
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    By Harper North 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2019 by Torment Publishing. All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
    [image: logobigBW.png] 
 
      
 
    No part of this publication may be reproduced. Stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission of the author or publisher. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, live or dead are purely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    North, Harper. 
 
    The Complete Manipulated Series 
 
      
 
    For more information on reproducing sections of this book or sales of this book, go to www.harpernorth.com or www.tormentpublishing.com 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Contents: 
 
    BOOK ONE: MODIFIED 
 
    BOOK TWO: SURFACED 
 
    BOOK THREE: ASCENDED 
 
    BOOK FOUR: SCORCHED 
 
    BOOK FIVE: BURIED 
 
    BOOK SIX: ELEVATED 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BOOK ONE: MODIFIED 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    60 YEARS AGO 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: img-thing.jpg] 
 
    REF: JD-8486 
 
    10 MAR 2087 
 
    MEMORANDUM: Resource Security & Mining Settlement Protocols 
 
    We are 40 years into the gradual reversal of the Earth’s magnetic poles. Our ability to build a flourishing society based on our advanced genetic modification technology has reached its apex. We are now forced to move on to more aggressive innovation to move us into the future. Society cannot move forward without radical change. 
 
    To secure the Enhanced Human Coalition’s ability to provide rare earth minerals for societal stability and advancement, we are issuing the system-wide development of Dweller mining settlements.  
 
    As of now, all Dwellers have been fully supported by the EHC with little return on investment. This memo is signally the start of our efforts to build mining operations in each of our mineral rich underground habitats. 
 
    Requirements: Each settlement will establish a 70% mandatory workforce to work the mines. The remaining 30% will be allocated for operations and security forces.  
 
    To insure a strong workforce going forward, a Dweller fostering system will be put into place. Details of this system will be forthcoming. 
 
    All able miners will be required to work 10 hour shifts for maximum production. Dwellers that refuse assignments will be restricted from food allocations and living amenities.  
 
    EHC operatives will routinely monitor the development of this program to ensure order and protect our future. 
 
    The formation of this Dweller mining system is vital to our ability to maintain our surface infrastructure. Your region is required to have an active mining operation up and running in no more than 3 years. All equipment has been allocated and is being processed for delivery. 
 
    As always, the EHC leadership is at your disposal. Contact our processing division for assistance.  
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    Founder and Director of the EHC 
 
    Edward Nejem 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Present Day 
 
      
 
    ONE FALSE MOVE and that’s it. I’m dead. 
 
    Sweat drips into my ear as I grip the crumbling ledge of the cavern wall and yank on my too-slack line. My belayer, living it up safe on the ground below, is a lazy, easily distractible, pathetic excuse for a human being. And, also, my closest friend. 
 
    I glance down between my boots. “I’m dealing with a lot of rope up here, Lacy!”  
 
    She jerks the line, getting rid of the excess that formed from my rapid ascension up the cavern face. I press my boots against a sturdy rock and lean back, allowing the equipment to secure me up in a seated position while I take a breather. After a moment, I dig into the pocket of my cargo pants for a can of spray paint. With one hand I hold onto the rope and, with the other, I tag a line of green dots along the wall, marking areas with considerable traces of valuable cerium. 
 
    The Leeches, up top, have us expanding operations and creating newer tunnels, but I don’t mind. This part of the mine’s not so harsh compared to the older, muskier areas that are heavily polluted from excessive activity. The air here is cleaner, no need for an uncomfortable respirator. 
 
    A loud, obnoxious bell screeches, and Yasay Tulbert, the local mining boss, screams from several tunnels back at some fresh-out-of-the-oven miners that they have to work late for not producing. Ah, the good old days.  
 
    “Lacy, I’m ready to dive,” I call down.  
 
    She grips my lifelines tight. “Got it, Fin.”  
 
    I suck in a breath, heart pounding. The last thing I want to do is fall fifteen feet down to solid rock just because I have a terrible belayer. 
 
    When my boots hit the bottom, I grunt. Lacy and I strip out of our climbing gear as we get to our lockers. Neither of us speaks as we drag ourselves toward the rusted metal bridge leading us back to the older mines, where we can store our tools. Nearly fifty miners, most near to my own age of seventeen, shuffle their boots over the rocks, none of us bothering to push past one another. It’s not like we’re more excited to be off our shift than on. 
 
    “Finley! Lacy!” a familiar voice calls out after the two of us stash our gear and head down the metal stairwell. A skinny redheaded boy peers up at us and we meet him at the bottom of the metal shaft. Battery powered lamps line the inner workings of the tunnels—the area called the Slack—leading to and from the mines. In the dim light, I study the kid’s filthy face. His hair is smudged with soot and a black ring circles his mouth from his respirator. He’s assigned to one of the grittier areas of the mine. 
 
    Lacy smiles curtly at him. “Hey, Drape.” 
 
    “Be nice, Lacy. Drape’s a sweet kid,” I whisper. 
 
    Lacy playfully elbows him and Drape gives us a goofy smile. The three of us begin our regular march by way of the tunnels and down various metal staircases toward the living quarters. These two, Lacy and Drape, are perhaps the only people whom I care to speak to. We've known one another since our days in the Oven. No one here truly comes from a family. We were all raised in the Oven—a place that is designed to simply keep new kids alive until they’re old enough to work the mine. Newborns go straight there to allow their parents to get right back to work. The majority of kids don’t even know their mothers, and I’m one of them. 
 
    “Did you two feel that quake earlier today?” Drape struggles to keep up. He’s younger than Lacy and I by about two years, but he’s forever right on our tails. Mine especially. He’s a pain, but useful to us on occasion. Might as well have the kid around. 
 
    “Everyone felt that quake, Dope,” Lacy says. 
 
    Drape frowns and looks to me. “Funny. You weren’t climbing during that quake, were you, Fin?” 
 
    “No,” I say.  
 
    Quakes are common now. I’ve been told that pre-Flip they were rarer, but that was a hundred years before my lifetime. A lot has changed since then, I suppose. Old-timers speak of a simpler past when all of mankind lived above the surface. It’s hard to imagine living anywhere but down below, but I envy the Leeches who get to live above ground. I’m a little shaky on the science behind the whole event, but, evidently, it has to do with the Earth’s magnetic poles flipping. Somehow it caused the sun to radiate the planet at a greater intensity, along with earthquakes, climate change, and a bunch of crap I don’t care to think about. The older folks say it’s hotter on the surface, but I wouldn’t know. 
 
    Without warning, Lacy stops and grabs the railing, the old metal clanging in protest. The other miners continue forward. I roll my eyes, grab Drape’s shoulder, and push past them to get back to her.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask. 
 
    She lets loose a loud, exaggerated sigh, “Oh, Finley,” she fake sobs. “I’m bored.” 
 
    I frown at her fake drama. “Oh?”  
 
    Lacy flings her head back, her long black hair cascading down her back. She shoots me a devilish look with those dark irises of hers. Her pretty tawny skin has not been tampered with too harshly after what was a considerably easy workload for us—unlike poor Drape, whose pale skin is covered in miner’s dust.  
 
    “What?” I snarl to make her get to whatever point she’s hoping to make. 
 
    “I heard a rumor,” she sings, swaying her finger back and forth. Drape’s lips twist up into a slight smile. I remain serious, as usual. 
 
    “And what rumor was that, Lacy?” I ask. 
 
    She grips the railing even tighter and hops up, sitting on the fence and clasping her boots together on the bottom half of the railing to keep from tumbling over. Lacy lowers her head and smirks then shows her teeth like a wild animal. “I heard a new shipment arrived from the EHC.”  
 
    “The Leeches send anything good?” Drape asks. 
 
    “They always do,” Lacy says. 
 
    I sigh. Sometimes I think our little games are just that to Lacy—games. For me, it’s about survival, not a thrill rush.  
 
    The grin on Lacy’s lips gives away her excitement about this shipment she’s referring to. The EHC usually just sends equipment to mine their minerals, but on rare occasions, when their leaders are feeling friendly, they send down special treats like toys for the kids in the Oven or snacks for the mining bosses. Whatever will make them feel as if they’ve done great a humanitarian aid during their time in office.  
 
    For lowly dwellers like us, seeing any of that stuff is highly unlikely, but that hasn’t ever stopped my rag-tag gang.  
 
    Drape and Lacy eye me, pleading. 
 
    “Fine,” I say, readjusting the sweaty, long strands of brown hair falling from my bun. Lacy squeals excitedly before I snap my finger to my lips. 
 
    We continue through the Slack, hiding ourselves amongst the crowd. We walk with heads high, and without speaking we turn down a tunnel opposite the rest of the crowd. Confidence is key. We act as if we’re supposed to be headed this way, like we’ve been sent on an assignment by Yasay. We come to a metal stairwell and Drape silently points up. Shadows dance across the cavern’s surface. Mining guards. We huddle under the stairs, the boots of the guards clinging and clanging above. 
 
    The men speak clearly, no raspy sounds in their breaths. That’s how you know you can’t trust a person. They haven’t spent their lives breathing in mining dust, so their lungs are clean. Guards live in a position of privilege. Well, as close to privilege as a dweller can get. I remind myself that there are worse existences than working in the mines. Those who can’t or won’t wind up homeless and starving.  
 
    “Yeah,” one of them says lazily, his boots clanging louder as the men descend. “So, I about nearly fell off the bridge today during that quake.” 
 
    Lacy and I giggle. Drape has a reputation for tumbling off the sides of bridges during earthquakes. I swear, every other time there’s a quake, the kid is crossing a mining bridge. I’m surprised he’s alive. Drape pitches his lips, and we try to contain our laughter.  
 
    The men continue their casual banter and eventually reach the base floor. I hold my breath as they continue down the stretch of tunnel that will lead them back to the Slack. When they’re out of sight, the three of us hurry out of our hiding spot and head up, treading lightly on the metallic stairs. At the top, we enter into a more elevated tunnel, with scrap metal lined walls leading to a large doorway.  
 
    “You have the pass cards?” Lacy asks.  
 
    I nod and dig in my pocket. The pass cards are one of my prouder thefts. They allow me to gain access to just about anywhere, and it makes my side hobby of “borrowing” much easier. With a quick swipe down a panel by the entrance, the double doors whoosh back. The three of us scurry inside the immense, airy bay and hide behind a bunch of crates. 
 
    The shipping center is probably the cleanest, most soot free place in the mine. People actually sweep here, and even use cleaning products. It’s almost hilarious, as if we’re Leeches living on the surface. The ceiling, walls, and floor are different here, too. Not scrap metal; built to last.  
 
    “Check it,” Lacy says in a whisper, gesturing to the shafts. One of the Leeches.  
 
    “Whoa,” Drape breathes. He’s never seen a Leech. Their stiff, dark uniforms are a dead giveaway. They’re also cleaner, and don’t have that inevitable miner’s cough. Lacy and I have gone on a few excursions without him, so we’ve seen them once or twice. Leeches rarely grace us with their presence unless there’s been a shipping error or they’re sending special gifts. I grin as I see several fellow dwellers pulling crate after crate from the elevator shafts.  
 
    “Oh, they must have something really valuable today,” I say under my breath. “And whatever it is, they’ve got a lot of it. Good call coming today, Lacy. With that many crates, if one or two items go missing, it’s unlikely they’ll notice.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s extra rations?” Drape whispers, full of innocent hope in his voice.  
 
    It’s doubtful, but I don’t want to ruin that smile of his. I glance away, not answering him, straining to hear what the Leeches are saying, but I can’t quite make the conversations out. Their voices are even smoother than the guards, their lungs untainted by mining tunnels at all. Fresh air daily.  
 
    Mutant freaks.  
 
    I know I only pretend to see these people as monsters to make myself feel better. To stay sane. 
 
    “Let’s get closer,” I whisper, raising my finger to my lips.  
 
    They both agree, and we slide cautiously, raising our feet up high to avoid our slip-resistant boots skidding on and marking the shiny floor. Can’t leave evidence. We work our way around the outer wall of the space, staying out of the Leeches’ sight. Most of them have clearly never been below the earth, given how jumpy they are, and the guards are gushing all over them in an attempt to gain favor.  
 
    Pathetic. 
 
    With us on the opposite side, we’re hidden amongst the cluster of shipment arrivals. The Leeches and mining guards have congregated in the center of the room. The three of us stand behind one massive crate, a wooden box that towers high above our heads. The lid sits askew; this one has already been pried loose. Drape taps my shoulder and motions to a label on the face of the crate. Yasay Tulbert reads the stamp on the side. I’ve never been a fan of the mining boss, so the thought of stealing goods meant for him makes a thrill twitch in my stomach. 
 
    The Leeches jet for the elevators, and soon they’re gone. All but three of the guards quickly tail them out of the shipment area and toward the exit leading back into the Slack.  
 
    It’s now or never. 
 
    “Lend me a boost?” I whisper. “Let’s have a peek and see what our slimy friends brought us.” 
 
    Drape and Lacy grin back at me. They bend down low and each extend their interlocked hands to one another. I place my right foot in Drape’s palms, and my left I give to Lacy. Together, they boost me until I’m high enough to grip the edge of the crate. A shadow from the corner of the room casts on the half-empty crate, so I can’t really tell what I’m seeing just yet.  
 
    I lean in, and then it happens. The crate creaks from the weight I put on it. The three remaining guards spin toward us. In an instant, I recognize one of them. His balding scalp gleams from the fluorescent glow above as he steps in our direction, a furious scowl on his face.  
 
    He’s no guard. It’s Yasay. 
 
    Just our luck. I wish I had checked out the group of men a little better before attempting to rob them. My stomach lightly churns as that large, balding cretin stumbles our way. Yasay isn’t exactly known for being merciful.  
 
    Drape suddenly pushes up from underneath my right foot, tumbling me into the crate. My shoulder smacks into the wood and pain shoots down my arm. I bite down hard to stifle a cry. 
 
     “Do you hear that?” Yasay growls. 
 
    There’s no hiding the fact we’re here now. I shift to see what’s going on through a crack in the crate. 
 
    Like a flash, Drape moves out in front of the men. That stupid, scrawny ginger is offering himself up as a sacrificial lamb to save mine and Lacy’s hides. Why did he have to go and do that? 
 
    “Hey, Yasay,” Drape says playfully. 
 
    “You’re in trouble, boy!” Yasay calls as the two guards follow close behind him. 
 
    “Sorry… so sorry.” Drape waves. “I didn’t mean to be in here.” 
 
    Lacy, giggling like a little girl, saunters out and curtains her arms around Drape, giving him a stern kiss on the cheek. I cross my arms over my chest, knowing what she has planned certainly won’t work.  
 
    “Ooh, we got caught,” Lacy says, as if this isn’t a horrendous offense. She laughs and nuzzles her nose into Drape’s collarbone, acting as though they were just two lovers caught in the deed. Yasay, I know, is not buying it. I don’t have to see his expression to know that. 
 
    “Make sure no one else is in here!” Yasay orders the guards in his croaking voice. He sneers and yanks Lacy away from Drape, shoving the two of them apart. 
 
    I move back, heart racing. What if the guards check down into the crate? In a flash, I tuck myself in a corner alongside the only metal container in the shipment. Unable to resist, I quietly open the box. If we make it out of here, I don’t want to leave empty handed.  
 
    Inside sits a tiny, black device. It’s oval in shape, with a glass touch panel and a protruding tip. The metal container also has Yasay’s name on it. What’s so special about this one?  
 
    “I don’t know what the big deal is,” Lacy says. “You know how hard it is to get some privacy around here, Yasay. The door was left open, is all.” 
 
    “It’s coded! It doesn’t get left open!” Yasay yells. 
 
    Ignoring them, I stare at the item. What could it be? I snatch it up just as Lacy releases a cry. I jump, almost dropping the device, and it beeps to life.  
 
    Oh crap. Any sound from this thing is bound to alert the guards. I stuff it in my pocket, pressing my hand over it as it emits three muffled beeps. The device vibrates, and something pricks my wrist. I jolt back, my head bashing against the back of the crate, and my head spins. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyelids blink and my focus returns. 
 
    What happened?  
 
    The throbbing sensation coming from the back of my head brings me to my senses. On my hands and knees, I scurry to the corner of the crate. I peer out through the crack, catching a glimpse of Lacy, or at least her legs. A guard stands with a long stun weapon pointed out at Drape.  
 
    Drape raises both hands up, stammering, “I-I-I…” He steps back, shaking. “Don’t shock me,” he pleads, but the man gets Drape right in his gut and he doubles over, landing next to Lacy. 
 
    Panic floods me. I know that coming into the shipment area was stupid, but knocking out the two trespassers with that weapon is an overreach of power. These are the only people I have in this world. I can’t lose them. My fingertips tingle, and a warm sensation floods my body. I touch the device in my pocket and the memories flood back. I feel different. My vision whirls and an urge to sleep consumes me. 
 
    Breathe, Fin. Your friends need you.  
 
    Heart racing, I slowly rise. Instinctively, I flex my muscles, and every nerve ending pricks under my skin. Yes, I’m very different. My thought speeds in a million different directions, but I’m also calm. My heart rate returns to normal, and a strange sense of peace and clarity overtakes me.  
 
    I pull the device out of my pocket and flip it over. The letters GMK are printed on the back. Somehow, I decipher the acronym, like the answer was yanked from memory. The device is a Genetic Mod Kit—the type of device used to manipulate the genetic structure of human beings and turn the elite into the privileged Enhanced Human Coalition.  
 
    Twenty minutes ago, if a person had asked me to explain exactly what an EHC was capable of, I doubt I’d have known. Now, it’s as though my brain is a computer with an advanced search engine. All the data I’ve ever collected is back there, stored, and all I need to do is recall it.  
 
    EHC’s… what do I know about them? There are always rumors flying about advanced strength and stamina, enhanced intelligence, and that their cells can replicate quicker to help heal skin affected by radiation.  
 
    I work myself up out of the wooden crate with a plan to distract the guards. Silently, I land on bent knees, still hidden by the crate. I look around; no one saw. Near the edge of the crate opening juts a sharp nail. There’s no rust, and they update us on tetanus anyway. I suck in a breath and drag my finger across the metal, wincing. Blood flows from the wound, dripping down my hand. I let the blood drop to the floor in a tiny puddle. Good. This will do. 
 
    Around the corner, Yasay’s waving away the two guards, who are dragging the incredibly limp bodies of Lacy and Drape.  
 
    “Just bring them to the holding cell!” Yasay orders, turning his back to me. 
 
    I dive between two smaller crates just as Yasay goes behind the one I’ve just left. A third guard joins him in his search. How in the world am I supposed to get around these two to go after Lacy and Drape?  
 
    The new guard grabs a step ladder for Yasay, who climbs into the crate. He lets out a string of profanities. He has to know the genetic mod kit is missing.  
 
    “Those kids are dead! Dead!” Yasay roars. 
 
    Before Yasay has a chance to climb from the crate, a guard bends to the floor to check out the little pool of my blood.  
 
    “Hey, Yasay,” the guard says. “I found someth—”  
 
    With a swift kick under the ladder, I bounce it up in the air and catch it with both hands. The poor guy doesn’t even know what’s happening, and I fling the base of the ladder into his face and knock him out cold.  
 
    “What’s taking you so long? Pass me down the ladder!” Yasay shouts, probably thinking the guard is waiting for him. 
 
    I kneel and snatch the guard’s pass card. A small part of me feels bad for Yasay. He’s older, and I’m sure worked his whole life in the miserable mines before becoming who he is now. The other part of me is just impressed his fat self was able to climb into the crate with the ladder to begin with, though not bad enough to help him, of course.  
 
    I make for the exit to find Lacy and Drape. Yasay said something about holding cells. As if my mind is a step ahead of me, I can perfectly envision the entire underground city. By simply analyzing everything I know, I’m able to deduce the exact location of these so-called holding cells. I pat my pocket for the device, and I curve down the tunnel, racing to my imprisoned friends. 
 
    I turn a corner down another deep tunnel with smooth walls. It’s more like a florescent lit science lab than the rugged caves I’m used to. I hear voices and duck into a darker corridor.  
 
    “Where’s Yasay?” a man asks, followed by the dull clunk of boots stomping by my hiding place. “He was supposed to meet me twenty minutes ago.”  
 
    Stuck in that crate.  
 
    “Who knows?” the other man says. “Maybe checking the latest shipments. He just sent those two kids down here from there.” 
 
    The shadows from the men in the bright lights dance across the ceiling, and soon it’s quiet again. They’re gone. I grip the wall and notice the cut on my hand has nearly healed. It wasn’t that deep, but it should still be bleeding. 
 
    I hurry for another door. It requires a pass card as well. I swipe a different one.  
 
    “Access denied,” it says. 
 
     “Unbelievable,” I mutter.  
 
    Not giving up, I study the exit, forming a plan. A ledge sits just above it, and to my right is a stairwell leading up. I scurry up the metal stairs and throw myself over the edge, gripping the bottom of the ledge with my fingertips and the stairs with the tips of my boots. I wait. 
 
    An echoing mechanical voice sounds through the loudspeakers, but I can’t make out the words because of the ringing in my ears from hanging upside down. I’m fairly certain the alarm is meant to alert the security staff. Yasay likely got out of his hole.  
 
    The doors slide open. A man from the inside darts out as I release my feet from the stairwell and swoop down, landing square in front of the guard. 
 
    “Hey!” he yells, and I throw a violent kick into his kneecap.  
 
    Snap. 
 
    The man screams and falls to the ground. A pang of guilt shoots through my core until a description of a person sounding like me is blared via the alert system. The feeling vanishes and I race outside just before the door whooshes shut. The now-closed entrance stifles any cries of agony the man makes out in the hall.  
 
    Alert blaring, I one-eighty and do a mental scan of the room. A schematic forms in my mind. I visualize the three story space and its exits from all angles. I bolt for the single area—under one of the ledges—in the enormous room where I can remain unspotted from all angles. Right beside me is a door with the words HOLDING CELLS etched into it.  
 
    Luck or destiny? 
 
    Four guards appear from various doors simultaneously—two on the second floor, one on the top, and the other on the base floor. As I calculated, not one can see me. Like a hawk, I watch the guard on the main level. He’s the one most likely to spot me.  
 
    “Some girl stole Yasay’s shipment?” one of the guards from above shouts down toward the man standing nearest to me. A simple twist of his head, and he’ll spot me. 
 
    “Yeah! You got a name yet?” the guard on the main level yells back. “I didn’t hear the alarm. What’s this tramp look like?” 
 
    “You didn’t hear the alarm? Are you deaf?” 
 
    The guards above continue arguing. The one standing way too close for comfort rotates to me, but I’m too fast for him. He barely does a double take as I fling a fist at him, nailing him in the throat. He gags and can’t do much more since I twist him my way and wrap my arms tightly around him, choking him until he passes out. I ease him to the floor out of view of the other men. Understanding the proper technique to overpower a guard like that was effortless, and having this new strength doesn’t hurt either. 
 
    “Sorry, but it’s me or you,” I mutter, not that he can hear me. 
 
    I swipe the security card off the unconscious guard and run it through the scanner. The door beeps quietly and I dart in.  
 
    “Hey! Over there!” one of the guards shouts.  
 
    The door whooshes closed behind me and I kick the control panel, shattering it. That should keep them out. I whip around and get right to work on locating my friends. 
 
     “This is just stupid! Why am I in a jail cell for just screwing up?” Lacy’s patronizing voice echoes down the hall. “Haven’t you ever been young once, buddy? I’ll bet you were a lady killer in your prime!” 
 
    I wince. Lacy, Lacy, Lacy… what will I do with you? I dart down the hall to find her.  
 
    “I swear, if you don’t shut up, I’m gonna zap your tiny—” The guard pauses and turns in my direction as I round the corner, scowling when he sees me. This man is tall and well built, much larger than me. I guess I should have waited before bolting around the corner, assessed the situation a bit. 
 
    “Fin?” Lacy’s staring out from her cramped, windowless, cement prison, eyes like saucers. Drape bolts up from his seat and stands by Lacy.  
 
    Growling, the guard snags his radio and calls into it. “I found the brat the EHC is searching for—” 
 
    I leap at him and kick the radio out of his hands. With a thud, I land firmly on my feet. He scowls and lunges for me, reaching for my arm. I move back and grab his wrist. His eyes go wide as I pull him into his lunge. He trips, fumbling toward me. With my free hand, I throw a solid punch into his gut. The man exhales and gags while doubling onto his knees. Still gripping his wrist, I fling a second punch into his jaw. He collapses, out cold.  
 
    Not sure if I really like my new self, but I could have used this skill for bullies back at the Oven.  
 
    Above, I get a clear view of my friends. Lacy’s eyes are wide, but she's obviously quite impressed with my maneuver. Horror blankets Drape’s whiter than usual complexion. 
 
    Lacy throws herself to the bars. “What the—” 
 
    “Get back. We gotta go.”  
 
    Without question, they obey. The bars are weak and rusted, and after a quick analysis, I determine the lock is of poor design. Breathing deeply, I step back. Just two kicks and the lock on the heavy iron door cracks.  
 
    “Pull,” I say.  
 
    Lacy and Drape walk forward, each grabbing the bars and giving a quick tug. The entire door shimmies free, clanging as they fumble to push it out of the way. 
 
    “Follow me.” I rotate, racing from the room. The screech of electric saws sounds from the entrance with the busted panel. If there was an alternate door in here, the guards would have taken it to get to us instead of attempting to break down a perfectly good one.  
 
    There must be at least two ways in.  
 
    I dash the opposite way of the saws. We race down the corridor and stop when it comes to a dead end. I scan the space for an escape and find it. I point. “There.” Lacy and Drape glance up to see an air shaft high above our heads. 
 
    “Um…” Drape mutters. “No way we're getting to that, Fin.” 
 
    I ignore him. “Get ready to boost me.”  
 
    Lacy and Drape give each other a confused look.  
 
    “You’re wasting time. Just do it,” I say. 
 
    The two wait across from one another in the same manner they had earlier for the crate business. I step back to get a running start and both of them wince. 
 
    “Have some faith.”  
 
    I jolt toward them and scurry from their palms to their shoulders. With a leap, I grab the gaping shaft and pull myself up and into the vent.  
 
    “Whoa! Nice!” Lacy exclaims as I reach down to them. Drape is shorter than Lacy, so he climbs up onto her shoulders. I yank him up.  
 
    “How’d you get so strong?” Drape asks, making his way past me in the cramped shaft.  
 
    I clutch his arm. “Hold on. I’m lowering you down to Lacy.” 
 
    “Fin, I know I’m not the biggest guy and all, but there’s no way you can pull us both up,” he says. 
 
    I furrow my brow. “No, she’ll climb up you.” 
 
    “And you’ll hold us both?” he asks.  
 
    A loud creaking sounds from the entrance. The guards have almost gotten in.  
 
    “We don’t have time to practice.” I push the poor kid head first out of the shaft, gripping him by his knees and ankles. 
 
    “Don’t drop me!” he yelps. 
 
    Lacy obeys me and climbs up him with ease. “Impressive.”  
 
    “Get back,” I hiss as the shaft starts to groan under the weight of all three of us. Lacy scurries further back into the vent, and I haul Drape up just as a clanking noise, followed by a huge bang of the door falling in, echoes our way.  
 
    “Come.” I lead them through the air shaft on hands and knees. In my mind, I map out the vents. Our best bet is to head toward the Slack and get lost in the incoming and outgoing crowds of people. 
 
    Lacy and Drape stay close behind, putting an incredible amount of faith in me. Shouts resonate from beyond the shaft. At one of the vents, we spot loads of uniformed EHC members pouring into the space below. Dark and tactical in appearance, they dress for function and intimidation. It’s always pretty serious when they bring in the EHC, so I’m positive our little jail break initiated an automated EHC alert. I can only imagine what they’ll do to us if they catch us and then find out we have a stolen mod kit. 
 
    Finally, we get to the area we need to be, the middle of the Slack’s tunnel systems. “Stop,” I whisper. “Time to disappear.” I kick a vent cover down and round to them. “Listen up. Land on bent knees and tuck and roll. It’s a long way down.” 
 
    Not waiting for a response, I allow myself to fall. Not resisting the momentum, I tumble and roll. I pop back upright and look up the way of the open ventilation shaft, waiting for my friends. They stare down at me, wide-eyed and not moving. Twenty or so onlookers stare. I suppose I did just fall ten feet from the vents. I’d hoped this area would have been more densely populated at this time, but no such luck.  
 
    “Hurry up!” I plead to my friends. 
 
    Lacy, the braver of the two, mimics my fall to the best of her abilities. She lands well, but tries to fight gravity and smacks her face into the rocky earth. She grunts as she stands up, hands instinctively reaching for her scraped cheek. 
 
    “You’re fine,” I say a tad harsher than I meant to. Drape has his feet hanging out of the vent, but he’s frozen. We probably shouldn’t have left him for last. “Drape, right now!”  
 
    Shouts echo from the entryway of the tunnel. In the distance, men in black uniforms violently shove dwellers out of the way. EHC operatives, the big guns. Not good.  
 
    “Drape, fall!” I command, heart racing. No way I’m leaving that kid behind. 
 
    Somehow, the extra force in my voice compels him to do it. He lands in a heap, tumbling and shrieking. I shake my head and mentally cuss at him.  
 
    “My ankle!” he cries. 
 
    “Let’s go, you big baby.” I tug him to his feet and Lacy and I help him down deeper into the tunnel.  
 
     “There they are!” a male on the opposite side of the crowd bellows. 
 
    Drape is able to walk on his own, but he’s struggling. The EHC operatives close in so fast I can practically feel them breathing down our necks. The complicated twists and turns of the Slack mixed with adrenaline and fear messes with my logic.  
 
    We skid to a halt. 
 
    Oh no.  
 
    “Dead end!” Lacy yells. 
 
    The EHC operatives’ noise echoes behind us. As soon as they come around the corner, we’re screwed.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” Drape cries. “Why did they call in the EHC?” 
 
    My brain races a million miles an hour as it attempts to calculate a way out of this. Endless ideas reel, but every scenario I run ends with us in body bags.  
 
    “They went this way, sir!” a distant voice shouts. 
 
    A creaking noise against the cave wall whips me around. My breath hitches as a segment of rock appears to move, forming an escape. 
 
     “Hurry! Inside!” a soft voice calls. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
     “This way,” the tiny voice of our savior insists. 
 
    If it weren’t for the small gas lantern the young girl is carrying, I wouldn’t be able to see in front of my face. She spins to face us, walking backwards, and raises the lamp in our direction. She’s gorgeous, perhaps ten or eleven years old, and quite short and petite. The child has beautiful blonde hair and blue eyes, and though she’s not smiling now, I am certain if she were, it would be lovely. 
 
    “What is this place?” Drape whispers, his voice echoing. 
 
    “It was a Deep Earth subway system pre-Flip.” The girl twists on her heels and walks forward again. 
 
    Deep Earth sounds familiar. Then I recall seeing mining equipment with a logo and that name on it. In fact, it’s on most of the buildings where I live as well. 
 
    “Who are you?” I’ve never seen her working in the mines before, but there are a lot of people I don’t know.  
 
    “You first,” she says. “And why was the EHC after you?” 
 
    She’s just a kid. She’s not a threat. “Finley A298. You can call me Fin.” 
 
    “Drape G374,” his voice resonates from behind. 
 
    Lacy hesitates. “Lacy A292. Now who are you?” 
 
    “Cia. Cia Breslin.” 
 
    No ID code? No wonder I don’t know her. She must be one of the homeless who hide out in the Slack. The only people I know of without ID numbers are the mine bosses and the EHC. I’ve heard people who live in the Slack give themselves last names, kind of like the way the world was prior to the Flip. I scan the shadowy tunnel. This hidden subway system must be one of their little-known hiding spots.  
 
    “What a sweet name,” I say.  
 
    We turn into another subway tunnel system, tracks intact.  
 
    “Now, why were EHC operatives chasing you?” Cia asks. 
 
    I open my mouth to answer when suddenly a boy appears, blocking the way. He grips what appears to be a plasma soldering torch—probably stolen from the miners. The homeless are even bigger thieves than I am. The torch seems to have been converted; it has a lengthy barrel like a rifle attached to it. I don’t intend to learn how it works.  
 
    “Cia, get back,” the boy orders, switching the piece of machinery on. A slight glow emits from the tip of the barrel, ready to fire. The boy is tall, well built, and quite handsome. Maybe near my age. By his blonde hair, worn slightly long, and those bright blue irises, I have no doubt that he’s likely related to our young rescuer.  
 
    And by his clenched jaw and dangerous scowl, I have no doubt he’ll pull the trigger of that plasma torch if we so much as twitch.  
 
    “Sky!” Cia screeches, wedging herself between us and him, causing him to lower the weapon. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    Sky snags Cia by the waist and practically tosses her out of the way, keeping the weapon pointed in our direction.  
 
    “Make one move, and I’ll kill you,” he growls.  
 
    Intensity fills every contour of his face. Scavengers—the homeless—have been known to be quite desperate. 
 
    “We didn’t mean to intrude.” I throw my hands into the air, a plan worming its way into my mind. 
 
    “Cia, why did you bring miners in here?” he snaps at the young girl now standing beside him. 
 
    “The EHC was chasing them, Sky,” Cia says. “They were in trouble.” 
 
    “EHC?” Sky whips back to us, fury brewing in his eyes. “Did they see you?” 
 
    “I—I don’t think so,” she cries. 
 
    “You three need to leave. Now,” he says to us. 
 
    Lacy steps toward him. “If we go, the ops will kill us.” Her voice quavers slightly like when the bullies from the Oven used to corner us. 
 
    Sky whips up the gun. “If you don’t leave, then I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    “Listen,” I order. Sky curls his lip in protest, but it doesn’t stop me. “If we go, we will wind up leading the EHC operatives right here. They’ll see us, then they’ll find you and drag you both to the mines, and I suspect you wouldn’t like that very much. So we need to work together.” 
 
    Sky glares at me, but he lowers the barrel of his weapon. “Why are they chasing you?” 
 
    “We got busted snooping through new shipments,” Lacy says. 
 
    “They wouldn’t send EHC operatives after common thieves,” Sky argues. “That’s a job for tunnel guards.” 
 
    “They must think we stole something important or saw something we shouldn’t have,” Drape reasons. “But we weren’t there long enough to see crap. They freaked out. We just need a place to lay low for a while.” 
 
    Guilt rips through my stomach as I touch the device in my pocket, but I push the feeling away. There’s nothing I can do about having it now. 
 
    Sky hesitates, but lowers his weapon completely. “Fine,” he snarls, and marches us down the dark subway tunnel. 
 
    Lacy breaks the silence. “So, do you two live in these tunnels back here?” 
 
    “Yes, so that we can avoid people. People like you,” Sky answers with an angry huff. 
 
    “So you don’t work in the mines then?” Lacy asks. 
 
    “Nope,” Cia says. 
 
    “Then why don’t you all live in the Slack with the rest of the homeless? I can’t imagine living in this dark tunnel is any fun.” 
 
    “It’s not about fun,” Sky snaps. “It’s about staying alive with my sister.” 
 
    I cut Lacy off from her questions. “If they stayed in the Slack, eventually the tunnel guards or EHC ops would raid the homeless and force these two into the mines.” 
 
    “Well, at least then they wouldn’t have to be scavengers,” Lacy whispers to me, but I’m certain Sky heard. 
 
    “Sky and Cia are in two very different age brackets. They’d be separated.” 
 
     “I’d rather be separated from my brother or sister than us both having to live like this though,” Lacy admits. 
 
    Being from the Oven, there’s not much understanding of kinship. You know whoever is in your graduating class, like Lacy and me. Drape was several classes behind us, and he’s pretty much the only one from his group that we know. He tends to work pretty far away from us, and rarely on the same projects. Dwellers don’t have the privilege of family unless they manage to beat the system as Sky and Cia seem to have done, and that normally comes at a cost. If you don’t toil in the mines, you starve in the tunnels unless you become an excellent thief or beggar. 
 
    Sky shoots Lacy a filthy glare. “I’d rather live this way than be a slave of the Leeches like you.” 
 
    Lacy presses her fists on her hips. “I’m not a slave.”  
 
    “Keep telling yourself that,” he says. “How old were you when they put you to work?” 
 
    Lacy frowns. “Eight.” 
 
    “The Oven cooked you slowly then,” Sky says. “I’ve seen kids as young as six being drug to the mines.” He leads us to the right. “Here we are.” 
 
    Oil lanterns and various lighting sources sit and hang all around. A likely stolen generator and a string of lanterns also keep this area well lit. A reinforced hole in the subway tunnel’s wall appears to be where they sleep. Truthfully, it’s more spacious than the community dorms. They have two makeshift beds, a tiny cooking area, and various luxuries they’ve probably pilfered throughout the years. Compared to our home, this is almost like a paradise, if only because of the immense privacy they obviously enjoy. 
 
    “I know where each one of my meals comes from,” Lacy says, hanging onto the conversation. 
 
    Sky grins. “That’s true. But I don’t have food held back for not completing my quota. Have you ever been hungry just because someone stole your rations? Not me. We grow our food. It’s been years since we’ve gone hungry. In fact, we rarely have to scavenge anymore. We trade the extra food we grow for supplies. I bet even you couldn’t say that you don’t have to steal to get by, Ms. Privilege.” 
 
    Lacy crosses her arms, defeated for now. 
 
     Sky certainly has a point. This sort of freedom seems rather tempting, even if it means living in a dark tunnel with no one but your sister. As he and Lacy were arguing, I didn’t notice that Cia had wandered off. She’s skipping back to us now, carrying a plate of what I guess are berries, not that I’ve seen real ones before.  
 
    “Hungry?” she chirps in our direction, then gestures to seats made of small crates. 
 
    I smile at her and we all sit. I stare at the unusual, large, red berry. I pinch the green leaves on the top, hold it to my nose, and sniff. It’s the most delicious scent I’ve ever experienced. Sweet and fruity. Both Lacy and Drape study the berries as well.  
 
    Sky laughs. “You three have never had strawberries, have you?” 
 
    I’ve heard of strawberries, but I certainly haven’t had one. I pop it in my mouth, squishing the incredibly sweet, tart fruit between my tongue and the roof of my mouth. Yes, it seems there are advantages to not working in the mines. Truthfully, this is a surprising new discovery for me. The majority of the scavengers I’ve seen are either starving to death, being beaten by guards, or having their bodies removed from public places. Sky has clearly worked very hard to provide for his sister.  
 
    “Where did you get strawberries?” Drape asks as he greedily grabs a second one from the plate. 
 
    “My uncle found seeds and started growing them down here when he was my age. It took a lot of effort on his part, and a bit of stolen equipment to get it working, but we have a garden. He taught me how to man it,” Sky explains, wearing a constant scowl. 
 
    Cia hops up from her seat. “I’m gonna get them water from the well.”  
 
    “No,” Sky practically growls. “You don’t even know these people, and you’re giving them our food and water!” 
 
    She laughs in her older brother’s face. “You and I both know we have plenty of water. Don’t be so mean, Sky.” She skips off, happy as can be. 
 
    “Where is your uncle now?” Lacy asks.  
 
     “Dead.” 
 
    Screech! Metal clangs, and I twist to Drape fiddling with a pile of junk beside him.  
 
    Sky jumps to his feet. “Don’t touch my stuff! Keep your hands where I can see them!” he roars, his cheeks bright red, clutching his weapon to let us know he’s tempted to draw it out again. 
 
    Drape winces and folds his hands in his lap, avoiding eye contact with Sky. “Sorry. I was just looking.” 
 
    “Sure you were.” Sky settles back down. 
 
    I rise from my seat, and Sky eyes me.  
 
    “Where are you headed?” he asks. 
 
    “Just doing a perimeter search to confirm we weren’t tracked, if that’s okay with you.” I spin on my heels and walk out of their sight. I slip my hand into my pocket and pull out the GMK.  
 
    “Stay until my sister gets back with the water,” Sky says to Drape and Lacy. “But then you need to go.” 
 
    A loud whistle sounds and I stuff the device back in my pocket. I angle to find everyone on their feet, Sky with his gun readied. 
 
     “Impressive set up here.”  
 
    Stepping into the light of the room is a tall, slender man dressed in fine, black clothing. He places his hands on his hips and peers around, his narrow, dark eyes scanning the details of Sky and Cia’s home. His handsome figure and perfect jawline is no doubt evidence of his breeding as a member of the EHC, and by his uniform he’s an elite operative.  
 
    “Now, let’s see here…” he nearly sings. “We have one, two… yes, two escaped prisoners. A miner who, no doubt, had to do with their escape, and… a scavenger. All hiding out together. How quaint.” 
 
    “They came here. I had nothing to do with whatever trouble they’re in,” Sky says, keeping his distance. He lowers his weapon and sets it on the table. 
 
    Nice. Real classy.  
 
    Although, I can’t say I wouldn’t opt to save my skin over that of a stranger’s.  
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that,” the operative says. “You four are coming with me.” 
 
    We freeze. Not one good thing will come from us following the operative.  
 
    The man tips his head. “Tsk, apparently you all need a little help.”  
 
    He smiles and gestures his right thumb over his shoulder toward the darkness outside the room. A glow appears as one of his fellow operatives flips on a portable, electric lamp. Half a dozen armed men, dressed in similar uniforms as their ring leader, flank him. Between two towering guards is Cia—shaking, bound, her face wet with tears, and her mouth covered by one of the men’s meaty palms. 
 
    My muscles tense and everything in me wants to race to her. 
 
    “Cia!” Sky’s voice shakes with anger. 
 
    “You damn leech!” I bark to the lead operative and lunge at him, my fists clenched.  
 
    He laughs and swings at me. I shorten my stride, causing his fist to fling past me and allowing me to surprise him with a quick and fierce punch to his shoulder, my knuckles cracking at the blow. But he flings his foot into my stomach and sends me flying back. Pain sears through me, but I straighten and ready myself for another attack. His jaw clenches as he grips his injured shoulder. My strength and swiftness, while not to the level of his own, caught him off guard.  
 
    “You’re a slag!” he says, eying my miner’s clothes. “How?”  
 
    “Hey, Nero, don’t let that little girl one-up you!” one of his men teases from a few yards behind. 
 
    I keep my distance, but remain in a fighting stance. This time, though, I plan to be extra cautious. This man is trained, and I am not. 
 
    “Fin?” Lacy’s voice echoes. I can hear her shock. 
 
    I have a feeling this standoff is about to get much more violent. Possibly deadly. Drape, Lacy, Sky, Cia—none of this is their fault. I should never have stolen the mod kit, and I need to fix my mistake. 
 
    “Nero Kyoto, stand down and release the child.”  
 
    The fact I say his full name causes him to raise his eyebrows. I point a single finger to the left of my chest, and the man, Nero, instinctively checks to see his own last name etched into his operative’s uniform.  
 
    “Arrest her!” Nero orders, pointing at me. 
 
    His men stumble to obey. A loud, zapping sound whips by my ear. I instinctively cover both ears and shriek. The blue burst zips past Nero and myself, barely missing him. The blast strikes down one of the operatives and sends him back into a column. His singed body slides down to the ground. The stream of hot plasma rips the cement pillar and the discharge fades out. 
 
    “You idiot!” Sky yells at Drape, who’s clutching Sky’s homemade weapon. The entire room rumbles and shudders violently as the support beam disintegrates and the ceiling begins to cave in bit by bit. 
 
    “Get back!” Nero orders his men.  
 
    Enormous rocks and cement from the old subway tunnel rain down.  
 
    “Cia!” Sky calls. 
 
    Lacy and I grab him to keep him from darting under the rapidly falling debris. 
 
    “No, other way!” I order. 
 
    The lights flicker as I force Sky back into Lacy and Drape, and the four of us dart down the tunnel in the opposite direction of the EHC operatives. Just as the last of Sky’s home is buried in falling debris, I catch Nero throwing Cia over his shoulder and sprinting away, just barely saving her from the back end of an old subway train as it falls through from the tunnel above us, completely cutting us off from our enemy. 
 
    Silt and dust fill our nostrils and we all begin to cough and choke. “This way,” Sky wheezes, and we follow after him.  
 
    He slips into a crack in the foundation. We rush to funnel into the opening, knocking into one another. We can’t all fit at once. I usher Lacy and Drape to go ahead of me. They nod and Lacy leads with Drape close behind. Once they’re clear, I squeeze through and fall deep into a ditch just as more rock and cracked cement walls come crashing down, tumbling on top of the others in a heap. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    My elbow smashes into Lacy’s jaw. At least, I think it’s her jaw. And I’m pretty sure one of the boys’ heads is rammed into my lower back.  
 
    “Get off me,” I mumble at whoever will listen. 
 
    About three feet above us is the crack in the subway tunnel’s foundation. Thick dust pours out, raining down on us.  
 
     “Anyone got a light?” Lacy asks. 
 
    A few seconds go by, and one of us makes a fumbling noise, followed by a cracking sound, and then the space glows green.  
 
    “What’s that?” Lacy points to the glowing plastic in Sky’s hand. 
 
    “It’s a glow stick. I always carry a couple,” Sky growls, heaving for air. His eyes are wild and his entire upper body tense. “I’m gonna kill you.” He lunges and pushes out of our heap. Lacy grunts and mumbles curses under her breath. “Where are you, you little punk?” Sky waves the glow stick in front of us and reaches down, coming back up with the scruff of Drape’s shirt in his hand and jerks the shocked kid. Drape’s forehead is covered in blood. 
 
    “Stop it!” Lacy snatches at Sky, but he shoves her down and manages to jerk Drape into a headlock, dropping his glow stick. 
 
    “This is your fault!” Sky roars. “They took my sister because of you!” 
 
    “Help!” Drape cries, trying desperately to squirm out of Sky’s clutches. Drape is feisty and breaks himself free, but Sky manages to get in two blows before Drape gets enough distance from him. 
 
     I leap forward and wedge myself between them. “Enough!”  
 
    I grab Sky by his throat and kick Drape back. Sky gags and poor Drape falls face-first once again. Drape whines as Lacy, now holding the glow stick, helps him up. I pin Sky’s back against a cemented wall, gripping his throat with one hand and his right arm with the other. Sky’s eyes flare open in surprise. 
 
    “Be still,” I command.  
 
    Sky exhales and his shoulders relax. I release his throat and he gasps, keeling forward when I let go.  
 
     “We need to get far from here before they start searching for us again,” Lacy insists. 
 
    We give Sky a moment to regain his breath.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Drape whispers to Sky, offering a hand. I know the kid means it. He wouldn’t hurt a fly if he didn’t have to. Sky growls and slaps him away, pushing himself up. “I didn’t mean to cause that collapse. I was trying to protect Fin,” Drape adds, his voice shaking but Sky doesn’t respond. 
 
    “Fin doesn’t need you to protect her, Drape,” Lacy says. She turns my way, and I can just barely make out her figure in the dim light. “You don’t need any protection, right, Fin? You took out a man twice your size at the holding cell and flung Drape and Sky as if they were children. I mean, you've always been strong when you protected Drape and me when we were little.  But this is new.” 
 
    “It’s a bad time for this,” I say, wanting her to be quiet. 
 
     “You could have snapped my neck just then. That’s not normal for a Dweller,” Sky adds, rubbing his throat. He digs into his pocket and produces a second glow stick, cracks it, and gives it a shake. The stick provides us with a dash of extra illumination, and all three of them stare at me, waiting for answers. 
 
     I rake my hands through my hair, uncomfortable. “While I was in that crate in the shipping zone, I came across this.” I reach into my cargo pants and pull out the device. “I must have hit a button or something because it… it changed me.” 
 
     “Changed you how?” Lacy asks. 
 
     “I feel different. Stronger. Maybe quicker, too.” 
 
     “It sounds like you’ve been modified,” Sky says. 
 
    “What!” Lacy exclaims with more excitement than she did the day she was gifted extra rations for locating a collection of gold in her tunnel. “Fin, that’s amazing! Do me next!” 
 
    “What, no!” Drape yells. “Are you insane? You don’t know what sort of side effects that thing has. She’s a dweller!” He stares at me, terrified.  
 
     I shove the device back in my pocket. “Don’t be ridiculous, Lacy. I’m not going to modify you—not until we know if that’s even what this thing did.” 
 
    Sky steps back and he begins to pace. “You three are nothing but trouble. Cia should never have saved you.” He rubs at the back of his neck. “What are they going to do to her? They’ll force her into the mines…” He stops pacing and peers into the dark tunnel behind us. “Okay, where are we… the old sewage system… which way back?” 
 
     “Sewage system?” Drape whispers in disgust. 
 
    Lacy looks back at me. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    This was my fault, and I can’t throw that kid to the fire. Cia was kind to us, and it got her in trouble. We invaded their home, and Drape caused the cave in. “I have an idea, if you’re willing to listen. If you break into mining security, you could use the camera systems to locate your sister.” 
 
    “I don’t know the mines…” Sky says. “I’ve spent my whole life avoiding them. You have to help me.”  
 
    I angle to Lacy and Drape. Drape seems uncertain, but doesn’t reveal what he’s thinking. Lacy shakes her head in a firm no. 
 
    “Take me there!” Sky shouts. “You have to! This is your fault! All of this is your fault!” 
 
    He’s right. This is all our fault. 
 
    “We’ll take you to the mines’ security room,” I say.  
 
    Lacy moans, but doesn’t argue. Most the time she acts like she doesn’t but, I know she has a heart. 
 
    “But only if you help us find our way out of this sewage tunnel,” I add for insurance. 
 
     “Fine. Let’s go,” Sky says. 
 
    We follow him further into the darkness. We trudge on into the pitch-black and disgusting sewage tunnel. The dim light from Sky’s glow things guide our path. While these systems haven’t been used for probably more than a hundred years, they have the smell of sulfur that makes my eyes water.  
 
    “I think the bleeding has stopped,” Drape says, wiping his forehead with his shirt. No one says anything back, but I’m relieved to hear the news. 
 
    Lacy sneaks up beside me and leans in. “Let me get another peek at that mod kit. You know I’m an expert at black market stuff like that.” 
 
    “No.” Lacy’s my best friend, but it doesn’t mean I trust her. 
 
    “Come on, Finley. You know I’ve always been curious about Yasay’s not-so-secret operations. Maybe I can figure out how they smuggled illegal tech down here.”  
 
    Lacy curiously forces her fingers into my pocket. I slap her hand away, giving her a firm glare.  
 
     “Just let me see it. Do you think Yasay paid someone to steal it? I bet people would give him whatever they could to be modified.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I whisper. “You can see it later. Not now.” I nod up ahead to Drape, who’s attempting to make small talk with Sky. “He’s upset. Now’s not the time for games, okay? You can play black market detective later.” 
 
     “Fine,” she says. “Do you really feel different?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. The biggest change is my mind, though. I’m… processing differently,” I say, but it’s difficult to explain. 
 
    “Processing differently? What do you mean?” 
 
     “It’s like… like Ms. Kayla from the Oven. Remember how she and that oaf Lorie would play chess in their down time? They would brag about how they could plan so many moves ahead. That’s kind of how I feel. Like I’m just… thinking. Constantly. Just thinking. Observing. Predicting. Without even trying.” 
 
    “Weird, she says” 
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    “Guys, we’re here.” Drape points upward.  
 
    We exited the sewage system a good way back and re-entered the subway tunnel far from the place Nero’s goons had likely exited. Gazing up, there’s an entryway to an old, vertical mining shaft. I cringe slightly at how narrow it is.  
 
    “We’ll be able to climb up this and exit down Abandoned Tunnel 238,” Drape says. “That one is blocked off, but something tells me our Superwoman can handle some flimsy particle board?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, confident that I can.  
 
     “Good,” Drape says. “Because, Tunnel 238 is connected to that new air shaft right outside of the mining security office.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Lacy asks him. 
 
    “Remember last year when I broke my right wrist during that cave in?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “They had me on light duty for a couple months. I worked on installing the air vents.”  
 
    “Installing air vents is light duty?” Sky asks, shaking his head. 
 
    “Ready to climb?” I ask the group as I step up underneath the entrance of the dark, seemingly never-ending shaft. “Drape, lead the way.”  
 
    Drape nods, and Lacy and I give him a lift with our palms to raise him up into the shaft. He moans in pain, but doesn’t complain. His ankle must be a bit tender, but it’s not slowing him down. Lacy tosses her glow stick up to Drape, and he hangs it around his neck.  
 
    “You next,” I say to Lacy.  
 
    Sky moves to stand by me, helping me lift her up in a similar way as Drape.  
 
    “Now you,” I say to Sky. 
 
    “I’m not trained for this.” All the bravado he had before has vanished and worry fills his face. 
 
     “I’ll help you up, and Lacy should be able to pull you the rest of the way. After we get there, you’ll need to help me.” 
 
    “Okay,” he says.  
 
    I bend down and put out my palm. This is surprisingly easy—lifting him up on my own. Sky pulls me up into the shaft, and I grasp on tight to the wooden beams that make up the bottom of the wall as the others begin the long ascension. 
 
    This particular shaft is squared, and there are plenty of wooden boards to grab onto. The further Drape and Lacy get from us, the darker it gets at our end of the shaft. Sky’s one glow stick dangles from his neck. He shouldn’t, but he’s constantly checking below. His face is covered in a layer of sweat from the climb. We get a few more yards and then a board snaps under his right foot. His hands slip, and I grip the boards around me, pressing my boots into the shaft wall and bracing myself for a tight impact. 
 
    I glance up, imagining the worst, but he’s gripped firmly to some boards and is working to secure his footing. 
 
    “You got this!” I call to him, and after a moment of gasping and much struggle, his feet manage to find a home on a sturdier board. “All right, you’re fine.” I climb toward him. “Sky?” I beckon as I reach him. I can hear his quick inhales, but I can’t squeeze past him. “Sky.” I say his name firmly, but he’s not responding. 
 
    “Everything all right down there?” Lacy’s voice echoes. “We found the tunnel.”  
 
    No wonder it had gotten so dark. Lacy and Drape and their glow sticks were no longer in the shaft with us at all. 
 
    “Yes, we’re fine! Give us a minute!” I call up to her. “Sky, keep moving,” I whisper up to him.  
 
    He still doesn’t respond.  
 
    “Sky, listen to me. You’re not used to this sort of climbing. Your arms and legs are bound to give out, and you’ll send both of us falling. We’ve climbed nearly twenty feet now. We’re almost there. I’m right behind you, all right? I promise I won’t let you fall.” 
 
    He pauses and takes in a deep breath. “Okay, okay. I just needed a minute.”  
 
    Sky flinches to move, and the glow stick on his neck loosens. I try to grab it as it falls past me, but miss. The two of us find ourselves in utter darkness in the middle of a creaky, old mining shaft vent. 
 
    “You guys alright?” Lacy calls again. 
 
    “Everything’s fine! We just lost our light!” I call back, trying to make it sound like a minor inconvenience.  
 
    “I can’t see,” Sky says, stating the obvious. “It’s pitch black.” 
 
    “You’ll have to feel around.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he says at last. “I can’t do this.  
 
    “Yes you can and we’re almost there.” I reach upward and locate a steady board for him with my hand, then stretch back and touch his right calf. “Let me guide your footing.” 
 
    Slowly—painfully slowly—I help him reposition his feet.  
 
    “You have to locate a place to grab on with your hands. I can’t do that for you,” I say. 
 
    “I know,” he grumbles, taking his time. “I got this.” 
 
    Finally. Truthfully, I was worried, but he starts moving faster than I expected. As we make our way upwards, a tiny bit of green illumination appears above our heads.  
 
    “About time.” Lacy pulls Sky up into the abandoned tunnel. 
 
    I climb up myself, and, thanks to the higher ceilings, I stretch my back. This abandoned tunnel is massive, and clearly mined dry of any minerals the EHC could possibly want.  
 
    “Sky did a great job.” I say. “Didn’t you Sky?” 
 
    He looks at me and nods. The anger he had toward us earlier is gone. “Thanks to you.” 
 
    “The shaft we need isn’t far,” Drape says. 
 
    “Hold on.” I pull a cloth from my cargo shorts. “Geez, Drape, you look awful. Here, wipe your face better.” 
 
    A dim light trickles in from the floor of the tunnel where sloppy miners broke through to the corridor below. Beneath us is a walkway in the Slack. 
 
    “Thanks,” Drape says as he cleans the dried blood from his cheek. 
 
    Sky steps forward. “Can we get moving, now? I need to find Cia.” 
 
    “Of course,” Drape says and hands me the now-bloodied cloth. I shove it back into my pocket, and we hurry down the tunnel, allowing Drape up front. It doesn’t take long for him to point out a ventilation shaft, moving aside to let Lacy and I yank the ventilation cover out of the wall of the tunnel. Drape dives in first, but I go in behind him, followed by Sky and then Lacy. The shaft slopes downward, so we slide on our bellies to prevent ourselves from fumbling forward. Compared to the mining shaft, the air ventilation system is cool to my skin.  
 
    Drape halts. “We’re here,” he whispers, pointing to a vent cover. “I don’t think anyone is down this hall right now, but just past the corner there’s probably a bunch of tunnel guards outside the security room.” 
 
    “We need to come up with a distraction,” Lacy whispers. 
 
    “There are normally only two guards in front of the main entrance of security,” I say. “If we can knock them out and use a key card to get inside the back lobby, there should be a seismometer set up in the room. All it would take is a decent shake to set that equipment off.” 
 
     “Seismometer?” Sky asks. 
 
    “It detects earthquakes,” Drape explains. “They’re stationed in the most active areas. The earthquake alarm will sound, and everyone will rush into emergency mode. We can sneak into the main security room with no problem and lock ourselves in.” 
 
    “There’s an alternate ventilation shaft in there we can use to escape and find wherever they’ve taken Cia,” I say. “So, first things first. We need to overpower the guards.” 
 
    “Can you do that yourself?” Drape asks. 
 
    “I’m strong, but I’m not stupid. I need backup, guys.” 
 
    I kick the vent cover out and it makes a loud clanking when it hits the metal flooring below. I cling above the exit as two guards rush to investigate the noise. Good, just two. With a look to my friends, I allow myself to fall. I land hard right on top of one guard, and the two of us tumble down together.  
 
     “What the—” the second guard shrieks as Drape and Sky tumble down from the vents, just barely managing not to fall on one another.  
 
    The guard I landed on is out cold. Lacy comes next and the remaining tunnel guard charges at her. The poor guy is no match for the four of us. Drape, Sky, and Lacy all grab hold of him, and I beam him in the back of the head with a tightly wadded fist. He falls in a heap. 
 
    “All right, let’s move,” I say. 
 
     I snatch the man’s keycard and we make our way to the security wing, a stone fortress not far from us. The cemented brick surrounding the security wing stretches out of our line of sight, wrapping around the bend.  
 
    I turn to them and raise my finger to my lips. “Shh.” With a quick swipe of the keycard and peep from the lock, we open the door and enter an extended hallway with metallic flooring and cemented brick walls and ceiling. 
 
    “Any idea about the location of the main control?” Lacy asks. 
 
    “All the way at the end,” I reply, but I’m only half sure.  
 
    The hallway juts to the right and I pause to peer around the corner, giving an all clear signal We walk into the hallway, which extends into a sky bridge overlooking an enormous room full of security personnel. This won’t be as easy as I thought. 
 
    “If we walk across that bridge, we’ll be spotted,” Lacy says. 
 
    “Yeah, but see what’s on the other side?” I point toward the end of the stretch at a door prominently labeled Security Headquarters. “I’m guessing that’s main control.” 
 
    “If they see us go in, we’ll trap ourselves inside with guards just waiting on us,” Drape protests. 
 
    I shake my head. “No. Remember? We can use the air vent in the main control.” 
 
    “I only installed a few vents,” Drape argues. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to get us where we need to go!” 
 
    “You’re going to have to,” I say. “Get ready. Hopefully this key card will get us in there.”  
 
    There’s a collective deep breath and then they bolt. We step out from the hall and onto the sky bridge, making ourselves quite visible to the guards below. 
 
    “Hey!” I hear a man shout from beneath us. A group of guards bolt to side rooms that will take them up to this level. 
 
    At the door, I slide the key card.  
 
    Beep. 
 
     “Lock us in,” I instruct. 
 
    Lacy rips a fire extinguisher from the wall and bashes in the key card scanner. 
 
    “What are you doing?” sounds a nearby cry. A man jumps from his seat behind the abundant display of computer screens. He charges at us and I throw a kick into his gut. As he falls, I strike his head with my knee. He’s out. 
 
    “Ouch,” Drape says, wincing. 
 
    Muffled shouts sound just outside the door. 
 
    “Hurry, the seismograph!” I yell, pointing at the equipment set up in the corner. “Set it off before these goons have a chance to call for backup.” 
 
    Drape and Sky both dash for the machine. “How?” Sky asks. 
 
    “Like this!” Drape violently kicks the table the machine is seated on. Almost immediately, a screechy alarm sounds off. Pain rips at my eardrum. We throw our hands up to block the sound. On the security screens above, masses of hysterical people are shown running throughout the main operations cavern and tunnels, trying to get to safe zones.  
 
    “Good,” I say. “Do that every once in a while so the alarm doesn’t stop.” I find the enormous keyboard laid out in front of the monitors. I reason my way around it, and in a flash I’m able to figure out exactly how this equipment works. 
 
    Lacy stands beside me, peering over my shoulder in awe. “How do you know how to use that?”  
 
    Computer skills were not exactly taught to us in the Oven. I’ve maybe used one on a handful of occasions. We were bred to be miners, and that was all. 
 
     “I just had to figure it out,” I say, and shortly after I pull up various camera angles throughout the shafts and in other areas in the mines. “There,” I say when I see a smug Nero Kyoto walking alongside Cia, his hand roughly gripping her elbow. “Found her,” I growl, and Sky is suddenly trailing me, practically breathing down my neck. 
 
    “Where is she?” he demands. “What mining tunnel?” 
 
    I frown as the realization hits me. “They’re not entering a mining tunnel.” 
 
    “Well where then?” Sky snaps. 
 
    “They’re headed to the surface transport level.” 
 
    “What! Why?” 
 
    We watch the video, and I have to change cameras a couple times to keep up with Nero and his thugs. Then we watch in horror as Cia is forced onto a transport tram that will escort her to the surface world. It’s possible for dwellers like Cia to be transported to the surface inside of sealed capsules to prevent radiation poisoning, but even within those capsules, dwellers will die given time and exposure.  
 
     “I’m going after her. I’m going to the surface,” I insist. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Boom.  
 
    Sounds of popping metal echoes as the guards bust the door down. We scurry up the air vents and away from our pursuers, the earthquake alarm still blaring. Beyond the confines of our cramped shaft, I hear people screaming and yelling 
 
    I lead with Drape right behind me, the two of us attempting to guide the others through the maze of ventilation shafts.  
 
    “I think this vent will lead us to the back of the Slack,” Drape says, grunting slightly as he crawls behind me. 
 
    “We should be able to reach the transport levels on foot,” I add. “Everyone will be heading into the barracks, thanks to the alarms.” 
 
    We drop down out of the vent and into an empty hall near the transport level. Not a single guard is to be seen, but there’s not much reason to have this area heavily secured. No dweller would be stupid enough to try to make their way up to the surface and risk being exposed to the radiation.  
 
    I point to a stairwell. “The railway and elevator systems are just up there.” 
 
    Racing up several levels of stairs, my ears pop. Must be the air pressure change. The sensation increases the nervousness spinning in my stomach as we near the surface, and by the tense expressions on everyone’s faces, I can only assume they’re feeling the same. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, we enter an enormous cavern at least a thousand feet wide, and over three times that in height. The transportation station. 
 
    “Whoa,” Lacy murmurs. 
 
    It’s like we’re standing in a giant pit. Up the tall, circular cavern, there’s no end in sight. The darkness conceals anything more than a few hundred feet up. It’s natural opening has long been sealed to limit the radiation. It’s now just an access point for the EHC. Carved and welded into the rocky walls, railway lines, as well as elevator shafts, stretch up as far as we can see.  
 
    “So how are we supposed to get into one of the pods and all the way up to the surface?” Sky asks. 
 
    “This is not a we thing. I’m rescuing Cia alone. No way I’m putting you all in more danger,” I reply, grabbing a standard-issue miner’s water bladder that hangs near the entrance we came from. “You three stay down here where you won’t risk radiation poisoning.” 
 
    “Or you could stop being a martyr trying to go it alone,” Lacy says, her cheeks reddened. “Modify me and I can go, too!” 
 
    “No!” I shout. “You don’t know what sort of risks are associated with—” 
 
     “Lacy is right, Fin,” Drape says. “You’re gonna need help.” 
 
    “You two shut up!” Sky barks. “This is my sister you’re talking about. If anyone is going with her, it’ll be me.” 
 
    “So a random street kid, we don't know, gets to be modified while we stay here,” Lacy mutters to Drape. 
 
    Sky glares at her. “Yeah, because I’m not motivated by some sort of weird, greedy desire to be turned into a Leech.” 
 
    "I'm not greedy," Lacy says. "I just don't want to be taken advantage of anymore. There are a lot of crappy people back there." Tears well in her eyes as she points back in the direction of the Slack. "People who treat you lower than dirt." 
 
    She's right. When Lacy was five, several of the older kids decided to pick on her because she was small. Most of the Oven workers turned a blind eye. But not me. I took plenty of punches in my time standing up for her. But it was worth it. We did the same thing for Drape. 
 
    I pop Sky in the arm so he returns his attention to me instead of verbally attacking my friends. “Listen, Sky, I know you want to save her, but you’ll die up there.” 
 
    “Not if you modify me!” he argues. 
 
    “I’m lucky I wasn’t killed. I don’t even know how to work this piece of equipment.” I throw the full water pack over my back and reach down to retrieve the mod kit. A part of me longs to smash it here and now, but as I fiddle my fingers in my pocket, I realize it’s gone. I spin on my heels. “Lacy!”  
 
    My friend, the most fearless pick-pocket I’ve ever known, has managed to one-up me. 
 
    I pounce as she desperately presses a few buttons before I can snatch it from her. A bolt of energy erupts out of the device, and the shockwave knocks her off her feet. I fall in a heap at her side. 
 
    “Lacy!” I shout again in unison with Drape. The three of us circle her. 
 
    She’s sprawled out, her limbs spread in different directions. 
 
    “You all right?” Drape asks nervously, bending down beside her.  
 
    Lacy blinks slowly in an attempt to gather her senses. “I’m okay,” she breathes.  
 
    Drape and I each grab an arm, sitting her up. We help her stand, and I snatch the device up from the ground and grip it in my hand, considering smashing it.  
 
    I swing my attention from the black device to her. “That was really stupid. What were you thinking?” 
 
    “I feel a little woozy… whoa…” Her eyes roll back in her head slightly, then snap back. “I feel different.” 
 
    Concern overtakes my anger. “Different how? Different bad?”  
 
    “Stronger,” she growls, yanking her arms away from us. 
 
    The fury from her impulsiveness returns as my fist forms into a tight ball. “Let's see about that!” I bellow and punch her in the gut.  
 
    She doubles over, but her recovery speed is impressive. Lacy rises and holds up her fists. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “You could have killed yourself!” I screech. 
 
    “Quiet!” Sky shouts and then points.  
 
    Far up the cavern wall, one of the trams moves upward. Although, there are no people here in the cavern itself, there are people visible through the windows of the interior-lit trams. 
 
    Lacy gives me a haughty look, raising her eyebrows. “Sorry, but I wasn’t going to let you be the only hero.”  
 
    “This isn’t about being a hero,” I snarl. “This is about thinking. Thinking clearly, which you’re not doing, are you?” 
 
    “I’m thinking just fine,” Lacy says. 
 
    “You said you felt different. Different how?” 
 
    “I told you,” she says. “Stronger, I guess.” 
 
    “But that’s it?” 
 
    She pauses, then frowns intently. “Hey, I got gypped! You got smarter, right?” 
 
    “Keep it down,” Drape says. “You’re lucky it didn’t kill you, Lacy.” 
 
    “Now modify me,” Sky says, tapping my shoulder. 
 
    I spin and glare at him. “What? No.” 
 
    “You think I’m planning on trusting you and this brainless slag to get my sister back?” Sky snarls, waving a hand in Lacy’s direction. 
 
    Lacy’s jaw drops and her fists clench. “What did you just call me?” 
 
    Dwellers don’t call us miner’s “slags”. It’s an insult reserved for EHC’s.  
 
    Sky ignores Lacy, his attention trained on me. “I get there are risks, but it’s my sister. Please.” 
 
    “You don’t know how dangerous that thing might be,” Drape warns. 
 
    Sky’s eyes narrow, and he rounds toward Drape, anger brewing. “I’m going. Whether I’m modified or not.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous!” I yell. “You’ll die.” 
 
    In my distraction, Lacy snatches the device right out of my hand. She tosses the device to Sky.  
 
    “Don’t!” I yell. 
 
    Another shockwave bursts out of the device, sending Sky back into the cavern wall with a crack. He falls forward, dropping the device and landing on his hands and knees.  
 
    “Oh, man… I’m gonna be sick,” he mumbles. 
 
    “Look who’s brainless now. Get up,” I growl, yanking him to his feet. Slowly blinking, his face goes white. 
 
    “Let go.” He snaps out of it, examining his hands and flexing his fingers. The blood returns to his cheeks. 
 
    Drape steps our way. “Do you… do you feel alright?”  
 
    Sky smiles. “I do. Stronger.” 
 
    “Just stronger?” Lacy asks. 
 
    He pauses for a beat. “Yeah.” 
 
    “No enhanced cognitive abilities either?” I ask, and he shakes his head. I cross my arms and swing toward Lacy. “Why would you do that? It’s one thing to put yourself in danger, but this? You could have killed him.” 
 
    “We’re three for three,” Lacy says. “So far your little theory about this tech being dangerous is starting to seem far-fetched. Maybe you’re not so smart after all.” 
 
    “There’s no time for this. Let’s go,” Sky says. “How do we get up the cavern? If we try to board one of those trams, we’re bound to get busted by guards.” 
 
    I stare into the abyss. He’s right. What’s done is done, and I can have it out with Lacy later. “We climb.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Lacy shoots back. “We can’t free climb that. You can’t even see the top.” 
 
    I flex my arms. It would be a serious climb, but I’m experienced. Above us wait various ledges. It’s not like Sky and I couldn’t take an occasional break on them. I ignore Lacy. She’ll start to notice her strength in greater bursts soon, and she’ll realize how possible this is for us now.  
 
    “Sky, are you ready?” I ask. 
 
    He exhales deeply. “Yeah.”  
 
    “Okay, I’m going, too,” Lacy pipes in. 
 
    “No way,” I start to argue. 
 
    “You two aren’t leaving by yourselves.” She rolls her eyes and turns to Drape. “You go back to the Slack. Hide out. Hopefully none of the guards will recognize you and you’ll be able to just slip back in.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sure, Lacy,” Drape moans. “The pasty red-head isn’t going to be the one who gets recognized, right?” He bends down and picks up the device. 
 
    “Drape, don’t!” I yell, wishing I had snatched the tech back after Sky had used it. 
 
    “Three for three, right?” he says.  
 
    He presses the buttons and gets knocked down on his back by the blast. He moans, but then slowly starts to sit up. 
 
    “Drape, you feel all right?” Lacy asks, but Drape doesn’t answer. He falls back, convulsing.  
 
    “Drape!” I cry, rushing to his side. His eyes roll into the back of his head and he makes this horrible gurgling sound. His entire body twitches violently as I grab for him. “Drape, can you hear me?” 
 
    Lacy screams, a whaling sound of horror mixed with a stuttered breath.  
 
    “What do I do?” I can figure out how to deal with a broken limb, but not seizures. 
 
    Drape goes limp in my arms, and Lacy throws herself beside him. “Drape?” she sobs. 
 
    Emotions I’ve never felt swirl in my mind. He’s like family to me. This isn’t right.  
 
    A few seconds pass and Drape coughs, his lids shooting wide open.  
 
    “You idiot!” I say and wrap my arms around his neck. 
 
    He sits upright and gazes into my eyes. “Are you an angel?” 
 
    “What?” I yelp. 
 
    But before he has a chance to answer Drape clutches his midsection. “I might be sick.” 
 
    Lacy leans down and punches him in the arm. “Don’t scare us like that!” 
 
    Drape shakes his head, the tiny bit of color he has returning to his face, and jumps up to his feet, apparently forgetting what he just said to me. “Wow, this is incredible!” 
 
    “Let me guess, you’re not suddenly a smarty-pants like Fin, right?” Lacy asks. 
 
    “Um, maybe? How would I even know?” Drape asks. 
 
    “Trust me, you’d know,” I say. “But you can’t come with us. Not after that.” 
 
    Drape opens his mouth to argue when the blare of an oncoming transport train rattles the rails above.  
 
    “That transport stops on the interior of this cavern,” Sky says. “We have to move. Now!” 
 
    I curse under my breath and Drape crosses his arms and smiles triumphantly. He won’t have time to make it back to the Slack before the oncoming assortment of EHC operatives arrive. “We need to make it to that next ledge before they get off the tram, or they’ll see us.” 
 
    The four of us make for the side of the pit of the dim cavern. It’s beyond intimidating, but we need to go. 
 
    “You got any extra glow sticks?” I ask Sky. 
 
    “No,” he says. 
 
    “Sorry. I dropped mine back there in the vents, too,” Drape pipes in. 
 
    I grasp the nearest handhold I can touch and thrust myself up with hardly any effort. The rest tail right behind me. With his new strength, Sky is actually doing a fair job of climbing now, but he’s slow. 
 
     “Hurry up,” I whisper. “The tram just slid into the station.”  
 
    We all pick up the pace, and Drape reaches the ledge before us. Well, that’s a first. The ledge is narrow, so the four of us squish together to stay out of sight from the EHC operatives exiting the tram.  
 
    It’s too far down to hear what they’re saying, but their voices are low and full of anger. Searching for us, I suppose. I grin. If these men knew just how close we were, fifteen feet over their heads watching them. The last of the ops head down a tunnel, out of sight. 
 
    “You see that ledge up there?” I point. “That’s our next stop.” 
 
    “That has to be a forty-foot climb,” Drape says. 
 
    “Maybe you should just stay here, Drape,” I insist. “Wait it out. There could be more side effects. Can you even climb further with your messed up ankle?” 
 
    “My ankle’s fine now. I feel great. I’m not going to sit here on this ledge waiting around just to wind up getting caught by EHC,” he argues. “I can do it.”  
 
    “You and Sky aren’t exactly climbers,” Lacy adds. 
 
    “I climbed that shaft just fine!” Drape argues.  
 
    “It wasn’t meant as an insult, Dope!” Lacy says, play punching him. “I just mean that Fin and I should partner up with each of you. Show you the rocks to grip and where to place your footing.” 
 
    “Oh,” Drape says. 
 
    “All right.” I stand up on the ledge and start to climb. “Sky, match me. Put your left foot here, not here.” I show him where I’m placing my boot. 
 
    And so we begin our climb. It’s not easy. Even with my new strength, it takes us twice the time to make it to the nearest ledge. By the time we get there, my lungs burn and all I want to do is rest, but from the scene around us, my wishes are dashed.  
 
    “This is a track,” I say. “We can’t rest here. We might get hit by a shuttle train.” 
 
    Drape puts his hands on his knees, panting. “Great,” he moans. 
 
    I grab for the rock face again and the rest follow. It’s fifty feet or so to the next ledge. When we reach it, all four of us are drenched in sweat. I even feel a greater tickle of surface heat and radiation on my skin with every few yards we advance. Pressure stings my ears again from the elevation change. Nausea roils in my stomach. I gulp to keep it down, but it only accentuates my parched tongue. One after another, we all suck water from the tubing that sticks out from my water bladder. The water is warm and not quite as refreshing as I hoped it would be, but good enough. 
 
    At the sixth ledge, the jutting edges of the rocky cavern allow even less light than there was lower down. We have a considerable distance to climb, and I don’t know if we can do this, but I force myself to continue moving. The rest continue to follow my lead, Sky right on my heals. His extra motivation is helping him. 
 
    We haven’t stopped for at least thirty minutes now. Exhaustion and the lack of visibility overwhelm me and I visualize myself just letting go. Giving up. My lids sink shut when a red glow pierces through the endless darkness. I open my eyes to the source above our heads, slightly illuminating the next ledge. 
 
    Hope flows in my core like a jolt of energy. “We’re almost there!”  
 
    I pull myself up onto the closest ledge, followed by my friends. Relief floods my body. This ledge is considerably larger than the others. We collapse and lean with our backs to the cavern wall, stretching our legs out in front of us.  
 
    “What’s that light?” Drape asks, breathless from the climb. 
 
    “I think… it might be the Sun,” I say. 
 
    The hair on my arms stands on end at the thought. The Sun. It’s like a mythical creature I’ve just learned is real. I wonder what it’s like. What awaits us at the top of this cavern? What awaits us on the surface? 
 
    “It’s sealed up there. How can it be the sun?” Lacy asks. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I can feel the warmth. It’s different.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, that’s a long way away,” Drape says. “You guys, I really need to pause for a minute. I can’t keep up.” 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief that someone said it. We’ve got at least an additional thousand feet to climb, and there’s no way we’ll make it without resting for a bit. Free-climbing is dangerous enough inside the mining tunnels, but this is entirely different. If we fall, we wouldn’t just be dead, we’d be mush. 
 
    We finish off the rest of the water and I toss the empty pack to the side. The air hits my sweat-lined back and it feels good. We sit in silence for who knows how long and I study the walls. There are no more ledges I can see apart from tracks, and resting there would be dangerous. 
 
    “Hey Fin,” Lacy whispers, distracting me from my analysis. “Something is different. I feel off.” 
 
    I look past her and see the boys creeping over the edge, amazed at the drop. 
 
    “I told you that device isn’t safe. You should’ve listened to me.” 
 
    She shrugs. “Oh, there was no way you could’ve stopped me from using it, Fin. I’m not letting you do this alone. I'm just going to have to deal with it.” 
 
    Sky sits back up and turns to me. “Are we going to do this or what?” 
 
    I flick my attention back to Lacy who’s now staring up the rock face. I sure hope she can deal with it. I’m worried for her, but we will have to continue our talk later. We need to move. 
 
    “Get ready,” I say at length. My existence as a common dweller is one ledge from changing forever. “We’ll have to climb the rest in one go.” 
 
    How we do it, I’m not sure. Sheer will, I guess, but one by one we make it up. Arms shaking and back throbbing, I wrench myself onto the top of the cavern. The ache from the blisters on my fingers eases a bit, but blood still slicks my hands.  
 
    My relief is short-lived as a wave of heat envelops me. I pull myself to my feet and there it is. Bright rays of light stream just ahead of us, burning my eyes with their intensity. I reach for the light as if it’s calling to me. It’s a sort of side shaft that opens to the surface, a natural escape that bypasses the EHC controlled exit. It’s a break we definitely need. 
 
    There’s no changing our minds now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    We emerge from the dark into a scene none of us have ever witnessed. We’ve heard stories about it. The underground EHC personnel would often brag about it to make us feel even worse about our lives, but I never knew it was like this.  
 
    A hazy blue horizon stretches as far as my imagination can ponder. Resting below, a cracked and rusty landscape contrasts the beauty above. I’ve only seen vegetation in books, and the dry, brittle shrubs that dot the flat surface don’t live up to the vibrant life I’ve read about. While hot and dry, the air smells fresh. It lacks the minerals and dust we inhale every day. 
 
    “I thought… since we were… modified… this wouldn’t be… so bad,” Lacy gasps, kneeling down on the desert-like terrain. 
 
    “We’ve spent… our entire… lives… underground,” I pant. “We need time… to acclimate.”  
 
    “Ahrg,” Drape mutters. “Don’t stare… directly… at the sun.”  
 
    Slowly, my vision starts to adjust. A massive cement hatch covers the opening of the cavern. Several shafts jut out from the top. They must be where the trains exit and enter. Ahead is a sizable building that likely was the entry station to the right of this underground seal. Not much to it. Just random structures and pieces of equipment on the roofs.  
 
    We manage to sneak over to what I guess is tall shrubbery and hide in the brush. Peering around, there’s nothing but train tracks leading out of the station in all directions for as far as we can see. Even under the scattered shade, the sunlight burns my skin. I keep my head between my bent knees to block out a portion of the brightness. 
 
     “It’s beautiful,” Lacy says after a few minutes. 
 
    “What is?” I ask, not looking.  
 
    “The sky. That’s what it’s called, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sky answers. “I should know, it’s my namesake.” 
 
    I squint at her, blinking to clear my blurred vision. Lacy’s head is tipped back, gazing upward. I glance up, and find she’s right. The sun is low, and there is white and purplish puffy artwork spread out above our heads for miles and miles.  
 
    The scene breaks when a large flying piece of machinery whips by, clearly heading somewhere in a hurry.  
 
    “What was that?” Drape shouts, and I throw my hand out to cover his mouth. 
 
    “A hovercraft, maybe,” I whisper, pulling my hand back. “Get down.” 
 
    The four of us crouch in the scrub and watch. The ship lands right outside the station on the pavement. I’ve heard the EHC ops, that grace us with their presence below, talk about these machines that glide through the air. A hatch opens, and people unload and load various crates of whatever the miners have gathered for the EHCs for the day.  
 
     “We need to go to that station,” Sky says. “That’s where Nero took Cia, right?” 
 
    “No way, not now,” I say. “We’ll be spotted.” 
 
    Sky tenses and rakes away a sweaty clump of blond hair from his forehead. “Then when?” 
 
    I rack my brain for the information. The sun rises and falls. It’s low in the sky now. Eventually, it will vanish.  
 
    “In a few hours, I think the sun will set, making it dark. Plus, we’re all weak and need rest before we try some crazy rescue attempt. Sure, we’re enhanced now, but I assume everyone else we’ll be dealing with up here is, too.” 
 
    Sky scoffs, but relents. He knows I’m right. We sit in silence under the shadow of the vegetation. A considerable amount of time passes, then Lacy stands up and stretches.  
 
    “I’ve got to say, I love how quickly I’m bouncing back. If I had tried a climb like that yesterday, I would be flat on my back for days. Even you were pretty impressive, Sky. I bet you haven’t scaled a rock wall in your life, right?” 
 
    “Never,” he says. 
 
    “Ok, I’m curious now. What’s it like, Sky?” Lacy asks. 
 
    “What’s what like?” he replies. 
 
    “Your life. I mean, almost every dweller works the mines. We were taught that we’re the lucky ones, you know? But you… you’re different. What’s it like?” 
 
    I turn my attention to Sky, quite curious myself. He raises his arms above his head, stretching out his shoulders. In the light, this is probably the best view I’ve gotten of him all day. I try not to bother myself with boys, nothing but trouble, but his clear blue eyes fascinate me. Or it could be delirium from the heat.  
 
    “To me, you three are just slaves to the people who live on the surface. I may be poor and occasionally steal for supplies, but at least I’m free.” 
 
    Lacy frowns, but doesn’t take the bait. “How did this even happen for you anyways? Were your parents homeless too, so they just kept you there?” 
 
    “No,” Sky says. “My mom was an infant caregiver in the orphanage. She was tiny and kept her pregnancies a secret. She had help from a few of the workers. She’d always wear baggy clothes to hide her pregnancy with Cia, and did the same with me. They kept me smuggled in the staff quarters at the orphanage.” 
 
    “So you were at the Oven?” Drape asks. 
 
    “For a while. But I never left my mother’s quarters. Not once. When I was seven, right after Cia was born, my mother came in one night, shoved her in my arms, and a man who was her brother ushered us to the Slack. Pretty sure she realized she couldn’t hide us forever.” Sadness washes over his face. “That was the last time I saw my mother.” 
 
