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  Chapter 1

  
  





Tenly




Kalib thinks it’s all his fault. Everything.

His fault for trusting Luek. His fault that Luek and his followers—Affinity—attacked the Sub. His fault that Luek stole the Aves cure from the lab. He even somehow blames himself for the current conflict between Scarlets and Cobalts.

It’s ridiculous, of course. Scarlets and Cobalts hated each other long before Kalib and I were born.

If pressed, he would admit that his self-recriminations were irrational. But he still tries to shoulder the weight of the world. I suspect that’s why he followed me into the Cobalt Premier Workforce in the first place. He feels responsible for everything.

Everyone.

“Your greatest weakness is your biggest strength,” my father used to tell me. I find it to be true most of the time, and in Kalib’s case, it is. He cares so much that it sometimes consumes him.

Sighing, I lie in the dark room we share in the Sub, trying to get a few hours of rest before meeting Papa in the morning. But even pulling the woolly blanket up over my nose cannot quiet my brain.

Kalib is asleep next to me, his breathing disturbed. I doubt he’s getting any real rest.

When Ellie, Dr. Pierce’s daughter, woke up from stasis and we learned Luek had stolen the remaining cure vials, Kalib went couldn’t contain himself. He tried to go after them himself, but it was too late. They were long gone.

I’ve never seen him lose it like that before.

During the cleanup afterward, a few bodies were found, and Kalib had a second panic attack. Dr. Pierce sedated him, and now he needs meds to sleep every night.

I glance at the clock on the side table. Three a.m. Part of me wants to reach over, grab the bottle and take a dose myself, but I don’t want to sleep through the meeting.

Beside the clock is a new, clean pad of paper and a few pencils I found around the Sub. He’d left his art journal back at a Cobalt refugee camp. The one Luek took over.

I’ve asked Kalib to draw me something on the paper since it relaxes him, but he won’t. So it sits on the side table, unused. I think he’s depressed about losing his old journal, but he won’t talk to me about it.

I reach for his hand under the sheets and gently intertwine my fingers with his, trying not to rouse him. His skin is warm, and just being near him relaxes me. Kalib inhales deeply and stirs, releasing my grip. He rolls over and pulls me into a hug.

“Are you still awake?” he whispers.

“Yeah,” I admit.

“Ten, you’ve got to get some sleep,” he says, his voice tired but clear.

“I’ve got to take care of you.”

He clicks his tongue. “And how are you supposed to do that if you’re falling asleep on the job from staying up all night?”

There’s a hint of humor in his voice, and yet it’s not lost on me that he would even joke about my taking care of him. Kalib has always been the protector in our relationship, even when we were just friends. In all of his relationships, he’s the one who provides and protects.

But the refugee camps changed him—that and Luek’s attack. He was shot that day while pursuing one of Luek’s fighters through the unfinished section of the Sub. The physical wound has healed, but he hasn’t told me everything that happened down there. Whatever it is, it still haunts him.

“I know.”

Kalib rolls onto his back, one arm keeping me close against his side. “Now I’m awake.”

“I’m sorry.”

He stays quiet for a moment before asking, “Have you thought more about getting married, Tenly?”

My eyes widen, and I’m grateful the darkness in our room hides my expression.

“Kalib—” I start but then pause. “You know I love you. If there’s anyone in the world I’d consider marrying, it would be you, no question. But right now . . . it’s too much.” I try to keep my voice soft and steady.

He lets out a sigh. “It was wrong of me to ask. I never want you feel pressured.” He rubs his thumb over the back of my hand, and I can tell he’s still processing.

I chuckle, trying to lighten the mood. “When have I ever let anyone pressure me into anything?”

Kalib chuckles too. “You have a mind of your own. It’s just . . . my brain keeps wanting to do something to make up for everything that’s happened. Something good,” he says. “Like getting married is one step toward making things right again.” He rolls over to face me.

I reach up to stroke his cheek, a pang of sadness for him tensing in my chest. “Kalib, none of this is your fault, so you can’t ‘make up’ for it. And getting married won’t change that one way or the other. You’re doing everything you can to help the situation, but it’s not your burden to bear.” I drape my arm over his chest. “I love you.”

“I know.”

We lay there for several minutes, not speaking, neither of us able to fall asleep. I snuggle closer to him, letting him wrap his arms around me. The room is quiet except for the sound of our breathing and the occasional creak of the bed.

“What do you think my Papa wants to see us about tomorrow?” I ask.

Kalib groans. “I didn’t want to tell you this, but rumors are circulating that Commander Houser is evacuating the Sub.”

I sit up quickly, still facing him. “What?”

“I don’t think it could withstand another attack since the defense system isn’t complete,” Kalib says. “Plus, now that Ellie can be moved, Dr. Pierce has probably agreed to the evacuation.”

I flop back onto my pillow and sigh. “I’ve been so out of the loop lately. In the lab we’re so focused on figuring out how to mass-produce and distribute the cure.”

“Between that and taking care of me, you’ve had your hands full.”

I shake my head. “What are we going to do? We can’t go to the camps.”

“Not sure,” Kalib says. “I imagine we’ll find out at the meeting with your pop.”

I reach over and take his hand again.

He gives me a reassuring squeeze and pulls me closer, and his breathing evens out as he falls back into a deep sleep. I close my eyes, finally allowing myself to relax and drift off, secure, knowing that Kalib is here.







  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  





Kalib




The alarm on my Flexx goes off at 6 a.m. as the room lights gradually brighten. I reach over to turn it off. Tenly groans and stretches her arms into the air.

“Already?” she grumbles.

“Already,” I confirm while yawning, relieved she managed to get some sleep. “We’re supposed to meet your pop in thirty minutes.”

“Fine,” Ten says, tossing aside the thick blanket on our bed.

She’s wearing my T-shirt, a habit she’s had for months. I don’t mind, even though she has her own and I sometimes run short on shirts. She scurries to the end of the bed, eager to beat me to the shower. I could beat her to it, but I always let her go first. It’s the most luxury we experience here in the Sub.

While she’s in the shower, I pop a pill to keep my anxiety in check and wolf down a packaged protein bar. By the time I finish, Ten is dressed and ready to go.

“That was fast,” I say, swallowing the last bite.

She pulls her dark, curly hair into a low bun and grabs a bar. “I want to hear what Papa has to tell us. Maybe they know what happened to Mayor Lark.”

A pang tightens my stomach. Mayor Lark was at the camp Luek took over. He swore she was unharmed, but we haven’t heard from her since before Luek’s people attacked the Sub.

And I killed a man during that attack. I haven’t told anyone about it, not even Ten. Logically I know there was nothing else I could do, but my brain won’t seem to catch up with that fact. All I can do is keep pushing the memory away.

A shiver runs the length of my spine, but I nod and quickly head to the shower. Cold—to get rid of the panic tightening my chest.

At 6:27, we leave our unit and head down to Nathaniel’s office. It was Mr. Robinson’s before he left. We know that he and Jude are safe, but I don’t know the details since I haven’t spoken to either of them since they evacuated.

Along the way I touch my fingers to the concrete wall. Something about the light texture keeps me grounded in the moment. The gray walls are only dimly lit by small lights lining the hallways. Once we arrive, Tenly knocks on the closed door.

“Come in,” Nathaniel’s muffled voice sounds through it.

I grin at Tenly and open the door. “Morning.”

Nathaniel, Tenly’s father, is typing away on his laptop. He looks more like himself now, with his dark beard neatly trimmed and a few extra pounds on him since his rescue. He, Mrs. Hawkins, and other Cobalt refugees were stranded in the Outerbounds when their escape transport went down, and they were on the brink of starvation when we finally found them. The food here may not be great, but we have enough, and it’s calorie dense.

He glances up as we shut the door. “Morning, sweetie.”

Nathaniel likes me, but he’s not talking to me. Probably best since I don’t feel like much of a sweetie these days.

“Hi, Papa,” Ten says, bouncing a little despite only getting three hours of sleep. “How’s Mama?”

“She’s good . . . busy,” Nathaniel says, eyes glued once more on his work.

Ten pulls up two metal chairs for us. “So, what’s this about?”

The office is cramped, and dusty boxes are stacked up against the wall behind him. They probably contain materials for completing construction on the Sub, but work on it stopped more than a year ago. With the rumored evacuation, I wonder if they’ll remain boxed forever.

Nathaniel blows out a breath and closes his laptop. “Intel from Luek’s camp came in last night.”

“Why didn’t you tell us immediately?” I blurt out. Sudden anger at Luek burns, but I regret my tone at Ten’s pop.

“Because it was late, and we had no idea what he was going to say. The commander and I decided to leave it up to—”

“The adults?” Tenly interjects, her tone suddenly changing from chipper to annoyed.

Her father regards her with a look. “That’s not what I was going to say. But in a sense, yes, for the time being. And neither of you could have done anything.”

Honestly, I don’t want to argue, but Tenly feels like her father doesn’t trust her enough. Part of the reason Nathaniel even got me into the CPW was to protect her. Technically, she and I are adults now, and we still bear more responsibility than we should. She knows this. “What happened?”

Nathaniel clears his throat. “Commander Lark is still in their custody and is safe. He might be willing to exchange her for a few of his people that we captured.”

My shoulders relax. I’m not sure I ever agreed much with Mayor Lark—now Commander Lark—but she’s a good person and doesn’t deserve to be held hostage. She wants the best for the Alliance.

“What else?” Ten asks, wringing her hands in her lap.

“There are rumors he’s ready for some kind of talks or negotiations,” Nathaniel replies.

I shift in my seat. “You do remember that he’s a terrorist, right? Not to be trusted?” My tone is more bitter than I intend. Of course, there’s a good reason for that. Luek lied to me, multiple times.

Tenly’s father’s eyes dart towards me. “I didn’t say that we were ready to do anything with him. It’s only what we’re hearing.”

I lean back in my chair.

“Is that it?” Ten asks, her tone laced with disappointment.

Her father shakes his head. “I’m barely started. We need to start evacuating the Sub.”

“When?” I ask.

“In days,” he replies.

“Days?” Tenly leans forward on the desk. “How can we get everything out of here in days? All the medical equipment?”

I told Ten about the rumors last night, but I didn’t expect that evacuations would happen so quickly since no preparations have been made. At least, not preparations we could see.

“We must,” Nathaniel says. “It’s not safe for our people here, unfortunately. Sub construction was unfinished when we left the Tenements, and then critical defenses were damaged when Affinity attacked. Our best bet now is to get the electrodome back up and running, with the controls on the inside for defense instead of imprisonment. It should be finished by the time we’re ready to evacuate.”

I clench my teeth, reality setting in and panic brewing once more. It’s just a place, but the Sub has been my home, my safe haven for months. Beside me, though, Tenly nods, her expression thoughtful.

“The primary goal over the next few days is to strip everything useful and move it to our new base in Tenement One,” Nathaniel continues. “Supplies will be tight for a long time, and we don’t want to leave anything to the enemy. We’ll also bury the entrance to keep them from using it.”

“Why Tenement One?” I ask, eyebrows raised.

“Because it’s the tech sector,” Tenly guesses.

“Right,” her father confirms. “From our intel, there’s been looting, but in the aftermath, it sustained the least damage of all the Tenements. We’re pretty sure that some factories are still intact. Carmine is too overwhelmed with Aves to clean it up or even guard it.”

“It’s too dangerous,” I say.

“Kalib,” Nathaniel says, “it’s dangerous everywhere. You know this. The camps, if Luek hasn’t already taken them over, are dealing with health issues like the cholera outbreak, and more people are heading into the Outerbounds or joining Affinity. Apparently, the factions from New Philly supporting Luek are moving people into their better-equipped camps. We can’t blame people for wanting to move their families to a safer place. We need to compete with Luek’s talk of Nirvana. Tenement One will provide that.”

“You’re going to try to sell a Tenement as Nirvana?” I say.

Nathaniel grimaces. “You know that’s not what I mean. But we need to continue Dr. Pierce’s work, and One will help us get up and running. We only mean it to be a temporary solution.”

Tenly crosses her arms. “Is that where Kalib and I will go, too? Since you’re deciding for us today?”

Her sleep-deprived attitude keeps rearing its head, much the same as my emotional highs and lows.

Nathaniel hesitates, then says, “Tenly, I’m not forcing you to do anything. I’m only telling you what’s been decided.”

She sits there still, apparently mulling it over in her mind. I keep my mouth shut.

“We’ll go,” Tenly says with a hint of petulance. She glances at me like she wants backup.

“I certainly can’t stay here,” I reply. At least we can feel useful there, and if the Scarlets really are ignoring the former de facto Cobalt prison, it might be good to get back to some sense of normalcy. Not that I loved the Tenement . . . but it’s familiar.

Nathaniel clears his throat. “Actually, the Tenement is only going to be your first stop.”

“Where else are we going?” I ask quickly.

“We’ll be going to Carmine.”

Both Tenly and I stare wide-eyed. “Carmine?”

My stomach knots up. There’s no doubt Carmine will be a war zone, and with my nerves shot . . .

“We’re sending a team in there to function as emissaries and make a compelling argument for distribution of the cure,” Nathaniel says.

“Papa . . .” Ten says.

I shake my head. “Why don’t they just take it? I mean, they’re dropping like flies. I don’t get it.”

“It’s ridiculous, for sure,” Nathaniel admits. “But the treatment was developed from Cobalt blood, and groups in Carmine released propaganda against it. So far, we’ve gotten nowhere in negotiations with President Nelson. He’s convinced that Dr. Trigman will find the cure since he’s the lead virologist now, and they’d rather wait and die than rely on Cobalts.”

“And how are Cobalts going to convince them otherwise?” Ten asks.

“We have to try,” Nathaniel says. “Ten, you’ve been on this project with Dr. Pierce from the start. You know it inside and out.”

He looks my way. “And I’ve been talking to Cornell Robinson. He believes you can help convince them.”

“Mr. Robinson,” I mutter. I respect the guy, but he hasn’t seen me since he had to flee the Sub with Jude on the day of Luek’s attack. The man has to be completely out of the loop. “I can barely function without my meds,” I admit. “Robinson has too much faith in my abilities.” I shift uncomfortably in my seat.

Tenly squeezes my hand. “You’re going to be okay, Kalib.”

I shake my head, ready to leave the room. “You don’t know everything that happened.” Pressure builds in my chest like it’s suddenly going to explode. The thought of trying to convince a bunch of stubborn Scarlets while trying not to get killed . . . I don’t think I can face it. Not again.

Tenly squeezes my hand tighter as if my anxiety suddenly brings her back to reality and she can stop arguing. “We don’t know what happened to you, Kalib.” Her touch and understanding tone calm me.

“Whatever happened is your business unless you want to share it,” Nathaniel says.

“I don’t,” I reply. I know it’s ridiculous. They wouldn’t blame me.

“That’s fine. It was a difficult day and I understand,” Nathaniel says. “I still need you to consider going with me to Carmine. We’re arranging it now with some Alliance-friendly groups. Everything should be a go in a couple of days.”

“What if we could get you a stronger dose of meds?” Ten asks.

I wring my hands, wanting to do something. I’ve never been the kind of person who could sit back and not help people when they needed it. It’s like my brain is turning me into someone I’m not.

“I want a little time to think about it,” I finally say.

Tenly eyes me. “Me too.”

Nathaniel nods and stands. “That’s all I can ask of you.” He walks around the desk and coaxes us both up and into an embrace. “I would never ask this if I didn’t think it was absolutely necessary.”

I don’t resist the hug. Nathaniel Hawkins is a good man, and not so different from me. It’s been comforting to know that both our families are here in the Sub, healthy and safe. So much of me simply doesn’t want that to end. Leaving complicates everything.

A few minutes later, Tenly and I are back in our unit, and once through the door, she immediately hugs me. “Kalib, I’m so sorry. I don’t want to see you hurting, but I know you need time to heal. I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to do. I definitely want us to agree on this decision.”

I rest my cheek on the top of her head. “Thank you for not pushing me.”

She pulls back to look at me. The conversation is a bit like déjà vu of last night. Only flipped.

“But you want to go, don’t you?” I ask.

Her tense jaw and wide eyes tell me what I need to know before she even speaks. “Honestly? No. What I want is for us to be safe . . . and everyone we love to be safe. But Dr. Pierce and I developed the cure for everyone. If we can’t get this into people, then what good was it? I’m grateful that we saved Ellie, but it can’t stop there.”

I tighten my hands into balls. If I’m even considering going with Ten into Carmine, I need to come clean with her. Keeping secrets isn’t helping any of us. “I think it’s time.”

She tips her head in confusion. “For what?”

I gesture for her to sit at our tiny dining table, my stomach doing flops. She has to know this, and I have to tell her. I have to trust that she won’t judge me.

Hesitant at first, I tell her most of what happened in the field, how I met Joe in the camps, tried to connect with him despite how angry he was. Then how I shot and killed him when he invaded the Sub with Luek’s people. How the memory of him falling backward after I shot him, and the sound of his head cracking against the hard cement floor, keep replaying in my mind, asleep or awake. The memory of his dead, empty eyes staring at me.

“How can I forgive myself for killing a guy I was trying to help?” The lump in my throat is so painful that my voice cracks. “Is that how I solve differences?”

Tenly listens to my story in silence. When I’m done, she stands and rounds the table to me. She wraps her arms around my shoulders and pulls me close, alternately crying into my hair and kissing my own tears away.

“I love you so much, Kalib,” she whispers. “You’re so brave.”

“I’m not.”

“To me, you are,” she says. “You did what you had to do to survive. That’s it.”

Her salty lips touch mine, and I don’t resist. Tenly is my everything. The reason I’m here and the reason I want to keep living. Despite my fears, she isn’t horrified by what I’ve done. She still loves me for who I am, no matter what. The relief may not lift my entire burden, but at least I know she has my back.

I run my hands up the back of her neck and remove the band holding her hair in a bun. The curls spill over her neck, and I take in her clean scent.

“I do want to marry you,” she breathes into my ear.

“Even with all my damage?” I ask.

“Even then,” she says, gazing into my eyes. “When we get past all this, we’ll talk about it again.”

I hold her gaze for a moment. “Two things,” I finally say.

“Yes?”

“If Dr. Pierce can adjust my meds, I’ll consider going to Carmine. If he can’t, I’m not sure I’ll be any use to anyone.”

Tenly’s lips curve into a small grin. “That’s fair. And the other?”

I bring my hand up and brush a curl from her face with my finger. She shivers, and I grin. “Can I draw you?”
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Tenly




I stand outside the lab’s glass window for a few minutes before going in. I’ve spent many hours here, and despite the sterile atmosphere, it feels like a second home.

Neither Gavin nor Ellie notices me as they’re both too occupied. Gavin is packing the lab, while Ellie plays with a rag doll Kayla made for her. Kalib’s sister used to work in the fashion factory in Tenement Three making couture gowns for the high-style ladies of Carmine, so a doll was a simple project. With Kayla’s talent, the doll is considerably nicer than any I made for myself when I was seven, the same age Ellie is now.

The child’s blonde hair is no longer fashioned in perfect ringlets as it was when she lived in the city. In fact, it barely looks brushed, but seeing her smile warms my chest. I miss the days when she would crawl into bed with me in the morning back when I was her governess in Carmine.

Finally, I go inside. Ellie sees me and rushes over to hug me tightly. “Tenly!” she exclaims.

I chuckle. “You saw me last night, Ellie.”

“I’m making up for all the time we weren’t together while I was sick. Plus, you’re going away,” she says, tears in her eyes. Ellie nearly died from the Aves virus, and if we hadn’t brought her and Gavin to the Sub, he wouldn’t have been able to finish the cure. President Nelson would likely have had him killed, and Ellie would have died for sure.

I kneel in front of her and glance at Gavin. “Hopefully Kalib and I won’t be gone for long. Then we’ll join you at our new home.”

My stomach roils at my last two words, “new home.” I don’t want to make any Tenement my new home. Hopefully it will only be a temporary solution like Papa said.

Gavin’s expression is strained, and my guess is that he’s not optimistic about our peace mission in Carmine.

In all honesty I don’t know how it’s going to work out either.

But I bring my attention back to Ellie and steel myself, holding back tears. I force my lips into a smile and give her another squeeze. “Go play with your dolly—”

“Janey,” she corrects.

“Janey. Your father and I have a few things to talk about.”

Ellie gives me a peck on the cheek and races off to the doll, chattering away at the prized possession. She never cared this much for the fancy things her mother forced on her.

I stand and walk over to the coffee machine. Naturally, the carafe is full of freshly brewed liquid. It will probably be the last thing that Gavin packs before he leaves, though I’m not sure we’ll have much coffee once we get to the Tenement.

I pour myself a cup. “Want a top-off?” I ask Dr. Pierce.

He grins. “Yes. Yes, I do.” He grabs his mug from the counter and holds it out.

I pour the precious liquid into his mug. The warm, toasty scent fills my nose and releases some of the stress that has settled into my neck.

“I suppose you’re here to see if I can compound Kalib’s new medication,” Gavin says. “He’s messaged me a few times.”

I place the carafe back into its home and then take a sip of my coffee. “Well, it’s one of the reasons I stopped by. We are supposed to leave tomorrow.”

“I know,” Dr. Pierce says. “I’ve packed everything you’ll need—PPE, cleaning supplies, syringes. Plus, I stayed up late last night to come up with a list of people who might be willing to listen to you. I can’t guarantee their current status, but you’ll be as prepared as possible. I’ve also arranged a useful contact who will provide your cover while you’re in Carmine. You’ll see when you get there.” He taps on his Flexx, and I get an alert.

“Maybe keep the information under wraps until you need it,” he advises.

I offer a small grin. “Thank you. And what about Kalib’s medication?”

Gavin walks to the cabinet and takes out several bottles. “I’ll have him stop by soon and try it. It’s tailored to his DNA, so it should help his anxiety more than what he’s taking now.”

“How did you manage to put it together so quickly?” I ask.

Gavin glances at his daughter playing on the floor. “Let’s talk in the back room,” he suggests.

I follow him into a storage closet that he’s turned into a break room. Two folding chairs and a box serving as a makeshift table sit in the corner. I sit down and place my coffee on the “table.”

“I’ve been tinkering with the meds for a while,” Gavin says. “For my own stress since I wasn’t sure I would survive without something. Dr. Lopez and I worked on it together. I had to be here for Ellie and the Aves cure.”

I inhale sharply and study him. His dark hair is salted with much more gray than when we first met. And the lines around his soft hazel eyes have deepened. Greatly. I don’t know why I hadn’t noticed it before. “But you’re okay now?”

Gavin gives a small smile. “Yes, and hopefully Kalib will be too. As long as he takes the meds consistently. Matching the chemical formulation to an individual is delicate, time-consuming work, but I did it for you . . . for Kalib.”

I swallow hard. “For me?”

Gavin glances out the door in the direction Ellie is playing. “Of course. You’re like another daughter to me,” he says, his voice warm. “And Kalib is a good man. It’s not fair for his mind to betray him when all he’s trying to do is the right thing. Believe me, I know.”

A lump rises in my throat at his words, and I cover my reaction by taking a sip of my bitter brew. “I hope it works,” I say softly.

“Most certainly it will,” Gavin says. But as we sit for a few moments in silence drinking our coffee, the suspicion that he’s just trying to make me feel better niggles at the back of my mind.

“I’m worried about going back to Carmine,” I admit.

“Me too,” Dr. Pierce says. “I know the mission is necessary, and I’ll do everything I can to help. But convincing people to take the cure won’t be easy. Getting it into the water supply will require a lot of support.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s what we’re drumming up.”

“You’ll need to convince them to get us into one of the most secure areas of the city, and at just the right spot.”

“Has something like that ever been done before?”

Dr. Pierce nods. “Mass inoculation has been used in farming for centuries, though it hasn’t been tried on Scarlets. There is a history of adding other health substances to drinking water in the Tenements, plus the experimental additions to Cobalt meat substitutes, as you know. Carmine doesn’t oppose this kind of experimentation. They just haven’t done it to themselves.”

I sigh. “And since they didn’t think of it first, it’s going to be a battle.”

“A steep one.”

I sip my coffee, and my stomach twists a bit.

“I’ve had a look at the water system maps. The Genesis insertion—”

“The what?” I ask.

“That’s the new name of the Aves cure project. My hope is that it means a new start for everyone.”

I wish I’d been a part of the naming, but in the end this was mostly Gavin’s project. That, and my focus has been split, dealing with Kalib.

“But the insertion of Genesis can’t be done just anywhere. It must be introduced at a point after the water is treated, because even with the AI bond component we’re working on, the water treatment could reduce or kill its effectiveness. We need people high up in the Carminian government to greenlight the distribution.”

“So, you’re telling me this plan relies on being able to persuade President Nelson to give us the key to the city and let his enemies dump something into Carmine’s water supply?”

Gavin chuckles drily. “Well, maybe not that high up. But if you could, I’d applaud you.” He glances back at the box in the main room he’d been preparing when I arrived. “When you go into Carmine, you’ll a have a limited amount of the cure. These will be individually packaged, and you can use them to incentivize people to cooperate.”

My stomach clenches. I know this “incentivization” is necessary, but it seems so against how Gavin and I wanted to use the cure.

As we sit quietly, I can’t help but think about how this all started. Ellie found a dying bird in their garden, and Dr. Pierce suspected something was seriously wrong with it. But he didn’t trust his own government enough to take the specimen to them. Instead he kept it hidden, studying the body in his home lab and discovering Aves, the virus that has now ravaged the city and spread who knows how far beyond its borders.

“We’ll find a way to fix this, Tenly,” Dr. Pierce says. “You and I make a good team.”

I let out a small, nervous chuckle. “How did a girl from the Tenement end up working with one of Carmine’s top virologists?”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Dr. Pierce says. “You’ve thrived in a tough environment with few resources. You’re going to be a brilliant scientist someday.”

“But for now, I need to figure out how to be a great ambassador,” I say.

“Kalib will help you with that.”

I lean back in my chair. “Do you really think of me as a daughter?” I ask softly.

Gavin smiles. “You’ve brought hope back into my life. Before you arrived, I had nothing, except for Ellie, of course.”

“There had to be more to it than that. You loved your work,” I say.

“I used my work as a distraction to escape the pain,” Gavin admits. “You saw my life . . . my marriage.”

I cast my gaze down. The Pierces may have loved each other at one point, but the pressure to maintain the “perfect Scarlet lifestyle” had suffocated their relationship. Ultimately, I feel sorry for them, because despite the horrors of the Tenements, Carmine had its own horrors hidden behind the façade of perfection.

“And then there was Jax,” Gavin whispers.

I freeze. Jax is the Pierces’ son, who is around my age. He treated me as a disposable toy when I lived in Carmine. He made lots of people disposable, from what I know now.

“My distraction meant I didn’t see what he was doing to you,” Gavin says, his voice shaking slightly. “I’m not sure if I can ever forgive myself for that.”

I bite my bottom lip. “But you did stop it when you found out.”

“Yes, but the damage was already done, and I can’t forget that,” he says.

I place my hand on my chest as my heart pounds. Jax is still affecting me even though I thought I’d moved on.

“I’m sorry for bringing up the past,” Gavin says.

“Let’s talk about something else.”

“Like your bright future?” He grins.

I know my bright future hinges on the success of the Alliance, but I’m willing to entertain the thoughts.

“Like my science career?”

“Absolutely.” He holds up his coffee cup as if to toast me. “On top of that, you have a loving family, and Kalib, who is a good human.”

Thinking of Kalib and the new drawings he’d added to his journal, the corners of my lips arch upward. “He is a good human. I’m thinking about marrying him.”

Gavin chuckles. “That’s an excellent idea when you’re, say, twenty-seven. After you’ve established yourself as an expert in the science community.”

“Twenty-seven?” I ask, raising my brows.

“Yes, when you’re twenty-seven,” Gavin says with a slight head bow.

I laugh. “Wow, that’s a long time from now.”

“It’s a wonderful age,” Gavin says, obviously holding back a chuckle. “Your brain will be fully developed.”

I laugh. A genuine laugh. A healthy laugh. “Well, you will certainly be invited to the wedding . . . in just shy of a decade.”

He takes my hand across the table, squeezing me tight as if he doesn’t really want to say goodbye. “I can’t wait to see who you become.”
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As we wait in the big, metal loading bay to leave, Ma hugs me tighter than she should.

“Be careful,” I say. “You’re still healing.”

“I don’t care,” she scolds me like a small child. “I don’t know when I’ll see you again.”

Ma has improved a lot since she started treatment for cholera, but her body was so weak to begin with that the healing process has been slow. However, her skin has returned to a normal color, and she’s gained quite a bit of weight since being at the Sub. I run my fingers gently over her hair, not really wanting to leave either. But I took my extra meds this morning, and the nervousness I woke up with has subsided.

And Dr. Pierce was able to make me a plentiful supply. I shouldn’t have to worry about running out before the mission is complete.

“It’s okay, Ma,” Kayla says. “Kalib will be fine.” My sister studies me, nervousness flickering in her eyes behind her glasses. I suspect she’s suppressing her own fears about what will happen next.

“Yes,” I assure them. “I’ll be fine.”

But we all know I can’t tell her anything different.

Ma and Kayla will head to Tenement One later this week, while we go today to meet with the rest of our team before going into Carmine.

Before she can argue, Ten and her family arrive carrying good-sized bags labeled with a medical cross. Behind them trails Lincoln, who’s also been called to work on some sort of secret project. He carries a small satchel over his shoulder, apparently traveling light.

Lincoln is medium height, with dark skin and a short haircut. He was part of the same group of students who qualified for the Cobalt Premier Workforce when Ten and I did. He’s also one of the few CPW survivors who made it out of Carmine alive. When the Cobalts broke out of the Tenements, President Nelson ordered all the CPWs in the city to be rounded up and detained. The rescue by the Alliance didn’t go well. As far as I know, all the CPWs were killed except for Lincoln, Luek and a handful of others. Ten and I were already out of Carmine by then, and I don’t know Lincoln well.

“Hey, man,” I say to him, stepping away from my family.

He tips his chin without speaking.

“Are we ready?” Mr. Hawkins asks, hitching up his backpack.

I open my mouth to say that I’m not, but I’m not going to let my fear stop me. So I snap it shut and let Mrs. Hawkins hug me goodbye.

Nathaniel kisses her. “I’ll see you soon.”

She gives him a tight smile and hugs her daughter. Mrs. Hawkins doesn’t have much to say this morning, and I can only assume she doesn’t agree with our mission to Carmine. Or perhaps saying a big goodbye is simply too painful.

Ten steps over to me and threads her fingers through mine. After a squeeze, she gazes upward and smiles at me. “Ready?” she whispers.

I chuckle. “No.”

Ten rolls her eyes in agreement while her pop gives us a quick once-over.

“Follow me,” he says and gestures toward the open bay door.

I look at the transport truck waiting in the bay. “I thought we were taking that.”

“Plan changed,” Nathaniel says, waving us to the exit. “I’ll explain on the way.”

We bid goodbye to our families, and Ten’s pop leads us down the hall. “Intel says there’s too much activity near the Sub and it’s attracting attention, so we need a more covert way of reaching our destination.”

“And that is?” Ten asks.

“The tunnels,” Lincoln pipes up.

Nathaniel turns to us as we walk. “Smart man,” he says.

“I’ve been working on the bot project since I arrived,” Lincoln replies. “Although with the Sub evacuation, everything will be shutting down soon.”

Ten and I both look at Lincoln in surprise. I hadn’t known there was any construction work still going on at the Sub, let alone that Lincoln was working on it.

We venture deep into the unfinished area of the Sub, most of which I know like the back of my hand. But there are still some locked-off parts. My heart picks up speed. I haven’t dared come down here since the day Luek attacked. Ten must sense my state of mind since she touches my back reassuringly.

“We’ll be out of here soon,” she says.

Nathaniel pulls out a key and opens a door, and light spills into the dim hall. We follow him inside.

A man in a coverall stands in the room, tapping away on a tablet.

“Morning,” Mr. Hawkins greets him. Meanwhile, a large drone similar to a smaller one I saw in Carmine flies into the room.

The oblong object is metallic, with arms extending from the main body. The man points his tablet at the drone, and it quickly exits the room.

“You’re early,” the man says to us, not looking away from his device.

“Yes,” Nathaniel says. “Will that be an issue?”

“We had a little breakdown this morning,” the man explains, finally looking up and glancing at Lincoln. “I’ll bet you could help.”

Lincoln approaches the man, who hands him the tablet. After looking at the screen, Lincoln taps a few times. “Here’s your issue,” he says, pointing to the screen.

The man sighs. “You sure you have to go?”

“Yep,” Lincoln says.

“We could really use you back here,” the man says. “To help get the drones ready to go to the Tenement.”

Lincoln grins, then eyes us. “Should I take them from here?”

The man shrugs. “You know the way. I’m busy with all these bugs.”

