared out the dusty window, willing us to go faster. Every grain of sand that pinged the glass felt like another fallen to the bottom of our hourglass. Another moment Cass suffered because I’d been too self-involved to watch out for her.

“Tair?” Quanta’s soft voice turned my head. She touched my cheek and then sidled closer to me as the vehicle bounced. Her presence eased some of the pain and guilt twisting inside me.

“Will you rest?” she asked.

“I can’t.”

“Me neither.” Quanta wiggled, pushing packs out of the way until she could lean against me and prop her feet up.

I slipped an arm around her and pulled her against my side. The sounds of her even breaths brought back a measure of calm.

Sunrise felt ages away, but at least I didn’t have to wait for it alone.
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By the time we neared Algiers, the sun was boiling and I couldn’t stop tapping my feet against the floorboards. It was taking too long to make progress, but we had to find a safe place to pull over before we could contact Eva.

The city looked like every other dilapidated Void. A handful of sleek skyscrapers clustered in the blocks partitioned off for Seligo use. The buildings beyond that stretch sprawled in a dilapidated slum that rambled into the scrubland at the edge of the city.

We stuck to the edges, avoiding the Seligo area. As we drove toward the coast, huts made of salvaged siding clustered closer and closer together until they formed a dense shantytown with narrow, garbage-filled streets. Dex drove a convoluted route around the disorganized buildings until he found a road wide enough to fit the Humvee, but every turn he took made my blood pressure rise. If we kept moving this slowly, we’d never make it to Alpha Citadel.

I was on the cusp of grabbing the wheel when Dex turned off to park next to an abandoned-looking garage. Knight hopped out to make sure the coast was clear.

As soon as he declared the structure safe, we piled out of the back to set up communications. Eva had better have good news for us.

Devan passed around protein bars while Cipher and Knight arranged a secure satellite uplink. I passed my bar to Quanta. I had no appetite.

Dex leaned against the garage’s entrance, scanning the outside. “You want to keep an eye on the back door?”

I nodded. I’d rather stick close so I could question Eva myself, but hovering wouldn’t help Knight and Cipher set up the uplink faster.

The garage was empty enough to echo, but footprints scuffed through the dirt, pushing aside shards of discarded serum vials—so the building wasn’t totally abandoned.

Its back door opened to a narrow alley. No one was outside, so I heaved the door shut and took my guard position. From the back, I had a full view of the garage. My gaze slipped straight to Quanta.

She sat on the gritty floor, legs folded, with her palms spread on her knees as if she was opening herself to the universe. I kept hoping for a breakthrough. A lead. Anything.

“I’m ready.” Cipher unfolded a portable satellite dish as she turned to Knight. “Eva first?”

“Yeah. Let’s hope she has a better plan than we do,” Knight said.

He was being generous. From where I stood, we had nothing. Just hope and a few weak clues.

Cipher dialed the call. After a moment of static, Lady Eva’s face appeared on the mid-air projection. “You’re all safe?”

“So far. Any developments on your end?” Knight asked.

“None for the positive. I’ve lost contact with the agents sent to investigate the disappearances of Oliver and Mona, and none of my plants inside Alpha Citadel are responding to messages. We’re all in danger now.” She looked as shaken as I’d ever seen her, pressing a hand to her chest. A cold jolt of fear ran through me.

“We?” Devan leaned into the cam’s frame. “What are you even doing to help?”

Knight shot her a disapproving frown. “Lady Eva can’t just—”

“It’s all right, Agent Marquez. There’s no need to defend me.” She rubbed her temple, punctuating the exhaustion that showed in the dark circles under her eyes. “I’ll do what I can, but my entire network has been compromised. There’s just not as much intel coming in while we focus on moving our people to safe houses. Once we reestablish our base and see to everyone’s safety, I’ll be able to offer more assistance, but by then you’ll be past your deadline.”

I hadn’t expected Eva to come through with a miracle, but I had been counting on basic support. With the Raven network under fire, we had even fewer options than before, and barely two days to figure out a solution.

It wasn’t enough.

I moved away from the door. “Do you have any contacts at Roboloco?”

“Roboloco?” Eva typed a series of rapid-fire keystrokes, and I hoped that indicated a yes. Her gaze flicked across lines of data on her side of the screen. Finally, she shook her head. “They’re a subversive gaming group of outcast Seligo scions. I tried to place an agent with them last year, but they saw through him before he met any of theirs in person. They’re known to be skilled, but skittish.”

That tracked with what I expected, but it didn’t advance our cause. My jaw clenched with frustration. For the first time, I regretted the bridges I’d burned by defecting to the Shadow Ravens. I absolutely knew people who’d be able to locate Cass in the system, but my parents were more likely to send me to Nagi than help, and none of my former lab coworkers were friends. If only.

“I can shoot them a message, but this is all really iffy.” Cipher glanced to Knight. “I’m the last person who’d ever want to turn myself in—”

“No.” Quanta cut her off. “Nagi wouldn’t honor the deal. There’s zero point in sacrificing ourselves for nothing.”

“What’s the other option? Do nothing and leave them to die?” Cipher shook her head. “I can’t do that to Mona.”

“Exactly.” I wouldn’t condemn my sister to die while I did nothing to save her.

“Try Roboloco,” Eva said. “But contact me before—”

The door behind me clanged open before she could finish.

A man stood outlined by the desert sun. Draped in rags, he held a bottle in one hand, and a bulky pack in the other. Coated in dirt. Bloodshot eyes. He stank of sweat and urine.

A nomad and an addict.

I reacted before he could, twisting his wrist behind his back as I slammed him against the wall. His bottle shattered, scattering glass and alcohol. “What did you hear?”

He mumbled words in a language I recognized but couldn’t speak. “Does anyone know Berber?” Dex and Knight both closed in, ready to help. The man fought my grasp, but he was too scrawny to break free. He jerked back and forth a few more times before going limp.

“I can translate.” Knight tapped a sequence into his com before lifting the device to his mouth. “What did you hear?” The com repeated the question in the man’s language.

“You. The criminals…” His words crackled into silence.

This didn’t bode well. I would’ve expected us to be recognized in the Citadel, but in a middle-of-nowhere Void? By a serum-addled junkie? Our mug shots had traveled farther than expected, and it was going to be a problem. “We can’t let him go free.”

“Let me check him.” Quanta tiptoed over glass shards, moving closer.

“I don’t think that’s necessary.” I already suspected what she’d see. We couldn’t let the man turn us in.

“Still. I want to try.”

Knight yanked back the man’s sleeve and Quanta reached to touch his skin. Moments passed before she broke contact, her jaw trembling. “He knows who we are. He’ll turn us in for the reward.”

“I’ll handle it.” Knight’s voice was grim as he reached for his weapon.

“Just like that?” Cipher stepped between him and the man. “He hasn’t done anything yet.”

“He will,” Quanta insisted. Her gaze slipped out of focus as she watched scenes in the future. That was confirmation enough for me.

“You’re really going to kill him.” Devan stood back near the vehicle, but her soft horror echoed through the garage.

The man went still in my grasp. Knight had stopped translating, but he’d obviously picked up on the context of our argument. I didn’t have much pity for a man who’d sell us out for drug money. I was more concerned that Quanta would feel guilty for confirming his intent.

She retreated to Devan’s side and hugged her arms into her body. “If we let him go, we die.”

If those were our options, the choice was clear—even if we all regretted it.

“Maybe there’s an alternative this time?” Dex stepped forward, holding a sack filled with clinking glass.

The man jerked back into motion. He recognized that sound.

Dex drew two fistfuls of serum vials into the open, and I almost lost my balance as the man lunged. Knight added a hand to hold him steady.

“Do I want to know where you got those?” Knight asked.

Dex shrugged. “Does it matter? No way this dude turns us in if we give him this much good shit.”

“He’ll overdose.” Quanta gripped the hem of her shirt.

She’d feel guilty whatever the outcome. Given the choice between killing in cold blood and letting the man seal his own fate, I preferred the latter, but there was no real way to win here.

“At least he’ll die happy.” Dex upturned a crate in the corner and set the vials on top. “Tie him up for now, and we’ll let him loose before we leave.”

“He’ll die. Not happy, though.” Quanta shuddered.

Dex might’ve solved this situation without bloodshed, but it didn’t feel clean.

Palpable guilt hung over the garage as Knight and I zip-tied the man’s wrists and anchored him to a pipe. He twitched and frothed, more animal than human now that his next fix was in sight.

I couldn’t ignore him, but the choice was made and I had to move on. “Is Eva still on the line?”

“Lost her,” Cipher said. “Should I try her again?”

Knight shook his head. “Make the next call. Then we’ll get out of this shithole.”

As much as I wanted to leave, we needed a destination. If Roboloco was a dead end, we’d be facing another impossible choice.

Attack the Citadel head-on or turn ourselves in.

We had to find the third option. I refused to sign up for certain death.


Chapter Seven
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QUANTA

The temp kept rising as the sun got higher, but even though sweat trickled down my neck, I couldn’t stop shivers from creeping down my spine. The man in rags seizes, his entire body jerking. He gurgles, and the horrific sound echoes in my ears until his body finally stills.

I shivered again. I hated playing jury and executioner.

The guy’s future was crystal. He would’ve turned us in, no question. Now he’d die by his own hands after we let him loose, and I wouldn’t feel any less stained if I shot him in the head.

I had to focus on the next snarl in our path if we were going to survive. Trying to ignore the doomed man across the room, I sat next to Cipher and hugged my knees. We really needed a plan now.

Tair kept glancing my way, but it wasn’t the time to talk and I didn’t want to anyway. If I pretended nothing was wrong, I’d be fine.

Totally fine.

Instead of dwelling on what I couldn’t change, I needed to focus on the now. Cipher was setting up a message-y thing with Roboloco, and I was hoping the call would shake something loose. All I needed was one measly timeline where we found our friends. Just one lead. One string of hope.

Cipher shook out her fingers before reaching for the keyboard. “Buckle up for this one.”

Futures swirled as she typed, and new possibilities swooped in and out of focus. Giving half my attention to the timeghosts, and half to the present, I read over Cipher’s shoulder as she typed. Need help. Cassiopeia Orpheus captive. Know her location?

Who’s asking? The words blinked onto the screen.

Cipher. And Cassie’s brother. 48 hours until N takes her out.

We both leaned into the screen, waiting for a response, but nothing helpful appeared in the present or the future. I wasn’t at full-on despair yet, but I was accepting miracles.

Cipher’s lip ring clicked against her teeth. “Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned Tair.”

“He’s her brother.” The Robofolk should know whose side Tair was on. Then again, they had to want to stay under the radar. Getting involved with Helixes, Shadow Ravens, and a crazy infamous hacker wouldn’t do them any favors.

The future wasn’t cluing me in on what to do, but staring at the blinking cursor definitely wasn’t going to fix our problems. “Can we video chat them?” If the Robofolk could see us—and confirm that we were who we said we were—then maybe they’d talk.

“I can share our cam. Why? Does that help?”

“Maybe.” Convincing people to do things was kind of my forte. Whoever these people were, they’d risked themselves by sheltering Cass in the first place. Odds were, at least somebody over there cared about Tair’s sister. That told me enough to wind them up a little, assuming they actually listened. Might as well give it a shot.

“Knock yourself out.” Cipher tilted the cam so I’d be the only one on the screen. Then she hit a key and a green light blinked on.

“Hi. It’s Quanta. I’m guessing you’ve seen my picture floating around.” I waved at the screen, fully aware how awkward this was, but I was committed now. “I’m here with Tair and Cipher and a few others from the news. We don’t want to drag you guys into our mess, but Doctor Nagi has Cass. I don’t think I need to run you through what he’ll do to her, but I can. In detail. Like, a decade worth of bad memories, detail. And I can actually read your minds right now.”

If they’d heard anything about me, they might believe the lie, but I couldn’t tell if anyone was on the other side of the cam, let alone dig into their timelines. Even though the future showed zip about how this conversation ended, I kept checked in with the timeghosts just enough to kick up the wispy blue glow around my hands. A little show couldn’t hurt.

“You’re sick over losing Cass, but you’re sure it’s too late for her and there’s no point in losing anyone else. That’s not true. We’re willing to take the risk and go after her, but we have no idea how to find her inside the Citadel. We thought you might be able to help.”

Staring deep into the camera, I hoped I was pulling off my act. Compassion and self-preservation made a powerful little sundae, and a hint of future-seeing was the perfect cherry on top. If these people—whoever they were—had intel we could use, then now was the time to spill.

I held my breath.

And a single word appeared on-screen.

Wait.

I looked to Knight. He tapped his wrist.

Yeah. If Roboloco was going to help, then we could spare a few minutes while they gathered resources, but if they were making us wait for the hell of it, we couldn’t hang around.

“I’ll give them ten minutes,” Cipher said. “We’re already pushing it transmitting this long.”

Two words popped up on the screen: Keep waiting.

Somebody over there had a lot of attitude.

I flexed my mental muscles, focusing on the fuzzy futures. Was this a real lead? Or was I making something out of nothing?

I needed another glimpse of Cass or even a flash of whoever was on the other side of this communication. Instead, a future that had nothing to do with either of those snapped to the center of my brain.

Bodies grind together in time with thumping music. A blonde Cipher nudges her way through the crowd in a glittery backless top, tugging me behind her. I wear a sheer white mini dress with extra see-through mesh stripes, and my long hair hangs uncharacteristically neat, falling down my back in a silky curtain, but both of our faces blur, slightly distorted.

What future was that supposed to be? The haziness of the timeghosts’ lines said this scene wasn’t for sure yet, but it was solid enough that I’d consider it likely.

Which made no sense at all. Curious, I flicked ahead, following the page in time.

Cipher breaks through the crowd of dancers and I pop out at her side. We make our way to the bar, where clustered people call out and wait for drinks. She jerks her head toward the group of built guys at the closest table. “Those are our guys,” she shouts into my ear, but I can barely hear her over the music.

I nod, then grab hold of her arm as she struts toward them. I look like I’m trying to strut, but my heels are getting the best of me. Only my death grip on Cipher keeps me from tipping over.

The guys turn toward us and—

The timeghosts vanished like smoke. I strained, trying to grab the moment again, but it was lost, and not knowing exactly where or what I’d seen, I couldn’t try to find it from another angle.

I just couldn’t imagine a future where we saved the world at a dance club? Let alone in pointy death shoes.

Then again, we hadn’t been approaching those guys for fun or free drinks. Their faces had been hazy, but I knew what Seligo muscle looked like. Broad shoulders, thick necks, and a habit of wearing all dark clothes… Textbook Black Helix.

Before I had any answers, a new message popped onto the screen. Sending a file. If you can pick up these guys, we’ll talk.

“Downloading now,” Cipher said.

Pick up guys? Was that how we ended up at the bar? “I’m not dancing.”

“Huh?” Cipher’s lips curled like I’d said something crazy.

“Never mind.” I waved for the cam. “Thanks for the file.” I hoped it turned out to be helpful. It could be a virus for all I knew.

Knight hit the cam switch. “Let’s go. We need to head north. We’ll check what they sent from the road.”

Cipher packed up her comp stuff. I climbed back into the Humvee. Dex was already at the wheel and Devan and Tair were hopping in.

We needed to get out of here before anyone else stumbled in, and regardless of what the plan was, there was still a lot of distance between Alpha Citadel and us. We weren’t saving anyone if we couldn’t make it there before Nagi’s deadline.

“I’ll give our guy his sendoff,” Knight said, heading to the back of the garage.

I turned away, but the poor man’s future kept replaying. I bumped my forehead with a fist a few times, trying to knock the image out. I couldn’t save everyone, and I definitely couldn’t risk sacrificing anyone else for a man who didn’t want saving.

We were playing a game of chess. The man lunging for serums on the other side of the garage was a pawn we had to sacrifice. At least I knew what a terrible way that was to go through life. There just wasn’t much I could do about it.

Tair helped me up into my seat, and I kept a tight grip on him as Cipher and Knight piled in back with us.

Even after Dex turned on the engine, I could still hear vials clinking. I had to put the sound out of my mind. If we couldn’t come up with a real attack plan, there’d be a whole lot more deaths on our horizon.


Chapter Eight
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ALTAIR

Devan kept a loose illusion around the vehicle as we headed north toward the Mediterranean Sea. The subtle shimmer of her powers kept drawing my eye, but it would end in a headache if I fixated on it for too long. I had enough of a headache with our lack of a solid plan.

Quanta’s hands glowed blue and white as she flicked at the air, staring into space. I hoped she was scouring the future for ideas.

Cipher had sent the Roboloco file to her tablet and was busy decrypting. Now that we’d made contact, I was even less optimistic. We needed concrete leads and “pick up these guys” was so cryptic it was useless.

We had nothing. Absolutely nothing.

“I’m driving us to the port,” Dex said, “but someone tell me if I need to change course.”

“Just a sec.” Cipher chewed her lip ring as she typed rapid-fire into a projected keyboard. “Okay.”

“What do we have?” Knight leaned over her shoulder to read the screen. I prayed she’d decrypted an answer. Otherwise, I had no idea how to save Cass.

“Ibiza. Right?” Quanta jumped in her seat. “That’s it!”

I gripped the edge of my seat. None of this was making sense. I needed to know if I could dare to be hopeful. “What are you talking about?”

Knight set the tablet one of the packs on the floor between our seats. “They ID’d the Black Helixes who took your sister. The squad is on rec in Ibiza.”

I couldn’t wait any longer. I grabbed the tablet to scan the info myself.

Roboloco had compiled a dossier with the names and photos of eight men. I scrolled through, still not clear how this translated into an action.

A note was tacked onto the bottom of the list:

We have her last known location, but no way past security. Could clone a Helix tat off one of these guys if we had his DNA, but otherwise, we’re screwed. Good luck with that.

The words “last known location” sparked real hope.

“Are they saying they can forge a Helix tattoo? I didn’t think that was possible.” Cipher flicked through the info again as if we’d missed something.

My pulse sped as I pieced together a plan. Helix tattoos functioned as both IDs and tracking devices. They coded into the wearer’s DNA. With the right equipment, it was possible to steal someone else’s identity, but under normal circumstances, it would be pointless. If your face didn’t match the one on record, you’d be flagged as a fake straight off.

But normal circumstances didn’t apply with Red Helixes, and we had Devan Coda on our side. I’d seen her conjure dozens of figures out of thin air. She could generate light and make herself invisible. Disguise had to be well within her ability.

I felt like I could breathe for the first time in hours, but I was getting ahead of myself. I passed the tablet into the front seat. “Could you use your powers to disguise us as these men?”

Devan scrolled, and it was all I could do to keep from jumping out of my seat. Please, let this work.

“It’s hard to go off a photo. I can’t tell height and build, but…” Her brow wrinkled, and the air between us shimmered. When it stilled, a muscled blond man sat in Devan’s place. “What do you think?”

“Holy shit.” Dex hit the breaks, and we all jerked forward in our seats.

I grabbed the window frame. Excitement slashed through so much of the dread that had been weighing me down. The voice was a total mismatch with the shape—Devan’s tone was too high-pitched—but this could work. “How long could you keep that up?”

“For a while if it’s just me, but if it’s all of us…” The air shimmered again, and Devan returned to herself. She tucked her hair behind her ear as she thought. “A couple hours, tops. Less if we have to move around a lot or split up.”

I turned to Quanta, trying to keep my hope at practical levels, but excitement slipped into my voice. “Could we use their identities to sneak into the Citadel?”

“I can’t see that far yet.” Quanta’s hands glowed with ghostly light. “But we can definitely get at these guys.”

“The DNA is easy enough to steal,” Knight said. “All we’d need is some hair. That’s where this goes off the rails. How do we deal with their tracking chips?”

I pressed the bridge of my glasses into my forehead. We could disable their tracking or reroute the signals, but not without tipping the men off. We needed direct access to their tattoos.

“We kidnap them,” Quanta said.

My jaw slipped open. Dex and Devan turned to stare from the front seat.

“We what?” Cipher’s voice spiked.

“Kidnap them.” Her gaze flicked, and I hoped she was seeing a version of the future where we succeeded. “Stash them somewhere and knock them out. That would work, right?” I wasn’t sure who she was asking. After a second, she nodded to herself. “Yeah. It would work.”

I believed her. It was insane, but for a chance at saving Cass, I was willing to try the impossible.

“We’d have to lure them to us.” I had a stash of tranquilizer patches from the hangar’s supplies. We could prepare an ambush in advance and knock them out long enough to reach the Citadel. If Roboloco supplied the tattoos and Cassie’s location, the forged Helixes could get us through security.

“We’re supposed to kidnap Black Helixes?” Cipher’s cheeks flushed with indignation. “From the middle a Seligo resort? We’d be putting ourselves at less risk if we went straight to Alpha Citadel and knocked.”

Knight ran a hand through his hair. “Maybe if we were used to running ops as a team, but right now…”

He wasn’t wrong. We weren’t ready to go on the offensive. We couldn’t make it through the training house without getting in each other’s way.

“Is there another choice?” I’d listen if anyone had suggestions, but even this madness was better than handing ourselves over to Doctor Nagi.

“We could succeed,” Quanta insisted. I caught the thread of hope in her voice and held onto it.

“Succeed how?” Knight asked. “You mean rescue everyone?”

“I still can’t see that far. For now… It looks like we’re going dancing.”

“I’m not okay with this.” Cipher snatched the tablet to sift through the dossier again. Finally, she shook her head. “It’s batshit, and just because you think we could survive, doesn’t mean we will.”

“I did ask for other suggestions.” If no one had an alternative, then there was no point in debating. If we were moving forward, we all needed to commit sooner than later.

“I’m not psyched about it—or the outfits we’re going to have to wear.” Quanta wrinkled her nose. “But I don’t see anything else and time’s a-ticking. We can be in Ibiza tonight, put these guys on ice, and be at Alpha Citadel tomorrow. That at least gives us a day to play with. Give or take some timewinding.”

Whether I was working off instinct, desperation, or blind trust in Quanta, I couldn’t see another way. One option—even a difficult one—was better than nothing, and we had a better chance of being successful in Ibiza than attacking Alpha cold. Security wouldn’t be nearly as tight on a resort island.

“Dex? Devan?” Knight raised his voice to the front seat. “You guys have any opinions you want to share?”

“I’m always up for a party.” Dex tone was flippant, but his knuckles were white on the wheel. “And Ibiza’s on our way to the Citadel anyway. I say we check it out. If it doesn’t track, we keep moving north. Eva might come up with something better before tomorrow. Worst case, Knight and I try to resurrect some burned bridges with our old squad.” I’d consider that our Plan B, but I hoped Dex and Knight had better contacts than me if we ended up choosing that route.

“I’m going,” Devan said. She’d been waiting weeks for news of her friends, and now that we had a real lead, I suspected she’d volunteer for any mission we offered. At least, anything that offered a chance of getting them back. I understood the feeling.

“You can help, but I think you’re going to have your hands full with our disguises. Cipher and I probably have to do the heavy lifting on this one.” Quanta frowned into the ether, and I wished she could still show me what she was seeing. It didn’t look promising.

“What? Why wouldn’t we all go in together?” Cipher gripped Knight’s hand, and I felt real sympathy for her. She was being asked to volunteer for the situation she’d been running from her entire life. All of us were heading straight into danger. But determination tamped down most of my fear.

“I mean, we’ll all be there, but at some point we have to get these guys alone…” Quanta’s nose wrinkled in concentration. “But if they’re not all hetero, we might need one of the guys to step up and seduce with us.”

“Why did this turn into a seduction plan?” We’d have to lure the Helixes somehow, but there were other and better ways. And the thought of Quanta seducing some Helix goon…

I gripped my knees. It wouldn’t fly.

“It doesn’t have to be, but that’s what I’m seeing. If we roll up with violence, they’ll meet us with the same. But if we act nice…”

“Define act nice.” I needed to know what that looked like. If it was what I was imagining? It might be easier to kill our targets. I’d volunteer to commit the murders.

Quanta’s shrug only added fuel to my imagination. Knight was scowling. It was one of the rare times we were both on the same page.

The vehicle rocked hard, and Dex called back. “We’re getting in line for the ferry.”

I peered out the window. We’d killed time with all the planning. Now we were at the harbor—just a short boat ride from Ibiza.

“You’re trying to kill me.” Cipher put her head in her hands.

Dex craned his neck to look into the backseat. “It’s a high-speed ferry. No rough waters.”

Cipher groaned while Knight rubbed her back, but it seemed like we’d all come to an agreement. We were going forward with the kidnapping plan. I had more to say about how and where we lured the Helixes, but I didn’t want to spark an argument now.

Instead, I pulled Quanta against me. “How are our odds?”

She leaned her head against my chest. “I can see us dying, and I can see us getting out safe. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep us on the right path.”

“So will I.” Between Quanta, Cass, and our mismatched crew of Reds and Ravens—I had a lot more to lose than I’d ever had before.

I was ready to fight.


Chapter Nine
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QUANTA

The ferry ride could’ve been a whole lot worse. We got to stay in the Humvee while Dex drove onto the boat, and with a little help from Devan’s illusions, he fed the security guy a story about returning to our jobs on the island. The guy wasn’t scanning Helixes, so we didn’t have problems.

Yet.

Luckily, the ferryboat was high speed. It didn’t chop over the waves enough to set Cipher off, so we didn’t have to deal with any seasickness in close quarters. Thank goodness.

I tried to keep a little attention on the near future in case we got ambushed, but nothing tragic hopped out and finding leads for tonight and tomorrow needed the bulk of my focus. No matter what I wanted, I couldn’t see everything at once.

That was exactly why I’d struggled with the training house, but other than practicing a lot more, I didn’t see a solution. For now, I had to do my best finding a balance between the few sudden threats in the present and the million maybe-disasters that could happen after that. It was doable in theory. So I had to make it work.

Now that we’d made a decision, the futures skittered in new directions. I saw a thousand versions of our night at the club.

Bodies thump to music until gunshots ring out. We dash through the club, but only a few of the partiers scatter. Most fall into formation, drawing weapons of their own. Half the club must be off-duty Black Helixes.

Cipher, Devan, and I glow in bursts of Red-Helix fueled power, but we’re too outnumbered.

I’d clocked enough hours in sim room games to make me a killer shot, but I had zero interest in experiencing a real-life shooting gallery. I was definitely doubling down on the non-violent approach idea. We might end up shooting our way out, but that was a whole different set of futures than rushing in, guns blazing.

I peeked out the Humvee’s window as the ferry neared the shore. Music echoed into the harbor, and speedboats cut back and forth across the water, carrying packs of drunk and laughing Seligo kids.

“We totally need to vacation here,” Dex said.

“It’s definitely a party.” Knight leaned into the front seat. “Security shouldn’t be too strict, but we have to deal with facial scanners. Can you distort our faces enough to get us by, Devan?”

“As long as you all stay close.” She chewed at her nails but gave off more of a determined vibe than a nervous one.

“First thing we need to do is secure a hotel room,” Knight said. “Then we’ll locate our targets and we can figure out the best approach.”

I tuned out their voices for the nitty-gritty logistics, trying to focus on the futures instead. But by the time we finally docked, all I had was a headache and a sadly accurate idea what we all looked like bathed in blood.

As Dex drove us down the ramp off the ferry, I let my attention slide back to the present. The beach was packed. Some people lay in the sand, basking in the sun. An army of silent drones flitted back and forth from the shops on the boardwalk, delivering drinks and snacks.

Every single person was Seligo perfect. Their hair and skin colors varied, but everyone was in the exact same height range—tall and taller—with toned bodies and weirdly symmetrical features. They were Tair’s people and kind of mine, as long as I acted right.

But everyone else?

Dex and Knight came close to Seligo standards because they’d gone through the system and earned a few genetic mods along the way. Not that they weren’t good-looking, but they’d need a ton more cosmetic work to fit into the present crowd. Some nose and jaw shaving, for sure.

Devan was more off the mark. She was perfectly cute, but her nose was flatter than everyone else’s and literally no girl at the beach wore her hair cropped short. Or bangs. There must’ve been a memo that hip-length hair was mandatory this season.

And then Cipher.

The tattoos and piercings would’ve put her out of place, but they were the least of her worries when everyone else was going to tower over her. She’d been malnourished when she was supposed to be having growth spurts, and now she couldn’t roll with Seligo beauty standards. Unless she rolled on platform heels?

It was such garbage. All their eerie sameness. I couldn’t imagine wanting that or spending much time with people who did.

The weirdest part was how happy they all looked. Never mind that they’d grown up on a system that took advantage of everyone not in the chosen group of rich, genetically superior oligarchs. They were here to enjoy the sun and the waves without a care for anyone else.

I nudged Tair. “Have you been here before?” I could read his past like a book if I wanted, but I liked it better when he told me stories himself. It felt less like cheating.

“Not this area, but my parents have a villa on the north shore.”

Of course they did. Before I could decide what I thought of that, a scene from his past demanded my attention.

Teenaged Tair and an even younger Cass sit holed up in a dark den lit only by their glowing compscreens. A door swings open, bathing the room in daylight. Tair’s mother scowls at them in a white sundress, her dark hair pinned back tight. “Why aren’t you dressed yet?”

“I’m sick,” Cassie says without looking up from her game.

“And I’m on a new skin serum.” Tair shades his hand from the rays streaming in around his mother’s shoulders. “No direct sunlight.”

“This isn’t a picnicking trip.” Mei Lin Orpheus jams her hands on her hips. “The delegation from Theta—”

Cass makes a gagging noise and scurries toward the bathroom. The noises continue after the door slams shut, and I’m not the only one who can tell they’re fake. Glaring daggers, Tair’s mother slams her own door.

“It’s safe now,” Tair calls to his sister.

Cassie flops back down on the sofa and picks up the gaming console she dropped. “Skin serum? Since when are you such a delicate flower?”

Tair keeps reading his tablet as if he hasn’t been bothered. “What about your excuse? Sickness is a weakness, Cass. At least our parents understand vanity.”

Cassie grumbled. “Next time I’ll say I’m booked for a facial.”

“Careful, or she’ll drag you to the spa.”

“Screw that. I’d rather have a contagious disease.” She paused her game. “How much longer is this vacation?”

“Two days. We can survive two more days.”

“Let’s hope.”

“Wow.” I blinked back to the present. “You and Cass really partied hard.”

“You saw her?” Tair responded a little too quickly.

“Sorry.” I winced. Now was not the time to slip misleading comments. “Just in the past. Your mom wanted you to go to a picnic, but you claimed sensitive skin.”

“I remember. Cass wouldn’t let that go for weeks.” His sad smile tugged at my heart.

For a long time, Cass and Tair had only had each other. Their parents were full Seligo, and everything I’d ever seen about their pasts had shown them both as isolated in the glitzy world of social-climbing Helixes.

I couldn’t help it anymore. I had to say the cliché support thing. “We’ll get her back.”

Pushing his glasses up, Tair gave me a real smile. “I’m planning on it.”


Chapter Ten
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It didn’t take long to find a hotel that would rent us a room without ID. We parked in its underground garage and scrambled the closest security cam. Knight found two more micro cams in our room—one in the main space angled toward the extra-wide king bed, and the other in the bathroom’s narrow shower. He smashed them both under his heel.

The proprietors probably supplemented their income selling blackmail vids. It would’ve indicated the hotel was seedy anywhere else in the world, but on Ibiza, everything was luxe. Not a speck of dust covered the room’s clean white surfaces. We had built-in shelving, vases of fresh-cut orchids, and a sprawling balcony that overlooked the beach.

A shining facade to hide the corruption underneath.

Quanta and I tossed our packs into the corner near the sliding door, and I drew the curtains closed. We weren’t staying long enough that we needed to unpack, but we did need to prep the room for a kidnapping, and the sun was already setting.

I claimed the desk so I could start readying tranquilizers. Dex and Devan headed back outside to hunt us new outfits under cover of her illusions. Our targets would spend the night drinking and dancing at the clubs, and we had to look as if we were there to do the same. Quanta and Cipher sat on the bed to review the Black Helixes’ names and faces while Knight organized our weapons and tech gear.

We all had our roles and were taking the right precautions, but I couldn’t relax. Quanta was being too tight-lipped on the specifics of this night. It felt like she was hiding the details on purpose. When Dex and Devan returned laden with bags, Quanta’s groan confirmed my fears.

“Did you have to pick that dress?” She asked.

“What? Your visions ruined my surprise?” Dex grinned far too wide for comfort. “My style is impeccable. I chose well for you, ladies.”

“You let him pick?” Cipher glanced to Devan in horror.

Devan wiped a sheen of sweat from her forehead. “I don’t know what anyone wears to a club.” She blinked a little too much, and her usually brown skin was tinged with gray. If she was that exhausted, clothes were the least of our worries.

“You look like you could use a rest.” I got her a bottle of water from the fridge, and Cipher cleared a chair.

Devan sat like her knees had given out after a marathon. After a few sips of water, she let out a breath. “I’ll be fine. It’s always like this on the run.”

I’d keep a better eye on her from now on. Our running had only begun, and Devan was the cornerstone of our plan. Without her, we had nothing. She had to be feeling the pressure down to her bones.

Humming with nervous energy, I drummed my fingers against my leg. I wasn’t the only restless one in the room. Now that we were close to taking action, no one wanted to sit still.

Only Dex was immune—or pretending to be. He passed out the bags of clothes with a too-wide grin. “Ladies? You want the bathroom first?”

Cipher lifted her chin and headed for the bathroom without checking inside her bag. Quanta followed, muttering about see-through fabric. When the door shut behind them, Knight and I both fixed our glares at Dex.

“What?” He lifted his hands. “Gotta look the part, right?”

“I might have to kill you.” Knight shook his head as he started digging com equipment out of his pack.

“Or thank me. You too, Orpheus.”

“We’ll see.”

Unfazed by our coldness, Dex kept grinning smugly to himself. I ignored him. I wasn’t in the mood to joke.

Too much was riding on this night.


Chapter Eleven
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QUANTA

Cipher folded her arms in front of the bathroom mirror, but the motion made her glittery top bunch up in all the wrong places. Making a disgusted noise, she put her arms straight at her sides. That was the only way to stop the backless thing from falling forward and flashing everyone from both sides.

Although “everyone” was just me at the moment, and I had my own problems. The mini dress I’d glimpsed in the future looked a hell of a lot more sheer in the too-bright bathroom lights. The white fabric clung tight as rubber, with a quarter of the coverage. It had little peekaboo mesh stripes, so even though I had more covering me than Cipher, I was leaving way less to the imagination.

Not that I was squeamish about showing my body. I’d had surveillance cams in every cranny of my room in Nagi’s prison, and I would’ve lost my mind a long time ago if I cared about being seen naked. But this… In public…

I tugged down my hem for what felt like the hundredth time in the five minutes I’d been wearing the dress. It just wasn’t comfortable, and I was going to have to remind myself not to fuss with it all night. I’d already seen the future. Helix girls wore even less with no self-consciousness, and Cipher and I both needed to get over our hang-ups if we were going to blend.