    My chest tightens, aching for him. I didn’t know my mother, but it doesn’t mean I never had dreams. “Your sister didn’t know her?” 
 
    “No,” Sky says. “But that doesn’t stop her from making up silly stories. Cia has… an impressive imagination. I try not to talk about our mother to her, but she’s… insistent.” 
 
    “How come you didn’t search for your mom?” Drape asks, throwing pebbles at nearby vegetation. 
 
    “Before my uncle died, he would warn us of the EHC and how horrible life was as a miner. I guess I just accepted my existence.” 
 
    He’s right. Being free for your entire life just to be tossed into the mining labor force would be a death sentence. I turn to him and watch him tug on his shaggy bangs. There’s an innocence to him, but I bet it’s been buried by the years of being a father figure to Cia. 
 
    “I’m so sorry we got you into this,” I say. “We’ll find her.” 
 
    “I have hope. I do,” he says, resting his head back. “I just don’t know what life will be like after we do.” 
 
    “It’s going to be amazing,” Lacy blurts out. “We’re modified now, and we’ll modify Cia too. No more mines or hiding in dingy tunnels.” 
 
    “You’re not touching my sister,” Sky insists. “I’ll decide what’s right for my family.” 
 
    “I didn't mean anything by it,” Lacy huffs. “We're not dwellers anymore… more like gods now.” 
 
    “You’re kidding right?” I ask. 
 
    Lacy let’s out a nervous laugh. “Oh, sure. But I kinda do feel like one. She sits back down, a satisfied smile stretching her lips and stares out at the horizon. She’s different since the modification. It’s like her sense of reality is slightly altered, as if the enhancement has affected her thoughts. 
 
    The sun settles further into the horizon and casts streaks of dark pink and purple across the sky. It’s lovely, but I try not to let myself get distracted. That’s not why we’re here. Apparently I’ve started to get used to the radiation; my skin no longer burns or tickles from the exposure.  
 
    “It’s time,” I say. “We can try to sneak into the transport hub. Maybe we’ll see Cia there, or at least we can figure out what Nero did with her.” 
 
    An alarm blares from the hub, making me jump. 
 
    “What’s that for?” Drape asks, his voice squeaking slightly. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s get closer,” I say.  
 
    We dart to the outer wall of the station and squat down to stay out of sight. I inch up and peer around the corner. It’s chaos, and the air is thick with stress. The EHC operatives scatter in all directions. 
 
    “No one goes in or out, you understand?” a distant voice calls to the panicky operatives.  
 
    I duck back behind the wall to my patiently waiting friends. “They’re restricting access to the underground.”  
 
    No one says anything. The weight of the device in my pocket presses on my leg. It doesn’t require a modified mind to figure out what it is they’re looking for, especially after my enhanced encounter with Nero. 
 
    “If they’re sniffing for us, there’s no way we can sneak into the station and just go walking around,” Drape says. 
 
    Sky scoffs. Drape’s right, but I suspect Sky has likely cast all concerns for safety aside. 
 
    I creep up to get a view as a long, sleek shuttle train pulls into the hub, but it can’t descend, as the underground is blocked off. A handful of passengers exit, and a slender man with dark hair and a black uniform is among them,  
 
    “Nero,” I say, and in a flash Sky practically climbs up me trying to get a peek.  
 
    “Where’s Cia?” Sky whispers, peeking over the edge of the wall. 
 
    I scan the passengers again, but don’t find a child. “She’s not with him. He must have left her wherever he came from.” 
 
     “Then we need to board that shuttle,” Sky growls between gritted teeth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wait for the passengers to clear and then wave my friends forward. We bolt to the shuttle at the far side of the station. One of its ends is still opened to the station itself while the other looks out to the seemingly endless desert terrain. Our only hope is that there’s a way on board through that side. 
 
    We zigzag between railways and the pearly white, blue striped shuttle glides into view. The sleek, clean exterior isn’t like anything I’ve ever seen down below. Ahead lays our salvation. A doorway on the desert side. Unfortunately, the smooth door has no apparent manual handle.  
 
    “How do we open it?” Lacy asks.  
 
    Just as she says it, the door whooshes back. A railway worker steps out and throws something to the earth. We duck out of his sight, and my breath hitches as he moves to close it, but Sky sneaks up behind the man, wraps his arm around his throat, and yanks the man back. The worker struggles for a moment, but quickly goes limp in Sky’s arms. Sky drops him.  
 
    “You killed him,” Drape shrieks, coming out from our hiding spot.  
 
    I grab for Drape and snap my hand over his mouth. His eyes go wide. I shush him, then release him. 
 
    “No, I only made him pass out. I've done it before,” Sky says. 
 
    Drape bends down and checks. He sighs with relief. “He’s breathing.” 
 
    “I told you. Now let’s get moving,” Sky says. 
 
    “Hold on,” I whisper. “People are bound to see this guy.” I search the terrain and find what I’m looking for. “We’ll hide him in the brush across the way.” 
 
    Sky and I seize the worker and drag him to the brush. I feel sorry for the guy. He’s just some poor sap who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. We dump him and rush back to the shuttle. 
 
    “Last minute boarding,” sounds an unseen voice in the air.  
 
    We race up the four tiny stairs into the shuttle, and once we’re all inside, Lacy quickly shuts the door. The space is packed with small crates, and a door separates this car from the rest of the shuttle. 
 
    I dash to the little glass window just taller than eye height on the door. The car is filled with puffy red seats and wooden tables just beyond our reach. Four passengers sit eating massive plates of food. Just the sight causes my stomach to rumble. I haven’t eaten since earlier today. I shake my head at the thought that the EHC can’t even get from one location to the other without expecting to be treated like royalty. 
 
    “It’s a passenger shuttle,” I say. “Only a couple of people in there.” I don’t tell them about the food. 
 
    “I doubt there are too many passengers on board then,” Lacy says. “This station is in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “Probably ops,” I say. “Otherwise they wouldn’t have much business coming out this way to the underground entrance to our sector.” 
 
    I stretch up to the window again, and a muffled voice from the intercom sounds through the glass. No clue what it’s saying though. 
 
    “Check it out!” Lacy says. 
 
    I turn. She’s digging in one of the small crates.  
 
    “No way, Lacy,” I snap. “If they notice stuff missing, we’ll get caught!” 
 
    She ignores me and keeps digging. “Look at all the goodies! Oh, no way!” A huge grin lights up her face, and she produces a box. “Candy? It’s chocolate!” 
 
    “What’s chocolate?” I ask. The boys seem just as confused as me. 
 
    “I’ve had this once,” she says. “One of the headmasters gave me a bite of his stash. He said he got it from an op who owed him a favor.” 
 
    “What is it?” I ask again. 
 
    “What is it?” she asks. “Only the most amazing food that has ever touched my lips!”  
 
    Lacy tears into the box and pulls out a handful of wrapped packages. She tosses each of us one and we rip open the wrappers to reveal a lumpy brown bar. 
 
    I frown. “Lacy, it seems like something you’d find in the men’s latrine. I’m not eating this.” 
 
    “Try it, trust me. And besides, we haven’t eaten in hours, and we need to refuel after—” 
 
    The shuttle jolts, nearly knocking Lacy off her feet, but she’s all smiles as she bites the brown bar.  
 
    “We need to refuel from that climb,” she mumbles, her mouth full. 
 
    The boys exchange tentative glances, and Drape raises it up to his nose and sniffs. He smiles and practically shoves the whole bar in his mouth. Sky apparently confirms that as a good sign and does the same.  
 
    After all we’ve experienced today, it’s silly to worry about this, so I sniff the bar. A rich, sweet aroma fills my nose, and I nibble the end. Creamy sweetness and a hint of rich bitterness flood my taste buds. The flavor reminds me of coffee, which I’ve had a few times, but overly sweet coffee.  
 
    “So, this is what leeches eat, huh?”  
 
    I gulp down the rest of the bar just as Lacy is opening another one for herself. She tosses me a second.  
 
    “It’s so sweet. I can feel the sugar rotting my teeth as we speak,” I say. Going down, the candy turns my stomach slightly, but even so, I stuff the second chocolate bar in one of my pockets for safe keeping.  
 
    “What else is in there?” I ask, joining Lacy at the crate. 
 
    “I just want these,” Drape mumbles, his mouth full of chocolate. 
 
    We dig in several of the crates. Half the food we find I’ve never even heard of, but I don’t really care because everything I try is the most amazing thing I’ve ever tasted. I especially like the Turner’s Turkey Jerky. Sweet and savory all at once. But I’m incredibility thankful for the boxes of juice that fill one of the containers. 
 
    I practically lose myself in the cuisine of the surface world when another jolt of the train sends me back into reality. I rise and take a peek out the window. Down the center of the aisle, a uniformed worker walks straight for us. Luckily, he’s not paying me any attention.  
 
    “Someone’s coming! Hide!” I gasp. 
 
    “What?” Drape leaps up in a panic. “There’s nowhere to hide!”  
 
    He’s right. The crates are far too small to use for cover.  
 
    I whip around. My brain assesses the problem in lightning speed. “Can you three hold on tight?” 
 
     “What? What do you mean?” Lacy asks, her voice tense. 
 
    I don’t answer and race to the exit door, throwing it open. “Hold. On. Tight.”  
 
    Lacy gives me an unsure expression, but the three of them flood out of the shuttle, gripping the ledge surrounding the window outside. The wind roars. Who knows how fast we’re going. It’s not a safe speed for that kind of risk.  
 
    I close the door on their horrified faces, trying not to envision what could happen if they fall. Inside, I scale the interior wall, gripping the side of the doorway with a hand and foot and stretching my opposing limbs against the opposite wall. The door slides back, and I’m out of sight just in time as the railway worker enters.  
 
    “Roger!” he calls. The door shuts behind him. “Idiot…” He glances around the shuttle, a sour expression pinching his lips.  
 
    My arms and legs singe with pain as I push tighter into the corner. 
 
    “I swear, if that moron got left at the station…” He twists, and his eyes grow wide. He sees me. Not the best hiding spot, I know, but one of us had to stay inside the shuttle to reopen the door.  
 
    “Hey,” I say and drop down.  
 
    “You’re that missing dweller!” he gasps. 
 
    I drop and dart the way of the exit door, knocking the man back with my shoulder as I pass him. Kicking the lock, it rattles open. The door flies back, and wind gushes in. My group stumbles back into the car, each with a thunk.  
 
    “What the…?” The man regains his footing as he darts for Sky, who easily side-steps. Both Lacy and I charge the man and knock him clear out the door. The man rolls uncontrollably, dust billowing around him. A wash of guilt floods my mind at what we just did to him, but the wind whips my hair in my face and refocuses me. I step back and slam the door shut.  
 
    I hurry back to the window, peering into the next car over. “People are leaving this shuttle and heading forward.”  
 
    On the opposite end of the passenger car, I spot a touch panel. Maybe I can access information we can use. 
 
    I wait for the passengers to clear, then throw back the door. We race into the empty car. Ours was for storage, but this one is meant to be a luxury experience for its passengers. Large windows line either side of the car. A beautiful view of the dimly lit desert terrain slides past as we pass open land. Above me, I search for the source of the illumination. A small, but bright white circle rests high in the dark sky; the moon. I’ve read about it, but seeing it in person is different. It’s amazing how it seems to move with us, almost watching us. 
 
    “Wow!” Lacy plops down in one of the red, velvety chairs and leans back. “Ooh, it even reclines.” 
 
    I shake my head at her childishness. But he never got a childhood. So why not let her have one for a minute.  
 
    “What’s in the next one?” Sky gestures to the door that leads into the next car up. 
 
    I hurry over and peer in. “That one’s empty, too. We must be getting close to the tram’s destination since all the passenger’s decided to move up.” 
 
    “What is its destination?” Drape asks. 
 
    I go to the touch panel. “I don’t know, but let’s see if we can find out.”  
 
    I tap on the screen and it lights up. I play with the options for a bit and locate the schedule.  
 
    “Seems like we’re heading to a city called Reso… it’s an outpost in the New Delta Sector.” 
 
    “Reso? I heard a leech mention that once,” Lacy says. 
 
    The display panel has a search option, so I decide to do a little digging on the location we’re about to enter. I frown at the information. “Great. It’s an EHC Training Academy City.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Sky asks. 
 
    “It means they send the rich kids to be brainwashed into making sure they know their position,” Lacy says. “The leeches constantly talk this place up, like it’s an exclusive boys’ club.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Sky says. “But what about my sister? That computer say anything about her?” 
 
    “Let me see what I can find.” 
 
    My fingers effortlessly navigate the display as if I’ve done this a thousand times. It’s all just logic, though. Directory structures and search commands. I’m able to predict how these systems function. 
 
    “Ah, there she is!” I say. “There’s a transport manifest. She was on this train on its last trip back to the underground station. Her final destination is marked as classified, though.” 
 
    A low hum vibrates the panel, snapping me out of my lock on the system. 
 
    “Passengers, please prepare for entry into Reso,” an unseen voice echoes through the intercoms over our heads. 
 
    From out the window, a metropolis rapidly approaches in the distance. Even though it seems fairly small, it gives off a lot of brightness. The EHC would brag about their massive, wondrous cities on the surface; huge standing structures called buildings that would block out the sun. I’m pretty sure this isn’t one of those cities. I guess the EHC could’ve exaggerated.  
 
    We pass an entire field of dark panels that reflect the moonlight. I can’t recall what they are, but there’s a lot of them. Beyond this, the full scope of the city reveals itself. Tethered, giant, hovering disks pour light down onto every inch of it. I’ve gotten so used to living in near darkness that the brightness amazes me. Tan and off-white buildings fill the skyline. Only sporadic trees and shrubbery provide any contrasting color. 
 
    “There’s a ton of EHC out there,” Sky says nervously, looking out the window.  
 
    My heart jolts. “Get back to the storage car. We have to jump.” 
 
    We run back and stuff our pockets full of more chocolate and jerky. I press the panel and the door slides back.  
 
    “Oh, this is gonna hurt,” Drape says. 
 
    “Tuck and roll,” I say, and dive out. 
 
    My body crashes to the earth and I land on bent knees, allowing myself to fall, tucking my arms and legs. Pain rushes in places I didn’t even know I had, and I tumble over on top of myself several times. I scramble to my feet and wheel around to find my friends. Everyone is mostly unharmed. The shuttle rushes ahead and eventually stops at the station a good distance away. 
 
    “We’re too visible,” I say. 
 
    The air is stifling, thick, even without the sun, and our boots tend to sink into the loose earth, making our trek doubly hard. Even so, we make it into the city in a few minutes and duck into a dark alley between two buildings. Metal ladders run the entire way up the face of the building, and a generous ledge with a railing extends outside each window.  
 
    “We need a better view.” I jog to the starting rung of the ladder and start to climb. My friends follow close. We reach the roof of the building, and from here we can get a good look at what living on the surface is like. We have to be thirty yards up. 
 
    “Wow, would you check that out!” Drape says, inching toward the ledge.  
 
    Several crafts go zipping through the air between buildings nearly as high up as we are.  
 
    “I never knew flying cars were an actual thing! Cars pre-Flip didn’t look like that.” 
 
    Lacy lays hand on his shoulder. “Easy there, Drape.” 
 
    The light pouring out of the hovering streetlights brighten the streets below, while keeping our roof concealed in darkness. I study the people walking up and down the street. Their clothes are all perfectly clean, wrinkle free, colorful, and the style is far from cargo pants and stained tank tops.  
 
    “First things first,” I say. “We need to find different clothes.” I watch my friends in amusement as they all examine what they’re wearing. 
 
    “What’s wrong with our clothes?” Sky asks. 
 
    “You look like a dweller, that’s what. Especially Drape, Lacy, and me. We’re covered in dirt, and Drape’s shirt has pit stains,” I say. Drape instinctively covers his armpits with his hands. 
 
    “Okay, so where are we going to get clothes?” Sky asks.  
 
    “Funny question coming from a scavenger,” Lacy says. “We steal them.”  
 
    With that, she joins me at my side and scans over the scene. I know what she’s doing. She’s scoping it out. 
 
    “What do you think?” I ask.  
 
    She doesn’t answer for a few seconds, then points. “There.” 
 
    I trace the direction of her hand and see a hover car, if that’s what you call it, parked in an alley between two enormous buildings. The building to the left catches my attention. It’s frightfully tall and narrow. It twists up, curving at the edges.  
 
    “What’s in there?” I ask. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’re gonna find out,” Lacy says with a smile.  
 
    “It seems like it just arrived at the station,” I say. “There might be luggage with clothes inside. Nice, Lacy.”  
 
    One problem. To get there, we have to cross the street—a street that is filled with people, including EHC operatives, all heading home at the end of a long day.  
 
    “Well,” I say. “This should be fun.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    We climb down the ladder to the alleyway. Across the street, the hover car waits, but pedestrians are all over.  
 
    “This will never work.” Sky says.  
 
    “We stand out like coal among diamonds,” Drape agrees.  
 
    “Really, Drape?” I say, smacking him. 
 
    “What?” He shrugs. “We do.” 
 
    He’s right. The thought that we could make it to the hover car unnoticed, even at night, is one of delusion. I wait patiently, studying the crowd from the safety of the dark alley. In the distance, an even larger group makes its way to us. 
 
    “Well, well,” I say.  
 
    There’s fifteen or so in the group, and they’re dressed much more casually. Though they still appear very little like us, they’re all drenched in sweat, and some wear baggier clothes. The women wear tight bras and sleek pants. The entire crowd jogs alongside one another, their eyes focused on the sidewalk in front of them.  
 
    “Feel like a quick jog?” I ask, crouching slightly as the runners approach. “Now.” 
 
    The four of us bolt from the alley and take up the rear of the pack, amazingly unnoticed. They lead us right to the other side of the street past the parked hover car. We split from the group, keeping our casual and steady pace to avoid drawing attention. It works, and we make it to the alleyway near the car without so much as a glance from the people on the street. Once it’s clear, we dart to the side of the car facing the alley. An overhanging structure provides us a bit of privacy from the main street. 
 
    I scan the vehicle, assessing the best way in. There’s a handprint scanner on the door, not that it does us any good.  
 
    Lacy doesn’t waste time. She walks up to the craft, looks around, and raises her elbow into the air, bringing it down to bash in the back window. My mouth drops and I hunch over, waiting for some sort of alarm to ring out, but nothing comes. Straightening up, I turn and cringe at the sight of such a lovely piece of machinery broken. It’s a sleek, shiny vehicle, long in length and incredibly narrow. Lacy rummages around in the back and pulls out a few pieces of clothing. 
 
    “Aww, sweet, there are clothes,” Lacy says with excitement. “Apparently someone did the laundry just so we could have pretty, fresh outfits!” 
 
    She tosses me a pair of blue pants that seems to be close to my size. I go and hide behind the car and empty my pockets of the food we stole. Dropping my cargo pants, I then wiggle into the new tight, borrowed bottoms. “Got a shirt for me?” I ask. 
 
    “Hold on, I’m looking,” Lacy says as she tosses the boys a couple pairs of slim, black trousers. 
 
    “Why do they wear stuff like this?” Sky asks as he yanks them on. “It’s hardly functional. They’re tight and uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure their clothes aren’t meant for comfort. They don’t have to dig in the mines all day long,” I say. 
 
    Lacy tosses me a black shirt. 
 
    I sigh and duck down to remove my working shirt. In the mines we never change with the guys. The bosses don’t want us getting any ideas. Not that I want any ideas. Having babies and making more slaves for them is not something I have any interest in. I flick up my gaze and ignore Drape’s roving eye—no time for embarrassment now. As fast as I can, I pull on the form-fitting top and yank up the neckline, if you can call it a neckline since it seems nearer to my belly button than my neck compared to what I’m used to. I give up. It is what it is.  
 
    “Okay, everyone dressed?” I ask, snatching up my chocolate and jerky from the ground and stepping out from the back of the car.  
 
    Lacy’s ready, dressed in similar attire as me. 
 
    “Whoa,” Lacy gasps, gawking my way. “Dang, Fin.” 
 
    Heat rushes up my cheeks as Sky and Drape stare in my direction. Drape smiles from ear to ear. “Wow.”  
 
    Sky quickly turns again, his cheeks reddening. 
 
    “Stop it, we don’t have time for this. We’re dressed like escort guards.” I yank up the top as far as it will go and point to an emblem on my chest.  
 
    “Escort guards?” Drape asks, his smile falling away. 
 
    “You know, probably like bodyguards,” Lacy says. 
 
    “You see a bag or anything in there?’ I ask. 
 
    Lacy peers into the vehicle and pulls out a satchel. I walk to her and grab it from her hand.  
 
    “Everybody put your food in here for later,” I say, inserting my supplies into the bag. “We have no idea when our next meal will come and might need to ration.” 
 
    Sky and Drape both shoot me sheepish looks. 
 
    “Uh,” Drape mumbles. “I already ate mine.” 
 
    “When?” I huff. 
 
    “I donno,” He shrugs. “Maybe on the roof?” 
 
    I look to Sky. He only turns his body and looks away. 
 
    “Do you have any left, Lacy?” 
 
    She produces the chocolate and jerky and hands them to me. “Yeah, but only because it made my stomach hurt.” She glares at Drape and Sky. “But I’m not sharing later with these two pigs.” 
 
    “Stop!” a man’s voice echoes through the alley. 
 
    I nearly drop the bag as my heart leaps. A man and a woman with pistols pointed our way strut toward us. My first instinct is to bolt, but I don’t want to get shot. They’re dressed similarly to us, but their clothes appear closer to uniforms, and the woman’s isn’t so low cut.  
 
    “Whoa, what’s the problem?” Lacy asks casually, playing off whatever the guards believe they just saw. Over the years, she’s developed a quick wit which helps her get out of jams. She had to. 
 
    “The problem?” the woman sneers. “We just saw you stealing from the back of that hover car!” 
 
    “What? No.” Lacy gestures to the vehicle. “This is mine. I lost my key card and had to bust in the back window.” 
 
    They’re not buying it. I could have told Lacy they wouldn’t, but I guess she didn't realize the car has a handprint scanner. They don’t use key cards like we do in the technically-neglected underground.  
 
    “Lacy…” I grumble, releasing the bag and raising my hands up. My mind gets to work formulating an escape. 
 
    “Hands up, right now!” the man shouts. 
 
    Everyone obeys, but my friends are giving me the eye. Pleading for me to make a move. It’s like they just don’t get it. Sure, I’m modified now, but so is everyone else up here. 
 
    I scan the alley behind our attackers, but I’m coming up dry for a plan. Sweat pours down my right cheek, but I don’t dare move to wipe it away. This might be the end of the road. 
 
    “Hey! Easy! Calm down, you two!” A guy—I’d say, nineteen, maybe twenty—paces into the dim light of the alleyway. His voice is soft, almost calming, quite the opposite of his tall, muscular stature. 
 
    This changes things. 
 
    The dark-skinned young man wears a serious expression as he steps toward the guards, hands slightly in the air. His eyes meet mine for a beat, but he turns his head to the guards, running his fingers through his carefully trimmed, curly brown hair.  
 
    “Come on,” he says. “Lower your weapons. Look at the clothes they just threw down. They’re obviously homeless defectors.” 
 
    Defectors? What’s that? I glance at Lacy and give her a tilt of my head to follow my lead. As the young man continues to argue on our behalf, I slowly start toward them, moving inch by inch, hardly noticeable movements at all. 
 
    “Being homeless isn’t an excuse for breaking the law!” the male guard yells. 
 
    The guy, for some reason, continues to argue our case. “I’ll get them to return the clothes, and I’ll pay for the window myself, there’s no need to—” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” the woman says, scrambling for a comm. “I’m contacting the EHC station right now!” 
 
    “You could stand to have a little pity for people like this,” the guy argues, keeping their attention from us as Lacy and I creep closer to the guards. I nod to her, and in one swift motion we bolt in their direction. The guys follow our lead. I grab the man, and she lunges for the woman. I snatch his weapon and throw the guard to the ground. Sky and Drape mow our innocent attempted rescuer down.  
 
    I swing around and find Lacy, weapon in hand, with the female in a head lock. 
 
    I train my gun at the male guard’s head. He freezes. “Get in the car.” I wave the weapon to the vehicle. “Now.” 
 
    We rip off their comms and toss them down. The devices smack the hard surface, and I finish the job by crushing them with my boot. Drape reaches through the busted window, fiddling around, eventually unlocking the vehicle’s doors. We shove the two of them into the third row. Lacy squeezes in the back, the pistol pointed at the woman’s side.  
 
    “You’re flying.” I direct the guy who tried to help us into the driver’s seat and scramble into the passenger’s seat, continuing to threaten him with the weapon. Sky and Drape climb in behind us with the old clothes and the bag of food. At least the two of them are good for something. 
 
    A part of me wishes I knew how to operate this vehicle, but I don’t feel like killing us all today just because I want to test out my new cognitive ability.  
 
    “Let’s get this thing in the air. What’s your name?” I ask the young man. 
 
    He frowns at me, but quite frankly he doesn’t seem nearly as bothered as the two guards. You would think that becoming a hostage right after offering your assistance would make you much more upset, but he seems calm.  
 
    “Elias,” he says. 
 
    “Elias, I’m going to need you to get us moving.”  
 
    He sighs and awakens the machine.  
 
    “Whoa…” Drape says nervously as the vehicle lifts from the ground. Nausea spins in my stomach. I gulp to push it down as the lights of the city get smaller out the window.  
 
    Pull it together, Fin. You’ve made it this far. Puking isn’t the best confidence builder. 
 
    “Wow! This is incredible!” Lacy says from the back row. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    “What?” the male guard snarls. “So dirt poor that you’ve never been inside a craft? Surely you scum have at least taken public transportation?” 
 
    “Don’t talk to him, Lacy,” I snap, knowing their insults will set her off. The last thing we want is for these people to find out we’re dwellers. They can keep believing we’re homeless defectors, whatever that is. 
 
    “Where are we headed?” Elias asks once we’re hovering high above the nearby rooftops. 
 
    Sky leans forward and growls, “EHC station. Now.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Elias says. 
 
    I know what Sky has in mind. The most likely place for the EHC to take his sister would be the nearby station the guards tried to radio. 
 
    “Do what he says,” I say. “Now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright, but it’s a long flight. It’ll be a couple of hours,” Elias says, a strange calm in his voice. 
 
    “Well, step on it!” Sky snaps. “We’re losing time.” 
 
    Elias eyes me and lets out a frustrated sigh. I turn back to Sky, keeping my gun on Elias. “We all want to get to Cia. That’s why we’re here. But the authorities are already searching for us, I’m sure, and jetting across the sky at breakneck speeds will make us stick out even more.” 
 
    Sky flops back in his seat and groans. 
 
    “Be quiet,” Lacy orders the two guards in the back row.  
 
    My stomach lurches at the fact that she’s back there waving her gun at them. I glance at the weapon I’m pointing at Elias and lower it a little. Amazing how quickly we went from common theft to kidnapping. 
 
    “So, Elias,” I say, trying to dump part of my guilt, “why did you try to save us?”  
 
    One of the guards scoffs. 
 
    “You need to be quiet,” Lacy growls. 
 
    Elias ignores what’s happening in the back. “You’re defectors, aren’t you?”  
 
    “What’s a defector?” Sky asks. I shoot him a dirty look. It’s like my friends don’t get the importance of not revealing who we are. 
 
    “What, do you live under a rock?” the male guard taunts. 
 
    You have no idea. 
 
    “Defectors are citizens who have opposed the way the government treats dwellers,” Elias says, staying cool. I have no idea how he’s doing it. “Because of their political views, most defectors wind up homeless or cast out of their families or chased away by local government officials. It never felt right to me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    “Well.” He pauses. “I guess since my parents were Noble class, I just haven’t had to deal with poverty. I feel like I have the means to help, so sometimes I do.” 
 
    “Noble class?” Drape asks.  
 
    A quizzical expression overtakes Elias’s face. “As in top level citizens.” 
 
    “There are different levels of citizens?” I ask. 
 
    The guards snicker. They must think we’re absolute fools, but I don’t allow it get to me.  
 
    “Yes,” Elias says slowly.  
 
    “What are the different levels for?”  
 
    He shakes his head, still confused. “Nobles buy their way to privilege. Private schools, the nicest neighborhoods, and an upgraded modification—both strength and intelligence. 
 
    “So if you have enough credits, you can be a Noble?” I ask. 
 
    “No, not necessarily. You also have to be genetically compatible with the upgraded mod.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, my ears perking up at the genetically compatible part. “Then what about everyone else?” 
 
    “The standard strength upgrade costs less. If citizens have the money, most of them will use it to become Century class. But Tenant class is normal, able to adapt to the climate and withstand radiation. No upgrades. They’re the working class. You know, like, servants. Defectors tend to escape out of the Tenant class.”  
 
    That’s why we were able to one-up the train employees so easily. They were just third-class citizens. No enhanced strength or intelligence. The real question, though, is how I managed to get improved intelligence.  
 
    “So, if Tenants are the working class, what do Century citizens do?” Lacy asks curiously, she must be realizing that her genetic modification would put her in that class if we were not dwellers. 
 
    “Mostly law enforcement. Police,” Elias explains. 
 
    I instinctively glance back at the guards. They’re probably level two citizens based on their careers. I can imagine what they would think if they found out a bunch of dwellers had been enhanced right into their citizen classification.  
 
    “And Noble class?” I ask. 
 
    “The designated leader class,” Elias says. “The rich snobs.” 
 
    “Glad you’re aware of your snobby stature,” the female guard scoffs. 
 
    Elias shoots her a look over his shoulder before returning his attention to the skies ahead. “So,” he says. “I’ve answered your questions. Why don’t you tell me where you people are really from? You’re not from Reso—or anywhere civilized—to have never heard of the classification levels.” 
 
    “Get us to our destination, then we’ll talk,” I snap back, remembering we are not friends. The promise to talk later is a lie, but I have no intention of letting any of these people in on who we are. 
 
    He nods, but by his pinched expression it wasn’t the answer he’d hoped for.  
 
    Grunts and a scuffling sound come from behind, and I round to the guards suddenly lunging at Lacy.  
 
    Oh crap. 
 
    The entire craft lifts to the right, pulling me forward again and crashing my body into the passenger hatch. 
 
    “Get off!” Lacy barks. 
 
    “All of you need to stay calm!” Elias shouts back. 
 
    A clank followed by a discharge grabs my full attention. My heart leaps into my throat. I spin in my seat, expecting to see Lacy dead, but it’s nearly worse. The female guard has been shot in the head. Red spatters the side window. A partial divider prevents the mess from covering everything. The male guard screams and grapples for Lacy’s wrist in a desperate attempt to prevent himself from being next. Lacy’s like a wild animal that was just uncaged. 
 
    “Lacy, stop!”  
 
    Not even thinking, I fling myself back into the second row, jumping into Sky’s lap to get at her. In a flash, I raise my pistol and bash the man in the back of the head. He slumps over, limp.  
 
    “You killed her!” I scream at Lacy.  
 
    She gasps and stares at the very deceased woman. “I did? I don’t even remember doing it! She was just coming at me.”  
 
     “What did you do?” Elias yells from the front seat. “She’s dead?” 
 
    I hold out my hand to Lacy. “Give me that gun. Now!” 
 
    Lacy’s eyes go large for a moment as she glances at the bloody mess beside her again. She hands me the gun with a shaking hand. I crawl back over Drape and Sky, who don’t say a word, to the front passenger’s seat, both guns in tow. My thoughts race.  
 
    What just happened? 
 
    Elias grips the wheel of the craft so fiercely that his knuckles go white. The craft is descending. I point one of the weapons at his side.  
 
    “No,” I warn him. “Keep flying.” 
 
    Glancing back, Sky and Drape, their eyes wide, seem mortified, but Lacy is quiet. Almost blank. I catch her eye and shake my head, ashamed.  
 
    “I didn’t have a choice,” Lacy pleads. “They went for the gun. Both of them.” 
 
    “I saw that gleam in your eye, Lacy! What was that?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know!” she cries. 
 
    “The modification…” I mumble. “It changed you.”  
 
    “I…I didn't mean to,” she cries and throws her head into her hands. 
 
    “Wha… what do you want me to do?” Elias asks, his voice shaking. 
 
    “We have to get rid of the guards,” Sky says, snapped out of his shock. “Dump the body and drop off the man while he’s knocked out.” 
 
    “Yes,” I say. “In a safe place where we won’t get caught… but also where they’ll be found soon.” I’m not looking for another death on my head. I sit upright in my seat, lungs heaving in shallow breaths. I gag and quickly push back the sensation. 
 
    From the side, Elias stares in my direction.  
 
    “What?” I snap. 
 
    “You didn’t want this,” he whispers, glancing back at Lacy in horror, then flicking his gaze ahead. 
 
    “No,” I say. “No, we didn’t. Now bring us somewhere safe, Elias.” 
 
     “I don’t have a choice, do I?” He’s quiet for a moment. “There’s a Tenant class housing sector just outside of Reso. There’s not a lot of regular monitoring or operative influence out that way compared to the rest of the city.” 
 
    “Fine,” I snap. “Take us there. And you better not be lying to us.” I press the barrel of the gun deeper into his side. 
 
    In about ten minutes, we make our way just outside of the main stretch. It’s completely dark out this far, but with the glow of our craft’s front lights, I can barely see the change in the barren landscape that is this housing district. Elias lands several yards from the group of homes. We exit, and I have him walk ahead of us with his hands on his head as we search around.  
 
    Lacy rushes to my side. “I feel better now. Hand me back my gun so I can keep an eye on our pilot while you ditch the escort guards.” 
 
    I glare at her. “Are you kidding? No way.” 
 
    “You don’t trust me now?” she asks, hurt brewing in her eyes, as if she’s completely forgotten what just happened. 
 
    “Can I?” I hiss, turning my back to her. 
 
    I take a second to breathe in the landscape. Tall poles with lighting atop them brighten homes that are small and made of stone or brick, nothing like the sleek infrastructures of the city, but they’re better than anything I’ve ever seen underground. There’s no vegetation here—mostly red clay and similarly colored sand. I feel as though I’ve stepped into another world, but I guess I actually have.  
 
     “Let’s see if we can find a place to dump them,” I say, moving further from the hover car. I’m ready to be done with the escort guards as soon as possible. If only I could go back and undo this entire day. Surely there’s someone out there who loves and cares about the poor woman. The whole mistake makes me sick. 
 
    Click, click.  
 
    My heart vaults and I snap my attention to a sizable crowd inching out from around the nearby structures. Their weapons are pointed at my friends and me.  
 
    I grit my teeth and glance back at Elias. “Traitor.” 
 
    But it’s not like I can blame him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Whoa. Easy, everyone. Easy!” Elias says, raising his hands in the air.  
 
    I leave one gun in my hand. The gun I took from Lacy is in my pocket, the handle sticking out slightly. This crowd is impressive. I can’t tell exactly how many there are due to the dark, but I suspect close to two dozen.  
 
    Elias continues to plead our case. “Calm down! No need for anyone to get hurt!” 
 
    A man maybe in his forties or fifties steps apart from the crowd. No doubt he’s related to Elias. There’s a distinct resemblance.  
 
    “Elias!” the man calls out, relief evident in his tone.  
 
    Elias smiles briefly, but he continues to hold up his hands in an attempt to settle the crowd.  
 
    Why is he still helping us? 
 
    The man swings his attention to me, eying the weapon in my hand and the one in my pocket. “Toss your guns aside, so no one gets hurt.” 
 
    This needs to end. I throw the gun in my hand onto the dirt away from us and slowly reach for the other one. 
 
    “Easy, now,” the man says, not taking his attention from me. 
 
    I pinch the handle and fling it away like it burned me.  
 
    Several in the crowd slowly lower their weapons as the older man moves in for a hug from Elias. My heart lifts. 
 
    Suddenly, Lacy darts the way of the crowd. “Come on!” she roars. “Bring it on!” 
 
    What's the matter with her? 
 
    I freeze, not willing to follow her with this many guns pointed my way. Visions of my friend being gunned down in this strange land swirl in my head. 
 
    Zzzzap sounds from the right, and Lacy falls limp with a thump. I flinch as the noise sounds again, twice, and the boys do the same. I move back and a hot jolt of electricity shudders through me. My vision blurs.  
 
    “Zap her again!” a male voice commands as I crumple to my knees. My head spins with pain as I lurch forward into the abyss. 
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    My head pounds like a hammer whacked me. I try to push myself up, but the world spins, and I collapse onto my back again. I blink to clear the swirling ceiling above me, and it slowly winds to a stop. 
 
    I turn and scan the space. The lamps are out, but there’s a bit of light creeping in from under the door, outlining Sky, Drape, and Lacy lying on the floor near me. Their wrists are bound. My brain clears somewhat, and I glance down at myself. My hands are secured, too.  
 
    As my vision adjusts, I study the small space. It’s filled with crates and plastic bins; a sort of storage room.  
 
    I sit upright and moan. My body feels like I fell off a cliff. Ignoring the pain, I kick a leg out in front of me and whack Lacy in her shoulder.  
 
    “Get up you piece-of-crap friend,” I growl. 
 
    She groans and rolls to her side, waking Sky and Drape. The three of them all struggle to sit, just as dazed as I was when I came to.  
 
    “What is wrong with you?”  
 
    “What?” she says.  
 
    “Don’t you ‘what’ me. You darted at a bunch of people with guns. You’re lucky they didn’t kill us all. Seriously, what were you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m stronger than I’ve ever been,” she says. “I could’ve pounded them if that one guy didn’t surprise me. Elias conned us into coming here, and look where it got us.” 
 
    “Most of these people are probably stronger too!” I shout. 
 
     “Elias said this was a Tenant class settlement, you know? So they’re not strong like us. Well, if he was telling the truth, that is.” She takes a quick scan around. “Great. Well, we’re in trouble now.” 
 
    “Thanks to you.” If my hands weren’t tied, they’d be squeezing her neck. “None of this would have happened if you had just let us go home after our shift.” 
 
    "I'm tired of being the underdog." she says, shame peppering her words. 
 
    “Guys, shh,” Sky hushes us, but I don’t care who hears what at this point. Lacy shoots me a death glare. 
 
    The door creaks open. My eyes lock on the man who greeted Elias when we landed. He flicks on the lamp, and I squint. He’s a firm-faced man with tender brown eyes, much like Elias, but his paler complexion seems to shine from a slight layer of sweat on his brow. This and his stubbly black and gray beard give him the appearance of a working man. His small but noticeable extra weight doesn’t help change my impression of him. 
 
    “You four sure do know how to make an entrance,” he says. His beautiful white teeth and cynical grin make me cast my gaze down. His expression, though, has that same gentleness I noticed in Elias. 
 
    “Let us go,” Lacy says. 
 
    I throw a kick in her way and bare my teeth to let her know she has lost the privilege to speak or act on our behalf. She relents. Mission accomplished. 
 
    “Who are you?” I ask the man. 
 
    “Mason.” He kneels in front of us, maintaining a safe distance. “I’m a supervisor here at this settlement.” 
 
    “Told you. Nothing but Tenants or whatever here,” Lacy mutters. 
 
    I hear a chuckle coming from the doorway. Elias enters carrying a tray with food and water. “You’d think that, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    Mason shakes his head. “Elias…” he says sternly. 
 
    “What? They won’t say anything. They’re on the run from the EHC. I doubt they’ll tattle on us.” He turns to me. “My Uncle Mason is a Noble like me. He just doesn’t like anyone from here to know.” 
 
    I flick an ‘I told you so’ at Lacy, but she avoids my gaze. 
 
    Elias sets the tray of food on the floor in the middle of us. Lacy doesn’t wait even one minute to snatch up her share, even with both hands bound on her lap.  
 
    “Sorry about lying to you four about why I wanted to come out this way, but you did shoot a woman,” Elias says, his eyes lowered. “You can’t blame me for getting nervous.” 
 
    “No, we can’t. It was a smart move.” I say before Lacy has a chance to swallow her mouthful of food and make a smart-mouthed comment. 
 
    “So, are you EHC defectors from the outer sectors?” Elias asks. 
 
    “Yes,” I say firmly. Mason and Elias exchange glances for a moment as if they’re having a silent conversation.  
 
    Sky, Drape, and even Lacy all seem to have decided to keep their traps shut and allow me to do the talking. Good.  
 
    “Well, this makes more sense now,” Elias says. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why would you be sorry?” I ask. “We’re the ones who kidnapped you.” 
 
    “My uncle and I help defectors,” Elias says. “Though we’re usually much quieter about it. It can’t be easy what you’re going through.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough, Elias,” Mason insists. 
 
    But I’m not satisfied with the little information he’s given me. “Why are you here with a group of Tenants if you’re a top level EHC?” I ask Mason.  
 
    Mason scowls slightly and doesn’t answer.  
 
    “My uncle can’t stand working with the EHC elite.” 
 
    “Because they’re a bunch of manipulative swine,” Mason says, crossing his arms and leaning his back against the far wall. He inhales deeply and glances at me “We took care of the dead guard. The other one we have locked up until we can decide what to do with him. You’re lucky Elias is an excellent pilot. Anyone else would have crashed with all the ruckus he tells me went on during your flight.” 
 
    “Why would you dump a body for us?” I ask, shocked. “You don’t owe us anything.” 
 
    “Believe me, I am not thrilled about it,” Mason says. “I’m not a fan of violence, and I’m ashamed a life has been taken, but those guards are a threat to our beliefs. We do our best to stay out of the way of the elite. You gave us no choice.” 
 
    “What does a supervisor do?” I ask Mason curiously. 
 
    He doesn’t answer, and Elias speaks on his behalf again. “My uncle is in charge of this settlement and its people.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that, but what does that mean?” I ask. 
 
    Elias looks at me like I should know, but he answers me nonetheless. “He receives orders from the EHC—assignments for the settlement. His job is to make sure they’re followed. Now, I’ve been honest and answered your questions. It’s your turn to answer mine. What are your names?” 
 
    I hesitate. I could lie. My heart pounds as I open my mouth. “Fin. This is Drape, Sky, and Lacy.”  
 
    “Ask the real questions, Elias.” Mason locks onto me. “Why in the world would a bunch of defectors try to go to an EHC operative base? Ops are not exactly known to be friendly to your kind.” 
 
    “They have my sister,” Sky says. “Nero Kyoto took her and headed here.” 
 
    “Why would they bring her to Reso?” Elias asks. “It’s not exactly protocol for how they handle combatants.” 
 
    “We were traveling to Reso. We were just outside of the city when they nabbed her,” I say quickly. None of us know the names of many cities on the surface. I don’t want us to talk ourselves into a corner. 
 
    “What did Kyoto want with her?” Mason asks. 
 
    “She stole food,” I lie. “A trivial crime that he seems rather bent on punishing a child for.” 
 
    “That sounds like the EHC,” Elias exclaims. “Heartless.” 
 
    Mason releases a long sigh, and the uncle and nephew exchange glances, seemingly having another one of their silent conversations. Eventually, Mason nods and then turns his attention back to us.  
 
    “What is your sister’s name?” he asks. 
 
    “Cia,” Sky says. “And she’s all I got.” 
 
    “Settle down,” he says. “We’re looking to help you, but you have to promise that we can trust you. No more firearms.” He then points at Lacy. “Especially not for this one.” 
 
    Lacy huffs. 
 
    “You can trust us,” I insist. “And believe me, after today, I wouldn’t allow her near a weapon.” 
 
    “Good. Then we are in agreement,” Mason says and taps his nephew’s shoulder. “Let’s untie them and then get them to the sleeping quarters. Give them back their belongings they came with, too.” 
 
    They untie us and we trail Elias and Mason out of the storage room, but not before we each grab the bread they brought us and scarf it down. With her eyes, Lacy questions whether or not we’re going to attempt to overpower them. I shake my head firmly. I’m starting to wonder if she has completely lost it. 
 
    Elias tosses me the bag of chocolate bars and snacks we took from the transport shuttle. I look inside to see if it’s all still there. It is. He grins almost as if he knows how incredibly rare and special it is for us. 
 
    We exit the small storage area and walk across the way toward a large, lengthy building with a rounded roof. Who knows what time of night it is? No more than the light of a few street lamps brightens the way. 
 
    Inside the building, the quarters are arranged in a barracks-like setting with two rows of bunk beds. I jump as a loud snoring comes from one of the beds beside me. A head peeks out from the upper bunk. I scan the space and find there are several people already asleep in here. Mason and Elias lead us to a corner away from the sleepers. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Sky whispers as Mason pulls a couple of spare blankets out of a storage closet. 
 
    “I don’t like the way society is run around here. Or anywhere,” Mason says. “The world post-Flip is not a kind one. The societal classes are cruel, especially for the dwellers—the non-mods. It makes me sick.” 
 
    “And you feel the same way, Elias?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes,” he says. “My dad died when I was young. I was mostly raised by my mom—my Uncle Mason’s sister. She was always kind to defectors when no one else would be, but she was never as strong as Mason. She still lives as a member of the elite. I do too, when I’m with her, but now I’m there just to keep an eye on her, to keep her safe.” 
 
    Mason pats one of the bunks. “All right. Two of you can sleep on this bunk, and then right across the way, those bunks are free too. We’ll regroup in the morning and see what we can do about locating your sister.” 
 
    Sky smiles. “Thank you, sir. You have no idea how much that means to me.” 
 
    Mason gives Sky a subtle grin, then clasps his nephew’s shoulder. “Off to sleep.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Elias follows his uncle out. 
 
    When they’re gone, I glance at Sky. A worried expression fills his face. 
 
    “We need to rest,” I say. “We’d be no good to your sister now after the day we’ve had.” 
 
    He agrees, but he doesn’t seem all that satisfied. I guess I wouldn’t be either. 
 
    The boys take the beds across the way. 
 
    Lacy looks at me as if she has something to say and doesn’t want to. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    She pinches her lips then leans toward my ear. “I didn’t mean to kill that woman. It’s just I thought she was going to get the gun. It all happened so fast.” 
 
    I sigh and pull back from her. “I don’t know what to say. It’s not like I can tell you it was okay. You need to be more careful. All our lives are at stake here. Other people’s lives, too.” 
 
    She hangs her head for a second and then looks up at the bunk. “I get the top.”  
 
    “Great avoidance strategy, Lacy.” I wave my hand, indicating the upper bed. “Be my guest.” 
 
    She scurries up there and throws herself under the blankets. I fall into the bottom bunk, still clutching my precious bag of food and trying to push away the nightmare of today. My body seems to naturally curl up into this lovely bed, far more comfortable than anything I’ve ever slept on in the sleeping quarters below ground.  
 
    Lacy pops her head over the edge, “You still got that candy?” 
 
    “We should ration it,” I reply, holding the sack tighter. 
 
    “No way. That Mason guy will probably give us some more food.” 
 
    I shake my head. I hate to admit it, but I’m sure she’s right. “Fine.” 
 
    I reach into the bag and grab one of the bars and break it in half. Before I even have the chance to hand it to her she’s already ripped it from my hand and has it in her mouth. I’m not even sure what happened to the paper. 
 
    “I so want to go snoop around this place,” she mumbles, mouth full of chocolate. 
 
    “Lacy, just finish your candy and go to bed.” If anyone’s ever needed a mother, it’s that girl. 
 
    She flops over out of sight. 
 
    Crackling sounds from above and the wrapper flies onto the floor. I guess she didn’t eat it with the chocolate. 
 
    I glance over to Sky and Drape across the walkway only to realize they are staring at me. 
 
    “Can we have some, too?” Drape pleads. 
 
    I look at the halved chocolate bar in my hands and roll on to my side, flinging it to him. I know if I eat it it’s going to give me a stomach ache. “You can split that.” 
 
    Apparently because Drape doesn’t give a care about stomach aches, he breaks it in half and hands one of the pieces to Sky. 
 
    “Fin? I said I wasn’t sharing with them,” Lacy says from above. 
 
    “That was my half. You have no say.” 
 
    Sky’s lips quirk into a weak smile as he looks my way. Quickly, he leans back and peels open the wrapper. 
 
    Drape’s eyes are closed, chocolate already smeared across his face. I open my mouth to let him know, but he rolls over, away from me. Cleaning his face is the least of his worries, I guess.  
 
    Sky’s just staring up at the underside of the top bunk, munching on the corner of his treat. 
 
    “Hey,” I whisper to him. “You okay?” 
 
    He blinks from his trance and twists to face me. “Oh, sorry. I… I just can’t stop thinking of her. She’s probably so scared. She’s never been alone for this long. I’ve always been there to tuck her into bed. It’s just hard, ya know?” 
 
    My mind works through today’s events. Getting off our shift seems a lifetime ago. Why did I have to listen to Lacy today? Nine times out of ten, I tell her no. This had to be the one time I said yes to her. How did any of this happen? I push back the negative thoughts and straighten with false confidence. 
 
    “We’re going to get her back. We didn’t come this far for nothing. Elias and Mason will help us.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he pauses. “This world we’re in is so new. We don’t know what to expect. Or who to trust. I’m all she has.” 
 
    “She has us now, too.” I say, forcing myself to believe it. 
 
    The bunk above me rattles. “Quit yappin’, I’m tired,” Lacy whines. 
 
    I kick the underside of her bed. “You’re such a punk, Lacy.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you love me anyway,” she says. 
 
    I turn back to Sky, but he’s turned over and facing the other way now. I guess he’s done talking. I don’t blame him. He’s a good guy and he has a good heart.  
 
    I adjust my soft pillow and tuck my forearm under it. Facing the wall gives me a bit of privacy from this room filled with strangers and my friends. It doesn’t take long before the room fades.  
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    Screeeech. 
 
    I jolt. My head thwacks on the wood of the bunk above me as I sit up. I curse under my breath and throw my feet to the floor. 
 
    “What is that?” I snap. Drape, Sky, and Lacy are already out of bed. Other people are scattering and darting out of the building. Mason rushes into the room and heads straight for us.  
 
    “Come with me. Hurry!”  
 
    In a flash, he hustles us out the door. I don’t even have time to grab my bag of rations. A crack of sunlight peeks over a mountain range in the distance. An enormous, shadowy hovercraft, backlit by the sun, zips our way.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I demand. 
 
    “It’s a random EHC security check.” Mason’s eyes are wide with panic. “We normally have one about every month, but we just had one last week! We’re not ready.” He looks around, frantic. “Over here now. Hurry!”  
 
    He leads us to a few wooden barrels outside of the storage shack we had been in overnight. He opens up the two barrels. “Can two of you fit in one?”  
 
    “We’ll make it work,” I say. 
 
    He waves a finger in my face. “Don’t show your face until they’re gone. Otherwise, we’re all dead.” 
 
    Lacy and I squeeze into one barrel, and the guys into the other. Good thing Drape’s built like a twig.  
 
    Mason closes the lids. “If you’re praying folks, you should get on your knees,” he whispers. 
 
    Not really sure I could do that even if I wanted to in here. 
 
    There’s a hole in our barrel, and I peer out of it as the hovercraft lands in the midst of the settlement.  
 
    “This is tight,” Lacy gripes as her knee makes contact with my chin. 
 
    I reach out and grip her by her shirt. “You need to be quiet,” I order. 
 
    She goes silent, but I can feel the fear radiating from her body. 
 
    Outside, Mason stands with a crowd of his people, waiting for the operatives to exit the ship.  
 
    “Why do you think they’re doing another security check on them?” Lacy whispers. 
 
    “Seriously? They’re searching for the missing tech,” I say. 
 
    “And us,” she adds. 
 
    “And us.” I continue peering out the hole. The operatives swarm the entire compound, and I can hear screams. 
 
    “I see you’ve been housing more defectors,” one of the operatives yells at Mason as a group of about ten men and women are dragged off. “We can’t stand by while these people corrupt our society.” 
 
    “They’re just people,” Mason says.  
 
    “People are powerful if you let them get away with thinking,” the operative responds. “Turn this place upside down!” 
 
    Operatives continue to swarm, and several other defectors are dragged onto the ship. An op runs up to the man who spoke to Mason, whispering in the leader’s ear. The man that seems to be in charge one-eighties, throws out his arm. His fist makes contact with Mason’s jaw with a crack, knocking him down. I suck in air as several operatives surround him and begin violently kicking Elias’ uncle.  
 
    Lacy throws me a stunned expression. Though she can’t see what’s happening, by the noise, I’m certain she can figure it out.  
 
    “Please, stop! You’re hurting him!” Elias’s voice sounds from nearby, but I can’t see him from the position of the barrel. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Lacy whispers. 
 
    The male guard we kidnapped, escorted by the operatives, comes into view. “There were four of them—defectors,” the guard snarls. “Two girls and two boys. One of them killed my partner!” 
 
    The lead op waves his thumb behind him to the crowd of defectors led to the ship. “Any of them?” he asks. 
 
    “No,” the guard says. 
 
    The lead operative glares down at Mason. “Where are they?” he demands. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Mason says as he gasps for breath. He gets kicked in the head for his response. The shocked crowd of people wait frozen around him. None of them want to be next. “I said I don’t know, you idiots!” he shouts.  
 
    The men lunge for him again, kicking and punching. When they’re done, the men violently yank him up to his feet, covered in blood, and drag him to the ship. My heart sinks as I watch the whole scene. 
 
    The lead operative waves his hand at the crowd. “Take this as a lesson. The EHC does not put up with traitors! Your leader is coming on a little ride with us.”  
 
    He turns and marches onto the hovercraft, dragging Mason. Within seconds, the ship lifts from the ground and disappears into the distance, taking Mason with it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
     “What just happened?” Lacy squirms, trying to see out of the hole in the barrel. 
 
    I shove her back with my shoulder. “They took Mason. They beat him to a pulp, then they took him.” My voice shakes. 
 
    “We have to get out of here, Fin,” she whispers. “Let’s get Drape and leave this place.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Pressure builds in my chest. I know exactly what she’s getting. 
 
    “We don’t know Sky. Why are we doing this for him? And this Elias guy? We basically got his uncle killed. No way he’s not going to turn us in now.” 
 
    Everything that’s happened in the last day runs through my brain, and again, I’m overwhelmed with regret. “Don’t be a jerk, Lacy. For once in your life, try to think about anyone but yourself.” 
 
    “I am thinking of other people,” she hisses. “My people, you and Drape. You are the ones I care about.” 
 
    I twist my body till our noses nearly touch. “We started something, and we need to finish it. I won’t have Cia’s life hanging over my head, and I’m certainly not leaving Sky out here. If you want to go, then go, but you’re on your own. Drape is coming with me.” 
 
    Lacy parts her mouth, then snaps it shut. She nods, but avoids my eyes, which is kind of impressive considering there’s literally nowhere else to look inside this barrel. 
 
    I peek out of the hole. The ship is long gone, and most of the people at the camp have scattered. There are maybe three or four individuals in sight. I push off the lid of the barrel and drag myself out, my knee whacking into what must be Lacy’s head. I don’t even say sorry. 
 
    As we emerge, the attention of those in the yard snap to us. One short guy with dark hair opens his mouth like he’s about to say something but I cut him off. “Where’s Elias?” 
 
    The guy points to one of the outer buildings. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, Drape and Sky emerge from their hiding spot. I swing toward them and wave to the building the man pointed out. I look at Lacy. “You’re with us, right?” 
 
    She pinches her lips together. “I’m not leaving you, Fin.” 
 
    The tension in my chest releases. For as awful as Lacy has been, she’s still my best friend, and I love her like a sister. I guess, anyway. If I knew what having a sister was like. I smack my hand to her upper arm and pull her along with me.  
 
    Drape and Sky are already out of their hiding places and the four of us race for the meager outbuilding, zig-zagging around the people running around doing who knows what. We burst through the door and Elias is sitting, head in hands, at a small table in the middle of the room. 
 
    The space is cramped, with a desk in one corner complete with a computer system. With all our commotion, Elias doesn’t even acknowledge us. 
 
    I shuffle to the table, and the rest follow. Without a word, I grab for the back of a chair across from Elias and pull it out. The metal legs screech across the floor. The noise makes Elias’s head pop up. 
 
    “What do you expect us to do?” I ask, sitting. “Mason saved us. I don’t understand why, but he did.” 
 
    “He did it because he’s a good guy. Hard to believe after what you all did last night, but Mason’s seen worse out here.” 
 
    Scenes of the bloody back window roll through my brain, and I study Lacy, but she’s avoiding me. 
 
    “He’s always known that social change is ugly,” Elias continues. “But I don’t think I understood it until this morning.” He releases a long sigh and turns his attention to Sky. “I’ll make you a deal. I want to help you find your sister. I’ll take you all to the EHC operative base and locate the girl.” 
 
    Sky drops into the seat beside me. 
 
    “But,” Elias adds, “you have to help me find my uncle there. No doubt that’s the location they’ve got him, if he’s alive. It’s the only way I’ll do it.” 
 
    Sky’s jaw is tense and Drape’s pacing behind me, white as a ghost, in shock, no doubt. Lacy’s leaned up against the doorway, arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “We can do that,” I agree, “but know our mission is Cia first. Mason saved us. He could have given us up, but he didn’t. However, Sky’s sister is the reason we’re doing this. I need you to know that now because if it comes down to it, we won’t risk Cia’s safety for your uncle.” 
 
     “Fine,” he says. “I can deal with your terms, but I need your word about my uncle.” 
 
    “You have it.” I don’t wait for the others. 
 
    Sky reaches out his hand and Elias takes it. “So how do we get there?” Sky asks. 
 
    Elias shakes and releases Sky’s hand. “We’ll use the hover car you all stole, land just outside their airfield, and go the rest of the way on foot.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me,” I say. “Let’s go get Cia and Mason.”  
 
    We exit the office and head back to the storage shack. Elias walks indoors, signaling us to wait where we are.  
 
    “You ready for this?” I ask Sky. 
 
    “I have to be,” he says, straightening his shoulders. “Elias is our best bet at finding Cia.” 
 
    “You trust him?” I ask, since I’m not sure Sky is the kind of guy who trusts anyone but himself. 
 
    “He hasn’t provided us a single reason not to.” He furrows his brows in thought. “We’ve given him plenty.” 
 
    Before I have the chance to answer, Elias exits with a large, black duffle bag thrown over his shoulder.  
 
    “What’s in there?” Lacy asks. 
 
    Elias avoids eye contact with her and keeps his attention on me. “Weapons, and if it works for you, I’d like to leave them in the duffle bag until we get to the base. I don’t want a certain person getting her hands on them.” 
 
    Lacy scoffs, but I ignore her. He’s right. 
 
    “Your weapons. Your call,” I say. 
 
    He guides us to a small cave just on the outskirts of the settlement. The hover car is hidden inside and he pops open the pilot’s door. “I trust it will be a more pleasant experience this round?” He glares at Lacy. 
 
    “Yes,” she sighs. “But I’m not sitting in the back.” She hops into the second row. “Bad memories.”  
 
    The words send a painful jolt from my gut to my chest. Her indifference to the guard’s death is not the Lacy I know. She sprawls out and lies down on the entire row, taking up its entirety. She rests her head to the far side door, her hands underneath her neck, and shuts her lids. Apparently she intends on taking a nap.. 
 
    Drape pleads at me with his eyes. No way he wants to sit back there. Blood makes him queasy.  
 
    “Drape, sit up front with Elias,” I order to prevent him having to have an embarrassing conversation about his weak stomach. 
 
    He flashes me a thankful grin and climbs into the passenger seat. Sky and I climb into the back row together. I cringe as I sit close to the bloodied window near where the woman was killed so callously. A member of the settlement must’ve attempted to scrub the mess away, but it’s still caked in every crevice that lines the paneling near the window. The smell of the cleaner churns my stomach, reminding me of the rare times we’d be allowed fruit for our meals underground, always more than a few days past ripe. 
 
    The hover car lifts into the air and darts from the cave entrance.  
 
     “Okay,” Elias says once we’re headed away from the camp. “Settle in. It’s a bit of a flight to the base because it’s on the opposite end of the city.  
 
    “Seriously?” Lacy whines.  
 
    Elias glances back at her. “Um, yeah?”  
 
    “Ignore her. She’s just in a foul mood since you won’t let her near the duffle bag.” I shoot her a dirty look, but she already has her eyes shut again. “She can be trying when she hasn’t had her beauty sleep.” 
 
     “So that’s what was wrong with her yesterday,” Elias says bitterly. 
 
    I don’t answer. 
 
    With Lacy sleeping, the rest of us grow quiet. Drape and Elias whisper up front, wrapped up in conversation I strain to hear, but can’t. I can only hope Drape is smart enough not to allow anything to slip that adds to Elias’s suspicions.  
 
    Sky slouches in his seat and gazes out his blood-free side window  
 
    “Cia will be fine,” I say. 
 
     “You don’t know that,” he whispers, frowning.  
 
     “Well, we’re going to do whatever we can to make this right,” I say, keeping my voice down. “It’s special what you and your sister have. I’ve never had that. The closest thing I have to that is Lacy and Drape.” 
 
    “You truly don’t have any family, do you?” Sky asks. 
 
    “None that I know of,” I say, glancing up to the front of the aircraft to assure myself Elias is distracted by his conversation with Drape. “I grew up in the Oven, remember?” 
 
    Sky gazes at me as though I’m the one to be sympathized with. A part of me wonders if that is true.  
 
    “What was it like growing up in the mines?” he asks softly. 
 
    “Mentally draining and hard on the body. A lot of work for nothing. Work for your rations. Work or die, basically. It’s all I ever knew. If you wanted more than the minimum, you had to take it. That’s what we did. We were forever stealing from the shipping facility to try to better our lives just a little, and now that’s what’s gotten us into this mess.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sky says. “I mean, making sure we had enough to supplement our garden was hard at times—especially when our garden didn’t produce enough—but I was free, you know? You… you weren’t.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t. But the sad part is, I didn’t realize it until I met you.” I slouch down similarly to how he is, propping my shins against the seat ahead of me. 
 
    A slight smile appears on his lips. “It took me awhile, but I get you. I really do. I’m glad you’re here… here with me.”  
 
    I feel his hand gently brush up alongside mine. He blushes and yanks his hand away quickly as he clears his throat. 
 
    I smile back at him, trying to hide the flush creeping up my neck. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “We’re nearly there,” Elias says.  
 
    Beep. Beep.  
 
    The sound comes from the pilot display panel. My heart jolts. Sky and I lean forward onto the next seat.  
 
    “What’s that?” I ask. 
 
    Lacy sits up, draping her arms over the front seat. 
 
    “We’re getting an alert,” Elias says.  
 
    As if on cue, two wide flying machines zip up toward us, one on either side. 
 
     “What are those?” Drape asks. 
 
     “Um… haven’t you seen EHC security drones?” Elias says, hitting the controls on the panel. 
 
    The beeping on the display stops and a female voice sounds. “Attention. Please come to an immediate halt.” 
 
    Elias breathes deeply and slows down the hover car. The two drones track us and hover on either side of the vehicle.  
 
    “Is there a problem?” Elias speaks into the control panel. 
 
    “Why are you flying so near the operative base?” the voice questions. “Please state your business immediately.” 
 
    “Um…” Elias mumbles, but then speaks clearly and firmly. “Our hover car is damaged, and this outpost was the closest safe landing zone. We could use assistance.” 
 
    There’s a long pause on the other line. Hopefully, the person is speaking with someone in charge about Elias’s request.  
 
    The voice returns. “Please follow the drones. They will escort you to a holding bay where your vehicle can be properly assessed.” 
 
    “Will do, and thank you,” Elias says politely and obeys.  
 
    “Cut the comm link,” I whisper.  
 
    Elias presses a button on the display to prevent the people manning the drones from hearing us. Glaring into the rearview, Elias’s eyes lock on Lacy with intensity. “I’ve never been stopped this far out from the base,” he snarls. “A handful of troublesome defectors would never ramp up the EHC this much. Between this and the second surprise inspection this month, what did you four do?” 
 
    Lacy throws me a warning, her nostrils flared. We need his help, but we’re also risking his life. Elias has no idea what he’s gotten himself into, but we’re in too deep. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this now,” I say. “You and I know we can’t keep tailing these drones. As soon as we land, they’ll find us out.” 
 
     “Fine,” Elias growls. “It barely matters anymore. I may not be a defector, but when they realize I’m Mason’s nephew, they’ll question why I’d be snooping around here right after his arrest. I’m probably dead anyway.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” Drape asks. 
 
    “Something stupid.” Elias grips the steering mechanism tight. “Brace yourselves.” 
 
    Elias flips the communication beacon back on. “Mayday, Mayday!” he shouts into the display and cuts the power. 
 
    My jaw drops, but not as quickly as the craft. Screams fill the cab. Sky grabs my hand, and I squeeze back. The car spins into a nosedive to the earth.  
 
    “We should have never trusted this guy!” Lacy screams.  
 
    A whirlwind of paper and scattered belongings whip past my head and out the busted back window. The makeshift cover Mason’s people fastened over the hole isn’t the best. 
 
    The events of the last twelve hours careen through my head. We braved a backbreaking climb, jumped a train, stole a vehicle, and killed a woman all to save a kid we don’t know, and this is how it ends. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Crap!” Drape screams in the same high-pitched tone he had before his voice changed. 
 
    The vehicle jolts as Elias cuts the power back on. He yanks on the steering system and we pop up, barely avoiding a collision with the earth below. One of the pursuing drones smashes into a tree and metal flies through the air, nearly slamming into the hover, but then we flip. My screams drown out my friends’ as the world spins. 
 
    Amazingly, Elias gets us upright. 
 
    “I…I,” he says, breathless. “I think we shook that drone. Is everyone safe?” 
 
    I grip the bloodied seat with one hand and squeeze Sky’s hand so tight with the other his knuckles pop. The poor guy has one leg propped up against the door perpendicular to himself, his free hand gripping the seatbelt. Lacy, who apparently fastened her seatbelt before Elias nearly killed us all, is flopped over in the second row, whining and swearing at Elias. And then there’s poor Drape, gagging. I pray he doesn’t lose the contents of his stomach. 
 
    Sky and I make eye contact for a moment, and we both yank our hands from one another and sit upright.  
 
    Lacy stiffens. “What's wrong with you!” she screams at Elias. 
 
    Elias exhales. “We made it.”  
 
    I bury my head in my lap, hoping the action will make the nightmare go away. When I lift it up again, the nightmare is still a reality. “Good job,” I whisper, but I doubt he even hears me. 
 
    Somewhere in the middle of nowhere, the vehicle finally kisses the dirt. I’m about ready to kiss it, too, if I can ever get out. 
 
    “Why’d we land?” Lacy asks as we pile out. “We’re not at the base.” 
 
    Elias swings toward her. “Because searchers will be out scouting for the crashed drone and for us. We can’t just waltz in there and hope no one’s going to notice.” 
 
    Lacy backs off as Sky races past her to Elias. 
 
    “That was amazing!” Sky says, as if he’s totally forgotten that we were all practically splattered on the ground. 
 
    “I mean, did you see how close we were to being munched?” Drape exclaims, checking his body for new injuries.  
 
    Sky, a very slight smile on his face, adds, “I swear, Elias, I thought for a minute there we were all dead! That we had just handed the reins to a suicidal nutjob!” 
 
    Apparently, he does remember he almost died, but the action has consumed his brain. Boys. 
 
    We pass a water canteen from person to person. Only a gulp or two each and it’s empty. The heat is unbearable here, but the lukewarm water helps a little. We gather a few supplies as well as the weapons and decide to move out. Lacy and I walk to the back of the group as the three guys walk shortly ahead of us. 
 
    “Seriously, it just came to me.” Elias puffs up his chest. “A part of me has always wanted to try something like that, but wow!” 
 
    “Idiots,” Lacy growls under her breath, and I laugh. Frankly, I’m enjoying the light-hearted moment. Fun is mostly a foreign concept to dwellers. Fun is stealing and getting away with it. It’s certainly not something I expected to have on our rescue mission.  
 
    “It’s nice to see Sky— I mean… everyone happier,” I say, looking at Sky. Where did that come from? I scratch my temple as I glance at him again, strutting ahead of me. Hopefully Lacy didn’t notice.  
 
    “Whatever.” Lacy picks up the pace, catching up to the guys just as Elias and Sky are starting in on Drape for nearly losing his lunch.  
 
    “Alright fellas, you’ve had your fun. Time to get serious,” Lacy says. “Elias, we’re getting close to the operative base. If they’re as guarded as you say they are, there’s a chance we’ll have to use those weapons of yours. Best to take them out of the bag and show us how to use them.” 
 
    Elias stops in his tracks and spins, glaring at Lacy. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.” He bends down and puts the bag down, unzipping it and producing a strange-looking weapon with a very long barrel. “You want this one, Lacy?” 
 
    “Heck yeah.” She reaches for it, but he pulls back and holds his palm up. 
 
    “Okay,” he says. “It’s all yours if you can tell me what it’s called.” 
 
    My stomach twist in a knot. It doesn’t require a modified genius to figure out what Elias is doing.  
 
    “Um, a gun,” Lacy says, putting her hands on her hips. She tries to play it off like she’s too cool to take his question seriously. “Quit joking around and hand it to me.” 
 
    “What kind of gun?” he asks with a smirk. 
 
    “Does it matter?” she questions. “So what if I don’t know my guns that well?” 
 
    “This is literally one of the most common guns that the operatives use. Everyone knows what this is called,” he says, shaking it. “Tell me what it’s called, and I’ll give it to you.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she growls. “Quit being stupid!” 
 
    “Okay, okay, you’re right.” He hands it to her, a glint in his eye.  
 
    Sky, Drape, and I watch as Lacy fumbles with the piece of machinery, obviously having no idea how to even hold it or which end is the front and which is the back. Elias shakes his head and bends down to dig in the bag, pulling out an identical weapon.  
 
    A flush travels up my neck, my mind racing at his questions. The only logical reason is that Elias wants to make sure we tell him who we really are. The clarity in my thoughts rationalizes everything for me as if my mind was on autopilot. 
 
    “It’s called a blaster. It’s what we got you guys with last night,” he says and presses his hands around the chamber. The sides light up blue, and he twists the barrel and slides his hand forward in a quick motion to fire. A blue, electrical bolt jolts out of it and hits a nearby rock.  
 
    Lacy attempts to mimic what he did and fumbles. Come on blue bolt. The blaster clicks, but no blue bolt. 
 
    Elias snatches it out of her hand and stuffs it into the duffle bag. Lacy pinches her lips together. He slings his bag back over his shoulder and glares at us. “Start talking. You steal clothes from the back of a car; you say you’re defectors, but you’ve never even heard of the class system; you’ve never been in a hover car; you had no idea what the security drones were; and you don’t even know what a blaster is! I’m not an idiot! No way are the EHC operatives freaking out this much about a handful of defectors. You’re dwellers.” 
 
    I almost feel like palming my forehead as Lacy, Sky, and Drape immediately turn to me. They could not possibly be more obvious. I resist the urge and keep my eyes trained on Elias.  
 
    “Yes,” I mumble. 
 
    “How?” he asks. “How are you up here and not frying under the radiation?” 
 
    “Because of our mod kit,” Lacy spits out.  
 
    I shake my head. She doesn’t know when to shut up. I remove the device from my pocket.  
 
    “Whoa,” Elias says, stepping my way. “Where… where did you get one of those?” 
 
    “What, you’ve never seen one?” Lacy asks, surprised. 
 
    “What? Of course not. Not in real life.”  
 
    “Then how did you get modified?”  
 
    “They modify us in utero,” Elias says. “Once the mother knows she’s pregnant. The earlier, the greater the likelihood she won’t miscarry. But how did you four get your hands on one? I mean, dwellers shouldn’t have access to tech like that.” 
 
    “Screw you!” Lacy shouts. “We have a right to this just as much as you people do! To be able to live on the surface! To see the sun! You have no right to—” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that you shouldn’t be allowed,” Elias says sharply, cutting her off. “But the elite don’t believe you should, and they’re careful to hide modification away from dwellers. How’d you get it?” 
 
    “Well—” Lacy starts, but Drape elbows her and shakes his head to let her know she needs to stop talking. She does. 
 
    So I tell Elias everything. I suppose he’s gotten us this far, and it’s not right to keep him out of the loop. I say how we came across the mod kit, how Sky’s sister was actually kidnapped, and how we managed to climb out of our world and into his. When I’m finished, I wait silently for his response.  
 
    He glares at us. “I can’t trust any of you. You put my family in danger.” Elias releases a lengthy sigh. “But you’re right, Lacy. You deserve to see the sun.”  
 
    He bends down and starts digging through the duffle bag. He tosses each of us a weapon. 
 
    “I thought you said you couldn’t trust us,” Drape says, gripping his blaster. 
 
    “I can’t,” Elias mutters. “But what choice do I have? I need you four just as much as you need me, if I want to see my uncle alive again.” He stands and offers the weapon for us to see. “Hands here. Press this switch to ready the weapon. Hold here to charge and release to blast.”  
 
    We copy his movements, sending four bluish blasts into the sides of a small hill.  
 
    “Good. It will stun the operatives if we have to use it. But as we get closer to the base, they’ll be using guns with bullets like the ones the guards had. They’ll shoot to kill.” 
 
    After our mini lesson, we follow Elias, each armed with a blaster at our side. I’m not sure it makes me feel that much better since we’re all silent, brooding in our newfound distrust of one another.  
 
    In the distance, the outpost materializes. It’s one giant facility with multiple structures connected together, jutting from a large hillside. Like a clump of quartz—jagged, but formed together for a single purpose. Dull in color, this structure lacks any ounce of personal flare. Each building that juts out is just a slightly different shade of beige.  
 
    We tread softly and quietly toward it. The terrain near us is sparse and we’re incredibly exposed, but what else can we do? My mind works to come up with a better plan. Anything.  
 
    A shuffling sounds from the horizon, and before I can narrow in on it, a bullet screams past us. Adrenaline thrusts me to run.  
 
    “Shoot them!” a familiar voice rages, and my eyes lock onto Nero, leading nearly two dozen operatives down a hill fifty or so yards out. 
 
    I one eighty and twist the mechanism on my blaster. The pulse slams into one of the ops and he goes down. “Get back!” I order my friends. 
 
    Elias shoots and another op hits the dirt. 
 
    “Move!” I bark. “Move, now!” 
 
    We don’t stand a chance out here in the open. I scan the terrain and spot an enormous rock outcropping. The large rocks are toppled onto one another and there is an opening on the right side. I calculate how quickly we could get there versus how quickly the operatives are pushing in on us. It’s worth the risk.  
 
    “There!” I yell. “Go.” 
 
    It’s a considerable sprint, but it isn’t as though we have much choice. We bolt, a slew of bullets continuing to zip by. I race faster than I have in my life, lungs burning, and I pray that we’re not so out of breath by the time we get there that we can’t fight back. 
 
    As we run, Elias and Lacy provide us with limited cover fire, but now that the operatives know we’re mainly sporting blasters, they become more confident and pound at us more quickly. Elias has pistols in his bag, and I wish we’d armed ourselves with those instead. He bolts into the opening in the outcrop first and ducks for cover. I sprint in after him and spin around, sliding on my knees into a position facing our threat. Dust kicks up in the small, dim lit open space.  
 
    My stomach drops. Lacy and Sky scurry in after us, dragging Drape. His arms are thrown over each of their shoulders. 
 
    “What happened?” I scream as bullets glance off the rocks, chipping away at their surfaces, thudding into the dirt around our makeshift holdup. 
 
    “He took a bullet for you, that’s what!” Lacy yells. 
 
    My heart aches. Blood drips from Drape’s shoulder. He doesn’t speak as Lacy and Sky sit him down against a boulder, his head bobbing back and forth. Drape’s blood pours down the rock and pools in the dirt at the base. 
 
    I drop my blaster down on the ground in front of me. “He’s going to bleed out,” I say. “We can’t keep this up.” 
 
    Fear washes through everyone’s faces. 
 
    “Don’t,” Drape mutters. “Not for me.” 
 
    “If we don’t, he’ll die,” I say, swinging my attention to the group. 
 
    “We’ll all die if we surrender,” Elias argues, throwing down his black satchel and tossing his weapon away from us. The others toss their guns aside, too. 
 
    “Maybe not.” I dive for the bag and stash the mod kit inside. In a flash, I claw back a large wedged rock and shove the bag with the extra pistols and the mod kit into a crevasse. I cover it with some smaller stones and nod at my friends. All but Drape throw up their hands in surrender.  
 
    Nero’s men rush the opening and swarm, guns trained on us. “Secure them,” Nero orders. “Time for a little chat at the base.” 
 
    Well, no one’s dead yet, and we are headed to our destination. That in itself is a miracle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Where is she?” Sky hisses, sweat dripping from his brow. 
 
    Nero doesn’t say a word. The guards continue marching us forward. Sky grits his teeth and fire blazes in his eyes. He obviously doesn’t care for going quietly.  
 
    “Where’s Cia?” he shouts. 
 
    Nero abruptly stops, and with him, the rest of his entourage.  
 
    “What did you do to her? I want my sister—tell me!” 
 
    Nero turns slowly on his heels. He cocks his head and smirks as he makes his way over to Sky, taking his sweet time. Finally, he stands face to face with him. My body feels like it might explode. If I thought I could take this guy out, I would. Sky opens his mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. Evidently there’s something about being on the receiving end of Nero’s glare that can stun anyone.  
 
    “What?” Nero hisses. 
 
    “My… my sister,” Sky stutters. “What did you do to her?” 
 
    Without warning, Nero delivers a fierce punch to Sky’s jaw. I suck in a sharp breath. Immediately, two operatives are on Sky, each grabbing one of his arms to hold him in place. Nero delivers several more punches to Sky’s face and gut.  
 
    “That’s enough!” Elias roars. “Leave him alone!” 
 
    Surprisingly, Nero listens and drops his arms to his side. A droplet of Sky’s blood trickles down one of his wrists. Elias’s eyes grow wide as he watches Nero pulls out a handkerchief from the back pocket and soaks up the blood.  
 
    Nero rounds on Elias, tossing the stained handkerchief down. “You seem familiar.” He reaches for a device hanging from his utility belt, then grips Elias’s shirt collar, yanking him forward. Nero raises the device up to Elias’s eyes and a white beam emits from it. A retinal scan.  
 
    “Noble class?” Nero laughs. “What’s a Noble citizen doing hanging out with a bunch of filthy slags?” 
 
    “Better than a bunch of corrupt leeches like you,” Elias spits out. 
 
    I cringe, my chest tensing, expecting Nero to go for Elias next. Instead, Nero laughs, then clasps Elias’ shoulder. Elias flinches.  
 
    “Funny coming from a fellow leech, right?” Nero says. “Personally, I like the title those dirty little dwellers gave us. I wear it proudly. If you want to belittle yourself by hanging around people like this, so be it.”  
 
    Nero straightens his shirt and steps past Elias, but Elias isn’t finished yet. “The EHC are the ones who are disgusting. Dwellers are people too. You’re nothing more than a heartless tool for the EHC.” 
 
    Nero shakes his head. “Our concern is for law-abiding citizens, not the unenhanced.” 
 
    “Law abiding citizens who can afford Noble and Century modifications, right?” Elias presses. “You’re Noble class, right? As arrogant as you are, you’re not just an EHC Century thug.” 
 
    Nero turns, a wry grin on his lips. “Smart boy, you figured me out.” 
 
    Why Nero is allowing this to continue, I have no idea. But he’s no dummy, and I’m sure it’s not because he loves to chat. 
 
    “How did a Noble like you wind up being nothing but an operative?” Elias sneers. 
 
    I wince, anticipating the attack that has to be looming. 
 
    Nero grits his teeth. “I am a head op of the entire Reso sector! Don’t underestimate that, you dweller sympathizer!” 
 
    “Calling me a sympathizer is not an insult,” Elias shoots back.  
 
    “Well good.” Nero composes himself and straightens. “Because after this, you’ll be lucky to be living among the defectors in the streets. Dwellers—they’re only a step above moles. Bunch of pathetic thieves. One day, if we’re lucky, the world won’t even need their kind anymore.” 
 
    I catch a glimpse of Sky’s bloodied face as it hangs to the side, sending my heart into my stomach.  
 
    “Kyoto!” I shout, interrupting his ridiculous back and forth with Elias. “Just tell us if the girl is safe or not.” 
 
    Nero glances back at me for a moment, but he doesn’t bother with eye contact. “She’s alive and safe from the radiation, for now.” 
 
    “Why’d you take her?” Sky’s voice cracks slightly. 
 
    “She’s a means to an end. And you four are the end,” Nero replies.  
 
    “Trust me, this is not over,” I insist. 
 
    “We’ll see about that. Now that we have all of you, I don’t see much of a point in keeping the child alive.” He pauses. “Unless, of course, you tell me what you did with that mod kit.” 
 
    [image: divider.png] 
 
    At the outside of the base, a guard enters a passcode at two enormous metal doors. The entry cranks open into a huge room full of bustling operatives. Wordlessly, they lead us down several hallways until Nero pauses in front of a door. An operative close to us nearly trips over himself rushing to open it. Evidently, Nero is too important to open his own doors. We enter a space lined with prison cells on either side, all empty.  
 
    “I promise you all,” Nero says, “we have ways of making our prisoners talk. We always get what we want.” 
 
    They shove each of us into separate holding cells except for Drape. He collapses on the floor in the middle of the room, unable to walk a step further.  
 
    “Get this piece of trash out of here,” Nero orders. The men stand to attention and drag Drape away. 
 
    I grip the bars of my cell. “If you hurt him—” 
 
    “You’ll do what?” Nero’s gaze bores into mine, and then he taps the bars. “These are built to withstand all classifications of citizens. You’re not getting out of here.”  
 
    He turns, and he and his party of goons exit with Drape. 
 
    “Drape!” Lacy calls, whirling to me. “You just let them take him?” 
 
    “What was I supposed to do?”  
 
    “They might be bringing him to the medical bay,” Elias says. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m sure that’s what they’re doing. Come on! We should have done something!” Lacy yells. 
 
    “We have to stay calm or they’ll kill Cia. Probably kill all of us!” I shout right back. 
 
     “Calm down,” Elias says from the cell across from Sky. “She won’t talk. But if anyone tells them what they want to know, they’ll kill all of us. Cia included.” 
 
    Sky drops to his knees, gripping the cell bars. “They can’t hurt her. She’s all I have.” 
 
    Elias nods. “I know.” 
 
    “Sky,” I whisper.  
 
    He eyes me as I reach my hand through the bars that separate our cells. I take his hand, but he pulls away. I look back to Lacy and Elias. Elias is calm and staring at us. Lacy’s pacing her cell like a trapped animal. 
 
    I jump as the exit doors slam open. Two burly operatives enter and march right up to Elias’ cell. Elias moves back, stiffening as the cell door unlocks, his face tense with rage. Without warning, a long stick is driven into his side. An electrical jolt stiffens Elias’ body, dropping him to the ground. To my horror, the stockier of the two men needlessly gives him a fierce kick in the gut.  
 
    “Leave him alone!” I yell as they drag Elias out of his cell.  
 
    One of the men grins at me. “Sorry, sweetheart, but Nero has plans for this one,” the larger guard says. 
 
    Elias’ head slumps as they drag him out of the room and snap the door shut.  
 
    “We have to do something,” Sky says. “I don’t want them to hurt Cia. Please, we have to tell them.” 
 
    “Sky, you heard Elias,” I mutter. “You do that, and we all become expendable. Do you understand?”  
 
    Sky huffs, shaking his head in frustration. Lacy continues to pace. Occasionally she cusses under her breath.  
 