Lincoln turns to us and gestures toward an exit. The three of us follow, not even learning the man’s name.

“Bugs?” I ask, catching up to Lincoln.

“That’s what we call the drones,” he explains.

“What are they doing?” I ask.

“Digging a tunnel.”

“A tunnel to what?”

The hallway suddenly goes cold as another drone floats by us, causing bits of earth to fall to the ground.

“To the Tenements . . . and other places,” Lincoln says. “They’ve been doing it for years but on a much smaller scale. The idea was to create an underground transportation system to connect the Tenements to places like the Sub. Initially, it was intended to help evacuate people from the Tenements or allow communication that bypassed the guards and the electrodome. But since the breakout, the Alliance was able to commandeer worker drones from the factories in Tenement One and repurpose them to finish the tunnels.”

I shove my hand in my pocket. There have been plans to return to the Tenement for a while . . . but no one has mentioned it.

“I reprogrammed them,” Lincoln continues, “and make sure they’re functioning properly. People like Hank handle all the digging logistics and make sure the project is safe. In a few days, though, they’re shutting the project down for now. We need the bugs in the Tenements for repairs.”

Up ahead, there are tracks on the ground and a small, open-top transport that’s big enough for four or five people.

“And there’s our ride,” Nathaniel says. “It will take us most of the way to the Tenement. The rest we’ll travel on foot.”

“How far will we have to hike?” Ten asks.

“Just a couple of miles, but we know that people, some dangerous and some not, are hanging around the perimeter. So we’ll need to be careful.”

I inhale deeply. My pack contains the gun I was instructed to bring, like everyone else. I hope I don’t have to use it.

We climb into the small transport and settle onto the two benches facing each other. Lincoln taps his Flexx, and the metal car begins moving on the track. As we go deeper, more drones appear, hovering near the walls and ceiling of the tunnel.

“They’re testing structural integrity,” Lincoln says. “In case you were wondering. The ones farther out are digging and removing dirt.”

“How’d you learn about them?” Tenly asks.

Lincoln shrugs. “Programming them is a lot of math—the same stuff I’ve always done. Commander Houser saw I needed a project after I arrived here to keep my mind off things, so she put me on this. I just took to it. They’re actually very intelligent. Artificially, of course.”

“You increased production by ten percent, right?” Mr. Hawkins says.

“I did,” Lincoln says. “If we were staying in the Sub, I think I could improve the project even more.”

“What’s the plan when we get to the Tenement?” I ask.

Mr. Hawkins drapes his arm over the side of the transport. “The rest of the team, including Loretta Brink, will meet up with us.”

“Ms. Brink?” I ask. I don’t know why I’m surprised, but the last time I talked to her, she was headed out to evacuation camps, like I was.

Nathaniel nods. “The temperature in the camps was getting too hot for Scarlets. She took her people and headed out last week. Luek’s influence is spreading. She’s already making preparations for us in Tenement One.”

“Anyone else we know? Other than Elena?” Ten asks, glancing at me.

“That I don’t know. People are coming in from all over. It depends on who will be the most useful.”

I lean back. Ten is here because she knows about Aves and the cure, now called Genesis. Lincoln is here because the Alliance needs him to start working on a project. Then there’s me, for my “ambassador” skills, which I hope somehow to muster. I guess we’ll need more Scarlets on the team to get anywhere in Carmine. I glance at my Cobalt tattoo on the back of my hand, then around the group. We all have them.

Too many Blueys.

Ten must see me staring at my tattoo because she reaches out to graze her fingers over it. I raise my eyes to her and smile. The wind from our passage blows through her loose hair. It’s rare to see her with her hair down, and I admire the curls, wanting to run my fingers through them.

“What’s the Tenement like right now?” Lincoln asks, taking my mind off the tattoos.

“Well,” Mr. Hawkins says, “a little chaotic, if I’m honest. A crew is working to modify the electrodome, which will provide significant protection when it’s ready. But it was severely damaged during the evacuation.”

“How safe is it in One then? Without the electrodome,” Tenly asks.

Her pop shrugs. “We’ve got a few defense ships patrolling the area and keeping stray Carminian fighters at bay. But the Aves outbreak seems to be curtailing their ability to interfere with us. Looters from the Outerbounds are the main threat.”

Looters are the people we’ll be dealing with once we’re out of this cave. I pinch the bridge of my nose and take in several calming breaths. Even with that, my mind shifts to the medication in my pocket. I’m only supposed to take them once a day, but I have plenty. I’m tempted to take another, just to deal with the coming danger. But if I do, Ten will know that I’m taking another dose only a couple hours after the first.

Somehow I get my mind off the subject, and we ride for another thirty minutes before the transport comes to a stop. Nathaniel is the first to get out.

“The exit isn’t too far from here,” he says.

I help Ten with her extra medical bag, and she hikes her pack up on her shoulders.

“Thanks,” she says.

Mr. Hawkins gathers his own gear, and we follow as he uses his Flexx to light the way. Apparently, out here, power is limited.

Finally, we reach a ladder that leads straight up the side of the cave. We all rearrange our bags and start the climb. I’m last, which is fine by me.

Rung by rung, we make our way up, my shoulders, legs and arms burning. When we emerge through the opening, the space around us is dark except for the illumination from Mr. Hawkins’s Flexx.

“Where are we?” I whisper.

“Still underground,” he says. “We’ll head north, and it will take us up and out.”

We follow the compass on Nathaniel’s device and walk for about ten minutes. Outside light finally appears, and we all pick up the pace, soon finding ourselves in the mouth of a man-made cave. The surrounding area has a good number of trees, providing some hiding places and cover from the air.

“Now, northwest to the Tenement,” Nathaniel says.

Ten, Lincoln and I exchange glances and follow without speaking. It isn’t long before we hit a high point in the ground and Tenement One comes into view. Even from a distance, the damage is obvious. Buildings have been hit by bombs, and the skyline is jagged with destruction. My stomach tightens at the sight, and Ten reaches for my hand to calm me. It works immediately.

“That’s bad,” Lincoln says.

“Most of the damage was from the day of the evacuation,” Nathaniel says. “Not much has happened since then.”

Two ships patrol the sky over the city.

“Are those ours?” I ask.

Mr. Hawkins doesn’t answer my question and only says, “Let’s move.”

We trudge over the land, my two bags feeling heavier by the moment. Sweat drips down my back from the sun high in the sky.

Ten pulls out a canteen from her bag, and as she does, a strange whirring sound comes from behind us. Before I can even turn, Tenly’s father orders us to find cover, and we race to the nearest stand of trees.

A fighter passes overhead and continues toward One, exchanging shots with patrol ships before being driven from our airspace.

My stomach roils, and it takes everything in me to remain calm. Breathe, Kalib. You’re going to be fine.

I don’t know if my own reassurances are true. But I help Ten to her feet.

“Keep your eyes out for looters or other people living out here,” Nathaniel says. “Some of them shoot first and ask questions later.”

That reminds me of our run-in with Nadeen and her family while I was in the Outerbounds, but I quickly cast those thoughts aside since they involve Luek and Mia. I don’t want to think about either of them.

We don’t talk any more than necessary the rest of the way, doing our best to keep our footsteps light. There’s no need to announce our presence to anyone lurking in the area. The sun creeps across the sky as we toil up and down hills.

I’m starting to think it’s time for lunch when just down a ridge, we spot an old dry riverbed that leads directly to the Tenement perimeter. “Is that what we’re headed for?” Lincoln asked hopefully, pointing at it.

Nathaniel shakes his head. “Sorry, I know it would be faster because it’s a straight shot. But it’s a prime spot for looters to ambush us. We’ll circle around through those woods over there,” he says, pointing.

So we make our way down the ridge and into a slightly more treed area, weaving our way through the foliage. The Tenement comes into sight again, and my heart lifts. If we hurry, we’ll probably arrive in less than ten minutes.

Crack!

The sound of breaking branches comes from behind, and my heart races again.

“Drop your bags and hands up,” a male voice orders. Several more footsteps follow the voice.

Our group freezes, then does as instructed. Sweat pours down my face, and fear grips my stomach like a vise. Is this where it all ends?

“We found a group,” a voice says, likely into a communication device. “Requesting backup.”

“We’re here to help,” Nathaniel says, still facing away from our captors.

“Your name?” the voice asks.

“Nathaniel Hawkins,” he replies.

“Turn around slowly . . . the entire group,” the voice instructs.

We keep our hands up and turn. Before us stand three armed men, with two more coming out of the woods holding guns. I recognize the one on the left and can hardly believe he’s carrying a weapon.

“Jude?” His name slips out of my mouth before I can stop myself.
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“Lower your weapons,” Jude orders the patrol and walks over to Kalib with a giant smile. “We’re expecting these people.”

The men do as they’re told.

“So good to see you again.” He embraces Kalib.

Kalib seems relieved to see him and returns the gesture, an awkward grin on his face. Papa flashes me an apprehensive look but steps forward just as Jude turns to him.

Jude actually looks good, strong. But the gun surprises me. Kalib told me before that Jude was a pacifist. I guess war changes people.

I shift my gaze to Lincoln, taking in the lines of tension etched into his forehead and the way his hands are clenched at his sides. I blow out a long breath.

“You okay?” I ask him softly, my voice barely above a whisper.

The question is loaded, and I can feel the weight of it in the air. It’s not just about our current situation or the danger we might be in. Luek hated Jude because the Alliance’s rescue of him meant more CPW Cobalts died. I can only imagine what conversations Lincoln and Luek had on the subject.

He gives a quick nod, but I have no idea if he got my full meaning.

“Let’s go,” Papa says.

Kalib gives me the eye, and I wave for him to keep talking to Jude. I know that they’re close and haven’t seen each other since Luek’s attack. Plus, Jude and Kayla have a thing going, and it seems pretty serious from what she’s shared with me. The two of them bonded quickly after Jude arrived at the Sub, and he spent a lot of time helping Kayla care for her and Kalib’s ma.

As we walk, I turn my attention back to Lincoln. He straightens his shoulders and draws out his gun from his pack. I leave mine tucked away. There are enough guns out in this group already for my taste.

“Are you okay with Jude being here?” I ask. I don’t want to attract any unwanted attention, but I need to know what Lincoln is thinking.

He looks at me, his eyes tired but determined. “I didn’t hate Jude like Luek did . . . or probably still does. I know the Alliance didn’t make the best choices during that rescue operation. But it was rushed. No one was ready.” He shrugs. “We don’t know what might have happened if they’d done things differently. So being angry about the outcome is pointless. I spoke to Mr. Robinson before he left, and I believe him when he said that their intention was to rescue the CPWs. Otherwise, the Alliance wouldn’t have even tried to get us out.”

I chuckle, more out of discomfort than anything. “Logical answer.” But I like what he has to say. We can’t dwell on what should have been. It only holds us back.

“That’s me. Logical,” he says with a tight jaw. “Sometimes it did me good . . . sometimes it got me in trouble, or made fun of.”

Tightness pulls my shoulders since I can’t help but relate. “Back in school I used to get called ‘Too-Good Tenly.’”

Lincoln snickers, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Robot. They called me Robot.”

“Robot?” I repeat, surprised.

“Yeah. I guess my apparent lack of emotions. They just didn’t know what was going on inside me. Kind of ironic that I ended up on that worker bot project at the Sub, though. Maybe more AI is in my future.”

“I hated the Too-Good Tenly thing. Kalib used to beat up kids in grade school who said it. Got him in trouble a lot.” I glance at Kalib, who’s still chatting with Jude and Papa.

“At least you had a defender.” Lincoln directs his gaze to the ground. “I was the one getting beat up in my area of the Tenement. My family was supportive in private, but they still didn’t really understand me. And they were too scared to stand up for me. I guess they thought it might draw the wrong kind of attention. Make things worse.”

My stomach twists into a knot thinking about it. Lincoln didn’t deserve to be assaulted just because he was different. He seems like a quiet kid that probably never hurt anyone. Although the way he’s clutching his weapon like a pro makes me think that he might have practiced using it before we left.

“How was working with Dr. Pierce? When you were in the CPW?” he asks.

I blow out a quick breath. “Gavin is a nice man. He’s not perfect, but he does want to do the right thing in life.”

“He seems okay,” Lincoln says. “I spoke with him a few times. Infinitely better than the mathematics professor I was assigned to in Carmine.” He rolls his eyes. “That man did nothing to make me believe that Scarlets were good people. Made me regret my choice to join the CPW, so I was incredibly homesick the entire time I was there. Even with all the difficulty back home. Not that I let on. I simply did my job.”

“Have you heard anything about your family?” I ask. “Are they in a camp?”

Lincoln shrugs. “I haven’t.” And the robot comparison suddenly makes sense. He gives no outward sign of how he feels about his missing family.

I don’t press him further since his answer is probably not a good sign. The Alliance had been doing their best to track survivors of the Tenement release.

“I hope you find something out soon.”

He nods.

“What’s Dr. Pierce having you work on when you get to One?” I ask.

“I’m not sure. But Elena Garcia is supposed to get me started,” he says.

“Oh, I know her pretty well. She’s a computer expert and knows a lot about AI.”

Lincoln kicks the dirt with his feet. “See . . . maybe I’m right about the AI.”

As we approach the boundary of Tenement One, the surrounding air is thick and oppressive. The scent of decay fills my nose and turns my stomach. The downed buildings and rubble-strewn streets are a stark reminder of how far we’ve fallen, of the fragility of everything we know. As I glance up at the sky, a single brown bird, a sparrow, flies overhead. Unease gnaws at my stomach, like it’s some kind of omen. Not that I believe in those things, of course.

But so much of this started with a single bird. A single sick bird. The memory of finding it in the Pierces’ garden sends shivers up my spine.

The beast flies off into the trees. Does it carry Aves?

Kalib approaches us, and I’m grateful for his company to get my mind off our surroundings.

He takes my hand wordlessly, likely to support his own whirling thoughts too. We were both there the day the electrodome went down, albeit in Three instead of One. But looking around at the wreckage, I doubt that the chaos was any less here. People running, attempting to escape, but not even knowing where to flee. Families separated, Scarlet fighters and guards attacking civilians. Alliance members trying to get people to safety.

I squeeze Kalib’s hand tightly, almost desperately, and he squeezes back. The touch of his fingers against mine is like a lifeline, a small beacon of hope.

As we make our way through the near ruins, the other men in our group follow behind us, their weapons at the ready. The sense of tension and anticipation is almost palpable, like we’re all just waiting for the next attack. But for now, there’s silence, broken only by our footsteps crunching over broken concrete and rubble.

Jude leads us down a handful of streets and into a small building with less damage to the exterior than some of the other structures. It doesn’t look like much. Of course, nothing in the Tenements ever did, with cracks in the walls and peeling paint on the doors.

The musty smell of old concrete and dust fills my nose as we’re led through a side door, and I can feel the weight of the guards’ eyes on us as we pass. Their blue tattoos mark them as Cobalts.

The female tips her chin to Jude and allows us through the door, but only he joins us. The rest of the patrol leaves without a word to us. Probably returning to their post outside the perimeter.

Within minutes we’re escorted into a supply room where dented and rusted lockers line the wall, and to our left are restrooms.

“You can take a few minutes to freshen up in here,” Jude says. “Sounds like you might need it.”

My stomach grumbles at his words and I realize I haven’t eaten since this morning. Quickly I dump my pack onto a bench to give my shoulders a break and reach into a pocket for a protein bar I’d packed.

I plop on the bench and rip open my lunch. One bite in, Papa sits beside me and places a hand on my shoulder.

“You know I’m proud of you, right?” he says.

I get out a muffled, “Mmhm,” between chews.

“Like, really proud.” Papa smiles. “When you went off into Carmine, I didn’t know if you were going to make it.”

“That’s why you sent Kalib in after me?”

“Guilty.” He glances at his lap. “But you are an incredibly strong person, and I haven’t really acknowledged that like I should have.”

A lump forms in my throat, and I offer him part of my bar.

He gestures a refusal. “Had mine earlier.”

A sad smile curls my lips at his refusal to take any food from me. Old habits die hard, and both he and Ma solidified that practice years ago. My father has kind eyes that for a moment I allow myself to drown in. Everything in me is grateful that Kalib didn’t give up on rescuing him and Ma. My family is my rock, and I’m not sure what I’d do without them.

I head to the washroom but spend most of the time staring at the tired bags under my eyes in the mirror. What I’d give to have some semblance of peace. Rest. I’m not going to get it.

Jude’s muffled voice comes through the door. “They’re ready.”

I quickly splash water from the sink on my face and gather myself.

Outside the others are stuffing the remainder of their small meals into their mouths, and I join Kalib as we follow Jude up two flights of stairs into a large open area. The buzz of activity in the room is almost overwhelming, with people moving back and forth, staring at computer screens and barking orders to each other. There must be at least thirty people in the room, and the screens are covered in data . . . maps, surveillance, and other information that I don’t know the significance of. But as Jude leads us out and down a hallway, the atmosphere changes, calms. One door is open, and we go through it.

As I step into the room, my eyes quickly scan the faces of the people inside. Elena, Loretta, and Mr. Robinson are all there, and my heart does a little dance. Just seeing them all alive and safe does me good. Elena was a good friend back in Carmine when I stayed with Mr. Robinson, even though we’d only hung out a handful of times.

Jude moves past me and sits as I rush over to Elena, excitement bubbling up inside my chest. The two of us embrace tightly, and she’s warm and solid against me.

“It’s so good to see you,” I say into her dark hair. She’s always reminded me a little bit of Kayla, maybe because of the glasses she wears. But maybe her kindness as well.

“You too,” Elena says as we release. It’s not that I shouldn’t expect it, but there’s exhaustion in her eyes.

“Everything okay with Kalib?” she whispers into my ear and then gives me a wink.

Heat radiates up my cheeks. “We’re taking it slow. But yes.” I glance over at Loretta Brink. “And you two?”

Elena’s lips turn upward, but the expression doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Good. Despite the circumstances.”

I squeeze her arm and turn back to the rest of the group, who are now mostly done with their greetings. Smiling, I tip my chin to Mr. Robinson and Ms. Brink.

The reunion is cut short when Mr. Robinson gestures for us to each take a seat around the table. We all follow his lead, and the reality of our situation quickly comes crashing back.

“Tenement One is currently being prepared for the influx of evacuees that should arrive over the next week.” Mr. Robinson’s words are measured and calm, but there’s tension in his jaw and the lines around his eyes. It’s clear that he’s shouldering a heavy burden, one that’s only getting heavier. “A clean-up crew is working to make more areas livable again, although One will be our permanent base because it took the least damage of all the Tenements.”

The news about Tenement One makes my stomach twist. On the one hand, it’s a relief to have a place to regroup and rebuild. But on the other hand, it’s a reminder that we’re back to where we started.

“Hazmat has gone through?” Ms. Brink says, nearly emotionlessly.

Jude nods. “That is almost complete.”

I give Kalib the eye. So many people died, and getting them identified and cleared out of the Tenement must be a massive job. I can’t even imagine what Carmine must be like right now with how Aves is spreading. And that’s where we’re going.

I let out a steady stream of air from my nose to calm my nerves.

Papa speaks up. “We’ve brought a small supply of the cure to inoculate any Alliance Scarlets that could be exposed to Aves. More should arrive here with Dr. Pierce in the next few days. Then we can get a bigger lab set up to produce it on a much larger scale.”

Papa’s words about the cure bring a sense of relief, but worry still pricks at the recesses of my brain.

“I’m also starting work on a sister project to Genesis tomorrow,” Elena says.

Ms. Brink’s attention moves to Elena and her jaw tightens. “I’ll be leading the Hawkins-Fisher team into the city,” she says. “We’ll be met at the border by a representative and then led to a safe house to assess before we move forward with the plan.”

I wonder again what it’s like in the city right now, with Aves spreading like wildfire. The idea of going back into Carmine sets my teeth on edge, even though I know that’s why we’re here.

“And that is?” Kalib asks.

“Since we’ve had no luck getting an audience with Nelson, we’ll seek other Scarlets who aren’t dead,” Ms. Brink says, “and have clout in the government. Hopefully someone is willing to listen to reason.”

I pull my Flexx from my pocket. “Dr. Pierce gave me a list of people who might work with us.”

Mr. Robinson’s eyes light up. “Send it to us and we’ll compare them to the people we’re already considering.”

“When do we leave?” I ask as the stress of the mission settles on my shoulders.

“First thing in the morning,” Mr. Robinson says.

Papa bobs his head. “We’ll be ready.”

We discuss a few more details before Mr. Robinson is called away to deal with some issue, and he takes my father and Lincoln with him.

I smile at Lincoln, not knowing if I’ll see him again. There’s a part of me that wishes we had more time. I think he and I have a lot in common.

“It was good seeing you again,” Elena says to both Kalib and me before she follows Ms. Brink out of the room. We give her a wave, but she’s preoccupied and out the door.

Kalib sits down next to me, doing a few breathing exercises he had learned back in the Sub while browsing through Ms. Brink’s information on his Flexx.

I lean back in my seat, trying to process everything that’s happened today. That’s when I spot Loretta and Elena at the end of the dimly lit hall. I can’t hear anything they’re saying, but from their tense, guarded body language, they’re upset about something.

Kalib seems oblivious to the situation, but I can’t focus on anything else, so I strain to hear their muffled words. It’s not my business, but the sight of the couple disagreeing in such difficult times makes my stomach churn.

“We should get something to eat, then rest for tomorrow,” Kalib says, pulling my attention back into the room, which is empty except for us.

Tomorrow is going to be a big day, and I don’t know if I’m ready for it. But I force a smile and lean in to give Kalib a kiss on the cheek.

He grins. “What was that for?”

“Just love you,” I say, hoping to push away the doubts and fears creeping up inside me.

We get up and head out the door, where Loretta and Elena have relaxed their stance with each other. Loretta pulls her into an embrace, and they don’t even notice Kalib and me when we move past them.
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Kalib




As the sun rises in the sky, it paints a watercolor of pinks and oranges against the clouds. The beauty of the dawn makes me wish I were working on an art piece instead of sneaking into Carmine. But that’s another life I don’t get to take part in.

Ten glances at me and grins, her expression somehow making the thought of our upcoming task a little easier to bear.

Mr. Robinson approaches us, and I realize in all the bustle that I haven’t gotten a chance to ask how he’s doing. He reaches out to shake my hand, his grip firm.

“Good luck in there,” he offers.

I bow my head slightly in thanks. “Have you heard anything?” I ask. “About your family in Carmine?”

“No,” Mr. Robinson says, his jaw tightening. “My wife . . . she’s still in New Philly. But who knows how safe that is and for how long.” His lips stretch into a tight smile. “If you find out anything while you’re in there, let me know.”

I clasp the man on the shoulder, trying to convey my support. “We will.”

Tenly and I take turns hugging him goodbye as Ms. Brink urges us to leave. Elena is nowhere to be seen, and I can only assume that they said their farewells earlier.

We head toward the small transport that will take us part of the way. The driver waits patiently, his face expressionless as we arrive.

Ms. Brink, Nathaniel, Jude, Tenly, and I pile in with our bags. The cramped space is suffocating, and I do my best to work through the discomfort. We’ll meet our escort outside the Carminian perimeter in a supposedly safer area, though dread weighs heavily on my shoulders. Despite taking my medication this morning, my breath is ragged, and my pulse is too quick.

Not that I want to tell anyone.

“Close your eyes and do a little breathing,” Jude leans over and says, his voice providing some sense of relief.

“It’s that obvious?” I ask, embarrassed.

“I know how it is,” he replies. “I had to do a few breathing reps this morning too.”

The journey is mostly silent, each of us apparently lost in our own thoughts. I take Jude’s advice and close my eyes, focusing on my breathing and trying to steady my nerves. When I finally open my eyes again, watching the sky turn colors helps a bit. It’s not long before the transport slows.

“Everyone out,” Ms. Brink calls, jolting me out of my thoughts. We gather our bags, disembark, and begin walking.

All too quickly I’m transported back to the day when Ten and I left the Tenements to start the CPW program—scared, uncertain, and entirely unprepared.

At least Tenly isn’t angry with me this time. I take her hand, and when our fingers entwine, she squeezes, offering me a small smile of reassurance.

A figure appears ahead of us, and Tenly whispers something under her breath.

“What?” I whisper.

She looks at me, her eyes wide with surprise. “It’s Henry Jackson. I worked with him in Dr. Pierce’s lab in Carmine. He must be the ‘useful contact’ that Dr. Pierce mentioned.”

My stomach twists in knots, knowing the type of people who worked in that lab. But I can only assume that Henry is different from the others Tenly has spoken of. She lets go of me and quickens her pace to catch up with Ms. Brink, probably to tell her about Henry.

“Tenly says she knows you,” Loretta says when our group arrives, her voice flat and unemotional.

Henry is tall and thin and nervously fidgets with a device as Tenly and I approach him. “It’s good to see you, Tenly,” he says with a small smile.

Tenly returns his smile. “You, too. I had no idea what happened to you after Dr. Pierce and I left.”

He shrugs. “I was detained, but I really didn’t know anything, so they released me. I was promptly fired, but I still have a contact in the lab. Didn’t do much until the Alliance contacted me. They offered me a version of the cure. I took the opportunity.”

Tenly nods, then Nathaniel clears his throat to get our attention.

“Um, yes,” Henry says, bringing up his device again. “I have credentials for all of us. We’re working as a health relief group. It’s a good cover since, one, it’s needed and two, anyone who stops us won’t ask a lot of questions. They’ll assume we’ve been dealing with a lot of exposed and sick people.”

He sends the information to our Flexxes, and we quickly scan it. Then Ms. Brink herds us over to Henry’s transport to change into our new Carminian uniforms . . . bright red jumpsuits. Just wearing something with so much red on it feels wrong.

“You’ll need your weapons,” Henry says, and my stomach twists.

But I get my gun from my bag and secure it at my waistline.

We switch our bags over to something more official-looking, labeled CHR for Carmine Health Relief. And then come gloves, which hide our Cobalt tells.

Last are the masks that wrap around our heads and ears, plugging into our nostrils. “These are rare but often used by support teams. The people we’re treating are less alarmed when they can see our faces instead of being completely covered,” Henry explains.

Jude pulls his over his face. “It does put us at higher risk of being recognized, though.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Henry says. “Either wear the correct uniform or be stopped for sure.”

When everyone is suited up, we get in his transport.

Everything that was once pristine in Carmine now has a shabby appearance. Trees are dead or dying, and any grass that lined the perimeter is brown. People must be too preoccupied with survival to worry about appearances.

I glance down at my bright red jumpsuit and gulp, keeping my gloved hands folded tightly on my lap. The weapon at my belt pushes against the seat and bears down against my back.

The streets in this area are nearly barren, except for a few people sitting or standing on the side of the road. One of them has a sign begging for food—something never seen or tolerated in Carmine before. The city looks more like the Tenements used to, except that there are hardly any people left.

“You think we might be too late?” Tenly asks me quietly.

“I don’t know,” I reply, kind of in shock that everything has gotten so bad.

Above us is a large media screen with no sound, possibly broken. But running along the bottom are subtitles. On the screen is a male newscaster wearing a lot of makeup. Even so, the man looks tired and haggard, with dark circles under his eyes like he hasn’t slept for days. The words underneath him read like they are the upcoming story: “Is this the Collapse?”

“The Collapse?” I ask, half under my breath.

“That’s what they’re starting to call it,” Henry says. “What’s happened with Aves and the effect on Carmine.”

“Is it really that bad?” Tenly asks.

Henry shakes his head. “I think so.”

At that moment, an acrid scent assaults my senses, and I instinctively cover my nose to block the fumes.

“What is that?” Nathaniel asks, his voice tense.

“Crematoriums have been set up,” Henry says, his eyes on the road as he checks the buildings we pass. “This area of the city is mostly a ghost town, but the farther in we get, the more facilities we’ll see, every couple of miles.”

“Are you serious?” I ask, my voice shaking. Suddenly, I feel as if we were incredibly sheltered at the Sub. And since we weren’t briefed on this at the Tenement, maybe they don’t even know how bad it is. “Did you know about this?” I turn to Ms. Brink, my eyes wide with disbelief.

Ms. Brink releases a long sigh. “Yes and no. We’ve heard about it, but the Scarlet government’s propaganda machine is so efficient that we needed boots on the ground to get an accurate picture of what’s happening.”

Jude scoffs. “You should have told us everything you knew.”

Ms. Brink turns to him, lips pursed. “Would you have come if we had?”

Before he can respond, a loud commotion erupts from a street on our right. Henry slows the vehicle until we reach a vantage point where we can see what’s happening.

A large truck is parked outside a dilapidated building, and a pair of men in hazmat suits are forcing something from a woman. She screams and pleads with them, but we’re too far away and I can’t understand a word that she’s saying.

“What are they doing?” I ask.

Henry doesn’t speak for a few seconds, his attention focused on the scene unfolding before us. “Looks like her kid died,” he says at last. “Once someone dies, citizens are required to report the death immediately, and the meat wagons will turn up.”

“Meat wagons? What the hell?” I ask.

“That’s what we call them. They’re actually called Biohazard Management Mobiles,” Henry says.

“You should call them by the right name.” My stomach roils.

“When you’ve seen as much as we have, you might start being cruder too,” Henry mutters with a bitter edge to his voice. “We’ll wait for them to go and then get to the safehouse.”

I glance over at Ten, her eyes glistening with tears. I know without a doubt that she’s thinking about Ellie and what could have happened to her.

“This is the damn reason we’re here,” Nathaniel growls. “To stop this nonsense.”

The woman screams again as the two men yank the child from her arms and quickly load the small body into the back of the truck. Her wails pierce the air and resonate through the empty streets.

My heart races as the horrific scene unfolds before me.

“Give her back!” the woman yells to one of the men, and she slams her small fists into his back. I see that she’s not wearing any shoes.

“Lady—” he starts, but fire ignites in her posture, and she whirls around.

“Help, help!” She runs a few steps and then slams to a halt, staring directly at us.

My eyes widen when I realize that she sees us.

“You, you, you! These men are stealing my baby!” The wild-eyed woman runs towards us, and the men follow her gaze, noticing us for the first time.

Adrenaline races through my veins, and the part of me that just wants to help people takes the wheel in my brain. I step out of the transport and approach the woman cautiously.

“Fisher!” Ms. Brink hisses at me.

I twist my head to face her and the others. “We either help her or run, and running is going to get us killed.”

I turn back to the woman and raise my hands, the gun that I hope to never use feeling like an anchor at my waist. “Can we be of assistance?” I manage to sound confident despite the desire to vomit right here on the street.

The transport door thuds open behind me.

“We’re part of Carmine Health Relief,” Jude says as he approaches me with one of our official-looking bags. Bootsteps of the others trail closely behind us.

I keep my gaze fixed on the approaching woman but can feel the stares of the suited men through their clear head coverings.

The woman stumbles right into me and clutches at the front of my uniform. Is she carrying Aves? The thought sends a jolt through my chest even though I’m immune and wearing a fully functional nasal protection mask.

Still, the fear lingers, and I have to resist the urge to fling the woman off of me, instead gently clasping her shoulders to put a few inches between us.

“Haven’t heard of you,” one man says over the woman’s sobs.

I glance at Jude as he approaches the officials with our credentials. Ms. Brink and Nathaniel join him, and Ten steps to my side.

“What happened, ma’am?” she asks.

The woman babbles that her daughter was fine one moment, and then not. She had hoped it was not serious, but this morning she found her cold. “I think someone reported it,” she sobs.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, placing my hand on her shoulder, and she instantly relaxes. “This is horrible.”

For several minutes we stand with her while the others do their best to convince the hazmat team that we are who we say we are. Somehow, they believe us, which may have something to do with them not wanting to create a bigger disturbance than necessary. One of them waves us off.

“I just want to say goodbye,” the woman cries, and I notice for the first time just how haggard she looks. The Scarlet woman is dirty and unkempt like she hasn’t bathed for weeks.

“We can arrange that,” I say, hoping it’s true.

As the pair of officials walk back to the truck cab, I call out, “Wait!” I half regret it since it keeps them here longer.

The taller official turns back, eyebrows raised.

“Have a heart,” I say. “Let this woman say goodbye.”

I catch Ms. Brink gritting her teeth, and the official’s expression is blank behind his clear mask.

“Don’t let this damn disease take away our humanity,” I say, keeping my hand on the woman’s shoulder.

The official finally nods. “One minute. One.”

As if let out of a locked gate, the mother rushes to the back of the truck, which the second official opens again. She’s still sobbing but doesn’t attempt to grab the child’s body. Instead, she whispers a few words over her and then backs away. The officials close the transport, get into the cab, and leave.

“What’s your name?” Nathaniel asks.

“Sarah,” she barely gets out.

“And your daughter’s?” I ask, my knees beginning to shake.

