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Chapter One
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QUANTA

Sweat matted my hair to my face.

Sticky, gross, frustrating sweat.

And I wasn’t even running. While the Shadow Raven training posse jogged their morning laps around the edge of the compound, I sat gripping the bottom of a playground slide. I’d passed on the chance to join in because running was awful and just sitting here was hard enough.

The holographic shimmer in the air that hid the trailers from prying satellites did nothing to help my headache. As the Ravens’ footsteps thudded closer and closer to passing me on their latest lap, I tried to brace myself for another round of mental battle.

This time I’d control my powers. This time I’d see what I wanted without getting overwhelmed.

Except it wasn’t even close to that easy.

My brain kicked into overdrive as the first runner passed. The hazy bluish figures that had been fuzzing at the edges of my vision—whispering and whirling just barely under my control—started to multiply.

Timeghosts.

They bled over the grass and trees and buildings like sketches on the tissue-paper pages of time. I could see through them as long as there were only a few. I could even tell the difference between the incomplete lines of the future and the solid but faded ghosts of the past. If there were only a few.

But another runner jogged past. And another.

With each new person, it was like a boulder crashed into the still pool of my thoughts. Between the ripples of the Ravens’ past baggage and all the swirling possibilities of the future…

Before I could focus on what I wanted to see, the real world disappeared in the maelstrom. My grip on the slide was the only thing left to remind me I was still in the present.

Gunfire sprays in percussive bursts; the acrid scent of burning oil twists in my nose; someone drags a girl down an alley, and her screams are muffled before they can echo; a soft kiss brushes hazy lips; Ravens fall to their knees in a cloud of yellow gas; a girl shakes, sobbing into a blanket; the choked-off grunts of close combat—one Raven falls with a knife in his side; bodies and faces that look just like mine, twisting in tanks—

No!

Sweat dripped down my temples.

Control. I had to control the power. To see what I wanted instead of getting sucked into the endless whirlpool of images.

I strained my mental muscles, but all my efforts got me was a glimpse of more runners hurtling past before another wave of ghosts swamped my barriers.

Fingers dance across the keys of a piano, but the notes ring harsh and discordant; an explosion somewhere I can’t make out; choking smoke; the whup whup whup of helicopter blades; a Raven stares into space, shell-shocked as he cradles a hazy body in his arms; evil chemical-green eyes and hot, vile, breath in my ear.

More gunfire.

Screams.

Blood.

“Quanta.”

My sound of my name cut through the sights and sounds and smells, burning them off in an instant. The speaker’s tone was clear and warm. Solid and comforting. Tair gripped my shoulder, his voice steady. “You all right?”

I blinked. The rest of the Ravens had passed, taking their ghosts with them. Thank Ra. I barely knew their names, and I was already watching them die one by one. Watching their dark pasts.

My dark past.

Just watching. Helpless.

My sweat had gone cold. I clutched shaking arms to my chest as I tried to reconnect with reality.

“Breathe.” Tair rubbed my shoulder, and his gentle fingertips anchored me just the way they were supposed to, bringing me totally back to the present and the mountain campground. A chilly morning breeze. Birds chirping. The hum of the hologram. All the things I couldn’t sense when timeghosts sucked me out of actual reality.

Being a spectator wasn’t new, but once upon a time, I used to be able to do something with the information I saw. It seemed like a lifetime ago. Living in the lab and paying for my survival with breadcrumbs from the future.

Now they weren’t breadcrumbs as much. More like rocks to the brainstem.

Tair leaned down to peer into my eyes. My breath caught at his golden-brown gaze. I used to think he looked perfect. Now I knew he did. The square jaw. Skin glowing bronze. Plus smart. Super smart. Caring. Smelled like the best kind of soap.

He’d left his glasses back at the training center, and without the barrier, everything about him was way too intense right now. My heart clenched.

He couldn’t even go for a jog without having to stop and bail me out of my own dark thoughts.

I had to do better. Better adjusting to my new life. Better… Not fitting in, because that wasn’t ever happening, but the least I could do was add something to our cause.

If I couldn’t, then why be here? I may as well have stayed locked up in Doctor Nagi’s lab. “I have to get it together.”

“There’s no hurry.”

No hurry? Right. “You know there is.” In the mess of timeghosts, I’d picked up one insanely irritating image of a spy on the compound, but no amount of mental gymnastics would let me see who or where he was. All I had was the memory of a hazy figure slinking off to send a message and the firestorm that followed. Every minute I spent fighting myself was another minute closer to one of the worst possible futures.

Danger and death for everyone.

I pulled away from Tair’s touch, but as soon as we broke contact, the timeghosts swarmed again. With the runners on the opposite side of the clearing, I managed to wrangle back my control.

I needed to be able to stay in charge, no matter what. If I couldn’t keep my grip in front of a few dozen Ravens, how could I leave the compound on missions? I couldn’t even sit in the dining hall without losing my grip on reality.

Pushing past Tair, I stomped back to the training center. I wanted the hottest shower the lukewarm heating system could handle, and I needed to be out before anyone else got back, or the next time I started drowning in timeghosts, I might actually drown.

“Quanta.” Tair easily caught up to me. Everything was easy for him. “It’s been a week. Give yourself time.”

“We don’t have time.” The Red Helix tattooed on my hip practically burned. It wasn’t going anywhere, and neither were the powers it represented. Red marked genetic instability, which meant super dangerous to the Seligo and their world order. Even though the Seligo were immortal and ruled the world—or at least, the parts of it they cared about—Red Helixes like me threatened their reign. Seligo were genetically modified past being normal humans, but Reds could still do things they couldn’t. Our DNA had been tinkered with too much, and our powers went way, way beyond normal. The Seligo craved that kind of power as much as they feared it.

Because we were unstable.

We wouldn’t necessarily implode, but if we did… Odds were we’d take a good chunk of the continent with us, so the few Reds who weren’t killed at birth were a threat to public safety.

Just existing put me in enough danger, but after escaping Doctor Nagi’s personal research lab, my odds of being killed on sight shot up to infinity. There was no way Nagi wasn’t hunting for me. He headed the Senate and masterminded all of the Seligo’s genetic research, and with his resources, he could move the world to find me.

And he would. The man had basically created me, and he had to be aching to get me back. If that happened, I doubted I’d get stuck in a swank penthouse this time.

More like sedated and jammed in a tank.

I shivered.

There wasn’t time. I needed time, because I was still wrapping my head around the whirlwind of changes to my life, but with ugly futures pressing in like dark omens, I didn’t have the luxury of adjusting.

The compound was one of the few places I was actually safe, and it needed to stay that way. Worrying about my own life was hard enough. Losing Tair would be worse, let alone the other Ravens. I barely knew them, but even when the future looked like a long series of funerals, I caught flashes of the opposite. Futures full of sweethearts, and dancing, and happy laughter.

I wanted them to have those futures.

I wanted to have that future. Reading a book on a lazy afternoon. Eating chocolate cake with Tair. Sitting in a park somewhere, painting a canvas while people strode by, totally not caring who I was or what I could do.

It felt like all the Ravens’ fates were hanging on me. I could see the potential futures, and I had to do whatever I could to bring the best one into reality.

Pressure thudded behind my eyes. It ran up and down my arms. I could barely breathe with the weight of knowing what would happen if I failed.

All those hopes snuffed out. So many lives in the balance.

And the spy was only the first obstacle on a course so massive I couldn’t see the end. If I didn’t find him soon—

“Quanta.” Tair tugged my arm, his voice soft but insistent.

He stared down at me like he was going to say something profound and mature, and I didn’t want to hear it. “If you tell me ‘we’re all in this together,’ or something, I’m walking off the compound.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” Tair swept gentle fingers down my arm. “But I can feel you twisting yourself around over problems that aren’t yours to solve. Eva and I can handle security. You’ve barely recovered from the escape.”

I heard his words, but they didn’t quite register. Eva could handle one spy. It wasn’t her first rodeo after however many centuries. And I hadn’t really recovered. Then again, I didn’t know what healthy felt like anymore. Headachy exhaustion was my baseline. “I just don’t want my being here to get people hurt. I want to help.”

“The spy was here before we were.” Tair’s gaze drifted to the group of other Ravens, who’d stopped running to stretch in a circle on the lawn.

I tried not to scowl. Until I found my focus—or interviewed every single one of Eva’s people—I couldn’t sniff out the rotten egg.

“We’ll find him.” Tair’s voice dropped, deadly ominous, and the not-so-hidden threat made me feel slightly better.

Tair knew the stakes. Eva definitely did, too.

“Soon.” I let myself lean into Tair and bask in the silence from timeghosts for a few seconds. That was all I really needed. A little stolen moment to get my head on straight.

I’d mostly stopped feeling guilty about our genetic pairing. Now I was grateful for it. The connection anchored me to reality whenever my mind started spinning out of control. Even my headache was gone with him here.

But I still needed to be able to function without him.

I sighed. Have to work on that.

“What?” His fingers brushed under my chin, tilting my head up.

I should tell him how much I needed him. How grateful I was. All of it. Instead, I twined my fingers with his. “Walk me to the training center?”

“Of course.” His smile jolted me down to my toes.

I let my senses bleed into Tair’s as we strolled toward the cluster of shipping containers converted into something like a gym. Whatever Eva had done to our wiring let me tap into Tair’s crystal-clear sense of the present. I couldn’t read his thoughts or anything, but somehow he brought me down to Earth. Grass crunched under my shoes. Sunlight poured over the mountains.

It was bliss to enjoy the blue sky and the warmth of Tair’s skin and ignore my worries for ten seconds.

But at eleven seconds, the guilt set in.

Our pairing gave me clarity, and instead of whining about relying on him or staring at clouds, I needed to be working with the resources at hand. Without the chaos of timeghosts roaring around me, I could finally focus. The universe was like a book; I just had to find the right page in the book of the future. I concentrated on the glimpse I’d seen of the spy-guy.

Where was he? Who was he?

Ultra vague timeghosts flickered in answer to my questions. I caught a flash of a comp terminal, a man running, the beat of helicopter blades—

Still not what I wanted, but it felt like I was getting closer, and that definitely made a difference.

I kept trying to dig as we entered the fitness area. All the mats and training stations stood empty, so I’d be okay alone for a while. Not that the room wouldn’t spark its own timeghosts, but it was easier to ignore a building’s few triggers than the million and one I got from a person.

I could at least hold myself together long enough to shampoo. But instead of hurrying, I lingered at the entrance to the locker rooms, hesitant to let Tair go.

Our joined arms swung back and forth, and I wasn’t sure who was making the motion. Maybe me. Maybe him. Little tingles fluttered in my chest.

Tair wouldn’t stand around smiling like that if I were just some chore to him. I wanted to say how much it meant that I didn’t have to go through all of this alone, but my throat closed before I could find the right words. Vulnerable wasn’t a feeling I’d ever get comfortable with, but I trusted Tair. Some day, I’d tell him how huge that was.

For now, I managed to use my psychic voice without sounding too awkward. Thanks. For so many things.

One day at a time. Tair’s words echoed in my head, still full of the confidence I hoped I could catch. One minute at a time.

One second? I found the courage to peek at him.

His soft smile warmed me, melting a few more of my doubts. A millisecond at a time. Whatever it takes. We’ll handle the future as it comes.

It sounded so reasonable. So easy.

Too bad the future was a moving target. I had a feeling that as soon as I let go of him, I’d be treated to another crushing death scene—but Tair’s or mine this time. Maybe both of us.

I forced myself to stand straight, erasing the hunch I’d been schlumping around with all week. I’d never given up yet, and I couldn’t start now. Determined, I broke contact with Tair and tried to ignore the latest headache churning into town. “Meet you at your lab?”

“I’ll be there,” Tair said.

I turned and started battling through more timeghosts. He’d be there.

And I’d get there.

Eventually.


Chapter Two
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ALTAIR

Quanta disappeared into the women’s showers. I let out a breath and stood watching the spot she’d vacated.

She was struggling. I’d expected that, but seeing it…

My fists bunched. All I could do was be supportive and help her get through. Adjusting to this new life wouldn’t be an easy task. Not after ten years in Seligo captivity. A decade of torture and near solitude, save for caretakers who’d done the opposite of taking care of her.

We’d come to Eva’s compound for refuge, but it was falling far short of peaceful. Quanta would have trouble with any large number of people, let alone the types who gravitated to the Shadow Ravens. Lady Eva’s followers were rebels with shattered childhoods and broken dreams. I didn’t know exactly what Quanta saw when she looked at them, but I didn’t need to see the timeghosts to see how much they were draining her. Quanta had permanent circles under her eyes, and the way her posture hunched in, it felt like she was using her body to shield her mind.

Or trying to.

Rather than milling helplessly in front of the training center, I headed for my lab. Quanta was chipped with bio sensors to monitor her health. An alarm would ping me if she had serious trouble.

I didn’t need to watch her every movement. Even if I want to.

Our genetic pairing amplified my instinct to protect Quanta, but I was teaching myself to ignore it when necessary. She’d survived on her own long before I arrived in her life, and she’d survive if I had to leave her again. Not that I planned on doing that.

The spy had my protective instincts in overdrive. That news hadn’t been unexpected, but it colored everything in deeper shades of danger.

I cased the grounds as I cut across the compound. The Shadow Raven operatives were still at the morning training session, and the support staff members would just be waking. That left Quanta alone, but still unlikely to be targeted.

I’d rather be certain, but even genetically predisposed to be paranoid about her safety, I couldn’t fathom a scenario where the spy went after Quanta directly. Doctor Nagi would want Quanta captured, not killed, and Eva’s security was tight. No one could sneak on or off the compound while we were on such high alert.

For now, no one lurked among the sprawl of shipping containers, temporary buildings, and RVs that formed the Shadow Ravens’ headquarters. Everything was mobile, and one alarm would have every Raven springing to motion with the evacuation plan.

Sam was working overtime on the coms, ready to intercept anything that looked like an encrypted outgoing message, and Eva had already started moving certain assets and agents to other locations. We wouldn’t get taken by surprise.

Even with the looming danger, the compound was the safest place for Quanta and me. Alpha Citadel was being ominously silent after our escape when they should’ve been plastering our images to every memo regurgitated from their propaganda machine.

They’d flagged me as wanted for questioning, but even the search for Altair Orpheus was a footnote in comparison to what it should’ve been after my betrayal. I’d burned every one of my bridges and destroyed a few floors of the Senate building on my way out.

Mother and Father must be horrified.

How long had they waited before disowning me? A day? An hour?

The thought brought a sadistic smile to my lips. My parents could reap the mess they’d sown. My only worry was my sister, but Cass had gone underground with her gamer friends, and she’d be safe as long as I didn’t risk contacting her.

The sun warmed my face and my attitude. Quanta and I had gotten this far when I’d fully expected to die inside the Citadel.

Quanta’s powers would always invite threats, but I was with her for the long haul. Her powers gave us the best hope of changing this world, and even without her abilities in the equation, I would’ve stood by her. After captivity and all the forms of torture that Doctor Nagi had put her through, Quanta’s spirit shone through as bright and pure as a bead of silver.

There was no one I’d rather fight beside.

But I’d rather not fight enemies in our supposed safe zone. We had to deal with the spy as soon as possible.

Nothing was out of order as I entered the cluster of research labs, but a group of early-rising Ravens hushed. Their expressions ran the gambit—awed, suspicious, surprised.

I couldn’t blame them. I’d been so deep undercover that most of them hadn’t known I was one of Eva’s agents—they knew me as the senators’ son and the geneticist from Doctor Nagi’s own circle.

And now as Quanta’s other half. I suspected that impressed them more than anything I brought to the table, and that was fine with me.

“Morning.” I was new enough to the compound that I was still a novelty, but they’d have to get used to me soon if we were going to work together.

The silence stretched a bit long, but one of the men finally composed himself enough to nod back. “Morning, Orpheus.”

The metal steps squealed on the way up to my shipping container. Like all the laboratory facilities, it was kept mounted on a truck bed. Lady Eva’s priorities were clear. If an attack came, our research had to be saved. I agreed with the thought and her foresight.

The steel door slid open when I touched a finger to the print scanner. I expected the lights to glow to life, but they were already on.

My gaze snapped to the bank of computer terminals. Lady Eva herself stood behind a transparent screen, wearing her lab coat with her red hair in a businesslike bun as if this were any day at the office.

But it was my office. Hers was on the other side of the clearing.

“Good morning, Altair.” She glanced away from the glow just long enough to acknowledge my presence. “I expected you to be at training for another hour. Is our Quanta still adjusting?”

Our Quanta?

I quickly suppressed a flash of irritation. Swallowing my real emotions was habit now. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Eva quirked a brow, and I suspected I’d slipped a bit of my irritation after all, but it was warranted when she stood so unapologetically scrolling through my workstation. “I haven’t had a report from you in days. I want to make sure she’s settling in.”

“Have you been following her delta wave patterns?” I moved to the nearest screen to pull up a readout of Quanta’s biometrics. The graphs spiked dangerously whenever Quanta interacted with others. I flicked the data over to Eva’s display, but she could’ve accessed the info from her own terminals. We were both keeping a close eye on Quanta’s health.

Eva’s brow furrowed as she scanned the charts. “Hmm.”

Hmm indeed. “She’s having difficulty staying grounded in the present.”

“And difficulty with the other Ravens,” Eva said.

“Is that really a concern at this point?” Quanta’s health came first. Period.

“You’ll need trust if you’re to succeed in missions.”

“Missions.” I stopped trying to hide my feelings and let my irritation run free, folding my arms and glaring. “It’s too soon to consider putting her in danger.”

“I’m not that cavalier with your lives. We won’t send either of you out until you’re ready.” Eva waved off my concerns, but the gesture did nothing to reassure me. “She can start training with the others and getting to know her way around mission control. The sooner her powers—”

“Her powers are volatile.” We knew nothing of their limits. Quanta was already down on herself and heaping more expectations on her wasn’t going to make the adjustment process any smoother.

“I agree.” Eva nodded, finally giving me her full attention. Her hazel eyes glinted with resolve. “But those powers are the best weapon we have. Quanta fought at my side for ten years. She’ll want to do the same again.”

I tried to relax the tightness clenching my shoulders, but the pressure wouldn’t release. “She’s not the same girl you knew.”

“Perhaps.” Eva inclined her head in a gesture I could only read as condescension. “But I have faith that she wants to be that girl again.”

Eva could have her plots, but Quanta would make the decisions herself. “She’ll decide who she wants to be.”

“Of course.”

At least we agreed on that much. “Any news on our spy?”

Eva’s lips pressed together. “Not yet. We’ll have answers when he’s caught in one of my traps.”

“Good.” I was looking forward to it.

“I’ll be in touch.” With that, she headed for the door.

I leaned against the wall after she let herself out. I couldn’t fully trust Eva after what she’d done—modding me without my consent to pair me with Quanta—but I did trust her to keep her compound secure. She had centuries of experience maintaining secrecy, and as much as I wanted to micromanage the spy search, my energy was better spent in the lab.

There had to be a way to help Quanta at the genetic level. A chemical imbalance that could be remedied to help her manage her focus. Some way to enhance the match that Eva had spliced into our bodies. If there were a way to make Quanta’s life easier, I’d find it.

Weeks ago, I would’ve put our cause—ending the Seligo—above all else. Meeting Quanta had shattered my objectivity. Now I’d take care of her first, regardless of the consequences, and nothing would turn that instinct off.

I balled my fists so hard my knuckles cracked. Going back wasn’t an option, and I wouldn’t if we could. Still…

The next time we faced a challenge, I was afraid of what I’d do.

If she was in danger…

For the first time in my life, I knew I wouldn’t do what was logical. I’d do whatever was necessary to save her.

Regardless of the cost.


Chapter Three
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QUANTA

It was easy to shower fast when the water never got hot enough to steam. Plus I wanted to get gone before any Ravens wandered in.

As I speed-lathered, I tried to make sense of the pages of time without getting swamped again, but the more I dug, the more the futures and pasts mushed together. Happy, bluish versions of Tair and me laughing and snuggling muddled together with timeghostly death scenes. Old images of people using the showers snuck into my thoughts, filling my head with way too much nudity. Glimpses of my own past loomed at the edges of everything else, just waiting for my mental walls to drop, but my history was the last thing I wanted to deal with right now.

With all the brain clutter, I couldn’t pull out the spy or anything else even a little bit helpful. Everything was too jumbled and frantic.

Shuddering, I slammed the tap. This wasn’t getting me anywhere.

After toweling off, I grabbed a change of clothes from my locker. My locker. I already had one, filled with sweats and socks and bits and bobs, all in my size. I still didn’t feel like I belonged, but at least someone was trying to make it look like I did.

And the clothes.

I’d promised myself I’d never wear pajamas again before remembering how terrible real clothes were. I’d relearned that lesson the hard way after too-tight jeans on Day Two. Now I slipped into comfy leggings and an oversized sweater.

Before heading out, I paused in the warped locker room mirror. The girl I saw looked like me in theory—gray eyes, long, tangled black hair—but the bent glass twisted my image just enough to be jarring. She didn’t feel like me and probably wouldn’t until I got a better handle on this new chapter in my life.

The universe didn’t like me standing around and thinking about it, though. Insistent blue ghosts were already crowding in, begging for my attention.

Cipher cuts across the clearing, headed for the training center with Knight at her side. Sweat darkens her T-shirt, and her face is as red as her hair is blue. Knight wears a smug grin as he gently elbows her. “Told you you’d love running.” She returns a scowl so pointed it could down a blimp.

Crap.

She and I were on the same page about the running thing, but I didn’t want to be in the same room as the girl. The lines of her future ghost were more solid than sketchy, meaning Cipher was about to join me in the lockers. I wasn’t exactly ignoring her, but—

Too late.

The girl’s ghosts were already scouting ahead.

A young Cipher huddles under a threadbare blanket, and the little bit of light shining from her comp casts deep shadows under cheekbones so hollow I can almost hear her stomach rumbling; an even younger Cipher, crawling from car wreckage; she hunches into herself, trying to hide under a leather jacket, but a man grabs her arm, and lightning arcs from her body; she chokes on red, gurgling breaths while Knight kneels over her, trying to stop the blood streaming through his fingers—

My head swam. The horror was almost enough to knock me back to the present, but the timeghosts had more to whisper at me, and I got sucked back into the nightmare before I could get my mental walls up.

Cipher speed-walks down an alley, glancing back over her shoulder; She sits on a rooftop, surrounded by gadgets and garbage and scrolling through info; her boots hammer the ground as she sprints; she tries to drag Knight’s body to safety, but bullets zip around them; she writhes on a Seligo lab table, forehead strapped down, hazel eyes crazed with terror—

No.

No!

Using every scrap of willpower I could scrape together, I wrenched myself back to reality. I staggered, slamming into the bank of lockers that I could barely see under the layers and layers of timeghosts.

Reality.

I had to hold on to it.

Focusing on the cool metal under my hands, I forced my feet to move. If my control was this bad when I was still alone, how could I possibly handle Cipher in real life? I couldn’t let myself get stuck in her pages of time.

Pain jabbed right between my eyes as I fought to keep the timeghosts down. I felt my way out of the locker room and managed to get through the gym without bumping into too many things. A breeze on my skin told me when I was finally out, but a big pack of chattering Ravens was on the way in from their run—with Cipher and Knight walking at the front.

Nope. Wasn’t ready for that. The muscles of my face felt so tense, I’d definitely been getting all twisted up by what I was seeing. Until I could hide the ugly futures from my face, I couldn’t be near anyone. They’d all know I was seeing dark timelines, and I wouldn’t be able to brush off their questions.

Plus being near them would make me see more badness.

It was the worst feedback loop ever.

I kept my arms straight out so I wouldn’t walk face-first into any trailers and scurried away as fast as I could manage. It wasn’t fast—I could barely see the grass under the near-constant haze of blue—but at least I looked weird enough that no one came chasing after me.

My stomach still roiled from the peek into Cipher’s timeline. I wasn’t totally naïve. Everyone died eventually. I just wanted to meet at least one Shadow Raven who checked out from old age, surrounded by loved ones in a cozy bed. Not likely for us Red Helixes.

A few Ravens were Blue or Green Helixes who’d defected from the Seligo. They’d played along with the system long enough to earn their tattoos and get the basic mods that went along with their ranks—usually souped-up muscles or intelligence. Their futures always showed them getting targeted for being traitors and criminals.

Most Ravens were plain-old folk from the Voids who’d never gone under the genetic knife before meeting Eva but had some kind of personal anti-Seligo vendetta, and they were all in too deep to walk away.

And us Reds got killed on principle. We were dangerous and volatile and all of that. I was the rare exception who’d been captured and let live as a test subject. My powers hadn’t been a danger to anyone until recently.

Regardless, all of us had futures with more blood than smiles. Eva had maybe fifteen rescued Reds on the compound, and every time I crossed paths with one of them—

My stomach churned. The more emotionally charged a future or past was, the more it sucked me in. Reds were steeped in craziness. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to wading through their tangles in time. My head throbbed, and even though I didn’t feel what the timeghosts felt, watching them was a serious brain drain.

Just battling through the ghosts of everyone who’d crossed the grass had me panting. And sweating again.

I made it to the science cars without biting it. While I hopped over a rut in the packed dirt, something white flashed in front of me.

For real instead of in my head.

I pulled up short. White never meant good things.

Eva stood in her lab coat, its flaps fluttering a little in the summer wind. She smiled. “Good morning, Quanta.”

“Hi.” I balled the sleeves of my sweater in my fists, still not sure how I felt about her throwing around warm smiles. A long, long time ago, Eva had basically been my mother. After that, I’d spent an even longer time working for her. I wished I could erase everything else that had happened, but the woman standing in front of me definitely wasn’t the same one I remembered. And I’m not the only one who’s changed.

“I spoke with Altair,” Eva said, filling the silence I’d left her with.

“Bet it was a fun chat.” He had a bigger problem with her than I did, although we were both still miffed. Nonconsensual DNA mods were kind of hard to brush off. But now that Tair and I were paired, there was no undoing it.

Eva nodded and tucked a strand of red back behind her ear. “He’s concerned for you.”

Well that makes two of us. I swallowed that response and sort of leaned around her, eager to get to Tair and out of this conversation. The timeghosts stayed surprisingly quiet. Then again, Eva and I were so tied together it made sense. The ghosts were much more likely to tell someone else’s story than mine.

Cheaters.

Eva sighed. The sound was so out of character that I couldn’t help focusing on her again. “I want to help you. Both of you.”

“Some of us need more help than others.” The comment slipped out before I could stop myself.

Oops.

“If you’re having difficulties, you can come to me.”

I could. But what would it help? “Can you make my powers easier to use?”

“I can’t,” Eva said. “But you can, with practice.”

Why did it always sound so easy coming from someone else? Time wasn’t half as cooperative as everyone made it out to be.

“Perhaps if you explained how you escaped…?” Eva’s voice trailed off, but even I wasn’t out of it enough to miss the little note of hope in there. I’d super-fudged the story of how Tair and I got out of Alpha Citadel. Tair thought we should wait on telling her the truth—how my powers had grown to include rewinding time.

I agreed because I knew Eva. Or at least, I used to know her. She had a million schemes happening at a given second. And another million escape routes, just in case the first bucket of plans went sour. That was why she’d survived this long. If rewinding time was on the table, it would give her all kinds of new moves.

Even if she wanted nothing but the best for Tair and me, she wouldn’t be able to resist using my power. Maybe I wouldn’t be able to resist using it either, but right now, I wasn’t sure I wanted to go there. Messing with the fabric of time was more of a last resort than something to play around with.

Especially if it ended up breaking me into a few billion pieces.

“It’s just…” I hugged my baggy sweater closer. At some point, I was going to have to decide if I fully trusted her or not and pick a path. I wasn’t ready to go all-in yet, but I could definitely use some help. I pushed a toe through the dirt and tried to scan the near future to see how the conversation would go, but I was still dealing with too much interference to get anything specific. I didn’t dare ease down my mental walls to dig for it.

Oh well. Testing the water was the only way to shake something loose. “Tair helps… Everything… But without him I feel…” I swallowed, trying to find the word. Then it came to me. “I feel weak.”

It rang true as soon as it was out of my mouth. I feel weak.

“There’s a difference between feeling weak and being weak.” Eva stared like there was something she wanted to pick out of me, but for whatever reason I wasn’t scared. “Tair functions as a buffer—a helper to stabilize you as needed—but the ability to see has always been yours.”

That was…

True.

Not a magic fix, but true. If I could learn to do it all myself—to quiet my head, to find what I needed instead of drowning in ghosts, and maybe even reset time without him…

I’d be crazy powerful. Not that power was what I wanted, but control would mean I could help people instead of just watching them die. That was the goal.

The thought made me tingle with hope for the first time in a long time, but reality kept me from getting too carried away. I had a lot of days to survive before I got there.

But it was a good reminder. It was my power. It had always been my power. I just had to learn how to control it better.

Eva smiled. “It looks like you’ve figured something out.”

“Maybe.” And I was returning the smile before I could think about it too much. “I’ll let you know.”

“I’d like that.”

Huh. Well, that did shake things loose, didn’t it?

She let me go without trying to get any more secrets out of me, which was good because more people were stirring around the compound, and timeghosts were popping up like weeds. Before I lost it again, I scurried the last few steps to Tair’s container lab.

The fingerprint thing let me in right away, but I still couldn’t get used to it. A door that actually opened and I could go wherever I wanted.

“Tair?” I peeked inside before stepping across the threshold. Just because I could go in didn’t mean I should pop in whenever. I didn’t want to disturb his science or whatever he was working on these days.

“That didn’t take long.” Tair pushed aside a drop-down monitor and met me at the door. “Everything okay?”

My fingers twitched. I wanted to reach out to him, but I gripped my sweater to stop myself. “I’m good.” Just his presence quieted things down—I had to learn to do the rest myself. For a second, my attention drifted to the sketchy future ghost blurring the space between us—Tair extends a hand, and I curl around him like a minx, slipping my hands around his waist as I arch in for a kiss.

I winced and the blue haze faded like mist. This was Tair’s lab, but it was still a lab, and all the white surfaces and chemical smells sent my thoughts far away from playful. I had work to do. “Are you busy? I want to try focusing my powers.” As much as I wanted to be able to do that on my own, it was easier with Tair’s help, and we needed to find our spy sooner than later.

“I was just running through your data,” Tair said.

“What data?”

“Telepathy scores from the tests we ran yesterday. The numbers are improving.”

“Huh.” Telepathy had never been my main thing. I only had a little bit of it, and it had almost nothing to do with seeing back and forth through time, but strengthening my mental muscles couldn’t be a bad thing. “Can I keep practicing that?”

“I think that you should.” Tair gestured to the rickety folding table propped up against the wall. “Do you want to set a new reset point first?”

I pondered as I settled onto a stool. So far, I could only rewind time to the points I “fixed” in time. It worked like going back to the save on a VR game, but setting a new point wrote over the old one. The problem was, we weren’t sure how far back I could turn the clock. Every second I had to pull back made it that much harder, but I still wanted to know the limit.

A day? A week? Or would that split my brain in half? We hadn’t tested it beyond hours, and even that was painful and crazy exhausting.

Then again, setting a new reset point wasn’t the workout. The actual rewinding killed.

So did the telepathy stuff. I had a feeling I was going to want to tear my hair out within the next ten minutes. Better to conserve mental energy. “Let’s reset after practice. I don’t want to get my mental wires crossed.”

“Fair enough.” Tair sat on the creaky stool across from me.

I fidgeted as soon as we were both in place. Sitting across from him—staring right at him—felt two thousand percent more awkward than it should. Like a blind date instead of a training session. “What now?”

Tair extended a hand, palm up. “Let’s practice talking normally.”

Okay. That I could handle. I touched fingertips to his skin and tried to ignore the pleasant ripple that ran down my arm. This was business. Not playtime. I reached for my mental voice. Easy enough.

Now we try stretching your broadcast range. With his free hand, Tair moved my fingers, placing them a hair’s breadth away from touching him. Then he let go all the way. “Try sending me a thought.”

Without touching?

It had never worked before, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t if we pushed. If I could amp up my range, we’d be much more flexible. As it was, we were both screwed if we got physically separated.

Which would be the first thing that happened if we ever got captured.

So, training.

I could still feel the heat from Tair’s fingertips, so this wasn’t even testing our limits that far. Can you hear me? “Anything?”

“Not yet,” Tair said.

I kept straining until my shoulders knotted and little shards of glass stabbed my brain. “Will you wave or something? I can’t tell if I’m getting through.”

Tair’s soft chuckle smoothed away some of the pressure. “You’ll know.”

“Says you.” I squinted harder at our hands, flat on the table, but not quite touching. I should definitely be able to do this. I could stretch. I could control my own mind.

I had to if we were both going to stay alive. Hello? Tair?

No response, and I knew he wouldn’t mess with me. Tair would say if my voice got through as the softest whisper.

I resisted the urge to shift forward in my chair as I focused my mental energy. I had to push my mind through the pain but keep my butt in place. Tair?

Using my mental muscles wasn’t as easy as stretching an arm or a leg. I could feel my face getting all scrunched up and my jaw clenching as I tried everything I could to reach Tair’s mind. A headache radiated from between my eyes with spikes of nausea.

That wasn’t fun. Or normal, per se.

Just to make sure I wasn’t crazy, I touched him for a second. You sure you can hear this way?

Yes. Keep trying. You’ll get it.

I pulled back, leaving the annoying gap between us. Why don’t you do it if it’s so easy? But Tair couldn’t hear my complaints. Might as well keep going with them. I don’t know why you’re so good to me when I make so much trouble. It’s not going to get better, you know.

Well. Hopefully the power part would get better, but I had zero hope that the rest would.

The Seligo would come.

I could see a thousand different ways they might crash the compound, but maybe-futures didn’t help a thing. I just wanted to sit and dig through all the options until I knew exactly what was coming.

Thinking of timeghosts made their edges curl into being, but I needed to keep my attention on the present even if it made my head pound. I shifted my thoughts to brush the ghosts away, but as soon as I switched gears, the floodgates opened. I grabbed Tair before I could think twice.

The ghosts should’ve cut off at his touch.

Instead, they flowed straight to Tair. Hundreds and hundreds and hundreds, all in a flash. He went rigid, muscles cording.

“Tair!” I pulled away so fast I knocked over my stool.

The timeghosts cut off as a rolling shudder moved through his body. “That…”

“Are you okay?” I wanted to squeeze him in my arms and check, but I didn’t dare touch him again.

“Fine.” He straightened his glasses. “I’m fine.”

“No you’re not.” Sweat beaded on his forehead. He looked so stunned anyone who walked in would think I’d just slapped him.

“I am.” At least his voice sounded a little steadier. “But I saw…” He trailed off and I let him think. I knew exactly how much the timeghosts were to process. Finally, he shook himself. “I’ve only ever seen one at a time when you projected. So many at once… Is that what it’s always like?”

If he was worrying about me, then I hadn’t broken him. Relief washed over me. I straightened my stool and sat back down. “Pretty much.” But as my adrenaline faded, my head spun. I gripped the table. My baby headache was getting full grown, and I definitely couldn’t let myself send that much info to people over brainwaves.

I knew how that played out. I could kill.

I’d killed Darren, overloading him with timeghosts until his brain shut down. He’d deserved that and worse after everything he’d done to me over the years in the lab, but just thinking of it put me halfway back in the moment. I’d been shaking with the need to finally take him down, focusing everything I had to force the images into his mind.

Just now, they’d slipped. Easy as anything, and Tair was only okay because he was Tair. If it had been Eva or Cipher or…

I shivered. I wanted to grow my powers, but not like this. Not at all. That was less control instead of more.

Tair massaged his forehead with the heel of his hand. “This is dark.”

I almost laughed. “Which part?”

“These pasts. And these futures.”

I leaned forward. “You can still see them?” Timeghosts floated around as usual, but I’d barely processed the batch I’d zapped Tair with.

“I wouldn’t say I’m seeing them. It’s more like they’re my own memories. If that makes sense.”

“Maybe.” We were still figuring out what our genetic pairing meant. Both of us had our own version of mental powers. Mine were flashier, but Tair had a super brain of his own, and his clear way of processing reality had unlocked my rewinding power to begin with. We just hadn’t gotten a chance to test the limits of what we could do when we teamed up.

“There’s one image—” Tair’s voice cut off as he squinted at me. “Are you… glowing?”

“What? No.” I looked down. Unless he was seeing something I couldn’t, I looked totally normal. Maybe my skin was a tad blue-tinged, but I always saw the world through ghost-colored glasses.

He lifted his glasses to rub his eyes. “I’m going to need to run some tests.”