    A grueling twenty or so minutes go by, then the doors finally swing open. I jump to the bars as two new guards enter, dragging Elias by his wrists. He moans as the guards throw him back into his cell. There he lays, sprawled out on the floor as the door slams again. 
 
    I strain to see him, then I wish I hadn’t and turn away. The sight of the cuts and bruises across his face and arms is burned into my brain. 
 
     Nero enters, glaring. “I should have known better than to try to break that one,” he says. “EHC’s have better breeding. But you three… you may be modified, but you’re just a bunch of pathetic slags.” He points at Sky and the guards fling open his cell. 
 
     “Stay back!” Sky shouts. “Don’t touch me, or I’ll kill you!” 
 
    They grab him despite the threat, but he puts up a decent fight and grips the bars of his cell as they try to haul him out. 
 
    “Let go of him!” I bark, pressed up against the bars. 
 
    As soon as the words escape, one of the guards pistol whips me in the face. I fall back, the taste of copper filling my mouth. Though not as strong as Elias, Sky fights back with twice as much fury, but in a flash, the ops shock him into a lifeless lump. They drag him out the door. 
 
    Nero sneers. I spit in his direction, but it misses, and the blood ends up on the floor. Nero scoffs and heads out the door, slamming it behind him. 
 
    Sky’s muffled groans fade the further they take him from our holding facility. A sharp pain fills my chest and I slump to the ground, wiping my lips. 
 
    “Elias, are you all right?” I ask, not able to stop thinking about them taking Sky. I don’t want to hear it from Lacy right now. 
 
    Slowly, Elias manages to pull himself up into a seated position. He looks awful. Defeated. One angry cut sweeps across his right cheek, and the area surrounding both of his eyes is swollen and discolored. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he says, breathless. “Sky… I know I don’t know him that well… but I suspect they’ll be able to break him if they do to him what they just did to me.” 
 
    “All they have to do is show him his sister,” I whisper, “and we’re done.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have no idea how long Sky’s been gone, but it has to have been twice as long as Elias.  
 
    “What did they do to you?” I ask Elias. Hopefully what he says isn’t as bad as what my imagination is picturing.  
 
    “You don’t want to know. It’s better you don’t.” Elias takes a deep, raspy inhale. “A lot of it was a blur. I blacked out.” 
 
    Guilt racks me. “I’m so sorry, Elias. This is all our fault. We should have never let you get involved. Your uncle is gone, and now you’re hurt, all because we brought you into this mess.” 
 
    “I made a choice,” he says, taking another breath. “All you did was push up our timelines. The EHC is to blame.” He slowly pushes himself upright and grabs the bars of his cell, pulling himself to his feet. “I’ll go out fighting if I have to.” 
 
    Lacy scowls, continuing to pace back and forth. “I swear, if they hurt Drape—why haven’t we heard anything about him yet? Do you really think they might have him in a med bay?” 
 
    “He’s no use to them dead,” Elias says. 
 
    Lacy’s pacing speeds up and she’s pumping her fists. She pivots and charges the iron bars at the front of her cell with a roar. She yanks and kicks at the bars until her hands go bloody.  
 
    “Lacy, that’s enough!” I shout. 
 
    “This is all your fault, Fin!” She spins my way. “We wouldn’t let you go it alone, and you knew it. Especially not Drape. He’d go to the ends of the Earth for you.”  
 
    Anger burns in my middle at her words. How is this all my fault? I push aside the feeling. This isn’t my Lacy. 
 
    “You’re remembering events incorrectly.” 
 
    Her stare pierces through me. There’s a storm brewing in her eyes. She huffs and returns to pacing. I slide back down to the floor. All I can focus on is Drape and Sky now. 
 
    The door to the holding chamber opens, and two operatives drag Sky in, sniffling and choking. Who’s next? Me or Lacy? 
 
    Sky is tossed back into the cell beside me and his door is slammed shut. I don’t bother to wait until the ops leave.  
 
    “Sky, are you all right?”  
 
    “No,” he chokes out, forcing himself up into a seated position and glancing at the doorway Nero’s entering through. Sky drags himself toward the door of his prison, gripping the steel bars. 
 
     “Please,” he pleads with Nero. “Don’t hurt her.” 
 
    The door swings open again and a large, narrow capsule is carted in by two new ops. Almost like a large version of the mod kit, it’s oval in shape and sleek lines run up and down its sides. There’s a small window on the front. I gasp as Cia peers out of the glass. It must be protecting her from the radiation.  
 
    “Sky!” Her voice is muffled by the capsule’s thick walls. 
 
     “No, please,” Sky begs.  
 
    The ops direct the capsule into the empty cell to the right of Sky. He races to the bars splitting his cell and Cia’s. 
 
    “Please,” he says again. 
 
    “This is quite simple,” Nero says, stopping at Cia’s cell. “The mod kit, or the girl.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I ask. “We’re just a handful of kids.” 
 
    Nero turns to me and walks closer to my cell. “Stealing that tech and upgrading your genetics made you much more than a handful of slag kids. That stolen mod kit is worth more than your miserable lives. We do not take that sort of offense lightly, slag.” 
 
    I have to keep him talking or something bad might happen. Time is all we have right now. 
 
    “You’re going to punish us for your mistake? Maybe you need to look into your own people and find out how that kit was stolen in the first place.” 
 
    He smirks and glances up to the ceiling, collecting himself before returning his attention to me. I can tell that one got to him.  
 
    “The EHC didn’t spend decades perfecting our society just to have filthy dwellers freely mod themselves. There’s an order to the world, and you stepped on it.” Nero leans in just out of my reach from inside the cell. “I have ambition. Goals. Once I clean up this mess, I will be done dealing with your pitiful sub-species.” 
 
    “Just because you were born to the right family doesn’t make you more human than us,” I say. 
 
    “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong A298. Your freeloading ancestors stole enough from society to seal your fate. If you weren’t capable of surviving pre-Flip, you lost your life on the surface. You’re lucky robots are more resource intense than just churning out more miner babies or you wouldn’t be worth the rations we send underground.” 
 
    All I can do is shake my head in disgust. He’s far less human than anyone down there. He has no soul. 
 
    A calm, content expression replaces the anger he’d shown just a moment ago. Nero struts into Cia’s cell and presses his hand against a keypad on the doorway of the capsule. It lights up, and then the door opens. He grabs her neck and yanks her out onto the cell’s floor. 
 
    Cia squeals in terror, shaking. “No! Don’t! Put me back!”  
 
    It will only be a few minutes until she starts to experience the effects of the radiation. 
 
    “Put her back in the capsule!” Sky screams. “Please! Don’t do this!” 
 
    The ops move to wheel the capsule from Cia’s cell, and she races toward them. One of the soldiers pushes her, falling back in a heap. Cia pushes up, already scratching at her arms.  
 
    “You’re sick!” Lacy screeches as Nero steps out of Cia’s cell, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “No,” Nero says, thrusting his thumb in Cia’s direction. “But she is. It won’t take long.” 
 
    Confused, Cia rushes to the iron bars separating her from Sky, collapsing on her knees beside him. Sky reaches for her body and grasps her through the bars.  
 
    I glare at Nero. “You’re just going to kill all of us if we give up that mod kit!” I shout, rising. “We’re not stupid! There’s no reason that little girl has to die! She’s just a kid!” 
 
    “You’re right about one thing. There is absolutely no reason that girl has to die,” Nero snarls. “But that is up to all of you. Go. Get. The. Mod. Kit.”  
 
    With a wave of his hand, he commands his soldiers to follow him from the room. The door slams shut. 
 
    “I don’t feel right,” Cia moans.  
 
    “I know. I know.” Sky buries his face in her hair. “It’ll be okay, Cia. I’m right here.” 
 
    “My head hurts, Sky,” she says, trembling. “I’m gonna throw up.” 
 
    I bang on my cell door, the sound echoing. “Put an end to this, Nero! I know you’re listening! Make it stop!” I scream. 
 
    Suddenly the doors of our cells, except for Cia’s, swing open. Then a door on the far side of the room slides away, exposing us to the outside.  
 
    Sunlight pierces the chamber, and as if cued, Cia’s screams pierce the air.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lacy practically jumps out of her cell like a wild animal set loose. “We can go!” 
 
    Cia whimpers and writhes as Sky squeezes her hands through the bars. 
 
    “Lacy, we can’t abandon her,” I say. 
 
    Lacy rounds my way and huffs. “Yeah, you’re right, sorry.” 
 
    “Help me up,” Elias pleads softly to Lacy. Grabbing his forearm, she drags him to his feet. 
 
    I scurry out of my cell. Sky’s on the ground, clinging to his sister.  
 
    “Sky…” 
 
    He releases Cia and snaps up to race to the open door. Cia groans and stretches out her arms to him. He latches onto the bars of Cia’s cell door and yanks with every ounce of strength he has. When it doesn’t budge, he grunts in defeat and falls to his knees. Cia crawls over to the door and stretches between the bars to her brother.  
 
    Sky glances back at us. “Help me with the cell! If we work together, we can pull the—” 
 
    Elias reaches down, clasping Sky on his shoulder and shaking his head. “These are built to keep all classifications of citizens in. We won’t be able to open it.” 
 
    Cia abruptly yanks away from Sky. She falls on her hands and begins to cough and gag, eventually throwing up what little food was in her stomach, tears streaming down her cheek. 
 
     “I feel so sick.”  
 
     “What can I do?” Sky pleads. 
 
    Ideas swirl in my brain. Every single one of them is terrible and end with one or more of us dead. 
 
    “We need to go get that mod kit for Nero,” I say. “Come with us, Sky.” If I can get him out of here, maybe it’ll give us a chance. We can get the weapons and come back. 
 
    “You’re out of your mind if you believe I’ll leave Cia here by herself like this,” Sky snarls. 
 
    Cia reaches between the cell and touches his hands. “Just come back for me?”  
 
    I’m shocked by her bravery. Even she knows this situation is hopeless. 
 
    “I’m not leaving you!” he barks. Cia recoils, and Sky slumps with regret. 
 
    Pounding sounds from behind us, and I find Lacy attempting to break down the still-closed door leading deeper into the compound. When the pounding doesn’t work, she starts swearing and yanking on the door handle. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Elias demands. 
 
    “We can’t desert Drape.” Lacy pounds her fist against the metal. “We don’t know what they’re doing to him.” 
 
    They don’t realize that if we waste our chance to get that bag, none of us are getting out alive. 
 
    “I’m staying here,” Lacy says. “I’m sorry.” Her eyes, filled with fright, focus on me. “I am sorry, Fin, but I’m not going with you.” 
 
    “I can’t leave Cia,” Sky says to me. “I just can’t do it.” 
 
    “I know.” I turn to Elias. “How much time do we… um, how much time does she have?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I’m not sure, but based on how quickly she’s deteriorating, I bet not long. But you know as soon as we bring them the mod kit, we’re done. It’s a trap. They’ll probably shoot us on our way back to the compound.” 
 
    “Look at that girl, Elias, and then tell me what it is you want to do.”  
 
    His attention darts in her direction for a moment, then he looks down.  
 
    “Fine, stay here with Lacy and Sky,” I say, frustrated. “I’ll go get the mod kit. Maybe, just maybe, they won’t kill me on my way back in, and, if we’re lucky, he’ll stick to his word and let Cia live. We’ll worry about getting out of here later.” 
 
    I make for the exit, but Elias grabs me by my arm. “I’m coming.”  
 
    “You said yourself they’ll most likely gun me down to get the mod kit,” I argue. 
 
    “Well, then we’ll just have to get gunned down together, won’t we?” He lowers his voice. “Besides, if they do decide to ambush you, you’ll require backup.” 
 
    I take one last pleading look Lacy’s way. What if I can will her to come? She shakes her head no. I know she’s worried about Drape. So am I, but if she came with us, we might have a better chance of getting Drape out. But just like I stood up for Lacy in the Oven, she stands up for him. Although she'd never admit it, she relies on him too. 
 
    I whirl around and snatch Elias by the arm, pulling him through the released hatch of our prison. The heat bears down on my body. As soon as we step out, the hatch snaps shut. Good. At least Cia won’t be exposed to as much direct radiation. 
 
    Elias and I hustle from the building, and soon I spot the rock outcropping that we gathered at on the horizon. The mod kit is a couple hundred yards away. 
 
    “Strange that Nero would just allow us go on by ourselves,” Elias says.  
 
    I gesture up. Two drones hover high above our heads, humming as their motors churn.  
 
    “Ah,” he says. “Well, I guess we’re not entirely alone then, are we?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “Can the drones hear?” 
 
    Elias shrugs. “Speak lightly.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you,” I whisper as we continue, “but I don’t intend on dying today.” 
 
    “Me either.” Elias grimaces and stops walking for a second, gripping his side. 
 
    “You all right?”  
 
    “I’m fine… just give me a second.” He takes several deep breaths. 
 
    “They knocked you around good, didn’t they?”  
 
    “Yeah. Pretty sure I cracked a rib.” 
 
    I offer for him to throw an arm over my shoulder and he accepts. “Lacy should have been the one to come with me. You and Sky are out of commission.” 
 
    “I’m not out of commission.” Elias starts walking again with my help. “But I don’t need to overexert myself before we even get to the mod kit. Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “Well,” I whisper, “the pistols are with the mod kit.” 
 
    “That’s what I was hoping you’d say.” He smiles down at me. After a moment, he removes his arm from my shoulder, stretches slightly, and then presses onward on his own. “So, you want to fight our way in. Am I right?” 
 
    “It’s not like we have a choice. We go back with just the mod kit and we all become expendable. Cia dies anyway, and all of this was for nothing. If I could have gotten everyone to come, we’d have a better chance.” The thought of Drape injured forms a knot in my throat. “I don’t know where Drape is.” 
 
    “You two are close? You two and Lacy, right? But you haven’t known Sky and his sister for too long?” Elias ventures. 
 
    “Very observant.” 
 
    “So why are you risking your life for Sky’s sister?” he asks. 
 
    “Isn’t that what you did for us?” 
 
    Without a word, Elias raises an eyebrow and nods. 
 
    “This happened because she was trying to protect us,” I say. “That’s a brave kid who doesn’t deserve to die.” 
 
    “You know, I haven’t been to this particular base, but the layout of this one seems almost the same as the others. If that’s true, then the medical bay is just down the hall from the prison chambers. If we can fight our way through, we can save Drape.” 
 
    It’s a long shot, and unrealistic, but his words give me hope.  
 
    “Listen, Elias… your uncle… he wasn’t in the cells—”  
 
    “I know,” he cuts me off. “He’s gone. And if we go back, and we fight, we’ll have to get out of there fast. There won’t be any searching the whole base trying to find him.” 
 
    Ahead is the rock formation. We pick up the pace. Cia doesn’t have long.  
 
    “If there is a chance to go back for your uncle, know that you have friends who are willing to help,” I say as we enter the space between the cluster of boulders.  
 
    “Thank you, Fin.”  
 
    I peer between the cracks between the massive stones, eyeing the two drones following us. “How do we know they’re not just going to fire down on us?” I ask. 
 
    “They won’t,” Elias assures me. “Not if we have the mod kit. It’s too valuable. They won’t risk destroying it.” 
 
    We enter the opening to the outcropping and my eyes go straight to the spot the bag is hidden. A scurrying of footsteps just outside startles me.  
 
    Snap. 
 
    I wheel toward the noise, my heart ready to explode from my chest. Half a dozen operatives race into the space. My instinct is to bolt, but there’s nowhere to go. We’re trapped.  
 
    They were tracking us the entire time. What all did they hear us saying? 
 
    Several guards dart forward and grab Elias and me. My gut tells me not to resist. If we’re dead, so are our friends. I tense as the group leader steps forward. He smiles, exposing a line of perfectly crooked teeth.  
 
    “Someone’s been misbehaving,” he scoffs. 
 
    I freeze. The op frowns and marches ahead, ending toe to toe with me. If not for my arms being restrained, I would try to punch that grin right off his mouth.  
 
    The man leans in, his stale breath overwhelming me. “Mod kit?” 
 
    I show them where it is, and they’ll kill us. I don’t show him, and they’ll shoot us and find it on their own. Despite that, I stand my ground and simply glare at him. The leader cocks his head to the side and eyes the guard to his right, giving him a nod. The guard moves to Elias and delivers a powerful jab at his side. 
 
    Elias grunts and stumbles, but the two holding onto him won’t let him down to his knees. The attacker lets out a laugh that sends a chill down my spine.  
 
    “Bet that rib’s definitely cracked now,” he says.  
 
    Yep, they heard everything we said. 
 
    “Is that all you got?” the leader questions, sounding disappointed.  
 
    “No sir.” The goon delivers three more powerful punches to Elias’s gut. 
 
    “Stop it!” I yell. 
 
    “Mod kit—now!” the leader barks in my face. 
 
    “It’s over there!” I shout back at him, pointing to the loose rocks in the face of the stone foundation. 
 
    The leader motions to the lackey who punched Elias and gives him an acknowledgment. The man rushes over, moves aside the rocks, and produces the black bag. He carries it to his commander, who snatches the bag, opens it up, and shakes his head. He reaches into the bag, but instead of the mod kit, he pulls out a pistol and grips it by the barrel.  
 
    “Stupid traitors!” the leader growls, then beams me across the cheek with the gun. 
 
    I scream, and if not for the two men restraining me I’m certain I would have gone down. Liquid drips down my face and splats to the ground, mixing into the reddish dirt.  
 
    “Just wait until we bring you to Nero,” the leader says. “You’re going to wish I’d shot you dead right here. Let’s go!” 
 
    They start marching us back to the base. My cheekbone throbs. I’m confident my left eye is starting to swell as blood keeps gushing from my sliced skin. If I manage to get a hold of a gun, I will shoot all of his crooked teeth right out of his head. 
 
    Poor Elias wheezes, but I don’t dare check on him. If we make it out of this, he’ll have incredible damage to his chest and gut, and I have no idea how I can get him help. 
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    At the outpost, the ops don’t bother taking us in via the main entrance. They march us up to the hatch leading to the prison chamber. The door opens, and the guards push us through, guns at our backs. Inside, another dozen operatives, including Nero, wait.  
 
    Lacy, Sky, and Cia rest with their backs against the door to Elias’s cell. Cia is a pale cast of green from nausea, and by the smell, there’s no doubt she’s thrown up again. She rests on Sky’s chest, her lids barely cracked. Elias and I have only been gone around thirty minutes, but she’s certainly taken a turn for the worse. 
 
    Nero laughs as the ops who tracked us down close the hatch. “You’re late!” 
 
    The man who pistol whipped me steps around me, black bag in tow, and brings it to Nero. “Looks like they had other plans.”  
 
    Nero rummages through the bag, grabbing the mod kit to examine it and ensure it hasn’t been damaged. He handles a gun and inspects it before returning it. He stares directly at me. “And just what were you planning on doing with those?”  
 
    “Nothing, but I couldn’t get the mod kit without getting them, too.”  
 
    Nero shakes his head, still grasping the mod kit. “Right. You know, I was considering releasing you, sending you back to the hell hole where you came from, maybe even allowing that little punk go home to Reso. But now? How can I do that when you think you can plot to shoot up my operative base and not face the consequences?” 
 
    None of us answer. 
 
    “Line them up! All of them! The girl too!” 
 
    The guards swarm my friends. 
 
    “No!” Sky yells as he and Cia are yanked to their feet. 
 
    They drag the three of them toward us and force us all into a line. Sky carries Cia’s nearly lifeless body. She’s not even fully aware of what’s happening. One of the ops draws his gun and redirects it at us.  
 
    “Shoot the girl first,” Nero says. “Go ahead and put the poor slag out of her misery.” 
 
    “No, please!” Sky pleads, wrapping himself around Cia, placing himself between the drawn gun and her, quite ready to take a bullet to the back on her behalf. 
 
    “You heartless leech!” Lacy shouts. 
 
    “Really?” Nero raises an eyebrow. “And here I thought I was merciful. What if we just wait until the radiation kills her?” He laughs. “Go on. Shoot the girl and her brother and then get rid of the rest.” 
 
    I failed them.  
 
    Cia goes limp in her brother’s arms. Teeth gritted, Sky thrusts an arm at the executioner. “She’s only a chil—”  
 
    Bright light and thunder blow in the outer wall and I crumble in a heap. Chunks of cement fly in all directions. Dust blurs my vision. I fight to stay conscious as the world spins. 
 
    And then everything’s gone. Everything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a sharp inhale, my eyelids shoot open to a blurred world. I cough from the smoke and dust filling my lungs. Ringing pierces my ears as I place my hands palms down on the debris coated floor. Slowly, I push myself upward onto my knees.  
 
    Two versions of Nero lay flat on his back opposite of me, out cold. I blink several times and they merge into one. I study him. Like a good soldier, he’s still gripping the mod kit.  
 
    Despite my vertigo, I jump up and snatch it, stashing the device in my pocket. Nero moans, and without a second thought, I deliver a kick to his head, ensuring he sleeps a bit longer. 
 
    “Jerk,” I say, reveling in the minor victory when I hear a deep throated groan behind me. 
 
    “Elias?”  
 
    His legs are buried, but it’s no more than dust and small stones. “Fin?” he says. 
 
    I race to him and wipe at the blood seeping from the side of his head. I dig around his legs to push back the heavy layer of dust and help him sit. Pain washes his face and he clutches his side. 
 
    “You alright?” I ask. 
 
    “No, but it doesn’t matter.” He scans the room. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
     I pull him to his feet and spot one of our pistols. I snatch it up. “Let’s find the rest.” 
 
    A moan sounds from the side, and I swing my attention to a soldier blown right into one of the cells. One of the mangled, busted bars pierces him. My stomach rolls over and I gag, turning away as fast as humanly possible. Across the way, Lacy and Sky have been thrown on top of one another during the blast. We stumble for them, tripping on debris. I grab Lacy, waking her, and Elias does the same for Sky. As soon as Sky comes to, he jolts up.  
 
    “Cia!” Sky yells. 
 
    My heart leaps into my throat. “Be quiet!” I whisper. “These guards could wake up any moment.” 
 
    “She’s here,” Lacy groans as she sits and raises her hand to her head. Blood trickles from her eyebrow. The poor girl, coated in a layer of dust, lies just beyond Lacy, camouflaged in the rubble. 
 
    “Cia!” Sky yells, scrambling to her side, practically falling over. “Cia, wake up. Cia?” 
 
    I lean away from Lacy and put my fingers to Cia’s neck. “She’s alive.” 
 
    Tension falls from Sky’s shoulders and he reaches under Cia’s body, scooping her into his arms. Something shuffles behind us.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I say. 
 
    We rush toward the blown-out hatch.  
 
    “Stop, or you die!” Nero’s voice echoes. 
 
    I turn to five or so men plus Nero, their weapons drawn. The falling dust starts to clear. My mind reels. Escape or surrender?  
 
    I don’t have a chance to do either as a blue arc shoots through the hole in the wall from outside, striking one of the waiting operatives. 
 
    I take my chance and bolt out the exit. Mason stands there, gripping a blaster. Behind him a dozen or so fighters, all carrying weapons, head into the building. 
 
    “Come now,” he says. ‘We don’t have much time.” 
 
    “Uncle Mason!” Elias calls. 
 
    “Move!” Mason roars and rushes the group down a small slope toward nearly a dozen destroyed drones scattered about the outer yard.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I yell as men in operative uniforms rush our way with blasters. More are armed with enormous weapons over their shoulders. 
 
    “They’re with me.” Mason stops, glancing back to the base, his expression frustrated. “Kid, what are you doing?”  
 
    I turn to see Sky on the floor, clutching Cia. “She’s dead… I think she’s dead.” 
 
    We’re all dead if I don’t do something.  
 
    I snatch the mod kit out of my pocket and run back to them. I press it against her and set it off, and her entire body jolts. Cia’s eyes shoot open and she gasps, but her head falls back as she passes out again. I have no clue if she’s alive. 
 
    “Get up and go. Do you hear me?” I shout in Sky’s face. “Don’t get the rest of us killed.” 
 
    He nods and lifts her up, rejoining our fleeing party.  
 
    Lacy trips and barely recovers. The blood on her head is still flowing. Who knows how much she’s lost.  
 
    I grip one of Lacy’s arms. “Elias, help me.”  
 
    Elias does as I say and grabs the other, and we lead her forward after Mason. A loud alarm blares as we dart to the far side of the base. Mason and his men herd us to a hanger, taking out the few men guarding the area. 
 
    “Establish a perimeter,” Mason says to his men. “I need a pilot on that craft getting it prepared for launch. Let’s make sure we get our men before we go. Now move!” 
 
    Sky crumples to the ground, cradling his sister. Elias and I help Lacy sit and then I slump beside her.  
 
    Mason turns from his men to us. “Thank God,” he says and strides toward Elias, wrapping him into a tight embrace. 
 
    “Drape…” Lacy whispers, eyes pleading. “Fin, please, we can’t abandon him.”  
 
    “You know me. I’m not leaving Drape, I promise.” 
 
    A tear drips down the side of her filthy face, leaving a trail in the dust on her cheek. “I know,” she says. “But I can’t walk anymore. The world is spinning.” 
 
    I rise, looking at Mason. “My friend is in there, and I need to find him.” 
 
     “No you don’t!” Mason shouts. 
 
    “You just ordered your men not to leave anyone!” I yell. “I feel the same way about my friend.” 
 
    Mason pinches the bridge of his nose. “Do you know his location?” 
 
    “Probably in the medical wing.” Elias steps forward. “Not far from the prison chambers. Have your men cleared that area?” 
 
     “It’s clear, but we haven’t secured the whole base.” Mason shakes his head. “You have twenty minutes. Twenty minutes, and this craft launches, do you hear me?” 
 
    “I’m going with her,” Elias says. 
 
    Mason sighs and gestures to a handful of his men. “Jase, Todd, you’re with them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the two men in operative uniforms shout. 
 
    Elias snags a blaster and I keep my pistol. After the day I’ve had with these leeches, I don’t intend to shoot with a weapon meant to stun. The four of us race up the hillside and into the now emptied prison chamber, our weapons drawn.  
 
    “Which way?” I ask as we pause near the door leading into the base. 
 
    “If it’s anything like the other base I’ve been to, the medical bay is located just down this hall,” Elias says. 
 
    “It’s not,” Jase says, looking forward. “This one is laid out differently than the ones I was stationed at. It’s embedded into various rock formations. The medical bay is on the opposite end of the outpost.” 
 
    “Well that’s just great,” I grumble under my breath. “We’ll have to shoot our way in, won’t we?” 
 
    “Looks that way,” Todd says. 
 
    Elias defers to the taller, older man. “Let’s do this. Jase, can you lead the way?” 
 
    “Yep,” Jase says, and we move out into the first of many hallways. Jase assures us he knows exactly where the medical bay is. We enter down another dark hallway, the lights pulsating from the loud, screechy emergency alarm system. 
 
    As of yet, we haven’t run into any operatives. Hopefully they’ve already been taken out by the initial shootout while we were being rushed to the hanger. Unconscious bodies, hit by blasters, are strewed through the halls. I spot the lead operative, Mr. Crooked Teeth, lying in the hall. He obviously ran into the blast, and my trigger finger itches. My cheek throbs from where he beamed me, and I have to admit, it’s tempting. I know he’s alive, hit by the non-lethal blaster. It would be so easy. 
 
    I wave the thought away. We come to the back of the hall and Jase signals us to pause. He peers around the corner, then quickly backs up and shakes his head.  
 
    “How many?” Todd asks. 
 
    “Six—all locked and loaded,” Jase whispers. “You three ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Elias says. 
 
    “The medical bay is this way. If we can get past these six, your friend should be inside,” Jase says. 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” I ask. 
 
    “On my count.” 
 
    My pistol is up. We’re coming for you, Drape.  
 
    “Three… two… one…”  
 
    All four of us leap from our hiding place and fire. I’m a terrible shot, it turns out. I’ve only fired a blaster, and that was just once. I shoot off three rounds before I actually hit one of the operatives, but I do manage to take one out. Watching him fall is not as hard as I thought it would be. Today has dulled any empathy I had for the EHC.  
 
    Jase hits two guys, Elias one, and Todd takes out the last one. I am thankful Mason sent more experienced shooters with us. I make a quick mental note that this is a skill I certainly intend to master. 
 
    “That shooting is bound to attract new operatives,” Todd says, urging us onward. Jase leads the way to the end of the hall. Large metallic double doors stand between us and the medical bay. Using a keycard, Jase lets us in. It’s a big, long room with rows of beds on either side. Drape's lying with his lids shut in one of the beds on the far side of the space. Hunched over him are three medical personnel, eyes wide as saucers. I hold up my gun.  
 
    “Run or you die,” I hiss at them, pointing my weapon their way. They all dart out a back doorway in terror. 
 
    I race to Drape’s bed and rip at leather restraints tying him there. “Drape,” I whisper, and his eyes open. 
 
    “Fin,” he moans in pain. 
 
    “Easy. You’re going to be all right. We’re getting you out of here.” 
 
    Jase and Todd get to work undoing the remaining straps. “You two,” Jase calls to Elias and me, “guard the doors.” 
 
    Elias walks to the double doors we entered. I head to the doorway where the medical personnel bolted. It’s here I spot a monitor along the wall, already logged in. I take a moment to snoop. A digital file labeled EHC RESTRICTION PROTOCOLS stands out to me. There’s a holodrive sitting on the cramped desk by the monitor, so I snatch it up and raise it to the display. I glance out the door I’m supposed to be guarding, and since I don’t perceive movement, I download some files. I press the button on the side of the device, and holographic images appear above the drive as it downloads the files I select from the system. I’m not picky, downloading anything that causes me to raise an eyebrow. 
 
    “All right, kid, can you get up?” Jase asks as he and Todd help Drape to his feet. 
 
    “Yes… I think I can walk. But I don’t know if I’ll be able to run,” he says. 
 
    I smile. He’s alive, that’s what’s important, and we have plenty of time to get back to Mason.  
 
    “Ops!” Elias warns, raising his blaster. “There’s a whole slew of them coming down the hallway toward our location!”  
 
    “Go out the back way!” Jase bellows. 
 
    Elias and I flank Drape as we rush out the door I had been guarding. A single operative races at us from this direction, but Elias guns him down with the blaster.  
 
    A round of gunfire erupts from the double doors. “Todd!” Jase shouts. 
 
    Todd falls in a pool of his own blood just as Jase closes our exit and types in a code on the door to lock the oncoming operatives in the medical bay. Jase deflates as he glances down at his dead companion, but he doesn’t waste time mourning now. 
 
     “Let’s go,” he says, stepping past us and avoiding the operative Elias had knocked out. He leads us down a series of hallways, and soon we’re darting to the hanger. The craft is already started up, and most of Mason’s men are rushing inside the open back hatch. Mason greets us just outside of the craft.  
 
    “Todd?” Mason asks. 
 
    “He didn’t make it,” Jase says, his voice full of remorse. 
 
    Mason places a hand on the man’s shoulder and tells him to get to the ship. He then gestures at us and guides us into the massive vessel. “Get inside. There’s someone who wants to see you three.” 
 
    Elias and I drag Drape into the hanger. The flying craft is close to ten times the size of the small hover car. I walk from Drape, who’s leaning on Elias, and force myself up the ramp. Lacy, Sky, and Cia slouch in the row of seats lining one of the walls. They don’t see me, but Cia is awake.  
 
    Finally. 
 
    New found energy rises in my body and I hurry to her, kneeling as I get there. 
 
    “Cia?”  
 
    She smiles at me. “Hi, Finley… I’m feeling a lot better now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    I grip the side of the ship as it jolts a bit. The back hatch is still open. Armed fighters lean against the rear walls ready to fire at anything that tries to stop us. One of Mason’s men shoots down a few who made it within range. He leans his head to the side and speaks into the comm he has on his neck. “Give Mason the all clear!” 
 
    Almost immediately the ship lifts from the ground, the back hatch closing. Lacy grabs me to stay herself from falling over, and while she’s so near, I snatch her weapon. I don’t really want her armed at the moment. Surprisingly, she doesn’t even respond. It’s apparently more important to keep holding onto me to stay upright.  
 
    “You good, Lacy?”  
 
    She smiles. “Are you kidding? We’re all alive, you moron. Thanks mostly to you.” 
 
    That’s my old Lacy. Or a glimpse of what she used to be like before the mod.  
 
    Elias stands across from us just as the ship jolts. Lacy grips me tighter and I snatch for a support beam on the interior of the ship.  
 
    “What’s that?” I demand. “Are we taking fire?” 
 
    “Most likely, my uncle’s taking out all of the ships in the hanger so they can’t follow.” Elias tips his head to Lacy. “You should get to the cargo hold to have her head checked. Probably see if a medic can stitch up your cheek, too.” Not that he’s in any better shape than either of us.  
 
    “You should, too,” I say. 
 
    “I will. I need to talk to Mason first. Thank him for saving us and all.” He smirks. “When you’re done, meet me in the cockpit with that holodrive you snatched from the med bay.” 
 
    “You saw that?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m sure my uncle would appreciate it.” 
 
    I grin. “I’m sure he would. Meet you there in ten.” 
 
    One of Mason’s soldiers, dressed in an operative uniform, leads me to the cargo hold as I help Lacy limp beside me. Drape sits by Cia as a handful of men and one woman prick and prod at them to gauge their health. Sky waits nearby, a smile on his lips that is so full of love and adoration for his sister that it’s infectious. My lips form into a grin. I can’t believe we made it out. 
 
    “We have another patient for you,” I announce, dropping Lacy off to sit by Drape. In a flash, I wrap my arms around his neck. “I was worried I might not see you again. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Better now.” Drape grins and I snap back from him. He clears his throat. “They pulled the bullet from me, and they patched up my wound pretty well, so I suppose it could have been a lot worse for me.” He looks over at Sky and sighs. “Let’s face it, Fin, of anyone to have gotten shot, it’s a good thing it had been me. If they had drug me off and beat up on me like they did Elias and Sky… I’m not strong as them. I would have told them anything they wanted to know.” 
 
    “You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for,” Lacy says. 
 
    “Did you just compliment me?” Drape asks. “You all right, Lacy?” 
 
    She ruffles his matted hair. “I’m just glad you’re all right, dope.”  
 
    “I heard them talking. They were going to use me for experiments,” Drape says. “They planned to see if they could reverse the effects of the mod kit. To un-modify me. I would have died from radiation.” 
 
    “They’re a long ways away from figuring that out,” one of the doctors assured him.  
 
    Cia nudges Drape. “Be glad. Radiation poisoning wasn’t fun.” Her eyes sparkle as she looks at me. “Thank you.” 
 
    “So the mod kit worked on you just in time then, huh?” I ask. 
 
    “It did,” Sky replies for her. “Thank you, Fin. All of you. She’s alive because of all of you.” 
 
    The medic inspects Lacy’s head injury when she stiffens in her seat. “Hey… what class of modification did you get, Cia?” she asks. 
 
    Cia tilts her head. “Class?”  
 
    “She just wants to know if you feel any different,” Sky explains. “Are you stronger than you were? Smarter?” 
 
    Cia ponders for a moment. “No. I just feel like me… but my tummy hurts a little.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” one of the male medics says. “You’re probably just experiencing the effects of the radiation poisoning. We’ll get you back to yourself real soon.” 
 
    The female medic eyes me and shakes her head. “You should be checked, too. I can stitch that up fairly quickly, if you’d like?” She points to my face and I instinctively reach up and touch my cheek. A small pool of blood forms in my palm. A part of me wishes I had shot that idiot who smacked me with our pistol. 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” I say. 
 
    She offers me topical numbing medicine, explaining it will require several minutes to kick in before she can start stitching me up.  
 
     “No, just go ahead and stitch me up. I’m in a hurry.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asks, narrowing her gaze on me. 
 
    “Just work quickly, please.” 
 
     She cleans and sanitizes my cheek, and then she works on the stitching. The sting of the needle makes me grit my teeth, but I’ve had my fair share of stitches. Mining will do that to you. No one down there ever offered me numbing medication though, so between that and my modification, suffering through these stitches is a breeze. 
 
    “There, only a few stitches,” the medic says as she mists something on the wound. “This will keep it clean for now.” 
 
    The unfamiliar kindness in her tone—or maybe it’s just something about not having blood oozing out of an open wound—perks me up a bit.  
 
    “Thanks,” I say, touching my fingertips to the wound. The mist has hardened slightly on my skin. 
 
    I wave to my friends and head to the cockpit. I enter the small, semi-circle of a room. There are three men and two women seated toward the front of the craft, working simultaneously on displays and controls. I assume one of them is the captain, but I’m not sure about the rest. Mason stands with Elias and a group of three men. Mason’s attention is entirely on his nephew, and he places a hand on his shoulder, giving Elias a smile. 
 
    A pang wells in my chest as I watch the two of them. Just like Sky and Cia, they at least know someone in their family. Before the last twenty-four hours, I’d rarely thought about where I came from. Who are my parents? Would they even know me if they saw me? What if I have brothers or sisters?  
 
    I wave off the questions. This was never important to me, so why should it be now? I have Lacy and Drape. They’re my family. 
 
    “Fin?”  
 
    Elias snaps me from my thoughts. 
 
    “Looking good,” Mason says to me with a wink. “I see they stitched you up nicely. How are your friends holding up?” 
 
    “Well,” I say. “They’re being taken care of, thanks to you, Mason.” 
 
    “I’m glad we got there before anything worse happened. Elias here’s trying to give me a heart attack, telling me what a close call you all had,” Mason says, nudging his nephew.  
 
    “Who are all these people?” I ask Mason while scanning the cabin. 
 
    He pauses, glancing at Elias. Elias nods at him and Mason turns his attention back to me. “I’m more than just a stubborn Noble class citizen looking out for defectors. I used to be an EHC operative. I’ve made many loyal friends on the inside.” 
 
    I step back. “What? I mean, I figured you had connections, but I didn’t think you were an op.” 
 
    “Yeah, I couldn’t do it anymore. The people I hurt… the oppression… it was just too much.” Mason’s expression tenses a bit, as if he’s reliving his past in his mind. “I made those connections when I was an operative. That network helped me start this resistance.” 
 
    “How did you get away from being an EHC op?” I ask. “Getting out of that club can’t be easy.” 
 
    The tension in his face breaks at my stupid joke. “No, that club is normally a lifetime commitment. Elias’ father was a personnel coordinator for the EHC. He helped me reassign my identity.” 
 
    “Reassign your identity?” I echo. 
 
    “Every EHC citizen has a Society Placement Profile based on your lineage and class. Elias’s father re-wrote mine. I was able to slip out of the system, eventually ending up at the Tenant class settlement. From there, I was able to build this resistance. It was tricky at times, but each one of the former EHC personnel that fight with me was heavily vetted.” 
 
    “So you have embedded people at the base they took you to?” I ask. “Is that how you broke free?” 
 
    Elias rests a hand on Mason’s shoulder, answering for him. “Let’s just say my uncle’s personality and influence is contagious.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but you kids put everything into motion.” Mason grabs my wrist. “We weren’t ready for this. Once I was taken, our allies had to leave their posts and regroup at one of our safe locations. We’re really scattered right now, and need to regroup.” 
 
    I nod and gently drag my hand away. He doesn’t seem to notice my discomfort. I do trust him, but I have to consider my friends first. His rebellion is his problem. 
 
    “Enough about me, Elias says you got information from the medical wing back at the compound?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, fumbling for the holodrive in my pocket. “I noticed they had restrictive files pulled up before the medical personnel panicked and took off.” 
 
    “Well, let’s have a look.” Mason snags the device. “You never know. We didn’t manage to infiltrate the medical wing, so you might have intel we don’t have here.” 
 
    He leads us to the right side of the small room with a large, half-circle desk. The equipment on this workstation far surpasses anything I’ve seen below ground. There are more displays and controls than I would know what to do with. He presses the holodrive into a slot and several images appear, floating above the desk.  
 
     “EHC Restriction Protocols?” Mason reaches out toward the holographic image again, selecting the file. The words The Natural Modification Epidemic followed by a tremendous amount of data appears.  
 
    “Natural Modification Epidemic?” I ask under my breath. 
 
    It’s a lot of science mumbo-jumbo that, while I have been modified to a Noble, I’m still not familiar with. Mason runs his hands through his hair and pauses for a moment.  
 
    “If this is true, the dwellers are naturally adapting,” he exclaims in awe. 
 
    “Is that possible?” Elias questions. “And modifying into what?” 
 
    “A resistant species. To resist the radiation and the new climate. They’re doing naturally what we people living on the surface use science to overcome.” Mason’s tone is practically giddy. “This is remarkable. Let’s see…” He flips through additional information within the file, skimming faster than I can keep up with. “From what I’m seeing here, they believe in another generation or two the entire dweller population will be completely resistant. Unbelievable. Apparently all the tinkering they do in the Oven system to build better workers has hastened the process. Playing God has backfired.”  
 
    “So… is it possible some of us already are genetically compatible?” I ask. 
 
    “According to this, yes,” Mason exclaims. “They’re covering it up to maintain their work force.”  
 
    He flicks his wrist into the hologram to continue sorting through the file. A picture of the Oven—or one of the Ovens—pops up, and my stomach roils. I have to move back from the display. Before now, it hasn’t bothered me much, but it’s not exactly a place that holds fond memories. Knowing what I know now, I realize that it taught me how to be a good slave to the EHC. It even bred me to be the “best” I can be. My hatred for this system compels me to walk away, but the words Preventative Methods pulls me back in.  
 
    “What’s that?” I ask. 
 
    Mason frowns. “They’re trying to prevent the natural modification,” he says, swiping at the documents. “Let me see here… just a sec…” 
 
    His lips silently echo his reading as he skims the data. A few minutes of silence are broken when he leans back from the holo-display. 
 
    “What is it?” Elias asks. 
 
    “They’re testing fetuses at the orphanage system and destroying the ones that show evidence of these genetic markers.” 
 
    “How are they even doing that?” I ask. 
 
    Mason leans in, reading. “Looks like they administer a specific medication under the guise of prenatal vitamins. It causes a miscarriage within a week.” 
 
    Heat rises up the back of my neck. It makes sense. It’s not like they’re going to say, Sorry, but your fetus is a threat, so it’s got to go. 
 
    Elias grabs at a paragraph in the holographic data field and it brightens. “What are ‘inactive genetic markers’?” 
 
    “That would be fetuses that carry the genetic mutation to allow them to survive on the surface, but it’s recessive. I imagine if you hit one of them with a mod kit…” Mason pauses and stares directly at me.  
 
    It clicks for me before he can piece together his meaning. “That’s what happened to me,” I say. “I carried the DNA to resist the radiation naturally, so shooting myself with the mod kit just amplified what I had. I was already resistant?” 
 
    “Recessively,” Mason says. “You still would have fried up and withered like an un-watered shrub.”  
 
    “Dwellers are on their way to becoming naturally equal with the EHC,” I say, eye wide. 
 
    “That’s right,” Mason agrees. “And the EHC leaders don’t want anyone finding out.” Mason detaches the holodrive, and the holograms disappear. “Excellent work, soldier,” he says to me. 
 
    “So what now?” I ask. “What’s the point of having all the undercovers you had working at the operative base?” I jerk my thumb to one of the three men standing near us—the one wearing an operative uniform. The man smirks proudly. 
 
    “My uncle can’t control where they get stationed, Fin,” Elias says. “We’re lucky a few were there.”  
 
    “Like I said, we were months from making any sort of advance,” Mason adds. “But you and your friends… modified our plans.” He smiles at his dumb joke. 
 
    “And what was the plan?” I ask. 
 
    “Basically, a governmental coup,” Mason explains. “We have—or had, I mean—men and women embedded within the EHC networks on just about every base on the planet. There are hundreds of sympathizers—Century and Tenant class—all throughout the surface cities. We were waiting for the best possible assignments, the ones that gave us the greatest advantage. Now, we’ll have to figure out what our next step will be.”  
 
    I frown. “I’m sorry that we—” 
 
     “No apologies.” He raises up the holodrive. “Besides, I believe I’m the one who owes you a thank you for this. This information could be the tipping point for the rebellion. It will force change.” He moves his attention from me to the captain of the craft. “Take us to camp. We need to regroup and plan our next move.” 
 
    Elias shoots me a reassuring smile. Everyone else seems very excited at the news, but I’m not so sure how I feel. I came to the surface to save a little girl, nothing more. Now it seems I’ve jump-started a revolution.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    From the cockpit there’s nearly a 360-degree view by way of the monitors and windows. We race through Reso, destined for Mason’s hidden camp in the desert. I have no idea how fast we’re flying, but it’s definitely faster than the hover car could go.  
 
    Reports have been flooding in via the monitors from resistance members within various settlements. Turns out the EHC didn’t like our little display at the operative base. Big surprise. There have already been a number of sweeps in search of potential insurgents.  
 
    Shootings, arrests, and general lunacy have erupted thanks to the EHC’s newfound paranoia. Pretty much every thirty seconds, soldiers enter the cockpit to give Mason a report on the events going on on the ground. I remain in the background, soaking it all in, dizzy with information. Lacy and Sky elbow their way in, both more alert than they were when we boarded. 
 
     “How are we going to fix this?” Lacy shouts, pulling everyone’s attention in her direction. Her eyes have gone wild again, and whatever was driving her near madness has returned. I flash her the eye to shut up, but she’s oblivious.  
 
    “Pardon?” Mason asks. 
 
    “From what I’ve been hearing since we left the base, the EHC has gone completely crazy,” she says, fists clenched. “What do you think will happen to the dwellers?” 
 
    Mason frowns. “I’m not sure yet, Lacy.” 
 
    “Well, how about I tell you?” she says. “Because if they’re firing on their own citizens and making all these crazy arrests like your reports are saying, you best believe they’ll rain hellfire down on our people.” 
 
    Mason lowers his voice. “Lacy—”  
 
    “Don’t Lacy me!” she hisses.  
 
    I grip her by the arm and she yanks away, bearing her teeth at me. She turns on Mason. 
 
     “Dwellers have been known to get shot or beaten just for looking at an op the wrong way. When word spreads to our home about what happened today, they’ll turn those tunnels inside out. Dwellers can’t protect themselves. We don’t have guns. We’re always the first to receive their wrath when things go wrong, and you know it!” 
 
    Mason sighs and locks eyes with her. “Lacy, I agree with what you’re saying. The dwellers are in danger, but so is everyone else. Including us. It is too dangerous to land this craft anywhere near your entry station. Our best bet is to regroup at our camp and move out from there. If we can help them, we will.” 
 
    Lacy’s nostrils flare and she inhales quick breaths. Her aggression seems to intensify with each passing moment she and Mason remain trapped in their stare down. At last she exhales deeply.  
 
    “Fine,” she relents and her eyes soften. 
 
    I inch to her and rest my hand on her shoulder. I don’t dare speak.  
 
    “Um, sir?” One of the men manning the craft beckons to get our attention. “You should see this.” 
 
    “Put it up on the display,” Mason says. 
 
    A holographic image appears at the console. It’s an underground entry station like the one we came from. There are mass numbers of EHC operatives gathering nearby, and they’re all heavily armed. If this is what it’s like at a random entry station, I can only imagine how it is at the one we emerged from. Nero has probably sent twice as many men to our home as these dwellers’. 
 
    Lacy and I exchange glances. Her eyes are pleading, and I know that I can’t stay quiet. There isn’t time. Not with the EHC jumping into action so quickly. It’s true that I’ve never been particularly close with other dwellers apart from Lacy and Drape, but they are my people, and the nearest thing I can claim to be family. The EHC will be rounding people up like cattle sent to slaughter. 
 
    “You’re a coward, Mason,” I say, though I know it’s far from true. 
 
    He turns to me, calm despite the insult. Elias, on the other hand, shoots me a look of shock. 
 
    “What?” Mason asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “I got that data for you from the medical wing. Surely by now they know what was downloaded. I’d bet my life that the ops will start rounding up dwellers with the inactive genetic markers. They’ll kill them all just to keep people from…from having any hope. Now that this information is out, they’ll massacre them.”  
 
    “I know,” Mason says. “But we can’t—” 
 
    “No excuses!” I snap. “We have to act now, and you know it.” 
 
    “Finley, I want to help the dwellers, believe me. But the ops are swarming the underground entry stations. If we go in now, we won’t stand a chance taking them head-on like that.” 
 
    Sky walks toward us from the doorway. He must have been outside. “What if there was another way in?”  
 
    “Another way in?” Mason echoes. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sky says. “There’s an alternate way in besides the station hub.” 
 
    “Not possible.” 
 
    “There’s this underground habitat that people tried to build during the early days of the Flip, but it was abandoned at least forty years ago,” Sky continues. “And it’s no more than a few miles from the Slack’s mining area.”  
 
    “How in the world do you know about this place?” Elias asks. 
 
    “I used to go out scouting. My sister and I lived in the old subway tunnels. I’d go through old sewer and maintenance tunnels as far as I could go, just trying to find somewhere to give my sister and myself a better life, when I came across the abandoned habitat. We came close to living there, but it was poorly protected from the radiation. I’m sure it’s why it was abandoned. There were maps left in the habitat, and based on what I saw, I believe there are tunnels that lead to the surface.” 
 
    “Or,” Mason says, putting the information together, “tunnels that could lead us surface people down?” 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    Mason brings his hand to his chin. “Everyone unnecessary for flight, please exit the cockpit. I need a minute.”  
 
    On the way out, Elias grabs my elbow. “Why did you call him that?” he hisses in my ear. 
 
     “A coward?” I shrug. 
 
    “Yes, because my uncle is not a coward.” 
 
    “I knew it would get his attention. Something needed to be done.” Guilt for doing it gnaws at my stomach, but I felt like I had no choice. 
 
    Elias narrows his eyes at me and shakes his head. “I get that, but there are better ways.” 
 
     Suddenly, the ship jerks and pulls to the right. We’re changing course. The doors to the cockpit whoosh open and Mason stands in the entry. 
 
    “Get inside,” he orders, rotating on his heels, not waiting for us. Lacy and Sky follow first, and Elias gestures for me to go ahead of him. Mason walks toward the craft’s captain, and he looks our way. “Come here,” he demands. 
 
    We listen. He means business. 
 
    Lacy smirks. “So what did you decide you’re going to do?”  
 
    Elias throws her a death stare, so I punch her arm. I don’t think Elias will let us verbally abuse his uncle anymore. 
 
    Mason ignores her and looks at Sky. “Can you lead us there?”  
 
    Sky nods. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    [image: divider.png] 
 
    I gaze out the forward-facing windows as we approach what looks like an ugly crater in the distance.  
 
    “What the—” Mason says. 
 
    From the looks of the landscape, it had once been a city in the midst of the desert, like Reso. A handful of the surviving buildings near the edge of the crater appear as though they might pre-date the Flip. Tall, and with endless windows, the structures appear to be made mostly of cement. Everything now is made with metal or composites. These building wouldn’t be habitable in the current climate, but the fact that they’re upright is amazing. Tattered and crumbling, but upright. The variety in their designs is the complete opposite to the purely functional ones we saw in Reso. The once beautiful monuments are now a shrine to a past long gone.  
 
    We land alongside the massive crater, and the men at the work stations pull up the 360-degree viewing screens. Something clearly happened here. A bomb, maybe? A small nuclear catastrophe? The way the windows are all blown out on the outer buildings and how the center of the city lacks any structures at all indicates an attack. Either way, the place is a ghost town, full of nothing but dust and crumbly concrete remains. The desert terrain ends abruptly once it reaches the crater, changing from yellowish sand to a hideous gray dust.  
 
    “Okay,” Mason says as the ship powers down. “It’s go time.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    We step through the back hatch into the wasteland of the once-substantial metropolis. Again, the heat hits my body and I’m reminded of how the surface differs from below ground in so many ways. We plant ourselves near the craft, gazing at the bombed city. It’s quiet, but menacing in size. Even torn apart, I get a feel for how society prior to the Flip thrived.  
 
    A large container is carried down to the hover craft’s entrance, and Mason opens it up to reveal an assortment of weapons. He gives us all pistols to wear at our sides as well as blasters to carry. Knives are handed out, filling our belts to maximum capacity with weapons, flashlights, and gear. Mason helps himself to a few grenades, not offering us any. I glance at Lacy—probably a smart idea.  
 
    Lacy, Sky, Drape, and I are with Mason. We know the tunnels, so they’ll need us. Elias also volunteered and insisted that he join us, despite Mason’s hesitation. A woman called Knuckles, who seems slightly older than I am, is chosen to assist us. Apparently she’s one of Mason’s former undercover operatives. Then there’s Jase, who’s closer to Mason’s age. Big and sullen, Jase makes me nervous. Since Todd was killed at the base he seems distracted—pacing, muttering to himself. But Mason knows him better than me, so I don’t say anything. Mason chooses three more young fighters to accompany us: twins Oliver and Olivia, and a hulking man they all call Bricks. I can guess why they call him that, since he looks like a ton of them. 
 
    “Sky, you’re leading point on this,” Mason begins. “Can you locate the entrance into the tunnels?” 
 
    “That’s the hope,” Sky replies as he hooks his pistol into his belt. “I’ve done a lot of tracking living in the Slack. It’s how we scavenged for supplies. From what I remember from the maps, we’re searching for a marker called Hope’s Gate.” 
 
    I gaze out over the demolished city. “Not one thing here seems too hopeful to me.” 
 
    The whir of an activating blaster sounds from behind me, and I spin to find Cia gripping one like a miniature soldier. Shouldn’t she be on the ship?  
 
    “Cia, put that down!” Sky snaps, snatching the blaster from her.  
 
    “If I’m coming, then I want a weapon, too,” Cia argues. Her feisty little attitude is evident, so she must be feeling a lot better. 
 
    “You’re only going as far as the Slack, Cia, where I can hide you,” Sky says. “Got it?”  
 
    Cia really should stay. Then again, it’s not as if the hover craft is well hidden. It would be just as dangerous to leave her. There are no guarantees either way, and I’m sure Sky doesn’t want her out of his sight. 
 
    “What if we run into ops?” Cia asks.  
 
    “Fine,” Sky says and hands her a knife. “Keep it sheathed unless you need it.” 
 
    She pouts, but grabs the knife and hooks it into her belt. “That’s so dumb, Sky.” 
 
    I snicker to myself. I like this kid. I glance at Lacy, who’s admiring one of the pistols. “Blasters first, Lacy. Only use the pistol if you absolutely have to.” 
 
    “I'll be careful, Fin,” Lacy says. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Mason yells. 
 
    “Ready,” Elias says on our behalf. 
 
    “You know it,” Knuckles says as she finishes tying up her long braid. The hairstyle and her narrow face make her appear almost snake-like. I wonder how such a petite woman got a nickname like Knuckles. 
 
    Entering the city is like walking into an alien world. Pathways line the buildings and smaller crafts dot everywhere we turn. The vehicles have wheels and don’t appear to have the means to take flight. Each one is different from the last. All the hovercrafts I’ve seen since surfacing have had similar looks to them. Function trumps personality, I guess.  
 
    “There’s no vegetation here,” I comment.  
 
    “Don’t be too surprised,” Olivia says, gripping a handheld device in her hands. “The radiation here is off the charts. Like, this is way more than radiation from the Flip. This place was nuked.” 
 
    “You’d think there wouldn’t be any remains at all, then,” I say. 
 
    Gray dust kicks into the air as we walk. Breathing it in makes my lungs feel heavy. Someone takes my elbow and I turn to find Drape, mouth open. I follow his free hand, pointing the way to a skeletal building. Poised in the doorway is what appears to be a statue of a man covered in black ash.  
 
     “What’s that,” I ask, trying to figure out what the big deal is, and the rest of our group glances in the direction Drape’s finger is shakily pointing. 
 
    Bricks curses under his breath and steps toward it. “This has been waiting here for a hundred years,” he says, reaching for it. 
 
    “Don’t disturb the dead!” Oliver shouts. 
 
    Bricks’ fingers make contact with the black figure, causing it to crumble away into dust. 
 
    The dead? 
 
    Bricks curses again and jumps back from the pile of black ash. 
 
    “What was that?” I ask warily, not really wanting to know the answer. 
 
    “A guy that got nuked a hundred years ago,” Olivia says. 
 
    “Bricks, don’t touch anything!” Mason orders. “You heard Olivia. The radiation here is high.” 
 
    “It’s off the charts,” Olivia repeats. Her device produces a pinging sound. “Sir, we don’t need to be here long. This stuff is dangerous… might even kill us.” 
 
    Sky instinctually turns to Cia.  
 
    “I feel fine, Sky,” she assures him. “I promise to tell you if I start to get sick.” 
 
    “Keep it moving,” Mason says, his blaster trained forward. 
 
    Sky nods and continues leading the way. Despite the damage, I can nearly imagine what this place was like during the twenty-first century; full of people scurrying around doing whatever they did back then, oblivious to what was to come. They probably had no idea how good they had it before it was taken from them.  
 
    I glance at Drape as he adjusts the blaster onto his uninjured shoulder, softly groaning. A knot forms in my gut and I touch his arm.  
 
    “You all right?” I ask. 
 
    “My shoulder still hurts,” he admits. “I was… you know… shot this morning.” 
 
    “I know. Drape, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have—” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” he assures me. 
 
    “But it is,” I say. “I dragged you and Lacy into this. I made the call to run when they came in on us. It’s entirely my fault.” 
 
    “Well then, I forgive you if you insist on blaming yourself,” he says and winks at me. “Come on, Fin, do you really think I blame you? You’re my best friend.” 
 
    Warmth spreads across my chest and I chuckle. “Well, thank you. You and Lacy are my best friends, too.” 
 
    “Guys!” Sky yells from the front of the line, pointing up at a tall structure.  
 
    “What is it?” Olivia asks. 
 
    “It’s called a billboard,” Mason says. “It was an advertising technique from pre-Flip.” 
 
    The billboard stands ridiculously high, and half of it was blasted away by the explosions. There is an image of ancient luxury homes with the words:  
 
    The New Underground Safe-Haven: Hope’s Ga— 
 
    It cuts off, but based on what information Sky gave us, I’m certain the last bit of that was Hope’s Gate. 
 
    “Looks like we’re getting close,” Oliver says. “Which way?” 
 
    Sky ponders for a moment. “It should be just up ahead. Over that hill.” 
 
    We continue down the cracked road and, as Sky predicted, we spot an enormous, rusted gate. Half of the gate is down, but the main entrance is upright. At the top of the entryway are the words Hope’s Gate.  
 
    “Good job, Sky,” Mason says, and with a kick the twenty-foot-tall gate goes down shrieking, shattering in several pieces as it lands. Across the dusty yard beyond the gate is this enormous run-down building. Intricate and overly ornate, it was probably beautiful once.  
 
    “Looks like it used to be a resort,” Bricks murmurs, then laughs. “Sure didn’t survive the blast, though, now did it?”  
 
    What’s a resort? The question doesn’t matter, so I don’t ask. Everything about this building is quite dangerous. A part of me worries that as soon as we cross the threshold, the remaining walls will tumble down on us, kind of like the nuked person back there. 
 
    “Tread lightly,” Mason warns as we enter.  
 
    Half of the ceiling is gone, allowing in rays of light which catch the dust floating in the air. The enormous lobby had once been well decorated with statues—no, not statues.  
 
    My throat clenches. Those are people like the man we saw. Some of them are huddled together in bunches. Others seem to have been frozen mid-run.  
 
    “Look at this one,” Bricks says, pointing at a charcoal woman standing with her hands on her head.  
 
    “Bricks, I said no touching!” Mason shouts. 
 
    “I’m not!” he says, turning. The back of his blaster hits the woman and she falls apart. This time though, instead of crumbling completely to dust, a few bones fall out and land at Bricks’ feet. He shrieks and cusses again, his words echoing in the room. 
 
    “What did we say?” Jase snarls. “Quit goofing around!” 
 
    I move closer to Elias in the back who’s scanning every inch of this area intently. “Hey,” I say softly. “What’s the deal with Jase? He’s not like the others. He’s on edge—always so serious.” 
 
    Elias lowers his weapon and looks at me. “He’s been with Mason the longest. He was a lead operative before joining us years back. He doesn’t take honor lightly. Leaving his post was hard for him. Even if it was the EHC. So, he doesn’t want everything he’s left to be for nothing. Duty is all he knows.” 
 
    I look ahead at him leaning in and grilling Bricks. He’s a big guy—intimidating. The streaks of gray hair lining the sides make him look older than he probably is. 
 
    “Check it out,” Oliver says, interrupting the commotion.  
 
    There’s a service tunnel bored into the exposed rock, about fifteen feet high and the same across. We illuminate it with our flashlights. Maybe that leads down into the habitat Sky was talking about. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Mason says, taking the lead and leaving Sky to pull up the rear with me and Elias now. 
 
    “I don’t know if I gave you an honest thank you for all of this,” Sky says to me in a whisper. 
 
    I smile at him. “A thank you?” 
 
    He looks up ahead to his sister, skipping along like we’re headed to a party. “For her,” he says. “She means the world to me, Fin. If you hadn’t decided to come, I would have gotten myself killed trying to save her. Then we’d both be gone.”  
 
    “Of course. She saved us. It was only right.” 
 
    I feel his hand stroke my arm. “I mean it, Finley. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “Easy there, big guy,” I say, playfully stretching my arm back. “Keep your head in the game.” 
 
    I catch Elias looking at me. He must think we are so immature. 
 
    “I’m trying,” Sky says, staring at me just a second too long. 
 
    Heat rises over my cheeks. Is Sky flirting with me? Here? I start to say something, not sure what yet, and I slam into Bricks. Yep. The man’s nickname is appropriate. 
 
    “Watch yourself, kid,” he says to me, and I fumble out an apology, a little glad for the distraction. 
 
    “Why’d we stop?” I ask, peering around Bricks.  
 
    Ahead is an enormous crevice. I walk up and peer over the edge, and although I know it can’t be, the abyss looks endless. 
 
    “How are we supposed to cross that?” Knuckles says. “This was a waste of time” 
 
    “Over there,” Sky says, pointing a good ways down the lengthy, narrow stretch of the never-ending cavern. “A bridge with tracks. Like old subway train tracks, but way sketchier.” 
 
    “No way,” Knuckles whines. “There is no way I’m walking on that!” 
 
    Mason waves us toward the bridge. “Let’s go check it out.”  
 
    As we walk, my stomach rolls over. In mind, I see nothing but crumbling tracks and our group falling to our deaths. 
 
    “The tracks were affected by nuclear blasts,” Olivia says as she checks her small device. “It could crumble.” 
 
    “You’re the blast expert,” Mason says to her. “Can we walk on it or not?” 
 
    She taps the screen, studies whatever it says, and then walks to the bridge, bending down. “There’s a lot of radiation in this cave,” she says, “but the bridge seems sturdy. We got to go at it slow and easy.” 
 
    Knuckles shakes her head. “That’s nearly a quarter-kilometer long walk across an old, rickety bridge!” 
 
    I gaze down into the cavern again and listen. Soft whooshing sounds from the blackness. “There’s water at the bottom of this. Rushing water.” Now I’m picturing death by drowning. Nice. 
 
    “The pre-Flip refugees probably planned on using the river for power. There’s likely a mill down here,” Mason says. “Okay, cross or don’t cross? Let’s leave it to a vote.” 
 
    I push away my negative thoughts. We’ve come this far, and I won’t let the dwellers die. We need to warn them. “Cross.”  
 
     “We should cross. You all know it’s the right choice,” Olivia says. Her brother and the rest agree.  
 
    “Form a line,” Mason says, taking the lead.  
 
    I fall in line behind him, the others at my back. The bridge and the tracks creak with each step. I wipe my filthy, sweaty hands on my pants. 
 
    “Slow and steady,” Bricks reminds us, his voice shaking slightly. 
 
    “You scared of heights, Bricks?” Knuckles teases. 
 
    “Shut up,” he says. 
 
    The bridge the tracks lay on is at least three or four shoulder lengths wide. It’s not like we’ll just fall over unless one of us gets ridiculously wobbly. 
 
    “Straight ahead, Bricks,” I call back to him. “Don’t look down or you’ll make yourself dizzy.” 
 
    Halfway across the bridge, a loud creaking followed by a crash and a splash echoes throughout the cave. That doesn’t sound good. 
 
    “Whoa, what was that?” Drape asks, his hands extended and knees bent. 
 
    The bridge starts to tremble. Our team freezes in place. 
 
    “Earthquake?” Jase suggests. 
 
    The rattle grows. We turn and realize what’s happening. 
 
    “The bridge is collapsing!” Elias screams from the rear. “Run!” 
 
    The popping and cracking send a jolt of panic up my spine. Bit by bit, pieces of the support beams start to tumble. Splinters in the cement below expand, forcing us into action. Mason nods.  
 
    “Run! Run!” Mason barks and bolts for safety. I’m right on his tail. 
 
    The bridge starts to sway. Mason’s boots hit the earth and he swings back my way, extending his hand. I catch it and he yanks me forward, my feet hitting solid ground. I look back and realize we left everyone else in the dust. The bridge and all the people I care about is going down. 
 
    “Hurry!” I scream.  
 
    Faster than I’ve seen Drape run in his life, he pounds over the crumbling bridge. Face white with fear, he crosses to safety and collapses. Knuckles pushes in behind him and right after her is Bricks and Jase. Sky yanks on Cia’s arm, pulling her as they cross and tumble down beside us. The bridge jolts and Lacy, Elias, and the twins all lose their footing. One by one, they drop to their knees, fighting to regain their balance.  
 
    “Get up!” Mason and I scream in unison. 
 
    “Get up! Get up!” Cia echoes us, tears welling in her eyes. 
 
    My brain tries to work out a solution, but there isn’t one. There’s just no time. Setting foot on the unstable path could make the bridge disintegrate faster. The four of them struggle to stay upright as the bridge continues to sway. Oliver and Olivia lean on one another, rising again. Elias is able to pull Lacy up and they all begin to bolt. Mason and I wait near the edge, our hands outstretched. Bricks grabs me to prevent me from falling if I do manage to grasp one of the twins. Knuckles and Jase do the same for Mason. 
 
    Oliver extends his hand to mine and I stretch for it. 
 
    Snap.  
 
    The bridge jolts and the four of them drop. Like an avalanche of rock, the bridge crumbles piece by piece. 
 
    “Lacy!” I scream. 
 
    Elias slams right into Lacy, pushing her along the rock face. As if in slow motion, Oliver and Olivia jump. In my mind, I will them forward, but instead of their feet meeting the dirt, they plummet.  
 
    The bridge snaps free from the ledge. I race to the edges. Olivia screams as she and her brother hang on to the broken, bent railing hanging below the side of the ledge. Elias has Lacy pinned against a rock a few feet down. He has a hand on the fragmented track, too. Lacy screams as she scrambles for something to hold, but there’s nothing there.  
 
    “Grab me!” Elias snaps. 
 
    Lacy wraps her arms around his waist to keep from sliding down the rocky wall. 
 
    “Get them up!” Mason roars, throwing himself to the edge, stretching for Elias. 
 
    “I can reach Oliver,” Bricks says, pushing past me. Knuckles and Jase each hook onto Bricks’ belt loop to keep him from tumbling as he reaches down for Oliver. Below, the bridge collides with the water and interior of the cavern. The debris thunders as it hits the bottom. 
 
    “I’m slipping–I’m slipping!” Olivia cries out. 
 
    Oliver grapples for her. “Give me your hand!” he yells.  
 
    “I can’t do it!” she cries and begins to slide. Olivia’s fingers slip from those of her twin. Her screams echo as she falls out of sight.  
 
    Oliver’s eyes go wide and he opens his mouth as if to scream, but there’s only silence. A horrible thud sounds from below, Olivia’s terrified scream goes quiet. 
 
    “Grab him!” Jase roars at Bricks. 
 
    Oliver is frozen, but Bricks grips him and snaps him out of it. He’s unwilling to move, but they drag him up.  
 
     “I can’t get you!” Mason cries out to Elias. “Climb up higher!” 
 
    “I can’t pull myself up,” Elias calls back. Lacy sobs. 
 
    “Lose the girl!” Knuckles shouts down. “She’s weighing you down!” 
 
    I reach out and seize Knuckles by her shirt collar. “Why don’t we lose you!” I growl. 
 
    “Back off,” she warns. 
 
    “Don’t drop me! Don’t drop me!” Lacy sobs. 
 
    “I won’t drop you!” Elias shouts. “Climb up me!” 
 
    I stand over Mason and anchor him to keep him from slipping. Lacy slowly hauls herself up, using Elias’s body to get leverage to reach for Mason. Mason stretches to grab Lacy’s arms and lifts her to safety. Without Lacy weighing him down, Elias pulls himself up to Mason and clutches his hand. Several of us help Mason hoist Elias up and over the edge. Mason wraps his arms around his nephew, squeezing him. 
 
    Lacy’s entire body is shaking. “You saved me. Thank you,” She says, sounding more sincere than I have ever heard her be to anyone outside Drape and me in her life. 
 
    Mason steps back from Elias and swings his attention to Oliver, who’s sitting on the ground, his head hung.  
 
    “Oliver,” Mason says, “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Oliver wrings his hands together. “I couldn’t grab her,” he sobs. 
 
    Mason gives him a moment, but only a moment. “I need you to pull yourself together, Ollie. Can you continue?” 
 
     “Yes, sir,” he says, but he doesn’t move. 
 
    “Olivia was a good soldier,” Mason says. 
 
    Sky draws Cia in and leans slowly to look over the ledge. He squeezes his sister and walks to Oliver, offering his hand. It takes Oliver a few seconds to respond, but he eventually allows Sky to help him up.  
 
    “Let’s just go,” Oliver says. 
 
    And so we press on, led by Sky. His memory of when he scouted this area out is impressive. There are homes surrounding us, untouched for probably forty years or so. There are trees lining the development. Confused, I walk up to one and touch its base, unsure of how it could survive down here. I study it closer and notice it’s made of synthetic material. Its natural appearance with abundant green decoration fluttering on its branches is pretty and something dwellers never see. It just reminds me of how little we have working in the mines.  
 
    We continue walking through the habitat, passing unfinished buildings and pathways. Eventually, we get to a tunnel near the far side.  
 
    “I don’t want to go in there,” Cia says, clasping onto Sky’s arm. 
 
    “It’s ok,” he insists. “It’s just an old maintenance tunnel. If I remember correctly, we’re getting near to the Slack. Just take my hand. I’ll be right here.” 
 
    She nods and he waves us forward. We enter the dark tunnel, sticking together. Our flashlights provide extra illumination, but the end is nowhere in sight. It takes us about an hour to complete the tunnel, but the path opens to an old abandoned mining shaft. A busted, rusty gate conceals it. Sky throws it back and it whacks back against the wall. The tunneling amplifies the sound, making me wince. 
 
     “This should lead us into the Slack,” Sky says. He looks to his sister. “Once we get there, we’ll find a safe place for you to stay, Cia.” 
 
    Cia grunts, unsatisfied. 
 
    “Let’s move,” Mason says. “But be quiet. We’re about to enter the home of the dwellers. There could be ops anywhere.” 
 
    The shaft’s air smells stale. There’s no circulation here like there is in the newer mines. They fixed this problem several years ago after the EHC was losing too many of their workers to asphyxiation. We stick close together as we make our way down the narrow tunnel, taking several breaks to avoid getting lightheaded. This must’ve been a test shaft that didn’t pay off. There are no signs of excavation beyond the one tunnel. Soon, through the dim mining shaft, brighter lights flicker above us. Mason exits the shaft and the click of weapons fills the air.  
 
    “Freeze!” a voice calls out from the dark corner.  
 
    Bricks curses again. The man has quite a mouth on him. 
 
    “I know that voice,” I mumble. “Yasay?” 
 
    The fat mining boss strolls toward us, about a dozen mining guards appearing to flank him. He chuckles when he sees us.  
 
    “Finley?” he questions. “Lacy… Drape…” He practically growls in our direction. “You three sure know how to cause a ruckus!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    I lock on to Yasay. If looks could kill, I know he’d be dead. Too bad they can’t.  
 
    “You three have really screwed things up, haven’t you?” Yasay snarls at me. “Where have you three moles been?” 
 
    “Listen, we can work this out,” Mason says. 
 
     “Not talking to you, whoever you are,” Yasay warns Mason, then directs a finger at me. His men shift with him, their guns directed at us, our blasters trained on them. “Finley A298—speak!” 
 
    Tension inside me twists uncomfortably. “Just Finley,” I warn. The number system suddenly makes me want to vomit. Amazing at what a little splash of perspective can do for a girl. 
 
    “You think you’re a big shot now,” Yasay says. “Do you realize what you all have done?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “Why don’t you tell us?” 
 
    “The EHC have tightened restrictions everywhere below ground. The ops have been crawling over the place the past few days. They executed one of my miners this morning—just a kid! Shot her in the head.” He says this with actual conviction. And here I thought Yasay had no soul. The ugly beast of a man shakes his head. “And I know it has to do with you three!” He points a finger at me, then Lacy, and then Drape. “You stole my mod kit!” 
 
    I almost laugh, but I hold it in. “Your mod kit? Yasay, you and I both know that you stole that mod kit. This is on your head, too.” 
 
    He scowls. “They’re not giving us any breathing room down here anymore. We were slaves, but at least we were oblivious to it. That kid they shot was twelve years old, and it was only because she looked like her!” He points in Cia’s direction. “The ops are on edge, and that’s putting us on edge, too.” 
 
    “Yasay.” I say his name with caution. We have a history. He's smacked Lacy around countless times, but we are still fellow dwellers. “I know you don’t care for me, but I need you to listen to me. We uncovered something big. The dwellers are mutating naturally to resist the effects of the Flip, and the EHC are trying to cover it up. They’ve been for a while, but now they know the information has been leaked to a surface world resistance.” 
 
    Yasay waves his hand Mason’s way and laughs. “And is this the resistance, or whatever you call it?” 
 
    “A small part,” Mason assures him. 
 
    “We’re… mutating?” Yasay asks as though I’m insane. 
 
    “They’ve been destroying fetuses that show the genetic markers of a naturally enhanced dweller. Now that the information is leaked, life will get a lot worse down here,” I say. “They’ll start slaughtering people to make sure the enhanced genes don’t spread.” 
 
    Yasay’s face goes slightly pale. The man has always been a slimy opportunist, but, as it turns out, he still has a speck of humanity. Or at least I hope he does. He lowers his gun, motioning for his men to follow suit. 
 
    “Weapons down,” Mason orders. 
 
    “Why are you here, so far from home, Yasay?” I ask as the tension lightens with the lowering of our weapons. 
 
    “We had to get out,” Yasay says. “The EHC has been pushing hard on all of us. I wasn’t going to stick around for that crap. We’ve heard of shafts that lead out. Seems like you kids found it, too.” 
 
    “Getting pushed doesn’t feel too good, does it?” Lacy mumbles. 
 
    “I had a business to manage, don’t get all sensitive A292. But the EHC are hounding me now. Ordering me to double production.” He gestures to one of his men. “Show them, Grant.” 
 
    A man with a graying beard and soot covering his skin steps up and removes his glove, revealing two missing fingers. “They reviewed my yearly numbers yesterday,” Grant says, staring at his hand. “It was a bit lower than they expected, so they decided to show what the proper response to not meeting their goals should be.” 
 
    “That’s how they want us running things now,” Yasay says. “And I don’t want any part of it.” 
 
    “You beat people all the time for the simplest reasons!” I snarl. “Now you’re just afraid for your own life. Don’t give us that crap.” 
 
    “I’ve had a change of heart,” he says, forcing a sheepish grin. 
 
     “Whatever. It’s simple; you need us, and we need you, Yasay,” I say, not liking the taste it leaves on my tongue. 
 
    Lacy grabs me by the elbow. “Are you crazy?” she whispers. 
 
    I yank my arm away, maintaining eye contact with Yasay. “You know I’m right.”  
 
    Yasay exhales deeply, then he nods. “I know,” he says, turning his attention to Mason. “Are you in charge of this pathetic… group?” 
 
    “He’s in charge of the entire rebellion,” Elias snaps. 
 
    Yasay raises his eyebrow. “Nero Kyoto got here several hours ago. The man’s out of his mind. Furious. Apparently there was an attack on an operative base—” Yasay pauses, seemingly judging our reactions. “Did you attack an operative base?”  
 
    “What can you tell us?” Mason asks, drawing him back in. 
 
    “There has to be at least thirty or more ops around the mining operations, the Oven, and the living sector,” Yasay says. 
 
    “Then that’s what we should take care of first.” 
 
    “Is there a way we can sneak up on them?” Elias asks. 
 
    “Most of them are gathered in the main cavern, outside the operations center right now,” Yasay explains. 
 
    “Then we can use the mine tunnels and the Slack to our advantage,” I say. “Go in from different angles. Swoop in from the tunnels.” 
 
    “We must attack at the same time,” Mason adds. “We need a way to radio in to one another when we’re all in position.” 
 
    “I brought a radio,” Yasay says as one of his men hands over a set of two-way radios. “These will do. We can divide into two groups and charge in.” 
 
    “We have to go in hard and quick,” Mason instructs. “And avoid hitting dwellers. No civilian casualties. These people have suffered enough. My men must use blasters.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Elias says. 
 
    Mason points at Yasay, who hands Mason a radio. “You and Fin lead up one troop. I’ll lead the other.” 
 
    “I’m going with Fi—” Sky starts. 
 
    “No,” I interrupt. “You, Drape, and Cia stay here, where it’s safe. There are too many operatives to hide her in the Slack now. Cia is too young to get involved in this, and Drape is hurt.” 
 
    “I’m fine!” Drape insists. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I shoot back. “You three need to stay here. If things go south, get back to the hover craft and alert the rest.” 
 
    Drape starts to argue again, but Sky holds up his hand.  
 
    “Okay. Drape and I can handle it back here,” Sky says, then eyes his sister. “Take care of Cia.” 
 
    The little girl huffs. “I’m not a baby,” she mumbles. 
 
    Half of Yasay’s men go with Mason, Elias, and Lacy. Jase, Oliver, Knuckles, and Bricks, along with the second half of Yasay’s dirty dozen, go with Yasay and me. I signal to Sky, Drape, and Cia before Elias and I lead our group down our mining tunnel. Drape is still sulking. 
 
     It doesn’t take us long to reach our destination just inside one of the mining tunnels with a view out into the very center of the cavern. The entrance of the Oven waits on one end. A group of frightened dwellers are lined up against the face of the building. Men shout something about testing. My stomach roils as I realize the EHC are prepared to execute anyone who tests positive for the genetic markers, and the dwellers in line outside the Oven probably have no idea. 
 
    On the opposite side of the massive opening waits the wide tunnel leading into the living space.  
 
     “Why are you doing this? Please, don’t shoot me!” a man’s voice sobs.  
 
    In one corner, a huddle of miners are being held up at gun point. One man sits on the ground, his ear bloodied as several operatives loom above him. Anger burns in my chest. The ops have always abused their power over us, but this is an entirely new monster.  
 
    “Radio Mason,” I say to Yasay. 
 
    “Mason,” Yasay says. “We’re in position.” 
 
    The two-way beeps softly. “Get ready to run on my count,” Mason’s voice whispers through the speaker. 
 
    On Mason’s count, Yasay and his men suddenly push in front of me.  
 
    “Watch it, buddy,” I mumble. 
 
    In a flash, they toss several small metal objects down into the crowded opening. Loud, unsettling explosions detonate ahead of the Oven. I cover my head, my body riddled with fear, and glance back up. 
 
    Yasay meets my eyes as the tunnel fills with dust from the explosions. “What are you doing?” I growl. He just killed all those innocents along with the ops. 
 
    He bares his teeth at me in a sort of twisted smile. There’s no time to try to reason with Yasay’s lack of morals. I raise my weapon, ready to advance.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Smoke is thick in the air as shots skim past us and rip into the cavern’s surface. 
 
    “Return fire!” Mason’s voice echoes in from the radio and his team fires back from their tunnel. 
 
    I shouldn’t have split up from Lacy and Elias; all we’ve done is divide our team. What if we hit our friends in the crossfire? My enhanced intelligence is not helping me with battle strategies or whatever. I should’ve gone with my gut. 
 
    “Push them back!” I order my team, and Yasay nods in agreement. 
 
    We manage to cut off the surviving operatives from escaping by way of the tunnel networks and instead back them toward the exterior of the Oven. Surviving Dwellers race our way and we make room for them to pass, but no op dares make such a risky move.  
 
    “Keep moving in on them!” Mason shouts as his team emerges from their tunnel, working operatives back and away from the escape tunnels. Our company tucks into several rock formations and behind mining equipment for cover. The ops, on the other hand, are exposed. They frantically search for cover and fire aimlessly back at us. They have no choice but to stand outside the Oven and try to fight their way out. Several ops fall back behind narrow stalagmites in front of the complex. The structure is built into the rock wall, so there’s no back exit. 
 
    Gunfire cracks from the right and left. I check the juice on my blaster, finding it’s almost dead. I know I’ll have to use more deadly force eventually. I make my way to a large boulder and glance up. Lacy is about fifty yards from me. She’s safe, and fighting like a natural soldier, although her aim is about as great as mine. When this is done, we have work to do. 
 
    Both teams, mine and Mason’s, continue firing on the Oven. By some miracle, we’re able to keep the EHC’s pinned down. To attempt to win themselves a little ground, the EHC operatives start firing flash rounds. The bursts of light blind us for a few seconds and throw us off our momentum. Yasay makes a motion, darting in my direction as two of his guys provide cover fire. He slides behind my boulder, nearly ramming into me.  
 
    “Who knew you’d make such a good soldier, girly,” he growls. 
 
    “Who knew an old bag like you’d have any moves left,” I snarl back, glancing past the boulder and firing aimlessly into the smoke.  
 
    The radio at Yasay’s side crackles and Mason’s voice comes through. “They might be using the cover smoke to retreat—don’t allow it!” 
 
    Yasay grips the radio. “I want my guys to charge the place on my go!” 
 
    “Whoa, bad idea!” I snap. 
 
    Yasay doesn’t have the chance to argue with me since Mason’s angry shouting reverberates through the two-way. “Ignore that order! I repeat, ignore that order!” 
 
    Yasay grips the radio. “These aren’t your men, Mason! On my go, boys!” 
 
    “Yasay, don’t do this,” I plead. 
 
     He slams the radio down beside me and waves to his men. They charge as the dust and smoke start to clear. They reach the operatives before they have a chance to fire on them, but what Yasay doesn’t realize is that most of them are Century class leeches. They’re stronger and better trained. Going hand to hand doesn’t work in fighting modified soldiers. This will be a blood bath.  
 
    “Forward!” I command to the remaining members of my team. 
 
    From the opposite side, Mason calls out the same order to his group. It’s all or nothing now. Just as I get to the outer structure where the bulk of the fighting is taking place, Nero Kyoto emerges from within the Oven, a scowl on his face. My heart jumps into my throat and he whips out a small knife with a shiny, charcoal-colored blade.  
 
    Two of Yasay’s men go after him, and in one swift motion, Nero slices each of their throats. They fall; Nero hardly took a breath to accomplish the gruesome task. My brief encounter with him in the subway tunnel didn’t prepare me for this. I had no idea what we were dealing with as far as Nero’s physical abilities were concerned. He’s clearly been trained by the best. 
 
    Lacy falls in beside me. “Nero,” she seethes. She rushes ahead of me, her pistol now drawn after tossing her blaster aside. She fires frantic shots into the air. 
 
    Nero takes three swift steps back, avoiding her shots. He moves for the gun at his side, but Lacy is on him too quickly. She slams into him, pistol in hand. His own weapon is knocked from his hand and slides across the rocky earth, but he restrains her to keep her from firing on him. In one quick motion, Nero pulls a swift wrestling move on Lacy. He lifts her up above his head and tosses her against a massive stone like a rag doll.  
 