Tenly eyes me and places her hand on my lower back to calm my nerves.

“She’s Maddy.”

“You shouldn’t be alone,” I say, my voice quivering slightly. “Do you have anyone?”

Sarah bows her head. “I have my neighbor. She lost her son two weeks ago.”

“I’ll take you to her,” Tenly says and gestures for me to stay. She waves for her pop to come with her.

I tip my chin goodbye to Sarah. When they’re gone, I let out a long breath.

“You did good,” Jude says. “Maybe we’re getting some of ourselves back.”

Running my hand over the back of my neck, I pace, trying to burn off the brewing anxiety.

Nothing about this is going to be easy.
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Tenly




Sarah haunts my mind—the grime on her clothes, her exhausted eyes, the blackened nails.

Not like any Scarlets I knew. Ever.

When I took her back into her empty home and then over to her neighbor’s unit, the heaviness of the situation pressed on me hard. I was grateful Papa was with me since I don’t know if I could have just left her there.

If Scarlets didn’t hate Cobalts so much, this wouldn’t be happening. If they could put their prejudice aside, we could work together with the government to remedy the situation. We could get Genesis into them, allowing the sick to recover.

There wouldn’t have to be any more of those horrible “meat wagons.”

I shudder at the phrase.

Would Sarah really have turned down the cure if she knew it could have saved her daughter? Or is it just their government keeping the truth from them?

Kalib runs his hand over my back. I’m sure he senses my distress, even though I haven’t said a word since we left the poor woman.

I’m sure we’ll never see her again, but there will be plenty more Sarahs to comfort in the days to come.

And what if she knew I was a Cobalt?

I glance down at my glove, which hides the three blue lines tattooed on the back of my hand. Would she have even accepted my compassion for her loss, or would she have blamed me? Blamed all of us? Or at this point would she not have cared about Scarlet or Cobalt, just so long as someone was there for her?

“We’re almost there,” Henry says from the driver’s seat.

I scan around. As we approach our destination, the desolate streets become increasingly strange. The few people we do see shuffle by with their heads down, avoiding eye contact as if they’re afraid of being seen.

The oppressive smell of the crematoriums hangs thick in the air, seeping into my nostrils and turning my stomach. I try to focus on something else, anything else, but the stench is too overpowering. It’s like death is just around the corner, lurking in every shadow and alleyway.

From what Henry has told us, most people are staying in their homes. Drones have been delivering food and supplies to communities to reduce the spread of Aves. I wonder how well that’s working as another “meat wagon” rolls past us.

It’s like we’re gearing up to fight a losing battle, and the casualties are already piling up.

We finally pull into a building that looks to have originally housed offices. Two armed guards stand at the entrance, both wearing red uniforms similar to ours.

A shiver runs up my spine as the memory of the Tenement sentries rolls over me. Most of them were bullies and worse, so to wear the same type of uniform makes my skin crawl.

“We converted this place into a temporary medical facility to use as a base,” Henry says as we bump into the parking garage. “People don’t ask a lot of questions, so it’s a perfect Alliance cover. The citizens are too overwhelmed with simple survival.”

Once the transport stops, all of us pile out and head in. Kalib doesn’t leave my side. Like he’s glued there. I don’t mind.

“If we can infiltrate the medical system, it shouldn’t be that hard to find someone in charge of the water supply,” Ms. Brink says as we take an elevator to the sixth floor.

“You’d think that,” Henry says. “But this is us volunteering for the worst job available. Most of our budget goes toward caring for bigwigs in the Nelson administration to keep them alive and backing the president. And then there are the CEOs of major corporations that support the government. Agreeing to that was the only way we could receive funding for this project. On the bright side, it gets us into their homes to gauge who might be open to the Alliance. Any Coinage or time left we can use for mobile treatment of the population since we can’t have people moving around the streets. But we’re understaffed.”

Henry’s words hang heavy in the air. We’re in for something terrible.

“And it’s all Alliance?” Papa asks.

Henry nods. “Yes. But we are in contact with people daily who are not.”

“Aren’t you afraid of getting caught?” I ask.

Henry stops and looks me square in the eye. “Aren’t you?”

“I am,” I admit.

“Me too. But it’s the right thing to do. And I’m not sure we have a lot of alternatives. The people might come around eventually on their own, but it’s going to be too late.”

Looking at Kalib, there’s a glint of determination in his eyes, despite his fear. It’s a familiar feeling, one that I share with him. We’re both willing to risk everything, to fight.

Henry takes us down a narrow hallway and into a much more spacious room with rows of chairs, a large screen on the wall, and a cabinet at the back. The room feels sterile and utilitarian, with white walls, fluorescent lights and no windows. The air smells faintly of cleaning chemicals and disinfectant.

“Take a seat. We don’t have time for any sort of traditional learning,” Henry says while we settle into the chairs. He walks over to the cabinet and opens it, revealing several curved, white bands with a hinged piece of glass attached to each just right of center. I immediately recognize them as the same type of tech that I used to learn how to shoot a gun with Elena, and before that, to take the CPW tests. I shiver as I recall how the bands erased our memories of the test as an anti-cheating measure.

Each of us is handed a band, and we put them on. The band is snug but comfortable against my forehead.

“Just relax,” Henry says. “The process won’t take long, and you’ll wake up with a lot more information than you started with.”

“What kind of information?” Ms. Brink asks, and I’m glad she does.

“Mostly medical. We don’t have time to train everyone who comes through here,” Henry says. “But it will upload other pertinent information that will help keep you safer. This is an upgraded version, so as soon as you’ve completed the training, it will prompt you to remember what you just learned, unlike some of the older tech that required active use to embed the knowledge.”

I nod. When I learned to use a gun, the information didn’t click in until I had that gun in my hand and a situation where I needed to use it.

Ms. Brink tips her head, seemingly satisfied with the answer. I guess I am too since I trust Henry.

Henry taps on his Flexx, and a light on the side of my eyepiece blinks three times. A slight buzz reverberates through my skull as he initiates the program.

I close my eyes, and everything goes white for what only seems like a few seconds before my lids snap open again. When they do, I know more about medical care and Carmine than I ever thought I would.

Wound care, antivirals . . . techniques for calming agitated people.

And a detailed map hangs in my memory, including escape routes and the layouts of key buildings. Known safe people are noted, as are ones that I should stay away from.

Jax.

Jaxon Pierce.

He’s on the no-go list.

So are his indiscretions.

My stomach twists and I immediately want to vomit at the thought of him, and at having his information burned so deeply in my brain.

Embarrassment—no, anger—burns my cheeks, and I clench my fists. The walls seem to close in as the memory of the attack floods my mind. The stale sweat and alcohol on Jax’s breath, his hands on my skin.

I turn to Henry, feeling betrayed and exposed.

Kalib rips off his band and is immediately at my side. He knows. He knows that Jax was the reason he was arrested. He knows that Jax turned him in, and he almost died because of it.

He knows what Jax did to me. That he attacked me . . . and nearly . . .

And so does everyone else in the room.
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Kalib




“Why didn’t you tell me, Tenly?” I growl and rip off my tech band. I don’t mean to sound so aggressive, but my body is on fire.

The group stands frozen, mouths agape, as I recall the long list of Jaxon Pierce’s illegal activities. He had hacked computer systems, engaged in public drunkenness, and had a full section dedicated to attacking women. Tenly’s name was on that list, along with more details than I want to know.

The details of Jax’s attack on her are seared into my mind, and my heart pounds in my ribcage.

The scum cornered her, and if Dr. Pierce hadn’t intervened . . .

“Honey,” Nathaniel pleads and hurries over to his daughter. Ten has tears running down her cheeks. He takes her into his arms and squeezes her, whispering something into her ear.

“What happened?” Henry asks, but no one answers him.

I pace the room, the fire inside me growing. I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to calm down. How could I have let this happen? Tenly has been carrying the weight of Jax’s attack all by herself for so long. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Kalib,” Jude says. “You need to calm down.” He reaches out to me, but I shrug off his hand.

Quickly he puts them up in surrender.

“I did! Just not everything. I wanted to forget. It’s not something you should have to bear.” She breaks away from her pop and looks around at the group. “None of you should.”

I quickly snake my arm around her waist, relieved that she doesn’t push me away. “And you should?”

Ten’s body tenses but she pulls in close to me. No one speaks.

“What’s going on?” Henry asks again and his voice echoes through the room, breaking the heavy silence.

Ms. Brink removes her band, revealing her furrowed brow. “That information dump revealed some of Tenly’s private business concerning Jaxon Pierce.”

At the mention of his name, a growl rises in my throat, and I struggle to keep my anger in check.

Tenly shivers in my arms, and I pull her tighter to me. She looks up, her eyes wide with concern. “You can’t let this distract you,” she whispers.

My jaw clenches, and rage burns deep within me. “You don’t know what I’d like to do to him,” I growl.

“I do,” Tenly says softly, her hand reaching up to stroke my cheek. “That’s the problem.”

Jude steps forward, breaking the tension. “And the guy would deserve it, but we have to focus right now. Justice will come. That’s what we’re here for.”

Suddenly an alarm blares from Henry’s device, and I jump. He glances down at the screen, his brow furrowing. “We need to send out the teams.”

“Now?” Jude asks, his eyes widening.

“When we’re called, we jump on it,” Henry says urgently. “Everything must be logged for the government.”

I freeze at his words. “Logged?”

Henry finishes packing up the tech bands and puts them away. “It’s just red tape, but your cover is good. The Alliance has been doing this kind of thing for a while.”

“Are you okay to do this?” Ms. Brink asks Tenly, who has her arms crossed over her chest. “You can stay behind for this one.”

Tenly stares down at the floor for a moment. “I’m here to do a job. And that’s what I’m going to do.”

As we split into groups, my mind won’t let me forget what I saw, and I pop two pills just to get my thoughts to shut off. It works. Sort of.

Jude, Ms. Brink, and Nathaniel head out on assignment with one of Henry’s colleagues, while Henry takes us with him. Thirty minutes later, after grabbing supplies, the three of us are sitting in the transport in front of a posh Scarlet home that resembles the Pierce or Robinson house. A large gate opens and allows us to drive through.

“Just watch what I’m doing in there and blend into the background,” Henry instructs.

Tenly and I know that if we stay in line, the elites will barely notice us. To them, we’re simply servants. They’re used to having people like us around and don’t bother treating us much like humans. We’re just a step up from the way they treated Cobalts.

Henry parks the vehicle around the back, and we all unload near the servant entrance with little chatter. I try to maintain a collected appearance, but my stomach is churning inside with worry over Tenly, combined with the fact that I haven’t had to endure Scarlet culture for quite some time.

“I don’t want to do this either.” Tenly takes my arm and pulls me closer to her before Henry reaches the entrance. Somehow she knows what I’m feeling.

I give her a weak smile and touch her hand. She drops hers to her side and takes her spot behind Henry. I do the same since we must look professional.

Henry rings the bell, and after a few moments a man appears at the door wearing a rudimentary mask in contrast to our high-tech ones.

The man, whose name I don’t catch, goes on about “Madam” and how we must see her urgently. Apparently they’ve been trying to get an appointment since yesterday, and all the comm lines were busy. Scarlet music fills the air as we step inside, and a shiver raises the hairs on the back of my neck.

Henry keeps his head slightly bowed, even to the servant. “Yes, sir. We are quite busy attending to the sick.”

“Yes, yes,” he says and allows us to enter.

As we move through the servant quarters, I notice that there is little activity, and it makes me wonder if more people worked here before Aves. But I keep my thoughts to myself.

We’re hurried up a flight of stairs and into the main floor of the house. The furniture is covered with cloths, and the place looks as if no one lives here. It’s as if the owners have gone on holiday to somewhere nice and left their home behind. But I know better.

Finally, the servant brings us to a double door and knocks.

“Who is it?” A crackly female voice comes from inside.

The question seems a bit ridiculous since I haven’t seen anyone else here except our escort.

“Madam, the medical team has arrived,” the man says.

As soon as he says it, the door pops open automatically. “Send them in, Thatcher, immediately,” her voice calls through the now-open door.

Inside the room, an old woman lies on a bed with her pillows slightly propped. The room is large and full of ornate furniture, but it clearly hasn’t been dusted or tended to in some time. A small metallic drone buzzes about the room to greet us and stops a few feet from the door opening.

To my side is a media screen with the sound turned off but a news show playing. First there’s a clip of President Nelson, likely at his mansion judging by the ornate decor. Compared to the citizens I’ve seen in Carmine so far, he looks incredibly healthy. Next to him is a tall man in a white lab coat. At the bottom of the screen, words scroll by: Trigman confident in upcoming cure.

My stomach tightens. Is that true, or is he lying? But I have little time to process it before the story switches to something about New Philadelphia and their military. Men and woman are marching in fitted gray and yellow uniforms.

Henry holds up his Flexx to the drone for a moment and then brings it back down to study the screen. Without looking up, he says, “It’s been monitoring Mrs. Monroe’s health. All the details are downloaded to me.”

The curtains are closed, and the air is heavy with antiseptic. The woman’s wrinkled face is twisted in discomfort, and a pang of sympathy twists in my stomach for her. The metallic drone returns to hover by the woman’s side, scanning her every move and making a low hum.

“Hurry, hurry,” Mrs. Monroe pleads weakly. “I may go right now.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Henry tucks away his Flexx and approaches her. “That’s why we’re here. To assess your health.”

“Who are these people?” The old woman’s eyes widen at Tenly and me.

Henry turns to us, silently conveying that he will handle it. Ten and I keep pleasant expressions on our faces and wait.

“Do you remember me? I’m Henry, and these two are assisting me today, learning how to care for our patients,” he explains. “Now, I need to take your temperature and blood pressure.”

Tenly removes the necessary equipment from her bag while Henry performs his duties.

“I need water,” Mrs. Monroe says, placing her hand on her throat. “Water.”

I glance around the room and spot a glass and a pitcher on a table near the bed. Quickly I pour a glass of water and hand it to her.

She takes the glass, looks up at me, and squints. “What is that thing on your face?” she asks.

I hesitate, unsure of how to respond, but Henry steps in. “Mrs. Monroe, that’s a type of mask that keeps the virus at bay.”

He barely gets the words out when she shoots up in bed as if she were a much younger, much healthier woman. “And why doesn’t my household have access to these?” she demands.

I take a step back towards Tenly, shooting her a quick look. She bites her lip nervously. For a woman supposedly at death’s door, Mrs. Monroe sure did manage to sit up quickly.

“Could you please lie back down, Mrs. Monroe?” Henry requests, his voice remarkably calm given the strange turn the conversation has taken.

Thankfully, she does as Henry says.

“I know it’s frustrating not to have the supplies you need to stay safe from Aves,” Henry says, his device continuing its scan. “As a medical team, we’ve been allotted a limited number of respirators since we’re in contact with so many ill individuals.” His lips turn upward. “When production output is able to ramp up, we’ll be able to supply them to the general population.”

“Hhhmph.” Mrs. Monroe crosses her arms, looking like a sulky child instead of a woman in her mid-sixties.

Henry’s device beeps, and he studies the screen. “From these tests, I don’t believe that you have Aves, Mrs. Monroe.”

“But I am dying!” she insists.

“I understand it may feel that way, but from the results, I do not see that you are testing positive.”

The woman should be ecstatic since people are dying all over the city from Aves, but instead, she seems disappointed, pursing her lips. “Are you quite sure?”

“I am, Mrs. Monroe,” Henry says. “I recommend that you join a few online groups so you can stay in contact with others. I’ll upload those options to your drone, and it will navigate you when the groups are meeting. Being alone is difficult and scary right now.”

The older woman furrows her brows. “No Aves?”

“Thank goodness, no,” Henry says. “We have to be going now, but someone will check in with you later this week.” He quickly sends the promised information and waves for Ten and me to follow him out.

Mrs. Monroe grumbles goodbye, and we head out the door.

As soon as we’re out, Henry lets out a long sigh. “You’ll get some like that. With all the severe cases, it seems like a waste, but these people are lonely . . . scared.”

Despite the fact that the formerly posh woman probably used to snap her fingers and have people do her bidding, I feel sorry for her. Aves has exposed the cracks in the system. People like Mrs. Monroe have always been lonely, but now that they’re even more secluded in their lives, they’re realizing that maybe they had no one to begin with.

For the rest of the day, we tend to the assignment list, making our way to a few more rich families, two of which have confirmed cases of Aves in their households. We administer medication to keep them comfortable, along with antiviral drugs that seem to work in some cases.

As the day wears on, we head to a lower-end apartment building to distribute the remaining supplies, but it’s clear that we don’t have enough. In the end, it’s mostly masks and sanitizer.

Not enough.

Just as we’re finishing and loading the empty boxes into the truck, shouts come from our left, and I crane my neck to see a group of protesters with signs. One reads, “Nelson is lying to you,” and another, “A cure exists.” A woman with a mask shouts, “You don’t have to die! Your children don’t have to die!”

“Let’s leave,” Henry says, starting the truck. “This won’t go well.”

“Why won’t people listen to them?” Ten asks no one in particular as we move away from the scene.

We all know the answer. They’re too brainwashed, too sick, too afraid, or too confused. All the above.

Henry is right about needing to leave. As our vehicle pulls out and I turn again to look at the protesters, sentries show up with their guns and big armored transports. I gulp and turn away, knowing what’s going to happen.

Tenly keeps turning back to look over her shoulder, looking frustrated. “Are they Alliance?” she asks Henry.

“No,” he says. “Our instructions have been to lie low and let assigned personnel make the public overtures. It’s just too dangerous for the average person, as you can see.”

Tenly winces and quits looking back. She sits with arms crossed, legs twitching with agitation.

We return to the medical building, exhausted. Some of the rooms have been converted into makeshift sleeping spaces, and we collapse into our bunks without grabbing a meal.

As I lie in my bottom bunk, my mind reels with the day. What I saw with the tech band concerning Jax Pierce, the type of Scarlets we’re going to have to deal with to get anything done around here. The urgent need to get Genesis into the water supply.

“Ten,” I say.

“Yeah.” Her voice comes from the bunk above me.

I gulp at what I’m about to say. “We have to talk about what happened to you . . . about Jax.”

She’s quiet, and I instantly regret my words. I open my mouth in a weak attempt to pull them back. Impossible, I know.

“No, we don’t.” Her tone is final.

“Okay,” I manage and shake my head, too tired say anything else. Instead, I take another anxiety pill, and it doesn’t take long for the effects to calm my mind.

And I’m out.
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The beeping alarm on my Flexx goes off way too early, and I gasp awake. I fumble to tap the screen to turn it off. A groan leaves my lips as aches pulse in my limbs. I’d been ignoring the pain, but the early hour somehow intensifies my sore muscles and pounding headaches.

For weeks we’ve been making house calls day and night to wealthy Carminians, doing what we can for the sick and providing reassurance to lonely, fearful elites. It’s exhausting, and we’re not getting anywhere. At this point I’m not even sure why we’re here. I could be in the Tenement helping Dr. Pierce get Genesis ready instead of wasting time here in Carmine.

“Are you sure it’s time to get up?” Kalib complains groggily from the bunk below, the thin mattress creaking under his weight.

I hold the device up and study the time. 4 a.m. “I’m sure.”

Bang, bang. The sound comes from the door.

“Fisher, Hawkins. You up?” Ms. Brink’s voice cuts through. “Meeting is in fifteen.”

She sounds way too awake for this time of day. Especially since it’s not even technically “day” yet.

“Ugh.” I sit up and toss off the thin blanket covering me. Rustling from below indicates that Kalib is doing the same.

Bang, bang.

“We’re up,” Kalib calls loudly to make sure Loretta hears.

“Good,” she says. “In fifteen.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” I say and glance down at the uniform I slept in last night. At least I don’t need to change. Still sitting on my bed, I pull the elastic off my wrist and rake my fingers through my wild hair to smooth the wayward curls. Quickly I put it back in a low ponytail, which I secure with the band.

“There, I’m ready,” I say to no one.

“Shoes?” Kalib replies. He grabs my boots from the floor and holds them up to me.

I climb gingerly down from my bunk. “Thank you.” While reaching out to take them from him, I raise up on my toes and give him a kiss on the cheek. “Good morning,” I say, shoes in hand.

Kalib smiles and most of my tiredness melts. Sort of. Being here with him makes everything a fraction easier.

Within a few minutes we’re both shod and out the door, on our way to the meeting. We munch on protein bars that we’d stashed in our bags. I try not to think as I’m eating since the bland flavor is getting old real fast.

The wing we’re staying in is fairly private, so we don’t see anyone else along the way.

Kalib leads us to the room that Ms. Brink had said the meeting would be in last night before the two of us passed out.

Inside, everyone is already waiting.

“Morning,” Papa says, looking as tired as I feel. Dark circles under his eyes reveal his stress.

Did he even get any sleep last night?

Ms. Brink paces beside the table with her hands clasped firmly behind her back. Her blonde hair is pulled into a tight braid.

I tip my head to Papa, and Kalib and I pull out chairs to sit.

“First, the good news,” Ms. Brink says. “We got the news this morning that Dr. Pierce is on target for preparing Genesis. The process is going smoothly in his new lab.”

“His goal was to make it viable for releasing in the water supply,” I say. “Is that still what we’re doing?”

“Yes,” Ms. Brink says.

“I’m assuming there’s bad news too,” Papa says.

Henry lets out a long sigh. “I still have a contact actively working in the virology lab in Carmine. They’ve been able to get me a small amount of information.”

I stiffen at his mention of the virology lab. When I worked there with Dr. Pierce, the president periodically came in to check on progress. It was always tense when he was around.

Henry purses his lips, his expression grim. “Two days ago when my contact was on the late shift, working in a back room, someone came into the connecting lab. It was Nelson. They couldn’t hear everything since they were too far away and didn’t want to be spotted. But what started in normal voices ended in a shouting match.”

“What did they make out?” Jude asks.

“That Aves may have been the result of a top-secret biowarfare program,” Henry says.

My stomach clenches to hear this confirmation. Dr. Pierce and I suspected that to be true, but we were reluctant to believe that something so deadly was originally planned as a weapon. It’s the entire reason that Dr. Pierce studied the virus in secret for so long. He suspected his government of doing something evil.

Henry continues, “But it was not intended to be released. Trigman had delegated sensitive tasks to underlings who were not careful enough. They didn’t discuss all the details, but it was clear that safety protocol was lax. It was mostly the president threatening that he’d execute Dr. Trigman if he didn’t need him to develop a cure.”

“And they’re not close?” Ms. Brink asks.

“No,” Henry says. “And I know that if anyone in the lab were to bring up that the cure already exists, they’d likely be executed on the spot.”

I gulp, knowing it was true. I was often terrified working in the lab that I might be disposed of at any moment. If it weren’t for Dr. Pierce, I’m sure I would have been.

“We need to act soon, then,” Papa says. “We’re wasting too much time.”

Jude clears his throat. “That brings us to the lists compiled by Gavin Pierce, Cornell Robinson, and a few other confidential sources. We’ve run them through a database to determine the status of each individual.”

I take out my Flexx and navigate to the updated list. More details have been filled in since I last saw Dr. Pierce’s version.

Some names are grayed out because they are deceased. Probably taken by Aves. But I don’t ask since it doesn’t matter for our purposes here.

“Two options are likely to be our best bet,” Loretta says while gazing at her device. She finally stops pacing, takes her seat, and taps her screen.

When she does this, the entries highlight on my display.

Walter Campbell and Zoey Patron.

“Campbell and Patron appeared on both Dr. Pierce’s and Mr. Robinson’s list,” Henry says. “We did a bit more digging, and they look like good leads. Walter has known Cornell for a long time, at least twenty years, and we found records that they’ve attended multiple social and business gatherings together.”

“And he has connections?” I ask.

“Yes,” Jude says. “He was as well connected as Mr. Robinson, maybe better. I actually met him once at an event. Nice guy.”

“I’ve met him too, and his wife,” Ms. Brink says. “Robinson had me attend several CPW events that helped raise money and additional support for the program. I always hated those things, but at one of them I had a pretty long chat with Mrs. Campbell. Unlike most of the high-class Red Lady types, she actually asked me a lot of questions about my work with the CPW. She was empathetic to the Cobalt plight without coming right out and saying it.” Ms. Brink crosses her arms over her chest. “I’m not sure why neither of them were introduced to the Alliance. But in the past, we’ve taken years to decide who we would approach. Now we’re down to days and a good reference or two.”

Papa leans his elbows on the table while studying his Flexx’s screen, his tired eyes scanning the latest updates. We all sit in silence, waiting for him to speak.

“We’ll start with the Campbells.”
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About a mile from our destination, a checkpoint appears ahead where several guards in tan and red uniforms wait, guns slung over their shoulders.

While Henry shows them our official paperwork, I ground myself with a few deliberate breaths. That, along with the extra dose of medication I took this morning, helps to calm my nerves.

Visiting the Campbells and convincing them to work with us is what I do best. It’s going to be fine.

The guards wave us through to the next street. This part of downtown Carmine is better maintained than some of the places I’ve seen since we arrived. A few vehicles pass us on the way, but none of the businesses seem to be open, and the only pedestrians are guards.

The Campbells live in Peaks Tower, a high-rise apartment complex only a few blocks from here. Up ahead on a media screen some kind of public service announcement draws my attention.

“President Nelson is actively working with Carmine’s top scientists to develop a cure for Aves,” an unseen narrator says. President Nelson stands to one side, appearing interested in whatever some people in lab coats are doing. The man looks as healthy as he’s ever been.

“Next it will tell us about how the Carmine troops are holding off the rebels,” Henry says dryly over his shoulder. “And not to be fooled by talk of other cures.”

I glance back at the screen as it pans over a platoon of Carmine troops, the voice echoing much of what Henry just said.

“We have to move faster than we’ve been doing,” Ten says. “The more they drill this misinformation into people, the less likely anyone will be willing to help us when Genesis is ready.”

Henry scoffs. “That’s just one of the PSAs circulating right now. All media sources are flooded with the same kind of thing. Problem is we can’t figure out the end game.”

“Accepting our help would mean the Scarlets might have been wrong,” Ten says under her breath. “They’ve lived with hating Cobalts for so long, I’m not sure they can stomach that.”

I pat her on the leg as we pull up to the Peaks Tower parking garage. Henry holds out his Flexx for the automatic gate to scan his medical personnel ID and the order for us to do a personal health check on the Campbells. The gate raises and we park, then lug our equipment to the elevator.

“I’ll bet this view used to be stunning,” Ten says, looking out over the city as the glass elevator glides to the top floor.

I can’t help but notice that the glass is smudged, but despite the general disrepair the city has fallen into, from this height it’s still deceptively beautiful. Something about it calms me as I focus on the mountains in the distance. As the elevator’s ascent pulls at my body, I allow the sensation to ground me, and the anxiety I’ve felt all morning slips away.

The Campbells are probably like most of the upper crust who attended the meetings I went to with Jude. They likely have good hearts and want to feel a bit important in their philanthropic efforts.

“This is our opportunity to make the Campbells feel good about something,” I say, not really meaning to say it aloud.

“What do you mean?” Henry asks.

I glance around, not knowing if we might somehow be overheard. “Aves has stolen all the joy from life.” I gesture vaguely around us. “Even if you live in a place like this. Hopefully we’ll have some good news about their health.” A tentative smile pulls at my lips.

Henry and Ten return the expression just as the elevator stops and the doors slide open. They exit first, and I take one look back at the city before following.

The windows lining the hallway to the Campbell’s penthouse apartment is as smudged and dirty as the elevator, mute evidence of the lack of available workers. Months ago I’m sure everything was pristine. Even the carpet is displaying signs that it hasn’t been cleaned in some time, with dirt accumulating in the corners.

We reach their door, and Henry rings the bell.

Seconds later a voice sounds from a screen beside the door. “Who is it?”

“Carmine Health Relief wellness check,” Henry says.

The feminine voice pauses for a moment. “You have credentials?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Henry holds his Flexx up to the screen and it scans the face.

I glance down at Ten as a few more seconds pass in the still hallway. By the shadows under her eyes and ever so slumped shoulders, she’s tired. We all are.

“I’ll be right there,” the voice comes again, and moments later an older woman opens the door.

It’s obvious from first glance that she’s had some kind of youthfulness procedure performed on her face since she appears younger than the sixty-eight years listed in her medical file. Her hair is blonde, with only a few streaks of gray peeking through the strands. Where her fingers grip the door frame, the skin is slightly transparent. But she looks healthy, and I highly doubt she’s been exposed to Aves.

“Please, come in,” she finally says in a breathy tone and opens the door wide enough for us all to enter.

“Thank you,” Ten says as we step over the threshold.

“Do I have a choice?” the woman snaps, and my eyes immediately lock onto her.

She looks contrite as she shuts the door. “I’m very stressed. It’s not you.”

“I think we all are.” I deliberately soften my gaze as I look at her. “We’re only here to check in on your and Mr. Campbell’s mental and physical health. These are trying times.”

She eyes me and holds out her hand. “I hope you’re checking in on some of the less fortunate,” she says. “We can afford to have everything brought here and can easily avoid exposure. Not everyone can do that.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Henry assures her as she leads us toward a wall of windows facing out at the city.

The light cast throughout the space is glorious, and for a moment my artist’s brain is captured, wanting nothing more than to paint.

“Who was that?” A masculine voice pulls me from my thoughts, and I turn to see a white-haired man dressed in luxe clothing. It’s not a fancy design, but the fabric is obviously expensive, and the stitching was done by hand. I’d recognize that kind of work anywhere after watching Kayla make couture clothing night after night when we lived in the Tenement.

“Wellness ch—” his wife starts to say when Mr. Campbell’s eyes lock onto me.

“I know you,” he says, stepping a little closer.

My stomach drops into the plush carpet and my brain screams at me to run. “Um, I don’t know how that’s possible, sir,” somehow comes out of my mouth. My mind whirls, but no memories of meeting this man surface. Does he know I’m a Cobalt?

“We’re just the team sent out with Carmine Health Relief,” Henry interjects, holding up his medical bag to display the symbol.

Ten places her hand on my upper back.

Mr. Campbell nods. “Yes, I’m aware. And you’re Kalib Fisher. You were Cornell Robinson’s CPW before”—he pauses for a moment—“everything fell apart.” His eyes move down to the back of my gloved hand, where my tattoo is hiding.

Reflexively I stuff my hand into my pocket. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, sir. I’m with Carmine Health Relief.”

His eyes twinkle as if he’s not buying my story. “Cornell spoke very highly of you,” he says. “In private, that is.” He stretches out his hand. “Please. Let’s go into the living area so we can get this health check business over with.”

Henry side-eyes me.

Mrs. Campbell shakes her head. “You’ve frightened them, dear. There’s enough to be frightened of these days without you going on.”

Her husband clears his throat. “I apologize. You’re safe here. I simply recognize you from my dealings with Cornell. He had your CPW profile up on the computer screen one day, and I asked him how it was going with you.”

My mouth is parched, and each breath comes quickly. Just because he knows I was a CPW intern doesn’t guarantee this situation is safe. Not yet, anyway. Ten is only a few inches from me, with her hands balled into fists.

The older woman steps forward. “Please come into the living room so you can do your job.”

Lips forming a straight line, Henry follows the couple, who make no indication so far of doing anything nefarious.

They sit in two chairs beside an expensive-looking couch in the living room while Ten, Henry and I start pulling equipment out of our bags.

“Is this why you’re really here?” Mr. Campbell asks after a few moments of silence.

Without answering, Henry begins his scan.

“How have you been feeling, Mr. Campbell?” he asks. “Any cough, fever, sniffling?”

I want to believe that these two truly are friendly to the Alliance and will gladly help get Nelson on board with Genesis. But I can’t help feeling skeptical. Nothing is this easy.

I hand Tenly the second medical scanner from the bag so she can perform the tests on Mrs. Campbell. I watch the results on a second device and make sure everything is coming in for the final submission.

“So you know Cornell Robinson?” Tenly asks Mr. Campbell as she works.

The man nods. “We’ve known each other for over twenty years. I’ve taken an express interest in the CPW for quite some time.” He glances at me, and I return my attention to the screen. “It’s a shame they’re accusing him of treason. He and his wife—she’s in New Philly, you know—were always trying to do good things for Carmine. Make it better.”

I step closer to him. “What do you mean?” Something inside tells me this man is being genuine. Mr. Robinson is considered a traitor, so talking positively about him in front of people who might be government officials is risky. But we should find out for sure what we’re dealing with.

He smiles. “Why don’t you tell us why you’re here? Is it to try and get in contact with him? Because as far as I know, Cornell is not in Carmine anymore.”

“He’s not,” Henry says as he finishes his scan and places the device back in the bag. “We’re here because he named you two as potential contacts.”

Mrs. Campbell chuckles. “Contacts for what?”