Giving up on my hem, I leaned into the mirror. My hair was a tangled mess as usual. It didn’t seem worth it to comb when it just got tangled again, but tonight I’d have to make an exception. I got to work with a brush while Cipher drew on her makeup. By the time she was done, the hazel of her eyes popped.

“Can you do mine like that?” One of the future Quantas looked painted like a clown, so I already knew what happened when I tried to do it myself.

“Sure.” She rummaged in her makeup pouch. “Silver will look awesome on your skin tone.”

“I’ve never worn makeup before.” And even if tonight ended up a disaster, at least that part would be a little fun.

“Really? Close your eyes,” Cipher said as she leaned in with a color stick.

I closed my eyes. The timeghosts didn’t swamp me as much as they used to, but when Cipher stood this close, her little corner of the universe sucked me right in.

Cipher sits in front of a bathroom mirror wearing a fuzzy robe, her blue hair falling in soft waves as she draws on her makeup.

Mona steps into the doorway holding a pile of clothes. “I’ve got some options…” Her voice trails as she gapes. “Holy shit. You look awesome.”

Cipher gives her a half shrug. “I’m not inept. Just lazy when it comes to girly things.”

“What are you smiling about now?” Cipher asked, bringing me back to the present where she was brushing something onto my eyelids.

“You and Mona.” I hadn’t gotten to spend too much time with the two of them together, but I’d have to be blind not to see their friendship—and how protective they were of each other.

Cipher’s hand stilled. I cracked an eye open. She was chewing her lip ring like she’d forgotten I was standing here. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have reminded you.”

She shook her head, coming back to life a little. “It’s not on you. I can’t forget her for more than a minute.”

“She’ll be thrilled you went out dancing in that outfit.”

Cipher snorted, but cracked a little smile. “No kidding.”

If I could make her laugh, I’d keep piling it on. “And the heels Dex got us.”

“No. I don’t do heels. Ever.”

Now I couldn’t help grinning. “The future says otherwise. You’re too short to be a Helix.”

She scowled as she finished the last touches on my makeup, but I liked scowly feisty Cipher a lot better than guilty sad Cipher, and I’d do what I could to keep her on the right side. Finally, she stepped back. “You’re done. We just have to put some gunk in your hair to keep it straight.”

Silver shimmered around my thickened lashes, and peachy pinks colored my cheeks and lips. Between the makeup and the dress… The spotless mirror glass showed the nicest reflection I’d ever had, but it still didn’t feel like me. If anything, it reminded me of my clone.

I shuddered, then rubbed my arms. The clone was gone, and this was just me playing the latest role I had to play to survive. Nothing new there, although I hoped I was nearing the end of that necessity. It would be nice to just be myself for any length of time.

Cipher adjusted her top one more time, then took a deep breath as she reached for the doorknob. “Dex is going to be such a dick about this.” Pushing back her shoulders, she strode into the room.

I peeked around the doorframe, and Knight’s expression was even better than expected. First he went still, face slack, then his gaze flicked up and down once. Twice. Three times. He looked like all the air had been sucked from the room.

“Well?” Cipher asked.

“You look amazing.” The love on his face twisted into irritation as he turned to Dex. “But I’m going to murder you. How am I supposed to concentrate on anything except protecting her? She’s going to be eaten alive in that club.”

“She’ll be fine. Don’t worry so much.” Dex caught me peeking and whistled. “You staying in there all night?”

My gaze swept past Dex. Tair sat at the desk with his science equipment. He hadn’t glanced at Cipher, but he turned to watch me step out of the bathroom.

His gaze didn’t sweep. It devoured, taking in every speck of me in a nanosecond.

My pulse kicked up and I resisted the temptation to look at the saucy futures. They were fuzzy anyway. Not likely with four other people in the room. I tugged my hem down again, and his hand drifted to his chest.

I smiled. “Cardiac arrest?”

“Yes.” Tair rubbed at his heart. “I think so.”

I grinned like an idiot. Tair was always so buttoned up, I loved it when his less put-together side slipped out. Being the only one who could bring that out of him always made me feel a little special.

Devan cleared her throat. “Can I use the bathroom now?”

“Go for it.” Cipher waved her over, then hiked up her top.

It wasn’t really the time for a sappy moment. Still, I didn’t want to stand around or I’d start pacing, and there wasn’t enough floor space. I joined Tair, perching on the edge of the desk. My hem slipped up almost obscenely high, but the constant fear that I’d flash someone kept me from worrying too much about tonight.

“Are you going to be comfortable in that?” Tair asked.

“Not even a little, but I’ll deal with it.” I doubted the club would let me in wearing one of Tair’s T-shirts over leggings, which would’ve been hugely preferred.

He gripped my hand. “Are you comfortable with the plan?”

“More or less.” We needed the Helixes to walk out of the club on their own, so any security cam footage showed them going happily home with their conquests. Cipher and I weren’t thrilled at being the bait, but Devan and the guys would be waiting in the wings if the situation tilted. “I can always rewind if there’s trouble.”

“Are you sure? We haven’t tested your powers nearly enough.”

“Positive.” The whole thing with the clone really had screwed with my mojo, but I’d never been able to rewind time on a dime, so I wasn’t worried that I hadn’t been able to while we were training in the hangar. It took blood or a serious near-death situation to jolt me into the right focus for reversing space-time. Speaking of which—“I’ll set a new reset point here.”

“Take as much time as you need,” Tair said, patting my arm.

While Cipher and the others fussed with their tech gear, I took a few deep breaths. Now that I couldn’t lean into Tair’s senses as much, I had to make my own reset point, and that meant coming fully into the present. Not an easy task, but I grounded myself in the warmth of Tair’s hand and his presence at my side as I blanked all the thoughts and timeghosts from my mind.

Sitting on a cool white comforter, cozied up to Tair. Dex and Knight play bickering as they mounted tech gear to the walls. The odd thickness of the foundation on my skin. Cipher typing into her comp like a maniac. And the subtle scent of the ocean outside.

Scanning the room, I memorized every detail and painted a picture in my mind. I kept fleshing and fleshing the image out like a sketch until a wave of dizziness spilled down my body, making my vision double.

I let out a breath. “Got it.”

Just to check, I opened myself to the flow of time. Futures still flickered in and out, and pasts still ghosted around, trying to catch my eye, but the fixed scene glowed the boldest—like the one drawing outlined in marker in a field of gray pencil sketches. If the worst happened later, I could hit reset on the game and bring us back to the save point.

Simple. Not easy, but simple.

Not that I wanted our plan to go wrong, but the future showed a thousand ways it could and probably would. So I was ready for the worst.

Who knew? Maybe I’d be pleasantly surprised, and kidnapping would be easier than it sounded. The idea that we had more than one chance to clear the obstacles at least gave me a hit of confidence.

“Okay.” Cipher glanced up from her com. “I’ve got a dummy number set, so all I have to do is message the goons. What should I say?”

Dex snatched the com and started typing. “Hey, big boy. Remember me? Kissy face emoji. Where’s the party tonight?”

“Who would—” Cipher tried to grab back the com, but Dex held it above her head and hit send.

“And done.”

“That’s so lame.” Cipher scowled as she reread the message.

“Trust me. The male mind is scary easy to play.”

“He’s not wrong.” Knight shrugged.

“But Big Boy? Don’t you guys have standards?” Cipher asked.

“Not really,” Knight said. Cipher swatted him.

“Seriously,” Dex said. “If a hot girl messages me her sink is broken, you better believe I’ll be there in ten with a wrench and a smile. Pants optional.”

I didn’t care what anyone messaged anyone as long as it worked, and the near futures were holding steady with a cloud of glittery clothes and thumping bass. As far as I could tell, we were still heading out for a night at the club.

Cipher’s com buzzed, and she read the message with disgust. “Commander Todd says meet us at Ocean Heat after eleven. Don’t wear a bra and you get in free.”

I wrinkled my nose at that one. “Guess we’re getting in free?” Although not to anywhere we’d go if there was an alternative.

“Fan-fucking-tastic.” Cipher started to fold her arms, froze halfway as her top bunched, and then let out a frustrated growl.
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Ocean Heat sat right on the water, and its music thumped so loud that dancing spilled onto the beach. So did the club’s huge line.

I hated the idea of standing around. Devan was distorting our faces with bent light so we looked vaguely like ourselves, but more airbrushed and with different hair colors. She was also blanking out Cipher’s tattoos and projecting Orange Helixes onto our forearms. Devan had faked her own appearance—making herself a pale blonde—but the longer we waited, the longer she was burning her power. Plus, there were too many drones buzzing around surveilling. We’d be instantly screwed if one of us got recognized.

I’d feel a lot safer inside under the strobe lights. Could we speed this up?

Careful not to let off a glow, I scanned the closest futures. I lead the group to the ropes at the front. The bouncer grunts. “You on the list?”

“You could put us on the list.” I bat my fluffed-up eyelashes.

“Lemme scan you.” He grabs a handheld gadget and reaches for my very fake arm tattoo.

Yeah. That wasn’t happening. I planted myself firmly in the line and the others settled behind me. Luckily, it moved pretty fast. The bouncer wasn’t scanning anyone at the moment, and girls in skimpy clothes—especially braless ones—got waved in as soon as he gave them a solid leer.

How wonderful.

At least we looked like we belonged. The guys cleaned up nice. They wore cargo shorts that could hide lots of weapons and sleeveless shirts with printed patterns. All three of them had the arm muscles for them.

Tair had left his glasses in the room, and wore his hair gelled and tousled. His jaw looked all chiseled and the club’s flashing lights set off the gold tones in his skin. It took a whole lot of determination not to sidle up to him, but we weren’t here for fun.

If we survived, I promised myself we’d all go dancing together. With Mona and Oliver and Cass.

I didn’t even know if I liked dancing yet, but it would be something to look forward to. Which we all needed right now.

My heart beat faster as we stepped to the front of the line. After a few more loooong moments, the bouncer lifted the rope.

Pushing aside everything else, I focused on the swirling futures. Whatever threat came at us first, I had to make sure I saw it coming before it took us all out.


Chapter Twelve
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ALTAIR

Quanta squeezed my hand one last time before moving to Cipher’s side. Dread bubbled up as we entered the thick crowd inside the club. My instinct was to keep Quanta close, but she had to separate if the plan was to succeed.

I didn’t have to like it.

I kept track of her and Cipher as the flow bodies drew our groups farther apart. If the night turned into a shooting match, I needed to be able to get to her quickly. We weren’t yet positive whether she needed my presence to reverse time, and we couldn’t take chances.

Keeping Devan sheltered in a triangle, Knight, Dex, and I pushed deeper into the throbbing cloud of laser light and electronic music that assaulted my eardrums. We needed to find a vantage point with a clear line of sight to the girls.

I’d realized that wouldn’t be easy, but now that we were on site, the obstacles were worse than expected. People packed the sprawling bar, mostly milling and calling out for drinks. Deeper inside, the dance floor opened up in a writhing mass. Stage platforms of various sizes—with and without poles—popped up irregularly, and the people who stood or danced on top blocked my sight of everything behind them. Drones balancing drinks hovered above the dancers’ heads, dipping down when their customers waved and creating yet another distraction. Even with eye mods, it was difficult to see through the light, which alternated between darkness and excessive strobe.

The railed-off second level would give us the least obstructed view, but would put us too far away if the girls needed our help. Knight caught my eye and jerked his head toward the far wall.

I followed, shepherding Devan through the crowd. She’d made herself appear slightly taller and more mature, with lighter skin and eyes, and blonde hair styled in waves. She blended in with the other women, but the false face made it hard to tell if she was getting tired. Keeping all six of us disguised had to take its toll. I kept an eye on her, even as I searched the crowd.

I’d already lost Quanta and Cipher in the chaos. As long as Devan had them marked with her powers, she didn’t need a visual to make sure they were safe.

Not comforting. But it would have to work.

Thanks to tracking chips, the girls appeared on our coms as two flashing dots. Also better than nothing, but I couldn’t shake my unease when I couldn’t see Quanta.

We ended up clustered at the edge of the crowd in a small gap between other groups. Leaning against the wall, I forced my muscles to relax. I had to look at ease, even if I was ready to dash across the floor.

I felt blind. And useless.

Instead of focusing on my worry for Quanta, I tried to scan for our targets. We knew they were here, but I’d feel more at ease if we could pin down their specific location. Then we’d know where to look for the girls, whose dots were agonizingly stuck in the middle of the dance floor.

Knight moved to my side, his gaze scanning the crowd. “This fucking plan.”

“I know.” I jammed my fists into my pockets. If we didn’t get a visual soon, we’d both be rushing out after them.

“Chill,” Dex said. “They can handle themselves.”

That was the only thing keeping my feet in place. But it was small comfort. If they had to “handle themselves” the plan would already be screwed.

“They’re almost at the bar in back.” Devan pointed in their general direction. “See?”

I caught a flash of glittering blue from Cipher’s top and a hint of Quanta’s long hair before a group of broad-shouldered men converged on them, blocking the girls from view.

I gritted my teeth. This might be our best chance at luring the targets away, but the longer we were in the club, the more I doubted our decision.

And our sanity.


Chapter Thirteen
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QUANTA

While Cipher looked for our guys in the present, I tried to find them in the future, but pressing against this many bodies sent my inner eye whirling into overdrive. A little girl dressed in black cries soundlessly, holding her father’s hand as they stand in front of a display of flowers; Cipher turns an ankle and spills to the floor, knocking over a girl and her drink; a guy grabs my arm—

Something tugged my wrist, and I blinked as the present caught up with me. A hulking bald dude with a Black Helix on his forearm leaned down and screamed over the music. “Dance with me!”

I shook my head and pointed at Cipher. I couldn’t leave my friend, right? Because this creepo wasn’t in our dossier and we weren’t here to mess around.

A grin split his face. He lunged for Cipher and grabbed her by a bare shoulder.

She jumped, and came down hard, losing balance on her heels. I tried to keep her upright, but her weight knocked me off balance, too.

The guy swooped in, somehow picking us up and locking each of us in one of his arms. I tried to push away, but he only squeezed me tighter, bathing me in his gross body heat and cologne. Laughing, he started dragging us toward a knot of whooping guys in the corner. “Caught some!”

Crap. My heart rate kicked up. And if I was panicking, then Cipher—

Lightning exploded. The boom echoed so loud it drowned out the music, leaving ringing in my ears and stars in my eyes. And then I was falling.

The guy’s weight smashed on top of me, knocking my breath away. As I gasped to breathe, I caught a whiff of smoke from the charred bit of what used to be his right arm.

Cipher stood horrified. I tried to knock the guy away from me to reach her, but someone accidentally kicked my ribs in their mad dash to the exit. A lot of people were stumbling away screaming.

But not all the people.

The guys’ buddies poured from the corner with weapons raised. I couldn’t spot Tair and the others. They wouldn’t get through the crowd in time.

Dozens of weapons fired at one target.

Cipher.

She didn’t have time to scream. She jerked mid-air.

Then her body hit the floor, and she caught my gaze as the light faded from her eyes.

Blood.

I had to reverse this. Now.

I couldn’t wait for Tair. Couldn’t even breathe.

The horrific reality gave me focus. I found my bookmarked scene in time, glowing brighter than any other spot in history. Tair at my side on the hotel room bed. The white comforter. Cipher alive and typing. The scent of the ocean.

With the right moment fixed in my mind, I gave a mental tug, pulling the image over the present. I can do this. I have to do this.

It was my power. Mine to control. I gritted my teeth, grinding out every bit of willpower I had.

Everything stopped.

Yes!

The rush of victory gave me the strength to keep pulling. The music faded under the roaring of time as the scene in front of me rewound. The crowd returned, lightning flowed into Cipher, and the guy’s arm char was undone as we all lifted up as if pulled by strings.

Back, back, back I rewound. We reversed out of the crowd, out of the club, and back to the hotel. The space between my ears pounded and swooped with the effort of manipulating time, but a hit of adrenaline kept me going. I was doing this myself, and that made all the difference. I could do this. I was in control for the first time in longer than I could remember. Or ever, really.

I gasped as the past became the present again. I was sitting on the bedspread huddled against Tair, who gripped his temple.

One rewind was enough to spark a bit of nausea, but I barely felt it or the mental strain of reversing time. I bounced on the bed. “Did you see? I did it alone.”

“I saw.” Tair rubbed his head as his brows furrowed. “But I don’t remember it hurting this much.”

My glee evaporated. “Are you okay?”

“It must be another shift in our pairing. It’s not too much to handle.” Tair waved me off, but I wasn’t convinced.

“Uh. Guys? Something to share?” Dex asked.

Right. Now I had to explain. “We made it through the club, but I had to rewind us.”

“What went wrong?” It made sense that Knight would ask. I just hated to tell him we’d all watched Cipher die—and Cipher definitely didn’t need to know that, either.

I had to fuzz the truth just enough to warn him without totally freaking everyone out. “A Helix grabbed us and you guys couldn’t get there in time. Cipher had to zap him.”

“Great.” Cipher sighed. “Well, I’ve got the dummy number set, so all I have to do is message the goons. What should I say?” This time she looked at me.

“I’m sure Dex can think of something good.”

Grinning, Dex grabbed Cipher’s com and made us a date at Ocean Heat. Round One had failed spectacularly, but now that I knew I still had my edge, I was that much more confident we could make it through this night and bag our guys.

On to Round Two.
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Back on the dance floor, we edged around the area where our big buddy was on the prowl. The plus about Cipher’s little flare up was that I’d gotten a good look at the groups of Black Helixes scattered around the room. All the other Helixes had ducked or sprinted for cover while the warrior types stood up to fight. It would’ve been easy enough to message Helix Todd again and ask him where he was, but we’d agreed we’d already left enough of a digital trail.

And if he saw our faces, he’d realize we hadn’t met last night. We didn’t need him or his buddies running any background checks on us.

Nerves jangling, I tugged Cipher along. There were plenty of horrific futures fluttering around to keep my expectations reasonable.

Finally, I caught sight of our targets. The eight of them sat at a VIP table right across from the back bar. We only needed six DNA samples, but we had to take all of them out of commission. I still couldn’t match all the names and faces, but I definitely recognized Commander Todd, who had the lightest hair color.

I swallowed down nerves. This mission was about to get real.

I’d feel better if I could see Tair, but at least he was nearby. And everyone had our backs. Knight and Dex and Devan.

We were a team. Maybe not the best team ever, but when Cipher could fry anyone who screwed with us and I could pull us back through time, I liked our chances.

I just had to ignore the bloody failure futures.

Tugging my hem down one last time, I glanced at Cipher. She’d taken out her lip ring because Helixes didn’t appreciate facial piercings, and was chewing at her bottom lip. I nodded toward our guys. She followed my gaze and then nodded back.

My heart thumped. We were doing this thing.

Shoulder to shoulder, we headed for the bar. Cipher tried to wave the barkeeper over—to buy drinks?—but even in stilettos, she was still the shortest person in the club and she couldn’t get the lady’s attention. I tuned out for a second, trying to figure out how to play this.

Hypothetically, I was a pretty good actress. I’d spent way too much of my life as a professional liar. I just hadn’t gotten any practice picking up guys.

I mean, I’d picked up Tair okay, but our genetic pairing had made mutual attraction a given, so we’d skipped the awkward flirting stage. I could approach these Helixes with the same smile and attitude I usually saved for Tair, but that felt icky.

Better to get them to come to us. I checked in with the future, trying to find options. A drunken partier stumbles into Cipher, knocking her into one of our target’s arms. The guy in the shiny shirt—Marcus?—scoops her up and sets her down in his lap, sliding a fat hand across her bare back to her stomach. Lightning crackles.

I wrinkled my nose at the hint of char that wafted from the future. That path wasn’t gonna fly.

I shoot the closest guy a saucy wink, but he winces instead of waving me over.

And my charm was in full effect.

Cipher waves for the bartender, but still can’t get service. I catch the eye of one of our guys and point to Cipher. “Can you help?”

His name is Pasha if I’m remembering the dossier right. The boxer?

Either way, he saunters over in his khaki shorts. Instead of grabbing at one of us, he smiles a genuine smile. “What are you ladies drinking?”

Golden.

I found Pasha through the haze of lights and pointed at Cipher. “Can you help?”

Sure enough, he sidled right over, leaning in so we could hear his question. “What are you ladies drinking?”

“French seventy-five,” Cipher said. “Qu—” She choked halfway through my name, but recovered on a dime. “Quagmyre for her.” She nodded my way.

We really should’ve planned out fake names. With our disguises, I could call Cipher Emma without much risk, but there weren’t that many Quantas around.

Pasha pushed through the people at the bar, although maybe pushed wasn’t the right word. They mostly made a path for him, which made sense. The guy was way over six feet and had arm muscles bigger than my thighs. Definitely the boxer, but I needed more than a name and a handful of facts if I was going to lure the guy anywhere.

When Pasha came back balancing two cocktails and a beer, I smiled as genuinely as I could set my fingertips against his arm.

“Pash! Pash! Pash!” A crowd roars his name as a shirtless, sweaty Pasha circles an opponent in caged boxing ring. Sweat drips from his skull-shaved head. He bursts into motion. Punches fly again and again, and his opponent falls to the ground. Screaming his victory, he thrusts his arms above his head.

The image faded, but I dug deeper.

Pasha leans back, beaming, as a laser tattoos his Black Helix onto his forearm.

The timeghosts evaporated again. I kept my hand on Pasha’s arm, waiting for more images to blur into place, but nada. Pushing a little with my brain, I leaned into his timeline. There had to be more. I should be able to read his life’s highlight reel at least—the highest highs and lowest lows.

A few weak every-day images popped up, like Pasha riding in a pod, doing push-ups, and sparring, but that was it. Not a whiff of Cass, either. I drew back my hand.

Nothing special meant something, too.

Pasha read like a company man. He fought and fought some more, and his job was his life. Otherwise, I’d see his important people instead of a fight and his tattoo.

That was sad. Just… pitiful.

Not thinking, I sipped my drink. The booze stung my lips and throat and I almost spat it out, but smooth chocolate overpowered the alcohol. Perking up, I turned to Cipher. “What’s this?”

“Mostly whiskey and chocolate milk.”

Wow. I took another sip. This was—

The futures rolled.

I stumble and slump, struggling to stay on my feet. Cipher tries to hold me up, but Pasha tears me away from her. “I’ll take her in back. There’s a couch she can—”

“Hell, no.” Cipher grabs his arm, her fingertips crackling blue, but the light yet isn’t noticeable over the club’s lasers—unless you’re looking for it.

Knight and Tair push through the crowd. Tair tries to grab me away, but I’m already dead weight and Pasha means to keep me.

“Asshole!” Not even caring anymore, Cipher looses her power. Knight grabs her, cutting off the light, but the damage is done and Pasha falls to the floor extra crispy. Scorch-marks mar my dress as I fall into Tair’s arms and Helixes close in.

The glass slipped from my fingers and chocolate milk splattered my toes. Cipher and Pasha jumped back.

I already drank it. I’m already drugged.

And I already felt light-headed.

Not good. I wouldn’t be able to bring us back in time if I wasn’t on my game, and this timeline was going dark fast.

Focusfocusfocus.

My panic was enough. I found the Zen place and reached for my bookmark in time.
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Round Three. I fudged another explanation. Tair knew I’d rewound time from memory and his headache, but I didn’t mention the drugging part. I did give Cipher a thumbs-up for frying Pasha in the maybe future. It made her look at me like I was in need of counseling—which, honestly, all of us could benefit from—but it didn’t bother to explain.

I was just glad she had my back.

“Stay away from Pasha,” I reminded her as we made our way to our targets one more time.

“Got it.” She tugged me through a knot of dancers. “That’s them?”

“Yup.”

Cipher straightened her shoulders, getting ready to go over, but I grabbed her hand, keeping us at the edge of the dance floor. “New idea.” I made eye contact with one of the Helixes who hadn’t tried to grope or drug us, and waved him over. Commander Todd. I hoped their leader was less of a creep than the rest of them.

Either I was pulling off a sincerity I wasn’t feeling, or Todd was just super eager to dance, but he jumped off his barstool and beelined my way, slapping his buddies’ shoulders on the way.

Barnaby—or was it Kendrick?—appeared at his side, then Pasha oozed over, and suddenly all eight of them were headed to us in a knot of testosterone, cologne, and bad decisions. I hoped I was smiling. The knot in my stomach was telling me to run.

Todd wore all black and had the longest hair of any of them—blond locks just touching his ears. Their faces all looked the same to me with really square jaws and too much symmetry without enough character. His eyes were so dark I couldn’t spot his pupils, and just being near him gave me the shivers.

I wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley. Or in an open space. Or at all, in any other circumstances.

Flirt. You’re supposed to be flirting.

Right.

Making sure my mental walls were firmly in place, I grabbed Todd’s arm. “Dance?”

He didn’t need any more invitation.

Another guy grabbed Cipher, but it wasn’t Pasha, so I figured she had it under control. I had plenty to worry about already.

Todd drew me close, wrapping his arms around my lower back and moving us both in time with the music. I tried to bop along, but disgust rose at the back of my throat and my fight or flight instincts wanted me to book it for the door.

I really didn’t like being touched.

Definitely not by strange Black Helixes who reeked of chemicals. Todd had dipped into some serums for sure because he moved just off the beat the music. I could work with a little disorientation if I managed not to vomit on him.

And I needed to check what the futures said, but as soon as I tried to lower my walls, the guy’s past creeped into my consciousness. Grinning, he holds another guy down. “Todd. Don’t—” The guy’s voice chokes off in anguish.

Before I could see where that one went, I shut it down hard. My gears spun as Todd pulled me closer yet again, grinding against me, and forcing me to grind against him. I definitely shuddered, but he either didn’t notice or didn’t care. I couldn’t decide which was worse.

And I couldn’t do this much longer. I tried to pull away, but Todd yanked me back into him. The Helixes had us walled into their dance circle, and I couldn’t see past them to signal Tair or anyone else for help.

If I freaked out and made a break for it, there was no way they’d leave the club with us. I needed some other distraction. A reason we could all take a break without suffering through hours of dancing.

Because even seconds of this felt like forever.

As Todd whipped me around, I scanned for anything that could help. At worst, I could grab the gun at his hip that was digging into me, but then we’d have to start the night over again. The idea of reliving this moment again made me want to yak.

A drink drone zoomed over my head and the movement drew my eye to the ceiling. Spigots things poked from between the rafters. As soon as I saw them, a new future bloomed.

We drag ourselves out of the piles of suds, the guys laughing. Faking a smile, I scrape foam out of my hair. “What a mess. You guys mind taking the party back to our hotel?”

They agree in a chorus of whoops, and then we’re weaving our way toward the exit.

So perfect. I just needed a little help to get the foam party started.


Chapter Fourteen

[image: ]

ALTAIR

I fought the urge to shoulder through the crowd. Quanta and Cipher were surrounded. We’d shifted closer to them to hold a position near the Helixes’ VIP table, but our targets had abandoned their seats for the dance floor. I only caught flashes of the girls.

And the guy with his hands on Quanta—

“Whoa.” Dex tugged the back of my collar, yanking me back. “Chill, both of you.” He gripped Knight’s shirt so hard the fabric almost tore.

I clenched my jaw. They were dancing. We’d planned for this.

But seeing it…

Dex pulled me back again. “Seriously. You’re gonna abandon our glowworm?”

I glanced at Devan. She had her back against the wall and her arms folded. Her true expression didn’t bleed through her illusion, but the way she hunched in on herself said she was leaning toward exhausted. I forced myself to retreat a few steps.

Reluctantly, Knight joined me, but neither of us could tear our eyes away from the floor. The music pounded in time with my roaring headache. The fact that Quanta could rewind time without my physical presence was a massive relief, but we were obviously still tied together or I wouldn’t be feeling the side effects.

As a new song started vibrating through the speakers, the lighting changed to match. The lasers that had been flashing in circles faded and black lights illuminated the crowd. The few true Seligo in the crowd lifted their UV-ink tattoos into the air, but through the forest of arms, I spotted the flash of Quanta’s white dress, now flooded purple. She was lifting her arm as well.

Was it part of the dance? Or was she signaling me?

Devan bumped against my shoulder. “She’s waving for you.” I started to lunge away, but Devan caught my hand. “Wait. No. Not waving. Pointing.”

My gaze flicked upward. Above the layer of hovering beverage drones, apparatus dangled from the rafters. Most of it was lighting. There were fog machines, and numerous spigots—

That had to be it. It was absurd, but being with Quanta had taught me the value of doing the unexpected.

I pulled Knight close. “Foam. Be ready.”

His lips pressed together, starting to form an F-sound, but I was already on my way to the stairs. The DJ had set up on the main stage, but I’d noticed him sending the occasional nod or wave toward a blank-looking wall next to the VIP area. I assumed the tech controls were out of sight for safety, but it should be easy enough to find my way through their security.

It took longer than I would’ve liked to push through the crowd without making a scene. I managed to climb the stairs, weaving through flailing Helixes.

No guards were posted. I stepped around the knots of dancers and smoothed a hand along the suspicious wall. It vibrated with the subtle hum of a hologram. After a few seconds, my fingers snagged on an indentation.

I slid the door open and stepped through the illusion. A man stood from a bank of comps, and I had him cased before he’d made it fully upright. Slight, with a Green Helix on his forearm. He was the tech guy and had counted on his gadgets to keep him safe.

“You can’t be in he—”

I lunged. Looping an arm around his neck I drove him the floor in a choke hold. He scrabbled, trying to get free, but I locked my legs around him, holding him in place. Finally, he went limp, passed out.

Heart still pounding, I scanned the room. No cams were visible, which meant no security alert yet. I eased the man to the floor. Careful not to leave fingerprints, I moved his chair back in front of the main console. The controls were a mix of toggles, switches, and touchscreens.

A label identified the panel of switches for the foam machine. Working fast, I flipped them all on.

As foam began to cascade from the ceiling, shrieks reverberated over the thumping bass. Everyone cheered as bubbles poured down, piling higher and higher. Soon, clouds of foam covered over the dance floor like snow banks. The dancers high on the most substances jumped happily along, their heads appearing, then disappearing back into the mess.

I checked my com. Quanta and Cipher’s dots were both together, slowly moving to the edge of the room. Devan, Dex, and Knight stood at the same place near the VIP table. As much as I wanted to check on Quanta, I forced myself to head back to the group.

A wall of people met me as I stepped through the holograph back into the club. Once down the stairs, I shouldered through the foam and the crush of slippery dancers. It wasn’t the time to be polite.

“Is this really necessary?” Knight yelled over the music as I neared him.

I nodded. The people emerging from the thickest piles of foam were still caked in bubbles, with see-through clothes and hair plastered to their faces. Any sane person would want to get cleaned up after this, and if I’d guessed Quanta’s plan, she was about to invite our targets back to the hotel room to freshen up with her.

“Have you seen them?” I checked my com again, but the blue dots blinked in the thick of the crowd.

“There.” Devan pointed.

Following her direction, I spotted the glittering blue of Cipher’s top. A Helix was pulling her out of the foam. But where was—

I let out a breath as Quanta appeared from the cloud. Another Helix held her up as her heels slid on the sudsy floor. When she was stable, she kicked the too-tall shoes off into the foam pile, prompting Cipher to do the same.

My tension loosened an iota. If they had the energy to be worried about their shoes, they were still in relative control of the situation.

Our targets seemed to be having the time of their lives. They high-fived and fist-bumped, giddy with excitement.

The one who’d been pawing at Quanta on the dance floor jerked her into the crook of his arm.

My gut clenched. Todd. Their commander.

She grinned convincingly enough, but the expression looked nothing like her genuine smile.

She hated this. It was time to end it.

Quanta obviously felt the same as she spoke to the men and pointed to the door. After exchanging a few words, the group pushed toward the exit.

“Leaving.” I waved for everyone to follow.

Now that we were moving in the direction of the crowd, we flowed in a line. Devan fell in behind me, but she tugged my sleeve.

“I have a crazy idea,” she said. “They’re not going to want anything to do with more guys, so if I disguise you…”

“You’re already disguising us.” Knight gestured to his subtly distorted features.

“If I disguise you as women.”

“Can you?” I asked. Running four full-body illusions had to be a huge drain on her power reserves.

“As long as you don’t touch anyone. I’ll have to make you look skinnier than you are in real life.”

“I’d rather be thick,” Dex chimed in, ever helpful. “Some gentlemen like a little something to grab onto, you know?”

Ignoring him, I focused on Devan. “Wait until we’re outside.” We needed to be well clear of any surveillance cams. If we spontaneously changed sexes and outfits, we’d raise more than a few eyebrows.

When we emerged into the night, the cool air rushed over my skin and my ears rang with the comparative silence outside the club. The line had doubled, and the party still spilled out onto the beach, but I spotted Quanta and Cipher surrounded by hulking Helixes on their way back to the hotel and the drug-spiked drinks we’d prepared for them.

My pulse sped. We needed to find cover so Devan could change our disguises and get to the girls as soon as possible.

I’d never seen a group of men I trusted less.


Chapter Fifteen
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QUANTA

My jaw hurt from all the fake smiling. Every so often I giggled at something one of the Helixes said. The sound was annoying as anything, but they didn’t seem to notice, and the more I laughed the easier it was to dance away from their sneaking hands.

As something brushed the hem of my dress, I giggled and jumped away. Hopefully, I didn’t look as terrified as I felt, because a few disturbingly solid futures clustered at the edge of my vision where we got dragged off and—

No. I couldn’t go there.

Instead, I followed the futures where we made it back to the hotel. Sparing a little attention for timeghosts, I squinted into the ether. A very tall blonde holds the lift door open for us and her deep, husky voice sounds oddly familiar. “You boys ready for a party?”

I froze in the middle of the walkway. Was that… Dex?

Before I could decide if I’d gone crazy for real, another familiar voice called out from behind us. “You guys left without us?”

The Helixes turned, wary at first, then easing into creepy smiles as they saw who was hustling our way: Devan in her blondie disguise, flanked by three really tall ladies. My gaze naturally slipped to the dark-haired, caramel-eyed beauty in the gold halter top.

Tair. And he was definitely prettier than me. I couldn’t read him as well under all the bent light, but just knowing he and the others were with us relaxed my breathing. We could do this thing.

Tearing my gaze from Tair, I turned back to Helixes. “You mind if our friends join us?”

“Hell, no.” Todd’s face flushed blotchy red with delight. “I wanna see them all at the hotel.”

The near futures spun out around me. If the Helixes pressed our guys too hard, Devan’s illusions could crack in a heartbeat. Their voices gave them away. So did their shapes if any of the Helixes got grabby and felt the actual bodies hidden under the light.