    I glance back for a brief second to see that Mason, Elias, and the others are busy with their own problems. It’s just me. Nero sees me and leaps up onto a huge stone. I slide to a stop, but it’s too late. He throws himself clear of the boulder, over Lacy, and right into me. His heavy body slams into mine like a wrecking ball, throwing us to the ground. Pain races up my back. 
 
    “This is your fault, you know?” he taunts as he grabs my wrists. I flail, trying to release myself, but it’s useless. “Lots of people will die because of your stupidity. You couldn’t just fall into line like everyone else, could you?” 
 
     He raises the blood-coated knife. I grit my teeth in expectation of what’s to come, but something slams into us, pushing me down. Nero flies back and I watch him and Lacy tumble down the slight slope at the base of the Oven’s exterior structure. I scramble to my feet and see Nero upright and delivering a swift kick to Lacy’s side. He glares up at me, gasping for breath. In his hand, he still grips his bloody blade. I snap my attention to a very still Lacy and the blood seeping into the front of her shirt.  
 
    “Lacy!” I scream. Without hesitation, I charge Nero. My fists fly into his nose and despite my smaller frame, Nero retreats slightly.  
 
    “Where did a useless dweller learn to fight?” he snarls, wiping the blood from his nose. He swings his blade at me and I lock onto his wrist and spin on my heels. I twist his elbow and, with the knife in his hand, pierce him in his gut. He releases his knife, so I take the opportunity to push it in further. He falls to his knees in front of me as I twist the blade and then release it, leaving it protruding from his stomach. There’s more shock than anything in that gaze of his.  
 
    “I am not a dweller anymore.”  
 
    He falls, writhing in pain before the critical gash bleeds out. He’s dead. I rush to Lacy, scooping her limp body into my arms, cradling her close.  
 
    “Lacy,” I sob. “You can’t die.” 
 
    Someone touches my shoulder and I flinch. Turning, I find Mason standing beside me, concern filling his face. On his tail Elias, rushes in our direction.  
 
    “Is she alright?” Elias asks in a panic. 
 
    Holding Lacy, I glance back and see that Mason’s men have at last gained control. They charge and pin down op after op. Part of the EHC refuse to surrender. Jase has no remorse as he shoots one in the head and moves on to the next. They’re either killing or restraining the last of the operatives now.  
 
    It’s over, we’ve won, but all my attention is focused on my closest friend. I touch Lacy’s neck, looking for a pulse. My own heart leaps when I find one. It’s weak, but there.  
 
    “She needs medical attention right now!” I yell. 
 
    Yasay clears his throat from behind us. He and his men have guns pointed at us—all of us. There are eight of us, and nine of them who survived.  
 
    “What is this?” I hear Knuckles sneer. 
 
    “Yeah, put those weapons away!” Jase shouts. 
 
    Yasay laughs. “Thank you, Mason, for helping us solve our EHC problem. Now, I’m going to need A298 to hand over that mod kit she stole.” 
 
    I carefully lay Lacy’s head down and rise, staring Yasay down. “Lacy needs a doctor,”  
 
    “Now,” he snarls. 
 
    “No,” I say, and he points his pistol my way. 
 
    “I won’t ask again,” he warns. 
 
    “Shoot me, and you’ll never find it.”  
 
    “You don’t have it on you, then?”  
 
    “Right.”  
 
    “And I’m guessing you’re just too noble to give up its location?”  
 
    I cross my arms and scowl. He shakes his head, and, not missing a beat, he fires his gun. 
 
    “No!” Elias screams. 
 
    I round and watch Mason tumble over, having taken a direct shot to the skull. Elias’s uncle is dead before he even hits the ground. My jaw drops, and I quiver in shock.  
 
    “You bastard!” Elias snarls. He charges Yasay. Before he can reach the coward, one of Yasay’s goons shoots one of our blasters, knocking Elias back, and he falls down rolling and moaning. 
 
    “Don’t!” I hiss when the man raises the blaster again. 
 
    “The mod kit,” Yasay says to me. “Or I shoot her.” He shifts his gun to Knuckles, and the woman stiffens. “I wouldn’t hesitate, A298. There are plenty of your little rebel friends I can start picking off if you do.” 
 
    “Okay.” I raise my hands in the air a little. “There’s no need to kill anyone else.” 
 
    “That-a-girl,” he says. 
 
    The earth quakes a bit, and he points his gun at me as though he thinks I’m responsible.  
 
    I raise my hands higher. “That’s not me.”  
 
    A hoard of people charge into the cavern from the three exit tunnels. Three familiar faces lead the groups from each tunnel: Drape, Sky, and even tiny Cia. There must be close to fifty or possibly even more men and women swarming the area from all directions, most armed with mining equipment while others are sporting stolen guns.  
 
    “Put your weapons down!” Sky’s voice echoes in the cavernous opening. “Right now, or you’re done! Put your guns on the ground!” 
 
    With no alternate way out, Yasay and his fighters surrender. Just as Yasay lowers his pistol and places it down, Elias rises. He lunges at Yasay, throwing a powerful punch into the man’s head. Yasay spins and crumbles, knocked out completely. Elias pounces on his lifeless body like a wild animal, ready to rip him to shreds.  
 
    “Elias, that’s enough,” Bricks growls, and he and Jase yank Elias off the unconscious Yasay. “We’re not the EHC. He will pay for what he did, just not like this.” 
 
    Once back on his feet, Elias yanks from their hold and runs to Mason’s side, sobbing hoarsely over his uncle. Clutching Mason’s shirt, Elias lifts him until their foreheads meet. He wraps Mason’s limp frame in his arms. My heart aches for him as I turn and hurry back to Lacy. Drape’s not far behind.  
 
    “Medic!” I call out to the crowd.  
 
    Two men hurry to us. Lacy quietly moans as Drape and I cradle her. The men kneel around us, and one tears the bottom half of Lacy’s shirt open to gain access to the wound.  
 
    “She’ll be fine if we hurry,” one of them says. He looks to Drape and the other man. “Help me carry her into the Oven to the medical wing.” 
 
    The three of them lift her and rush her inside. Lacy’s blood stains my hands. I wipe it onto my pant legs as I rise from my knees. I want to follow her in, but we’re not done here. Sky approaches me, putting his hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Couldn’t just sit still, could you?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” he says. “We rallied as many people from the Slack as we could. It didn’t take much to get people moving. I just told them what the EHC’s plan was for the dwellers.” 
 
    The sheer number of people who came gives me hope, until I see Elias; alone, hugging himself as Jase and Bricks gently lift Mason.  
 
    “I need to talk with him,” I say to Sky. 
 
    “Yeah. I better keep an eye on Cia, anyway.” 
 
    I walk to Elias’ side. He doesn’t notice, so I touch his arm. His muscle tenses under my fingers. Elias drops his hands to his sides and hangs his head, tears staining his cheek. I search for the right words, but none measure up. I hug him, and instead of tugging away like I expect, he melts into me. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whisper.  
 
    He squeezes me, releasing the emotion of the moment, and then pulls back. When he does, sweet Cia rushes over and wraps her arms around Elias’ waist. He manages to crack a slight smile down at her, despite his teary eyes. 
 
    I go toward one of the outer tunnels with a rocky ledge overlooking the cavern. I climb up, and Sky follows me. We reach the peak, several yards up, and people look up and stare in our direction. Sky stands just to the left of me. 
 
    “What are you planning to do?” he asks. 
 
    “Speak,” I say.  
 
    I reach into my pocket and produce the mod kit. Despite what I told Yasay, I’ve had it on me the entire time. It’s too valuable to risk hiding it down here. I raise it up high above my head.  
 
    “We are naturally adapting to go back up top!” I shout, and the crowd grows silent. “And the EHC doesn’t like it. We are becoming stronger, resistant, and it terrifies them. It threatens their way of life.” 
 
    I scan the people in the crowd. I don’t know if I know any of them, but in the end, this is my family.  
 
    I lower the hand holding the mod kit. I know it might not be safe, but at this point we are going to all die if we do nothing. “Well, you know what? Too bad. Because their way of life isn’t working for me—for us—anymore. I say that it’s time we speed up the process.” 
 
    After a slight pause, the crowd erupts into a cheer. My body tingles with energy; the energy of hope. I look to Sky and his lips form a wide grin. I gesture for the crowd to quiet down. 
 
    “Come forward, and to anyone willing to join the fight, I’ll modify you today so that you can go up top and free us all!” 
 
    A handful step back, fearful. I understand that, but the overwhelming majority charge to the base of the ledge. Shouts echo from the crowd. 
 
    “I want to fight!”  
 
    “Modify me!”  
 
    “I’ll go!”  
 
    Sky puts his hand on my shoulder and gives me a nod of approval. I look to the tunnel that leads to the caverns, our way out to the surface.  
 
    “It’s time!” I yell to the crowd, raising the mod kit high above my head for all to see. “It’s time we bring the fight to them!” 
 
      
 
    The End of Book One 
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    BOOK TWO: SURFACED 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I SHOULD BE DEAD right now. We all should be. Every last one of us. 
 
    It’s been five days since the battle in the Slack. I try to push the memories away and stay focused on the future—there’s so much to do—but forgetting what I saw is impossible.  
 
    Lacy’s bloody shirt.  
 
    The bullet piercing Mason’s skull.  
 
    The thud of his body slamming to the ground.  
 
    Elias’ sobs ripping through me as if I had been shot instead. 
 
    My breath comes heavy while a bead of sweat slithers down my forehead. My hands shake, and I wipe my sweaty palms on my cargo pants, trying to refocus as I search for a place to stash the modification kit. My newly enhanced mind scans around me, looking for the perfect spot. This room was once the mining operation’s headquarters, but now it’s full of nothing more than empty metal shelves and flickering lights. The air here is cleaner, though; preserved for the guards and their precious lungs.  
 
    I rummage through a desk, wondering if maybe there’s a hidden drawer. Instead, I find random pieces of paper and bits of dust. No food. No supplies. No lockbox. There has to be a better place to hide the device.  
 
    Maybe I should keep it with me.  
 
    No… I can’t protect it when I’m asleep.  
 
    I rush to the back of the room, into a barely visible dark hallway, the outline of its entrance separating me from the darkness. Inside, the air is cool. I collide with something hard, letting out a small yelp of pain. Reaching down, my hand traces the outlines of boxes, shipments sent down below from the EHC, no doubt. I grab for the nearly dead flashlight in my pocket and click it on, chiding myself for not having done it in the first place.  
 
    The crates are empty, their contents long since used or dispersed. I push them aside and shine the light on the metal wall behind, the dull yellow circle running along the smooth wall, until I come to a small panel. I lower myself to my knees, yank off the panel, and poke my head inside, shining the light around the small crawlspace inside. The stale air accosts my nose and I pull my head back out, but it’s not really any better out here, what with the stench wafting up from my sweaty shirt. I shove the mod kit inside the crawlspace, return the panel, and conceal the hole with a small stack of boxes. 
 
    Heading back to the guards’ table and pocketing my light, I feel a weight lift from my shoulders. Now to deal with this stinky shirt… I have so much to do, but there’s no way I can stand my own smell anymore. Not after days of hard fighting.  
 
    Beside the table is a cabinet marked UNIFORMS. The metal doors clang as I throw them open. A few uniforms lay on one of the shelves, but I pull back. No way I’d wear one of those. Beneath them is a clean white shirt—meant for an older man, not a seventeen-year-old girl—but maybe with a few alterations it could work. 
 
    I tear off the sleeves, then yank off my top, tossing it in the corner before slipping on the new one. It’s a bit loose on my thin frame, so I tie the hem in a knot and shove the excess into the waistband of my cargo pants. It’ll work for now. Somehow just changing shirts makes me feel considerably cleaner.  
 
    I wrap my sweaty hair back into a tight bun as I head out of the operations room toward the training area, where Elias and several fighters from Mason’s team are training the Dwellers. My boots ring off the metal floor, echoing down the corridor until I cross a rusted, metal bridge that leads back to an older section of the mines. The air is musty here, harder to breathe, especially after having experienced the air above ground. After being up there, how we survived this long in these mines is beyond me. 
 
    Up ahead, in a side tunnel, about twenty modified Dwellers practice hand-to-hand combat. There’s not as many as I’d hoped. Even though we’re becoming stronger and more resistant, it may not be enough. The EHC will be better prepared this time. We need to train harder and become better organized or we won’t stand a chance. I scan the men, woman, and even some kids. Not one of them is over twenty-five. Apparently, the kit doesn’t work on anyone over a certain age. The older dwellers all got sick after their modifications, and then nothing happened. No upgrade for them. 
 
    Elias works with a boy maybe a year or two younger than Drape, helping him focus on kicking a target. This is ridiculous, I think. Kids shouldn’t have to fight. But then they shouldn’t have to work in mines, or sleep in dorms, or grow up never knowing their parents or siblings, either. That’s why we’re fighting. 
 
    I take a deep breath and pull my shoulders back, lifting my chin. I can’t let them down. 
 
     “Nice kick,” Elias tells the kid. 
 
    “Looks like they’re almost ready,” I say. 
 
    Elias spins around. “Fin,” he greets me, his smile making his dark-brown eyes glow. He clears his throat. “The modifications have helped. The Dwellers have made a lot of improvements in five days, but they still need more time for—” 
 
    I cut him off. “How much time?” Time is not something we have a lot of now. Not with the Leeches. 
 
    “A few more days,” he says. 
 
    The kid turns fast and gives the target a swift kick, knocking the soft bag to the ground. He beams at Elias, then goes to pick up the bag.  
 
    I run my fingers over my hair. “What are we doing? These are just—” 
 
    “Willing volunteers.” Elias motions at all the modified Dwellers in this tunnel. “They chose this. They want this. Because they don’t want—” he motions at the tunnel itself “—this.” 
 
    I wave for Elias to follow me, and he tells the boy to go over to Jace and keep practicing. Once we’re out of earshot, I lean in.  
 
    “I think we need to move.” 
 
    Elias’ eyes go wide, his voice too loud when he asks, “Now?”  
 
    I throw up a hand to cover his mouth. A few Dwellers glance over, but luckily turn back around. 
 
     “I don’t want anyone worried,” I growl insistently, lowering my hand after I see my point sink in. “Intel came back that the EHC are bombarding the transit cavern. It won’t be long before they push through.” 
 
     Elias looks away, thoughtful, eyes narrowing as his brow furrows. His uncle’s death hardened something inside him. I’m sure he wants revenge, but I’m not sure what that would fix.  
 
     I brush a finger against his arm, bringing him back around. His eyes soften. 
 
    “There aren’t enough supplies,” I add quickly, keeping my voice low. “There’s maybe a couple of days’ worth.” 
 
     “A few days?” Elias echoes, irritated. “It’s been five. Why didn’t you tell me this before?” 
 
     “I wanted you to focus on training, so I sent Sky and a few Dwellers out into the Slack. There’s gotta be a few hidden stashes out there.” 
 
     Elias’ brow crinkles. “You should’ve told me.”  
 
    I need to remember that I can’t do this all on my own, that I need to keep him informed, but he doesn’t understand what it was like for us before. Even when the EHC provided rations, it was never enough. Dwellers are used to it. 
 
    “We should have enough to get us out,” I say. “We’ll worry about provisions once we’ve reached your uncle’s camp, but we’ll have to leave today.” 
 
    “Hopefully they’re still there,” Elias sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Do you even have a plan on how to get out of here?” 
 
    I shake my head. “We can’t go back up through the transit station, and the Hope’s Gate tunnels have collapsed.” 
 
     Elias groans and starts pacing, as if the thought of being trapped underground is too much.  
 
     “We’ll just have to figure another way out,” I say. “But whatever we decide, we have to decide fast. These people are depending on us.” 
 
     He nods in agreement. Several voices sound from behind us and we turn toward them. Sky’s leading a few Dwellers, holding several candy bar wrappers in his hand. A brown streak over his lips tells me he’s just eaten a few too many. 
 
    I throw my hands up. “Sky! You’re supposed to be finding food for all of us.” 
 
    “Never fear,” he says, swinging a bag around from behind his back. “I’ve got a few cans of beans and some old containers of…Well, I’m not sure what it is, but it’s food.” He drops the bag before my feet. “Sorry, but we ate the chocolate.” 
 
    By the smug look on his face, I don’t think he’s very sorry. 
 
    The Dwellers who went with Sky race toward the bag, dumping its contents on the floor before collecting the food and rushing off to eat. 
 
    “Was that all?” Elias asks. “That won’t keep all of us fed.” 
 
    “There has to be extra rations somewhere,” I say. “The guards always stashed their own food, too.” 
 
    “Where do you think we found the candy?” Sky stuffs the wad of wrappers in his pocket “But I’ll search another section tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “We don’t have that long,” I whisper. 
 
    Understanding flickers in his eyes. Sky’s blond bangs swish in front of his face as he bends over and grabs his bag, swinging it back over his shoulders. “Don’t tell me. We’re heading back to the surface?” 
 
    My stomach twists, not in hunger so much as in worry. “We need to call a meeting and figure something out soon.” 
 
     “What do we need to figure out?” Lacy’s voice echoes from down the corridor. She struts closer, boots tapping the metal walkway with each stride. Her long, black hair is woven into a single, sleek braid over her shoulder. Drape straggles not too far behind her. From what I can see, Lacy looks completely healed, maybe even stronger than before, her arms and legs ripped with muscle. 
 
     “I’m glad you’re all here,” I say, truly grateful that Lacy’s still alive. Even though she’s a brat, she’s still my closest friend. 
 
     Lacy looks at Sky, a tone of arrogance in her voice as she says, “We were summoned.” A gleam of power radiates in her hazel eyes. I have no idea if it’s a good thing or not. “So, what is it?”  
 
    “I just thought you two might like some rations,” Sky says.  
 
     Lacy flicks her eyes from Sky to me. “When are we heading to battle?” she demands. “Hopefully soon.” 
 
     “Not too soon,” Drape says, backing away into the shadows, stuffing his hands in his pockets. His modified frame is still thin, and it’s hard to tell, but I think he’s trembling. 
 
     Elias steps forward, distracting me from Drape. “We need to leave,” he tells the group. “The EHC is moving in.” 
 
     “Who put you in charge?” Lacy snarls. 
 
     “We’re both in charge,” I say, stepping up beside Elias. “The Dwellers appointed us. And he’s right. We have to leave soon.” 
 
     Lacy scoffs. 
 
     “There’s not enough food,” I explain. “At least not enough to keep all of us strong enough to fight.” 
 
     “I’m ready,” Lacy spits out immediately. “After what they did to me, I’ll kill every last one of them.” 
 
     “Easy,” I say in a stern voice. “Not everyone is as ready as you are.” 
 
     “Fin’s right,” Elias agrees. “One wrong move, and all of us could be killed.” 
 
     Lacy lowers her eyes, turns, and picks up one of the training guns the Dwellers have been using for practice. “That’s not going to happen,” she says, defiantly pointing it at us. 
 
     “Whoa,” Sky says, backing up. “Who keeps giving this girl a gun?” 
 
    Despite the sudden adrenaline racing through my veins, I step closer to her and put my hand over the gun, lowering it. “Elias and I are leading this resistance. We both agree we need to move forward. What we need from you is help finding the safest route out of the underground.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with Hope’s Gate?” Drape asks, still hanging back. 
 
    “The tunnels collapsed, and the EHC has taken over the transit station.” 
 
     “What do you want to do then?” he asks. 
 
    I turn to Sky. “I want you to find another way—” 
 
     “I’ll find another way out if that’s what you want,” he interrupts. “That’s not a problem. But I’m not going to the surface. Not with Cia. She’s already been through too much.” 
 
    “But your little sister’s been modified,” Lacy argues. She nods toward the boy Elias was training earlier. “Just look at that kid.” 
 
    “She’s staying behind,” Sky growls. “It’s safer here, for now, and she didn’t get enhanced strength anyway.” 
 
     “It’s fine,” I say, since I don’t really want a child army either. “We’ve all been through a lot. Only those who want to fight should go.”  
 
     Sky tightens the straps on his bag as he narrows his eyes at Lacy. 
 
     “So, it’s agreed?” Elias asks, breaking Sky and Lacy’s stare-down. “We go today if Sky can get us out?” 
 
    “I told you, I’ll find a way,” Sky assures him. “I know these tunnels.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’ve been at this for hours. There’s no way out,” Elias groans, shoving the maps to the floor. 
 
    I scramble to retrieve them and toss them back on the table. “Sky, you told us you could do this.” 
 
    “I need more time,” he murmurs, running his hands through his hair. 
 
     “We don’t have it,” Elias reminds him, rather unnecessarily. 
 
    “Look again, okay?” I ask, my voice coming out more strained than I’d like. “There’s got to be a map that will show us a way to get out.” 
 
    Sky takes the top map from me and smooths it out on the table. “The east tunnel comes to a stop here,” he says, pointing to an unmined wall. “Hope’s Gate is collapsed,” he points again, “so we can’t go there… and, the west tunnel just works its way back around. We’d end up right back where we started.” 
 
    Elias snatches the map up and crumples it into a ball.  
 
    “Hey,” Sky protests. 
 
    “Don’t waste your time,” Elias says, tossing it to the floor. “We haven’t got a chance. It’s just one giant maze.” 
 
    “I know there’s another way,” I insist. “Keep trying.”  
 
    Sky flips through the next few maps. “I just need another day. Maybe if I scope out the north tunnel—” 
 
    Elias leans in. “In another day, the EHC will be swarming this place.” 
 
     I take a step back. “We need to stay calm. There are too many maps, and none of us really understand the tunnel system.” I sigh, knowing what must be done. “But I have an idea. You’re going to hate it, but I think it’s our only chance.” 
 
    Elias cocks his head. “And what’s that?” 
 
    “We have to ask Yasay to help us.” 
 
    Sky’s mouth falls open. Elias tightens his jaw and clenches his fists. 
 
    “I know.” I hold my hand out to calm them. “Yasay’s not my first choice, but he’s a means to an end. He was top dog around here, and if anyone knows if there’s some secret way out of here, it’s him. He found the tunnels to Hope’s Gate, and if there are any others, I’m sure he knows of them.” 
 
     “We’re not asking that thug for help,” Elias protests, his voice echoing through the room. 
 
     “It’s the only option,” I insist. 
 
     “He killed my uncle! For all we know, he might lead us straight to the EHC.” 
 
    I bend down to riffle through the maps again. “We can’t wait. So, unless we can find a way out on our own…” I look over at Sky. “You’ll know if he’s leading us the wrong way, won’t you?” 
 
    Sky shrugs. “Maybe. I mean, I can sense if we’re heading up or down, but—” 
 
     “You’ll know when he’s put a bullet in your head,” Elias scoffs. 
 
    I ignore his comment. “Let’s go find out what he has to say.” 
 
    Elias shakes his head. “You think he’s just going to tell you?” 
 
    I pick up a gun from the side table. “With a little encouragement, he’ll crack.” 
 
     “What do you think, Sky?” Elias asks sardonically. “Do you want to be led to the Leeches by a murderer?” 
 
    Sky backs all the way to the wall, not saying a word. 
 
    I stash the gun in my waistband, roll up the maps, and tuck them under my arm. “Do what you want, but I’m going to talk to him. With or without you two.” 
 
    Elias steps in front of me, blocking the way out, eyes boring into mine. 
 
    “I’ve gone over every alternative,” I whisper. “None of them get us out of here in time. I wouldn’t do this unless I thought there wasn’t any other way.” 
 
    He slowly exhales and relaxes his shoulders, then takes two steps back. “Fine, but I’m going with you. There’s no way he’s going to manipulate us again.” 
 
    “I’m coming, too,” Sky mumbles, following behind Elias and me as we move out. 
 
    I square myself as we head toward the holding cells three levels below. The fastest way down is a metal escape ladder. Our boots kick up dust as we each land on the ground, the little plumes surrounding us illuminated by a few old mining lights. I cover my mouth with my hand and scan our surroundings. We stashed the creep in the last holding cell, three rooms left of the stairs, far enough away from the other Dwellers so we wouldn’t have to hear his constant protests and hacking cough. I wave for Elias and Sky to follow me. 
 
    Yasay sits in a five by eight cell with nothing but a bucket, a small plate of untouched food, and a cup of water. A Dweller must have taken pity on him. He might still have some pull around here, even in his sad state. If it were up to me, I would’ve let him starve.  
 
    His head dangles between his arms, but he looks up when we enter, eyes narrowing, filled with black hate. “You come to set me free?” he growls. 
 
    “In your dreams, scum,” I say, pacing in front of his cell. I nearly gag at the sour reek of old sweat and body odor that lingers down here. 
 
    Sky lurks in the background. “Hurry up, okay? I don’t want to be in the same room as him any longer than I have to be.” 
 
    Yasay pulls his portly body up. He leans forward and hacks up a thick mucus glob, spitting it between the bars. It lands at Elias’ feet. Elias, already on edge, rushes to the cage and slams his hands against the bars. The rattle echoes through the holding area.  
 
    “Unless you want to spend the rest of your life in this cage,” he hisses, “I suggest you act a little more civilized.” 
 
    I go to Elias’ side and pry his fingers from the bars. I’m pretty sure if he could get them around Yasay’s neck right now, he’d choke him to death. 
 
    “What do you sewer rats want?” Yasay snarls. 
 
    I shake my head and huff out a breath. “It’s your lucky day. We need your help.”  
 
    Yasay laughs, a deep, mocking chortle, and leans back from the bars. “You? Need my help?” 
 
    Sky steps forward. “This place is about to become a tomb. We need you to tell us how to get out of the mines.” 
 
    Yasay stops laughing. He flares his nostrils and squats down, silent. After a beat, he begins to pick at the plate of food.  
 
    “Are you going to help us or not?” Elias snaps. 
 
    Still saying nothing, Yasay lifts something from the plate and takes a bite. After a few chews, he says, “I can help you.” 
 
    My pulse picks up. “Good.” I hold one of the maps up to the bars. “We’ve looked at all the tunnels, and there doesn’t seem to be any other way out except through Hope’s Gate, but that tunnel has collapsed.” 
 
    “Pity,” Yasay says. “That was the best way.” 
 
    “Well it’s gone, okay?” Elias says defiantly. “So, which other way will get us back up top?” 
 
    Yasay wipes his hands on his thighs and slowly stands. “It’s a complicated matter,” he says. “Not something I could just tell you. My memory isn’t very good, but I know the way when I walk it.” 
 
    Elias barks out a laugh. “If you think you’re coming with us, buddy, you’ve got another thing coming.” 
 
    Yasay shrugs and turns his back to us. 
 
    I pull Elias around. “The Leeches are going to be swarming these tunnels by tomorrow. We don’t have time to play around with this.” 
 
    “Listen to her,” Yasay says, turning back around. “She’s smart. Well, modified-smart, at least. I’ll show you the way.” 
 
    The blood drains from Sky’s face. “I’m not walking the tunnels with him.” 
 
    I sigh and dig through my pocket for the key to his cell. “Listen, Yasay,” I hiss, coming closer, “there’s more of us now. If you even think for a second—” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Yasay says, waving away my threat. “I’ll be on my best behavior. No cutting, no shooting,” he promises, making a gun with his hand and pretending to shoot Elias. 
 
    Elias stiffens and bares his teeth at Yasay. He lunges for the bars, but Sky is faster. He grabs for Elias and holds him back. “Don’t let him get to you,” Sky says, clinging to Elias’ arms until, finally, Elias shakes him off. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he snarls through his teeth, eyes glinting with rage. “Open the cage.”  
 
    “No, not yet,” I say, staring Yasay down. “There are a few more things we need to do. It’s best he stays here until morning.” I jingle the key in front of him and put it back in my pocket. 
 
    “You’re going to leave me here another night?” Yasay groans. “I can’t breathe down here. My lungs aren’t very good. You don’t want me to die in the night, do you?” 
 
    Elias grins. “It wouldn’t bother me.” 
 
    “But then you’d never leave the mines.” Yasay looks at me. “Or perhaps you’ll leave when the EHC makes their way in.” 
 
    I shudder, but throw off his words. “You’ll stay one more night down here, Yasay. That’s my order.”  
 
    Elias and Sky are behind me as I head out of the room and back up the stairs. 
 
    “We should all get some sleep. Tomorrow’s a big day.” 
 
    Elias nods. “I’ll just go check on the Dwellers, make sure they have everything they need.” 
 
    “Meet us down there in the morning, first thing,” Sky says. 
 
    I unsuccessfully smother a yawn with my palm as I head toward the room I’ve taken over. It’s one of the guard’s old rooms near the mining operation’s headquarters in the main building. It’s much larger and more private than the sleeping area in the dorms. I check to make sure the door is locked before I turn to the dresser. Pulling open the middle drawer, I move aside old operations manuals. Tucked in the corner, I grab the mod kit I stashed in here an hour ago. I didn’t like the idea of keeping it in that crawlspace away from me down the hall. I took it earlier while the boys were doing another training session. It’s just safer with me. Holding it with both hands, I reassure myself that bringing it with me makes the most sense. There are no other options.  
 
    I stuff the kit into my baggy side pocket. It’s staying with me from here on out.  
 
    I check the time on an old clock on the wall. Somehow, it’s already morning. So much for a full night’s sleep. I lie down on my stiff bed and let the events of the past few days consume me. It only takes a few minutes before I’m out. 
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    Two loud thuds at the door jolt me awake.  
 
    “Fin?” Sky’s muffled voice calls to me from the other side. “You’re late.”  
 
    I roll over and sit up. “I’m awake,” I mumble, still half-asleep, but throwing off the covers and plunking my feet onto the floor.  
 
    At the small sink nestled in the corner, I splash water on my face, washing away some of the constant grit we have to deal with daily while underground. I throw my hair into a ponytail and take one last look in the mirror. Good enough.  
 
    I head out and make my way to the meeting area where hundreds of Dwellers have already gathered, eager to begin the fight. Nervousness tightens my chest at the sight of them. Elias and Sky are nowhere to be found. Jace steps over and hands me a scanner. 
 
    “This will confirm the change in their DNA,” he tells me. “It will also classify them.” 
 
    “Where’d you find it?” I ask. 
 
    “Some of the guards talked. I guess it was used to assess the pregnancies down here.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    There are twenty-two able and willing Dwellers in total, most only a few years older than me, but already they have fine lines around their eyes and mouths, reflecting lives of hard labor. Even so, their energy is strong, their voices excited. I line them up and try to organize them the best I can, scanning each one and making sure they all have water, climbing gear, and a weapon. A few more step up to be modified, encouraged by their friends. So far none have changed into the Noble class modification. Mainly they’re Tenant class, with only a few Century class. 
 
    “What about the rest?” a modified Dweller asks, pointing behind me. “The ones who haven’t been modified?” 
 
    I turn to look at a group of people who have either chosen not to fight, or seem to be too old for the modification to work on them.  
 
    “All they can do is hide at this point,” I say. “They have no other choice.” 
 
    The thought of what might happen to an unmodified Dweller when the Leeches break through makes my stomach turn, but there’s nothing more I can do. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Sky and Cia, huddled together just beyond the group. Sky leans in and whispers something in her ear.  
 
    “Excuse me,” a female voice says behind me. 
 
    I turn to find a woman wearing a twisted rag around her head and a long, dirty skirt. Stray blonde hairs poke out from the rag. She inches toward me, her head hung.  
 
    “Yes?” I ask, my stomach twisting. Somehow, for some reason, I feel like I know her. Then she lifts her chin, and bright blue eyes shine from her dirt-streaked face.  
 
    I’d know those eyes anywhere. 
 
    “You’re—” 
 
    The woman thrust her hand over my mouth, hissing out a, “Shh!” 
 
    I gently pull her hand from my mouth, gaping back at her. “You… you’re Sky’s mother,” I whisper in disbelief. “Cia’s.”  
 
    “Oh, please don’t tell them,” she pleads. “I have no idea what they think of me. I abandoned them.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You saved them. They talk about you all the time. Go see them.” 
 
    She looks back down, shuffling her feet. “I don’t know. I doubt Sky will even remember me.” 
 
    I take one of her hands in my own, meeting her gaze when she looks back up. “He will remember you,” I insist. “I never had a chance to even see my mother. Don’t do the same to him. Don’t waste this opportunity.” 
 
    Relief washes over her face, and her eyes light up, brighter than I’ve ever seen anyone’s. 
 
    She lifts her other hand, squeezing mine in her own. “Thank you.”  
 
    I watch as she crosses the cavern. Sky looks up, and his eyes widen. He climbs slowly to his feet and takes several shaky steps toward her. I can’t hear the words they exchange, but when they’re done, Sky wraps his arms around the woman and pulls her in close, his embrace consuming her small frame. In a flash, Cia’s up too, throwing her arms around both of their legs. 
 
    A mother.  
 
    My knees wobble as my throat tightens and tears rush to my eyes. I shift over, so I can cling to the nearest wall.  
 
    This is a reunion I’ll never have. 
 
    Sky breaks away, so his mother can bend down to embrace Cia. He notices me watching and rushes over, reaching out and gripping my arm.  
 
    “It’s her,” he whispers, eyes aglow 
 
    I force a smile. “I know.”  
 
    “She was hiding in the Slack during the battle until she found out we were here.” 
 
    I glance over one more time, looking at their mother as she cradles Cia in her arms, smoothing out her daughter’s hair and kissing the crown of her head.  
 
    “She’ll be safe now,” I say.  
 
    Sky takes a deep breath. He stands taller, like a weight has been lifted from him. “I know. They’ll disappear somewhere in the tunnels. They’ll be okay.” 
 
    I pat him on his shoulder. “And when we have a better life on top, you can return for them.” 
 
    Sky’s hand slides down my wrist to entwine his fingers with mine. He leads me over to them, to his family, his actual, flesh-and-blood family.  
 
    “This is Fin,” he says, introducing me to his mother. 
 
    The woman smiles. “We’ve met. I’m Lydia.” 
 
    Sky gives me a quizzical look, but I ignore it. “You have very brave children.” 
 
    Lydia beams with pride and squeezes Sky’s other hand. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    A low, guttural moan sounds from outside the tunnel. I swing around, grabbing the gun on my hip. 
 
    “Alright everyone,” a voice announces from the entrance. “We’ve got our tour guide here ready to lead us to the top.”  
 
    Jase walks out, and behind him, Elias marches a handcuffed and very bruised Yasay into the room. I pat my pockets for the key to the cage, only to find it’s gone. Elias must have swiped it from me last night.  
 
    Elias, with a sly grin on his face, prods his gun into Yasay’s back. Yasay’s face twists in agony, the welts rising from his cheeks distorting his features.  
 
    I stomp over to them, anger pinching my voice as I glare at Elias. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Just making sure Yasay here understands what we’re doing,” he replies, shoving the gun into Yasay’s ribcage. 
 
    I look to Jase. “You going to stop this?”  
 
    He only looks away, quickening his pace. 
 
    “You’re lucky I don’t put a bullet in your head,” Yasay growls as he tries to twist away. 
 
    Elias punches Yasay in the gut, and he doubles over and retches. “Good thing I’m the one with the gun, then.” 
 
    “Hey stop!” I shout, putting a hand on Elias’ chest. “I think he’s got it. Time to go.” 
 
    Once Yasay is back up, he looks ready to spit out a thousand more insults. Elias holds the butt of the gun up as if to smash it into his face. 
 
    “Elias!” I snap, stopping him. “We need his help, remember?” 
 
     “This way, pretty boy,” Yasay taunts, limping toward the east tunnel. 
 
    Elias grits his teeth, holding in the rage that wants to pour out. 
 
    The Dwellers don’t budge. Some wring their hands while others look to one another for reassurance. I scan the fighters. “We have no other choice. There’s no need to worry. We are in charge. Yasay can’t hurt you anymore. He knows a way out of the tunnels, and for now we have to trust him.”  
 
    The confidence in my voice is fake, but it’s the best I can give them. 
 
    Some of the faces relax, but it’s clear most aren’t buying it. Even so, a few Dwellers grab guns from the pile and fall in line behind Elias and Yasay. Others turn and kiss their loved ones goodbye before collecting their gear. The last of them disappear into the large tunnel, tailed by Oliver and Knuckles. There’s not half as many as I’d hoped.  
 
    How is this ever going to work? 
 
    I scan the crowd for Lacy and Drape. As the group scurries about in the tunnel, I spot them picking up equipment. Drape carries two bags, probably food. Lacy somehow got the biggest gun in the pile before anyone else could. Not sure how I feel about that, but there’s no time to worry. Instead, I rush ahead to make sure Elias doesn’t do anything stupid, catching up with Sky first.  
 
    “You say goodbye to your mom?” I ask. 
 
    “I didn’t want to, but I have to do this. For them.” 
 
    At the front of the group, Yasay coughs loudly toward his shoulder. Elias holds the gun to his back, unwavering. I leave Sky at the back of the group and make my way to Elias’ side, leaning in. 
 
     “He hasn’t been modified,” I whisper, “so don’t shoot him, and don’t beat him again. His body can’t handle it.” 
 
    Elias quirks up an eyebrow and grins. “No promises.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    We walk for an hour through the wide tunnel. The group gathered as much as we could before we left, and the climbing supplies and my own stock of rations are heavy on my back. The old, musty smell of the walls surrounds me and, to be honest, it reminds me of home.  
 
    But this is not my home anymore. It never was.  
 
    Lighting from several flashlights and battery-powered lanterns illuminate our way. The Dwellers talk amongst themselves, and the nerves and excitement are contagious. Drape found some freckle-faced girl who looks about his age. I’m sure he’s bragging to her or something, but by the smile on her face, she seems into it. 
 
    I keep pace beside Sky, the steady beat of our boots on the ground lulling us deeper into our thoughts, deep enough to drown from the vacant look on Sky’s face. 
 
    “You think we’re headed in the right direction?” I ask. 
 
    “Hmm?” he replies, snapping out of it and peering around the tunnel. “I haven’t been here before, so I don’t know. I’m really sorry.” 
 
    Nervousness rolls around in my stomach at his words, but I push it down. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    He shrugs and puts his hands in his pockets. He’s clearly distracted. 
 
    “You’ll have all the time in the world with your mom when this is over,” I say. 
 
    A sweet smile crosses Sky’s lips and sends a flutter into my stomach. “I know. You’re right.”  
 
    Calm down, Fin. Focus. 
 
    I pat him on the shoulder and check up ahead again. Jase and Bricks march on either side of Yasay. Jase turns back and narrows his eyes at me. I slow a bit. 
 
    What’s that all about?  
 
    “You okay?” Sky asks. 
 
    “Fine. Just thinking about going back up top.”  
 
    Lacy’s voice interrupts us. “You ready for this?”  
 
    I swing around. She has a gun strapped over her shoulder, resting against her chest. I wish she’d put it away. Elias makes his way back to us and stands next to her. 
 
    “It’s not going to be easy, but I think we can do it,” I say, turning to Sky, who’s gone silent. “Jase will get us to Mason’s group. They’ll help us.”  
 
    Lacy’s eyes narrow and her voice lowers. “I still don’t get how you could let that murderer lead us.” 
 
    I sigh. “If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.” 
 
    Elias cocks his gun. “If it were up to me, I would’ve killed the bastard, then found my own way out of here.” 
 
     “Then, why didn’t you?” I ask. “When you had the chance? And, if you remember, we did try to make a go of it alone. There are no other options.” 
 
    Lacy struts ahead of me. “I just don’t want you to get blamed if this goes south.”  
 
    “Hey,” Sky protests. “Why are you even saying that? Fin is doing the best she can.” 
 
    I quicken my steps to get in front of Lacy, waiting for the other people in the group to pass. As they do, I put a hand on the gun that crosses her chest, forcing her to stop. Elias halts beside us, confusion filling his face.  
 
    “Just remember we’re all on the same side,” I say. “Okay?”  
 
    Lacy shakes her head and brushes past me. Elias follows her. My stomach sinks. If my best friend and I can’t even work together, what hope is there for everyone else?  
 
    Sky offers me an ‘It will be fine’ look. I grab his arm and pull him up to the middle of the pack, making sure to keep between Elias and Lacy in the back and Yasay up front. A blonde-haired woman smiles at me.  
 
    “Thank you for doing this,” she says. 
 
    I smile back, and hope returns to my heart. 
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    The minutes turn to hours. The air in the tunnel becomes staler the further we go. There’s little ventilation down here, but it’s still cool. I’m trying hard to stay in the middle of the group, but the younger, less-enhanced Dwellers keep falling behind. If I’m hurting, they must be dying. 
 
    I take a drink from the tube attached to the water bladder slung over my back. My stomach growls. I really should’ve eaten something before we left. Reaching into my pack, I pull out a nutrient bar. These things are terrible, but they’re better than nothing. I rip open the package and bite down hard. The stale, tasteless bar scratches my throat as I swallow it down, chasing it with another sip of water. A few more bites and the bar is gone. There won’t be any more food until we reach the surface. 
 
    “Think we should rest?” I ask Sky. 
 
    Sky rubs his face and the back of his neck. “I’m worried,” he says, voice cracking.  
 
     I lift a brow at him. “Why? Do you think we’re going the wrong way?” 
 
     “I don’t know.” His eyes dart over the tunnel walls. “Something doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything earlier?”  
 
    He shakes his head. “Because it’s probably nothing. I’ve been in tunnels just like these. They go on for miles with no end.” 
 
    I take another long drink from my water pouch. My gaze flits around the crowd, never settling. What if we’re not heading out? Maybe I put too much trust in Yasay.  
 
    Looking to Jase up ahead, I take a deep breath. “I’m going to speak with—”  
 
    Before I can finish, Sky bolts forward, shoving Dwellers to the side. 
 
    “Sky, wait!” I yell, rushing after him, nearly tripping over a Dweller he knocked to the ground. I grab the man under his armpits, and use my enhanced strength to set him back on his feet. Angry voices echo from the darkness up ahead. The atmosphere shifts from excitement to anxiety as quickly as if someone’s flipped a switch. 
 
    “What’s going on?” the man I just picked up asks. 
 
    Narrowing my eyes, I peer forward, ignoring the man’s question. Bricks yanks Yasay up by his shirt while Jase points his gun at him. 
 
    “Stop!” I yell, charging toward them. 
 
    I’m brought to a halt as the tunnel ends, nothing ahead of us but a black wall of dirt and rock.  
 
    A deep rattle shakes the corridor from behind me, forcing me to turn. Lacy and Elias charge past me, weapons drawn. I try to grab hold of Elias’ arm, but he shakes me off. 
 
    “Lacy, don’t!” I scream. 
 
    She steadies her gun, grumbling, “This is really messed up.”  
 
    “We need him!” I shout. Even though I’d like to be the one who puts a bullet in Yasay’s head right about now, we don’t know what’s going on. “Be calm.” 
 
    She ignores me and holds her gun high, following in Elias’ footsteps. They’re only feet away from reaching the front when a hot, white light flashes at the end of the tunnel. There’s no time to take cover. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The tunnel walls shake, dirt collapsing all around us, burying some of the Dwellers near the front. Screams echo and a dull vibration pulses in my ears. I clutch my head. 
 
    A hand reaches out of the dust to grasp my arm. “What’s happened?” a woman cries. Or, at least I think she does. I can only read the movement of her lips. 
 
     “Someone must have thrown a seismic charge,” I shout, but my voice sounds very far away. 
 
    The group pulls back, knocking me to my knees, their weight crushing me. Hand over hand, I manage to pull myself to the side of the tunnel, gasping for breath. Thick, suffocating dust fills the air. Tears stream from my eyes. I cough and shield my head from the falling debris as more Dwellers scream and cry for help.  
 
    I have to stand.  
 
    I ease myself back up the wall, straining to get a view. I watch in horror as Yasay tears apart his cuffs as if they were made of paper and tosses them to the ground. He darts ahead.  
 
    He’s been modified. 
 
    The room spins. Again, I clutch my head, trying to make it stop. Through the group of huddled Dwellers, a blur moves swiftly to the front. A long-haired man I’ve never seen sweeps past. In his hand, he carries a mod-kit. Its sleek design is easy to recognize. I clutch at my sides, feeling for the kit, and coming up empty. 
 
    Rage boils up inside me. He must have picked my pocket before we left, but how did they have time to use it? Yasay must’ve been playing us since we left, waiting for his opportunity. This thief had to of been hanging back with my device, waiting too. And how did it work on Yasay when it didn’t work on any of the other adult Dwellers? 
 
    Uncertainty swirls in my mind, clenching my teeth tight. This guy must be a Dweller, and a hell of a pickpocket. Traitor. I should’ve watched the device better. I have to get to him, but with each step, my legs wobble. My lack of balance forces me against the wall, and I cling to it, sucking in a deep breath of filthy air. A Drape-sized figure lunges out of the dust cloud to crumple at my feet, one bloody arm dangling at his side. He turns his dust-caked face up to me, and I feel terrible for it, but relief floods my heart.  
 
    Not Drape. It’s not Drape. 
 
    I touch his shoulder, mumble empty words of comfort, and then I’m around him, running into the dust. There’s no time to tend to the victims. I need to find Yasay. I can’t let him get away.  
 
    As the dust settles, I make out a small outline in the wall. They disappeared into a side chamber. I twist my hands together and turn back. There’s so much destruction around me. One man carries a limp body, blood trickling down the arms of the lifeless form. Several people cry out to each other. Blood pools on the tunnel floor. Confusion and chaos radiates from the survivors as they frantically search for answers. 
 
    “Drape? Elias?” I call out. “Lacy? Sky? Where are you?”  
 
    I strain my eyes looking for them, but my friends—my family—they don’t answer. None of them. Strangers’ shrieks echo through the tunnel.  
 
    I must get to Yasay. He has to pay.  
 
    I force my feet toward the opening in the tunnel wall, but two steps later, another flash blasts before my eyes. Thrust back several feet, I regain my balance and shrink down, screaming in anger. 
 
    The walls of the tunnel shake as I cover my head. Dirt and rock cascades down all around me, pelting my back. Then, everything turns black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    A deep exhale, then a painful cough forces me to sit up. My head aches and the thick air attempts to suffocate me. 
 
    I slowly stand and brush the dirt off my body. Somewhere ahead, cries come from the dark, then more from behind. The walls of the cave shake, knocking me slightly off balance. An occasional flicker from the last few remaining lanterns light the space. Three Dwellers rush past me, hurrying back down the tunnel. Around me lie the wounded and dead. My stomach twists at the sight of blood and dangling limbs. 
 
    I turn toward the front, where I last saw Elias, and try to make my way there, wiping away stinging tears. A few steps ahead, beneath exposed electrical wires, kneels Drape. Sparks fly off to his side, lighting the air for a split second. There’s still traces of power running through these long-forgotten tunnels. He holds his head and rocks back and forth. Beside him, Lacy tugs at his arm, pulling him to safety. 
 
    “Lacy,” I call. 
 
    Her eyes lock onto mine and, in a flash, she’s at my side. “I knew something like this would happen!”  
 
    My chest tightens. “We didn’t have a choice. You know that. Now get everyone together.” 
 
    Drape comes closer, eyes watery. A cut on the side of his head catches the dust on his skin as blood seeps down his cheek. “So many hurt,” he mutters. To his left lays the freckle-faced girl, her hair coated in dirt.  
 
    “You shouldn’t have trusted Yasay,” Lacy spits out at me. “I’ve nearly died twice now because of him.” 
 
    “I never trusted Yasay. I calculated all our options, and the best odds always came back to him. There’s no sense in blaming anyone.” I look around us. “But now we have to get everyone out of here.” 
 
    Drape pats Lacy’s shoulder. His touch seems to trigger something in her. Lacy’s chin trembles, the anger on her face crumbling. Her arms fall to her side, limp, and she breaks down into sobs. 
 
    Lacy’s change in demeanor takes me back. She’s been so affected by the modification, so aggressive, I’d almost forgotten that this is all still new for her, too. And it is overwhelming. Life is no longer familiar like it was before. It sucked, but it was what we knew. 
 
    “It’s okay.” I try to sound calm, soothing, but inside I’m coming unglued, too. “You’re right. I messed up. But right now, I need your help.” 
 
    Drape nods. “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “Help the others.” 
 
    “What about the dead?” Lacy asks, her voice breaking. 
 
    My heart sinks at the words. If we take them back, we risk everything.  
 
    “Leave them,” I whisper. “For now. We’ll send others for them later.” 
 
    Drape runs his hands through his hair as he turns to the people crying for help. Overwhelming shock washes over his face. 
 
    I take his shoulder and turn him to face me. “We have to keep going. Those who don’t want to continue should take the wounded back to the operations area.” 
 
    Drape’s lips tremble. “What?”  
 
    “The resistance isn’t going to stop,” I reason. “We’ll find another way up.” 
 
    Lacy wipes her eyes and squares her jaw. “Good.”  
 
    “We’ll need your strength,” I tell her. I only hope she can balance that strength with the person I know she truly is. 
 
    Lacy turns to help a man propped up against the cave wall. Drape disappears further into the back of the tunnel. I step over the body of someone buried beneath rubble. Only their hand juts out. The dust-filled air coats the inside of my nose and mouth when I try to breathe. I pass two more bodies and climb over a mound of dirt and debris, spotting Elias up ahead when the cave walls shudder. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Another ceiling beam crashes to the ground, a giant black hole opening above me. 
 
    “Give me your hand!” Elias shouts. 
 
    I reach out and he helps me past the beam. On the other side, Jase sits on his heels, his weathered face streaked with dirt. His graying hair’s so full of dust it looks nearly white. When he sees me, he rocks back onto his feet. His dark eyes narrow, then shift to the body before him on the ground.  
 
    A knot forms in my stomach.  
 
    Bricks.  
 
    “He’s dead,” Jase mutters. “Was that part of your plan?” 
 
    I bend over Bricks’ crumpled body, blank eyes staring unseeingly at the ceiling. I cover my mouth and turn away. 
 
    Jase scoffs. “Where were you a week ago?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you,” he snaps, venom lacing his words. “A week ago, you were a miner down here. No training, no real experience, and now, just because you lucked into Noble class, you think you know what it takes to beat the EHC.” 
 
    His words hit me in the gut. “The Dwellers need a leader. We can’t stay underground forever. This is our chance.” 
 
    “A leader?” He laughs and glances at Bricks. “Some leader, letting Yasay lead us out here.” He looks back at me. “How old are you? Eighteen? Nineteen?” 
 
    “Seventeen,” I mutter. 
 
    His eyes widen. “This wasn’t a resistance, it was a death march.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” I shoot back. “We have something those Leeches don’t. Desperation. All of us have the same right to live on the surface as you do.” 
 
    He sighs and surveys the wreckage. “Whatever. This is still on you.” 
 
    I push back tears. “How was I supposed to know one of our own people would betray us?” 
 
    Elias glares at me.  
 
    Jase clenches his jaw. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I ease myself back against the cave wall. My head still feels light. “That first explosion… There was a guy that helped Yasay. I remember him now. I’m pretty sure he’s one of the people we modified. I think he set off that charge.” 
 
    “A Dweller?” Jase asks, sounding incredulous. 
 
    Elias lowers his voice. “A traitor.” 
 
    I nod. “And that’s not the worst of it. Yasay was modified, too.” 
 
    “Modified?” Elias’ brows draw together. “How?” 
 
    I swallow again and push myself away from the wall. “I brought the kit with me, okay? I thought it would be safer with us than stashed in the operations center.” 
 
    Elias throws his hands up, muttering out, “Unbelievable,” and walks away.  
 
    Jase turns and punches the wall, sending another layer of dust sifting down on our heads. 
 
    “Stop fighting,” a voice says behind us. “There are enough dead people already.”  
 
    I turn to find Sky climbing over a pile of rubble. His blond hair is caked with dirt, and a scratch lines his cheek. 
 
    “Sky!” I rush to help him over the mound. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” he says. “The walls have been compromised from the blasts. There could be a cave-in any second.” 
 
    I nod, refocusing, scanning the tunnel. I’ve been so wrapped up in other things I didn’t even notice that most of the supports had been destroyed. “Let’s get everyone together and move back.” 
 
     “Where are we going?” Elias asks. 
 
    “We need to find a new way up,” I say. “Maybe there’s another way.” 
 
     Jase growls and shakes his head, shoving past me to follow Sky. 
 
    I grab his upper arm before he gets too far and look him in the eye. “We’re going to need your help.” 
 
    Elias lingers by my side. “What’s our plan?” 
 
    “Ask Jase.”  
 
    Jase scowls back at us. “Heading back to the mining operations would mean our defeat. The Leeches will be swarming the place by now. We need to see if there’s still a viable way out of these tunnels.” 
 
    “It’s our only option,” I say, standing as tall as I can. “We need to keep going. We owe it to those who’ve died.” 
 
    Elias nods. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Let’s get everyone settled and move out in five,” Jase insists. 
 
    Elias turns to me, brow wrinkling in a frown. “How did Yasay get modified? He’s old. The modifications only work on the young.” 
 
    I shrug and shake my head. 
 
    “It’s possible to manipulate the kits,” Jase says. “The kit was originally for him, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “His name was on the crate.” 
 
    “It must have had the option to calibrate to his genes then,” Jase reasons.  
 
    I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of that. It feels like a lifetime ago since I got the mod kit. 
 
    Further down the tunnel, Lacy and Drape have the able-bodied already moving away from the blast zone. The cave walls shake again, and everyone hurries around the corner and away from the damage. Another crash reverberates through the air behind us, and a plume of dust kicks up, rolling in our direction. I breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    “What’s this?” Elias asks, pointing to the wall.  
 
    I step closer, examining the surface, fingertips tracing the jutting, rippled outline. “I don’t know. Maybe Sky would.” I call ahead to him and wave him back to us. 
 
    “We’ve checked for survivors,” Sky says before I have a chance to ask him about the wall. “Everyone who hasn’t already fled back to the operation’s center is waiting on you to give the next order.” 
 
    My chest tightens. “How many want to stay? Who’s coming with us?” 
 
    Sky shakes the dust from his hair. “There’s Oliver and Knuckles and seven or eight others. We’ve lost more than half to the blast or to fear.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “We’re heading out in a few minutes. We’re not done here, no matter how many we have.” 
 
    Sky nods, eyes moving past me and stopping when they get to the cave wall. “What are those?” 
 
    Elias runs his hand over the trails of brittle lines that stick out from the smoother surface. “We were going to ask you.” 
 
    Sliding his hand along the wall, Sky whispers, “Lava.” He steps back. “But, it’s cooled… which means there has to be a dormant lava chamber nearby.” 
 
     “What if we follow the trails?” I say, already moving down the tunnel. Elias and Sky follow as I pound against the wall with my fist. “The dirt is solid here.”  
 
    I rush ahead and hit the wall again. Elias and Sky do the same. Soon, we’re walking and hitting the wall every few feet until my fist makes an indent in the dirt. I push it through, the wall crumbling away beneath my hands. Elias and Sky kick the wall, sending dirt cascading to the ground. 
 
    It’s not long before we’ve made a small opening. The remaining Dwellers join in, pounding at the wall with their fists. I laugh, glad to see they still have some fight left in them. Within minutes, the wall’s been broken down and the rest of the group follows us through into the chamber.  
 
    I take a moment to survey my surroundings, retrieving and clicking on the flashlight I keep stashed in my belt. The walls are grey and have the same lava trail marks we saw in the tunnel. The air is dry. I walk a few steps, finding myself climbing upward. 
 
    “This could be an exit,” Sky calls back from ahead of me.  
 
    Elias nods. “There’s a good chance this chamber will lead to a surface vent.” 
 
     “Good,” I say, handing him my light. “But we should move ahead carefully.”  
 
    I turn back to face the Dwellers. With the light at their backs, filtering through the unsettled dust in the tunnel behind them, they’re hardly more than shadows. I clear my throat and look to Jase for input. 
 
    He leans into me and says, “We have to go first. Tell them if we don’t come back in a few hours, they need to go deep into the Slack and hide with the others.” 
 
    I pause for a beat before stepping forward, positioning myself in front of the opening. Leading people is still difficult for me, but most of them are my people. My Dwellers. But in the low light, their faces are filled with doubt and uncertainty. 
 
     “I knew there would be dangers,” I say to the remaining few. “But I can’t ask you to follow until we know it’s safe.” 
 
    Knuckles steps forward. “Oliver and I will watch their backs.” 
 
    I nod and turn back to face Elias and Jase. I won’t make another mistake that will cost the Dwellers more lives.  
 
    “The leadership will scout out the path first. If it’s safe, then everyone can follow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    I push a lighting spike from my pack into the brittle wall to guide the way for the other Dwellers, sending a small crumble of debris to the ground. I calculate the optimal lighting dispersal will be no greater than one spike every fifteen feet. 
 
    Up ahead, Jase and Elias move uphill quickly, quiet and determined, heading further into the darkened chamber. 
 
    “Every ten feet or so,” I say to Sky, who helps with the spikes. I hand him another one. “That should give everyone else enough light to see their way uphill.” 
 
    “Got it.” Sky eases a spike carefully into the wall, eyes flicking up to the ceiling. “All we need is another cave-in.” 
 
    I shove in another light. “Don’t think about it,” I say, but my glance shifts to the spiraling crack that weaves its way up the wall to the cave’s ceiling. I instinctively duck a bit as I make sure the spike’s anchored, but nothing falls. 
 
    “Let’s get a move on!” Elias shouts back at us. 
 
    I sprint to catch up. Sky does the same. My lungs burn, and already the heat and radiation of the surface is bearing down on my body. The spikes rattle together as my bag bounces against my back. The climb isn’t as steep as before, but still it’s hard for me to catch my breath. 
 
    “How much farther do you think?” I ask, coming to Jase’s side. 
 
    “Not much,” he says, scanning the walls. “The trails are thicker here. We must be getting closer to the vent where the lava poured out.” 
 
    “Good,” I say, rifling through my bag for another spike. “I don’t want the Dwellers to think we’ve abandoned them.” 
 
    Jase scoffs. “You’re only worried they’re never going to listen to you again after you got most of them blown up.” 
 
    “Stop,” Elias interrupts. “No more lighting spikes.”  
 
    “Why?” Sky asks, following the line of Elias’ arm as he points forward.  
 
    “We don’t need them.”  
 
    There’s a light at the chamber’s end, not more than thirty feet ahead. I race toward it. Sweat beads on my brow and trickles down my cheek. A light breeze blows through the opening, ruffling my hair. Running footfalls echo behind my own, and Sky skids to a stop alongside me at the end of the vent. 
 
    “We’re out,” Elias says, his voice raised in relief. He reaches for his radio and turns a dial, the device letting out a crackle of static. “Knuckles, you there?”  
 
    The radio is silent. I bite my lip and glance back down the tunnel. “Are we too far away from them?”  
 
    “Try it again,” Jase says. “Those things are buggy sometimes.”  
 
    Elias turns the dial again. “Lacy? Oliver? Anyone? Pick up!” 
 
    Again, more silence. 
 
    My eyes flit from face to face. “We have to go back.”  
 
    Sky’s shoulders slump. “I’ll go. You should move ahead. I’ll bring the others—” 
 
    A female voice crackles over the radio. “Ten-four.”  
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief. Sky’s eyes light up and Jase laughs. It’s Knuckles. 
 
    Elias holds the radio to his mouth. “Tell everyone to start climbing. We found a way out.” 
 
    “Took you long enough,” Knuckles chides. 
 
    There’s another bit of static, then Elias tucks the radio back into his belt. “We should see what’s out there.”  
 
    I blink a few times, eyes readjusting to the bright light as Elias and Jase move forward. I inch along the wall, careful to keep my bearings, but even as I step to the end of the chamber, it’s nearly impossible to see what’s beyond the opening. The air around us drops slightly in temperature. I have no idea why, but it’s a welcome relief. 
 
    Sky pauses beside me, his breath steady as he reaches out for my hand. “Be careful,” he whispers. 
 
    “Of what?” I ask, letting him take it. 
 
    “It’s a long way down.” 
 
    “Can you see?” I ask, blinking again. 
 
    He squeezes my hand. “Barely, but do you feel the cool wind? It’s coming from below, pushing up, like we’re standing on the edge of a cliff.” 
 
    My chest tightens. I pull my hand away and grope for the wall. “I just need a minute.”  
 
    The shadowy outlines of Jase and Elias edge forward a few feet ahead of me.  
 
    “It’s a steep drop,” Jase is the first to say. “We’re pretty high up a mountain.” 
 
    Elias sighs. “I thought we would be. Down is not an option here. We’ll need to climb up to find a path that’ll lead us down off the mountain.” 
 
    “We’re going now?” I ask, startled. “I thought we would wait for the others.” 
 
    “No time for that,” Jase says. “They aren’t going anywhere yet.” 
 
    “We have to wait right at the top,” I insist. “I don’t want to get separated. Most of them have never been to the surface.” 
 
    Jase groans. “Fine.” 
 
    My eyes begin to adjust. I can make out the edge as Jase moves confidently through the opening. “It’s a vent,” he says. 
 
    “Lava vent,” Elias agrees, running his hand along the opening’s edge as he follows Jase out. “It’s soft. We’ll have to be careful when we climb. Could lose our grip, or worse.” 
 
    “The whole side could give way,” Sky says, standing beside them at the edge. “Or we could break through.” 
 
    Jase readjusts the strap of his bag across his chest and checks his holstered pistol. “The mountain will hold us, don’t you worry.” 
 
    I gulp and brush a wispy hair away from my cheek, saying, “I’ll go first.”  
 
    I ease my way to the edge. The light is bright and pulses against my skin. There’s a landing not too far away from the vent’s opening, maybe five feet. I wedge my foot into a rock and reach out, grabbing hold of another grey rock, hoping what I’m holding isn’t former lava flow. 
 
    Sky eases himself out behind me. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” I say, pulling myself to the ledge just outside the vent opening. 
 
    Jase and Elias do the same. Soon, all four of us are working our way across the side of the mountain. We slowly move up until we spot our opportunity. There’s a short drop to the next landing, and as I get closer, I can see the ledge leads to a wider area just beyond, an opening where we’ll be able to climb down the mountain and not up.  
 
    My clenched jaw relaxes. Only a few more feet. I get to a place right above the landing, look down, count to three, then drop, falling onto a bed of soft ash. 
 
    When I stand up, I laugh. I’m covered in black soot, but thankfully the mountain held me. I dust myself off and turn back. My eyes are stronger now. I scan above and below, seeing nothing but grey mountain until I get nearer to the peak. Up there it’s much greener, and a few trees jut out from ledges farther down. There are some brown, weathered plants tucked into crevices, too, but not much else. I shield my brow and gaze farther out. The horizon is just as I remembered from the last time I made it to the surface: barren. Not much out there but hot, dry land. 
 
    “Fin?”  
 
    Sky’s voice pulls my gaze up. He dangles a few feet above me. 
 
     “Just drop down,” I say. “It’s safe.” 
 
    Sky lets go. He lands crouched on his feet, but the ash puffs up and covers his cheeks. I shield my mouth and nose from the flakes that float around. A few minutes later Jase and Elias make it to the landing.  
 
    “Let’s move around the ledge,” Jase says. 
 
    Elias leads the way and I quickly follow. The area is wider and levels off, and Elias throws down his knapsack. 
 
    “This is a good place to take a break.” He dusts off his pants and clears his throat. “Wait here.”  
 
    I rest my back against a rock and take a deep breath. Just as I’m slipping into a doze, there’s a click beside my ear. My eyes snap open and I bolt upright, flailing for my gun. 
 
    “You sure are jumpy.”  
 
    I look up to see Lacy, smiling, and silhouetted by the sun. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I growl. “I could have shot you.” 
 
    She laughs. “You weren’t going to shoot me.” 
 
    The rest of the group stands behind Lacy, safe and sound. I lever myself to my feet and shake my head, walking away from her. From a shadow, a gun clicks again. 
 
    Anger burns in my chest and I swing around. “Lacy—" 
 
    But it’s not Lacy. A man with dark hair holds a gun on me. Behind him are more men and women with weapons. I count twelve people, and my pulse speeds up as the man steps to my side. 
 
    “Who are you?” he demands, pressing the gun against my cheek. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The cold metal against my skin sends my thoughts reeling, flashing over all that’s at stake. 
 
    “We don’t want any problems,” Elias says, his voice firm. “We’re just passing through.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jase chimes in. “If you’ll just let us pass, we’ll be on our way. No problem.” 
 
    Oliver and Knuckles are right behind the two of them, their guns firmly in their hands, ready to use them at a second’s notice. 
 
     After a long pause, the man shifts even closer, so that the tip of his gun digs into my cheek. “No one gets through,” he growls. 
 
    “Please,” I whisper.  
 
    Elias and Jase back up, giving the man space. 
 
    “Don’t do anything you’re going to regret,” Elias says calmly. 
 
    The man ignores him and leans closer to me. His flinty eyes glare into mine. “Where are you headed?”  
 
    Elias eases his way to the man, keeping his hands level. “Somewhere safe. That’s all.” 
 
    My jaw aches from the pressure of the gun, and my chest tightens. The man’s not going for it. 
 
    “Where’s somewhere safe?” a female voice calls down from the slope above us. 
 
    I want to turn, but I don’t dare look away from the man. 
 
    “Step away,” the voice orders, and in a split second the man pulls his gun from my cheek and steps back. 
 
    I release the breath I hadn’t been aware I’d been holding and steady myself, turning my attention to the speaker. 
 
    The voice was nothing more than an echo bouncing off the side of the mountain, but then the shape of a woman comes closer, her silhouette set against the sun. I squint to get a better look as her slender frame approaches. 
 
    “Is there anywhere safe these days?” she asks. Her voice is raspy, but there’s a soothing quality to it. The tension in my chest starts to ease. As she steps closer to our group, I study the creases around her mouth. Her frayed, dark brown hair falls to her shoulders. She’s a bit older, maybe in her fifties. Her darker skin matches the hue of her brown, casual outfit. 
 
    “We’re trying to change that,” Sky explains to her. “Make some place safe for people like us.” 
 
    “And who are you?” the woman questions.  
 
    She circles our group, eyeballing each of us. First, she goes to the Dwellers and touches their grey, torn shirts and pants. Then she works her way around to Sky, Drape, and Lacy, examining their faces, and finally to Elias, Jase, Knuckles, and Oliver, examining their guns. 
 
    “What is she doing?” Lacy whispers. I don't answer. 
 
    Finally, the woman comes to a stop next to me. “Who are you?”  
 
    “We’re Dwellers,” I choke out. 
 
    The woman’s green eyes flash with recognition. “Dwellers?”  
 
    “From inside the mountain,” I say. “We came up through a lava vent.” 
 
     The woman nods. “Smart. Not many know of that exit.” She steps closer to me and touches the crown of my head. 
 
    I resist the urge to shift, uncomfortable with her hand on me. “We’ve spent our lives underground.”  
 
    She leans back. “You are workers.” Her eyes go around the group again. “Owned by the EHC.” 
 
    The words send a jolt up my spine. 
 
    “Not anymore,” I tell her firmly. “We’re the resistance.” 
 
    “Ahh.” The corners of the woman’s lips turn up. “I see.” She begins to walk around us again. “And what makes you think your small group of fifteen could ever stand a chance against the well-equipped and well-trained EHC?” 
 
    I take a deep breath, unsure whether to tell her the truth or not. Elias’ eyes widen as if he wants me to.  
 
    “We’ve been modified,” I say at last. 
 
    The woman closes her eyes and presses a hand to her forehead. “That makes sense, since otherwise you’d be dead. But you think just because you are modified you stand a chance?” 
 
    “We’ll win!” Knuckles shouts. 
 
    “You don’t stand a chance against the EHC,” the woman says emotionlessly. “Even if you are modified and have all these guns and knives, you’ll only get so far. The EHC’s reach goes far beyond this area. They control most of the world.” 
 
    I knew the EHC controlled the surface, but I guess I didn’t think about how big the world might be beyond my little hole in the ground. 
 
    “You don’t know what we’re capable of,” Jase says. “Maybe we have something they don’t.” 
 
    “We have years of oppression,” I tell her, “and we’re willing to risk our lives.” 
 
    She smiles and turns to head back toward the slope, sending my heart thumping quicker in my chest.  
 
    “We may not win,” I call after her. “We may not get very far, but we’re not giving up. We can’t go back.” 
 
    “We came to the surface to get help,” Elias says. 
 
    “We didn’t have a choice,” I add. “The EHC was breaking through. If we stayed underground, all of us would have been killed or enslaved again.” 
 
    The woman stops and turns back to me. “You were very brave to come this far.” 
 
    Elias steps forward. “We came to the surface to fight back.”  
 
    She sighs. “Then you should.”  
 
    Relief washes over me at her words. She turns her back and calls out to her guards.  
 
    “They are not a threat to us.” She pauses, then adds, “They’re too stupid.”  
 
    The men and women lower their guns and break their formation. Anger burns in me again, but it would be stupid to make any moves. Lacy’s eyes are on fire and she dashes up to join me. The woman waves to one of her soldiers. 
 
    “Scan them,” she orders. “Let’s see how modified each of you are.” 
 
    The soldier pulls out a device and grabs Lacy’s arm. 
 
    “Hey,” she protests, trying to twist away. 
 
    “Hold still,” the guard orders, gripping her forearm tighter and holding the device to her wrist. The device clicks and flashes. “Recently modified,” the guard says to the woman. He lets Lacy go and moves on to Drape and Sky. “Not EHC,” he says after testing them. “Modified Century class.’ 
 
    Elias’ eyes flash to mine. There’s one thing that could derail our chances here. I take a deep breath as the guard scans each Dweller and calls out their modifications to the woman. Elias bites his lip. 
 
    ‘Tell her,’ I mouth to him, but before Elias can say anything, the guard grabs ahold of his wrist and turns it. The scanner device flashes EHC, and in a split second there’s a gun aimed at Elias’ chest. 
 
    I gulp back panic, quickly blurting out, “He’s not with them.” 
 
    The woman steps closer to Elias, raising an eyebrow. “If you’re not with the EHC, then why are you with this group?” 
 
    “I left all of that behind,” he says.  
 
    “He’s helping us,” I tell her. “Elias is on our side.” 
 
    She purses her lips in disbelief and Elias grits his teeth. “They killed my father,” he says. “And my uncle. I’ll never be one of them.” 
 
    The woman takes a second. Her gaze shifts. She seems to be sensing something about Elias and what he’s telling her.  
 
    “Very well,” she says at length. “I, too, believe in helping others. But we will be watching you.” 
 
    My shoulders relax. We’re all ordered to follow. Everyone picks up their guns and bags and hustles to keep up. 
 
    Halfway up the slope, I come alongside the woman. “Who are you?”  
 
    “Emma,” she says, stopping and turning to face me. “I’m the caretaker for this settlement. If you would like to stay with us, we will keep you safe, but you’ll need to hand over your weapons.” 
 
    Our group stops and exchanges glances between each other. I palm the pistol on my hip and look back at Elias, making sure he heard before I return my attention to Emma. “And then you’ll help us?”  
 
    She nods. 
 
    I nudge Elias to give the order. He does, but Jase grips his gun, and Lacy’s eyes flare wide and angry. 
 
    “If we don’t let them take our weapons,” Elias says, “there’s no way we’ll get out of this alive.” 
 
    No one moves. 
 
    “Do it,” Elias demands. 
 
    Reluctantly, everyone hands over what they carry. Lacy is the last to give up her gun, and not without a struggle. Finally, she slams the weapon into one of the guard’s hands.  
 
    “I’ll want that back,” she growls at them. 
 
    Emma waves the group to follow her and we continue up the mountain’s side. Every few feet there’s another green tree or granite boulder.  
 
    “What is this place?” I ask, scanning up and down cliffs and down into the deep crevices of the mountain. 
 
    “My home,” Emma replies. 
 
    After climbing another half mile or so, the vegetation thins, but it’s still greener than anything I could have imagined underground. A cool breeze whisks around my body and breathing seems easier now.  
 
    “Many people live here.” Emma points to a cave where a woman works at mending clothes. In another cave to the left is an elderly man kicking a ball back and forth with a boy. The man stops the ball with his foot as he stares at us. 
 
    “Do all of the people live in caves?” I ask. 
 
    Emma stops to help a girl who’s tripped and skinned her knee. She whispers something to her and helps her stand. “Many people live in caves. There are homes up ahead built into the side of the mountain.”  
 
    She points to a wooden structure secured between two boulders, and I stare in amazement. “It’s so different from where we come from. I’m used to bridges, ladders, dim lighting, dusty air, tunnels…”  
 
    I spin around and take it all in. The wooden homes are stabilized by support columns that dig into the rockface. We would never have seen any of this if we hadn’t been led to it. 
 
    The air turns sharply colder, and the light dims as if we were back in the tunnels. I turn to see the sun setting just beyond the cloud cover. It sends a shiver through me at the thought of spending the night on the edge of a mountain. 
 
    “Stop here,” Emma orders. A man emerges from the side of one of the homes and climbs down the rock to stand before us. “We are all naturally resistant to the radiation,” Emma says, taking the man’s hand. “Our bloodlines have adapted to the climate over the last hundred years.” 
 
    “But why here?” Sky asks. “Why did you build a home so far away from the rest of civilization?” 
 
     “Our purpose for this camp is to live away from the EHC operatives and their corrupt system,” Emma explains. “We have sought out naturally immune humans for over twenty-five years, and each time we find one, we bring them to this settlement to live in safety.” 
 
    I run my hands over my hair. “You’re working against the EHC. That means you can help us.”  
 
    She sighs. “It’s not that easy. The EHC won’t allow our kind to survive. Our work is a disruption to their control over the world. They’d like nothing more than to see all of this disappear and all of us—” 
 
    “Dead,” Elias finishes for her. 
 
    She nods. “Unfortunately, that’s exactly what they want, which is why we had to be so careful to not let in anyone with loyalties to the EHC.” 
 
    I shiver again, imagining what the Leeches would do to these people. 
 
    Emma’s eyes turn soft. “We should get your group something warm to eat.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I say, following her toward one of the homes. Smoke twirls from its chimney, and the smell of smoked meat fills my nose and makes my mouth water. There’s something I like about Emma, but there’s one nagging thought that keeps tugging at the back of my mind. I take a deep breath and decide it’s okay to ask. “How do you know so much about the EHC?” 
 
    “My grandfather,” she says, a tone of sadness in her voice. 
 
    “Was he a rebel?”  
 
    Emma stops me just as we’re about to go inside. “No,” she says. “He created the EHC.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    My mouth hangs open and fear tightens my chest. “What?” I choke out. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry,” Emma soothes. “I promise, there’s no connection between us anymore other than blood.” 
 
    I twist around to catch Elias’ expression. His eyes are wide.  
 
    “You’re Emma Nejem? Director Nejem’s granddaughter?” Elias asks.  
 
    Jase scoffs. “The former Director’s reputation precedes him.”  
 
    Elias ignores Jase. “I’d heard rumors about you, but in most of them, you died thirty-five years ago.” 
 
    Emma chuckles. “Well, I’m lucky most of the rumors are incorrect.”  
 
    I twist the strap on my bag. “But, you must know so much. You can—” 
 
    “Later,” Emma says, holding up a hand. “You must eat something first.” 
 
    Even though I’m desperate to find out more about her past, I become keenly aware of the lack of anything in my stomach. 
 
     Emma gestures two settlement women over. “Our guests must be terribly hungry. Would you please take them to the dining area?” She turns back to us. “Please, go enjoy a meal. In the meantime, I must take care of something.” She smiles and leaves us to the women. 
 
    They lead us into the house and deeper into a large room. There’s not much here, four walls and several tables, but everything is solid, as if the builders took their time to make sure the settlement was constructed more like a home then a temporary shelter.  
 
    A door at the back of the room swings open and several more of Emma’s people come out, carrying huge platters of food, baskets of bread, and pitchers of water. The Dwellers’ eyes widen. Two younger men from our group, with scrapes on their faces and hair still full of ash, rush to find seats. Without hesitation, Jase snatches a thick piece of bread from one of the baskets as it passes by and shoves it in his mouth. Oliver and Knuckles fill their glasses with a red juice from one of the pitchers. 
 
    I push the information Emma just told us to the back of my mind and follow Lacy to a table. “I’m starving,” she says, filling a plate with roasted meat and vegetables. 
 
    “Make sure you don’t stuff yourself too fast,” I say, thinking of the stomachache I got from eating that chocolate on the train a few days ago. 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine,” Lacy says, her mouth full of food. 
 
    I shake my head as Sky sidles up next to me. He says something in my ear about a stash of fruit alongside one of the walls, but I don’t care. All I can do is focus on the feast in front of me. 
 
    Bright orange roots and green leaves lay in giant bowls. They smell fresh and look crisp, unlike any of the pathetic veggies we would get underground. I grab a plate, trying to take small portions of as many different things as I can, but it ends up being too much anyway. The smell of freshly baked bread fills my nose, and I grab three pieces from a basket and a chunk of some creamy, pale yellow paste. I push my finger into it and taste it. Rich, salty, and slightly tangy. Delicious, but I definitely should not eat a lot of it if I want to keep everything else down.  
 
    When I look up, there’s a settlement woman carrying another wide basket full of just-baked bread. My stomach and heart are desperate to eat as much as possible, but my head says no, and I make every effort to listen. One of the Dwellers, a man with a red mark across his face, has two fistfuls of bread. He eats from one, then the other. A red-haired Dweller name Kate bites into a full, ripe fruit, letting the juice trickle down her chin, and closes her eyes in delight. Elias downs an entire glass of water, then reaches to take three, thick slices of drizzling meat. Part of me wants to tell them to slow down, but I don’t want to ruin this for them. Maybe it will be ok.  
 
     “It’s been too long since I’ve had any vegetables,” Drape says, folding up a green leaf and devouring it, eyes rolling back at the taste. 
 
    “I know,” I say. “We’ve never had food as fresh as this. It’s close to paradise.” 
 
    The serving women return moments later with more plates of food. It seems the bounty will never end. Just when I think it’s over, another huge platter is brought out. On it are the most delicious looking green fruit I’ve ever seen. I take one and bite into the crisp, tart flesh. I think it might be an apple, but the apples we had below were never like this. 
 
    Emma has returned, and sits quietly in the corner, sipping from a glass. She smiles at me and I know what she must be thinking. How could the likes of our pathetic group, starving and naïve, ever defeat the EHC? I think the same thing all the time.  
 
    I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, push back my chair, and go to her side. “Thank you for all of this.” 
 
    “Of course,” she says, giving me a soft smile. “We have enough food, so no one will go hungry here.” 
 
    I turn back to look at my group. Laughter fills the room. Oliver and Knuckles play fight with two of the orange roots. “How do you do it?” 
 
    “Do what?” Emma asks. 
 
    “I mean, you’re on the side of a mountain, far away from any city. How do you have enough food to feed everyone?” 
 
    “Would you like to see?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say. 
 
    Standing, Emma waves to two burly guards by the front door. I head back to the table and grab my bag. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lacy asks. 
 
    “Emma’s going to show me around. Want to come?” 
 
    Lacy takes a bigger bite of roasted meat, ignoring me. 
 
    “I will,” Sky offers. In his hands are two apples, which he tucks inside his bag. 
 
    We head back to Emma. One of her guards is the same one who held a gun to my head earlier. As our eyes meet, my chest tightens. The other is a younger man with jet-black hair and blue eyes. 
 
    We’re halfway to the door when Elias rushes up behind me, wiping the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “Where are you going?”  
 
    “Emma’s going to show us around,” Sky says. 
 
    Elias tosses the napkin on the nearest table and eyeballs the guards who stand on either side of me. “I’m coming, too. I want to see how all this is done.” 
 
    We head back into the dark night, working our way down a well-lit path. A breeze brushes past my cheek, and the air smells of something clean and fresh. A quiet humming that reminds me of a generator buzzes from nearby. I take a deep breath. Now that I’ve had food, my brain works faster than before. It’s as if I can connect to my thoughts more deeply.  
 
    This place is special. Emma’s work with the naturally enhanced people is important, but they could help us. I wonder how many people live in the settlement, and if they’re all capable fighters like her guards.  
 
    After a few more minutes of walking, we come to a small, flat area. Before us are three rows of tall shelving, filled with an assortment of green vegetables. Bright, bluish lighting lines the top of each shelf. I dig deeper into my memory and recall what these are—vertical farming systems. The underground once had a few of them, but they’ve long since been rendered un-operational. Behind them are several spiral wind turbines. The ornate blades of each one turn slowly in the breeze. 
 
    Emma stands before us. “This is where we grow our food.” 
 
    “Is this camp run solely on wind power?” I ask, following her to one of the farming units. 
 
    “At night,” she says. “The electricity from the wind turbines generates enough to keep the lights on. On top of each system are solar panels. During the day, the energy from the sun is more than enough to provide electricity to the entire community.” 
 
    So that’s what that field of dark panels just outside Reso was.  
 
    Sky pulls out of one of his apples and takes a bite. “You mean all of this food was harvested through natural energy?” 
 
    Emma nods. 
 
    I lean into Sky. “You should slow down on the food.” 
 
    Sky takes another bite, ignoring me. “This place is amazing. You’re totally off the grid.” 
 
    Emma reaches for the door’s handle. “Exactly.” 
 
    Elias takes a deep breath. “Which means you can stay hidden—” 
 
    “Forever,” Emma finishes. “Which is how we’d prefer to stay.” 
 
    Elias takes the door from Emma, holding it open for all of us. We move on to a domed structure just to the right of the vertical farming systems, and inside, my eyes widen. The twenty-by-twenty space is well-lit, but humid. My shirt sticks to my chest and beads of sweat begin to glisten on my arms. Above, there are more solar panels over the glass ceiling. We walk around, looking at the different contraptions filling the area. There are raised crop beds where a fine mist sprays over the plants. We approach one of the enclosed boxes and Emma opens the large hatch, the bright lighting inside dimming a bit. A variety of small orange, red, and yellow fruits dangle from the plant’s leaves. The plants are connected to individual branches that seem to grow from the inner lining of the unit. 
 
    “I’ve heard of these before,” Elias says. “They produce the fruit without the entire tree. Brilliant.” 
 
    Emma smiles at him. 
 
    “Looks like these are ready,” I say, gesturing to the nearest branch. 
 
    Emma plucks a ripe fruit and hands it to me. “Over two hundred people live at this settlement. No one goes hungry.” 
 
    “Two hundred?” I take the fruit and bite into it. It’s by far the freshest thing I’ve ever tasted. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Elias says. “How do you keep two hundred people hidden for thirty-five years?” 
 
    “Easy,” the guard with jet-black hair says. “With signal disruption tech.” 
 
    Elias nods and takes a step back. “It’s ingenious.” 
 
    “And we have not had two hundred people here all this time.” Emma says. “The camp has grown slowly.” 
 
    The other guard edges his way around to my side. His presence sends a shiver creeping up my spine, so I move over to another plant, pretending to examine its leaves. 
 
    Sky follows me, putting himself between me and the guard. “So, you don’t know anything that’s been going on with the EHC? You haven’t heard about our fight or anything else?” 
 
    Emma makes her way to Sky’s side. “We would never let down our guard,” she replies in a low tone. “We have been closely monitoring the EHC’s activity.”  
 
    “You knew about us then?” I ask. “Of our resistance?” 
 
    She nods. “Yes, a bit. You have certainly annoyed them.”  
 
    I finish the fruit and toss the core into a trash bag along the side of the wall. “But you don’t think we can go any farther. You don’t believe we have what it takes.” 
 