I pulled my arms into my sweater. I was used to weirdness, but this was getting a little much even for me. Plus, tests were never a good thing. “Can we focus on the image you saw before we deal with the glowy stuff?”

“Yes. Let’s.” Tair extended his hand back across the table. “I saw ships circling the compound, and a man… I can’t quite picture his face, but something about his stance didn’t sit well. Can you recall that one?”

I reached for his hand, but hesitated. Yes, Tair was pretty much wired at my frequency, thanks to all of Eva’s tinkering, but I wasn’t okay with hurting him. And looking for a specific timeghost wasn’t exactly like pulling up files on a comp. More like digging through my brain with a fork. I might slip again, and even if he could handle it, it obviously stung.

“Last time was a surprise.” Tair grabbed my hand. “Now I’m ready for whatever you can give me.”

Flutters wiggled in my belly. When he said it like that… I squeezed his hand. “Can you show me what you saw?”

He squeezed back. “Can you see what I’m picturing?”

Not one ghost popped into my line of sight. But I wasn’t ready to give up. “Nothing yet. Maybe describe it to me?”

“The big dipper is out and the moon is waxing. There’s dew on the grass…” My jaw didn’t fall, but it was close. That was his vague image? But Tair kept describing his version of the future, and the more he added, the easier it was to follow. A timeghost stirred, and I gave a mental tug, trying to draw out the full scene. “Ropes drop down, and…”

That was it. One image blossomed so vivid it knocked out everything else.

Silent ships hover over the moonlit compound. A soft shik shik shik sounds as warriors slide to the ground on ropes, one after the other. They cover the clearing like predators, and their movements look planned as they slink to specific crates and RVs, circling so fast that no alert sounds.

As one, they snap into violent motion. Doors smash. People and bodies are dragged out.

Some still move. Some don’t.

The Reds fight—a flare of electric blue cuts the night on one side of the compound, a waterspout on the other—but it’s over in a few bursts of choked-off screams

One man is still on his feet. A Raven tattoo shimmers on his hand as he greets what looks like the enemy commander.

The second’s man face stays hidden under his body armor, but his voice rings clear. “Tompkins. You’ve done good work tonight.”

My heart pounded.

Tompkins. A name.

The spy.

I gripped Tair harder. “Did you just see…?”

He didn’t have to answer. He was already sending a message to Eva.

“I want to be there when he’s questioned.” I should’ve found this guy days ago, but now that we had him, I knew I could wheedle some answers out of his past. We needed the info.

“So do I.” Tair jabbed the send button on his com and helped pull me to my feet. “Let’s go.”

Finally.

For all the trouble my powers caused, I was glad I had them. Tompkins didn’t have to say a word. All I needed was time with him.

Then I’d finally know which danger was coming at us next.


Chapter Four
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ALTAIR

I was still reeling as we headed for Eva’s lab. I’d glimpsed occasional timeghosts through Quanta before, but seeing a fully fleshed-out version of the future was new and overwhelming. The smells and sounds and colors of futures and pasts twisted together into a deep headache.

Later, I’d try to process the images. For now, it was all I could do to keep walking forward. Without the last glimpse of Tompkins to jolt me into motion, I could’ve sat for hours, just examining the possibilities.

But it was finally time to act. I focused on the image of Tompkins in the moonlight. I didn’t know much about him yet, but that would change.

Soon.

My com buzzed as Quanta and I walked across the grass. I checked Eva’s response. He’s being escorted to my lab.

As we headed for the confrontation, I scanned Quanta. She was moving, but her posture slumped. She looked tight—tense, overstressed, and bordering on exhausted, with shadows deepening under her eyes. I tugged her to a stop past the dining hall. “Are you up for this? We could join after Eva’s had a word with him.”

“Now is better.” Quanta straightened. “I have to do something, or I’ll drive myself crazy with all the thinking.”

“Then we’ll go.” As much as I wanted to make her rest, to make her stop pressuring herself—I could understand the desire to act. The same urge coiled in me.

We’d both been worrying about the enemy in our camp.

I kept her hand tight in mine as we wove through the maze of shipping containers. “Do you get a sense of what we’re walking into?”

“Not much yet.” She squinted into the ether. “There’s too much interference, but I should be able to see something when I’ve got him in front of me.”

She fell into the silence as we strode the rest of the way across the grass. Tension vibrated between us all the way to Eva’s lab. Her assistants opened the door and flowed past us, clearing the room.

The setup didn’t compare to what Doctor Nagi had underneath the Citadel, or even what I’d had in my labs when I was a rank-and-file Green Helix, but it was the best tech Eva and the Ravens could scrounge, and the glass and stainless surfaces gleamed.

“What do you have on him?” I asked.

Eva pulled a file onto the largest screen. “Nothing out of the ordinary. Tompkins signed on five years ago, and his tech work isn’t quite at the level of a Green, but he’s delivered good results intercepting Seligo data.” She drummed her fingers against a metal lab table. “Nothing in his background strikes me as suspicious.”

“I don’t know if he’s told anyone anything yet,” Quanta said. “It seems like no; otherwise we all would’ve been dead by now.”

I suspected Quanta’s arrival had changed the risks and rewards of selling out. Or we’d seen a potential that had always existed, but never would have come to fruition. I was more concerned about his actions than his motives.

Eva let out a breath. “Regardless, we need to move the compound. I was keeping staff on site to maintain appearances, but I’m assigning all agents to safe houses and new missions until we can transition to the next location.”

“Probably a good idea.” Quanta’s gaze was still distant, searching the ether. “I’ll tell you if we see anything else going wrong.”

“We?” Eva snapped out of her planning to glance between us.

Oops. Quanta’s mental voice rang in my head.

Should we tell her the specifics? I leaned toward keeping the information to ourselves until we understood what was happening. Not because I didn’t trust Eva with it, but because I wasn’t yet sure how to explain. Quanta’s powers—and the way I could interact with them—seemed to change constantly.

Not right now. Somehow, Quanta transmitted a mental headshake. I just want to deal with one thing at a time.

That’s fair. And not to ignore the topic at hand, but it feels like your telepathy is getting stronger. More expressive.

Really? The hopeful little note in her voice was so pure and sweet I couldn’t help smiling.

Definitely. I can feel the progress.

“That’s something,” she said aloud.

“What is?” Eva looked between us, increasingly suspicious.

“Her telepathy is getting stronger.” There was no need to hide that much now that I’d started digging through the data on Eva’s other pairs. Psychic connection wasn’t unheard of. It wasn’t common either—it seemed exclusive to the Reds who had mental powers—but Quanta and I weren’t the first case.

Eva nodded as if she’d already suspected as much. “It should continue strengthening with more practice.”

“It better,” Quanta muttered.

It will. I was confident it would, as long as she stayed that determined.

The beep at the door knocked all thoughts of telepathy from my mind. Tompkins entered, flanked by a guard on either side.

He wore sweats, and his brown hair was rumpled as if he’d been dragged from bed. No morning training for the desk agents. I followed the path of his gaze—from Eva to me, then sweeping across Quanta to the cameras, and almost back to the guards behind him.

I assumed he was looking for a way out, but he wouldn’t find one. The guards didn’t miss his subtle twitchiness. Both men stood balanced and ready to reach for their weapons.

“Lady?” Tompkins finally dared to look forward. “What’s this about?”

“Trust,” Eva said. “Is there something you’d like to tell me?”

Tompkins flinched, and the gesture was as good as an admission. He tried to gather himself, smoothing his T-shirt and then his hair, but he couldn’t bring himself to meet Eva’s glare.

I wanted to ask my questions, but I preferred to let him stew, wondering what info we already had. Quanta stepped slightly in front of me, drawing his attention.

“Hmmm.” She exaggerated looking around him, widening her eyes and then shaking her head.

I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling, but Tompkins wasn’t paying attention to me. He stared at Quanta in abject horror. He must’ve heard the rumors about her abilities, and I hoped he believed the most overblown ones—that she could see his entire life’s path at a glance.

“I haven’t…” He pressed his hands against his thighs as if he didn’t know what to do with them. “I mean, I thought about… But I didn’t…”

“What did you think about?” Eva’s voice was cold.

“Cipher. And then Quanta. I couldn’t not think about it. But there was a test, and I didn’t know… And the other girls…” Logic was escaping him as he rambled.

“Other girls?” Eva folded her arms. “You’re going to have to explain this in a way we can understand, Tompkins. I want to be perfectly clear what you’ve gotten yourself into.”

“I haven’t. Not yet. I just wanted to see what they’d give me if I…”

Tompkins was after rewards. I’d seen stronger men and women twist themselves in pursuit of the glittering life of Seligo.

Quanta stepped forward so suddenly that Tompkins jumped. She broke away from my hand, and I let her go—she was still close enough that I could pull her back before he turned aggressive. As she leaned toward him, Tompkins looked more sickly than threatening.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m pretty sure you’re lying.”

“I’m not. I didn’t…” He tried to back away, but the guards grabbed him.

Quanta took another half step forward. “You did something. What did you do?”

“Just a test. To prove my loyalty. But I didn’t finish. I swear. I didn’t!” He glanced at Eva and me in turn, but neither of us moved to spare him. I couldn’t muster any sympathy.

“Show me.” Quanta reached for him. Tompkins froze as her fingertips touched his hand.

Long seconds dragged out. Quanta blinked rapidly and her eyes flickered while she processed what she was seeing.

Then Tompkins started to pale.

In a flash, his face was white and bloodless. A keening sound slipped through his lips.

Quanta stood entranced, obviously not realizing something wrong was happening. I lunged for her, but before my hand reached her shoulder, Tompkins’ knees folded.

I yanked her away.

Too late. The damage was done.

Tompkins convulsed, moaning. Foaming saliva escaped his parted lips.

“I didn’t mean…” Quanta trembled. I eased her into a chair and then knelt to check his pulse.

Weak, but not gone. Yet. Eva crouched across from me and lifted Tompkins’ eyelid to reveal a fully dilated pupil.

Our gazes met. She shook her head.

“What happened?” I moved back to Quanta, keeping my voice low and soft.

“I just wanted to see. They slipped out…” Quanta gripped my arm. “Reset. We have to—”

Her face scrunched with focus and then twisted into terror.

“What? What’s wrong?” I took Quanta in my arms and pulled her away from the man on the floor.

“I can’t wind back.” Quanta’s nails dug into my arm, biting through my shirt. “I let too much time pass.”

My gut clenched. I pulled Quanta tight. “It’s my fault.” We’d both gotten caught up in uncovering the lead, but I should’ve insisted on establishing a new reset point. I should’ve brought it up again instead of running headlong into danger.

At least now we knew the limit of her power. We couldn’t reverse time farther than a day.

“Yours? Never.” Quanta pressed her forehead into my chest. “It’s my fault. And he’s not going to make it.” Her grim tone sent a shiver down my body.

I couldn’t protect her from the truth if she was already seeing it in the future.

All I could do was hug her tighter.


Chapter Five
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QUANTA

My brain spun like an ice-cream maker.

Oh, my God.

I’d just wanted to peek inside Tompkins’ head. Not destroy him.

Am I that out of control?

Tair rubbed my back. “You didn’t mean it.” I tried to pull away, but he kept me tight in his arms. “And you can’t hurt me.”

For the millionth time, I was grateful. At least there’s one person I can’t destroy.

But everyone else…

Tompkins still sprawled limp on the ground. Just like Darren had. Only I’d meant to kill Darren.

But Tompkins…

My breath panted, and I clenched at Tair as the world spun around me. It didn’t matter if Tompkins was innocent or guilty. I wasn’t supposed to be his executioner.

The shaken guards stepped aside as a medical team hurried in. Goose bumps ran up and down my arms as Eva explained what had happened, and they cast fearful looks my way. It was good that they were afraid. Everyone needed to be afraid of me if this was what I was capable of, because my powers were only getting stronger. Now I could kill in a flash. One slip. One burst of concentrated timeghosts.

After they lifted Tompkins onto a stretcher, Eva turned her full attention to me. “Has this happened before?”

“Not like this.” I should’ve read the signs. Just minutes ago, I’d leaked my powers into Tair. And I’d made myself a weapon before.

But…

Why hadn’t I seen this coming? I always found warnings in the future. Always. But now, the interference… There were too many other scenes fighting for my attention. That was why I’d needed to touch him. Just to see clearly.

Now I could see.

Tompkins writhes on his stretcher. Machines beep. The medics jam a tube down his throat, but even if they can get him breathing—

Too late.

“But it has happened?” Eva’s gaze pinned me where I stood.

Guilt pressed down like a tangible thing. “It’s happened.”

“I’ll need to run tests,” Eva said.

“Right.” As much as that was the last thing I wanted, I couldn’t say no. I needed help controlling myself. And figuring out what the hell was going on with me.

“What sort of tests?” Tair shifted to shield me from Eva, but I didn’t feel like being defended.

I’d feel even more guilty if I didn’t get in trouble.

“Everything,” Eva said. “This wasn’t part of her original power. We need to chart her growth and see if it shows where she’s heading. Or if she’s destabilizing.”

Destabilizing. I shuddered.

That had always been a possibility, but I’d never thought I’d live long enough. I’d expected to get killed long before my unstable DNA came back to bite me.

That was the thing about being a Red Helix. We could be normal. We might not explode.

But if something changed… Even something as little as emotions or radiation or diet…

We could get volatile. Fast.

It meant different things for different people. Once upon a time, it might’ve meant losing my sanity, but my powers had shifted crazily lately. Especially after meeting Tair. He steadied me, but also amped me up. Now if I went kaboom…

Timeghosts played out the worst-case future.

I kneel somewhere in one of the Citadels—everything clear glass and modern white. The plaza holds a bubbling little koi pond and a shop selling cute cakes.

But I’m not looking at the scenery. I’m bent over, forehead touching the ground.

My stomach roiled as the scope of the future spread.

A ring of Black Helixes lie near me, bodies limp. Past them, innocents. A family sprawls together on the ground with their fallen slices of cake.

Absolute silence rings in my ears. Farther out, more bodies.

Dozens. Hundreds.

I tried to swallow, but my throat was chalk dry because I knew exactly what the images meant.

I was destructive now. And when Reds went boom?

I’d seen Cipher’s version of the nightmare plenty of times. If she went down, she’d blow out the power on a few continents and leave behind a smoking crater the size of a city.

I had the same potential now.

Only instead of charring the infrastructure, I was going to fry their brains.

My breath shook.

If my powers kept growing in this direction, I’d keep burning out other people. One at a time, then more and more…

Until I started lobotomizing people on a continental scale.

Tair’s watch pinged an alarm. “Your vitals…”

“It’s nothing.” I tried to step away from him, to move toward the door, but my knees wobbled.

“Quanta.” Tair steadied me. “It’s not nothing,” he said as he pulled me against him.

I resisted for a split-second—because I knew I was using him as a crutch again—but then I took a deep breath and relaxed into the quiet of his arms. I needed a crutch right now.

One deep breath.

Then another.

And one more.

His watch stopped beeping as I found an island of calm. There was no point getting stuck on the worst-case scenario.

I’d said it a thousand times, and I had to say it again to remind myself—fate didn’t exist.

Seeing this didn’t mean it would happen. I could steer myself the opposite way, and I would. I just had to stop panicking and stop pitying and work with what I had. That strategy had gotten me this far, and it was no time to take a U-turn in the wrong direction.

I couldn’t bring Tompkins back. I could only make sure I didn’t hurt anyone else.

After a final cleansing breath, I remembered the bright spot in this cluster. “I saw the web address he was using to send messages.” I hadn’t seen what exactly he was planning, but he’d been acting suspicious for sure—slinking around and typing all surreptitious.

Not that that made me feel any better.

“An address?” Eva asked. “We’ll need to speak with Cipher.”

I wrinkled my nose. Just the blue-headed hacker I’d kind of been avoiding. But I couldn’t see another way.

Computers definitely weren’t my thing. Tair could probably figure out a hack with enough time, but we didn’t have time, and this wasn’t the moment to start bumbling around. Cipher was the only one who could get us the info we needed fast.

If she felt like helping.

But she had to. If the compound wasn’t safe, neither was she.

I just hoped getting close to her wouldn’t put her in more danger. I might be worse than the Seligo at this point.

After one more Tair-centric cleansing breath, I stood straighter and pulled away from him. “Can we run tests now? I don’t want to risk hurting anyone else.”

Eva nodded. “I’ll have an examination room prepared.”

Just the word examination made my heart pound so hard my vision started going dark. I could not panic.

Or, I could panic, but I had to go through the testing either way. Otherwise, I’d be walking around the compound like a time bomb, putting everyone in danger.

I swallowed the panic as best I could. It was going to get worse before it got better, but I didn’t have a choice.

Tests. Then I’d talk to Cipher and we could double-check Tompkins’ comp.

And then…

If my life’s hourglass was running low on sand again, I’d use every second I had left to the absolute fullest.


Chapter Six
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ALTAIR

Eva and I ran Quanta through a full battery of tests. Blood chemistry. Biopsies. A series of psychological assessments. Eva’s lab assistants bustled, trying to process the workups as quickly as possible. I set my own samples aside. We could only do so much at one time, and there were so many questions to be answered.

I’d retest and experiment later.

After Quanta was settled.

She was off anesthesia after the bone marrow and organ biopsies, but still limp and dozing on the assessment table. I hated that she had to subject herself to this so soon after escaping Doctor Nagi. We needed the test results desperately, but knowing that didn’t make that easier to bear for any of us.

I caught Eva’s eye from across the lab. “I’m taking her back to her room.”

“She’s finished,” Eva said. “But the results—”

“I’ll be back in a few minutes.” I scooped Quanta from the table before Eva could continue. Something told me leaving Quanta alone would be even harder this time—but I would return. There was work to be done.

I paused on the steps outside Eva’s double-wide laboratory. My lab was closer, but as much as I wanted to keep Quanta nearby, I didn’t want her waking up to a blinding white room not knowing where she was.

Instead, I headed toward the barracks. Quanta didn’t stir in my arms as I strode down the packed-dirt path, but as we wound through and around the work areas, stares shifted in our direction.

People weren’t typically carried through the compound. Let alone Reds.

Particularly legendary, clairvoyant Reds who’d been assumed dead for years.

We’d been mostly left alone in the week since we’d arrived, but the stares were growing more pointed. Soon, the others would stop being afraid and start asking questions. I doubted even news of Tompkins would put them off much longer.

Eva’s assistants had brought updates as we worked, but all the news was the same. Tompkins’ brain activity had shut down.

Quanta would never be able to let it go if he died. She didn’t need that guilt added to what she already carried. As cold as my thoughts were, I couldn’t care about the spy.

Only Quanta. I carried her as gently as I could.

The barracks structure was more permanent than most of the encampment—in an emergency, people were meant to abandon their beds and run to their assigned stations. The shipping containers had been stacked and joined with steel stairways like a ramshackle apartment building.

We’d realized on the first night that she couldn’t sleep near so many people. At least, she couldn’t if she wanted to avoid screaming nightmares. I skirted the building to find her private train car.

It looked forlorn on its own, but its spot was as secure as any in the compound—the closest structure to the battle stations, just in case the worst occurred. It could also be locked down like a personal bunker that nothing short of a rocket launcher would disturb. I shifted her weight to access the fingerprint scanner, and the door buzzed open.

Quanta had already started making the space her own. Sketches flapped, taped to the steel walls, and I had to pick my way through the loose papers on the floor to get to the bunk bed. Someone had provided Quanta with oil pastels, so instead of looking like a stark basement bunker, the room burst with brilliant landscapes from various points in time and space.

I suspected she hated staring at the blank walls. So would I, in her situation.

With one hand, I shifted aside the papers and pencils piled on her bedspread. She didn’t have much, but what she did have was scattered everywhere. As long as it kept the bunker from feeling like a prison cell, I approved of the mess, but she didn’t need to wake herself up by rolling on a sharpened pencil.

When the space was cleared, I sat on the bottom bunk to ease her down. Still woozy, she slipped from my arms. I positioned the pillow under her head and started to sit up so I could cover her with a blanket.

Before I could move too far, Quanta grabbed my hand. Will you—?

“Will I…?” I’d do anything she asked, but I needed to know the question first. I leaned closer. She smelled like shampoo, and her pillowcase was stained from falling asleep with wet hair, but that was Quanta.

She could only focus on the things that mattered.

“Will you stay longer?” Her thick voice struck a chord that ached in my chest.

“I’ll stay.” This was more important than the lab.

Quanta was more important. And she was the reason for the work in the first place.

Her eyelids fluttered as she sank back to sleep. I managed to get the comforter up to her chin without disturbing her. For a while, I sat stroking her hair and making sure she was still breathing.

She said I made her world quieter, but I could say the same. Even a month ago, I wouldn’t have thought this possible. That I could be content in stillness. That my mind would ever relax enough to enjoy a moment.

I smoothed back Quanta’s hair and she murmured a happy noise.

Genetic matching was speeding up our relationship, but it wasn’t as if I couldn’t fight the compulsion. I didn’t want to fight it.

Quanta also said that the past didn’t have a “might have” setting. We could only take one path, and the other forks disappeared when we passed them.

Despite all the problems in front of us, I didn’t regret the choices I’d made thus far. This was the path we had, and it had brought Quanta and me together.

When her eyelids started flickering with REM sleep, I bent to kiss her forehead. “Rest.”

After adjusting the blanket, I forced myself to stand. Before I got too caught up in watching her, I picked my way through the drawings on the floor.

There was a difference between cherishing her and letting the matching go to our heads, and I planned to stay on the right side of that line. Quanta would be safe in her bunker, and I’d come check on her after getting a few processes started in the lab.

The faster I got to work, the better. I headed out.

But Hunter Marquez stood waiting at the bottom of the steps. His hard green eyes said he wasn’t happy about being here.

He hadn’t forgiven me for killing his friend. Ten years later, I hadn’t forgiven myself. I’d been cocky and full of my future as Seligo, while Allison had been desperate to survive. She’d grown up in the Voids like Marquez, but I’d earned a spot at academy simply by being born to senators. Graduating was the only way to earn a Helix and a better life. Allison had been pushed beyond her abilities, and I’d never realized the difference between us before that sparring match.

If I hadn’t yet convinced Marquez I was genuinely sorry, then nothing would change between us today, and there was no reason to rehash the past. Pressing my thumb to the scanner, I made sure that the bolt slid in before taking the steps. “Marquez. What brings you here?”

“Orpheus.” His posture stayed wary, as if a simple greeting between us could easily turn into a fight. “Lady Eva said you and I have business.”

“I’m not sure that we do.” If anything, my business was with Cipher. I had no intention of going through her gatekeeper—especially when he had such good reason to make my life difficult. I gestured that he follow me as I worked my way back toward my lab. I didn’t think he had bad intentions toward Quanta, but I still didn’t want him near her. We’d both come a long way since our Academy days, but until I knew where he stood on revenge…

The farther away from Quanta we had this conversation, the better.

“Cut the shit.” Marquez dug in his heels, planting himself in the grass, and I was half-tempted to keep walking. He’d have nothing to do but follow.

But there was no reason to antagonize him, and I had to admit, his feelings were justified. I faced him and tried to keep my posture as neutral as possible. Nonthreatening. “We have a lead we think Cipher might be able to follow. I was planning to talk to her later.”

“You can talk to me.” His voice was as hard as his eyes, and he wasn’t trying to hide his anger.

If he charged me… I used to be able to take him down in ten seconds in weapon training, but that was years ago, and I didn’t have a practice sword today. Even though my base physical stats were technically better than his, he’d been training with Black Helixes while I’d been working in labs.

He’d hand me my ass in a fight right now. I shifted, angling myself a little to the side, but Marquez caught the motion. He shifted in response, meeting my gaze—not quite cocky, but ready. He knew his odds as well as I did.

At this rate, he’d never let us near Cipher. I lifted my hands in surrender. “You may as well say what you’ve been holding in. We have to work together.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“That’s fair.” And honestly, I couldn’t blame him. He’d known me at the worst point in my life. “What do you want me to say?”

“That you’re sorry.” Marquez shook his head in exasperated disgust. “Jesus. I thought she’d changed you, but you’re still the same heartless bas—”

“I’m sorry,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Forgive me for doubting your sincerity, Orpheus.” Now he said my name like a curse. When it came to my family, I usually shared the sentiment, but I couldn’t and wouldn’t apologize for them. I had nothing to do with my parents, their Senate, or their elitist ways.

“I killed her, and I can’t bring her back to life. Do you think even a day has gone by that I haven’t remembered?” I still wore the glasses to remind me, and most days, they weighed my conscience down like lead.

“Honestly? I think entire years have gone by where you haven’t spared her a thought.”

The hollow feeling that Quanta had started to fill gaped under my ribcage. It was never truly gone, and nothing I said would convince him otherwise. “I can’t make it right, but whether or not you believe me, I’m trying.” And I was done apologizing for the past. “Now is now. I want the Seligo gone and Quanta safe. That’s all.”

He didn’t nod or show any signs of outward agreement, but his posture eased slightly—a drop in his shoulders, making him less aggressive. We both shared the same mindset when it came to our other halves. “Quanta found a lead and it concerns Cipher. The Seligo might be coming for the compound.”

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, the shift was instant. Marquez straightened, ready to defend anyone who dared come after his Red. “What do you know?”

I should’ve led with that instead of airing out the past. “We have a site to check. I’m guessing you heard what happened with Tompkins?”

“Eva filled me in.”

As expected. Marquez was her right-hand man these days. “We might be able to access some Seligo intel, but odds are it won’t be straightforward. If Quanta and Cipher combine to do some digging…”

His eyes narrowed. “Is Quanta safe to be around?”

I hesitated too long. “I think so.”

“You’d better know so,” Marquez said, already back on guard. “If she hurts Ci—”

“No one wants that. Especially Quanta.” It would be her nightmare scenario.

“Somehow, it’s not really her I have the problem with,” Marquez said.

If I were inclined to roll my eyes, they would’ve been turning circles. “I was on my way to run tests. You’re welcome to join me in the lab.”

“Pass.” Marquez turned, giving me his back as he strode toward the edge of the compound. “You’d better have some answers before you coming looking for us.”

“I will.” I said the words more as a promise to myself than an answer to him.

I headed for the lab, trying to brush off his attitude, but the memories wouldn’t go away now that they’d been summoned. I could still feel the warmth of Allison’s blood on my skin. The crushing guilt. It had been an accident from start to finish, but I’d known better than to spar against an amateur with a live blade. I should’ve told the instructor off. Instead, I was bored and cocky, and a girl had lost her life because of my childishness.

The past is the past. I shook out my arms as I walked, trying to throw off the tension and negative energy. I couldn’t change history.

I could change the future.

That was exactly what I planned to do.


Chapter Seven
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QUANTA

Futures fizzed through my dreams.

Tair and me giggling and smiling. Then Tair and me running and dying. Tompkins staring blankly into space.

The Ravens and Eva and Nagi. Millions of possibilities swirled. The past tugged at me, too. Like an underwater cave of phantoms, dying to pull me in.

Darren’s chemical-green eyes bored into me while he cackled from the darkness.

I woke up panting. And on the floor.

Gulping deep breaths, I tried to concentrate on my stinging back, hoping the pain would push away the ghosts. There were a million and one terrible things in those dreams, but one image stuck out more than all the others:

A future Quanta on her knees, clapping her hands to her ears, surrounded by limp bodies.

So, so many bodies.

I pulled my blanket down around me and tried to even out my breathing. If my vitals spiked too much, Tair would come running, and I’d have to explain. I didn’t want to explain, even to him.

The nightmares didn’t bother me. Darren was dead, and he could laugh all he wanted now that he wasn’t breathing.

The past was like a bonfire I’d passed through. It couldn’t hurt me anymore.

But the future…

It’s just a possibility. I hugged the blanket tight. It doesn’t have to happen.

Either way, it sucked that reality was my biggest fear.

I couldn’t let myself kill that many people. I’d end it before it went that far.

And wasn’t that another chipper thought?

I grabbed the closest paper and pencil from the floor and started sketching. A timeghostly forest hovered at the edge of my vision, and I focused on it, losing myself in the shapes of the trees and mountains. By the time the paper was filled, my cold sweat was gone and panic had stopped making my vision shake.

Action. I had to do something or I was going to lose it.

But what?

My bunker had a little console, but I didn’t know how to use it, and even if I managed to figure it out, I was ninety-nine percent sure that bumbling around with the address I’d seen would trigger a security disaster and bring the Seligo down on us. I’d already done enough damage for one day. I couldn’t do anything with the computers until I got backup.

So instead of causing another tragedy, I started digging through timeghosts. I had to get better at filtering them, and now was as good a time as any to start because I needed options.

Tair’s ghosts were the easiest to pick from the crowd. The recent past jumped out at me.

Tair bends to kiss my forehead. “Rest.” He adjusts the blanket under my chin, and his gaze lingers, warm and full of affection.

I pressed my hands to my warm neck. That was cute.

Wanting to play the moment back a few times, I tried to focus in, but the past didn’t like showing me nice things. Tair’s shape flowed forward as he headed out of the bunker to the guy who was waiting.

Hunter. Knight. Marquez. I hadn’t decided what I wanted to call him yet, but there were plenty of names to choose from. As their macho staring match played out…

I’d call him an asshole if he didn’t leave Tair alone.

Not that I really minded Knight. I’d seen enough of his past to know he was a good guy, and he’d be an even better ally if we could win his trust. He also had every reason to be pissed. So maybe I was slightly biased where Tair was concerned.

Ha. I was totally biased and it didn’t bother me a bit.

But Knight’s parting words left a tic in my cheek. You’d better have some answers before you coming looking for us.

Fine.

I wouldn’t look for him. I’d look for Cipher. And not that I didn’t want Tair there…

I just wanted to have this chat alone. No Tair. No Knight. Just Cipher and me. Two Reds having a heart-to-heart about Seligo schemes and what happened when one of us imploded.

I’d wanted to talk to her, even though I’d been afraid to get close. I was still afraid to get close, but I couldn’t put our talk off any more. The compound was already moving, but I needed to know what other threats were hanging over us, and until I got my powers working right, this was the best window we were getting.

I’d been following Cipher for as long as she’d been on the Seligo radar, and I was positive of one thing. If danger was on the way, she’d want to know. She wasn’t one to sit around and wait to get snuck up on.

So Tair and Knight could work out their macho garbage their own selves. In the meantime, I needed to chat with the computer girl.

But where did I find her? When I tried to focus, an army of timeghosts choked reality.

Cipher sits in a lawn chair; Cipher swings her feet on one of the dining hall benches as she pokes at the orange lumps on her plate; Cipher sprints through a warehouse, panicked and panting; Cipher and Knight snuggle together; Cipher zaps at rocks in little arcs of lightning; Cipher screams in pain; Cipher falls as gunshots ring out—

I winced. Reds and their futures.

Focus.

I used to be able to do this. I used to have to do this every day, just to stay alive. It might be harder to focus at the compound, but I had to relearn the trick.

After a few breaths, I started sifting through the pages of time. Knight’s parting words were easy enough to find again. Other images flickered in, but I could more or less follow if I could keep up max concentration.

Knight strides across the grass; he sprints a morning lap, grinning as he encourages Cipher, whose scowl is plastered to her sweating face; he spars with the big bald guy and the blond one; a group of them laugh, sitting in pop-up chairs near an RV.

That group of them was almost always together. I thought I’d seen them at some of the morning exercises, but I hadn’t exactly been paying attention. Now I needed to know where they hung out. I picked up the rest of the names as I dug deeper. Oliver was the bald giant, Dex was the one with the flowing hair, and Mona was the blonde who stuck close to Cipher.

They should be grabbing their last dinner before the Ravens scattered to new locations, but I wrinkled my nose at the thought of braving the dining hall. Too much crowding. Too many timeghosts. I’d be useless there.

The barracks? That meant too many people, too. They’d been sitting on those chairs…

The thought sparked a ghostly blue version of Knight.

He strides past the stacked containers where most of the Ravens live, skirting my bunker and moving toward the tree line. A battered RV sits at the edge of one of the parking lots. Its open awning shades a cluster of chairs. Knight knocks and Cipher opens the door.

I sat up. Cipher didn’t live in the barracks. I hadn’t realized, but it made sense. She and I were top-shelf hazards. Better to keep us away from the general population. The timeghost wasn’t exactly recent—the shade of haziness said this had happened a few days or so ago—but now I had a place to start.

I shucked off my blanket, jammed on the nearest sweater, and headed for the door. I took one more deep breath before unlocking it and then peeked out the crack. The sun was on its way down, but enough orangey light still glowed to see by. People buzzed around in the distance, loading up truck beds for the trip down the mountain. Luckily, nobody was bustling around my bunker.

I slipped down the steps. My feet touched grass before I realized I was barefoot, but it wasn’t really cold and I didn’t really care. It wasn’t a good enough reason to turn back.

Sneaking wasn’t something I could do—it took most of my concentration not to bump into things when the timeghosts got too thick—but I walked as quickly and quietly as I could manage. When I finally got to the right parking lot, I ducked behind a car.

I had to find out who was in the RV now. Was Cipher alone?

Before I could even try to dig, the door squeaked open and Knight stepped out of the brown-paneled monstrosity. “Be back in a few,” he called over his shoulder.

“Bring beers!” someone shouted from inside. Definitely not Cipher.

Knight laughed. “Not happening. Dry compound, assholes.”

I held my breath as he cut across the grass, but he wasn’t looking for enemies in the middle of the safe zone. Even if he did, I was totally hidden behind the car. When he was out of sight, I finally stood.

I didn’t know who else was in the RV, but I already knew this was the best chance I was going to get.

But I froze at the bottom of the steps. I had to make sure I wouldn’t hurt anyone before I went charging in.

I let my walls down to check what the future had to scare me with.

Cipher scowls; she stares at me in silent disdain; the air crackles with her anger; “Wait.” I reach for her and my fingertips brush her arm—blinding blue lightning crackles and thunder booms. When the flash clears, my body lies limp and slightly charred on the other side of the RV, a trickle of blood running from my forehead as Cipher’s face pales with horror.

I slammed new walls into place before more ghosts overwhelmed me, but that one little peek was exactly what I’d needed. Even though I looked pretty unconscious, Cipher hadn’t killed me. And I probably shouldn’t be happy that there were futures where she turned me extra crispy, but it did wonders for my guilt and dread.

Cipher would zap me before I hurt her. And even better—she could zap me before I hurt anyone.

I stepped up to rap on the door.

“Back already?” one of the guys called.

“Not exactly. Is Cipher home?”

The background laughter and computer-game noises cut off, and the RV shifted as whoever was in there moved around.

“Who is it?”

I recognized Cipher’s voice. “It’s Quanta.”

A few whispers sounded, too quiet for me to hear, but I let them have at the debate while I tried to keep myself focused on the present. Odds were, someone was going to open the door. After that—

It whipped open before I could make other plans. The massive bald guy took up every bit of the doorway. “Can we help you with something?”

My mouth opened, but his past hit me in a wave.

Young and exhausted—but already massively tall—Oliver lifts a triumphant fist as the crowd behind him roars; dressed in black body armor, he punches, kicks, slices, and shoots his way through a haze of smoke and blood with Dex and Knight at his side; silent tears stream down his face as he kneels next to a sheet-covered body; he cups Mona’s cheek, then leans his head on her shoulder; bullets scream and he jerks, taking one to the leg and trips, sliding down a gravelly precipice—

I managed to pull myself back to the present.

Whoa.

“Can we help you with something?” Oliver repeated the question, a little slower this time.

I shrugged, but the gesture ended up more of a shake as I tried to stick with my plan. “Cup of sugar?”

The other guy—Dex—snorted behind him. That had to give me a point.

For something.

“Who made you security?” Cipher pushed Oliver aside. With me standing on the step and her in the RV, we stood at eye level. She tucked a chunk of fading blue hair behind her ear. “I don’t bake. Is there something else I can help you with?”

I swallowed. Ghosts teemed, and my head ached trying to keep them at bay. Plus, I wasn’t exactly in top form after everything today. But I couldn’t lose it now. “I was hoping we could tal—”

Teen Cipher is seated in the passenger side of an eighteen wheeler, tapping away at her portacomp; Cipher games on a big screen; her body hangs limp in a man’s arms as she’s lifted onto a helicopter—

“Quanta?” Cipher’s voice snapped me back to reality.

“Ah. Yeah. Right.” I shook myself. Focus. “Can we talk?”

Before she could answer, a platinum blonde elbowed her way to the front of the crowd at the door. “Hey, Quanta. I heard about that guy. Don’t beat yourself up about it. He sounded like a total douchecanoe.”