But we were so close. The glass hotel tower rose up a couple blocks down the road. All we had to do was make it past the strip of late-night pizza and kebab shops and we’d be golden. Ish.

The odds improved if I could keep them distracted on the rest of the walk. I was sorry I had to let Tair see my old self again, but unfortunately, he’d seen it before. The others… I just hoped they thought of me as resourceful?

Pulling out my best whine, I set a hand on Todd’s forearm. “It’s taking too long to get there.”

He covered my fingers with his sweaty palm. “What can I do about it, cupcake?”

I managed not to vomit at the pet name, but it was close. “Race me?”

“What’s the winner get?” His honeyed voice told me his intentions loud and clear—just like his hand snaking down my lower back.

Faux giggling for what felt like the millionth time, I skipped away from him. At least I’d lost my heels at the club. Barefoot gave me more freedom to run away, and I’d rather open my foot on a broken serum vial than stay within reach of Todd’s creeping fingers. “Winner gets whatever they want.”

“It’s on!” He broke into a dead sprint.

For about three steps, I entertained the idea that I could keep up. I really didn’t want Todd claiming any prizes from me, so I kicked into a little run of my own. But the pavement hurt my feet, and these guys weren’t Black Helixes for nothing. They zoomed ahead of us, whooping and carrying on like a full-out sprint took zero energy. By the end of the block, I was gasping.

Cipher huffed along at my side.

I spared a glance back for the others. The guys could’ve caught up, but instead, they were sticking close to Devan. It looked like Dex was holding her up a little, too.

My thumping pulse wasn’t all from the cardio. We needed to get inside the building before Devan lost her grip. We’d be sitting ducks for drones out here.

The Helixes were yucking it up and patting each other on the back when Cipher and I finally stumbled to the hotel entrance. Todd’s leer made my stomach clench in the worst way.

“I know just what I want,” he said.

So did I—a future with as little Todd as possible. Just make it to the room.

Forcing a smile, I breezed past them into the entryway. “Think you can wait until we get upstairs?”

“Not making any promises, cupcake.”

I hit the lift button and prayed to any god who’d listen that we made it back to the room without a brawl. When the door pinged open, illusion Dex stepped to hold it open and wave us all inside. “You boys ready for a party?”

I’d hoped that line came from a future that never happened, but Dex never disappointed. Somehow, all fourteen of us jammed into the lift without setting off the weight alarm.

I ended up pressed between Tair and Todd in front of the panel of buttons. I hit our floor number and took a deep breath as the doors pinged closed. We all smelled mostly like foam, but the guys reeked of booze and the subtle chemical hint of serums made it hard to suck in air in the enclosed space. Being trapped—especially with these assclowns—wasn’t my favorite.

“So what’s your name, cupcake?” Todd asked, trailing a finger down my cheek.

Goose bumps broke out all over me, and Tair’s muscles tensed. I managed to find a hand I was pretty sure was his and gave it a squeeze. He couldn’t defend me just yet. “I’m Coco.” I nodded toward Tair. “This is Caramel.” I knew how ridiculous that sounded, but now that he’d started the food name thing, I might as well run with it. “And those are my friends Candy, Ginger, Clementine, and Olive.”

“I’m Todd.” His hand slid south again, moving down my arm to my hip.

I managed not to shudder. I could still see the glorious, glorious future where he went down in a tranquilized heap in our hotel room.

The ride was only a few seconds, but it took agonizingly long as I tried not to focus on the futures where we screwed up. Devan’s illusion fizzles, revealing Dex for a split-second and the lift turns into a brawling cage; Todd’s hand snakes to my thigh and starts to travel upward, but Tair yanks his wrist away and throws a punch that turns into another fight.

I jumped out into the hallway as soon as the doors opened. Tair followed right behind me. We had to get to the door before one of us slipped.

Except Tair’s key had to be in his pocket, and the mini skirt disguise Devan was projecting on him didn’t have room to breathe, let alone a place to hold anything. Todd’s gaze hadn’t left us, and if Tair pulled the card out of the air, it wasn’t going unnoticed.

“Where’s the key?” I skipped in front of Tair, hoping to keep Todd’s attention. “Did you put it in your bra again?” I danced back to spin around Todd. He happily grabbed my arm and twirled me.

Dizziness made me miss a step, but by the time I pulled away, Tair held the key chip between two fingers.

“What kind of cheap-ass place doesn’t have a print scanner?” Pasha piped up.

I shrugged. It did have a print scanner, but if we registered for that, we might as well just call Nagi and ask him to pick us up.

Pasha grumbled something I couldn’t make out, and his gaze flicked from side to side. I fought to keep from fidgeting. I could see them all tranqued and lined up in a pretty row. We just had to get them out of the hall without making a scene for the cams.

Tair held the chip to the scan pad, and the lock clicked open. Tantalizing futures swirled, begging me to check what happened next, but I tried to stay in the moment. There were so many ways this could go wrong that analyzing them would slow me down from reacting.

I wasn’t sure who followed in behind me. As I started to turn, a timeghost burned urgent blue over the present. Todd sweeps me up, pinning my arms with one hand and pushing a tranq gun into my neck with the other. I crumple to the floor.

“Now!” I dove, trying to put distance between Todd and me, but he was too fast.

He caught my wrist and wrenched me into his body. The tranq gun hit my shoulder instead of my neck.

I twisted, trying to find Tair, but all I could make out were stifled grunts and flashes of blue and yellow.

The world faded to a pinprick of light.


Chapter Sixteen
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ALTAIR

The tranq gun’s metallic click shot my reflexes into overdrive. As Quanta started to go limp, I drove an elbow into the back of Todd’s skull. He collapsed on top of her.

My first instinct was to drag him off, but he’d function as a shield and the others needed help. I grabbed Todd’s tranq gun. We needed to finish this.

Now.

Three Black Helixes had cornered Dex in the bathroom. His disguise was gone, and he had his palms open as they advanced with their weapons drawn.

“Easy,” Dex said. “I’m not fighting back.”

“Fuckin’ traitor.”

The Helixes’ weapons weren’t tranqs and with their gun barrels they trained on Dex, they weren’t planning on taking him captive. I lunged for the guy closest to me and drove my own gun into his jugular. I pulled the trigger twice, emptying the last tranq cartridges.

The other two shifted toward me, but I ducked behind the Helix I’d tranquilized. Dex jumped into action, grabbing for one of the guns. A deafening shot pierced the ceiling. While those two struggled, the third man advanced on me.

Pasha Petrov. The fighter. Boxing wasn’t my forte, but I had other skills.

When he lunged, I pushed the drugged man into him. Pasha shoved the body aside, but I’d already slipped into a better position. I scored a hit, knocking free his gun. It skittered across the bathroom tiles and landed in the shower. Dex and his target were still trading blows as Pasha and I engaged.

My mind blanked as I fell into the motions of the fight. Dodge, strike, reset. Block, strike, reset. I’d spent the past weeks training the rust off my martial arts, and the motions flowed as smoothly as ever.

I could’ve taken him easily in a competition, or on an open mat. Fighting in a bathroom wasn’t as easy. Defending against his heavy punches, I ended up cornered in front of the wall of shower glass. The abandoned gun lay on the other side of the barrier. Before I dived for it, Pasha went down in a heap.

Dex stood over him, wiping blood from the corner of his mouth. “Sounds like the others handled their guys.”

“Thanks.”

“You save me, I save you. Where’s Q?”

Heart pounding, I dashed out of the bathroom. Cipher and Knight were dragging the rest of the bodies in from the hallway. As long as all the Helixes were down, they didn’t need my help.

Quanta did.

Devan crouched at her side, trying to heave Todd off. I wrenched the bastard away, sending him spinning into the wall.

“Quanta?” I lifted one of her eyelids. Her pupils were dilated. Shaking, I checked her pulse.

Sluggish, but there. I pulled up her biometrics on my com. Her delta waves were still in the normal range. No serious danger.

I deflated in relief. I half considered giving her an adrenaline patch to wake her sooner, but it would be safer to let the tranquilizer to metabolize on its own. I grabbed a pillow and tucked it under her head, wishing I could speed up the process. Waiting would be torture.

“Will she be okay?” Devan’s hair was plastered to her sweaty face, and she wore a thousand-yard stare as if she hadn’t slept in weeks.

“She’ll be fine.” I tried to listen to my own words. She was tranquilized, not injured. Hovering over her wouldn’t help or make me feel any better. “Are you all right?”

“I’ll be better when they’re tied up.” She rubbed her arms.

That was something I could help with. “Will you watch over her for me?”

Devan nodded. “Sure.”

Knight and Dex were dragging the Helixes into a pile. We needed them tied down and knocked out before they stirred. While the others took care of zip-tying them, I administered the sedatives, sticking patches liberally on their exposed skin.

I kept an eye on Quanta as I worked, but she was still motionless. My shoulders tightened. We’d made progress, but this wouldn’t feel like a victory until she was awake.

Dex bound Todd to the desk chair, but I didn’t patch him yet. First, I had questions about his role in apprehending Cass.

“Deleted the hallway cam footage.” Cipher relaxed from her frantic typing.

I relaxed, too. We’d almost screwed ourselves over by getting caught in the hallway. We’d hoped to make a clean enough capture that we wouldn’t have to delete any vid records, but I was willing to take a partial win. The night could have ended much worse.

I dragged my pack to Quanta’s side and pulled out my med gear. First, I stuck a membrane patch onto her arm that would give me a blood work readout.

While it processed, I turned my attention to Devan. She’d curled up with her head between her knees, and her condition worried me almost as much as Quanta’s. “Would you let me scan your blood levels?”

“No.” Her voice was muffled. “I’m fine.”

I dug out an energy bar and a bottle of water and set them at her side. Devan might not want help, but our entire plan hung on her powers. “I won’t force you, but you have to tell one of us if you’re struggling.”

She peered over her folded arms. “Will it hurt?”

“Not at all. See?” I showed her the patch on Quanta’s forearm and the readout that fed to my com. Thankfully, the readout confirmed that Quanta was okay. I showed Devan the numbers. “Her electrolytes and blood sugar are low, but the tranquilizer’s weakening.”

“Fine.” Devan stuck out her wrist.

I gently applied a patch. The results confirmed what I’d feared. “You have some serious vitamin deficiencies.” Her Vitamin D level was shockingly low, but all I had for her now were the multivitamins from our first aid kit. “Take these and eat something.” Later, we’d have to find more supplies.

Leaving Quanta and Devan to recover, I set to my next task. Collecting the DNA. Not knowing what Roboloco would need, I erred on the side of over preparedness. I filled two vials of blood per man and took a few hair samples and cheek swabs for additional insurance. Part of me couldn’t believe the plan had worked thus far. I wasn’t confident we’d keep being lucky, but at least we’d taken a step closer to freeing Cass.

I was almost finished labeling the samples when Quanta finally stirred.

I hurried to kneel at her side. “Easy.”

“What…” She blinked a few times, then scrunched her eyes shut. “Is everyone okay?”

“We’re fine.” I smoothed back her hair and cupped her cheek. It might be a while before I was willing to let her out of my sight again.

“Speak for yourself,” Dex called. “I got punched in the face.”

True, but we’d all survived. “Just superficial injuries.”

Quanta let out a frustrated growl. “I was so stupid. What if one of you got killed and I couldn’t—”

I pressed a finger to her lips. “That didn’t happen. We’re all alive and we haven’t gotten caught yet. That’s already a success.”

She grumbled but didn’t try to argue. “Do you want to try sitting up?” I asked.

“I want to try changing out of this stupid dress.” Quanta reached for my hand and I eased her upright.

“Still okay?” If she was worried about the dress, she must be feeling better, but she was still moving sluggishly.

“Just have to get the drug out of my system. I’ll be fine once I’m up.” I trusted her to know her body’s tolerance. She’d been drugged too many times in the past.

She balanced with a hand on my arm as I carried her pack into the bathroom. “We’re waiting for Todd to wake. After we question him, we’ll call Roboloco.”

Quanta let out a heavy breath. “I’ll dig more into his past now. It’s just…”

“What?” I didn’t like the way she was frowning.

“That was way too close and I didn’t see it coming.” She shook her head. “If I pulled a stunt like that in the Citadel, we’d all be dead.”

I couldn’t disagree, especially when Quanta had taken the worst hit. “Why did he attack you first?”

“That’s what I was wondering.” Quanta paused digging through her pack. “Devan had our faces hidden the whole time, so we must’ve done something that screamed ambush. The one started looking a little shifty when we had a chip instead of the fingerprint scanner.”

“I noticed.” Something else was going on, and only Todd could tell us the truth of it. “Why don’t you change and I’ll—”

Quanta thumped into me, wrapping her arms tight around my ribs. “I should’ve been dancing with you.”

I folded her deeper into my arms, wanting to wrap her in safety. “What should we do for fun after we get Cass back?”

“I want you to coo—” She shuddered, then laughed. “Never mind. I want Knight to cook us a huge feast. Then we’ll stay in and play games all night.”

“I’m an excellent cook.” And I’d agree to whatever she wanted, but staying in sounded much better than another night of noise and watching degenerates stare at her.

Quanta laughed again at the bold lie. “You’re good at hitting the buttons on the food printer. I wouldn’t trust you with a stove.”

“What else?” I asked. Quanta was always talking about the futures that posed a threat to us, but she rarely opened up about what she wanted to see.

“We’ll talk and laugh and play your sister’s games.” She pulled back to look at me. “Then I want to go somewhere quiet. Just us. Somewhere up in the mountains where no one will ever find us. I’ll draw lakes and trees until my fingers bleed. It’ll be the best.”

I couldn’t see what Quanta saw anymore, but I loved the picture she painted. We’d go off the grid with no one to order us around, and no enemies waiting around the corner. Somewhere peaceful, where I could catch up on reading with Quanta at my side.

Just the two of us was exactly what I needed. “You and quiet are two of my favorite things.”

“I know.” Quanta grinned. “That’s why we get along.”

I kissed her forehead. “Change. Todd should be waking up soon.”

“Good. I’ve got a few words for him.”

And so did I.


Chapter Seventeen
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QUANTA

In leggings and a T-shirt, I finally felt like myself again. I balled up the white dress of doom and tossed it over with the gun hanging out in the shower. A splash of blood already decorated one of the towels. We definitely owed the cleaning staff a serious tip.

Especially with the seven Black Helixes lined up on the bed. The guys barely fit with their height and pumped-up muscles, but someone had stacked them on their sides like sardines, and they’d be fine that way until they woke up a few days from now. We planned to be far, far away by then.

I was still kicking myself for getting tranqed. It was my fault for trying to stay in the moment. Then again, I was equally likely to get blindsided when I was fixating on the future alone, so the whole clairvoyant thing didn’t give me as much of an edge as it should’ve. That frustrated me to no end, but all I could do was work at it.

And that was fine as a long-term goal thing, but I only had another day to peak. If I failed at Alpha Citadel, we were all royally screwed. The pressure clamped down hard.

I needed to chat with this Todd character and find out what he knew about Cass and the other captives. I didn’t need to check the future to know he wouldn’t talk easily. He was a Black Helix commander, and even though we wouldn’t ever torture him, not even extreme pain was going to loosen this guy’s lips.

I nibbled on a protein bar as we waited for him to stir. With the sardine guys on the bed and Todd taking up our one chair, there wasn’t much room to move around.

Devan and Cipher were dozing in the corner. I felt the slightest bit headachy, but I hadn’t been playing with time that much. Just watching the timeghosts didn’t drain me too badly.

Or it hadn’t yet. We’d see about that.

We were all getting antsy by the time Todd finally started twitching. We needed to get on our way, and still had a bunch of crazy transpo to get us from Ibiza to wherever Roboloco was. And we couldn’t call them until Todd was knocked out.

Dex moved behind his chair, ready with a full tranq gun, but I didn’t see any futures where Todd started screaming for help. He had the perfect view of his buddies lined up on the bed and no way to tell if they were alive or dead.

He was definitely going to keep his mouth shut.

Still, we had to try asking. Tair knelt in front of Todd’s chair. “You brought a captive into Alpha Citadel before your vacation. What was her name?”

Todd stared dead ahead. All the swagger and douchebaggery had disappeared from his attitude, and he looked like the perfect square-jawed soldier as he lifted his chin and refused to answer.

I hadn’t thought much of Todd to begin with, but he was well trained. He knew exactly who we were and probably what we could do, but he wasn’t so much as breathing hard. I tugged Tair’s shirt, pulling him up. “I’ll handle this one.”

Nodding, Tair stepped away.

Todd’s nostrils flared. He definitely knew what I could do, and as far as Nagi knew, I was still in the brain-melting business. I was pretty sure I could only overload others with timeghosts when I was at the absolute edge of instability, and right now I was as close to stable as any Red Helix could be.

But Todd had no way of knowing that, and I wasn’t here to be nice to him. I waggled my fingers. “Can you guys give Todd and I some space?” I wanted the guys near enough that they could step in, but not so close that their own pasts got tangled up with Todd’s. I needed to do some serious digging.

Tair and Dex both backed up a few steps, and I advanced. I’d be able to see some of Todd’s past just standing here, but the closer I got, the easier it would be. I didn’t like touching people I didn’t know, but I was all about easy when it was an option.

Setting a hand on Todd’s forearm, I lowered my mental walls. Bluish wisps of energy twined up my fingers as the shapes of Todd’s past dropped over my reality. His life’s highlights hit me first—getting named commander of his squad, being honored at some big fancy banquet, and a flash of something so X-rated that I had to jerk away for a second.

“Okay?” Tair asked.

“Yeah.” I rubbed my hands together, casting off the ick and trying to get my head in the game. It wasn’t like I wanted his credit codes. The recent past should be easy enough to dig out of Todd’s brain.

Focus. Find Cassie.

I waited a few moments, sifting for images of her, but nothing popped up. It made sense. To Todd, Cassie was just another nameless target to be brought in, so her capture didn’t register as anything special. It would be easier to back up the past few days scene by scene—or at least as many scenes as I could still read.

Gripping Todd’s forearm tighter, I took a deep breath and started paging back through his life.

Strobe lights flash as Todd dances in the club; he and his Helix bodies jab holes in bev cans and suck them down on a speedboat flying over the sea; Todd and his squad mates sit in a briefing room, deadly focused on the big screen in front of them where several familiar faces are blown up larger than life.

I paused the backtracking to focus on the briefing. What were they saying about us now?

“…may be disguised.” The man at the front of the room stands with his arms folded behind his back, presenting the faces and facts that scroll across the projected screen. “They will try to approach you to steal information or credentials. Be aware of their power profiles and be suspicious of any attempts to get you or your squad members alone.”

Pasha raises his hand. “Any fighters in their group, sir?”

“Orpheus, Marquez, and possibly Miles.” The screen flicks to the guys’ faces. “They’re traitors, but they trained with us. It’s the Reds you have to watch out for.” The screen scrolls again, and photos of Cipher, Devan, and me pop up front and center. “Quanta is clairvoyant with possible psychic and time manipulation powers. Boyd can hit you with an electric blast strong enough to kill, and Coda manipulates light both to disguise and attack. These are triple-A priority targets, gentlemen.”

Letting out a breath, I blinked back to the present. The Seligo knew way more about us than they needed to, but one point worried me the most. “All the Black Helixes were warned that we’d approach them. Nagi must’ve expected us to make a play for his guards on the way into the Citadel.”

“So these guys suspected us from the beginning,” Knight leaned against the wall, appraising.

“Maybe.” If only Cipher and I had lured the guys away, they might not have caught on, but then four more “ladies” had shown up. For all I knew, Dex’s crappy falsetto had blown our cover. That wasn’t really important, though.

I was most worried that Doctor Nagi was briefing his people on such a wide scale. Not that there’d ever been a doubt we were walking into a trap. Still, seeing more of Nagi’s prep work made it that much clearer what we had to beat to win.

I tried to bite back a shiver, but Todd must’ve felt me shake the littlest bit because the corner of his mouth twitched. That was just annoying. I was afraid of Doctor Nagi, but I refused to be laughed at by some muscled-up bozo in khakis. For a split-second, I almost wormed back to his childhood just to embarrass him, but no matter how annoying Todd was, I didn’t have time to be petty. “Give me a sec and I’ll you what he knows about Cass.”

That shut down the smirk right quick. Diving back in, I let Todd’s timeghosts flutter around me.

Todd’s recent past was a blur of missions and meetings. Fights and briefings. Minus his little squad vacation, all he did was soldier work. He had no parents—but most Black Helixes were test tube babies—and not one hint of romance in his whole life. I couldn’t spot a single past where he hung out with anyone besides his squad or other officers. It was sad enough that I didn’t feel like embarrassing him anymore.

“Anything?” Knight asked. “We can’t hang around much longer.”

“Almost.” I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but I was going to get us info on Cass before we left this island.

Focusing in on the endless blur of missions, I dove in and started sorting. The line quality told me how old the timeghosts were, so I banished the oldest, most ghostly looking ones. Recent pasts were more solid. I zeroed in on those until my head pounded, and I spotted what had to be Todd’s last opp.

Todd lifts his hand and closes his fist. His squad halts behind him. They stand in front of some sort of bunker, but the details are blurry as Todd points, silently directing each Helix where to go.

Motion blurs so fast I can’t follow, and flashes of light and smoke explode with screams. Weapons raised and gas masks down, they march inside. Smoke blocks my view of the room, but I get the impression of flashing tech gear as Todd and his guys sprint through the corridors. They shoot at any movement with what I hope are tranq darts, but I can’t be sure.

“Target identified,” A voice crackles Todd’s com and relays the location. He switches direction, beelining for the rest of his team.

They’re in a sim room. Cassiopeia Orpheus lies slumped on a reclined VR chair. Her goggles dangle around her neck, and her head lolls to the side.

Todd lifts his com and a beam projects to scan her features. It beeps. He nods. “Let’s bring her in.”

My pulse sped as I skipped ahead. I needed to know where they took her.

Leaving the bunker behind, Todd and his unit hop an armored pod back to Alpha Citadel. The details blur, and I can’t tell where they are in space until they’re dragging still-unconscious Cass through a heavy security door and down a dark tunnel.

A man steps out of the darkness, holding a scanning wand. He waves the device over Cass. It pings over her com and her earrings. He removes everything that might have tech in it and keeps scanning. Another ping sounds over her anklet—a piece of quartz wrapped in silver. The man curses, rips off the chain, and smashes the crystal under his heel. “Idiots! She was transmitting!”

Coming back to reality, I grinned at Todd and finally let go of his arm. “Idiot. She was transmitting.”

His jaw clenched, and I knew he understood me. He remembered.

I skipped over to Tair and grabbed him by the shoulders. “Cassie had a beacon on her. Roboloco really does have her last known location.” It wasn’t a total home run, but it was one more piece we needed clicked into place. Between the location and the DNA, we snuck closer and closer to solving the puzzle.

“Thank you.” Tair lifted me off the floor and spun me.

I laughed for real, feeling light for the first time in what felt like ages. We had a real chance to get our people out of Alpha alive.

Maybe not a guarantee, but a chance meant everything.


Chapter Eighteen
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ALTAIR

Dex sedated Todd with the last round from one of the tranq guns. I took it from there, adding enough patches to make sure he stayed out. While Knight set to re-routing the Helixes’ tracking signals, Cipher readied a line to Roboloco.

I wasn’t the only one moving in a haze of coiled tension. The clock was still ticking, and if Roboloco couldn’t deliver on their promises, our small victories might equal out to nothing.

Quanta poked the bridge of my glasses. “You’re thinking something dark again.”

I let out a heavy breath and twined her fingers with mine. “I was.” And I couldn’t stop being realistic about what we were up against.

She squeezed my hand in solidarity.

“Okay,” Knight said. “Re-routing their trackers. Anyone following these guys on satellite will think they’re leaving Ibiza when we do.”

It was a start. But again, it didn’t matter if Roboloco didn’t come through. Faking their locations wouldn’t be helpful if we couldn’t fake their tattoos. Anxious to get moving, I checked Cipher’s screen. “Anything yet?”

“Just making sure we have a secure channel.” Cipher hit a few more keys, then leaned back from her comp. “We’re good. What should I say?”

Knight nudged her aside to type and then read his message aloud. “Samples secure. We need confirmation of your identity before we proceed.”

We waited long seconds for a response. Quanta drummed her fingers against my arm while the rest of us shifted uneasily. We all would’ve been pacing if there were space in the room.

Finally, a request to video chat popped on-screen. Cipher sucked in a breath. “Yeah. That looks like a trap.” She squinted as another message appeared, then she turned to me. “It says to put the cam in front of Altair.”

I hesitated, but Quanta gave me a push. “I think this works out.”

“You think?” Cipher asked.

“It’s a video.” Quanta shrugged. “Not the apocalypse.”

“We’ll position the cam so I’m the only one visible.” Whatever Roboloco’s intentions were, there was only so much information they could get from a video feed. “If they’re trying to protect my sister, it makes sense that they want to talk to me.” I definitely wanted to talk with them. I’d feel much safer knowing who was on the other side of these messages.

Cipher chewed her lip ring for a second, then slid her comp to me. “Just give me the word, and I’ll cut the feed.”

I moved to the corner of the room and positioned the cam so it would capture my head, shoulders, and the blank wall behind, but nothing else. I drew in a breath and hit connect. Static crackled.

Then a pixelated face blurred onto the screen. As the interference cleared away, I leaned forward in disbelief. “Layla?”

She grinned. “Altair. You never called me back.”

“Oh, shit.” Dex rubbed his hands together. “This is gonna be good.”

I held up a hand to silence him and concentrated on the familiar face in front of me. It seemed like a lifetime ago I’d met Layla Astor at a senatorial cocktail party. Our parents had tried to set us up, but Layla already had a girlfriend, and I’d never had any intention of marrying for status. I knew little about her except that she’d met Cass at academy and didn’t get along with her family any more than I got along with mine.

She wore less makeup than the last time I saw her. Now her blonde hair fell straight down her back, and her emerald eyes were bright with mischief. In a dark T-shirt with a VR mask looped around her neck, Layla looked much more like a gamer than a senator’s daughter, and I never would’ve expected to her appear in front of me. It took a moment to swallow my surprise.

“How’s your band?” I asked, just in case she had any lingering suspicions I was a hologram.

“We broke up. Things have been a little dicey over here.”

All my humor cut in an instant. “Do you know where they’re holding Cass?”

“I don’t, but the one in charge now has all the info you need.” Layla glanced offscreen, then nodded. “They just borrowed me to verify your identity, which I have. Did the coordinates go through yet?”

A list of numbers appeared on my screen. I needed to cross-check them with the map, but my guess put the location dangerously close to Alpha Citadel. “I see them.”

“That’s our new base. I’m supposed to warn you not to be followed. You won’t be let in if our sensors pick up a whiff that you’re being tailed. We ditched the place we were when Cass got taken, but we’re not taking any more chances.”

“If we’re identified on the way, we won’t be knocking at your door.” At the point we were tailed, we’d already be dead. “Is your new security better than before?”

Layla winced. “Touché. It’s secure. Already booted the asshole who ratted Cassie out.”

The words too little, too late came to mind, but I kept my mouth shut. Blaming wouldn’t get Cass back. “How many in your group?”

“About—” Layla jumped. “Damnit. Someone’s trying to intercept. See you all soon, we hope.”

The line went dead and Cipher grabbed for her comp. She typed in a few commands before shutting down the machine. “I sent the coordinates to everyone’s coms. We need to head out. Like right now.”

I agreed. The sooner, the better. And we were all ready to hit the road with one exception.

Dex gently tapped Devan’s shoulder. “You okay, glowworm?”

She’d fallen asleep on the floor with her head tilted against the wall and the position looked more than uncomfortable. Dex tapped her again, but Devan was deeply asleep. It was late, and at the rate she’d been using her powers, it was no wonder she was exhausted.

Dex scooped her into his arms. “Can someone grab my pack?”

“I’ll get it.” I grabbed his bag from the pile near the door, hoisting it up with mine.

Knight handed me a cap with a wide brim. “We better let her rest a while.”

“We’ll be okay with regular disguises for a while.” Quanta took the hat that Knight offered her and jammed it over her ears. “We’re definitely going to need her more tomorrow.”

While Knight passed out the other hats, Quanta slipped to my side. She frowned. “I’m worried about Devan.”

“So am I.” For now, we could only let her rest.

Blue light flickered around Quanta’s fingers, but she shook her head after a few seconds. “I don’t think we’re walking into an ambush.”

“I trust Layla.” I hardly knew her, but I’d read her as an ally from our first meeting, and I hadn’t seen anything to make me doubt that instinct.

“Good.” Quanta rubbed her arms. “We need every ally we can scrounge right now.”

I gave her a quick squeeze. It was a treacherous road between Ibiza and Roboloco’s new base and Doctor Nagi’s forces knew we were heading their way.

If we couldn’t slip past them, all the allies in the world wouldn’t save us.


Chapter Nineteen
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QUANTA

I took a second to set a new reset point just before we left the hotel, but I was crossing my fingers and toes we wouldn’t need it. The futures didn’t show many helpful hints.

What I knew was scary enough. Anyone with a pulse could recognize us. Luckily, it was late enough to avoid crowds as we snuck to the harbor.

It was also too late to catch a ferry. We did the next best thing and hotwired a speedboat. When we were back under cover, I relaxed a little, but sleep wasn’t happening as we bumped over the waves. My head ached after all the rewinding and no matter how I dug through the tangle of the future I couldn’t tell if we were sailing toward a disaster.

After an exhausting night ducking security, hopping transpo station to transpo station, and leaning on Devan’s powers to the point that we had to stick her with adrenaline patches just to keep her awake, we finally hit Le Havre.

We still had to make one more water crossing to get to our mystery location. That meant stealing our second boat of the trip.

This time we did a little shopping at the harbor, and Dex picked out a slick mini-yacht that definitely belonged to a Helix. We’d need its codes to sneak into the Citadel.

Knight picked the lock in a jiffy. While Tair hotwired the engine, I helped Devan into the cabin below deck. She dropped our disguises as soon as we were indoors, and her knees buckled. Dex caught her before she took me down with her and eased the poor girl onto one of the leather sofas.

“This isn’t fucking right.” Dex peeled the latest adrenaline patch off Devan’s arm and dug through the sitting room’s few cupboards until he found a blanket for her. Cipher didn’t look much better, clutching her stomach and moaning when the boat kicked into motion.

“It’s not right.” But I couldn’t see another way.

I hated that this was how we had to live. Nagi was always thinking moves ahead of us, and we could only defend while he attacked our every weakness. He took our loved ones and went after our bases until we knew there was nowhere to hide and never would be.

I didn’t mind so much for myself as long as we saved some people on the way, because even defending was better than being a captive like before, but I was beyond tired of just reacting to Nagi’s schemes. When did we get to attack?

I promised myself it would be soon. Although, I couldn’t be too confident as Alpha Citadel loomed in the distance. It wasn’t like Theta Citadel, where “walls” meant mostly sensors that ashed anything trying to cross an invisible border.

Alpha Citadel had walls. Thick, massive reinforced steel and polymer walls with sensors mounted all along them for good measure. And you couldn’t go around when they wrapped the entire island. You had to go through a security checkpoint.

We weren’t heading in just yet, but Roboloco’s place was just barely south, hidden somewhere on the Isle of Wight. My nerves jangled like crazy the closer we got. I’d escaped Alpha Citadel once and I’d never planned on going back in. I still couldn’t believe that was what we had to do.

Knight anchored us on a beach as close to the coordinates as possible. I guiltily stuck a new adrenaline patch on Devan’s arm, and she stirred enough to re-up our disguises, subtly distorting our features so we looked like random Helixes on a picnic. Our packs looked like baskets and everything. I just hoped it didn’t take long to find this place. Dex had to hold Devan upright, and it wasn’t fair asking her to keep going on like this, even if she could.

Climbing down the ladder, I splashed up to the shore. Most of the island was supposed to be heavily populated, but we’d landed in a vacant cove on the southern coast. The teensy beach was only a strip of sand in front of a bunch of cliffs. I didn’t see where the hideout was supposed to be.

I’d flip if this turned out to be a goose chase. But the bluish figures at the edge of my vision clustered way too thick for a random beach. Before I could follow a timeghostly trail to the entrance, Knight took the lead. With a map on his com, he led us across the rocky shore.

After a short hike, I was already panting, but when I was ready to ask for a water break, Knight stopped in front of the sheer cliff face. He frowned down at his screen. “This is it.”

I dropped my pack and eased down my mental walls. Figures from the past materialized first. Their bluish shapes flowed in and out of the cliff. There was no door, though.

Blinking back to reality, I stuck out a hand. It passed through the ultra-realistic hologram and I wiggled my fingers on the other side. “Who wants to go in first?”

“Let me.” Tair felt around the gap before stepping through. I hoisted my pack again and followed close behind.

Inside, it took a moment before my eyes adjusted to the dimness. Tair took a few more steps down the narrow tunnel, making room for everyone else to pile in after us. A bunker-type doorway poked out of the rock at the end of the road, but it definitely wasn’t the same door I’d seen in Todd’s past. Layla had said this was the new base.

I didn’t see any cams, but they had to be here somewhere, so I waved to whoever was watching. “Are you going to let us in?”

At this point, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Black Helixes popped out of the rocks to tackle us. I was pleasantly surprised when only a single future offered itself up. The door swings open and we step inside.

A few seconds passed before a loud cranking noise echoed and the door popped ajar.

Bingo.

Tair heaved the heavy door open and I stepped over the threshold. The rock tunnel continued on the other side. Hauling my pack, I followed the flow of timeghosts. After a few more steps, we stepped out into a beehive. The big skylight overhead lit a small cavern that was narrow at the top and wide at the bottom. Dozens of metal catwalks crisscrossed the space, linking “doors” that looked like random holes in the walls.

“What kind of base is this?” Cipher stepped to the railing and tilted her head to check out the ceiling.

I wasn’t sure who she was asking because we were the only ones in sight and I had no idea. Although the general creakiness of the metal and the musty rock smell said the place was old. Maybe it was some ancient billionaire’s bug-out bunker?

There was only one route we could take, so we followed the catwalk. It sloped downward, heading for one of the rock-hole doors. Anxious to see what was coming next, I reached for hints in the past.

A stubbly twenty-something guy rolls a cart full of tech gear down the ramp. “Someone help me with these routers. Beau!” He calls for the guy crossing one of the catwalks below. “Give me a hand here.”

“Dude. The water’s not hooked up yet. You think routers are more important than dry toilets?”

“Then send someone else!” Frazzled, he pounds the cart’s handle. A router slips off his pile and bounces through the railing. After falling two levels, it explodes on the stone below. “Damn it!”

In the present, I peeked over the rail. Plastic guts still scattered the cavern’s floor. “They haven’t been her long.” Though I wasn’t positive who “they” were yet. Most of the pasts showed more of the same—gamer-looking kids hauling gear down this one path.