    Emma presses her lips together. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Tell us about your grandfather,” Elias insists. Emma’s gaze shifts to him as he comes closer. “We need to know everything about the EHC.” 
 
    Emma cocks her head to one side. “And you think that this will give you the strength to defeat them?” 
 
    “Tell us what you know,” Elias demands. “We’ll figure the rest out.” 
 
    Emma shakes her head. “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. Follow me.” 
 
    We walk around the rows of produce to the back of the pod and through two large, hanging, plastic sheets that separate the growing area from a back room. The air circulates more in this room, and feels cooler on my skin. Several saplings sit in buckets of dirt in the corner. Emma goes to a desk in the opposing corner, pushes aside some scattered papers, and sits down, her shoulders tense as she flicks on the lamp. 
 
    “We don’t mean to pry,” I tell her, feeling her unease. “It’s just… we need to know about the EHC. The more information we have, the better our chances.” 
 
    She nods. “When I was about your age,” she begins. “I worked for my father as a lab assistant at one of the research centers.” 
 
    I pull out the other chair at the desk and take a seat. “And your grandfather?” I ask. “How did he begin his work?” 
 
    Emma sighs. “My grandfather was a very determined man, but the EHC would not have been created if not for what was already happening to Earth.” 
 
    “You mean the climate changes due to the Flip?” Elias asks. 
 
    “Yes.” Emma’s eyes darken. “That, and the increased radiation levels. Forty years before I came to be a lab assistant, my grandfather created cities for the genetically enhanced humans and called them the EHC.” 
 
    “Did you know him, much?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” she whispers. “My father had not spoken to him for years. They were very different. Father was a kind man. Intelligent.”  
 
    Sky moves closer. “What happened?” 
 
    Emma swallows thickly. “My father discovered a genetic mutation that allowed people to resist the intense changes of the Flip naturally.” 
 
    “Where?” I ask. 
 
    “In me. He tried to keep it a secret.” 
 
    I lean back and take a deep breath. “But your grandfather found out.” 
 
    “Yes,” Emma whispers. “They locked up my father and destroyed his research.” 
 
    “All of that work,” Elias says through gritted teeth. 
 
    Emma clenches her fists as she stands. “It was gone,” she says, walking to the side of the room. “Most of it buried, but no one knows where. My grandfather set up a team and tried to reverse everything.” 
 
    “But, how did you survive?” I ask. “I mean, why aren’t you locked up with your father?” 
 
    She laughs and turns to face us. “Even though I was his granddaughter, I knew they would come for me next. When I realized it wasn’t safe, I took what was left of my father’s work, his discoveries that hadn’t been destroyed. He was smart, and had anticipated something like that could happen, so we made a plan for me to escape in case it did.” 
 
    “You came here,” Elias says. “To start again.” 
 
    “Yes. My father knew it was a haven. There were good people who helped me get here and set everything up.” 
 
    “Sounds risky,” Sky murmurs. 
 
    “It was, but what choice did I have? I believe humanity has been trying to evolve to the world for close to one hundred years, but the EHC has done everything they can to bury and reverse it. They’d kill us all if they found us.” 
 
    The guard with jet-black hair leans his hip against the side of the desk behind Emma with a laugh. “And you guys think you can defeat them.” 
 
    I turn to look at Sky and Elias.  
 
    “We plan to take on the EHC and expose the truth,” Elias says, puffing himself up slightly. 
 
    Emma frowns, her brow wrinkling. “You don’t really understand how deadly the EHC are, do you?” 
 
    “You can help us,” I say. 
 
    She shakes her head. “I can’t help you. My work here is too important.” 
 
    “But you have two hundred people,” Elias argues. “We can work with them, train them to fight—” 
 
    “Two hundred people that will likely die for a fool’s war,” she scoffs. “I won’t waste their lives and my research for nothing.”  
 
    Emma inhales deeply, squeezing her eyes closed as if she’s remembering something. It’s a long moment before her eyes open again.  
 
    “I’m sorry. But I won’t change my mind.” 
 
    I breathe in deeply and exhale. There’s no use trying to convince her. At least not yet. She’s seen too much of what the EHC is capable of.  
 
    The guard levers himself off the desk as Emma stands, making her way back to the door. “You can stay the night at our settlement, but you will need to leave in the morning.” 
 
    Elias shakes his head, but before he can try to convince her again, I stand and say, “Thank you.” 
 
    A few moments later, we’re escorted back through the farming area and up a side path. The guards walk ahead with Emma while Sky, Elias, and I linger behind. 
 
    Sky leans into me. “Let’s try again in the morning, okay?” 
 
    “Maybe. Everyone’s tired now.” 
 
    I pick up the pace as Emma leads us back up the winding path to the building. Several Dwellers are scattered around with the people of the settlement. For the first time in a long while, their faces look content. A Dweller woman with red hair and a grey, torn sweater smiles her thanks to a passing guard, the same guards that held their guns on us not long ago. It’s amazing how a good meal can change one’s attitude. Another Dweller pats his belly and yawns. 
 
    A female guard comes from down the path, Lacy just behind her. “There are tents set up for you,” she announces to the group, pointing to an area beyond, where five sturdy tents stand beside one another.  
 
    “Three people per tent,” I call out as the group shuffles their way toward them. 
 
    “Great,” Lacy says, stretching her arms over her head. “Fin, you coming?” 
 
    “In a second.” As tired as I am, my mind’s still racing from the day’s events. I need a few minutes to figure things out. 
 
    Jase and several Dwellers follow the guards. Elias comes to my side, saying, “Don’t stay up too long. We’ve got a big day ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
    “I won’t.”  
 
    I turn back down the darkened path, looking for an area that will give me some privacy. Only a few lights illuminate the way, but my eyes are used to dimness. It almost feels welcome. Familiar. I wander to the ridge and gaze out across the mountain’s valley. It’s nothing but a big, open space, but somehow it calms me. It’s as if I can throw all my worries and fears into the nothing. Chirping sounds come from all around, and somehow, they too relax the tension that’s made its home in my shoulders and chest. 
 
    “You know, you shouldn’t be out here alone,” a voice says behind me. “No telling who lurks out here in the dark.” 
 
    I jump and look back, then relax again and smile. “Hey, Sky. I just needed to think.” 
 
    He comes around to my side and gives me a wry smile. “Alone?” 
 
    I shrug and turn back to face the giant, empty space ahead of me. “I just can’t get over everything that’s happened.” 
 
    “I know.” Sky leans against the rock wall next to me. “Only a few days ago we were stuck underground, hiding, and now we’re eating all this fresh food, breathing clean air—” 
 
    “Not all of us,” I say, my voice dropping. “So many Dwellers died in that blast. And Bricks—” 
 
     “There’s nothing you can do about that. We all took chances when we joined the resistance.” 
 
    “Even if we defeat the EHC, I’ll never forget the look on those people’s faces. I let them down.” 
 
    “You’re too hard on yourself. Come on,” he urges, digging in his bag. He pulls out an apple. “This will make you feel better.” 
 
    “Doesn’t your stomach hurt from all that food?” 
 
    Sky’s lips quirk into a smile. “Come to think of it, yeah, it does. But I don’t care.” 
 
    I laugh and take the fruit from him. 
 
    Sky grins. “I snagged a few of those red things in the pod, too.” 
 
    “Always the scavenger,” I say, tucking the apple into my cargo pants’ pocket. 
 
    Sky leans his head back against the stone wall. “Of course.”  
 
    I let the fresh air fill my lungs. Maybe Sky’s right. Maybe I’m too hard on myself. I glance over and find Sky’s face much closer to mine than I remember it being. My heart pounds as his eyes study mine. He leans even closer, and in half a beat, our lips press together. I want to stop him, but I don’t. Instead, I drift into him, resting my hand on his chest, reveling in the safety of his strong arms around me and his soft mouth on mine. For a split second, my worries vanish.  
 
    As I take a small step closer, a twig snaps beneath my feet, and I pull away. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that,” Sky whispers, looking away. 
 
    “It… it’s fine,” I mumble, running my hands through my hair. I can’t let my guard down. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind.” 
 
    He stares back at me as if he doesn’t know what to say. 
 
    “I should go,” I say finally. 
 
    Sky shakes his head. “No, I will.”  
 
    With that, he backs away and disappears in the direction of camp. I sigh. I want to go after him, but that is a terrible idea.  
 
    I stand for a few more moments on the ridge. If only we could stay here at the settlement forever. Things could be different. I could pretend that nothing’s going on out there. My heart is a tumble of emotions, but I need sleep. And to forget Sky and I ever kissed. 
 
    I turn and start back toward camp when a shadowy figure flickers across the path. My spine stiffens.  
 
    “Fin?” Elias’ voice cuts through the silence. 
 
    I breathe out a sigh of relief. “Hey. Thought you were one of Emma’s guards.” 
 
    “I just came out to make sure you were okay.” Elias’ eyes linger questioningly on me for a moment. 
 
    Heat washes up my neck and I try to wipe it away, but it’s no use.  
 
    Did he see Sky and me?  
 
    “I’m good,” I manage to say. “Walk me back?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s a weird thing waking up above ground. Instead of hearing the low, thrumming hum of the generators or Yasay’s bellows to “wake up” and “get to work”, there’s silence.  
 
    Well, not complete silence. Different sounds. New sounds. There’s some sort of high chirping and the crackling of leaves. I close my eyes again and take it in. Maybe if I throw the sleeping bag over my head, no one will notice if I stay in here, but that’s impossible.  
 
    I sit and shift my legs over the side of the cot. After a moment, I stand and stretch, feeling calmer than I’ve felt in ages. Thankfully, my stomach doesn’t ache too much. In fact, I wouldn’t mind another one of those orange fruits. 
 
    “So where did you go last night?” Lacy asks, yawning in the bed next to mine. 
 
    I shrug. “Just to get some fresh air. Think things through.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” she says, shifting her legs around to the floor. “Guess we better pack up, huh?” 
 
    I nod. “It’ll be a long hike today.” 
 
    Lacy sighs. “It’s a shame to leave this place. It’s so easy here.” 
 
    “Easier than I ever thought life could be.” My thoughts drift back to Sky and the warmth of his arms around me, his lips on mine. My chest warms in embarrassment. I pull up my shirt a bit and zip up my bag. “I’ll meet you outside, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she yawns. 
 
    A dim glow hovers along the horizon. I make my way over to the meeting area in front of the building where we had dinner last night. In the pale light, I make out Kate and a few other Dwellers. 
 
    Kate comes over to meet me. “Are we leaving today?”  
 
    “I’m afraid so.”  
 
    I spot Elias and Jase standing with Emma and her guards, our confiscated weapons leaned up against the wall behind her. The guards turn and hand them back their guns.  
 
    I pull my shoulders back. “Grab some provisions,” I say to Kate. “Then tell everyone we’re leaving.” 
 
    I listen to my own order and load up with water and food. A few minutes later, it seems everyone’s gathered. The grey-haired guard hands me my gun. I grip it firmly and march back to Lacy, Drape, and Sky. 
 
    “You feel safer with that?” Sky asks, swinging his bag’s strap over his head. 
 
    “You know what? I do.” 
 
    Sky smiles. “Well, if you need anyone to protect you—” 
 
    “The gun will do just fine,” I say, looking at the weapon in my hand. 
 
    Sky raises his eyebrows, then cracks a smile. “I’d better go join Elias.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, doing everything I can to conceal the fact that my heart is racing, and it’s not because of our journey today. 
 
     “Excuse me?” Lacy says, suddenly standing too close, Drape at her side. “What was that?” 
 
    I inch back and shift my gaze away. “What?” I ask, fully aware that I can never hide anything from the two of them. 
 
    “I think it’s pretty obvious,” Drape says. 
 
    Clenching my jaw, I look back at them. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    As a guard passes, Lacy reaches out and snatches her gun back from his hands. “Thank you very much,” she snaps, examining it. When she’s done, she looks back up and catches my eye. “Listen, whatever you’re up to with Sky is fine by me. Just don’t play dumb. You were flirting.” 
 
    I open my mouth to say something, then clamp it shut. Lacy quirks an eyebrow at me, then grabs Drape by the elbow, pulling him to the front of the group.  
 
    Please don’t go talk to Sky, I beg in my head, and to my relief, they keep their distances from him. 
 
    I brush off the embarrassment and turn to Jase, who’s climbing onto the largest rock on the path. 
 
    “This has not been the journey we expected so far,” he shouts as a hush falls over our group. “But I’ve been at this business of fighting the EHC long enough to know that the unexpected is the norm. Emma has been gracious enough to offer her hospitality, but it’s time for us to go.”  
 
    Jase looks to Emma, who nods, before he continues. 
 
    “I did speak with her this morning, and she is happy to allow anyone who wants to stay to do so. The road ahead is going to be difficult, and if you feel it’s the right choice to stay, then do it.” 
 
    One of the dwellers who was injured in the cave-in raises his hand. I’m sure he knows he’d slow us down. 
 
    “Anyone else who’s not coming, please see one of Emma’s guards before we leave. For the rest of you, we head to Mason’s camp in ten minutes. Make sure you have enough water, so you don’t die before we get there.”  
 
    Jase jumps off the rock. Oliver and Knuckles whistle. Lacy lets out a loud hoot and a few others cheer. 
 
    Emma sidles up beside me. “Nice speech,” she says, smirking. 
 
    “Jase is obviously motivational,” I reply. 
 
    The corners of her lips turn down slightly. “I’m sorry we can’t help you more.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, too.” 
 
    “I can’t see years of research lost on a whim. The work we are doing here is important.”  
 
    I lean into her. “So is ours.” 
 
    She nods and waves for me to move on. “It’s time for you to go.” 
 
    Spending this bit of time with Emma has been different from what I’m used to. Adults don’t have any family connections underground. They just stick to their work and have their limited interactions with others. When you’ve been a miner for so long, you understand it’s better to keep a low profile to avoid extra responsibilities. Emma’s different. She cares for people. She looks out for them. 
 
    We begin heading down the path to the mountain’s edge. The air is still cool, but with the sun rising, it’s quickly changing. My shirt is already clinging to my skin, sweat beading on my brow. The sparse vegetation around the camp leads to lusher green leaves, sparkling in the sunlight. Up ahead, the path winds down the mountain, snaking around large boulders. It’s a long way down. Below, the valley floor is still in shadow. I squint to make out the details—maybe a tree or two, more rocks—but it’s hard to see. It’ll be at least a day of walking and climbing. 
 
    “This is where I leave you,” Emma says, breaking into my thoughts. “None of us go further than here.”  
 
    Elias clears his throat. “Thank you.”  
 
    “Are you sure you won’t join us?” I ask. 
 
     “Good luck,” she says, and with that, Emma turns and heads back the way we came. 
 
    Jase continues leading the group down the path. Elias hangs back until he reaches my side.  
 
    “It’ll probably take us all day if we walk the trail.” 
 
     “Maybe longer.” I raise a brow. “You’ve got another plan?” 
 
    “Jase and I were talking it over.” He reaches into his bag and pulls out a coil of rope. 
 
    “Rappelling?” I ask. “Down this mountain?” 
 
    “It’s faster,” he says. “And everyone has the skill.” 
 
    Just as I open my mouth to argue with him, a whirling vibrates through the air around us. I steady myself against a rock as pebbles and dirt roll down the side of the mountain onto the trail where we stand. 
 
    “No,” I gasp, looking back up the path. My eyes lock with Emma’s, only a hundred feet or so from our location. I turn back to face the cliff’s edge as three large hovercrafts with EHC symbols on their sides rise in front of us. 
 
    Emma turns, yells for her guards, and races toward the settlement. 
 
    The settlement!  
 
    We’ve led them straight to it. It had to be Yasay. We should have told Emma he escaped. 
 
    My ears pound and tears well up in my eyes as a guttural roar escapes my throat. 
 
    “Where the hell did they come from?” Lacy growls. 
 
    My hands clench and unclench at my sides. “Yasay must have followed us up the vent.” 
 
    “But the hovercraft?” Lacy cocks her gun. “How did they get here so fast?” 
 
    One of the hovers flies over our heads the way of the settlement. My stomach rolls. I turn to Elias, who shoves the rappelling ropes back in his bag. “Let’s move!” he shouts. “We’ve got to get out of here!” 
 
    Most of the Dwellers have already run for cover, but true to form, Jase, Oliver, and Knuckles stand on the cliff’s edge, ready to fire on the two remaining crafts. 
 
    “Don’t!” Elias shouts. “You need to find cover. Those hovercrafts have—” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Fire rips from the rock face just behind us. Dust fills the area as it trickles down. I turn to see the closest hovercraft readying to fire again. 
 
     “Go, go, go!” Jase yells, racing past us. 
 
    Everyone who hasn’t hidden sprints back toward the camp. Emma and her guards are already out of sight. From overhead, lines of rope drop every few feet from the ships, and a moment later, operatives slide down behind us. 
 
    “They’re everywhere!” Sky yells, eyes full of worry. 
 
    I hold up my gun and drop my provision pack. “Then we have to fight.” 
 
    A scream from behind me pulls me around. The Dweller woman, Kate, claws at an op, who forces her to the ground. I run in her direction, but I’m not fast enough. The Leech shocks her. Another operative grabs her and the two disappear back up a line and into the hovercraft as more blasts and screams drift from the settlement. 
 
    “We’ve got to help them!” I yell to Elias, who’s already running down the path back to the settlement. 
 
    When we reach the settlement, I see the building where we had dinner has been demolished, nothing left but broken pieces of smoldering wood and rock. Emma’s guards stand in formation, firing on the hovercraft above. Several operatives dodge the gunfire, and a Leech cries out as he tumbles from the craft and lands with a thud on the ground. I raise my weapon to the sky and pull the trigger. The gun kicks back against my shoulder, but I ignore the searing pain and continue to fire. Elias, Jase, and the others do the same. Soon, it’s twenty of us against the hovercraft. 
 
    After a few more rounds of fire, a clanking from the hovercraft echoes across the mountains, followed by a screech of tearing metal. It’s going down. We must’ve hit some critical systems. 
 
    “Move, move!” Elias shouts. 
 
    We scatter. I run for my life, climbing over rocks and past trees to get out of the way. I stumble over a tree root, scraping up my leg, but there’s no time to think. I pull myself up and keep running. The screeching sound gets louder. I turn at the last second to see the craft lurch sideways, then fall from the sky.  
 
    I take cover behind a rock and shield my head as the ground shudders. More rocks fall down the mountain and a plume of dust rises into the air before sifting down again, covering everything and everyone as far as I can see. I cover my nose and mouth, but no matter how hard I try, the dirt gets into my lungs, making me sputter and cough, spitting a few times. 
 
    I find Drape crouched beside me, grabbing his hand, and pulling him up. “We have to find the others.”  
 
    He wipes dirt and tears from his eyes, smearing into mud on his cheeks. “Got it.”  
 
    Stronger together, we stand and race forward. Between the trees, there are more operatives from the other crafts, still descending and grabbing people from the settlement. A taller op decked out in full riot gear shocks a boy who’s running for cover. The operative tugs on his line. I charge him and smack the end of my gun against his temple, sending him crumbling to the ground before I grab the kid. 
 
    “Where am I going to put you?” I say, smoothing back the kid’s hair and looking around. I find another rock, just as big as the one I took cover behind, and hide him there. Swallowing hard, I take in a deep breath. Part of me wants to stay hidden here too, but I need to help the others. Have to. I did this.  
 
    Smoke and dust float through the air, and the acrid smell of things burning is everywhere. Somewhere to my left, people scream, and gunfire erupts. I reach instinctively for my gun, but it’s gone, lost in the trees and boulders behind me. Helpless, I block out the screams and keep going, telling myself I can come back for them, but knowing they’ll already be gone.  
 
    I stumble back into the settlement, into the chaos, shielding my mouth and nose from the smoke filling the air. Just ahead, no more than thirty feet, Sky lays sprawled on the ground. The pain on his face pulls at my heart, and I run to him, pushing past our people, but two ops beat me there. They strap Sky to the line, and in a flash, they ascend.  
 
    Sky is gone. 
 
    “No!” I scream, scrambling to catch the end of the line, but it zips up out of reach.  
 
    I can’t catch my breath. I bend over, hanging my head. Searing pain throbs through my chest with every inhale. I twist back upright and stare overhead. All around me, lines fall from the sky. One by one, like spiders, operatives drop down and return just as quickly with their prey. Emma’s troops keep firing, pushing the EHC back. Her guards have more firepower, soon forcing the ops to retreat.  
 
    Lacy yanks at my hand, unfreezing my body. “This way.”  
 
    I spin around. Everything’s a blur, but I follow her. We join a group moving swiftly through the smoke and rubble. Emma leads what remains of our resistance, and relief fills me at the sight of Drape and Elias. Several of Emma’s guards and a few Dwellers follow, too. 
 
    “Emma’s taking us to a cave until her scouts give the all clear,” Lacy tells me, out of breath. 
 
    The humming of hovercraft rotors sounds over our heads again. I glance up, but I don’t see it.  
 
    “Don’t waste your time,” Elias says. “We don’t stand a chance against them.”  
 
    We fall back deeper into the camp before we reach a crevice at least ten feet high carved out of the mountain. It’s pitch-black inside, and we stop at the entrance, turning to Emma. Without hesitation, she and her guards usher us into the cave. I turn and scan the sky again, but they’re gone, all gone.  
 
    Sky’s gone. 
 
    One of the guards cracks a lighting stick and the space dimly illuminates. Several more guards lean against the cave wall, trying to catch their breath. 
 
    Knuckles sits down alone and drops her head into her hands. Jase throws his back against the wall and pounds it with his fist. Drape sidles up to Lacy, checking on her. 
 
    “Are we safe here?” I ask Emma. 
 
    Her face twists, nostrils flaring as she turns her gaze on me. “None of us are safe.” 
 
    “We need a count!” Elias shouts before I have a chance to respond to Emma. “Who did they take?” 
 
    I go to the cave wall and press my back against it, sliding down. “Sky,” I say softly, voice cracking. “They took Sky.” 
 
    Lacy’s eyes flash to me. 
 
    “Oliver’s missing,” Jase says. 
 
    Elias nods. He turns to the few remaining Dwellers. Kate was taken, and few others were killed, along with several of Emma’s guards. 
 
    “What about everyone else?” I ask. “There are a lot of people unaccounted for.” 
 
    “It’s likely most of them escaped,” Emma says, taking a deep breath. “We prepared for this day. Some of the people from the settlement escaped down the mountain, and we have an extensive tunnel system. They’ll be safe, for now.”  
 
    I ease myself back up the wall. I want to comfort her, but my thoughts are all on Sky. I was so close. I could have saved him. 
 
    Lacy inches to my side. “We’ll find him.” 
 
    Emma steps up onto a rock, towering over us. “Do you understand now?” she asks, her voice commanding. “Taking on the EHC is no simple task. I’ve lost my settlement. We’ve lost so many.” 
 
    “No, it’s not a simple task,” Elias answers. “We never thought it was, but everything is not lost. We need to pool our resources together and take the EHC head on.” 
 
    Emma scoffs, shaking her head. “Well, we can’t stay here anymore, and what more do I have to lose?” 
 
    “It’s time to think of everyone,” I say to Emma. “This world is bigger than one little mountain, and it is broken.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    We’re a bit deeper in the cave now, trying to regroup. The sounds of the battle outside have dulled a bit, but it’s not over yet. 
 
    “How could I let them take Sky?” I growl, angry at myself. 
 
    “He knows how to take care of himself,” Lacy says as she massages a red welt on her calf.  
 
    “She’s right,” Drape adds. “If there’s one thing I know about Sky, it’s that he’s a survivor.” 
 
    They’re both right. Still, it doesn’t hurt any less. I imagine Sky lying unconscious inside the hovercraft. What will the Leeches do to him? Will they hand him back to Yasay?  
 
    “I saw them take him.” I rub my temple. “I was almost there—” 
 
    Lacy groans. “It’s not your fault.”  
 
    I point to the welt. “That looks awful. What happened?” 
 
    Lacy winces as she tries to shift her leg. “A piece of metal hit me when the hovercraft exploded. Could have been worse, though. It’s already healing up some. My modification is speeding things up.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I help her wrap her leg and catch Drape rubbing his ears. “How about you?” 
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” I ask, louder this time. 
 
    Drape points to his ears. “Ringing. Managed to get off the path before the Leeches took everyone.” He gazes at Knuckles sitting in the corner, then leans in and practically yells in my ear, “I saw them take Oliver.”  
 
    Despite the awfulness of that statement, I chuckle. I’m pretty sure he thinks he’s whispering. Almost immediately after that brief flash of humor, a pit forms in my stomach again. “We should’ve known they’d follow us. How could we have not known Yasay would do something like this?” 
 
    “I think we all knew,” Lacy says. “We just underestimated how quickly he could get everything together.” 
 
    I turn my gaze to Emma. Deep lines crease her brow. Elias sits beside her, saying something I can’t make out. “We ruined her work. Thirty-five years and now it’s over.” 
 
    Gunfire erupts outside the tunnel. My spine stiffens. Elias dashes up to the cave’s entrance as Emma’s men guard the opening in case any remaining ops find their way back here. He pounds his fist on the wall. When he turns back, his jaw is clenched. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to put a bullet in Yasay’s head.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who wants that,” Jase calls. There’s a trail of blood smeared down the side of his cheek. Knuckles still sits quietly beside him with her head in her hands. 
 
    I go to her and lean down. “You okay?”  
 
    She finally looks up, but not at me. She looks across the area where we sit, straight into Elias’ eyes. “I’m going to get Oliver back.”  
 
    I shrink back against the wall. There’s a pulsing pain in my temple. 
 
    Emma stands and dusts off her pants. “I’m sure we’ve lost many settlement people, too. We’d better find who’s survived.” 
 
    “But how?” Lacy asks. “There’s no way we can go back out there. The EHC is swarming the place.” 
 
    “We need to meet up with the others,” Emma says. “The tunnels connect down the mountainside and lead to a base camp. Whoever survived should be there.” 
 
    Elias nods. “Alright, everyone up. We’ve got to move away from the fighting and regroup.” 
 
    “But wait,” I say. “How do you know there aren’t people waiting to be rescued in the settlement?”  
 
    Emma scoffs. “The EHC don’t leave behind survivors.” 
 
    I turn back to Lacy. “What if there’s a Dweller or two we missed? They’ll have no idea where to go.” 
 
    Lacy shakes her head. “You heard Emma. If there’s anyone there, the Leeches will have taken or killed them by now.” 
 
    Drape leans forward and hands me a pouch of water. I take a long drink. 
 
    “We’ll know more when we get to base camp,” Emma says. “We have monitors there that can show us what’s going on up top.” 
 
    I nod and help Lacy stand.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she says. “It’s just bruised, not broken. It’s feeling better already.” 
 
    Emma directs us away from the cave’s entrance and deeper into the tunnel. There’s something about being back in the darkness that unsettles me. I hang my head and focus on moving my feet forward. My chest tightens with each step as I think about how desperately we wanted to leave the tunnel system forever. The air is cool though, which brings me some comfort. I try to fill my lungs with as much of it as possible. 
 
    Emma points. “Up ahead, there are other tunnels that link to this one.” 
 
    Elias moves to the head of our group. His pace is fast and determined. With each death, it seems Elias becomes more anchored in his mission to destroy the EHC. 
 
    I squint to get a better look of what’s ahead, catching dim light and movement. When we finally get closer, I make out ten figures crouching or standing along the wall. A woman wearing a grey, tattered shirt and white fabric around her head wastes no time in coming our way. 
 
    “Emma!” she calls out. As she nears, I can make out blood on the white cloth and matted in her hair. She holds her right arm against her chest. 
 
    “How many?” Emma asks. 
 
    “Nearly half,” the woman says. “We’re missing seventy-five people from the settlement.” 
 
    Emma curses under her breath and turns away. I bite my lip, then open my mouth to say something, anything, to apologize, but what can I say? It would all be hollow.  
 
    I snap my mouth shut again as the losses pile up inside me. Even though I didn’t know these people, it still hurts. 
 
    Emma turns to Elias. “Maybe more made it down the mountain through other tunnels.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” the woman replies, but a sad glimmer in her eye says it’s more likely wishful thinking. 
 
    “We need to get these people somewhere safe,” Jase says. “Knowing the EHC, they’ll soon find this tunnel and your people.” 
 
    “Right,” Elias says. “With our twelve and whoever’s left of your group, we can still make a stand.” 
 
    “Not much of an army,” Emma murmurs. 
 
    Elias leans in. “It’s our best chance.” 
 
    She scowls and turns to her people, ordering them to move down the tunnel. “Our best hope right now is survival. That’s it. We are no good to anyone if we are dead.” 
 
    We continue forward until, again, we’re back outside in the blazing sun. Three other tunnels connect to this opening. Emma’s right. This would be the only path for the survivors to take.  
 
    A few more people with tattered clothes wait for us here. One guard has had his hand severed, the stump of his wrist half-bundled in gauze. Another’s face is blackened with burn marks. My stomach twists. 
 
    Emma moves quickly to a small station set up at the base of the side of the mountain. The building isn’t more than a few feet wide, enough to hold maybe three people, but she darts inside and returns a moment later with two handfuls of supplies. “Take these,” she orders her guards, then quickly returns inside the shed. 
 
    I grab a water bottle and a handful of packaged bars. Emma rifles through shelves and bins. She distributes drinking water to her members and several first aid kits. The guards come in and take other things stored in boxes, carrying them back out. 
 
    Beside the bins is a computer screen. Emma flicks it on as she scours for more supplies. A moment later, a staticky grey picture comes into view. Emma leans in, scanning the screen. 
 
    “What do you see?” Elias asks. 
 
    Emma sighs. “Nothing but smoldering rubble and dead bodies. The main path through the settlement is destroyed.” 
 
    My heart sinks. 
 
    “No movement on the ground,” Emma adds quietly, “but here…” She points to the lower corner. “The EHC. Now that they know about us, they’ll be sure to come after the rest of us.” 
 
    Jase cracks open a water bottle. “They’ll torture anyone who survived,” he says, taking a drink. 
 
    Of course they will. 
 
    Elias leans in closer, examining the image on the screen for himself. “We have to move. Now. They’ll find the escape tunnel in no time.” 
 
    Emma nods and steps out of the station. Her face is dark and serious as she turns to the scattered, remaining members of her settlement. A few children are crying, and a young man not far from us holds his side as if he needs a lot more than what was in those first aid kits.  
 
    Emma pulls her shoulders back, addressing the group. “We knew this day might come. Those who are injured or don’t have the strength should go to the emergency meet-up camp. You’ll continue through the tunnels and get as far away from here as you can. Stay hidden until we make further transport arrangements. No one should try to return to the settlement. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    Most of Emma’s followers don’t need to be told twice. Those who are still strong enough help the weaker people into the tunnel. The crowd funnels, one by one, into the darkness. A few cries echo back to where we stand, and I drag my palms down my pant legs, avoiding eye contact with those in the worst condition. Emma, Jase, and Elias hand out supplies to those who are leaving. 
 
    Once everyone who wants to leave has gone, Emma turns to Elias. “We have a few large all-terrain vehicles. We haven’t used them for a long time, but we can use one to meet up with your surface forces.” 
 
    Elias nods. “Thank you.” 
 
    Emma returns to the station and grabs several more provisions, shoving them into a bag she drapes across her chest. “My head guard, Davis, and a few of my strongest will help you fight.” She waves me closer and hands me a fistful of gel packets. “Take everything. There may not be a chance to eat or drink again for a long time.” 
 
    Drape, Lacy, and I take as much as we can, including bandages and other treatments that I shudder to think we might need in the next battle. 
 
    “We have to go,” Jase orders. “There’s no time to waste. The EHC could be here in minutes.” 
 
    I turn and follow Elias, Emma, and Jase out. If Emma’s right, the Leeches will be on our heels soon. We don’t stand a chance with our numbers thinned out like this. 
 
    Emma leads all of us back into another tunnel, a shorter one. It’s narrow, and we have to walk single file. The smell of our collective sweat overpowers me, and I pinch my nose to ward off as much of it as possible, but it’s no use. Just ahead, the light from the sun blazes into the tunnel, illuminating the shaft. 
 
    I trail behind Emma, Jase, and Elias while Lacy, Drape, Knuckles, and two Dwellers bring up the rear. There’s only nine of us, plus a handful of Emma’s guards, and after what I saw of the Leeches today, Emma’s probably right. I don’t know what hope we have. It doesn’t take a genius to know such a small group wouldn’t stand a chance against a trained army. 
 
    Once we step out of the tunnel, we’re surrounded by dry brush, rocks, and a few green trees. I gaze up the side of the mountain, but there’s nothing but granite as far as I can see. The crackling sound of gunfire bounces across the valley. I twist back to face the group, finding Elias and Jase are already far ahead. I run to keep up. My lungs ache, and I’m almost out of breath when I reach where they stand. In front of us is a large mound the size of a hovercraft. 
 
    “What is this?” Drape asks. 
 
    “A way out,” Emma replies.  
 
    She brushes off foliage, and Knuckles and Lacy help until a massive canvas sheet is revealed. “You’d never even notice this place,” Elias says. 
 
    I grab one edge of the sheet, Emma grabs the other, and together we pull off the thick cloth.  
 
    “That’s the point,” Emma says, looking over the large, high-tech vehicle we’ve revealed. “EHC research transporter. Our fastest way out of here.” 
 
    “How did you get this?” Elias asks. “I mean, they’re not just handing transporters out.” 
 
    Emma glances down. “My father procured them for me as a precaution before they took him. He thought of everything.” 
 
    “Those who decided to head to the emergency camp took the other two,” Davis says. “This is the largest of the three. Let’s pile in.” 
 
    I don’t need to be told twice. Lacy, Drape, and I hustle to the side door. I peer down the long body of the vehicle. This beast is rugged, with dark, tinted windows lining the chrome-colored paneling. The black wheels are huge, reaching nearly up to my shoulders. One of Emma’s guards pulls a lever, lowering a retractable step. Elias climbs up to crack the side door open, and each of us climb inside one at a time. 
 
    Two of Emma’s guards move to the front through a narrow cabin door. Moments later, the engines rev and the huge wheels begin to move, easily making it over the larger rocks and fallen debris. 
 
    I ease myself into one of the comfortable chairs. Lacy sits beside me, and we both strap ourselves in. This transporter is spacious, with three rows of chairs in front of me and two more behind. Looking over my shoulder, I spot a walled off area in the back. I crane my head to get a better look, but can’t see past the wall. 
 
    My eyes move back to Lacy. She braces herself in her seat as if we’re going to be rocketed upward. Jase and Emma sit up front. Elias takes over behind the wheel, the cabin hatch now pulled open. Their voices overlap one another as they debate which direction to go. 
 
    “We need to meet up at Mason’s outpost,” Elias says. 
 
    “And, where’s that?” Emma asks, buckling herself in.  
 
    “It’s not the safest of places,” Elias says, shifting the gear forward. A deep hum vibrates below our feet. The electric pulse is intense. This thing has power.  
 
    The muscles in Emma’s neck twitch. “Well, this place is not exactly safe either.”  
 
    “We had to make an outpost where the EHC would be unlikely to look,” Elias explains, turning the wheel right. 
 
    “So, where is it?” Emma presses. 
 
    Finally, Elias admits, “It’s near a very seismically unstable region.” 
 
    She groans, and I grip my armrest tighter. 
 
    “There are fewer patrols or people around,” Elias adds. “We’ll be safer there.” 
 
    Emma laughs. “Sure we will.”  
 
    “It’s better than staying here,” Jase says, turning back to look out the rear window. “At least the Earth doesn’t want to kill us.” 
 
    Emma leans back in her seat, staring out her side window. “How long will it take?” 
 
    “Hours,” Elias tells her. 
 
    The vehicle climbs. We’re nearly vertical as it makes its way to the top of a huge mound of dirt and then back down the other side. My stomach rolls and I snap the top off one of the water bottles and drink from it. I try to close my eyes and erase the memories of what we just went through as we roll over more rocks and gravel. When I open my eyes, the trees and anything else green are gone. I squeeze my eyes shut again.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
     No matter what I do, the image of Sky’s paralyzed body creeps back into my head. I twist around in my chair and look back at the partially walled off area, wondering what’s behind it. Maybe a distraction will take my mind off things. I unbuckle myself, push out of my seat, and step into the aisle to get a better look. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Lacy asks groggily. Drape grumbles in his sleep, his head on her shoulder. 
 
    “Shh,” I hiss softly as I slide past. “I want to check something.” 
 
    “Want me to come?”  
 
    “No,” I whisper. “Rest up. I’ll be back.” 
 
    Lacy leans her head back against the window. The fighting has taken its toll on all of us, but the injuries are not nearly as bad as I thought. I glance at her wounded leg. The red welt is gone, and just a faint hint of a bruise remains. Being enhanced has its benefits. At least she won’t be in pain when we get to the outpost. 
 
    I pass another row of seats. Knuckles and Jenna from our group sit on one side, and the two other Dwellers, Nyle and Christopher, sit across from them. Christopher slowly stands. His shaggy, blond hair nearly conceals an old scar on his cheek, probably obtained from mining, but his eyes are wide and alert. 
 
    “How much longer?” he asks.  
 
    I shrug. “Elias said a few hours.” 
 
    “It’s already been that long.” Christopher sinks back into his seat. “I’m ready to get out of here.” 
 
    I briefly close my eyes and take a breath. “We’re all feeling trapped right now.” I push past his row and slide around the partial divider that separates us from the back of the vehicle. 
 
    Inside is a high-tech workroom, probably used for mobile research. Four glass displays, holo-data hubs, and more gadgets are tucked into small cubbies lining the walls—everything the EHC needs to run experiments while planning to destroy us. 
 
    Settling into one of the chairs, I tap on one of the curved, glass screens. The humming of the vehicle’s electric motor mixes with the whirling of the computer system powering on. The air is dry, and I wonder how hot it is outside in the barren, sun-scorched wastes.  
 
    The display flashes to life, a stream of letters and numbers flowing before me. It’s endless—one code after another. I hit a few digital buttons on the glowing input pad embedded into the workstation, trying to get it to stop. 
 
    “You’ll need an EHC passcode to use those,” Elias says behind me.  
 
    “Yeah, I see that. Do you have them?” 
 
    He pushes aside the partition, steps in, and closes it behind him before crouching beside me. His hands are swift as he enters a few letters. A second later, the screen flashes to black. 
 
     “Just ask me first,” Elias says. “In the future.” 
 
    “I will. I’m sorry, I thought you were busy driving.” 
 
    He eases himself into a chair beside me. “Jase has taken over for now.” The computer beeps and a research page pops up. "Anything particular you’re looking for?”  
 
    I shake my head. “I just want to know more about what we’re getting ourselves into.” 
 
    Elias’ brow wrinkles. “The computer’s not going to tell you that."  
 
    “Yeah, I didn't think so. I just don’t want to be caught off guard again.” 
 
    Clasping his hands together, Elias leans in closer until he’s only inches from my face. “Why don’t you tell me what happened back there? At the settlement?” 
 
    My breath catches. I refocus on the screen, waiting for something to pop up. “You were there,” I whisper. “You know what happened.” 
 
    “I only saw the EHC take a lot of people. I was busy fighting them, so I didn’t see what happened to Sky.” 
 
    Guilt pushes my heart into my throat. “It... it was so fast.” I tap a key. “I didn’t know the Leeches would do that. I didn’t know it would happen like that.” I tap again. “I didn’t mean to let them take hi—” 
 
    “Stop.” Elias turns my chair to face him. “I’m not asking you why you let them take Sky. That’s not your fault. I’m only asking how it happened.” 
 
    I let my head fall back against the headrest. “Two ops. They swooped down, stunned him, and dragged him up into the hovercraft.” 
 
    “But, he was alive?”  
 
    “I think so. Do you think he has a chance?” 
 
    Elias narrows his eyes and presses his lips together. He examines me for a minute. “I’m sorry it happened, but we’ll get Sky back. Just remember none of what happened was your fault.” 
 
    I scoff and try not to roll my eyes. “Everyone keeps saying that, but part of it is my fault. Emma told us we were underestimating the EHC, and she was right. We have to be better prepared for… anything.” 
 
    “You’re right about being better prepared, but we all went in on this knowing the risks. Even Sky.” 
 
    “It should have been me,” I say, pushing away from the display. 
 
    The transporter shakes gently, shifting a few things in the room. A thin wire detaches from a side monitor and the image on the screen disappears, leaving only a faint glow inside the clear glass. Small devices fall from a few cubbies onto one of the tables. I clutch the armrest, steadying myself. 
 
    “We must be getting closer,” Elias says. “The outpost isn’t completely stable, but it will be safe from the EHC.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I heard you tell Emma it was built on a fault line. Why would Mason do that? The Leeches may not find you, but everyone at the post could be killed.” 
 
    “The outpost was built when the Flip began, long before Mason took it over. It wasn’t as bad back then, so he repurposed it. Things have gotten worse, though. Most of the outposts have been exposed, leaving it one of the last ones remaining since it’s the most remote and difficult to get to. But it’s why Mason chose it. The EHC would have a hard time finding it, but we won’t be able to stay long. Not with the seismic changes. Just long enough to get our fighters together.” 
 
    “How many fighters are there?” 
 
    “Forty or more, but they’re trained. They’ll know how to take on the EHC. We’ll be able to put together a plan and move forward by this time tomorrow.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “That fast?” 
 
    “There’s no time to waste. The EHC is always one step ahead of us. We have to move faster.” 
 
    The reassurance in his voice calms me for a second, until the transporter begins to shake again. My chair rattles so fast I barely have time to steady myself before I slip out of it. My insides feel as if they’re vibrating out of place. 
 
    Elias works his way back around the table toward me. “Hold on to the wall.” 
 
    Something’s wrong. A grumbling from deep within the earth shakes the vehicle. Elias makes his way back to me and locks his hand on the back of my seat. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    My heart races, but I ease back against the wall. “What was that?” 
 
    “A quake.” Elias drags the chair around. “Maybe you should be strapped in. It’s not as safe now.” 
 
    I try to draw in a slow breath. “I know quakes. That was something more.” 
 
    The partition door slides open. Emma stands before us, holding both sides of the doorframe. “You better come up here,” she says to Elias. “Jase wants an update on our location.” 
 
    Elias nods and follows Emma back up the aisle. 
 
    I smooth back my hair and follow him. There’s no time to think about what just happened as I hurry past the others to the front. Two huge panel windows reveal the landscape around us, the sun beating down on dry, red rock. It’s the most desolate place I’ve ever seen. Nothing could survive out here without support. There’s not a drop of water or anything else organic. 
 
    Elias and Emma work through the directions to the outpost. I steady myself on Jase’s armrest as the vehicle shakes again. 
 
    “You better strap in,” Elias tells me. 
 
    “Fine.” My legs are stiff, and a tingle creeps up my spine as my gaze shifts to something outside the window. “What’s that?” I ask, pointing. 
 
    Emma, Jase, and Elias look ahead. Billowing black smoke plumes upward on the horizon. 
 
    For a few moments, they’re silent, and then Elias begins yelling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
     The all-terrain vehicle shudders as we careen over mounds of rock. I pull the seatbelt across my chest and snap it into the holder. 
 
    “We’ve picked up speed,” Lacy says. 
 
    I nod. “I’m pretty sure there’s trouble ahead.” 
 
    Drape’s eyes widen. “What kind of trouble?” He twists himself around to get a better look out the window. Suddenly, the transporter shifts, and Drape bangs his head against the side. His hands fly to his forehead as he drops back into his seat. 
 
    Lacy turns toward him. “You okay?” 
 
    “Fine,” Drape grits out through his teeth. “Just fine.” 
 
    I gulp back worry. “I don’t know what it is yet, but something’s happened.” The black smoke on the horizon had to be from a fire, but maybe the earthquake triggered it. It could be anything.  
 
    The transporter’s electrical humming slows as Jase turns back to face us. “Everyone, out!” 
 
    He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I unbuckle and follow him, Elias, and Emma out the side door. Lacy, Drape, and the others are right behind me. 
 
    I’m no more than two steps down the stairs, when heat hits my lungs, searing them as if I’ve inhaled a fireball. My eyes water and my skin burns. The sensation makes me stumble down the rest of the steps. As soon as I hit the ground, it shakes, and I feel like I’m walking on water. With each step, I lose my balance, until I finally adjust and pick up the pace. Jase and Elias are already far ahead of me, but Emma holds her guards back. 
 
     “What is that?” Lacy cries out, pointing toward the outpost. 
 
    I brush dust from my face. “Something worse than an earthquake.”  
 
    Smoke and fire spread from end to end of the outpost, pluming high into the air. A shift of the wind blows the dark, smoky fumes in our direction. 
 
    “Don’t breathe it in. It’s toxic,” Emma warns as she pulls her arm across her face. 
 
    I close my eyes and cover my mouth, but it’s little use. My throat is on fire. My lungs burn, and an acrid taste coats my mouth. Something soft brushes across my arm. I squint an eye open as Lacy shoves a bandana into my hands. I take it and wrap it around my nose and mouth while she digs around her bag for another, handing it to Drape. 
 
    “Stay here,” she says, holding onto my arm. 
 
    A moment later, the wind shifts again, blowing the black smoke away from us. 
 
    Emma coughs, her face tight with worry. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Knuckles and the other Dwellers race ahead, straight toward what must have been the outer edge of the outpost. Emma and her guards follow.  
 
    As we get closer, the full picture of what’s happened begins to form. Elias’ outpost is nothing more than a heap of rubble. Both Jase and Elias stand still, taking it all in. Building material lays scattered in every direction, portable structures are toppled onto their sides, two hovercrafts lay in broken, scattered pieces, and fire still rages from smoldering piles of fallen debris. We pass a body, singed beyond recognition. I quickly look away and keep moving forward. The ground shakes and Elias holds his hand up to stop me. 
 
    “What?” I ask, my voice muffled from the cloth. 
 
    Elias turns to face me, brow tight with anger. “Everyone can’t be dead.” 
 
    “You said there were forty fighters here, right?” I say. “Maybe someone survived.” 
 
    Emma moves between us. The whites of her eyes are red from the smoke. “How did the EHC find your outpost?” 
 
    Elias shakes his head, chewing on his lower lip. “I don’t know. It’s impossible.”  
 
    “There’s no way,” Jase says. “No way they’d come to a place like this.” 
 
    “But they did!” Elias shouts, turning to face what’s left. 
 
    Emma’s eyes flash to her guards. I’m sure she’s going to pull them back to the transporter. There’s no sense in staying here, and the longer we do the more danger we’re in.  
 
    “We need to split up,” Jase orders. “Find the survivors and head out.” 
 
    “No survivors here,” one of Emma’s guards says flatly. 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Jase argues. 
 
    “My guard’s right,” Emma says. “The EHC don’t leave survivors.” 
 
     “We need to try,” I protest. 
 
    Elias turns back to Emma, his eyes red and swollen. “We’ll look around. Not long. Just give us a few minutes.”  
 
    Emma sighs. “Fine. You have fifteen.” 
 
    Elias splits us up into small groups and orders us each in a different direction. Lacy, Drape, and I head toward what’s left of a portable structure on the east side of the outpost. Part of me knows what Emma said is true. Forty resistance fighters against how many EHC operatives? Hundreds? More?  
 
    I steady myself as the ground rumbles again beneath my feet. 
 
    “Not much left of this place,” Lacy says. The outside of the portable is seared black and fire licks into the sky from the roof. 
 
    “Anyone here?” Drape calls out. 
 
    I make my way to the top step and lean into what was once the opening. I scan left to right, but it’s clear no one survived this attack. Electrical equipment sparks nearby, and I hurry back down the steps.  
 
    “We can’t go in there. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    Lacy points her gun toward another building. “What about that one?” 
 
    The structure is tilted, but not totally collapsed. I shrug. “Maybe?” 
 
    As we near, a few more mangled bodies come into view. Drape calls out again for survivors. We wait for a beat, but only the sound of sparking electricity returns our call, and a heaviness presses down on me. One survivor could’ve told us what happened, but it probably doesn’t matter.  
 
    Dejected, we work our way back toward the meeting area, passing a few more damaged or destroyed structures, corpses lying every few feet. Some are missing their limbs, some are burning. My stomach lurches at the smell and I try to keep focused on the ground in front of me. 
 
    Without warning, the wind shifts, sending embers from the burning roof down onto us. Lacy leaps back. Heat pricks at my back, and I scream and drop to the ground. Drape rushes to my side and smacks the smoldering heat off my clothes, but my next breath fills my lungs with toxic air. My bandana slipped down. I gasp for a breath and claw at my throat, trying to find the cloth, but it’s gone. 
 
    “Fin!” Lacy screams, covering my mouth with her hand. With the other, she digs through her bag, pulling out a water bottle. After removing the cap with her teeth, she douses me with the water and forces the cool liquid down my throat. 
 
    I slide down the wall, holding my hand over my mouth and nose. I rest on my heels, letting the two of them take care of me.  
 
    “I found it. Try to relax,” Lacy soothes as she wets my bandana and holds it to my mouth.  
 
    Wheezing, I stare at the ground. 
 
    “We have to move,” she says, pulling me up. “Come on.” 
 
    “The whole outpost—it’s gone,” I croak. 
 
    “Yes, it is.”  
 
    We hobble back to the entrance and wait for a few minutes, gathering our strength, until Jase, Elias, and Emma finally return. 
 
    “We should get out of here,” Knuckles says. “We’re wasting time when some of our own are still out there and need help.” I know her mind is still set on finding Oliver.  
 
    “I don’t how this happened.” Elias crouches beside us, taking a sip from his water pouch. “This base was far beyond the reach of the EHC’s territory. It’s too unstable for habitation. It was fortified with weapons and highly trained Century class fighters. It was impenetrable.” 
 
    Emma’s shoulders drop. “You underestimated them, again,” she says. “No matter how many times I tell you, you don’t believe me. The EHC will always be one step ahead, one minute faster, one—” 
 
    “Stop.” Elias bolts upright, pointing at one of the Dwellers, whose hands are frantically clutching his head. 
 
    “Christopher.” I ease toward him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    The veins in Christopher’s neck pulse. His eyes roll back, and he drops to the ground. 
 
    Knuckles rushes to his side. “What’s happening?” she cries. 
 
    Lacy covers her face again, voice muffled as she says, “Maybe it’s the toxins in the air.”  
 
    Knuckles puts her ear to Christopher’s chest and feels for a pulse. She rocks back, her face white. “He’s dead,” she whispers. 
 
    “Dead?” Jase asks. “But, how? He was perfectly fine. We searched through the hovercraft together. He was fine. He was—” 
 
    “Cover your mouth!” Elias orders. “Everyone! We’re getting out of here. Back to the transporter, now!” 
 
    My heart pounds. I turn to run, but before I take another step, Nyle seizes up right next to me and collapses to the ground, mouth foaming as he convulses. 
 
    Lacy’s eyes go wide. “Wh… what’s happening?” she screams out, backing quickly away from him.  
 
    In full panic, everyone takes off toward the transport. Three feet ahead of me, one of Emma’s guards stumbles to the ground. Emma rushes to his side and I stop to help. Something gurgles in the back of his throat. Right there, in front of me, the man’s eyes stop searching and freeze into a fixed stare. My hand shakes as I reach down to feel for a pulse, but there’s nothing there. 
 
    Emma clasps a hand tightly over her mouth. I pull back, nausea gripping my stomach.  
 
    This is it. We’re all going to die. 
 
    Someone else screams. When I look up, another guard collapses to the ground. My head spins and the space around me begins to go hazy. I turn away from the dead bodies and try to refocus. In the far distance, a shadowy figure looms between the flames. I take a step closer and squint to get a better look. 
 
    “Hurry, Fin!” a voice calls out from behind me. 
 
    I spin around to Elias, who’s waving me toward the transporter’s steps. 
 
    “There’s someone back there!” I shout, but I’m too far away, and there’s a good chance Elias can’t hear me. Not between the screams. 
 
    I spin back around. A cloud of black smoke lingers for a moment, then dissipates, revealing not one, but three figures at the edge of the outpost, standing on a destroyed hovercraft. My breath catches. We’ve left survivors behind. I move closer, but Emma’s voice rings in my ear. 
 
    “What are you doing? We’ve got to get out of here!” 
 
    My body pulses with dread, and something inside me warns me to turn back and get as far away from the outpost as possible. Still, someone needs us. I can’t leave them out here, isolated, far away from any chance of rescue. I focus harder and can almost make out their forms. Two of them look like men. The third is a woman. Their hands are empty.  
 
    The biggest figure, one of the men, leaps down from the hovercraft, and runs toward us.  
 
    The thud of pounding feet sounds from behind me, turning to Elias, Jase, and Lacy.  
 
    “Move out of the way!” Lacy calls out. She raises her gun and aims it at the figures. 
 
    I block her way. “No! They might be survivors!” 
 
    Elias skids to a stop beside me, holding a high-powered rifle. He takes aim. “The EHC doesn’t leave survivors,” he says, echoing Emma’s words. 
 
    “You had us look for victims,” I say to him. “One of your fighters could have taken cover. There might be—” 
 
    “No!” Elias yells, face twisting into a snarl. “I was wrong. The EHC are more than we anticipated. We knew they wouldn’t give in so easily. Look around you, Fin! Everything here is gone! All my fighters are dead!” 
 
    I inhale deeply and ease back as my heart drops into my stomach. As the three figures draw closer, it becomes clear they’re not resistance fighters. Their uniforms are similar to the Leeches, just a lighter color, with dark red lining the seams, stiff and intimidating as they strut forward. 
 
    “I’ll get the one on the right,” Lacy growls. 
 
     “I’m taking out the first one,” Jase says. “Stop right there!” he calls out, firing a warning shot. It does nothing to keep the three from advancing. Sweat drips down the side of Jase’s head. 
 
    Suddenly, the taller of the three ops raises his hand. Jase seizes up and drops to the ground. He screams in agony and clutches his head. 
 
    My eyes flick from Jase to the shadowy figures and back again. Elias lowers his guns and falls beside Jase. He tries to keep Jase calm, but it’s no use. Jase’s tortured screams tear through the air around us. 
 
    Lacy fires her gun at the figures. The ops take cover behind what’s left of a burned-out hovercraft. 
 
    “We need help,” I say, turning to look back to the transporter. I can make out Emma’s shape helping one of the guards into the vehicle.  
 
    I rush to Jase’s side and grab his gun. Without hesitation I depress the trigger and fire. The kickback nearly knocks me off my feet, but I readjust and fire again. This time the bullet hits the edge of the burned-out hovercraft. I fire again. 
 
    In a flash, Emma and two of her guards are at my side, firing too. 
 
    “We have to hold them back!” I yell out, voice lost in all the chaos. More gunshots ring out. Elias helps Jase stand and pulls him behind our line of fighters. Once I know he’s safe, I raise my weapon.  
 
    A searing pain tears through my chest and my body locks up, sending me to the ground like a lead weight. Pulsing electricity rips from my head down into my chest and limbs. I try to open my mouth to cry out for help, but nothing comes. The pain penetrates every part of my body. My mind spins. From the ground, I can make out others falling, too. First Knuckles, then Drape, then the last of Emma’s guards. 
 
    The three shadowy figures step out from behind their cover and advance toward us. My teeth clatter together as I try to will away the pain, but it’s impossible. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch the lead figure walk calmly toward me. He’s tall, over six feet. I try to squeeze my eyes shut. I don’t want my last vision to be of this man looming over me.  
 
    “Please,” I manage to say, but before I can say anything else, a sudden jolt from the ground rattles us.  
 
    The ground cracks open. One of the three figures yells out and disappears into the crevice. In an instant, some of my pain subsides, and I try to wrench myself up from the ground, gritting my teeth, but I can’t. 
 
    “Get the injured,” Elias orders those of us still standing. 
 
    Emma makes her way to Lacy. One of her guards picks up Drape. 
 
    Gunfire continues to crack through the air, and the two remaining figures fall back. A moment later, a small craft pulls out from the rubble on the horizon and disappears off in the distance. 
 
    Hot tears sting my eyes. I want to never return to this horrible place ever again, but all I can do is lie here. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” Elias says. I feel myself lifted. His hands beneath me are strong, legs swift as he rushes me back to the transport. 
 
    “Don’t leave me here,” I manage to say, gripping onto his vest. “Please.” 
 
    “Not a chance.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rumbling of the tires fills my ears. I try to focus on moving my limbs. After a few minutes, I can wiggle my fingers in front of my face. Half-moon indentations mark my palms from where I must have dug my fingernails in. I manage to turn my head and swallow. If I didn’t have enhanced strength, I would be dead like the others.  
 
    One of Emma’s guards is beside me, still looking pretty bad. He leans his head against the wall, and he’s muttering something, drool leaking from the corner of his mouth.  
 
    I manage a glimpse through the cockpit windows. The land is still red and barren. Small rocks bounce off the windshield. One has even caused a threadlike crack right in front of where Elias sits, and it’s no wonder. The transporter must be moving at maximum speed. I stay in my seat for another few minutes. With each passing second the pain eases, until, finally, I can sit up in my chair. 
 
    “Feeling better?” Drape’s voice asks from the row next to mine. I try to adjust in my seat. Across the aisle, Drape rubs the back of his neck. His eyes are bloodshot. 
 
    “I’ve been better,” I say. “How long have we been driving?” 
 
    “About thirty minutes.” He rolls his neck, cracking it with each rotation. He turns his head left, then right. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt that much pain in my life.” 
 
    I nod. “I’m glad we’re far away from that place.” 
 
    “Not a fan of seismic outposts?” he jokes. 
 
    I smile. It’s the first time since all this started that I can feel myself loosening up, but the feeling quickly dissipates. “I thought you were dead.”  
 
    “Me?” Drape asks. “You were the one everyone was worried about.” 
 
    “Everyone?”  
 
    “Well, me. I saw you fall. Your eyes rolled back into your head, just like the people who died. I didn’t think you could take whatever that was.” 
 
    “What was it?” I ask. 
 
    Drape shrugs. “I’ve got no idea.” 
 
    I lean my head back, the image of the man looming over me swirling through my mind. Whatever happened had something to do with him. “I’m going to find out,” I say. I try to stand, but my legs are still weak. Instead, I fumble back into my chair. 
 
    “Easy.” Drape passes me a bottle of water. “Maybe you should rehydrate.” 
 
    I take a long drink and try again. I work my way up the aisle, using the seats as supports, and past the other members of our group. Knuckles sits right behind Jase. Both of their faces are tight with pain. I move past them until I’m standing behind Elias. Red alerts flash from the console. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I ask, pointing to the lights. 
 
    Elias turns his head to me. “That we need to recharge. How are you feeling?” 
 
    I rub the back of my neck. “Like someone took control of my body.” 
 
    “They did,” Emma says. “They shifted your energy. Could’ve killed us all.” 
 
    “Who?” I demand. 
 
    “The EHC,” she mutters.  
 
    Elias grips the transporter’s levers, eyes flashing at Emma.  
 
    “You okay?” I whisper. 
 
    He ignores my question, and I step back and bite my lower lip. “We need to stop somewhere?” 
 
    “Up ahead,” Emma says. “There’s an abandoned hydrogen depot. It will give us some cover.” 
 
    I scan the road. There’s nothing out here. I slide into the seat where Jase had been earlier and continue to scan the landscape. “How do you know?” I ask Emma. “I mean, you’ve been hiding out for twenty-five years. How do you know what’s out here?” 
 
    “I only know what my guards have told me. It was built before my time.” 
 
    “There!” Elias says, sitting up straighter in his seat. 
 
    The transporter slows as we pull to the side of the road. 
 
    A groan sounds from behind us and I turn to see Jase dragging himself to his feet. His eyes are red, his face tight with pain as he struggles up. 
 
     “You’re alright,” I say, walking back to him. “Just give it a few more minutes.” I help him back into his seat, find a water bottle, and hold it up for him to take a drink. His lips are dry and cracked, and the side of his face is scratched. He gulps down the liquid and leans his head back.  
 
    The vehicle’s electric whirring suddenly cuts off. Emma gets up and opens the retractable stairs. Without saying anything, she goes out. 
 
    Elias stands and turns to face us. “If you can walk, you should get out. Try and move around to get your legs working again.” It looks like he wants to say more, but he just turns and goes. 
 
    Lacy is the first one up. “There’s no way she’s going to pretend she doesn’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    I reach out a hand to stop her. “What’s going on?” 
 
    She pulls away and storms outside. 
 
    “What’s up with her?” I ask Drape. 
 
    He shrugs. “Didn’t say anything to me.” 
 
    I try to help Jase up, pulling his weight almost completely onto my shoulders until his legs finally respond and he gets his footing. I ease him down the steps. Right behind me, Drape helps Knuckles. 
 
    The ground here is stable. I almost want to kiss it. The blazing sun is setting, but still hot as ever. One of Emma’s guards looks more than a bit shaky. He stumbles backward and nearly falls, then rebalances himself. Emma stands at the front of the transporter. She activates a display panel near the door and a popping sound makes me look up. From the top of the transporter, three large sheets of black material extend outward. The vehicle has its own solar power station on the roof. Amazing. Hopefully we have enough daylight.  
 
    Lacy is beside Emma, yelling about something and waving her hands around. I wipe my brow and leave Jase propped up along the wall. “I need to see what’s up with Lacy,” I tell him. 
 
    Jase grunts as I let him go and walk toward Emma and Lacy.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Emma says to Lacy firmly. 
 
    Lacy laughs. “You said it was the EHC. I heard you say so to Elias.” 
 
    “I said it was probably an EHC advancement. I can’t be sure.” 
 
    Lacy huffs. “You know more than you’re letting on. Don’t think I don’t know about you and your father’s work. I asked around, I know all about it, now spill. What do you know?” 
 
    Elias moves closer. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Lacy gestures at Emma. “She knows exactly how they were able to paralyze most of us.”  
 
    There’s a tinge of sadness in Elias’ eyes as he turns to Emma. “What do you know?”  
 
    Emma stares at Lacy, jaw clenched, then shakes her head. “Rumors.”  
 
    “What are the rumors?” I ask, stepping closer. 
 
    Emma’s eyes flash to me. “Some say there’s a fourth class of EHC.” 
 
    Elias’ fists clench, but he says nothing. 
 
    “There’s been a nano research EHC division for over thirty years,” Emma continues. “My father helped in that division. I just didn’t think they’d come up with the technology—” 
 
    “You should have told us!” Elias yells, his body ridged. “My uncle’s entire resistance has been wiped out because of this technology. If we would have known, we could have done something different.” 
 
    Emma squares her shoulders, looking defiantly back at him. “What would you have done differently? Your outpost would’ve been destroyed no matter what I told you. There wasn’t time to warn them.” 
 
    Elias runs his hands through his hair. He turns and faces the side of the station, kicking the panels hard and letting out a frustrated yell. When he turns back, his eyes are darker than I’ve ever seen them. “I’m not going to let them get away with this,” he says. “It’s defeat after defeat. Everyone I know has died or gotten hurt.” 
 
    “This is a cruel world,” Emma says. “In more ways than one.” 
 
    Jase, finally stable, walks toward us. “There’s got to be another way.”  
 
    Elias slides down the white station wall to the ground and drops his head into his hands. “Maybe there is no hope.” 
 
    Lacy turns back to face Emma, completely ignoring Elias. “So how does it work? The fourth class?” 
 
    Emma sighs. “It’s a weapon. Made for the EHC.” 
 
    My mind starts to run through how easily the Leeches could take control of everyone using such an enhancement. 
 
    “How did they make it?” Jase asks. 
 
    Emma checks the display, assessing the transports’ charging. “Back when everything started, the nanotech was being designed to counter the radiated elements, but they discovered it could tap into bio-electrical fields, too. Once the EHC made this discovery, they began the program to develop it—the Aura program.” 
 
    Lacy turns to the group. “Listen, we can’t sit here all night. What are we going to do?” 
 
    Emma glares at her. “My people want to return to the safe house. They’ve had enough.” 
 
    “No.” I rush to her side, imploring her to listen. “We need your guards. We need you. Please don’t give up yet.” 
 
    Emma raises a brow. It’s more than clear that she’s had enough, too. She waves to her guards to get back on the transporter. 
 
    “Please,” I beg. “We have to make a change.” 
 
    Emma presses her lips together. “The only way to make any change is to spread the word about the natural modification.” 
 
    “But, how?” I ask. “I mean, the Leeches will be where the people are. How do we get around them?” 
 
    “That’s for you to figure out, not me. But if all the people on the surface hear the truth, you might have a real chance at forcing change.”  
 
    Emma turns and boards the transporter. I turn back to face Elias as Jase eases himself away from the station wall. “There’s an uplink station in the Telhix power settlement,” he mutters. “Maybe we could get the message to the people using it.” 
 
    Elias lifts his head. “How far?” 
 
    Jase gestures down the road. “Maybe thirty or forty miles from here. Could be there by sundown. It will be populated with EHC personnel, but it’s doable.” 
 
    My pulse quickens. It’s a chance. The public is left in the dark about the cruel treatment of the dwellers, and if they don’t care about that, we might be able to show them the EHC uses modification tech as a form of oppression, that their class system is rigged. 
 
    “Good,” I say, going to Elias’ side and helping him stand. “It’s time to make this secret public.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
     “It’ll be dark soon,” Jase says. “Worse thing that could happen is getting lost out here in the dark.” 
 
    My head aches at the thought of getting back into the transporter again. “We can’t go now. We’re all beyond exhausted.” 
 
    Emma presses her lips together. “Fine. Then we should set up camp for the night. Let’s rest up and head out tomorrow.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Knuckles says, joining our little group. 
 
    I take a long look at where we are. The sun is just about to set over the distant hills. There’s hardly anything here. “Can we sleep outside?” 
 
    Lacy balks. “No way. I’m not sleeping on a bunch of rocks, and who knows what’s out here at night.” 
 
    “We don’t have to,” Jase says, tipping his head. “We can shelter over there.” 
 
    I turn to follow his gaze. In the distance, there’s a change to the landscape, barely noticeable. “What is it?” 
 
    “Shelter.” 
 
    I look again. “How can you tell? It looks more like a shadow. Maybe the sun’s bouncing off the rocks.” 
 
    “No,” Elias says, walking up. “Jase is right. I saw the same thing when we were driving to the outpost. There’s a scattering of trees there. It’s enough to provide some protection for the night.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” Lacy heads back to the transporter. 
 
    Sure enough, as soon as we head in the direction of the shadow, its abstract shape begins to take form, until I can make out every leaf on the trees and the small clumps of bushes bunched together beside a boulder that’ll provide some cover. 
 
    “How did this survive?” Drape asks. “I mean, nothing survives out here in this place.” 
 
    Emma leans back in her chair. “A deep root system,” she says. “But these areas are rare. Most of the vegetation has been burned off or died from the radiation.” 
 
    Jase pulls the vehicle off the isolated road and on to the rocky red terrain. Soon, we’re beside the trees. The transporter stops, a buzzing noise coming from the side of the vehicle. I try to get a better look at what’s happening outside, but it’s hard to see, especially since it’s nearly dark. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Knuckles says. She’s first out of her seat and down the stairs. 
 
    Beside the vehicle, two panels have extended several feet to either side, providing a place for us to sleep. “It’s perfect,” I say. “Not that it’s going to rain out here any time soon.” 
 
    “It’s not to protect you from rain,” Elias says. “It’s to keep you—” 
 
    “Warm,” Emma finishes. “Being modified can’t protect you from the chill at night.” 
 
    Lacy taps a foot and swats at a bug circling around her head. “What about food?” she demands. “What can we possibly eat out here besides the emergency food packets from the settlement?” 
 
    I swallow. Lacy’s demands are on the edge of total rudeness, but my stomach rumbles at the mention of food. “I think what Lacy’s saying is what can we do to help find some food tonight?” 
 
    Jase cocks his gun. “We could hunt.” 
 
    “Hunt?” I ask, startled. “Hunt what?” 
 
    “Lots of things. Snakes, lizards, maybe a small rodent or two.” 
 
    Lacy turns away, letting out an, “Ugh.”  
 
    “What? Some of those are good.” Jase waves over a few of Emma’s guards and Knuckles. “We need to stay together.”  
 
    As they venture away from the transporter, I wonder how long it’ll take for them to return. Heading out into the dark in the middle of the desert seems less than safe. 
 
    My eyes are heavy as I make my way over to the side of the vehicle and tuck myself into the space beneath one of its flaps. Drape’s already there. He’s made a nest for himself with a few cushions he pulled from the transporter. He offers me one to tuck behind my head. It’s surprisingly cozy, and a perfect place to let myself relax after everything that’s happened today. 
 
    He hands me a pouch of water. “Aren’t you going to wait to see what they bring back before going to sleep?”  
 
    “I’m too tired.” I take the pouch and drink from it. “I’m hungry, but I’m not sure I want to sink my teeth into a lizard tonight.” 
 
    “Come on.” Drape playfully punches my shoulder. “When’s the last time you had a nice radiated reptile for dinner?” 
 
    I relax, enjoying Drape’s teasing, but the feeling is squelched with a flare of guilt in my chest. What’s Sky eating for dinner tonight? Is he even alive anymore? 
 
     “Do you think we’ll get him back?” I ask, pulling my legs to my chest. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Sky.” 
 
    “Oh… yeah.” Drape looks away. “You know he’s a survivor. Probably giving the Leeches a hard time right now. Or maybe he’s already escaped.” 
 
    I hand back the water. “I’ve thought about that a few times. Sky’s great at finding hidden places. He knows how to lay low until reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    Drape takes a deep breath. “He’ll fight for his life. He’ll fight to get back to Cia and his mom. Try not to worry.” 
 
    I want to believe Drape, but I know he just doesn’t like to see me sad. 
 
    “What are you doing in here?” Lacy interrupts, popping her head beneath the panel. 
 
    “I was going to try and sleep,” I say, easing back against the transporter’s wheel.  
 
    Lacy’s eyes shift to Drape. “Why don’t you come out for some target practice?” 
 
    “Sure. I’m not tired yet, and I guess I need all the practice I can get.” Drape looks my way. “You okay, Fin?” 
 
    I nod, and he slides out from beneath the flap, leaving me in silence. Every time I close my eyes, all I can see is Jase’s body falling to the ground, the corpses, burning buildings, the strange outline of the man, enhanced to level four, holding up his hand. 
 
    I sit up and shake away the thoughts. There’s not going to be sleep anytime soon, so I head out to find Lacy and Drape.  
 
    As soon as I slide out, I spot Elias sitting by a small fire. I make my way to him. I didn't really want target practice anyway. 
 
    “Mind if I warm up?” I ask, sitting beside him. 
 
    Elias smiles back at me. “Not at all. No sleep?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I can’t stop thinking about today.” 
 
    “Ah. It’s hard to be alone with your thoughts, isn’t it?” 
 
    I raise my hands to the fire. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get what’s happened over the last few days out of my head.” 
 
    Elias’ eyes are dark, a faint glow from the fire reflecting in them. “When I was young, my father died. I thought I’d never sleep again.” 
 
    I rub my hands together. The warmth sinks into my skin. “How did you deal with it?” 
 
    Elias leans back. “I don’t think I ever did. The only thing that makes it better is working to eliminate the EHC. And now that Mason’s gone—” 
 
    “Every day underground, I thought if only I could get back at them and get something for myself. Some dignity or respect.” Sharing a bit of our pain gives me some comfort, but Elias’ expression changes and some of that comfort dissipates. 
 
    “I’m worried about Lacy,” he says, breaking the silence. 
 
    I shake my head. “Why?”  
 
    “What she said earlier. She doesn’t have a lot of compassion for our team, does she?” 
 
    “She does,” I protest. “You just don’t understand her. Lacy is sometimes impulsive. She’s—” 
 
    “Hot-tempered,” Elias says. 
 
    I scan the dark sky, trying to think of a nicer way to put it, but he’s right. “She gets upset sometimes. You don’t really know what we went through underground.” 
 
    “But it’s been worse since the modification, hasn’t it?”  
 
    A twig snaps beside the fire. Emma’s silhouette eases from the darkness, coming toward us and crouching down. 
 
    I rub my arms again to push down the hairs standing on end on my skin. “Maybe I should go find more wood,” I volunteer, making to stand. 
 
    “No.” Emma holds up her hand. “We need to talk.” 
 
    I fall back into a crouch. “About what?” 
 
    Emma’s chest rises and falls. “Your friend… I know you don’t want to hear what I have to say, but you need to be careful with her.” 
 
    I scoff and get ready to stand up again. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Just hear her out,” Elias says, steadying me. 
 
    I fold my arms across my chest. “Lacy is not the enemy, okay? I think she just had a little trouble adjusting to the mod. It’s better now.” 
 
    Emma lowers her voice. “There have been stories of complication with late-stage modifications.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You don’t understand. Lacy has always been like this. She was always an underdog. She’s fighting back now.” 
 
    “But she has been different since the modification, right?” Elias presses. 
 
    “Yes,” I say, admitting to the obvious. “But not in the way you’re saying. She’s not a danger to us.” 
 
    Elias turns his attention to Emma. “What kinds of complications?” 
 
    “At one time, the EHC thought about modifying a unit for working in the underground. The plan was to institute total control over the laborers. A resistance would never be possible with that level of patrol.” 
 
    “What happened?” I ask. “Why didn’t they send it?” 
 
    “Well,” Emma explains, “there were few who wanted to go underground, and there were also those who suffered from adverse effects of the modifications.” 
 
    “Adverse effects?” I turn my head to Elias, then back to Emma. I already have an idea, but I ask anyway. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “Rage. Some people had changes in mood and behavior. They became uncontrollable, and a threat to the whole experiment.” 
 
    “And you think that’s what’s happening to Lacy?” I roll my eyes. “That won’t happen. You don’t know her—” 
 
    “Fin. Lacy killed that guard in the hovercraft,” Elias whispers. 
 
    My chest tightens. 
 
    That was an accident. 
 
    “Lacy will get worse if she’s having an adverse reaction,” Emma warns me, staring hard into my eyes. “It amplifies an existing tendency in some. It’s better that you know about this.” She turns and disappears back into the darkness. 
 
    “No way,” I say to Elias once she’s gone, clenching my fists. “Not Lacy.”  
 
    “Watch her,” Elias orders. “She could become a problem.” 
 
    I dig my heels into the dirt, trying to will away my concern. “She won’t be a problem. I’ll take care of her, okay?” 
 
    Elias dusts his hands off on his pants and stands. “We should get some sleep.” 
 
    Panic courses through my veins at the thought of being alone. “Wait.” I reach out and grab hold of his wrist. “Can’t you stay for a few more minutes?” 
 
    He pauses and stares down at me, then loosens my hold and eases back down beside me. “What was it like living underground?” 
 
    My mind bounces back to the endless rules and work. “There was never a minute to relax.”  
 
    “Everything with the EHC is work,” Elias agrees. “Pushing the world forward in science and order, that’s the EHC’s mission. The ‘enhanced alignment’ is what they call it.” 
 
    “And when we defeat them? What then?” 
 
    Elias leans back. Flickering shadows bounce off his face. The angles in his cheeks stand out. His brown eyes are calm and contemplative, and he laughs. “Then we’ll dance.”  
 
    “Dance?” I smile, moving closer to him and almost forgetting the fear I had before. “What else?” 
 
    “Everything. Art, entertainment—a world where people get to relax and enjoy their lives. It won’t be all about work and building an empire anymore.” 
 
    There’s a good chance there’ll be another fight tomorrow, maybe more death and pain, but I force myself not to think about that. 
 
    “One day we’ll be free.” I stare deeply into his eyes. “I can’t imagine a world where people let their guard down, but I’m willing to fight for that.” 
 
    Elias grins. “I’m willing to fight for that, too.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Coolness hangs in the desert air. Or at least it’s cooler than when the sun is high. I don’t think it ever really gets cool on the surface.  
 
    I roll over and sit up. Elias is gone, along with everyone else. 
 
    Where is everyone?  
 
    I strain to listen. There’s some soft chatter just outside the canopy; quiet, until a high-pitched laugh pierces through it all. Ah, Lacy’s awake. Stretching my arms over my head, I twist back and forth, trying to work the kinks out of my back. 
 
    A rumbling just beyond the fabric flaps makes my stomach leap, and Lacy appears, lifting the flap and looking in. Her eyes are wide, and a smile stretches over her lips. “Good morning.” 
 
    Drape follows her inside. “Sleep well?”  
 
    “Not really,” I say, twisting again and rubbing at an aching spot where a rock must’ve poked me in the back last night. “But sleep is sleep, and at least I’ll have some energy today, if there’s…” I lift my chin. Something drifted in with Lacy and Drape. A savory scent fills my nose. “Is that food?” 
 
    Lacy smiles. “Yup. Jase and Knuckles managed to find some rodents that come out from under the ground when it’s dark.” She leans back and pats her belly. “Now we’re going to have the best meal of our lives.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Rodents are the best meal of your life?”  
 
    She smiles. “I’m not thinking about the fact that they’re rodents.” 
 
    “Jase is cooking them now,” Drape says. “He only slept a few hours. Should be ready soon.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. I’m not sure I want to think about eating rodents either, but they do smell good, and my empty stomach would probably be grateful. 
 
    “We almost shot a few little birds.” Lacy says. 
 
    “Almost?” I ask. 
 
    “We weren’t aiming for them,” Drape says. “We were trying to hit rocks, but then Lacy spotted a few and we went for them.” 
 
    “Knuckles said they’re called grouse,” Lacy adds. “Kind of slow moving, but easy to target.” 
 
    “Nothing like ops,” I remind her. “And you didn’t even get the grouse.” 
 
    Lacy rolls her eyes. “Yeah, I know. Don’t worry, I won’t have a problem targeting them when the time comes.” 
 
    Drape crosses his arms. “I got really close,” he says. “At least, I think I did.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I start to collect the cushions. Just as I reach for the last one, Lacy snatches it from me and whacks Drape upside the head. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Drape cries out, trying to wrestle it from her, but Lacy’s faster, taking the cushion and hitting him with it again. 
 
    “Lacy!” I call out. 
 
    She ignores me. Drape rolls on the ground, but then jumps to his feet, laughing, and grabs a cushion from my hand. He smacks it into Lacy. She lunges at Drape and throws him to the ground. He lets out a grunt. 
 
    “Lacy!” I shout. I step back, and my chest tightens, unsure of what’s going on. “Cut that out.” 
 
    “What?” she shoots back. 
 
    I bite my lip. I need to tell her, I just don’t know how to say it without totally destroying her. Instead, I say, “You’ve got to control yourself, okay?” 
 
     “What’s up with you?” She tosses the pillow to me. “I’m just having a little fun.” 
 
    Drape jumps to his feet, rubbing his neck. “You were a little rough.” 
 
    Lacy snickers. “Don’t take everything so seriously.” 
 
    “This is serious,” I say. “No more messing around.” She may well have just been playing, but in light of my conversation with Emma last night, I don’t want to take any chances. 
 
    Lacy turns toward me and frowns. “No one takes this more seriously than me.” 
 
    “I know.” I move out of the sleeping area look toward the smoking fire pit a few yards away. When I turn to the transporter, Lacy is right behind me. 
 
     “Then what are you saying?” she demands. Her eyes are wide, her jaw tense.  
 
    I swallow down my worry. “Just focus on what’s important today, okay?” 
 
    She examines me more closely, then scoffs and begins to walk away, but not before shaking her head and laughing. 
 
    I return everything to the transporter, then follow Drape to the campfire, where Jase sits preparing his catch on a homemade spit. The meat pops and crackles above the flames. The scent of roasting meat hovers around me, making me mostly forget what just happened with Lacy. The fact that it’s rodent barely bothers me anymore.  
 
    Knuckles stands next to Jase with a fork in one hand. “They’re ready,” she insists, trying to get around him. “It’s cooked enough.” 
 
    “Patience,” Jase says. “It needs a few more minutes.” 
 
    She turns and kicks at a small rock, sending it skittering across the dirt. “You’ve been saying that forever.” 
 
    I laugh at the two of them, imagining Knuckles struggling for the last half hour to get to the meat. Once Jase turns his back, she tries again. Her fork skims its surface before Jase pulls her back. 
 
    “Enough,” Elias says, packing up the last of the gear. “We’ll eat now. It’s almost daylight and need to get moving soon.” 
 
    Jase narrows his eyes. “Fine,” he says, taking a step back from the spit. 
 
    Two of Emma’s guards move closer, lift the roasted rodents, and carry them to a makeshift table set up near the transporter. It’s not long before the perfectly cooked food is served to everyone. 
 
    I grab my handout and quickly retreat to a rock. I take a bite and close my eyes. Smokey and savory. Delicious. I look around at the others. Everyone’s quiet. It’s strange. Normally everyone is talking, but for the first time in a while, they’re speechless, savoring every bite and going back for more until every bit is gone. 
 
    I take a long drink of water from my pouch, watching as the sun finally rises on the horizon.  
 
    “We’ve got to go,” Elias orders. 
 
    Emma nods. “It’ll be hot soon. Too hot to stay out here.” 
 
    Lacy leans back. “Now?” she whines. “It won’t be hot for hours.” 
 
    Elias’ eyes flick to me. 
 
     “Now, Lacy,” I say, jumping to my feet to help her up. 
 
    She groans, but reluctantly follows me. 
 
    Once everyone is onboard, the transporter vibrates as the solar panels pull back into their housing. We pull away from our little oasis in the desert and back onto the road. Emma was right about things heating up fast. Waves of heat already rise from the surrounding land, and the sky overhead turns a bright blue. 
 
    “Thirty miles?” I overhear Elias confirm with Jase. 
 
    “Around that,” Jase says. 
 
    The transporter purrs softly, and everyone is silent except for Lacy, who taps nervously on the chair in front of her. 
 
    I grab her hand. “What’s up with you?” I whisper. 
 
    “Nothing,” she says, turning to me. “I’m just thinking about that other modification. They had so much power—” 
 
    “A dangerous power,” I remind her. 
 
    She nods. “Yeah. But no one can control them.” 
 
    “And that’s the problem.” I run my hands through my hair, wanting to tell her that something might be wrong with her. That the mod we got was dangerous, too.  
 
    I open my mouth, but quickly snap it shut. If Lacy hears something’s wrong with her, she’ll go ballistic. That’s all we need right now. 
 
     “Listen, we were all modified to the right place for now, okay?” 
 
    She sighs. “You’re right.”  
 
    I take a deep breath and hope that will be the end of it. I ease myself from my chair and make my way down the aisle. The transporter climbs a hill, and I hold onto the backs of the chairs as I work my way forward.  
 
    “Stop here,” Jase orders as we come to the top of the hill. 
 
    The transporter slows to a stop. Ahead, something new hovers in the distance. Buildings, a tower—it must be the settlement. I spot an empty seat and sit down. 
 
    “This is as far as we want to go with the transport,” Jase says, unbuckling his seatbelt “There will be ops here, so we need to scope out the area before going in.” 
 
    A moment later, the stairs descend. Jase is out the door first, followed by Elias. I wait a moment, nervousness rolling around in my belly at the thought of another encounter with the Leeches. Lacy rushes past, followed by Drape and Knuckles. Slowly, I stand and follow. The minute my foot hits the ground, I rush to the others, standing behind a rare thicket of trees. 
 
    Gazing down to the settlement, I’m surprised. I’d expected the EHC to build something magnificent, but Telhix is as plain as plain can be. 
 
    “This place is kind of a dump,” Drape says, obviously noticing the same things I have. 
 
    “It’s not meant to be beautiful,” Elias replies. “The EHC doesn’t care about any of that. It cares about function.” 
 