“You still have Coinage—and contact with several people higher up in the government,” I say and sit on the couch. “We and Cornell are involved with a project to develop a cure for Aves. It’s nearly complete, and soon there will be enough for large-scale distribution. But President Nelson is completely resistant to the idea. He wants nothing to do with a solution that Cobalts were involved with.”

Mr. and Mrs. Campbell eye each other silently for a moment. “This cure has been successful?” Mrs. Campbell asks.

“Yes,” Ten says. “I actually worked on its development. It completely eradicated the virus from the patient’s body. They’ve been entirely restored from the brink of death. Dr. Pierce has continued testing—”

“Gavin Pierce?” Mr. Campbell leans forward, elbows on his knees. “We suspected he might be dead.”

Tenly waves her hand in the air. “He’s very much alive and heading up the project.”

“How do you plan to distribute this cure?” Mr. Campbell asks.

“We can’t tell you that yet,” Henry says. “But we want to get it to as many people as possible, as quickly as we can. We need your connections to do this.”

I bite my lip and take a large breath before I speak. “Listen. We are risking our lives out here. All we want is to help since way too many people are dying from this. It’s insane to let people die when there’s an effective cure available. There’s just not enough time for Trigman’s team to develop their own cure, if they’re even capable of it. If our intel is correct, they aren’t even close to a workable solution.” I waver my attention between the couple. “You have connections, resources. We either need to convince Nelson or find some other powerful people who can make this happen.”

Mr. Campbell gazes at us for a moment and opens his mouth to speak, but his wife gets there first.

“Of course we’ll do what we can,” she announces without reservation.
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I lean back on the tweed sofa in the break room and run one hand along my legs, which are tucked up to my side. The walls in the room are white and there are no windows, which I like because it means I don’t have to hear or watch anything going on outside. No sirens or people protesting. The furniture in here is actually quite nice. Not terribly expensive, but well made with no tears or stains.

This room was a break area long before we arrived, and I’m glad for these few minutes a day I allow myself to escape. But there’s too much going on to really take my mind off all the stress.

And I can’t seem to get away from the problems inside the building, either.

“I’m worried about him,” I tell Jude, who’s lying on the sofa opposite mine.

He looks up from the book he’s reading. His hair is ruffled in the back since only a few minutes ago he was asleep on the couch with the book on his chest.

“Who?”

I roll my eyes slightly. “Kalib.”

Jude sets his book down. “Because every chance he gets, he’s hiding in the storage closet on the fourth floor?” He pinches his lips together for a second.

“It’s probably not much worse than being in here. But yes.” I swing my legs to the floor. “That, and he’s taking at least double the dose of medication Dr. Pierce gave him. He’s going to run out soon, and then what?”

Jude lets out a long, frustrated sigh. “I don’t know the answer to that.”

“I’m pretty sure he thinks I don’t notice,” I say. “But I do. Every time. At the checkpoints, before we meet with the Campbells, first thing in the morning, before we go to bed—”

“Have you talked to him about it?” Jude cuts me off as he sits up.

I shake my head. “That might make things worse. So far he’s been able to handle situations like that with the Campbells. I just keep telling myself everything will be over soon. But who knows if that’s true? I mean, how long will Nelson hold out on a cure he could use while so many people are dying? Especially once Genesis is ready.”

“How’s Kalib sleeping?”

“As far as I can tell, fine,” I say. “ But you know as well as I do that none of us are getting enough.”

As if my words remind him, he rakes his hands through his hair to smooth it from his nap. “You both need a break.”

I scoff.

There hasn’t been a break since the moment we arrived in Carmine. We work seven days a week for a minimum of ten hours a day, and most of that is on our cover work. The little bit of extra time we might have is spent on meetings and checking in with people like the Campbells on their progress. But since they can’t meet in person with any potential contacts, everything is moving incredibly slowly. It’s been two weeks since our first meeting, and we’re no closer to making connections with any higher-ups at the water plant. And we all know if the Campbells slip up, it puts them in danger.

“How’s Kayla?” I ask to change the subject. “And her ma?”

Jude smiles, and his eyes light up just a fraction at the mention of Kayla. “I’ve only talked to her once in the last week, but they’re both well. Mrs. Fisher is almost free of cholera symptoms and getting stronger every day.”

I smile. “I’m glad you found Kayla.”

“Me too.”

“I should go,” I say, knowing I have to check over a bunch of patient records before our next run. I wave goodbye and head out the door.

“Hawkins,” Loretta’s voice comes from behind when I’m barely a few feet from the break room.

I twist toward her, my back tightening.

“I’ve been trying to reach you,” she says, her brow knitting with some frustration. Probably not just at my being missing.

I tip my chin to the room I just left. “Sorry, I turned my notifications off for a few minutes. I needed a break.”

“Of course. Make sure to turn it back on.” She gives me a curt nod. “We have Dr. Pierce on a secure line upstairs. He’s requesting to speak with you.”

My stomach twists. “Why? Is Ellie okay?” I don’t know why her not being okay is the first thought to run through my mind simply because Dr. Pierce wants to talk to me.

Loretta shrugs and taps at the Flexx in her hand. “I have no idea. He just wants to speak with you privately. You can take the video in the conference room.”

“Thank you,” I say and head toward the stairs at the end of the corridor. I quickly find my way to the empty conference room. The rectangular table we’ve had multiple meetings at sits in the middle of the room, and at one end is a laptop computer. I tap the screen and enter my security code. Immediately the video shows a makeshift lab, and Dr. Pierce is on the left side doing something at a counter with his back to me.

I plop into the chair in front of the computer and simply say, “Hi.”

Dr. Pierce turns. He looks as exhausted as the rest of us. No doubt he’s been working day and night with his crew to manufacture enough Genesis to distribute in the Carmine water supply. But even in this weary state, his eyes crinkle at the corners when he sees me. “Tenly.”

“Sorry I took so long,” I say, smiling at him. Despite my tiredness, the expression isn’t forced. I’m genuinely glad to see the man.

He walks over and sits in the chair in front of his computer. “It’s fine. I had work to do while I waited.” He holds out a coffee cup to the camera. “And I still have this for now.”

I chuckle lightly. “We don’t have any coffee here.” Then I let out a long audible breath. “How’s Ellie?”

“Honestly,” he says, “she’s doing just fine. Kayla is teaching her how to sew, and that’s been keeping her busy.”

My posture relaxes upon hearing that she’s doing well. At least that’s not what this talk is about. “And Luek? Is he staying away from the Tenement?”

Dr. Pierce laces his fingers together in front of the keyboard. “Activity has been low. So far we’ve been able to drive off the attacks.” He pauses to take a sip of his coffee. “That young man, Lincoln, has already made significant modifications to at least a dozen worker bots from the Sub for protection.”

My breathing slows at hearing a bit of good news straight from the source. “And Genesis?”

“We have enough,” he states plainly.

“For the water?”

Dr. Pierce nods. “We’re preparing the shipment and figuring out how to get it into Carmine.”

My heart picks up the pace. “Really? We’re working with Ruby and Abbot Campbell to get an audience—

He cuts me off. “That’s part of what I want to talk to you about.” He takes another sip of his coffee. “I don’t think we have time for these kinds of channels.”

“What do you mean?” My brow furrows, and my breath picks up again.

“These upper crust types . . . I know them. I was one of them,” he said. “I’m sure they mean well. They do have resources and want to help, but there are a couple of problems.”

I shift in my seat. “And those are?”

“People at the top are used to getting accolades. Doing things in secret is not their strong suit,” he says. “These people like to have buildings named after them.”

“I’m not sure I’m following. You yourself recommended the Campbells as contacts.”

Dr. Pierce lets out a long breath. “I hate talking to you about this, but I think you’re the only one that’s going to understand the severity of the situation. I’ve been keeping abreast of my son’s activity in Carmine.”

A pit forms in my stomach at the mention of Jax.

“He’s young, so the others are not taking him seriously. But he’s been spotted with several top officials, including Dr. Trigman.”

“Trigman? Why would Trigman have anything to do with Jax?”

Dr. Pierce sighs. “Because he’s Jax, and even with Aves killing off half of Carmine, he wants to move up in society as far as he can.”

My stomach churns. Jax is the last person I want to talk about, but doing the work we are has helped me to move past what he did to me. At least a little. He’s a horrible person. It’s just a fact. “But why Trigman?”

He pauses for a second. “Probably to get back at me. I want to warn you because I think he’s capable of anything, and with his hacking skills he may attempt to target what the Alliance is doing.”

I know those same skills were what got Kalib arrested as a CPW.

“What might he do?”

“He’s good at looking for patterns, and since everything Carmine Health Relief has to do is documented, he likely has access. I’m concerned that the longer this avenue with the Campbells takes, the more likely Jax will deduce what they’re up to.”

“As far as we know, the government doesn’t know the Alliance is involved with CHR,” I say.

“That’s what everyone keeps saying.” His eyebrows furrow. “But they don’t know Jax like we do.”







  
  
  Chapter 12

  
  





Kalib




My hands shake as I take one of the pills Dr. Pierce gave me. The meds work, they do . . . just not well enough. This leads me to take more than I should, and I know I’ll run out soon. I try not to think about the future too much, but the pit in my stomach refuses to go away.

I glance around the dingy old cleaning closet, where brooms hang on the wall conjuring shadows and cleaning supplies are arranged neatly on the shelves. The small space smells faintly of bleach and other chemicals, but I don’t mind. Somehow the scent gives me a sense of control in the chaos. It helps me gather my wits before we leave.

“Get it together, Kalib,” I mutter as I wring my clammy hands and take a few deep, calming breaths. “I should go,” I tell myself and push up from the ground, but immediately I drop back down.

Part of me feels like we should just leave—get out alive and abandon Carmine.

They don’t want our help anyway.

But as I sit in my small sanctuary, I struggle again just to breathe. Before I know it, the lid is off the bottle of meds a second time, and I’m shaking one into my trembling hand.

The door to the closet creaks open, and bright light from the hall floods in, directing a harsh glare into my eyes. I quickly return the pill to its container and shove the bottle into my jacket pocket.

“What are you doing in here?” Jude’s silhouette stands against the light, but within seconds, my eyes adjust. Not waiting for an answer, he shuts the door and sits next to me on the cold tiles.

“Just getting a break,” I admit in a whisper. My stomach clenches. Jude is my best friend besides Tenly, and I hate keeping things from him.

His lips purse. “You’ve been in here a lot.”

I scoff, trying to dismiss his all too correct observation. “Not that much.”

“Every day for at least a week.”

If he knows that, he likely knows it’s been longer.

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “You spying on me, man?”

Jude chuckles, his laughter a welcome reprieve. “Yeah, I’m all caught up on your intel.”

I turn my head toward him, and my lips curl into a slight, shaky arch. Jude is a good person. He loves me and is family.

“Tenly is worried,” he says gently. “Even if she doesn’t say it.”

“Ugh.” I shake my head, and my cheeks heat with embarrassment. “Does everyone know?”

“We care about you. You know that.”

“I’m supposed to be a strong person. I always have been.” I glance at the ceiling, trying to keep my stinging tears from falling, but it doesn’t work. They come anyway, trailing down my cheeks. “How did you do it? Get over what happened to you?”

Jude was captured by the Scarlets and then rescued, along with detained CPW members, by the Alliance on the day the Tenements were freed. But he’s dealt with a lot of blame and survivor’s guilt. It didn’t help that Luek resented him for surviving the rescue when so many CPWs were killed.

“I started talking with your sister in the Sub. Our conversations grounded me,” he says, his eyes meeting mine. “You two are a lot alike in that way.”

I raise my brows, warmth brewing in my chest. He’s not wrong.

Kayla is a rock. I used to be.

“Then, when Cornell and I left the Sub, I talked to him. For me, not keeping my feelings all bottled up was the key.” Jude touches the gun holstered at his hip, his fingers lightly brushing the metal. “And this? I still consider myself a pacifist, so I’m not going to start a fight, and I won’t use this weapon unless absolutely necessary. I also know that in our current circumstances, it might be necessary at some point. You were the one who told me before I left. I needed to make sure I made it back to Kayla.”

“I did,” I reply, my voice wavering. “Because if you don’t . . . I’m going to have something to say about it.”

Jude pats me on the knee. “I still have bad days too. We’re allowed those. And I still take my meds when necessary.”

My mind goes to the nearly empty bottle in my pocket, its absence of weight a nagging reminder.

“You should slow down on those, though,” Jude says.

“You know about that too?”

“Kalib, you’re like my little brother. I know you. I see you.” He glances down, his voice tinged with regret. “I’m sorry we haven’t been able to have this conversation sooner.”

“Me too.” Everything has been so chaotic lately, with emergency after emergency pulling us in all directions. The constant sound of alarms and the smell of smoke from the incinerators have become all too familiar. I’ve barely seen Jude after finishing the day’s shift before I collapse on my bunk. “I thought I’d adjust better, but everything just keeps getting worse. And now instead of working with the Campbells, I have to go meet with this Zoey lady.”

“I know it seems like we’re starting over, but it’s the smart choice, Kalib,” Jude says. “Things aren’t moving with the Campbells like we hoped, so we need other options lined up.”

“She might also turn us straight in,” I say.

Jude sighs. “Her sister was imprisoned for ‘provoking unrest’ because she answered questions from a reporter about the virus and the water supply. And her husband died of Aves, leaving her to care for their kid on her own.”

“She’s just mid-level management at the water plant.”

“Which makes her perfect for our needs. She has just enough access, and there shouldn’t be as many eyes on her.”

I nod, but I’m sure he can tell that I’m not exactly convinced.

“Listen,” he says. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. But right now we have got to think positively. Zoey Patron is a chance to stop Aves in its tracks.”

I close my eyes for a moment and nod. “I know.”

He pats my shoulder. “And don’t keep Ten out. She’s strong enough to handle you.”

I lean over and wrap Jude in a hug, which he easily returns. “Love you,” I say, still holding onto my friend.

“Love you too.”




* * *




Of course we hit a checkpoint, and I take a few deep breaths while Henry handles it.

“Credentials?” a masked Scarlet officer asks without emotion, holding out a device. He’s likely asked this question hundreds of times.

Henry pulls out his Flexx and holds it over the larger device. It beeps, and the officer pulls it back to study whatever information came up.

But the officer eyes one of his partners and waves a two-finger gesture over to the passenger side of the vehicle, where Ten sits. The second guard scans over the side of the small transport, his expression unreadable.

My heart pounds, even knowing that our cover should be solid.

Henry clears his throat. “Our teams have authority to do wellness checks on essential personnel. We’re on our way to see one now.”

“They know you’re coming?” he asks while the second guard continues eyeing Ten and me.

I turn my eyes back to the first guard as if the second doesn’t exist.

Henry shakes his head. “We get a more accurate read of mental and physical health if they aren’t expecting us.”

The guard runs his gaze up and down Henry’s face and throws a quick glance at me, then Tenly. “What’s this thing?” He points to his own face but obviously means our filter masks.

“Our masks?” Henry says.

“Yeah, why don’t we have those?”

It seems like a question we answer each time we’re out.

“They’re brand new and being distributed to medical personnel,” Henry says. “But I can see how you come into contact with so many people. Hopefully distribution to policing will come soon.”

The guard looks at Henry for a second too long but then mutters something under his breath. “You can go,” he finally says and waves off the other guard.

“Thank you for your service,” Henry says before we drive away, the vehicle’s tires crunching on the gravelly road as we leave the checkpoint behind.

When we arrive, Ten, Henry, and I step out of the vehicle. We all look very official in our crisp uniforms, our tattoos hidden beneath our gloves. We each have our medical bags in hand. But I still can’t shake the feeling that someone could see right through us at any moment. There are so many “gates” to get through to do anything here. At some point, our luck is going to run out, and my heart races at the thought.

In front of us is a home painted in a warm shade of beige. It’s infinitely nicer than anything in the Tenements, though much smaller and closer to the neighboring structures than the estates like Dr. Pierce’s. Even with the dead lawn out front, now brown and brittle underfoot, the place still looks like a palace compared to a Tenement unit.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a curtain opening next door, and a woman’s face appears in the crack. Maybe she’s nosy. Maybe she’s curious whether a meat wagon just pulled up in her neighborhood. I glance her way, and she quickly pulls the curtain shut, the fabric swaying softly.

“Until we see what’s going on, I’ll do most of the talking,” Henry says, his voice steady.

Tenly and I nod, and I focus my attention on the blue door instead of the neighbor woman peeking through the curtains again.

Once at the door, Henry presses the doorbell and a buzzing sound comes from inside, ringing slightly in the empty street. But no one comes. No sounds from inside.

“Are you sure she’s home?” Tenly asks nervously.

Henry doesn’t answer but touches the buzzer a second time and calls out, “Wellness team. Official business.”

This time we hear a thumping like small feet hitting the floor, and a muffled woman’s voice resonates. The curtain beside the door briefly pulls back, and a small boy appears. Younger than Ellie, but not by much. The whole sighting is too quick to tell what he looks like, but I don’t miss the apprehension in his eyes.

Seconds later, a woman in her thirties appears at the door. Fingers from a small hand peek around her leg as she keeps one hand behind her back, likely resting on the child’s head. She’s adjusting the mask over her mouth and nose as if she just put it on.

“How can I help you?” Her tone is guarded but polite.

Henry smiles. “Ma’am, Mrs. Patron, we’re from Carmine Health Relief. You’ve been chosen for a wellness check.”

Her eyes flit over each of us, taking in our uniforms and equipment, and then she tilts her head. “This is mandatory?”

“Yes,” Henry says. “Carmine is striving to take care of its essential personnel. We’re here to assess any mental or physical health problems in the home and address those needs. Keep Carmine running even in these difficult times.”

“Mommy?” a little voice comes from behind her. “I’m hungry.”

Mrs. Patron turns, her brow furrowed with worry. “I know, sweetie. I’m talking to these nice people.” She emphasizes the word “nice” as if she’s willing it to be true.

Ten pipes up, her voice warm and soothing. “I can make him something while you have your checkup.”

Mrs. Patron sighs as she turns back to us, her eyes reflecting defeat. “Fine, not like we have much anyway.” She opens the door wide to let us in.

“Thank you,” I say, and we enter.

Inside, the Scarlet version of modesty continues. There’s an older sofa and chair set that don’t look like they’re at the peak of fashion, and the walls are plain with a faint smell of disinfectant lingering in the air. Toys lay scattered on the floor in front of the couch, and the little boy runs over to the pile, quickly snagging a doll with a bald head.

“This is Peter,” the kid says, his eyes wide with excitement. “He’s hungry too!”

Tenly goes to him, and I recognize that she’s better with kids than she’d ever admit. Her not wanting them for herself likely has much more to do with this world than any lack of desire to raise them.

“Peter?” she says, her voice softening. “What a nice name. How about your mommy helps us find the kitchen, and I’ll make you something?”

The little guy sports a grin, his eyes sparkling. He probably doesn’t have much interaction with teachers or schoolmates these days. “I can do it,” he says and pulls Tenly toward what must be the kitchen, his small footsteps echoing through the hallway.

She turns back to Mrs. Patron. “I’ll holler if I need some help.”

The little boy, with Peter in the hand that isn’t grasping Ten’s, yanks her away and they disappear from sight.

Mrs. Patron closes the door, but not before she looks out onto the street as if she expects someone else to be there.

“Mrs. Patron,” Henry says, his tone gentle. “Would you mind having a seat?”

She plasters on a smile and does as Henry says.

I take a settling breath and start my work as Henry asks the questions.

“How have you been feeling?” Henry starts with something simple while I attach the blood pressure wrap to Mrs. Patron’s arm, the soft hook and loop sound filling the silence.

“Tired.” She eyes us, her voice weary. “Like everyone.”

Henry looks at his screen and back at the woman. “More tired than you should be?”

She scoffs, her eyes clouded with frustration. “Tired as in my shifts are exhausting and I’m in constant fear that I’m going to get Aves and bring it home to Liam. And then the neighbor who watches him.”

My mind goes to the woman next door who peeked at us through her curtains.

Ten’s voice floats in from the kitchen. A savory aroma wafts through the air, and I finish up the blood pressure test. Slightly elevated, but it’s understandable given the situation. I record the results and prepare to take a small amount of blood. I gesture to indicate what I’m about to do, and she nods in consent.

“Are you taking any medication?” I ask without thinking as I draw the sample, then silently berate myself for stepping on Henry’s toes.

“Yes,” Henry says. “I was getting to that. Are you on medication?”

Mrs. Patron pauses. “An anti-anxiety. Ever since my sister was—” She stops, likely censoring herself. “She used to come over and help with Liam. Then Maxwell died.”

“Maxwell?” Henry asks.

“My husband.”

Henry glances over his screen and scrolls through her on-file information. “Oh. I see you are—were married. But I don’t have any information on Mr. Patron available.”

We do, of course, but we don’t want her to know that.

She glances up as if to stop any tears she doesn’t want to fall in front of strangers. Her jaw tenses. I finish taking the blood and drop the vial into a travel testing device.

“It’s okay.” I kneel beside her on the carpet. “Our job is to listen without judgment.” I know I’m not doing a good job at letting Henry do the talking, but I continue anyway. “What happened to your husband?”

Mrs. Patron rubs her temple, the dim light from a nearby lamp throwing shadows on her weary face. “Before he got sick, he wasn’t able to come home for weeks. He worked in a medical facility . . . kind of doing what you are, but not in the field. They didn’t have those.” She points to our respirators.

“They’re very new,” Henry says.

“Um, yeah. They were dealing with so many sick people coming into the clinic with limited PPE. It’s no wonder he got it. We spoke by video comm every day. But then he stopped calling.” Tears escape her eyes, and she lowers her voice, probably so Liam doesn’t hear the details. “I finally got hold of someone at the clinic, and they told me he was gone. I panicked, of course. Bargained with reality.”

I place my hand on her upper arm and feel the tension beneath her skin. Her muscles relax at my touch, but her tears continue to flow.

“They didn’t call you?” I ask.

She shrugs. “It wasn’t their fault. It was chaos. I didn’t even get to see his body . . . say goodbye. Anything. The trucks had already taken him away by the time I found out.” Now the poor woman begins sobbing, her shoulders shaking. “I just don’t want to get this damn virus and leave Liam with no one!”

Mrs. Patron lifts her eyes, red-rimmed from crying, and stares across the room. I follow her gaze and see Tenly standing in the doorway with Liam, holding his hand. The warm afternoon sunlight filters through the curtains, casting a soft glow onto them both.

“Mommy,” the boy says, eyes wide with concern, “are you okay?” He lets go of Ten’s hand and races to her, his small feet pattering on the worn wooden floor.

“I’m fine, baby.” She takes her son into her arms and squeezes him.

“We have to tell her,” Tenly says.

The tension in the room thickens. I get up from the floor and then sit on the chair beside them.

“I agree,” I say, my voice firm.

“Tell me what?” Mrs. Patron asks, her curiosity obviously piqued.

Henry twists his lips, hesitating. “What if we told you there was a cure?”

Her eyes widen, and fear drains her face of color. “Go to your room and play for a bit,” Mrs. Patron says to Liam, her voice gentle yet firm. “Take Peter.”

The little boy grabs Peter from the floor and toddles out of the living room. As soon as he’s gone, Mrs. Patron furrows her brows in confusion. “If there was a cure, wouldn’t we be taking it?”

I look from Henry to Ten, then back to Mrs. Patron. “There are those who have been holding back information from the public.”

“Nelson?”

I dip my head slightly. Feeling the strain radiating off Henry, I turn to him. “We must do this. There isn’t time for being careful.”

“Yes, Nelson,” Henry says, his voice strained, knowing he could be arrested for treason.

She shakes her head, eyes glistening with moisture. “We can’t speak about it at work, but that man looks more and more paranoid since Aves started.” Instantly, her eyes shoot up and she clamps her mouth shut as if she’s said something she regrets.

“We’re not a threat to you,” I say, trying to offer her some comfort.

She relaxes a fraction, but I know I’ll need to convince her, and without telling her all the details yet. “We’re working with a group who has access to a cure for Aves. They want to negotiate with Nelson.” Even as I say this, I regret it since I know we’ve had no luck so far.

“Good luck with that.” Mrs. Patron raises her brow, a bitter laugh escaping her lips. “At this rate, all of Carmine will die of Aves or other diseases. I see the water supply testing.”

“And if we told you there was another way to distribute the cure on a large scale . . . without Nelson?”

Mrs. Patron leans back in her seat, the springs creaking beneath her, and studies each of us. “Why are you telling me this?”

Tenly leans down and rifles through her bag. She pulls out something I can’t see.

Before any of us answer, her eyes light up in realization. “You want to put the cure in the water supply.” As the words leave her mouth, she crosses her arms over her chest, as if to protect herself from the treasonous concept.

“Yes,” I say simply.

“This is the cure,” Tenly says, holding up the vial. “We can give it to you and Liam whether you decide to help us or not. But helping us means we can stop all this.”

Liam giggles from his room and more tears roll from Mrs. Patron’s eyes. For several moments she sobs before saying, “I’ll help you.”

I’m glad to hear the words. They are what we came for. But I can’t help feeling like we’ve run out of time and this is the last chance we’re going to get.
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Tenly




As we make our way back to the medical facility, I’m on a sort of high that I know could come crashing down at any second. Kalib and I took a risk, and it paid off. This can only be an incredible confidence boost for him.

In the vehicle, I sit next to him with my hand resting on the nape of his neck, my fingers twisting locks of his slightly too-long hair. Even Henry is beaming with pride as he drives. I can’t wait to tell the others that Zoey Patron is ready to help us.

Henry’s Flexx buzzes, and he taps it.

“Get the hell back here now,” Loretta’s voice sounds from the speaker.

I instantly tense, as does Kalib beside me. Hearing the urgency in her voice instantly drains me of any sense of victory without even knowing what the problem is yet.

“Several buildings were bombed,” Loretta says. “We need you all off the streets.”

“Where?” Henry asks intently.

“Just get here.” The line goes dead just as we round the corner on to the medical building street.

After we park and rush into the building, everything is in commotion.

“What’s going on?” I ask a man I haven’t seen here before. He doesn’t answer and only hurries off down the hall.

We head up the stairs and to the conference room, where more strangers gather outside the door, and I notice the bulge of a weapon under one of their jackets. We exchange nervous glances before pushing through the crowd to join Papa, Ms. Brink, and Jude inside.

On a computer screen on the table are Mr. Robinson, Elena and . . . Mayor Lark. My eyes widen at the sight of her. Had she escaped from Luek’s camp or been rescued?

“Hey, you’re not supposed to be in here,” one of the strangers barks at us, which makes Papa glance our way.

“Yes, they are,” he insists and waves us in.

I bite my lip as I notice the man has a decent-sized gun under his jacket, just like the woman in the hall. Quickly we file into the room, and Ms. Brink closes the door behind us, leaving the rest of the crowd outside.

The three of us place our bags out of the way and then sit at the table with Papa and Jude. Ms. Brink paces in front of the door, arms crossed over her chest.

The woman on the screen looks nothing like she had before the Aves outbreak and the exodus from the Tenements. Lark is a shell of her former self, emaciated like she hasn’t had a full meal in weeks, with hollow cheeks and new wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. She looks exhausted.

As the highest-ranking Cobalt in the Tenement, she lived a life of luxury compared to the rest of us. However, after I joined the Alliance, I learned that it was all a façade to gain the trust of the Carmine government and obtain crucial information. To pull it off, she had to look and act as much like a Scarlet as any Cobalt could.

That meant the Cobalts mostly hated or at least resented her.

“What’s going on?” Kalib asks Jude.

He lets out a sigh. “Several buildings were bombed . . . including the Peaks Tower.”

“What?” My eyes grow large. “That’s the Campbells’ place.”

“We know,” Jude whispers as his eyes grow serious. “Another building we have a contact in went down too.”

I step closer. “Are they dead?”

“The building is leveled,” he says.

“Was it Luek?” I ask. Glancing at Commander Lark on the screen, I add, “Retaliation?”

He shrugs. “We don’t have enough information yet.”

All the hairs on my arms stand on end. A glance at the media screen shows an empty podium, seemingly waiting for someone to come and make an announcement about what’s happening. But the volume seems to be turned off. Words run along the bottom of the screen, but I don’t read them.

Kalib curses behind me and drops into a chair. He puts his elbows on the table and covers his face in his hands.

My mind whirls with thoughts. Have they connected what we’re doing with the Campbells to the Alliance, or is this all a coincidence? The room suddenly starts to buzz in my ears with the chatter of the others discussing what we’re going to do.

“You made contact with Zoey Patron today?” Papa asks Henry.

Henry nods. “She’s on board. But everything is so preliminary.”

“We’re going to have to move forward,” Mr. Robinson says from the screen. “We’re running out of time.”

“We don’t even know if the Campbells are dead,” I say out of desperation.

Loretta whips her attention to me. “Even if they’re not and they happened to be ‘out’”—she makes air quotes with her fingers—“I doubt they’d be willing to continue helping us after that.”

Above us on the screen a person dressed in a fancy suit comes to the podium, and someone here in the room snaps on the volume.

But I don’t need to hear the words to see who it is. Jaxon Pierce.

The buzzing in my ears gets louder as only certain words from the lower half of the screen stand out in my mind.

Domestic terrorism. The Alliance.

The room devolves into an uproar while I turn and walk to the other side of the room. Dr. Pierce was right.

“Jax is following patterns online,” I turn and say.

“What?” Henry asks.

“He told you that Jax was doing something,” I say. “You didn’t think it was a big deal.”

“Jaxon Pierce is barely an adult,” Loretta scoffs.

Kalib looks up from his seat. “And one with a grudge against his father.”

“All of our medical treatment records are accessible to him,” I say. “He could be looking that those or just tracking the movement of people with Coinage. But we all know that”—I point to the screen showing the wreckage of the buildings—“was not caused by the Alliance. So if Nelson is blaming us, then they probably did it. And since Jaxon Pierce is the face they’re sending out, there’s a reason for it.”

“If that’s true, then we need to move quickly with this Zoey Patron,” Papa says.

My hands start to shake. “But there’s no plan. Do we even have enough Genesis yet?”

“It just arrived this morning,” Loretta says.

Kalib stands up, a vein bulging on the side of his neck. “The woman has a little kid whose pop is already dead. We need time to get this plan in place. To prep her . . . give her some training.”

“We’ll have to use a tech band on her,” Elena says from the screen. “That’s as good as we’re going to get. It’s either that or cut our losses and leave Carmine to die.”

“I agree,” Loretta says.













Kalib swears and shoves at his chair, flipping it backward onto the floor. The string of curses that comes out of his mouth makes me cringe as he charges at the door, flings it open and disappears into the hall.

“I’ll get him,” I say.

“Do you need help?” Papa asks, his tone laced with concern.

I swallow hard, knowing full well Kalib has been taking so many of his pills just to keep his mental state in check. “He’s just frustrated. I am too.” I glance at Jude.

“Let her try to get him calmed down,” Jude tells Papa.

I nod and hurry after Kalib. As I pass through the door, I hear Loretta say, “We have no other choice. We’re out of time.”

I shove my way through the crowd in the hall and find Kalib around the first corner.

“I can’t do this anymore,” he sobs as he throws his back against the wall. His breath picks up and becomes ragged.

“Kalib,” I say as I approach, but he sinks to the floor running his hands through his hair like he’s trying to get something out of it. “Hey.”

“The Campbells are dead. Because of us.”

I bite my lip. “They’re dead because of President Nelson.” With my insides tightening, I kneel and gingerly place one hand on his shoulder. “It’s going to be okay.”

“How do you know that?” Tears stream down his cheeks.

He has a point. I don’t know if anything is going to be okay. Even so, I pull him in close, and the warmth of his body fills me with the safety only he can provide. The reality is that I don’t know if I can continue either. Everything is too broken and illogical.

“I don’t, and I’m not sure there’s a choice other than to keep moving,” I say. “You say you can’t do it anymore, but how would you live with yourself if you gave up?”

I don’t say this to guilt him. I simply know Kalib—he’s not a person who’s willing to give up. After a second I pull back just enough to look him in the eyes. In this moment Kalib reminds me of the boy who lost his father too young. The boy who had to step up and make sure that his family had enough to eat . . . to do what he could to survive in the Tenement. He’s also the man who followed me into the CPW, not just for me but for himself—to work with the Alliance and do what he could to free Cobalts from the imprisoned life we led.

My mind whirls as I suddenly see him. Really see him. Kalib feels so much more deeply than the average person . . . more than anyone I know.

He’s tried to cover it up in the past by joking or just plunging himself into whatever he was doing. But everything we know, good and bad, is falling apart. Fixing it is like trying to capture more than just a handful of water in your palms. It’s impossible.

“You have to let it all go,” I say.

“I know . . . that’s what I want to do. I don’t want this anymore.”