A man backhands Mona across a trailer; she sits alone, hugging her knees to her chest, surrounded by fast food wrappers as she stares into space like a zombie; she screams and runs from shadowy figures; her spangled top glitters in the flashing lights of a dance club as she moves to a thumping beat—

This time, the music knocked me out of the trance. My ears rang, and I gripped the doorframe to keep from falling off the step. “Could you guys stop popping in and out? I’m getting brain whiplash.”

Cipher grabbed Mona’s elbow and tugged her away from the door.

Oliver still stood there, muscles corded tight. He looked like he wanted to help, but was holding himself back. “Are you okay?”

Am I? I swallowed down a fresh wave of guilt. But guilt or not, I needed Cipher’s help. “I’m safe as long as no one touches me. I can stay out here.”

Cipher chewed at her lip ring, seeming worried instead of angry that I was darkening her door, so all things considered, this was going better than expected. Then again, I knew her from timeghosts—not actual life. There was a lot more to learn about the girl.

Finally, she pulled Oliver out of the way. “Just come in.”

The RV creaked as I stepped through the doorway, bracing myself against the inevitable ghosts. I didn’t move farther inside. Instead, I gripped the edge of the galley counter to keep myself steady.

Cipher hunches over the comp setup, almost pressing her nose to the screen; she drives, silent and alone, one hand on the steering wheel, the other holding an energy bev; head covered in foil, she folds herself into the tiny bathroom and maneuvers to rinse out the blue dye—

I gripped the counter harder. A haze of blue covered over everything in here, and a million and one futures swirled, wanting me to look. Even figures of Tair and me popped into the mix. I had to keep my mental walls strong, but the little bits seeping through told me plenty.

The group of us might have a future together. But was that a good thing?

“You’re sure you’re okay?” Cipher’s voice was doubtful.

People really loved asking me that. Although I probably stared into space more than was socially acceptable. I’d definitely been standing here a little too long already.

Oh well.

Secure in reality for a precious few seconds, I actually looked at the room. The RV had a narrow galley and a little seating area. Beanbag chairs sat in front of the massive gaming screen, and wires tangled everywhere, running from consoles to controllers, and circling empty bev containers and an impressive spread of snacks.

Dex had stayed planted in his beanbag, but Oliver, Mona, and Cipher stood hovering and not really sure what to do with me. I folded my arms. I had a serious bone to pick with them. “Where did you get all the chips? And where do I get them?”

“You came all the way here to talk about food,” Cipher said, getting more suspicious by the second.

“No. Not really.” But I hadn’t seen a single decent snack in this compound, and I didn’t want to lead with “hey, help me hack into this web thingy I saw in the future.”

“Just say it. Cipher’s cool. She’ll help if she can.” Mona’s long blonde hair spilled forward as she peered at me.

Mona leans into a mirror, running her hair though an iron. She sets the tool down to grab a bottle of spray, but the red light is still on when she sashays out of her room.

Jackpot. And by far the most convenient thing I’d seen in ages. “You left your hair iron on.”

Her brow creased for a sec. She frowned. Then she jumped. “Shit!”

The door slammed behind her before anyone could say anything. And as easy as that, I knew how to get rid of Oliver and give myself some breathing space. “She can handle the iron, but you probably want to go along for the walk.”

“Why?” Oliver tilted his head.

I lifted an eyebrow. “Because her roommate’s not there?”

He pursed his lips, thinking, and finally shrugged. “Good call.” He hustled out, calling after Mona.

Dex laughed, and I turned my attention to him.

“Trying to get me to leave?” He stood, sweeping back his long hair. “What do you got?”

Dex crouches next a man bound in plastic wire. “You’re going to talk.”; a younger version of him with shorter hair lies on a wrestling mat, shoulder to shoulder with Oliver and Knight—all three have exhausted circles under their eyes, but they share the same cold determination; he grins at someone across a chessboard, gaze predatory; he stands over a fresh grave with the choking smell of damp earth—

My nose wrinkled. I really didn’t want to get into it with him, so I told the honest truth. “It would make it easier for me if you stood outside, but I can’t make you do anything.”

“I’ll stand guard. And listen in.” He tossed his controller and then moved around us.

Eavesdropping was fine by me. I didn’t need privacy. Just a little peace. The door smacked closed behind him, leaving Cipher and me in awkward silence.

“So?” Cipher asked.

Getting right to it. At least she was talking to me. “Did Knight tell you what I found?”

“A web address. I was already planning on looking into it. You didn’t have to come all this way for that.”

“No, but it’s important.” And if it could tell us anything about what the Seligo were up to, we had to know.

“You got me here all alone. Just tell me. What’s really going on?” Cipher cracked her knuckles. I couldn’t tell if she was anxious or curious or just not sure what to do with me. Probably a mix of all three. I wished my powers would let me dig a little more, but then again, she wouldn’t like me going through her baggage.

This was one of those times I had to offer a bit of myself. I swallowed. “You heard about the guy I…” Killed? Destroyed? I wasn’t sure yet.

“Yeah.” Cipher’s shoulders hunched. She knew exactly what it felt like to slip, and her body count had been higher than mine last time I checked.

We really did have a lot in common.

“At first, I saw a future where he turned us in and Black Helixes crashed the compound.” I kept going when Cipher flinched. “That’s not happening anymore, but he definitely mentioned other girls…” His confession had been all garbled, but I knew this was something we had to follow up on. There was zero doubt in my mind. “If there’s any way, we need to find out what else he was up to.” On some other day, I might’ve been able to follow the trail myself, but even now, it didn’t matter how hard I tugged at the pages of the universe.

I got nothing.

Making this our only lead.

“What other girls?” Cipher asked.

I hugged my arms to my body. “Other Reds? That’s what I want to know.”

As her lip ring clicked between her teeth, the futures twisted. She might help. She might not. All I could do was wait for her decision.

Finally, she blew out a breath. “Now I want to know, too.”

“Really?” I bounced on my toes. I’d been expecting a fight. It really hadn’t occurred to me that she’d just help. Sometimes I forgot people did nice things.

“Really.” She glanced at her tech stuff and then shook her head. “But not here. We want to use the same unit he was using, or the encryption keys won’t match.”

“That would be terrible.” Whatever encryption keys were.

Cipher jammed a few gadgets into a backpack and I followed her outside where Dex leaned against the RV’s siding. “Good talk?” he asked.

“I’m going to look at a comp for her. Can you stay and guard the Griz?”

Dex’s gaze narrowed. “What about Knight?”

“What about him?” Cipher said. “I’m looking at a console. Not ordering a missile strike on the Seligo.” I didn’t need future visions to know that Knight wouldn’t like that line, but if Cipher was going to help…

This was one of those times I needed to keep my mouth shut.

Cipher pursed her lips. “But tell him where I went?”

“Got it.” The RV creaked as Dex moved up the steps. He flicked on an outside light, casting us in a yellowy glow. “Just don’t stay out too late.”

“Knock it off, Dex. I got along just fine for years before you came along.”

“Yeah, but life is so much better now that I’m here.”

Cipher gave a little snort. “Keep on telling yourself whatever makes you sleep better.” Cipher pulled her leather jacket tighter. “Where’s the unit?” Her brow creased. “And where are your shoes?”

“Over there.” I scrunched my toes in the grass and waved in the general direction of the barracks and my bunker. “And also over there.” At least I hoped the barracks were the right place. I hadn’t realized we’d need Tompkins’ console for this little adventure, but I’d seen him working at a personal comp, so I was guessing we should head to his bunk. “Just follow me.” It sounded confident enough coming out of my mouth.

Too bad I moved at the pace of slug in a salt mine, but with timeghosts crossing back and forth across the grass…

It was the best I could do.

I almost warned her not to help if I ended up tripping, but Cipher jammed her hands into her pockets before I could say anything. Better for both of us that way.

Hugging my sweater tighter against the night, I tried to stride confidently across the compound, but a shiver rippled down my back at the timeghostly shapes of bodies on the ground.

The worst part was that I doubted anything we did would take away the possibility of death. All the Ravens were always going to be in danger, whether here or at the next compound, or on the next mission…

Even though I knew the hard truth, it wasn’t a reason to stop fighting.

All I needed was the right info. Then we could all figure out how to save ourselves.
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Everyone was still at dinner when we made it to the barracks. Thanks to wave after wave of timeghostly info, I was pretty sure this was where we’d find Tompkins’ comp unit. But also thanks to wave after wave of timeghostly info, I wasn’t sure I could make it up the steps.

Ravens laugh on their way up; a girl trips, rolling down the grass below to clutch a bloodied nose, Black Helixes stalk upstairs with their weapons raised —

Sweat beaded on my aching forehead, and I gripped the railing. Tompkins lived in one of the upper containers. That was where we had to go, but…

Choking smoke; throngs of people running down the steps, laughing; gunfire popping off nearby; two Ravens huddled under the staircase, giggling and whispering sweet nothings; Ravens going up; Ravens jogging down; a girl weeping to herself on the bottom step, bathed in moonlight; distant screams echoing louder and louder—

“You coming?” Cipher already stood at the top landing.

I loosened my death grip on the rail and pulled myself up the first step. “Slowly but surely.”

With every step, the timeghosts got thicker until my world was a permanent blue haze. My chest heaved, and I squinted as hard as I could to keep my eyes on the steps because I definitely spotted a version of the future where I tripped and ended up at the bottom in a pool of blood.

I reached the top landing gasping. Cipher had her arms folded as she studied me. “Is it always this bad?”

“It is here.” I turned left and started walking, clutching at the walkway’s railing to keep myself stable. “His place is this way.”

I didn’t check to see if she followed. Instead, I concentrated on the past. I followed shades of Tompkins’ timeghosts. They mostly headed straight to the top corner of the complex, following the outer walkway that wrapped around the stacked and joined shipping crates. When one ghost strode through a door in the past, I pulled up short to keep from face-planting in the present.

The shipping container was divided into two tiny rooms. Tompkins’ door was locked.

With a print scanner. If it were a code, I might be able to find the passcode, but I couldn’t pull fingerprints from the past. I turned hopefully toward Cipher.

“Come on. I’ve been trying to be good here. Knight will be so pissed if he hears I’ve been breaking into stuff again.”

A helpful, near-solid future materialized in front of the door. Cipher presses a gadget to the scanning unit, cursing under her breath as little beeps sound. The door clicks.

I tried not to grin. She was totally going to do it. “It won’t even take you ten seconds.”

Cipher crossed her arms and her sleeves rode up, exposing her tattoos. “There’s no way you can know that for sure. We’re on the compound. There could be all kind of trips in the code.”

“I do know that for sure.” I craned my neck to look around her, checking down the hallway. I couldn’t tell if the footsteps in my ears were current or future, but as soon as dinner was out, everyone would be spinning into motion to get the compound broken down. No one had forbidden us from going in Tompkins’ room, but the longer we stood around, the more likely it was that someone would ask why we were being so suspicious. “I’ll take the blame if we get in trouble. You can say I blackmailed you.” If it came down to it, I would blackmail her. It would be playing dirty, but there were plenty of tidbits from her past I knew she wanted kept from Knight.

I was willing to go there if I had to. Although I hoped it wouldn’t get that far.

Thankfully, it didn’t.

She muttered under her breath as she swung her backpack around and pulled out the device I’d spied. A few seconds later, the lock clicked, and I was definitely grinning. Cipher was handy to have around.

When she stepped inside, the lights automatically glowed to life. Timeghosts of Tompkins flickered in and out like flipbook pages—there and then gone, faster than I could make out. Mouth suddenly dry, I hesitated at the doorframe.

This was going to hurt in every way possible. I took a step straight into the swamp of Tompkins’ past.

He lounges on the bed; hunches in front of a comp display; laughs with other Ravens; squints at a tablet screen, itches a bug bite; sweat drips onto the steel floor as he counts out push-ups; he rocks back and forth on his cot, eyes scrunched closed…

“Quanta?” Cipher had moved past me, heading for the desk. I closed the door and tugged my sweater tight around myself as goose bumps pebbled my arms.

The space hadn’t changed much since Tompkins moved in. Just a cot, a desk, and a locker. Everything metal except the white bed sheets.

The more I looked…

All the timeghosts showing him had the faded look of the past. None of the sketchy blue tones of possible futures.

After Cipher and I left, someone would come with a box to empty out the locker.

Because Tompkins wasn’t coming back.

Ever.

My heart clenched. I grabbed the bed frame before my knees gave out.

“You okay?” Cipher’s boots clicked on the steel floor as she moved closer.

“Fine.” My voice came out breathy. I couldn’t deal with the guilt now. Later, there’d be time. Right now, we had to get whatever info we could. “We need to hurry.”

I wasn’t sure how much of Tompkins’ lost future I could handle right now.


Chapter Eight
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The results couldn’t be right. It wasn’t possible.

I ran them again. And again. Each time, the data told the same story.

Quanta was destabilizing.

A ragged breath escaped me as I collapsed onto a stool. I slipped off my glasses to rub my forehead. A notification popped up on the closest screen, but I likely already knew the contents, and I tuned out the pinging sound.

The Red Helix marked unstable DNA, and more power meant greater instability. Less control. And more chance of losing that control permanently.

Genetics had grown exponentially since the Seligo were created, but the science had never been exact. There were too many factors in the equation. Eye color could be programmed, intelligence could be raised, but every tweak changed something else downstream. Reds had superhuman abilities, but the smallest change knocked them out of balance. A change in environment. Exposure to new stressors.

History was peppered with examples of Reds who’d lost the battle against their own powers. They caused large-scale death and destruction. It had been decades since the last incident, but only because the Seligo killed most of the girls at birth.

Now Quanta… After all she’d survived…

Despair clenched my chest. Air hardly flowed into my lungs.

Her slipping control was just a symptom of the changes happening in her body. Gradual deterioration that would end in…

Another notification pinged on-screen. I ignored it, slumping until my elbows rested on my knees. We could develop serums to help stabilize her. All I had to do was keep her safe and secure until we figured out what was pushing her toward the edge.

Her condition wasn’t a death sentence. Not yet.

The notification pinged again, and I finally swiped at the screen. “What?”

“Um.” A girl’s face popped up. “Altair?”

“What do you need, Sam?” I’d expected Eva directly—not her com commander.

“Just wondering why Quanta and Cipher broke into the barracks.”

“They—” I snapped. “What?”

“You didn’t know?” Sam peered at me through the screen.

“Have you told Eva?” I jammed on my glasses as I headed for the door.

“Not yet, but…”

I turned back to the screen. Sam clutched her hands to her chin, transmitting guilt like a beacon. “What did you do?”

“I already messaged Knight.”

If he found Cipher and Quanta together, he’d ask questions second.

I sprinted out of the lab.

I had to get to them first.


Chapter Nine
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QUANTA

While I reeled and tried to keep breathing through the ghosts of Tompkins’ past, Cipher set up her gadgets at his desk. “You sure you’re fine?”

“Can I just give you the address?” I needed to focus, and the ocean of guilt wasn’t helping.

Cipher opened a blank screen for me. “Put it here.”

I shuffled over to the keyboard that projected onto the metal desk. Touching the letters one by one, I carefully typed out the address.

Cipher drummed her fingers on her leg. “Didn’t you say we had to hurry?”

“Never learned to type.” Plus at least five hundred ghostly versions of the same keys layered on top of the present. I had to squint through them all to hit the right letters. When the address was all there, I stepped back and drew my arms back into my sleeves. “There.”

She let out a deep breath and scooted the stool up before cracking her knuckles. “If this goes to shit—”

“I’ll tell you before it gets that far.” Probably. If I could see the future before it slapped me in the face. My focus wasn’t the greatest today.

“Just to be safe…” She hit a key, and the screen went black. Then her fingers started to fly across the keyboard.

“What are you doing?”

“Making sure we don’t get caught.”

Good idea. I still wanted to know what she was doing, but then again, I probably wouldn’t understand the explanation. Cipher could do her safety routine. I had my own.

I focused on hazy futures, looking for any signs that we were about to get ambushed—either by Eva’s people or Green Helixes teching around somewhere on the other side of the world. The future was still chaos. No specifics. Just a general sense of danger coming at us from every direction.

So not helpful.

Cipher paused on a login screen. “What’s the password?”

“Dunno.” I hadn’t seen it in the original glimpse of Tompkins, and when I tried to look at the monitor now, thousands of past screens bled together in a glowing blob. “Can’t you…” I wiggled my fingers, mimicking her superfast typing hands.

“Seriously?” She shot me a glare. “You think it’s that easy?”

I got the attitude, but I could give it right back to her. “You think it’s that easy to dig it out of the past?”

“Are we in some sort of pissing contest now?”

I lifted my hands before she could get zappy. “Race you? You try to hack it. I’ll try to find it. Loser treats the winner to soggy dining hall pizza?”

“Worst prize ever.” Cipher sighed as she put her hands to the keyboard. “But go for it.”

I couldn’t help smiling. Cipher was way more marshmallowy than I’d imagined her. The tattoos and piercings and hard edges were supposed to keep people away, but as much as she put up the front that she was this lone wolf girl, Cipher was always going to help a fellow Red in need.

And I was super in need.

Her fingers flew, and I tuned out, trying to pick up any hint I could find in the past. A password. Maybe a whispered conversation. His lucky numbers. I’d take whatever I could get.

But the more I looked, the more the bluish shapes lumped together. All the tracing-paper layers of the past merged until I could see Tompkins everywhere, but nothing specific. For every obviously useless timeghost I managed to banish, a few more fuzzed into its place.

My head ached, and I wobbled a little, starting to get dizzy in the flurry of images. I had to keep trying. Had Tompkins told the Seligo where we were? Was Nagi already on the way to attack? And he’d slipped that little tidbit about “other girls”… If he meant other Red Helixes, we had to know who and where, because they were definitely in danger, too.

“Got it.” Cipher’s words sucked me back to the present.

I blinked through leftover timeghosts, trying to focus on the screen. It was white. And blank. “What is it?”

“An FTP.”

“Which is…?”

“Nothing much.” She let out a frustrated breath. “A place to exchange files.”

“So shouldn’t there be files?” I balled my fists in the sleeves of my sweater. I’d seen Tompkins typing into this screen. Definitely. If he’d been in contact with the Seligo, he’d been contacting them from right here.

Cipher did some clicking. “Anything that was uploaded was deleted.”

“That can’t be it.” My shoulders knotted. Maybe I’d been following a bad lead all along, but I wanted to see it through to the end. Otherwise, I’d keep worrying that avoiding one disaster had set us up for a different one.

“Maybe not.” Cipher cracked her knuckles again. “I can check the local logs. There might be a file history.”

“Anything’s worth a try.” Local logs. Local twigs. Local branches. I didn’t care what she shook as long as we figured out who Tompkins was talking to and what he’d already ratted out about us and the compound.

I tried not to hover while Cipher worked. Her eyes glazed as she stared at the screen and typed at crazy speeds. I paced behind her, doing my best to concentrate on the futures that spun out from here. People had definitely seen us coming into the barracks, and it might not get back to Eva right away, but it was only a matter of time before Tair and Knight started looking for us.

Not that we weren’t allowed to be here. Eva would’ve given us access if we’d gone the long way and asked her about it. But Knight…

My control wasn’t certified rock solid, and I doubted he’d like finding me this close to Cipher without supervision. But really. If powers accidentally slipped, it was clear who had the edge as long as we were holed up in a big metal box.

“The security’s legit,” Cipher said. “Logs were encrypted, but not cleared.”

A thrill of hope shot through me. “That’s good?”

She chewed at her lip ring as she worked, ignoring me. Finally she pushed her chair back. “There was a file uploaded to him ten hours ago.”

The file name was a long string of numbers and letters that meant zip to me. “So…?”

“Hold on.” Cipher’s fingers flew again, and I bounced on my toes behind her, hoping she could whip us up a miracle. “There. Salvaged it.”

My heart thumped as the file opened.

Item by item, a list generated. Names and photos.

“It’s a list of all the Reds at large.” Cipher scrolled down. Her voice tightened. “I’ve seen the names before, but now there’s a shit-ton of new data on all of us…”

My stomach churned. “He didn’t send it to anyone else?”

“Not that I can see.” Her shoulders scrunched as she leaned in. “The text note says he’s supposed to flag which Reds are Shadow Ravens and send current or last known locations, if he knows them.” She froze on her own entry—a pic of her younger self with no tattoos and her hair its natural strawberry blonde. “Why not update my photo? Assholes.”

“That must be part of the test Tompkins was rambling about.” It looked like the Seligo had sent only sort of accurate info. Tompkins could’ve easily proved he was serious—and had the info they wanted—just by sending a few pics of Cipher and me on the compound. Then he could’ve negotiated whatever prizes he wanted. “So he was innocent.”

The edges of my vision fuzzed. Had I ended a life based on something that was never going to happen?

“Innocent? Are you fucking kidding me?” Cipher waved at the screen. “He had access to a Seligo FTP site, and he logged into it on the compound. That was plenty betrayal to get us all killed. And maybe the bastard didn’t send the file, but guess whose location coordinates he updated?”

My breath came back as I stared down the list. The updated latitudes and longitudes next to Cipher and Quanta did wonders for the guilt that had started creeping in. Tompkins hadn’t returned the file yet, but why write down coordinates at all if he didn’t plan on going through with it?

And Cipher was right. He could’ve screwed us all over just by getting sloppy. “Can we pull anything else useful from the file?”

She clicked around. “I’m positive he didn’t upload anything. The only thing he downloaded was a video.”

“A video of what?” It had to be something good or he wouldn’t have bothered.

“Here.” She pulled up the video and hit play.

It looked like a security cam feed, and the camera was mounted high above a skate park. Kids laughed, and their rolling boards made a constant background roar. The footage zoomed in on a dark-haired girl who stood just past the biggest bowl in the ground. She looked the same as everyone else—wearing a baggy T-shirt and jeans—but I was guessing she was a Red Helix, or she wouldn’t be on camera.

Goons in black body armor crashed the play day. The skate park kids scattered. The girl tried to run, too, and a wave of energy blurred the air around her, but tasers buzzed to life before her powers kicked in. She fell limp to the concrete.

As my gut clenched, the men dragged a second girl into the frame. She was a tall blonde, but the camera started panning before I could see much more than the smudge of blood growing at her temple.

Another group of people strode into the frame, and every hair on my body rose. A crowd of hulking Black Helixes moved in formation around whoever they were guarding.

The video cut to black before I could get more than the vaguest impression of a girl in a dress. “Can you pull up the last frame?” But something about that figure…

I rubbed my eyes. It had to be timeghosts blurring over the comp.

“Here.” Cipher queued the vid up again and advanced it frame by frame until. “Why? What’s—”

She froze.

A figure stood at the edge of the frame. A broad hat covered most of the girl’s face, but even with the camera so far away I could see enough to dry my throat to chalk. “This isn’t my imagination, right?”

It was my face. From the slope of the nose to the cheekbones.

Everything.

“Is that you?” Cipher’s gaze flicked between the screen and me. “When was this?”

I swallowed once. Twice. My voice still wouldn’t come out right. “That’s not me.”

I’d spent ten years underground. No one had ever let me visit a skate park. I’d never owned a hat.

That wasn’t me.

“You want to explain?”

“A clone.” My stomach bottomed out, and shock brought me fully into the present.

Cipher whirled. “Of you? With your powers?”

“Of me.” The information sank in slowly as I stared at the screen. Tair and I had destroyed them, unplugging their life support before we blew up Nagi’s lab and escaped.

We hadn’t missed any.

Could one have survived? Or had there been more all along? Horror rolled inside me.

The video was grainy zoomed in, but the more I looked… The clone was smiling.

Somehow, Nagi had gotten what he always wanted. Me, but actually cooperative. And if this clone could do what I could do…

Little white points that had nothing to do with timeghosts fuzzed in front of my eyes. My knees collapsed as I gasped for breaths that didn’t want to come.

“Hey.” Cipher knelt next to me, reaching out. “Are you o—”

The door burst open. Tair and Knight bottlenecked at the entrance, and it was a toss-up who was more furious. Knight’s eyes blazed at the sight of Cipher’s outstretched hand, and Tair’s jaw clenched as he found me gasping on the floor.

Defuse. I had to defuse this, but my brain was stuck on the clone.

I tried to send Tair a mental message. I’m okay.

Before I could tell if Tair was receiving, Cipher shifted. “We’re fine. She’s—”

Her fingers touched my arm.

Timeghosts exploded, flowing from my mind to hers before I could choke them off. She gasped, and blinding blue-white lightning exploded with a crack of thunder.

Knight dove for her, but I was the one flying.

And something smelled singed.

Then pain flashed, and blackness crushed in before I could see if I was going to survive.


Chapter Ten
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Lightning knocked Quanta flying across the room. My heart stopped.

Marquez dove at the same time as me. He grabbed Cipher, cutting off the flow of voltage, but I was too far away to get to Quanta.

She crashed, her back smashing into the locker. The metal screamed louder than Cipher’s lightning.

I was too late.

Quanta’s head lolled as she slumped to the ground.

Momentum took me the rest of the way to her. I skidded, scrabbled onto my knees, and scooped her up. Her body was limp in my arms.

My hands trembled, but I couldn’t seem to take action.

Shock. I’m going into shock.

Too late I remembered I shouldn’t move her. If her spine were injured…

But as I held onto her, numb, no other thoughts came to me. Just facts.

Her complexion had paled, too white. None of its usual golden undertones. The fabric of her sweater was singed, and a hint of charred flesh twisted in my nostrils.

But her chest moved. Breathing.

She was breathing.

“Orpheus.” Marquez leaned in. “Is she…?”

“She’s okay, right?” Cipher’s voice quavered.

“I don’t know.” I had to get her to Eva. To someone. Somewhere.

Fast.

I started moving, but Quanta moaned.

“Quanta?” I tried not to shake her. To hold her stable.

“Ow.” She gripped her upper arm, but her eyes didn’t open all the way.

Relief burst over me. She could speak. She could move.

My mind finally started tracking again, though my hands still shook. She needed medical attention, and I needed to stop standing around, helpless. “How hurt are you?”

“Arm.” Quanta’s face scrunched, but she opened her eyes a bit more. “Looked worse than it was.”

“I didn’t mean…” Cipher gripped Marquez’s arm.

Marquez hugged her tight to his side. “What the hell is going on here?”

“It was my fault,” Quanta said. “She did the right thing.”

“The right—” Cipher’s voice choked off.

I had questions for all of them. How could aggressive electrocution be the right thing?

But it wasn’t the time. I gently tilted Quanta to check her arm. An angry burn was reddening underneath the charred hole in her sleeve. “We’re going to medical. Now.”

“Let’s do that.” Quanta drooped against me. Her voice was weak.

Adrenaline spiked through the last of my numbness. I kept my questions to myself as I hurried out of the barracks. The Ravens in the hallways jumped out of my way.

Trying not to jostle her, I dashed across the lawn. The medical offices were close. Just at the front of the mazelike main complex.

An attendant hopped to attention as soon as I shouldered through the door. “She’s been electrocuted.”

“And thrown across a room.” Quanta’s voice was still rough, but a bit of humor rang in her tone. “Don’t forget that part.”

“As if I could.” I eased her onto the closest exam table. I wouldn’t be forgetting that image anytime soon.

“It was my fault.” Quanta’s features tightened, all traces of good humor draining away. “If Cipher hadn’t defended herself, I would’ve killed her.”

I rested my hand on her temple, trying to transmit calm reassurance, but my chest ached. I had to tell her the truth. “You’re…” Destabilizing. The word stuck in my throat. How I wanted to spare her from this.

“I’m a time bomb.” She covered my hand and gave it a squeeze. “I know. I saw what’s coming.”

And she was trying to reassure me about it? I studied her features. Was her courage real, or was she hiding her fear? Hollows darkened underneath her eyes, and she tilted her head away from her injured arm. If anything, she looked too exhausted to feel afraid right now.

The med tech pushed a cart of supplies to Quanta’s table. “If you’ll step back, I’ll examine the patient.”

Before I could waver, Quanta clutched my hand tighter. “You can’t. Tair will bandage me.”

The woman drew herself up. “My policy—”

“My policy is to not kill people. I don’t want to hurt you.” Quanta’s voice quavered. “Please.”

The flash of Quanta’s vulnerability shot a pang through my heart. I tucked back her hair and then moved to roll the cart away from the floored med tech. “I’ll handle it. You can report to Eva.”

“I’m following Lady Eva’s protocols.” The woman stood her ground. “If you’d just let me—”

“Go away.” Quanta shut her eyes. “Unless you want me spouting off your life story. Your brother was a piece of work, huh? He—”

“I’ll leave!” The woman jumped back from the table. She avoided Quanta’s gaze to find mine. “But I’ll be outside if you need anything.”

When the door shut behind her, Quanta opened her eyes, where tears and bitterness pooled. I wanted to wrap her in comfort, but the tension in her body suggested she wouldn’t take well to being smothered right now. She practically projected guilt. I knew she didn’t like threatening others with the past, but when she was already suffering this much, who could blame her?

Wanting to tend to the injury before anything else, I picked a set of scissors from the tray. “I’ll have to cut off your sleeve.”

“Figured.” She wiped her eyes with her good sleeve and then stuck out the injured arm.

I sheared through the sweater as gently as possible. “Did you and Cipher manage to access the site?”

“We did.” Quanta winced, and I knew the gesture wasn’t related to her arm. She dabbed at her eyes again. “Kind of wish we hadn’t.”

“How long before the compound’s attacked?” My thoughts accelerated. Losing my lab now would be devastating. Eva and I needed to be working on a fix for Quanta’s condition. But if the Seligo were on the way…

We had no choice.

“That’s not the biggest problem.” Quanta toyed with her sweater.

My getaway plans evaporated at the hitch in her voice. “What is?”

The hum of fluorescent lights filled the silence. I tried to be patient, but worry wound increasingly tight around my ribs.

“There was a video…” Her gaze shifted out of focus, seeing elsewhere. For a moment, she looked lost, and I unconsciously reached for her. Then she focused again, facing me with grim determination. “One of my clones is alive.”

The scissors froze.

“I don’t know if it survived, or if Nagi had another lab all along, or…” Quanta bumped the back of her head against the table while I attempted to process the news.

Jesus. I set down the scissors and drew in a breath. “What else did you see?”

“Not enough.”

“Tell me. Everything.” I stayed frozen as Quanta walked me through the details. There was only so much we could learn from a frame or two of video. In a worst-case scenario, I’d assume the clone functioned at or above Quanta’s level before the destabilization had started.

Doctor Nagi would have it hooked up to thought projection to mine glimpses of the past and future and advance his own agenda. Exactly what he’d done to Quanta, with one critical difference. Quanta had fought him every step of the way.

If the clone cooperated?

The Seligo would locate the compound, and we’d all be found, sooner or later. Quanta was struggling now, but at full health and focus, she’d been a force to be reckoned with. She’d been able to take a lead and chase it through time until she found what she was looking for.

We had to eliminate the clone. Now.

The only question was how.

As plans and contingencies expanded and developed in my mind, I started working again. Both of us stayed lost in thought as I worked on treating Quanta’s wound. That was one positive. The burn spider-webbed her upper arm, but it wasn’t as serious as it might’ve been, given Cipher’s power. After cleansing, I coated it with a synthetic skin gel and added a bandage. It would heal, likely without much scarring.

It was our situation that was beyond repair.

Quanta itched the edge of the bandage. “We should talk to Eva.”

“Agreed.” But Marquez would already—

A message pinged my com. I tilted my wrist and tried not to groan at the subject line. “We’ll talk sooner than later. She’s called a briefing. All available agents.”

A noise of disgust rumbled from the back of Quanta’s throat. “That’s not ending well.”

I’d half a mind to skip it so Quanta could rest, but we needed to know what Eva was planning. “Are you up to it? Do you need pain meds?”

“No meds.” She straightened and eased herself to the floor. “My focus is already a disaster.”

If she’d wobbled, I would’ve reached out immediately, but Quanta stood firmly. Determined. I attempted to shake off the cloud of dread hanging over my thoughts. We had no choice but to deal with the situation, and that was what we’d do. “One millisecond at a time.”

Quanta smiled. “I can manage that. Probably.”

“You can.” I grabbed a blanket from a nearby shelf of supplies and wrapped it around her shoulders, covering the bandage and shorn-off sleeve.

She stuck close as we headed for the briefing room. Her pulse showed as elevated on my watch readout, but she breathed deeply and deliberately, trying to maintain focus.

We were last to arrive at the packed room. Someone had thoughtfully left two empty chairs in a space near the doorway. I eased Quanta into a seat. While she gasped and her eyes darted—seeing across time—I scanned the gathered agents.

Eva stood at the front near a display, but there was no video queued. Yet.

Marquez stood at her side, face a mask. Cipher had tucked herself into a chair in the front corner of the room and wasn’t doing as well hiding her emotions. She chewed at her lip ring, posture hunched with guilt as she took in Quanta.

I turned my attention to Eva, giving Quanta a few more moments to acclimate. “Is there a need for this crowd?”

A few grumbles sounded, but Eva lifted a hand, silencing the complaints. “Welcome, Altair. Quanta. We can begin now that you’ve arrived.”

I settled in next to Quanta—her delta waves spiked into the red until I took her hand. Are you sure you’re up for this? I could report back to you.

No. Quanta’s eyes snapped back into focus. It’s my problem to fix.

Our problem. We’ll fix it together. I wished she’d rely on me for that much.

She let out a breath, and her fingers relaxed in my grip. Thank you. I can’t do this without you.

My chest expanded. You don’t have to.

Quanta looked so vulnerable wrapped in her blanket and gazing up at me. I’d keep her as safe as I could.

I just wished the threats would stop multiplying.


Chapter Eleven
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QUANTA

I held on to Tair to keep the timeghosts from choking me while sweat matted my hair to my neck. Without his help, I would’ve been lost. My head ached, my arm burned, and I was so exhausted I could barely sit up straight, let alone keep focused on what was in front of me.

But the briefing was important, and it wasn’t like I’d be resting easy if I skipped it. With the clone on the loose, I wasn’t going to be resting at all.

“If we’re all ready to begin?” Eva’s polite tone drew every eye to the front of the room. “Quanta and Cipher have uncovered a situation.” Eva waved to the wall, and a projection flickered on—a wobbly security cam feed.

I swallowed. I’d seen enough of the vid, so instead of rewatching the film, I watched the other Ravens reacting to it. They leaned forward, drinking in the details as the two girls got dragged off.

And now that I actually looked around the room…

The Ravens were young. Not genetically modified to look young. Actually young. Other than Eva, nobody looked older than thirty. A few faces still had teenage acne.

I’d been gone for ten years, but other than our lady leader, I hadn’t seen a single face I remembered from back in the day.

Where was DeLuna? Or Oska? Or the other Reds I’d followed over the years?

I’d been a bit too wrapped up in myself to ask, and now that I was thinking of it, I didn’t dare check the past for the people I remembered. I didn’t want confirmation of the worst.

The Ravens were always losing people, and if Eva’s teams went after Clone Quanta, we’d all be losing more of our friends.

Tair nudged my shoulder, and I shuddered back to the present. Eva was looking at me. So was everyone else. “I missed a question?”

“I was hoping you could share any intel you’ve amassed on the clone.”

The clone? Try clones. Although I was still crossing my fingers and toes the one in the video was the only survivor. Hinting there were more would be opening an industrial-size vat of worms when we didn’t know anything for sure yet. “Nagi had a lab full of them, but Tair and I thought we destroyed them all…” Just remembering it made my stomach heave.

“We destroyed the entire lab.” Tair nodded. “But all the clones we saw were dependent on life support systems. Doctor Nagi hadn’t achieved a true copy.”

The tubes and tanks of goo…

I pulled Tair closer, and he wrapped a comforting arm around me.

Eva rested a hand on her forehead. “I’m amazed he managed to clone a Red with your power profile.”

So was I, even now. I’d only figured one plus point in all of it. “At least I’m the source. The clone can’t be any more stable than I am, right?” I didn’t spell it out for the crowd, but Tair tensed. At least three of us knew exactly how stable I was these days.

“That’s likely,” Eva said. “The question now is whether we should mount a rescue mission or a target elimination.”

I hesitated.

Eva had left the screen paused on Clone Quanta in her floppy hat, just barely on the camera. She was a person.

She was me. How much of me, I didn’t know.

But that smile on her face…

Shivers rolled down my spine. I’d had a childhood and a few solid goals to keep Nagi’s system from breaking me. This other version of me… Being born and raised in a lab meant she had no reason not to tell the Seligo whatever they wanted.

It was too much power. Probably for me, but definitely for her. And if she could rewind time, too…

Way, way too much power.

But I still wasn’t sure I could kill her. “We have to get her out.” I didn’t know whether that meant freed or dead yet, but letting her stay with the Seligo wasn’t an option.