    My mind flashes back to our conversation last night. No music, art, or entertainment. Elias was right. It’s all about technology and power with the Leeches, nothing more. 
 
     “It looks like nothing’s alive down there,” I say, scanning the plain buildings. “Not a tree, or plant… nothing.” 
 
    Lacy points ahead. “There’s that.”  
 
    I follow her arm to two tall towers. 
 
    “A power station,” Emma says. “A fusion power station, to be exact. They feed the region with wireless electricity transmission relays.” 
 
    I take a step back. “It may not be pretty, but they’ve certainly figured out how to make things work.” 
 
    “And that’s what we need to do,” Jase says. 
 
    Knuckles cocks her gun. “How safe are we here?” she asks, nodding toward the operatives down below. 
 
    I take another look. Not far off, near the perimeter, stand at least five armed EHC operatives, patrolling around the settlement’s edges.  
 
    “You won’t stand a chance,” Emma says. She pulls a pair of binoculars from her bag and holds them up to her eyes. “There’s the communications tower, but it’s well protected.”  
 
    “We need your help,” Elias tells her.  
 
    She lowers the binoculars, shaking her head. “You’re still on your own.” 
 
    My stomach sinks. Part of me hoped Emma might’ve change her mind once we got here. 
 
    Instead, she backs up. “It’s too dangerous. I won’t risk my guards on this mission.” 
 
    “We’re still going to try,” Jase says. 
 
     “I wish you luck.” Emma presses her lips together, turns to her guards, and waves them to follow her back to the transporter. 
 
    I rush to her side. “How can you not help us?” I ask. “Your settlement was destroyed. Your people will spend the rest of their lives hiding in caves. Is that what you want for them?” 
 
    “No,” Emma says bluntly. “What I want is for the EHC to fail, but I know they won’t. Their technology is superior, and you’ll never get past their operatives. You saw what they did.” 
 
    “Yes, I saw what they did,” I say. “And I’m not going to let them get away with it.” 
 
    Emma backs away. “I wish you the best of luck. We’ll wait for you for two hours.”  
 
    She slips into the transporter. Somewhat defeated, I turn and head back. 
 
    “We need to move,” Elias says. 
 
    My eyes dart to Lacy, who’s excitedly aiming her gun at something in the far-off distance. “All of us?” I ask hesitantly. 
 
    Jase sighs. “We’ll need all of the Century and Noble class to succeed, especially if Emma and her guards are opting out.” 
 
    “I can’t wait.” Lacy bounces from foot to foot. “All that target practice last night has made me a much better shot. I’m going to take out as many of those Leeches as I can.” 
 
    My eyes widen as I stare at her, trying to signal her to reel in her unfounded overconfidence. Lacy ignores me and continues to take aim at random things. 
 
    Jase turns and pulls Elias aside. They speak quietly to one another while the others get ready to head toward the settlement. I sneak in beside them, overhearing the words “too young” and “no training” and know they’re talking about me. 
 
    “I’m going,” I say, interrupting them. “Based on the alignment of this section of the settlement, I calculate there are four guard stations, twenty to thirty armed fighters. Adding another Noble class fighter will increase our odds of success by twenty percent.” 
 
    Jase turns to me, eyes narrow. He doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. 
 
    I step toward him. “Listen, you’re a great soldier, Jase, but do you know how many steps it is to that building? Four-hundred-fifty-eight, give or take a few. I can calculate it based on sprinting, if you’d like?” 
 
    Elias spins around to face me and grins. “She’s coming.” 
 
    Jase sighs. “Fine.” 
 
    “Everyone is going to come,” Elias says. “Except Drape.” 
 
    “Me?” Drape protests. “Why can’t I go? I practiced last night. I know how to—” 
 
    “We need you to stay with the transporter,” Jase says, the firm tone in his voice making it clear it’s not up for debate. 
 
    Drape’s expression changes, his normally happy smile fading into a tight line. I step to Drape’s side. “You need to make sure Emma doesn’t leave us here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lacy chimes in. “Who knows with that one. She might ditch us and take off for the caves. Make sure she and her guards don’t pull a fast one.” 
 
    Drape shrugs, turning to me. “Don’t get killed, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll try not to,” I say, patting his shoulder. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Knuckles asks. 
 
    Elias turns to the settlement. “We need to take out some of the EHC, so we can disguise ourselves in their clothes.” 
 
    “Which’ll help us get access to the buildings,” Jase adds. 
 
    Elias turns to me. “And be careful. We don’t need another repeat of what happened last time.” 
 
    “We can’t have another repeat of last time,” Knuckles echoes. “If we do, there’ll be nothing left of us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    I point toward one of the operatives' patrol vehicles sitting just on the outskirt of the settlement. “I think we should set a trap.” 
 
    “What kind of trap?” Knuckles asks. 
 
    My mind races through options, analyzing all the scenarios. Before I can say anything, Elias pulls a device from his pocket. I move to his side, inspecting the black machine, just a few buttons and switches. “What’s that?” 
 
    “A scrambling system.” Elias aims it at the settlement. “Emma gave it to me this morning. She’s not a hundred percent sure it will work, but if it is does what I think it should, this little device will jumble up their communications.” 
 
    Jase takes it from Elias’ hands. He flicks it on and swipes across the screen. “That’s exactly what it does. I’ve used one of these before. It can intercept signal from devices and machines, temporarily taking control of them. I’m going to create a diversion. When you see that truck over there move. You head to the settlement. Don’t look back.” 
 
    Elias grabs his gun. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Knuckles moves forward. “Me, too.”  
 
    “No,” Jase says as he extends the device’s transmitter and points it at the patrol vehicle. “You need to stay here with me and help secure the area.” 
 
    Knuckles frowns and points me forward. “Good luck.”  
 
    Lacy doesn’t need to be told twice before she’s racing off down the hill. Elias secures a bag across his chest and nods to Jase. I take a deep breath, then sprint after them. To get there, I leap over dried brush and skid over loose rock. There’s little cover here. It won’t take long for the ops to spot us. Down below, the EHC vehicle begins to move.  
 
    I glance back to Jase and he gives me a thumbs up. The distraction is set. I take another breath and continue downhill to where Lacy crouches behind a small clump of brittle vegetation. I slide in beside her. Sweat glistens on Lacy’s forehead and her eyes are wide again. She pops up, and then back down. My chest tightens as I bite back worry that she might do something stupid and blow this whole thing. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what it looks like inside the settlement?” she asks. 
 
    I chuckle. “Lacy, my mod didn’t give me x-ray vision.”  
 
    “I know that,” she scoffs. “But what does that big brain tell you?” 
 
    I study the scene. “The two towers are just inside the front entrance. There’s enough cover to limit exposure. Based on Reso’s city layout, the EHC builds their structures fairly close to one another. I assume it’s to maximize efficiency. That tower’s proximity is close enough to the perimeter that once we get inside, we should only need a minute or two. If we can get access, that is.” 
 
    “Um, ok… Whatever you say, boss,” Lacy says, peering over again. 
 
    Elias moves in to crouch beside us. “We’re going to move soon.” 
 
    “We don’t have all day,” Lacy snaps. “I don’t like sitting around waiting for them to figure out we’re up here. Come on.” 
 
    I reach out to pull her back, but I’m too slow. Lacy races straight toward the moving vehicle. My eyes flash to Elias. 
 
    “There’s no time,” he says, following on her tail. 
 
    I scramble to my feet and chase after them. With everything on my mind—the risks we’re taking, Lacy’s behavior—I can’t focus as well as I’d like. The gun in my hand slips, and for a second I imagine it falling to the ground and going off, managing to shoot me. I skid to a stop and wipe my hands on my pants, then race to catch up. 
 
    Up ahead, the operative’s vehicle picks up speed. The wheels screech. Dust kicks into the air. The op in the front seat yells out, but it’s too late. Jase’s distraction careens headfirst into the side of a small structure outside of the perimeter wall. The sound of crunching metal echoes around us. The little building is away from the main settlement, but that crash was loud.  
 
    We scan the surroundings for a few seconds, but see no new movement beyond this point. We rush to the vehicle and Lacy aims her gun through the side window. The operative raises his hands, but a second later there’s a muffled pop, and the man’s head slumps to the side. 
 
    With one hand, I cover my mouth. “You killed him!”  
 
    “Not me!” Lacy steps back and points up. 
 
    On the hillside, Jase’s form is barely noticeable, but I can still make out the movement of him lowering a sniper’s rifle. 
 
    I turn back, looking at the thin stream of blood trickling down the operative’s cheek. That ammunition is pretty advanced. There’s only a small entry point. Still, his lifeless body is enough to make me cringe.  
 
    “Come on,” Lacy urges, already moving toward the settlement’s entrance. “No time to get weepy.”  
 
     “Wait,” Elias says. He opens the car door. The body slumps out and falls to the ground. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I demand. 
 
    “We’ll need this,” Elias mutters, pulling the man’s uniform off his limp body.  
 
    I spin around, not wanting to watch how awful it is. Even though the man’s a Leech, it still makes me sick. 
 
     When I turn back, Elias has the uniform in his hands. He shoves it into his bag. “On me.”  
 
    I try to swallow, but my throat is dry, and for some reason, I’m stuck. 
 
    “Come on,” Elias calls from up ahead. 
 
    My feet are cemented to the ground. My mind spins as I try to focus on what needs to be done.  
 
    Please don’t freeze up now, Fin.  
 
    I take a deep breath as an operative sidesteps then heads straight for us, his gun raised. I dive behind the back of the vehicle just as one of his bullets whines past. The operative flies around the side of the vehicle, his gun raised and pointed at my head. Scenarios zip through my mind, and I calculate if there’s enough time to grab my gun, but the odds say no. 
 
    Another shot rings out. My arms fly across my chest, searching for where I’ve been hit, but there’s nothing there. The operative falls to the ground in front of me, dead. Another headshot. I turn back to the horizon. Knuckles is waving at me far off in the distance. My hand shakes, but I wave back, jump to my feet, and race toward the settlement. This time I make sure to hold my gun tightly and move carefully, scanning the area ahead and behind me until I’ve worked my way through the settlement gates to where the two towers and a series of gray buildings provide enough coverage from any open attack. 
 
    “Fin!” Lacy calls out. 
 
    I follow her voice to the side of a building. She and Elias hide in the structure’s shadow. She signals for me to take cover, and I quickly step back as several operatives rush past. Once they’re gone, I race to their side. 
 
    “What happened back there?” Elias hisses, eyes searching mine. 
 
    “An op almost took me out.” 
 
    “You okay?” Lacy whispers. 
 
    “I’m fine. Knuckles got him before he got me. This is taking longer than I calculated. We need to move.” 
 
    Lacy nods and checks her weapon when two guards come out of nowhere. They’re nearly on top of us. 
 
    “I think we have bigger problems,” Elias growls. 
 
    “Oh, crap.” Lacy cocks her gun and steps forward first. “I’ll take the bigger one.”  
 
    She raises her weapon, shoots, and misses. The guard charges at our group. Before I can raise my weapon, the larger of the two guards grabs her by the wrists, spinning her around. She has no time to fire on him as she staggers and falls to the ground. 
 
    “Back away from her!” I yell, my gun now trained on the guard’s head.  
 
    Instead, the guard kicks her hard in her side. She cries out and clutches her middle. My adrenaline sores and I tighten my grip on the trigger. The man takes a step toward Lacy, his weapon aimed at her. 
 
    “Put it down!” Elias demands, saving me from ending this man’s life. 
 
    The guard, now cornered, hesitates, but slowly lowers the device. “If you shoot us, you’ll never get out of here alive,” he growls. 
 
    The larger guard kicks Lacy in her side again, but this time she lets out a fierce growl and rolls away, leaping to her feet. The guard takes aim, but Lacy pulls her trigger first. The bullet pierces his chest, but she shoots three more times, until the man falls face first in a heap on the hard ground. 
 
    The smaller guard’s eyes widen. He raises his radio to his mouth again, and Elias fires. A single bullet cuts through the man’s head, and he falls to the ground.  
 
    “We’ve got to move faster, before a hundred more of them are on us,” Elias says. 
 
    Lacy leans down and swipes an access card from the guard she just killed. This settlement must not be as advanced as Reso. Lucky for us, or we would need a hand for the scanners, not that Lacy wouldn’t be happy to cut one off for us to carry along.  
 
    Elias pats down the smaller guard’s pockets until he finds another card, then swings his gun onto his back and begins to pull the uniform off the man’s body. Blood has soaked the sides of it, but hopefully the dark colors of the fabric will conceal the evidence. 
 
    I swallow and move to Lacy’s side. We remove the other op’s boot and slide his uniform from his body. Lacy unzips the top portion of the uniform and slides it off the man, then slides her arms into it. 
 
    The uniform jacket transforms before my eyes, shrinking to fit Lacy’s form. I turn to spot Elias slipping out of his clothes and putting the smaller guard’s uniform on. I take the man’s pants and hand them to Lacy.  
 
    Elias reaches into his bag and pulls out the other uniform. “Here,” he says, tossing it to me. 
 
    I grab the top and slip it on, then the pants. In a second, the overly sized clothes shrink to match my proportions perfectly. 
 
    “Help me with the bodies,” Elias says, dragging the smaller guard to a space between the buildings. 
 
    Lacy gestures at the other guard. “Grab his feet.”  
 
    Lacy places her hands under the guard’s arms and drags him while I lift his feet. We dump him next to the first guard. I estimate he weighs about two hundred and sixty pounds. A few days ago, this would’ve been impossible.  
 
    With that done, I’m sweating buckets. The heat is stifling. Even inhaling a full breath is a chore. I wipe my forehead with the bottom of my shirt, desperate for a drink of water, but there’s no time for that. Lacy ties back her hair with a band, then tosses me one. I do the same. Elias also smooths out his appearance until we all look a bit less embattled. 
 
    “Move quickly,” Elias says. “Don’t make eye contact with anyone unless you have to.” 
 
    I nod, and the three of us make our way between structures as we head to the tower. We spot two operatives and a plant worker, discussing something. Worry gnaws at me. I try to walk calmly, holding my gaze firmly forward. 
 
    “Possible breach,” I overhear one of the operatives say. 
 
    “You!” a woman with glaring green eyes barks at me as we try to pass. Does she know I’m not one of them?  
 
    “Yes?” I say hesitantly. 
 
    “We need all guards back at the front gate. Something’s going on.” 
 
    I nod and pretend to follow her as she darts ahead. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Elias whispers, drawing up to my side. 
 
    “Trying to blend in,” I say. 
 
    He gestures in the opposite direction of the gate. “The tower’s just there.” 
 
    I look up. It’s only a few yards away. My heart pounds in my chest as I quickly follow him up to the tower. Lacy raises her access card and swipes it through the system. A second later, the doors slide open and we hurry inside. Cool air cascades over me, flowing over my sticky, wet skin. I relax beneath the central air system, grateful to be out of the chaos going on just beyond the doors. 
 
    Elias points to a double-sided ladder that leads to the top of the tower. “The communications system should be at the top.” 
 
    “Let’s broadcast this message and get out,” Lacy says. “There’s something creepy about this place.” 
 
    Lacy’s right. The circular tower is dark and cold. A series of landings circle the tower in rows, the ladder cutting through them as it leads upward.  
 
    The access console for the main system is deep inside. That’s not an option, but Jase said there would be a secondary uplink junction up top that shouldn’t be as heavily guarded. I grab the bottom rung of the ladder and look up. It’s probably ten floors to the top. That’s not a problem for me, though. I’ve been climbing my whole life.  
 
    In no time, I’m up three floors up with Lacy and Elias trailing right behind me. Just as I reach for another rung, I feel a shock pulse through my back. I scream and nearly fall. 
 
    “Fin!” Lacy shouts. 
 
    Dangling by one hand, I reach up again and grab on. Once I’m rebalanced, I turn to see EHC ops climbing up fifteen yards below. 
 
    “Take cover,” Elias shouts as he tries quickly to descend the ladder to the section right below us. 
 
    A flash of white light penetrates the dark room, hitting Elias. I scream as I watch his body jerk back and fall to the floor, where he lays motionless. 
 
    My eyes flash to Lacy. Her face is tight as another current of light crosses the room and hits her side. She falls back, her legs still wrapped around the bar, so she’s left dangling upside down.  
 
    I quickly move down and try to grab hold of her. Another flash nearly hits me. I swing wide and land on the back side of the ladder, then continue to work my way down to Lacy, but I’m not fast enough. 
 
    Once more, a bolt of electricity charges through the air, hitting me square in the chest. The scent of burning flesh and hair lingers around me. My grip loosens, and I’m falling. 
 
    When I open my eyes, there’s a sharp pain in my side. The room pulses, a dull ringing sounding in my ears. A hand reaches toward me, and I’m powerless to stop it. My body has rolled over until I’m on my back.  
 
    A man looms over me, emerald eyes glaring down from an otherwise emotionless face. It’s the man from Mason’s outpost, the man who’s already nearly killed me once, and now, I guess, the man who’ll be finishing the job. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    A needlelike pulse beats against my temple. I raise my head and groan, remembering just enough to realize I’ve been caught. I draw in a long, steady breath as I try to move my hands, but they’re stuck. More than that, my whole upper body is fixed to a chair which must be bolted to the ground.  
 
    “What do you want?” I call out to the darkened room. It’s a stupid question that I’m sure no one is going to answer. 
 
    Heat rises up my chest. I shift back and forth, trying to loosen the strap’s grip on me, but it’s useless, and leaves me wincing at a shooting pain in my ribcage. I must have fallen three floors to the ground before that thing—the Aura operative—was standing over me. Did he carry me in here? Hurt me? I scan myself for blood. There’s none, but my stolen EHC jacket is gone, along with my gun. 
 
    I grit my teeth. There has to be a way out of here. Shoving aside my pain, I scan the dark, cold room. A single chair sits on the opposite side of the metal table a few feet in front of me. My eyes flit from wall to ceiling—there’s nothing here, but… 
 
    I squint to get a better look, and my stomach clenches. I’m not alone. 
 
    “Let me out of here,” I growl. 
 
    The figure from the corner of the room unfolds their arms and straightens, reaching over and flicking on the overhead lights. My eyes burn at the sudden illumination, but I can now make out the figure as the Aura op. His emerald eyes stare down at me, flat and lifeless. Slowly, he walks toward me, and my spine stiffens against the back of the chair. 
 
    “Did you bring me here?” I ask. “Because you should’ve just killed me.” 
 
    The Aura op pulls over the loose metal chair, its legs screeching on the ground. He stops and sits directly across from me, staring, as if he’s a robot waiting for a command to speak. 
 
    “Are you going to answer me?” I demand, twisting again to no avail. Instead, the band tightens around my wrists and shoulders and burns into my skin. I steady myself and stare directly into the man’s eyes. If this is going to be a showdown, he’s going to lose. 
 
    After a few more seconds, he opens his mouth. “My name is Talen X-94.” His voice is emotionless.  
 
    “Where are my friends?” I demand. “Take me to them.” 
 
    He ignores me. “I’m from the Aura division, enhanced level four—” 
 
    “I know what you are,” I spit back at him. “I want to know where Elias and Lacy are.”  
 
    Talen sits there blank, silent. Barely human—a machine. The perfect EHC weapon. I choke back a sob, remembering the streak of electricity and the loud thud of Elias’ body hitting the ground. 
 
    He leans forward. 
 
     “You were undermining EHC progress.”  
 
    “You mean the Leeches? Yeah, I am. You would, too, if you weren’t brainwashed into believing everything.” 
 
    No reaction. Not even a blink. My words are wasted on him.  
 
    “We’re aware of six active resistance fighters remaining,” Talen says. “We know the names of those involved and their modifications.” 
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut, wishing I could shut my ears too. 
 
    “Emma Nejem and several of her guards are a party to this. The remaining members in her settlement camp now hide in nearby caves.” 
 
    I open my eyes. “Don’t you dare go near those people. They’ve done nothing to you.” 
 
    Talen locks eyes with me. “Modification kit, serial number B-2920, stolen underground, used for enhancement to Noble status," he says as if he's reading from a list of our recent activity. "Aggressive fighting near the settlement camp, destruction of a resistance camp near seismic center—” 
 
    “Okay, stop,” I demand. 
 
    Talen lays his hands on the table. “We also know your current plan is to reach the Telhix communication tower.” 
 
    “That doesn’t take a genius,” I snarl. “You electrocuted me and my friends on our way up to the tower.” 
 
    “Nothing you do is unknown.” 
 
    “Got it.” My chin slumps to my chest. This was our last chance, and now it’s gone. When I raise my head again, anger’s bubbling up in me. “You Leeches are the scum of this planet. You’re pathetic!” 
 
    Talen cocks his head and blinks. I throw my head back and groan, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    “You asked about your friends.”  
 
    My gaze zips back to him. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Elias is near.” 
 
    My heart jumps into my throat. “Alive?”  
 
    Talen leans further back into his chair. “Waiting for interrogation.” 
 
    I swallow. How he survived that fall is beyond me, and now an interrogation?  
 
    I take a deep breath, remembering who he is. No one will break Elias. 
 
    “And the others?” I demand. 
 
    The room is silent—dead silent. Is Talen even breathing?  
 
    Finally, he opens his mouth. “Would you like to know about your friend, Sky?” 
 
    I try to swallow. “Sky?” 
 
    Talen pauses and my stomach twists. I’m going to be sick all over the chair at this rate. 
 
    “Sky Breslin is alive and being held at a nearby operative outpost.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathe out. Tears slip past my cheeks and down my chin. I try to mop up my face with my shoulder, but it’s no use and I don’t care. “He’s okay?” 
 
    He studies my face as if crying is some sort of spectacle he’s never witnessed before. “You care about him?” 
 
    “He’s my friend,” I say. “Now what about Lacy?” 
 
    Talen slowly stands. He turns away for a moment and runs his hand through his hair. When he returns, he's composed again, but something about this is bothering him. “Lacy has been sent for Aura testing.”  
 
    Pain forms at the base of my skull and works its way up. “Testing?” I ask, trying to process. I imagine her strapped to a chair like me. “Forced experimentation?” 
 
    Talen lays his hands on the back of the metal chair, lowering his gaze. “She has an aptitude for nano implementation.”  
 
    So he’s not a machine. Talen has a weakness. I tilt my head and lean in as close as my binding will allow, which isn’t much at all. “Did you have the same aptitude?” 
 
    He stares back at me blank-faced, as if the question doesn’t register. 
 
    “I mean, how are you alright with yourself? With what you do?” 
 
    Talen’s brow wrinkles. His eyes shift back and forth. “I’m required to follow orders.” 
 
    “To kill innocent people?”  
 
    “No.” He tightens his grip on the back of the chair, knuckles turning white. “I’m only given orders.” 
 
    This is working. “You must not have one ounce of regret then?” 
 
    Talen’s face turns red. He pushes away from the chair, marching to the back of the room. What just happened? 
 
    A few moments later, he returns. His face flat and lifeless again. “Lacy is adaptable for this next step in humanity, just as I was. Once the nanos are activated, she will fully understand her place.” 
 
    My shoulders drop as I realize he’s not going to be brought back around any time soon. 
 
     “Her place? You mean her place with the EHC, not her place in the world.” 
 
    “Same thing,” he says. “Her world is the EHC now.” 
 
     “That will never happen,” I argue. “You don’t know Lacy. She’ll fight you.” 
 
    Talen frowns. “I’m afraid you don’t know your friend very well.” 
 
    “I know her,” I spit back. “I know she won’t betray us. I know she won’t give up. I know—” 
 
    “If you want to leave this room,” Talen says, matter-of-factly, “you’ll need to reveal everything about your rebellion.” 
 
    “I thought you already knew everything,” I sneer, clamping my mouth shut. I won’t let him take what little I have left, even if at this point that’s basically nothing. 
 
    “You’ll talk,” he says. 
 
    I shake my head. No amount of pain could make me help the EHC fill in the gaps to destroy the few remaining members of the Dwellers and Emma’s people. 
 
    Suddenly, a rumble shakes the whole room. I spread my feet wide to steady myself as the light overhead shifts off center. Talen, somehow, stays upright. 
 
    “What was that?” I demand. 
 
     “An explosion,” he says and hurries out the door. 
 
    I smile, knowing the battle is far from over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    I try again to twist my hands free. The straps loosen, but not enough. The blasts outside the room continue to shake the walls, sending dust to the ground. 
 
    “Help!” I yell, squirming to release myself again. “He—” 
 
    The door flies open, cutting me off as Elias rushes inside. 
 
    “Get me out of these!” 
 
    He bolts across the room, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a set of keys. 
 
    “I don’t even want to know how you got those.” 
 
    “It wasn’t easy.” He jabs one into the wrist cuffs. It doesn’t work. He tries another, and a moment later the cuffs fall to the floor. 
 
    “They’ve got Lacy,” I tell him. “That Aura op, Talen, will be back here any second.”  
 
    I massage the red marks on my arms while he flips through the other keys and tries one on the restraint around my shoulders. When it doesn’t work, he frantically tries another, and then another. Then the straps loosen, and I shove them off and jump up. 
 
    “How’d you escape?” I ask, my eyes searching his. 
 
    Elias grabs my hand and leads me back toward the exit. “Long story, but let’s just say there are a few less operatives alive now.” 
 
    We dash through the sliding door and down a long corridor. Everything here is metal—cold and dark.  
 
    “Where are we?” I ask as we come to where the corridor splits into two directions.  
 
    “Inside the power station,” Elias says, scanning one way, then the other. 
 
    My mind flashes to Telhix and how badly we need to get back there and try again. “What about taking over the communications tower?” 
 
    Elias pulls back. “We’ll be lucky to get out of here alive.” 
 
    I swallow, not wanting to give up on announcing our message to the world, but Elias is right. “What about this way?” 
 
    Elias stops me. “Wait.”  
 
    At the end of the corridor, a door slides open. Several ops rush through, their boots pounding over the tile in echoing thuds. We dart back down the hallway we came from until we come to a door and press ourselves as flat as we can against the frame. The operatives rush past. 
 
     “Century class,” Elias whispers. “They’re more than prepared for battle.” 
 
    “So are we,” I say, stepping back into the corridor once the coast is clear. “We have to find Lacy. Talen said she was being prepared for further enhancement.” 
 
    The sound of boots pounding over the ground returns. Elias grabs hold of my hand again. “They’re coming back.”  
 
    “I’m not hiding,” I say. “There’s three of them. We can handle it.” 
 
    There’s doubt in Elias’ eyes, but he follows me down the corridor. The sound of running feet comes closer, and just as they’re about to turn the corner, Elias steps into their path and clocks the first operative right beneath the chin. The guard falls back like a rock. 
 
    Rage has been building in me for too long. I think about Sky, the Dwellers who were killed in the cave, all of Emma’s people killed near the settlement, and Mason’s fighters. I rush the second guard, kicking him hard in the gut. The man stumbles, but regains his balance. I attack again, round-housing a kick to his chest. This time the man grunts and falls to his knees. 
 
    Another guard raises his weapon to me, but in a flash, I grip his arm and bend it at the wrist, snapping it. The man screams in agony as I spin and elbow him in the head. He goes down, out cold, and Elias wastes no time in taking the man’s blaster. 
 
    Reaching down, I take the second guard’s weapon. The first guard I fought is still conscious, scuttling backward. His fingers stretch out to grab his blaster, lying a foot away from him, but I kick it away. Part of me wants to hurt him like they hurt me, but I quickly suppress the impulse. 
 
    Elias waves for me to follow. I pick up the man’s weapon and tuck it into my belt, then deliver one more swift kick to the side of his head, knocking him unconscious.  
 
    “They’ll be more here any minute,” Elias says. 
 
    I stand firm. “I’m not leaving without Lacy.” 
 
    “I already looked for her,” Elias growls. “Right after I escaped, I hacked into the building systems. A hovercraft left with her an hour ago.” 
 
    “Where?” I demand, stomach sinking.  
 
    “It was classified,” Elias says. “Maybe I could figure out where with more time, but that’s not something we have right now.” 
 
    I swallow back the lump forming in my throat.  
 
    The whites of Elias’ eyes are lined with red and full of worry. “Right now, we have to save ourselves. If we don’t, we can’t do anything for her.” 
 
    The door at the opposite end of the corridor slides open. “Stop there!” a guard calls out. 
 
    Without hesitation, I raise my blaster and fire off a shot. Immediately, they return fire. Plasma currents zip past us. I feel the charge ricochet off the wall and pressure skims my leg. 
 
    “Come on,” Elias urges, dragging me away from the fight. Up ahead is another door, and we make a run for it.  
 
    Please, let there be no ops behind it. 
 
    “It leads outside,” Elias shouts back to me. 
 
    “I know,” I say, envisioning the buildings up ahead. 
 
    The door slides open and again we’re standing in the blazing hot sun. No ops. Flames erupt from several surrounding buildings and billowing black smoke plumes from windows and rooftops. Several ops dart back and forth, ignoring us. 
 
    I spin around, taking it all in. “What is going on?” 
 
    “Jase and Knuckles,” he laughs. “Apparently they’ve been busy.” 
 
    “I’d say.” Gunfire erupts from just beyond the area’s perimeter. We move between the buildings, careful to avoid detection. Up ahead, the gates are blocked by several operatives firing off rounds into the hillside. We pause, crouching and keeping out of sight. 
 
    “How are we going to get out of here without them seeing us?”  
 
    Elias sighs. “There’s just one gate. We’d have to climb our way out to not be seen.” 
 
    “I’m good with climbing,” I say, tucking the second blaster into the back of my waistband. 
 
    “Right, okay.” Elias slowly stands. “Our best bet is to try for the south wall.” He points in the general direction, and before he can say anything else, I take off in a fast sprint. It’s an easy climb, as long as no operatives get in our way or no snipers take us out.  
 
    Elias’ right behind me. We dart between several buildings and crawl over a few small divider walls until we finally reach an alley. On the other side is the nine-foot wall. I holster my gun and leap up to grab hold of the top, but miss. 
 
    “Let me give you a boost,” Elias huffs out. He cups his hands and I place my boot there. 
 
    “You can stop there, or I can force you to!” a woman’s voice calls out. 
 
    The female Aura op and Talen have us penned in. The woman wears a sleek grey uniform that matches Talen’s. She stands at least six-foot tall, with bright red hair and steely eyes. 
 
    My breath hitches and I ease myself down, reaching for my hidden weapon. 
 
    “Don’t bother with that.” She holds up her hand and suddenly my body is pressed against the wall. My pulse races and bright spots form in my vision. 
 
    Talen lowers the woman’s hand and I fall to the ground. Elias scrambles over to help me to my feet. When I look up, the woman is staring hard at Talen. 
 
    “Move,” Elias says in my ear. 
 
    I don’t need to be told twice. I take off, hiding behind a low divider wall only a few feet from the perimeter and reaching for my blaster. Elias does the same. 
 
    The two of us fire off several rounds. The female Aura raises her hand again in my direction. I take aim and blast her. The electricity pulses through her body, causing her to go rigid, but it’s hardly enough. A second later, she’s back up and marching toward us. 
 
    Talen follows. His green eyes are dull again, back in robot mode. Elias and I fire at him, but both operatives continue to march forward until an explosion rips through a wall to their right, knocking both of them to the ground and covering them with rubble until nothing but a hand sticks out. 
 
    I slowly stand, eyes wide. The whole side of the building is gone, smoke billowing out from the giant hole in the side of the building, electrical wires sparking where they dangle. Computer equipment lays mangled in every direction. 
 
    I cough, waving away the dust as it settles down over us. “What was that?” 
 
    Elias turns his gaze toward the hills. “Our lucky break. Come on, we need to leave. We’re not going to get that lucky a second time.” 
 
    “Wait.” I block him from heading back toward the wall. “What if we take one of them?” 
 
    “An Aura operative?” he asks, shaking his head. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    I climb onto the rubble and move aside some of the smaller pieces. “Talen knows where they took Sky and Lacy. We can get information out of him. Come on, help me.” 
 
    Elias hesitates for a moment, then slides his blaster into his boot and climbs up beside me. Together, we toss rubble aside until Talen’s arm and head are exposed. 
 
    “How are we going to lift this guy over a wall?” Elias says. “There’s no way.” 
 
    “You’ll have to go first. Get Jase and Knuckles.” 
 
    Elias stares at me, dumbfounded. “Fin, there are operatives all over this place. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    I throw off another heavy piece of metal. “We have to do it.”  
 
    Elias must know how serious I am. He opens his mouth to argue with me, but then stops and shakes his head. “I’ll be back. Don’t disappear.” 
 
    Elias runs back to the wall and scales it. He rushes uphill, through the brush and vegetation, then disappears. 
 
    Sweat pours off me as I fight to unearth Talen. It’s no easy task. I work until I’ve got most of the rubble off him, wondering where the female operative is buried. She must be dead by now. Even Aura operatives have to breathe, and there isn’t a chance of her getting any oxygen, crushed under all this. 
 
    I slide my hands beneath Talen’s arms and heave with all my strength until his body shifts and slides out of the debris. I don’t want him conscious right now, but I bend down and press an ear against his chest to see if he’s breathing. There’s something there… a faint pulse as his chest slowly rises and falls. Knowing the Aura’s strength, I figure he’ll be back to full working order any minute, looking back to the wall.  
 
    Maybe this is a terrible idea. The ops will be back any second. How long should I wait for Elias? 
 
    A leg pops over the wall ahead of me as Elias pulls himself over. My shoulders relax. Right behind him is Knuckles and Jase. 
 
    “Hurry,” I say, as if I’d never changed my mind. They leap to the ground and rush to the pile of rubble. 
 
    “Nice take down,” Jase says to me. 
 
    “I wish I could take the credit.” I gesture to the shredded building beside us. “Wasn’t my doing.” 
 
    “It was mine,” Knuckles says, grabbing ahold of Talen’s feet. It takes all four of us to get him back to the wall. Knuckles and I climb to the top as Jase and Elias heave him up. None of us care as Talen’s limp body tumbles over the side and lands with a thud on the hard ground. A few seconds later, Jase and Elias are over, too. 
 
    My muscles strain with every step as we work our way back up the hill toward the transporter. My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth, and all I can think about is lying beneath the shade with a cold drink of water. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Jase yells. 
 
    My arms ache from Talen’s weight, and I plan to take it out on him later when we interrogate him. It gives my legs the strength to push his dead weight up the hill. 
 
    At the top, Emma and her guards are standing in a small cluster. She waits, hands on her hips and mouth wide, with Drape at her side. 
 
    We push the last few feet together, then all at once drop Talen at Emma’s feet. Her guards step back. 
 
    “An Aura operative?” Emma asks, shaking her head. “What are you thinking?”  
 
    “That guy’s gonna wake up and zap us all with his brain,” Drape gasps. 
 
    I march up to one of Emma’s guards and take his water pouch, then collapse to the ground. I uncap the water and take in a long drink. “We’re going to get this disaster back on track,” I say, pointing the pouch in Talen’s direction, “and that op is going to help us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have to move,” Emma orders. “It’s just a matter of time before the EHC makes their way up that hill.” 
 
    Elias glances back to the base. “She’s right. The sooner we get away from Telhix, the better off we’ll all be.” 
 
    “So I guess that means no broadcast,” Knuckles sighs. Down the hill, dark smoke billows from several buildings. Numerous guards begin to take formation. 
 
    “It’s going to have to wait,” Elias says. 
 
    Jase scowls, turns and marches back to the transporter. 
 
    “Come on,” Elias says to me. “Let’s get this guy inside.” 
 
    Emma steps forward and blocks him from moving. “You’re not going to take an Aura operative into my transporter. Are you crazy?” 
 
    “We need him,” I insist. 
 
    Elias wipes away sweat from his forehead. “Hey, I know it’s crap, but we’re running out of options here.” 
 
    Emma runs her hands through her hair and looks back to the vehicle. “You are going to get us all killed.” 
 
    “There has to be a way to keep him sedated,” I suggest. 
 
    Emma pinches her lips together in thought. “Maybe,” she says. “We have some bio-electrical tech in the back. It should work as a temporary damper on his ability. If it works like I think it might.” 
 
    “Good,” Elias says, waving for her guards to come closer. “Help me lift him.” 
 
    Emma raises her hand to halt the guards and looks at Elias. “If we die, this is on you.” She flicks her gaze to me. “And you.” 
 
    I nod, and she lowers her hand, gesturing to three of her guards to assist. 
 
    They step forward and reach down, grabbing hold of Talen. Slowly, they lift him and head back toward the transporter. We all follow. 
 
    “What if he wakes up?” Drape asks, lingering by the vehicle’s stairs. “I don’t want to go through what happened at Mason’s camp again.” 
 
    “Emma’s working it out,” I assure him, not that I really believe it, but it’s the best we got. 
 
    More gunfire erupts in the distance. This time, bullets bounce off the rocks near the edge of the hillside only feet away from where we stand.  
 
    “We have to hurry.” I grab hold of Drape’s hand, dragging him behind me and up the stairs. 
 
    Once inside, Knuckles sits behind the wheel and quickly presses a button, sealing the door. “Strap in, everyone. We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    I quickly bolt to a seat and secure myself. Drape slides in next to me. The transporter shifts over rocks. I brace a hand against the wall as the vehicle shudders and picks up speed, convinced I hear the pinging sounds of bullets hitting the side. 
 
    Drape’s breathing is fast as he turns his gaze to me. “Hey, where’s Lacy?” 
 
    My heart sinks at his words. “They took her.” 
 
    Panic washes over his face. “No way!” Drape wrestles off his seatbelt and stands. “We can’t leave!” he shouts toward the front of the transporter. 
 
    I grab his arm and yank him back into the seat. “Shut up. We have to. She’s already gone.” 
 
    Drape claws at the back of the seat in front of him, trying to stand again, and I squeeze his skinny upper arm tighter.  
 
    “Stop it,” I hiss. 
 
    He slumps back in his seat. “I should’ve been there.”  
 
    “Why? There was nothing you could’ve done.” 
 
    He’s silent while the transporter climbs over a steep rise and descends further away from Telhix. I know I should give him more information. It’s not fair to leave him in the dark. I take a long drink from my pouch, unsure how he’s going to take the news. 
 
    “We did everything we could to find her.” 
 
    “Tell me, Fin,” he demands. 
 
    “She’s was taken to be enhanced. Level four.” 
 
    “Like that guy?” Drape points behind to the operations room. “The Aura operative?” 
 
    “Talen,” I say. “That’s why we have him. He knows where they went.” 
 
    Drape scoffs. “Good luck with that.”  
 
    I bite the inside of my cheek, remembering how impenetrable Talen was during his interrogation. Even though there were glimpses of humanity there, getting through to him is going to be tough. Probably impossible. 
 
    Drape shifts his gaze back to me. “How’d it happen?”  
 
    “We were all shot with blasters,” I say. “But I don’t know what happened after that. We were separated.” 
 
    Drape leans his head against the seat in front of him. My heart hurts for him. Lacy and I are all he has.  
 
    “They have Sky, too.” It’s pretty much the only non-horrible news I have, and hopefully it will distract him. 
 
    Drape raises his head. “Sky?” 
 
    “Apparently, he’s alive,” I say, smiling. “Talen told me.” 
 
    Loud voices bounce back to us. I crane my neck to see what’s going on up front. Jase points a finger at Elias, then slams his fist against the front dash. 
 
    “I better see what’s going on,” I say, unbuckling my seatbelt and pushing myself past Drape, working my way up to the front. 
 
    “It was a total failure!” Jase yells. 
 
    Knuckles shifts a gear, then adds, “We were covering you. There shouldn’t have been any surprises.” 
 
    “We didn’t know there would be guards inside the tower,” Elias says. 
 
    “Of course you knew it would be guarded,” Jase scoffs. “That was a rookie move at best. I’ve trained you better than this Elias!” 
 
    Elias sighs. “It wasn’t a complete loss. We managed to get an Aura operative, didn’t we?” 
 
    “So what?” Knuckles says. “First, he’s probably going to zap our brains, and even if that doesn’t happen, how is he supposed to help us change the minds of the people? Only getting the word out would’ve made any difference. You heard what Emma said. Taking one op won’t crush them.” 
 
    “We’ll try again,” Elias insists. 
 
    I step into the cabin and try to diffuse the situation. “Is Talen ready to talk yet?” 
 
    Jase whips his gaze to me. “Emma’s hooking some kind of device to him. He’ll either tell us what he knows, or suffer the same pain he put all of us through.” 
 
    I cringe, remembering how awful it was to be controlled by Talen, but if it's the only way, it's the only way. I glance back down the aisle to the research room in the back. Curious, I make my way toward the partition to see what kind of device Emma has come up with. I step into the room, and strapped securely to the chair is Talen, head slumped to the side. His lungs rise and fall, but barely. Two of Emma’s guards keep their weapons trained on him.  
 
    “What is all this?” I ask, shifting between the guards and Talen. 
 
    Emma continues to fiddle with a bunch of wires in her hand. “I used some of the medical defibrillator equipment I found back here and sensors from the supply kit.” 
 
    “But what does it do?” I ask, circling him. 
 
    One of her guards holds Talen’s head back as Emma secures something to his neck. Her hand works quickly, threading it past his uniform and into his skin. “It’s a device that detects energy signatures,” she says. “Discharges from Talen’s nanotech, bio-electrical signals—anything he sends out. If we can isolate the unique frequencies, we will be able to hack him, in a sense.” She secures another wire to Talen’s collarbone and threads that down to the center of his chest. 
 
    My eyes widen as I try to make sense of Emma’s genius. “So, if he tries to use his ability…?” 
 
    “His tech will be redirected,” she says. “He’ll be jolted by himself.”  
 
    I step back and examine the wires and the monitoring equipment Emma’s set up. It’s hard to believe that just this will keep him from destroying all of us. “How much longer do you think he’ll be out of it?” 
 
    Emma shrugs. “His body recovers fast—faster than any of us. He could wake any minute.” 
 
    I step back, a bit nervous that he might pop up and take me out. 
 
    “Are you worried?” she asks. “You didn’t seem concerned a few minutes ago.” 
 
    I swallow and pull my shoulders back. “I know what he’s capable of, but we need to use it to our advantage.” 
 
    Emma eyeballs me between securing wires. “You are, likely, a fool.” She makes another adjustment, then steps back looking over her handiwork. “But sometimes foolish risks pay off.” Emma returns the leftover pieces of her device to a box and shuts it. “You got farther than I thought, and I didn’t expect you’d return at all, so that’s something.” 
 
    “If Elias didn’t get us out of there, I’d still be in the interrogation room with him.” I gesture to Talen. “Or worse.” 
 
    Emma presses her lips together. “We can try to interrogate him when he wakes, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up. He may give us nothing.” 
 
    I stare hard at him, remembering how powerless I was when my hands were tied. How quickly the roles have been reversed. “I have to try. Even if I don’t, we’re probably going to die anyway.” 
 
    Emma nods. Sadness washes over her, as if she knows it’s the truth, too, but her eyes soften. “I’ll do my best to help.” 
 
    The partition slides open and Elias walks in. “In about five minutes, we’re going off-road,” he informs us. “Should be far enough away from the EHC patrols.” His attention goes to Talen. “He’s secure?” 
 
    Emma nods. “I can’t promise anything,” she slaps her legs and stands, “but I think you’ll have the advantage—for now.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll be back in a minute.” Elias gives us a nod and walks back toward the front of the vehicle. The transporter slows, and a few moments later there’s the sound of rumbling tires on uneven earth. 
 
    Jase saunters through to the back, a sly look on his face, and sits opposite of Talen. “Let’s get this little party started.” 
 
    “What about Elias?” I ask. 
 
    As if on cue, Elias returns. He stands along the wall, giving a nod to Emma, and she goes to the medical kit and pulls out a syringe. She slowly slides the needle into Talen’s neck and presses the plunger. 
 
    “What’s that?” I ask. 
 
    “Just a mild stimulant,” she says. “Nothing too strong. We need him awake, not violent.” 
 
    I nod. “How long will it take?” 
 
    Before anyone can answer, Talen jolts upright. His green eyes flash as he turns his head from person to person, probably analyzing us and deciding who he’s going to kill first. 
 
    “Easy there, buddy,” Jase says, training his weapon on Talen. 
 
    Talen struggles to raise his hand against his restraints, but can’t. 
 
    Elias moves closer, his hand on top of his holstered blaster. “Don’t do anything,” he warns. 
 
    Talen ignores Elias. Instead, he focuses on Jase and narrows his eyes. A flash of electricity pulses through the wires and back into Talen. His whole body stiffens as he lets out a low groan and squeezes his eyes shut. 
 
    “That’s got to hurt,” Jase says. He leans forward. “How does it feel? Not too good, huh?” 
 
    “You’ve got to stay calm, Talen,” I insist. “You’re hooked up to a device that will redirect anything you try to do back onto yourself.” 
 
    Talen grunts and tries to shift in his chair. His nostrils flare. 
 
    “We just want information,” I say. “We don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Says you,” Jase mumbles. 
 
    Talen slowly opens his eyes, focusing on me. “You,” he says through gritted teeth. 
 
    I take a deep breath. “If we don’t hurt you, will you agree to help—” 
 
    “He’s not going to agree to anything,” Jase says, jumping up. He punches Talen square in the jaw. 
 
    “Jase!” I scream, but Talen barely moves. He narrows his eyes at Jase again. 
 
    “He can’t feel it,” Jase says. “He’s not even human.” 
 
    My eyes flash to Elias, who stands with his arms crossed. Emma leans against the side table. 
 
    I quickly stand. “There’s no sense in torturing him if he agrees to work with us.” 
 
    Jase laughs. “That thing?” He leans closer into Talen’s face and spits. “He’ll never help us.” 
 
    A slow smile spreads across Talen’s face. 
 
    “See?” Jase says. “Try to interrogate him. Where is Lacy?” 
 
    Talen stays silent. 
 
    Jase turns to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” I say. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m getting my gun,” Jase says. “I’m going to shoot him in his foot, work up to his knee caps, then put a bullet in both arms. I’ll put one in his head if I have to, but he’s going to tell us what we want to know.” 
 
    I whip toward Elias. “You can’t let him do this. He’s going to kill him, and then we’ll have nothing.” 
 
    Elias taps his fingers on the table, then looks toward me, silent. 
 
    “Let me talk to him,” I offer, moving to his side. “Alone.” 
 
    Emma’s jaw tightens. “You know he will kill you if he gets the chance.” 
 
    “I know. Just give me fifteen minutes. If I don’t get anything out of him, we can try Jase’s method.” 
 
    Jase returns with his gun. “Ready?”  
 
    Emma puffs up her chest and clears her throat. “Stand down, soldier. Fin wants to talk to him first. Alone.” 
 
    “No way,” Jase argues. “We don’t have time to get nice with him. We need answers!” 
 
    Emma doesn’t budge. “As the commander of this transport, I order you to stand down, soldier.” 
 
    Jase tenses his jaw and stares at Emma. She stands her ground.  
 
    “Fine,” he growls and storms from the space. 
 
    “This is the way to get answers,” I say to them. “Trust me, I can do it.” 
 
    Elias nods. “Okay, but you only get fifteen minutes. That’s it. If you don’t have answers by then, we find another way.” 
 
    Emma pats me on the shoulder. “Good luck,” she says as she slips out of the room, followed by Elias and the guards. 
 
    I turn my gaze on Talen. His eyes narrow at me. A shiver creeps up my spine, but I move closer, pull up a chair, and sit down. 
 
    “Alright, Talen,” I say. “I need to know why you didn’t kill me in that alley.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dread simmers in my chest as Talen sits in silence, his face blank. This isn’t working.  
 
    My eyes flash to the clock in the back of the communications room. Twelve minutes left. I know I saw a hint of humanity in him in the interrogation room earlier, and he stopped that other op from killing me.  
 
    Desperate, I scoot my chair forward. “How did you become like this?” 
 
    Talen’s face is stone cold, and his body is stiff, but I swear there’s a hint of something behind his eyes, although not much. I could be imagining it. 
 
    “Please answer me. I want to help you.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes and a flash goes through the wires again and into his body. He moans and squeezes his eyes shut. 
 
    “You have to stop. You’re only going to hurt yourself.” 
 
    Talen tightens his jaw in pain, his fists clenching. 
 
    I lean back and shake my head. “I need you to work with me. It’s the only way you’re going to keep your legs intact.” 
 
    Finally, the electricity dissipates, and he slowly cracks his eyelids open. 
 
    “Relax, okay?” 
 
    He eases open his hands and lays them flat on either arm of the chair. “What do you want with me?” he finally grits out through his teeth. 
 
    I sigh. “I just want to know if you remember how you became an Aura operative.” 
 
    Talen sits up, shaking off the painful shock. “I was compatible,” he says flatly, sounding more robotic. “Test results showed genetic markers for accepting nano implementation. My cellular makeup showed an aptitude for resisting high levels of electrical input. The tech would not kill me.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m asking.” I glance to the clock. Think Fin. What do I need to ask to get him to remember his life before? “How did you lose your connection to humanity?” 
 
    Talen stiffens, his eyes staring vacantly again. There’s a good chance he’s calculating how best to get out of this chair and kill me. My palms sweat as I try to push back my worry and stay a step ahead. 
 
    “My genetic markers made me ideal to accept the nanos,” he says without emotion. 
 
    Ugh. Maybe Jase was right. Maybe I can’t get through to him. He’s been enhanced for too long or the EHC did too good of a job and now there’s no going back. 
 
    Talen stares at me, waiting for the next question. His face is relaxed and seems less threatening, but that could change if I push him too hard.  
 
    Let’s try a different approach. 
 
    “Were you always loyal to the EHC?”  
 
    “I was recruited from my pathetic Tenant class life several years ago.” 
 
    My heart leaps. Bingo. Finally, something to work with. 
 
    “Pathetic?” I ask. “You were from a working family?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, your life was awful, and then what?” 
 
    His jaw ticks tight for a moment before he answers. “Duty called for me to serve the EHC.” 
 
    “You felt like it was your duty to join the EHC?” 
 
    “It was my duty.” 
 
    I lean forward, searching for a shift. His pupils are thirty percent more dilated than before. His breathing has picked up at least twice the rate from before.  
 
    “Who told you it was your duty? Your family or the EHC?” 
 
    Talen pauses. His eyes go from looking through me to looking at me. I hit a nerve.  
 
    “I… I was brought to the EHC,” he stutters. “It was my… duty.” 
 
    I cock my head and slide to the edge of my seat. There’s no way he really believes this. Not deep down. The Aura upgrades have really messed with his brain.  
 
    “I think that’s what they told you. They brainwashed you to think it was your responsibility to become an Aura op.” 
 
    Talen’s eyelids look heavy. He closes them for a second. Suddenly, his face goes pale. His lips part. 
 
    “Talen?” 
 
    His shoulders drop. 
 
    I jump up. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “I followed orders,” he mumbles, slumping over, his skin taking on a pale hue. 
 
    “What’s going on? Are you sick?” My mind flashes back to his injury from the blast. Maybe Emma was wrong. Maybe his body isn’t healing. 
 
     “Talen!” I rattle his chair, but it does nothing. I spin around, and shove open the partition door. “Emma!”  
 
    She shoots up from her seat, followed by Jase, weapon in hand. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Emma, could you please come help me for a moment?” I ask, calming my voice and eyeing Jase. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jase demands. 
 
    I race to Emma, grab her by the hand, and pull her into the communications room. “Something’s wrong,” I whisper. Jase tries to follow. “You stay there,” I growl at him. 
 
    Emma pushes past me through the partition and rushes to Talen’s side, quickly following the wires she attached only a few minutes ago. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?”  
 
    Emma rushes to one of the computers and taps the display. “I was afraid of this. The nanotech needs to be charged. It drains the host’s bio-electrical energy.” Her finger’s race over the keyboard. “I need to collect the data.” 
 
    My heart speeds up. “Talen,” I say, trying to shake him back to life. His face has turned a bluish-grey. I feel for his breath. Again, it’s shallow, and his pulse is weak. 
 
    Jase pushes the door open. His eyes go to Talen. “You killed him?” 
 
    “No!” I shout. “And I told you not to come in here!” 
 
    Elias steps inside. “What’s happening? I thought you said you were just going to talk to him.” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” I block Jase from coming closer. “You can’t come in yet. I still have time.” 
 
    He scoffs. “You’re not getting anywhere. It’s my turn.” 
 
    “No, Jase,” I say, holding my ground. “If you don’t get out of here, it’s not going to matter anyway.” 
 
    “What’s going on, Fin?” Elias asks, glancing to Talen, then me and Emma. 
 
    I swallow down my fear. “We’ve got it under control.” 
 
    Talen moans. He slowly sits up again and blinks. 
 
    “No way!” Jase says. He tries to look past me. “You’re wasting time.” 
 
    “Calm down Jase,” Elias says, pointing him out. 
 
    Jase backs up. “Five minutes,” he says. “Then it’s my turn. If you haven’t killed him already.” 
 
    Elias flashes me a look and follows Jase. I close the partition and turn to Talen whose face is less bluish.  
 
    “Give me a second, Talen. We’re going to figure out what’s going on.” I rush back to Emma, who’s busily preparing several tubes and setting up a machine in the corner. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Look at the data analysis,” she says, pointing to the screen. “The wires that run from him into the computer monitor his biological changes.” 
 
    My eyes jump around the graphs, mind too jumbled right now to work it out. Two separate lines rise and fall. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “The red line,” she says, “is the nanotechnology.” 
 
    I watch as it plummets in a jagged descent down the screen. “And the blue line?” 
 
    Emma smiles. “That is his own biology.” 
 
    “It’s increasing. He’s regaining his own bodily control?” 
 
    “It appears that way,” she says, flicking a switch on the device. A whirling follows.  
 
    Talen’s blank stare has changed. There’s more life in his eyes. He blinks a few times and tears trickle down his cheeks. It’s as if he’s becoming human again. 
 
    I retake my seat in front of him. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he says, glancing around. “Where am I?” 
 
    “You’re on a transporter in the middle of the desert.” 
 
    He scans the room again, a confused look on his face. There’s a good chance Jase is going to burst through the door again in the next minute or two. I need to make my move while I can.  
 
    “Do you know my name?”  
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “I’m Finley. We were talking a minute ago about how you became an Aura operative.” 
 
    Talen presses his lips together. A vein in his forehead pulses. I look to Emma, but she’s still tapping away at the screen. 
 
    “Do you remember anything?” I ask Talen. 
 
    “I know what the Aura mods did,” Talen says. “They trapped me inside myself.” 
 
    My heart hurts for him. “I can’t imagine what it must be like to wake up every day and not feel in control of myself.” I give him a weak smile. “Do they control your thoughts?” 
 
    “Yes,” he mutters, his eyes still jumping around. 
 
    “What about your memories?” 
 
    “Some of those, too,” he says with a cough. 
 
    I stand and grab some water from the supply kit. I hold the bottle up to his mouth and he takes a long draw, then nods that he’s had enough. 
 
    “We need to get going,” Emma urges. 
 
    I take a deep breath. “I need you to answer my questions. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    Panic washes over his face. 
 
    “Just a few, okay?”  
 
    Talen moves to stand, but the restraints keep him from rising more than an inch out of his chair. We can’t let him loose yet. I have no idea if he’ll snap back into robot mode.  
 
    “You have to stay still or else you’ll be hurt again,” I warn him. 
 
    “I want to go,” Talen says, his breathing quickening. “I need to move.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
     “You have to,” he begs Emma. “The nanos will go into survival mode and draw energy from my body. They’ll kill me.” 
 
    Emma bites her lip and flicks her fingers over the screen again. 
 
    “Is that true?” I ask her. It could be a trap. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she says. “We won’t know until I can figure out how this technology works.” 
 
    Talen flinches. His legs push against the restraints. “It’s a proprietary defense mechanism to prevent people from reprogramming Aura ops,” he growls. “I’m not lying. If you don’t let me go, I’ll be dead within minutes.” 
 
    “We’re going to keep him alive, right?” I say to Emma.  
 
    Emma moves to Talen’s side. “I don’t doubt it,” she says in a steady voice. “But we can’t know for sure until we figure out how things work.” 
 
    Talen shakes his head. “It’ll be too late. The EHC will never let you figure out my technology.” 
 
    My chest tightens. I believe what he’s saying is true, but I also know what Talen’s capable of. 
 
    I stand and pull Emma into the corner. “What’s the chance he’s really becoming more human?” 
 
    Emma glances back to Talen, and then to me. “I’d say he’s telling the truth, but we can’t assume anything. I’d like to run a blood test to determine how things work.” 
 
    I glance to the clock. “How long will it take?” 
 
    “Just a few minutes. If his own biological energy has replaced the nanotechnology, then his free will should kick in. If we can trust his natural state, though.” 
 
    I furrow my brow, knowing our chance to get the truth out of him is almost up. “Maybe I can convince Jase to give us more time.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” Emma turns and grabs a needle from the supply kit. “I’ll work as fast as I can.” She moves to Talen’s side. “I need to take a blood sample.” 
 
    The veins in his neck strain as he turns to look at Emma. Before he can argue, she moves to his other side and jabs him with the needle. Talen winces as she slowly extracts what she needs and moves back to her instruments along the side table. A trickle of blood leaks down his neck onto his uniform. I grab a bandage from the kit and secure it to him. 
 
    “I forgot what pain is like,” he whispers. 
 
    I step back and study him. All the signs of his robotic demeanor are gone. I have to do whatever I can to keep him alive, at least until he tells us what he knows.  
 
    I turn and head to the partition, pushing open the door. Jase sits eagerly on the edge of his seat, a wild look in his eye. “Ready for my turn?” 
 
    “Look, Jase,” I say, stepping closer. “He’s useless to us if he’s dead.” 
 
    Elias stands. “Did you get anything out of him?” 
 
    “He’s not as robotic as I thought. We’ve been able to wear down some of the nanotechnology.” 
 
    Jase laughs. “He’s pretending. You can’t trust him. The minute you release him, he’ll burn us from the inside out.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I snap. “He’s different. His eyes are more focused on who’s talking to him, plus he felt pain.” 
 
    “Wear down the nanotechnology,” Elias echoes. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Emma says it’s his own biochemistry. It’s becoming more dominant and pushing the nanotech out.” 
 
    “No way,” Jase scoffs and turns to Elias. “Don’t believe it.” 
 
    Elias ignores him and heads toward the back. “I want to see it for myself.” 
 
    “You’ll get us all killed!” Jase shouts, following him. 
 
    I work my way around to Emma. “Have you figured anything out yet?” 
 
    She narrows her gaze on the computer screen. “The nanos are attacking his cells for energy. I can reprogram the nanos now that the blood sample gave me access to their frequency.” 
 
    “And what will that do?” Elias asks. 
 
    Emma moves her finger as the data unfolds on the screen. “If I can turn off the nanos’ control on him, he might be more willing to help.” 
 
    “I’d rather see him dead,” Jase mutters. 
 
    Elias examines Talen’s face more carefully. “He does look more human now. Something’s changed in his eyes.” 
 
    “We can’t punish him,” I say. “It’s not fair to hold him responsible for what the EHC forced him to do. And if Lacy is really an Aura op now, we’ll need to figure this out to be able to save her.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Jase moans. “You were there at the training camp. I don’t care who programmed him to try and kill us, that thing is the one who did it.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have if the nanotechnology was shut down,” I argue. 
 
    “Listen, Fin,” Jase says, stepping closer, “if you think he’s going to just curl up at your feet and help you destroy the EHC, you’re wrong. This guy is enhanced with the best possible technology to destroy, and he will. Our only chance is to destroy him first.” 
 
    Emma looks up from her computer. “You will never get Talen to agree to anything if he’s under their control. We have to try and bring him out of their control.” 
 
    “You’re letting revenge cloud your judgment,” I say. “Give Emma a few more minutes.” 
 
    Jase shakes his head. 
 
    Elias traces the data on the screen. “I agree with Fin. It looks like there’s a shot to bring him back around. Talen is too valuable to let die.” 
 
    Jase backs away. “It won’t work.” 
 
    “Let’s just try,” Emma says. “It’s our best chance, and I’ve almost broken through the coding.” 
 
    I glance back to Talen. His face is lined with worry. Beads of sweat dot his forehead. “We’re going to try and help you,” I say. 
 
    Talen tenses his jaw and clenches his fists. “It feels like I’m being torn apart.” 
 
    “Can you hurry?” I plead to Emma. 
 
    Her fingers fly across the screen. “Almost there.” 
 
    Talen squeezes his eyes shut. “I remember how I became enhanced,” he whispers. 
 
    I lean closer. “How?” 
 
    “They told me my life would be better. They said I would be protected and strong. I believed them, I—” 
 
    Suddenly, Talen seizes. His eyes stare at the ceiling as he buckles in his seat, shaking uncontrollably. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Elias shouts. 
 
    I step back, afraid of what might happen next. “I don’t know!”  
 
    “I’ve got it,” Emma says. “I’m turning off the coding that controls emotions.” 
 
    “Quick, Emma!” I shout. “He’s not going to make it!” 
 
    “Done!” she says. 
 
    With a flick of a switch, Talen’s body stops convulsing, slumping back into his seat. I reach over and feel for his pulse. It’s there.  
 
    “Talen, are you okay?” 
 
    His eyes flutter open as he takes in a sharp breath and sits up. “I’m alive?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say.  
 
    Emma walks around the table. “You will probably be weak for a while. Your body has been flooded with stress chemicals for quite some time. It may take several days for them to wear off.” 
 
    A quizzical look overtakes his face. “My memory is so scattered. Piecing things together is hard… I just know there is a large chunk of time missing.” 
 
     “Maybe it’s best you don’t remember,” Elias says. “You don’t know what you’ve done or who you’ve hurt.” 
 
    Jase steps forward. “I can tell him that.” 
 
    “Not now,” Elias says, cutting a warning look Jase’s way. “First we need to get answers. Do you remember anything about where the EHC is holding Lacy or Sky?” 
 
    Talen shakes his head in frustration. “Who are Lacy and Sky?” 
 
    “See?” Jase spits. “He’s worthless. We’ve wasted all this time, and now he’s the same as us, only useless. He can’t even stand on his own without help.” 
 
    “I can recharge the nanos,” Emma suggests. “It’ll shut off the nanos’ hardwired self-destruct systems for now, and maybe that will help him reconnect those neural pathways where his memories are stored. It’s worth a shot.” 
 
    I cringe at the thought, the risk it might hold, but hear myself say, “Do it.” 
 
    Emma nods and works a few more wires into Talen’s skin before returning to her screen. 
 
    “What if he bounces back to what he was a few minutes ago?” Jase asks. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” Emma tells him. “I’ll keep the programming under control.” 
 
    “Just keep those wires on him,” Jase says, watching Talen warily.  
 
    We wait a few more minutes while Emma makes adjustments. “The encryption is beyond anything I’ve seen,” she mumbles. “Hacking him will be tough.”  
 
    As she works, Talen’s eyes flit back and forth. “It’s coming back. The enhancement… being transported… the settlement camp… the resistance camp.” His eyes grow huge, as if he’s drawing the connection between us and Mason’s camp. “I can tell you what I know.”  
 
    Emma rises from the computer. Talen’s eyes glaze over, and his face stiffens. Did we go too far? 
 
     “I remember what happened that day,” he whispers and glances to Jase. “I know what I did to you.” 
 
    Jase crosses his arms. 
 
    Something about Talen’s narrow gaze unsettles me. I think the robot is back. I take a step closer and he whips his head my way, his stare boring into me as if he’s biding his time. 
 
    The time until he can kill us all. 
 
    Then Talen’s eyes roll back and he’s out again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    “If we can’t get him to talk, there’s no sense in sitting around here,” Elias says, ordering us outside. 
 
    I glance back to Talen one last time. His eyes shift away, resuming their despondent gaze. I rub the back of my neck. “Lead the way,” I say, following Elias down the aisle.  
 
    An electrical snapping comes from the front of the transporter. 
 
    Emma pushes past me. “The system is overheating.” She throws herself in the front seat and flicks a few switches. “The transporter must have been hit back there.” 
 
    “Can we fix it?” I ask. 
 
    Emma stands and runs her hands through her hair. “Shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll let it cool down for a few minutes, then rewire the frayed circuitry. First, we have to find where the bullets hit.” 
 
    I follow her down the stairs and out of the transporter, wrapping my arms around my waist. There’s a nagging ache in my stomach. Hunger, no doubt, mixed with all the stress of the day, even though there’s not much time left in it anyway. The darkness is going to leave us blind to the EHC.  
 
    “Another night in the desert,” I sigh as Emma and I walk to the back of the transporter. “There,” I say, spotting a small hole. Beside it are two others. 
 
    “Straight into the cooling system,” Emma says. 
 
    Drape comes around the side of us. “What’s going on?”  
 
    I point to the marks. “The Leeches got a few bullets in.”  
 
    “Won’t affect us driving, right?” he asks. 
 
    “No,” Emma says. “But it won’t make for a pleasant ride tomorrow without cool air. It’s an easy fix. If they had been closer, there could have been more damage. Their vehicles are built to withstand gunfire, unlike ours. These transporters aren’t built to be in the middle of a battle. Non-military field work only.” 
 
    I sigh. No matter what we do, they will always have better technology, enhanced killing machines, bigger settlements, and more weapons. I blow out a series of short breaths, trying to get control of my thoughts. 
 
    “You okay?” Drape asks. 
 
    “I’ve been better,” I say. “It’s just been a long day.”  
 
    He nods. “You should get some rest.” 
 
    That’s all I want right now. If only I could get my mind to stop trying to figure things out, like how to get Talen to talk. 
 
    I grab Drape’s arm and pull him back toward the others. Jase stands guard by the stairs, gun in hand. “Make sure to lock the door after Emma’s done out here,” he orders Knuckles. “I don’t want that thing getting loose.” 
 
    Elias glances to me and mouths the words, You okay? 
 
    I nod, but lean over and place my hands on my knees. “Yeah, just tired and thinking about Lacy and Sky.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be worrying about this now,” Jase barks to Emma. “We need to wake that thing up and get some viable intel.” 
 
    “He’s not going to give us any information now,” Emma says from behind him, grabbing some tools from a compartment at the side of the transporter. “I don’t think he’s capable of remembering in his current state. The nanotechnology has virtually destroyed his memories. Hopefully his brain can re-wire itself.” 
 
    “He’s a busted piece of EHC tech, that’s all,” Jase snarls. 
 
    “He can do it,” I insist, straightening up. “He was remembering things right before Emma upped the nanotech.” 
 
    Emma shrugs. “Maybe Fin’s right. Only time will tell. He may begin to remember more of his humanity, and perhaps then he will see the benefit in helping us.” 
 
    Jase laughs again and moves his gun from his side to across his chest. “And if he doesn’t?” 
 
    My chest tightens at the thought of losing Lacy and Sky. I glance out into the desert. Are we too late? 
 
    Elias moves closer to me, his eyes full of concern. “Whatever happens, we have to use the uplink station to broadcast our message. With or without Talen’s help.”  
 
    Drape shakes his head. “Are you crazy? No way I’m going back to Telhix. You saw how many ops were there. They’re not going to let you slip in a second time.” 
 
    “That’s why we should,” Knuckles argues. “They want you to think it’s too hard to get through, but I bet it’s not. They’re weakened, and we can use that.” 
 
    “Telhix’s relay tower was a much easier target,” Emma says, “but I agree with Drape. That option is no longer viable.” 
 
    Jase scowls. “Where else then? We need another comm tower.” 
 
    Emma shakes her head. “Only the main satellite uplink station for this region can broadcast wide enough.” 
 
    “So we’re done,” Jase says. “It’s impossible to access that fortified EHC station. Piggybacking off Telhix’s tower is one thing, infiltrating a main EHC compound is another.” 
 
    “Maybe not.” Elias glances around the group. “We could try.” 
 
    “No way,” Jase argues. “They’re going to be waiting for us. It’s locked down by now and underground. It’s a suicide mission.” 
 
    All the arguing makes my insides crawl. I turn away and walk to the back of the transporter to get a hold of my thoughts. Inside the vehicle, only feet away, sits a possible killer. The option of heading back to Telhix means another battle, more killing, and climbing the tower again. I shudder at the thought of getting hit by a Leech’s blaster again.  
 
    Every possible option feels impossible, and I crouch down and try to catch my breath. 
 
    Elias comes around the side and crouches next to me. “Are you alright?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m overwhelmed. This Noble modification puts my mind in overdrive at all times. I can’t stop thinking. How do you do it?” 
 
    “I was born with it,” Elias says. “It’s going to take you time to center yourself. You’ll learn to keep your thoughts focused.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. Maybe Emma can plug me into that contraption and zap my brain off.” 
 
    Elias laughs. “Let’s not do that just yet.” He pops back up and stands in front of me, reaching his hands out. “We need a break. Why don’t we stop thinking about tomorrow and figure out where we’re going to stay tonight? It’ll be dark soon.” 
 
    I take his hand and he pulls me up. “Do you think it’s safe here?” 
 
    Elias turns and scans the landscape. “Maybe over there,” he suggests, pointing to a grouping of rocks. 
 
     “Right,” I laugh. “Because the EHC will never suspect we’re hiding our transporter right behind a few rocks.” 
 
    “Worried?” he asks, giving me a smile. 
 
    Something about the smile gives me some measure of comfort. Elias is a good friend. “Of the EHC? No, of course not.” I roll my eyes. “I don’t need to worry about them.” 
 
    “Come on,” he says, reaching his hand out to me. I let him guide me back to the group. Most stand, arms folded, staring at one another, the air thick with tension. 
 
    “Whoa,” I say. “What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Emma says. “It’s obvious none of us are ever going to agree.” 
 
    “Not tonight,” Elias says. “We need a break. What about moving the transporter over to that rock cluster? There’s enough vegetation that it’ll shield us from the road.” 
 
    “Fine,” Jase huffs. 
 
    Emma glares and pushes past Jase. “I’ll fix the wiring.” 
 
    “Great,” Jase says. “I’ll help.” 
 
    She turns on the second step, blocking Jase from entering the transport. “You’re best at guard duty.” 
 
    Relief washes over me as Jase backs down. He grumbles to himself, but finally decides to turn and walk with Knuckles, Drape, and Elias to the rock cluster. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long night,” I say to Emma. “If Jase gets a chance to kill Talen, he will.” 
 
    Emma lowers her gaze to me. “We’re not going to let him. Come on.” 
 
    I begin to board the stairs when Elias calls out to me. 
 
    “I’m going with Emma,” I call back. 
 
    Elias shakes his head and rushes back to the transporter. “You should stay with us. I don’t want you in there with Talen.” 
 
    “I’ll be alright,” I say. “There’s nothing he can do.” 
 
    Elias steps closer. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “He’s less of a threat then him right now,” I say, eyeballing Jase. 
 
    Elias shakes his head. “He’s just upset. He’s got every right to be.” 
 
    “I know.” I back up the last step of the stairs. “But he can’t see the bigger picture.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to him. Just be careful.” 
 
    I nod and board the transport. Emma already sits at the operation controls. “It will take me a few minutes.”  
 
    “Take your time.”  
 
    I head to the back and slide open the door to the communications room. Talen sits in the same chair as before, his gaze still distant. I walk around him and slide open one of the panels on the wall, revealing a glow in the distance. Soft pinks blend with oranges and reds in the fading sunlight.  
 
    “Want to look outside?” I ask. 
 
    Talen slowly tilts his head my way. His gaze is a million miles away. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I study the scene. “Even with all the chaos out there, there’s still some beauty in the world.” 
 
    I turn back to find Talen’s had no reaction. I leave the window and move closer to his side.  
 
    “You ready to talk, yet?” 
 
    Talen gulps and tilts his head up toward me. “I’m thirsty… and hungry.” 
 
    “Of course. Give me a second.” I head back up the aisle to my seat and find my bag. After rummaging through it for a few seconds, I find the last two nutrition bars from Emma’s settlement camp. My mouth waters as I think about eating them myself, but right now they might be the key to getting through to Talen. 
 
    Once back in the comm room, I slowly unwrap one of the bars and raise it to his mouth. Talen finishes it in two bites, his eyes going to the second bar in my hand. 
 
    “You want some water?” 
 
    He nods. I grab the water pouch from the side table, uncapping it and bringing it back to him. Talen drinks for a few seconds as I unwrap the second bar and let him eat it. Someone his size and strength must get pretty hungry. He’s also calm, and there’s life in his eyes again. Looks like the reprogrammed nanos are working.  
 
    “You’ve been through a lot today,” I say. “It’s taken a lot out of you.” 
 
    “Yes,” he mumbles between bites. “I hardly ever need rest. At least I didn’t when the nanotech controlled everything. I forgot how it feels to be this hungry and tired.” 
 
    I ease myself back into the chair in front of him. “It’s hard being human, isn’t it?” I feed him the last of the bar and let him drink again from the pouch. “Jase wouldn’t be very happy with me right now if he knew I was giving you this.” 
 
    “He doesn’t trust me. I understand.” 
 
    “We’ve all been through a lot over the last few days,” I say. “Jase is frustrated. We’re all frustrated. The EHC isn’t making things easy for us.” 
 
    Talen swallows his last bite and glances out the window again. The light from the setting sun falls on his face. He takes a moment, then says, “Your plan to take the uplink tower isn’t going to work.” 
 
    My eyes flash to him. “What?” 
 
    “I heard your conversation.” 
 
    “Outside?” I twist in my chair. “But we weren’t talking that loud. How?” 
 
    “Aura operatives are enhanced with the ability to hear things other classes can’t.” 
 
    I tilt my head and examine him more closely. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    His gaze returns to the fading light outside. “My memories are coming back.” 
 
    "What do you remember?” 
 
    “When I was seventeen, they took me from my family.” 
 
    A weak smile spreads across my lips. “I never met my family. It must have been hard for you to be taken from the ones you had.” 
 
    “I wasn’t the easiest teenager. I acted out a lot. Got into fights with my parents.” Shame fills his eyes. “One day I went for a medical visit. It wasn’t long after that I was recruited by the Aura division.” 
 
    “They saw something in you. Something that could be made into a weapon to hurt others.” 
 
    Talen clears his throat. “I was told I would never see, or even want to see my family again.” Tears begin to well as he presses his lips together. “I agreed to it,” he confesses. “It was stupid. I’ve caused so much pain to others, and now all I want is to see my family again.” 
 
    What must it be like to have been loved and yet choose to turn your back on it? 
 
     “I’ll tell you whatever you need to know,” he whispers. 
 
    My heart races at his words, and I focus to keep my composure. “Good. We need you.” 
 
    Talen’s chest rises and falls. “Will you let me go afterward?” 
 
    My stomach tightens. I want to tell him we will let him go, but I can’t make that call. “Let me see what I can do.” 
 
    “I just want to go home.”  
 
    I stand and walk toward the front of the already moving vehicle. 
 
    “Please,” Talen calls after me. 
 
    I turn to see his fists are clenched against the armrests. He chokes back an angry sob. I straighten my shoulders and face him. “Is it possible to take the uplink tower?” 
 
    He raises his chin. “Only if I help you.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No way, Fin!” Jase shouts. “I’m not trusting Talen, no matter what sob story he wants to tell you. He’s lying.” 
 
    I frown back at him. “I don’t think so. He’s remembering the person he was and just wants to go home.” 
 
    Elias crosses his arms, staring into the small, crackling fire beside our gear and few camp supplies. “It’s too dangerous,” he says. “We’ve only seen a small change in Talen in the last few hours. He could easily bounce back to what he was before, and we have no idea if the EHC could just flip the switch again, even if he doesn’t want it.” 
 
    “Not if the nanotech remains under control,” I insist, glancing to Emma. “We can use him to move toward the communications tower and keep the device secured to him.” 
 
    “That device isn’t going to hold him for long,” Jase argues. “Knowing him, he’s been faking all these shocks. Taking him to the tower is a guaranteed funeral for all of us.” 
 
    I swallow back my doubt. There’s no way I can be sure that won’t happen. There are risks. All I have is what I feel about Talen’s reaction to his family and my instincts, even though I know it’s weak reasoning. 
 
    “Jase is right,” Elias says. “I vote no.” 
 
    “What choice do we have?” I glance around the group. Knuckles, Drape, Davis, and the rest of Emma’s guards stare back, blank faced. 
 
    Drape shoves his hands in his pockets. “There isn’t another choice. We have to go back.” 
 
    I try to keep calm, but my pulse is starting to pound in my head. “Without his help, there’s no way to gain access to the uplink station. He’s the only one who has access and intel.” 
 
    Jase slaps his legs and laughs. “You don’t get it, do you?”  
 
    I take a step back, wondering if Jase’s stress is getting the better of him as his eyes burn into mine. 
 
    “He can hear everything we’re saying, right?” Jase asks. 
 
    I slowly nod. “That’s what he told me.” 
 
    “He’s a fake,” Jase says, raising his voice. “And I hope he’s listening. He’s a liar. It’s a trap, and you’re going to get us all killed by believing him because he shed a few tears and cried about his family.” 
 
    My eyes go to Emma. I need her now. If only she’d back me up, but she’s silent and looks away. 
 
    “What about you?” I ask Knuckles. “What do you think?” 
 
    Knuckles slowly rises from her crouch. “Jase is right. The Aura ops are capable of more than we know. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    I blow out a sigh and step back. Part of me wonders if they’re right. Maybe Talen was performing and I’m too gullible, too quick to trust.  
 
    “Why does Talen want us to take him to the communications tower?” Elias asks. “Why can’t he just give us the Intel?” 
 
    “He knows he’s expendable if he gives away all the information,” I say. “Plus, it will be easier if he helps.” 
 
    Jase rattles his gun. “The only thing that will be easier for him is killing all of us.” 
 
    Anger surges through my veins. “We have no advantage over the EHC,” I say, clenching my fists. “If you haven’t noticed, most of us are dead. We need one weapon to help us, and Talen is that weapon.” 
 
    Elias moves to my side, placing a hand on my shoulder. I shake him away.  
 
    “I feel like I’m the only one who wants to win this,” I continue. “We knew it wouldn’t be easy, and now, when we’re at the hardest part of this fight, you all want to play it safe.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Drape agrees. “We won’t win if we don’t take a chance. We’re probably all dead anyway.” 
 
    Elias sighs. “I just don’t understand how Talen is willing to change sides so easily.” 
 
    “It wasn’t his choice,” I say. “He didn’t want to turn into a killing machine. Talen may have wanted to be enhanced, but he didn’t know it would turn out like this. He’s been cut off from compassion and deep emotion for nine years.” 
 
    “That’s the point,” Jase says. “Nine years without humanity, and now we’re just supposed to believe he’s fixed?” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s fixed,” Emma interjects. “He’s still far from his normal self.” 
 
    “He’s changed,” I press. “He told me about the testing the EHC did on him, how they kept him from his family.” Tears begin to well in my eyes as I remember Talen pleading for his humanity again, pleading to be with his family. “He just wants a chance.” 
 
    We stand for a few seconds in silence. The sky is dark now. Only the lights from the transporter glow softly on our circle. 
 
    “I want a chance, too,” Elias whispers. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life fighting.” 
 
    “None of us do,” Emma says, turning to me. Her face is a shadow in the light. “I’m willing to take the risk. I will go with you and Talen to the satellite tower.” 
 
    “What?” Jase asks. 
 
    A broad smile lifts my lips. Knowing she’s got my back right now means everything. 
 
    “I’ll go, too,” Drape says. 
 
    I turn my head and wipe away a tear. “Thanks, Drape.” 
 
    “We’ll all go,” Elias orders. 
 
    Jase backs up from the group. “No way!”  
 
    “Fin’s right,” Elias says. “We knew this wasn’t going to be easy. We have to take the risk in bringing Talen along.” 
 
    Knuckles sighs and nods in agreement. “How are we going to make sure he doesn’t kill us then?” 
 
    “The shock device,” Emma says. “If Talen acts up in any way, or we don’t make it safely, I’ll use the device to end him.” She glances toward her guards and the tallest one nods. I guess they’re on board, too. 
 
    I swallow and slowly nod in agreement to Emma’s plan. 
 
    “We should get some rest,” Elias suggests. “We’ll need our strength tomorrow to move forward.” 
 
    Most of us spread out beneath the transporter’s panels. Their quiet voices begin to fade away, soon replaced by quiet snores. Emma goes back inside the vehicle to see if there are any more problems with the cooling system. Emma’s guards have kept to themselves, for the most part. I would too if this wasn’t all on my shoulders.  
 
    I move closer to the fire with Elias. “I have some food,” he says, reaching into his bag and pulling out a partially squished nutrient bar. “It’s not much, but—” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” I say, snatching it from his fingers and unwrapping it before quickly devouring it. He’s right. It’s not much, but soon my stomach relaxes, and my head begins to clear. 
 
    “It’s been a hard day,” Elias whispers. 
 
    “I just want to get them back.” 
 
    “I know. I know you’re willing to do whatever you have to, Fin.” His hand reaches over and gently strokes my arm. “You’re a good friend.”  
 
    I feel myself stiffen. My eyes go to his as I slowly shift away. “I’m tired,” I say. “I’m going to try and get some rest.”  
 
    He nods and looks away. The stress must be getting to him, too. I know it’s wearing on me, that’s for sure.  
 
    I stand and head over to the panels, half-yawning, half-stumbling, ready to close my eyes when Emma’s face appears at the transporter’s door. Her eyes are wide. “You need to come with me,” she says.  
 
    What now?  
 
    “Why?” I ask, heading up the stairs. 
 
    She doesn’t answer, but turns and leads me down the aisle to the communications room. I pass Talen who’s fast asleep in his chair and snoring loudly. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask more insistently. 
 
    Emma points to the computer screen and the notice that flashes across it. 
 
    Underground dweller network has been completely halted. Nonessential people will be eliminated unless the resistance turns itself over to the EHC. 
 
    My chest tightens. Suddenly, I’m wide awake, wishing I hadn’t just read that. 
 
     “It was sent directly to us,” Emma says. “There’s no time for—” 
 
    I turn and rush from the room, yelling loudly, “We have to go now!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    My foot taps nervously against the back of the driver’s seat where Elias sits beside Jase. They quietly discuss the route and best plan of action. There’s only our dim headlights on the road ahead of us, and my eyes search through the window for hidden operatives along the road. I can just see them stopping us and ending this last-minute mission before it’s even started. 
 
    “I was having a good dream,” Jase says in a snide voice to me. “Thought we could at least plan this out a little more instead of racing off into the dark.” 
 
    “What did you want me to do?” I ask. “Every minute counts. Who knows when the EHC will start killing the Dwellers.” 
 
    Elias glances back to me. “It’ll be by tomorrow,” he says bluntly. “The EHC don’t play games. If we don’t succeed in communicating our message, we’ll have no choice but to surrender.”  
 
    My heart pounds as a second wave of adrenaline pumps through my veins. 
 
    “We have to be careful,” Elias tells Jase. “Let’s hide the transporter farther away this time. The perimeter will be fortified now.” 
 
    The wheels slow as Jase turns to the left. We climb up a small embankment, then back down on the other side, ending beside a small cluster of trees. 
 
    Once the vehicle stops, Drape comes to my side and crouches beside my seat. His face is tense with worry. 
 
    “We’ll be okay,” I whisper, trying to reassure him. 
 
    “I keep thinking about the people we left underground.” 
 
    “One way or another, we’ll make sure we do what’s best for them.” 
 
    Drape nods and slowly stands. Elias unbuckles his belt and orders Drape to open the stairs. Once again, Drape’s worried eyes meet mine. He swallows and heads for the side of the vehicle. I hold my breath as horrible thoughts roll through my head; images of operatives lying in wait on the other side play over and over again. 
 