The end of the catwalk splintered off so we could go up or down a level, but most of the timeghosts flowed straight ahead into the next cavern. I followed their lead, anxious to see who was in charge and what the heck they were doing down here. For the first time in hours, there were no futures where we all got shot down, so I walked ahead with confidence, more curious than afraid of what we’d find.

We passed down the narrow tunnel in the rock. The blast door at the end hung open.

Stepping into the tiny cavern felt like boarding a spaceship. Lights blinked and flashed, with screens and interfaces dropping down or projected everywhere, and it smelled half like rock and half like ozone from all the gear jammed inside. With waterfalls of cables and server towers choking the space, it took a few breaths before I noticed the woman standing in the middle of it all.

She wore a sleeveless white dress that flowed over her curves. Gold bangles glittered against her dark skin and her tight, dark curls puffed out in an ethereal halo. In this setting, I could’ve rolled with a space suit, but between the outfit and her flawless, symmetrical features, she looked…

Not real. A holo? That realistic?

She smiled before I could dig anything out of her past. “Welcome. My name is Ai.”

“Ai?” It sounded like “eye” but the more I processed… “Ai. A-I. You’re an AI?” Tair tensed at my side, but I wasn’t worried—just shocked. Doctor Nagi had real specific ideas about what Seligo scientists should be researching. He’d quashed anything but the most basic artificial intelligence programs a long, long time ago because an advanced AI could knock him right out of power. One this complicated straight up shouldn’t exist.

Ai inclined her head. “That would be accurate, although it isn’t terribly important at the moment.” She flickered away and reappeared a few feet in front of us. I wanted to see how everyone else was reacting, but I also didn’t dare look away. Ai had this glittery, captivating quality that kept me hooked into her and the present. Her gaze shifted to Tair. “I’m sorry about Cassiopeia. The Seligo shut down our systems during the attack and I wasn’t able to protect her.”

“You know where she is now?” Tair’s voice was cautious.

“All of our people are fitted with a concealed tracking beacon.” Ai gestured and a holographic map popped up beside her. “Cassiopeia went offline here.” She pointed to red dot, disturbingly deep inside Alpha Citadel. “You have the DNA samples with you?”

“We have them,” Tair said.

“Excellent.” Ai’s grin made me want to grin back at her. It was a little weird considering she was a program and not a person, but who was I to judge? She was already nicer than half the people I’d ever met.

“You weren’t the one who messaged with us,” I said. Whoever had been typing had come off a little short and surly. Ai was neither of those.

“That was Theodore.” She gestured to the other side of the room.

“It’s Teddy.” He slid back from his workstation, knocking over a few empty bev cans in a clatter that made me jump. Teddy emerged from the clutter of flashing equipment. He was skinny with a few days of stubble grown in and deep circles under his blue eyes. I hadn’t even noticed him until he moved. Just in case, I scanned the rest of the room, but he was the only other flesh-and-blood human around.

“Theodore will assist you with the DNA.”

“We took samples from all eight of the men,” Tair said, turning to speak more to Teddy than Ai. “We’re re-routing their trackers for now, but we’ll re-sync them to our location as soon as we can get tattooed.”

“Wait. What?” Teddy stepped through Ai, breaking the holo for a second. “I can’t be hearing you right. You want Helix tats? For yourselves?”

“Yup.” And I totally understood why he was staring like we’d all sprouted antlers. Impersonating theses guys would be both stupid and suicidal without Devan up our sleeve. Not wanting to out her powers, I made up a slightly more believable story. “We have a hologram thing to disguise ourselves. Don’t worry about it.”

“And I thought Cass was insane.” Teddy scrubbed his forehead before pushing past us to the door. “Whatever. Just follow me.”

Huh. He was really taking the craziness in stride.

I started to follow, but Cipher and Knight were still gazing around the room, which was probably their tech nerd heaven. “You guys want to wait here?”

I was guessing it would take a while before we were ready to actually tattoo anyone. Getting the DNA ready had to be complicated.

“Yeah.” Cipher’s eyes were so wide, she looked like she’d stumbled into heaven.

Dex cleared his throat. “Is there somewhere we can rest?” He was piggybacking Devan, who was so totally passed out that her head lolled over his shoulder.

“I wish I could walk you, but this is the only room where my projectors are currently installed.” Ai gestured to the door. “If you’ll follow the path to your right, you’ll find plenty of spare rooms where you can rest.”

“Thanks.” Dex headed out, balancing Devan’s weight and both of their packs. I really was worried about her. We’d been pushing her too hard and that would only get worse tomorrow. At least for tonight, she’d be able to rest on a flat surface.

Back in the main cavern, Dex split off while Tair and I followed Teddy up and across a different catwalk. Maybe I should’ve been doubting him and this whole operation a bit more, but after all the crazy travel, my worry circuits were fried. As long as nothing apocalyptic jumped out of the future, I planned to go with the flow until tomorrow.

At least, strategy-wise. Curiosity-wise, not even bone-deep exhaustion could get me down. I snuck closer behind Teddy. “I thought you guys were all gamers.” With the secret base and scary-advanced tech, Roboloco wasn’t exactly as Cass had advertised—though I could guess her reasons. She definitely wouldn’t want Tair knowing she was involved in anything shady.

“We game.” Teddy shrugged. “We do some other stuff, too.”

“Such as?” The little furrow in Tair’s brow said he didn’t like this development.

Teddy glanced back, narrowing his eyes at Tair. “Aren’t you her brother?”

“That’s why I’m here.”

And I wasn’t sure where Teddy was going with this.

“That girl.” Teddy made a disgusted noise at the back of his throat. Not the best idea.

“Excuse me?” Tair’s tone sharpened.

“Just, Jesus. Why didn’t she tell you what she was up to?” Teddy slapped the wall. “Now all you outsiders are up in our shit and if we get in even more trouble…” He stepped through the doorway before he finished the thought.

Tair and I exchanged a confused look. What was really happening with these Roboloco people?

“Just get in here,” Teddy called.

As curious as I was, I couldn’t help but follow.


Chapter Twenty
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I wasn’t yet sure what to make of Teddy—or any of this—but I followed him into the next cavern planning to get answers.

The narrow stone room had been converted into a makeshift lab. Two stainless steel tables held a scattered selection of lab equipment in desperate need of organizing. Sleeves of unopened petri dishes mixed with vials tipped on their sides, and more boxes of the same clutter were stacked off to the side. It felt like someone hadn’t finished unpacking yet. It didn’t inspire confidence.

But the tattooing unit drew my gaze like a beacon of hope.

It was an official unit with a serial number emblazoned on its side. With its padded cradle and robotic arms, it looked exactly like the unit that had inked my own Green Helix.

“How did you get this?” The machines were guarded like treasures because the ability to apply and remove Helix tattoos was as good as the ability to change your societal standing. A forged tattoo wouldn’t pass for long—all it took was a check against the official Helix rosters to identify the fake—but as long as the DNA encoding was done correctly, the basic Helix was enough to pass most security checkpoints. I’d been expecting to find something cobbled together that would put us in danger, but seeing the real thing, I was genuinely impressed.

And suspicious. Roboloco was obviously more than a gaming operation.

“Does it matter?” Teddy shrugged. “Where are the samples?”

I’d brought my pack along, but I couldn’t move forward without getting at least a few basic questions answered. “What are you people doing here? And how is Cass involved?”

“I hate her.” Teddy tipped his head back. “Genuinely.”

I was about to grab him by his stained T-shirt, but Quanta pulled me back. “I might be able to translate. Can I touch you for a second, Theodore?”

“You could shoot me in the face and I wouldn’t give a shit right now.” Teddy stayed motionless, staring blankly at the ceiling. His response raised even more questions. Mainly, what was wrong with him?

“Well, fantastic then.” Quanta set a hand on his arm while I gave a blank stare of my own.

What was going on here? Roboloco had the most advanced AI system I’d ever seen, and resources that even Lady Eva lacked, but if Teddy was any indication, the members of this group were insane.

Quanta’s bluish glow burst and faded. When she turned back to me, her jaw hung open in shock.

“What is it?” I needed the answers now.

“Cassie…” She glanced at Teddy.

“Is she all right?” My pulse jumped.

“She’s their leader.”

“Of course she is! And now she’s fricking kidnapped!” Teddy’s eyes had turned red and glassy during his upward stare. “This doesn’t work without her. Jesus! What do we even—”

“Theodore.” Ai’s calm voice projected from Teddy’s com. “Be kind to our guests.”

“You have to get her back.” Teddy rubbed his face against his shoulder. “Get her back so I can wring her scrawny neck.”

I gripped the edge of the nearest table. It shouldn’t add up, but when I started doing the math…

My sister was brilliant. I’d never questioned why she didn’t conform to the life our parents wanted for us, because I hadn’t been inclined to conform either. I’d thought us two of a kind. So why had I never guessed we might be participating in parallel rebellions?

I already knew that answer. I’d underestimated her. Tragically. It felt like a hole had opened in the rock beneath my feet, leaving me staring into a chasm of all the hints I’d been too preoccupied to miss.

Cass had been suspicious of me for years, but I’d always assumed she was occupied programming her games while I was working for the Shadow Ravens. Even knowing she’d be an asset to Eva, I’d been adamant about keeping my sister out of trouble.

She’d found trouble anyway, and I hadn’t been there to help. I lifted my glasses to palm my forehead as I tried to process.

Quanta flared blue again, trying to make sense in her own way. Teddy took a few wide-eyed steps away from her now that he was paying attention, but Quanta ignored him until she switched her powers off again. “What are you guys up to here? If it’s as deep as it looks, I’m wondering if Nagi picked up Cassie because of Roboloco. The fact that she’s bait for us might just be the icing for him.”

“Should I explain?” Ai’s disembodied voice came Teddy’s com again. I hoped someone would explain. I was still battling shock and weight of my stupidity.

“I’ve got this,” Teddy said. “Leave us alone, okay?”

“As you wish, Theodore.”

“She’s so annoying.” Teddy shook himself before focusing back on Quanta. “We don’t know why the Seligo took Cass, but if they knew the shit we were planning, they would’ve gone nuclear on our base. They didn’t touch our gear or try to swipe our data. They just cut our power main and gassed us. When we woke up, only Cass was gone. So, yeah. Looking like your fault, right?”

I’d assumed Cassie’s kidnapping was my fault all along, so his words didn’t add any more guilt. I already blamed myself.

“What are you planning?” Quanta asked.

“I’ll tell you.” Teddy lifted his hands. “But can you give me the DNA already? It’s gonna take a while to prep this stuff.”

I took the pouches from my pack and slid them across the table. “There are backups if you need more material.”

“Nah. Looks good.” Teddy began unzipping the pouches. As he sorted out the blood vials, he started to explain himself. “So Ai, right?”

“How was she created?” If Cass had programmed that? My sister was beyond brilliant.

“We all started out gaming. Cass programmed these sick RPGs and we’d all sneak out of the Citadel to play together and mod up her games. But then something happened with you and she got all political.” He obviously thought this was all my fault. Whatever “this” was. “A lot of us got approached to join the Shadow Ravens at one point or another, but who’s volunteering to get up in that mess? So Cass says, let’s do our own thing. If we get caught, we’re not real rebels or anything—just rich kids who can’t follow the rules. And that’s what we’ve been doing.”

“But what exactly have you been doing? Beyond playing games?” Quanta’s frown echoed my thoughts.

“Working on artificial intelligence. The plan was to program an AI smart and sophisticated enough that it could take over the Seligo’s systems from the inside. But we’re nowhere close and we’re screwed without Cass. We moved all the gear from the old base after we got attacked, but almost everyone freaked out and snuck back home. Our parents are all Helixes. If we get caught… Well, you know.”

I did know. I just wondered why Cass had never shared her plans. Was I that untrustworthy? Or maybe she had, and I’d been so out of touch I hadn’t noticed? If so, I’d have a thousand apologies when I finally got her free.

Because her plan wasn’t bad. I’d gone against the Seligo with less. “But why are you fighting the system?” In my experience, not many Helix-born children had a rebellious streak. The few of us who did were outliers.

“You think I fit in over there?” Teddy plucked at his faded T-shirt. “My parents are both Green Helix. I’m supposed to be in a lab twenty-four seven hunched over a microscope and researching some dead-end cell strain trash for the rest of my immortal life. Gonna have to pass on that.”

“That’s fair.” And I couldn’t criticize him when I’d done the same thing.

“How many of you guys already have a Helix?” Teddy asked.

“All of us.”

“Red doesn’t count. I mean how many arm tats do I have to cover over?”

“The girls are all Red Helix. Knight, Dex, and I all have a forearm tattoo.”

“Huh.” Teddy tilted his head, sizing Quanta and I up.

Before he could share his judgments, Layla Astor breezed through the doorway. “Altair. And this is Quanta?”

“That’s me.” Quanta slipped to my side.

Layla encompassed us both in a wide smile. “I bet some of the others you’d make it here. They said you’d get picked up.”

“We managed.” Although I didn’t like the idea of them betting when Cassie’s life was on the line. I hoped she was exaggerating there.

Layla turned to Teddy. “Do you need them for anything else, or can I take them to dinner?”

“Dinner. Sure.” Teddy didn’t glance up from the trays he was pipetting. “Print me some chicken fries, yeah?”

Layla’s nose wrinkled. “Of all the choices, Teddy.”

“Don’t knock ‘em ’til you’ve gotten off your high horse, Astor.”

Layla rolled her eyes and waved for us to follow, but I hesitated, glancing back to Teddy. “Are you sure you I can’t help you?”

He waved me off. “Green Helix life, remember? Everything’s under control. Just bring back my fries.”

“Don’t pay him any attention,” Layla said. “He’s an odd duck, but he knows what he’s doing.”

Odd duck was generous, but at least going along with her meant I might get a question or two answered coherently. “How long have you been with Roboloco?”

“About three years? Cassie started gathering people as soon as she dropped out of academy.” Layla led us back through the catwalk chamber while I tried to make sense of what she was saying. “The old base was much nicer. We had an amazing gaming setup with sound studios… But you probably don’t care about that. Cassie was still working on setting everything up over here when she was taken. We’d added too many members for the old space. But now…”

“I can see her coming back here,” Quanta said, mostly to me. “It’s not hopeless.”

“Thank you.” I needed those reassurances more than I wanted to admit. At the moment, I was still floored by my sister’s timeline. Three years meant she’d formed her own rebellion at sixteen. How had I not noticed?

“Dining hall is this way.” Layla took us across a new catwalk into a wide tunnel of smaller doors. “There probably won’t be anyone around.”

“Teddy said most of your people went back to the Citadel?”

“It was our first shakedown. They freaked out and I doubt they’ll come back if Cassie isn’t here.” Layla sighed. “I still can’t believe she’s gone.”

“She’s not gone.” My voice came out a little too rough, but I wouldn’t let anyone talk like we were already too late.

“I know. It’s just… She seems so far away,” Layla said.

That, I agreed with.

But I planned to change it. Soon.


Chapter Twenty-One
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QUANTA

Layla led us into the dining hall. Cipher and Knight sat at one of the tables, but they were the only other people in what looked more like a bunker than a cafeteria. The cavern’s walls were sloped and four round tables barely fit inside. Complete with dim lighting, the space gave off claustrophobic vibes that I really wasn’t into. I was considering going without dinner when I spotted the bank of food printers jammed against the wall.

We were saved from the food packs. Thank the sweet, sweet gods. I couldn’t have choked down another pouch of spaghetti rings to save my life.

Tair was still pumping Layla for info, and I wanted to leave him to it. He was floored by the news that his sister was running her own rebel front. I was pretty shocked too, but more because I hadn’t gotten any timeghostly warnings of her shenanigans. For Tair, this changed everything he knew about his sister.

I’d talk to him after he had time to process. Until then, I had a new goal.

Food.

I snuck off to the printers. There were four rolly units and I was going to put them all to work. Cipher and Knight were sharing a pizza that looked edible, so I punched through the touchscreen to order one of my own with double cheese, pineapple, and onions. As the first unit started whirring, I stepped sideways and brought up the dessert menu on the next unit over. Chocolate layer cake sounded like a win. I clicked the amount up to eight slices so the machine would print a whole cake.

I used the other units to print fries and milkshakes. It took me three trips to get everything to the table, and Cipher and Knight looked at me like I was insane.

“I was going to share.” Now that we were giving me side-eye, they could sit and be jealous while I stuffed my face. I took a forkful of cake, not bothering to slice it. Knowing all the dangers we faced, I was all about eating dessert first. I refused to let my last meal be salad.

The cake wasn’t as good as what I used to get in the Citadel, but my taste buds were forgiving after all the food packs. Even printed chocolate tasted like heaven.

I was almost finished with the first quadrant of cake when Layla waved and headed out. Tair came to the table and frowned. “Who printed all of this?”

Cipher pointed at me with one of the fries she’d stolen from my basket. The hypocrite.

Tair picked up one of the milkshakes and took a sip, but headed back for the printer. “I’d like to eat at least one vegetable.”

“Potatoes are a vegetable.”

He shook his head. “That’s exactly what my sister would say.”

While he was printing his health food, Dex popped into the dining hall and slid into the seat across from me.

He helped himself to a milkshake and a slice of pizza. “Devan’s still asleep. Left her a note, but I doubt she’s twitching unless there’s an earthquake. What else do we have to do before tomorrow?”

Tair sat next to me, setting down a veggie-packed sandwich of some sort. “Teddy’s started the process on our Helix tattoos so our disguises will be set as long as Devan is recovered. We need to finalize our infiltration strategy.”

Everyone turned to me while I was mid-bite into a pizza slice. I almost choked on the cheese. “I’m going to look, but this is Alpha Citadel. There are so many ways to fail, I don’t think I’ll be able to see the safe path until we get in there.” Assuming there was a safe path. I managed not to shudder as a few of my deaths flashed. Appetite gone, I pushed the pizza away.

“I’d rather have more intel.” Knight tapped the tabletop while he thought. “We need to choose an entry point and get to where Tair’s sister went offline. We can try to trace her from there, but playing it by ear isn’t ideal. As long as Quanta can rewind us…”

“I can.” And good thing, because there was literally no way we succeeded on the first shot.

I let myself zone out a little as they dug into the nuts and bolts of the plan—what weapons and tech we needed, and where to go if we got split up. Tair would tell me the important points again later, and I wanted to start getting serious about what we were heading into.

Timeghosts drifted into place around me, showing a thousand, thousand ways tomorrow might go.

We sprint through blurred corridors, our disguises flashing on and off as Devan stumbles; Knight lies in a sea of blood, and Cipher crouches next to him, crying as blue lightning bursts from her like the beginning of a supernova; I stand surrounded by a ring of guards, with a faux Black Helix on my arm and no idea where the others have gone as bullets start to fly; Dex fights three Helixes hand-to-hand, holding his own for a moment before one lands a punch that cracks his jaw; a volley of tranq darts hits me in the chest, but Tair catches me before I hit the floor.

“You have to rewind!” But I’m already limp, drugged out. More darts hit Tair. He falls. Men in white lab coats hurry to drag us in opposite directions. They carry me past the others: Knight bleeding from a head wound, Cipher with too many holes in her chest, Dex not moving, and Devan being dragged behind me into a white room and lab experiment hell—

I gripped my arms to my body, hugging myself to keep from shaking. That last image…

We’d be better off dead.

At least seeing the nightmare made one thing clear: If I went down, so did everyone else.

I lifted my hand until the others noticed me. “This is going to be one of the most selfish things I’ve ever said—which is impressive, actually—but you guys have to protect me at the expense of everything else. As long as I’m alive, I can make sure the rest of you are alive. If things go down like they might…” I shuddered. “Dying isn’t the worst that could happen, and I’m not letting any of us end up on lab tables.”

“Christ.” Cipher shook her head. “Count me in. Anything’s better than ending up a fucking lab rat.”

Dex lifted a brow. “Dude. It’s a little selfish, but we’re all on board. As long as you’re safe, we survive. I think it’s a fair trade.”

Knight nodded. “We’ll keep in formation to protect you and Devan from the line of fire.”

It sounded so much realer when he made it all soldiery, but I knew what I was asking. They’d prioritize my safety.

I had to prioritize their futures.
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In a million years, I never would’ve imagined getting a Black Helix tattoo. If anything, I’d have qualified for an artsy Orange one. Art skills, I had. The warrior skills, not so much. But being a Red disqualified me for any of the other colors, and I’d rather the whole Helix system didn’t exist at all.

Luckily, this Helix would just be a temp. Teddy said he could laser them off later without permanently staining our skin.

He stood in front of the humming tattoo device. He’d already fixed up the guys’ ink. Knight and Dex had dual Helixes that were half Black already, so it hadn’t taken much time to draw over them. He’d just finished covering over Tair’s Green Helix.

Encoding the tattoos with DNA was a separate step, and since we all had Helixes already, Teddy said we were in for a long night. He had to make sure none of our existing code got tangled up with the code of the guys we’d be impersonating. He still thought were bonkers for considering doing this, but he could think what he wanted as long as he kept helping. We were kind of bonkers.

“Who’s next?” Teddy asked.

“I’ll go.” I took a seat on the stool and slipped my right arm into the machine’s cradle. The sooner this was over, the better.

“Here we go.” Teddy punched a few keys on the screen and the little robotic arms kicked into motion. The needle pricked my skin, and then the laser flashed. It stung enough that I started to sweat a little, but it was well within my pain threshold. Prick, flash, prick, flash. I was probably supposed to look away from the laser, but I wanted to watch the stylized lines of a Helix blooming on my arm.

It was weird. I’d seen this moment so many times in other people’s pasts. For the guards that had watched me in Alpha, and even the guys we were about to impersonate, getting a Black Helix was monumental. Once they got the tattoo, they were officially in the system and had earned themselves a lifetime of the perks and opportunities that went along with being Seligo. Maybe even an immortal lifetime if they served well and got upgraded to the full UV Helix.

Now that I was getting a Black Helix of my own, it felt more like a handcuff than a big break. I hoped it got removed sooner rather than later, but that depended how successful we were tomorrow.

“Doing okay?” Tair asked.

I nodded. The sting was still bearable and the robotic arms worked fast. “Looks like I’m almost done.”

After the machine filled in the last of the color, it spritzed my arm with something cold and all the metal parts retracted. I slid out of the cradle. My skin was a little bit too red, but the tattoo itself looked perfect with smooth and even lines of black ink.

No one would ever think it was a forgery.

Except that it made zero sense on my scrawny arm. Nobody was mistaking me for a warrior.

Cipher was next up, but with as much ink as she already had, the girl was a pro. It was Devan we had to worry about. She was still passed out in the bunks, but we were going to have to wake her up soon. Tair had drifted back to talk strategy with the other guys, so I slipped out of the room without bothering them.

I spotted a timeghost of Dex and Devan and started to follow their shapes to wherever the bunks were. Figures from the past led me across a catwalk and into a tunnel that sloped downward. I wasn’t sure if we were in the cliffs or underground at this point, but the space was a lot bigger than I’d expected. More like an anthill than a beehive.

The farther I walked from the entrance, the more the crowd of timeghosts thinned. It was definitely a newer place without much history to it. Or it was so old the timeghosts had faded. Whichever, having less interference was always a plus.

The tunnel ended with a door on either side. The one on the right opened before I could pick which way to try.

A dark-haired girl jumped when she noticed me. Then she made a squeak and hopped back into her room. The lock clicked behind her.

I frowned. Was it me? Or was everyone at Roboloco skittish? It was hard to tell with so few of them around.

Rather than dwelling, I took the door on the left. I practically ate a bunk bed as I stepped inside and only the flashing warning from a timeghost let me step aside in time to avoid banging my head. It took a second for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Three empty bunks were squeezed in the closet-sized room and only a few centimeters separated the frames—just enough to walk through sideways. It felt stuffy and hard to breathe, and anyone who slept on the top bunk was in serious danger of getting concussed on the low rock ceiling. Whoever had built this place around the existing caves had been seriously deranged.

Devan lay on the bottom bunk in the corner, curled up in a sheet. Her pack lay at the foot of the bed, but no one else’s things were in the room. Roboloco had either lost more members than I’d thought, or Cass had been planning a huge recruitment drive.

“Devan?” I squeezed my way through to her and gently touched her shoulder. “You just have to get your tattoo, then you can go back to sleep.”

She groaned, pulling the sheet tighter around herself.

I patted her shoulder. “Come on, sunflower.”

Eventually, Devan wrenched herself upright, but she moved slow and jerky, like an 80-year-old woman instead of the youngest one here.

“What’s wrong?”

She groaned again, this time rubbing her arms. “Everything aches.”

“Your powers?” Being a Red hit us all differently. I got headaches, went in and out of touch with reality, and got super nauseated—kind of like a suped-up hangover—but all of us knew exhaustion. Devan looked a step beyond that.

“Yeah. It’s like arthritis when I use my powers too much. I just need some Vitamin D.”

I cracked a smile. “Don’t ever use that phrase in front of Dex.”

“Why… Oh.” She winced but ended up smiling.

“Let’s stop at the dining hall and get you some food. I’ll share the rest of my cake with you.”

“Cake? Sugar’s not going to work. I need, like, protein. Eggs.”

“You poor child.” I helped tug her from the bed. She still creaked a little, but the more she moved the more her muscles seemed to loosen up. When she had to balance against me, I couldn’t stop the rush of timeghosts that fluttered into place.

Devan reaches out to me as she falls, riddled with bullets; “I can’t hold it anymore.” Her face flickers between Black Helix and Devan; she collapses into Cipher’s arms, face drained of blood.

The futures kept swirling. No matter how many I checked, every path ended more or less the same.

Devan’s disguises would get us into Alpha Citadel like a charm. But after that?

There was no timeline where she could manage six full-body disguises all day without breaking. Her powers would burn out before we escaped.

Every time. No question.

Seeing the future gave me no edge. Just a million more fears.

Mostly one big fear.

Because I didn’t see any way for all of us to survive.


Chapter Twenty-Two
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ALTAIR

I was starting to worry when Quanta finally appeared with Devan. Once I saw them…

I more than started worrying.

Devan looked the opposite of refreshed. She leaned into Quanta, walking so slowly I could almost hear her joints creak. Her face looked drawn, and her skin was eking toward jaundiced.

“Here.” Quanta led her to the stool in front of the tattoo unit, but rather than sitting Devan simply let her knees collapse. “We stopped and got her some dinner, but…”

Devan didn’t need dinner. She looked like she needed a season in hibernation.

“Don’t look at me like that.” Devan seemed to be addressing everyone in the room. “I’ll be fine by tomorrow.”

Even if Devan believed her own words, her body obviously had its own ideas of her limits. “We shouldn’t be putting all the pressure on you.”

“No. Put it all on me. I don’t care if have to burn myself out. I’m getting Kiri and Aliya back.” She stuck her forearm into the tattooing cradle and then met each of our gazes with determined eyes.

Knight scratched his scalp. “We have to plan for success and failure. It’s not going to hurt anyone to have a few backup strategies in place.”

“Agreed,” I said. The girls’ Red Helix powers were our biggest asset, but also our biggest vulnerability. Burning out could mean simply exhausting herself, but on the other end of the spectrum, there was a real risk Devan could go supernova, taking half the Citadel down with her. She didn’t need any more pressure.

“Before anyone does any more planning?” Teddy waved for our attention. “Gotta encode you all.”

“Everything’s ready?” I asked.

“Just about.” Teddy tapped through the tattoo machine’s interface as it finalized Devan’s ink. She managed to get herself off the stool, and Teddy waved me to sit. “You’re up first. Green to Black is the easiest.”

I took the spot Devan had vacated and slipped my arm into the cradle. Balling my hand into a fist, I braced for the jolt.

“This part shouldn’t hurt as much,” Teddy said. “I’m just screening over your original tattoo, not erasing it. And the tat doesn’t get fused with your DNA this time, either. We just layer a section of…” He checked the name of the sample he’d loaded into the machine. “We layer a section of Pasha’s DNA on top of yours. Your white blood cells will tear that part up after a week or so, but you’ll have to come back to me if you want the ink beads lasered out.”

I understood the process, but it definitely wasn’t a standard function of the machine. And I could already guess who’d programmed it.

“Going to strap you in so you can’t move.” Teddy punched a button and bands jutted out of the machine, pinning my arm at wrist and elbow. “On three?”

“Don’t bother. Just go.” I wanted it done.

“Suit yourself, guy.” Teddy hit the screen.

Pain flashed. A pulse of lasers seared my skin.

For a split-second, it was purely localized to my arm. Then the pain radiated outward like molten razors swimming through my veins.

“It shouldn’t hurt as much?” I gritted my teeth. I expected the sensation to end after a few seconds, but it kept on burning.

“Shouldn’t,” Teddy said. “Everyone’s different.”

Sucking in another breath of cold air, I disconnected from my body, focusing instead on what was to come. This was a means to an end, and the end was Cass safe and sound.

After another minute, the laser pulse cut off and the bands retracted. Then the machine spritzed my arm with a chilling aerogel, and I was free to move back. I resisted the impulse to rub the tattoo, but I did examine it.

Full Black Helix, fully encoded. Our key into the Citadel.

“You’re Pasha Petrov now,” Teddy said, reading off the screen. “At least your arm is.”

Pasha. The boxer I’d fought. I had the contents from his pockets in my pack but wanted to do a bit more research on him before morning. Better to be over prepared in case I was recognized by someone he knew.

Ignoring the lingering sting in my arm, I clicked open my com and started to research. I’d pull up whatever public data I could find on Pasha and the others.

The more we all prepared, the more likely we’d be able to save our loved ones.
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After the others endured their encoding, we sent Devan back to sleep and moved to the dining hall to finish hammering out the plan of attack. We had a general idea where Cass and the others could be, but that was a starting point, and it was already deep enough behind the Citadel walls to cause transpo problems.

“I still say we take a pod from the start. Going over water wastes too much time.” Dex pushed the tablet showing our map back into the center of the table where the five of us were clustered.

“Seriously. No more boats,” Cipher said.

“Not a good idea.” Quanta’s face scrunched up.

I didn’t need to see the future to agree with her. “If we enter through the harbor, then we can dock and walk through the security checkpoint. That gives us the option of running if something goes wrong. If we’re in a pod…”

“Death trap.” Quanta nodded.

No one could argue with that.

“So we enter through one of the harbors. Here.” Knight tapped the map at the southern tip of the island that formed Alpha Citadel, pointing to a spot west of the main shipping harbor. “The port is out. Too much security. But we already have the Seligo boat we stole and its codes should let us dock with all the megayachts at the marina over here.”

“The marina doesn’t get much foot traffic.” I’d only been there twice—both times on forced family boat outings—but I remembered the layout and of all the entrances into the Citadel, this would be the smartest one to try. “Even assuming Doctor Nagi has bulked up security everywhere, the marina should be the easiest entry point.” So the theory was sound, but I still turned to Quanta for confirmation.

Blue light wrapped her fingertips as she drummed them against the tabletop. “That can work. But then what? We can’t walk the rest of the way.”

“We’ll have to take some kind of pod.” We couldn’t walk and make the deadline. It was too far, and it would look too suspicious.

“Can’t we just drive?” Cipher asked.

Knight shook his head. “Nobody drives in the Citadel other than Seligo drag-racing their antiques. I don’t think the ground roads are even maintained.”

“Not as far as I know.” And I’d spent most of my life in Alpha Citadel. Either way, we couldn’t smuggle in a car. “We’ll have to take a pod at some point.”

“Whoa.” Dex lifted his hands. “Am I hearing things? Because Q just said pods were a goddamned death trap.”

“We can’t walk.” Quanta was still glowing as she gazed ahead into space. “Taking a pod once we’re inside is different than crossing the wall in a pod.”

“Yeah,” Dex said. “But also death trap.”

He wasn’t wrong. Because they were fully automated, pods were loaded with sensors. If the pod’s systems noticed anything that revealed our true identities, then it could be locked down and diverted straight to a detention center. That didn’t mean taking one was impossible. “We don’t know if the guys we’re impersonating have private pods or if they’d usually travel in a military pod. Either way, those might have voice recognition systems we can’t bypass. If we take a public pod, stay quiet, and keep our heads down…” It was still enough ifs to make my head ache, but I held onto hope as I glanced at Quanta.

The longer she took to respond, the more tension ratcheted through me until I was gripping the edge of my stool. If we couldn’t take a pod, we were screwed.

Finally, Quanta blinked back to reality. “It should work. I mean, I can see us riding the pod okay, but only on the way in. But as far as leaving the Citadel…” Her voice trailed, leaving us in ominous silence. The stakes were too real.

“This is so fucking stupid.” Sparks crackled from Cipher’s arms.

“Hey.” Knight quickly wrapped an arm around her, stopping the sparks. “We’re figuring it out. Nobody’s risking their life until we have a solid exit strategy.”

I didn’t say anything when Knight was trying to be reassuring, but we were risking our lives. When the logistics of sneaking into Alpha Citadel were this complicated, sneaking out with five prisoners was near impossible. I wasn’t going to despair about it, but without Quanta’s powers, I would’ve had to admit it was impossible. “But you see a version of the future where we all get out alive? Even the prisoners?”

“It’s not so straightforward.” Quanta knocked her head with her fists, scrunching up her face—trying to pull out a future?

I gently took her wrists, and she let me pull her hands away. “Hurting yourself isn’t going to help.” And it wasn’t what I wanted. I didn’t ever want to push her to that.

“I just wish I could tell you something more helpful, but everything’s a mess once we’re in the Citadel.” She gripped my hand as if she needed to hold on to something solid or be swept away. “We still have long-term futures. I can see flashes of Cass walking around here, or Cipher and Mona sitting somewhere hazy, so I know there are paths where they survive, but as far as what we need to do to make that happen? I’m just praying I can figure it out when we’re on the ground.”

“That’s good enough for me.” I couldn’t speak for anyone else, but I was willing to work on a little blind trust. There was no other way this time. “I think Devan will be on board regardless, but if anyone else wants to back out…” I let the question hang, but I hoped no one took the offer.

“You definitely see a future where Mona’s alive? And Oliver?” Cipher asked.

“Yeah. I don’t know how we rescue them, but I wouldn’t steer you guys into a total lost cause.” Quanta lifted her chin, determined. “I have to try.”

“I can’t say I’m feeling good about this….” Cipher let out breath. “But I trust you. Let’s get them back and then stay the fuck away from the Citadel for the rest of our lives.”

“That’s a plan,” Knight said. “And I’m in if she is. Dex?”

“I still want it on the record that this is all bullshit.” Dex ran a hand through his hair. “But, yeah. I’m in. Oli wouldn’t leave me to rot in a cell.”

“Then we’re all in.” Whatever happened, I’d feel more confident heading into this mission together than alone. Otherwise, the reality of what we had to accomplish would be too overwhelming.