“I’m prioritizing the compound relocation,” Eva said, “but as soon as we have the new sites secured, we’ll have all teams focused on finding the clone.”

Her tone sounded like she was about to let us go, even though we’d only been here a few minutes.

Or maybe I’d tuned out for longer than I thought?

I sat up in my chair, ready to get out as soon as possible. Even with Tair’s touch keeping me present, the room’s crowded energy made sweat prickle between my shoulder blades.

But we weren’t done yet.

A blonde girl raised her hand. “Can’t she just tell us where the clone is?” The girl turned to look at me. “Can’t you? I mean, isn’t that why you’re dangerous? You can see everything?”

How did I begin to explain?

It would be easier to show her—and everyone else for that matter. If I volunteered for a holo session, I could show them the mess in my head and answer all their questions at once.

And then hopefully be done with the Q&A for good.

But did I dare?

I’d already slipped once today. I couldn’t think of anything worse than losing it again in a room packed with the only people on the planet who might possibly have my back. I fiddled with the edge of my blanket. “Hypothetically…”

“Yes?” Eva asked.

“Would it be safe for me to project some holos in here?” I offered it up, figuring she’d shoot me down if the idea was crazy dangerous.

Tair tensed. I got that he was worried, but the more I thought about it, the more I was positive having him at my side would keep my timeghosts from spilling into anyone else.

I just wanted the Ravens to understand. They had to know what they were up against with me and now the clone. What I could do for them and what I couldn’t.

And maybe most importantly, they needed to know what the clone might be doing for the Seligo. I wanted them to hear all of it before they put their lives on the line.

“Based on your latest readings…” Eva stilled in thought. Finally, she inclined her head. “I’m confident you’re well enough to run a projection, as long as you feel up to it.”

“I am.” Even after a hell of a long day, I wanted to do this. It was possibly the only thing that could make me feel better, even if it ended up making me feel physically worse. I just wanted to put my cards on the table.

“Agent Marquez?” Eva turned to Knight. “Can you establish a projection link in here?”

“Yes, ma’am. Just need to grab a unit. Give me a few minutes.” Knight cut through the crowd, which was whispering like crazy.

“You don’t have to do this.” Tair vibrated with tension, clearly unhappy. “Not now or ever.”

“I know I don’t. I still want to.”

“The risk—”

“There’s no risk. I won’t hurt anyone with you here.”

“The risk to you.” He squeezed my hand, and my stomach fluttered with a little bit of happiness that he cared and a little bit of guilt, because I was still going through with it.

“It’s important to me.”

Tair settled into a stony silence. I promised myself I’d apologize later.

Knight finally popped back in, holding a clunky wired headset. He handed the gear to Tair instead of me, which was definitely a good idea, but I couldn’t help scowling at the hardware.

“This works?” The Seligo had more faults than I could begin to count, but their tech toys were top notch. This thing looked like a kid’s science project from a century ago.

“I had to make some mods to use it outside the holo room,” Knight said. “It’ll function.”

“Grand.” I took the thing from Tair and started hooking the sensors into place. My pulse kicked up, and it was hard to move the little wires around when my hands were shaking, but I was the one who’d volunteered for this.

“Let me.” Tair took over, and his hands were gentle, even if he didn’t look pleased with my decision.

When I was all hooked in, I took a deep breath. For once, I wanted everyone to see what I saw. “I’m ready.”

Eva nodded to Knight. “Proceed.”

A mechanical hum started up as the tech kicked on.

Tair’s lips pressed together in a firm line. I gently pulled away from him. “You have to let go for a sec.” I could still see and project the timeghosts regardless, but his touch gave the illusion of a control I didn’t have right now. I wanted the Ravens to see the whole shebang.

“I’ll be right here.” He let go.

As soon as I was on my own, the timeghosts teemed. The Ravens’ whispers silenced, and I saw more than one jaw drop before I lost sight of the present.

Each ghost materialized as a blue-tinted hologram. The room was too crowded to do them justice—they layered over people and chairs and walls, too thick to make out—but I wasn’t trying to show anything specific. Just the general chaos in my head.

Figures flickered in and out so fast the ambient light strobed and the projection equipment sounded like a jet taking off. Some were disembodied faces; others fleshed out into whole scenes with furniture and walls and groups of people interacting. They ran the gambit. Some histories and futures of the room itself, some from the Ravens in the crowd, and a disproportionate amount of ghostly Tairs. I was sure no one else could tell them apart, though. “What do you want to know?”

“Quanta…” Eva’s hushed voice carried through the room. “This is…”

“Not what you remember, right?” I didn’t remember much of my childhood, but I knew for a fact that my powers had exploded since I got kidnapped away from Eva. Ten years was a long time, especially for a Red Helix. “Anyone? Questions?”

Knight cleared his throat. “Are you positive the compound is safe until we finish relocation?”

Positive was a bit strong, but it was worth double-checking. I fixated on the question, flexing my mental muscles to filter out the nonrelated ghosts as best I could. They didn’t totally disappear, but I managed to shoo away enough that most of the holos were nighttime pictures of the compound and its shipping container buildings. I strained forward in my chair, trying to narrow them down.

Gasps sounded as a holographic helicopter crashed into the main complex, but it looked ten times hazier in my mind than it did onscreen. The machines never picked up the different shades and line thicknesses that gave me hints on probability.

The volume of muttering dialed up as I flicked through the pages of possibility—some gunfire here, a flash of Cipher’s blue lightning there, but all of it was too tissue-papery to worry me. “We’re good for now.”

“But…” The girl who’d spoken before waved at all the images that contradicted me.

“Everything’s possible. That doesn’t mean it’s likely.”

“What of the clone?” Eva asked.

Her words changed the flow of timeghosts. A face that looked like mine blinked in and out, filling the room with hazy alternate versions of me.

But I could only hold the images for a second before they evaporated. Even while they lasted, the timeghosts were too blurred and chaotic to tell where the clone was or what she was doing. I strained until the meat between my temples pounded like a taiko drum, but I couldn’t get a single image of the clone to stick around.

The projection equipment whirred louder and louder.

I kept straining. I needed answers.

Where was she hiding? How did we get to her?

“It’s going to—” Knight began.

The electric hum died in a cloud of choking ozone, and the power cut off, plunging the room into darkness. The holos disappeared, but the timeghosts kept up the same dance in my head. They pulsed and flickered until Tair found my shoulders. “Quanta?”

“I’m fine.” I tugged at the headset, wanting it off.

“Here.” Tair kept one hand on my shoulder and used the other to gently remove the electrodes. By the time backup power kicked on, he’d untangled me.

I flinched as the lights came on. My head gave an answering throb. When I could finally squint through the light, I found Eva staring.

I flinched again.

She looked straight at me, giving the science stare I hated more than anything—like she wanted to cut the answers out of me. She must’ve noticed my reaction because she snapped right back to her cool professionalism. “Are you hurt?”

“No biggie.” Just the full-body aches, but in the grand scheme of holo sessions, I’d had worse experiences. I craned my neck to find the girl who’d spoken up earlier. “Does that answer your question?”

She hunched a little at being called out, but her cheeks reddened with determination. “That doesn’t tell us anything. It’s worse than knowing nothing.”

A crazy laugh slipped from my throat. “Exactly.” I wanted to pat her on the head. “I can see the past and future, but it’s chaos on a good day, and the stuff about me is twice as hard to nail down. When it comes to my clone…”

Tair’s arm looped back around my shoulder. His caramel-colored eyes warmed with support, and I remembered to breathe before continuing. “What if her control is better than mine? We already have evidence she’s helping the Seligo hunt down Reds.” And at some point, she’d definitely come after Eva and me and all of us.

We had to find her before that happened.

I’d dig and dig and dig until I found—

A wave of dizziness crashed over me. I would’ve fallen off my chair, but Tair reacted first, bracing my shoulders.

“We’re done here.” He knocked back his chair.

Eva lifted her hands, urging him to sit back down. “We’ve much to discuss, Alt—”

“Not tonight.” Tair cut her dead. “She can’t take any more.”

My head hadn’t stopped spinning. After lab tests and projections and being nearly electrocuted…

I was done.

Tair steadied me while Eva scanned me up and down, but if I looked anywhere near as awful as I felt, we were about to get a hall pass. “Very well. Report to me in the morning, and we’ll secure your transport to the next location.”

Tair led me out. When we made it a few steps down the hall, I finally felt like I could breathe. “Let’s not do that again.”

“No argument from me.”

I kept a tight hold on him as we headed through the maze of corridors. At this point, getting overwhelmed with timeghosts would probably put me on the floor. I just wanted to be quiet and not worry about what was coming in ten minutes or tomorrow or next year, or what havoc my doppelgänger was wreaking where I couldn’t see her. But I couldn’t not worry.

Outside, I kicked through the dew, regretting my no-shoes decision. As soon as I shivered, Tair tugged my hand, pulling us both up short. “I’d like to carry you.”

“I’d like to be carried.” Love it, actually.

Tair scooped me up like it was nothing, one arm behind my shoulders, the other behind my knees. I was leaning my head against his chest before I could think twice.

I closed my eyes. His even steps lulled me into a deep calm.

He was like magic. All the madness faded away when he held me. I’d never known what quiet was until I met Tair. The thought of going back to before…

I gripped his T-shirt.

Never. I couldn’t go it alone anymore.

“Almost there.” His voice was as steady and reassuring as the rest of him.

When we finally made it to my bunker, Tair gently shifted my weight to get at the print scanner. I’d been out of it when he’d brought me home earlier, but I smiled. “Two times in one day. I’ll forget how to walk.”

“I hope not.” Tair stepped around the clutter of papers to set me on the bed. “Not that I mind. Let’s just try to have a smoother day tomorrow.”

“I’ll try…” But we both knew how that went.

The bed frame squeaked with my weight. With his free hand, Tair propped me up with pillows and shifted the blanket to cover me. He didn’t let go for a second. He ended up sitting at the edge of the mattress, still gripping my hand.

I could’ve drifted off right then, but something about Tair’s posture…

I leaned to get a better look at his face. He stared into space, and his brows furrowed behind his frames. Not for the first time, I remembered how differently he and I saw the world. I was about to pass out while he stayed up agonizing over something that was probably my fault.

“Hey.” I pulled his hand to my chest. “Why so slouchy?”

He straightened right back to ninety degrees. “I wasn’t slouching.”

I bit my lip. I probably shouldn’t poke fun at him while I was trying to be comforting, but I liked the rare moments when all his manners and breeding slipped away. “I meant the mental slouch. You’ll bore a hole in my bunker if you keep staring at the wall like that.”

Tair let out a heavy breath. “We need to make some decisions.”

“I know.” I tugged his hand for emphasis. “We. That’s what you keep saying, right? You’re not allowed to get all glum on your own.” If anything, I should be staring miserably into space. I just wasn’t because I had Tair to lean on. I hoped one of these days I’d be strong enough that he could lean on me, too.

“I’m pensive. Not glum.”

I scoffed and reached to poke the worried ridges between his eyebrows. “That is glum. You’ll give yourself wrinkles.” Although… I poked the spot again and then touched my own forehead.

His skin felt springier than mine did. With his top-shelf genes, he’d probably never crease. Next time I had the clarity to peek at the distant future, I’d have to find some images of the two of us together. I’d probably look like a raisin while he looked twenty-something forever.

Tair’s soft laugh drew me back to him. “Your face…!” His eyes lit up.

That was the expression I loved. All glowing and unbuttoned.

I was leaning into him before I remembered we were supposed to be taking it slow, and by then it was already too late.

Our lips touched. Soft. His kiss was gentle, but totally overwhelming in the best way. Energy and life zinged through me as he pulled me into his arms.

I gripped his shoulders. Breathed him in. All the worries and doubts and dangers faded to nothing. My world was all Tair.

His heat. His breath. His soft and lingering touch.

I was fluttering.

The gentle kiss kept going until I was sure I’d melted away to nothing.

Eventually Tair eased me back to my pillow, lying beside me as he smoothed his fingers through my hair. “Quanta…”

I pulled away long enough to kiss his nose. “I like when you say my name.”

He groaned. “You’re hurt.”

“Getting better by the second.” Cuddled tight against him, I felt like we were all alone on a cloud of cotton candy. Hurt didn’t exist.

I wanted to stick this moment in a bottle and keep it forever. Or just rewind us back again and again, staying here instead of dealing with tomorrow.

That thought cracked the fantasy.

We weren’t safe, and things probably weren’t going to be okay. As much as I wanted to keep this moment a pure and precious thing, I had to plan for the worst. If something happened tonight or tomorrow, we needed to have a reset point ready to get back to. “I’m going to set a new save point.”

“Go ahead.” Tair slipped off his glasses and rested his head on the pillow next to mine.

My heart wavered. Maybe I was corrupting the moment, but it would be cake to wind time back to this. I couldn’t forget if I tried.

I let out a breath and with it, made sappy Quanta take a little vacation. Instead, I flexed my mental muscles. I concentrated on the connections between Tair and me—both physical and mental. Closing my eyes, I tried to lean into his senses and let them seep into me.

As he gently combed his fingers through my hair, I noticed the millions of details I never would’ve picked up on my own. The rhythm of our breathing. A hint of rust in the air. The rustle of my sketch papers over the humming of the ventilation unit. Tair and I snuggled perfectly together.

I fixed all of it in my mind. It took longer than usual—my head still throbbed, and passing out would’ve been a lot easier than focusing—but piece by piece, I memorized every detail of the present like a fully fleshed-out page in the book of the universe.

For a split second, my vision doubled and dizziness rolled down my body. Now the scene was bookmarked, and later when all the pasts and futures were roaring through my head, I knew this memory would glow brighter than all the others.

If things went wrong the way they always did—this was our escape hatch.

At least for a day. I had to be more careful about refreshing our save. Every few hours would be better when it looked like a full day was my hard limit.

I exhaled. “All done.”

“Mmm.” He shifted to pull the blanket back over me. It had gotten lost in all the fun. “I felt it.”

Maybe I was cloaking myself in the illusion of safety, but the fact that this bit of my power still worked gave me a twinkle of hope. I might be unstable, but wasn’t I always? At least a little? I might get worse, but I could still get better.

I moved closer and snuggled into Tair.

Tomorrow, we could deal with all the badness pressing in. But tonight…

I was taking a break with the person who was slowly taking over my world.


Chapter Twelve
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ALTAIR

As Quanta drifted to sleep, I tried to organize my thoughts, but there was no way to stay on task. She mumbled softly as she nuzzled deeper into my arms.

Nothing made me happier than seeing her content, but I had a feeling that leaving this bed would shatter the feeling for both of us.

The clone compounded our problems. With Quanta’s growing instability and the general danger of remaining at the compound…

Time was moving and we couldn’t stay still.

I needed to clock more hours in the lab. The solution for bringing Quanta back to equilibrium might give us a method of destabilizing the clone.

If I could isolate the cause.

Quanta stirred again. I stroked her hair, trying to lull her into a deeper sleep.

What was the most rational way to move forward?

No matter how I thought through possible dangers, leaving Eva seemed insane. Her research and resources would be vital to Quanta’s health. And Quanta’s health was my priority.

But Quanta’s priorities?

I didn’t need to ask. I’d seen the plan in her eyes.

She wanted to go after the clone.

Just the idea made my muscles torque. Quanta wasn’t at her best. Even if she was, I couldn’t go along with this. It was too soon. We’d barely escaped the Seligo the first time, and she had to be able to function before she could consider any kind of mission.

We couldn’t go off on our own.

If I was as smart as I was supposed to be, I’d go straight back to the briefing and tell Eva exactly that. Instead, I tucked Quanta’s head against my shoulder and closed my eyes.
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The alarm on my watch pinged us awake at five thirty.

Quanta hugged me tight, still groggy with sleep. “Too early.”

I couldn’t help a smile. “Feeling better?”

She made a sleepy moan and scrunched her eyes shut tighter.

“I’m going to the lab. I’ll be back in time for breakfast.”

She muttered something about waffles as I slipped away. I tucked the blanket back around her and tried to ignore the pang at walking away. The threat of destabilization made leaving her that much harder, but it was exactly why I had to get to work. I’d started culturing samples last night, and I wanted to check the progress before moving off compound sent everything into chaos.

Three hours later, breakfast was the last thing on my mind.

I gripped the edge of the foldout countertop.

It was worse than expected. All of it.

Quanta…

I headed to straight to Eva’s lab. Her assistants darted away when they saw the expression on my face.

Only Eva would meet my gaze. The sadness in her eyes twisted like a knife in my gut.

“How soon?” I asked.

“Weeks. Possibly less if the current acceleration keeps pace.” Eva sagged onto a stool.

Weeks.

Or less.

It felt like the air in the room had been switched with cement. “How do we reverse it?” And why was she declining so quickly?

“I’m working on a few angles.” She rubbed her temple. “Slowing the progress may be the best I can do if we can’t isolate what’s accelerating the decline.”

“We’ll find it.” But my voice sounded hollow, even to me. “If reducing stress is the goal…” Leaving the Shadow Ravens—and humanity in general—could be the cure, but if Quanta and I went off on our own, we’d be vulnerable to the Seligo.

If we stayed with Eva—even with a reduced team at some other site—we’d be stuck in the same downward spiral where more stress on Quanta meant less stability and less stability caused more stress.

Quanta might find more peace in some isolated corner of the Voids, but being too far from Eva wouldn’t do us any favors. Even if we distanced ourselves from the main Citadels, most Voids had patchy governance at best, and the places we could hide would be too isolated or too lawless.

There had to be another option.


Chapter Thirteen
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QUANTA

My stomach growled.

I rolled over and hit the empty spot where Tair was supposed to be. The pillow was still dented where he’d rested his head.

My heart gave a little pang. That had been the best bedtime ever, and I’d been looking forward to waking up next to him.

Timeghosts clamored and my head still ached. I tried to see past the ghosts, but I could barely make out my feet as I swung them over the edge of the bed. I sat still, hoping the visitors would go away.

No dice.

The ghostly blue sheen of figures and landscapes bled over and through everything in my line of sight. None of them were the helpful ghosts that told me what to do to fix my problems. They swooped in and out so fast I could barely tell who or what was there. Between the bursts of smells and noises, I couldn’t decide if I should be dizzy or nauseated, so my body went with both.

I groaned and contemplated staying in bed for a few more days. This had to get better.

Right…?

For a split second, I caught a glimpse of future Quanta.

Bodies sprawl in every direction, limp in the grass, collapsed in front of the shipping containers—

Nausea hit me hard. I gripped my stomach.

That wasn’t some hazy future of me going nuclear in one of the Citadels. And it wasn’t this compound, but it was a compound of Eva’s—maybe the next location she meant to take me to.

Because those were Shadow Ravens on the ground.

It couldn’t happen like that. I wouldn’t let it.

And I was officially done waffling about it.

Odds were, Tair was already at his lab, getting in a few more hours of test tube time before Eva told us our next coordinates.

The thought of putting on shoes occurred to me, but it took all my focus to feel my way to the door. Outfit changes were not happening.

When I finally managed to get the door open, Cipher jumped back, her hand half raised. “You knew I was coming?”

Not even close, but her shocked expression was the first good thing about this morning. “I see all. I know all.”

“Bullshit.”

I shrugged. I wasn’t lying too much—seeing everything just wasn’t as handy as it sounded. “If you’re selling cookies, I’ll take everything you’ve got.”

She shook her head. The movement of her hair blurred with the bluish timeghosts, and I lost her underneath layers and layers of past and future Ciphers. When I managed to blink her back into focus, she’d taken a step back. “I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

Peachy was my go-to answer to that general question, but I couldn’t get the word out when my head hammered and my spine still ached and crawling back into bed sounded like the best possible way to survive this day. I gripped the doorframe. “It’s rough.”

She chewed at her lip ring as she looked me over one more time. “We wanted to tell you we sourced the video location.”

A jolt scattered some of the timeghosts for a second. “We?”

She snorted and jerked her head to the left. I peered outside to find Knight leaning against the side of the bunker. Should’ve figured. The two of them didn’t spend much time apart.

I stayed firmly in the doorway. “Where?”

“The Voids near Theta Citadel. On a middle-of-nowhere island chain.”

Theta Citadel?

I’d barely ever heard it mentioned. Not that it wasn’t huge and important and all, but it was on the opposite side of the world. “How near?”

“A few hours by ferry.” Knight finally stirred, moving to stand at Cipher’s side. “We’ve heard rumors of underground Reds holed up near there, but the Lady’s never had a strong presence near Theta so we can’t confirm much.”

I’d only been thinking as far as our enemies at Alpha Citadel.

Rookie mistake. What else had I missed?

A wave of dizziness rolled over me, but I managed to tighten my grip on the doorframe before I face-planted.

“Are you…?” Knight snatched back the hand he’d reached out to me. So did Cipher.

Their absurdity cracked right through my funk. I laughed at their horrified expressions. “You guys have to stop being so helpful.”

Cipher jammed her hands into her jeans pockets. “You have to stop falling all over the place.”

Couldn’t argue with that. “Did you tell Eva and Tair this news, or was I your first stop?”

“We told Sam,” Knight said. “But both of them are holed up in the Lady’s lab. I’m handling the last of the compound break-up, and we’re all out of here by tonight.”

“Then I’m going to the lab.” New info meant we had decisions to make, and I didn’t want Eva assigning me to some bunker in East Bumble to sit things out until I stabilized.

Because what if I didn’t stabilize?

I wasn’t ready to think through that timeline yet, but I was pretty sure everyone would start treating me like glass, and that would drive me batty.

Both of them stepped back farther as I exited. Knight’s pitying look was sharp enough to cut through the static of timeghosts. “Shoes?”

“Too late.” I waved him off and carefully started picking my way toward the science cars.

“Maybe I don’t want to know the answer to this, but when’s the last time you ate?” he asked.

“Uhhh…” Also a good question. “Yesterday?” Not that it mattered. I doubted I’d keep anything down as long as this dizziness hung around. Knight muttered something that got lost in the general static.

Cipher snorted. “She’s worse than me.”

Nope. Not even close. I’d watched Cipher go days without eating on one of her hackfests, but I kept that little tidbit to myself. She didn’t know how often Nagi had made me try to pull her location out of the ether. I’d tell her some other day, when my brain was tracking and I could make it sound helpful instead of creepy.

The two of them ended up walking in front of me, but they matched my tortoise pace across the compound. They whispered something I couldn’t make out.

Their timeghosts kept talking to me, though.

They stand shoulder to shoulder—Cipher crackling with power and Knight holding a gun—glaring down the shadowy enemies in front of them; Knight tugs her somewhere, grinning and giddy; Cipher hugs her knees to her chest, alone in a dark room with red-rimmed eyes; an older Knight beams at a strawberry-blonde baby as he pushes her on a swing and her giggles ring out—

Their future wasn’t all bonbons, but still.

There was hope in that little laugh.

It gave me the strength to keep walking forward. They’d make their own destinies, but I needed to do what I could to give them—and all the Ravens—the best chance at a happy future.

That wouldn’t happen if I stayed at the compound, and it wouldn’t happen if Clone Quanta was chasing them down.

I knew what I had to do. Now I just had to convince Tair.

When we hit Eva’s lab, Cipher and Knight finally broke off as if their walking me the whole way had been a coincidence.

They really were growing on me. I hoped someday I could spend more time with them in a less life-or-death context. A video game would be a good start.

And technically, I still owed Cipher a pizza.

But my temporary good humor faded as I knocked on Eva’s door.

No answer.

I thumped it again.

I was still having trouble seeing straight, but even I couldn’t miss all the cam apparatus mounted everywhere. Whoever was in there knew who was knocking.

Trying to scan the future only made my head throb, so I kept pounding the door instead of straining my brain. Someone had to come eventually.

After three more tries, the door finally opened. One of Eva’s assistants stepped aside to let me enter. With a wrinkled lab coat and her hair sticking out at crazed angles, the girl looked like she hadn’t slept in weeks. “The Lady says you can wait inside, but she and Orpheus can’t be disturbed at the moment.”

Right. “Where are they so I can make sure not to bother them?”

“Working in the wet lab. Wait. You can’t—”

But I was already on the way. The girl wasn’t going to risk restraining me, and I did have vital info to share. Plus, I wouldn’t bother anyone if they looked too involved. I just wanted to see Tair and soak up the calm of his presence.

Or at least con one of Eva’s lab techs into giving me something for this headache.

I found Tair and Eva in the wet lab. I just hadn’t imagined how wet it might be.

A brain floated in a tank on their worktable.

Bile rose in my throat.

I’d seen worse. So much worse, in the glimpses of dark futures and pasts, but this…

All the white surfaces and stainless steel… Fluorescent lights…

And the barest hint of ammonia.

Cold sweat broke out all over my body, and my right hand started to shake.

Bodies float in tanks; my face twists in dozens of expressions that aren’t mine; Doctor Nagi looms over me, hair slicked back, glaring with eyes like ice chips; electricity tears through my body, strapped down to a table; dozens of pasts blur together—tubes and tests and blood and—

I can’t.
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When I came to, I lay flat on my back on a lab table. Panic flared at the glare of the fluorescents overhead. Then I caught sight of Tair and Eva and managed to suck in a breath.

It was a lab, but not the lab. The dark days were over.

“What happened?” Eva asked.

“I fainted…” I pressed at my head, but the shakes wouldn’t go away, even as Tair rubbed my arm. “I guess I don’t like floating organs.”

It was the best excuse I could come up with. Tair gave me a hard look, but didn’t call me out.

Yet. I was guessing that would come later.

Passing out only firmed up the decision I’d already made. Just glimpsing the past shouldn’t be enough to make me pass out.

I was getting more erratic. I was going to keep getting more erratic.

What if Eva had touched me when I fell? What if losing consciousness was the trigger that made my powers go nuclear?

And that was that. I couldn’t keep hanging around the Ravens. “I want to go after the clone.”

Tair and Eva both stilled so quickly I knew something was going on. Eva recovered first. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why?” The last of my fainting woozies shook right off. Goose bumps pebbled my skin when Tair wouldn’t meet my gaze. “Why?”

He took off his glasses to rub his temple, and pain bled through the gesture.

Neither of them would answer me, which was almost answer enough. My voice clogged halfway up my throat. I took a breath and then forced the words out. “How much time do I have?”

Tair jerked. “It’s not—We’ll…”

“Quanta.” Eva’s calm voice drew my focus straight to her. “You’re deteriorating as fast as I’ve seen a Red break down.”

I hugged my arms. Tair’s hands were balled into fists, his whole body rigid. Eva just stared in that cool way of hers.

Whatever their data said, I didn’t need to see the numbers to feel what was happening in my body. Focus was harder and harder to come by, and I’d never been a fainter.

And that future of me kneeling, surrounded by bodies, was looking more and more solid every time it crept into view.

Maybe they could science something up to fix me. Worst-case scenario, I took a whole lot of innocents with me when I went down in psychic flames.

The worst case is not happening. At the very least, I couldn’t let so many innocent people get caught in my mess.

“Rest here for a bit longer,” Eva said. “We’ve almost finished a batch of serums to help stabilize your symptoms. Then we can discuss where the two of you should head next.”

I wasn’t backing down, but I nodded. “Rest is good.”

Complicated emotions ran across Tair’s face, but his voice was soft. “I’ll be next door. We won’t take long.”

Closing my eyes, I waited for the door to click shut. When it did, I let out a breath and deflated like a sad balloon.

Timeghosts swooped and dived around the room, and I didn’t bother fighting the swarm. Maybe I’d find a future that gave me some hope.

Instead, I caught staticy wisps of the other Quanta. Her timeghosts stung and then fizzled away like something was blocking me from seeing her.

I didn’t need another reason to leave, but that was a big one. The clone was out there picking off Reds, and if I didn’t go after her this would be my future.

I’d be staring at a white ceiling while Tair and Eva ran test after test after awful test, and I hadn’t fought my way to freedom to go through that again. It would be madness, laying here, flicking between the two channels: my implosion and scrambled images of the clone.

I couldn’t fix the first problem, but a ticking clock wasn’t anything new. It still made me tremble if I thought about it, but that was exactly why I had to hit the road.

I could still do something about the clone.

Maybe not much, but who knew? I’d rather go out hunting than mope around waiting for my own apocalypse.


Chapter Fourteen
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ALTAIR

I poured myself into the work to keep from worrying, but every second my mind wasn’t engaged, my thoughts strayed back to Quanta. I couldn’t lose her so soon.

We’d barely started getting to know each other.

After another hour’s work in the lab, Eva set down a stand of newly filled vials. “The serum should slow down the degradation, but…”

I already knew the rest. Serums weren’t ideal. They were a temporary solution, and if we’d calculated wrong, then there was every chance we’d speed up Quanta’s demise.

I clenched my jaw. That wouldn’t happen. I’d stake my life that we’d calculated correctly.

Eva studied me across the vials. “You both have a choice to make.”

“A choice between dangers?” That was all I could see. A series of bleak options.

“Exactly,” Eva said. “Will you stay with me or go hunting?”

“Stay.” I rubbed my forehead. Following Eva to the next location gave us a fresh start, and staying close to her—and her resources—made the most logical sense until we’d found a way to stabilize Quanta.

“And if she insists on going to Theta?”

“I’ll convince her otherwise.”

“Even you might not be able to this time.” Eva smiled more like a fond parent than a guerrilla leader. “She had that look in her eye.”

“So I noticed.” As much as I respected Quanta and her burdens, this once, I wanted her to take the path of least resistance. She always put others before herself. It was admirable, but not the best long-term policy.

We took the serums and headed back to Quanta. She’d rolled onto her side, tucking her arms around her knees. Her tangled hair hid her face, but she muttered softly, talking to herself.

“Quanta?” I approached the table.

“We have to go to Theta.” She pushed her hair out of the way to stare up at me.

“Maybe later. But right now…” Going after the clone would be reckless when we had a much larger problem to solve.

Quanta gripped the ends of her sleeves. “I know you both want to stick me in a bunker, but if you want to keep me safe, no one else will be.” She focused on Eva. “What if I blow while I’m on your table? You know you can’t risk that.”

“We could go all the way to Theta and come back empty handed.” With the Seligo after us, just assuming we’d get to come back was optimistic.

“I know this plan is weak, but if I go to that park, at least there’s a chance I can pick up the clone’s thread in time. Nagi kept me hidden for ten years, and you know she’s got the same security. We can’t leave her with him for so many reasons.” She straightened her shoulders. “And I can’t hide away, just waiting to die. I’ve done that. I’m not doing it again.”

Her determination held firm while mine wavered.

“You’re not waiting to die.” Eva moved to stand at my shoulder. “This serum should help your symptoms, and no matter where the two of you decide to go next, I won’t stop working on a more permanent solution.”

“I want you to find one,” Quanta said. “But I promise you don’t want me hanging around while you work on it.”

Eva handed me an adhesive membrane soaked in the serum, and I stuck it to Quanta’s arm, trying to be gentle while my thoughts churned. I understood her perspective, but at the same time, I couldn’t swallow rushing into danger like this. “Assuming we went, it would have to be pure observation.” Quanta had no mission training, and now wasn’t the time to start it.

“Of course.” Eva pulled a map onto the wall screen and centered over Asia. “The skate park video came from an island cluster in the Void outside Theta Citadel. I suspect an underground group of Reds is based there, but haven’t had the resources to investigate. They may be able to help you if you can find them.”

Allies? Was that her agenda now?

She was losing Quanta, and she wanted us to recruit new Reds to refill her ranks? I pressed a fist into the wall, trying to keep myself contained. “That’s more trouble we don’t need.”

“It could be a start.” Quanta shrugged.

It could.

Or it could be the most foolish mistake we ever made.


Chapter Fifteen
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QUANTA

Tair and I stayed locked in silence until Eva broke the freeze. “I’ll give you a moment alone. If you stay with me, I’ll give you coordinates to the new facility, but regardless of where you choose to go, the compound will be breaking up in the next few hours.”

The door clicked behind her, leaving the two of us alone. The heavy stillness made it hard to choke words up my throat. I took a breath. “I didn’t mean to force you into this.”

“That’s not the problem.” Tair leaned against the wall, looking all haggard and hurt. “I understand why, but it still feels like walking into more danger. I want to protect you.”

“You are protecting me.” I’d never be able to survive some strange Void by myself. “You’re working on serums and looking out for me and…” I patted the serum patch he’d stuck on my arm. “If we’re together, I know we can do something to help Eva. Maybe even find where the Seligo took those girls.”

He finally met my gaze. “You keep trying to make me feel better. That’s backward.”

I gave an awkward shrug. “I don’t know what else to do.” I wasn’t even used to having feelings. As much as he wanted to protect me, I wanted to do the same for him. I’d never expected to feel that much for anyone. Being in a lose-lose situation made the emotions even harder to handle. “I need to go after the clone. And if there are more Reds hiding near Theta, I want to help them as much as I can.” My voice cracked, but I wanted him to know it all. “If my powers blaze out, at least I can go off alone in the middle of the ocean.”

“Where you go, I go.” Tair swept me up and into him.

I squeezed him tight, pressing my face into his shirt as my heart fluttered. “Does that mean we’re heading out tonight?”

For a second, he gripped me a little too tight. Then he relaxed, letting out a soul-deep breath. “Yes.”

The promise of action perked me up. I couldn’t begin to see how it was all going to turn out, but doing something made all the difference.

I wasn’t giving up yet.

I wasn’t giving up at all.

I had too many reasons to survive.
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Scheming Eva already had most of what we needed in place, from new identities to transport all the way to Penghu—the little island where we’d find the skate park and hopefully a lot of leads.

But like the worst mastermind ever, I went to my bunker for a nap. The practical stuff wasn’t my forte, and I wanted to get as much rest as I could before I was dealing with all the timeghosts the wide world was about to throw at me.

I woke up feeling refreshed enough to choke down toast with some wretched chemical-tasting jelly. It was completely possible that the food was responsible for my downturn.

I wouldn’t be surprised.

But the serum did seem to be improving things. By the time Tair and I headed to the car waiting for us at the edge of the more and more deserted compound, I could actually see the ground in front of me without clutching at him.

My control was holding.

Eva stood waiting by our car. “I’ll send another team after you as soon as we reestablish our base. They won’t get in your way, but you’ll have backup if you need it.”

“I’ll be calling if there’s trouble.” Tair had shadows under his eyes, and his hair was as rumpled as I’d ever seen it. Still, he was going along with the madness.

“We’ll try not to get anyone else tangled up in our mess.” I got that Eva had to send more people—because someone had to keep looking for the clone if we failed—but I didn’t want Ravens in my blast zone. That was half the point of traveling to the other side of the world.

Eva smiled. “I’ll see you both again. I’m certain of it.”

I didn’t have her confidence, but I nodded. “I hope so.”

“Know so.” She stood like an island. Timeghosts fluttered, but nothing specific told me what she was up to. I wasn’t sure if that was me frazzling or just normal Eva.

Who knew anymore?

“Take care of her,” Eva said to Tair.

“I always will.”

Warmth filled me up, pushing out a few more of my doubts. I had to take care of him, too.

Together, the two of us climbed into our waiting car. I couldn’t help gazing out at the compound. It hadn’t been home long, but it was the closest thing I’d had to a home in a long time. Now it was a ghost town with only a few last shipping containers to be moved. Someone had even packed up the swing set.

Eva lifted a hand in farewell as Tair clicked on the automatic drive.

Fast as that, we were driving through the hologram. The gap closed behind us, covering the sprawl of crate-buildings with the illusion of endless trees and a bland mountainside.

My breath fogged the cool window as the car sped us down the road.

All things considered, it was crazy leaving the only place we were even a little bit safe. Maybe I was crazy, but it felt like the right decision. I reached across the seat to Tair. “Reset?”

“We’d better.” He clasped my hand.

A car ride at dawn wasn’t as fun to remember as snuggling at bedtime, but I let out a breath and fixed every detail in my mind.

The scent of leather upholstery. Tair’s hand in mine. Both of us humming with tension, not sure what the future held, but ready to face it head-on.

My vision doubled as the bookmark took hold.

After a wave of nausea passed, I shook my head to clear my thoughts. “We’re as ready as we’re gonna be.”

Tair squeezed my fingers.

I was only sure of three things.

Tair. My determination to live. And the need to take down the clone.

The rest…

I’d figure it out as I went.


Chapter Sixteen
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ALTAIR

The journey tested my instincts. And my willpower.

I trusted Eva’s arrangements. Cipher had provided us with new digital identities, we had tech to scramble facial recognition scanners, and Eva’s network of spies helped us get from transpo to transpo on our way to Penghu.

Everything was neat and handled.

But Quanta and I were wanted. We could be exposed at any moment, and every league we traveled took us that much farther from the lab and Eva’s help.