    When the stairs click into place, Emma stands and moves toward the exit. She slowly descends and, when nothing happens, all of us, except Talen, follow. 
 
    Outside, there’s nothing but silence. The dim light from the transporter illuminates the others’ faces. There’s a half-moon in the sky. It should be enough to see our way, but the whole thing reminds me of how silent it was the day Emma’s settlement camp was ambushed. I brace myself for instant attack and scan for ops concealed in the dark or hidden behind the trees. 
 
    “We have to bring him out,” Emma says, urgency in her voice. “We can’t linger around here waiting for them to find us.” 
 
    Jase crosses his arms. “I still don’t think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    Elias nods to Emma. “We’ve been over this.” 
 
    She turns and goes back inside the transporter. Elias refocuses on the group.  
 
    “I know you’re hungry and tired. This isn’t the ideal situation, but the message was clear. The EHC means what they say, and they’ll kill the Dwellers if we don’t take action now.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Drape says. “How can the surface people not understand what the EHC is planning to do to the Dwellers? If the message came to us, how can no one else know?”  
 
    “It’s a covert broadcasting channel,” Jase explains. “Meant specifically for our transporter. All EHC tech has digital signatures for identification. But the only way to get the surface people to ever take our situation seriously is to broadcast our message from the uplink station.” 
 
    “What about the second option?” one of Emma’s guards asks. “What about surrendering?” 
 
    My eyes flash to the older man. His bony cheekbones and tired gaze tell of a man who’s had enough.  
 
    “No way,” I say. “I won’t let them torture us, or worse.” 
 
    “But the Dwellers…” Drape’s shoulders fall. “They won’t know what’s coming.” 
 
    Knuckles moves closer. “Don’t let them scare you, kid,” she says, cocking her gun. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be scared?” Drape asks. “You already stormed the gate, and it didn’t work. How’s our next plan going to be any better?” 
 
    Elias shakes his head. “We’ll have to find another way in, that’s all.” 
 
    “Another way?” I ask. “How?” 
 
    “Tunnels,” says Talen behind us. 
 
    My shoulders stiffen, and I turn to see him standing in the transporter’s door frame, beside Emma, without restraints. Jase holds his gun up. Elias inches in front of me. Drape and the guards back away. 
 
    I wanted him out here, but seeing Talen walk toward me brings back the day at Mason’s training camp. I try to relax, but it’s not much use. 
 
    Elias looks to Emma. “Is he—?” 
 
    “He’s secure,” she says. “I have a remote device that only works with my bio-signature. I can take him down with a flip of a switch.” 
 
    Everyone falls silent as Talen comes down the last step of the vehicle. 
 
    “What about tunnels?” Knuckles demands. 
 
    “There’s a small network of tunnels that operatives use to access the station,” Talen elaborates. “They’re secret, and will get you inside to the uplink station with less resistance.” 
 
    Elias lifts his chin. “Sounds too easy.” 
 
    Talen steps closer. “It won’t be.”  
 
    Jase cocks his gun. The click sends a shiver down my spine. “Take another step, and you won’t ever see your mama again.” 
 
    Talen backs up, hands held chest level in the air. Elias turns to Jase and places a hand atop the barrel of his gun, slowly lowering it. It takes a minute for Jase to disengage, but, eventually, he does. 
 
    I take a deep breath and try to calm my speeding pulse. “Why won’t it be easy, Talen?” 
 
    Talen turns his gaze to me. “The tunnels will be guarded, but with fewer operatives.” 
 
    “He’s probably communicated with them,” the battle-weary guard says. “Told the EHC we’re coming.” 
 
    Emma casts a dark look on the man. “We don’t know that. As far as I can tell, Talen has been telling us the truth, and seems to have no communication with anyone but us.” 
 
    “What does everyone else think?” Elias asks. 
 
    “I’m not surrendering,” Knuckles says, “so I guess there’s only one choice. We move forward with Talen.” 
 
    “We need to move forward,” Elias agrees. “We’ll take our chances with Talen. I’ll lead the group to the nearest tunnel system access point. No light. Keep your voices low.” 
 
    A few of us nod in agreement. Jase and one of the guards stare suspiciously at Talen, but we finally move forward, following Elias downhill toward the outer perimeter. 
 
    The lights of the Telhix in the distance and the half-moon gives off enough illumination for me to avoid running into the larger rocks and too many of the prickly bushes. When I turn my gaze to the comm tower, I can make out the destruction we caused earlier. Ten guards stand watch at the outer gate.  
 
    “We’ll need to move to the eastern perimeter,” Talen says lowly. 
 
    “Can you tell if they know we’re near?” Elias asks him. 
 
    Talen smiles, his grin dim in the moonlight. “If they knew, they’d have already killed us.” 
 
    I take another deep breath. Elias walks around a piece of metal on the ground, a remnant of a transporter, no doubt. He turns to Talen and whispers, “You miss your family?” 
 
    Talen nods. “It’s been a long time—too long—since I’ve seen them.” 
 
    “You remember anything about them?”  
 
    Talen lowers his chin. “When I was young, my father always woke me up early, before dawn. We’d have long talks about who I wanted to be when I got older. Back then, I said I wanted to do something great with my life.” 
 
    “Was this what you imagined?” I ask, sidestepping another large rock. 
 
    “Not exactly. I didn’t know what it would be like to lose everything I cared about.”  
 
    “Like your family,” Elias says. “I’ve lost family, too, but not to be great. To fight for a life that’s better for everyone.” 
 
    It suddenly becomes clear to me what Elias is trying to do. He’s trying to take out a little insurance that Talen stays on our side, keep the connection going. Smart guy. 
 
    Talen’s feet plod ahead. He walks heavier than before. After a moment he says, “I think I understand that now.” 
 
    My eyes lower. If we survive this, will Talen find his family again, or become a better person? Or will Jase kill him? 
 
    Talen points ahead. “There's the access point.”  
 
    I try to make out the shape along the continuation of the perimeter wall. Elias stops, Drape, Knuckles, Jase, Emma, and the guards following suit. 
 
    “We need to bring a small team to infiltrate," Elias whispers. "Talen will lead with Fin, Jase, Emma, and myself.” 
 
    “Davis, you’re with us,” Emma orders. “We are going to need more firepower.” 
 
    Elias turns to Emma. “We need him to stay back with the rest to cover the exit.” 
 
    “With all due respect,” Davis says in a deep voice, “I don’t take orders from you. I protect Emma.” 
 
    Elias turns and looks up at the tall man. “Fine, you’re in, but you take orders from me when inside.” 
 
    Davis looks to Emma. She nods at him. 
 
    “What about me?” Drape asks. 
 
    Elias sighs. “Not yet. You need to stay behind. We’re already a man short.” 
 
    A flash of disappointment crosses Drape’s face and he sulks away from the circle. My shoulders drop as I watch him crouch beside a boulder. I wish there was something I could say to him, but now isn’t the time. 
 
    Elias tightens the circle and continues. “Once Emma is through, she’ll link the message to the uplink station. There’s no room for error.” 
 
    “What about me?” Knuckles demands. “The action is in that tunnel.” 
 
    Elias pulls his gun to the front of his chest. “We need you and the rest of Emma’s guards to come in second on our signal. For now, I need you at the exit.”  
 
    Knuckles scoffs and shakes her head. “Listen to Elias,” Jase insists. “There’ll be plenty of fights left in this war.” 
 
    Elias looks to the rest of us. “Let’s move.” 
 
    We creep along the eastern perimeter, slowly working our way behind Talen and the way of  the hidden entrance. There’s no way we’d have seen this if not for him. The outside looks like solid wall. Only an almost hidden opening at the very end leads us into a small, darkened alcove. 
 
    I steady myself with one hand against the cold stone wall. Still vigilant, I scan up and down the pathway for movement, sure there’s an op waiting for us, and still unsure if Talen is really trustworthy. 
 
    “When we go inside,” Talen whispers. “There will be ops on guard.” 
 
    “How many?” Jase demands. 
 
    “Three. I can use my ability to take them out from outside if they are close.” 
 
    “No way,” Jase hisses. “To take them out, you’d have to use the nanotech.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry,” Emma tells Jase. “I can disable the device he wears temporarily. It’s a ten second time frame and does not turn off the tampering fail safe.” 
 
    Elias leans in closer. “How can we be sure he won’t use his ability on us?” 
 
    Emma furrows her brow, clearly irritated that we’re still discussing this. “You know the answer to that.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” Jase growls. “I say we use our guns.” 
 
    “It would be easier to use Talen,” Elias insists. “Less risky.” 
 
    Emma nods and taps a button on her control device. I take a step back, hoping she didn’t just make a huge mistake. 
 
    Talen turns toward the door that separates us from the operatives while Elias and Jase continue to argue about how to move forward. Slowly, Talen raises a hand to the metal door. A moment later, he lowers his arm.  
 
    “Three guards have been disabled.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jase shoves the tip of his gun into Talen’s chest. “This guy is a con artist.”  
 
    I press myself against the side of the wall. “Jase, what are you doing?” 
 
    Talen doesn’t even budge. He glances at the gun, and then back up at Jase. His expression remains the same, undaunted by Jase’s threat. 
 
    Davis cocks his gun, raises it, and points it directly at Talen’s head. “Don’t even think about doing anything,” he warns Talen. 
 
    “Stop,” Emma hisses to her guard. “You’ll get us all killed. Talen was only disabled for a few seconds. He can’t hurt any of us now.” 
 
    Elias takes a step back. “Well, we don’t know what’s going to happen when we open that door. Everyone should be prepared.” 
 
    “I’ll just keep my gun on this one,” Jase says to an unflinching Talen. “If we go down, he will, too.” 
 
    “Fine,” Emma agrees in exasperation. “Now let’s move.” 
 
    We prepare ourselves for whatever might lie behind the door. Davis points his gun ahead, along with Elias. I cling to the side of the wall, hoping Talen hasn’t deceived us. My breath is loud and my pulse pounds in my ears. 
 
    “What are the access codes?” Elias demands, shifting his eyes to Talen. 
 
    “There are none,” he replies. 
 
    Jase laughs lowly. “Really? The EHC is going to just let us waltz in?” 
 
    “No.” Talen tries to turn toward the door, but Jase stops him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jase demands, his voice jittery. 
 
    Talen raises his hand to the door. “There’s a sensor. It will read my nano signature.” 
 
    Before Jase can argue with him, the hatch pops open. The space inside is dark, nearly as dark as it is outside. My throat tightens, and my chest feels as if it’s weighted down with a hundred boulders. 
 
    “Go,” Elias orders Talen first. Jase shifts positions and points his gun at Talen’s back. Together, they walk through. 
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut, waiting for the next sound, for shouts, gunfire, the sound of bodies hitting the ground, but when there’s nothing but silence, I slowly open my eyes to see Elias waving me forward. I slowly step away from the wall and follow the others inside. On the ground are three EHC operatives, lying face down, dead. At least, I think they’re dead.  
 
    Is it a trick? I wonder, swallowing back my fear. 
 
    Elias bends down and feels the first operative’s neck. “No pulse.”  
 
    Emma goes to the second man and does the same. “This one’s dead, too.” She goes to the third operative, feeling for any sign of life. “They’re all dead.” 
 
    I let my shoulders drop and take a deep breath. “He did it,” I whisper, horrified at the deaths, but relieved Talen kept his word. 
 
    “He told us the truth,” Elias says, probably to the disbelievers, but turning his gaze to Talen. Talen’s jaw is stiff, but then a slow grin eases across his face. His eyes are still distant, but there’s a glint of something there—humanity, I guess. 
 
    Emma turns to Jase. “Are you going to lower your gun now?” 
 
    Jase presses his lips together and steps back from Talen. 
 
    “Do you trust me now?” Talen asks him. 
 
    “Not really,” Jase says smugly. 
 
    I shake my head. “He just killed three members of the EHC. He wouldn’t have done that if the nanotech still controlled him.” 
 
    Jase remains silent. His grip on his gun loosens, but not by much. 
 
    We quietly move past the access point and into a lit tunnel. Track lighting lines the ceiling. Along the sides are secured wire and tubing which must provide electricity to the whole settlement. It’s an efficient base. There’s a clean, almost filtered smell to the air, like every element of dust and debris from the outside world has been replaced with pure oxygen. It refreshes my mind and clears my thoughts.  
 
    Several other access displays, like the one Talen bypassed, line the wall every few feet. With Talen at our side, we move past each one, their red lights flashing to green as he passes by each one. I glance around for cameras or other sensory detecting equipment. As if sensing my worries, Elias asks, “How do we know there’s no breach alert?” 
 
    “None detected,” Talen says, like he’s a part of the whole system. 
 
    Elias slows the group and turns to Talen. “How do you know?” 
 
    Talen marches to the next access point and Jase follows closely behind. He raises his hand to the display, holding it there for a few moments. With each passing second, Jase grows more agitated, chewing on his lower lip. 
 
    Davis’ eyes are wide as he stares at Talen. “How much longer?” he demands. 
 
    When Talen finally turns, Jase is nearly on top of him. “Well? Do they know or not?” 
 
    “Geez, Jase,” I say, irritated by his behavior. “You need to relax.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do,” he hisses back at me. 
 
    I throw my hands up in the air and move back beside Emma. 
 
    “Well?” Jase nudges Talen with his gun. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “There’s no breach alert,” Talen says, turning to face him. “We can move forward.” 
 
    “See?” I say to Jase. “We’re fine.” 
 
    “You’re too trusting,” he shoots back. 
 
    I move toward him, but Emma throws out her hand to stop me. “We don’t have time to argue. If we haven’t triggered a breach alert yet, we will soon enough when they’re unable to contact the access guards.” 
 
    Jase shoves Talen forward. “Let’s go.”  
 
    Talen glances back, but complies. As we walk, I attempt to clear my mind, allowing myself to make some calculations of our odds, but, honestly, the stress of this is winning. I can barely focus. 
 
    “How long is this tunnel?” Elias asks Talen. “Are we almost there?” 
 
    “Yes,” Talen replies. “Ahead is the uplink station. It will be manned by several guards, and—” He stops, going stiff.  
 
    “What is it?” Emma asks, coming to his side. 
 
    Talen’s eyes grow wide. He turns his head toward Jase, eyes wide. “Run.”  
 
    “What?” Jase raises his gun again to Talen’s chest, but there’s no time. He cries out and drops to his knees, his gun clattering to the ground as his eyes roll up into his head. 
 
    My chest tightens as I clutch my gun. Elias rushes to his side, shouting, “Jase!”  
 
    “What’s happening?” I scream at Talen. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Talen’s face grows pale. “It’s not me.” 
 
    “Get back!” Emma yells. 
 
    Davis raises his gun at Talen as the rest of us move back. “I told you we couldn’t trust him.” 
 
    Talen stands firm, shaking his head. 
 
    “Wait,” Emma orders Davis. She looks to the device still fitted securely to Talen’s chest and then to the switch in her hand. “I-I don’t know. It can’t be Talen doing this. Everything is rigged correctly. It must be—” 
 
    “It’s from ahead,” Talen announces grimly. “I’m sorry, but they know. Don’t shoot, or you are dead.” 
 
    “Talen X-94,” calls out an unseen female voice. 
 
    My eyes search the hall as the sound of clicking boots draws nearer. I raise my weapon in the direction of the sound. A moment later, the owner comes into view: a female Aura op, the one who died at the Telhix settlement, her hand extended.  
 
    I gasp. How? She was buried beneath the rubble, crushed by an entire building. Three armed EHC ops march beside her, guns in hand. I want to turn and run, rush back to Drape and the hillside, but there’s no escape now. 
 
    The female Aura op continues to move forward, scanning our group. We might stand a chance if it were only the ops, but there’s no chance with her leading the group. Unaffected by our raised guns, she marches straight to Talen. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing them to us,” she says in the same robotic tone Talen once used. 
 
    My heart sinks at her words as Elias flicks his gaze back to me. Jase continues writhing on the ground, convulsing wildly. White froth bubbles from the corner of his mouth as his body contorts. 
 
    “Please!” I cry out. “Don’t let our friend die!”  
 
    The female operative ignores me, examining the device attached to Talen. Her eyes go to Emma’s hand on the switch, a sly grin crossing her face. “You are foolish if you think you’d be able to control an Aura.” 
 
    “He is controlled,” she whispers, still staring at her device. 
 
    “Your ability to work with tech is impressive,” the female operative commends, “but not as good as mine.” She rips the wires right out of Talen’s skin. He doesn’t even wince.  
 
    My mind races. I glance back down the tunnel, but I’d never outrun her, and I can’t leave behind my friends. Instead, I turn to face the EHC operatives, inching ever closer. 
 
    “And so ends your resistance,” the female says to Elias. 
 
    He slowly stands, leaving Jase jerking and twisting uncontrollably on the ground. Holding up his gun, Elias prepares to shoot the first operative. Davis stands firm beside him, his hands shaking as he tries to steady his aim. 
 
    The female Aura walks toward us, raising her hand. I brace myself for possible death as Talen slowly turns around to join them. As he does, he swipes a blade from one of the ops’ belts and, in one seamless move, lunges toward the female Aura operative, slicing open her neck. Blood seeps from her throat as she reaches up, gasping. Her eyes go wide, and her guttural choking strikes fear into each of us. 
 
    Before the EHC operatives can react, all three of them collapse face first to the ground. Talen stands behind them, brows furrowed. He lowers his hand, looking back at us. 
 
    “We don’t have much time. More are coming.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elias spins back to Jase and kneels at his side.  
 
    “Thank you,” I tell Talen as he bends down to pick up an operative’s blaster. I don’t stop him. “We should go,” I say, nearly breathless.  
 
    When no one responds, I turn to see Emma staring at Jase. A feeling of dread washes over me as Elias leans back on his heels. 
 
     “He’s not…” I say, darting to Jase’s side. “There’s no way he can be—” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Elias whispers. 
 
    I kneel beside Jase’s lifeless body. His eyes are open and fixed. Looking at him makes my insides feel weak and scattered. To die in such a way must have been horrible. 
 
    “How can he be dead?” Davis asks, slowly easing forward.  
 
    Talen’s eyes stare down at us. “That’s what we do,” he says. “We never waste our ability on stunning if we have the chance to kill. I’m sorry.”  
 
    I want to comfort Elias. He needs more time to grieve, but we don’t have it. He should be able to stay for a few minutes at least, but that would mean possibly losing everything, and we’ve come so far. 
 
    “We have to go, Elias,” I whisper. “There isn’t time—” 
 
    “I know,” Elias interrupts, wiping a hand over his face. He turns to Davis. “You need to take Jase’s body back to the access point.” 
 
    Davis’ eyes go to Jase. “Of course.” 
 
    “Secure the exit,” Elias orders. “Tell the team we’ve made it through.” 
 
    “I will,” Davis promises. 
 
    Elias watches him. “And tell Knuckles and the others to be ready to head back to the transporter. We won’t be long. There will be payback for all the people we’ve lost.” 
 
    Davis nods and crouches down, reaching beneath Jase’s arms to drag him back to the access point. 
 
    “We must go,” Talen says. 
 
    Elias marches forward, a determined look on his face. He waves us to follow, and we move through the tunnel faster than before. The air is still cool and clean, but my head throbs from a lack of both sleep and food. 
 
    “Up ahead,” Talen announces. 
 
    I strain to see what Talen sees, but at the end of the tunnel is only a small door. 
 
    “Got it,” Elias says. “Fin, the uplink command center.” 
 
    This time, without waiting to scope out the room, Talen rushes to the entrance and kicks open the door. The two ops revealed on the other side stare wide-eyed at us. Before they can reach for their guns, Elias holds out his weapon, shoots, and sends them crumbling to the ground.  
 
    We move forward, stepping over their bodies, but as soon as we do gunfire erupts all around us. Bullets and plasma charges ricochet off the hard tunnel walls. Emma pulls back. 
 
    My eyes lock on a third operative, standing on a second level staircase. I raise my gun, and before he can fire at me, I blast him through the chest. His body rocks backward, then forward, sending him tumbling over a railing and to the ground. The hail of gunfire continues to echo through the cavernous room, sending me flinching as every shot seems to get closer and closer. 
 
    “There!” Elias shouts, pointing to a man standing on the second level railing. 
 
    Talen does not hesitate. The man is locked in mid-stride, then falls to the ground, shaking violently. 
 
    “Go now!” Elias orders Emma. 
 
    She inches away from the wall and makes her way to the hanging staircase. Elias shoots at two men coming in through a second door on the opposite side of the ovular room. Their bodies jerk from the pummeling and collapse to the ground. 
 
    “You go,” Talen tells me and Elias. “I’ll monitor the door for more activity.” 
 
    “We only have a few minutes,” Elias shouts so we can all hear him. “The room will be swarmed with ops soon.” 
 
    I dart after Emma. Ahead of me, she swings herself over the top rung. I scale the ladder and grab hold of the topmost rung, pulling myself up. Elias is right behind me. Emma already has three screens raised. I’m hoping one of them connects to the surface people’s broadcasting channel. 
 
    “Do you have it?” Elias asks. 
 
    “Almost,” Emma says between heavy breaths. She flicks through the screens, eyes darting back and forth as she processes the information. “It’s this one—” 
 
    Suddenly, more gunfire booms from below. I gasp as two more operatives fall to the ground and begin to shake uncontrollably. Talen lifts his gaze to us and I nod my thanks. 
 
    “Done!” Emma says. “I patched you into the main speaker system off all forty of the underground dwelling facilities, too. Quick, where’s the research?” 
 
    Elias reaches inside his jacket pocket and fumbles for something, stepping up beside Emma. “This is it,” he says, pulling out the holodrive with the research I stole from the EHC med bay at the operations base. It will prove everything. 
 
    “They’ll finally know,” I say. 
 
    Elias finds the uplink, inserts the drive into the system, then steps back. After a few seconds, the words Upload Complete flash over the screen. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Emma asks. 
 
    Elis nods. Emma taps a few buttons, and Elias steps closer to the system, inhaling deeply before he begins to speak.  
 
    “I’m broadcasting this message for all the people of the world to hear. Surface civilians, as well as to my brothers and sisters in the underground settlements below.”  
 
    He pauses for a second, gathering his thoughts. 
 
    “Since the Flip, humanity has been segregated. There’s the privileged who were lucky enough to be born into the right family, and those unworthy of modification who were dealt their hand by the EHC. You’ve been lied to. Humanity is adapting naturally, and I have the scientific evidence that proves this. Soon we can all live on the surface as one unified civilization again.”  
 
    Elias leans closer to the screen, speaking as quickly and clearly as he can.  
 
    “The EHC has been keeping this data from you in order to keep their ruthless grip on society. We’ve uploaded classified EHC data and are broadcasting it to everyone, both on the surface and underground. This is your chance to force change. We are one!” 
 
    Elias taps the screen, ending the transmission. He plants his hands on the console, head dropping as if the weight of all humanity has lifted from his shoulders. In a sense, it has. 
 
    “They have to believe us now,” I say. “This is the start of everything.” 
 
    A slow smile spreads across Elias’ face. He turns and hugs me. I cry out in joy and laugh, hugging him back. 
 
    Tears well in Emma’s eyes. “I didn’t think we’d ever get this far, but you’ve done it. Fin is right. This will make a difference.” 
 
    Elias points to the screen in front of us. “It already has.”  
 
    Bright blues and silvers bounces around, slowly connecting to each other as a map of the EHC settlements illuminate. 
 
    “They know,” I say in awe.  
 
    “There,” Elias says, pointing to the third screen. Security alerts flash across the display. “It’s already happening. The message must’ve reached the people!” 
 
    “So fast?” I ask. 
 
    Elias turns to face me. “The Dwellers were waiting for a reason to revolt. Hopefully the ones on the surface will join them.” 
 
    “And we gave it to them,” Emma says. 
 
    The screens continue to light up as reports of chaos breaking out underground fill the digital map. At this point, I don’t even know what waits for us outside. It could be death, but at least we tried to make a difference.  
 
    “We should go,” Elias says after a few long moments. 
 
    I nod and race to the ladder, Emma and Elias following behind me. At the bottom, Talen greets us.  
 
    “Is it done?” 
 
    “Done,” I say. “You’ve held up your end of the bargain.” 
 
    Elias drops down from the ladder. “Which means you’re a free man.” 
 
    Talen sighs. “There could still be EHC outside. We still need to get out of here.” 
 
    He pilots us out through the small door and back into the tunnel, but we don’t come across any EHC. I want to believe they’ve fallen back to deal with the aftereffects of what we’ve done, but I keep my gun raised just in case.  
 
    As we cross back to the access point, I spot Davis up ahead, seated against a wall. I almost yell out to him, but then notice the three operatives who Talen took out are gone. 
 
    Emma rushes to her guard. “Davis?”  
 
    My body stiffens. Davis isn’t just sitting here waiting for us… he isn’t moving. He’s dead, and beside him is Jase’s body. I scan around us for the enemy, but no one appears. 
 
    Elias reaches down. “Maybe he’s—” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Talen says. “He’s gone.” 
 
    I take a step back and look over my shoulder. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    I grip my gun. Elias and Emma do the same as Talen forces the heavy outer door open, a warm breeze flowing across my face. Talen, Elias, and Emma fan out. Bodies are everywhere. The transporter is burning, dark smoke billowing from every window. 
 
    My hand flies to my head. 
 
    I struggle to see through the smoke and the outline of a mob takes shape. My heart drops into my stomach as a familiar figure steps out from the group, 
 
    No… it can’t be.  
 
    Lacy stands in front of a dozen EHC ops, wearing an Aura uniform. She grips a thin, lifeless body. With a flick of her wrist, she releases it, letting it crumple to the ground. 
 
    “Drape!” I scream, 
 
    Lacy folds her arms and a scowl consumes her face. The sinister glare remains fixed on her as she slowly walks toward us.  
 
    “Lacy,” I call, tears streaming down my cheeks. 
 
    “Hello, Finley A298. Your little resistance is over. It’s time to clean up your mess.”  
 
      
 
    The End of Book Two 
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    BOOK THREE: ASCENDED 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE’S NO WAY THIS IS HAPPENING.  
 
    Dust swirls around our feet. The sun blazes hot over our heads and sweat trickles down my face as I stare into Lacy’s cold, empty eyes.  
 
    “Lacy!” I scream, everything in me wanting to run to Drape. But her face remains lifeless. It’s like every part of who she once was has been stolen and replaced by EHC commands. Not once does she glance down to Drape’s body, lying limp at her feet. She’s not the best friend I’ve known since we were kids.  
 
    She’s a monster.  
 
    My heart beats rapid fire, and I run a hand through my hair as I try to figure out a way to get through to her. “You don’t have to do this.” 
 
    Her stare bores into me. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”  
 
    Elias places his hand on my arm. His face is strained. He knows it’s useless to try and bring back some ounce of her humanity, but I have to try. 
 
    “Maybe not.” I gulp down my fear. “But Drape is your friend—he’s our friend. Not the enemy.”  
 
    I try to take a step forward, but a dozen guns raise in my direction. Elias grabs my arm and pulls me back. Emma glares, determination brimming over her face. Talen pulls back his shoulders like he’s ready to die rather than be taken by them again. The EHC soldiers aren’t going to make this easy. Just beyond them, a hovercraft waits on the ground. Another floats in the air, heat venting from its rotor blades. There has to be a way out of this. 
 
    Lacy smirks. “Don’t even think about it.”  
 
     “Just let us check on him,” Emma says in her best reassuring voice. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Lacy growls. 
 
    My veins tingle with the adrenaline streaming through them. Bouncing my attention from Drape to Lacy, I wipe the sweat from my forehead, quickly analyzing the position of the EHC operatives. They’re scattered in V-formation in front of us. If the others from our group were still alive, maybe we could take them on, but without them, there’s no way we can get out safely. Every escape route is blocked and we’re heavily outnumbered. All the scenarios I run through in my mind show immediate death. For all of us.  
 
    Lacy tosses Drape onto his back like he’s an empty sack. Her strong muscles bulge beneath the dark, fitted, Aura operative suit, every stitch designed to enhance her movement.  
 
    “If you care so much for your friend, I suggest you listen closely. Drape’s alive for now, but soon…” 
 
    Relief fills me. That’s something. I open my mouth to speak. To remind her who she is again. Who we are. 
 
    Lacy cuts me off. “You have one choice if you want to help your friend. That’s the best deal you’re going to get, trust me.” 
 
    The weight of the situation bears down on me. So many people have died—Jase, Davis, Knuckles—it’s almost too much.  
 
    “No,” I say, refusing to accept that. “Talen was brought back, and you can be, too. It’s not too late.” 
 
    Her steely eyes remain fixed on me. It’s like she wants me to make a move, just so she can tear me apart. 
 
    Okay. New tactic, because the old one’s not working.  
 
    “What’s going to happen to us?” I demand. 
 
    Lacy shifts her gaze to Talen. “Talen will be reconditioned and once again serve the EHC.” 
 
    Talen winces. Despite his warrior’s stance, broad shoulders, and that he towers a good foot over me, there’s something vulnerable in him. He was so close to being free. He takes a moment to scan our surroundings as if he’s also trying to figure a way out. He shakes his head, shoulders dropping as a blankness washes over his face. 
 
    “Lacy, he doesn’t want to go back,” I say. “None of us are going back.” 
 
    A smooth, deep voice sounds from behind the twelve operatives. “That’s not really up to you anymore, is it?”  
 
    There’s something calming in the voice, but beside me, Elias digs his fingers into my arm. “Stop speaking,” he hisses into my ear. 
 
    My eyes flick to the lanky man stepping out from behind the soldiers. Several red stripes run across the shoulder of his armored EHC uniform. The man, who must be in his late fifties, strides toward us without hesitation. 
 
    I lean into Elias. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “He’s an EHC commander,” he mutters. “Now shut up.”  
 
    “Yes, I am a commander,” the man says, obviously having heard my question. “I’m Commander Reinhart. You’ve caused quite a disturbance,” he continues as he scans over us, furrowing his brow. He turns to Lacy. “Thank you for your service.”  
 
    Lacy nods and steps back, the perfect Aura operative, obedient to every order. 
 
    My gaze shifts to Drape and my throat tightens. His body is limp but for the shallow lifting and falling of his chest.  
 
    “I don’t suggest you do anything foolish,” Reinhart says, as if he knows what I might do next even before I know. 
 
    “He won’t be alive much longer. He needs help,” Emma insists, her eyes fixed on Reinhart. 
 
    A slow smile spreads across his face. “That could be arranged if you agree to come with us without causing any further problems.” 
 
    I shake my head and swallow back my anger. “Everyone here knows that’s not going to happen.”  
 
    As the sun beats down on us, Reinhart looks me over, head to toe. The heartless look nearly sucks the air from my lungs. 
 
    Reinhart folds his hands behind his back and walks closer to Elias, ignoring my words. “Your uprising has created some problems for us.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Elias replies, raising his chin. 
 
    Reinhart presses his lips into a thin line. “You won’t be saying that shortly.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?”  
 
    “Rebels have always existed, but they haven’t always succeeded.” 
 
    “We succeeded. We made the broadcast,” Emma says, facing the commander. 
 
    Reinhart spins around and leans closer to her. “Do you truly believe that you are the first rebel group who has tried to do something like this?” 
 
    Emma maintains her firm stance. “Things will never be the same, though.”  
 
    My chest swells with pride. Even if these are our last few moments on Earth, at least we did something to stand up to the corruption and cruelty of a broken government. 
 
    The commander holds his gaze on Emma for a moment then turns and walks around our group, examining each of us. The hairs on the back of my neck stiffen when he nears me.  
 
    “Your attempt to overthrow the EHC created a media and public crisis,” he says to no one in particular. “You are correct in that assumption.”  
 
    He lingers in front of me for a moment, then turns back toward Elias, eyeing him. 
 
    “You were a Noble class citizen…” he narrows his eyes, “…a privileged class citizen who defected and aided Dwellers in an uprising. Disappointing.” 
 
    Elias pulls his shoulders back and lifts his chin even higher. 
 
    Next, Reinhart turns toward Emma. “And you are the granddaughter of EHC co-founder Edward Nejem, yet you threw it all away when you ran away and illegally housed people with natural immunity. A pity to be born with such great potential.” 
 
    Emma’s green eyes spark. “I’m not afraid of you.”  
 
    A sly grin spreads across the commander’s face. “You will be.” 
 
    I straighten as nerves consume me. 
 
    “Someone had to help those people,” she says dryly. 
 
    “Meddling in government affairs will cost you—more than you can afford.” Reinhart shifts his attention toward Talen. “Defective property of the EHC that aided known terrorists.” 
 
    Talen’s glare hardens, a scowl tightening his chiseled jawline.  
 
    The commander makes his way back to the front of our group. To me. “Finley A298. Illegally modified Noble class who... sparked a revolution.” 
 
     “So, you know who we are,” I mutter. 
 
    “I’ve known who you are for some time now,” he says, placing his hands behind his back. “And I know of the others who helped your rebellion. In fact, the EHC knows of every rebel who attempts to overthrow the government. Sky Breslin, for example. A friend of yours, right?”  
 
    My chest aches at the mention of Sky’s name.  
 
    “A scavenger from an underground Slack network.”  
 
    “Where is he?” I demand. 
 
    Reinhart’s brow lifts. “You care?” 
 
    “Is he alive?”  
 
    “Mr. Breslin is being processed in Ethos.” 
 
    “Processed?” Does that mean he’s dead or alive?  
 
    The commander removes a cloth from his pocket and dabs the sweat from his face. “He is being processed for his upcoming trial.” 
 
    “Trial?” I shake my head. “The EHC has no legitimate legal system, only tyranny.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, there will be a trial,” the commander says. 
 
    “And what about us?” Emma interjects. “Will we stand trial, too?” 
 
    Reinhart neatly folds the cloth. “There are two choices for you,” he says, tucking the cloth back into his pocket. “You can try and escape,” he turns to look at me, “but you will be caught, one way or another. The operatives will shoot you, or Lacy could do much worse.” 
 
    Lacy grins as she sets her eyes on me. 
 
    “Or, you can stand trial.” 
 
    “For what?” I challenge, fully knowing that our actions are in direct opposition to the EHC. “We did nothing but help the people who worked so hard to—” 
 
    “War crimes,” Reinhart says.  
 
    My voice catches in my throat.  
 
    “So, if you’re done with this little rebellion of yours and are ready to surrender, the operatives will take you to the hovercraft. You will be brought to Ethos to stand trial, just like your friend Sky, for crimes against the EHC.” 
 
    I shake my head as I try to imagine a desperate escape, but there’s no hope of that. Surrender is our only choice—for now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “LET GO OF ME!”  
 
    I twist back and forth, trying to get away from a burly op that’s twice my size. He must be Century class. His steely gaze burns with hatred.  
 
    I could claw his eyes out or punch him in the gut and make a run for it. My mind runs through the calculations one more time—it’s no use. The twenty operatives will take me down, or worse, and Lacy will have me wrangled and back on the hovercraft within seconds.  
 
    The op nails my ribcage with his gun and pain zigzags up my side.  
 
    “Okay… o—” I start to say when he flips me over. My face smacks the ground and the air rips from my lungs. 
 
    Elias shouts something that might be, “Get off of her!” but it’s all muffled beneath the dull ringing in my ears. The operative’s knee wrenches against my back. He’s fumbling with something. I gasp for air. My lungs burn like fire. Black spots float in front of my eyes. I try to shift away from him, but the guard digs his knee in harder as he secures something around my wrists.  
 
    “Stop fighting,” the operative hisses in my ear, “or I’m gonna make this worse for you.” 
 
    I relent, the taste of earth and iron filling my mouth. He slowly releases his knee. The air rushes back into my lungs. A second later, I’m on my feet.  
 
    “Get them into the hovercraft!” Commander Reinhart orders. 
 
    Elias yanks away violently as another operative drags him toward the hovercraft. There’s a look of concern on Elias’ face as he strains his neck to check on me.  
 
    I’m fine. 
 
    I lift my chin and grit my teeth as the operative shoves me toward the hovercraft. I turn to face him. “Get your hands off me,” I growl and spit the blood and dirt in my mouth to the ground. The op smirks. 
 
    I scan the area for Drape. He’s gone, and my throat tightens as my thoughts tease me with horrible outcomes. To my left are Emma and Talen. Emma’s face is tight with anger as Lacy clamps cuffs around her wrists.  
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Emma says to Lacy. 
 
    Lacy narrows her eyes and grins. There’s something in the expression that turns my stomach. She’s relishing in the opportunity to take us in, but a part of me knows she wants more. The power coursing through her body is corrupting her.  
 
    Lacy ignores Emma. She nods to an operative that leads her away, and then turns toward a broken Talen, cuffing him in a flash. He doesn’t even try to fight her. 
 
    Little good that’ll do. I chuckle to myself. A set of cuffs is nothing. Talen can drop these fools to the ground in…  
 
    Before I can finish the thought, the ops carry out a metallic device and secure it around his neck. They seal it with a quick flick of a button, and Talen groans as the device squeezes around his throat. I’m sure this device is a bit more sophisticated than the one Emma fashioned from spare parts.  
 
    The commander sneers. “We don’t want you using the abilities we so graciously gave you, now, do we?”  
 
    We’re ushered inside the hovercraft and into some kind of cargo hold. I thought I’d never have to see another one of these. A stifling, metallic smell in the air mixes with the heat from outside and makes me want to gag. Dozens of containers and tech gear that I can’t identify surround us.  
 
    Within minutes, the operatives have us secured into chairs. Elias and Talen sit across from Emma and me. At least they’re keeping us together—all of us except Drape. I shift around, pulling at my restraint to see if he’s behind us. The operatives hover nearby just in case we plan on rebelling again. Already my mind is calculating the possibilities of escape in this scenario. They’re still low. Actually, they’re zero. Armed guards, cuffed wrists, a body running on little food or water—there’s no chance, and they know it, too. 
 
    “Where’s Drape?” I demand, looking at the nearest op. None of them even look at me.  
 
    A low murmur below my feet grabs my attention, then a sudden shift of the hovercraft makes my chest tighten. Seconds later, we’re airborne.  
 
    I narrow my gaze at the op standing at my side, the same one who put me on the ground. “Can’t you tell me if he’s even alive?” 
 
     He slowly turns his head toward me. “Med-bay,” he says, returning his fixed gaze to an empty mark on the opposite wall. “Now shut your mouth.” 
 
    “He’d better be okay,” I warn, ignoring him. 
 
    “Drape is Century class,” Emma says, pulling my attention back to her. “He’s strong. He’ll make it.” 
 
    I try to relax my stiff body, but it’s impossible due to the ache in my back from the operative’s knee. Elias’ eyes shift back and forth, probably trying to figure out a plan to get us out of here. Talen’s eyes, on the other hand, are distant.  
 
    “What’s going to happen to us?” I ask him. 
 
    With what little movement the restraint offers, Talen shakes his head, as if there’s no hope for us once we arrive at Ethos. 
 
    I crane my neck to look at Emma. She presses her lips together. Her eyes flash to Elias and then the guards. I follow their non-verbal signals, trying to make sense of what’s going on between them. After a moment, Emma says in a hushed voice, “The trial will be all for show.” 
 
    Of course it will be, duh. The EHC is one big dog and pony show, and we’re going to be the main act.  
 
    Elias takes a deep breath. “We have to hope that the others who heard our message will help us.” 
 
    “The EHC will make it look like the message was meaningless,” Emma whispers. “They’ll want to regain order and show their might.”  
 
    “Stop talking!” one of the ops snaps.  
 
    I chew on my lip. What’s going on right now in Ethos, not to mention the rest of the world? The commander said our message caused problems, but how many people saw it? Maybe there’s open rebellion in the city right now. I lean back hard in my chair and squeeze my eyes shut, imagining some EHC leader reading a list of our crimes before a fake jury. He’ll spin everything to make it sound like we’re terrorists and they’re the good guys who have been unfairly attacked.  
 
    “You’re going to have to be even stronger than before,” Emma says. 
 
    I slowly open my eyes.  
 
    Another operative glares at her. The ops don’t want us talking, but who are they to tell us what to do?  
 
    Across from me, Talen’s eyes are heavy. He tries to take a breath, but the metal around his neck is tight against him. He leans his chin closer to his chest. “No matter how strong you are,” he whispers, “the EHC will find a way to destroy you.” 
 
    “They won’t!” I shout, drawing a few of the operatives’ attention. “You won’t destroy us.” 
 
    Two of them ignore me. One operative smirks like he’s looking forward to getting the chance to prove me wrong. The gruff op who cuffed me steps closer and pulls back his fist like he’s going to punch me in the gut.  
 
    Elias tries to stand, but an operative shoves him back down. “Don’t even—”  
 
    Pain sears into my cheek as the operative lands a firm punch. My teeth rattle and my head throbs. I taste coppery blood inside my mouth again.  
 
    “Stop it!” Emma orders.  
 
    I shake my head and try to refocus while twisting at my cuffs. Three movements to reach for his gun. Two movements to subdue the operative. One movement to put a bullet in his head.  
 
    “You can’t kill us,” Talen says. “Reinhart needs his trial, remember?” 
 
    The op grimaces and slides back to the wall, but it’s clear from the look on his face that this is far from over. I make sure to give him the same glare before I turn to Emma. “So how do we defend ourselves at the trial?”  
 
    Emma shakes her head. Her eyes flick to the operatives, then back to us. She lowers her voice to barely a whisper and says, “We’ll be limited in what we can say, how we can defend ourselves, and then—” 
 
    “We’ll be sentenced to death,” I finish for her.  
 
    Elias glares hard at me. “Keep it together. There might be a way to work around it.” 
 
    “How?”  
 
    “A friend of Mason’s had a trial in Ethos. It was a joke. Set Mason’s efforts back for years. But it caused enough of a stir that they didn’t kill him. Just discredited and locked him up.” 
 
    I sit up in my chair. “That doesn’t sound very promising.”  
 
    “Keep it down,” Emma hisses as her eyes flick to the guards.  
 
    My shoulders drop, and I lean back again. My arms ache and the cuffs dig into my wrists. A dull, aching pain works its way into my neck. I try to rotate my jaw. I have to distract myself from this. 
 
     “You okay?” I ask Talen. Of course he’s not okay. 
 
    He raises his chin. “I won’t become an Aura op again. I’d rather die.” He glares at the men surrounding us. “Following orders like good dogs?” he taunts them. “Woof, woof!” 
 
    “Stop it.” Emma leans closer. “We can’t jeopardize everything now.” 
 
    “They’re good dogs,” Talen says. “Stay! Don’t move! Good boys!” 
 
    A slow smile works its way across my face. With each one of his taunts, I feel somewhat compensated for what just happened.  
 
    Elias starts to smile, too. He opens his mouth to join in when Emma shoots him a serious scowl.  
 
    “Don’t do it,” she warns. 
 
    “Why not?” Elias asks. “Talen’s right. They have to give us our fake trial. They’re not going to kill us on this hovercraft.” 
 
    She swallows and takes a deep breath, turning back to Talen. “You have to bide your time.”  
 
    Talen shakes his head. “There’s not much of that left.” 
 
    “Your ability is only limited by the restraint,” she says. “At some point they’ll have to remove it.” 
 
    “I had my chance,” Talen sighs. “And it didn’t work. I don’t care if I die anymore.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Wait,” I say to him. “Emma’s right. You can still fight. There might be another chance if you don’t lose hope.” 
 
    Talen’s face tightens as he shakes his head back and forth.  
 
    “You still have a family out there,” I insist in a hushed breath. 
 
    Bang. The sound from behind us makes me jump and twist around. Two operatives drag Drape across the floor through an open hatch. My heart skips a beat. Drape’s eyes flutter open and then close. He groans as they toss him into a chair beside us.  
 
    I wait a full three seconds after the ops leave before I start bombarding Drape with questions. “Drape, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Keep it down!” one of the ops growls. 
 
    “Or what?” I snap back. 
 
    He marches toward me again, the same guy who cuffed me earlier. This guy sure likes to pick on me. It’s okay, I can take whatever he doles out. 
 
    “Let her check on her friend,” Emma pleads in a soothing tone. 
 
    Elias glances up at the man. “You don’t want to be responsible for killing another one of us, do you? Think how bad that’ll look at the trial.” 
 
    I wait for the guard to say no, but instead he comes over to me and takes the cuffs off my wrists.  
 
    “You have one minute,” he says. 
 
    There’s still time to kill him. Three moves. But if I take him, the rest of them will be on top of me and I won’t be able to check on Drape. Right now, Drape is more important. I rub my wrists and then scoot to Drape’s side. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” I ask again. 
 
    Drape groans and shifts in his chair. Finally, his eyelids drift open. His gaze shifts around the room and then lands on me. He brings a hand to his forehead. “Fin?” 
 
    “We thought we lost you,” I say, smoothing back his hair. There’s a nasty cut peeking out of his hairline and a few bruises on his face to match.  
 
    “Lacy,” Drape whispers. 
 
    “Forget her,” Elias says. 
 
    Drape places his hands in his lap. He stares at them for a second, then says, “I know what she is. I saw her kill them. I saw—” 
 
    “Stop,” Emma interrupts. “You don’t have to tell us. We know—” 
 
    “She killed Knuckles and Jase.” 
 
    “We know,” I say, squatting down beside him.  
 
    Drape’s soft eyes turn to me. “I tried to get her to stop, but she wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    I glance over to Elias. Deep wrinkles line his brow. “They were our friends,” he says. “They didn’t deserve to die, but the Lacy you knew is gone.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Talen agrees. “The true Lacy is buried, trapped in her own body. All that’s left is amplified aggression and loyalty for the EHC.” 
 
    I rock back on my heels, remembering when Lacy hated the EHC and everything they stood for. She must be buried really deep. 
 
    “It’s true for most Aura ops,” Talen adds. “When we’re first programmed, all we want to do is fight and feel the power. Lacy is blinded by it.” 
 
    “There’s no way for her to come back like this,” Elias says.  
 
    I quickly jump up. “She can. If anyone can, it’s Lacy. She’ll use the same strength she’s always had to fight her way back.” 
 
    “No way,” Elias shoots back. “After killing Jase and Knuckles? There’s no way Lacy could come back and live with herself for that.” 
 
    The hovercraft rumbles again, the vibrations slowing.  
 
    The operative latches onto my arm—almost tighter this time if that’s possible—and puts the cuffs on me again. “Back to your seat.”  
 
    I make sure to shoot him a death stare as he tosses me into my seat. Emma leans close to me. “When we arrive, follow my lead. We’re not done yet.” She turns to Talen, quirking a brow. “It’s in you to make things right.” 
 
    I glance toward Emma and then back to Talen. What does she mean by that? My mind flashes to when we took Talen captive. Emma reprogrammed him, broke through the EHC code, and brought Talen back to humanity.  
 
    She did something to Talen. 
 
    Talen’s eyes shift back and forth. He sits up a little taller in his chair. A slow smile spreads across his face as he pulls his shoulders back.  
 
    Emma again leans closer to me, just as the hovercraft’s vibrations stop and the whirling noise goes silent. “I always have a failsafe for my projects.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “NO ONE MOVES!” the tall op nearest to me snarls. “We wait until we get our orders.” 
 
    I struggle to breathe in a lungful of hot, thick air, raking over my already parched tongue and throat. How much longer?  
 
    Heavy boots clanking on the metal floor jar me back to my senses. Commander Reinhart marches into the cargo hold with Lacy tailing him. A smug grin stretches across her lips, and a large, silver pulse rifle is strapped across her chest. The combo sends a shiver down my spine.  
 
    Reinhart breezes straight past us to a button alongside the bay door and presses it. The action triggers a mechanical release. There’s a pop, followed by the slow whirling sound of the massive back cargo hold door opening. I gasp as a gush of fresh, warm air circulates through the room. It’s not great, but it’s better than the stifling heat. I flick my attention outside. Rays of sunlight shine against the door, casting deep shadows—late afternoon.  
 
    More soldiers wait on the outside of the cargo door. No way can I take down the ops inside on my own. Even with Elias, Emma, and Talen, the possibility of making it out alive is low. Maybe fifteen percent. I chew on my lip.  
 
    “Get up!” an op orders.  
 
    In an instant, I’m on my feet.  
 
    My guard leans in closer. “Don’t even try to fight, cause if you do,” he hisses, “I’ll be the first one to put a bullet in that pretty little head of yours.” 
 
    “Get away from me,” I snap as he seizes my arms and drags me toward the exit.  
 
    Behind me, two ops pull Talen to his feet and a third grabs Emma, bringing her to my side. I strain my neck to get a better view of outside, where I can make out several more hovercrafts and some large operational equipment. 
 
    “Welcome to Ethos,” Commander Reinhart says to Elias in a superior tone. 
 
    Elias struggles with the operative restraining him. “How did we get here so fast?” he demands, twisting away. 
 
     Commander Reinhart’s self-righteous smile shrinks to a stubborn line. He narrows his eyes as the operative fumbles to regain control of Elias. A second op intervenes, jabbing his gun against Elias’ lower back. Elias winces and relents.  
 
    “Why are you trying to fight?” I snap in his direction. “You must’ve done the calculations, too.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Reinhart says, glaring at Elias. “Escape is pointless. The transports are faster than citizen vehicles. You’ll find that many things you believed about your capabilities are nothing compared to what the EHC is truly capable of.” 
 
    There’s something plastic about Reinhart, phony and irritating. Just his presence sends a shiver down my spine. He slowly turns and heads down the ramp with Lacy. The ops pull us behind, and I squint in the afternoon light. 
 
    Around us are dozens of hovercrafts and other military vehicles, lining an immense airbase. My chest tightens at the sight. There’s more technology in this one base than I’ve seen in my entire life. On the hazy horizon are tall, sleek buildings with red lights flashing on their roofs, and transports on the ground zip after one another. Everything is structured, perfectly synchronized.  
 
    Underground, in the mines, we were covered in dirt most of the time and totally devoid of the advanced tech that pours out of every corner of this place. And it was all built on our backs. The corners of my eyes sting with angry tears as we’re marched toward another hovercraft, this one smaller than the one we arrived in.  
 
    “Get in,” an op orders us.  
 
    Talen reluctantly climbs up. Emma follows. Before the ops shove Elias inside, he turns to face me.  
 
    “I don’t have any brilliant escape plans,” he says, catching a glimpse of my expression. 
 
    I swallow and shake my head. He should have told me what Ethos would be like, but I wonder if he didn’t in the hopes that I’d never have to feel the way I do right now.  
 
    The op shoves me from behind, flinging me into the vehicle in a heap. Drape’s already inside, but barely conscious, propped up in the corner. 
 
    Lacy grins as she and Reinhart climb in last and sit in front of me.  
 
    “Where are you taking us?” Emma demands.  
 
    Reinhart ignores her. There’s no point in trying to get anything out of him.  
 
    The transport shifts and again we’re moving, but the ride is so smooth you might not even know it if you weren’t paying attention. The air in the cabin is clean and filtered, the seats comfortable. Unable to bring myself to look at Lacy again, I turn my gaze through the long windows. Outside are more transports and a larger terminal that I’m sure we’ll never see the inside of. Not the likes of us. Criminals and the citizens of Ethos will never interact. 
 
    As the transport glides right, we’re suddenly out of the operations base and entering the city. My eyes widen as I try to take in my surroundings, mind bouncing, processing the new sights. The transport weaves around other vehicles seamlessly. Towering above us are the buildings I spotted from the landing site. Up close, they’re even more spectacular. Glass windows reflect images of transporters and a city full of movement. The pathways are unnaturally lined with bright green grass and towering trees between the buildings and roadways. Hovercrafts zip and zag above us with perfect precision. On the walkways below, well-dressed citizens mill around, their clothes nothing like our worn shirts and bland, functional cargo pants. Everything about this city is modern.  
 
    A pit forms in my stomach. Underground, we went days with little food, doing hard labor using equipment that sometimes worked, but more often failed. Angry tears well up in my eyes again as I bite down on my lip, refusing to let Reinhart see me like this.  
 
    “You never stood a chance,” Reinhart says, drawing my attention away from the window. 
 
    I release a slow breath, then raise my eyes to him. “How can you treat the Dwellers so badly? They’re given so little—” 
 
    “You may find it surprising to know I have family underground,” Reinhart says.  
 
    My heart clenches. “What?”  
 
    Reinhart lowers his gaze. “Everyone has a place in this world. It’s not personal. Each person serves an important function in maintaining life on a radically changing Earth.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” Elias spits. 
 
    Reinhart shifts to face him. “If the underground system was to fail, so would society, and no one would survive.” 
 
    Elias leans forward, determination filling his eyes. “A unified population would create harmony and the collective efforts would adapt to the Earth much faster.” 
 
    “Our studies and projections show a much different picture,” Reinhart says flatly. 
 
    “A suppressed people will only lead to constant conflict!” Elias argues. 
 
    “That is why we have a legal system. To maintain order.” 
 
    Emma raises a brow. “I was part of this society before and witnessed over and over again the potential of humanity buried in order to maintain power.” 
 
    Reinhart scoffs. “You’ve been away for too long to understand the ways of a successful society.”  
 
    “So much effort is used to keep the privileged in power,” Emma says. “The progress of Ethos has been slowed. Everyone is on the brink of extinction.”  
 
    “Look around,” Reinhart says, pointing to the towers in the distance. “Does it look like we are on the brink of extinction?” 
 
    “All your studies are skewed to your advantage, you’re just too blind to see it!” Elias shouts. 
 
    Reinhart’s jaw clenches. Lacy tightens her grip on her gun, but I’m not ready to back down. 
 
    “One more uprising and there won’t be any more Ethos,” I say. 
 
    Lacy is on her feet in a flash and lunging for me. In one quick motion, she shoves her gun into my chest, her other hand reaching out to me. A pit forms in my stomach at the thought of feeling another Aura attack. 
 
    Without flinching, I stare hard into her dark eyes, almost inviting her to kill me. Reinhart clears his throat, pulling Lacy’s attention away. She returns to her seat, leaving me with my heart crashing into my ribcage. 
 
    Talen shifts himself to glare at Lacy. He shakes his head at what must be a reflection of his former self. 
 
    Reinhart leans back in his seat and folds his arms across his chest. “Stomping out rebellions is just an everyday task for the EHC. It’s no more of a hassle than stopping common theft.” 
 
    Emma opens her mouth to speak, and Reinhart raises his hand to stay her. “Your little rebellion was pathetic. Where did it get you?” 
 
    No one answers. 
 
    “All the death and loss you went through,” Reinhart sighs, “and for what? A simple media spin and quick trial. Everything you’ve done only helps our effort to eliminate uprisings even faster and more quietly than before.” 
 
    “No,” I say, blocking out his attempt at brainwashing. 
 
    As the commander opens his mouth, probably to spit more insults, a crackling sound from the cockpit interrupts him.  
 
    “We’re arriving at Command,” the disembodied voice says. 
 
    I gaze out the window again. The landscape has shifted while Reinhart was insulting us. The transport glides smoothly up the side of a massive skyscraper. Within moments, we land on top of the building. The Commander opens the door, and again the ops drag us out of the transport. Drape is on his feet now, but the way his eyelids keep drooping shut I’m pretty sure he could pass out again at any second. 
 
    “Take them to Bellaton,” Reinhart commands, then looks straight at me. “Lacy and I will meet up with you later.” 
 
    My mind spins as I study our surroundings. Outside of the transporter, the warm wind blows my hair in every direction, ripping through my flimsy clothes. We’re led through a side door and into a building. Inside, I’m hit with cool air, and goosebumps form on my arms. Must be artificial climate control. We’re forced down several flights of stairs and in another few moments we’re taken to an open area in the heart of the building.  
 
    “Take a seat,” the guard behind me barks to all of us, shoving me toward a series of tan, fabric covered chairs.  
 
    I obey and lower myself into it. Whoa. The soft fabric and cushion gives beneath me. If I weren’t about to die, or whatever, this would be about as close to heaven as it gets. The ceilings stretch up fifty or so feet above, with ornate light fixtures hanging from smooth white tiling. A wall of glass surrounds us, and lush trees line the edge. The polished ground sparkles so cleanly I can see my reflection, which is not sparkling or clean. My hair is a tangled mess, desperate for a good wash. To avoid dwelling on that, I turn my gaze to the moving staircases that spiral upwards, carrying citizens to every corner of the building.  
 
    The ops hover a little too close, as if they’re worried we might interact with some of the people, especially Talen, whose size and physique stands out from the rest of us. 
 
    From across the room, a woman wearing a grey, stylish suit emerges from a side room. Head held high, she’s tall and slender, mid-forties, with medium-length blonde hair. She walks straight toward us. When she finally reaches us, she smiles, revealing a row of perfect, white teeth. 
 
    “Hello,” she greets us. “My name is Director Flora Bellaton.” 
 
    Elias sneers in her direction.  
 
    “Director of what? The EHC?” Emma demands.  
 
    Bellaton shoots Emma a don’t-mess-with-me glare. “Correct. Get them up,” she orders the ops, who promptly bring us to our feet. She then turns a cold stare on us. “Follow me, please.” 
 
    Bellaton is the head of the EHC. She’s the one that shapes every aspect of our lives from behind the walls of this glass tower. 
 
    The director leads us back through the atrium to a smaller room with large floor-to-ceiling windows. Outside, a crack of sunlight settles over the city, but the floor lights illuminate the space. A long metal table and several chairs fill the room. My attention goes immediately to the dozen or so glasses of water in the center of the table. 
 
    “Sit,” Bellaton says, holding out her hand.  
 
    No need to tell me twice. I race for a chair at the far end and grab a glass of water, downing it. Emma, Jase, Drape, and Talen do the same. The coolness of the chilled water coats my throat as it goes down. I hold back an exhilarated sigh, not wanting them to see how much I enjoyed that, but I’m sure they already know. 
 
    Bellaton sits down across from me. “Take another,” she offers.  
 
    I don’t resist and grab a second, quickly drinking half of it.  
 
    “I understand your frustration,” she continues.  
 
    “Really?” I wipe a drip of water from my chin with the back of my hand. 
 
    “Your human nature drives you to do what you do. The problem is that human nature is flawed.” 
 
    I examine Bellaton’s flawless face. I bet there’s not a flaw in her at all, inside or out. “You want me to be less human?” 
 
    She folds her hands on the table. “We tried to weed out the defects in your genetics.” 
 
    “My genetics?”  
 
    Bellaton raises a brow. She’s all business now. “Not yours, per se, but your kind. There’s an innate desire in the lower class to strive for more.” 
 
    “By more,” I lean in, “do you mean equality?” 
 
    “Humanity has already established a hierarchy.” She leans back. “We have to protect what we have earned.” 
 
    Hate burns in my core for this woman. “What’s your plan for us?”  
 
    “If dwellers cannot be tamed, you will be erased and made an example of.” 
 
    Talen pounds his fist on the table, face tight with anger. “Taming people and turning them into your personal pets is not how humanity works. I’ve lived in your system and I want nothing to do with it.” 
 
    A slow smile spreads across Bellaton’s face. “Take him.”  
 
    “Take him?” I cry out. “Where?”  
 
    The ops surround Talen and pull him out of his chair.  
 
    “Leave him alone!” I shout. 
 
    Elias leaps up, but an op shoves him back down into his chair. Emma’s face is calm, as if she’s already prepared for all of this to happen. 
 
    As the ops drag Talen to the doorway, Bellaton slowly stands. “You have already been tamed once,” she says to him. “All you need is an upgrade and you will be the asset the EHC needs to protect our way of life again.”  
 
    My mouth drops open.  
 
    “You’ll never succeed,” Talen says with confidence. 
 
    Bellaton ignores him and waves her hand at the air. “Get him out of here.” 
 
    “You should take him more seriously,” Emma warns. 
 
    I watch Talen, expecting rage or fear to be consuming him, but instead, with a sly grin, his determined eyes meet mine.  
 
    He’s got other plans.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY EYE CATCHES Emma’s. A wry smile broadens across her face, and my mind races through what she could have programmed Talen with. A secret skill of sorts, I’m sure, but what? Can he break through that neck brace? Take on three guards at once? Maybe he’s had the capability this whole time, but if he did, then why didn’t he use it before we were dragged in front of Bellaton?  
 
    “I knew your mother,” Emma says, interrupting my thoughts. 
 
    Emma stares at Bellaton now. There’s a calm, all-knowing look in Emma’s eyes. 
 
    Bellaton lifts her chin. “Did you?” 
 
    “She worked at the same research facility as I did. I was a bit younger than her. She was a good person, almost like a mentor.” 
 
    Bellaton narrows her eyes. I press my back into my chair, enjoying the show. 
 
    “Do you think she would be proud of you?” Emma asks. 
 
    My chest tightens as the two women glare at one another. I take another gulp of water and glance to Elias, whose hands are folded in his lap.  
 
    Bellaton crosses her legs as a smirk stretches across her lips. “Your trial will begin as soon as possible. First, there will be a public announcement of the accused.” 
 
    “Don’t leave out any details.” I laugh. “Make sure you broadcast to all of Ethos that you caught the criminals who dared to threaten your phony empire.” 
 
    Without missing a beat, Bellaton shifts her gaze to Drape. It’s like I don’t even exist. “This is where the EHC states the crimes to the people and announces the trial.” 
 
    “A perfect way to steer public opinion,” Elias says.  
 
    She waves his comment away. “Next, you will be assigned a Combatant Defender.” 
 
    There’s a twinge in my gut at the mention of us being made to look like the combatants when we weren’t the ones who started this.  
 
    “You will have twenty-four hours to plan your defense, and then the trial begins.” 
 
    “A closed trial, right?” Emma asks. 
 
    Bellaton nods. “The trial will be closed.” 
 
    “Convenient,” Emma sighs. 
 
    “After that, the verdict will be read to the public.” 
 
    There’s no use in listening to her talk. I already know what a performance this whole thing is. Nothing good will come of it. I swivel my chair closer to Drape. His face is pale. I pour him a glass of water. He takes it and sips the liquid.  
 
    “Why bother with the trial?” I ask, shooting Bellaton a dark glare of my own. “Why not just say it all happened the way you want to spin it and be done with it?” 
 
    “We have certain procedures to be followed.” She straightens her jacket. “Without them, society fails to function.”  
 
    “Your system is broken,” I say. 
 
    She slowly pushes back from the table. “There’s no use in arguing. This is the procedure.” She stands and turns toward the guards. “Take them to be processed, then straight to the holding center.” 
 
    “Is that it?” I yell, jumping out of my seat. “Why’d you bring us here if you’re not even going to consider what we said?” 
 
    “There’s no use,” Elias says to me. “Don’t waste your breath.” 
 
    As Bellaton leaves the room, the guards surround us. 
 
    “I’m going,” I snap as one of the guards pulls on my arm a little too hard.  
 
    I follow Emma and Elias, making sure to help Drape along. We’re taken across a walkway that connects us to the building next door. Never once do we have to step outside. How convenient of them to make sure we don’t mingle with the rest of the population.  
 
    We pass through double doors, and the moment we step foot off the walkway and into the second building the air-controlled temperature disappears. Blocks of cemented walls separate one room from the next. A dim yellow light clings to everything in the windowless space. Blank brown walls jut up against a sterile white ceiling. My body tightens the farther we go, and I turn back to see the doors have closed behind us. No going back.  
 
    Up ahead, a female op waits. “Clean clothes.” She hands me a folded shirt, pants, and a towel, then points toward a room across the hall. “You get five minutes to shower.” 
 
    Shower?  
 
    I head into the small room and close the door. An automatic light flicks on overhead. There’s no window or chance of escape here, so I peel off my grimy old clothes and kick them into the corner. I flick on the nozzle and wait for warm water, but it never comes. A cold shower it is. I jump in and scrub my hair and body with the soap from a dispenser on the wall. Probably from the shock of the freezing water on my skin, my mind is suddenly jolted full of energy and thoughts. I want to figure a way out, but a part of me knows if I do, I’ll only interfere with Emma’s plans.  
 
    I twist the nozzle off and towel off. After, I change into the fitted dark pants and a basic blue tank top. 
 
    My breath hitches as the door flies open. 
 
    “Time’s up,” the same guard who gave me the clothes orders. She grabs the towel from my hand. 
 
    With my hair still dripping wet, I’m led down another hall and into a room with stark, white light. I squint and hold my hand to my eyes to block it. As my vision adjusts, I can see Emma, Elias, and Drape in fresh clothes on a long bench set against a wall. I quickly find a seat next to them. Wet spots soak through the fabric of their similar, plain clothing. Emma’s wet hair is pulled back into a bun. Elias runs his fingers through his. Drape sits there staring into space, making me wonder if he’s feeling any better. Before I can ask, a tray of food is dropped in front of each of us.  
 
    My eyes widen. My mouth waters. My stomach wakens. It’s been too long since our last meal. I reach down and grab the food, devouring fresh vegetables and fruit, as well as some sort of dark protein that is the most savory thing I’ve ever tried. We eat in silence, desperately refueling our malnourished bodies. Elias and Emma eat steadily. Drape is slower but manages to take small bites from his food. A part of me wonders if these guards even know how bad we had it underground. A shower and fresh food like this is a luxury.  
 
    And they call this prison.  
 
    “One minute,” the guard shouts out as we chow down on the last of what’s offered. Before I can finish the last bite, I’m dragged to my feet again.  
 
    “What’s the rush?” I ask. “It’s not like we’re getting out of here anytime soon.” 
 
    The stone-faced guard doesn’t respond to my question. Instead, he marches me down the hallway toward a room filled with glass holding cells. That has to be the prison wing. Up ahead, I can make out the silhouette of someone inside one of the small cells, but I can’t make out their features.  
 
    I gulp back worry. What if there are real criminals locked up here?  
 
    As we get closer, my heart picks up speed as a familiar outline begins to take shape. My eyes lock with Sky’s. His lips form a tentative smile, and I’m nearly knocking down the guards to get closer, but my awareness of their Tenant class strength keeps me in place—for now. 
 
    “Hold still,” one of them orders. He unlocks a cell next to Sky’s and shoves me inside. Thick glass walls surround me, and a stark white wall is at my back. 
 
    Sky’s eyes fill with life, but his body is thinner than I remember. He quickly moves to the glass surface and places a hand on the wall between us. He doesn’t say a word.  
 
    I press up to the glass in my cell. “Are you alright?” I ask.  
 
    He taps on the glass and shakes his head. I realize sound is not able to escape the thick walls. All this time of being unsure how he is, and with him now just feet away, I can’t even speak to him. 
 
    The guard leads Emma, Elias, and Drape inside their own personal cells. Elias nods to Sky. Drape manages a grin and Sky returns the gesture, concern filling his face. 
 
    I gnaw on my lip and scan my surroundings. A basic bench jutting from the bright white backing is all that we have. I feel like I’m an animal on display.  
 
    Sky presses both palms on the glass beside me. I do the same. Seeing that Sky is alive brings me some comfort, and my mind is flooded with the memories of when I saw him last. Our conversation. The kiss. If only we had more time. If only the ops didn’t descend on Emma’s camp and destroy everything.  
 
    I try to examine Sky more closely, hoping he wasn’t tortured. I want to signal to him in some way, try to form some kind of communication system. I clench my fists and spin around, frustrated. It’s so unfair. 
 
    On the other side of my glass prison, Elias is sitting on his own white bench. His eyes are focused on me and his lips are pressed together as if he’s reading my mind about Sky.  
 
    I pace back and forth in my tiny cell. I have to figure a way to get out of here. Waiting for Talen or Emma’s plan is taking too much time. My chest tightens as if fifty percent of the oxygen were sucked from my cell. I yank at my tank top and gasp for a deep breath. I need more air into my lungs.  
 
    My mind relives the path we used to get here. Past the dining area, showers, and changing rooms, processing, down a long walkway, and back through the first building toward the exit. I can do it. I can get out of here. There are eight guards surrounding us, another dozen or so on the way out, a security camera at every corner and doorway…  
 
    No, it’s a low chance of all of us escaping. I run the calculations again. Five percent bounces back to me, and that’s only because of unpredictable EHC op factors I’m not aware of. 
 
    I drop down onto the bench and lean my head against the glass. Five percent isn’t enough. Reinhart was right—their advancements are more sophisticated, more evolved, than what I have.  
 
    But I still have my enhancement. I can still try.  
 
    I stand, go to the door, and use all of my strength, hoping to force it open. Sweat trickles down my forehead, rolling to my cheeks and chin. I blow out a sharp breath. The door won’t budge. Figures they got a door to hold Noble class people. I glance back to Sky and then Elias. Both are sitting on their benches now. Guess the odds have been calculated. None of us are leaving.  
 
    Emma gives me a reassuring look. Drape smiles. Something in his expression makes me feel hopeful.  
 
    I return to the bench and try to figure out how I’m going to make it over the next few days when the trial begins to take shape. The crowds will hear of our rebellion. They will form their opinions and we’ll be whisked away to face death. It won’t even bother the citizens of Ethos that the judgment could be wrong. They’ll say, Even if it’s wrong, why would we question the EHC? To them, life is perfect. They know little of the underground struggle, and if they do, they probably put it out of their minds most of the time. Our broadcast has most likely been twisted so many ways that it’s just irrelevant noise. Technology improves every day. The world is full of opportunity, but they don’t know what’s coming. The citizens don’t know they’re only moments away from catastrophe. Their way of life is so fragile. 
 
    Beyond my cell, three armed ops enter the main area connecting our joined cells. Just as they walk toward the center of the room, they violently stiffen before dropping to the ground, their faces filled with agony.  
 
    I know an Aura attack when I see one.  
 
    Talen. 
 
    I jump up and press my forehead against the glass. Elias, Emma, Drape, and Sky do the same.  
 
    “Hurry,” I whisper, desperate to get out of here.  
 
    Talen rushes in with his hand raised and a determined glare on his face.  
 
    The guards’ faces contort, and they tear at their throats. Their mouths hang open, and I can only imagine hearing the gut-wrenching screams that are echoing off the prison walls. A second later, all three ops stop convulsing and become lifeless.  
 
    Beside me, Elias nods and mouths, It’s time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    I POUND MY fists against the cell wall, but only a dull echo comes back to me.  
 
    I dart my eyes to the door, and then back to the lifeless bodies of the three guards. The lights flicker overhead. A door off to the side automatically swings open, then shuts. This is our only chance to escape. I press my forehead to the glass, watching as the whole room seems to be malfunctioning.  
 
    In one swift move, Talen moves toward one of the dead bodies and rifles through the man’s pocket, pulling out a key device. I swallow back my nerves as Talen presses a few buttons on the small device. Suddenly, all of the cell doors open with a pop. I release a long-held breath and rush from my cell to Sky.  
 
    “Are you all right?” I ask, throwing my arms around him. I pull back and search his eyes for an honest answer. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he says. His gaze is fixed on Talen. “What was that?”  
 
    “He’s an Aura op,” I say. “Well, he was.” 
 
    Sky takes a step back from the door. His shoulders stiffen. “A what op?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. He’s with us. I’ll explain later.” I inch closer and reach out my hand to him. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    A wry smile spreads across his face as his eyes go to my hand. He reaches out and grabs hold of it. “I should have known once you guys arrived I’d be a free man again.” 
 
    “Did you ever doubt us?”  
 
    He steps closer. “Not for a moment.” 
 
    “Talen!” Emma calls. 
 
    I turn in time to see Elias shaking Talen’s hand and Emma smiling. It’s by far the biggest grin I’ve ever seen on her face.  
 
    “Come on,” I say to Sky and start toward the others. In the cell beside us, Drape stands in the doorway. I wave for him to follow, stepping carefully over one of the guard’s bodies. The man’s twisted, red face reminds me of what an Aura op is truly capable of. A horrible death. I shiver and force myself to look away, trying not to remember my own near-death experience.  
 
    “Sky!” Elias slaps his shoulder. “Good to see you again.” 
 
    “A friend of yours?” Talen asks. 
 
    “Talen,” I say, “this is Sky. He was captured at Emma’s camp. He’s been helping us since the beginning.” 
 
    Talen nods hello, but Sky is fixed to his spot. He opens his mouth to say something— 
 
     “We don’t have much time,” Emma interrupts. “Someone needs to get Drape out of his cell.” 
 
    What? 
 
    I spin around to find Drape now sitting on the bench inside his cell, clearly in a daze. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Sky asks. 
 
    There isn’t time to fill him in on how our supposed friend Lacy pummeled Drape in the desert, nearly killing him.  
 
    “He’s hurt,” I say instead. “Come on. Let’s get him out of there.” 
 
    The moment I step inside Drape’s cell, my insides feel like they might come unglued. Nothing could be worse than getting locked in again. “Drape,” I urge, “we have to leave.” 
 
    He doesn’t respond, so I step closer to where he sits on the bench. His knees are drawn to his chin. 
 
    I reach out a hand and place it on his shoulder. Still, Drape doesn’t budge. Soft, muffled sobs come from him as I sit beside him. “We don’t have much time,” I whisper. “If we don’t go now, we may not get another chance.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Drape moans. “No matter what we do, nothing will change.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Sky says. 
 
    Drape raises his head. Tears spill down his cheeks. My chest tightens at the sight of his brokenness. I lock eyes with him. “You don’t have to be strong right now. You just have to come.” 
 
    He nods and wipes his face, then turns his gaze to Sky. “You finally decide to join us again?” 
 
    Sky stares, baffled. I choke back a laugh. One minute tears, the next jokes.  
 
    “So?” Drape asks.  
 
    “EHC interrogation and solitary confinement,” Sky says. “I guess it helped that we didn’t have a plan before I was taken. I didn’t have anything new to tell them. They brought me up here yesterday.” He looks around the cell. “I can’t even tell you how good it is to see your faces again.”  
 
    My heart pounds at his words. A small glint of hope in Sky’s eyes reflects back to me.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Drape says, standing and disrupting whatever connection is slowly rebuilding between Sky and me.  
 
    We head outside the cell to where Emma and Elias are collecting the guards’ pulse weapons.  
 
    “My programming worked,” Emma says, holstering one of the guns.  
 
    Elias shoves a pistol into his waistband and swivels back to face Emma. “How’d you do it?” 
 
    “I hid a little virus that would shut down the reprogramming process and disable their network.” 
 
    “The whole network?” I ask, realizing the genius in Emma’s work. 
 
    She nods and goes to a desk station beside the cells and rummages through the drawers.  
 
    “Like a charm,” Talen says. “Sent the whole reprogramming Center into chaos mode. Once that happened, I easily broke free and—” 
 
    “We have to go,” Elias interrupts. “There may be chaos, but they’ll be here soon.” 
 
    Emma slams one of the drawers shut. She tosses me a gun and waves for us to follow.  
 
    “What’s our plan?” I ask as Elias kicks open the double doors ahead of us.  
 
    “Survive,” Emma replies.  
 
    I glance back to Drape. “Stay close.” 
 
    He nods. His face is flushed, and there’s a weakness to each one of his steps, but he keeps up as we head back through the long corridors toward Building One. Whatever Lacy did to him must have temporarily weakened his modification.  
 
    The moment we cross over the walkway, several ops take aim at our group. Talen raises a hand, easily taking out two of the men at the end of the hallway. Several Ethos citizens scream and duck beneath tables or hide behind chairs. With a few sharp hits from my elbow and an uppercut from Elias, we manage to subdue several ops who rush toward us. They’re down before they even have time to fire their weapons. 
 
    “Down this way!” I shout to Sky and Drape, remembering the long spiraling staircases and the exits from when we were first brought in. 
 
    I descend the staircase with the others following. A few more ops race up the stairs toward me. I raise my gun and fire a few rounds. They back away, but that won’t last long. I glance over the railing and calculate the chance of survival if I drop down to the ground. It’s not an easy jump, but it’s doable, so before the ops have a chance to return fire, I turn to Sky and Drape and wave for them to follow. Then I leap the twelve or so feet to the ground, landing with a thud, but staying on my feet.  
 
    Seeing me crouched in front of them sends several more people screaming and rushing out the front door of the building. A moment later, Sky lands at my side. I glance up just in time to see Drape take a leap and tumble to the ground, rolling to soften the blow. Elias, Emma, and Talen blast their way through the ops on the staircase, taking them out and racing down.  
 
    My heart pounds as adrenaline pumps through my veins. We’re out the doors a few seconds later. It’s night—the sky above is dark, but the city is alive with light and people. Breathing heavily, I try to take it all in, absorb my surroundings in case we’re ever back here again, but there’s little time. A high-pitched, blaring sound blasts throughout the city streets. Sides of buildings that only seconds before were glass windows are now showing our faces.  
 
    My profile is plastered on a street sign. Drape’s appears on a shop display. Elias’ face is blown up to a twelve-foot hologram only feet away from where we stand. The words, “Terrorist. Escape. Armed. Dangerous.” flash beneath each one of our images. A few people scream out as they spot us and rush from the street into the safety of the nearby shops.  
 
    “There’s a back alley over there!” Talen shouts. 
 
    I swallow and chase after him, heading into the dark, narrow passage.  
 
    “I know a place where we can hide,” Emma says between breaths, but how in the world are we ever going to be able to hide with our face being broadcast everywhere? 
 
    My feet pound the pavement. My lungs feel strong, but my head is a jumbled maze of calculations and possibility as I try to determine who or what might jump out in front of us. I need to figure out if this is the best way to go, or if we’re just heading straight toward another trap.  
 
    At the end of the alley is another group of fancily-dressed people. They’re all reading handheld devices and talking until one of them looks up and sees our group running straight toward them. The woman holding her device quickly presses several buttons. My mind jumps to what she’s probably typing.  
 
    “They know where we are!” I shout.  
 
    “We can’t worry about that,” Elias says.  
 
    Emma steers us toward another alley and then through a series of winding corridors until we’re far away from any main area where people might see us. She cranes her neck in all directions.  
 
    “Up there,” she says, looking up at a towering structure. “My cousin lives in this apartment complex.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask as we stop in front of a glass door that leads into the building.  
 
    Emma takes a deep breath. “I’ve kept in contact with him for years. I never wanted to put him in danger, but what choice do we have?” 
 
    “You sure we can trust him?” Elias asks, running a hand through his hair. 
 
    Nodding, Emma says, “He’s a low-level Transportation officer. He won’t raise any red flags with the EHC.” 
 
    Elias shoves the door open and we go inside. We follow him into a stairwell, and Emma leads us up three flights to a long hall with steel grey doors lining the wall, each spaced apart by a few yards. Pointing up, she counts down the numbers above the doors until she stops at the one labeled ‘311’. She raps on the door. A moment later, it opens.  
 
    A man that looks like he could be Emma’s twin stands there wide-eyed for a moment, then quickly ushers our group inside.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Karim,” Emma says to her cousin once we’re all in. 
 
    He leads us toward a sitting area. “I haven’t seen you in years, Emma.” He wraps his arms around her shoulders. She returns the embrace. 
 
    I sit and take long, slow breaths as I survey the apartment and Emma’s cousin. His dark skin and determined gaze match Emma’s. The room is simple. A basic hologram player flashes our images in front of us. Karim releases Emma and moves toward the image and waves a hand. It vanishes, but not before showing our group running down the alley.  
 
    “There are cameras everywhere,” Talen says. “It won’t be long before they’ll track us down.” 
 
    Emma sighs. “Either that, or they’ll check our potential family connections.” 
 
    Elias turns to Sky. “You alright?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” Sky says, still out of breath. “Thanks for keeping Fin safe.” 
 
    Elias nods. “More like she’s kept us safe.” 
 
    Sky sits forward. “Hey, where’s Lacy? And Jase and the others?” 
 
     “It’s just us now,” Elias says, avoiding eye contact with any of us. 
 
    Sky’s eyes widen. “They’re dead?”  
 
    “Not all of them,” I say, turning my gaze down. “Lacy’s with the EHC now. They turned her into a monster.” I avoid looking at Talen. 
 
    “What?” Sky asks. 
 
    “She didn’t have a choice.” Talen looks out the window at the other end of the room. “Once they inject those nanos, you’re not you anymore.” 
 
    I stand and make my way across the room to him. “Thank you for coming back,” I say. “You didn’t have to stick around and save us.” 
 
    “Of course I did,” he replies, glancing back to me. “I meant it when I said I could never go back to the way I was. I don’t want to be a monster anymore. I owe you for bringing me back.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “You’re right,” Talen cuts me off. “I was a monster. I hurt a lot of good people, and I have to live with that. But we have to bring the EHC down.”  
 
    I nod, but again my mind spins through the ways to do so. Stuck in the middle of Ethos, the whole city either turned against us or afraid of us, with almost no supplies or help…  
 
    I dig my nails into my palms, refusing to feel hopeless. We’ve come too far. 
 
    Karim hands us each some fruit and crackers. “If I knew… I would have more to offer.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Emma says. Her face is tight, and she turns and paces the room. “This is fine.” She takes an apple and eats it.  
 
    “My wife and daughter are gone for the day. But they have clothes you can wear,” he says, pointing Emma and me to a room down the hall. He looks back toward the guys and then down at himself. “I’m shorter than any of you, but I think my shirts should work.” 
 
    Emma nods her thanks.  
 
    He returns his attention to us. “Please, find whatever you need and take it. There are others like me who know the broadcast you sent out was true, no matter how the EHC tried to spin it.” 
 
     “Thank you,” I say, following Emma toward the back room. I rush to find a change of gray, slim fit pants, and a green shirt. I slip off my prison wear and put on his daughter’s clothes, examining myself in the mirror. I look just like a citizen of Ethos now.  
 
    Emma does the same, choosing a black pair of pants and a simple button-down shirt. “We must go,” she says, fastening the last button, urgency in her voice. 
 
    I follow her back out to the sitting area where the others wait, already changed. Each of them wears a new shirt, but the same pants we received back at the holding center.  
 
    Elias has a bag strapped across his chest and is loading it with the fruit and water bottles Karim offers. “There’s no telling how long it will take for us to get out of Ethos.”  
 
    “Is that the plan?” I ask.  
 
    There’s determination in Elias’ eyes. “We can get back to the desert, hide out, regroup. We’ll find another way to fight.”  
 
    Emma’s eyes well with tears as she wraps her arms around her cousin. “Thank you,” she whispers.  
 
    I pull back my shoulders and follow the others out of the apartment. Again, we head down the stairs and back out onto the street. It’s dark and quiet, still early morning. Too quiet. My pulse picks up. My eyes dart to every corner of the alley and the top of every building as I try to stay alert.  
 
    We’re only half a block away from Karim’s building when a terrible blast rips through the air behind us. I cover my ears and turn back in time to see the dark smoke pouring from the apartment building. Piles of debris litter the ground. Screams echo through the alley, and the sound of gunfire follows.  
 
    Emma’s eyes go wide. She covers her heart with one hand and cries out, but Elias pulls her away.  
 
    “It’s too late,” Elias says to her. “He’s dead by now.” 
 
    “No!” Emma sobs.  
 
    Drape turns her around and links arms with Emma, pulling her down the street and away from the chaos behind us.  
 
    My heart pounds in my chest. I stand rooted to the ground until Sky shakes my arm. “We have to go,” he says, jarring me back to reality. “If they catch us down here, we’ll be back in that cell in less than an hour and forget about a second chance at escaping.” 
 
    I nod and let him guide me down the alley. We follow in Emma and Drape’s footsteps. I shake free from Sky and chase after Elias and Talen, pulling out the weapon Emma gave me. I’ve had enough. I’m ready to use it again. I’m not going back to that cell. No one is going to stop us from helping the forgotten people underground—my people. 
 
    As we turn the corner, disappearing deeper into the city, a broadcast alert flashes overhead on a large digital display nearby. Escaped terrorists, it reads, again showing our faces one by one, have now blown up a residential apartment, killing an EHC citizen.  
 