We leaned in to finish planning. By the time we’d reviewed the Citadel maps and agreed on the rest of the details, I wasn’t the only one yawning.

“We better call this a night,” Knight said after a jaw-cracking yawn. “Meet at 0600 at Ai’s?”

“Sounds good.” I pushed back my chair.

We headed back to the bunks. With so many of Roboloco’s original members absent, there were plenty of smaller caverns jammed with too many beds. We’d have our own rooms for the first time in weeks. But privacy wouldn’t make sleeping any easier.

I felt wired with tension, impatient for the morning. Quanta tugged me to a stop as we crossed the main cavern. “Still worrying?”

“Still worrying.” So much was at risk. Cassie’s life. Quanta’s life. And all the lives at risk depending how we fared tomorrow. The consequences were too heavy.

“Tell me about it.” She shivered.

We were both getting too deep in our own heads. I wrapped her in my arms. The others disappeared into the tunnel ahead, leaving us alone on the catwalk.

Cupping Quanta’s chin, I bent down for a kiss. She lifted onto her toes, pressing up to meet me. She tasted like chocolate, and her life and energy shot through my body, warm and compelling. She yielded, opening her soft lips, and gripping my back to pull me closer.

Tomorrow could be our last day.

I’d fight to make sure it wasn’t, but the possibility hovered, making me want to hold her as tight as I could for as long as possible. So I breathed Quanta in while I was lucky enough to have her at my side.


Chapter Twenty-Three
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QUANTA

Dawn. Waking up snuggled with Tair almost made up for the insanity of the hour, but dread crushed down as soon as my eyes creaked open. I wiggled tighter into him, hoping for a crazy second that we’d both fall asleep again and wake up on another timeline.

The illusion lasted until Tair’s heavy breath gusted over my hair. “It’s time.”

Time. Right. It was always time for something.

I just hoped today wasn’t our time to die.

But that was a morbid way to start the morning. Looking at the positives, if I had to go, I’d rather go out on a high, and nothing was beating last night. I should’ve set a reset point so we could relive it a few times.

“Tair…” I nuzzled against his chest, trying to stay in the moment, but I could already hear the cacophony of timeghosts signaling what we were in for as soon as our feet touched the ground.

“What do you want to do when we get back tonight?” He asked, not moving even a scoch away from me.

I closed my eyes and built my own future instead of looking for one. “First we laser off these god-awful tattoos. Then we can split a cake and play chess, and after I win you have to snuggle with me for at least five hours.”

“Who says you’re winning?” The challenge in his voice set my blood buzzing.

“At chess? Now? You’ve got zero chance.” My powers were way more on point than ever these days. Maybe I couldn’t pick my fate out of the ether that easily, but I could definitely see where Tair planned to move his next pawn.

“I still have some tricks.”

“Mmm. I noticed.”

He laughed, and the sound rolled down to my toes. I didn’t want to leave this bed. Not ever.

“The sooner we go, the sooner we’ll be back.” He kissed the top of my head before he started tugging down the covers.

I thought about yanking them back up and being a total baby for a few more minutes, but Tair was right. It was time. After disentangling from the sheet, I swung my feet off the bed.

The timeghosts were straight-up teeming to tell me about the day. I let down my walls to entertain them a second, but it was the same old chaos—lots of bad endings, no specific advice. But as I watched our boat get bombed out of the harbor, I made a mental note to figure out where the life jackets were stored.

I dressed for battle. Or my version of it. I put on a pair of long gray pants instead of my preferred leggings. I clipped a holster to each hip—one for a tranq gun and one for a real gun. Extra magazines of ammo went in each pocket, and I tucked a tiny folding knife into my bra just in case.

That was as ready as I’d ever get.

The others should be done with breakfast by now. Tair and I had slept in instead. If I was going to be reversing time back to this morning a million times, I’d more than learned my lesson about rewinding near food. The nausea was no joke. I’d already ruined pancakes for life, and that was just a crime. So, we’d bring protein bars to eat along the way—if we could stomach them. I dug through my pack until I found one I could shove in my back pocket. I tossed another to Tair.

He wore black cargo pants and a clingy black T-shirt. He set his glasses on top of his pack and turned to face me. He had a bunch more guns than I did, plus knives and who knew what else tucked in his pockets. With the Black Helix on his forearm, he looked like the perfect soldier.

It was just an outfit, but I didn’t like it one bit.

Luckily, his caramel-brown eyes were still full of warmth, and when he grabbed my hand, I felt the zing of connection that was purely ours. He was my Tair. Always.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yup.” More or less. And hopefully more as the seconds ticked past.

We found the others waiting back in the wannabe spaceship room. Teddy sat in his corner downing an energy bev. After tipping the last drops into his mouth, he set it in the pile of empty cans around his station and cracked open a new one. He was even more stubbly and rough looking than yesterday.

Ai hovered nearby in a graceful contrast. “Altair. Quanta. Did you sleep well?”

“The best.” At least the best in a while. If we pulled this mission out, tonight’s sleep would be even better.

Her peaceful smile smoothed out my nerves. I wondered if Cass had programmed Ai for stress relief? If so, my future sister-in-law was a genius.

Knight was flicking through info on his com. “I updated Lady Eva. We’ll brief her again as soon as we get back.”

Good thing he was optimistic. I scanned everyone else to check where group morale was. Dex wore the same dark clothes as Tair and Knight and was humming to himself as he cleaned his gun. The guy was impossible to read, but knowing him, he was ready to roll.

Cipher shifted from foot to foot. She wasn’t packing weapons—she was the weapon—and I wouldn’t say she looked confident, but the way her jaw was set said pure determination. She’d get Mona back or die trying.

Devan. Poor thing. Our sunflower sipped at a repulsive-looking green smoothie, which hopefully had all the vitamins she needed to get herself recharged. Her knuckles were white around the cup. I knew she’d give everything she had today, and that was all any of us could ask. It was up to us finish the mission if and when she lost her energy.

As for me…

I was just exhausted with this whole situation. I hoped this day ended without us meeting Nagi in the flesh, but if we did cross paths, I’d break space-time just to punch him in the face.

“Everyone set?” Knight asked.

We all nodded. I waved to Ai and Teddy. “Thanks for your help.”

“I hope we’ll see you again soon,” Ai said.

Teddy lifted a hand without turning away from his workstation. “Get Cass back here so I can kill her myself.”

Tair shot Teddy a death look that he was lucky he missed, and then we all strode for the exit. Nobody else was around and our footsteps creaked along the catwalk.

I made sure to get out of the blast door first so I could hold us up in front of the holographic exit. I was on deck.

Taking Tair’s hand, I sucked in a huge lungful of air. I didn’t need to be touching him to use my powers anymore, but if I had a choice, I wanted to be. It made the whole process easier.

Letting out my breath, I fixed this moment in my mind. Tair holding my hand the dim tunnel. Cipher, Devan, Knight, and Dex all tense nearby. The musty cave smell and the chilly air. The weight of the guns on my hips and the suffocating tension that had us all shifting our feet.

Reality doubled. The sensation rolled over my body, and then it was done. I had a horrible feeling we’d all be back to this place sooner expected.

The lightest peek into the future showed a parade of timeghostly nightmare scenarios featuring running, screaming, chaos, and death. For starters.

But I was the idiot who’d led us down this path. For better or worse, I had to walk it.

I took a deep breath and then started forward. One step at a time.
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Devan fired up her illusions while we strode across the shore to pick up our boat. We were close enough to the Citadel that their drones could hear us sneeze, and getting caught on the beach before we left wouldn’t be the best start to this mission.

I was Kendrick Govender for the day. I wore camo shorts and a fitted black T-shirt that showed off my pecs. The illusion made me look almost a foot taller, but it gave me a weird kind of reverse vertigo, too, because I wasn’t actually taller.

With gelled hair and icy blue eyes, I looked douchey enough that I didn’t want to hang out with myself. According to Tair’s research, Kendrick’s hobbies included high-stakes poker and high-price escorts.

It creeped me out even more that Tair was Pasha. Knight had taken Todd’s mask as squad leader since he actually was a Black Helix squad leader and knew how to act. He’d also coached us while we were all waiting to get encoded, and I’d paid attention enough that I was pretty sure I wouldn’t blow our cover in the first minute.

Once we were safely tucked in the boat’s cabin, Devan dropped the disguises again. She needed to save her energy, plus none of us wanted to look like mercenaries in our free time.

My stomach swooped as Knight started the engine. Even if everything went perfect, I was still heading for my least favorite place in the world.

The one place I’d never wanted to be again.

Whatever happened today, I promised myself this was my last trip to Alpha Citadel.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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ALTAIR

I wasn’t the only one humming with nervous tension as we neared the Citadel. But we’d stolen the right boat. Its codes were up to date, letting us pass into Seligo waters as planned. We coasted into the marina and docked in an empty slip.

I half expected alarms to ring out, but the only sounds were lapping water and an occasional honk from one of the boats in the harbor. The silence wouldn’t last much longer.

“Looks clear.” Knight peered out the cabin window, but other than a scattered worker, no one was out and about in this part of the dock. A few drones hovered in the sky, but we’d been expecting them and they wouldn’t have reason to notice us unless we did something suspicious. “You ready, Devan?”

She rubbed her hands together until they kicked up a yellow glow. One by one, the air around us shimmered until I stood packed into the cabin with five other Black Helixes.

“Okay,” Devan said. “Just try not to touch stuff and stay close to me. The less you move around, the longer I can keep us hidden.”

I flexed hands that weren’t mine. My fingers looked thicker and more callused, though my skin felt the same. It was even more jarring to look for Quanta and find a warrior standing in her place. Devan was managing an insane level of detail and no matter how determined she was, she’d hit her limit eventually. I hoped we had enough time to get through the Citadel before that happened.

“Let’s get this over with.” Dex opened the door and stepped onto the deck.

Past the boats crowding the marina, the Citadel’s walls loomed high overhead. I spotted the entrance we were heading for not far off—just down the dock. An archway cut into the stone, and we’d have to cross security to pass through the tunnel.

The six of us fell into the agreed-upon formation as we made our way to the wall through the maze of docked boats. Cipher and Knight walked at the front of the group, followed by Quanta and Devan, with Dex and I at the back.

We had two goals. Get to the point where Cassie had disappeared, and protect Quanta at all costs.

I planned to do both.

There was no line at the security checkpoint, but a squad of eight Black Helixes in body armor flanked both sides of the archway through the wall. If any of us failed the Helix scan, the tunnel would self-seal, leaving us between the guards and the arsenal of weapons wired to the tunnel itself.

Knight approached the woman sitting in the narrow gatehouse. “Skipping out on leave to report for early duty.” He jerked his head back at us. “Heard we might be able to get dibs on an opp.” He extended his arm before she asked him to.

The woman lifted a scanning wand to his Helix. My pulse hammered, but I tried to keep my breathing even. I knew our vitals and body temps were being read and didn’t want us being flagged as suspicious on my account. At least with Devan controlling our appearances, we didn’t have to worry about giving ourselves away with facial cues.

It seemed to take too long to scan Knight’s info, but the woman finally waved him along. She gestured for the next person to approach.

One by one, we passed through. Last in line, I finally offered my Black Helix to the scanner. After several long seconds, the woman waved me past.

And we were in.

Alpha Citadel.

After betraying the Seligo and my family, I’d never expected to see it from the inside again. Nothing had changed in the short time since I’d left. As soon as we crossed through the tunnel, a plaza opened up with sterile fountains and a series of lifts climbing the wall of skyscrapers that loomed over us. Everything clean and white and chrome. The air had the same flat, filtered scent as ever, and breathing it again made it feel like the walls were crushing in. I’d forgotten how much I hated it here.

Knight led us to the nearest pod station. I stepped slightly ahead to whisper to the Kendrick version of Quanta. “Anything?”

She shook her head and kept her voice low. “I’ll tell you when.”

After taking a lift up to the station, we stood to wait at the tracks. It was the middle of morning rush hour. Helixes waited in orderly lines, heading off to work or a day of leisure, depending on their standing. We slipped to the back of the group queue and waited our turn. Eventually, a six-seater pod coasted to a stop in front of us.

We settled in for a quiet ride. The girls’ voices didn’t match their bodies, and Knight, Dex, and I had been in the system long enough that Doctor Nagi likely had our vocal samples. One word into the wrong sensor, and we’d be coasting toward prison.

I tried to relax as our pod wound through the forest of skyscrapers, but advertisements kept flashing over the screens and windows, and the oppressive silence only amplified my stress. I wasn’t the only one tapping my feet, ready to be done with the ride.

We weren’t sure what to expect when we arrived—Quanta had only gotten a vague impression of the space where Cass had gone offline—but between Knight and Dex’s real experience as Black Helixes and her glimpses into the future, we’d go from there.

Finally, the pod coasted to a stop. We exited at a much less crowded station. If we kept heading for the coordinates, we’d end up in one of the skyscrapers to the left.

Quanta drifted out of formation, steering us toward a specific sky bridge, and the rest of us fell back around her, trusting her to guide us the right way.

Our disguises hadn’t flickered yet, but there was no way to tell how Devan’s energy was holding up. We shouldn’t be in the danger zone yet. It was still too early in the day.

With more of Quanta’s prompting, we entered a door midway up the nearest scraper. It looked the same as the other buildings nearby, made sparkling polymerized glass, but its extra security was more than obvious. I spotted sensors, cams, security panels, and a thick contingent of surveillance drones.

Knight took the lead inside, drawing us away from the main lobby and down a side corridor. I saw why when turned the corner. The front had potted plants and a posh interior, but no foot traffic. The real entrance was around the back.

Black Helixes guarded the access corridor. Nodding, we strode past them. A laser scanner bathed our arms in red as we stepped through the heavy doorway. My pulse ratcheted up, but no alarms blared yet, so our forged Helixes were doing the job.

Inside, the hallway narrowed into more of a tunnel. Our rapid footsteps echoed on the metal flooring until the end of the path, where a single heavy security door waited.

A wall panel slid back, and a man stepped out holding a scanning wand. “You idiots again? What now?”

Knight dropped his voice unnaturally low. “You tell me. We were on leave.”

“Called you in, huh?” The man stuck the wand back in its holster and waved to whoever was inside the security booth. The creaking of the blast door’s opening echoed down the hall. “Must be time to transport out some of the prisoners. Troublemaking jagoffs.”

My hackles rose, and from the subtle shifts in everyone’s bodies, I wasn’t the only one suppressing the urge to strangle this guy. I dropped my voice an octave. “Sooner we take care of it, sooner we get back to the beach.”

“Damn straight,” Dex said.

The guard heaved the door open and waved us through. My heart sank as we crossed the threshold. The center of the building was hollow, creating a towering atrium. I hadn’t been expecting an open layout, but being able to see the levels of floors didn’t give us any edge.

Dread coiled in my stomach. I’d have to lean over the railing to spot the top or bottom, and the quickest glance at nearest doors told me everything I needed to know.

Each doorway had its own clearance system. Some had print or retinal scanners. We couldn’t pass either.

“Crap.” Quanta slipped a whispered curse.

No security was on patrol, but Green Helixes in lab coats strode purposefully around the circular levels. None of them paid us any attention. It worked to our advantage if squads of Black Helixes were a normal sight, but the scope of the building…

We’d need weeks to explore every area. We only had hours, if that.

Quanta as Kendrick veered away from the group to lean over the center railing. For a split-second, Devan’s guise slipped off and her shocked, exhausted face came into view. She lunged for Quanta’s arm, pulling her back into our circle. “Don’t step away I can’t—”

An alarm blared.

Even as my adrenaline spiked, a calm settled. All the quiet had been getting on my nerves. This was more of what I’d been expecting.

A thousand things in a moment.

Devan either lost her focus or let it go, revealing us to any sensors pointed our way. Panels pushed out from the walls. I shot out the nearest one before its weaponry could target us. The gunshots sparked a wave of screams as the civilian Helixes dashed for cover.

We needed cover, but our level lacked so much as a bench to flip and hide behind. There was only door after sealed door.

“We can’t stay here!” Cipher’s hands crackled with electricity as she sprinted for the closest door.

“Wait! Don’t—” Quanta was too late.

Another blast of gunfire sprayed. I dove, bearing Quanta to the floor. She covered her head as the bullets passed over us.

Cipher screamed, but the sound choked off too soon. The blue lightning at her fingertips died as she went limp.

“Emma.” Knight tugged at her, blood seeping between his shaking fingers. “Don’t. Emma. Please.”

Armed guards swarmed out of the wall. I shifted Quanta behind me, wanting to tell the others to run, but Dex and Devan already lay still.

Jesus.

Disaster. A tragedy. As the Helixes closed in, Quanta gripped my T-shirt.

“No.” Her voice gritted with iron. A halo of bluish light flashed around her. The spectral blue wisps twined her fingers.

Then time froze.

The Helixes stood with weapons raised, and Knight’s hunched-over form was locked in anguish. I couldn’t move or speak, but I didn’t have to. Relief poured over me.

Quanta was winding us back.

When the world snapped back into motion, it moved in reverse. The Helixes were pulled back and life returned to our friends’ eyes. Step by step, Quanta’s power pulled us backward.

The sounds of gunfire faded beneath the roar of time. I’d heard it before, but never so loudly. It sounded like the whole universe was screaming. I would’ve clapped my hands to my ears, but I had no control of my body and the sound was bone-deep. It throbbed between my ears.

I feared it would never stop as we rolled slowly backward. Quanta’s powers drew us out of the facility, back into the pod, through the Citadel, and back onto the boat. My head was splitting with pain as the roar cut away.

Quanta and I staggered, dropped suddenly back into the present. I caught the wall, and she caught me. We stood in the tunnel to Roboloco, returned to morning.

Back to square one.


Chapter Twenty-Five
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QUANTA

I almost puked on Tair’s shoes. The echoes of time still clanged around my head, but I’d managed to pull us all back in one piece. More or less. I leaned into Tair, trying to keep my knees from shaking.

That had been way, way, way too close. I let myself breathe in his warmth for a few seconds, reassuring myself that he was alive, and I was alive, and none of what we’d seen was permanent.

“Uh. Guys?” Dex’s voice brought me back to reality.

Heaving out a breath, I pulled myself away from Tair. “We bit it.”

“How far did we get?” Knight’s brows pulled together.

Tair set his com to project a map and walked everyone through what they’d forgotten—or what they hadn’t lived. My genetic tie to Tair was the only thing that let him remember the other timelines, and I couldn’t be more grateful to Eva. If I had to do this on my own…

Yikes.

Tair pointed at our target spot on the holo map. “We had no trouble getting to the facility, and we managed to get in, but it’s a maze of secure doors. We only lost our disguises for a fraction of a second, but that was enough to trigger an alarm.”

“It was me?” Devan’s face fell. She looked about to crumble, but then her hands balled into fists and she shook her head. “Not again. I won’t let us down this time.”

I patted her shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault we got shot.”

“Shot?” Cipher squeezed Knight’s arm. “Whose fault was it?”

Oops. Should not have said that. “It was my fault. I stepped too far away from Devan and the security panels got triggered. At least now we know what happens.” I was glad we’d gotten in. Less glad for the new memories. I saw death everywhere I looked, but the timeghostly versions were never as vivid as the real things—they showed me muted blue scenes. Blood was scary red, and the heartbreak on Knight’s face…

I rubbed my arms against a chill. How many more times would I have to watch them all die before we found Cassie and the others?

“Let’s go.” Knight started for the holographic cliff face. “You can draw us the layout on the ride and we’ll strategize which doors to try first.”

Devan covered us in illusions, and we crossed the shore to pile into the boat. The ride to the harbor wasn’t long, but it was long enough for me to sketch the inside of the building as Tair gave everyone the run down. I circled a couple doors that might be promising, but we hadn’t been in the atrium long enough for me to scope out its timeghosts before everything went sideways. This time, I’d do better.

The second trip through the Citadel was even worse. We couldn’t talk without cracking our disguises and the last thing I wanted to do was sit with my own thoughts. But that was exactly what I needed to do. Even if I had to sift through a million crushing ugly futures to find the one golden one where we survived.

As we settled in for pod ride number two, I lowered my mental walls. New spaces always kicked up a ton of timeghostly static. I caught flashes of the pod’s past riders and had to grit through a barrage of images kicked up by the Citadel itself. Dense populations were not my friend. Eventually, I cut through the mess and found a little cranny of focus.

I wanted our futures. Because how did we survive this? Now that I’d found my center, the ghosts of the future fluttered into place around me.

Alone, I sprint down a dim corridor, tracking bloody footprints behind me; the six of us get backed up to the railing in the atrium as Black Helixes close in. One tosses an explosive. Dex pushes Devan and me out of the way, but the explosion destroys the railing, blasting his body on a spiral toward the ground floor; Knight and the boys are locked in hand-to-hand combat, trying to keep a wave of Helixes off us, but Knight’s heel slips in someone’s blood and he takes a knife to the ribs. “NO!” As Cipher lunges for him, blue lightning balls from her fingertips and her powers explode in a mushroom that whitens over everything—

Not helping. This so was not helping.

But we weren’t quite to the building yet. I could either watch the cartoon advertisement for a snail beauty serum that flickered over the glass, or I could get to work. I dove back in.

“I can’t…” Devan stumbles and our disguises fall; Tair offers his arm for a Helix scan at Door 1022, and the lock buzzes, allowing him and the rest of us through; still in our Helix disguises, we stride around the atrium. I slow from the group, peeking down below where attendants in white coats are frantically jogging with a stretcher. They’re too far away to hear, but I catch a glimpse of blonde hair tumbling out of a head restraint. Kiri.

I jerked up in my seat, drawing every gaze in the pod. There was no way to explain right now, but if everyone had seen how I operated, then hopefully they’d just picked up that we had a clue. Tair kept watching me with Pasha’s eyes, and even though that was creepy, I knew he’d follow my lead once we got going.

My feet kicked back and forth with nerves. Now we knew for sure that one of our people was in the building, and that was a lot more than we’d had before, but I couldn’t pinpoint when Kiri got rolled out and catching her in the hallway wouldn’t necessarily help us find anyone else. Plus, if she was on a stretcher? Our plan for escaping the Citadel was iffy at best, and it definitely didn’t account for people who couldn’t walk themselves to the door. One of the guys could piggyback her, but if anyone else was unconscious? Nobody was going to be able to haul Oliver out.

I fidgeted with the hem of my T-shirt as I tried to wrap my head around this reality. It wasn’t my first suicide mission, and I wasn’t giving up hope, but I was starting to wonder if this was futile. But we were zooming into the station before I could decide, and we couldn’t turn around now.

We followed the same route, heading into the building’s sneaky side entrance. A pit bloomed in my stomach as soon as we stepped into the scary huge atrium. So many floors, so little time.

I stuck close to Devan and directed Knight with little head flicks. We passed Door 508 and I wondered if we should just start trying some at random. We could definitely get into 1022, but who knew if that was up or down or even led to anything we needed to see?

Timeghosts teemed at the edges of my vision, but the future showed more of the same chaos I’d been picking up, and the past was an endless stream of white-coated scientists crisscrossing the halls. Nothing specific. No glimpses of Cass or the others. I gritted my teeth, ready to dig deeper, but an actual blast from my past breezed by, shattering my focus.

I did a double-take to make sure I was seeing what I thought and not just losing my grip.

Akua.

Akua—freaking—Dowling.

The recognition froze me in place. She wore the same old coat emblazoned with a Blue Helix, and her dark braids spilling down her back. I couldn’t help recalling the days when she was my headshrink/caretaker. She hadn’t been as bad as Nagi or Darren—who I really didn’t want to think of right now—but seeing her here…

I shook it off. Why was she even alive?

She’d helped me escape. Maybe not on a timeline she remembered, but either way, she was in charge of me when Tair and I broke out of Alpha the first time. Nagi should’ve killed her on principle.

I could only think of one reason a headshrink who studied Red Helixes was in the building. She must have new patients. I wrenched Devan to a stop and everyone else pulled up short with us as Akua strode nearer, fixated on her clipboard.

For once, I didn’t need to check the future to see how things played out. I’d spent years trying to manipulate Akua, and I’d never forgive or even like the woman, but I knew she had a scrap of her original humanity left under that Seligo shell of hers. I could get her to tell me what I needed.

I grabbed her arm before she could brush past me. “Akua. Where are they?”

Her body went so rigid, I could practically see her hair stand on end. “Qu—”

“Where? How do I get them out?”

She blinked, brown eyes ultra wide, but it only took her a few breaths to get over the shock of hearing my voice again. “You can’t be here. He knows what you can do and—”

“I know! Please, Akua. Tair’s sister. The girls. Don’t make them live through what I did.”

Her gaze flicked to the Black Helixes that flanked me. She was obviously calculating, and knowing her, she’d read an army of dangerous Reds at my back. She cracked, just like I knew she would. “Downstairs. It’s Door 80, but you’ll never clear security in those disguises.”

“Then why don’t you walk us there?” I poked her back with a knuckle, hoping she’d read it as a gun barrel. I didn’t want my actual gun on the cams.

As expected, Akua jumped. “Follow me.” Finally, all those years acting crazed were bearing fruit. Akua probably thought me capable of anything at this point.

She turned back in the direction she’d come from and led us to long corridor that ended in a bank of lifts. The doors opened with no need to press a button. We all piled in after her, and she gave a voice command as soon as the doors shut. “Research, Level Eight.”

My brows scrunched. There was cooperation and then there was—

A timeghost warned me, but I couldn’t move fast enough.

Akua slapped her palm to the wall. A deafening alarm blared.

“Intruders!” She screeched.

Should’ve seen that coming. Akua might have a shred of humanity—but she’d swallowed the Seligo propaganda like a captive tiger swallowed a whole cooked chicken.

Before we could even think about how to turn off the alarm, panels dropped from the ceiling and a few insistent timeghosts told me exactly where this was going. I lifted the neck of my T-shirt over my nose. Gas streamed down in toxic yellow clouds.

Our disguises dropped as Devan ducked to the floor.

Akua banged on the wall. “No. I’m still in here!”

I kicked her in the shin, bringing her down with the rest of us as we huddled away from the choking cloud. We had seconds, maybe. “You want to die with us, Akua, or you want to do something about this?”

“What did you expect?” She started choking.

My eyes teared. I grabbed for my bookmarked moment, but my mental muscles whiffed. I couldn’t grab it.

“We have to stop this!” Cipher wormed away from Knight and lifted a hand, sending a bolt of lightning zagging for the device.

It exploded in a toxic cloud.

The blast rang my head like a gong and thankfully knocked the air from my lungs. I caught glimpse of the others through the fog—some of them had breathed in and their faces twisted. Choking. Dying.

Enough.

Tair’s hand found mine. I grabbed for the past.

This time, my grip held.
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We shuddered back to Roboloco HQ. I gripped Tair even harder this time, breathing through the throbbing pain that banged my brain like cymbals.

Tair rubbed his forehead, obviously feeling the same. “That was unexpected.”

“Did we do this already?” Knight asked.

I had a feeling all the questions would get old, but all I could do was answer. “I met an old friend. We’ll tell you on the way.”

I drew the building again on our boat ride but fleshed it out a little bit more. “This is the lift we’re heading to. We need Door 80. That must be where the Reds are being kept.”

After the same slog back through the Citadel, we found ourselves in the atrium again. Akua strode past, staring at her clipboard. I didn’t feel the need to say hi this time. Complicated girl, that Akua.

We got on the lift. Dex—as lowest on the Seligo hit list—was most likely not to get us killed, so he spoke up to give the floor number. “Research, Level Eight.”

I held my breath, waiting for the ceiling panels to drop, but instead, the lift hummed and started bringing us downward. We’d almost died twice thus far, but this still felt too easy. The timeghosts told me that was just wishful thinking.

Cipher sneezes and the high-pitched squeak triggers the alarm again; we ride the lift uninterrupted, but armed guards are waiting for us as the doors slide open—

Crap. “Dive!”

I pushed Devan out of the way just as the doors opened.

Bullets roared. My ears rang, but I still heard the strangled gurgles over the noise.

“Stay down!” The voice called from outside.

I was on the floor, but not hit. Tair—

He choked up blood.

No.

No, no.

Rewind. I had to rewind.
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Gasping, I landed back in the tunnel again. The throbbing in my head cut a notch deeper on every trip through time, but the pain was a tad less sharp under the wave of relief as I hugged Tair’s ribs.

He let out a shuddering breath. “Ouch.”

“Uh. Guys?” Dex asked

I swallowed down the rising tide of nausea. This was going to be a day.

We tried, and tried, and tried some more. Ten more times, and no dice. Tair winced like his head was going to split open, but I was having trouble seeing straight, so maybe I was just projecting.

We weren’t making progress. Every route ended in blood.

And almost every time, someone took a bullet for me. None of them remembered except Tair, but that wasn’t the kind of thing I could shrug off. Cipher, Knight, Dex, and Devan were all putting my lives above their own and if I was going to watch them die time and again, I had to be worth it. I had to do something that made all of this worth that sacrifice.

Problem was, I didn’t see a way out. On one of our jaunts through time, I spotted a timeghostly Mona being dragged to her cell, so I knew we were in the right spot, but the security was deadly. Twenty-three time trips into the disaster, I was dry heaving and having trouble walking straight. I’d push through if I saw a way that we succeeded, but I just didn’t.

And at what point was that pure insanity?


Chapter Twenty-Six
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ALTAIR

My head ached and dizziness made it difficult to focus as we strode through the atrium yet again. The next time we rewound, Quanta and I were going to have to have a serious talk. This strategy wasn’t working.

We snuck deeper into the building with each trip, but we couldn’t take the lifts without triggering security. I’d considered using climbing gear to belay down the center of the building in an all-out attack, but Quanta said that wouldn’t end well. It did sound desperate.

But we were desperate. I couldn’t check in on Quanta under her Kendrick disguise, but every time we rewound back to Roboloco, she looked more exhausted. My head ached just from the echo of Quanta’s power, so she must be feeling the effects even more.

We needed to try something new. As we neared the lifts yet again, I almost bumped into Devan.

She’d slowed and the light of her power flickered, the vibration just barely perceptible. She was losing her grip. I cleared my throat and nodded everyone to move to the side of the hallway. No one else was around, though the cams would still be watching.

I leaned into Devan’s ear, keeping my voice as low as possible. “Can you switch our disguises? Make us all Greens for as long as you can hold out.”

After a moment, the air shimmered around us. In an eye-blink, I was staring at a blonde scientist in a lab coat instead of a Black Helix. The others looked more like themselves—their features only slightly distorted instead of wearing full masks.

“Yes.” Quanta’s voice slipped out. She quickly clapped a hand over her mouth, but I could see the grin underneath. I hoped that meant we’d found a good timeline.

“Hurry.” Devan’s strain carried through the disguise, her face tightening.

She didn’t have to tell me twice. That costume change hadn’t been subtle, and someone would notice that we didn’t belong.

We made it onto the lift. Dex said the words yet again. “Research, Level Eight.”

My gut tightened as we began to descend. We’d entered the lift before, but exiting…

I watched Quanta, trying to gauge how this would play out. She still stood confidently in front of the doors. If she saw attackers in the future, she’d dive to the side.

But she might not see them coming. I kept tense and ready, just in case I had to pull her out of the line of fire.

When the doors slid open, no Helixes stood waiting. We couldn’t have much longer, though.

We slipped into the hall, blending with the other lab-coated scientists. We’d come out near Door 86. Following the door numbering system from the previous levels, I led the group clockwise. My pulse sped as we passed Door 85.

Could we really get to Cass on this timeline?

We were so close… If we could at least see her this time. That was all I needed. Even if it took a few more tries to get her out.

No one had attacked by the time we passed Door 81. My headache faded as adrenaline pumped through my system.

Door 80 brought me back down to reality. The security stand had both a retinal and hand scanner. We couldn’t pass either.

Dex reached for the handprint scanner. It was worth a try. There was a small chance he hadn’t been scrubbed from the Seligo logs and his old security clearance might carry us through.

But I knew it would trigger the alarm.

Next time, we’d—

Quanta grabbed Dex’s wrist before his hand touched the pad. She closed her eyes, and I caught the movement of her fingers as she counted down. Five. Four Three. Two—

The door clicked. Quanta grabbed it, pulling it all the way open as two Green Helixes exited. They cast us looks but didn’t stop walking.

Hope swelled, expanding my chest. We were in.

Quanta couldn’t help a grin as she slipped into the corridor. We followed her through, slipping back into our formation, but Devan moved even more slowly than before.

If we could just get to where Cass was being held—

The alarm blared.

“This way!” Quanta veered off the long main hallway. I followed close, not knowing where the attack would come from. The ceiling panels hadn’t dropped, but they would soon. They always did.

Devan stumbled, gasping and our disguises flickered away. Dex swung her onto his back, barely missing a step as we sprinted down the corridor. We passed door after shut door.

Ahead, one door stood open.

“They’re in th—” Quanta’s voice choked off.

Feeling victory close by, the others kept running, but I skidded to a stop at Quanta’s side. “What’s wrong?”

The instinct to run to Cass fought my creeping suspicion. This was too easy. On every other floor, every other attempt, we’d been ambushed and gunned down. We shouldn’t be able to run free.

Unless we were being allowed to.

A hint of blue light flickered around Quanta as her features widened in horror. “He’s here.”

“Who—”

The man himself stepped into the doorway.

Doctor Nagi.

He wore a tie under his neatly buttoned lab coat, and the smug smile on his face shot my heart into overdrive.

We were exactly where he wanted us.

Gunfire rang out beyond him. Yellow and blue lights flared and went out.

Quanta gripped my arm. I stepped in front of her, trying to shield her from Doctor Nagi’s view, but I could already hear the running boot steps echoing down the hallway behind us.

“Rewind.” If we waited any longer—

A hum kicked up at the edge of my hearing. Then the high-pitched noise sharpened and I gripped my temple at the flash of pain.

Quanta cried out, dropping to her knees. She held her head in her hands.

Doctor Nagi’s grin made me shiver. “Why leave so soon?”


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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QUANTA

Hands dragged Tair away from me. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t fight. Couldn’t see the timeghosts.

Everything was white static.

Fuzz.

My brain couldn’t focus over the noise that was more than a noise. A whine that fried my circuits.

I’d felt it before. Not this much, though.

It was stronger. The white noise waves.

I had to rewind.

But I couldn’t see the past.

Couldn’t even see the present. Just shapes.

My feet slid across the floor. I was being dragged.

Toward something. Tair was—

I couldn’t see. But I’d seen the future before the fuzz kicked up.

Everyone dead. We didn’t survive this time.

I cried out as the noise kicked up an octave.

Fire.

But hands kept me from gripping my temples.

It was already too late.