Each time we switched cars or took a pod, I resisted the urge to turn back, but Quanta kept moving determinedly ahead. I couldn’t bring myself to argue with her.

No matter how wrong this felt.

I looked her over yet again while we stood waiting for the ferry to Penghu. She vibrated with tension as she stared out at the waves. “Are you seeing something?”

“Nothing specific. Yet.” She rubbed her temples. A headache?

“Hold on a little longer.” The serum had seemed to be helping her, but it had been a long and mostly sleepless trip. I needed to get my mobile lab going and contact Eva as soon as we found a place to stay. We could keep tweaking the formula.

“I can make it.” Quanta brought her focus back to me. “It’s cake now that we’re out of the crowds.”

“Cake?”

She shrugged. “It’s easier, anyway.”

Her words did nothing to ease my mind.

When the ferry finally docked, a few passengers hurried off without looking our way. Their shoulders were hunched, and all of them carried what I suspected were their entire life’s possessions in duffels and sacks.

We were heading in while everyone else fled.

“One more reset?” Quanta asked.

“Yes.” We settled onto a bench on the deck and Quanta gripped my hand.

For a split second, my vision doubled and two desolate seascapes blurred in front of me. A shiver rolled down my spine, but the sensation passed sooner than expected. “That was the fastest yet.”

“I’ve got this part down.” Quanta kept hold of my hand, but wouldn’t meet my gaze. “The rest…”

“You can relax. We’re almost there, and if anything happens, we have this point to return to.” I kept my voice firm, but I wondered if I was lying. She looked well enough right now, but I was worried about the accumulated strain. After weeks of poor sleep and being haunted by her timeghosts, winding back time might be more than she could handle.

We couldn’t put ourselves in any unnecessarily risky situations. Beyond being here.

Just breathing was a risk in this hostile territory.

Her tone dripped accusation. “You’re not relaxing.”

“Not anytime soon.” We had the coordinates for the skate park, but it obviously wasn’t a place the clone regularly visited. At best, we’d find another lead that we’d have to hunt down. It seemed like the setup for a wild goose chase, but at least it would keep Quanta focused on a problem she could solve.

Part of me hoped we found nothing.

She grumbled. “I’ll find something.”

I stiffened. Did you read that in my thoughts?

“I don’t think so…” She leaned into my shoulder. “I have too much of a headache.”

I smoothed her hair. “Rest a little. I’ll wake you when we get there.”

“Mm.” She closed her eyes.

As the ferry chopped across the waves, I tried to focus on our mission, but the truth rang clear in my thoughts. I cared more about keeping Quanta safe than I did about finding the clone.


Chapter Seventeen
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QUANTA

Penghu. Pengwho. Pengwhere.

I kept repeating the name of the island and changing it as the ferry wobbled closer to the pier. My nerves jangled, striking a deadly harmony with the headache that hadn’t left my skull in hours. I squinted at the late afternoon light and tried to get my bearings before they got shattered by timeghosts, because this place wasn’t the sleepy little fishing island I’d been imagining.

We weren’t docked yet, but we were close enough to get the gist of the mad bustle on shore. Hawkers screamed, but they weren’t advertising the catch of the day.

Most of the yelling was in Chinese, but I heard enough English to get the idea.

“Processors here!”

“Smart serums! Fresh from Theta!”

“Trading credits!”

I didn’t dare let go of Tair’s hand. The black market shoppers wore hoods and dark clothes, and going by the general vibe of seediness… I had a feeling I wouldn’t want anything to do with the ghosts attached to this crowd.

My dark sweater and leggings would kind of blend in, and Tair’s jeans and hooded shirt were nothing special, but Tair…

He’d obviously noticed the black market vibe before me, because he was slouching a little and trying to hide his ultra-straight posture. It was a good effort, but his features were too smooth, and you couldn’t tell what race he was supposed to be, but it looked way too perfect to be natural. He might as well roll up his sleeve and flash the Green Helix.

I hadn’t come from a catalog the same way he had, but I was definitely from a test tube, and the difference stuck out when everyone around us was pure Void. The people thronging had zero sense of sameness or order. They sported elaborate tattoos and crazy hair colors, and represented every size and shape and skin tone I could imagine.

Our boat driver tied off and went straight to the line of people waiting to board. Tair’s expression darkened. It was a bad sign that we were the only ones who wanted on to the island.

“Let’s get into the city.” He shouldered his pack and kept a tight grip on my hand as we entered the crowd.

I still didn’t see any fish for sale, but I smelled them along with a hint of spices and the reek of the sludgy harbor water. People pressed against us until sweat dripped down my back. Without Tair, I’d be lost in more timeghosts than I could fathom.

Eventually we crossed from the wooden pier to a stretch of worn asphalt. A food market spread out next to the harbor, but we headed away from the water and toward the cluster of buildings that formed the “city.”

If that was what we were calling it.

Apartment buildings leaned together and laundry hung from every barred window. There was nothing green or growing. Signs sprouted out from the buildings, and every message was written in at least four languages.

My heart pumped faster. I’d been ready to leave my comfort zone, but this…

We were a world away from Eva’s help, and I hadn’t expected there to be so many people. Whenever I let go of Tair, I was going to have a crazy number of timeghosts knocking at my brain.

Tair led us down an alley, and we stopped in front of a lopsided apartment tower with a flickering vacancy sign. A few minutes later, we had our very own closet room. We tossed our duffels on the bed and stood in the little aisle of space between it and the wall. There was a pull-down table, a claustrophobic bathroom, and a teeny window high in the wall.

I braced for the inevitable. I was going to have to let go of him. “How many people do you think have died in this room?” Going by the stains on the bed sheets, I was guessing at least three—some more recently than others.

“Zero. Let’s keep it that way.”

I pushed the bags away with my foot, making room on the bed. That should leave him enough space to maneuver around and bulk up our security. “Don’t get worried if I trance out for a while.” I’d been hanging onto Tair for so long, timeghosts were going to be a major shock to my system.

“I’ll be right here.”

“Thanks.” Gathering my willpower, I let go of his hand.

The breath whooshed out of me.

A baby wails from its blanket on the floor; a couple screams, trading insults back and forth; a junkie rocks in the corner, rubbing her arms covered in serum patches; two men kiss deeply; a girl hums to herself as she hangs damp laundry on a rack; dogs circle and bark on the street, growling and howling; a mother spoons rice into her children’s bowls; Tair pulls me close, whispering in my ear; a girl screams my name over and over again from the other side of the door, but I don’t recognize her voice; I fall to my knees in the courtyard, and as soon as I hit the ground, people start clapping their hands to their ears. Their screams choke off, and the oppressive silence spreads—

I sucked in a breath, forcing myself back to the present.

“Okay?” Tair asked.

“So far.” I tucked my shaking hands under my legs, hoping he wouldn’t notice how worried I really was. The worst future was still really disturbingly possible, but it wasn’t solid yet.

More a reminder than a promise. I hoped.

Either way, that was all the more reason to keep pushing myself. I needed to get past all the fluff ghosts and find the goal. Where’s the clone?

Figures fuzzed into view, but I dug until I was gasping and couldn’t get a glimpse of her. I only paused when pain stabbed so hard I couldn’t see straight.

Tair had finished setting up the room. He’d put out some gadgets to muffle anyone who tried listening in and added security cams and alarm things.

“Home sweet home.” I leaned back against my duffel bag.

“Hopefully we won’t be here long.” Tair finally sat on the bed and pulled down the table to start digging out his science gear.

“How close is the skate park?” I didn’t feel up for much hiking. Just the hours of travel would’ve been draining without the constant threat of getting caught and the ghost army popping in every time I let go of Tair’s hand. All I wanted to do was shower and find out what kind of terrible sleep I could get on this concrete slab of a bed, but we weren’t here to get comfortable.

“In walking distance, although I’m not sure we should head straight there.” He fiddled with his kit of tools. “Eva sent a list of other locations that could be promising.”

“That sounds right.” We’d seen a capture—not a social visit. But the Reds had been at the park when they got taken, and there had to be a reason. Fugitives wanted by the Seligo didn’t usually hang around practicing their kickflips.

“For you.” Tair handed me a fresh serum patch.

I peeled the old one off my upper arm and stuck the new one in its place. Whatever was in the formula was making me feel a bunch less raw and woozy, and that gave me hope.

I could do this. “Let’s try to hit as many spots as we can tonight.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive. We don’t have time to wait around.” Although… I plucked at my sweater. “We need to work on blending.”

“I noticed.” Tair unzipped his duffel and started pulling out piles of clothes. “Sam sent us with plenty of outfits. We can make better choices now that we’ve seen what it’s like.”

I eyed the options. A lot of them looked holey and skimpy. None looked comfortable. “What kinds of places are on our list?”

“It’s a mix. A few markets, some other parks, a handful of clubs…”

The timeghosts shifted, flashing me a sketchy future Quanta who wore a spangly, back-baring top and a miniskirt so tiny it may as well have been a belt. I groaned.

“What are you seeing?” Tair asked.

“It’s not fit to share.” I squinted at the ghost as future Tair appeared at her shoulder. His glasses were gone and his hair was gelled to one side. He wore fingerless gloves that went up to his elbows, covering his Helix…

But no shirt whatsoever. It seemed fair. I’d wear my costume as long as I got to see him in his.

“Now what?”

“Nothing.” I tried to keep down a grin, but didn’t totally manage. While Tair stared at me all suspicious, I took the liberty of digging the key pieces out of his pack and handing them over. “The future says you should wear this.”

He eyed the tiny pile. “The future didn’t give me a shirt?”

I shrugged. “I’m just the vessel.”

He shook his head and dug out a clean tee before heading to change in the bathroom. So much for my fun.

Digging through my own pack, I found the spangly blue shirt of doom and the miniskirt of my nightmares. I didn’t mind showing skin, but I wanted to blend on the street more than I wanted to blend at any dance clubs we might or might not end up at. I tugged a pair of leggings on under the skirt, and found an ultrathin zip-up jacket that would cover the worst of the spangles.

A steady stream of timeghosts layered over the present, but they mostly had to do with our tiny room or the building. I had to get out if I was going to find any promising leads.

I had to find something. Just one glimpse of the clone was all I needed. Then we’d have somewhere to start.

When Tair came back out, his hair was gelled up just like I’d foreseen, and I grinned even though he’d put on the shirt after all. I liked all versions of him so far, but Void Tair was particularly tasty.

I squinted at him. He wasn’t wearing his glasses, but something else was different…

Tair cracked a smile. “Eyeliner.”

“Oh.” The way he’d smudged it did make him look a little messier than usual.

“We should’ve added some tattoos before we left.” He sat on the bed and pulled a tiny plastic pouch out of my bag. “Makeup is the best we can do for now.”

“I have plenty tattoos.” Between the shimmery raven on my hand and the Helix on my hip, I had enough trouble.

“Temporaries.” Tair unzipped the makeup pouch. “It’s too late, anyway.”

I eyed the sticks and pots of colors. “You’re going to have to help me with this.” I could draw on paper, but putting stuff on my face on purpose seemed weird.

He chose a stick. “Close your eyes?”

My chest tingled as he worked. His fingers were soft and gentle as he lined my eyes, then brushed powders onto my face. “Where did you learn this? Cassie?”

“Never.” His chuckle washed over me. “She’d rather die than let me do her makeup.”

“So where?” I always glimpsed stray bits of his past, but it was more fun when he told me himself.

“Theater was part of my training for upward mobility. In retrospect, I doubt my parents would’ve let me study acting.” Old bitterness snuck into his voice.

“At least you learned things.” I didn’t think of myself as incapable, but Tair was this crazy Swiss Army knife of a human being. He could probably do anything.

I was more a melon baller—really great for one thing and just weird the rest of the time.

Maybe that was why we worked.

“All done.” Tair rezipped the pouch and I opened my eyes.

He gazed down at me with a complicated expression. I couldn’t tell exactly what he was thinking, but it looked like sadness was pinching his eyes. I rose onto my knees to kiss his forehead. “I’m glad we don’t live in the past.”

He blinked, then smiled, finally softening out. “So am I.”

All that was left was to arm up. Tair hid a couple of guns and knives in his pants somehow. He also offered me a gun, but I had to pass. I hadn’t gotten to practice with live weapons yet, and I doubted my VR gaming skills would carry into real life right away. There was definitely a future where I accidentally shot my foot. I’d survive the pain but not the embarrassment.

Plus, I was basically a human weapon at this point.

“Ready?” Tair asked.

“Reset first.” I wasn’t taking any chances. Gripping Tair’s arm, I froze this moment in my mind.

The narrow, musty room. Gear spread on every surface. Us in our costumes, ready to tackle this mission for better or worse.

My vision doubled, and my head spun for a quick second. Then it was done. “We’re good.” A headache still drilled between my ears, but that was my new normal, so I did my best to ignore it. “Where to?”

“The markets. Then we can try the skate park. We’ll do clubs after sunset, assuming you’re still up to it and we don’t find anything before that.”

We’d better find something.

Then again, I wouldn’t be crushed if we ended up dancing all night. I’d never been, and it would be nice to do something purely for fun.

Just once.

I sighed. I wasn’t picking up too many specific timeghosts, but nothing in the horde of possible futures said fun was on the menu tonight.

We had way too much work to do.


Chapter Eighteen
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ALTAIR

After the outfit adjustment, we blended in more naturally. The illusion wouldn’t hold long if we were examined, but no one in the crowd was inclined to stare. People kept their eyes on their own business and moved quickly through the trash-lined alleys.

I concentrated on our surroundings, trying to catalog the groups of people, establish landmarks, and stay wary of any tails or security. Quanta kept hold of my hand, letting go every few minutes to check for leads in the ether.

By the time we made it to the first market her posture sagged, and she was hunching into herself. She tended not to complain when things were serious, so I assumed she felt worse than she was admitting.

I pushed down the inevitable spike of panic.

I’d drag Quanta back to our room if she started looking any worse, but in the meantime…

We were already here. Neither of us would feel good staying cooped up in that closet when we could be searching for intel.

A quick sweep of the market revealed nothing out of the ordinary, so I tugged Quanta to a stop in front of a food stall. The woman was cutting luóbo gāo into rectangles and then frying them to a golden brown. The recipe usually included sausage and shrimp—at least the version Mother had always ordered our chefs to prepare did—but the characters on the woman’s sign said everything was vegetarian.

Perfect for Quanta. I paid local coin for two and handed the crispier one to her. “Radish cake?”

She eyed it with deep suspicion. “Radish and cake are not things that belong together.”

“It’s not sweet.” I grinned at the expression on her face. “Try it. Vegetables only.” I took a bite of mine to encourage her. It tasted better than I remembered, with a perfect just-crispy outside and soft interior.

Quanta took a nibble and instantly started beaming as she gobbled down the rest. “Thank Buddha. We haven’t had decent food in ages.” She was licking her fingers by the time we’d woven our way out of the market, and her coloring looked much stronger with the improved blood sugar.

I passed her the rest of my portion. “I can’t finish.”

Her eyebrows lifted, and I knew she didn’t believe me, but she ended up eating the rest anyway. I stopped for a few more snacks as we made our way through the rest of the market locations on our list.

If the Reds were here, they’d be well hidden, and I doubted we’d find any evidence of the clone. The Seligo wouldn’t let her out of the safety of Theta Citadel without good reason—if that was where she was being kept. We had nothing certain to go on.

If it came down to it, I’d rather pursue Reds. On the off chance that we found and recruited one or two, Quanta might be convinced to escort them to Eva’s new location.

“Skate park?” Quanta asked.

“We’d better check.” It seemed like a relatively safe bet. We already knew where the security cams were mounted, and I couldn’t fathom any Reds sticking around where their friends had been ambushed.

But if Quanta could pick a lead out of time, she’d pick it up there.

Navigating by the map on my com, I brought us down an alley toward the park. We heard the thumping music before we saw the space.

Ramps and bowls broke up the concrete, and onlookers huddled as a few teenagers rolled back and forth on boards and skates. Bright lights flooded down from above, but they had a hazy quality. I couldn’t place what was happening, but something about the park’s energy made my hair stand on end.

Quanta’s gaze darted a tad erratically, but to anyone looking she should seem awed by the skaters’ tricks. She took a step in front of me, letting go of my hand.

Then froze.

She reached back, and I gripped her fingers. “What?”

“Her.” Quanta jerked her head toward a cluster of skaters. Most were girls in leggings and midriff-baring tops. Some had dyed the ends of their black hair in bright colors, and each one held a board. None stuck out as dangerous, but the more I looked, they more they seemed to blur together.

One of the girls turned to face us. She had dark eyes, black, bobbed hair, and a face I recognized instantly. “Devan Coda.”

A Red Helix. And high priority.

She’d almost gotten caught in the Arizona Void not long ago. I didn’t know the specifics, but she’d slipped away while Cipher was drawing attention, and no one had spotted her since. Eva wanted to turn the girl Raven, but she hadn’t been able to corner her any more than Doctor Nagi had.

I wasn’t surprised. The few who survived life on the run tended to be resourceful.

And powerful.

Quanta lowered her voice. “Nagi used to make me look for her. She was the hardest one to find.”

“What can she—” Something moved at the corner of my eye.

“You.” Devan’s voice carried across the park like a whip crack. She stared straight at Quanta, rigid with hatred.

I put myself in front of Quanta, but the crowd was already moving.

Half of them sprinted away. The others circled in tighter, surrounding us. I didn’t reach for a gun—there were too many enemies to fight. But something was still wrong with their edges.

Devan’s powers?

I tried to keep calm. We hadn’t come for a fight. “Devan? We’re here to help you.”

“Liar.” Devan’s eyes blazed with anger. “You won’t kill any more of us.”

The air wavered like heat over asphalt. When the blurs resolved, I finally saw what had been throwing me off.

Illusions.

The innocent skate park kids disappeared. T-shirts fuzzed into armored vests. Their shoulders dipped under the weight of rifles and automatic weapons—all of which were rising to point at us.

I grabbed Quanta around the shoulders and drove us both toward the ground. Too slow, but I hugged her tight.

If she survived, we survived.


Chapter Nineteen
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QUANTA

Tair and I fell. He jerked midair as the gunshots echoed.

Familiar pain jabbed my shoulder.

A dart?

We thudded into the concrete, and the air whooshed from my lungs. Two more darts already stuck in Tair’s shoulder.

Not bullets.

Good?

But we couldn’t stay on this timeline—not with Devan and her minions circling tighter, all blurry with more and more weapons that I was positive hadn’t been there before.

Tair yanked the dart from my arm, but a second one hit my other arm. I reached, trying to pluck it out, but numbness seeped into my fingers. I didn’t want to see how this ended.

I grabbed for our bookmarked page in time. The musty little apartment…

Somewhere…

Tair standing at my side…

I could see the image glowing, but my mental muscles whiffed as my thoughts slowed down.

I had to get us back. I had to…

Straining, I reached—

But nothing. I couldn’t grab the moment, let alone pull us back there.

Tair tried to shield me, but he was moving slower and slower, too.

“Got you now.” Devan loomed over us, and her smile…

Not evil, but angry. Vengeful.

“I’mnother…” My words slurred as the world faded at the edges.

I used the last of my strength to clutch at Tair.

We’d be okay as long as we were together.

Please keep us together.


Chapter Twenty
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ALTAIR

Consciousness returned slowly.

I squinted against the bright lights of the skate park. My back was stiff against the concrete.

The skate park?

Adrenaline spiked.

Quanta.

I clawed myself upward.

She was gone.

Music still thumped, but the park was deserted. There were no witnesses and no one to ask where they’d taken her.

Devan. My fists bunched.

Why capture and not kill? Why take Quanta and leave me? Or was she already de—

Fear tightened every muscle in my body.

No. I wouldn’t entertain that thought.

Focus on the facts.

My watch was gone, along with the other tech I’d been carrying. I couldn’t track Quanta’s vitals or her location.

I had to focus. I had to find her. Adrenaline coursed through my limbs as I scanned the empty park again.

The security cameras.

That was the only way to see where they’d taken her. Eva’s people could get into the feeds.

I sprinted back to the apartment.

When I burst through the door, my heart clenched at the sight of Quanta’s clothes bunched on the bed.

I’m getting her back.

My hands shook as I picked up the com unit. I opened a secure line to Eva.

“Orpheus?” Sam’s face filled the screen.

“Eva. Now. Quanta’s been taken.”

Sam blanched and her image cut off. I stared at the blank screen while my pulse hammered.

Seconds later, Eva’s face appeared. “Altair? What’s happened?”

“She’s been taken.” The words felt like razor blades coming up my throat. The more I replayed our decisions, the more I blamed myself.

Eva’s hand drifted to her forehead. “Where? Not to Theta?”

“Not the Seligo.”

“What?” Eva’s eyes hardened. “Who then?”

“Devan Coda.” Admitting it made shame and anger pulse through my veins. “And the underground Reds.”

“Devan…” Eva took a moment to compose herself, but my thoughts kept racing.

What were Devan’s intentions? How many people did she have?

“She’s a difficult one,” Eva said. “Every time we make contact, she flees. As for what she wants…”

It felt like a boulder rested on my chest. My lungs ached with fear for Quanta’s fate. “Devan recognized Quanta. She must think Quanta’s the clone.” And if she tried to hold Quanta responsible for the clone’s actions…

“The backup team is en route,” Eva said. “What are your coordinates?”

“I’m at—”

The doorknob rattled. “Altair?”

That voice…

I whipped open the door.

Quanta stood wearing a white sundress, her black hair streaming down to her shoulders.

She smiled. “There you are.”

For half a second my heart soared. I reached for her—

And froze.

The details hit me like bullets.

Hair too short. Complexion a shade too pale. Red painted fingernails.

And a strangeness that forced me back a step.

“Altair?” Eva’s voice echoed in the silence. “Who’s—”

I slammed the unit closed.

Her smile faded. “Who were you talking to?”

I forced myself to meet her gaze. She looked at me expectantly, and the gray shade of her eyes was exactly the same as Quanta’s.

I felt drawn to her. And repulsed at the same time.

Her lips turned downward. “I’ve been waiting to meet you. Since you’re my partner.”

I still couldn’t react, struck with the reality of this situation.

“Let’s go back to Theta,” she said. “This island smells like fish.”

A man in body armor filled the doorway, and more moved behind him. She was making a request, but it wasn’t a request at all.

I had two options.

Fight back and die. Cooperate and be taken.

The decision took a nanosecond.

I chose to live. Quanta was still captive. And the girl in front of me…

“Come on.” She grabbed my arm.

Something tingled along my flesh. Like the first time Quanta and I had touched.

“Oh.” She pulled back her hand, and another shy smile turned up her lips.

Horror gnawed at my insides.

I’d accepted that the clone would be nearly identical to Quanta, but I’d never calculated the equation all the way through. If she were identical, then the same attributes that bound me to Quanta would bind me to the clone.

They did. But it wasn’t the same.

I knew her face, but the person underneath…

“Let’s go.” She grabbed my sleeve and tugged me toward the hallway and the waiting Black Helixes.

It would be nothing to brush her off, but I couldn’t raise a hand against her.

Instead, I let her pull me where she wanted, dreading what lay down the path ahead.


Chapter Twenty-One
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QUANTA

Lights blinded me.

I sat tied to a chair, but that was all I could tell before the timeghosts crashed in.

Devan hugs a little boy who looks just like her; music thumps as she dances, moving her body to the beat and the pulse of lasers; baby Devan cries and is picked up by a figure whose face doesn’t register; a boy stands in a crowded pod station and fidgets with something in his coat, but Devan tugs him away; Theta Citadel looms on the horizon, smoke streaming from its glass towers; Black Helixes pour down an alley in two columns, weapons ready as they chase someone I can’t make out—

Gasping, I tried to force myself back to the present. The timeghosts felt slick with oil. Blurry and hazy. I didn’t want to see—

Devan runs; Devan cries; Devan glows like the sun; Devan wraps herself in a blanket; Devan leans against a wall; Devan’s shoulders shake; Devan’s hands burn like flames; Devan cries out—

Freezing water doused me.

I snapped back to reality so hard my neck cracked.

“Where are they?” Devan Coda stood holding an empty bucket, and I really wanted to punch her in the face. All I could do was shiver where I’d been tied.

In the moment of cold-water clarity, I spotted the other people hanging at the edges of the room. I sat tied in the middle of the grotty concrete square. Dozens of them stood around, vibrating with tension and holding weapons, but they looked so hazy…

The tranq must still be messing with my vision. I swallowed and shook as much water as I could from my hair. “Where is who?”

Devan hurled the bucket, and it clanged across the floor behind me. “Don’t play dumb.”

“I’m not.” As much as I wanted to ask where she’d hidden Tair, I didn’t dare bring him up when she was pissed to the point of shaking. I’d rather keep myself the focus of her anger.

“Where. Are. They.” Devan forced each word through gritted teeth. “Kiri and Aliya.”

Two girls’ names. Two girls dragged from the skate park.

And if Devan thought I was the clone…

Crap.

Light shimmered around Devan’s bunched fists. “You’re going to tell me.”

What could I possibly say to explain this? Only the obvious came to mind. “I’m not who you think I am.”

“I know exactly who you are.”

“No. You know my clone. I’m an innocent fellow Red.”

Critical hit.

Devan went rigid. The others—

Vibrated?

I scrunched my eyes, trying to clear my vision, but I knew I wasn’t hallucinating. Devan had to be doing something with her powers.

She recovered before I could figure out what. “Not buying that story for a second.”

How did I prove I was different than my clone? The thing was made from my DNA, and we were pretty much the same. From head to toe. “I’m with the Shadow Ravens.”

Devan’s lips pressed into a hard line.

Not good.

Think. I had to think. There had to be something…

But everything I knew about Devan I knew because the Seligo had wanted me to find her. That probably made me exactly the same as the clone in her eyes.

“I have the tattoo.” I knew she didn’t have the eye mods she needed to see Eva’s secret ink, but… I was scraping the bottom of the barrel here. I glanced around the crowd. Maybe one of them was a defected Raven who could back me up?

But the more I looked…

There were more than twenty people in the room, but all I could hear were Devan’s footsteps as she paced the concrete. No chatter. Not even breathing.

And why could I even notice that? I should be drowning in timeghosts—

No way.

Was I that dense?

I pulled every scrap of focus I could get and eased down my mental walls. Devan’s ghosts. Devan’s ghosts.

And more of Devan’s ghosts.

No one else.

Because no one else was in the room.

“Unbelievable.” I wanted to scream, but all I could do was tug against the plastic ties holding me to the chair. They gave—a little bit too loose. Because Devan Coda wasn’t exactly a criminal mastermind.

“What?” Devan took a step closer.

I was so done playing her games.

“Let me tell you how this is going to go.” I straightened my shoulders and held her gaze. “You’re going to cut it with your fake posse—because I know it’s just the two of us in here—and untie me really carefully. Then you’re going to take me to Tair, and we’re all going to have a nice long call with Lady Eva about clones and Shadow Ravens and how to get your friends back.”

“Lady…” Devan’s dark eyes widened. For a second, I thought she actually believed me. Then light blazed from her fingertips. “Liar.”

“Fry me or whatever.” I wasn’t backing down. “But Tair will tell you the same thing I’m telling you, and you need us both if you want to go after my clone.”

She bunched her hands back into fists, and the glow faded. Then all the people disappeared like smoke. Devan folded her arms. “Who’s Tair?”

“The guy you brought in with me?” Who else?

“I didn’t.”

“Didn’t what?” Dread rumbled in my gut.

“Bring him here. I want answers from you.”

“You…” My throat dried.

But why?

There was no reason to panic. Tair was free, and he’d find me as soon as he shook off the tranquilizers. I just couldn’t shake the flutters of dread.

Ignoring Devan, I let down my walls and tried to focus on the most important thing. Where’s Tair?

Devan’s timeghosts sprang up first, crowding tight. I bit down and used all the willpower I could muster to brush them off. I didn’t want to see her.

I needed to see Tair. Was he already on the way?

My head pounded, but I concentrated on Tair and the skate park. We’d fallen and then—

Devan hauls me onto a motorcycle’s side cart and then covers my limp form with a blanket. She roars away, leaving the skate park silent. Tair lies limp and alone.

The thread of the past started to shift, wanting to follow Devan and me, but I gritted my teeth against the pain splitting my head and forced the focus back to what I really wanted to see. What happened to Tair?

Woozy, Tair claws to his feet. Then he’s sprinting—

My brain felt like it was tearing in half, but I bit down. I had to see this.

He barrels into our apartment and dials into the com. Eva’s voice comes through, but I can’t make out the words.

The doorknob rattles. “Altair?”

I stand in front of him in a sundress—

I gasped back to the present.

My voice. My face. But not me.

The clone.

Pinpricks of white fuzzed my vision.

She has Tair.


Chapter Twenty-Two
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ALTAIR

The clone sat across from me in a hover ship packed with Black Helixes. She wore a pleasant but deeply unsettling smile.

She wouldn’t stop staring at me.

I gripped the edge of my seat as the ship flew ever closer to Theta Citadel and all its dangers. The Helixes hadn’t restrained me, and they seemed not to care what I did as long as I came quietly. They simply loomed while the clone kicked her feet and smiled.

My thoughts stayed with Quanta. I was thankful she wasn’t on her way to the Citadel with me, but she’d been taken, and I still didn’t know where she was. Or if she was all right.

I had to survive, if only to make sure that Quanta did, too.

The ship took us over the Citadel’s towering walls, toward the glittering skyscrapers of the island-spanning city. Lights twinkled in the night, illuminating the sea of glass and spire-spanning pod tracks. The resemblance to Alpha Citadel was less than comforting.

We landed on a pad at the top of a generic scraper in the maze of others. The guards flowed outside and formed a double-thick protective square around Quanta and me.

I fought to keep calm as I gazed over the nighttime city. There was no chance I’d escape this on my own. Seligo security was too tight.

I was already at their mercy.

Unless Quanta came for me. But could she? Was she still alive?

No.

I couldn’t let my thoughts go down that path. I had to stay alert. Look for the slightest opening to exploit. One lapse would be enough. Just one…

The clone gripped my arm. “You’ll stay with me, won’t you?”

Her smile pretended to be sweet while her fingernails dug into my skin. Had she already seen me trying to run?

Getting past the guards was one thing. Getting past a clairvoyant?

It was utterly hopeless. “Where would I go?”

“Nowhere.” Her gray eyes lost focus. Then she grinned. “Nowhere.”

If there was no hope of escape, then I had to find something else to keep myself going. I refused to give up.

At least I had questions I wanted answered.

What did the clone want?

As we strode closer to the rooftop door, she smiled shyly and smoothed down her sundress, peeking at me from the corner of her eye.

A shiver rolled down my back. It wasn’t how my Quanta acted, but…

What if she didn’t know she was a clone?

She’d called me her partner. What if she thought she was the real thing and I was her genetic match, come to help her?

There was only one person who could’ve fed her that lie: Dr. Nagi.

If he was here…

I swallowed as the blast-force door swung shut behind us and the truth took hold.

I wouldn’t be escaping.


Chapter Twenty-Three
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QUANTA

The clone.

The clone had Tair.

I kept repeating the truth, but it wouldn’t process.

The clone. Had…

My vision fuzzed and my head throbbed.

“What’s wrong with you?” Devan’s face appeared.

A crazy cackle slipped up my throat. “Everything.”

Everything was wrong. As I bucked against the plastic ties holding me down… This was too familiar.

Strapped down and helpless. Couldn’t change a thing. Stuck in place while Tair suffered somewhere I couldn’t get to him.

“What are you…?” Devan crept back. She was glowing.

Glowing… Blue?

Wait.

I was glowing.

My heart pounded, my vision still swam, and the ghosts at the edge of my vision—I jerked against the chair. “Get out.”

“You—”

“OUT!” I screamed at Devan as the blue light flared brighter. If I went off now…

But I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. Not yet.

Devan backed out of the room. I scrunched my eyes shut tight and forced myself to breathe. My head spun wilder and wilder, and timeghosts pressed in.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

Whirling. Swirling. Chaos.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Tair still needed me.

And I needed to survive.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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ALTAIR

Blood.

They’d taken nine vials already, and the med tech at my side showed no signs of stopping. I gritted my teeth and tried not to buck against the straps pressing me to the lab table.

The clone hadn’t left my side. She sat on a stool next to the table, swinging her legs and humming absently.

It jarred.

I kept turning to look at her and then averting my gaze. She didn’t show a hint of concern about my blood being taken, and the more I compared her to the real Quanta, the more the clone turned my stomach.

Clones were nothing special. Most of the Gray Helixes who served the Seligo had been duplicated and reduplicated for the better part of a century. But they required special care. When their bodies were grown faster than their brains could mature, it created an uncomfortable dissonance.

I felt that when I looked at her. She seemed slightly younger than Quanta—her flesh just a tad rounder—but her mind…

She noticed my gaze and gave a shy smile. I quickly turned my head.

The expression was off. Quanta’s smiles were mischievous or coy. Sometimes brave or even a touch crazy. Never shy.

And Quanta rarely looked at anyone directly. The clone didn’t have any of Quanta’s mannerisms—staring into space or tracking invisible figures with her gaze. The implications heaped more worry on an already impossible situation.

Reds were fundamentally unstable, but the clone was holding up much better than Quanta. The clone seemed more focused.

And focused on me. If she had a clear view of the future, then she’d see any schemes I might concoct.

I flinched as the tech started drawing vial number ten. The sting barely registered, but I was afraid I already knew which tests the Seligo would be running. Quanta and I had left clues behind when we escaped Alpha Citadel. If Doctor Nagi hadn’t already uncovered our genetic pairing, my blood would reveal the secret.

“You’ll be all right,” the clone said. “No one here will hurt you.”

I turned back to her. She didn’t break eye contact as my face twisted in disbelief. “No one?”

“Of course not.” She started swinging her legs again, as innocent as a child. “You’re going to help me.”

“Help you?” I didn’t want to consider how. I was more worried about the lies the Seligo had been feeding her.

She nodded, bouncing in eagerness. “Doctor Nagi says your blood matches my blood. We’ll do great things together.”

My throat contracted. He’d already confirmed the pairing. I’d expected he would, but this wasn’t how I wanted my theory confirmed. Now that Doctor Nagi had me captive, he could both test the science behind genetic pairs and observe it in action.

I closed my eyes against the sterile white room and overhead fluorescents. And against the constant stare from those wide gray eyes.

My options were bad and worse. The building was a maze of secure doors choked with Black Helixes. Even if I found a window of opportunity, the clone would be watching.

I had to debilitate her.

Or work with her.

I couldn’t decide which was least distasteful. Physically harming her wouldn’t come without cost. I could already feel the pull to her, even if it was twisted. The pairing worked on some level. So my instinct to protect my Quanta still held with the clone.

If I worked with her…

Bile rose in my throat.

I could make her like me. But would she see my betrayal coming, too?

To make her believe, I couldn’t be acting. I’d have to embrace the differences that were already repelling me. Give in to my programming while ignoring reality. The exact opposite of how I interacted with Quanta.

But unless a miracle occurred in the next few minutes, I was going to have to play along with the clone and jump through whatever hoops Doctor Nagi prescribed.

I didn’t believe in miracles.

Using her was the only way out of this situation, and I had to get out, because Quanta was in as much danger—if not more—than I was. I just hoped I could live with myself if I survived.

The med tech finished at vial number eleven. After patching my arm with a slice of synthetic skin, she hurried away with her tray of samples.

Multiple tests could be run using a single vial’s worth of blood, so I didn’t dare guess how many Greens were waiting to start analyzing my genes. The security lock clicked closed behind her.

The clone didn’t move a millimeter.

I considered asking the clone to untie me from the table, but I didn’t believe for an instant that she would. Or that whoever was watching would let her.

The quadrant of the room my table faced had four security panels full of cams and sensors. Guards could be here in seconds.

Straps bit into my wrists as my fists bunched in frustration, but I couldn’t let my emotions steer this interaction. Everything I did had to be calculated. I needed to be sounding her out instead of despairing.

Forcing my hands and features to relax, I turned to face her. “What are we waiting for?”

“Doctor Nagi’s calling to say hello.”

Dread may have flashed across my face, but if she noticed, she didn’t make any indication. All she did was kick back and forth on her stool.

Everything about her was wrong. But she didn’t seem inclined to leave my side.

Ever.

At least he was calling instead of visiting in the flesh. I needed to gather as much info as I could while I still had the clone more or less alone. “How long have you been at Theta Citadel?”

“I’m not supposed to tell you things like that.” She tilted her head to the side, looking curious in spite of her orders.

That curiosity might be my saving grace. “Can you ask me questions?”

She drummed her fingers against her stool. “No one said I couldn’t.”