I shake my head. “I don’t mean your part of what we’re trying to do. I mean that you need to let go of everyone else’s responsibility.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re built a certain way; I get that. You’re a protector, Kalib. You always have been. A protector for me, a protector for your family, for Cobalts . . . and now everyone. I love that about you. It makes me feel safe. Loved. I have zero doubt that you will always be at my side.”

More tears well in his eyes, and he crosses his arms over his chest.

“But when circumstances don’t go the way you expect, or the way anyone expects, you blame yourself. You agonize over what you might have done differently to make things turn out better.”

Kalib rubs his hand along the back of his neck. “Everyone does that.”

“Yes, to some degree. But it seems that you can’t let any of it go.” I glance around to make sure we’re still alone. “This is hard. I know. I’m not discounting that at all. But we can’t always change outcomes. We can’t get stuck thinking that life could have turned out better if only we had made different choices.”

“Maybe it could have. What if I’d never followed you into the CPW? I would never have met Luek—”

“Have you ever considered that your decision to join the CPW might be the only reason that we’re even alive? Me, you . . . your ma and sister. Aves still would have happened, and the Alliance probably still would have released the Tenements. Who knows if any of you would have survived that? And I would have been arrested right along with the other CPWs when the chaos went down. There are too many variables to second-guess the past, including the actions of other people.”

He goes quiet and puts his head down. “My brain knows this . . . but my heart—”

I place my hand on his chest where I can feel his heart racing. “Your heart is the best thing I know. It simply cares a little too much.”

The two of us sit in the hall for what seems like an hour before I speak again.

“I’m not afraid of him anymore,” I say.

“Who?”

“Jaxon Pierce.”

The muscles in Kalib’s arms tense at the mention of Jax’s name.

“You told me what happened to you in the Sub on your own terms. I didn’t get to do that when everyone saw what happened to me during that briefing.”

He gives me a weak nod.

“Listen. Jaxon tried to take power away from me, and to some extent he succeeded. He didn’t manage to get what he wanted that night because his father stopped him, but he took away the illusion I had of safety in the CPW. The illusion that somehow the CPW had washed away the stain of being a Cobalt.” I rub at the tattoo on my hand. “I had thought he was genuinely interested in me as a person, but he openly admitted to his father that he saw me and all other Cobalts as toys or tools.”

Kalib spins away and begins pacing again, jaw tight. I grab his upper arms and drag him to a halt, making him look me in the eye.

“Every Cobalt has fallen prey to that same Scarlet prejudice, Kalib. You’ve had just as much taken from you, only in different ways. We can’t spend our lives letting things happen to us, good or bad. We need to make things happen. We ultimately need to mold this life into what we want it to be. Even if how it plays out is not how we envisioned it. We can’t let the outside consume us. Force us into something we’re not.”

“And that is?”

“A forever victim.”

“You were a victim of what he did.”

“I don’t deny it, and he should pay for his crimes. But it doesn’t mean I need to keep paying for them.” I lean up against the cold wall. “And I don’t need you to pay for it, or for anything else out of your control either. I need for you to focus. Distraction will get us killed.” I keep my eyes trained on him and don’t look away.

“So I should stop paying in my mind for Luek’s choices.”

I take his hand. “I didn’t say that. You did. And using people as tools is what both of them are doing now. I’m not afraid of them personally. My goal is to beat them. We can’t let them win.”

Kalib says nothing, his eyes tormented. But he reaches his free hand up and runs one finger over my forehead and hair. “I can’t go back in there. Not right now.”

I nod and blow out a long breath. “Then we shouldn’t.”

And we don’t.
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The guard peers into our vehicle, clad in a uniform similar to the ones Zoey got for us—tan fabric with red piping on the edges. The badge on his pocket reads “Tom Zanders, Carmine Water Plant Security.” He’s wearing a mask that obscures his features, but there’s a photo of him on the badge. Honestly, he looks friendly in the image, likely in his late twenties, with an unexpectedly wide grin for an official badge. Yet, from the expression in his eyes, I’m certain he’s not in a good mood tonight.

I offer him a tight smile, and he refocuses on the screen displaying our images and the fabricated info about our “official” business. My leg bounces nervously, and I press my palm into my knee to stop the giveaway movement. The faint scent of the vehicle’s engine hangs in the small space, mixing with the metallic taste of anxiety on my tongue. The whole process seems to take too long while he types something into the system, and I swear my heart is going to escape my chest if it takes much longer.

“They need to pull some samples from the water, Tom,” Zoey says in a friendly but authoritative tone while Ten and I remain silent. Whether Zoey actually knows him or simply read his name off his badge, I have no clue, but I’ve learned that using someone’s name can help lower their defenses. She must know this too.

“Concerning Aves,” she adds, emphasizing the last word.

At the mention of Aves, Tom quickly taps the screen and redirects his attention to us. “Thank you, Ms. Patron. I see that here. I’ll just do the weapon scan, and then you can go.”

Overhead a light flicks on, and a large device moves over the car.

I gulp. Not because we’re hiding anything but at the reminder that we have to complete this mission unarmed.

The light tuns off and he waves us through. Zoey doesn’t waste time sticking around.

“Bring up Aves, and it gets everyone moving,” she murmurs as we enter the covered employee parking lot.

“We’ve noticed,” Tenly agrees, a hint of unease in her voice.

The dim yellow lights barely illuminate the concrete walls. Just as Zoey had promised, there aren’t many vehicles on the night shift. A distant hum of machinery vibrates through the ground, a constant reminder of the plant’s ceaseless activity.

I tap the comm in my ear. “We’re in.”

“Yes, the tracker is working,” Ms. Brink’s voice comes through the other end. “From here on out, there will be radio silence unless an emergency arises. So far, the sky is clear, so you’ll only have to worry about the inside.”

“Got it.” I heave the case from the floorboard, unlatch the door, and step out onto the concrete. Ten and Zoey exit on the other side.

“Sky’s clear,” I report as the wind moving through the parking structure gently blows back my hair.

Ten tips her chin to me, and Zoey signals for us to follow. When we reach the entrance, Zoey punches in her code, and the door opens with a faint whir. Inside, the foyer is nearly as plain as the building’s gray, weathered exterior.

“There’s only a skeleton crew at night,” she says, her voice low. “My hope is that we can get this done and get out.”

Aware of the cameras, we keep our pace brisk but don’t run. Our footsteps echo faintly against the sterile walls, somehow increasing the anxiety building in my stomach. The fluorescent lights overhead throw harsh shadows on the floor.

“The control room is up here,” Zoey says as we walk down the open hallway.

I clutch the bulky case, my heart pounding, praying to the shadows that we’re able to do this. Ten is just ahead of me, beads of sweat dripping down the back of her neck where her curly hair is pulled into a tight bun.

“Once we get there, I’ll enter the code to open the door to the water filtration chamber,” Zoey says. “It’ll only take a few seconds to get down there. We can dump and go.”

Ten eyes me, mirroring my concern, likely hoping the same thing I am—that it will be this easy, that it won’t matter that President Nelson wouldn’t cooperate with us. If we can get the cure into the water, he won’t be able to stop it.

“Remember that we have to run a quick test after it goes in,” Tenly reminds her.

“Yes, yes,” Zoey says, her focus unwavering.

As we continue down the hallway, footsteps sound from around the corner ahead. Zoey freezes and motions us into an alcove. We press ourselves into the darkness, our breaths shallow and quiet, tension building in my muscles. For a few seconds, the footsteps grow louder until a man in a janitorial uniform emerges, pushing a cleaning cart. The smell of disinfectant wafts through the air as he hums to himself, oblivious to our presence. As he passes, Zoey signals for us to continue forward, but not before glancing back to make sure the janitor has moved on.

Finally we reach the control room. Zoey takes a deep breath and enters her code. The door beeps and slides open, revealing a room filled with screens and buttons. An entire wall of windows overlooks pools of water running through the cleaning system, their reflections shimmering against the ceiling in the low light. We slip inside, and Zoey points towards a door on the far wall.

“That’s the entrance to the chamber,” she whispers.

But just as she gets the words out, the door slams behind us. “Stop right there, or you die!”

We all freeze. I recognize the voice. It seems to take my head an age to turn toward the sound as its echoes bounce off the walls. A silhouette appears from around the corner, and even though I can’t make out his features, my muscles tense as I realize exactly who this is.

“Jaxon,” Tenly breathes shakily.

Rage burns in my gut as he steps out of the dark, a smug grin plastered on his face. There’s a faint glint of a weapon in his hand.

“You thought you’d just walk in here?” he taunts, his voice dripping with malicious delight. “That it would be that easy?” He looks thin and direly in need of a barber as his hair flops messily over his forehead.

I know without a doubt that I could take him if he didn’t have a weapon. It’s the first time in a long while that I wish I had my gun.

My hands form into balls as Ten keeps me behind her at arm’s length. Wild thoughts spin in my mind . . . mostly about destroying Jax Pierce.

“Why are you doing this?” Tenly growls at him. “Haven’t you seen Carmine these days? People are dead . . . dying. If we don’t do this, everyone is going to die.”

Jax laughs. “I don’t think you really know what’s going on here, Tenly.”

“How about you tell us, then? Because stopping us makes zero sense.”

He scoffs and points his weapon toward us. “How about you tell your Bluey boyfriend to set the case over here by me?”

I grit my teeth at his slur, but I can’t let emotions get the best of me. If we can’t get Genesis into the water, Plan B is just to get out of here alive.

“Or maybe I’ll call the authorities to go pick up Zoey’s son.” Jax raises an eyebrow at Zoey. “He’s with Mrs. Gardner, correct?”

Her eyes go wide. I immediately raise my free hand in surrender and hold out the case while keeping my eyes on her.

“It’s okay, Zoey,” Jax says. “Liam is going to be all right. No need to do anything rash.”

Anger at this bastard burns my chest. I always knew he was horrible. But threatening children? What kind of monster is he? I take a few steps around Ten, catching the panic in her eyes. This might be our only chance to deploy Genesis on a large scale, and we all know it.

I set the heavy case down with a thunk close to Jax and then back away with both hands held up.

One side of his mouth quirks into a sadistic smile, and I fully expect him to shoot me. “It’s all about power, you know. Coinage equals power. Whoever wants it the most will do whatever is necessary to get it. Cobalts had a chance, you know. You had everything—my father and his cure and your own immunity to Aves. But instead you wanted peace with Carmine.” He scoffs again. “Why? Why would you want to make friends with the people who oppressed you? Jailed you? You lost your chance.” He reaches out and pulls the case closer to him.

“And you think you have a chance?” Tenly’s voice is shaking but determined. “Look at you, Jax. You’re nothing but a pawn in someone else’s game, and you don’t even know it.”

Jax sneers, but there’s a glimmer of doubt in his eyes. “I know more than you think. Trigman—he’s got plans. He’s going to change everything.”

Tenly narrows her eyes. “Trigman? Is that who you’re working for?”

My heart pounds in my ears as I continue to size up Jax, calculating the best moment to strike. As he continues to gloat and his attention shifts momentarily to Zoey, I seize the opportunity. With a surge of adrenaline, I lunge at him, aiming to knock the weapon from his hand. Our bodies collide, and the gun skids across the floor out of his reach while Jax and I grapple at each other.

“Do it!” I yell to the others. “We’re not getting another chance.”

Behind us the two women sprint for the chamber. Zoey punches in the code while Tenly grabs the case containing Genesis.

Jax snarls in my face as I hold him down, his breath hot. “You’re making a huge mistake, Bluey,” he spits. “You have no idea what’s really going on here.”

I manage to pin him to the ground, my forearm pressed against his throat. His face reddens, and I can feel the rage bubbling inside him on my skin.

“Maybe I don’t know everything, Jax,” I say, my voice low, “but I do know that people are dying, and we have a chance to save them. And I won’t let you stand in our way.”

His eyes flash with fear for just a moment, but then he grins. “Oh, you’re in for a surprise, Kalib. Just you wait.”

“It’s not working,” Zoey says and tries to re-enter the code while Ten grips the case full of Genesis.

“Did you do this?” My grip tightens, but before I can demand more answers, my earpiece crackles.

“Abort! Abort! Get out of there—hostile aircraft incoming!”
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Boom. The walls shake, and part of the ceiling cracks and smashes down behind Kalib and Jax. Kalib curses and jumps away, while Jax scrambles back from the debris.

I cough, covering my mouth with my sleeve, the acrid smell of plaster and concrete filling my nostrils. My heart pounds, and my gaze settles on Zoey. Her eyes are wide and afraid.

Jax knew that Liam was at her home with Mrs. Gardner. Someone might be spying on them at this very moment. But if we don’t take our chance to escape, Liam won’t have a mother anymore. I can’t let that happen. She’s doing this for him, and I want her to make it back to him safe and sound. I close my eyes for a split second, taking a deep breath. When I open them again, I’m determined to get us out of here, no matter what.

Everything seems to slow down as my mind analyzes the situation. What we need to do.

But the sound of explosions is deafening, ringing off the walls, making it difficult to hear anything else. My eyes water as I try to ignore the surrounding chaos.

Another bomb crashes into the building, spewing dust through the air. The Genesis case taunts me from six feet away, and I’m sorely tempted. But another boom shakes the walls and sends a shower of debris raining down on us while another large portion of ceiling crashes just inches from the case.

No time for the cure. It’s over.

Kalib starts toward the case, but I grab his arm and pull. “Let’s get the hell out of here!” He hesitates, but then we’re flying out the door as alarms blare, Zoey hot on our tails.

Jax is still alive and screaming into his comm. “They’re headed out the south exit! Block them off!”

Zoey races ahead of us and turns us down an unexpected hall. “We are not going out the south exit. Not now.”

More wall-shaking explosions sound outside. Far behind us are the clunking sounds of boots and muffled orders. But we push on, putting as much space as we can between us and them.

As we run, my heart races in my chest and sweat drips down my forehead. The air is thick with the acrid smell of smoke. Dust, grit and debris coat my tongue, and my ears ring as we race through the maze of corridors. My eyes dart back and forth, looking for any signs of danger, any possible escape routes. It seems that every few steps, one of us stumbles over rubble or a jagged piece of metal. But we don’t stop. We can’t stop.

But I worry what will be waiting for us outside. If the bombs don’t kill us, then the guards are sure to complete the job.

We round the corner and are met with two facility guards, guns drawn.

“Ms. Patron,” the smaller guard says, surprise in his tone. He knows her.

“I’ve found them!” the taller of the pair yells into his comm before Zoey can say anything.

Before they can make a move, Zoey has Jax’s gun drawn on them. I don’t remember seeing her pick it up. “I’m not dying today, Sam.” A gunshot fills the narrow hallway with a deafening roar. Her shot hits the smaller guard in the shoulder, and he goes down screaming.

Kalib barrels into the other guard, punching him and ripping off his comm. Grunts and thuds echo through the hallway as the man fights back, but Kalib is stronger and more determined. Fabric scrapes against concrete as Kalib slams him against the wall. The man’s gun clatters to the floor as another explosion rocks the space.

I race to the comm and slam my boot down several times on the device, shattering it. Kalib still has the taller guard pinned while Zoey demands the bleeding guard’s comm.

Apparently, Sam doesn’t move quickly enough since she rips it off his uniform and chucks it against the wall.

She scowls and keeps Jax’s gun trained on Sam’s chest. “You know me! Every day for five years we said hello and asked how we were. I know your wife died of Aves already . . . You know Maxwell died. Now we’re trying to stop this horrible thing, and you’re blindly following orders to kill us—or take us in or whatever. Open your eyes, Sam!” Her eyes are wild.

The man lies stunned on the ground, staring in dread at the gun. “I, I . . . I—”

“I know this doesn’t look good,” I get out. “But we are—were trying to help Carmine. We have the cure and just want to share it. Those people back there, Jaxon Pierce . . . he’s trying to stop it for some godforsaken reason.”

The walls shake again.

“I don’t know who’s bombing us,” Kalib tells the guards, “but if you both want to live, then you need to get out of this building too.” The walls rattle with an unsettling ferocity. “We’re leaving now, and you are not going to follow us.”

Zoey shakes her head and starts to sob. “I’m sorry I shot you . . . but I have to make it back to Liam. I can’t leave him motherless.”

The man on the ground clutches his wound, his face twisted in pain. The dim light of the room flickers and dances across the walls. “When is this all going to end?”

“It won’t until you stop believing the lies.” Zoey’s shaky words cut through the chaos, and she points her gun at him again. “Now don’t follow us. Take the east exit. Put pressure on that wound and find a medic.”

Kalib releases the other man, who scrambles away from him like a frightened animal. The deafening sound of another explosion reverberates through the air, and the wall beside us trembles before finally giving way. A crack runs from top to bottom, splitting the concrete like a piece of glass.

The two men take off in the direction Zoey had pointed, their footsteps pounding against the hard concrete floor.

When they’re gone, Zoey’s body shakes as she turns to vomit, her face twisted in self-loathing. “What have I turned into?” Her eyes dart around wildly as if what happened is making her lose her grip on reality.

Kalib and I wordlessly help her to right herself and stumble down the hallway. She stays lucid enough to keep us moving in the right direction, and after what seems like an eternity, we find ourselves at the exit, the dark sky above us. As we step outside, a fighter ship dives through the night like a bird of prey, dropping more bombs on the plant. The sky is ablaze, flames illuminating the area bright as day. The ground rumbles under our feet as the building we had just been inside collapses, sending a cloud of dust and debris into the air.
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“We need immediate assistance!” I shout frantically into my comm, the urgency in my voice echoing through the trees.

Ten drags Mrs. Patron by the arm behind a thick trunk just to my left, and the woman’s vacant eyes stare up at me. She’s in shock.

Anguish crushes my chest as I struggle to maintain my own composure. Just breathing is nearly impossible.

I pivot sharply, my heart racing, and lock onto the building as a deafening roar fills my ears. Another fighter ship careens toward us, the roar of its engines growing louder and louder before it unleashes yet another bomb at the water plant. The blast shatters the air with a blinding ball of light, and the intense heat radiates towards us, scorching my skin. The shockwave sends me stumbling backward as more rubble and debris rain to the ground. Nelson’s people are clearly determined to wipe out any chance we had of using Genesis in the water supply.

Ten’s voice rings out, barely audible through the cacophony. “Are they coming?” she shouts, her eyes darting around frantically. “We need to go, now!”

My stomach churns as I glance at Mrs. Patron slumped on the ground, her body racked with sobs as she mutters her son’s name over and over again.

A burst of static interrupts the chaos, and a crackling voice resonates through my comm. “Hang on, we’re en route,” a female operator assures us. “We’ve locked onto your signal.”

Within seconds, a hover touches down, and I all but shove Ten and Mrs. Patron inside, scrambling to buckle them into their seats.

The sudden jolt sends Mrs. Patron into a frenzied panic, and she claws at her safety belt, desperate to break free. “I have to go home!” she shrieks as she struggles against her restraints.

“We’re getting to a safe place first.” Ten grabs at the woman’s hands in a vain attempt to restrain her, but adrenaline has taken over and she’s at least twice as strong as she looks. She thrashes wildly, and despite our combined efforts, she manages to wrench herself free from her safety belt and begins pacing frantically in the cramped space.

“You need to tranq her, now!” the pilot bellows. The ship rumbles beneath my feet as it lifts off the ground.

Tenly’s voice is pleading as she tries to coax Mrs. Patron back to her seat. “Please, Zoey, sit,” she begs, but the woman is beyond reason, her eyes wild with panic as she stumbles and crashes to the hard metal floor on her hands and knees.

“Grab the kit behind you!” the pilot barks.

My eyes dart around the cramped space, scanning the walls for any sign of the medical kit. Finally I spot it mounted on the wall to my right a few feet away. I reach for it, my fingers fumbling slightly as I pry open the cover.

Inside, a jumble of containers greets me, each labeled with a different drug or treatment. I snatch the one marked Tranquilizer and tear off the lid.

“Inject it in the neck!” the pilot’s voice booms.

The hovercraft lurches, pitching and tossing as the pilot tries to evade other attacks from the air. I stumble and slide across the slick metal floor toward Tenly and Mrs. Patron.

The woman screams and flails against Tenly’s grip.

“Please, calm down,” Tenly murmurs softly. She tips her head toward me, silently urging me to hurry.

With a deep breath, I steel myself and lunge forward, plunging the syringe into Mrs. Patron’s neck.

“No!” she screams, but in seconds she’s limp.

The syringe clatters to the floor, and without a second thought I gather Tenly into my arms, my heart pounding as I hold her tightly against me.

The vibrations of the hovercraft seem to intensify as we travel, each jolt and sway rattling through our bodies. My mind races, and my chest aches from hyperventilating. I reach into my pocket, pull out my medication, and dry-swallow a tablet.

A message comes in over the cockpit radio that the medical facility has been evacuated. We’re headed to a new location.

As the craft touches down, the door slides open with a hiss, revealing a chaotic blur of faces and voices. I catch a glimpse of Jude’s worried expression as he rushes toward us, his eyes scanning over our bodies as if searching for signs of injury.

“You’re hurt,” he murmurs, his hand reaching up to brush against my forehead. I flinch at the touch and he pulls back, his fingertips smeared with blood.

There’s a dull throbbing at the spot where he touched me, but my attention is quickly drawn back to Mrs. Patron, who’s still lying on the floor of the hovercraft.

“Get her to the medics,” I say through shaky breaths, but my meds have started to calm my body and I can at least function.

Tenly’s grip on my hand tightens as we step out of the hover and the cool rush of air hits my face. The med techs move past us, their footsteps clanging against the metal floor. I squint against the bright lights ahead of us.

“Do you know anything about the status of her son?” Tenly’s voice is low.

Jude nods, his jaw tight. “After we heard what happened, we immediately pulled him out. He’s asleep right now and didn’t even really know what was going on. Henry made it all happen.”

I wince as I rub at my forehead, feeling the sticky warmth of blood on my fingertips. The med techs emerge again, wheeling a stretcher with Mrs. Patron on it.

“What’s going to happen to her?” I ask.

Jude lets out a heavy sigh. “They’ll let her wake up, but she obviously can’t go back home. We won’t even be able to get any of her belongings at this point. But when it’s safe, they’ll move her and her son to the Tenement until we figure out what else we’re going to do.” Jude’s Flexx buzzes and he glances at the screen. “Nathaniel is calling another meeting. Why don’t you head over to the med station and get checked out? You can catch up later.”

Tenly shakes her head firmly. “We’re going with you now.”
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The moment we enter the conference room, Papa is on his feet and over to me, his face tight with worry.

“You’re safe.” He hugs me tightly as if he never wants to let go. “I knew you made it out, but until you got here—”

I give him a quick squeeze and pull back from him. “Papa, we’re not safe. Every move we’ve made, someone’s been one step ahead of us. Jax—”

“Jaxon Pierce is dead,” Ms. Brink says from the other side of the room as she paces.

I freeze. Dead? Could Jax actually be dead? Could I actually be free of any fear of facing him again? “How do you know? He could have made it out . . . like we did.” The possibility terrifies me.

“The water plant was completely destroyed moments after you escaped,” she says. “Intel picked up on a Scarlet comm. He’s dead.”

I burst into tears, and Papa hangs onto my arm to keep me from collapsing. “H—how do you know?” I choke out between sobs. “It could be a trick. A lie.”

She shakes her head. “It’s unlikely. He’s dead, along with everyone else in that building. Luek’s attack destroyed it all.”

“Luek?” Kalib says. “That was Luek?”

“That’s the information coming in,” Jude says, looking up from the laptop in front of him.

My entire body quivers as Kalib takes over for Papa and guides me to sit. Numbness settles in my bones as he leans close.

“We’re waiting on a comm for our next move since Carmine is no longer safe,” Jude says.

Henry sits off to my left with his head in his hands.

My mind reels with the wild hope that Jax Pierce is entirely in my past. But will we even survive long enough for it to matter?

Jude’s laptop beeps, and on the screen appear Mr. Robinson and Dr. Pierce from Tenement One.

“What’s next, Robinson?” Ms. Brink says quickly, and the tension in her voice obvious.

Mr. Robinson releases a long, frustrated sigh. “First we need to get you somewhere safe.”

“And that is?” Jude asks.

“We have several ideas,” Mr. Robinson says. “We can’t have the entire team together anymore. It’s too risky. We’re sending you to two different locations while we negotiate with New Philadelphia.”

As they speak, my eyes move to Gavin. The man is pale and is knitting a sweater with his brows. He has to know that Jax is dead too.

“Isn’t New Philly allied with Luek?” Henry asks. “He doesn’t have access to fighters all on his own.”

“The people from Philly helping Luek are rogue,” Dr. Pierce says. “We are trying to negotiate help from President Langley to get this situation under control.”

“You mean the same president Langley who ignored that Carmine imprisoned Cobalts?” Kalib says.

I shiver and Kalib pulls me in closer to him. Honestly both sides seem horrible at this point. Are we safe anywhere? The faction helping Luek had originally helped the Alliance release the Tenements before he turned them against us.

“Our choices are limited,” Mr. Robinson says. “Carmine is no longer safe, if it ever was. Based on Luek’s actions tonight, he’ll likely continue seeking high-value targets to damage the city’s infrastructure.”

“What else was attacked?” I ask.

“Multiple roads and freeways, electricity,” Ms. Brink says. “Although the electric is back online. We don’t think that the water plant attack had anything to do with us. Seems purely coincidental that we were there.”

Mr. Robinson clears his throat. “We have to pull back and regroup if we want to avoid a complete retreat. Anyone not returning to Tenement One will need to relocate outside the city. Unless you all have a better idea.”

“Fine,” Papa concedes. “Right now we just need to get somewhere safe. Then we can discuss this further.”

“In the last few weeks I’ve been in touch with Isaiah,” Dr. Pierce says. “He ran my household in Carmine.”

I sit up straight in my seat. Isaiah is alive? Part of me thought he’d probably died of Aves when Ellie contracted it.

“Our family has a lake house just outside of Carmine proper,” he continues. “Isaiah was able to get my wife out of the city soon after Ellie and I went to the Sub. They’ve been there ever since. Unfortunately communications are down, but until recently they were safe. It’s a viable option for the short term.”

Mr. Robinson nods. “We’ll send Loretta, Nathaniel, Kalib and Tenly to the lake house, then.”

“I’ll be joining you there,” Dr. Pierce adds.

“You should stay in Tenement One,” Papa says. “It’s safer.”

“You may need me for negotiations with Carmine. We may not be able to wait to transport me from the Tenement.”

“We can’t even get an audience with Nelson,” Jude says. “We’ve gotten reports that he’s already gone into hiding with Trigman.”

“I’m coming,” Dr. Pierce says.

Looking into his eyes, I know Gavin is also going to the lake house because he needs to see his wife in person. Tell her that Ellie is safe.

“Where are Henry and I going?” Jude asks.

“Back here,” Mr. Robinson says.

Henry opens his mouth to argue.

“I don’t want any more pushback.” Mr. Robinson’s voice is stern. “Jude and Henry will come with me to set up negotiations with President Langley.”

“When do we leave?” Jude asks.

“ASAP,” Mr. Robinson answers. “If you leave now, you should arrive by daylight. Dr. Pierce will be leaving here in a few hours. We’ll make every attempt to contact Isaiah.”

Stress pulls at and hardens Gavin’s face. I’m sure that a million thoughts are flying through his head—leaving Ellie in the Tenement, seeing Mrs. Pierce . . . whatever else is on the horizon.

Finally I stand since my legs have stopped shaking and move in closer to the screen. “We have vials of the cure left, Gavin. I’ll take it with me. Whoever gets there first can give it to them.”

He nods and then looks away. “That was already my plan.”
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Kalib




Jude pulls me from the storage closet and in less than thirty minutes he’s hugging us goodbye.

“We’ll see each other again,” he says. But I hear the slight waver in his tone.

“Give Kayla and Ma a hug for me,” I say.

“That’s not something you need to ask for.” Jude smiles. “I’ll give them at least five.”

Beside me Ten gives my friend a weak smile. “Take care of yourself.”

Jude nods and helps us finish loading the transport, and just like that we’re moving out.

Leaving him behind.

Part of me, a part that I want to push down, wonders if I’ll ever see Jude again.

Not far down the road, the words “The Collapse” flicker on a malfunctioning screen outside the vehicle. I saw the same words on the newscast just after we arrived in Carmine. The phrase settles on my mind like a blanket over a bed, heavy and suffocating. Maybe Aves is what does Scarlets in. And Luek finishes off the rest. A metallic taste floods my mouth at the thought.

Dark thoughts cloud my mind, and I take multiple deep breaths to keep them at bay. I can’t worry Tenly . . . or anyone else.

In and out. The sound of my own breathing roars in my ears.

The transport lurches, and the sudden movement jolts me back to the present. The rumble of the engine and the jostling of the vehicle make my stomach roil.

I press my forehead against the cold glass of the medical transport, staring out at the bleak city view. The window is cracked open, and the wind whistles through the gap.

The tinted glass ensures that no one can see in, but we can still see out.

Not that I want to.

The shapes of buildings and the twisted remains of street signs move past us. Through the window the sky is the color of gunmetal, and clouds hang low and heavy, casting everything below in a gloomy half-light. It feels as though the city is drowning under their weight, and it’s like I’m being suffocated along with it. What Carmine was doesn’t exist any longer, and the loss of what the Alliance was trying to do threatens to swallow me whole. Even if we could still put Genesis into the water somehow, it seems too late.

This place is already dead.

As the transport crawls through the desolate streets, shattered glass and boarded-up storefronts line the way. Every few blocks, we pass a shop with smashed windows and empty shelves inside, evidence of looters . . .

Who are likely starving people wanting to feed their kids.

As we approach a small corner grocery store, there is a sign hanging upside down and broken, swinging in the breeze. The building itself looks like it’s barely standing, a remnant frozen in time, part of a ghost town with no signs of life or hope.

Just like the ruins we found in the Outerbounds. Just like the Tenements.

The weight of destruction presses down on me. Ahead of us lies something dark and billowy in the street, something that might be a body or trash.

I look away before I find out.

Even the protesters are gone. The only evidence they ever existed is occasional graffiti scrawled on buildings. Those people are either dead, hiding, or arrested, or they were lucky enough to have escaped the city. Though I’m not sure you can call even that “luck.”

I reach into my pocket for my last dose of medication, and my fingers brush against the smooth plastic container. The pill rattles slightly as I clench my hand around the bottle, and panic burns my chest. I should have more . . . enough to last me weeks.

But here we are.

By the time I talked with Jude, it was too late. I’ve been taking too many since we began this stupid, useless mission, and before I knew it, I was down to only a few. Now one.

I could have asked Dr. Pierce to bring me more, but then everyone would have known how bad my nerves were and pulled me off the mission. Sweat soaks through my shirt despite the cold air. I should save it until I really need it. Which, if I were being honest with myself, would be this instant.

Somehow I keep myself from taking it, but my fingers twitch with the urge and I shove the bottle back in my pocket.

Ten sits next to me, head leaned back and eyes closed. The hum of the transport vibrates through my bones, and the stale air makes my throat dry. I’m not sure whether she’s asleep or checked out and pretending to be. The faint scent of her shampoo mixes with the sterile smell of the metal cab. We haven’t spoken since we left the safe house. The silence is heavy.

In fact, it’s like a funeral in here.

Maybe it is. Our funeral . . . everyone’s funeral. The transport lurches forward and I grip the armrests, my knuckles turning white, as if they could somehow stop us from being carried to our final resting place.

Two fighters streak across the sky, leaving behind a trail of smoke that dissipates in the air. They head toward the city center as we drive away from it. But my body tenses instinctively, bracing for the explosion I know is coming. I’ve heard too many since yesterday to doubt that it will happen. Once it hits, the roar of the explosion is deafening, and the transport shakes violently. Ten’s eyes open.

“What was that?” she asks, fear dancing in her eyes.

I consider telling her what I just saw, but the words don’t come out.

From her place near the driver, Ms. Brink leans forward, her eyes darting back and forth as she listens intently to the comm in her ear. She holds out a hand, telling us to wait and be quiet.

“Presidential mansion hit,” she finally says, her voice barely above a murmur.

Ten’s father scoffs, his lip curling in disdain. “Nelson’s already in hiding, so it’s nothing more than a symbolic attack,” he says, his voice laced with bitterness.

“We okay to keep moving?” Ms. Brink calls up to the driver, her eyes scanning out the window for any signs of danger.

“Faster we get out of this place, the better,” he says, his grip on the steering wheel tightening.

“It’s like they’re shooting fish in a barrel,” Tenly whispers, her voice barely audible over the running engine. She leans her head on my shoulder, and the heat of her breath radiates against my skin. “Luek waited for his chance and is taking it now.”

I slip my arm around her shoulders and pull her close, the warmth of her body against mine. As Ms. Brink and Nathaniel discuss the plans, the drone of their voices lulls me into a drowsy state, and I struggle to keep my eyes open.