Chapter Twenty-Eight
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ALTAIR

“Quanta!” I bucked against the Helixes closing in on me. I ripped an arm free and landed a punch, but when one guard fell away, two more oozed into his place. They pinned my arms behind me.

I strained and threw my body as they tied my wrists and ankles with cords.

Black Helixes were dragging Quanta away from me.

“Quanta!”

Doctor Nagi stepped in front of me, cutting off my view.

I lunged for him. Now that I was bound, the Helixes simply let me go.

Momentum carried me into the floor. The breath heaved from my lungs. I clawed for him.

Doctor Nagi’s mirror-shined shoes retreated a step. “Get him to the freezer in one piece. I don’t want any damage to his tissues.”

The Helixes hauled me back to my feet. Rage and horror throbbed through my body. “You won’t win.”

“Altair.” He took a step closer and patted my shoulder with a smile that made bile rise in my throat. “How could you possibly topple my forces at this late juncture? I won this war decades ago, and now that Eva must admit her defeat, no one can challenge my system.”

He spun on a heel and headed for Quanta.

All I could do was buck and rage.

She could still rewind us. It wasn’t too—

A stretcher wheeled past. I glimpsed a cloud of dark curls and the air rushed from my lungs.

Cassie.

Already dead.


Chapter Twenty-Nine
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QUANTA

The hum blanked everything else from my brain. White, white static.

Red pain. Flash after flash.

I couldn’t stay lucid. But I felt the dread. In the little breaths of clarity, split-second timeghosts flickered in before the pain and static ripped them away.

Tair dead. Cassie dead. Cipher and Devan about to join me as test subjects.

Knight and Dex and Oliver. All dead.

I had to do something, but shapes were still dragging me. Who. To where. I couldn’t tell anymore.

Finally, they tossed me in a room. Nagi would come. I saw it in the flashes.

After everything, he wanted me alive. I was valuable.

My powers were valuable. But they meant nothing right now.

Not with the fuzz machine blocking me. I could barely see as the high-pitched noise pounded my ears.

I curled into a ball, trying to anchor to my body. My limbs were still there. That was good.

Both my hip holsters were empty. No weapons—

No. One. The little pocket knife I’d stuck in my bra.

What to do?

Pain flared. The noise wasn’t stopping.

I gritted my teeth. Focus. I had to get the machine off. Clear my head.

But Nagi knew what I could do. He wouldn’t let me go now.

What if I was dying? Did he want me alive badly enough?

I couldn’t see what happened next, but I’d take the risk. I’d rather die than live the future alone and suffering.

My fingers felt disconnected from my body. Slowly, fumbling, I pulled out the knife.

The good news was, I wouldn’t feel the pain. I couldn’t possibly.

I heard the knife click open. The cold metal in my hand.

All I had to do was slice.

I traced the blade from wrist to elbow, pushing deep. Blood ran out like warm water. It felt like relief.

The other arm? I tried to move the knife to my other hand. The blood was slippery. My fingers wouldn’t close.

I heard it clatter.

The door slid open.

I blinked. A figure stood highlighted.

Shock widened his plastic mouth in an O. But his anger crashed down fast. Nagi whirled, yelling. “Medic!”

I heard footsteps. Hands touched me. Still the static.

More warm water poured from my face. Blood or tears?

I’d gambled wrong. This was the end.

Voices mumbled as what little I could see faded.

“My head.” Would they hear me? Were my lips even moving?

Someone shouted.

Then the switch flicked. The static cut.

Pain burned through my arm. I gasped as my vision came back. Med techs had me strapped to a table, and Nagi looked on, his finger hovering over whatever button he’d just hit to free my mind.

Our gazes locked.

Rewind.

I grabbed the moment in the past before he changed his mind.

But I was weak. Brain still sluggish.

Time froze. Nagi’s stare was all the urging I needed to get my act together. The more time I wasted, the harder reversing would be.

I focused on the reset point. A glowing, golden, and very alive Tair. Everyone alive, standing tense in the tunnel, all innocent with no idea what nightmare was coming.

Time roared. My head was hammering, and this part was never easy, but now the unseen forces crashed against my raw nerves. I would’ve screamed, but I couldn’t.

Back. Back was the only way.

I had to turn the pages back.

It felt like ripping myself in half, but I gutted through moment by moment. Reality rewound by agonizing seconds. I rolled pack, unslicing my arm, being dragged back to Tair, all of us running, back up the lift, out of the atrium—

My grip started to slip.

For a terrifying second, everything turned upside down. Other times and universes called out to me with siren voices. If I just let go, could I pull us all somewhere better? To a timeline where we actually survived? Because this one wasn’t working.

As my resolve wavered, so did my grip on the reset point. I was slipping and I wasn’t sure I cared.

Quanta.

Tair’s voice echoed over the screaming of the pasts and futures and whole other worlds.

Not now. I couldn’t give up here.

What was wrong with me? I couldn’t give up ever.

I doubled down, forcing myself back through time. At last, I came out gasping on the other side.

My legs collapsed, and my vision blanked out again. Tair caught me before I could fall. My whole body shook. I gripped the arm I’d sliced, needing to feel that I was whole. Tair squeezed me into a death grip hug.

“Uh. Guys?” Dex’s question sounded distant. Instead of answering, I concentrated on Tair, slipping my fingers to his neck so I could feel his pulse and his rapid breaths.

“What happened?” Knight asked.

I bored my forehead into Tair’s chest. I didn’t want to face reality anymore.

How could I tell them?

Nagi knew we were coming and was just waiting to stop us. Oh, and by the way, all of us die.

My head was splitting, and I couldn’t find the energy to stand, let alone mount another attack. What would be the point? Did we just throw ourselves against the same obstacles again and again until we got pulverized?

I couldn’t sign up for that. But where was the choice? If we didn’t fight, our friends were lost.

“Seriously.” Cipher’s voice cut through my internal downward spiral. “What happened?”

I was surprised Tair hadn’t explained. He was much better at translating the past than I was. I pulled away so I could see his face.

He wore a blank stare that froze my blood. I’d never seen him look so out of it. So desperate. I cupped his chin with shaking fingers. “Tair?” He managed to blink, but he wasn’t all there. Because he’d died? I could hear the panic in my own voice. “What did you see?”

My own pain evaporated and my focus was a laser again. I let down my aching mental walls. I had to see what he’d seen. The recent past was so urgent it practically jumped in front of my face.

“Quanta!” Tair screams and struggles against the army of Helixes binding his wrists and ankles. The pain in his voice stings.

Doctor Nagi steps in front of him and Tair lunges. The Helixes let him go and he thumps to the floor but doesn’t stop crawling for Nagi. The Doctor retreats a step. “Get him to the freezer in one piece. I don’t want any damage to his tissues.”

The Helixes heave Tair back up. Veins stand out on his neck as his face twists with pain and horror. “You won’t win.”

“Altair.” Wearing a sickeningly familiar smirk, Nagi pats Tair’s shoulder. “How could you possibly topple my forces at this late juncture? I won this war decades ago, and now that Eva must admit her defeat, no one can challenge my system.”

Nagi turns, walking calmly down the hallway. Tair’s glare sears across the space between them, but other shapes are rushing toward them. Tair turns as a stretcher is rushed past.

Cassie’s limp arm dangles off the side. Her glassy violet eyes stare up at the ceiling.

Tair goes limp and the Helixes drag him down a hallway filled with four more stretchers.

Mona. Oliver. Both dead before we can get to them.

A lab tech sticks drug patches onto Tair’s skin as the Helixes heave him into a locker-sized freezer. Still staring numbly ahead, he disappears in a cloud of frigid vapor.

I drew in a shaking breath. He’d seen Cassie dead, me ripped away from him, and his own fate closing in…

But that wasn’t real. All of us were alive right now, and there was still a little bit of a chance. “Tair. It didn’t happen.” Still, he stared. “Tair!”

My heart spasmed. Had he gotten fried in the timewind? That wasn’t allowed. I pushed him back and opened my palm to slap him across the face. The smack echoed through the tunnel. So did Devan’s little gasp.

Blinking, Tair slowly raised a hand to his cheek.

“There you are.” I hugged him and his arms wrapped back around me.

“Sorry.” He folded me into himself, burying his head in my neck. “That was…”

“I know.” I really knew.

“Guys?” Knight’s soft voice sounded nearby. I wormed away from Tair enough to find him crouched at our side.

As concerned as he looked, I still hadn’t had an epiphany on how to explain. Instead of fudging it, I went with the ugly truth. “I think Nagi kills them all as soon as he knows we’re in the building.” At least that was my best guess. He probably kept Kiri and Aliya alive for testing, though.

Soft curses echoed through the tunnel. Dex punched the rock wall, and Devan slid down to hug her knees.

This was the worst possible news, and I had no idea how to fix it, but seeing Tair numb and Cipher start to tear up…

I had to find us a new plan.

Now.


Chapter Thirty
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ALTAIR

We were too late. By the time we made it into the Citadel, Cassie would already be dead.

My chest constricted. I couldn’t sit waiting for it to happen. But if we couldn’t reach her, then…

Quanta tugged at my shirt, drawing me out of the dark thoughts. “We’re going at this wrong.”

“I know.” And we wouldn’t survive a second close shave.

Cipher stood over the crouched-down Knight, gripping his shoulders. “We can’t fight Doctor Nagi. Not and win.”

That was the problem.

“How could you possibly topple my forces at this late juncture?” Quanta’s face scrunched up as if just repeating the words was offensive. “Nagi said he won this war decades ago. Eva used to have a ton more fighters, but Nagi took them out. He’s right. She’s defeated.”

Everyone sagged. We’d all been feeling something like that for weeks, but the words had extra weight coming from her. “Quanta…”

“No one can challenge my system,” Quanta said. “That. That’s the problem. We can’t challenge the system. Nagi’s been in power forever and nobody but us wants to change that. He’s built a whole world to prop himself up. How often does anyone even speak against him?”

“More often than you’d think.” The upper-level Seligo spoke but never acted. But their obedience was out of necessity. Not loyalty.

“Tair. Did you just…” Quanta glowed spectral blue, her eyes flicking back and forth as she saw something I couldn’t. “That’s it.”

“What is?” I hadn’t begun to think of a plan.

“We don’t challenge the system. We use the system.”

“How?” I could usually follow Quanta’s logic right away, but this time, she’d lost me.

“We need to talk to Layla.” Quanta hopped up and pulled me to my feet. The others gazed at us with varying levels of concern. They had to be following even less than I was.

“Quanta.” I tugged her up short. “What are you seeing?”

She pulled me with her, refusing to stop as she headed back inside. “Tell me your parents haven’t always wanted to stage a coup.”

“My parents?” What did they have to do with—

I froze.

My parents had been chafing at Nagi’s reins for as long as he’d been chairing the senate. They’d jump at the chance to overthrow him.

But they couldn’t. Not while he controlled—

The simple brilliance of Quanta’s plan finally washed over me. We didn’t need to attack Nagi. All we had to do was make him obsolete before this afternoon. “Do we have enough time to pull it off?”

“If we hurry. Wake up Layla. Then we have to call Eva. And your parents.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Dex sidestepped to block the door. “You can’t just drop the word coup and try to run away afterward. What are you seeing, Q?”

Quanta bounced on her toes, eager to get around him, but I also needed the specifics before I ran off. I’d jumped to an assumption that might be wrong.

“Tair gives a speech in front of the senate,” she said.

“I…” Maybe we hadn’t jumped to the same conclusion? “I thought if we turned my parents against Doctor Nagi—”

“Yeah. Exactly.” The blue light from her hands cast shadows through the tunnel. “Your parents are there, standing behind you. I’m in front of the stage with a whole bunch of mercenary-looking guys. You announce that you have the immortality formula and your mom calls for a vote to remove Nagi from power.”

“What?” Knight gaped.

Then Quanta and I were on the same page. Just different paragraphs. “We don’t need the actual formula. All we have to do is bluff convincingly enough to sell my parents on a rebellion. They’ll act if they believe that’s up for grabs.” The formula represented the ultimate power. Doctor Nagi had only held control over the Seligo for so long by keeping the formula secret—and killing anyone who came close to a similar discovery.

“I don’t know if we can bluff…” Quanta’s voice trailed. That was ominous. The only way to get the real formula would be through Lady Eva, and I doubted she’d hand over her life’s work. No matter who we were rescuing.

“You really see this working?” Dex asked. “We ring up Tair’s parents and they’re jazzed to start a revolution?”

My heart pounded. My parents tolerated Doctor Nagi, but they’d turn on him in a second if we offered a real chance at overthrowing him.

It would be extreme. But could it succeed?

“It can work.” Quanta was still bouncing and glowing with power. “It won’t be easy, but… There’s more than one future where the prisoners walk free and we’re flying away from the Citadel all happy…” She shuddered. “It’s blurry because it’s not decided yet, but if we do this, there’s a chance everyone survives.”

“So you’re saying there’s a chance we don’t survive?” Cipher asked.

“That’s a chance no matter what.” Quanta dug her toe into the rock. “I can’t make the call for anyone else, but if we plan this right, it’ll be a risk level I’m okay with. No matter what, it’s better than trying to break them out head-on. We do that again, we’re definitely toast.”

“Then what do we do first?” Devan asked.

“We need to call Lady Eva.” Knight ran a hand through his hair. He didn’t look convinced, but at least he was entertaining this idea. I wasn’t entirely convinced myself, but if Quanta believed we could succeed… I’d run with it. We had no other options and we only had hours until Doctor Nagi’s deadline.

“We have to talk to a lot of people,” Quanta said. “And we can’t keep standing around if we’re going to pull this together before tonight.”

“We should get started.” The sooner we figured out the logistics, the sooner we could move. If I didn’t keep moving…

I doubted I could keep holding on to hope.


Chapter Thirty-One
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QUANTA

As the six of us hustled back across the catwalk to Ai’s room, I had to brace myself against the handrail. The futures swirled like leaves in a maelstrom.

Tair and I lean against the railing halfway up a skyscraper, looking out over Alpha Citadel—not running or hiding our faces—just gazing out over the city like we belong there; Black Helix guards manhandle Tair and me, shoving us into an empty cell; Cassie jumps into Tair’s arms, squeezing him tight; Devan and her friends huddle in a pile, crying happy tears; Gunfire blares and I fall backward, Tair grabbing for me; Doctor Nagi crawls toward something, red blood dripping from his white coat—

The deathly futures mixed in with ones where we freed the prisoners, but all of them looked equally likely. I was taking that as a good thing. We could still steer this our way.

And one specific future was enough to keep me running.

Tair stands at a podium on top of a dais, dead center in a massive round stadium. Seligo stream in through the four huge doors at compass points of the chamber, but plenty are already inside, sitting along the rows of tiered seats that stretch all the way to the ceiling where thousands of lights are cut out like twinkling stars. The Seligo point and grumble at the action on the senate floor.

Warrior-looking guys pack every bit of floor space, leaving the central dais an island in the crowd. Instead of the uniform Black Helix getup with matching body armor, their outfits are more mixed. Some wear camo or have patches and logos on their sleeves. Mercenaries? Private guards?

Whoever they are, the mumbling Seligo aren’t loving the military intrusion. Tair bangs the podium, drawing my attention back, and I finally spot who else is hidden in with the mystery fighters.

Tair’s parents, Mei Lin and Rashad, stand behind him. And there’s me, jammed in the middle of the crowd of fighters, wearing a hood that hides everything but my chin and my long, tangled hair.

Tair’s voice booms over the sound system. “I have the immortality formula. Under the supervision of my parents, I plan to take over production of the mods and serums required to ensure the survival of the Seligo.”

I lost the image after that but caught more flashes of a vote and senators arguing. Tair’s mom wore the smirk of a woman who was about to be handed everything she’d ever dreamed.

We really could take down Nagi. Even if the vote tanked, we’d be throwing a serious wrench in his day and packing the senate with mercenaries. We could use the chaos to our advantage and free the prisoners that way.

The more I peeked ahead, the more I liked the plan. It gave us options beyond throwing ourselves at Nagi’s mercy again and again. It was always better when we were the ones springing the trap.

I didn’t buy the future where Tair tried to take over dishing out the serums—that stretched even my imagination—but it didn’t matter if he was bluffing as long as the senate took him seriously.

But would they? We were thundering down the tunnel to Ai’s before I could pull more answers from the ether.

“Wha—” Teddy jerked up from his workstation in a clatter of empty cans. “Aren’t you guys gone already?” Ai’s hologram flickered into the middle of the room, just watching as we squeezed inside, making our way between the server towers and bundles of cables.

I moved in deep enough to lean against Teddy’s desk. “We’re back.”

Tair spun Teddy’s chair around. “You said everyone in Roboloco has Helix parents. How many of your members are here now?”

“Only ten. Why?” He rubbed his eyes like he wasn’t sure if we were all an energy-bev-induced illusion.

“How many of them have parents in the senate?” Tair asked. “Or upper-level positions in the Helix castes?”

Teddy scratched at his stubble. “Layla’s mom is the only senator. But, like…five of us have parents who rank. Mine are up there in the Greens. Dad reports straight to Doctor N.”

Teddy’s past bubbled up around me, but I shut it down, focusing on his future instead. Could he help us?

A man in a lab coat man frowns at Teddy through a compscreen. “A coup? Are you mad?”

That looked like a firm no. But I’d already seen a flash of Layla’s mom—Senator Astor—standing at the senate’s podium, grinning. That woman could definitely help us. I nudged Teddy’s desk with my hip. “Can you wake up Layla? We need to ask her something.”

Teddy’s nostrils flared. “It’s reeeeeeeal early.”

“Please?”

He stood, brushing out his wrinkled T-shirt. “I’ll get her. She’ll be pissed, though.”

I doubted it. At least, she wouldn’t when she heard when we were up to. He ambled off, leaving us all alone with Ai.

“I’ll open us a line to Eva.” Cipher pulled a chair up to one of the empty workstations. We waited in pure silence until a crash echoed through the room.

Devan jumped out of the way of the stack of servers she’d tipped, covering her mouth with her hands. “I started to fall asleep…”

“They don’t appear to be damaged,” Ai said, floating over to that side of the room.

Dex pushed the servers out of the way with his foot. “You better tap out and get some rest while you can.”

“I’m fine.” Devan folded her arms and then wobbled on her feet. “But… How long is this going to take?”

“Go rest,” I said. We had a couple calls in our future and Devan could use the break. “We won’t go anywhere without you.”

“Come on.” Dex waved her for the door. “I’ll print you another one of those nasty vitamin smoothies. Then you’ll be ready for the action.” She followed him out, and I hoped she really did top up her energy. She’d been burning herself out for us for days now.

Knight moved to stand behind Cipher and Tair and I drifted over to them so we’d be able to see Eva on the screen.

“Ready?” Cipher asked.

“Go for it.” Nerves fluttered in my stomach. When I let myself slip into the future, too many timeghosts of Tair’s parents threw out ultimatums like “why should we believe you?” and “you expect us to act without proof?”

We were all good liars, but Tair’s parents weren’t stupid. They’d never throw in with us for a vague reassurance. So we might need the actual formula.

But that was asking more than a favor. Would Eva screw around with something that important?

Eva stares at us through the compscreen. “Then I’ll give you what you need, with conditions.”

Wait… What?

She’d really give us the formula? I was only seeing a possible future, but the fact that that was an option? Whoa.

Cipher hit a key and our cam flickered on. The line rang for a few beats before Eva answered. She wore her normal lab coat, but her gray-streaked red hair was down this morning, and she held a cup of coffee. Her brow wrinkled. “I thought you’d already be off on the mission. Is something wrong?”

“Slight change of plans,” I said. “There’s something we need to run by you.” Not sure how to word what we were really asking, I turned to Tair.

“The mission fails,” Tair said as he reached for me. I clutched his hand. “Doctor Nagi has some sort of device that can stop Quanta from rewinding time and he’s waiting for us to show up and rescue his prisoners. We can’t risk going there again.”

I’d seen Tair die too many times to count, but watching him dragged off while I was helpless to fix it… That was a special level of hell I never wanted to relive. “All of us were dead or captive.”

Knight nodded. “If that’s the ending, the stealth mission is definitely off the table.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I’d hoped…” Eva set down her mug. “What’s your alternative plan?”

“That’s the question.” Knight’s gaze slipped to me. My heart thumped. I was willing to try this scheme whether or not Eva signed off on it, but I’d rather have her help than not.

“I saw Tair speaking in front of the senate.” Tair fights hand-to-hand with three Black Helixes; Nagi hustles toward a metal door, surrounded by a thick ring of guards; I jog a long corridor with my gun out, surrounded by Tair and a pack of fighters. I wasn’t picking up too many more specifics yet, but I could definitely see us storming the senate building. “We’d convinced Tair’s parents to start a coup in exchange for the immortality formula.”

“Is that so?” Eva tilted her head to the side.

A creepy feeling slipped down my back. I’d seen the rebellion going down and I still couldn’t wrap my head around it. But Eva kept calmly stirring her coffee, confirming my suspicions. “You’re not surprised.”

Eva set her spoon down on a saucer. “The timing is surprising, but I’m behind the idea. Removing Nagi from power has always been one of my main goals.”

I wished she were standing in front of us so I could grab her and figure out what the hell was going through the woman’s head. “One of your main goals? What are the others?”

“At the moment? I’d like Kiri and Aliya freed along with the other Red Helixes and innocents in custody.”

“I meant more long-term. You really think we should try to overthrow Nagi?” I was the one suggesting it, but I’d expected her to push back—not hop right on the crazy train with us.

“Yes. If you think you can succeed.” Eva folded her hands under her chin, still calm as anything. “And if you think today is the day to try. As I said, I’d expected to come to this eventually, but not so soon, and not because you’re desperate to save your loved ones. Success and failure will each have their own consequences.”

I gulped. This was getting heavy fast. Failure’s consequences were obvious enough. We could die a thousand different ways, and this plan didn’t change that. But if we actually won? If we bluffed our way through and knocked Nagi out of power? I’d already seen that option.

Tair and I lean against the railing halfway up a skyscraper, looking out over Alpha Citadel—not running or hiding our faces—just gazing out over the city like we belong there.

Going back to the senate building would be torture enough after all those years captive underground. But staying there?

Just because that future was possible didn’t mean I was signing up for it. I’d veto that so hard. “I’m not sure about the really long term, but we can survive this. And we can free Cass and the others.”

“Then I’ll give you what you need, with conditions,” Eva said, echoing the words I’d already heard. Sometimes when I was right, I was really scary right.

“Ma’am.” Knight stood up a little straighter. “I’m on board if you’re green-lighting the mission, but is this the best idea? If that formula gets out…”

Cipher nodded. “The enemy you know, right? There could be worse than Doctor Nagi.”

They were both right. We wanted the prisoners freed, but not at the cost of a war or a genocide, and depending who controlled the serum, both of those could be in the cards. The Helix system was one of my least favorite things, but at least it was a system. If someone who didn’t respect the rules managed to con their way into the driver’s seat…

We couldn’t risk that.

“Absolutely,” Eva said. “Hence, my conditions.”

“Which are?” Tair asked.

“First, I won’t transmit it digitally.” Eva pulled a slip of paper and a pen out from her desk and started writing something longhand. It looked like a lot of numbers and symbols. “You’ll have to memorize it, Altair.”

“Not a problem,” Tair said, totally unfazed by all the gibberish. “What else?”

“You can reveal part of the formula to prove that you know it, but you’re not to give the full instructions to any Seligo. Insist that you personally oversee the new serum distribution system.” Now I knew where that gem had come from in Tair’s speech.

Tair just nodded. “I wouldn’t want that information in the wrong hands, and it will be our only leverage. We stop being useful the moment we share it.”

Tair wears a white coat and a breathing mask, his hands in blue gloves as he pipes drops of clear serum into vials— I shivered so hard Tair felt the motion.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Just…” I swallowed. I couldn’t agree to a future that left us stuck inside the Citadel, actually governing. I wouldn’t last a day. “Let’s not go in thinking we’re really taking anything over. We lie through our teeth, grab Cass and the others, and make enough chaos to sneak back out. Staying in the Citadel isn’t an option.”

“Agreed.” Tair squeezed my hand.

“That, I can get behind,” Knight said. “And I have some ideas about adding to the chaos. You in, Emma?”

Cipher chewed on her lip ring for a long few seconds. “Maybe? But it feels like we’re getting ahead of ourselves. We’re assuming Tair’s parents will help. I don’t see that that as a given.”

“They’ll agree.” Especially now that we had the actual formula. They were too greedy to pass up the chance we were about to hand them.

But I still wondered if this was right. Were we just opening a huge can of worms? The future didn’t have any answers for me—just choices.

As long as I saw the option where Tair and Cass hugged, and Mona jumped into Cipher’s arms crying happy tears…

I’d do almost anything to bring that path to life.


Chapter Thirty-Two
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ALTAIR

It didn’t take long to memorize the formula and procedures. I already knew the theory behind Eva’s research. Now that I was finally learning the specifics, I wouldn’t be able to forget them.

When I was sure I could recite the information, Eva started tearing her notepaper into shreds. “How will you approach the Citadel this time?” she asked.

“If my parents agree to the plan, they can pass us through security.” It would be nothing for them to use their authority on us. They were already that powerful.

“I don’t like that if,” Cipher said.

“Neither do I.” Between calling Eva and all the planning we still needed to do, I was tapping my feet against the floor with impatience. I wanted everything confirmed so we could head into the Citadel again. “I’ll make the call.”

“I’ll keep a line open,” Eva said. “Message me with updates. And promise me one more thing?”

“What else?” Quanta peered over my shoulder at the screen.

“Stay alive. All of you.” With that, Eva ended the call.

Quanta slumped against me. “She always makes everything sound so easy.”

“Is staying alive impossible?” I couldn’t… wouldn’t go ahead with this plan if it meant sacrificing Quanta.

“We can do it.” Her gaze lost its focus. “But not if we don’t move faster.”

Cipher pushed back from the comp and offered Tair the station. “It’s all yours. Do you want us to leave, or…?”

“No. You can all stay.” It would save time if they heard my father. “But you might want to move off the camera.” If our plan succeeded, both my parents would be out for revenge, and I’d rather keep their hate focused on me.

Knight and Cipher moved around a server tower to the edge of the room where they were off the cam, but still had a view of the compscreen. Quanta touched my arm. “I’ll be right here.” She slid Teddy’s chair over and pushed it against the wall. She couldn’t see the screen, but she could see me, and having her in front of me calmed some of my nerves. If she saw a way to help, she’d step in.

“Thanks.” Taking a deep breath, I punched in the numbers for my father’s encrypted line. My strategy wasn’t complicated.

I knew exactly what motivated my parents. Status and power. Now, I had the perfect bait. I just had to communicate the offer without showing my disgust for everything they stood for.

It might be close.

After a few seconds, my father’s face appeared on-screen. His sleeves were rolled up to flash the shimmering Helix on his forearm, and his office lighting included just enough UV light to make the tattoo’s ink glow.

“You.”

At least I didn’t have to pretend we got along anymore. “I have a proposition.”

“Here’s a proposition. Turn yourself in. Or should I pay for your crimes again?”

The narcissism was incredible. “I assume you blocked the bugs in your office before you took an unknown video call.” I took his lack of response as an agreement. “Now. Do you want to overthrow Doctor Nagi or not?”

After a long silence, my father shook his head. “Don’t call me again.” He reached for the screen.

“I have the immortality formula.” My pulse hammered.

He froze. His dark eyes narrowed. “What game are you playing?”

This once, I’d put my cards on the table. He needed to understand my motivations or he’d never cooperate. “You know that Doctor Nagi has Cass?”

“Foolish girl.” He waved a dismissive hand. “And after you betrayed us… Is it any wonder she’d be taken?”

Trembling, I gripped the edge of the desk. Punching through the screen wouldn’t hurt him or help my cause. But if I saw my father in person… Calm. I forced out a breath. “I want her back along with a few other prisoners. I’m willing to give you the formula if you’ll lead a revolt against Doctor Nagi.”

His voice was flat. “You can’t expect me to believe this.”

The fact that he hadn’t disconnected the call said he was considering the idea. “I can prove that I have the formula, and if you give me…” I checked my watch. “Another half an hour, I’ll have more allies and resources prepared. I need you ready to act this afternoon.”

“Short notice for a rebellion.” He rubbed his chin. “I’m still not clear why you think I’d take on such a risk.”

“What’s the alternative? You’ll stay under Doctor Nagi’s thumb forever?” I hoped he heard the truth in my voice instead of the anger. “You’ll never be able to challenge him without the formula. And you won’t stumble onto a chance like this again.”

My father’s emotion didn’t show—it rarely did—but as he leaned closer into the cam, I could sense the scheme boiling behind his eyes. “You can’t possibly think you could take power with this move.”

I almost laughed. “Power?” It might be the only motive he understood, but if my father thought I wanted authority, he’d been paying even less attention to me than I remembered. “Why would I involve you if that was my goal? I don’t give a damn who runs the Citadel as long as Cass and the others walk free.”

“I’m tempted to call Doctor Nagi and warn him of this scheme of yours.”

I’d known that was a risk, but I didn’t believe he’d follow through. Quanta waved a hand and shook her head. I managed not to smirk. Who was bluffing now? “Doctor Nagi will give you a pat on the back. I’m offering you the keys to the Citadel.”

“What do you imagine starting a revolt involves, Altair? It’s messy business.”

“All you’ll have to do is call an emergency senate meeting. Doctor Nagi’s tied up this morning, waiting for my friends and I. You’ll be able to vote him out of power before he hears that you’ve gathered.” I was guessing on the timing—I’d have to check with Quanta—but it should work. We didn’t even need the vote to succeed as long as it caused the confusion we needed. And if we actually ousted him? Even better.

“Dangerous games.” He had his hands folded under his chin, leaning forward toward the cam. But hope sprang. He was actually considering this.

We could make it work. “Talk it through with Mother. I’ll contact you again in a few minutes.”

When I ended the call my hands were shaking. I always thought I was free of my parents until I had to speak with one of them.

But for once, I was glad for their twisted motivations. Knowing what they wanted made it that much easier to manipulate them. And since they hadn’t lifted a finger to save Cass, Doctor Nagi had no reason to suspect they’d act against him.

For once, he wouldn’t see us coming.


Chapter Thirty-Three
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QUANTA

A certain timeghost gave me a wicked good idea of the conversation Tair’s mom and dad were about to have.

Rashad Orpheus sits frowning at his desk, his fingers steepled. Mei Lin Orpheus flows into the room to stand across from him. Her features are tight with anger. “You’d trust Altair now?”

He shakes his head. “We can use him.”

Mei Lin rests her weight against the desk, calculating. “It’s suicide if we fail.”

“We won’t fail. We’ve been preparing for too long.”

Finally, Mei Lin smiles a cold smile. “We’ll need fighters.”

I let out a huge breath. “They’re going to agree. Now we just have to figure out the rest.” A pretty big just, but I was still feeling good about our chances.

“Is now a good time?” Layla peered around the doorframe. “I heard you talking to Senator Orpheus…”

Teddy pushed past her and moved straight to his desk. He cracked open a fresh energy bev and chugged a few sips before collapsing in his rolling chair. “What the hell are you planning now?”

Tair turned to Layla. “How power hungry is your mother?”

“Are you kidding?” Layla’s eyebrows lifted. “The mother who wanted to marry me off to you so we could help her take over the Citadel?”

Cipher snorted. “Looks like she’s getting what she wanted.”

“What do you mean? Tair?” Layla smoothed her pajama bottoms as she shifted her feet.

“We’re going to dangle the recipe for immortality in front of my parents. In exchange for the formula, they’ll call for the senate to overthrow Doctor Nagi. Do you think your mother would join them?”

“I…” Layla stood blinking for a few seconds. It was a lot to process.

“Why don’t you call and ask?” I rolled out a chair from the workstation across from Teddy and gestured for Layla to sit. “I’m positive she’ll say yes.”

“How would you know?” She sounded more confused than accusing as she dropped into the seat.

“I just do.” I scooted her chair closer to the comp. “And tell her to contact one of the Orpheuses. We’re going to need them to pool resources.”

“If you say so.” Layla jammed on a headset. “Do you mind lending me the room? I don’t think you want her overhearing anything else you’re planning.”

“Yup. Definitely not.” I snagged Tair’s hand and pulled him toward the door, weaving around the workstations and cable snakes on the floor. Cipher and Knight followed us out into the tunnel, leaving Layla and Teddy alone. We walked far enough that we could vaguely hear Layla, but our voices wouldn’t carry back.

The image of Senator Astor grinning at the senate podium solidified by the second, so I was pretty sure we could count on her help. “She’s agreeing.”

“That’s a start.” Knight leaned against the tunnel wall and folded his arms. “Now we need to figure out who goes in and how we get out. Should we follow the original plan with Devan disguising us?”

“I don’t think that’s necessary.” Tair tapped his glasses as he thought. “I’ll have to enter the Citadel to take point with my parents, but after that…” His gaze shifted to me. “What are you seeing?”

What was I seeing? I checked back in with the future to make sure I knew what I was talking about.

Tair stands on the senate floor under its starry-sky ceiling; Black Helixes loaded with weapons crash through one of the doors, and gunshots explode as the fighters stand their ground; Cipher crackles with blue light before a bullet catches her in the chest, snuffing out her light; Knight falls as four other fighters close in on him; Tair and I sprint down a long hallway, running with a pack of the mercenary-types, and when a Helix guard pops out of a doorway, the guy next to me takes him down in one clean shot; Dex pilots a massive ship that shimmers into view as it lands on the senate roof; Devan lies crumpled and lifeless, bleeding out into the senate’s carpet—

I shuddered. “I think we need to split up.” More of the futures showed more of the same. Lots of dying when all of us hit the senate together. Less when it was just Tair and me. And one of the timeghosts sparked a great idea. “Could you guys steal a ship to fly us out?”

“That’s a possibility,” Knight said. “Although Lady Eva might have a chopper stashed near here. I’d have to check with her.”

“What about fighters?” Going in totally alone seemed dangerous, and I’d seen us running along with a group—I doubted we’d picked them up at random.

“I know some guys who do merc work around the Citadel,” Knight said. “Let me make a few quick calls.” He slipped farther down the tunnel, taking out his com, and Cipher drifted after him.

“We’re getting closer.” I rubbed my hands together. This was all getting really real. We weren’t in the clear, but the future where Cass crushed Tair in a big hug shined from the army of timeghosts.

“Okay!” Layla’s voice echoed from Ai’s cavern-room. “My mom’s in!”

A few butterflies pranced in my stomach. “You ready?”

“Yes. The sooner we get going, the better. Are you ready?” Tair stroked my forearm, and the brush of his fingers calmed me down.

“Yup.” The image of Nagi crawling on his hands and knees and bleeding was another super motivator. If there was a way to make that future come true?

I was so in.