“Then go ahead.” It was dangerous ground. She might ask things Doctor Nagi couldn’t be allowed to know, but I’d have to deflect and hope she didn’t pull the truths from my past. A conversation was the only way to feel out her intentions.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-four.” And surprised that was what she wanted to know.

“Do you have brothers and sisters?”

“One sister.” Who Doctor Nagi already knew about. “Do you?”

Her eyebrows lifted as if she knew I was trying to play her, but she still smiled. “Not telling.”

I dry swallowed. It wasn’t an answer, but I would’ve preferred an easy no. Now the possibility of more clones hovered. Nothing could be worse.

One clone was already proving more than I could handle.

“Can I…” She fidgeted and chewed her lip.

Another contrast. Quanta was always fairly direct. “Can you…?”

“Can I touch you?” She blushed. “Not in a creepy way. Just…”

The compulsion to touch was more proof that Eva’s adjustments had manifested. And as the clone glanced away in embarrassment, the same compulsion seeped through my veins.

I felt…protective toward her.

And my fists were bunching again.

The impulse was genetic. Not affection.

But the need to remind myself brought up a string of uncomfortable questions. If that logic applied to the clone, then didn’t it apply to Quanta? We’d been linked without consent, and the same genetic impulse that made me sympathetic to the clone made me sympathetic to Quanta.

Did the desire and duty to protect her apply to the clone as well? Should it?

The ethics boggled.

We’d killed dozens of Quanta’s clones at Alpha Citadel, and I hadn’t felt a pang, but they’d been test cases. Half-formed creatures who knew only suffering. They’d been nothing like the girl in front of me now.

Even if I had the opportunity, would I be able to kill her? Physically yes, but mentally… I wondered if I’d be able to go through with it.

They were too alike.

And it was too soon to tell whether she could be saved. Doctor Nagi and the Seligo might already have twisted her too far for that.

The more I thought it through, the more familiar the mental loop felt. I’d gone through the same string of questions when I met Quanta and learned about our pairing.

Getting to know her had shown me the truth—that Quanta was a person worthy of saving, regardless of what tied us together. It wasn’t clear if I could say the same for the clone.

“I’ll leave you alone.” Her stool squeaked as she stood.

“No.” I’d let myself get lost in my thoughts, but I needed to focus on the clone. Even if playing to her curiosity turned my stomach, I was going to need her cooperation to survive. And Quanta needed me to survive. “Sorry. You can touch me.”

“Are you sure?” She leaned over the table, her cheeks pink with excitement.

Was I sure?

Not at all. The pull toward Quanta had intensified every time we touched. I dreaded the inevitability that the same would happen now.

But I didn’t have a choice. Not when I was bound and captive, and the clone was only one I had any chance of turning into an ally.

I opened my palm to her. “It’s all right.”

“Then…” She extended her fingers.

As she stared at the closing gap between our skin, I knew Doctor Nagi must have contrived the situation. Leaving us alone to observe what would happen. But the clone seemed oblivious, and I was back to wondering the same thing I’d first wondered about Quanta.

Was the clone Doctor Nagi’s pawn? Or was she playing the game herself?

Her fingers brushed mine before I had an answer. Energy shot along my arm, lighting synapse to synapse until my whole body jittered with the contact.

The clone gasped.

I had one more question, and it couldn’t be asked aloud. Can you hear me?

She jumped back as if she’d plunged her arm into a tub of liquid nitrogen. “Your voice.”

My stomach tightened. I’d hoped to find at least one difference between them.

But another power was the same.

So much was the same.

Even though she looked close to identical, the wide-eyed, gasping girl who clutched her hands to her mouth was nothing like my Quanta.

There was one last similarity I hoped they didn’t share. Rewinding time.

Dread settled heavy in my stomach. If Doctor Nagi found out what was possible…

The Ravens wouldn’t survive.

And I’d never see Quanta again.


Chapter Twenty-Five
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QUANTA

I must’ve passed out. Now I came back to reality.

Really, really slowly.

My eyes creaked open. My head felt hollow and achy, but as far as I could tell I hadn’t exploded.

So far. That was good.

Also, Devan was gone, and I was on the floor.

The chair had fallen straight back, and even though I was still tied up, the plastic cords had gotten even looser while I was unconscious. Either from falling or thrashing around.

Straining against the plastic, I slowly worked my right hand free. After I pulled it out and my circulation started to prickle back, I managed to pry out the left. Then I worked on wiggling and tugging the rest of the way free.

I was gasping by the time I wrenched myself out. For a few seconds, I lay on the concrete, just breathing and recovering and trying to wrap my head around what had to come next.

The clone had Tair.

I was wickedly close to going unstable.

I had zero help.

Staying on the floor wouldn’t fix any of those problems. First, I needed backup.

Devan was going to help me. She had to.

I crawled a few steps until some of the pins and needles fuzzed out of my legs and then pulled myself to my feet. After a few wobbles, I made it to the door.

Unlocked.

I peered outside my cell. The connected room looked like some teenagers’ secret fort. There were rumpled sleeping bags, heaps of snack packages, and a portacomp with game controllers.

The bluish haze of the past drew me in.

Three girls sit huddled in front of the glowing comp screen. A video plays—a couple kisses in what looks like a painful goodbye. Then the scene fades to black and a title appears: Along the Shore.

Muffled rustles break the sudden silence.

“Tissues.” A blonde girl paws the ground, searching the darkness until she finds a packet of tissue. She blows her nose.

“How can they break up?” The dark-haired girl pulls a tissue from the pack. Her eyes are red and glassy.

“It’s not—” The blonde peers at her friends. “Devan? Is Devan Coda crying?”

“No.” Devan hides her face in a blanket, but muffled sniffles echo.

The blonde’s tearful face breaks into a smile. “You big lying liar.”

The dark-haired one tugs Devan’s arm. “I want to see the crying face.”

“Devan Coda has emotions! Devan Coda is a flesh and blood human!” Now both of them are tugging at Devan, who tries to stay burrowed in the blanket.

Her face pops into view. Tear tracks glisten on Devan’s face, but she scowls and grabs a pillow. “I do not have emotions.” She smacks the closest girl with the pillow.

The girls shriek and grab their own pillows and then it’s all-out war.

Finally, they fall back to their sleeping bags, giggling and exhausted.

More timeghosts loomed, but I managed to get my walls up before they overwhelmed me. I’d seen enough, though.

The underground Reds.

All three of them had been together at some point. But recently?

Only lonely ghosts of Devan blinked and out around the space. In the present, she was nowhere to be found, but I’d probably freaked her out good enough to make her run. I had to reach Eva before Devan got back and found me kicking around her secret base.

I knelt in front of the portacomp and held my breath as I tried to power it on.

Zip.

But there had to be electricity. I looked up. The lights were—

Glowing but bulb-less.

Light hovered in the fixture on the ceiling, but it wavered and wobbled like liquid or the glow of a flame. I didn’t need three guesses whose powers could do that.

A wave of blue figures swirled around me. It took everything I had to hold my mental walls and keep myself in the present. But some of the movement was real.

“You—”

I whirled. Devan stood in the doorway, and the same light that glowed from the ceiling blazed from her hands—sunshine yellow, but jagged with her fear and anger.

“Devan.” I lifted my hands. I didn’t have a weapon, but I could still fight her the same way I’d always fought. “Can I tell you a story?”

Her lips tightened into a line, but the blaze from her hands toned down a few notches. I hoped that meant she’d listen, because I needed her on my side. “My name is Quanta. Ever heard of me?”

Her nostrils flared. Okay. Either that was a no, or she hadn’t heard anything good.

Moving on.

“Here’s the short version of my life. Doctor Nagi grew me in his lab. You know his name?”

Devan scowled, but her glow kept fading. I was making progress. “Lady Eva broke me out of his lab when I was a baby. I lived with her and the Shadow Ravens until I was ten. Then Nagi stole me back.”

She swallowed. Yup.

Devan Coda knew exactly what that meant. Every Red’s worst nightmare.

“I was his prisoner until a few weeks ago when I escaped Alpha Citadel with Tair. He’s a Shadow Raven, and we were hiding out at Lady Eva’s compound when we dug up the security footage from your skate park. We came here as soon as we saw my clone dragging off those girls.” And I hoped Devan could hear the guilt in my voice because I was definitely still feeling it. “If you let me call Eva, we can prove I’m not the one who took your friends. So trust me or don’t, but the more time we waste, the longer the people we care about are stuck in some Seligo torture chamber.”

Devan only scowled harder. “The people we care about?”

“Yeah.” Nerves jangled through me yet again as I remembered the truth. “The clone captured Tair. That’s what I was seeing when I freaked out.”

“Seeing?” Her voice rang with disbelief.

“Seeing the past and future. That’s my thing.”

“Prove it.”

That was easy enough. “You cried watching Along the Shore.”

The light around Devan’s hands wavered, almost disappearing. Then it burst back. “Everyone cries at Along the Shore. You’re guessing.”

“You were sitting here.” I patted the spot on the sleeping bag next to me. “And you started a pillow fight when they called you out. ‘Devan Coda has emotions.’ They seemed pretty excited about it.” Although I’d seen plenty of emotions from her these last few hours. Mostly hate and anger.

The light around Devan’s hands finally blinked out. She bit her trembling lip.

I almost felt bad for her. She’d lost her friends, and she was way too young to be alone. Maybe sixteen? Seventeen? And even if I didn’t know the details, I knew she hadn’t had an easy life. Though neither had I. Sometimes, I felt like a grandma at all of twenty-one. “I want to help you. I want to help find your friends. But if you hadn’t noticed, I’m sort of going unstable, and neither of us has a chance at getting into Theta Citadel on our own.”

“That was…” Devan gulped. “You’re destabilizing?”

“Looks like it.” For now, the constant hum of urgency kept me from worrying about the inevitable. Even if I was dying in an hour, I’d have sixty whole minutes to work on getting Tair free. I refused to leave him to the Seligo and my clone. “More importantly, do you have a com that works?”

“Maybe.”

“I need to call Lady Eva.”

Devan shook her head so hard her hair swung around her ears. “No. No way.”

“Then what’s your plan?” Because if she had one, I’d honestly try to help, but from what I could tell, Devan needed my help as much as I needed hers.

She gripped the doorframe. “Catch you—her, whoever—and make her tell me where Kiri and Aliya are. Then I get them back.”

That was a good idea, but not a plan. I tried to keep my voice gentle, but my patience was chipping away second by second. “Finding them isn’t the hard part. We could probably even get into Theta on our own, but getting out? You know how dangerous it is. We need help, Devan.” And help was on the way—if I could just tell Eva where to send the backup.

“That’s…” Devan rubbed her hands against her jeans as little sparks of light spat from her fingertips. Her control might not be as good as I’d thought—at least, when her emotions were high. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t have a com.”

Vibrating with anxiety, I reminded myself to breathe. “We’ll find one.”

“I’m not joining the Shadow Ravens.” Devan paced the concrete. “I want nothing to do with that crazy lady.”

“When did I ever try to recruit you?” I shook my head. “We need to make a call. Not a blood oath.”

“But…” She scratched her scalp, ruffling her hair, and it was pretty clear that she was wearing down. If Devan seriously wanted her friends back, there were only so many ways to make it happen. She might not like the reality—I definitely didn’t—but she was going to see it eventually.

Hopefully sooner than later.

Finally, she pulled something from her back pocket. “This is his. Does it do messages?” She tossed it to me.

Tair’s watch. A lump rose in my throat. What was he going through right now?

But I pushed off the creeping dread. The watch was as good as a lifeline.

Tair had explained how to contact Eva in an emergency, and I tapped my way through the screens, glad that I’d actually remembered. “Do you want to be on the cam?”

“No way.” Devan moved to hide behind the doorframe. “Don’t even mention my name.”

“Whatever makes you happy.” I was too keyed up to worry about her anymore. I held the watch at eye level and punched in the last command. A green light blinked as the camera came on.

The com girl’s face appeared.

“It’s Qua—” Before I finished the words, she gasped and the line went blank. A few seconds later, the screen glowed back to life.

“Quanta?” Eva leaned into the cam, looking me up and down the best she could. “Altair said you were taken.”

“I’m fine.” I let out a heavy breath. “But the Seligo have Tair.”

“The two of you…” Eva pressed a hand to her temple. “Agent Marquez and the backup team are almost to the island. Can you hold tight where you are?”

“I’m holding.” And hope flared at her news. “Does that mean Cipher’s coming, too?”

Devan flinched and ducked out of sight. It made sense that Cipher was more famous than me—and I could work with that.

Eva’s lips pressed tight. “Yes. Cipher and Agent Miles as well.”

“Good.” Just a little bit of the tightness in my chest relaxed. I didn’t want Cipher or the guys in danger, but at least they’d know what they were doing more than I would. I couldn’t survive what was coming on my own.

“Your condition?” Eva asked. “You’re safe?”

“Pretty safe. I found what’s left of the underground Reds.” All one of them. But the rest… I let out a breath and shivered. “I had kind of…an episode. I need more serum, or I’m going to keep destabilizing.”

Devan peeked back out, her eyes wide. I couldn’t tell how she was taking all of this, but timeghosts howled, wanting to tell me every future that could possibly spin out from here. It wasn’t the time to get lost in that. I squinted at the watch screen, trying to keep myself focused on Eva.

“I sent another batch along with the team,” she said. “Just hold on.”

“I am.” Somewhat. But my impending doom wasn’t important right now. “Did you get anything else on the girls taken from the skate park?” I needed Devan to hear that part of the story.

“Their names are Kiri and Aliya. I’m trying to confirm reports of their possible locations, but my network is thin there.”

“But you’ll keep looking for them?” I asked more for Devan than myself. I already knew what Eva would answer.

“Of course,” Eva said. “If there’s any way to recover them, we will.”

“Good.”

“Can you give me your exact coordinates?”

I glanced at Devan. She still peered from behind the doorframe, but didn’t show any signs of wanting to offer up our location. I’d get it from her somehow. “I’ll message you later.”

Eva nodded. “I’m contacting Agent Marquez. We’ll be waiting for your update.”

The vid cut to black.

I fastened Tair’s watch around my wrist and rubbed at the too-large band. My heart still ached. I had to get him back.

Devan came to sit on one of the other sleeping bags. “Cipher’s coming? The real Cipher?”

“Blue hair and all.” Even though I felt slightly like chopped liver, I was just as excited as Devan. Backup. Help. Familiar faces.

I needed all of those right now.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Devan said. She pulled a stray scrap of paper and a pen from the mess on the floor and wrote out a set of numbers. “Here.”

“Thank you.” I typed in the coordinates and sent them to Eva.

After a few seconds, the watch buzzed with a response.

ETA 0700. Hold tight.

I tried to stay calm, but Tair’s watch said midnight. So sleep wasn’t happening.

And even if Cipher and the guys arrived promptly at the crack of dawn, we still had to come up with a plan and figure out how to get ourselves across the sea to Theta.

It was going to be a long, long night of wondering where Tair was.

And praying he was still okay.


Chapter Twenty-Six
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ALTAIR

The ringing com made my adrenaline spike.

Grinning, the clone hopped off her stool to answer the call. I took a deep breath while I could.

Doctor Tenma Nagi appeared on the wall screen.

His hair was slicked back, and he wore a crisp white lab coat. The video was too lifelike for comfort. Even his aura carried over the digital distance. He looked like a man who never made a request twice. Calm and cool. Very much like Eva, and yet…

I forced myself to take another breath.

Today a hint of smugness tightened the corners of Doctor Nagi’s dark eyes. “Altair Orpheus. Welcome to my new facility.”

I clenched my jaw. I wouldn’t speak without a pressing reason. He already knew far too much.

“I would’ve told your parents we found you, but they’ve already removed you from their family register. I’m personally overseeing the design of their new son.”

His words hit like punches to the stomach. For a second I lost my breath.

Then I remembered my resolve. If I wasn’t an Orpheus anymore, then I was glad to finally be free of the name. As much as I wanted to know if they’d given Cassie the same treatment, I didn’t dare bring up my sister’s name.

Doctor Nagi’s smugness deepened. He knew he’d scored a hit. It must’ve shown on my face.

I couldn’t make that mistake again.

The clone beamed at the screen. As she smiled, looking back and forth between Doctor Nagi and me, I couldn’t shake the image of a dog and its master.

“We’ll have your genetic analyses completed within the hour. Is there anything you’d like to discuss in the meantime?”

I could think of a thousand questions and even more accusations that I wanted to hurl at him. Instead, I kept my silence. Nothing good would come of revealing more information.

“I heard his voice in my head,” the clone said, her voice breathy.

“Did you?” His tone lacked surprise. He already knew. I doubted anything had surprised the man in the last century.

Then again, Quanta and I had escaped. He hadn’t seen that coming.

“You seem to be in good spirits,” Doctor Nagi said.

I smoothed my features, eliminating the smirk that had slipped. I wasn’t in any position to be cocky.

“Can he come off the table now?” the clone asked. “I have lots more questions.”

Doctor Nagi actually smiled. “Soon. Run along to your session, and he’ll be ready for you when you get back.”

A chill slipped down my shoulders. Ready for what?

The clone waved on her way out the door. “I’ll talk to you later.”

I nodded, the best response I could give under these conditions. At least I had some indication I wasn’t going to be killed. Although that could always change.

Rapidly. No doubt, Doctor Nagi was already in the process of cloning me; it would take time to raise clones to maturity, but I wasn’t difficult to copy like a Red. All he needed was one replacement, and he could dispose of the original.

Two assistants followed the clone out, leaving me alone with the vidscreen and a pair of guards. Doctor Nagi fixed me with a stare. “I take it you’ve been hiding with Eva?”

I kept my mouth closed.

“No need to answer. I know almost everything, and the rest will fall into place soon enough.” He looked to his tablet and started flipping through its screens. As if I wasn’t worth his full attention. I posed no threat now. “For the time being, your life has some value to me. If you’d like to keep it, you’ll play along with my demands.”

I kept still. He’d have to tell me those demands himself.

“You’re to humor Quanta. You’re not to harm her, although I doubt you could if you wanted. Participate, and you’ll be kept healthy and comfortable.”

“You call her—” My voice had started working before my brain. I swallowed my whys. I was already coming to several dark conclusions, but one disturbing thing stood above the rest.

He hadn’t given the clone her own name. She was Quanta.

Or she thought she was. Horror coiled in my gut.

Doctor Nagi leaned in and his image filled the wall screen. “If you can’t behave yourself, I’ll have you answer for your crimes.”

Suppressing a shudder, I met his gaze. The look in his eyes left no doubt that a court of law wouldn’t be involved in his brand of justice.

“Good.” He nodded, content with whatever he read in my expression. “I do admire your work, Altair. I’m glad to have you back in my lab.”

The video feed cut off.

I forced my muscles to stop tensing, but no part of me was at ease.

It was disturbing that he wanted me to do exactly what I’d been planning to do—get the clone to warm up to me. He obviously wanted to observe the effects of our pairing. And logically, he’d want to replicate it. A pairing system would make it easier to weaponize Reds, who were powerful but troublesome.

The clone was weapon number one, and now that I was here, her powers would only grow.

Doctor Nagi wouldn’t put us together if he had any doubt of the clone’s loyalties. Not when he knew exactly where my loyalties lay.

Now I was part of an obvious test, and I didn’t see a way to escape the system.

My life depended on the clone and my ability to win her over.

I’d play along for my survival, but I’d prefer not survive if I was going to be kept as Doctor Nagi’s pet. I pushed out a breath. For now, cooperating was the only way I had a chance of getting back to my Quanta, but I feared the endgame.

What if the clone started to win me over?

I gritted my teeth. That will never happen.

I knew my heart. No copy could replace the real Quanta.


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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QUANTA

Devan gave me the grand tour of her bleak little hideout. It smelled like fish, and according to the timeghosts, it used to be a canning plant.

The years hadn’t done the place any favors. Now it was molding and crumbling in all directions. “How long have you been here?”

“A few weeks,” Devan said. “We used to have a better spot, but…”

“Had to move?” I guessed.

“We never stayed anywhere long.”

I tried to ignore the hurt in Devan’s voice, but I couldn’t help feeling for her. The little bit of happiness she’d scraped together had been snatched away. For the first time, I actually knew what that felt like.

We settled into the makeshift bedroom/headquarters, and she tossed me a food pack. As I worked my way through a disturbingly chewy brick of macaroni and cheese, nausea twisted in my belly.

And it wasn’t because of the chemical cheese.

Timeghosts crushed in until sweat beaded on my forehead. The futures were angry, and they had some stuff to show me, whether or not I wanted. “I’m checking out for a while.”

Devan frowned. “What does that m—”

I couldn’t hear her anymore.

Everything went blue.

A shock lance connects with my shoulder, and I fall in a shaking heap; Devan and I cross into the Citadel and make it five whole steps before a squadron of Black Helixes pours from the guardhouse; sunlight blazes from Devan’s palms and spreads up her arms until the light explodes in a deafening supernova; I’m on my knees again, clapping my hands to my ears and spilling timeghosts as people collapse around me; Cipher’s lightning booms and crackles, and all of Theta shakes with thunder as a shockwave rolls through the island—

More and more timeghosts teemed from the future like death omens, but I bit down hard and tried to make them go away. They didn’t really—they were still everywhere, waiting for me to lose it—but I managed to find Devan’s face again.

Now she looked worried about me. “You saw something.”

“Lots of somethings.” I collapsed back onto my sleeping bag. I got killed. Devan got killed. Both of us got killed. Cipher and probably Knight and Dex got killed.

My head and body ached with stress and exhaustion, and I was starting to wonder if I should just go into Theta intending to blow. It would be one less Citadel for Eva to deal with.

Also a few millions of people dead or permanently vegetablized.

So, no. I wasn’t ever doing that.

I gripped my temples, trying to stop the pounding.

“Are you okay?”

“Peachy.” Although I was starting to wonder if I’d ever interacted with a person for more than an hour without them asking that.

Doubtful.

I pushed my hair back and tried to refocus. My inner eye had a serious case of conjunctivitis, but I could read between the lines of the mish-mosh timeghosts.

Bad things were going to happen. Just because I hadn’t seen the hopeful options didn’t mean they weren’t there.

But I wished I saw a version of the future where Tair and I skipped out hand in hand.

No dice.

“Can you see Kiri? Aliya?” Devan gripped her sleeping bag. “Can you find them?”

“Not from here.” And not with my current lack of focus. I was still reading too many timeghosts, and the volume clogged everything up. Or maybe that was just Devan’s interference. Her images still looked a little fuzzy in my inner eye. It didn’t help my headache.

“You’d better not ditch my people to go after your boyfriend.”

“I’m not ditching anyone. And can we rewind? You tranqed us and left my boyfriend unconscious to get picked up by the Seligo.” Her light flared, and I covered my eyes. “And stop glowing all over the place. It hurts my head.”

“You’re glowing too.”

“No.” I double-checked just in case. “I’m not.”

Devan squinted. “You are. Maybe I’m the only one who can see it, but the light bends around you weird.”

“Great.” I rubbed my arms. More tricks were not what I needed right now. If anything, I had too many, and they were pushing me closer and closer to going nuclear. Though based on the worst-case future, Devan and Cipher imploded, too. I shuddered. “How’s your control?”

“Depends.” Devan opened her palm and soft light glowed, casting shifting shadows around our little hideout. Then she made a fist, and dozens of people filled the room.

“Handy.” Definitely better than my power set. The people looked really realistic. Only the lack of timeghosts would’ve tipped me off—although they didn’t make any noise, either.

She shrugged and the people disappeared. “It’s okay.”

“Where were you when Kiri and Aliya got taken?”

Her lip trembled, and I wanted to punch myself. I just made it sound like her fault. “I don’t mean—”

“No. I should’ve been there.” She sighed. “My brother had an accident, and it was bad enough that my aunt risked calling me home. The two of them were supposed to stay hidden.”

“If they’re alive, we can still find them.”

“I hope so.” Devan tucked her hair behind her ears. “I really hope so.”

There wasn’t much else to say.

We finished getting ready for bed, and then Devan dissolved the overhead light.

I curled into my sleeping bag and closed my eyes, but I wasn’t optimistic about getting any rest. Timeghosts kept flickering until my head spun. My head spun. My heart beat too fast.

The morning was way too far away.

I clutched Tair’s watch to my heart. I wanted him here with me.

It was strange.

I’d been on my own for so long with no hope I’d ever find someone to care about me, never mind anyone I could care about. We hadn’t known each other long, but I’d gotten really used to him.

I liked having him around. I liked how he made me feel.

I liked how he felt.

We’d hadn’t spent nearly enough time together. I wanted to play chess and test out more of his sister’s VR games. Then we could snuggle, and maybe act out some of the saucier versions of our future.

The timeghosts of the moment didn’t show anything like that happening.

I hoped the good stuff was just hidden in the bad.

Hugging myself tighter, I called to him with every psychic muscle I had. Tair? Can you hear me?

Pain stabbed between my temples. I hadn’t expected it to work, but it was worth a try.

Just in case, I tried to send him one last message.

Please be alive.

I scrunched my eyes closed. If I could just make it to the morning…

Help was on the way.

I just had to hold myself together a little bit longer.


Chapter Twenty-Eight
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ALTAIR

Doctor Nagi’s assistants pushed my table down a sterile hallway. Security panels dotted every few meters of wall and ceiling, and armed guards stood in the gaps between them. I wouldn’t be able to get out of my room, let alone the building. Unless I had help.

When we reached our destination, the men cautiously unstrapped me. I could easily overpower them—they were Greens like me, researchers rather than guards—but it would only cause trouble. I’d play Doctor Nagi’s game until I had reason to misbehave.

I just had to be careful not to play along so well that I was the one who got tricked.

The attendants let themselves out, and the door sealed shut behind them, leaving me in a generic apartment decorated in white and beige. It had a bed, bathroom, and desk area, and a secondary door. The faint hum of technology was the only sound that broke the silence. Cams and sensors would be hidden in every surface.

The holographic window projected a tranquil lake. I suspected this facility was closer to the ocean than inland—somewhere on Theta’s west coast.

Not a single decorative item took up space, and the furniture was all solid. Nothing could be thrown or otherwise fashioned into a weapon.

I settled onto the bed and lifted my glasses to rub my forehead.

This was grim.

I’d been focusing on my own dilemma, but now that I was locked in with the clone, worry for Quanta hit back with a vengeance. Rather than concocting theories, I focused on the one comforting truth. Quanta could talk her way out of anything. It was agony not knowing where or how she was, but I had to believe she’d find the path that led to her freedom.

I had to do the same thing here. More than an hour passed as I sat scheming and running through scenarios. A rattling noise finally broke me out of my trance.

The secondary door cracked open, and someone with gray eyes peered into the room. “Altair?”

The voice sparked an unpleasant quavering in my chest, but I swallowed back the sensation. It was time to put on my act. “You can come in.”

She pushed the door all the way open, and I missed a breath. The sundress was gone, replaced with canary-yellow pajamas. She looked exactly like Quanta as I’d first met her.

Instead of fixating on their similarities, I concentrated on the differences. The clone’s hair hung straight and smooth, unlike Quanta’s tangled mass. Her nails were painted candy red where Quanta’s were usually smudged with charcoal.

“What were you doing?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

“Do…” She bunched her toes in the carpet, almost painfully shy. “Do you want to come next door?”

“I’d like that.” I needed to sound her out and win her over.

She stepped through the doorway and hopped aside to let me past. Another wave of eerie déjà vu rolled through me as I crossed the threshold.

The room was exactly like Quanta’s penthouse. The same white carpet. Same plastic furniture. The only difference was the kitchen; the clone had appliances where Quanta’s had been gutted. The clone had a gas range and a knife block, neither of which would’ve been allowed within floors of Quanta. That answered the question of trust.

“You can sit.” The clone pulled out a chair at the kitchen table. It was the same table Quanta and I had used as our reset point for dozens of trips through time, but the more I focused on the differences, the easier it was to shake free of the similarities.

Obediently, I sat in the chair. I needed to sound out whether Doctor Nagi was coaching her to play me, or if she was a victim in his schemes.

She sat across from me, staring both at me and through me. I stopped myself before I shivered. “What do you see?”

The clone finger-combed her hair, glancing away from me. “I’m not supposed to tell.”

Supposed to didn’t mean she wouldn’t. I just had to figure out the right buttons to push to get her to keep talking. “What do you want to talk about?

“Lots of things.” She leaned her head against her hand and started another stare that made my skin crawl.

“You’ll have to ask the questions, then.”

“Why did you become a Green?”

I gripped my forearm above my Helix tattoo. It was still a question I could answer, even if I didn’t like the topic. “It’s what my parents wanted.”

“I know.” She leaned farther over the table. I didn’t like her knowing anything, but I had to assume she could read my past like a book. “I mean why did you do it, though? You could’ve done anything you wanted.”

I moved my hands to the tabletop and forced myself not to tense up. Seeing the past didn’t mean she understood the whys behind my actions. “I wanted to do what my parents wanted.” I’d had to obey them to keep up my double life. “I don’t regret it.”

“Will you be a Seligo like they wanted?”

Don’t tense. She knew what she knew, and she was digging for more, but I couldn’t shut down her questions. “I don’t think that’s an option now.”

“It is. If…” She chewed her lip, losing the boldness that had been fueling her until now.

I didn’t like where this conversation was headed, but I couldn’t let her unfinished thought stand. “If…?”

“If you stay with me.” She straightened and met my gaze. “Doctor Nagi can forgive you. If you stay with me and work with us, we could be together for a thousand years.”

I tensed. How likely did that look in her eyes?

I’d never work with the Seligo. Particularly if the “reward” for compromising my morals was immortality—which I’d never sought or desired.

But I had to wonder. When Quanta scanned the possible futures, she filtered them by what was likely to happen. Was the clone filtering to see futures she wanted?

If that was the future she was pulling for, I’d just answered another key question, but her dream would never come true. “I’ve been disowned and I’m a traitor. It’s too late to be elevated.”

“You’ll see.” A smile tilted her lips. “We’re going to do great things together.”

A wisp of dread unfurled inside me. Any future that made her smile like that wasn’t one I wanted to live.


Chapter Twenty-Nine
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QUANTA

I didn’t sleep. At all.

Tair’s watch said 0500 when I finally got up to pace and wait out the last two hours. The cavalry needed to come sooner.

By 0730, Devan was pacing with me, and my vision blurred.

Tears. Frustration. Powers frazzling. I couldn’t see straight anymore.

Just after 0800, the main door finally rattled. I jumped to swing it open.

Cipher, Knight, and Dex stood dressed all in black and hauling duffel bags of gear. My throat closed up with gratitude and hope. “Finally.”

Their timeghosts hit me in waves, but I was determined to stay in the present. Now was not the time to get distracted.

Knight stepped inside first. His gaze flicked around, taking in the space and landing on Devan. She had her hands in her jeans pockets, but light spilled out.

Cipher stepped around him. “You’re Devan?”

Devan nodded, but her eyes looked way too wide. Awed, actually. “Devan Coda. You’re Cipher.”

Cipher winced a little at the groupie greeting. She turned to me instead. “You look like hell.”

“Look who’s talking.” That last ferry ride must’ve been a doozy. Now flop sweat plastered her hair to her forehead, and her complexion was about the same as a cooked egg white.

She set down her pack and started digging while Knight and Dex cased the rest of the building and did whatever tech/security stuff they did. Cipher tossed me a pouch. “Here.”

I caught it with shaking fingers. I lost track of what the rest of them were doing as I peeled off my old patch and stuck a new one in its place. Chemicals tingled against my skin.

Finally, I let myself breathe.

I had my serum. I had help. I could survive this, and I could get Tair and the girls back.

One millisecond at a time. “How soon can we get on a ferry?”

The three new arrivals looked away from their hushed conversation. Dex ran a hand through his flowing hair. “I know a guy. We have an in, but what after that?”

Knight set his tablet on a turned-over crate and zoomed in on a map of Theta. “The Lady couldn’t confirm locations for Tair or the Reds, but going on guesswork…” He pinched the map, zooming to show three pins. “There are only three possibilities.”

“Why only three?” I leaned in a little, but was careful not to get too close. I didn’t trust myself right now.

“You can’t keep a Red captive anywhere. There are only so many buildings with the level of security the Seligo would need.”

I fiddled with my sleeves as doubt niggled at me. Tair wasn’t a Red, and there was no reason he’d be kept the same place as Kiri and Aliya. Or that the two of them were still alive. Devan stared at the tablet like she could pull the answers out, but she wasn’t having any luck.

“So we split into three teams and see what we can see.” I cast a hopeful glance at Cipher. “Unless you can just hack us in and check?”

“No way in hell.” She folded her arms over her leather jacket. “We’re too close, and I’m not trying to die here. You have to figure it out with your powers.”

I gripped my sleeves. I didn’t know if I could. The timeghosts had been so chaotic, and I was already on the verge of losing it.

But I had to find a lead. There just wasn’t another way to find where the Seligo had stashed Tair. “I’ll try.”

“So will I,” Devan said.

We all turned to look at her. Her jaw was set with determination, but I wondered what she was hiding that made her so suddenly sure of herself. “What are you gonna do?”

“Maybe nothing. But I can make a distraction.”

“What kind of distraction?” Knight asked.

In a breath, dozens of illusion people appeared. Knight and Dex jumped to action, but Devan made the figures disappear before anyone got shot.

“You could warn us first.” I put a hand over my heart.

Dex gave her a hard look. “What else can you do?”

While Devan gave them all the rundown, I clicked my teeth together. A power show might be the only way to draw out the clone, but in reality…

Why would she leave the building? She was safe inside, and the Seligo definitely wouldn’t be sending their prisoners out to say hello. If I put myself in the clone’s shoes, I couldn’t think of anything that would make me leave my safe place.

Except for Tair, but she already had him. Devan could make a thousand fake Tairs, and the clone would still know she had the real one.

The best plan I could think of was using myself as bait and hoping the Seligo were stupid enough to put me and Tair in the same room. But they weren’t stupid, and even then…

Worry twisted inside me. Hypothetically, as long as I could get to Tair, we could wind time back again and again until we got out of the building. But resetting drained my energy like nothing else, and I was already running on fumes.

Hurting. Exhausted. Battling timeghosts just to follow the conversation.

And every time I caught a glimpse of the future, I saw myself imploding.

Was it that inevitable?

I didn’t want to believe it, and I wasn’t giving up, but…

My lip trembled.

I forced myself to join in the rest of the planning. We’d split into groups. Cipher and Knight. Devan and me. Dex on his own. Each group would case a building, and we’d set up a base below street level to watch and plan a way in. Knight and Dex had done the same thing on their last Citadel missions.

It seemed logical. Maybe even doable.

All I had to do was shut up the voices inside me that kept screaming we were insane.

Because insane or not, I had to get to Tair.


Chapter Thirty
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ALTAIR

The holographic window barely showed dawn when I stopped trying to sleep. After a shower, I changed into the scrubs that had been left for me.

Then I sat on the stiff sofa to wait. I wasn’t sure how much time passed before the secondary door eased open. The clone peeked through. “You’re awake?”

“I’m awake.” And fully alert now. “You can come in.”

Today’s sundress was a soft coral color, and the clone had repainted her nails a matching shade. I was drawn—

Goose bumps sprang down my arms. It’s not her.

I wasn’t confused where my feelings lay, but the clone tugged at my instincts every time I let down my guard. The genetic bond was that strong.

The clone paused in the doorway. “Our breakfast is here.”

“What else will we do with the day?”

She tilted her head to the side. “I’m busy like every day, but you can stay with me. If you want.”

Busy every day? I needed to see what that looked like. “I’d be happy to.”

“Come on.” She stepped aside, inviting me to her room.

An attendant was wheeling out a cart as I entered. The door clicked locked behind him, but if the clone or I had wanted to dive for the doorway, there would’ve been plenty of time. The building’s security wasn’t lax by any means, but the clone was treated more like a guest than a captive. I’d have to make an opportunity to take advantage of that.

“Sit,” she said.

Déjà vu hit hard as I sat down in front of the plate of bacon and eggs. I’d eaten this same meal more times than I cared to remember, resetting again and again with a similar Quanta.

I’d expected her breakfast to feature Quanta’s favorite things, like sugary cereal and cocoa. Instead, it was piled high with eggs and meats. “Sausages?”

“They’re my favorite.” She stabbed a link with her fork. “Want one?”

“No… Thank you.” I watched her chew. And I couldn’t help asking. “You eat meat?”

“Every day.” She stabbed another sausage for emphasis.

“Don’t you see the moment of slaughter?” Quanta had said she could, and it put her off food that came from animals. A reasonable hang-up.