Old me would want to pay attention. Current me has watched one too many plans fail spectacularly to care anymore.

When I wake, we’re outside of Carmine proper, and I’m met with vibrant colors of nature that I’ve never seen, not even in the most elaborate Scarlet gardens. Sunlight filters through the trees, scattering dappled shade along the ground. Tenly is still cuddled up in my arms, and I do my best not to wake her, taking in the sight of her peaceful face. With her eyes closed she looks younger, and the sight turns up the corners of my lips.

She looked like this on the nights we snuck onto the fire escape and gazed up at what we could see of the stars through the electrodome. Which wasn’t much more than blurry streaks. But those days were good. And I think I knew I loved her then.

“Almost there,” Nathaniel says, his voice barely above a whisper.

Just a few minutes later a shimmering lake comes into view, the sparkling water beckoning to us.

The sight is almost too much to bear.
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We step into the small cottage, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think that my heart was going to escape the confines of my chest. I honestly don’t know how I feel about seeing Mrs. Pierce again. Or maybe I do and don’t want to admit it.

She’ll want to know about Ellie . . . maybe even Dr. Pierce. And part of me doesn’t want her to know anything. She doesn’t deserve to know.

The inside of the place is cozy, with fluffy white couches and paintings of serene lakeside scenes adorning the walls. It’s not what I expected, given the cottage’s modest size compared to the Pierces’ former estate. Instead, this looks like a place where a family could grow close and have fun—something that never happened in the Pierce home.

Was there ever a time when things were different?

I hug myself until the moment Isaiah appears from around the corner. The older man, wearing a gray turtleneck sweater and slacks, looks as distinguished as ever but seems to have aged at least ten years since I last saw him. He’s wearing a safety mask. I gulp, and tears sting the corners of my eyes.

“Welcome,” Isaiah says to our group, ever the proper gentleman. “I’ve prepared a light meal for you in the dining room.” He gestures to our left where a cloth-covered table waits in the kitchen. We were finally able to get him a message late last night, so he’s been expecting us.

“We appreciate it,” Ms. Brink says. “After we settle in, we can go over the plan with you.”

Isaiah bows his head slightly. “A pleasure, ma’am.”

It’s not lost on me that Isaiah would treat us like honored guests. Still . . . after everything that’s happened.

Papa and Kalib set their bags against a wall and I’m left alone with the first person I met when I arrived in Carmine. Emotions and memories of his kindness to Ellie and me in the Pierce house flood back to my mind, and my knees nearly give way.

“Isaiah,” I barely get his name out before closing the distance and wrapping my arms around him. He pulls me in tight.

“How are you child?” he asks.

Although I’m no longer a child, something about the question floods me with trust and safety. “Terrible,” I manage. “Nothing is going like we hoped.”

He gently pushes me back, peering into my eyes. “Are Dr. Pierce and Miss Ellie still safe? I only spoke to him once, and I was concerned he wasn’t telling me everything.”

Even though Isaiah is a part of the Alliance, he has always treated the Pierces as his own. He’s been so loyal to all of them.

I nod vigorously. “Yes, yes, they’re okay. Dr. Pierce should be arriving soon.”

Relief glints in his eyes. “I stay awake wondering, and . . . she keeps asking.”

“She?”

“Madam.”

At the word, my body shudders instinctively. Madam. Somehow in the moment I managed to forget she was here. I clear my throat.

“Are you okay?” Quickly I scan over his frame but see no signs of illness.

He nods. “So far, I’m fine, but Madam is very ill.”

I raise my brows in surprise. “Aves? From where? How did she contract it?” She was exposed before we were able to get Ellie out of Carmine, but she never developed the virus from that exposure. I’d assumed that meant she was immune, or maybe she’d been lucky and had a very mild infection.

“I don’t know, but it’s impossible to have zero contact with others. Last week we needed a repair, and a local came in.”

“So you were exposed too?”

He nods. “No symptoms yet. But for Madam . . . it’s come on quickly.”

My mind wavers between Mrs. Pierce deserving her fate and feeling terrible for her. When I lived in her house as Ellie’s nanny, she was awful to me—and to Isaiah, to Ellie, Dr. Pierce. Everyone she came in contact with. But I shake off the feeling. I realized a while back that the poor woman was no less a victim of Scarlet society than I was. It told her that to have value, she must live and act a certain way or she’d be thrown out with the rest of the trash.

It doesn’t excuse her behavior . . . but she was trying to survive.

Two opposite truths intertwined into one reality.

We all are trying to survive and have done things we regret.

I blow out a quick breath and hold up my bag. “I have the cure with me and can administer it now. Then I can give it to you.”

He tenses his jaw but then motions for me to follow him.

Behind us, the team’s light chatter fades as I trail Isaiah toward what appears to be the bedroom wing. An open door on our left reveals a child’s room decked out in pink frills. That must have been Ellie’s when she came here with her family.

We stop at a door and Isaiah reaches for the handle, then opens it. Immediately I know there’s something really wrong: he never would enter a room unannounced.

On the bed lies a sleeping shell of the once-grand lady I knew. Instead of a commanding presence, she’s now small and frail. Like Isaiah, she appears to have aged greatly. Her hair, once colored to maintain a youthful appearance, now reveals gray roots. Mrs. Pierce’s face is gaunt and hollow, and a simple cotton nightgown peeks out from beneath the sheets. A straight-backed chair next to her testifies mutely to Isaiah’s care.

Gone are her expensive gowns and lady’s maid. Now it’s just her and Isaiah. I’m reminded forcefully of Mrs. Monroe, the rich old lady who had nothing left but her butler and a raft of class prejudice—and bitter loneliness.

I turn to Isaiah. “I’ll take it from here. Why don’t you go check on the others?”

He gazes at me, and after a moment his lips arch into a small smile. “You were always a good person, Miss Hawkins.” With that, he turns and leaves us alone with the door open.

Gripping my bag, I take careful steps toward Mrs. Pierce. The air almost feels thick, as if I’m swimming through water to get to the woman. Her breathing is congested and labored as she sleeps.

Maybe I can simply give her the shot without even waking her.

As I reach the side of the bed, I slowly lower myself into the chair, studying the woman I once despised. Yet seeing her so vulnerable makes it hard to continue hating her. I unzip my bag and reach inside for the pre-filled syringes containing a golden-tinted liquid. Somehow the rich color makes it feel luxe. I prepare one to open, then tear open an alcohol wipe to sanitize her skin where I’ll administer the shot.

Carefully, I pull down the top of the sheet to expose Mrs. Pierce’s arm. The skin is pale, but not as pale as that on her face. She stirs, and I quickly pull back my hands in hopes that she’ll settle back down again, but instead her chest rattles and she wakes up in a coughing fit. I quickly hide my hand with the alcohol pad still in my fingers.

Even in her weakened state, she notices me almost at once. Her eyes widen and I stand back up, biting my lip and holding the cure.

“Mrs. Pierce?”

I have no idea how the woman will react to me, and I now wish I had waited for Dr. Pierce to arrive, which shouldn’t be long. Heat burns up the back of my neck as Madam stares at me, unblinking.

I’m transported back to the Pierce estate where she did everything she could to make me feel like nothing.

“Mrs. Pierce?” I repeat out of desperation for something to happen.

“Eleanor?” Her voice comes out in a husky whisper, and then she spirals into a storm of coughing.

I gulp. Is she asking me about Ellie? But instead of posing the question, I toss the pad in the trash and reach for the cup of water next to her bed. “Here, you might need this.”

She takes it from me and manages a few sips before attempting to place it back on the nightstand. But the glass tips over and a few tablespoons of water spill on the tabletop.

“Oh dear,” she murmurs, settling back onto her pillow.

“It’s okay,” I say and notice a pile of washcloths just in reach. I grab one and mop the water. “I’ll take care of it.”

“You shouldn’t have to do that, Eleanor,” Mrs. Pierce says under her breath. “You’re a lady, not a maid.”

I freeze at her words. She’s not asking about her daughter. In her delusional state she thinks I’m Ellie. Not that we’d be easily confused, even if we were the same age.

“Um,” I manage, though my hands are now shaking. “It’s not a problem.”

After cleaning up the mess, I take a closer look at Mrs. Pierce. She seems to be running an extremely high fever from her response to me. Her forehead is damp with moisture.

“Sit next to me,” she requests.

I stare at the woman for a moment, then do as she asks.

“Eleanor, you were such a happy child.” Mrs. Pierce reaches out a tremulous hand to me, and after hesitating, I take it. Her palm is burning hot. “I don’t know why I didn’t see it before.” She continues studying me. “And you’re all grown up.”

The pain in her eyes could be from Aves or from the memories accosting her mind right now. If anyone were to have regrets, it would be Mrs. Pierce.

“Where is your father?”

I force a smile. “He’s on the way. He’ll be here soon.” My stomach churns like the lake waves just outside the cottage.

Mrs. Pierce grimaces. “I’m so sorry, Ellie. I’m so sorry for everything. Nothing is as it should have been.”

My heart races at her words. Mrs. Pierce never called Ellie by that name, only Eleanor.

I exhale a slow breath, trying to figure out what to say. What might Ellie want to tell her at this moment? “You’re right, Mother, it’s not . . . but we can be happy.” I glance around, holding back imminent tears. “We’re at the lake house.”

“We can’t. It’s too late.”

“It’s not, Mother,” I somehow say. “It’s never too late to put things right.”

“I was a terrible person. I know that now. Terrible to you, your father . . . everyone.” Mrs. Pierce keeps her intense gaze on me, still not realizing who I am.

A shiver runs down my spine. She’s right. She was a horrible person, and I don’t know if she’s truly sorry or if it’s the delirium speaking.

But I reach back into my bag and pull out another alcohol pad and syringe. “I have something for you.”

“What?”

“Your husba—Father has found the cure for Aves. That’s . . . that’s why I’m even here. He cured me.”

Mrs. Pierce bursts into tears, and then another coughing fit starts. “You were so ill,” she manages to say. “Then you were gone . . . they took you.”

“The Alliance made sure to help Father heal me,” I quickly say. “They were kind. The Cobalts wanted me to live. So I did.”

Confusion dances in her eyes. Perhaps she’s working through her cognitive dissonance, maybe realizing that Cobalts are no different from Scarlets.

I wipe the alcohol pad on her arm and say, “This will sting a bit.”

But as I go to administer the shot, she rolls away. “I can’t take it.”

My immediate thoughts are dark. It’s a Cobalt cure, and she doesn’t want what came from us to contaminate her, even if it could save her life.

“Why?”

“Give it to someone else. I don’t deserve it, Ellie. Give it to Isaiah. He’s done his best to protect me . . . take care of me.”

Despite my surprise, I quickly say, “We have it for him too. There’s enough for both of you.” The next part takes effort. “I want you to live.”

Tears stream down the woman’s cheeks, and she rolls back to let me do my work.

From the open door, a new voice wafts down the hall—Dr. Pierce. He’s arrived.

I quickly finish up while Mrs. Pierce rolls over and closes her eyes. Sighing, I gather my supplies and bag, knowing we can only hope for the best. Mrs. Pierce is seriously ill and doesn’t have a stasis chamber like Ellie did. Although Genesis now runs in her veins, it could easily be too late.

I take quiet steps back to the door, and just as I reach it, Mrs. Pierce speaks in a barely audible voice, “I do love you, Ellie.”

The tears I’d been holding back gush onto my cheeks. “I love you too . . . Mother.”
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Tenly’s face is wet with tears when she emerges from Mrs. Pierce’s sick room, and my chest tightens at the sight of her obvious pain. Engrossed in updating Dr. Pierce, no one else seems to notice her. Immediately I go to Ten and pull her aside before Dr. Pierce sees her state.

“What’s going on?”

She wipes the moisture away with the back of her shaking hand. “I’m fine. I got Genesis into her. I have to give it to Isaiah.”

“We already did,” I quickly say, and I know that she’s not fine since her entire body is vibrating. I simply take her into my arms and hold her close. Despite the fact nothing has really changed, the calm atmosphere of the lake house has made me feel slightly better. Tenly’s breath hitches and her body shudders against mine. She relaxes slightly as she melts into my chest.

After a few moments, Tenly pulls away and takes a deep breath, composing herself. “She’s pretty far along.”

A small part of me wants to ask why Tenly even cares about Mrs. Pierce. The woman was horrible to her, and to Dr. Pierce and Ellie for that matter. I also know Tenly’s heart, and it matters for Ellie if her mother dies, even if the woman was a near monster.

Of course, the thought stays in my mind. Where it should.

“Too far along?” I ask instead.

Tenly shrugs. “I honestly don’t know. But maybe.” She eyes Dr. Pierce around the corner and then wipes her face again. “He needs to know.”

I run my hand over her arm and follow her toward the people clustered around the front door. Tenly’s skin is cold.

When she arrives at Dr. Pierce’s side, he immediately turns to her. They don’t speak and instead he gives her a hug. They separate from the group and speak in hushed whispers I can’t hear.

I can’t imagine how he must feel. The man may lose his wife to the virus he discovered. His son, already dead, was a traitor to all he believed in. The only bright spot left is that Ellie is healthy and safe back at the Tenement . . . at least for now.

“You really need to get in there,” Tenly says to Dr. Pierce. “She’s delirious. I gave her the cure, but I really don’t know. It might be too late.”

Dr. Pierce pats Tenly on the shoulder, then rushes past me on the way to his wife’s room.

“We have intel to discuss,” Ms. Brink says, eyeing Tenly but talking to me.

“I’m okay,” Tenly says and wipes her face. “Let’s do it.”

We follow Ms. Brink into the eat-in kitchen where Isaiah has laid out sandwiches. Nothing fancy, but accompanied by neatly folded linen napkins nonetheless. I wonder whether Isaiah did this out of habit or just to keep himself busy. I tip my chin to the assortment while holding Ten’s gaze.

“Sure, get me one,” Ten says as she sits next her pop, who already has several empty plates on the table in front of him.

As I approach the counter, the delicious aroma of bread and savory meats fills my nose, and my stomach growls in anticipation. When we arrived, my nerves hadn’t settled enough to eat.

I grab two sandwiches, not even bothering to check what kind they are, and make my way back to Ten.

“Thanks,” she mouths as I set them on the table. Nathaniel wraps his arm around her shoulders and gives his daughter a squeeze. She leans her head against him and stays there for a moment before she picks the sandwich up and takes a bite. But as she does, a small smile plays at the corner of her lips. As if the simple act of eating has made things better, even if it’s just for now.

Nathaniel’s arm around her speaks volumes about their relationship. It’s clear that he loves his daughter deeply, and an old pang hits my chest at the loss of my pop.

Ms. Brink taps at her tablet screen, then turns it toward us. She blows out a long stream of air that puffs out her cheeks like a balloon. “I wish I had better news. They still haven’t located Luek’s new base. Too many New Philadelphia patrols out there,” she says. “Recon is impossible.”

“So we’re in a holding pattern?” Nathaniel’s voice is heavy with concern.

Ten and I just chew on what I now know are roast beef and cheese sandwiches. I think the ingredients came from a can, judging by the soft texture, but it tastes so much better than the protein bars we’ve been subsisting on.

I tip my chin to the tablet. “So . . . is there any solution?”

“Robinson is talking about a coup,“ she says.

My eyes widen.

“President Nelson?” Nathaniel asks and leans his elbows on the table. Ms. Brink’s words hang in the air like a weight, and I can almost see them pressing down on his shoulders.

Ms. Brink nods gravely. “If we can remove Nelson from power, then we can get Genesis to the people no problem. And because it will be a complete power shift, Luek and the group from New Philly might even totally back off. It’s a risky plan, but it just might work.”

Ten scoffs. “After what happened in the water plant? We’re not just going to walk in there and stage a coup.”

“It might be the only option left,” Ms. Brink says. “Commander Lark is working on finding his location.”

Dr. Pierce enters the kitchen. Isaiah follows, then steps ahead to gather the dirty dishes and take them to the sink.

“Thank you,” Tenly whispers to him, but he only bows his head slightly.

“What’s the prognosis?” Nathaniel asks Dr. Pierce.

The man rubs at the back of his neck. “She’s asleep right now, but if she doesn’t show some improvement in the next couple of hours, I don’t think that Genesis will save her. We were simply too late.” He leans his arm against the wall to support himself.

Nathaniel immediately stands and walks over to stand in front of Dr. Pierce. Without saying a word, he bear-hugs the man who is basically his daughter’s second father.
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I don’t mean to eavesdrop, but it happens anyway. As I make my way back to bed from the restroom, voices carry out into the hall. Gavin and Mrs. Pierce. Even with Genesis in her veins, the woman has continued weakening hour by hour, and her husband has barely left her side since he arrived.

I lean against the door frame in the darkness and peek around the corner. Gavin sits beside the bed and holds her hand, slouching a fraction. The moonlight casts a pale glow over the couple, highlighting their worn faces and tired eyes. Gavin’s voice is tender, and Mrs. Pierce’s is hoarse and weak, the desperation in her tone sending chills down my spine. A lump forms in my throat as I imagine the pain and fear she must be feeling, knowing that her life is slipping away.

“And Jax?” Mrs. Pierce mumbles. 

My chest tightens at the mention of Jax’s name. The memories of his betrayal and attack on me . . . of his death . . . flood my mind. But I stay planted in my spot because I know he’s dead and doesn’t control me. Even so, If I never heard his name again in my lifetime, I’d be grateful.

“Jax is fine,” Gavin lies. The softness in his tone betrays the pain he must be feeling, knowing that his own son is not only dead but that he chose a path of destruction.

“You know he has a very important job now, Gavin. You’d be proud of him.”

Gavin sighs deeply. “I’ve heard, dear. And I am proud.”

A small piece of me wants Mrs. Pierce to know the truth about her son, about the people he stomped on and the evil deeds he committed. I want her to know that before he died, he probably wasn’t thinking of her. He was too consumed with his own selfish ambitions and working to cover up Aves. He’s part of the reason she’s dying from the disease.

If we had been allowed to bring Genesis to the Scarlets as soon as it was viable, this entire catastrophe might have been cut in half.

As I stand in the hallway, I understand Gavin’s reluctance to tell Mrs. Pierce the truth about their son. Bringing up their difficult past would only add to her pain, and it’s clear that he wants to spare her from that.

Even I allowed the woman to think I was Ellie. I called her “Mother” to play along in her delirium and strangely don’t regret it.

Mrs. Pierce lets out a series of coughs that make my teeth clench. The sound is raw and painful, a reminder of the disease that is ravaging her body.

“Tell me about Eleanor again,” she asks. “Where is she? She’s not sick anymore?”

It seems that Madam has forgotten about our encounter. Which is okay with me.

“Ellie is doing so well, Mariell.” His voice is much lighter than when he spoke of Jax.

“And she recovered?” Mrs. Pierce repeats her prior question.

“Fully.” Gavin tells her all about the stasis machine we placed her in to slow down the progression of Aves, giving him time to develop Genesis. He leaves out the part about working with the Alliance or even me.

A twinge of pain eats at my gut at his omission. He’s trying to spare Mrs. Pierce from the truth, but it still stings a little.

“I’m so glad,” Mrs. Pierce says, and somehow her voice sounds even weaker than it had a few moments ago. “And you promise to keep her safe?”

“Of course.”

Something in Mrs. Pierce’s tone changes. “I mean it, Gavin.” Rustling sounds come from the bedsheets, and when I peek around the door frame again, I glimpse the woman pulling herself up.

“You need to lie back down,” Dr. Pierce insists, his voice loaded with concern as he tries to guide her down. “You’ll just get dizzy.”

“I don’t care,” she says, still struggling to sit. “I need to look into your eyes.”

“Mariell,” Gavin implores.

“Promise me you’ll do everything in your power to keep our daughter safe.”

I fight back tears that have suddenly started burning in the corners of my eyes. Her voice is gravelly with illness, but her words are full of urgency.

“I promise to keep Ellie safe,” Gavin finally says. As he speaks, the air is thick with emotion. It’s as though the weight of the promise he’s making is tangible, pressing down on the room. “That’s all I’ve been doing months.”

Mrs. Pierce drops back onto the pillow with a light thump, seemingly satisfied with his response. “Thank you.” Her voice is raw.

I wipe my eyes, turn on my heel, and quietly make my way back to my room for the night.




* * *




I sit at the dining table. It’s early, too early, but I can’t sleep thinking about what’s next as we wait on intel. It’s been days, and not only have we not heard anything, but Mrs. Pierce hasn’t improved. In fact, she’s gotten worse.

Dr. Pierce quietly joins me at the table, his footsteps barely audible. I reach over for the carafe of coffee and a mug, but he raises his hand as if to say no. My stomach tenses, knowing that bad news is coming.

“What’s wrong?” I whisper.

The man looks down at the table for a moment and then raises his eyes to me. “She’s gone.” His voice is flat and emotionless.

I gasp, and instinctively my hand goes to my mouth. His eyes are dry, but there is torment brewing in them.

Darkness. Loneliness. Desperation.

My stomach twists.

“She went late last night. At least I was there.”

I quickly reach out for his hand, and he grasps it as if holding on for dear life. Dr. Pierce’s skin is cold, his hand like ice in mine. My heart aches for him . . . for the loss of what should have been.

“My life wasn’t quite what I wanted it to be.” Gavin’s voice cracks as he speaks, his face etched with pain.

The sun rises, and the orange rays stream into the room.

I want to say something to make him feel better, like, “Your life has so much meaning.” But nothing will take away from what he’s feeling right now. Maybe guilt, sadness, relief . . . all rolled into one.

“Do you need my help—with her?” I ask.

Gavin’s eyes meet mine briefly before he looks away. “Isaiah already knows, and we plan to bury her here. Near the lake house. She would have liked that.” He chuckles. “Sort of.”

I don’t ask more because I know what he means. From everything I’ve seen here, I know it was a special place for their family. Maybe a place to get away from the pressures of Scarlet life. Goodness knows they needed it. Maybe it was a place where they were more real with each other.

Gavin squeezes my hand and then releases it. As his touch slips away, a pang of loss and loneliness wells up within me. As if he’s gone too. “You know she wasn’t always the way that . . . that she was when you knew her. I’m not justifying her behavior. Just letting you know it wasn’t always like this.”

I take in his words, sensing the weight and accepting that I had only seen one side of Mrs. Pierce, the one tainted by her thirst for control.

Before I can say anything, Ms. Brink pops her head around the corner. “Intel came in. Looks like we’re going to move out soon.”

Taking a deep breath, I force myself to speak before Gavin. “Mrs. Pierce passed away last night.”

Her usual all-business demeanor softens, and she turns to Gavin. “I’m sorry to hear that. If you need some time, I can delay the meeting for a few hours, but that’s likely it. We need to move on this.”

Dr. Pierce sits straight and tugs down his shirt. “No, the earlier the better. I want to be a part of the meeting. Isaiah and I have plans to take care of her this afternoon.”

Ms. Brink gives a curt nod and leaves.

“Are you sure you can do this?” I ask. I reach out and place a hand on his shoulder. He looks up at me with a small smile, but his eyes betray his pain.

“I need to. I promised Mariell that I would protect Ellie.” Gavin’s eyes flicker with a mix of determination and sadness. He takes a deep breath and stands up from the table. “Let’s get ready for the meeting,” he says, his tone resolute.

Half an hour later we’re all in that meeting that Ms. Brink called. Despite my concerns, Dr. Pierce is present and seems to be holding it together while Isaiah makes the arrangements to bury Mrs. Pierce this afternoon.

“The water plant was a huge loss,” Ms. Brink says. “But there is good news. Intelligence believes that they’ve located Nelson’s hiding place. It’s an underground bunker on the northeast side of Carmine. There are reports that he was seen moving to that location yesterday.”

“And the goal,” Papa asks, his tone cautious, “is to stage a takeover?”

“That’s exactly what we’re doing,” Ms. Brink says firmly.

Dr. Pierce leans forward, his eyes intense. “Once we have control, we’ll figure out a new way to distribute Genesis. When I left Tenement One, we’d nearly perfected the process of binding Genesis to the AI method of delivery to the cells, and production had ramped up. By now we should have enough for the entire city again in a few days.”

“But how do we get in?” Kalib asks. “That bunker must have hundreds of guards, if not more.”

Ms. Brink shakes her head. “With Aves? Not as much as you might suspect. We’ve received intel that a new batch of guards has just arrived, and they’re inexperienced, mostly young recruits. We have a plan to take advantage of their inexperience and infiltrate the bunker.”

My heart pounds as I listen, feeling a mix of fear and hope. This is a risky plan, but it might be our only chance to wrest the city from Nelson’s control.

I look around the room, my nerves starting to get the better of me. “Is anyone else on the team?” I ask, trying to sound calm.

“Yes,” Ms. Brink says. “Robinson is sending additional personnel and will upload schematics of the bunker and the surrounding area later today.”

Dr. Pierce speaks up. “I’m going too.”

I turn to face him, my eyebrows raised in surprise. “After what happened last night?” I ask, unsure if I want him to come along. I don’t know if Gavin even knows how to use a gun.

His lips form a thin line before he speaks. “Especially after what happened,” he replies, determined.

Ms. Brink nods in agreement. “We’ll need all the help we can get.”
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Kalib




By the time darkness falls, Mrs. Pierce has been buried behind the house, and our small team braces itself for what’s coming. I’m out of meds, but I keep that fact to myself. There’s nothing anyone can do about it—I can’t get more until we return to the Tenement.

At this point I don’t even know if we’ll be returning there. Not alive, anyway.

I steal a glance at the lake house as we climb into the hover that Ms. Brink arranged. It can drop us near the bunker, far closer than any land vehicle could. We’ll have to improvise from there.

Several other trained Alliance members are accompanying us, including Charlie and Nolen.

“You doing okay?” Nathaniel asks, placing his warm hand on my shoulder.

Not really is what I want to say, but instead, “Sure,” slips out.

I worry that Nathaniel will catch my lie, but he’s quickly pulled away by Ms. Brink, who’s distributing weapons.

She shoves a gun in my hand, and to avoid dropping the thing, I grip it as tightly as possible. After a moment I stuff it into my waistband so I don’t have to look at it.

I force my face to hide my fears and strap into the seat beside Ten, who’s studying the bunker layout on a tablet. We have to learn everything for this mission without the aid of tech bands, which couldn’t arrive in time.

“Did you take a look at these?” she asks without lifting her eyes from the screen.

“Mmhm,” I murmur.

She turns her head toward me, skeptical. “That’s not very convincing.”

“I did.” And I’m not lying. I studied them, but my brain has not exactly been on task.

“Well, it’s not like we have enough time to memorize them anyway. Gavin will need to do the heavy lifting.”

One by one everyone boards, and the hover lifts off, a silent ghost in the night.

Throughout the trip, I fight the urge to wring my hands, and Dr. Pierce’s instructions become a blur.

“Thirty seconds until we disembark,” Charlie announces. “Weapons ready.”

Everyone clicks off their safety belts and readies themselves as the hover kisses the ground. Like a lemming I draw my weapon and follow suit.

Outside, we sprint through the dark forest, our breaths forming clouds in the cold air, anticipating resistance. But there is none, at least not yet.

Why? The absence of guards feels ominous somehow, but I push my doubt away.

Instead, my eyes remain glued to Tenly, the wind biting at my cheeks. She’s my one true focus. Keeping her alive is my priority.

Nathaniel urges Dr. Pierce to keep moving, his voice tense and breathless behind me.

We reach a gate, and Charlie enters a code on the lock. It pops open, confirming the intel we received was good. We file through, and the bunker building comes into view. It’s small and unassuming, surrounded by overgrown vegetation. I doubt anyone would believe this is where the president sought refuge. I guess that’s the point.

Up ahead at the entrance a security drone floats past, its low hum barely audible. Charlie signals us to stop. We all freeze and crouch down while he takes out a metallic gun-like device and aims it at the drone. On the back is a small screen, and he tracks the guard, scanning it. A small light flashes, and he taps the screen. Seconds later, the drone crashes to the ground with a dull thud.

“Let’s go,” he says, his breath fogging in the frosty night air. “Those should primarily be on the surface.” He looks at Ms. Brink. “My team will stay up top. Take yours below. I’ve also scrambled the signal any cameras will be on. But hurry.”

She nods. “When we have him, you can signal the transport.”

“If we take him alive,” Ten says behind me. The Alliance wants to try him, but who knows what’s going to happen.

Ms. Brink eyes her and says, “Yes, now let’s go.” She waves us ahead to the entrance. We enter the code, the door opens, and we leave the others behind to defend the surface.

Dr. Pierce takes the lead with Ms. Brink, and we follow them down several flights of stairs that burrow deep into the ground. At the bottom, Ms. Brink is the first out.

Clear, she mouths and waves us ahead. Dr. Pierce hurries us to a door near the end of the hallway.

“This should be it,” he says, his voice shaking slightly.

We all stand ready with our weapons, and my gun feels like it weighs thirty pounds. My trembling hands want to drop it and never touch it again, but I know that’s impossible—not if we want to make it out of here.

My heart pounds and sweat pours down my back. I work to focus, but every second is a struggle.

We must complete this mission. So many lives are riding on it.

But my stomach doesn’t care and roils in response to the anxiety threatening to consume me.

“Do it. Now,” Ms. Brink demands in an urgent but hushed tone.

Dr. Pierce’s hands shake as he reaches toward the keypad. He punches in the override code, and somehow that action seems like it takes hours.

I gulp as the door swooshes open and Dr. Pierce steps back to let us enter the room.

“Hands up!” Nathaniel yells before we even know who’s inside.

I glance around quickly, looking for guards in the dimly lit room. Still none have appeared, and my misgivings at their absence grow.

I stay frozen in the doorway too long. “Let’s go!” Ten calls, snapping me from my near trance as she also urges Dr. Pierce inside.

I immediately obey and follow the team into the secure room. It’s a large, cold area with a rectangular meeting table and twelve chairs. The faint hum of the ventilation system fills the room.

Dr. Pierce presses a button to close the door behind us. Weapons extended, each of us moves cautiously through the space. But it’s empty. A door straight ahead of us is cracked open, and the sound of a harsh cough travels through the gap.

We all exchange glances, and Loretta signals for us to take positions around the door. She takes the lead, her eyes narrowed and focused.

Without warning she raises her leg and kicks the door open, then takes cover.

Nothing comes. Except another cough, ragged and sickly.

Loretta inches toward the door, gun ready, then hurries through and to the side. Quickly we follow to back her up.

The room we enter looks like a sterile hospital room—white walled and spotless with the sharp tang of disinfectant. President Nelson lies on a bed, surrounded by high-tech machines with soft beeping noises monitoring his vitals. A skinny, weaselly looking man sits beside him, and I’m pretty sure from the news that he’s Dr. Edward Trigman, the virologist who took over after Dr. Pierce escaped Carmine with Ellie.

“What took you so long, Gavin?” President Nelson says in a crackly, weak voice, barely audible. The Scarlet president looks like a shell of his former self, gray and gaunt, as if he’s lost a lot of weight in a short time. Recent footage on the news of him looking healthy must have been filmed a while ago. That, or Aves came on very quickly. Which is possible.

Trigman says nothing. The man has on the same kind of respirator that we’re wearing and simply hangs his head, elbows resting on his knees.

I glance around, still fruitlessly searching for guards. Neither of the men tries to call for anyone. Two security cameras rest on opposite sides of the ceiling, their dark lenses staring down at us, and no doubt there are more, but we did take them offline.

My breathing is labored and nervous, and the scent of sweat and fear permeates the air. Tenly creeps up beside me, her footsteps barely audible. A bead of sweat drips down the side of her face, but having her closer calms me a fraction.

“You okay?” she whispers, the tension in her voice matching my own, but I don’t have time to answer.

“Do you have Aves, Nelson?” Dr. Pierce asks, his words bouncing off the sterile walls, though we all know the answer.

“Why don’t you ask Dr. Trigman about it?” President Nelson wheezes, his breaths shallow and labored, then coughs multiple times. The sound is wet and painful, evidence of his rapidly deteriorating condition.

Trigman’s eyes dart around as if he’s evaluating whether he can take us. He purses his lips, then stands and clasps his hands behind his back. If it were me, I’d arrest him right now, but I’m not the lead on this mission. For whatever reason, Ms. Brink stays planted with her weapon ready in case he makes a sudden move.

“Of course he has Aves. What else would he have?” Dr. Trigman’s tone is short, and although no emotions are clear in his facial expression, his tightened shoulders and tense energy make it obvious that he’s angry.

“You know we have a cure,” Ms. Brink hisses, her words laced with disdain. “If you haven’t heard.”

“Lies,” President Nelson murmurs under his breath, his voice barely audible. “Nothing but lies.”