We hustled through planning the rest of the details. Layla’s mom was already contacting the Orpheuses to plot, and Knight managed to reach one of his old fighting buddies. He sent Tair the guy’s contact info. “Have your parents clear Benj Wallace and his crew for access to the Citadel. I used to run ops with them and they’re good guys. Now I just have to talk to Lady Eva about finding us a ship.”

While he and Cipher went off to deal with that, Teddy and Layla slipped out to give us privacy for the final call to the Orpheus fam. Even Ai winked out, although I guessed her sensors were still listening.

Tair tilted the cam away from me, but I stepped up behind him. “I want them to see me.” They needed to know I had Tair’s back, and I wanted to be able to glare at them.

“Okay.” He pushed out a breath.

I squeezed his shoulder. “They’re going to cooperate.” Kind of. I didn’t see them changing their minds at this point, but they’d still try to give us attitude.

His parents’ faces blinked onto our screen. Rashad Orpheus sat at his desk, while Mei Lin stood at his side. An oil portrait of them—no kids included—hung on the wall behind them. Classy.

“What did you decide?” Tair asked.

“We’ll cooperate.” Mei Lin answered for both of them. “This is how it’s going—”

“I’ll tell you how.” Tair laid out the plan step-by-step in the suppressed-fury voice he saved just for his parents. “You’ll call the senate meeting for this afternoon, keeping it as under wraps as possible. I’ll send you coordinates where your people can pick us up and we’ll meet you before you take the floor. We need to contact as many mercenaries as possible on short notice. I have at least one crew lined up already.”

“Fine.” Tair’s mother gave a curt nod. “If you’ll simply transmit the formula, we can proceed.”

She couldn’t think we were that stupid.

“The formula is in my head and that’s where it’s staying.” Tair matched Mei Lin glare for glare. “Instruct your guards to escort us to the senate. I’ll be speaking on the floor.”

“Absolutely not.” His father slapped his desk. We were leagues away, but I still jumped a little.

“That’s my condition. Take it or leave it.” Tair folded his arms.

No matter how hard they glared, the future didn’t budge. I couldn’t tell exactly how the next few hours would end, but all the options showed us barreling into Alpha Citadel at full speed.

Mei Lin finally nodded. “We’ll be in touch.” The screen clicked off before either of us could reply.

I slumped against Tair, wrapping myself tight around him. “This has been a day.” Or a few days, counting all the rewinds. And I could only ignore the built-up exhaustion so much.

The second we tuned out of go-mode, my headache roared to full volume and I remembered how achy and nauseated I still felt after so much messing with space-time. “If we survive, let’s sleep for a few weeks.”

“A few months.” Tair rested his chin on top of my head.

I’d freeze time here forever if I could, but the clock kept ticking no matter what I wanted. We’d already burned too much time with the planning.

After a few calming, Tair-centric breaths, I finally pulled away. “Let’s get this over with.”

He pulled me in to press a gentle kiss against my forehead. “Let’s save Cass.”

“That too.” And if we took Nagi down?

We’d hit the trifecta.
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We said our—hopefully temporary—goodbyes in the cliffside tunnel. I considered setting a new reset point, but the one from the morning seemed better. If the new plan flew totally off the rails, then we wouldn’t be stuck with it. I didn’t think that would happen, but I’d rather play it safe.

Teddy and Layla hadn’t shown to see us off. They were double-checking to see if anyone else’s parents wanted in and would message Tair if they got a hit.

Devan leaned against the tunnel wall, still groggy and a little wiped. “I should be going with you. I can’t just—”

“You have to cloak everyone.” I’d already told her, but I couldn’t blame Devan for not wanting to stay back. “Without you, no one’s getting out.”

She jammed her hands into her pockets. “I’m trusting you.”

“We all are,” Cipher said. “Message if you need computer help. Knight and I might be busy picking up our new ride, but I’ll do whatever I can if something comes up.”

Knight nodded. “Let us know when and where to meet you and we’ll be ready.”

“With bells on,” Dex added.

I closed my eyes to fix the perfect future in my mind. Cassie jumps into Tair’s arms, squeezing him tight; Devan and her friends huddle in a pile, crying happy tears; Mona dashes for Cipher—

We could save them.

We would save them.


Chapter Thirty-Four
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ALTAIR

My parents’ guards met us at the agreed-on coordinates, halfway across the channel to Alpha Citadel. They dropped a ladder down from their yacht, which towered high over ours, blocking the sun. I didn’t hesitate to scale up the rungs. Quanta followed behind me.

I couldn’t shake my nerves, but it felt good to take action. As long as we kept moving, I could stay focused on the goal. Cassie.

Five men in body armor stood on the upper deck. The patches on their sleeves marked them members of my parents’ private security force. I nodded to the nearest one as I helped Quanta over the railing.

We ducked below deck as the captain started turning the boat toward Alpha Citadel. Five more armored guards stood posted in the living room, looking out of place among my mother’s fussy furnishings—formal chairs and abstract-shaped lamps and sculptures. Curtains were drawn over the tinted windows that ringed the room, but the chandelier gave off enough light to manage, tinkling faintly as the boat kicked up to speed.

One of the men offered us folded cloaks. “For you.”

Quanta shook out the fabric, revealing a pixelated pattern, which should confuse any sensors that tried to scan us. In the meantime, we’d look horribly out of place. No one wore cloaks.

But I swung mine on and lifted the hood. As long as my parents had set up the right authorizations, we’d pass security regardless of our outfits.

Minutes on the boat dragged into hours. The urge to pace was strong.

At last, we slowed, crossing into the harbor. In my parents’ large yacht, we couldn’t dock in the same area we’d used this morning. Instead, our captain pulled us into the VIP dock, where we could disembark and leave the Gray Helix workers to handle the rest. Now instead of weaving through the marina, we could cross straight into the security checkpoint.

“Ready?” I asked Quanta.

She tugged her hood deep over her face and stuck her hair inside. “This isn’t going to be fun.”

“Definitely not fun.” But I was as ready as I could be.

The dock workers extended a gangplank onto the deck and we kept our heads down as we crossed over. My parents’ guards enclosed us in a ring, marching us the few feet to the security station cut into in the towering wall.

I tried to keep moving calmly ahead, but if my parents were planning a double-cross, this would be the perfect chance.

One of the guards splintered off to show IDs and permissions to the woman working the station. She glanced our way but didn’t call for us to remove our hoods. After my parents’ senatorial credentials cleared, she waved our group through the tunnel.

My pulse still moved as the guards led us inside the Citadel. I’d never get used to this part. I hoped that I didn’t have to.

Arriving in the afternoon instead of the morning meant fewer bystanders in the plaza, but the few in sight jumped out of our way as we cut past the fountains to the nearest lift. I kept my gaze on the artificial cobblestones, careful not to let my face be seen.

The pod station was mostly empty, with no line of people waiting. As soon as we stepped up to the tracks, one of my parents’ larger private pods coasted up to meet us. It was the pod my parents used for entertaining big groups—with leather seats arranged in an oval and a full bar at one end. I was tempted to pour myself a drink.

As the guards filed in, I led Quanta to a seat at the back. She settled in next to me and gripped my arm tight, her fingers shaking.

“Are you all right?” I tilted my head so I could see into her hood. She was breathing too fast and a cold sweat made loose strands of her hair stick to her forehead. I’d been too wrapped up in everything else to notice. Stupid.

“There’s just no way this goes smoothly. Not that we were expecting it to, but we’re cornering Nagi. He’ll lash out. I just can’t tell how yet.”

“Cass?” If he lashed out at her—

“She’s still okay. So are the others.”

I let out a breath. “Doctor Nagi should be distracted enough the next hour or so.” He’d be waiting for us to show until the deadline he’d set for us tonight.

At least, he would until he heard what was going on at the senate. Secret session or not, there was no way someone loyal to him wouldn’t tip him off eventually. We were counting on him to rise to the challenge and make his way over to defend himself. Even if he only sent his forces and stayed locked up somewhere safe, fighting on the senate floor would cause all the distraction we needed.

The guards kept silent as the pod coasted through the Citadel’s gleaming skyscrapers. Quanta gazed out the window but stared into space instead of watching the architecture.

The ride dragged. I tapped my toe against the floorboard.

Finally, we rounded the side of a building and the tallest spire in the city came into view. The senate building.

I hated this place. I’d been dozens of times for mindless cocktail parties and visits to my parents’ offices. It was the beating heart of the cold, plastic Seligo empire.

The pod sped through the senate’s public station without stopping, swinging up and around the building to the station exclusive to senators and their guests. Our guards filed out in orderly rows and then formed a box around us as Quanta and I stepped out.

Tension coiled in my muscles. I checked my weapons. A gun at each hip. Two concealed tactical knives. All easy to access underneath my cloak.

We headed inside, displacing the other people on the platform. Senators were arriving by private pod, hurrying into the building with their retinues. The crowd had bottlenecked at the overloaded security checkpoint, but I didn’t have long to be nervous. My parents’ guards pushed us to the front of the line and flashed their special credentials. The crowd mumbled as we were waved through without a scan.

So far, so good. I hoped the rest of the plan went this smoothly, but I wouldn’t hold my breath.

The guards led us into the senate’s labyrinth of hallways. We veered off from the sections with plush carpeting and paintings on the walls, crossing into the blank white hallways where the senate’s staff had their offices. It wasn’t easy staying oriented with no furnishings or decorations as landmarks, but I counted turns until I was positive we were being herded to my parents’ suite.

Quanta found my hand. Her palm was sweating more than mine. I pulled her arm against my side and rubbed her hand with my thumb, trying to reassure her. I hated that she had to come back to this place, but there was nothing we could do except finish our business as quickly as possible.

Our guards were already speed-walking, pushing past the aides and Black Helixes that thronged the corridor. Excited whispers melded into a constant hum. Rumors were in the air. They knew something big was on the way.

They weren’t wrong.

We were halfway through the maze when a commotion started at the end of the hall. A woman shouldered through the crowd. My jaw dropped.

Mei Lin Orpheus stormed toward us, knocking away anyone who stepped in front of her. Her Yellow Helix aides trailed behind her, calling for her to slow down, but she ignored them. I stopped, bracing for her to explode when she met me, but instead, she bulled past on a mission.

“Veronica Astor just took the floor.”

“Crap.” Quanta whirled after my mother, and I was quick to catch up. I wasn’t surprised Senator Astor was making a power grab, but we couldn’t let her take the reins on our plan. One careless word from her could get Cass killed.

With the guards spearheading us down the corridor, we broke into a jog. My mother didn’t miss a step in her stilettos.

A high-ceilinged lobby opened up just before the entrance to the senate chamber. Senators and their aides choked the security station as they streamed toward the doorway. The massive wooden doors hung open, and I couldn’t see the floor from where we stood, but the current speaker’s voice echoed outside. “—time for a change! Time to take action!”

“Move!” My mother elbowed a man out of her way.

Quanta and I slipped in behind her, staying centered behind the guards as we rode her anger—and authority—through the queue. She swatted away the man who tried to scan her.

“Wait. You can’t just—” His voice cut off as the crowd surged behind us, pushing us all through the doors.

“We can’t let her finish the speech.” Quanta grabbed my arm and I grabbed her back so the flow of people wouldn’t carry her away.

“She won’t have the chance.” My mother pushed back her shoulders. When she strode forward, she radiated so much presence that a space opened in front of her. For the smallest window of time, I was glad we were fighting on the same side. I wouldn’t want to be the one standing in her way.

We followed my mother’s wake into the chamber. Senator Astor stood at the central dais, but only half the tiered seats were filled. Mercenaries and private security forces packed the senate floor.

Senators and their aides kept pushing in through all four doors, but couldn’t get past the throng, and the chaotic hum of conversation echoed up to the faux night sky on the domed ceiling.

No one could give Senator Astor their full attention. We weren’t lost yet.

My mother stomped to the podium. Somehow, everyone squeezed to the side at the sight of her, making room for our group to pass through.

Senator Astor stood flanked by two hulking bodyguards, but between the fighters who’d escorted us from the boat and my mother’s own retinue, we had closer to thirty fighters—not even counting the others my parents had hired to bring to the floor.

The buzz of conversation died off as my mother stepped up to the podium. Veronica Astor looked like Layla’s clone with emerald eyes and coiled blonde hair, but she had a hardness that her daughter lacked, standing rod-straight and humorless.

Her lips pressed tight together as her attempt to lead the coup backfired. Realizing she was outmatched, she stepped aside, deferring to my mother. “Senator Orpheus will address the floor.”

Mother gave her a cool nod before stepping to the forefront. My shoulders tensed as a palpable hush fell over the chamber. “Before I begin, I’d like those on the floor to clear a path. Let’s have all the senators in their seats.”

The crowd shifted, pressing Quanta and I up against the dais. I moved to brace my arms around her, trying to shield her from the crush of bodies. “Hanging in there?”

“Too many people…” She balled her hands in my shirt and closed her eyes.

“You’ll be okay. Your focus has improved.”

“True.” She nodded, cracking a smile. “Gimme a sec. I’m trying to see what happens.”

I kept a wary eye on the crowd while Quanta worked her magic.

With lanes freed, the senators climbed the stairs to their seats. They fell into their plush armchairs on the tiered rows, and their retainers gathered around them, watching holographic screen projections of my mother on the dais. Some sections had glowing screens but no occupants—senators calling in for the vote—but most seats filled. We had enough senators for a majority vote against Doctor Nagi.

If that didn’t work, then we’d set ourselves up to launch the Citadel into chaos, with so many of its power players in the crossfire. As the crowd settled down, my father finally strode onto the dais, stepping behind my mother’s shoulder. Another large group of fighters had followed him, packing into the room.

Quanta let out a breath. “Here we go.” A wave of nervous tension rolled down my body.

No turning back now.

“I’d like to thank you all for attending on such short notice this afternoon.” My mother’s voice echoed over the chamber’s speakers and the hundreds of projected screens at the senators’ stations. “We find ourselves in strange and changing times. Our traditions have served the Citadel through the centuries, but the challenges of our age often require new solutions. We must cast off the cloak of the old and ring in the new if we wish to thrive.” Her gaze flicked to me.

She was following the plan straight away? I’d been prepared to pull her away from the podium if it came to that. I gave Quanta a last squeeze before easing through the fighters that blocked the steps to the dais. They let me pass.

I forced my breaths to even out as I lowered my hood and joined my parents. Whispers sounded as I came into view. So did alarms.

Hundreds of tiny alerts chirped from each of the senators’ screens, where my face popped up above a WANTED banner. Gasps echoed.

Adrenaline shot through me. I had to make a perfect case.

My mother gave a plastic smile. “My son, Altair, has been the victim of a targeted slander campaign. He acted in the best interests of the Citadel and all of us gathered here. I’ve asked him to appear today in order to clear the name of the Orpheus family and make way for our shared future. Altair?”

I faced forward and couldn’t quite reconcile the reality. Hundreds of people stared. Senators. Helixes. An army of fighters.

I caught Quanta’s gaze.

She shifted foot to foot on the floor, peering up at me through her hood. Surrounded by guards, standing on the ground where she’d lived her worst memories, Quanta still managed a smile for me.

I couldn’t be any less brave. I gripped the sides of the podium to keep myself anchored. “Thank you for receiving me here today. I hope I can clear the air regarding my supposed misdeeds. I admit that I’ve made mistakes, but not the ones Doctor Nagi would have you believe.” I scanned the crowd, making eye contact, and hoping everyone heard my intent rather than the lies. “Doctor Nagi has overstepped his authority and abused his power for too long. He holds our lives in his hands, and speaking against him is as good as a death sentence. I’d like to see that changed.”

Some people nodded. Others whispered. Most peered at me, waiting to see where my speech was headed. The low hum of the alarm still buzzed through the chamber. Doctor Nagi’s fighters would be headed here to collect me. I had to flip as many senators to our side as possible before the fighting broke out.

“I have the immortality formula. Under the supervision of my parents—” I inclined my head to both of them, who returned plastic smiles. They were sickeningly in their element. “I plan to take over production and distribution of mods and serums required to ensure the survival of the Seligo.”

Shouts exploded. I stepped back.

The fuse was lit. I was lying through my teeth—I still had no plans of staying on in Seligo servitude—but that detail didn’t matter.

As long as they believed it was possible. Is it?

Quanta stared into space and a hint of blue glowed from the sleeves of her cloak. Her nose wrinkled in concentration. I focused on her as bickering and yelling echoed through the chamber, and her stillness shook me more than the noise. I needed her to see a future where we won, but from the look on her face, our fight was only beginning.


Chapter Thirty-Five
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QUANTA

I kept a tiny bit of attention on Tair. I wished I had more to spare because he sounded like he was doing amazing at the speech thing, but the whirling futures needed all my brain cells on deck. Between the crazy stakes and the chaos of timeghosts kicked up by everyone in the room… Yikes.

A blue glow I couldn’t stop spilled out from my hands as I tried my best to focus. Luckily, everyone was too busy to care what I was doing, so I leaned deeper into my power, heaving with every mental muscle I had. What happens next?

No matter how I focused, I couldn’t get a clear picture. The near future was chaos. Gunshots, screams, Black Helixes storming the floor, senators bickering, and a haze of bloody hand-to-hand fighting. The images overlapped and flickered past so fast my head split.

Even though I was looking ahead, timeghosts from my past oozed into the mix. White rooms and lab tables. Tubes brushing my skin. Needles and scalpels and Doctor Nagi’s cold, smug smile. I was too close to the source of all of them—just floors above my worst nightmare.

A wave of nausea rolled over me. It was way too late in the game to get thrown off.

I still was thrown off. But I couldn’t be. I had to be my best right now.

“Order! Order!” Tair’s dad shouted, drawing me back to reality. He was a head taller than Tair with darker skin and broader shoulders. I never would’ve guessed they were related, but genetic tinkering could do that to a family. He smacked the podium until most of the chatter quieted. “I call for a vote. We must remove Doctor Tenma Nagi from his position as senate chair and all other positions of authority in the Citadel.” He shouted above the raised voices, the mic system projecting his voice over theirs. “Senators Orpheus, Astor, and I will oversee the Citadel’s administration until an appropriate replacement can be elected chair. Vote now or remain under his thrall forever.”

Well. Under his thrall forever was a little over the top, but if it worked, who was I to complain?

The alert about Tair disappeared from the hundreds of screens, replaced by graphics to show the vote tally. My heart pounded as I waited for the results, but I couldn’t pull them out of the future and they were taking agonizingly long in the present. We didn’t have forever here.

I couldn’t see specifically when or how, but the general fighting on the horizon said Nagi wasn’t going to sit back and let himself be replaced. He was bringing the fight to us. And with Tair unmasked, he knew exactly where to find us.

One by one the votes trickled in. Too slow. The bluish haze of a million things gone wrong crept closer by the second.

It took everything I had not to storm the stage and put on a clairvoyant show, but my third eye felt caked in mud in the press of bodies, and as soon as I dropped my hood I’d set off the alarm again. A Red Helix popping into the middle of the vote wouldn’t inspire anyone’s confidence. But the votes still weren’t registering fast enough. Were the senators even trying? They looked more busy whispering to each other than voting.

It wasn’t gonna fly.

I was trying to figure out how to fix it when a guy in body armor pushed up next to me. “Quanta?”

His past flashed before I tamp it down.

A woman pushes a dark-eyed boy on a swing. His infectious laugh rings out as he swings higher and higher, then jumps. He skids and rolls to a landing, and still giggling, runs off across the grass. “Benj! Where are you going?”

“Benj Wallace?” I asked, jamming my mental walls back into place.

“Yes, ma’am.” He lifted his facemask, revealing chocolate brown eyes and a smile. “Knight said you needed a little help?”

A little? More like a lot of help.

“How do feel about having a gun battle later?” I asked. He looked ready enough, decked out in body armor with a bunch of guns and knives and spare magazines sticking out of his pockets and holsters. I had a tranq gun and a gun, gun, but I looked super unprepared compared Knight’s buddy.

“You’re making my day. My guys have been bored off their asses working Citadel missions.” Benj snapped his facemask back into place, although he sounded like he was still grinning behind it.

“Well before we get to the shooting can you help me ask a question?” Because I really wanted to be the one doing the shooting rather than taking the bullets, and the longer we stood around here, the farther we drifted from the ideal futures.

“What is it?” Benj leaned down so I could speak into his ear.

“Can you ask Tair to prove he has the formula?” That was the most obvious way to speed this mess up. Then they’d know how deadly serious this vote was.

As soon as there was a lull in the other shouting, Benj called out. “How do we know you really have the formula?”

All calm and confident, Tair stepped back to the center of the stage. “Check my records. You’ll notice I was working directly for Doctor Nagi when I was exiled. I entered his Red Helix team and stumbled on some information he didn’t want known. If he succeeds in killing me, you’ll be stuck in the current system another thousand years. Isn’t it time for a change?”

Missing our old psychic link, I gave Tair a mental thumbs-up anyway. The explanation was the perfect mix of truth and lies. And it should knock out at least one question mark for the Seligo.

So maybe they’d stop moving like molasses.

“Not good enough!” A guy called from the seats. “Show us the formula!”

That wasn’t happening, but Tair took the question in stride.

“I couldn’t share it all in this venue if I wanted, but if I could borrow a tablet?” Tair asked. Someone standing on the other side of the dais handed him up a portacomp and he scribbled a few lines of code with a finger. His code popped up on the senators’ screens, sparking more and more whispers. “I’m sure any Green Helixes present can confirm the basic theory here.” It looked like gibberish to me, but the senators had clearly spent more time studying genetics than I had.

The mumbling cut off and the votes started trickling in. They were slow at first, popping onto the screens, showing who’d voted what and making little pie charts.

I gritted my teeth. I still couldn’t see the result. There were too many individual choices involved. It was fifty-fifty.

At best.

But slowly, slowly the count started tipping our way.

I bounced on my toes. Was this really going to work?

Now that decisions were being made, the futures started to settle a little. I grabbed for whatever intel I could find.

Doctor Nagi storms down the hall, surrounded by battle-ready Black Helixes—

Air whooshed from my lungs like I’d been punched in the gut. He was coming. Now.

I waved for Tair, but he was looking at the tally on the screens.

Most of the votes were in. And Nagi was out. Done-zo.

But votes were votes and guns were guns. If Nagi slaughtered the senate, there’d be no one left to overthrow him. According to the futures I was seeing…

Nagi could very much slaughter the senate.

I tossed my cloak and clambered onto the dais. The alarm kicked up as scanners caught my face, but the shocked silence that fell over the crowd was exactly what I needed. “You’ve all made your decision. Now you better fight for it, because Nagi and his Black Helixes are on the way.”

“Guards! To the exits!” Tair’s father started calling out orders, marshaling the private security guys into a fighting force, but all I could see in the future was gunfire and blood. The senate floor was a kill box, and Tair and I needed out before the bullets flew.

But as I grabbed for him, the future changed again. Instead of thousands of misty maybe-timelines, two options snapped into place in the clearest fork I’d ever seen. Timeghosts fluttered a bit on either side, so there were variations how the choice could play out, but it was a choice.

Two paths and I could only pick one.

One: run.

We duck under our cloaks and sneak from the senate chamber, slinking past Black Helixes so intent on quashing a rebellion, they don’t spare a glance for anyone who’s not a senator. Hopping a pod, we navigate back to the building where Nagi’s keeping his Reds. It’s easier to make our way through security with Nagi distracted at the senate.

Variations of the image blurred. It wouldn’t be a total cakewalk—I’d still need to rewind time more than once to get us through all the traps and guards—but finally, I found the perfect timeline.

Knight takes off in the hovership and we soar back to Roboloco with a cabin full of rescues. Cassie. Mona. Oliver. Kiri. Aliya. Some more ragged than others, but all alive and one or two even cracking a smile.

Devan cries with joy as she finally reunites with her friends, Mona crushes Cipher in a hug, and Cass rushes toward me with a smile.

But…

Even if we freed the prisoners, we’d already opened a trash can of worms. The path kept right on rolling. Nagi would easily crush this little half rebellion, and on the other side, with no one left at the senate to work or even speak out against him, he’d be more powerful than ever. There’d be no second chance to kick him out, so running today meant setting ourselves up to fight every day of the rest of our lives.

After the happy reunion, our path would spin out into battle after battle after battle, and Tair and I wouldn’t be the only ones struggling. The flashes of options showed so much death I had to block it out. Cipher and Knight. Lady Eva. Devan and her friends. Now even Cass and the Roboloco kids. They were all involved, and they’d pay for it if we went down this road.

But choice number two…

I fought to keep breathing as the timeghosts steamrolled me.

Tair and I sprint the corridors surrounded by his family’s soldiers. We trade shots with the Black Helixes protecting Nagi, advancing step by agonizing step. The way forward blurs until we’re standing face-to-face with Nagi in a long white hall.

Again, different options popped up. I died. Tair died. Both of us died. But if I gritted past those ugly, worst-case scenarios, I could see the best future ever.

Doctor Nagi slumps on the ground in a pool of blood.

The man was permanently down. Out of our lives forever.

It was possible.

And again, more futures spilled out on that side of the fork. If we took down Nagi, the coup would hold. Cass and the others would survive, and the Shadow Ravens would still have more fights ahead, but against a disorganized temp government instead one led by an authoritarian mastermind.

It was a no-brainer, but creepy crawlies slipped down my spine. We could make a stand. If Tair and I worked together, we could finally kill Nagi.

But would we survive?

“Tair…” Somehow he heard me over the rowdy, panicking senators.

“What’s wrong?” He leaned down, cupping my cheek as he brought his face close to mine.

I couldn’t believe I was going to suggest putting him—both of us—in more danger, but I couldn’t make this decision by myself. Not telling him was as good as choosing the path alone. “We have a choice. If we sneak out now, we can free everyone and survive, but Nagi comes out of this stronger and we’re screwed later on. If we stay and fight…” I wasn’t a fighter, but Nagi and his people couldn’t be reasoned with or manipulated and they weren’t going anywhere, either. “I’m not sure if we’ll live, but this is our last best chance to take him out.”

We were always fleeing and reacting. Nagi was always a step ahead. We couldn’t keep squeaking by him forever, and as much as my instincts pushed me toward self-preservation, I knew I’d regret walking away this time. Maybe not tomorrow, but a year from now? If Cipher and Devan and Eva all went down fighting?

We could nip all of that right in the bud.

“Is this a fight we can win?” Tair asked, his hand slipping to my shoulder.

“Not easily, but I’m getting tired of running away.”

“So am I.” He crushed me into is arms, pulling me against his chest. “But if it means losing you…”

As the seconds ticked and people ran and shouted all around us, I closed my eyes and breathed Tair in. I didn’t want to lose him, either. There were too many things we hadn’t done together. Fun things. Happy things. Going dancing and chess games and sleeping together until noon before eating waffles in bed.

I wanted those futures. But no matter what path we chose, our safety was never going to be guaranteed. Pressing into Tair’s warmth, I felt peaceful and protected. The breath of calm brought a hit of perfect clarity. Saving ourselves didn’t matter right now.

We had a chance to save everyone.

I gave Tair one last squeeze, wishing I could hold onto him, but Nagi’s warriors would be here any second. “I’m ready for a fight. Are you?”

I hoped he was in because I’d never be able to forgive myself if I passed up this chance.


Chapter Thirty-Six
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ALTAIR

Was I ready to fight?

My heart said to screw the politics and head straight for Cass, but I could imagine what Quanta was seeing if our choice was either make a stand or flee.

If we didn’t stop Doctor Nagi now, we’d be taking an early battle victory only to lose the long war. We couldn’t let that happen.

I didn’t just want my sister to survive. I wanted her to have a future.

I kissed the crown of her head. “If you’re ready for a fight, I’m ready for a fight.” It wasn’t easy to cast aside my doubts with everything at risk, but Quanta wouldn’t send us into a pure suicide mission. And if the day could end in Doctor Nagi’s death, then I was on board.

We could use a little revenge.

“Then let’s do this.” Quanta pulled me with her as she hopped off the dais. The senate floor teemed with activity as fighters took positions. The senators screamed into their coms, calling for backup or announcing the vote results in the hopes that the military would ignore Doctor Nagi’s orders.

That wouldn’t happen. The Black Helixes were too deep in his pocket.

Teams of Green Helixes had pried open wall panels and were hacking into the building’s security, hopefully disabling the automated weapons systems. That would make our lives much easier—and likely longer—but Quanta and I were still outgunned.

“Hey, Benj! A little help?” Quanta stopped in front of the guard who’d called out the helpful question at her prompting. He held his gun ready, and the slight deference in the way the other fighters were positioned around him said that he was their squad leader.

“Orpheus, right?” He offered his hand. “I’ve got ten guys. We’re with you for whatever you need.”

“Thanks. We’re grateful.” I returned his handshake. Benj had thick fighter’s calluses, and both he and all his men stood calm and composed despite the chaos around us. Knight’s recommendation would’ve been enough to trust them, but I was that much more confident seeing how they carried themselves—and the sheer amount of weapons they’d brought between them. None had fewer than four visible handguns, and some had larger rifles strapped to their backs.

“Don’t be too grateful,” Benj said. “We’re also getting paid.”

There was that, but I still trusted them. And I’d have to pay Knight back.

“So what’s the situation?” he asked.

“We’re targeting Doctor Nagi. The rest…” I turned to Quanta. I’d have strategies when I knew what we were up against. Until then, I’d rather depend on her knowledge than lead us in the wrong direction.

She rubbed her arms. “Nagi’s definitely in the building. I think he was trying to crash the meeting not realizing there’d be a firefight, but now that you and I are on his radar, a few armies of Black Helixes are stomping our way. I just can’t tell where he disappears to… Where’s the safest place to hide around here?”

“The security bunker,” I said. The armored room was deep underground—far below and away from Quanta’s original prison. Nagi and the top senators were meant to escape there in the event of an emergency that trapped them on site, and a rebellion qualified.

Quanta scrunched her eyes in concentration. “I think that’s where he’ll head. We have to get to him first.”

“This way.” I cut across the chamber, heading for the southward door. Quanta followed with Benj and our new force of fighters. As far as I knew, there was only one lift that led to the bunker, and thanks to my parents, I knew exactly where to find it.

And as long as Doctor Nagi was in reach, I wanted a piece of him.

My parents were too occupied arguing with Senator Astor to notice us slipping away and I didn’t feel the need to say goodbye. We dashed for the door.

Muffled gunfire exploded on the other side of the chamber. Senators screeched and ducked for cover, but the bullets weren’t inside yet—only hitting the other side of the northward door. Mercenaries flanked either side, not wanting to stand in the line of fire.

The westward door was already shut tight, but men were still heaving the south and east doors closed. The twelve of us cut through before they could seal us off.

The heavy mechanized bolts clicked into place behind us. The lobby was empty, but it wouldn’t be for long.

I could already hear the boot steps closing in.


Chapter Thirty-Seven
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QUANTA

Bluish timeghosts covered over my vision. There were hundreds of ways the next few seconds could go down, and I had to find the perfect harmony between tracking the options and losing myself in the present.

Except, I had a hard time being all Zen with the pat-pat-pat of gunfire in my ears. Was it echoing from the future? Or from down the hall?

I shook myself. Focus.

Benj and his guys dive out of the way as bullets start to fly through the lobby. Tair drags me behind a column and we use it as cover, peeking out to target Helixes. Our mercenaries take the brunt of the attack, and after a long few moments trading fire, we finally come out on top. With half as many people still standing.

If nothing else, staying where we were was a terrible idea. At least tracing the image backward showed me where the Helixes would hit us from. “They’re coming down that hall on the left.” So we could either head straight ahead or to the right. “Which way to the bunker?”

“Right,” Tair said.

That was all I needed. “Hurry.” I ran for it. Tair, Benj, and the guys sprinted with guns at the ready. I left mine at my hip for now, trusting them to cover me while I focused on the future.

Nagi’s fuzzy figure hopped in and out of my brain. He’d always been a beast to pin down, even when he and I used to cross paths. Now was no different.

The route took us back into the fancy hallways, which had thick carpets and walls chock full of political portraits and tipsy vases. The farther I ran, the harder it was to shake the creeping shadows from my past.

Nagi rolls me down a hallway bound to a stretcher—

I beat the image back before I saw any more. My history didn’t matter right now. My future did.

Focusing on my feet and my breath, I kept running. Tair and our fighters had no trouble keeping up with my pace because I wasn’t going fast enough. I had to figure out where Nagi was now. The clearest image I could dig out was from one of the worst paths, and its solid lines said this one was pretty likely.

Nagi leans back in his chair, steepling his fingers as he watches security cam footage on a wall filled with too many screens to count. He sits cozy and smug in the bunker, surrounded by wary Black Helixes, but there’s no threat to him here. On the screens, his teams mop up the last of the resistance in the senate.

So heading to the bunker was a definite. Focusing on that image, I tried to muddle my way backward through the timeline. How did Nagi get there? And when?

Nagi hustles down a hallway, surrounded by a pack of elite guards. They herd him, moving close to his body with protective hands on his shoulders, pushing him toward the lift. A retinal scanner drops down to read him before the lift’s doors ping open.

That was a future. Not a past.

Hope burst through me. We could still get to him in time. And as long as he was running for cover, he wasn’t sending guys to pick us up. That would be his first priority once he went to ground.

“Straight through the next intersection,” Tair called as we tore down the hall. “Then two more lefts, but we have to clear a security checkpoint.”

Okay. That wasn’t so—

A Helix ducks out of the next hallway, rifle pointed straight at Tair.

“On the right!” I yanked Tair out of the way before the timeghost caught up with the present. The guy in body armor broke his cover and his shots tore into the wall where Tair would’ve been standing.

Too close.

Benj took him out before he got off a second volley. Adrenaline had me shaking as echoes of the gunfire rang in my ears. Way too close. And according to the timeghosts, more fighters were coming. “There’s another squad. Run!”

I broke into a sprint. Tair, Benj, and our mini-squadron formed up around me. That was fine, but we needed cover or everyone was going down. “Someone find an open door.”

The guys tested handles as we booked down the corridor. The timeghosts of the past showed throngs of office workers bustling around the hall, and somebody must’ve left their door open. The first couple were coded shut, but finally, I caught a glimpse of the recent past—a woman bursting out as gunshots rang. She hadn’t bothered locking up behind her.

“In!” I waved the guys through the doorway.

We piled into the room and threw the lock. Thankfully, the room was empty—just desks and a few pushed-back chairs. My panting breaths echoed loud in the silence, but I wasn’t the only one breathing hard. After the Helixes’ footsteps thundered past outside, Benj peeked back into the hall.

“Clear,” he said. “Are we close?”

“Next turn,” Tair said. “Just have to get through the security checkpoint.”

Nagi hustles down the hallway, protected by his security detail. He slips into the lift, and the doors slide closed.