The clone shrugged. “It doesn’t bother me.”

A chill slipped down my spine. Lack of compassion didn’t bode well. Neither did the full cup of pills that seemed to be her side dish. She gulped them down between sips of orange juice.

“Pain?” I asked.

“I’ve been getting headaches.” She tipped the last pill into her mouth and took a final swig of juice. “These fix me right up.”

“How long have you been getting headaches?” The way she’d worded it indicated they were new, and that was an interesting thought. What could’ve triggered her? Was it the same thing triggering Quanta?

She pursed her lips and stayed silent. I’d pushed too hard with the medical question. I finished the little breakfast I could force down before trying a new question. “What’s next on the schedule?”

“We have a holo room session together.”

I tried to keep my face smooth. It wasn’t unexpected, but there was too much she could see and project from my recent past. Eva’s location. My sister’s.

And far too much about the real Quanta. I was positive the clone wouldn’t like seeing how Quanta and I had interacted these last few days.

“In a few minutes,” the clone said. “We have some time first. If you want to…” She wiggled in her seat, looking away from me.

I still couldn’t decide if the coyness was deliberate, but either way it wasn’t connecting. “If I want to…?”

“Practice. Talking in our heads.” She bit her lip.

“We can try.” I’d much rather her be worrying over telepathy than the past or the future.

“Over here.” The clone led me into the sterile white living room.

I sat onto the couch, and she settled in next to me, smoothing down her dress. “How does it work?”

“Take my hand.” I offered it out to her.

As soon as her fingertips brushed mine, a cold wave shuddered from my scalp to my toes and my vision doubled.

Two clones. Two rooms.

One nightmare scenario.

A new reset point. It felt the way it did when Quanta set one—my vision twinning and a familiar wave of dizziness. Only this time, my skin crawled.

The clone snatched her hand away like she’d been burned. “What was…”

“What was what?” I swallowed back another wave of crawling skin as I touched her shoulder. She couldn’t know what we’d done. If she didn’t already know she could reverse time, she was one step closer to finding out. Can you hear me?

Yes. Awe carried through her mental voice. This feels so…right. Doesn’t it?

Right was the opposite of the word I would’ve chosen. Even her mental voice jarred. It was almost the same as Quanta’s, but a touch discordant. Almost…fractured in quality.

It’s amazing. I hoped I wasn’t projecting her the eerie discomfort I felt. You can hear me all right?

She nodded. We really were meant for each other, weren’t we?

I managed not to recoil, but I hoped she didn’t feel my body rejecting her statement. Did Doctor Nagi tell you how we were paired?

He made me for you. To replace the broken Quanta.

The broken—You know about her?

Yes. The clone tightened her grip on my hand. She took you down the wrong path. I’m going to fix it.

I gently tugged away. I didn’t want her in my head when this was our topic. “What path is that?”

“You’re going to be Seligo.” Her eyes slipped out of focus. “I can see it. You and me together hundreds and hundreds of years from now.”

I didn’t believe that was possible. “Is that all you can see?”

“No. I can see every…” Her gaze shifted to something over my shoulder. “We need to go to the holo room now.” She hopped up and hurried into her bedroom.

I stood, tense and waiting. What had she seen?

And what did it mean for my future? For Quanta’s future?

Be calm. Assuming the clone’s powers were as similar to Quanta’s as they continued to seem, then she was only seeing possible future. My theory was dead on; the clone was fixating on the future she wanted, and she had to be seeing a future of herself with one of my clones.

Otherwise, that future would never happen.

“I’m ready.” The clone strode out in a pair of heels matched to her skin tone. “Hurry.” When she pressed her hand to the print scanner, the door clicked open.

“You’re not locked in.”

“Why would I be?” She held the door open and gestured for me to go ahead. I obeyed.

Guards stood outside the room, but they didn’t follow us down the hallway. Her heels clacked against the floor.

She had free reign of the building. Escape was possible.

I just had to convince the clone to work with me.


Chapter Thirty-One
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QUANTA

As our boat skimmed across the waves, I tried to keep my brain chugging. I’d nibbled at the protein bar Cipher shoved at me, but my belly wasn’t having it. The energy bev I’d pounded stayed down, but I didn’t feel any more alert. Instead, my heart beat too fast and my headache pulsed instead of throbbing. I couldn’t tell if it was nerves or my impending doom.

The five of us sat alone below deck. Dex had hooked us up with a serum smuggler who ran back and forth to Theta, so we had a fast ride and the cargo hold to ourselves.

Cipher leaned against Knight, keeping her eyes closed and gripping her stomach. Dex was fiddling with little tech toys while Devan clenched and unclenched her glowing fingertips.

I stayed as far away from them as I could get in the narrow hold, hugging my knees to my body from my position on the floor. Still, the blue haze of timeghosts pressed on my brain.

Fighting back took more energy than I wanted to spend right now, so I let their layers blur over reality.

Knight and Cipher crouch behind a barrier, tense as they peer at something dangerous in the distance; Devan stands over me, her light spilling out. “Sorry,” she says as reaches for me with glowing yellow fingertips. A sharp, cut-off scream sounds; bullets fire in a relentless roar, and Dex takes two in the chest; Knight lies still in a pool of blood, and Cipher crackles, her hair lifting like a halo as tears slide down her cheeks; I fall on hands and knees as a blue glow seeps out around me, and the nearest people start to fall—

Shaking, I rocked back and forth.

There was nothing good to see. Not a glimpse of the clone or Tair or our Reds. Just vague images of terror and horrible things to come.

I didn’t ask the question that kept swooping through my head. Instead, I dry swallowed and tucked my head between my knees.

Should we really do this?

I had to, but the others…

Devan stared determinedly out the round window. I knew she wouldn’t back down if there was any chance of getting her friends back.

The other three might see it as a mission, but none of them deserved to die in the line of duty. I’d told them that earlier, yet here they still were.

Every time the future peeked through, I saw the same—my implosion. I hadn’t made peace with it, and I didn’t have time to, but I wasn’t going to stay crouched in the hold waiting for it to happen.

I let out a shaky breath. I had to find something on Tair and the girls, but if I was going to fail, I needed everyone else to keep going. “I want to change the plan.”

Knight stopped rubbing Cipher’s back to shoot me a look like I was crazy. “It’s already too dangerous. We can’t just—”

“I know it’s too dangerous. That’s why we’re changing the plan.”

“You saw something?” Dex asked.

Not one thing so much as a general sense of we’re doomed, but I wasn’t telling them that. The fact that I was doomed should be enough to convince them. “I’m almost out of time. If I go all supernova today, I don’t want you guys in my path.”

Everyone stilled. Even me. I hated admitting it out loud.

“Today?” Cipher’s voice squeaked. “You’re sure?”

“As sure as I want to be.” It wasn’t a done deal, but there was no way this day wasn’t going off the rails.

“Then what’s your new plan?” Knight asked.

“Devan and I can check out the target buildings on our own. You three wait on the boat, and we’ll call you in if we need you.” But the only message I’d actually send would be one that said run away. Fast.

“Wait. It’s okay if I’m in your path when you blow?” Devan scowled.

“It’s not okay, but if it happens, you can vaporize me with light, right?” And I knew I was being really flip about it, but there was no other way I could say it and not be terrified.

She gripped the neck of her T-shirt. “You’re asking me to kill you?”

“Yeah. You mind?”

She opened and closed her mouth as fear widened her eyes.

“Shit.” Dex pounded the wall. “I can’t sign up for that.”

“We came to help you,” Cipher said, “not to watch you die.”

I gripped the serum patch on my upper arm. “I appreciate the thought, but I’ve watched all of you dying a few too many times. Can we just agree to save people who can still be saved?”

Knight ran his fingers through his hair, leaving the strands spiked up. “The two of you on your own?”

“Devan will be fine.” She definitely wouldn’t stay back if I asked her to, and of all of us, she had the best chance of surviving. Her powers were made for hiding. “It’s you three who worry me.”

“Devan?” Knight asked. “What do you say?”

She pulled her gaze from the floor and stood up straighter. “Whatever you guys do, I’m going in. This might be my only chance to save them.”

Cipher chewed at her lip ring. “I don’t like leaving you on your own, but having two teams might be smarter. Then we can help each other when shit hits the fan. What do you think?”

Knight nodded. “If that’s what you want.”

Excellent. I slid Tair’s watch from my wrist and tossed it to Knight. “Trade me for a com with the building coordinates? You can keep track of my readings with this one. If my waves spike too much, you guys hijack a faster ship and get out of the harbor.”

“Which waves?” Knight flicked through the watch’s display screens.

“Whichever ones go scary into the red.” I wasn’t sure on the specifics, but I had a feeling the data would be pretty clear when I finally went unstable.

Knight tossed me a com. I tucked it in my pocket and pulled myself to my feet. “I’m going up top for a bit. I need some air.”

I left before they could say anything else. Leaning against the rail at the back of the boat, I tried to catch my breath as the wind whistled past.

Dread weighed me down.

Splitting up was the best way to save the others, but as for me…

We’d see.

I really wanted to live. I had so many things I wanted to do. Actually see the world. Taste all the foods. Meet this sister of Tair’s I kept hearing about. And there were games to play, and Reds to rescue, and so many problems that I could help with if I could just get my powers to settle down.

It wasn’t too much to ask for.

So I was going to keep fighting to survive.

As I stared over the sea, trying to firm up my determination, dizziness made the world spin. For a second, my vision doubled and a wave of shivers wiggled down to my toes.

That was…

I gripped the railing.

I really was losing it.


Chapter Thirty-Two

[image: images]

ALTAIR

The matte-black walls of the holo room felt claustrophobic. I gripped the back of the clone’s chair as the systems whirred to life.

The clone reclined comfortably, wearing the headset that linked her mind to the machinery. My pulse quickened as figures began to glow around us. The projection was the problem.

She might see a flash of something vague and ignore it, not knowing the importance of a single scene in time, but any thought that was projected was also recorded. When Quanta was captive, Doctor Nagi had had a team working full-time to decode and contextualize her thoughts.

I’d be an idiot not to assume the same was happening here.

Even knowing it, there was little I could do to stop it. We were alone in the center of the room, but guards waited outside. I’d have a precious few seconds before they crashed in. I could easily reach down, slide my hands to the clone’s neck, and—

I recoiled. I still wanted to believe the clone was worth saving.

She was confused. Possibly twisted. But beyond rescue?

I didn’t think so. Yet. What she said and did in this room would make me certain.

The clone shifted in her chair, and holograms started blossoming. I scanned as quickly as I could, trying to see what she was seeing, but the images moved too fast to process. “What are you looking for?”

“Same as always.”

Devan Coda flickered into the room and was gone. Then a flash of blue hair.

Cipher. The clone was looking for Reds.

I leaned harder into her chair and the metal creaked. “What will you do when you find them?”

“Capture them.” She shot me a puzzled look. “They can’t be out on their own.”

“No?”

“Of course not.” Holos darted in and out, but the clone seemed able to balance interacting and searching for leads in time. “They’re too dangerous.”

“What about you?” If I kept up my questions, I might be able to keep her distracted enough not to project anything incriminating.

“I am, too. That’s why I’m helping Doctor Nagi.”

“But the fate of the captives…” I wanted to understand her logic. I slipped a hand to her shoulder. Aren’t you afraid he’ll give you the same treatment?

The clone winced, and the holos disappeared, leaving the room still and silent. I’m different than them.

I pulled back my hand. She returned her attention the wall, and the machinery started whirring again. She clapped her hands to her temples, digging her fingers into her scalp.

I couldn’t check her vitals, but the way she hunched her shoulders and scrunched her face was eerily familiar. Quanta looked the same when she had one of her power headaches.

But the clone wasn’t destabilizing.

Or was she? I needed to get a better look at the pills that came with her meals.

A holo seascape stole my attention. Waves lapped the side of a boat. There were no sounds, but the images were so vivid I could fill them in.

As the perspective shifted, Quanta’s face came into view.

My Quanta. Hope swelled in my chest.

Was this the future? The past?

The image twisted before I could tell, and Quanta’s face distorted. The holo machinery whirred with strain. The clone leaned forward. “This time. I have to find…”

Devan’s bobbed head of hair popped into view in the same seascape, but her image was blurred. Oily and distorted.

Just like the edges of her illusions.

She and Quanta were both causing interference with the clone’s sight. I thought I spotted another flash of blue hair before the image dissolved.

The clone kicked her feet hard against the chair. “Why is it always so hard with them?”

I kept my voice and posture casual. “They’re powerful.”

“You know something else?” Her tone darkened with accusation. “Tell me.”

I kept my silence.

“You have to help us find them. You know how many people they can hurt.”

It sounded reasonable. No one could argue that Reds weren’t dangerous.

That didn’t justify killing them on sight. And I wasn’t a part of whatever “us” she was referring to. Now I doubted I could flip her worldview as planned, but I still needed her cooperation. “Everyone deserves a chance.”

She scowled, settling back into her chair and filling the room with holos. “Not everyone.”

I let go of the last shred of hope I could turn the clone to Eva’s side. She was already too deep in Doctor Nagi’s pocket. Even if I could—

“There!” A building with a distinct zigzagging architecture stood in front of us as Citadel dwellers strode past.

Nothing unusual.

Then two figures appeared. Both holos blurred and twisted, but by their heights and shapes…

Quanta and Devan.

I gripped her shoulder, hoping to throw the clone off their trail. Don’t—

“Ah!” She clutched her temples, and the holos blurred to nothing, leaving the room still and silent.

I fought to keep my breathing even. “You’re hurt?” She was obviously in pain, but why so suddenly? If there was any chance this was related to Quanta’s destabilization, then I had to figure out the cause.

The clone snarled and tore free of the holo headset. Swinging out of the chair, she grabbed my sleeve. “Come on.”

“To where?” I let her tug me from the room as dread coiled in my stomach.

“You’ll see.”

The sickening sensation tightened.

I was positive I didn’t want to know.


Chapter Thirty-Three
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QUANTA

Our boat docked at the edge of a sprawling harbor. Bile climbed my throat as I peeked out the window.

It was crowded.

Really, really crowded with boats and people. That bustle meant a lot of timeghosts to wade through, and I was going to be struggling to walk straight, let alone get an early warning if the Seligo found us out.

And even if I hung on through the crowds…

Theta Citadel.

Its walls weren’t walls exactly, but a series of really tall, thin poles that stuck out like the arms of a millipede, writhing down the coast. Nothing grew near the metal.

Anything that got too close would get lasered into a pile of ash. The timeghosts of long-dead birds flickered at the edges of my vision, flying for the city, but vaporizing again and again and again.

While our serum-smuggling captain tied off the boat, Knight ran through his end of the plan, but I was having trouble focusing on his voice over the constant drumming in my head.

“—and we’ll get to you. Got it?” Knight asked.

“Sure.” This was the “we’ll rescue you” part of his chat, and I’d heard that one before. I still didn’t plan on calling anyone into danger.

“Got it,” Devan said.

At least she’d been paying attention. I was definitely going to need her help to get through this day.

A knock sounded on the cabin door. The raggedy captain poked his head in. “Now or never, kiddos.”

I let out a breath. We had as solid a plan as we could at this point. Follow the smuggler man to his secret entrance. Use Devan’s powers to stay hidden. Check out our three target buildings.

All we needed was one lead, and this would be worth it. Just one little thing to confirm where Tair was or where Kiri and Aliya were.

Devan and I had reached a silent agreement not to consider any other possibilities. They were being held, and we just had to find them. Easy as that.

Right? Right.

All I had to do was ignore the dark futures getting more and more likely wherever I looked.

“We’ll be monitoring coms,” Knight said.

“Okay.” I put my hands in my pockets, not sure what else to do. I definitely wasn’t saying any goodbyes. Instead, I turned to Devan. “Ready?”

She nodded. “Let’s go.”

I glanced back as I left the hold. Knight and Dex both looked wary, but they always had a sort of tense soldier vibe. This was normal dangerous business to them. Cipher chewed at her lip ring, but I couldn’t tell how much of her paleness was nerves and how much was seasickness. Either way, she didn’t look happy with how this was going down.

I wasn’t happy about it. Still, I had to keep moving.

The captain was the only one with a bounce in his step as he led us through the harbor. We were paying him so much he’d probably retire after this. At least his movement gave me something to focus on.

The sights and sounds and smells of the harbor mixed in with the bluish layers of the past and present until I wasn’t sure what was where or when. It made my head pound. I’d caved and taken a painkiller on the trip, but either it wasn’t working or I was getting worse. Even a fresh serum patch didn’t help. Everything spun a little, and I wondered if puking into the harbor might make me feel better.

I bit down. My head was what it was, and I couldn’t get distracted by it now.

The captain led Devan and I behind one of the squat buildings that lined the edge of the harbor, built right against a solid section of the city wall. He pulled another man aside, credits and a few leers were exchanged, and then we were on our way down into a dark, creepy basement.

“All yours.” The captain pushed the wall, and a concrete-looking panel slid away to show the crawlspace that would get us into Theta.

I nudged Devan ahead of me. “You first, sunflower.” I needed her to be our flashlight.

Her nostrils flared, but then she crouched down and started crawling. I followed.

Nerves wormed down my back when the panel slid shut. We’re really doing this.

I focused on crawling. Dirt ground into my hands and knees, and I tried to connect with the sensation, ignoring the haze of ghosts crawling the tunnel elsewhere in time.

Focus was key. I had to stay present. The soft glow of Devan’s powers lit the narrow space.

After way too long, she finally stopped. “Door.”

I swallowed my nerves. “Let’s go.”

Light shimmered as Devan’s powers flared brighter. We crawled into a basement piled with boxes and cabinets, but either the owner wasn’t home or they’d been paid off. A lot of people had to be getting paid off for this sneak route to exist—but apparently serum smuggling was big business. It worked.

My nerves jangled as we headed up and out of the building to ground level. We’d considered having Devan make us invisible—which she could apparently do—but it would’ve drained her, and the Seligo had thermal cams that would spot us anyway. Cipher had already taken care of any facial recognition data they had on us, so as long as we didn’t do anything suspicious, the plan was to walk around like we belonged.

Easier said than done.

A massive swarm of timeghosts hovered, just waiting for my focus to slip. Their pressure was crushing, and I was afraid I knew what was going to happen when they finally overwhelmed me.

Can’t think about it.

We went through a rusty door to the street. Skyscrapers towered overhead, blocking out the light, and there wasn’t one person in sight unless I craned my neck to find the skybridges. Nobody used the ground level, and barely any buildings even had doors down here. We hurried into the closest lift and my stomach swooped as it climbed. We were in.

Too bad that wasn’t the hard part.

Timeghosts simmered as we stepped onto a skybridge. This was the hard part. We had three buildings to check, and I couldn’t do anything that made the two of us stand out.

I took a second to grip a handrail and compose myself. A few Helixes walked past, minding their own business. They all wore short sleeves that bared their forearm tattoos.

Devan and I wore long sleeves to hide our bare skin. We had no way to fake tats, and the higher the sun rose, the more we’d look out of place sweating and covering our lack of arm helixes. We didn’t have time to waste.

But still, I stood clutching the rail and trying to get the world to stop spinning.

“Let’s go.” Devan spoke through her teeth.

“We’re going.” I used the rail to wrench myself forward. The first building was in walking distance. Then we’d take pods to two and three and hurry back to our escape tunnel if we couldn’t turn up any leads.

But we’d better turn up leads.

Straining to keep back the press of timeghosts, I followed Devan. We wound through a maze of skybridges and lifts. Everything was white and glittery and made me that much more headachy.

We cut across a garden terrace as we neared the target. The crowd thickened, and my vision swam as the chatter and static of the present twisted up with all the pasts and futures. The building was a tower of seamless glass—or something else that looked like glass. Either way, the outside didn’t give any hints what might be inside. I scanned the crowd while I could. A lot of Green Helixes were walking around.

A research facility? If so, it was exactly what we were looking for.

“Anything?” Devan whispered.

“Hold on.” I had to let down my mental walls before I could be sure. Bracing myself against the pain, I opened to the hazy blue layers of the past.

Greens flow in and out of the building; a crowd cheers for the musician playing guitar on the terrace; two women sit on a bench, talking and eating from containers. One woman waves her fork as she speaks. “Now he’s so pissed he won’t let us requisition supplies”; the building wobbles as a quake rumbles through the ground; “Smallpox?” A man in a lab coat sighs in disgust. “I didn’t go to school for that. I want chronic diseases or—”

“Hey.” Devan stepped on my toe. “Anything, or can we move?”

The timeghosts pressed in harder, wanting to show me more now that they had my attention, but I winced past stabbing pain to lift my walls again. “We’re moving.” The people here might be studying diseases and stuff, but the few images I’d seen were too innocent. Badness always jumped to the front of my mental queue, and two ladies complaining over lunch wasn’t exactly a tragedy.

Tair wasn’t here. If nothing else, I was positive I’d see his ghosts. We weren’t genetically paired for nothing.

Devan used Knight’s com to navigate us to the nearest pod station. A white two-seater pod coasted to meet us as we stepped toward the hanging track. Its door slid open.

So easy it was terrifying.

If there was any way to walk, I would’ve, but Theta was massive, and we needed to cover ground. I just had to cross my fingers we wouldn’t get caught mid-ride, because we’d be locked in and helpless.

But there was no other choice.

We sat facing each other in the narrow space. Devan tapped through the touchscreen panel to set our destination. As the doors suctioned closed, my sweat went clammy in the air-conditioning.

I held my breath. I didn’t see a future where the pod navigated us straight to Seligo R&D, but if I was being real with myself, I didn’t see any nice futures right now. Just a big blue blob of destabilization doom.

When the pod coasted into motion and no alarms sounded, I let myself relax enough to sit back in the seat. Devan and I kept silent as the pod moved between skyscrapers, sliding up and down and auto-switching tracks to avoid traffic. Nerves made me tap my toes, but I stopped myself from bumping Devan’s knees.

She glared out the window, but the tension in her jaw read more as anger than fear. For now, I was too wired and worried for Tair to be angry at the Seligo.

Eventually, the pod slowed into our station, halfway up the base of a scraper. An artificial voice announced our arrival in a few languages, but I only needed to understand the one. “New Millennium Building. Please mind the gap.”

“Hurry.” I hopped out first.

We were so close.


Chapter Thirty-Four
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ALTAIR

The clone’s heels clacked down the hallway while dread churned inside me. “Where are we going?”

“Told you you’d see.” She stopped in front of a reinforced door flanked by guards. The door slid open as soon as she set her hand on the scan pad.

Hundreds of banks of comps filled the dim room. Green Helixes bustled, and data and images flashed back and forth across thousands of screens. None of the staff members turned to look as the clone pulled me deeper and deeper into the cavernous space.

One woman stood at the center of the room, just below the largest wall of projected images. The clone beelined to her. “Ming! I have something.”

Ming’s cold-eyed gaze slid past the clone. She focused on me, folding her arms and pressing her lips together in telegraphed disapproval. “Where?”

“That skyscraper with the zigzag steel. Near the harbor.”

“In the Citadel?” Ming whirled back to the screen. “Bring up the New Millennium building.”

Keystrokes sounded from the Greens following her orders. Dozens of cam views popped up, showing different angles of the same scene I’d glimpsed in the holo room. A glittering glass skyscraper with a zigzag pattern to its beams.

I scanned through the cams. What was interesting about this?

“That one.” The clone pointed with a coral-tipped fingernail.

“Zoom in on November Mike Bravo thirty,” Ming ordered.

One video feed expanded.

My heart dropped to the floor.

Quanta.

She walked beside Devan Coda.

They had to be here for me. I braced myself against a desk.

Why? Why risk it? I wanted to scream through the cam.

“Where’s my audio drone?” Ming asked.

My gaze stayed locked on the vid. They had a plan or they wouldn’t be here. They have to have a plan.

“They’re muffling the audio,” a tech said.

That was a start. They’d anticipated the surveillance. But how did they plan to escape once they were seen?

“Get me lip-reads on screen.” Ming’s voice hardened. “And where are their IDs?”

“Files are corrupted,” another tech said. “They’re not registering on facial scanners.”

The clone stepped closer to Ming’s side. “The second one is Devan Coda.”

My thoughts plowed headlong. There had to be a way out of this. Some way to save them.

Disable the computers. Take down Ming. Send a message to the Ravens.

There were only impossible solutions.

“Lock down the harbor and scramble security. I want to know how they got in,” Ming said. “And prep squads to take down two triple-A targets. Orders are kill on sight.”

“Kill—” I choked on the word. “Their value as specimens—”

“Kill,” Ming repeated. “Doctor Nagi’s orders.”

As my vision wavered, the clone moved to my side. “It’s all right, Altair. It has to be this way.”

“It doesn’t.” And she could still stop it from happening. Suppressing the urge to shudder, I pulled her close. “Don’t make yourself into a killer. Save them instead.”

“I…” She tugged at my shirt.

I was getting to her. I let the truth bleed into my voice as I told her exactly what I would’ve told the real Quanta. “Please. If they’re dangerous, then have them captured. You don’t need their deaths on your conscience.”

“Doctor Nagi said—” She jerked and shoved me away. Her eyes flickered rapidly. Was she seeing a different version of the truth? Finally, she glared at me. “My conscience? All you’re thinking about is trying to leave me.”

My blood ran cold. I’d made another mistake. Quanta might’ve been swayed by her conscience, but the clone…

She stared at me, defiant.

She thought she was doing the right thing. No conscience involved.

“Pursue!” Ming’s voice was sharp with urgency. My gaze snapped back to the vid feeds.

Black Helixes streamed from their guard stations and beelined for the skyscraper with the zigzagging steel beams. Quanta and Devan turned toward the commotion.

Run.

Run, Quanta.

I knew she couldn’t hear me, but I kept screaming the words in my head. Reality crushed my heart.

RUN.


Chapter Thirty-Five
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QUANTA

I gripped the handrail as I gazed up at the New Millennium Building. It was a hive of Yellow Helixes—lawmakers and paper pushers. I would’ve written the place off, but I’d spent however many years hidden under the Senate building; the stuff above ground here could definitely be the front for a lab underneath.

I had to dig. Letting out a breath, I braced to let down my walls.

“Quanta.” Devan’s voice lifted the hairs on my arms.

I turned.

Shouts sounded as columns of Black Helixes pushed through the crowd. Their boots tramped across skybridge.

Our clock had just run out.

“Run.” I dashed and Devan followed. I snatched the com from her as we ran. I had to get a message to the others. I managed to punch in Knight’s contact mid-run. “We’re caught. Check the third building next time. Get out now.”

Cipher answered. “Quanta? We’re on—”

I cut off the call and chucked the com over the skybridge. The fall would destroy it and keep the Seligo from finding them. I hoped.

As the guards started shouting and people dodged away from us, inevitability clamped down around me. Every time I spotted a door that might give us somewhere to hide, it opened, pouring out more guards. Our feet smacked the ground as we sprinted, but breathing already ached, and we were running out of places to go.

We’re going to get caught.

If we could just make it to the end of this bridge—

But men in black body armor appeared at the end, blocking the only escape. I slid and almost toppled. We were twenty stories from the ground.

No surviving a jump.

Nowhere left to run.

Drones hovered into place above us as the guards closed in from both sides. A voice rang out from a mid-air speaker. “Stay where you are.”

Panic made my vision blur, and my mental walls quaked. One last bluish scene slipped through, and its lines were deadly solid.

Bullets fly—no darts this time—and Devan and I fall. But light explodes from both of us in a blue and yellow supernova.

Helixes fall in the pool of blinding green light that spreads and spreads.

And spreads.

My heart ached. So that was how it was going to be?

Just in case, I reached for the past. I couldn’t rewind on my own, but I had to keep trying. If I was ever going to pull a new power out of my hat, I needed to do it now.

But my mental reach whiffed again and again until my head was splitting. I could barely see straight. Gripping my temples, I tried to find Devan. I wished I could’ve saved her from this.

I wish I could see Tair again.

It was what it was. And if we were dying, we were taking a chunk of the Citadel down with us. “Last stand?”

Devan let out a shaking breath. Sunlight spread from her fingertips, and she set her shoulders straight. “Last stand.”

We stood back-to-back as the Black Helixes closed in.

Ghostly blue shapes leaked from my hands as my vision fractured. Pain stabbed down like knives behind my eyes, and I fell to my knees just like the visions had been warning me.

Lightning flashed at the corner of my eye.

Cipher’s blue lightning. It boomed from somewhere too far away to help us now.

Another wedge drove between the broken halves of my heart. Everyone.

All of us were dead this time.

Pain sliced deeper, and I might have screamed, but as Devan lit up like an exploding star, bluish ghosts spilled out of me. Riding the pain, I let down my walls and hurled the timeghosts outward.

Seligo be damned.

Regret fell heavy on my shoulders as the gunshots fired.

It’s not supposed to end like this.

Fire stabbed my body.

The world exploded.


Chapter Thirty-Six
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ALTAIR

I swayed in horror at the images unfolding on the vidscreen.

In the harbor, Cipher, Marquez, and Dex traded fire with the Seligo naval forces. They had cover in the cabin, but their boat smoked, dead in the water.

Drones maneuvered closer, showing the three of them cowering. The Seligo were maneuvering automated machine guns into place.

Gunfire shot off relentlessly, spraying water and piercing the hull.

The scene inside the Citadel was worse.

Quanta and Devan stood back-to-back on a skybridge, glowing blue and yellow while Helixes advanced from both sides.

As Quanta fell to her knees, the Seligo lifted their weapons.

“Kill them both,” Ming said.

I wanted to close my eyes.

I couldn’t.

Gunfire sounded.

Blue and yellow lights exploded. The cams shook and cut off. I stepped forward.

Every screen was black. My hands started to shake.

Where is she?

“Get eyes on them!” Ming shouted.

The building rumbled. The lights flickered.

“What was that?” The clone’s eyes slipped out of focus.

Only the harbor cams were still working. A drone slipped down, giving an angle into the ship’s cabin. Marquez and Dex were down.

Cipher crouched over their bodies.

Her face was out of view, but lightning crackled around her. A bolt hit the drone, and the vidscreen blackened.

A more distant cam showed a ball of electricity spreading from the boat. The control room lights flickered again, and another rumble shook the ground.

As the energy crackled, cam after cam cut off on screen, and the cold truth spread through my veins.

Quanta was destabilizing. Cipher and Devan were letting go of their control.

All three of them were lashing out.

The building rocked.

“This can’t…” The clone gripped her temples. “How? I didn’t see it coming. How…”

“What do you see?” My voice rasped. I grabbed her shoulders. “Tell me.”

“The Citadel. The whole island. It’s too late to—” Her gray eyes widened. “I saw us—But that doesn’t make sense.”

“What did you see?” I should focus on what she was implying, but my attention kept flicking to the blackened screen. The Greens shouted and rushed, trying to cams get back online. I hardly processed their voices as the disaster unfolded.

“It doesn’t make sense,” she repeated.

“What?” I gripped her shoulder, starting to lose control of the panic that was closing in on me.

I never heard her answer. The screen behind her flickered back to life.

Quanta lay limp.

Bleeding out in a pool of red.
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QUANTA

Blue covered over my vision. One last pair of timeghosts materialized as everything else faded.

Me and the clone stand face-to-face. Both of us grip our temples, expressions twisting in pain.

I reach out to her—

But real pain seared through my nervous system.

Blood.

Fire.

I’d been shot.

I couldn’t breathe, but I heard myself choking. Spluttering.

I’m dying.

I reached for the layers of the past, but I could feel myself fading too fast.

As much as I wanted to keep fighting…

My time was up.
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ALTAIR

Dead.

I stared at the screen, but I couldn’t feel a thing.

Dead.

Someone was shaking my shoulders. “—Citadel. All of it. I don’t know how to fix—”

I blinked at the person shaking me. It was Quanta’s face, but not Quanta.

Quanta was dead.

The building’s power cut, plunging us into darkness.

“—still a chance. But it doesn’t make sense!”

“Chance?” I spoke the word, but it sounded hollow. A world away.

“The past. I can see the past in the future.” The clone’s coral-tipped fingers dug into my forearms. “How is that possible?”

The past. In the future. If we could just go back—

A warm light bloomed in the darkness of my heart. I gripped her shoulders hard. “Take us back.”

“What?” The clone tried to pull back.

I gripped her chin and brought my gaze to hers. My mind started processing as the path to salvation spread in front of us. The air returned to my lungs. “You can rewind time.”

The clone’s brow creased. She didn’t believe me.

She would soon.

“The past in the future. We’re sitting on the sofa in your room again, aren’t we?”

“How do you—”

The building shook again. Harder. “We froze that moment in time. You have to bring us back before their powers destroy the island.”

“How?” Rapt, she gazed up at me.

“Focus on that moment harder than you’ve ever focused on anything.” I did the same as I held her, hoping my concentration would facilitate hers. “Keep it fixed in your mind and rewind us through everything that happened from now to then.”

Her face scrunched up. “I can’t.”

“You can.” I softened my grip and cupped her chin. “You have to. Can you see what happens if you don’t?”

She nodded. “Cipher’s blowing. There’s a tidal wave. And Devan… And the other one…” She pressed her forehead to my chest.

Even now it hurt. Quanta but not Quanta. I comforted the clone as best I could. “Bring us back. We have to save the island.”

I had to save Quanta.

“I—”

A deafening boom sounded.

We clutched each other tight. If this was it…

Shockwaves rippled through the room.

And froze.

Then the nightmare started to rewind.

The clone was pulling us back to the reset point.

We rewound. The building no longer shook, and the vidscreens came back to life. Quanta and Devan stood. Then the clone and I were reversing. Back down the hall. Back to the holo room.

Time roared in my ears and soul, but my heart soared.

There was still a chance to survive this day.


Chapter Thirty-Nine
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QUANTA

I squinted against the light.

What…?

A bright seascape spread out in front of me. As dizziness washed over me, I found myself gripping the railing of a boat.

But…

I was supposed to be dead.

I remembered dying.

Definitely.

Turning around, I tried to keep my grip on the rail, but my hands shook and sweated. I stood at the back of the smuggler’s boat. We were coasting over the waves.

On the way to Theta Citadel.

What? Was I getting confused on what was real?

I’d just told everyone we were changing the plan. Devan and I would go in alone. After convincing them, I went onto the deck to get air.

This was now.

But I couldn’t shake the hazy half-memory of blue and yellow light exploding. A ball of lightning. The shaking ground.

Bullets in my chest.

Losing my grip on the rail, I slid to my knees. I wasn’t the only one who’d died.

But I hadn’t wound time back.

I let down my walls, trying to glimpse the past, but all I could see were the same old timeghosts. What might’ve been was just an echo.

I stand face-to-face with the clone. She grips her temples. I reach out to her with shaking fingers. A skyscraper looms behind us—

It hadn’t happened, but I knew I’d seen these timeghosts before. The clone and I together.

I hugged my arms to my stomach as I curled against the railing. What’s happening?

Vague memories whispered like ghosts. Cipher and Devan going supernova. My head finally splitting.

And the dying part.

It felt like I’d rewound time, but I hadn’t. I couldn’t without Tair.

And the clone. Why was I seeing h—

I jerked upright.

The clone was with Tair. The two of them could timewind.

I’d died. All of us had died.

Somehow she and Tair had bought us a second chance.

I scrambled into the ship’s hold, half falling through the door. “Change of plans.”

“We just—” Knight started.

“No.” I collapsed into a seat as my vision swam. “We definitely need to change plans again.”

Cipher groaned. “What now?”

“We all died the first time.”

The four of them stared. I didn’t blame them. “I’m not positive what just happened, but I know Devan and I went into the Citadel alone. You guys got pinned down in the harbor, and—” I shivered. I’d spare them the details. “Cipher and Devan and I all exploded. I think we took the island with us. But the clone reversed time and—”

“You’re making zero fucking sense right now.” Cipher clutched her stomach.

Knight rubbed her shoulders. “Reversed time? You want to explain that?”

I let out a breath and tried to remember what they needed to know. “Tair and I can reverse time to a specific reset point. Apparently he and the clone can do the same, because I think they just saved our lives.”

“Dude.” Dex ran a hand through his hair. “Can you own up to that shit sooner?”

“Now you know. And now we need a new plan.” I was still hazy on how to survive when the last attempt had ended just about the worst possible way.

“We shouldn’t split up,” Knight said. “That was a mistake from the beginning.”

“I don’t know…” Everything looked fuzzy when I tried to zero in on what had gone down. The clearest image wasn’t a memory, but a future timeghost of the clone and me, reaching out to each other in front of a stumpy glass building. “The buildings!”

“What about them?” Knight asked.