The lights above spread shadows on the tense faces around the room. “Are you so delusional that you now believe all your own propaganda, Nelson?” Nathaniel asks, his tone bitter.

“Shut up, Cobalt,” Dr. Trigman snaps, his eyes narrowing.

“You’re in no position to demand that, Trigman,” Dr. Pierce says, his weapon aimed toward his rival.

Trigman laughs, a mocking, hollow sound that echoes through the room. “And you’re going to shoot me?”

“If I don’t, then I’m sure my colleagues will.”

“Colleagues,” Trigman scoffs, his voice dripping with contempt. “These are the people you align yourself with these days?”

Dr. Pierce takes a step toward him, determination obvious in his steeled shoulders. “These are the people who are going to survive. Because of the choice you made to perform unconsented testing on Cobalts. They will survive. Scarlets won’t. Are you too blind to see the irony in that?”

Nelson coughs again. “Apparently Dr. Trigman was always too blind.”

Trigman glares at the president, his eyes cold. “We’re all going to die. Including you.”

“I’ve accepted that. It’s time for you to fess up.”

Trigman flinches.

“‘Fess up’?” Loretta says, her voice wavering slightly as she moves closer, keeping her eye on Trigman. “Explain. Now.”

“Maybe they’ll allow you to live once I’m gone,” the president says.

And that’s when I notice it. The doctor is wearing a tech band around his wrist. Is Nelson controlling it?

“First of all,” Trigman says. “There’s no way you’re taking him for any sort of trial.” He eyes President Nelson for a moment. “His organs are shutting down. He’ll be dead within the hour.” He locks onto her stare. “And who knows if any of us are going to make it out alive?”

Nelson coughs again and says, “Just tell them how it started.”

My brows knit as I try to understand what’s happening, and I twist my head to the door, fully expecting Scarlet guards to come through any second.

“Get to the point, Nelson,” Loretta snaps.

“Tell them!” For a brief second the man’s tone is loud and harsh, but he settles back into his pillow as if shouting took everything out of him.

Trigman glares at us, his eyes filled with a mix of defiance and resignation. “I released Aves,” he admits.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Dr. Pierce demands.

President Nelson laughs under his breath, a dark sound that chills me to the bone.

“On purpose?” Tenly asks. The man’s eyes go to her, and she takes a step back.

“Of course not,” he growls. “There was supposed to be a test run in Tenement Two. The whole thing went awry.”

“Awry.” Nelson laughs.

“The Cobalts didn’t die like you thought, did they?” Dr. Pierce says, furious.

“No,” Trigman says, the venom in his tone nearly visible. “But several Scarlets who were accidentally exposed did.”

“Why would you want to kill Cobalts?” Ms. Brink says, her grip firm and unwavering on her gun. “They were too integral to the entire Scarlet way of life.”

Trigman scoffs. “Cobalts were only the test subjects.”

It all clicks.

“It was a weapon to use against New Philly?” I say, the realization chilling me to the bone.

More coughing comes from the president. “If only I’d thought of that first. But no, boy.”

Dr. Trigman flinches again. “I’ve been working for New Philadelphia.”

“And killing your own people?” Kalib asks incredulously.

“They offered him a large amount of Coinage,” Nelson barely gets out. “But he was played. We all were played.”

“We?” Ms. Brink says.

“You heard what I said,” he growls. “It’s too late. Too late for anything.”

Trigman turns his attention back to Nathaniel. “Getting rid of the Blueys wouldn’t have been such a bad idea either.”

At that, Nathaniel’s composure shatters and he lunges for the virologist, his anger boiling over like a torrent. He punches him in the face, the sound of the impact echoing in the room.

The next few seconds are a blur as Trigman nearly goes down, but suddenly he twists and has a gun drawn. It goes off, and everything in the world slows down. Then, as if someone flipped the switch back on, it’s not Tenly’s father who falls to the ground . . . it’s Dr. Pierce. Somehow he got between the two.

Blood is everywhere, pooling on the pristine white floor, and my mind reels at the sight of it. I turn and retch, but as soon as I’m done, I turn to find Trigman dead and Tenly and Nathaniel kneeling over Dr. Pierce.

He’s still alive.

“It’s going to be fine,” Tenly promises, pressing her jacket against his wound in a feeble attempt to stop the blood, her voice cracking with emotion.

My eyes widen as I notice the amount of blood. It’s a lot. And a jacket is not going to stop it. A jacket is not going to keep the man from dying.

The light in Dr. Pierce’s eyes dims, and slowly he reaches up to Ten, his fingers grazing her cheek and leaving a bloody streak. “We did it. You and me.”

Those are his last words.

“No!” Tenly screams, and the sound reverberates off the cold walls.

Her father pulls her up and into his arms, holding her tightly. I want to go to her too, but my feet are rooted to the floor and I can’t move. My mind is stunned with the haunting memory of the day Ma told me that Pop had died. I’m transported back to being young and helpless, the scent of our small, cramped unit filling my nostrils as I wondered how Ma, Kayla, and I would survive without him.

I manage to wrench myself out of the past and focus on Trigman’s body, a pool of blood slowly spreading beneath him. Honestly, I think he planned it this way. He knew he was never going to make it out of here alive.

With Tenly and her father still next to Dr. Pierce’s body, Nelson’s medical equipment starts beeping a high-pitched alarm and his body convulses. My heart races anew. Loretta hurries over, but as she reaches his side, the beeping switches to a steady pitch.

He’s dead too. That horrible man is gone.

Loretta reaches down and picks up his wrist. He has the same type of bracelet around it as Trigman had on his.

“Whatever this is, I think it killed him. He probably knew he wasn’t getting out of here, and even if he did—” She shakes her head. “Nothing but ruin out there. He was a selfish bastard to the end.” Loretta’s tone is filled with venom, and it wouldn’t surprise me if she were to spit on his lifeless body.

But she doesn’t.

Nelson and Trigman are both gone. The coup has somehow succeeded, and my body begins to relax. My feet finally move me toward Tenly to help her.

But before I can reach her, we’re suddenly surrounded by a New Philadelphia tactical team wearing gray and yellow, their faces covered in dark masks, weapons extended.

And we didn’t even hear them come in.

Part of me is surprised that we’re not already dead.
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Tenly




Ms. Brink lunges, but the Philly team is quicker, pinning her to the ground within seconds. She lets out a string of foul language at her attackers. Papa and Kalib both raise their hands in surrender.

As for me, I find myself back by Dr. Pierce’s lifeless body, weighed down by the crushing responsibility of informing Ellie that her entire family is gone. I sob, tears streaming down my cheeks. Wake up, damn it! But deep down, I know he’s gone. He’ll never see Ellie grow up or attend my wedding to Kalib . . . when I turn twenty-seven.

The memory of our conversation and his half joke back at the Sub makes me whine with sadness. The next thing I know, someone is ripping me off his body and I scream.

“Why is this world so horrible?” I wrench myself from the guard’s grasp and whirl on him. “Why?” At this point I don’t care what happens to me.

The man’s face is blank, and he opens his mouth to say something, but I don’t hear it. My eyes simply scan the room. Dr. Trigman lies dead, and President Nelson too, slumped over in his hospital bed. The heart monitor behind him is still flatlined, its high-pitched wail snapping me back to the present, where Kalib has his arms wrapped around me.

“Why aren’t they killing us too?” I sob into his chest.

He squeezes me tighter. “We have to go.”

“Go? Go where?”

“Fall out!” barks the leader of the Philly team, and several guards urge us forward.

Their weapons remain trained on us while everyone on our side has relinquished theirs. I pat my waistband where my gun once rested, only to find it missing. Someone took it when I was with Dr. Pierce.

Kalib tugs my arm, but I resist. “We can’t leave him!” My gaze searches for the head of the New Philly guard.

The man sighs. His face is stern but tempered with a hint of kindness. “Ma’am, I understand your distress, but my orders are to secure this building and remove any Alliance members.”

“He’s Alliance,” I insist, throwing out my arm to point at Dr. Pierce. “He developed the cure for Aves. Gavin was trying to save us all!”

Whether Dr. Pierce ever claimed to be part of the Alliance or not, he’d done everything he could to make that cure.

“Yes, ma’am,” the leader replies patiently. “We’re aware of Gavin Pierce’s accomplishments, and we’re grateful. We will make sure that he’s returned to you.”

My arms fall limply to my sides, and I allow Kalib to hold me once more. Somehow my body moves forward as the New Philadelphia guard pilots us out of this room of death. Every step feels like gravity suddenly became twice as strong and has a master plan to drag me straight into the earth. To never return. Yet Kalib’s firm grip keeps me upright as three guards guide us down the hall and back up toward the surface.

“Where are you taking us?” Papa demands. “Are the rest of our team alive?”

I hadn’t even thought about Charlie and Nolen.

“They are alive,” the captain assures us. “This mission was about capturing Carmine, not about killing Alliance members, if we could avoid it.”

“And where are we going?” Ms. Brink repeats Papa’s question.

“I’m not at liberty to say,” he says. “All I can tell you is that our superiors have a deal for the Alliance.”

As we emerge on the surface, several unfamiliar hovercraft await us. A few disabled bots lay strewn across the ground. My heart races when I notice more New Philly guards swarming the area. To my left, true to the captain’s word, Charlie and the other members of our team are being herded into a hovercraft.

But we’re directed to another. I cling to Kalib, anxiety bouncing in my stomach.

“Why are we being separated?” Papa demands, pointing to the other hover.

The captain turns, lowering his weapon. “If we wanted to harm you, we would’ve done so by now. Our goal is negotiation. The others will be held until talks are complete, and then it will be decided where they will go.”

He tips his head toward the ship, urging us on. When we reach it, the door slides back to reveal a grave-looking man waiting inside.

Loretta’s eyes widen in recognition. “Robinson.”

He lets out a long breath. “The Alliance is finished.” With those words, he holds out his hand and Loretta takes it, letting him pull her into the main cab.

Papa, Kalib, and I follow. Behind Mr. Robinson, already strapped in, is an even more unexpected face . . . Mia.

She doesn’t look at us, not at first. But somehow, seeing her softens this horrible situation in my mind. I’m not sure whether we’re prisoners of war or something else, but my gut tells me that she’s been through as much hell as the rest of us. She’s left Luek.

I break from Kalib, go sit in the seat to her left and take her hand. She accepts it and leans into me, sobbing into my hair.

We’re en route to New Philly, a city I know little about—barely even knew existed a year ago besides brief mentions in school. The only thing I know is that they stayed out of Scarlet–Cobalt relations. They let us suffer in the Tenements and did nothing to help us.

And now we are headed there. To be imprisoned, for negotiations, to live? I don’t know if I believe our escorts.

No one does much talking, including Mia and me. We simply hold hands the entire trip. Just knowing how much the other has suffered is enough to put our differences behind us.

Eventually the ship slows and lowers to the ground.

Mia leans in, whispering, “I’m sorry.”

I shake my head with regret. “I’m sorry too.”

All I know for now is that she is not the enemy. But who is? The Scarlets? Aves? Luek? New Philly? I guess I’m about to find out.

I guess we all are.




* * *




The building Kalib, Loretta, Mia, Mr. Robinson, and I are taken to is completely nondescript. Basically a plain, gray above-ground concrete bunker. We could be anywhere . . . maybe not even in New Philly. I take Kalib’s hand and feel him shaking. I glance up and see that same look in his eyes that he had before we left the Sub. Like somehow everything happening is his fault.

I pull him to a stop.

“Are you off your meds?” I whisper, hoping the others don’t hear.

He swallows and stays silent a little too long. “I ran out.”

My heart drops. I knew something was wrong, but I’ve been too wrapped up in everything going on to notice that he was worse off than the rest of us.

“Let’s move,” our New Philly escort says, urgency in his tone. He waves us ahead.

For a brief second, I give Kalib the eye, not even knowing what to say. He shouldn’t be here.

We’re led into a courtyard, where several people are waiting for us. Jude stands next to an older woman with graying hair, braided extravagantly and piled on top of her head. She’s dressed in a long skirt, likely made of the same expensive fabrics I saw on Mrs. Pierce when I worked in Carmine.

Mr. Robinson breaks from our group and jogs to her.

“Cornell!” she cries and throws her arms around him.

“Is that his wife?” I ask Kalib.

He nods. “Yeah. I’ve seen photos of her.”

Mrs. Robinson was a Carmine emissary in New Philly. We haven’t heard anything about her whereabouts for months. At least she’s still alive.

Ms. Brink takes a few steps toward the couple, but a guard stops her. “They’re waiting,” she says.

Mr. and Mrs. Robinson whisper something to each other, and as another guard gestures for her to follow him, she mouths, “I’ll see you soon.”

Both of their faces are tear-stained. Jude goes to Mr. Robinson and wraps one arm around his shoulders to help him into the building.

Once inside, we’re herded into a room where a well-dressed man waits at the head of a large table. We sit down, and there’s a whirlwind of introductions and information that I care little about. All I know is that this person is President Langley. We have little leverage, if any, and Langley will be telling us what to do.

Nelson was right for once in his life. We’ve been played.

But mostly I want whatever is going on here to be over. I want to know our fate. Get Kalib some help.

If they truly are letting us out of here alive.

As Langley drones on, a woman dressed in white approaches with what looks like a medical scanner.

“Our medic will examine you,” Langley says and eyes the armed guards at the door. “Please allow her to do her job.”

She starts with Papa and treats a wound he must have gotten in the scuffle with Nelson. I try to shut off my thoughts about Dr. Pierce.

“I’m going to cut to the chase,” President Langley says as he leans his elbows on the table. “Carmine is now under the control of New Philadelphia. We do thank you for taking care of the messy business of President Nelson and Dr. Trigman.”

“You know that was not our intention, Langley. Don’t make it sound like we’re working for you. But Trigman was? Wasn’t he?” Mr. Robinson’s tone is full of bitterness.

My eyes widen with the realization. Trigman set everything in motion by getting us to the bunker. He was keeping us there for New Philly. He probably hoped they’d cut him some kind of deal. It’s probably why he had a gun the whole time but didn’t use it until Dr. Pierce lunged at him.

Langley clicks his tongue, confirming neither Mr. Robinson’s question nor my theory. “Have we harmed you at all? I even brought your wife to you when we didn’t have to. We are willing to work with the Alliance and Cobalts if they are willing to work with us.”

“Why weren’t you willing to help us years ago?” Mia shoots back. “You knew the Tenements existed. You could have stopped Carmine then.”

President Langley stares at her for a moment. “We do what we have to. Carmine has been a threat to us for a long time. But we found that many people like Dr. Trigman were easy to manipulate. Aves opened an opportunity by creating infighting in Carmine. Then Affinity and Luek came along, offering us Genesis . . . and kept generating chaos and confusion.”

“We would have offered you Genesis!” Papa protests as he pounds his fist on the table. “You wouldn’t deal with us.”

“In the end none of that matters anymore,” Langley says calmly. “We are willing to offer you a deal now—if you complete a task for us.”

“Why would we trust you?” Ms. Brink growls.

He shrugs. “You shouldn’t. But you have no other choice. You’ve seen the power we have when we want to use it. Carmine is nearly destroyed . . . they can’t and won’t help you. We also know that the electrodome in Tenement One is not fully functional, and you have limited weapons. You’re vulnerable.”

Loretta’s brows tense, but she says nothing.

Langley continues. “That said, if you help us clean up a mess, we will allow you to take that land as long as you leave Carmine to us.”

Jude clears his throat. “For what?”

The medic continues working her way through each person in our group.

“I don’t need to justify or explain our actions to you.” Langley scans around the table. “In the end we’re offering you an opportunity. I suggest you take it before we change our minds. New Philadelphia is offering you a future that otherwise will be impossible.”

“What is this opportunity?” Mr. Robinson asks, frowning.

Langley’s expression remains emotionless. “To reiterate. We are willing to allow the Alliance Tenement One as your new home. We will do our best to relocate any willing Cobalts from the Outerbounds to the Tenement and even provide you with resources to make Tenement One a success for your people . . . after our requested task is successfully performed.”

“Answer the question,” Ms. Brink says. “What do we need to do?”

“It’s something you likely planned to do anyway.” He looks at Mia and then back to the group. “We need you to take care of Affinity.”

“And what does that mean?” Jude asks.

“Capture the camp, find Luek—”

“And do what with him?” Mr. Robinson asks. “Kill him? The Alliance never really wanted to kill Luek.”

“Seems like dirty work you can do yourself,” Kalib mutters. I quickly reach under the table and place my hand on his knee, concerned that he might say something he regrets even though I agree with the sentiment.

He bites his lip just as the woman in the medic uniform makes her way to us. She scans a device over Kalib and reads the output.

“It’s dirty work we’d rather have you do,” the president says. “After all, we know that Luek will turn on the New Philadelphians he thinks he’s tricked into helping him.”

The medic quickly takes out a second device and injects Kalib with something. He whips around and curses under his breath.

“Your stress hormones are elevated,” she says quietly and moves on to scan me.

“What do you mean, ‘tricked’?” Mia says, confusion twisting her features. “They weren’t tricked.”

Kalib rubs at the spot where the medic injected him but says nothing else as she moves away from me.

Langley leans onto the arm of his chair. “The ‘rogue’ factions were never actually aligned with Luek or the Alliance.”

My eyes widen. “They helped the Alliance release the Tenements.”

“All chaos and confusion. I told you this. It worked even better than we expected. But at this point we need to wash our hands. Make a clean break. Too many rumors are percolating in New Philadelphia. If you can capture and take down Luek’s camp, we will take care of the rest. My people will be able to spin the PR our way.”

He’s lying. I grit my teeth.

“So if we do this,” Papa says, and everything in me wants to tell him to stop, “what happens after?”

“You go to your new home. Make a new life in your domed city . . . forget about the outside world. It’s dangerous.”

“People are not just going to forget about this,” Mr. Robinson says.

“You had plans to stop Luek anyway. You simply have our assistance now. But memories are short, and people move on. You’ll have plenty else to deal with. As I said, we’ll transport Cobalts from the camps for a few weeks. After that, we’ll expect you to contain yourselves.”

“Are you threatening us?” Jude leans forward, fists clenched on top of the table.

“The world is simply dangerous,” Langley says. “With birds spreading Aves, you’ll want to keep things like that out of your new home. And you won’t want people coming and going for too long, given all the conflicting loyalties involved. But I know you’ll think of ways to keep the peace. Good leaders always do.”
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“We can’t do this,” Jude says, nervously raking his hands through his hair. “There must be a better way.”

The dim lighting in the ship’s cabin casts shadows on his face, amplifying the anguish in his eyes. He and Nathaniel exchange tense whispers, but whatever is said doesn’t change his pained expression.

We’re already en route to Luek’s camp in a ship New Philly confiscated from Carmine. Before we left, Langley forced Mr. Robinson to deploy Alliance troops, along with Lincoln and his bots, to assist with the mission. We’re each equipped with guns and comms, their cold metal weight a constant reminder of the task at hand.

President Langley has everything planned out. The “rogue” factions will pull back, allowing us to infiltrate and round up Luek’s group. Once Luek and the other leaders are gone, the remaining people in the camps will either be killed, taken captive or have no choice but to scatter—thus eliminating the remaining threats to New Philadelphia.

The stale air in the cabin feels suffocating as Jude raises his hands as if in surrender, declaring, “I’m not doing this.” The desperation in his voice is palpable, and it’s clear that this mission has pushed him too far.

“Then stay behind in the ship,” Nathaniel says. “We can’t make you.”

“We can try to take them alive,” Mr. Robinson suggests. “Force Langley to deal with this issue.”

Ms. Brink groans, her expression strained. “And if he turns on us? Are you willing to take that risk? He might deal with some of Luek’s underlings, but not Luek.”

Mia lets out a short, bitter laugh. “He’s not coming out of this alive anyway. Luek would rather die than be taken captive.”

I know she’s right. I know Luek, too.

Lincoln, sitting on the other side of Tenly, has his head in his hands, the weight of the situation pressing down on him as well. He looks around to face her. “This is not what we worked so hard for back in the Tenements.”

“No,” she agrees, pursing her lips and gazing at the floor. “It wasn’t.”

Before we’re anywhere near ready, the craft touches the ground with a slight jolt, the vibrations rattling through the cabin.

“Everybody out!” the pilot shouts as our safety belts unlatch automatically.

Tenly and I exchange tentative looks, my heart pounding in my chest, but we stand and do as we’re told. If we don’t, everyone in Tenement One, including our family and friends, will be in immediate danger. New Philly won’t hesitate.

Outside, everything goes exactly according to plan as the “rogue” ships take off and vanish over the horizon, leaving a small collection of weathered buildings and worn tents. Dozens more of our ships descend and start blasting. But before I can fully take in our surroundings, gunfire erupts from the structures, ricocheting off the metal of our craft with sharp pings.

“Move!” Nathaniel orders from behind us. “Take as many people as you can alive.”

Ten, Mia, and I leap down over the boarding step and sprint toward the nearest building, our hearts pounding as bots—which do in fact look more like bugs, as Lincoln once called them—fan out over the camp. They all emit lights that merge to form a shield between us and incoming bullets.

We race for the door with Ms. Brink directly behind us and two bots in front. The ground is uneven, and I struggle to maintain my footing as we run.

Shots come from the side, and my eyes dart back and forth between our destination and Tenly to make sure she’s okay. Fear prickles at the base of my neck at the thought of losing her.

Before we reach cover, several more shots sound from our side and Ms. Brink lunges, firing her weapon at our attacker.

“Go!” she shouts.

The three of us barrel through the door, guns ready. But we pull up short just inside. There are no interior walls, no furniture, not even floors. The building is just a shell protecting a bare dirt floor and . . . a pair of rough ramps leading underground.

Ms. Brink backs in through the door, shoulders hunched as she continues to provide cover fire. When she bumps into me, she whirls around and then scans the space in surprise. “What is this?” she asks, eyes narrowing.

“Looks like it’s going to be harder to find Luek than we thought,” Ten says. “He could have already escaped. Who knows how many exits there are?”

“Which way?” Mia asks, her voice wavering as she glances between the two tunnel entrances.

“We should split up,” Ms. Brink says. “Me with Kalib, and you two together, one bot with each party. We have our tracking comms if we find him.”

I quickly reach for Ten and squeeze her hand. It’s clammy.

Mia eyes us for a second, then grabs Tenly by the arm, her grip firm. “Let’s go.”

Reluctant to leave Ten, I follow Ms. Brink and our bot down the left-hand passage. The damp, musty smell of earth fills my nostrils as we descend.

“How far do you think this goes? I ask Ms. Brink. She shrugs without letting her gun’s aim waver from a curve in the passage ahead.

Without warning, three soldiers charge around the bend, and she immediately begins firing. The first man tackles the bot and throws it against the wall with a metallic clang. The other two lunge for us, and my gun flies from my hand as I hit the ground hard.

“What’s going on?” Mia’s voice says in my ear, but adrenaline kicks in and I punch my assailant’s face. The impact resonates through my arm. He rolls away, disoriented, as I scramble to my feet.

The bot rights itself and hovers up to a vantage point near the ceiling. Strands of electricity shoot out from it and latch onto my attacker, then on the other two enemy soldiers. They all go down to the ground, then the bot falls straight to the earth. It lies inert on the ground, the blue shield glitching in and out.

“Are they dead?” I ask, panting and retrieving my gun.

But Ms. Brink doesn’t have time to answer when more shots echo from in front of us. My eyes dart toward the sound, and I spot Luek. I raise my gun and fire several shots, but he retreats, footsteps fading quickly down the tunnel.

I twist my head back to Ms. Brink. “There he—” But I don’t get the whole thought out before I see the blood running down her leg. She’s been shot.

“Kalib?” Ten asks in my ear, but I ignore her.

“Go!” Ms. Brink yells while she clutches her leg, face twisted in pain. “I’ll be okay, but if you stay with me, this won’t end.”

Kneeling beside her, my mind races with memories of killing a man in the Sub. But whatever the medic in New Philly gave me keeps my emotions in check, and I don’t panic. “Are you sure?”

“I’ve never been so sure,” she says, looking around at the downed guards. “I’ll call for help.”

“What’s going on?” Ten’s voice becomes more frantic.

“I’m headed after Luek . . . by myself.”

“What happened to Loretta?” Ten asks.

Ms. Brink takes a shaky breath. “Go.”

“She’s going back.” I give her a curt nod, swallowing the lump in my throat, and take off after Luek.

“We have your location on tracking and are heading toward you,” Ten says into my comm.

“Hurry,” I gasp, my breath labored as I race through the winding underground tunnel, my boots kicking up dirt with every step.

“Don’t let him get away,” Mia says in my ear.

“I’m doing my best.” Just as the words leave my mouth, another shot rings out. I throw myself against the cold, damp wall and into a shadow, keeping my gun ready. My fingers quiver as I grip it.

About twenty feet ahead, I spot movement behind a boulder. I shoot just above it, and a large chunk of the dirt wall tumbles down, filling the air with dust.

Luek curses and coughs, and I seize the opportunity to close the distance. But a second later, he’s halfway in the open, covered in grime, his gun pointed directly at me.

I skid to a stop and mirror him, aiming my gun straight at his heart. “Luek.” Hot emotion burns at my chest as we face off. “I don’t want to shoot you. We can find a way to work this out.” My words echo Jude’s sentiment at the ship.

Luek scoffs, and his voice bounces off the walls, echoing through the dimly lit tunnel. “Do you have a choice?”

I don’t answer, my finger trembling on the trigger.

“You don’t.”

“We could just take you in. Hand you over to Langley.”

“I figured he was behind this. You think that will be better?” Luek’s eyes are wild, and sweat beads on his forehead. “You know that man won’t let me live. I probably won’t even make it to the surface before I’m a dead man.”

“Why didn’t you just work with us?” I plead, my voice cracking. I know it’s futile, that it’s too late to be asking such questions. As the seconds tick away, waiting for Tenly and Mia, I know that by not shooting him, he’s likely to kill me first.

“Don’t you see how messed up this world is?”

“Yeah,” I spit back, my anger rising. “And you took part in that. Carmine is mostly destroyed, and I’m sure while we’re standing here, Langley is finishing the job.”

“Seems like you’re taking part in something pretty messed up too,” Luek taunts.

My stomach tightens, and I’m not sure his words could hurt less if he were to shoot me.

“We’re almost there,” Mia says in my comm, momentarily distracting me from Luek.

He seizes the opportunity and shoots, the bullet whizzing by my ear like a bee. The shock of it sends me off balance and I tumble to the left, away from the threat. My heart pounds in my ears as my mind slows everything down, and I watch myself as if disembodied while Luek aims a second time. But from the corner of my eye, Mia and Ten emerge from the tunnel.

Mia doesn’t hesitate. Her gun is ready, and she fires.

She doesn’t miss.

Luek goes down, falling backward, eyes wide as he clutches at his wounded chest. His gun lies out of reach on the gritty tunnel floor, and Ten races to pick it up. Keeping her gun trained on Luek, Mia kneels beside him.

I push myself upright, a hollow sensation gnawing at my stomach.

Ten taps the comm in her ear. “Luek is down. We have him.”

“Mia,” Luek barely manages to say, voice strained with pain.

“Shhh,” she says, tears streaming down her cheeks, though her grip on the gun remains rock steady.

“Why did you leave?” he pleads, searching Mia’s face for answers.

“You know why.” Mia’s voice is shaky and I step closer, but she holds her hand up, signaling me not to approach. “I left for me . . . for my family. I won’t let anyone else decide what’s best for me anymore. Not you. Not anyone. I’m sorry it had to come to this.”

Luek gasps, his breath ragged. “Me too.”

And then he’s gone.

I glance at Tenly, who has her arms crossed over her chest, eyes glistening with unshed tears. As for me, I’m numb. We accomplished our mission, but everything about it feels utterly wrong.

Mia rises slowly and tucks the gun into her waistband, then walks to the boulder Luek had hidden behind. Bending down, she picks up a bag he must have dropped. Without a word, she opens it and pulls something out. I recognize it immediately—my journal.

She turns and walks toward me, holding it out. “Put it away.”

I accept my prized possession and tuck it into the inner pocket of my jacket. “How’d you know it was in there?”

“Because he carried it everywhere.”

I frown, confused. “Why? For my notes from the camps?”

She shakes her head and turns her attention to Tenly. “Because you have something he wanted—family, love, fulfillment, people who cared. He was obsessed with finding his own meaning. It was so strong that he was willing to sacrifice anyone who got in his way, even if they were innocent . . . even me.”

I swallow hard, the weight of her words heavy in my chest. I toss my gun down, hoping that I’ll never need to pick it up again. “I’m sorry, Mia.”

She lifts her chin in acknowledgment, but I see tears glistening in her eyes. Tenly walks over to her and gently takes Mia’s arm to help support her.

Unlikely friends who have more in common than they ever wanted to admit.

We make our way out of the tunnel, our footsteps echoing in the confined space. On the surface, it’s over. Luek’s people are either dead or gone, while the bugs we brought clean up the mess.







* * *




The hum of the ship’s engines is the only sound as we travel back to Tenement One, while the smell of stale air from sweat, blood and metal permeates the cabin.

Jude and Mr. Robinson are still in New Philly hammering out the last details of our treaty. I glance around at Nathaniel, Ms. Brink and Mia, their faces drawn and pale. Ms. Brink’s wound has already been treated, and I’m grateful that she’ll be okay. The only thing that breaks the silence is the occasional cough or shuffling of feet.

What is there left to say?

We kept our lives. But at what cost?

At least New Philadelphia didn’t change the deal at the last moment, but as I stare out the window, the devastation of the landscape is impossible to ignore. The transport flies low enough that I can see the wreckage of once-thriving farms on the outskirts of Carmine, now blackened and lifeless. Outside the air is thick with the smoke of burning rubble.

The buildings that still stand are few and far between, and even those are little more than crumbling ruins. Will there even be any evidence left of the great city that once stood here? Or will nature eventually reclaim the land, just as it’s done with the Outerbounds and the ruins from centuries past?

The once-bustling city of Carmine is now a desolate wasteland. Is this what victory truly feels like?

Next to me, Nathaniel stares at his Flexx and pinches at the bridge of his nose. I eye Ten across the aisle, but she’s asleep. A state I wish that I was in right now. Part of me wants to sleep for a week straight.

“What’s wrong?” I lean closer to Nathaniel.

He strokes his beard before he speaks. Obviously, he doesn’t want to tell me whatever he’s reading. “There was an attack.”

A chill runs down my spine.

“Where?” I keep my voice low. “The attacks should be over.”

“In the Tenement.” He sighs. “Some Cobalts are apparently not happy about the Scarlets living there.”

I bite my lip, wanting to push his words aside and pretend they didn’t exist, but I can see this happening. Scarlets are in the minority now. The Cobalts in Tenement One have the upper hand. “What happened?”

“Some man and his family were beaten. It was stopped before it got too bad.”

“But it’s not going to stop, is it?”

Nathaniel glances at me. “I don’t know.”

My stomach clenches, thinking about the Scarlets I regard as family in the Tenements now. Jude, Ms. Brink, Elena . . . the Robinsons. Wil they be forced into the Outerbounds?

The weight of the situation feels like a dark cloud descending on us all over again. I squeeze my eyes shut against prickling tears of frustration, against the sense of futility. After a while I lean back and try to sleep. It doesn’t work, but eventually we land.

Exhausted, Ten and I head back toward our temporary home, unspeaking. I’m not sure either of us knows what to say. The fact is that we’re safe now . . . in a way. We’ll see the rest of our family in the morning.

But Nathaniel’s news burns in my mind. I don’t even want to talk to Ten about it. Not right now, at least.

Staying in the old Tenement feels like defeat, in more ways than one.

We make our way to our assigned unit in an abandoned apartment building. Once we’re in and the door is shut, I reach in my jacket and pull out the familiar green leather-bound journal that feels like it’s from another life.

It was.

“I’m glad you got that back.” Tenly glances around at the sparse apartment.

It’s definitely not much. Even so, something about it feels closer to home than I’ve been in a long time. “Me too.”

Tenly’s Flexx buzzes, and I almost jump out of my skin. I take a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves.

She doesn’t seem to notice my state and pulls the device from her pocket to study the screen. “It’s Elena,” she says. “She’s just making sure we’re okay.”

“Are we?” I ask, my voice sounding thin.

Ten shakes her head. “Not really.” She quickly taps a message on the screen and then tosses her Flexx onto the dining table. “I’m taking a shower. Hopefully the water works.”

I want a shower too, but it can wait. “Enjoy.” I lean down to kiss her on the cheek.

She runs her hand along my arm and says, “I love you.” Then she’s gone, and the heaviness presses in on me.

But I open the journal and find the sketches of Tenly and other subjects I drew while in Tenement Three. My family, including my long-gone Pop. Before Aves, before New Philadelphia . . . before the Collapse.

I struggle to put one foot in front of the other while staring at the images, but somehow I get to a ratty chair and sit.