The timeghostly lines solidified by the second. Any minute and this was going to be the past instead of the future.

I could rewind us again if we failed, but it would be crazy hard to repeat all the steps on this timeline. Even if I could gut out another timewind, I didn’t have the energy for a bunch of them.

The games had to end now. “Let’s go.”

We ran through the hall in a pack, ducking or hiding from shooters. One of Benj’s guys went down. Then another.

I couldn’t stop to think about it. All I could do was keep moving, trying to call out the enemies before they came into view. But I couldn’t catch them all.

One guy ducked out of an alcove with his gun pointed at my forehead.

My body lurches, back of my head blown out—

Oh, God.

Tair grabbed me and shot at the same time. The Helix’s bullet missed. Tair’s didn’t.

My knees trembled so hard I almost fell over. Too freaking close.

“Are you okay?” Tair held me up. “Quanta?”

The gunshot still rang in my ears, but I shook myself. “It’s okay. We have to keep moving.” I forced my legs to take a shaky step. The farther I moved from the dead guy, the steadier my legs got, but I couldn’t stop the twinge of horror running through me. This day…

We turned the corner. The checkpoint.

A handful of guards stood behind the desk. With automated weapon systems down all over the building, they were underpowered—only handguns. We had those, too.

Benj and our guys charged. I focused on the bluish shapes ahead instead of the red blood. Gunfire echoed from other hallways, and a blast went off in a hollow whump that rattled the walls.

So much death.

But I’d chosen this path. Now, I had to make sure it was worth it.

I spotted movement at the end of the hall. “He’s here!”

Grabbing for my gun, I lunged ahead. I had to steer this timeline the right way.

Possibilities winked out with every step we took. Passing time and the changing situation meant fewer and fewer choices. Fewer ways to win.

I just needed one.

Nagi’s guards push him toward the lift. Our ambush takes them by surprise, but there’s no cover for any of us. Body after body falls in the shoot-out. Benj shoulders me aside just before a bullet flies. He jerks as he takes a hit to the leg, but doesn’t fall. “Go!”

Only two guards remain standing. They line up like video game villains, and space opens up between them, showing Nagi as he leans into the retinal scanner, vulnerable for a split-second.

I can make the shot.

But after that…

Tair would take down the guards too late. I didn’t want to die, but there was no time to look for a better option. My whole body shivered. I should’ve known. It was always going to be Nagi or me, and I’d made my choice a long, long time ago.

If there was a chance to kill this bastard, I was taking it.

And I’d pay the price.

Blood thumping in my ears, I ran. “Straight ahead. Pick them off one by one.”

We were on top of Nagi’s goons before I could second-guess. Gunfire exploded. I kept my weapon up but didn’t pull the trigger yet. I had to line up the perfect shot.

One of our guys went down in front of me. I jumped over him. Tair moved at my side taking down anyone who aimed at me. If I treated it like a shooting sim, it wasn’t so scary…

But the blood. That was still too real to imagine away.

Nagi’s guards peeled off one by one. Tair chucked a knife, nailing a guy in the chest. Suddenly the guns were down, and groups of fighters battled hand to hand. A Helix lunged for me, but Tair stepped in to block him. I kept moving. If I timed this right, Tair would still be standing at the end. That was important.

I was almost to Nagi. Just a few more—

“Watch out!” Benj jerked me out of the path of a gunshot. The bullet ripped into his leg.

Crap. I’d seen it coming and I still hadn’t seen it coming.

“Go!” He shot back, but a Helix ambushed him from the side, taking him down to the ground. I hesitated, but he yelled again as he struggled. “Go!”

He was right. I couldn’t miss my window.

Doctor Nagi was leaning for the retinal scanner. Time seemed to slow as the last two guards took aim. For better or worse, they lined up just the way I’d seen. The narrow space between them made the perfect lane.

They aimed for me. I aimed for Nagi. Right for the Green Helix embroidered on his lab coat’s pocket.

The gunshots echoed in one deafening blast.

My hit connected. Nagi went down.

But so did I.

I couldn’t feel the bullets. Except I was lying on the floor now.

Huh. I’d missed the fall. I tried to get up, but nothing happened.

“Quanta.” A blurry Tair crouched over me. “You have to rewind. Now.”

“Na—” I choked. Not good. My throat wouldn’t work right.

Was Nagi dead? I needed to know.

It took everything I had to turn my head to the side. Nagi’s guards were all down. Motionless. Nagi was still crawling. Halfway onto the lift.

Alive.

“Na—” A gurgling noise slipped up my throat.

I should be panicking. But I felt nothing. No pain.

Because shock.

But Tair had to finish Nagi. Nothing else mattered.

“Rewind.” His voice cracked. “Rewind. Quanta.”

The morning at Roboloco felt like a thousand years ago. I couldn’t bring us back.

I didn’t want to bring us back.

Instead, I watched the beautiful blue future playing out. Tair squeezes Cass into a crushing hug. Devan falls into a pile with Kiri and Aliya, all of them crying and laughing. Cipher, her hair its natural strawberry blond, rocks a sleepy baby whose moss-green eyes slowly flutter shut.

It was perfect.

“Quanta.” Tair’s ragged voice broke through to me. “You can’t… Please…”

I blinked. His face was fuzzy. Distant.

Tair was crying.

Not perfect. Definitely not perfect. There had to be a way to—

Pain clamped down as I took a breath. Or tried to. There was a gurgling noise…

Shit.

One last future glowed in front of me. Tair holds my limp body on the way down the lift. Nagi wheezes on the floor. The bunker.

The bunker.

I grabbed for Tair. I had to tell him…

But my world was already going dark.


Chapter Thirty-Eight
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ALTAIR

“Bun—” Quanta choked on blood. “Bunk—”

“Shh.” I put pressure on wounds in her chest. “You’re okay.”

Air wheezed from the punctures in her lungs. I pressed, trying to staunch the blood.

It flowed through my fingers. Warm.

She had minutes. Less than.

My hands shook. We couldn’t do this. I couldn’t do this. “You have to rewind. We’ll try again.”

What was she thinking, taking Nagi on alone?

Leaving me to survive alone? I didn’t want it. We needed to be together.

She needed to stop bleeding. Why wasn’t she rewinding?

“Please, rewind.” Now. Please, now.

Benj collapsed next to us. “Here. Use this.”

He held a white tube. Medical foam. It would stop the bleeding. “I can’t take pressure off.”

“Hold her still,” Benj said. Quanta jerked as he jammed the syringe into her wound and pushed the plunger. Foam seeped out and solidified over the first bullet hole. I moved my hand off the second wound and Benj emptied out the tube. Another bloom of foam. The white was tinged pink with blood.

“Na—” She choked. “Bunk—” Choke. “Med—”

“Please. Don’t try to talk.” I couldn’t watch.

Her arm flopped to the side. Slowly, she made her finger point.

Nagi had crawled onto the lift.

He was on his hands and knees, trying to reach the panel of buttons. Bleeding. He wouldn’t last long. Even if he made it down—

Quanta’s words finally connected. Bunker. Med bay.

Doctor Nagi’s bunker had to have a med station.

I scooped Quanta up. “Follow me.”

Benj hobbled along. Seven of his guys were still up and mobile. They fanned out behind me.

I kicked Nagi in the chest.

He hit the lift’s wall and slumped. Blood soaked the front of his white coat, but he was still breathing.

Let him suffer.

I hit the button and the doors closed. The lift started to go down.

Slow seconds ticked. Quanta’s gurgling breaths grew farther and farther apart and more desperate. “You’ll be okay.” Somehow, my voice sounded calm.

But Quanta’s warm blood spilled over my hands. If I lost her…

The thought choked the breath from my lungs. To never see her smile again. Never sleep next to her in peace. Never—

I couldn’t. I had to save her. I would save her. There was still time.

Jesus. Why wasn’t the lift moving faster?

I tried to count my breaths and stay calm. She’d be fine when I got her in the med bay. I only needed a few seconds.

The lift doors barely opened and I was already dashing out, cradling Quanta in my arms.

The narrow chamber held a conference table and a wall of screens. I didn’t care. Where were the fucking med supplies?

Trying not to jostle Quanta, I hurried through the next door. The larger room held more tech gear. Chairs and workstations. More doors split off. There should be bunks and food storage.

Quanta gurgled again.

Where was the goddamned med bay?

A flashing blue light caught my eye. There. Behind a glass door.

I sprinted as Quanta gasped for breath. I knew I’d found it when the pressurized door opened. Sterile steel surfaces. Glass-fronted cabinets. Rows of antibiotics and boxes of med supplies.

And mechanized exam beds. Her chest had already stilled.

It’s not too late. It’s not too late.

I continued the chant as I slid her onto the closest bed and hit its control panel. Her eyes were closed and blood congealed over her chin. Bile rose in my throat.

It’s not too late.

Powered on, the touchscreen glowed. I punched the voice command option. “Critical patient. Two gunshots to the chest. Blood loss. Shock.” My voice sounded raw.

“Evaluating.” The table whirred to life.

I stepped back as robotic arms extended from the sides of the bed. Scanners moved along her body. I bunched my shaking hands into fists.

“Lungs damaged. Initializing extracorporeal CO2 removal.”

Tubes extended, and lasers lit up the veins under Quanta’s skin. The robotic arms stuck her with needle after needle.

Time stretched, waiting. The machine’s voice updated each new treatment. Sterilizing the wounds. Applying regenerative cells. Synthetic skin grafts.

I hovered, barely moving. Barely even breathing.

“Patient condition stable. Calculating extended treatment plan.”

I collapsed onto a stool and put my head between my knees. Quanta would survive.

I would survive.

Taking off my glasses to rub my face, I still trembled in fear. Quanta had gone after that shot. She could’ve safely stayed back. Instead, she’d lunged after Doctor Nagi herself.

She’d probably saved us all, but as soon as she woke up, I wanted to have a long talk about acceptable risks. Because I couldn’t go through this again.

“What’s the plan, Orpheus?” Benj’s voice startled me back to reality. I hadn’t realized he was in the room. He sat on an exam table, applying a synthetic skin patch the gunshot wound in his thigh.

I checked Quanta again. She was still but breathing. As long as the control panel marked her as stable, I could leave the room for a few seconds.

Long enough to deal with Doctor Nagi.

First, I kissed her forehead. Then I strode out to find the bastard who’d almost cost Quanta her life.

The guys had propped Nagi into one of the chairs at the conference table. A red stain spread down the front of his coat. His neat, slicked-back hair was mussed, and his head lolled onto the chair back.

The man was almost out of time.

“Altair Orpheus.” His voice was weak, but he was still breathing. “Will you be the one?”

I closed the distance between us and yanked him by his lapels. “I’ll be the last one you see.”

White dots of rage flashed in front of my vision. I wanted to choke him to death myself.

He gasped. His wound was higher on his chest than I’d thought.

Quanta had good aim. And after all she’d suffered at his hands…

I forced myself to let him go and he coughed as back hit the chair. As much as I wanted to do the honors, I’d let Quanta keep the kill.

Letting him bleed out would be its own justice.

“The formula.” He grunted, trying to sit up straighter. “You must… Continue my work.”

My jaw slipped open. I would’ve expected him to beg for his life before this.

Continue his work?

I’d always thought Doctor Nagi had more sense than the other Seligo, but he was just like his creations. Utterly delusional. Everything about power.

Did he really believe I’d throw away everything and everyone for the chance to pick up his crown and rule? That I could ignore how he’d tortured Quanta? Taken my sister?

Let alone the centuries of death and suffering he’d caused?

What bullshit. Dots flashed in front of my eyes again. Did he want me to kill him?

Cold clarity seeped through my rage.

That was it. He really did want me to kill him.

And I knew exactly why as soon as I realized where I was standing. Whoever occupied this bunker could control the whole of the Citadel.

I yanked Nagi’s chair to the wall of vidscreens. Then I grabbed his wrist, jerking his arm to the scan panel. He grunted in pain. After the scanner flashed, the screen blinked on.

“Welcome Doctor Nagi. What is your command?”

I knocked his chair back before he could fumble for the keyboard. “Transfer all authority and codes associated with Doctor Tenma Nagi to Altair Orpheus.”

Doctor Nagi spluttered, choking. He slumped deeper in the chair as the color leeched from his face.

“Confirmed. Welcome, Chairman Orpheus. What is your command?”

I grinned at the sweet rush of victory. We’d outplayed him. Finally. I only wished Quanta were awake to share this with me.

“Holy shit,” Benj said. “Did you just do what I think you did?”

“I did.” And Nagi was about to hear exactly what I thought of his legacy while he bled himself to a well-deserved death. “Alert all Black Helix commanders to cease fire and return to their stations to await further orders. Populate a map showing all criminals flagged as traitors, rebels, or test subjects. And alert whoever manages the facility where Cassiopeia Orpheus is being held that the hostages are to be prepped for immediate transport.”

“Yes, sir.”

I rolled a chair up to the console. I had the world at my fingertips.

After a burst of exhilaration, I settled in to send the most important orders. My authority would only last as long as it took the senators to erase me from the system, and I wasn’t tempted to try holding onto Nagi’s power. That would mean living in the Citadel, constantly a target.

Most importantly, Quanta would be miserable. Our priority was still escape.

I pulled out my com and messaged Knight. Send me your ship’s info and I’ll clear you for entry. Meet us on the senate’s landing pad. And hurry.

Done. The ship’s info popped onto my com along with Knight’s message. Everyone okay over there?

We will be. Quanta would need serious recovery time, but as long as I could keep her attached to her treatment bed, she’d get the care she needed. After this, I didn’t plan on letting her out of my sight until she was healed.

Twenty minutes?

See you then.

Benj and his crew locked down the lift and blast doors to stop anyone from joining us in the bunker. I kept an eye on the building’s security feeds. Most of the activity clustered around the senate chamber as the uninjured escaped and med techs dashed through the corridors, trying to save the injured.

With my new access, I authorized our ship for free access to Citadel airspace. And while I was in the system, I navigated into Doctor Nagi’s personal files. There were petabytes of data—far too much to search now—but I looked up a few crucial keywords.

Red Helix. Quanta. Lady Eva. Lab facilities.

I copied as much as I could onto a drive and then deleted the system files. Now whoever ended up in power would be starting at zero when they tried to look for us. And the search revealed something else we needed—a place to hide. Doctor Nagi had properties scattered around the globe, including the perfect off-grid villa in isolated Greenland. According to his files, no one else knew it existed.

I turned to Benj. He and his guys had taken seats at the conference table.

Doctor Nagi sat staring straight ahead. Motionless. Unbreathing. I basked in the sweet silence for a moment before knocking his chair into a corner.

Someone would come for his body. Eventually. Or they wouldn’t.

I didn’t care. The world was already a better place with him gone.

I turned to Benj and his team. “You ready for another mission?”

“Sure thing,” Benj said. “What’s next? We conquering the Voids? The other Citadels?”

“We’re breaking my sister out of detention. First, we have to make it to the roof. Knight’s picking us up.”

“Solid.” Benj adjusted his mask, ready to go.

“Can someone help me move Quanta?” I’d rather not shift her now, but we didn’t have a choice. I wanted us all gone before my parents and the rest of the senate realized what a scheme we’d pulled off. Two of the guys followed me into the med bay.

Quanta looked less drawn and already had more color than before. That’s a relief. She wouldn’t be out of the woods soon, but any improvement helped.

I tapped the machine’s screen. “Enter portable mode.”

“Entering portable mode.” The unit whirred as it shifted. Most of the robotic arms retracted back into the bed frame and wheels extended down to the floor. I unplugged it from the power socket and gently pulled the bed off the wall. It clicked out of its track without jostling Quanta. I watched her vitals on the screen above her head as we pushed the compact bed into the lift. Her readings were still stable, but I couldn’t help checking and re-checking.

“We’re all clear on the security feeds,” Benj said. “Nobody’s up top waiting for us.”

“Thanks.” I pushed out a breath, trying to find my focus. Quanta would be all right. I just had to pay better attention to my surroundings if we were going to escape.

When Benj and his crew had all jammed in around the bed, I hit the lift button. My com buzzed as we started to rise.

On the way. You ready?

I responded to Cipher’s message. Heading to the roof.

I expected enemies to pounce as soon as the lift doors opened, but when we finally stepped into the lobby, the only noise was the buzzing coms of the men who’d fallen. Their bodies lay where they’d dropped.

Maybe later I’d regret the loss of life. For now, I was too relieved that Quanta and I weren’t among the casualties.

“This way.” I turned to the right, pushing Quanta’s bed in front of me. Her eyelids fluttered a little. Was she waking? She moaned. I didn’t want her coming to until we were somewhere safer.

I picked up our pace, hurrying down the long white corridor. A squad of Black Helixes crossed in front of us and I tensed, reaching for my gun, but they trotted past without sparing us a glance. We kept moving, passing Green Helixes who pushed bodies on stretchers.

I’d been worried we’d draw attention, but until order was restored to the senate building, a crowd of mercenaries wheeling a patient away blended in with the crowd. On the silent lift ride to the roof, my com buzzed again.

We’re here. You coming?

On the way. We still had one more important pickup before this mission was finished.


Chapter Thirty-Nine
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QUANTA

I was cold. Super cold. Tubes touched my skin—the worst sensation ever.

But I was alive. So all things considered?

Not too shabby.

Something roared. Wind? Engines? Afraid of what I’d see, I cracked one eye open.

The…sky? A sunset lit the clouds in red and orange.

Pretty. Much better than a lab. But why was I outside?

“Quanta?” Tair came slowly into focus. “Can you hear me?”

“Y—” I choked through a haze of pain.

The numbness from earlier? Way gone. Now my chest burned like I’d sucked in a lungful of powdered glass.

“Try not to talk. You’re still injured.”

He couldn’t have said that first?

“Knight just landed. We’re loading you into the ship.”

That explained the roar.

“We’re going to lift you now,” Tair said. “Just stay still.”

I tried, but my stretcher wobbled. I clenched my jaw. Ow.

“Got her. Easy.” That sounded like Dex?

“Is she okay?” Cipher’s blue hair popped into view. “What happened?”

I would’ve sighed with relief, but the ache in my chest said that wasn’t a good idea. And when I tried to inhale deep enough to talk… Apparently, my lungs were on a break.

“Gunshot wounds,” Tair said. I felt his fingers brushing mine and relaxed a little.

Two shots, if I remembered right.

But I’d cut down Nagi.

My eyelids were already fluttering closed, but I couldn’t help a smile. I’d never forget the sight of him falling back—that look of shock.

Now he was gone. And I could already see how the next few minutes out.

The best timeline ever. I let myself drift off.


Chapter Forty
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ALTAIR

Quanta’s lids fluttered shut. I stroked her arm. She was all right.

Really all right. I leaned against the bed’s headboard in relief. Now that I’d talked to her, I could finally believe it.

“What happened?” Devan leaned over the bed.

“She took down Doctor Nagi.” I was still processing the fact that he was gone. That we’d succeeded.

“He’s dead?” Cipher’s voice spiked.

“Extremely dead.” Benj waved his guys to the back of the ship as he strode to shake Dex’s hand. I finally looked up from Quanta long enough to see the inside, although there wasn’t much to see. Seats and safety harnesses pulled down from the walls, and the metal floor was bare. I’d already anchored Quanta’s bed to the wall in back.

“Buckle in.” Knight glanced back from the pilot’s seat. “I’m making this a fast trip.”

Everyone hurried to pull down seats. There weren’t enough spaces for everyone, so four of Benj’s men stayed standing, grabbing onto the ship’s frame.

“I contacted the facility.” I raised my voice so Knight could hear up front. “The Seligo should be prepping the prisoners for transport.”

Devan snapped her harness buckled. “They’d better be.”

Anxious to get to Cass, I leaned down, peering through the front window. The faintest shimmer of Devan’s power hung in the air as she cloaked the ship.

I tapped my boot against the floor as Knight wove us through the skyscrapers. I wasn’t the only one fidgeting.

Finally, we reached the prisoners’ building. Adrenaline spiked as Knight lowered the ship to the landing pad.

“Who’s going out?” Devan asked.

“Dex and I?” I glanced at Dex, who nodded. “Can you use our Black Helix disguises?” We’d look official and keep our faces off cams when the Seligo inevitably tried to track us.

“Yeah.” Devan’s forehead crinkled and the air shimmered. Dex disappeared, replaced by a dark-haired man in body armor. My hands looked like Pasha’s again.

“We’ll signal for backup. You ready?” Dex grabbed the door handle.

“More than.” I’d been ready for three days. Now I was almost jumping out of my skin with the need to reach Cass.

Nodding, Dex swung open the door.

The two of us jumped down to the roof. A guard stood posted at set of heavy doors. My heart pounded as we crossed to him.

“Prisoner transport,” I said, raising my voice over the roar of the ship’s engine.

The guard nodded. “They’re on the way up. Two stretchers coming.”

My gut clenched. Not bodies. Injuries.

Kiri and Aliya? They’d been captive so long…

The door opened. The guard stepped aside.

I craned my neck before I could help it, trying to get a glimpse of who was on the way. Oliver was pushed out first. He had a split lip and bruises, his hands zip-tied behind him. Two guards half dragged him, but he bucked against them, trying to break free.

One of the Black Helixes elbowed him in the ribs. “Might want to tranq this bastard.”

“Big mean-looking asshole, isn’t he?” Dex grabbed Oliver’s arm.

Oliver jerked at the sound of Dex’s voice. His bruised jaw dropped open.

“Let’s go, buddy.” Dex tugged him toward the ship.

The stretchers rolled out next. Aliya looked sedated, hooked up to wires. Kiri gazed up at the sky, wide-eyed with fear. But alive. Devan would comfort them soon.

“You can load them onto the ship,” I said. Devan wouldn’t let the guards see anything they weren’t supposed to.

But where was Cass? Mona?

“We’re supposed to transport five.” Panic made the words come too fast. If Cass didn’t come out soon, I’d go in after her.

“Two more on the way.” The guard leaned around the doorframe to look down the hall. “Here they come.”

Mona stumbled out first. Then Cass. A guard shoved her onto the roof. With hands zip-tied, she couldn’t balance.

I grabbed her before she could fall. “Easy.”

Her curls were matted and her face too thin. Bruises dotted her arms. I swallowed a wave of pure hate. “Who—” I choked off the question in time. I shouldn’t be asking. I’d blow our cover. “This way.”

Dex had circled back to lead Mona to the ship, so I followed them, gripping Cassie’s arm. She pulled against me.

“You’re safe now.”

“Screw you.” She tugged harder, throwing her shoulder into it.

“Cass. Cass.” I had to tighten my grip to keep her from bolting. “It’s me.”

“I’m. Not. Going. With. You.”

She wasn’t hearing my voice. Now we were so close to the ship that the engine would drown me out. Sorry, Cass. I passed her off to two of Benj’s guys who lifted her up.

“Lock it up!” Knight called from the cockpit. “We’re out!”

“Cass.” I pulled her into a hug.

“Get. Off.” She shoved me again.

Right. I still wasn’t myself. “Devan? The illusion?” Devan slumped over Kiri’s stretcher as Benj’s guys worked to untie Kiri’s hands. She didn’t glance my way, but she must’ve heard.

The air shimmered.

I stepped to my sister again. “It’s me.”

Cass stilled. Her gaze flickered across my face and she started to shake. “Tair?”

I hugged her again. This time, she squeezed me tight, gripping my shirt so hard the fabric pulled.

“I thought…” She let out a ragged breath.

“Are you okay?”

“I don’t know.” Her curls hit me in the face as she shook her head.

I tried not to crush her in my arms. “You’re out. I won’t let them hurt you again.” All I could do was hold her and hope she heard the truth in my voice. I wouldn’t let this happen again. Ever.

“How are you here?” She asked.

“It’s complicated.” And I didn’t want to overload her yet. “Buckle in. We have a long ride.”

“To…?”

“Somewhere far away.” Except, I realized I hadn’t sent Knight the coordinates in all the hurry. I eased Cass into the seat closest to Quanta and helped her buckle.

“Is Quanta okay?” Cass asked, leaning toward the stretcher.

“Hurt, but it could’ve been worse.” For both of them. Finally, they were safe. Now I have to keep them that way. I patted my sister’s arm. “Give me a minute, and I’ll explain everything.”

“Okay.” She lifted her knees onto her chair and hugged them tight to her chest.

Between Benj’s men and our new additions, there was no room to spare in the hold. I slipped between the groups, heading for the cockpit.

Mona and Cipher hugged and cried. Dex was busy sawing the zip ties off Oliver’s hands. Devan held Kiri while she sobbed, both of them leaning against Aliya’s bed.

We’d made it out, but not unscathed.

We still had a little farther to go.


Chapter Forty-One
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QUANTA

This time, I woke up warm. So deliciously toasty warm.

I lay in a cushy bed, covered to my chin with a thick blanket. Tair lay against me, lending his body heat. He’d taken off his glasses and dozed.

Not wanting to wake him, I wiggled out of the blanket enough to scope out the room. Our huge bed faced a bank of floor-to-ceiling windows. Outside, fat snowflakes fell on an army of pine trees. A holograph?

Tair stirred before I could decide what I was looking at. “How do you feel?”

“Good.” Talking was a huge improvement, and my chest didn’t sting a bit. I felt like I’d slept for weeks, but I still wanted to stay in bed being lazy with Tair in the snuggly blankets. So even better than good. “Great, actually.”

Tair pulled me into his arms. “You scared me.”

“I scared myself.” I’d have to let someone else assassinate whoever took over Doctor Nagi’s place in the senate. I was done with the running and killing for a long, long time. “Where are we?”

“Greenland. One of Doctor Nagi’s secret estates.”

Huh. Hadn’t seen that one coming. “And everyone else?”

“Benj and his squad are helping Roboloco move their headquarters again,” Tair said as he smoothed my hair. “Everyone else is here for now. We found a few more secret facilities in Doctor Nagi’s files, and one looks big enough to house a new Shadow Ravens compound. Everyone will probably head there soon, but they’ve been waiting for you to wake up.”

Timeghosts spilled over me, showing what might be in store.

Nagi was gone, but his system he’d built wouldn’t change overnight, even if the Seligo couldn’t make new immortals now. There were more battles ahead. More fights and risks for Cipher, Devan, and Cass and all the others.

But for Tair and me?

Tair frowns over a chess board, both of us sitting with blankets next to a roaring fire; I kick my feet on a sofa, reading a book while Tair clatters dishes in the kitchen; Tair and I snuggle together, watching a movie on a gigantic screen.

Heaven was the only way to describe it. We could call Eva if and when we wanted to get back into the fight, but the near future stretched in a looooong string of lazy days. “Can we stay here forever?”

Tair kissed my forehead. “Won’t you get bored?”

Probably eventually. I knew I’d see something dangerous in the future. One of the girls would need my help. But until then? “How about I get breakfast?”

“Are you feeling up to food?”

“Depends.” Cautious, I peeked up at him. “Do you mean food or food packets?” Because those were not at all the same.

“Food. Knight’s been doing most of the cooking.”

“I’d kill for an omelet.”

“Then let’s go. Do you want to change first?”

I lifted up the blanket to see what I was wearing. A T-shirt and baggy sweatpants. It was already the best outfit I could imagine. “I’m good.” Mostly. The most annoying leftover of our mission was the Black Helix that still marked my arm. It needed to be lasered off as soon as possible, but there was no way to fix it now. I just hoped Teddy did house calls with the tattoo machine.

Slipping out of bed, the chill in the air hit me hard. I grabbed the blanket and wrapped it around my shoulders before padding over to the windows. Nagi’s villa looked out on an endless wintry forest. Not one footprint broke the snow. It was blissfully quiet.

So was my head. Going by the lack of timeghosts, Nagi—let alone anyone else—had never visited this place. Better and better.

Tair held my hand, steering me out of the bedroom. The hallway was wide and carpeted. A few landscape drawings hung on the walls.

The closest frame held a charcoal sketch of a mountain range, with a lake in the foreground. I froze.

I recognized the picture. It was one of my old drawings.

Tair kept me moving when I would’ve rooted myself to stare. “There are a few of your sketches around.”

I shivered. So weird. I didn’t know why Nagi had them. A few timeghosts bubbled up, eager to answer, but I slammed my mental walls into place. I didn’t want to know. And it didn’t matter.

Nagi was dead. “Let’s take those down later.”

I didn’t need the memories.

The hallway led to a sprawling great room with wood beams on the ceiling, more huge windows, and a roaring fireplace made of boulders. Devan, Kiri, and Aliya sat on squishy leather chairs in front of the fire. Cipher, Dex, Mona, and Oliver were parked on barstools in the kitchen half of the room, while Knight worked over the stove. Cass lay stomach-down on the sofa, kicking her feet as she tapped on her tablet.

I let out the biggest breath of my life. Everyone was here and alive and actually smiling.

“Q!” Dex noticed me first. “Welcome back to the world of the living.”

“Thanks?” I stepped down into the sunken-in room.

Cass sat up and patted the sofa next to her. “Should you be walking around?”

“Well, the food’s here, so…” I eased down onto the leather. I had my priorities.

Knight laughed from the kitchen. “What are you in the mood for? Spaghetti rings?”

“Ugh.” Cipher tossed a dishtowel at him. “Why bring those up?”

He caught the towel with a grin. “What? Maybe they grew on her.”

“I’d rather eat the carpet. Can you do a cheese omelet?” I asked.

“You got it.” Knight lifted a frying pan and opened the giant chrome refrigerator. I was too far away to see what was inside, but I could tell it was fully stocked. With real food.

Heaven. Seriously.

Tair sat and rearranged my blanket. Cass scooted closer. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

“I’m not even sore.” Although I hadn’t looked at the wounds, so maybe I was just drugged up. Either way, I felt amazing.

“Someone’s been sick worrying about you.” Cass jerked her head toward Tair.

I smiled. “I could say the same about Teddy. Is he heading here?”

“A few of them are.” Cass fiddled with her tablet. “Lady Eva wants us to join up with her. I don’t know what to do yet.”

Timeghosts nudged at my brain. This time, I opened up to them, wanting to see what the future held for her and all of us.

Cass sits surrounded by screens, typing frantically, with Cipher and Eva leaning over each of her shoulders; Devan sprints down a street somewhere in the Voids, hands glowing with yellow light that makes the ink of her new Shadow Raven tattoo shimmer on her hand; Knight’s gun kicks back as he fires, and Cipher stands beside him, crackling with electricity—

“What are you seeing?” Tair asked.

“All the possibilities.” Well. Some of them. We’d have more fights to fight, no matter what we wanted. Even without Nagi, the Seligo still ruled the world, and they probably had a huge stock of serums to keep themselves alive and kicking long enough to recreate the formula. And pick a new leader. Just thinking of the senate sparked another wave of blurry, half-formed ghosts. I guessed that meant the Seligo had their hands full fighting among themselves for now.

Which was perfect.

Knight stepped over to hand me a plate. “It’s hot.”

My steaming omelet oozed with cheese and my eyes almost rolled back into my head. “You’re the best.”

“Hey.” Tair nudged me.

I grinned. “What? You should always flatter the cook.”

He smiled back. “True. We’d better keep him on our good side.”

“All of them, actually.” We still had people to save and a big world with a whole lot of problems. It would take all of us to make it better.

But, not today. Not tomorrow, either.

Careful not to spill my plate, I snuggled closer to Tair. We’d earned a break, and I wasn’t going anywhere for a long, long while.


Have a sweet tooth? Love Hex Hall, The Magicians, or Practical Magic?

Get your oven mitts ready because Lola Dodge releases Deadly Sweet (The Spellwork Syndicate, Book One) on October 24th, 2017!

Click here to preorder
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Anise Wise loves three things: baking, potion making, and reading her spell books in blissful silence. She might not be the most powerful witch in the suburbs, but enchantment is a rare skill, and her ability to bake with magic is even rarer. Unfortunately, witches have a bad rep, and Anise’s dream of attending pastry school crumbles with each rejection letter.

Then her great aunt Agatha pops out of the woodwork with a sweet offer. If she signs on as Agatha’s apprentice, Anise can have all the training and ingredients she’s ever imagined, and she’ll inherit the family bakery.

The catch? Studying with Agatha means moving to Sedona—a dangerous otherworldly power center where her aunt is a key player in the magical community’s shady dealings. And the last apprentice? Assassinated.

Now Anise is next on the hit list. If she can’t find and stop whoever wants her dead, she’ll be more toasted than a crème brulee.

Who knew baking cakes could be so life or death?


Love The Force Awakens and Elizabeth Briggs’ Future Shock? Then you’re going to love Off Planet!

Coming soon from USA Today Bestselling Author, Aileen Erin! Book One of the Off Planet Series.

Releasing November 28, 2017!

Click here to preorder!
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Maite Martinez has always yearned for more than waitressing in a greasy diner on the polluted, mostly abandoned planet Earth. Hiding her special abilities is a fulltime job on its own, even with the government distracted by the mysterious alien race—the Aunare.

When a SpaceTech officer gets handsy with her, she reacts without thinking. Breaking his nose might not have been her smartest move. Now she’s faced with a choice: serious jail time working in a chain gang on a volcano planet or join the corporate army to fight against the impending war with the Aunare. It’s really no choice at all.

As with everything in her life, Maite quickly realizes that the war with the Aurnare isn’t what it seems. And Lorne, the Aunare prince, keeps popping up everywhere she goes. Being seen with him could get her in even deeper trouble with her commanders, but he’s the first person who sees through the wall she’s built around herself and she can’t bring herself to send him away.

When the situation between SpaceTech and the Aunare escalates, Maite has a way to end the war before it even begins. There’s only one question: Can she stop the total annihilation of the humanity without getting herself killed in the process?


Like Divergent and X-Men?

Then you’ll love Cipher by USA Today Bestselling author Aileen Erin.

Book One in The Shadow Ravens Series.

Click here to order now.
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For more information and updates about the series, click here.


Reader’s Note

Thank you so much for reading! This series has been a wild ride for me (and for you, I hope!), but I’m taking a break from the crazy train for a while.

Devan has grown a serious fan base (me included), and EVERYONE wants more Cipher (also me—get on it, Aileen!), so Ink Monster hopes to keep the Ravens alive and fighting in the future. As always, we love reading your notes, so let us know if you’re pining for more from a specific character or author and we’ll do our best to deliver : )

For now, Aileen is moving on to a killer new sci-fi series, and I’m revisiting my true love: fantasy. The first book in my new urban fantasy series, The Spellwork Syndicate, is about a witch who inherits her Great Aunt’s shady magical bakery. And you thought Quanta loved cake ; )

Thank you to all the readers and bloggers who’ve been supporting the Shadow Ravens from the start. I wouldn’t have been able to finish Quanta Rewind without your support and encouragement.

<3 Lola
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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.

For more information and updates about Lola and her books, go to: http://www.loladodge.com/

Or check her out on Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, or Goodreads.
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