“The glass tower and that zigzag one.” I grabbed his tablet and started flicking through the images he’d shown us. “Devan and I went to the first two, but I didn’t pick up any hints of Tair. He has to be at the third building.” I flicked to the image of a shorter building with a spire.

“What about Kiri and Aliya?” Devan asked.

“I haven’t seen them yet.” I tried to work through the fuzz and pain in my head, but all that jumped out were timeghosts or my own half-memories. “I didn’t not see them, either. If they’re in the Citadel, that’s probably where we’ll find them.”

“Then we go in together. Straight to the target,” Knight said.

I tossed his tablet back to him. The future still looked like chaos—the little bit I could see in the timeghosts I was trying to keep back—but flashes of us all going supernova were still in the mix. And I hadn’t seen anyone else in the image of the clone and I facing off.

They weren’t going to like this idea any more than I did. “I have to go in alone.”

“No.” Devan’s hands glowed.

“Are you suicidal?” Cipher glared like I was crazy.

Maybe I was.

I focused on the image of the clone and me together. We stood in the shadow of the building with the spire, gripping our heads like both of us were tearing in half.

Was someone else standing nearby?

I was reaching for someone. Was it really her? Or maybe Tair was there, too?

I pushed and pushed, straining my brain, but I couldn’t flesh out the rest of the scene. I had to work with the info I had.

The image seemed solid and about as likely as any future ghost I’d ever seen. So this timeline was both possible and super likely.

The clone would come out to meet me if I went to meet her.

But why? Why would she open herself up to danger when she could just get the Seligo to shoot me again?

I focused on the image, trying to squeeze every drop of info I could from it. Both our faces twisted like we were in pain, but all we were doing was standing there. We glowed a little, too.

Both of us.

Why?

There had to be an answer.

Pain gripped my head as I tried to dig, and I lost sight of the image in the teeming crowd of timeghosts. I fought to keep my walls up.

At this rate, I’d crack before I got to the Citadel, let alone had a standoff with the clone. Faster and faster, I could feel myself unraveling. Cracking. Splitting.

Maybe that was what I was seeing in the future. Not a literal image of the clone and me, but just me, fracturing in half.

No.

I could fracture a million times, and I’d never wear a sundress.

It was definitely the clone I was seeing, and she was in as much pain as I was. But she had no reason to destabilize. She’d just come out of a tube somewhere and—

Prickles danced up and down my arms. There really only was one reason we’d have a standoff, right?

Because she was in as much pain as I was. We were both headed down doom creek—and maybe I was a little farther along in my boat, but she had to be catching up fast.

I’d been stable enough for years, even after all of Nagi’s tests. Things had only gotten dicey really recently. Mostly after meeting Tair. Of all the clones in Darren’s creepy lab, only the one was a functioning copy—and she’d clearly met Tair, too, so…

I didn’t know exactly what was happening with the three of us, but I knew if I went to her building, the clone would come out and meet me. It would be the wrong move. She should definitely just have me shot on sight.

Still, I knew me, so I figured I knew the clone well enough. She couldn’t risk me blowing and taking out the Citadel, but she also wanted to meet me before the kill order came down. And just like the pre-Tair version of me, she probably figured she could deal with me herself.

Because most importantly, if we were both going through the same thing—even a little bit—she had to see what the end looked like. It was the kind of peek into her future that she’d never be able to resist if she had my curiosity streak.

I was positive I was the perfect bait right now. And after we met…

I might burn the clone out with my new brain-melting power, or trigger her to blow when I finally lost it. I wasn’t sure, but if I could take her down with me or at least make sure that Tair was in the building…

It would have to be enough.

“Quanta…” Cipher’s low voice brought me back from my wild theories. “Your arms.”

Ghostly blue energy danced from my hands, climbing all the way to my shoulders. It was the same sketchy, hazy, flickering blue of the timeghosts, only now everyone could see.

I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad yet, but at least I knew what I had to do. “I’m definitely going in alone. She and I have to work this out together.”

They all started arguing, but I tuned them out. Maybe dying had mellowed me out, but I felt strangely calm.

I knew what I had to do.

The clone and I had a date—

And I knew she wasn’t going to miss it.


Chapter Forty
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ALTAIR

The clone and I fell against the sofa. We were in her room again. It was just after breakfast.

Again.

She gripped her head. “How…”

My vision spun, but adrenaline kept me laser focused. “You’re all right?”

She put a hand over her mouth. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

Reaching out to her, I swallowed my revulsion at the brush of skin. I couldn’t let the rest of this conversation be overheard. It will pass.

You knew we could do this? Her eyes were wide with a mix of emotions, but the way she braced against the sofa, she seemed more shocked than anything else.

I wasn’t sure. I am now.

“We have to catch them.” She stood and started to wobble.

Wait. I pulled her back onto the couch. Take it easy.

She leaned into my shoulder. We can catch them in the harbor. Then we can save the Citadel.

I swallowed a twinge of guilt. It didn’t feel nice manipulating her, but I was going to anyway. And I didn’t give a damn about the Citadel.

Only saving Quanta. And our allies, if I could.

That meant taking advantage of the clone while she was still disoriented. I touched her flushed cheek. We can’t attack like that again. We’d just repeat the same chain of events.

She winced. I think you’re right. But then…

Then how do we stop it? I finished for her.

The clone nodded.

I had her. All I had to do was keep her following my lead. Are you allowed to access security whenever you want?

Yes.

That was good. Let’s monitor the harbor. We can spot them arriving and make a new plan.

We have to tell Ming. The clone started to pull away again.

I tugged her back. Is that a good idea? She’ll want to kill them all again. It’s better to wait and tell her when she needs to know.

Her eyes went out of focus. I hoped she was seeing futures that agreed with me. I might be manipulating her, but I was also telling the truth. Ming would try to kill Quanta and the others, and the three Reds wouldn’t go quietly.

Fine. We’ll wait.

Anticipation hummed through me. If I could get within reach of the real Quanta, we could use her powers to break us free of this situation. It wouldn’t be simple or easy, but I was willing to settle for possible.

The clone slipped off to her room and returned with a tablet. She settled back next to me on the couch and tapped into the security feeds.

The Seligo would be watching this—but there was nothing to do about that. Luckily, they couldn’t know what she was searching for.

I split my attention between her and the screen. She kept leaning against the couch as if she wanted to nod off.

“You’re sure you feel all right?” I asked.

“No. My head’s splitting.” She rubbed her temple. “And I’m dizzy and tired and nauseated.”

I patted her shoulder, trying to be comforting. Shadows hung under her eyes, and her skin had lost its original radiance. She didn’t look innocent or fresh anymore.

She looked exhausted.

Winding time always drained Quanta, but not to this extent. Not after only one reversal.

The clone wobbled as she sat. She looked like she’d reversed twenty times instead of one.

As the morning dragged on, I was positive the clone wasn’t in peak form. Yesterday she’d been peering at me and kicking her feet in curiosity. Today she could barely sit up straight. The change was too drastic to have been caused by a single trip through time.

Countless factors could be involved, but given the timing of my arrival… Was I the thing pushing the clone toward the edge?

Had I done the same to Quanta?

It couldn’t be that simple. The pairing was complex, but its purpose was stabilizing Red Helixes—not throwing them out of balance. Even if I was the trigger, some other force had to be at work, but I had no luck figuring out the specifics as the minutes ticked away.

We were only disturbed once, when an attendant came to clean away the breakfast trays and remind her of her holo room session. She waved the man off. “I’m busy now.”

That easily, we were left alone. We were certainly being watched through the room’s cams and sensors, but even if Doctor Nagi himself checked the feeds, sitting on the couch together wasn’t earthshattering.

My nerves tensed as we neared the hour that Quanta and Devan had originally appeared. The clone searched the harbor’s security cams.

Finally, she went rigid. “There.”

She centered the image on a nondescript boat. The same one that had exploded when Cipher lost control.

Quanta emerged.

Alone.

She hopped across to the dock, and I could read her posture clear as day. She bobbled a little as she hit the crowds—and I assumed, their timeghosts—but for the most part, her shoulders were straight and she moved as if she knew where she was going.

A thread of hope tugged at me. If Quanta had missed the time reversal, I would’ve expected her and Devan to head out together. She’d obviously changed her plan.

I touched the clone’s shoulder. Can you see where she’s headed?

She winced at my voice. “It’s so blurry.”

“Take your time.” I tried to sound encouraging instead of projecting the urgency that shot through me. This was the only window I’d get.

The only chance that Quanta and I could both survive.

“She’s on the way to…” The clone’s brow furrowed. “To here?”

I gripped her wrist. We have to go out and meet her.

Why? The clone’s tone sharpened. Security can take care of her.

Look at her. I tilted the tablet. She’s destabilizing. If they shoot, she’ll implode again. I tried to keep emotion out of my voice. The clone had to believe I was on her side. How much of the Citadel is in her blast radius?

The clone stared at something beyond me as she thought. I hoped she wasn’t seeing another escape attempt. But now that Quanta was involved—her third eye shouldn’t be at its clearest.

You and I are the only ones who can stop her.

Her eyes snapped back and she glared. “Not you. Me. Alone.”

It would’ve been too easy. Let me walk out with you. Then you can leave me with a guard detail, but I don’t want you out there alone.

“Okay.” She rubbed at her temple, missing the lies in my voice and eyes.

I stood and offered her a hand up. “Should we go out?”

The clone took my hand. She wobbled as she stood. Then she gripped her head. “We’d better. I could use some air.”

Whatever was affecting her, it worked in my favor as we strode to the door. The clone couldn’t be paying much attention to the future.

She approached the guard who was posted next to the lift. “I need a security detail with me outside.”

“Reason?” the man asked.

“There’s an enemy coming.” She gripped her temple. “You can tell Ming I said not to engage. I’ll take care of this one myself.”

The man relayed her message through his com. I hummed with anticipation I hoped the clone couldn’t feel.

Finally, the guard nodded. “You’re cleared to go.”

“Good.” She slipped a bloodthirsty smile as we stepped into the lift.

I kept hold of her arm, steering her toward her showdown.


Chapter Forty-One
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QUANTA

My head ached like a mother as I worked my way through the harbor. The timeghosts were pressing in, but I managed to find my way back to the smuggler hut. The guy the captain had paid off the last time stepped forward to stop me, but then cowered back before I had to defend myself.

Oh.

I was glowing again.

Concentrating made the light go away, but I couldn’t hold it—or the inevitable explosion—forever. I had to get to Tair and the clone before that.

And then…

I still wasn’t really sure.

Which was kind of crappy plan-wise, but I knew if I could just get to them, I could figure out a way. There was always a chance when Tair and I were together.

The tunnel wasn’t as easy to crawl through without Devan. I should’ve brought a flashlight. Then again…

I stopped tamping down my glow. Ghostly blue light lit my way.

Handy.

I gritted the blue lights back down when I popped out on the other side. Then I made my way up to street level and headed for the pod station.

My steps were a little too slow, but I couldn’t help it with the timeghosts bearing down like a solid wall. They strobed and howled, and my fingernails sliced into my palms as I tried to keep focused on the present.

Almost there.

A single pod coasted to meet me when I finally made it to the station. I fell into the seat and punched my destination into the touchscreen. My head pounded like a drum.

Almost. There.

Building number three. As crazy as this was, I could still see the future I’d glimpsed, and it was as solid as ever. The clone was coming out to meet me.

I zoned out until the pod voice announced my arrival. Then I hopped out. Timeghosts hit me in waves as people bustled around the station. My ears rang.

I had to keep it together a little bit longer.

People gasped.

Aaaand I was glowing again. I didn’t have the heart or the energy to make it stop.

Besides. I wanted the clone to know I was coming.

The station had a clear view of the building I wanted. I walked straight for it as guards started falling into formation around me. I let out the tiniest breath when none of them shot me right away. The clone must’ve okayed my life for a few more minutes, at least.

That was all I needed.

The little plaza in front of the building felt strangely familiar. Or maybe that was just me. Blue light spilled out of me as I moved forward, and it felt like an important walk.

Like this wasn’t my first time heading to a duel with my doppelgänger. Maybe it wasn’t the last time, either.

It tasted like destiny, which I hated. I’ll make my own future, thank you very much.

A solid wall of guards formed around the plaza, but they held their positions instead of coming at me. The security was thickest near the building’s entrance.

Rippling like a solid wall of body armor, they made a space in their ranks. A figure walked out to meet me.

She wore a coral sundress. Her dark hair was a little shorter and better combed than mine, but everything else…

It was like a mirror. A warped, awful mirror.

Something behind her drew my eye. Tair stood in the thick of the guard squad.

My breath caught in my throat. If I could just get to him—

“You won’t make it.” She stepped in front of me, blocking off my view.

Pain stabbed my temples. I staggered and gripped my head. “You—”

The clone stood in the same posture as me. Hunched over and glaring. “What is this?”

My voice sounded so weird from her lips. And she wore stilettos. Who wore stilettos to a showdown?

I forced myself upright. “We’re both destabilizing.”

“No.” She teetered. “I can’t be.”

“You can. You are.” And now both of us were glowing.

“This is your fault.” Her face twisted into a snarl.

As much as she looked like me… That expression wasn’t me at all. “It’s our fault. And I know how to solve the problem.”

“How?” She bit out the word.

I reached out to her, just the way I’d done in my glimpse of the future. “Fight you?”

She recoiled. “Wha—Why would I?”

“You want both of us to die?” As it was, my head was splitting, and I could barely see the clone through the growing fuzz of timeghosts. I didn’t know what would happen when she took my hand, but energy hung heavy around us.

Something was cooking.

A fight for dominance? A mental battle for survival? It didn’t matter what exactly. This was the only chance I’d get to burn her out, and I didn’t dare lunge for her or all the Black Helixes with happy trigger fingers would ignore the orders that had them on temporary stand down.

“I’ll win,” she said. “My control is better than yours.”

“Maybe.” But between the two of us? I had way more to fight for and I was no slouch at brain games. I waggled my fingers. “I’m kind of in a time crunch here.”

Slowly, she reached for my hand. “He’ll be mine when this is over.”

I shook my head. “This has nothing to do with him.” This was about her and me. Nothing and no one else.

The clone grabbed my wrist.

Blue lights burst from us. Pain sizzled through my brain.

And timeghosts exploded.

I couldn’t tell if they were spilling out of us or just trading back and forth between our brains. All I could see were writhing shapes and scenes. Chaos.

As I strained to throw up my walls, I felt the clone do the same. But the best defense was a good offense. Right?

Holding my own barriers strong, I pushed the flow of ghosts at her. Her mental presence shrank back.

Was that it? All I had to do was overwhelm her? Then I could burn her out. Would that be enough to save me, or was I screwed either way?

However this ended, I didn’t want her walking away. I bit down and pushed harder. The ghosts flowed from me to her, and her presence wavered in my head.

I was getting to her. I pushed and pushed and pushed and—

Then she pushed back. Her ghosts crushed into mine.

One of us—and I can’t tell who—skips happily along with Tair; fluorescent lights flicker overhead as we’re wheeled down a long hallway on a table; we kick our feet, reading a book on a white sofa; bubbles pop around our face, fizzing through green liquid, and we claw against the tubes and cold glass, trying to get free; we stare over Tair’s body, numb and dazed—

Gasping for air, I tried to hold my own. To fight her ghosts with mine.

But the truth echoed in my bones.

She was right. She did have more control than me.

We walk down an endless corridor; a tech draws blood from our arm; Tair and us stand shoulder to shoulder on the floor of the Senate as Doctor Nagi grins down from his seat on high; we sit in a white living room on a sofa next to Tair—

Panting, I managed to rebuild my walls. She was still forcing images my way, trying to overload me.

But that last image…

Tair and the clone sat next to each other on an eerie-familiar sofa. They weren’t blue or hazy or sketchy like all the other timeghosts. The image looked photorealistic from the fabric of the clone’s coral dress to the golden brown of Tair’s eyes.

Now that I had the image in my head, it shone above everything else. Crisp and clear.

Too clear.

Because it was a reset point. Their reset point.

Hope tingled all the way to my toenails. If I could see the reset point and it felt exactly like any other reset point… Then I could use it just like it was mine.

It wasn’t mine, but the clone and I shared everything else, so why not this? I’d expected a mental battle would end with one of us brain fried, but even if I won, the guards weren’t letting me walk away.

A reset was exactly the out I needed. I still couldn’t rewind back there myself, so I needed to get to Tair somehow, but I didn’t see any other rays of hope bursting down from the sky.

This was my best chance of getting out of the nightmare.

I focused everything I had on that one image, just sketching myself over the image of the clone. Tair and Quanta sitting on a white sofa in a white room that looked exactly like my old prison. Her legs—my legs—tucked underneath me. His hand touching mine.

It felt like I’d already been there. And I could really get there. I knew it.

No. Pain flashed as the clone’s voice stabbed into my head. The image of the reset point started to blur as she yanked at it.

No yourself. Flexing my mental muscles, I pulled at the moment of time. It blurred—clearer then washed out, crisp then dull—as we wrestled back and forth.

Every tug lanced me with pain until it felt like the world itself was fracturing. The clone and I toppled as we fought back and forth any way we could.

Focus.

The couch and the dress. Tair and me. Not her. Sitting in a white room. The sterile, dry air. Even the warmth of Tair’s touch. I was slowly taking over the reset point. Just a little bit more…

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

The clone and I sprawled on the ground, flaming with ghostly blue light. Every guard in the plaza knelt, gripping their temples.

Only Tair was still on his feet. He sprinted, heading for me—

But the clone was closer. She grabbed his ankle first.

For a breathless second, time froze. Then it started moving again, but in the wrong direction.

The clone was trying to rewind time.

That would bring Tair and her back to the sofa room, but me? I already had a grip on the reset point, and if I was rewinding with them, I had a feeling I wouldn’t end up back on the boat. Time already howled in my ears, tearing at my brain like it wanted me to let go.

I couldn’t. I’d either get spat out into the raw flow of time or vaporized. Probably both.

The clone kept rewinding. My world vibrated as reality paged backward frame by frame, like reality was a flipbook.

My grip on the reset point started to give.

I was a bug on the windshield. The clone had the wheel. And I had to get it back, or…

Time howled louder. Deafening. A limitless universe of other possibilities churned out there, and if I got too close, I’d get charred by the flames of time.

NO. I screamed into her head.

She flinched as I fought for control.

Only one of us could survive this…

But I wasn’t winning.


Chapter Forty-Two
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ALTAIR

Unseen forces pulled me in every direction. As the present began to rewind, I fought to understand the howling energies at work.

The clone had touched me first. Separating the roar of time from all else, I zeroed in on the main sources of the chaos.

Two sources. Two energies. Similar, but not nearly the same.

Quanta. The clone.

They were fighting for control as they pulled us back through time.

The immeasurable pressure whirling around us left no doubt what would happen to the loser. And if neither of them won the battle—

They could send us all spiraling outside of time. Not knowing the limits of their power, they could tear the fabric of reality in half.

As I delved into the mental battle, I could feel the tide turning. The clone had momentum, and that gave her every advantage where the forces of nature were at work.

Quanta’s energy wavered. She was flagging.

But the three of us were connected. I pushed my mental strength toward my Quanta.

I pitied the clone, but I’d made my choice before we ever met. The genetic pairing meant nothing without a real connection to back it up.

Quanta was the only one I cared about. 


Chapter Forty-Three
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QUANTA

I was losing.

Fighting. Clawing.

Still losing.

I tore at the image of the reset point, trying to wrench it back from the clone, but as we rewound, my grip faltered. The living room scene faded.

The clone took control. Her smug sense of victory laughed through our psychic link.

And something else…

Tair.

His solid, steady presence reached out to me through the insanity.

Not to her. Through her. To me.

I’m here, he said. Warmth and love and trust filled me, and I knew she felt them on the way through her—and she knew exactly who he was reaching out to.

She flinched. Then faltered.

I doubled down my focus, fixing every detail in my mind as I tried to mentally shove her away.

Tair and I sitting on the white couch. The bright fabric of that awful sundress. Tair in his bland scrubs. The smells of breakfast leftovers wafting from the kitchen.

The present shifted as time crawled backward.

The flames of time gave one last screech, and the clone disappeared in a blink.

Without her pulling, the reset point snapped back at me with a flash of pain. I almost lost it, too.

But I gritted my teeth and held on. Now that I was the only one driving, time flowed in the direction I wanted it to. Reality rewound itself, letting me backtrack the clone’s timeline.

The pain didn’t let up as I pulled back toward the reset point. It bit down harder like fangs to the brain.

Maybe stealing her past hadn’t been such a good idea…

I gritted it out through pulsing waves of nausea and dizziness and searing pain. Reversing into her shoes took me back with Tair and the guards. I tugged us back and back and back, holding onto the reset point with my life and my willpower and everything else I could bring to the table.

Back through the secure door, back into a lift, and up and through the familiar corridors of a fluorescent white prison.

All the while time roared, and blue flames burned off the layers and layers of timeghosts like they were tissue paper. It flailed at me, egging me to lose focus, but I wasn’t budging.

Finally, everything stilled. The quiet rang in my ears.

I took in a ragged breath. Tair and I sat in the living room, alone and surprisingly alive.

I’d stolen the clone’s reset point. I was the survivor.

But my head was splitting with pain. Was I…

Not surviving?

Tair’s grip tightened. His mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear the words.

And then I couldn’t see the light.
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I gasped and jerked upright.

I was in a big fluffy bed in a big white room. I was…

Patting myself with shaking hands, I tried to reconnect with reality.

I survived?

A few timeghosts flickered in and out, but they disappeared as soon as I told them to. Even though a baby headache hummed at the base of my skull, it was nothing to fuss over. Nothing like what I was used to.

The room wasn’t mine, exactly. But I was me.

Kind of.

Instead of a big sweater and leggings, I wore the coral sundress of doom. I gulped. I’m still me.

I think I’m still me.

Pulling together all the courage I could muster, I held up my hands.

No coral nail polish. Instead, charcoal was mushed into my nail beds, and a Shadow Raven tattoo shimmered between my thumb and forefinger.

I’d written myself into the clone’s save file, but I was still the same Quanta—the original one. I let out a shaking breath of relief.

The clone was gone. She’d ricocheted out into the flow of time, and there was no way she’d survived.

A tinge of dizziness washed over me as I swung my legs out of the bed, but it passed almost immediately. I should feel more ragged than I did. If anything…

I felt clear. So much clearer than I’d felt in a long, long time.

The timeghosts stayed quiet, but I could sense them waiting for me. They’d come when I called. I tried not to smile, but giddiness bubbled through me for about half a second.

Then I saw the scan pad mounted next to the bedroom door.

Because I was still in prison. I needed to find Tair and see about getting us both out of here.

Barefoot, I padded across the eerily familiar carpet. Before I could put my hand to the scanner, the door whooshed open.

I stared at the open doorway. What was with that?

Stepping into the living room, my body locked down. It was my living room. Just like Alpha Citadel. The same place where—

No.

It wasn’t. I tried to breathe through the anxiety that had me shaking. This wasn’t my prison cell. Just a scary copy.

Now was now.

And it was different, when I finally gathered the courage to look around. The kitchen had legit appliances, and a second door was set in the wall across from me. Before I could decide which door to try first, the main one whooshed open.

A man in a white coat strode through. My throat tightened at the Green Helix embroidered on his lapel pocket.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“How… Good.” Pushing past my surprise, I smiled at him. “Great, actually.”

“We were worried about you.” He returned my smile and tapped some data into his portacomp.

Was this a parallel reality?

Because my Greens had never been close to kind. It had always been clear I was their lab rat. A dangerous test subject who was Not To Be Trusted.

The clone obviously had a different situation. I could work with that.

I started to run my fingers through my hair, and the nest of snarls comforted me. “Where’s Tair?”

“Altair?”

“That one.” His full name sounded wrong. “It wasn’t his fault I…”

“Passed out?” The man made a few more taps, then tucked the comp into his pocket. “You were down for a few hours, but there’s nothing medical to worry you. We’re running some other analyses, though.”

“You didn’t punish him or anything?” And why was the guy being so upfront with the info?

“In his room.” The man nodded toward the secondary door. “Doctor Nagi’s planning to call you both when you’re back in action. Should I tell him you’re available?”

Definitely not. But at least that meant Nagi wasn’t in the building. I could fool random Greens who’d never met the real Quanta before, but I’d never be able to trick Nagi if he saw me. “I still have a headache.”

“I’ll give you an hour,” he said. “Get some more rest.”

Rest? No way.

As soon as he left, I headed straight for the second doorway. It whooshed open for me.

Tair sat on a sofa with his head between his knees. His glasses rested on the coffee table in front of him. My breath caught.

He was okay. He was alive.

We were both alive.

He shot up, eyes widening. “It’s you.”

“It’s me.” Except that I’d been so anxious to get to him, I hadn’t thought through what came next.

I could pass for the clone for a while, but the Seligo would spot the differences eventually. The less I acted crazy out of character for the cams, the more time we’d have to escape.

As much as I wanted to run into Tair’s arms, I couldn’t. Not yet.

But Tair already knew who I was. “Take me for a walk?”

The barest smile tilted his lips and my chest fluttered. He knew exactly who I was.

Tair slipped his glasses into place. “Now? You’ve recovered?”

“Yup. I want to get some fresh air before Doctor Nagi calls.”

“When is he calling?” Tair asked, sounding completely natural. He was a good actor.

“An hour or so.” I crossed the carpet to the other doorway. We had an hour to escape, and there were a few things that needed to happen before then. When the main door didn’t slide open, I lifted my hand to the scan pad.

Lunging, Tair grabbed my wrist.

What are you doing? I asked.

He frowned and didn’t answer.

What are you doing? I asked again, trying to put some force in my mental voice, but…

It wasn’t there.

It was gone.

Burned off? Lost?

I let out a shaking breath. Apparently I hadn’t come out of our battle as unscathed as I thought. I tried to lean into Tair’s senses, but they didn’t bleed into mine the way they had before.

For better or worse, I was stuck in my own head.

Tair’s gaze flickered, and even if I couldn’t feel him thinking, I knew he was observing and calculating the same as ever. I didn’t dare tell him the truth out loud. Not until we were away from all these cameras.

I cleared my throat. “What are you doing?”

“My mistake.” He gave my wrist one last squeeze before pulling away. I followed his gaze as it flicked between the scan pad and my hand.

The nail polish? Was that—

Oh.

Seconds too slow, I picked up what he wanted to tell me. My hands were mine, and as far as I knew, fingerprints couldn’t be cloned. If I tried to open the door, I’d probably ping every alarm in the building. Or every alarm in the world.

I gave him a little nod, letting him know we were on the same page, but we were really going to have to work on our nonverbal communication if this was permanent. Everything was so much easier when we could talk in each other’s heads.

I faked pressing my hand to the scanner, being careful not to actually touch the plate. Then I put my hands on my hips and glared at the closest camera. “What’s wrong with the door? Let me out.” I put a little whine in my voice, hoping the clone and I used the same acting playbook. A few long seconds ticked by, and I started to sweat.

Had I played it wrong?

Before I could go into a full-on panic, the door opened. I gave the cam a satisfied nod and strolled out, tugging Tair behind me.

Timeghosts layered over the present. I concentrated on the more solid, likely futures. How do we get out of here?

A few options played out. Most got us killed, as expected.

But one thing was unexpected. When I brushed away the unhelpful ghosts, they stayed away. It let me focus on the images I actually wanted to see.

Tair and I stride down a corridor, both trying not to grin. We head for the roof door—

Following the lead was as easy as flipping the pages of a book, and it felt right for the first time in… Ten years? This was what it used to be like. I asked. The universe answered.

I might as well keep asking.

Where are Kiri and Aliya? A few hazy timeghosts blurred into being, but they felt distant in time and space. The girls had been taken somewhere else. Not here.

If they were alive. I tried to dig for more, but whiffed. Even if it was easier to see, I still couldn’t see everything.

Tair coughed.

I was glowing. Again.

I shut off the light before it got too bright. No one rushed out to tackle us in the present or any futures though, so maybe he was the only one who’d seen.

It was another thing to deal with later.

For now, the possibilities had aligned, and we had a glorious, glorious window of escape. I doubted my third eye would stay this clear for long.

But while it lasted?

I grinned at Tair. “This is going to be fun.”


Chapter Forty-Four
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ALTAIR

Quanta grinned like a cat, and the expression loosened every one of my muscles. She was whole and healthy, and I could tell she had a plan in her back pocket—a way out.

The fact that we couldn’t share thoughts hit like a beacon of clarity. I’d test my theory later, but I was almost positive telepathy had been the destabilizing factor.

I’d been the one pushing Quanta to strengthen that part of her powers. For now, I eased off my self-guilt.

Quanta had looked so ill when she collapsed, I’d feared the worst. She might’ve lost her mind. Her senses. Or the clone could’ve survived instead of the real Quanta. As for the clone…

Her life had been as pitiable than her death, but she’d been Doctor Nagi’s puppet to the bone. She couldn’t have been saved.

It was all we could do to save ourselves, and even though the Quanta smiling in front of me was my Quanta, we were hardly in the clear.

She led us toward the end of the hall, looking straight ahead for the first time in as long as I could remember. It helped her move more like the clone, although the bare feet and tangled hair were blatant clues to her identity.

Doctor Nagi would’ve noted the differences. I tensed as we approached the cluster of guards stationed at the lift. Would they notice? I couldn’t take all four and protect Quanta, and sticking together was our only way out of this. We needed to be smart. We could likely timewind again, but not a limitless number of times. Especially after the mental battle Quanta had already endured.

Quanta stepped in front of the closest guard. “I’m going to the roof.”

He nodded and stepped aside, gesturing toward the scan pad.

Quanta scowled at him. “Don’t you open the door for a lady?”

Excellent save.

He ducked his head—armored helmet and all—and pressed his hand to the scanner. The lift opened with a ding.

She gave the men a prim nod as we stepped inside the lift. There were no buttons to push. She simply pointed at the ceiling. “Roof, please.”

The lift whirred into motion. We stood silent and apart. I couldn’t ask what was coming next in front of the cameras, but escaping couldn’t be this smooth to the end.

When we stepped out into the twilight, I didn’t see the plan. The roof was all solar panels except for the landing pads, but no ships were docked.

But I had faith. Quanta had seen a viable window of opportunity, or she wouldn’t put us at risk. She padded to the railing and leaned against it, looking out at the skyscape. “Nice view, right?”

I couldn’t choose “nice” when so many buildings stretched between here and the Citadel’s outer wall. “It’s a big city.”

She grinned, pointing out at the horizon. “What’s over there?”

A helicopter. I’d bet anything it was headed our way. I wasn’t sure how the endgame played out—whether the next step was overpowering guards, or if Quanta could talk us out of a confrontation—but whatever was next, I’d follow her lead.

As long as Quanta had a plan, I’d make it happen.


Chapter Forty-Five
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QUANTA

I drummed my fingers against the railing as the helicopter chopped its way to the helipad. We had the teeniest, tiniest little window to escape here, but for once, I felt optimistic instead of doomed.

Mainly because no one knew to be suspicious of us. I was the clone, and Doctor Nagi and everyone else in this flipping building trusted her to death. Part of me wanted to hang around and milk the situation, but then I remembered how insane I’d have to be to volunteer for that. Much better to get out while we still could.

And before Doctor Nagi called.

Wind whipped into us as the chopper landed. Two people in lab coats hopped out and hustled to the roof door, but the pilot stayed parked.

Who’s he waiting for? I peered into the near future.

Timeghosts of the future fluttered. One was almost solid.

A scientist hustles into the copter and it lifts off, headed deeper into the Citadel.

But what if…

Another layer of possibility blurred over the timeghost. I stride for the copter and wave for the pilot’s attention. “Can you take us up? There’s something I want to check.” He radios to someone and then nods. “You’ve got fifteen minutes.”

This was too easy.

Pulling Tair behind me, I headed for the chopper and then waved to get the pilot’s attention. “Can you take me up? There’s something I want to check.”

He picked up his com, and I couldn’t help grinning at Tair. As I dug into the future, I could see all the ways this went wrong, but we only needed to get it right once.

All the options spun out in front of me.

The pilot shouted to us over the chopper noise. “You’ve got fifteen minutes.”

Two guards climbed in with us before the helicopter lifted off, but I could see more than one future where Tair literally kicked them both out.

We strap into parachute backpacks and jump while the pilot screams; Tair overpowers one of the guards and tosses me a gun; the chopper crash-lands into the harbor, exploding in flames; “Drop down low over that building,” I tell the pilot, before Tair and I jump the last few feet out; Tair and I scramble through the rows of boats in the docks; I shoot down one of the drones on our backs as we slip onto the deck of some Seligo’s speedboat—

Hundreds and hundreds of futures blurred into possibility. There was no way to be sure which one we’d get until we lived it. So I didn’t know what happened next, but I did know where we had to go.

Cipher and the others would be waiting in the middle of the ocean. They didn’t know they were waiting—if anything, they were freaking out thinking I’d fallen off the boat and drowned—but I’d explain whenever we made it back to them.

I squeezed Tair’s hand. Tension hummed through him, and while I peeked into the future, I knew he’d keep scanning the present. He might find a door before I found our window, but either way, we were both focused on finding the way out.

With us together, who could stop us?

We had more Reds to save, and I’d had it with Doctor Nagi making our lives miserable. We had to hit back at him.

And I still had no idea what that would look like, but for the first time in a long time, I felt whole. I had Tair. I had my focus.

Just in case, I breathed deep and locked the details in my mind. Soaring over the glittering glass skyline. The steady rhythm of helicopter blades. Tair at my side.

For a dizzy second, my vision doubled. Then the reset point settled in, glowing clear and golden.

No matter what came next, I was ready to fight for my future.


Coming April 25th, 2017 from author Lola Dodge:

Quanta Rewind, Book Four in the Shadow Ravens Series. Click here to preorder.
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With more and more Red Helixes turning up missing or dead, the Shadow Ravens are ready to take their fight to Doctor Nagi himself.

But breaking into Alpha Citadel is no cakewalk, and Quanta isn’t so sure about this whole “teamwork” thing.

If she and the Ravens can’t learn to work together, no amount of rewinding time will save them from the inevitable.

And if the Seligo win, everyone loses.

For updates and more information about the series, subscribe to the Ink Monster Newsletter:
https://confirmsubscription.com/h/i/A0BFC06811C43170


Want to see how the Shadow Ravens began?

Don’t forget to read Book One,
Cipher by Aileen Erin
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For more information about the series, go to:
http://inkmonster.net/books/shadow-ravens


Also from Ink Monster: Becoming Alpha, Book One in the Alpha Girl Series by Aileen Erin
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The Alpha Girl Series:

Becoming Alpha, Avoiding Alpha, Alpha Divided, Bruja, and Alpha Unleashed

Meredith’s story, Shattered Pack, releases November 2016!

For more information about the series, go to:
http://inkmonster.net/books/alpha-girl-series


For the Readers

Thank you for sticking with this series : )

Some of you have been with us since Cipher released in 2014 (where has the time gone?!) and we’re so grateful for your support and encouragement.

You may have noticed that the Shadow Ravens series has been a bit of an experiment. We originally planned for several novellas written by rotating authors, and a big co-written book (or three) that would tie all the plots and characters together.

Clearly, that hasn’t panned out!

Based on feedback from you guys, we’ve leaned toward longer books and continuing on with the characters you already love. Quanta’s trilogy will finish out with Quanta Rewind in Spring 2017, and after that…?

It’s kind of up to you all.

Our fearless leader, Aileen Erin, is busily writing werewolves and romance-driven scifi stories, but we all have a soft spot for her character, Cipher, and would love to see her return in her own book. Right now, we’ve pushed aside our plans to introduce the third heroine that was supposed to make an appearance, but that doesn’t mean we’re ready to say goodbye to our Ravens.

Which brings us back to you.

What would you like to read? Which character is crying out for their own story?

Devan? Mona? Or do you just want to get back to Cipher and Knight being all lovey-dovey?

Seriously, let us know!

If you send us your thoughts and requests, we’ll take them into consideration while we fill up our release schedules for these next few seasons! You can reach us at:

http://inkmonster.net/contact

Hope to hear from you! And as always, thank you for reading!

<3 Aileen, Lola & the Ink Monster team
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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.

To learn more about Lola’s books and adventures, go to: http://www.loladodge.com/

Or check her out on Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, or Goodreads.

OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JJ ms SHADOW

WVENST

QUANT

¢ RESE [

BOOK THREE OF THE SHADOW RAVENS
LOLA DODGE





OEBPS/images/p243.jpg





OEBPS/images/p242.jpg
:

CIPHER






OEBPS/images/p245.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
QUANTA

RESET

LOLA DODGE





OEBPS/images/p241.jpg
M%}q{

NdhiF

8 \





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