As I flip through the pages and take in the sound of the leather spine creaking, the familiar scent of the pages, and the feel of the rough paper under my fingertips, memories flood my mind. They bring me back to a simpler time, when I was just a kid living in the Tenement with my family. I can almost hear the sound of Ma’s voice calling Kayla and me to dinner . . . feel the warmth of Pop’s embrace.

Everything I’ve drawn in this journal is a testament to my life. To everything that has meaning to me.

Finally I turn to the section on the camps. Notes are scrawled in the empty spaces around sketches of refugees—names, relatives they were looking for, the Tenements they came from. Are they all still in the Outerbounds? Will any of them come here to Tenement One? I may never know what became of most of them. I touch the tips of my fingers to a portrait I drew of a woman and her child.

Are they alive?

I push aside my fears for their safety and open the drawer in the side table next to me. Inside is a pencil with a dull tip, but I don’t care. I flip to a blank page near the back and press lead against paper.

Frantic, the scene nearly draws itself in front of me. Purging darkness from my mind.

Drawing has always been my escape into the world that should be. And it’s one thing that remains constant in a world that’s not.
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The next week is not easy. Not that I really expected it to be. Announcements have been made that Scarlets and Cobalts no longer exist in this place. But we all know that they still do. The segregation is already happening, and there have been at least two more attacks on Scarlets.

As far as I know, vehicles filled with people from the camps are still arriving from the Outerbounds. New Philly has kept their promise, and there have been no attacks. But I haven’t asked what’s happening in Carmine. What’s happening to any survivors.

I quietly pull the bedroom door shut with Kalib still in bed asleep.

He does a lot of that these days. I can only hope it will get better, but coming off his meds has been hard.

My pocket buzzes with an alert from my Flexx. I pull it out to see a message from Elena.

When you get some time, please stop by, the screen reads.

I really want to get out of here. I need a break. I can come now.

Sounds good.

I head to Elena and Loretta’s unit, expecting to find both of them there, but it’s only Elena. The apartment is sparse, like all the housing has ever been in the Tenement, furnished with the simple household goods left behind after the evacuation. The walls, stripped of decoration, whisper stories of the past. From what I know about Elena and Loretta, they were never extravagant people, but I’m sure living here has still required adjustment.

“Want some tea?” she asks, voice slightly strained. Her dark hair is pulled back into a tight ponytail, and something about the tension in her shoulders tells me that, despite being here a week, she’s still under stress too.

I nod. “Tea would be really nice.”

I expect her to smile or react in some way, but she doesn’t. Instead, she walks to the small kitchen, floorboards creaking under her weight, and sets a kettle on the stove to boil. “How are you holding up?” she asks while retrieving a box of tea that will probably be her last.

“I’m here.”

Elena leans against the counter and crosses her arms over her chest, eyes filled with concern. “Yes. Aren’t we all?” There’s something in her tone that confirms I’m not here for a social visit, despite the offer of tea.

After a few moments, the kettle gives a sharp whistle, and Elena pours water into waiting mugs with tea bags. “Sorry, I don’t have any sugar.”

I chuckle. “You’re living in the Tenement now. Of course you don’t have any sugar.”

She doesn’t laugh.

We take our tea into the small living room and sit on the green couch. I run my hand over the worn fabric. Who used to live in this unit? Did their family die in the evacuation, or are they somewhere in the Outerbounds? Likely I’ll never know.

“Why did you call me over?” I ask before taking a sip. The bitterness coats my tongue, and I’m reminded of all the coffee I drank with Dr. Pierce. Luxuries I’ll no longer have. The coffee or the company.

But we’re safe, and that’s what matters.

“I have to tell you something, and I don’t know how you’re going to react,” Elena says. “You may be angry since you weren’t consulted.”

I tilt my head, confused. “I’m not sure if I could be angry with you.”

“You should reserve judgment until after I tell you.” She pushes her dark glasses up onto her nose, her expression serious.

I try to guess what Elena could be talking about. The room seems to grow colder, and I wrap my hands around my mug, seeking warmth.

“After we arrived in Tenement One, Dr. Pierce had me working on a side project.” She glances at the mug resting on her lap, then picks up her tablet from the floor and places it beside her leg.

“Okay?”

Elena blows out a long, slow breath, and the action ignites anxiety in my stomach. What could be worse than what has already happened?

She pulls her legs up onto the sofa and sits crisscross, still holding her tea. “You remember when you first took the CPW test—”

“Of course.”

“They used the bands that both tested you and also made you forget the actual testing.”

I nod. “Similar to the tech that helped me learn to shoot a gun.”

“Yes, it’s all related,” she says. “But when in learning mode, the band opens up your mind to information, while the amnesiac version shuts it off.”

I take a gulp of my slightly cooled tea, its bitterness sharp on my tongue as if it’s an omen of what I’m about to hear. “I guess I basically understand that. Was that related to the project you were working on?”

“It’s an AI project. Kind of a failsafe.”

I tilt my head in confusion, my heart pounding faster.

“Dr. Pierce was trying to head off any . . . problems that might arise in the Tenement, if that was where we ended up. Which we did.”

“Problems?” I could easily name five at the moment, but I want to know what she’s referring to specifically.

Elena lowers her eyes and focuses on the back of my hand. “For one, the tattoos.”

I look down at the three blue stripes that hold my DNA information and history, proving that I’m a Cobalt in case there were ever any question. The light from the lamp beside us flickers.

“The tattoos are a reminder of a failed past that it may be best to get rid of,” she says.

I chuckle nervously, my laugh sounding hollow in the small space. “Well, it’s not as if we can just scrub them off. Carmine made sure they couldn’t be removed.”

“That’s part of where the AI project comes in. It converts the skin to its normal color and destroys the information housed in the tattoo. Everything absorbs into the body.”

I run the tips of my fingers over the tattoo that has become an integral part of me, defining not only my physical appearance but also my identity, whether I wanted it to or not. The thought raises the hair on my neck. Sure, I’ve wanted it gone thousands of times . . . but once it’s gone, will I miss it somehow?

Elena bites her lip, worry lines creasing her forehead. “I’m assuming you heard the news about the attack today?”

“Another one?” I shake my head. “No, Kalib and I aren’t getting out much.”

Elena fills me in about a Scarlet family, part of the Alliance, that was harassed and attacked by Cobalts late last night. She pulls her tablet onto her lap, the soft glow of the screen spreading light across her face.

“The attacks started the minute Scarlets started coming into the Tenement, and it was a big concern for Dr. Pierce. We all hoped it would get better as people adjusted, but it hasn’t worked out that way.” Her jaw tenses, and disappointment weighs down her tone. “Humanity doesn’t seem to change.”

I know she’s right. I’ve seen it getting worse. But for some reason I say, “But this is what we’ve fought for—you, me, the Alliance. We fought for change.” I shift in my seat, the worn fabric beneath me rustling softly.

She shrugs, her eyes filled with sadness. “I know.”

“Even if all Cobalts remove their tattoos, we’ll still know who’s who. There aren’t that many of us here. There has to be another way to make this better.”

Elena places her tea on the table beside her and taps on the tablet screen. “Getting rid of that prejudice would take years, decades, if it’s even possible. There are so many people out there like Luek who probably aren’t bad at heart but, when it comes down to it, want to make others who wronged them pay. Getting them to forgive and live next to Scarlet neighbors, forget that they imprisoned them? It’s not going to happen.”

I stare at her, taking in the stark reality of her words. “What do we do, then?”

She hands me the tablet, its metal surface cool against my fingertips. “Tap the screen.”

I do as she says, and Dr. Pierce’s face appears. My heart speeds up at the sight of him . . . my friend who’s gone.

“Hi, Tenly,” he says with a tentative smile as sunlight streams through the windows behind him. From the background in the video, I know he filmed it at the lake house before we left.

I glance at Elena, whose face is somber, and then back at the screen.

“First, I wanted to let you know how much I care about you. I know I’ve told you that you’re like a daughter to me . . . and I mean it. I only want the best for you, and I believe you are and will be an amazing scientist. I will greatly miss attending that wedding we spoke of.”

Tears stream down my face, warm and salty as they blur my vision. Dr. Pierce knew that he would likely die on our mission. He didn’t say so . . . but he knew.

“Ellie will be in great hands with you in her life. I have no doubt that she will grow up into an amazing woman, just like you.” He pauses for a moment, taking an audible breath before speaking again. “I’m sure Elena has spoken to you since I left several communications to be watched in a specific order. She has probably explained that I had her working on an artificial intelligence project to remove the Cobalt tattoos permanently. Part of that project was a ruse, a way to get Elena to develop the project enough that I could add something without her realizing it was there. I completed it before leaving for the lake house and left instructions for Elena in the event of my death.”

I pause the video for a second, my heart racing with both dread and curiosity. “What is he talking about?”

“Just keep watching.”

“I want to be clear that doing this was entirely my decision. I had planned to form a committee on the subject, but since I’m gone, it needed to go forward. I made a promise . . . a promise to protect Ellie, and this is a way that I can do it.”

Tears stream down my cheeks, and I wipe them away.

He continues, “I can make you all forget. Forget there was ever such a thing as Cobalts and Scarlets. This way, in the new Tenement, everyone can move forward without the past holding them back. Thank you for changing my life, Tenly.”

The video ends, and I tap on it again, hoping for more. But there is none.

“That’s it? What’s he talking about, forgetting? Did you know about this?”

Elena takes the tablet from me, her fingers brushing against mine. “Some.” She looks down. “I knew everything about the tattoo removal. And just like the Genesis MedTech, it goes in the water . . . to ensure everyone receives it. I thought it was a good idea and planned to go through with it even though Loretta had suspicions about what else Pierce was doing with the tech. I didn’t want to listen to her.” She gulps before she says her next words. “From what I’ve learned, it will make everything we remember about Scarlets and Cobalts fuzzy, like a distant memory that fades away. Then with the missing tattoos . . . people will simply forget.”

“So, everyone will have amnesia?” I ask, my voice trembling with uncertainty.

“Without their consent.” Elena’s eyes mirror the storm of emotions brewing inside me.

“Then we need to stop it. Tell people what going to happen.”

“Can’t. It’s done. And it’s my fault.” Elena blows out a big breath. “None of these comms would open until each step was complete. Because I didn’t know about the AI that created amnesia, I didn’t know to wait. Dr. Pierce planned it to go exactly as he designed. I can’t stop it. The AI has been placed in the water, and over the next several weeks, the tattoos will disappear, right along with the memories of what it meant to be Scarlet and Cobalt.”

“But there’s other information out there,” I protest. “On our Flexxes . . . in the school curriculum . . . history.”

“He took care of that too. He set a program to trigger and erase that history from anything that could be accessed from any device. Here in the Tenement, with the electrodome, the city is contained, like a bubble. I doubt it’s perfect, but it’s probably good enough because no one will be looking for the information. We all just really want to move on.”

Suddenly the air in the room feels heavy, suffocating, and I struggle to breathe. I want to be so angry at Gavin, yell at him for doing this to so many people without their consent.

And in the end . . . would the killing and hate ever stop?

“It’s why Loretta and I are leaving tomorrow,” she says, eyes filled with sadness.

“What? No!” As I stare at her, my heart already aches at the thought of losing them too.

“We must. I told her what was going to happen, and she doesn’t want to forget. Loretta wants to be one of the people who remember, so maybe we don’t make the same mistakes again. I have to respect that. The AI takes weeks to have its full effect. If we leave tomorrow, then our memory will be mostly intact.”

For a second, I want to leave too, but I know I have to stay. I have to make what we have work . . . be there for Kalib, for Ellie.

I have to move forward. Here.

“Maybe others should be given that opportunity,” I offer.

“And break the agreement with Philly? A few people leaving won’t sound the alarm, but chaos and people flowing out will.” Elena shrugs. “If we had more time, I’d say yes. But we don’t.” She pulls a small device from her pocket and holds it out to me.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“The last of Dr. Pierce’s comms. I was instructed to give it to you and not watch it.”

Gingerly I take the device from her hand.

“Watch it soon. Who knows what’s on it.”

I gulp and nod.







  
  
  Chapter 26

  
  





Kalib




In the distance, several dust clouds billow and swirl with dirt carried by the wind.

I feel more than hear the low hum of New Philly transports carrying people from the refugee camps to the Tenement. They’ve promised to do this for several weeks, a gesture of goodwill that feels tainted. But from what I’ve already heard this morning, most of the refugees won’t return to the Tenement. Their homes were lost, or memories are too painful . . . and too many died from cholera. Everything that has happened is truly a cruel twist of fate.

After two more weeks, we have to stop allowing anyone in or out of the Tenement. That was the agreement, a bitter pill to swallow, but one we had no choice but to accept. As the transports approach, a heaviness settles in my chest, uncertainty and apprehension mingling with the hope that maybe, just maybe, we can find a way to move forward in Tenement One.

I turn my attention overhead where the sky displays the pink and orange hue of dawn, slightly obscured by the shimmering electrodome. The scents of morning, along with the metallic tang of the electrified air, permeate the back of my sinuses. Since we’re only a few feet away, part of me wants to reach out and touch it, to feel the vibration of the tech on my fingertips. The last time I was this close to the active field was when Ten and I left to join the CPW. But I hold back and turn to her.

Her jaw is tight, and worry has made a home on her face since last night, etching lines of tension across her forehead.

“Are you going to be okay?” I ask, not hiding the concern in my tone.

She shrugs, and I can’t help but think she’s not telling me something. But I don’t push. We’re all coming to terms with the fact that we lost the war. New Philadelphia promised to leave us alone, but we can’t really trust them. I think they’re just hoping we’ll tear ourselves apart. Locking ourselves in the Tenement is our only choice—unless we want to leave it all behind like Loretta and Elena.

“I’m just going to miss them,” Ten says with a sigh.

“If you need to tell me anything, you know I’m here, right?”

Tenly’s lips arch slightly at the corners, but sadness persists in her eyes. “I need a bit to deal with my feelings. It’s a little much.”

She reaches up and slips her arms around my neck and shoulders. She presses her lips to mine, and something in her kiss—warmth, a sense of security, just who she is—tells me that everything will work out, even if it doesn’t feel like it right now.

She lowers back down just as I spot the two women. They’re geared up with backpacks, along with a few other people who’ve decided that Tenement One isn’t the place for them, despite the risks of living in the Outerbounds.

Tenly reaches out and takes my hand. She interlaces her fingers with mine and holds on tight, her grip warm and reassuring. I can almost feel the electricity buzzing inside her, as if the power of the electrodome is running through her too.

When they reach us, Loretta looks up at the sky, then back at the Tenement. “We will miss all of you.” Loretta has changed since we met on my first day in the CPW, and later as a fellow Alliance member. The woman was hard, all business. Something in her eyes has softened. I’m sure Aves and the war between New Philly and Carmine contributed, but honestly? I think it’s Elena that changed her the most. I only wish I’d gotten to know Elena more, like I know Ten has.

“We hoped that this place would be right for us,” Elena says, her voice trembling with emotion. “But it’s not.”

Tenly reaches out to her and the two of them fall into a tight embrace, their bodies trembling with the force of their emotions.

“Are you sure?” Tenly says into Elena’s dark hair, her voice cracking. “We need you here.”

Elena pulls back from her and bows her head slightly, tears welling up in her eyes. “I’m sure.” She moves her attention back to Loretta. “We have to do this together.”

“Did you say your goodbyes to Mr. Robinson?” I ask. After all we’ve been through together, I’m not sure why I can’t call the man Cornell. Despite our age difference, I’ve earned the right to be an equal to him, but part of me will always see him as my boss.

Loretta nods. “It was a difficult conversation, but he supports our choices, even if he doesn’t like them.”

“I know the feeling,” Tenly mutters, and my eyes go to her. What does she know that I don’t?

Loretta ignores Ten’s comment. “But he couldn’t make it since he’s dealing with refugees from the camps.”

My eyes return to where the dust clouds were a few moments ago, but they’ve settled down. I’m sure more will come in later, and Tenly and I will help.

“Do you know where you’re going?” I ask.

Loretta nods. “There’s a group planning to take over some ruins in the Outerbounds that show promise for shelter. We’ve been in contact with the leader, a woman from Tenement Two. It will get us far enough away from Carmine and here. ”

The electrodome above us casts a fleeting glare as the sun climbs higher, a subtle reminder that our time with our friends is limited.

“We have to go,” one of the men joining the group calls, his voice strained with urgency.

Loretta hoists her pack higher on her shoulders, the weight causing her to wince slightly. “He’s right. We have a meeting spot arranged in a few hours. They wouldn’t come any closer to the Tenement and the New Philly troops out of principle.”

Tenly holds out her hand to Loretta, her fingers trembling, and the woman takes it. “You promise to take care of each other.”

Loretta smiles, a rare expression for her that softens her usually stern features. “We plan to.” She eyes me and then brings her attention back to Ten. “You too.”

Tenly takes my hand. “Always.”

Too soon, we’ve opened a small section of the electrodome, and through it, the view is clear. The morning sun beams down on Loretta, Elena, and the others as they step beyond the Tenement shield and into the unknown. It closes with a shimmer, and they don’t look back.

Tenly squeezes my hand, and her grip grounds me as we turn back to face the Tenement. The familiar worn concrete buildings loom over us while shiny drones provided by New Philly work on repairs. Staying here isn’t ideal, but neither is leaving. The most important thing to me is that she’s here. My family is here.
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Tenly




Somehow this place is starting to feel like home. A sense of comfort and familiarity that has settled in my bones.

I don’t really understand it, but it’s true. Home is about the people there and what you share with them. Over the last several months, we’ve made this place our new start. It’s where my heart is. In this world where everything could feel gray and bleak, this makeshift home and its people have become a genuine source of light and color. They are my lifeline, my family, and my hope. I never thought I’d find such comfort in a place like this, but here I am, feeling a sense of belonging that I never thought possible.

I glance over at Kalib standing next to his sister. I see the way his eyes light up as he watches her twirl in her dress, the way her lips arch up reflecting his own happiness. The sight of their bond and affection for each other forms a lump in my throat.

Kayla, with her delicate fingers, carefully pulls on the hem of the dress, checking to make sure everything is perfect for her big day. There is love and care put into every stitch. The way the dress hugs her curves accentuates her natural beauty. It’s an ethereal sight, something out of a fairy tale I would have read to Ellie once.

Not that anything in our lives has ever been much of a fairy tale.

She found the soft, delicate material and crafted something beautiful for her wedding. But her skills as a seamstress have always been extraordinary. She has a real gift.

The knee-length dress is pale pink, a hue that complements Kayla’s porcelain skin and accentuates her blonde hair, the same color as Kalib’s. The hand-sewn embroidery on the neckline and the edges of each barely puffy sleeve shimmers in the pale sunlight streaming through the dusty windowpanes.

As she moves, the skirt sways gracefully around her, brushing against her legs with a soft rustle. Pride and love twinkle in her ma’s eyes as she adjusts the last details of her daughter’s hair. Kayla pushes up her glasses on her nose, and with a soft smile, she embraces her mother and then Kalib. The three of them lock in a tight embrace.

I watch from the sidelines, happy that Kayla and Jude’s wedding day has finally come. It feels like the culmination of our quest to create a new, better life.

A tapping of shoes sounds to my left as Ellie runs into the room, her eyes lighting up at the sight of me. “Tenly! You look so pretty!”

The dress Kayla altered for her fits perfectly, the pale pink shade complementing her own since Ellie will be part of the small ceremony too.

“Shh . . .” I place my finger to my lips and then turn her to face Kayla.

“Oh, she looks beautiful!” Ellie says in a hushed, reverent voice.

And she does. Kayla is glowing with excitement about starting her new life with Jude.

Kalib eyes me with an intensity that makes my heart skip a beat. His hazel eyes are lit with so much happiness that I can almost touch it. I melt under his gaze, lost in the warmth of his smile.

This will be our day someday, but there’s no rush. I’m spending my life with him whether we’ve declared it to our friends and family in public or not.

And right now, that’s all we need.

“It’s time.” Papa pokes his head into the room and gives me a quick wink.

We all file out of the room, with me and Ellie tailing behind the rest.

Waiting for us is a small gathering that includes Mama and Mr. and Mrs. Robinson. Mr. Robinson is leading the ceremony. The room is perfectly bathed in the warm glow of the afternoon sun, projecting a soft, golden light on everything, including a few chairs for those looking on and the simple decorations of homemade streamers fashioned into a wedding arch. Nothing fancy, but we’re not here for that—only creating a new family.

That’s fancy enough.

Part of me still can’t believe that our families are back together and all living in the same building, just like we used to. Sunday dinners, always with tuna casserole, have become our new tradition together.

I leave Ellie with Kayla and her ma. Kalib and I hold hands as we walk down the aisle and take our spots at the front, and Papa sits down next to Mama.

Jude, dressed in a nice pair of slacks and a dress shirt, steps out and takes his place by Mr. Robinson. He grins as his bride walks toward him, accompanied by her mother and Ellie. Ellie veers off to stand beside me, reaching up to intertwine her fingers with mine.

The room is filled with a sense of joy and excitement as Kayla takes her place next to Jude and her ma has a seat. Mr. Robinson clears his throat before speaking.

The soft sound of his voice fills the room, and emotion builds inside me as they exchange vows. Kayla’s voice shakes as she promises to love and cherish Jude for the remainder of her life, and Jude’s eyes glisten with tears as he pledges to always be there for her.

The moment they share their first kiss as husband and wife is magical. The room erupts with applause and cheering as they turn to face the small audience. Kayla is radiant, and Jude beams with pride.

But then there’s something more.

Ellie looks up at me and grins. She lets go of my hand, steps out and then between Jude and Kayla, and takes each of their hands.

She looks up at them with such joy and affection that my heart swells. For a moment, everything else fades away.

Since we all got here and settled in, a connection developed between Ellie, Kayla and Jude. Somehow, they were ready to be a family. Kalib and I had talked many times about raising her, but seeing the light in her eyes when she was with Jude and Kayla, I knew they were meant to parent her. And Kalib and I will be her aunt and uncle.

As Ellie stands between Jude and Kayla, tears prick at the corners of my eyes. It’s a beautiful moment, but bittersweet too. I think Gavin would approve. Ellie is safe and happy, and that’s all he wanted for her. Somehow, deep down, I think that even Mrs. Pierce would have approved.

In the end.

“Do you take us to be your parents?” Jude and Kayla say in unison to Ellie.

“I do!” Ellie says. She whispers something to Kayla, and they both giggle.

As the group embraces, I close my eyes to burn this moment into my memory. The sound of laughter and happy tears blend together, creating a beautiful melody that echoes throughout the room. Then the congratulations begin.

We all end up back at Jude and Kayla’s two-bedroom unit for the celebration. It’s filled with the savory aroma of the meal Mama cooked this morning. The food is simple, but it’s made with love and care. It’s not much . . . it never is in the Tenement. But that’s not what matters.

Laughter and chatter fill the small space, wrapping me like a warm blanket on a chilly day. The people here are what matter to us and our goals for the future. New buildings are being erected with the help of worker bots. In the coming years, the Tenement will grow and we’ll create a new city.

One where instead of holding us in a prison, the electrodome will keep us safe . . . safe from viruses, safe from New Philadelphia.

One where we can live in peace.

After the meal, Ellie giggles and spins in her new dress while Jude and Kayla hold hands, gazing at each other with adoration. Papa and Ma sit together, talking softly and occasionally stealing glances at each other.

Kalib and I lean against the wall. I wrap my arm around him, then reach up and push aside a lock of hair that’s fallen across his forehead. He smiles and touches my cheek.

“Ready for the toast?” Mr. Robinson asks, walking up to us and offering glasses of juice.

“Of course,” I say.

Anything more costly than juice isn’t available yet, and even that’s a luxury reserved for special occasions. Those same bots working on building are also creating more food sources, which should eventually expand our options.

When everyone has a glass, Jude holds his high.

“First, a toast to my bride.”

Kayla glances down shyly and brings Ellie close to her side.

“And then to my daughter.” Jude holds out his glass to Ellie. The girl giggles. “Then a toast to the life we’re building. To moving forward.”

“To moving forward,” we all say in unison and raise our drinks.

As we clink our glasses, the weight of the moment settles in my chest. It’s not simply a toast to moving forward, but a toast to survival, to hope, to the future. I sip my juice, relishing the tangy sweetness on my tongue. The juice is a luxury, but it’s worth it for this occasion.

Just being alive is a luxury . . . and that’s worth it too.

Kalib slips his hand around my waist, and his warmth seeps into me. I look around at the faces of our given and chosen family, at the joy and love that surround us.

I can’t wait to talk to him later about the name I’m proposing to the newly formed council. We need something to give hope that there’s more waiting for us. So I’ve been researching words that represent that and came across something the other day. Elore . . . it means forward or onward. And I think it’s perfect.

I hold up my glass to the group again, silently toasting everyone and the journey we made, the journey that brought us back here.

To Elore.
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Tenly




I stare out the window of our unit, peering out into the inky blackness of the night while zipping the heart charm on my necklace along the chain. The faint hum of the city’s perpetual machinery drones on in the background, a constant reminder that Elore is a work in progress.

It’s late, and the twins are finally asleep.

Kalib has a big day tomorrow, so it’s my turn to watch over them tonight. He’s been tirelessly preparing for this day, when he’ll be sworn in to the Direction council. There is so much pride in his eyes as he talks about his goal to make Elore a better place.

Me? I’m ready for a rest. The exhaustion that comes with being a parent to not one, but a pair of babies has settled deep into my mind. I had never imagined myself as a mother . . . it was never part of my plan. But the years passed and ignited something I never knew was there, and now here I am, rocking back and forth on a creaky chair as I smile at the painting Kalib made for us—a starry night sky over a serene lake. He let me lead and never pressed . . . even when I decided we wouldn’t get married until I was twenty-seven. It just felt right.

Back and forth.

Apparently, twins skip a generation on Kalib’s side. When we found I was pregnant with two, he suddenly remembered that his grandfather had a twin who had died at birth.

In my arms, Wyatt squirms restlessly, tiny fists flailing as he tries to get comfortable. The soft, downy hair on the top of his head tickles my cheek as I lean in to press a kiss to his forehead. Beside me, Jolie lies peacefully in her crib, her chest rising and falling in a slow, steady rhythm. The faint sound of her breathing fills the room, a soothing lullaby that somehow manages to calm me.

Until Wyatt fusses slightly, but rocking a little slower seems to settle him down.

For now.

Outside, an occasional shimmer comes from the electrodome looming above Elore, a regular reminder of the dangers that lurk beyond our borders.

I try to forget the outside world since here is where we survive. Sometimes I can still almost hear the distant sound of explosions, the crackling of gunfire, and the agonized screams of the past. But I push those memories away, focusing instead on the present and the precious people that I have left to protect.

Back and forth.

The failsafe allowed that to happen. I know it did. If it didn’t exist, there would have been too much heaviness for people to bear here in Elore. But now the fraught memory of the Cobalts and Scarlets is gone.

People mostly think we live here in the Tenement because of the war with New Philadelphia . . . not that everything began with a terrible caste system that pulled us apart.

I know this because I didn’t forget about Scarlets and Cobalts.

In the last comm Dr. Pierce left for me, he gave me the choice. Hidden in his temporary lab was a vial containing a substance I could inject into myself to block the effects of the Genesis upgrade Elena put in the Elore water supply. The vial also had a failsafe. If I were to try breaking the substance down to replicate, it would self-destruct. Either I took it and remembered who I was—who we all were—or I didn’t.

I took it.

Some days I regret it and the memory of the past lingers like a bitter aftertaste, refusing to fade away. I want to be angry at Dr. Pierce for making the choice for everyone else, for deciding what memories they should keep and which ones to erase.

For giving me the choice to remember.

And now that he’s gone, I’m the only one left to grapple with the consequences of his actions.

But as I sit here, surrounded by the calm and quiet of the room, I remember that I was the one who decided which choice I would make. He didn’t force me.

Other days the weight of his absence is like a physical ache, a hollow emptiness that gnaws at my gut. Dr. Pierce was a presence in my life, a guiding force that I depended on.

I miss him.

I look down to the place where the three blue lines on the back of my hand had been since the day I was born, the last physical reminder of the trauma that we all endured. Those lines have faded from everyone’s skin, leaving no trace that Scarlets or Cobalts ever existed.

This way we can all live our lives in peace . . . all live together without the fear of turning on each other for arbitrary reasons.

They were lucky to forget. But I know I cannot afford to. Someone here needs to remember, to bear witness to the mistakes of the past, or they might be repeated in the future.

Someone needs to mourn what should have been.

But these secrets will die with me, at least inside of Elore.

Where we are safe.

As Wyatt dozes in my arms, I tap my Flexx. There’s a message from Ellie. She’s just finished her final paper due for graduation from university. A project I helped her research.

“Do genetics affect a person’s intelligence potential?”

As I read Ellie’s message about her plans to take an internship at Genesis Technologies, I can almost feel her emotions. I picture her sitting at her desk, fingers poised over the keyboard, tears glistening in her eyes as she thinks of her father.

But as I look down at my two sleeping babies, my heart fills with joy and hope.

What will the future hold for my family? For Elore? The questions swirl in my mind, a kaleidoscope of possibilities that both excite and terrify me.

Back and forth.

But for now, I am content to sit and watch my children sleep.

Back and forth.

Forward.

And back.




***







Journey 100 years into Elore’s future with the Configured Trilogy.




In a world where emotion is treason, she must choose between the life she knows and the one she can’t live without.




Born into the lowest tier of society, Avlyn Lark is lucky to have been upgraded to a Level Two family.




But suppressing her growing emotions and burying the fact that she has a twin who died is a constant challenge.




On Configuration Day, when a rebel bombing shakes her to her core, Avlyn also finds herself employed by Genesis Technologies… the invasive government firm that controls every citizen’s life.




If they discover her true nature, Avlyn will be ruined…




… and if they learn about her secret meetings with a rebellious and attractive member of the resistance living outside the city, she may not live to tell about it.




As Avlyn navigates the treacherous world of rebellion and betrayal, she must decide how far she will go to fight for her freedom and illegal love.
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That next year I read about 40 YA books (mostly Sci-Fi/dystopian) and a couple of months into it, got the idea to write a book (with no prior experience or even desire) about children who were not allowed to be raised by their biological parents. You see, I am an adoptive mama of two lovely daughters from foster care.
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            There will come a day…when love will mark her a traitor.




In a society where emotions are outlawed and function is everything, Avlyn Lark is just trying to blend in.




Born into the lowest level of society she was fortunate to have been removed from her biological parents and assigned to a Level Two family.




But mastering her emotions? That’s a problem… especially when a rebel bomb blows up a building right in front of her.




On Configuration Day, Avlyn’s official transition to adulthood, she starts seeing strange visions. And instead of being placed with a basic job where she could hide her urges, she’s hired by Genesis Technologies, the government firm that controls every citizen.




If Gen Tech discovers her secrets and exposes her for what she really is, it will ruin her life. And if they find out about her illegal meetings with a mysterious but handsome member of the rebel forces, her life will be more than ruined.




It will be over.
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            Earth is dying. Hope waits light-years away on Arcadia, a planet veiled in cyan atmosphere… and harboring a dark side.




On the last day of Cassie’s starship journey to her new home, her father is killed in a mysterious explosion. Somehow, she manages to escape death - helped by a vanishing stranger with otherworldly blue-green eyes.

But his presence lingers in her dreams.

Officials swear the explosion was a horrible accident, but she’s convinced they are hiding something…

About her father. About Arcadia.

Orphaned and alone, Cassie begins to see curious glowing visions and soon the boy with the cyan eyes reemerges. He offers her one chance to uncover what became of her father and the secrets the planet holds.

Two worlds collide, and a powerful attraction draws her to Javen. She can’t say no to the opportunity…

Even if saying yes forces her to choose between saving humanity or saving Arcadia.
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            Magic is real…who knew? Too bad I suck at it.


I was a freak from day one - no parents and a head of white hair that makes me stick out like a sore thumb. So, when a mystery aunt invites me to start a new life, I don’t ask questions. I board a plane. Pronto.

But surprise! *insert sarcasm* It’s all a lie and a weird lady in a dusty junk shop basically shoves me into a closet… and I tumble into a magical world.

Which might be awesome, if I weren’t a freak there too. Apparently, at Borealis Academy, my white hair means I’m public enemy number one.

Just my luck.

Thank the stars, they can’t kick me out unless I’m unable to master magic – which, unfortunately, is even more difficult than it sounds.

One bright spot is my hot spellcasting tutor required to help up my skills. Although, he won’t give me the time of day, let alone help me pass.

But my magical problems are only just beginning when my dark family past catches up with me. Now, if I can’t learn to master my powers, it could lead to a far worse fate than expulsion…

It could destroy everything.
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