    Karim’s face shows on the screen, and my stomach drops as I realize what the EHC’s strongest weapon is.  
 
    “Manipulation,” I whisper, wondering how we’ll ever fight something so powerful. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    “THIS WAY!” Elias shouts. 
 
    I’m nearly out of breath as we turn yet another corner through the winding maze of Ethos. Elias waves us toward what looks like the end of an alleyway. A brick wall that seems out of place in this high-tech setting looms ahead. Above us, the thrumming sound of hovercrafts echo in the near-dawn sky. Several waste receptacles line the two sides of the buildings that we stand between, and the air is thick with the smell of chemicals that will only get worse once the hot sun is up.  
 
    “Where are we?” Drape asks once we come to a stop.  
 
    I try to swallow, but my throat is dry, and the taste of dust lingers on my tongue. “What are you doing?” I ask Elias as he drops to the ground and pushes back dirt and other debris.  
 
    A siren wails behind us, followed by several loud shouts. They’re almost here. My heart pounds as I turn back to see Emma kneeling on the ground beside Elias.  
 
    “It’s still here,” she says, choking back sobs. 
 
    I don’t know what it is they’re looking for, but I crouch down to help them. As we brush away more dirt, something rectangular and metallic appears. 
 
    “A little help, please.” Emma gestures to Talen, and I move back to give him some space. 
 
    Talen bends down, and in one swift movement he rips open the covering, revealing a three-foot hole. A cool wind blows over all of us. Without saying a word, Elias shoves both of his legs into the hole. Half of his body disappears as he slowly descends a ladder into what looks like it might be an old sewer system. 
 
    “Come on,” he orders.  
 
    Emma immediately follows.  
 
    My chest tightens, and I dart my attention to Sky and Drape. The sound of the siren nears. I shove my weapon in the back of my pants and with a trembling hand, I grab hold of the edges of the ladder and lower myself onto the first rung, then slowly, step by step, climb down into the dark, subterranean world.  
 
    A familiar but dank, musty smell sinks in. My hands grasp the cold metal of the ladder. I glance down, not knowing how far I’ll have to climb. Already, Elias and Emma have disappeared. Following me, Drape and Sky are silhouetted by the soft glow of morning until Talen steps foot onto the ladder and slides the hatch above us shut.  
 
    Suddenly, I’m plunged into darkness. Only the sounds of the other’s breathing are of some comfort now as I continue to lower myself. My mind travels back to the days of living underground. There’s something reassuring in the dark, but also somehow terrifying at the same time.  
 
    My foot slips and I let out a scream. 
 
    “Fin!” Sky calls. 
 
    I find my footing. “I’m fine,” I call back, comforted by his voice. This should be easy, but my nerves are getting the best of me. 
 
    “You’re almost there,” Elias says. His voice sounds close. I lower myself several steps until a dim light begins to give shape to the forms below. Emma’s face is twenty feet beneath me. I sigh and take a deep breath, then descend the rungs, jumping down the last four or five feet. 
 
    Once I’m on solid ground, I scan the area. It’s not a sewer at all. There’s no waste or filthy water. Earthen smells mingle with the scent of sawdust and other building supplies. 
 
    Sky jumps down from the ladder, and we wait until Drape and Talen reach the bottom to join us.  
 
    “Where are we?” I ask, searching Elias’ eyes. 
 
    “It’s an old transit tunnel,” explains says. “Most of the larger EHC cities have them. They were used before hover tech was implemented.” 
 
    Without hesitating, Sky runs ahead. 
 
    “Where’s he going?” Talen asks. 
 
    “To survey the tunnel, I’m sure,” I say, remembering how Sky always took lead on scouting when we tried to make our way out of the Slack and old mining tunnels. 
 
    Emma, Talen, and Elias whisper together while Drape presses his back against the wall, catching his breath. I step next to the smooth wall and trace the perfectly constructed surface with my hand. The ten-foot-wide space is lit every few feet with a built-in lighting system. Some of the lights flicker, but it’s enough to see up and down the long stretch of path. Everything the EHC builds is done with precision and confidence.  
 
    My breath hitches as I realize it won’t be long before they figure out where we are. The cameras on the streets would have tracked our movements to the alley. I reach back into my waistband for the gun, cradling it between my hands and vowing never to let them take me back to that, or any other cell again. 
 
    Sky rushes back to our group. “There’s an abandoned shaft up ahead.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Elias says. “We should hide out there.”  
 
    “It’s dark, though,” Sky says. “It hasn’t been completed.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Talen replies as he begins to move ahead. “Then it won’t be on the EHC maps.”  
 
    Emma nods her agreement. “It’s our best chance for now.” 
 
    We follow Sky down the dimly lit tunnel. I keep one hand on my gun and the other on the cold, hard surface of the tunnel wall until we get to the turn. Once there, my heart sinks. The unfinished tunnel is worse than Sky said. It’s not just dark, it’s pitch black. I strain my eyes as I try to make sense of where we’re heading.  
 
    As if thinking the same thing, Talen says, “I can rewire the lights. Make a connection between the main tunnel and—” 
 
    “No,” Emma stops him. “Then, they’ll know where we are. They’ll be on to us in no time.” 
 
    “We can’t travel in the dark,” I argue.  
 
    She presses her lips together and turns to head back the way we came. Moments later, she returns with something in her hands.  
 
    I squint, trying to see what she’s holding. “What’s that?”  
 
    “A makeshift torch. I remember passing some old tunneling equipment back there. Those things are filled with machine grease. And this dirty rag and piece of rebar will work just fine.” 
 
    She pulls out her pulse weapon and extends the torch in her other hand. A quick tap of the gun and a short burst of blue plasma ignites the grease, illuminating our surroundings. 
 
    Elias jumps into action gathering rags and loose pieces of metal from the ground. A few minutes later, we all have lit torches. 
 
    “Let’s move,” Elias says. 
 
    We start down the tunnel. Building supplies litter the floor. Occasional tools, scattered bolts and brackets, as well as wiring lay exposed every few feet. 
 
    I try to calculate how far this tunnel goes based on the length of the earlier tunnel shafts. Each one leads further down into the core of this underground system. After a few more minutes of walking, a scratchy cough works its way into my throat. I try to swallow, but my throat is still dry. Elias notices and tosses me a water bottle from his bag. Not wanting to waste it all, I take a small sip to sooth the scratch.  
 
    “Thanks,” I say, tossing it back. 
 
    He nods and smiles. 
 
    “We should camp here,” Emma suggests.  
 
    I nod, grateful for a break. I slide my gun back into my waistband. We prop up our torches around us.  
 
    “Let’s get a fire going. These torches won’t last long,” Elias says, pointing to a pile of building planks in the corner.  
 
    Drape and Sky quickly gather the different sized planks while Talen and I dump out bags of nails and begin to tear apart the paper to make kindling. Elias retrieves his torch and makes his way to the fire pit. I stand back as he leans into our makeshift fire and ignites the planks. Our paper bags shrivel to ash in seconds and float around, blowing gently in the tunnel’s cool ventilation. Within minutes, a small fire glows, illuminating the tunnel and replacing the cool air with warmth and light. 
 
    I ease back to the wall and sit down, noticing my torch is already out. Good thing we got the fire going.  
 
    Sky slides down to sit beside me. “Have you heard any news about the Dwellers that stayed behind?”  
 
    My eyes flash to his. In the soft glow of the fire, his eyes are desperate, searching mine for answers. I know he wants news of his mother and Cia. If only I could tell him something hopeful, but I can’t.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I whisper.  
 
    He runs his hands through his hair. “I need to find out if they’re okay. If they’re safe.” 
 
    I want to reassure him they’ve probably hidden themselves even deeper inside the intricate tunnels, but I don’t know, and a part of me feels confident that the EHC has done their best to kill or capture every last one of the Dwellers who had anything to do with the rebellion. I can’t say anything. 
 
    “It should never have happened!” Emma yells from across the tunnel and marches away from Elias. Her shadowy fist pounds the side of the wall as she turns and sinks to the ground. Even in the dim light, her eyes glisten with tears.  
 
    Elias eases away to the wall, holding his head in his hands.  
 
    “I should check on him,” I say. 
 
    Sky stands as I do but stays behind as I walk around the fire to Elias.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask him. 
 
    His brow is furrowed, and his jaw is tight. “My mother—the EHC will come for her.” 
 
    I crouch at his side.  
 
    “I know she’s prepared,” he says. “Ever since Mason started forming a resistance, she knew there would be risks. She will do whatever she has to—” 
 
    I place my hand on his arm. He glances to where it rests and looks back up at me.  
 
    “I’m scared for her.”  
 
    Beside the fire, Elias’ dark eyes shine, and his tough exterior softens. I draw in a slow breath. “If your mother is anything like Mason or you, she’ll be just fine.” 
 
    Elias’s lips force themselves a strained smile. “She does have a safe house. Maybe she went there.” 
 
    “I’m sure she did.” I glance back across the tunnel to Sky, who gives me a confused look.  
 
    As I stand, Talen comes closer to us. “I’m sure my family is secured by the EHC already. It’s what they do.” 
 
    A part of me knows Talen is right. Anyone connected to us is doomed. We brought so much suffering to the people we care about.  
 
    I twist away from Sky and Talen. What are we doing here? Why’d we ever start this fight? 
 
    “None of this is right!” Drape shouts. “We’re back underground—this is where we started! They killed our friends, our family, our resistance. What are we doing here?” 
 
    “What choice do we have?” I yell back. “We’ll get captured if we go back to the surface.” 
 
    “Or killed,” Emma moans.  
 
    “What, now you’re giving up, too?” Drape asks, marching toward me. 
 
    Pulling my shoulders back, I step closer to him. His green eyes are full of fury now. He stands firm and juts out his chin.  
 
    “I’m not giving up,” I say. “I just don’t want to get killed.” 
 
    “We can’t keep running,” Drape argues. 
 
    I shake my head. The thought of going back to that cell again makes me shudder.  
 
    “He’s right,” Sky agrees. “We’re hiding like frightened mice in the dark.” 
 
    I turn to face him. “I’m just trying to stay alive.” 
 
    “None of us will be alive if we do nothing,” Drape says defiantly. He turns to face the others. “We’ve made it to the capital city of the EHC. I never thought we’d get this far, and we have.” 
 
    I flit my eyes from face to face. A part of me begins to wonder if Drape is losing it, or if he’s the voice of reason. “You saw what they’re capable of. Reinhart was right. His technology is superior to ours.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean we give up!” Drape shouts.  
 
    “What do you want to do?” Talen asks. 
 
    “Let’s take them head-on,” he says. 
 
    My spine stiffens. I shake my head and look to Sky. This can’t be a good idea.  
 
    “It’s just a matter of time,” Sky says. “Soon all of our friends and family will be found in the Slack, and the underground habitats will only be stripped of even more humanity as they lock it down. We have to fight.”  
 
    I turn to Elias, waiting for him to say something, to take a stand against this suicide mission, but he’s on his feet. His soft expression is gone, replaced by something more determined.  
 
    “The city thinks we’re terrorists,” I plead with him 
 
    “Then let’s beat them at their own game,” Elias whispers.  
 
    A slow smile spreads across Drape’s face. “It’s time to turn the tables,” he says. “We have to make Ethos see the EHC for who they really are.” 
 
    “How?” Emma asks.  
 
    I pull back my shoulders and center myself. My suddenly cleared mind winds through the options, but there’s really only one sure way, and it’s going to require every ounce of strength we have left to do it.  
 
    “We take out the EHC leadership.”  
 
    Talen raises a brow. “How do we do that?”  
 
    “We take the fight to the Ethos headquarters,” I say. “This time, we’ll put them on trial.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    “IF WE”RE GOING to do this, we need to rest up.” Emma’s eyes flash to me. Hope shines there, and I know she’s ready for payback. “I don’t think any of us slept last night.” 
 
    “Not a wink,” Elias agrees. “But let’s make sure we’re not ambushed while we rest.” He waves Talen and Drape to follow, and the three of them head back toward where we entered, picking up a few planks and other materials as they go. 
 
    “And try to put together some kind of meal,” Emma says, reaching for Elias’ bag for the food her cousin provided us with.  
 
    Emma steps closer to the fire, holding a sleeve of crackers and two apples. She continues to dig around in the bag and then hands me the orange I took from Karim’s fruit bowl.  
 
    She begins to make a pile of what little food we have.  
 
    “Not much of a meal, huh?” I say to her. 
 
    “Why don’t you prepare the sleeping area?” Emma suggests. 
 
    I back away from her and the fire, knowing she needs her space. Emma’s a tough woman, but even she needs some time to grieve the loss of her cousin and process every horrible thing we’ve brought on her. 
 
    Sky gestures with his head toward the far corner of the tunnel. I follow him. The light from the fire isn’t as strong here, but it’s enough to see several beams leaning up against what looks like drop cloths. 
 
    “We can use these,” I say, bundling the fabric up. I find three long pieces and a few smaller ones. “Back to scavenging, huh?” 
 
    “Old habits die hard.” He takes one of the cloths from me. 
 
    “We made use of everything underground.” I laugh. “It seems so sad now, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Sky says. “How else would we have prepared for one day surviving in yet another underground tunnel, hiding from the EHC, all the while preparing to raid their headquarters?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I would never have thought we’d get this far. Did you?” I turn to look at Sky. His skin is flushed, and after a moment he reaches out to smooth my hair.  
 
    “I thought I lost you.”  
 
    My stomach flutters and all the old feelings for Sky rush back. My chest tightens as I remember how the ops took him, how I thought he was dead, and the agonizing time that passed when I couldn’t get answers.  
 
    He drops the cloth and pulls me closer. I press my hand to his chest and my pulse quickens.  
 
    “I don’t know how this happened,” he says. “We haven’t known each other for long, but I can’t imagine my life without you.” 
 
    I wrinkle my brow. A part of me wants to hear these words from him, but another part is afraid.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asks.  
 
    Lowering my gaze, I sigh. “I brought so much danger and pain to you. Before we met, you had a life. Your sister and you were safe, alone in the Slack.” 
 
    “If it wasn’t for you, I would never have found my mother. And alone isn’t always as great as is sounds.” He reaches down and tilts my head up, pulling me close. 
 
    His body is warm as he wraps his arms around me and leans in. His lips brush mine, and in that moment my worries vanish. I melt into him and press my lips against his, feeling the energy pass between us. Time seems to disappear. Only the crackling sound of the fire remains. In that moment, it’s as if we both understand how close we came to losing each other. 
 
    Far too soon, Sky pulls back, and my mind suddenly shifts. I take a deep breath and look at him. “Love in a world like this is probably impossible.” 
 
    He reaches for my hand, entwining his fingers with mine. “But if love is possible, there’s no stopping it.” 
 
    I try to let his hope sink in, but before I can even process what he said, the sound of boots thumping over the ground and voices brings me back to reality.  
 
    I step away and spin around to catch Elias’ eyes from across the tunnel. He stops in his tracks. His shoulders drop and his gaze lowers.  
 
    I’m distracted as someone walks toward us. “I’ll take first watch,” Talen says. 
 
    I bundle up the cloth and head back over to Emma, handing one to her and another to Drape. Then I take the orange and small stack of crackers she offers me and hunker down beside the fire. Elias turns a dark glare toward Sky. Before either one can move to my side for the night, Drape sits beside me. 
 
    “How would you like your orange prepared this evening, Madam?” He grabs my orange and brings it close to the fire. “Medium?” He inches it closer. “Or medium well?” 
 
    Smiling, I swat him, grab back the orange, and peel it open.  
 
    “We should all get some sleep,” Emma says. “We’ll plan our next move in a few hours, when we have more energy and clearer minds.” 
 
    I bite into an orange segment, savoring its tart-sweet juice and nibble on a few crackers. I force myself to take my time and enjoy what might be the last of the food for a while. Now that we’re on our own, there’s no telling how we’ll survive. I’ll need my strength to get through whatever comes next.  
 
    Finishing the meager meal, I rest my head back on the bundled cloth, mind racing between Sky’s kiss and Elias’ stormy eyes. I take a deep breath and try to relax. There’s no point in worrying about it. Love will never work out—not in this world anyway. Instead, my sleepy thoughts drift to tomorrow. Images of ops, hovercrafts, and glass prisons flood my every thought.  
 
    I shake them off then turn my gaze toward the fire, listening to the soft, sleeping breaths of those around me. As I slowly close my eyes, I feel myself nodding off, dreaming of a world where there’s no EHC. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    GUNFIRE BLASTS ALL around me. I spin as a bullet whizzes past my ear and three EHC fighters race past. Their images are a blur in all the commotion, but I follow them toward what looks like Mason’s Resistance Camp.  
 
    I gasp and shake my head. In front of us, the buildings are on fire. The smell of soot and toxic black fumes fills the air. A boiling sun overhead pulses down on us. I wrap my hands tighter around the gun I carry. 
 
    “Let’s go!” a familiar voice calls out from nearby. 
 
    I turn. It can’t be. Beside me, Jase blasts off another round.  
 
    “Move forward!” he shouts. 
 
    Raising my shaky hands, I aim toward the ops in the distance who are beginning to fire back. My heart pounds as I fire off several rounds, taking out two, then three of them before they can advance. 
 
    “Go!” a woman’s voice shouts. From behind a cloud of smoke Knuckles emerges, waving us to advance. Sweat beads on her forehead. Her tattered shirt shows the signs of wear from fighting. A gentle breeze blows her hair back from her face, almost as if in slow motion. 
 
    I take another step toward her.  
 
    “Fight,” she orders and holds up her gun.  
 
    My jaw tightens. “I-I can’t,” I say. “We’re all going to get killed. I’m going to get you killed. I can’t do this!” 
 
    Knuckles narrows her eyes at me. “Suck it up. You don’t have a choice.” 
 
    I try to swallow and get a hold of myself, but the air is dry. The dusty taste of sand coats my tongue, making the moisture stick in my throat. 
 
    Behind me, someone says, “Before it’s too late, Fin.”  
 
    I spin around. Oliver stands eye-to-eye with me.  
 
    Before I can say anything else, Jase, Knuckles, and Oliver turn toward the camp. They take off, running full speed at the fight and blasting their guns.  
 
    A dozen ops rush through the camp gates. Knuckles takes aim and somehow blows half of them away. Bullets ricochet off the rocks behind me, pinging into oblivion. I shield myself from the potential fire and call out for my friends to take cover, but there’s no stopping them. Jase fires and the rest of the ops fall like dominos.  
 
    “We’ve got this!” Oliver yells. 
 
    My shoulders drop with relief. They’ve survived. We’ve done it.  
 
    From a nearby transporter, four more resistance fighters emerge, rushing down the vehicle’s stairs and heading straight toward me. I shield my eyes from the glaring sun, trying to see who’s there when suddenly their forms take shape.  
 
    “Elias!” I call out, gasping for breath. “They’ve done it. They’ve taken the camp!” 
 
    Emma, Sky, and Drape rush forward. Each of them carries a gun. They’re focused on something behind me when Sky yells out, “Take cover!”  
 
    My spine stiffens as I slowly turn to see Lacy standing at the entrance of the camp. She proudly wears an Aura uniform. A devious grin consumes her face. 
 
    “No!” I scream just as my best friend raises her hands.  
 
    In a flash, everyone else I care about falls to their knees. Their screams echo across the dusty land. Up ahead, Jase’s hands go to his throat. Sky’s eyes bulge. Drape writhes on the ground, clawing at his throat. Emma is on her knees, coughing up blood.  
 
    “Stop!” I shout, racing ahead, but my modified speed is gone and it’s like I’m running in place. I can’t get to them fast enough. 
 
     I finally pass Jase and Oliver, whose eyes are rolled back in their heads.  
 
    It’s too late. I’ve gotten them all killed.  
 
    Up ahead lies Knuckles. I make my way to her side. She reaches out to me. “Keep going,” she says in a scratchy voice. 
 
    I shake my head. “There’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    “If you don’t finish this fight,” she whispers, “nothing will ever change.”  
 
    I stomp the ground and yell, then spin to take aim at Lacy’s head. Just as I pull the trigger, my gun is ripped from my hands and flung to the ground. Lacy stands, looking much taller than I remember, and lets out a laugh. Every ounce of me wants to rip her to shreds, but as if they were frozen, my feet are planted firmly in the ground.  
 
    “How could you do this?” I scream.  
 
    She slowly works her way from the entrance to me. Each step is like she’s more machine now than human. When she finally gets to me, her lips quirk into a wry smile.  
 
     “It’s your fault, you know,” she says. 
 
    “No.” I try to catch my breath and cover my ears, but my arms are cemented to my side. I won’t believe her. My chest heaves as I take in all the destruction around me. 
 
    “It is,” she says. “None of this would have happened if you’d just given up. So much for Noble intelligence.” 
 
    “You know that wasn’t a choice,” I say between clenched teeth. “You were once one of us. You believed in our fight.”  
 
    “You don’t get it, do you?” She presses her lips together and backs up. “You’ve hurt so many people, and for what? Not a damn thing.” 
 
    Somehow my arms release and I stretch out my hand, touching her shoulder. “Please let me help you.” 
 
    Lacy staggers back, sudden confliction etched on her face. “I—I can’t do this alone,” she stutters. “Please help me, Fin.”  
 
    A warm flutter of hope fills my core and I step toward her, but as soon as I do Lacy’s body convulses. She drops to one knee and her eyes roll back. 
 
    “Lacy?” I want to go to her, but my legs won’t move. 
 
    Lacy’s skin vibrates, and small tears open, blood seeping out. Countless cuts appear all over her body and a swarm of tiny metallic insects pour out into the air. Lacy falls to the ground like a wood plank, the cuts merging together until she’s unrecognizable. 
 
    “Lacy, no!” I shout, swatting at the buzzing swarm that surrounds me now. 
 
    I manage to sift through the silver cloud of nanos and find Lacy’s body disintegrating before me. Dropping to my knees, I desperately try to pull her body to mine. The swarm grows and just as I take a deep breath, they stream inside my mouth. I cough and clutch at my throat. I can’t breathe. A fire rages through my chest.  
 
    “No!” I barely choke out as my vision fades. 
 
    *** 
 
    I gasp for breath and shoot up, swatting around me. Something metal clatters to the ground next to me.  
 
    The bugs are gone. I flick my head to the other side, scanning the dark, quiet space. I’m not outside. Beside me is a piece of ripped apart metal. I look down at my bloodied hands. 
 
    “Fin!” Elias calls, rushing over to me. He gently takes me by the shoulders. “Are you all right?” 
 
    My head is foggy and sweat coats my skin. Is this real?  
 
    Elias is alive, but Jase, Knuckles, and Oliver are still dead.  
 
    I smack the ruined container away from me and turn to the tunnel walls. Burning embers blaze before me in the center of the corridor. This is what’s real. I take a deep breath and try to center myself.  
 
    “You just had a bad dream,” Elias says gently, pushing my hair back from my face. 
 
    I wrap my arms around his neck and stay there for a second, taking slow breaths.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “We were back at Mason’s camp,” I say, pulling back. “Everyone was dead.” 
 
    “Everything is fine. We’re fine.” 
 
    I nod, letting reality take hold. “They died because of me,” I whisper. 
 
    “Who?” Elias asks, his eyes searching mine. 
 
    “Jase, Knuckles, Oliver. And what happened to Lacy— she should never have become an Aura op. I could have stopped her.” 
 
    “You didn’t make the decision for her. Lacy chose to go in that direction.” 
 
    A part of me wants to believe that, but I knew what she was capable of. I should have taken care of it sooner. 
 
    Elias inches closer and carefully takes my hands. “You can’t beat yourself up for what happened. This is war. We’re going to have losses. People are going to get hurt. Some of us won’t make it out alive.” 
 
    I swallow and nod, trying to let go of the guilt. I lift my eyes to his. A part of me wants more from him. I lean in closer, but before anything can happen between us, I pull back and stand up. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he asks. 
 
    “I–I need to wash the blood off my hand. And I’m going to find Sky.” 
 
    Elias slowly stands. “He’s on watch. Been there for the last few hours.” 
 
    “He probably needs a break then.”  
 
    As I turn to leave, Elias reaches for me again. “I’m here for you,” he says. “No matter what.” 
 
    My head aches. I slip my hand from his and snatch my water bottle from the ground. I pour some water over my hand and realize the damage isn’t that bad. Only a small cut on my palm. It’s already healing over due to my modification. I rush past Emma and Drape, who are still fast asleep. Closer to the entrance, Talen sits against the side of the tunnel wall. His eyes are closed, and his head is tilted to the side. He draws in slow breaths. I try not to make too much noise as I sneak past him and continue to walk until I spot Sky at the end of the long, dark tunnel. The lights flicker and the cool dampness of the underground sinks into me.  
 
    He turns and smiles as I come closer.  
 
    “Can’t sleep,” I say, leaning against the wall. “Do you want to take a break?” 
 
    “Sure. Thanks.” His brow furrows as he looks me over. “You okay?” 
 
    I shrug. “Bad dream. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Want to talk about it?”  
 
    Talking about it would only make me relive it. “Not really.” 
 
    Sky reaches out a hand and strokes my arm. “Everything will be better once we get out of here. Being back underground isn’t good for any of us.” 
 
    I sigh. He’s right. I never thought I’d have to hide in the darkness again. Every step we make forward feels like it’s immediately followed by two steps back. “You’d better get some rest.” 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    I nod, and Sky turns and heads back toward our group. Finding a flat surface, I set my water bottle to the side and hunker down beside planks of wood and other makeshift items Elias managed to collect and had used to build up this barrier. Down the tunnel, the lights continue to flicker, and the stale earthen smell of the underground fills my nose. A shiver works its way up my spine as I wrap my arms tightly around my waist, wishing I was back with the others beside the comforting fire.  
 
    After a while the nightmare fades and my eyes begin to feel heavy again. I turn away for a second to stretch my arms and legs. I have to stay awake. I take a drink from my bottle and pour a little water into my palm, splashing it on my face. Only a tiny bit longer and the others will be up. We’ll be out of here and back to the surface.  
 
    As I’m on my third stretch, the hairs on the back of my neck suddenly stand up. A strange feeling overwhelms me, like someone is standing behind me. My shoulders tighten, and all my senses perk up. I spin around, but not fast enough.  
 
    Something heavy smacks into my head and I stagger back. Instinctively, my hand drifts up to the throbbing point of pain. I fight to stay conscious, but the room turns into waves and the pain brings me to my knees. As I collapse, the last thing I see are two blurry black boots.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    I REGAIN AWARENESS, fighting to open my eyes.  
 
    The tunnel is dark, but I can make out a blurry human shape. My stomach tenses as pain pulses in the back of my head. I reach up to feel the wet, sticky blood matted in my hair. 
 
    “Once a filthy mole, always a filthy mole.” 
 
    My eyes widen at the familiar voice. 
 
    “Surprised to see me?” the raspy voice asks. 
 
    My shoulders drop. I twist from side to side and then try to crawl, but in a flash he’s beside me, growling into my ear, his putrid breath warm against my cheek.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?”  
 
    I glare directly into his beady, brown eyes. “How did you find us, Yasay?” 
 
    Yasay mutters as he drags me down a long, dark tunnel, farther away from the others. More than a few times, I slip in and out of consciousness. But I force myself semi-awake and kick and scratch at his hand. But with every attempt to free myself, he twists my arm more. Shooting pain sears through me until finally he stops and slams me against the wall. I fade out again.  
 
    I blink open my eyelids and he’s leaning over me. My eyes widen. The pain in my head throbs. He taps my cheek with the back of his hand, a few times soft and then once harder. The stench of his breath makes me turn away and my stomach roils. 
 
    “The rat’s awake,” he hisses and straightens. 
 
    “Let me go!” I yank my hands and something metal clacks. Chains are wrapped around my wrists and locked around a pipe. 
 
    Yasay coughs into his fist, deep and guttural. The fit keeps going, and he takes several steps backward. “Shut up!” he finally yells back. 
 
    I try to twist my way out, but the chains are too thick. 
 
    Recovered from coughing, Yasay marches toward me, and I see he’s wearing some sort of dark blue military uniform with body armor and tactical compartments holding who knows what. Grabbing my arm, he shakes it to make sure I can’t escape, then retreats, hacking again. Sweat drips from his face and a clump of what’s left of his black hair clings to his forehead. He smoothes it back over the top of his balding scalp. 
 
     “Not feeling so well?” I ask. That was probably stupid, but I kind of enjoy the dig. 
 
    He ignores me. His face turns red and he spits at my feet. “Disgusting Dweller,” he mutters, then continues into another coughing fit. Same old Yasay. Same old miner’s cough. Disgusting pig. 
 
    I try to shift my focus away from him and onto how to get out of here. Panic pulses through me. I can’t go back to that tiny glass jail cell. I scan my surroundings, but nothing looks the same. I’m still underground, but in a dingy, crumbling tunnel. I glance over and spot a set of tracks along the floor—a transportation shaft, like where Sky and Cia used to live in the Slack. 
 
    Yasay turns back around, holding one hand to his chest. A smug smile spreads across his stubbly face.  
 
    I narrow my eyes at him. “Get me out of these chains.”  
 
    He waggles a finger at me as if I’m a misbehaving child, then comes closer. I scuttle as far back to the wall as I can.  
 
    “Your little revolt has helped my standing in the world.” 
 
     “What are you talking about?” 
 
     “Your liberation attempt was not so successful, but mine…” he pauses, nodding with a smug grin. “My place with the EHC has grown much bigger.” 
 
    I lift my chin. “Then I guess you owe me.” 
 
    Yasay laughs, revealing a row of yellowed teeth. He almost slips into another coughing fit but stops himself. “No, I can’t return the favor.”  
 
    He crouches down beside the wall, grabs a bottle of water from his own stash, and takes a long drink. A part of me wants to kick the bottle from his hands, but I’m not close enough. Plus, it wouldn’t help me escape. Knowing Yasay, he’d retaliate with a punch and knock me out again. 
 
    Once he’s finished drinking, he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and steps closer again. “After your little rebellion destroyed my mining operation, I didn’t have many options left.” He frowns and shakes his head. “You almost took everything from me. You even tried to use me to escape.” 
 
     “I wish I’d destroyed everything—including you.” 
 
    Yasay’s brow furrows. “The EHC held me accountable for your revolt. They didn’t go easy on me. Not fun. Not fun at all.” 
 
    I press my lips closed as he backs away into the dim lighting. The shadows it casts over his face make him appear more sinister than he already is. “Then, I helped the EHC track down your little resistance group to Ms. Nejem’s settlement, and that did the trick. I earned my place on the surface. It’s not much, but it’s better than living like a mole. Oh, and thanks for taking such good care of my mod kit. It worked like a charm.” 
 
    I grit my teeth together. The day Yasay appeared at Emma’s settlement was one of the worst days of my life—the day Sky was captured and much of Emma’s camp was destroyed. Nothing would please me more than taking Yasay out right now, but even if I did manage to get these chains off me, I wouldn’t be able to get to him fast enough.  
 
    A part of me wants to rip that stupid grin off his face, but before I can say anything I catch the movement of several dark figures creeping like wolves along the shadows in the corner of the tunnel. I squint to try to make them out.  
 
     “Now I’m a lead op for intel on underground combatants,” Yasay brags, pulling back his shoulders. “Much better than my measly role in the mining camp.” He slaps his chest. “Now the EHC come to me.”  
 
     “Good for you,” I say snidely. “So, you’ve captured me. Now what?” 
 
    Yasay snaps his fingers. A moment later, two men and a woman outfitted in the same soldier gear as him emerge from the shadows. The woman’s hair is cropped short. The two men are dressed in the black ops uniforms and carry rifles. Off to the side of Yasay is a stockpile of weapons, ammunition, and other gear. Apparently they came well prepared to battle it out. 
 
     “This is my special unit,” Yasay says, introducing the others. “Yasay’s Special Underground Task Force.” 
 
     “Task Force?” I scan the small mercenary group. The men stand with their shoulders back. The woman has one hand on a plasma gun holstered across her chest in a sling. “The four of you were sent to bring us back?” 
 
     “Or whoever survives,” the woman replies. 
 
    I take a slow breath and consider my lack of options. “Just take me,” I tell Yasay. “You don’t need the others.” 
 
     “Naw... we get a bounty based on finding all the escaped prisoners,” the shorter of the male ops says. 
 
    Yasay raises his arms over his head and gently stretches. “I’ll bring you back to the surface,” he says, “don’t you worry. But not just yet. There’s no rush, is there?” 
 
    I search his beady, brown eyes. “What’s that mean?”  
 
    “You’ll be found guilty just as easily today as you will be tomorrow, but I’m in the mood to hunt some rats.” 
 
    My eyes flit from face to face. 
 
     “What about you?” Yasay asks the woman beside him. “Are you in the mood to hunt the vermin that scurry around in this sewer?” 
 
    The woman smiles and removes her gun from the holster. She nods, and the other two men beside her turn to each other, their eyes gleaming with excitement.  
 
    “No need for all of them to stand trial,” she says, pulling back the trigger of her gun.  
 
     “Yeah,” Yasay growls. He turns to look at me. “I’ll save this rat for the privilege of an EHC trial.” 
 
    My shoulders stiffen. I try to twist free from the chains, but the more I struggle, the more it makes Yasay’s group laugh. “Don’t do this!” 
 
     “Sit tight, A298,” he says to me.  
 
    The reminder of my number sickens me. That’s not who I am anymore. 
 
    “Come on.” He points to one of the soldiers and the woman beside him. “Let’s go kill the rest.” 
 
     “What about me?” the lanky male op Yasay left out asks. 
 
     “You. Watch. Her.” Yasay jabs a finger from him to me. “Don’t let her escape.” 
 
    A second later, Yasay and his two chosen mercenaries disappear down the dark tunnel. My heart pounds. I have to get back to the group. I have to warn Sky. Elias is depending on me.  
 
    The remaining op plops down across from me. For the first few minutes, his weasely face is lined with anger. He even slams the butt of his gun into the ground, but then, after a while, he turns a cool eye to me. A slow grin spreads across his face. 
 
    I swallow and feel myself stiffen even more, knowing this op is going to take out his disappointment on me.  
 
    I’ve got to get out of here.  
 
    As the op slowly stands, I scan every inch of my surroundings and quickly calculate the time from when I was passed out to when I woke up, trying to figure out how far Yasay dragged me. In the shadows is a darkened marking. I squint to see it, making out ‘A16’. ‘A11’ was marked on the wall near our camp. It’s got to be no more than a quarter of a mile back based on how markings worked underground. Five to ten minutes to break free before they’re ambushed. 
 
     “No one said you couldn’t stand trial a little roughed up,” the op says.  
 
    I lean back and scream “Help!” at the top of my lungs. 
 
     “Stop it,” the op demands, his sly grin replaced by annoyance. “Keep that mouth shut.” 
 
     “Please, someone, help me!” I yell louder. 
 
     “If you don’t shut up, I’ll jam my gun down your throat,” he warns. 
 
    Good. Do it. 
 
    Opening my mouth to scream again, he marches closer, within three feet. His gun extended, but before he can ram it into my face, I lift my legs off the ground and latch them around the op’s neck.  
 
     “W-what the—” the guard snarls, his eyes going wide with fear. 
 
    I squeeze tighter. 
 
    His gun falls to the ground. His hands reach up to try and pry me off, but there’s no chance. In a quick flick, I twist to the side. There’s a muffled snap, and then the guard’s head falls forward and back. I slowly release him. He collapses to the ground in a heap. Dead weight.  
 
    “Now for those keys,” I whisper. I yank my foot out of my boot and work it toward the op’s pocket. It takes a little wrangling, but finally I feel the cold key chain between my toes. I pull back my foot, the set of keys dangling from my toes, and in one swift movement raise them to my hand. Working the key into the lock takes less than a second, and soon the chains follow, clanging to the floor. I grab the guard’s plasma rifle from the ground and charge down the dark corridor, hoping I’m not too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    YASAY CAN’T REACH THE CAMP. The people there are all I have left, and I won’t let him take that from me.  
 
    I race down the tunnel after him. My heart pounds against my rib cage as I sprint harder than I ever have before. My breath catches in my throat. Sweat trickles down my brow and my lungs ache, but I push back thoughts of the camp being caught off guard.  
 
    This can’t be happening.  
 
    As I pass tunnel marker A12, the sound of gunfire erupts, followed by yells echoing through the tunnel. My chest tightens as I skid to a stop. If only I could have warned them, screamed louder, fought back harder, did something to keep them from being ambushed. Shaking off the worst of my thoughts, I jog closer.  
 
    Steadying my breath, I reach tunnel marker A11 and peer around the corner. Ahead of me Yasay and his two ops are at the camp’s still-blocked entrance—I’m not too late, there’s still time—moving around the planks and other building materials we used to fortify the camp. Yasay kicks his way in. The male op keeps his rifle up, targeting the front while the female op quickly finds a way over the blockade.  
 
    Gunfire cracks through the air again, but I can’t tell which direction it’s coming from. I swivel my head around but it’s no use, there’s too much of an echo.  
 
    “Get the grenades!” Yasay yells to the male op. 
 
    I cock my rifle and charge ahead, firing. One of my bullets pierces the male op through the side of the head. He falls dead to the ground. The woman pops around the corner to fire her plasma rifle at me. It misses, but the heat rushes past me, igniting a scattered pile of rags in the corner. I hurry to the side wall and rub the singed hairs on my arm. The acrid scent of smoke is everywhere, but the light from the fire gives me a better view of where the other two are. 
 
    “I guess I underestimated you, rat!” Yasay calls out from behind the cover of fallen debris. My eye flits from where Yasay hides to the woman who’s just as determined to drop me. 
 
    “You better give up! I won’t back down!” I yell, pressing my back against the cool tunnel wall. Elias and the others have to be advancing. “You think you guys can hurry?” I mutter under my breath, unsure if I can handle killing both Yasay and the female op without their help. 
 
    A moment later, something shiny rolls up beside me, stopping right before my feet. I leap to the side just as a bright burst illuminates the tunnel, but the blast slams me into the ground and my chin rams into a rock, dirt filling my mouth. Grappling in the dark, I search for the rifle with shaking hands. Up ahead, I spot it, scramble to pick it up off the ground, and spin in the direction where I think Yasay and the woman are.  
 
    But they’re not there.  
 
    Above me, part of the ceiling crumbles and a new, wide crack lines the wall. Beams that had only moments before been securely part of the tunnel now jut out at odd angles. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to refocus my mind on the exact location of Yasay and the female op, but as soon as I stand, the female op charges, roaring. 
 
    I raise my rifle and clock her right below the chin. The force of it knocks her to the ground, along with my weapon, which slips from my sweaty hands, but she bounces back to her feet as if she’s got springs in them and sends a quick one-two punch at my face. 
 
     “You don’t have to look pretty to stand trial,” she says as I try to shield my head. “You just need to not die.”  
 
    There’s no escaping her blows. My mind spins, and to stay conscious I bite the inside of my cheek, feeling the blood trickle into my mouth. I have to fight back.  
 
    She raises her fist to strike me again and I brace for the hit—but it doesn’t come. 
 
    I slowly raise my head. 
 
    The woman’s eyes glaze over. A stream of blood trickles from her head down to her arm. A second later, she falls into a heap on the ground beside me. I gasp and struggle to my feet.  
 
    Behind her stands Elias, gun still held midair. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I say, spitting blood to the ground. “What took you so long?”  
 
    Elias steps closer and looks me over. “She got you pretty good.” 
 
    “Nothing I can’t handle.” I still feel woozy, and the pain of the op’s beating begins to surface as I press my hand to the wall to steady myself.  
 
    “Get your hands up,” Sky orders, yanking the gun from Yasay’s hands while Talen wraps wire around his wrists, then tugs Yasay to his feet.  
 
    “What do you want to do with him?” Talen asks, looking my way. 
 
    “We should kill him, but he could be of value to us,” I say, wiping at the blood dripping from my chin. 
 
    Sky comes closer. “You’re hurt.”  
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Come on,” Elias says, his eyes burning as he glares at Yasay. “We need to regroup.”  
 
    Before we can move, Emma and Drape emerge from the camp. A dark look rises over Drape’s face the moment he sees Yasay.  
 
    “We can’t get rid of this jerk,” he growls. “He’s like a cockroach.” 
 
    “Save it,” Yasay growls. “I don’t care what you Slags say. Your little underground rebellion here is going to be found in no time. Just because you caught me doesn’t mean you won’t be caught, too. Once a rat, always a—” 
 
    “No!” I yell as Elias lands a good punch straight to Yasay’s nose without warning.  
 
    Yasay crumples to his knees. “My nose!” he cries. “You’ll pay for that.” 
 
    Elias’ brow furrows as he leans over him. “That was for my uncle Mason.” He turns and walks away. 
 
    Yasay rolls over, wipes blood from his nose, and then slowly makes his way back to his feet. “I guess you’re all one big happy family now, hiding like the rats you know you are.”  
 
    “You have a lot of nerve,” Emma says.  
 
    He shrugs. “We all do what we need to do to survive. I’m no different than the rest.” 
 
    “You stand for nothing,” I say. “You’re only fighting to save yourself.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m important. Not like you common terrorists. The EHC believes I can catch dirty Slags like you. I won’t let you take that away.” 
 
    Is he stupid?  
 
    A part of me wonders if Yasay wants another punch in the face. I glance over to Elias. He tightens his jaw and clenches his fists again, then marches closer to Yasay. 
 
    “Wait!” I reach out for his arm and pull him to the side of the tunnel. Elias’s eyes are dark storms. “We can use him,” I whisper. 
 
    Talen yanks Yasay’s head back and raises his hand at him. “You move, and I’ll flood pain into every cell of your pathetic body,” he warns.  
 
    I lower my voice and press myself closer to Elias. “I know we can’t trust him, but we’ll use him to gain access to where we need to go. Then we can get rid of him” 
 
    “I guess we don’t have a lot of options,” Elias mutters, glancing back to Yasay. 
 
    “You have no options!” Yasay shouts. Talen jerks his arm to keep him quiet.  
 
    Emma marches over to Yasay’s gear and rifles through it. A moment later, she pulls out restraints and a communications device. “This is exactly what we need,” she says. “We can hack into his device and intercept the EHC secure channels. It will tell us what we need to know to get us out of here.” She tosses the restraints to Sky, then returns to digging through the gear. 
 
    Sky secures Yasay’s wrists with the stronger metal bracelets and removes the temporary wire. “No escaping now, huh?”  
 
    Yasay’s face relaxes. “If you want to get out of the city, or do anything, you’ll need to take me with you. I can show you—” 
 
    Without warning, a loud pop sends me reeling back. I turn to see blood splattered onto the tunnel wall, flecks on Sky and Talen. Yasay falls back to the ground, his body leaning half-crumpled against the wall.  
 
    “What the—” Sky yells, backing up. 
 
    I rush toward Emma, who holds a gun pointed at Yasay’s lifeless body. “He was going to take us out of here!” 
 
    “No,” she says in a calm voice, lowering the weapon. “He wasn’t. He was a waste of a life. He won’t infect our plans anymore.” 
 
    Talen backs away from the body while Emma takes the communication device and heads back to the camp. No one says anything as dread fills the area. 
 
    Elias’s eyes are vacant, and he shakes his head. “We better take their gear with us,” he mutters. “And look for food.” He walks toward the woman he shot and grabs her plasma rifle. Talen pockets a few flash grenades while Drape collects their food bars and water.  
 
    “You okay?” I ask Sky. 
 
    “Great.” He wipes the specks of blood from his face with his sleeve then plants his hand against the tunnel wall. “What about you?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I say, stripping the other op of his weapon.  
 
    “The upside to this,” Drape says, coming closer, “is that we have more food and water now. We could probably last another few days down here.” 
 
    “No way,” I say. “We may not have Yasay to lead us out of here, but there’s no way I’m going to spend another night in this tunnel.” 
 
    Sky nods. “Agreed.” 
 
    “There was no other option,” Elias chimes in as we head back to the camp. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I ask. 
 
    He sighs. “Emma was right. Yasay would have found a way to sabotage us the minute he got the chance.” 
 
    “We could have traded him,” Drape says. “You know, as a hostage or something.” 
 
    “Like Reinhart really wanted him,” Sky says. “He’d probably have put a bullet in his head long before Emma did it if he didn’t think Yasay might stand a chance of finding us.” 
 
    I check my gun to make sure there are bullets in it, then head over to Emma, who’s tinkering with the communications device. I watch in amazement as she pops open the back and fiddles with the wires. She gently pulls out two blue wires, cuts them, and then connects them deeper into the device.  
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    The others join us and listen as she secures the back and taps on the digital display to hone in on the EHC’s chatter. Mostly what comes out are garbled voices and static, so Emma works on the display again.  
 
    “It’s more difficult to get a clear transmission underground,” she says, “but I think I can.”  
 
    A few moments later, the static fades and the overlapping voices separate until there’s only one man speaking.  
 
    “The combatant’s location has been found.” 
 
    The hairs lift on the back of my neck and my eyes flash to Elias.  
 
    “Commander Reinhart has been sent in.” 
 
    “What?” Drape gasps. “We’ve got to get out of here. They’re already on their way!” 
 
    Elias grabs the bag of salvaged gear and slings it over his shoulder. “We have to move. Now!”  
 
    My thoughts come rapidly as I follow the others. Run! Don’t stop! They’re on their way!  
 
    We manage to get three tunnel markers away before an explosion rocks through the air ahead of us, sending tunnel fragments crashing to the ground. Ten feet in front of us the ceiling dangles in jagged pieces. The walls of the tunnel lay in crumbled piles. Smoke, dirt, and dust swirl toward us.  
 
    There’s no escape. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    “WE HAVE TO keep moving!” I shout. 
 
    “How?” Drape wipes dirt from his eyes. “If we go back the way we came, we’re dead.” 
 
    I grit my teeth and clench my fists. We can’t be caught again.  
 
    “We don’t have a choice.” Elias steps away from the fallen debris. “We have to go back.” 
 
    My stomach clenches at the thought of running for my life again. I slowly rise, keeping one hand pressed against the cold tunnel wall and the other on my chest in the hopes I can somehow slow my panic. 
 
    Just as we turn, another explosion rips through the ceiling and side walls of the tunnel. I fall back into Sky’s arms. Elias, Drape, and Emma step closer together as a flash of fire shoots out of the wall.  
 
    “Relax,” Talen says. He steps closer to survey the damage. Wires dangle and snap with electricity. “The tunnel is still stable enough.” 
 
    Even so, there’s the smell of something burning in the hollow space above the tunnel, and black smoke begins to gather in the updraft.  
 
    Drape coughs and holds his face to his sleeve. “What now?”  
 
    I settle my nerves and run my fingers through my hair, analyzing the possibilities of escaping this disaster. They’re not good. 
 
    The comm in Emma’s hand crackles to life. “Heat signals have been detected,” comes an op’s monotone voice. “The group has been detected near tunnel marker A15.” 
 
    “We need to find water—now,” Emma urges.  
 
    Drape pulls at his shirt. “What? We need to get out of here!” 
 
    Emma scans the tunnel. “Not with the heat detectors. We won’t get far with that tech. We have to find a way to cool down and trick the sensors. It’s the only way to throw them off from finding us.” 
 
    “But, there’s no water down here,” Drape protests. 
 
    “What about the sewage shafts?” Sky rushes to the end of the tunnel. Several cracks run lengthwise down to a grate that covers an opening at the bottom of the wall.  
 
    Sewage shaft? I cringe, but what other choice do we have? “Hurry,” I say to him. “Open it up.” 
 
    Sky rips off the grate. He sticks his head inside and then sits back on his heels. “It’s old,” he says. “The water has been sitting there for a while. Maybe a few years.” 
 
    “We’ll take our chances,” Emma says, holstering her gun.  
 
    “There’s only a few feet of space.” Sky slowly stands. “The chamber’s clogged up, so we’ll have to all squeeze in tight.” 
 
    “It’ll have to do,” Elias says. “Just don’t get it in your mouth if you can help it.”  
 
    He moves Sky aside and climbs in. I hitch up my pants and sling my gun over my shoulder. One by one, we follow Elias into the dark, dank tunnel. The smell of stale, filthy water invades my nose. My stomach heaves, but the water feels strangely cool, and I know it’ll only be a matter of minutes before all of our body temps drop.  
 
    “Close it,” Emma orders Talen once he squeezes inside.  
 
    He pulls the grate closed behind us and suddenly we’re immersed in a three-foot-wide chamber, closer to each other than I’d ever thought we’d be.  
 
    I try to focus on staying quiet while the sewage soaks into my pants and dampens my shirt and hair. 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” Talen whispers.  
 
    Between his arms, dim light shines through the grate’s slats. I hold my breath and steady myself against the side of the chamber. The sound of clunking boots echoes into the tunnel just beyond the grate.  
 
    “Get someone down here to put out that fire!” a male voice yells. “Move those beams. Get through and find them!”  
 
    It’s Reinhart. 
 
    A shiver runs up my spine. After a few moments, there are more sounds of boot soles hitting the ground—the ops darting from side-to-side just outside the grate. 
 
    “This has to end now,” Reinhart calls. “Where are they?” 
 
    My chest tightens. I press myself harder into the slimy wall and shiver. 
 
    “Our heat sensors had them targeted to this point,” an op from farther away shouts, “They must have backtracked deeper into the tunnel before the second explosion.” 
 
    “I don’t care if there’s a trial anymore,” Bellaton says through a comm. “I just want them purged from Ethos.” 
 
    Reinhart growls and clicks the comm. “We can all agree on that.” 
 
    “Then do it!” her voice growls, then cuts out. 
 
    “What are my orders?”  
 
    I close my eyes and wince. That’s Lacy’s voice.  
 
    Beside me, Sky’s hand creeps into mine. I slowly turn my head. My eyes search his. He must know it’s her, too. I bite down on my lip and turn back to face the grate, waiting for them to find us any second. 
 
    Reinhart slams something, maybe his fist, against the tunnel wall. The sound of it seems to vibrate deep into my wet skin. “I’ve had enough—kill them on sight.” 
 
    I strain to get a very limited view of them through the slats. Lacy pulls back from Reinhart and opens her mouth to say something, but nothing comes out. A split second later she clamps her mouth shut and nods. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The pounding in my chest is almost too much. I’m sure Reinhart will hear it. A bead of nervous sweat trickles down my forehead and drips into the water. My eyes dart from the grate to Emma and Elias, wedged deeper into the chamber.  
 
    Reinhart directs several ops toward one of the tunnels up ahead, then orders the others to clear another path. A few moments later the noisy tunnel grows quiet. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to assess if it’s safe enough to return to the tunnel. Before I can say anything though, Elias orders us back out.  
 
    “We don’t have much time,” he says, waving us forward.  
 
    Talen pries open the grate and we climb out. I’ve never been so grateful for clean air. I take a deep breath. Every part of me reeks of scummy water. Thick slime clings to my body, and I run my hand over my clothes to wipe off as much as I can. The others do the same while Elias replaces the grate.  
 
    I check my gun. “Did you hear Lacy?” I ask Drape.  
 
    Drape raises a brow. “Yeah. She hesitated.” 
 
    “Somewhere inside her, she’s still there.”  
 
    Sky smiles. “See... same defiant girl you’ve always known.” 
 
    I nod. “We have to get her back.” 
 
    “If she’s not reprogrammed,” Talen says, sliding back into his boots. “There’s no chance you will get your friend back. Don’t even think about trying to reason with her. It won’t work. She’s blinded by the nanos.” 
 
    “Talen’s right,” Emma says. “Confronting her now would be stupid. It could only get us all killed.” She presses the receiver on the comm. A moment later, the chatter begins again, announcing their location. 
 
    “They’re heading deeper into the old tunnel network,” Elias says.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I say. “It feels like we’re in a giant trap. A maze of tunnels. If we stay down here, they’re going to find us one way or another.”  
 
    Drape shrugs. “At least outside we could hide better. Get out of the city or something—” 
 
    “We can’t leave Ethos.” I wipe a smudge of dirt from my arm.  
 
    “I’m tired of hiding all the time from the EHC,” Drape adds. The non-stop fighting is wearing all of us down. 
 
    Emma taps the comm’s display. “There’s an EHC data center nearby. Maybe we can go there.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be hard to get access to that,” Talen says. “We could get in and regroup, figure a way out of here.” 
 
    “Maybe we can hack into the system and get off their radar,” I suggest. 
 
    “Good idea.” Elias zips up the gear bag and follows Emma ahead. 
 
    There’s nothing but tunnel for what seems like forever. Using the comm’s navigation system, we walk at least twenty tunnel markers. Everything looks the same—lights, tracks, and lots of building materials as we move toward a staircase up ahead. Slinging my gun over my shoulder, I grab hold of the rails and begin to work my way up, following Sky and Drape as we quickly climb from the cold darkness of the underground into a lighter, more industrial part of the tunnel system beneath Ethos.  
 
    “Is that the data center?” Drape points to a door ahead where a bright light shines from behind a window. An access system is built into the wall beside it. 
 
    “How do we get in?” Sky asks.  
 
    Emma presses her lips together. “Maybe the comm will give us access.” She begins to configure it again, tapping on the display and accessing its operating system while we catch our breath and look around. “A bit of reprogramming and I can make this device emit an EHC command token. That should get us in.” 
 
    I gnaw on the inside of my cheek, glancing back down the staircase to make sure no ops have followed us.  
 
    “Got it,” she says. Emma holds the device up to the access system. A moment later the door slides open and we rush inside.  
 
    We’re no more than five feet in when a guard’s voice calls out, “Stop there!” 
 
    My eyes flash to the guard, who quickly jumps to his feet from behind a desk. A second guard appears from behind a wall of flashing displays and panels. They’re non-EHC guards, but still a threat. 
 
    “We’ve got this.” Sky waves to Drape and they rush ahead with their guns drawn. The first guard holds up his hands. With one swift move, Sky knocks the guard out with the butt of his gun.  
 
    “What do you want?” the second guard demands.  
 
    Drape marches forward, backing the second guard into a corner, then slams his gun across the man’s head, knocking him out in one blow.  
 
    Elias rushes to a half-opened closet and swings the door wide. “Get them in here.”  
 
    Sky and Drape drag the guards inside. Drape locks the door and leans against it, breathing hard. 
 
    “You okay?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m getting tired of all this,” he says. “I don’t want to have to keep hurting people.” 
 
    “None of us want to be doing this, but we have to keep going.” 
 
    He sighs and turns his gaze to the massive room where we stand. “What is all this stuff?” 
 
    Emma heads to a giant display terminal in the center of the room. “It’s amazing,” she breathes. “A holographic data center.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Elias says.  
 
    Emma shakes her head. “Neither can I. In twenty-five years, the EHC has certainly made progress.”  
 
    Tech devices surround us. Green light glows from crystal-like cubes, illuminating the machines around us. The room is cool and charged with energy.  
 
    My gaze moves from one instrument to the next. “How does it work?” I ask.  
 
    Running a hand along the side of a machine, Emma explains, “The data cubes are connected to quantum computers. The laser lights can access every possible dimension, providing massive data storage.” 
 
    Elias steps closer to one of the beams of light. “They’ve managed to connect their entire force and every possible bit of information they can get their hands on.”  
 
    Emma stares in amazement. “In all my years, I’ve never seen such a powerful system.”  
 
    We move deeper into the facility. My mind scans the breadth of the room, what must be three thousand square feet of advanced systems. I open doors and examine everything. 
 
    “How long do you think we have?” Drape asks. “You know, before they find us again?” 
 
    “We shouldn’t stay too long,” Talen says. “The cameras will triangulate our location soon.” 
 
    One of the doors opens to a bathroom. I head inside and use the sink to clean as much of the sewage from my hands and hair as I can. There’s no sense in pretending it’s all going to come out any time soon, so I quickly wrap my hair back into a tight bun, grab my gun, and head back out to the others. Just beyond a wall of storage systems, Emma stands tinkering with a digital device. 
 
    I make my way to her. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Trying to hack the network terminal.”  
 
    Ahead of us of us, information flashes on the screen—a series of numbers and code.  
 
    “What is all of that?” 
 
    “It’s classified root data.” She stops scrolling and points to something on the screen. “There.” 
 
    “What?” Elias asks as he and Talen head over to us. 
 
    “There’s a deeply buried directory with classified briefing reports. They didn’t want anyone to see this. It’s using old encryption protocols. Luckily for us, I was around when this encryption was commonplace.” 
 
    She’s brilliant, and not even modified. Amazing. 
 
    Emma leans in and reads, “‘The EHC has been in a growing conflict with a large conglomerate from what was formally Asia.’” 
 
    “Formally Asia?” I echo, raising a brow.  
 
    “Countries fell into disarray during the Flip,” Talen says, as if he’s pulling up old records from memory. “The standard old-world politics and geography were re-written as new powers emerged from the ongoing chaos and destruction.” 
 
    “Keep going,” Elias tells Emma. “What else does it say?” 
 
    Using her hands, Emma slides screens and pulls up three more. “Here, ‘A group called the Sovereign Nerics Alliance has long argued against the EHC’s treatment of its people. For years, they have been peacefully engaging with the EHC to change their ways, but the EHC has denied them and banned all access to their region of the world.’” 
 
    My breath catches. There are others who disagree with the EHC. I turn to look for Sky. He and Drape head toward us. A smile broadens over my face. Maybe there is hope. 
 
    “There.” Elias points out something to Emma. “Bring that up.” 
 
    Emma widens the screen. “‘Recently, the SNA has been moving on the EHC territories to offer aid to those left behind by the EHC,’” she reads. 
 
    “What?” Drape says. “Who’s offering aid?” 
 
    I turn to face him. “Another organization—maybe one that’s as big as the EHC.” My eyes flash to Elias. “I never thought any one group could survive the EHC’s attacks.” 
 
    “We did,” Elias says.  
 
    I turn to Emma. “Can we communicate with the SNA?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “It’s impossible from this data center. They’ve blocked any chance at communication with them. I’m sure the EHC has regulated communication use to only its territories.” 
 
    Drape eyes the comm in Emma’s hand. “I think we should check it again, you know, just in case they’re on their way or something.” 
 
    Emma presses the display. Again, the familiar chatter begins. The ops’ voices overlap each other. Each reporting back more information to Reinhart. 
 
    “They’re getting closer,” Talen says. “We have to move.” 
 
    Elias picks up the gear bag.  
 
    “No.” I cross my arms, refusing to budge as the others gather. “We need to act now. No more hiding.” 
 
    Sky comes back to my side. “How can we? It’s just us. You saw how many of them there are.” 
 
    “We can do it. We’ve done it before. They’re not going to stop. I’m tired of running, and I’m not going to do it again.” 
 
    Emma raises a brow and smiles. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “We still take on the EHC headquarters, but we’re not putting them on ‘trial’ anymore,” I say. “We need to destroy the leadership, starting with Bellaton. Sever the head of the beast.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
     “No holding back, huh?” Sky says to me, a wry grin spreading across his face. 
 
    “It makes sense,” I say. “We’ve been fighting for too long. Pretty soon we’re all going to be exhausted from running. It has to be now. We’ll take out Bellaton. It’s the only way to make them understand they need to take us seriously.” 
 
    Elias rubs his forehead, then drops the gear bag again. “We need a tactical plan to breach the EHC main building.” 
 
    “The EHC headquarters?” Drape asks. “You mean next to the prison?” 
 
    The thought of the glass prison cell raises the hairs on the back of my neck. “It’s Bellaton’s operations center. She’ll be there. Go for the jugular and the whole system will collapse.” 
 
    “It was heavily guarded when we were brought there,” Emma says. “There’ll be even more guards now.” 
 
    “But there will be fewer guards on the roof,” Talen ventures. “If we start on top of the building next door, we can get across and work our way down.” 
 
    “Easier than working our way up,” I say. “As long as there’s some way to get across.” My mind flashes back to when Reinhart landed his helicopter. “I think there’s a divide between the two buildings, but nothing we can’t manage.” 
 
    “Good,” Sky says. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Emma flicks the comm device back on and it crackles to life. Voices tumble over each other, shouting commands. “Sounds like they’re getting closer.”  
 
    I raise a brow, trying to figure out how she can decipher one voice from another.  
 
    “Keep it on.” Elias picks up the bag again and slings it across his chest. “We can take one of the side routes out of here. It’ll lead us back to the surface.” 
 
    We each take a minute to check our weapons and then follow Elias across the warehouse floor to a side door. He opens it, revealing another long hallway with grey walls and embedded lights overhead. We follow the corridor, which smells of must from the cold and damp. Talen picks up the pace, quickly leading us up the long, winding hall. Every nerve in my body is on high alert.  
 
    Soon, the dampness of the hallways begins to fade. I grip my gun tight and follow in Talen’s footsteps. Up ahead, I can see an exit. The chatter on the comm device sounds like the ops are still running circles down below in the tunnels until the words, “Data Center!” come across loud and clear. “They’ve headed out the east tunnel.” 
 
    Emma shoves open a door to the darkened outside. City lights glow and transporters zip above, bringing back a familiar memory of what it was like to reach the surface the first time we escaped from underground. A smile lifts my lips. I pull back my shoulders and take a deep inhale of the natural surface air. As we hustle through the darkness, I realize we’ve been underground for an entire day. Descended into darkness and emerged into the same.  
 
    “Let’s take the back alleys,” Talen orders. “We have to avoid the standard EHC patrol route.” 
 
    Our feet pound the pavement. Sweat drips down my back as I clutch my gun to my side, ready to take out the first op who gets in my way. As we turn the corner, we run into a small group of fancily dressed people standing outside a shop. A few eyes flash to us and we quickly pull back. Further down the street, more citizens mingle near a pulsating sign that shows each one of our faces followed by the words: “Dangerous. Criminals. Report immediately.” 
 
    Sky darts to the alley five feet ahead. The rest of us follow him, leaning against the alley wall, pressing into the shadows. I lean over to try and catch my breath to soothe my burning lungs.  
 
    “They saw us,” Drape says. “Someone will report us.”  
 
    “We can’t… worry about that now,” Emma replies between breaths. She holds the comm to her ear. “They’re… out of… the tunnels. They’ll be… right behind us… in less than a minute.”  
 
    “Then we have to keep going,” Elias orders. “No more stops. When we get to the research building, head straight to the back.” 
 
    Before there’s time to recover, we’re off again, running full speed through the back alleys. Emma tries to keep pace as Drape drags her along. We emerge onto the main street only long enough to find another path that will keep us hidden from the EHC patrols.  
 
    “Two more blocks,” Talen calls back to us. 
 
    I can only imagine what the citizens of Ethos must be thinking as they witness a pack of rebels sprinting down the street, guns in hand. One woman presses her back to the side wall. A stiff-dressed man pulls out his phone and frantically taps on the display. If only they could understand that we’re trying to change things for the better, but their frightened stares tell me that unless we succeed in taking out the EHC soon, we’ll never be thought of as anything more than the criminals Reinhart wants us to be.  
 
    The familiar sight of the EHC headquarters looms ahead. Its dark glass glistens even at night. Around back is the research facility attached to the headquarters.  
 
    Elias swings the gear bag off and takes out the guard who stands at the gate outside the entrance with a fast one-two punch to the man’s gut. The op doubles over and moans as Elias sends a final hit to his head, dropping him to the ground. Drape picks up the bag and in one quick, seamless move we’re through the gate and standing at the back of the research building.  
 
    Four ops appear from the back door of the facility. One yells to the others, and they rush toward us with their plasma guns drawn. My breath hitches as I raise my weapon and point it directly at the first op, ready to take him out, but before I can fire a round he’s down. The other three ops follow him, each writhing and screaming in pain. My eyes jump to Talen, who stands rooted to the ground, his arms raised, and eyes focused in concentration. 
 
    I freeze as flashes of what Talen did to us back at Mason’s camp fill my head. When it’s finally over and the ops are dead, I grit my teeth, brush away the thoughts, and follow him with the others in v-formation as we enter the building.  
 
    “We can't have more than ten minutes,” Emma says. “They’ll be more ops who will check on the ones Talen just took out.” 
 
    Inside, the building is cool and quiet. I scan for a way to get to the roof.  
 
    “Stairs,” I shout, leading the group toward the far corner and heading up several flights. My leg muscles tighten and a twinge of pain stabs at my side, but I keep climbing until a door bangs open on the landing ahead of me. An op fires off a round. I duck, feeling the bullet whiz past my ear, then return fire, taking him out with a clear shot to the chest. 
 
    “Nice,” Sky says. 
 
    We travel up another two flights, the echo of several pairs of boots pounding down the stairs ahead of us. Elias and Sky rush up first. Emma presses her back to the wall as rattling gunfire echoes around us.  
 
    “All clear,” Elias calls out.  
 
    “I…don’t know if I…can keep up,” Emma gasps, hunched over, fighting for air. 
 
    Drape puts her arm over his shoulder. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    She nods and exhales fast, determination filling her eyes. I smooth back my hair and continue to climb. My heart beats hard against my chest. I’m desperate for a drink to quench the dryness in my throat.  
 
    “Are we almost there?” Drape asks, his face red and dripping with sweat. 
 
    Talen opens the door at the top of the long, winding staircase. Twenty floors, I count, looking down. Another twenty to go. “We have to find an elevator.” 
 
    Emma tilts her head for us to follow Talen through the door.  
 
    “We’re halfway,” Elias says as a man in a white coat turns the corner. His eyes widen as he turns to run.  
 
    “Leave him!” Talen says, pointing to the row of elevators along the wall.  
 
    Just as one’s doors are about to close, Sky shoves his arm through and stops them. They slide back open and we rush in. 
 
    As the elevator speeds up, I take a second to try to catch my breath. I grab the water bottle from my pouch and down what’s left in it. The others do the same as the floors fly by faster and faster. Suddenly, the doors open at the top floor, letting us out on the roof. 
 
    Outside, the cool, night air hits me with much-needed relief. I take a deep breath as we move toward the edge. Above, the stars fight to penetrate the glow of the city, reminding me how good it feels to be a part of the surface world. I gaze at the city beneath us. The light pulses from windows as vehicles zip through the winding city streets, reflecting off the surrounding buildings. A soft yellow glow illuminates the sky, as if the whole city is electrified whether day or night. Further in the distance, large machines work on new buildings, spreading the ever-expanding Ethos.  
 
    This city sparkles like thousands of stars. 
 
    As if understanding my thoughts, Sky reaches his hand toward me. His fingertips brush mine. Before I can say anything to him, a piercing alarm cuts through the night air. My shoulders stiffen. 
 
    “It’s the breach alarm,” Emma gasps. “It’s coming from this science building.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to wait,” Elias says. “We have to jump.” 
 
    “Jump?” Drape gazes at the huge space ahead of us.  
 
    Moving to Elias’ side, I survey the distance. “It’s our only chance to get in there, but it’s going to be a hard landing.” 
 
    “Over here,” Talen calls out.  
 
    We move toward where the building’s roof extends out. “This is the best jumping point.” 
 
    Again, my mind calculates. “Twenty yards,” I say. “It’s still a risk.” 
 
    Emma steps back. “I won’t be able to make it,” she says. “I’ll stay back and keep them occupied.” 
 
    “No way,” I say to her. “We can find another way.” 
 
    Drape pulls close to Emma’s side. Still out of breath, he says, “I’ll help her. You guys gotta go.” 
 
    “It’s not happening!” I shout over the ringing alarm. “We’re all going to do this!” 
 
    “Let me do this for you, Fin. I want to.” 
 
    My heart tugs at my chest. Looking at my friend, emotions flood me as tears brim to the surface. 
 
    “Please,” I beg. “I need you.” 
 
    Drape smiles at me. “I’ll see you again. I promise.” 
 
    “We have to go, now,” Talen urges. “The whole operation will be over if we don’t.” 
 
    “Come on,” Elias orders me.  
 
    I turn to Emma and Drape and hug them both. “Please,” I say, my eyes searching theirs, “stay safe. Hide, do what you have to, but please don’t let them take you.” 
 
    “We won’t,” Emma says, a reassuring tone in her voice.  
 
    Turning back to face the divide, my gaze falls on Sky. He furrows his brow.  
 
    “You okay?” I ask. 
 
    His jaw tightens. “Sure.” 
 
    “Don’t be nervous,” I say. “We’ve got this.”  
 
    He sighs. “Who’s first?” 
 
    Before we can decide, Talen takes five steps back, then runs full speed toward the end of the roof, launching himself off the edge. My breath hitches. I want to turn away, but the strength in his body amazes me. His arms and legs flail as he easily covers the twenty-foot chasm and lands, rolling to the ground on the other side. He quickly gets back to his feet and waves for us to follow. 
 
    Elias backs up. He may not be as strong as Talen, but there’s a fearless look in his dark, determined eyes. He runs toward the edge and sails through the air, landing with both feet on the other side, making it look like he’s done this a dozen times before. His head twists back. He yells at us to jump. 
 
    I turn to look at Sky, but before I can say anything reassuring to him, he’s already leaping across. “Sky!” I cry as he falls just short of the edge of the building, catching himself with both hands on the ledge and fighting to pull himself up. Talen and Elias are there in a flash, reaching over and pulling him up. Sky wipes his brow, stands, and waves for me to hurry, the three of them making room for me.  
 
    I rush back a few feet. My mind goes wild with calculations. My pulse races. Sweat drips down my cheeks. I swing my gun’s strap to my back.  
 
    I’ve got this. Run, jump, land, tumble, go!  
 
    Sprinting toward the edge, I push off with every ounce of power I have in me. I feel my body catapult up as if in slow motion, and then I begin to fall in a perfect crescent, landing hard on the other building’s roof, tumbling six feet to my side. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Elias asks, rushing to me.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I grit out, standing and dusting off my pants. My hands and legs are scraped, blood dripping from torn skin. Nothing that won’t heal soon. I push a stray hair from my face and glance back at Drape and Emma just as the door on the roof of their building opens. 
 
    “Run!” I yell to them.  
 
    The EHC ops waste no time firing off a dozen rounds. Bullets ping off the side of the building as Emma and Drape rush around the corner, taking cover near a large vent as they work on returning fire. 
 
    “We can’t wait,” Talen says. “We must go. They know what to do.” 
 
    Elias pulls me through another door and into the EHC headquarters, toward what I know will be the hardest thing we’ll ever do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    AN ALARM BLARES, causing my shoulders to stiffen. Beads of sweat drip down my cheeks, and I try to stay focused as we race down a flight of stairs, but any second, we’ll be swarmed. 
 
    “We have to get to Bellaton before she escapes,” Talen says, rushing ahead. 
 
    “Wait!” I stop on the top stair, eyeing the next flight down. “Give me your plasma gun.”  
 
    Without question, Sky hands me his weapon. I turn back, climbing back up to the rooftop door. I quickly fire off several rounds along the edges, and the red-hot flare fuses the lock, sealing it tight. The heated smell of burning metal fills the air. No chance of an air lift out of here for Bellaton.  
 
    “Get going,” Elias’s voice echoes back up the stairwell.  
 
    Rushing back down, I pant out the words, “The door is sealed,” and hand the gun back to Sky. 
 
    “Good,” Talen says. “Now, let’s figure out how to get into the command center.” 
 
    Without hesitation, the four of us charge down three flights of stairs. Our boots pound the hard floor and skid around each corner. At each doorway, I tighten my grip on my gun and brace for an ambush.  
 
    “Two more flights,” Elias says.  
 
    My mind scans each level for where we last saw Bellaton. It’s not two flights down. “It’s here,” I call out, coming to a stop. I immediately recognize the perimeter of the conference room down the hall. Just beyond that has to be the command center and her office. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Talen swings open the door on this floor. Immediately, bullets fly through the opening, pinging against the stairs and railing. 
 
    “Close it!” Sky yells. 
 
    Talen slams the door shut. The sound of bullets hitting the metal on the other side continues. 
 
    I press up against the wall, calculating how many ops lay in wait on the other side. “There’s five.”  
 
    Elias and Talen nod. I know they’ve calculated the same.  
 
    “I’ll take the one on the far right,” Elias says. 
 
    Talen’s eyes narrow. “The ones on the left are mine.” 
 
    “Far end,” I say. “I’ll get him.” 
 
    “What about me?” Sky asks. 
 
    “Get behind us,” Elias orders. “Ready?” 
 
    I take a deep breath and yell, “Go!” 
 
    Again, Talen flings open the door. I rush through, blasting at the op in front of me. His body spins and drops hard. Elias stands in the door frame and takes out two guards charging from the right office area. They slide forward as their bodies go limp. With a flick of his wrist, Talen takes out the ones along the left wall. They crumple like someone electrified them. 
 
    “Easy,” I say, swinging the rifle over my shoulder. 
 
    “Watch out!” Sky yells from behind.  
 
    Before I can turn, another op appears from around the corner. Sky raises the plasma gun and fires off a round of electric red light that pierces through the guard and fries him on the spot, but he’s not fast enough. Just before he drops, the guard fires off a round.  
 
    Talen grunts as he takes the bullet to his left shoulder. His face tightens as he presses against the wall, dropping his gun. His hand flies to clutch the injury.  
 
    “Help him,” Elias says. “Stay with him.” 
 
    I rush to his side. “Are you all right?”  
 
    He slowly nods, but his clenched jaw and tight brow show that he’s in pain. The bullet went clean through his shoulder and wedged into the wall behind him.  
 
    Sky and Elias move toward the front of the hall, taking out two more ops who turn the corner. The buzz of activity charges my body with adrenaline. I quickly scan around the corner just to the side of Talen. Ten more guards wait in formation.  
 
    “Careful!” I warn Sky and Elias, returning my focus to Talen. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” Sky shouts. 
 
    Blood drips down Talen’s side. “Pull back your hand,” I say to him. When he does, more blood flows. His hand is coated in red. “You need a tourniquet until your nanites kick in.” I pull my pack over my shoulder and dig through it to find some loose fabric. “Can you use your ability to take them out?” A part of me knows it’s selfish to ask, but another part of me feels like we’re going to get mowed down without his Aura powers.  
 
    Talen swallows.  
 
    “I’ll try,” he whispers. He raises his hand and tries to concentrate. Sweat beads across his brow. His face twists in agony. After a few seconds, he drops his good arm to his side. “It’s no use,” he says. “I don’t know what’s wrong, but I can’t connect to the nanites.” 
 
    I quickly wrap Talen’s wound. I tie it tight, but it’s not enough. The blood soaks through. It’ll have to work for now.  
 
    I shove his gun back into his hand and pull my pack over my back. “Let’s keep going, okay?” 
 
    There’s pain in his eyes as he shifts his weight off the wall. “We won’t be able to get through them.”  
 
    “What then?” I ask, running a shaky hand through my hair. 
 
    Talen’s eyes go to a side door. “We can take them from the back.” 
 
    My mind quickly follows his thoughts, and I recall a series of corridors, the same way they led us before stowing us in the holding center. It’s the long way around, but it’ll work. 
 
    I wave to Sky and Elias and point to the door. Sky slowly steps back and mouths, Let’s move. He opens the door and we slide through, working our way quickly around the back hallways of the building toward the Command Center floor.  
 
     “How much farther?” Talen asks, grimacing. I turn to see his face is twisted in agony. I fall back to his side, wondering if the bullet somehow impaired his enhancement.  
 
    “It’s there,” Elias says.  
 
    Up ahead are double doors. Just like the tech operations underground, the area is secured. Two ceiling cameras turn toward us, the whirling mechanism zooming in to get a closer look.  
 
    “What do we do?” I ask breathlessly. 
 
    “Wait,” Elias says. “Someone will come out.” 
 
    “The cameras,” Sky says. “They won’t come out with the cameras on us.” 
 
    “Let’s see,” Talen says. “All we need is one person.” 
 
    We press ourselves against the wall. My head is full of chaos. A part of me wants to run back underground. Another part wants to finish this. Nothing would bring me greater joy than taking out Bellaton right now.  
 
    There’s a metallic click and one of the double doors opens. An op steps out. Surprised, he reaches for his gun, but Elias grabs the end of his weapon and swings him around into the wall, knocking him unconscious while Sky holds the door open. These ops are Century class, so we have the advantage, and are one step ahead of them. 
 
    “Hurry,” Sky says.  
 
    Elias rifles through the op’s vest pockets. “He’s got flash grenades,” he says, pocketing two and handing off two others to Sky. 
 
    “No time like the present.” Sky quickly pulls the key on each grenade and tosses them inside the command center, easing the door closed. A second later, a loud rumble roars from behind the door. Light illuminates through the window. The hallway’s walls shake. A slow grin spreads across my face as I realize we’re one step closer to Bellaton.  
 
    Several voices yell out as the doors fly open. The smell of chemicals fills the air and the taste lingers on my tongue and lips. Dozens of non-security personnel rush through the double doors. Women and men in suits dart down the hall, holding their shirts up over their mouths and noses.  
 
    “You sure that was just a flash grenade?” Talen asks. 
 
    Sky shrugs. The corners of his lips turn up. I shake my head.  
 
    We wait for the last of the office workers to rush out. Then come the ops. One by one, Talen and Elias take them out, dropping the disoriented guards before they even know what hits them. By the time they’re done fighting, the hallway is littered with unconscious bodies. 
 
    “Come on,” I say to Sky. “Let’s get in there.” 
 
    Before the last of the smoke fades, Sky and I are through the doors. Elias and Talen follow as we rush down a hallway and around a corner. Up ahead stands an op, who raises his gun toward us.  
 
    “Get back!” he yells.  
 
    My eyes flash to the door beside him. My mind processes what’s behind it—Bellaton’s office. I raise my gun. We fire at the same time. His bullet pierces the wall behind me while mine hits him square in the chest. He jerks back and slides down the wall, leaving a bloody trail.  
 
    The four of us stand outside the secured entrance to her office, each of our breaths only slightly muffled by the still-blaring alarm that sounds every few seconds and flashes red light around us.  
 
    “Use his hand,” Elias orders. 
 
    Sky and Talen raise the guard’s body to the access panel. I grab his limp hand and press it to the panel. When the door doesn’t open, I try once more with his other hand. Again, nothing. 
 
    “It won’t work,” Sky says, dropping the guard. 
 
    “You need to go back,” Elias says. “Secure the way we came. More ops will be on their way.” 
 
    My eyes glance to Talen’s wound. It’s finally stopped bleeding and should be healed soon. Talen and Sky take off down the hall.  
 
    “What now?” I ask Elias. 
 
    He gazes at the door. “Maybe we can blast it open.” 
 
    I raise my gun when a crackle from the door interrupts my thoughts. “What’s that?”  
 
    Elias turns to the access panel. “Someone’s trying to say something.” 
 
    “I’m tiring of your little group,” comes Bellaton’s voice. “This is a level ten rated security room. There’s no way you can get to me.”  
 
    Anger pulses through my veins. I clench my fists and chew on my lip. No way I’m leaving without getting in there. Not after everything we’ve been through.  
 
    “You’re nothing but terrorists!” she screams through the comm. Her voice is shrill and panicked, far from the lifeless, ultra-poised lady we originally met. It brings a smile to my face. We’ve got Bellaton cornered. She’s afraid. 
 
    “You’re nothing but a virus that needs to be eradicated,” she snarls.  
 
    I find and press the comm button on the panel. “Why are you restricting access to the SNA?” 
 
    There’s a pause. “You know nothing,” she hisses. “You’re in way over your heads!” 
 
    Elias presses the button. “We’re going to crack open the EHC territory.” 
 
    I twist back and forth, wondering how much longer we can stand outside her office door before reinforcements power through. 
 
    “We’ve got to do something,” I say, holding up the gun.  
 
    A moment later, Bellaton’s voice returns. “I’ll allow you to leave unharmed. We will stop hunting you.” 
 
    My eyes flash to Elias. Empty promises that we’ve heard too many times before.  
 
    “No thanks,” Elias replies into the device.  
 
    Stepping back and pressing my back into the opposing wall, I stare at the door ahead of me, ready to kick it down, but before I get the chance, Emma’s voice crackles to life through the comm device in Elias’ pocket.  
 
    “Elias?” Emma calls out. 
 
    His eyes go wide, and he pulls out the radio. He quickly presses the button. “We’re here. Outside Bellaton’s door.” 
 
    “You’ve made it!” she says. 
 
    “Yes, but we can’t get in. The room is secured.” 
 
    “Give me a second. The EHC likes to track everything. Their communications network is integrated for optimal response times.” 
 
    I swallow and grip my gun tighter. They underestimated us—like always. The sound of voices and muffled gunfire nearby raises the hairs on the back of my neck. “Hurry,” I whisper, bouncing from foot to foot.  
 
    Suddenly, the door clicks open.  
 
    “You’re a genius!” Elias shouts into the device. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she says. “If you run into any more trouble—” 
 
    The rattling of gunfire takes over her words, and Emma’s voice fades to nothing but static.  
 
    A huge weight presses against my chest. I rub a sweaty palm against my pant leg. “We should’ve never left them.”  
 
    Elias looks back at me, his dark eyes full of concern. “She’ll know what to do.”  
 
    I nod, hoping he’s right. 
 
    Holding up our guns, Elias pushes the door wide open. Smiling, I say, “Caught like a rat,” and point my gun at a nervous Bellaton.  
 
    She stands behind her desk, her shaky hands raised, eyes shifting back and forth as she whispers, “Don’t shoot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Y-you can’t shoot me,” Bellaton insists. “They’ll never let you escape if you do.” 
 
    I step forward. “We’ll take our chances.”  
 
    Bellaton’s eyes widen. She stumbles back into the wall. “Wait! Your friends are in our custody. That boy and Ms. Nejem. They’re with Reinhart. If you kill me, forget about saving them. They won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    My finger traces the trigger. Nothing would bring me more joy than taking her out right now, but we still need her. 
 
    “Hold on,” Elias says, putting his hand on the end of my rifle and lowering it. “She could be telling the truth.” 
 
    Bellaton snatches the comm device from her desk. “I’ll prove it to you.”  
 
    Elias raises his gun in line with her head. “Be careful what you say.” 
 
    Her hand shakes as she flicks the device on and holds it up to us. “Commander, put the woman on,” she orders. “I’ve been compromised.” 
 
    “Ma’am. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Do it!” she growls. 
 
    I swallow as my chest tightens.  
 
    “Fin, if that’s you, don’t worry about us. Do what you need to do!” Emma shouts. 
 
    “That’s enough…” Reinhart snarls in the background. 
 
    A shuffling sound crackles through the comm and Emma is quiet. 
 
    “Emma?” I call out. 
 
    Bellaton slowly lowers the radio next to a computer terminal that juts out of the metal desk next to her. “There’s not much time,” she says, lifting her hands again. “Without me, they stand no chance. They’ll be executed within minutes.” 
 
    She’s right. My mind flashes back to Bellaton and Reinhart’s conversation in the underground tunnels. There won’t be any trial. Their masks are off. No more phony attempts to look like a fair judicial system.  
 
    Voices from the comm on the desk come through. “Two more spotted in the command center,” says an op, then there’s the sound of gunfire. My breath catches. It’s close, too close, as if they’re battling Sky and Talen near the entrance. 
 
    “We have to hurry,” I say to Elias. 
 
    “Bring them here,” he orders Bellaton, pointing at the device. “Pick it up. Now!” 
 
    She lowers her arms and presses her palms into the edge of her desk, lowering her head while Elias steps closer. My gaze bounces back and forth between the two.  
 
    “What kind of reassurance do I have from you if I do?” she demands. 
 
    “None,” Elias hisses, cocking his gun. “You’re not really in a position to negotiate right now.” 
 
    Shouts come from outside the door.  
 
    “They’ll be in here in seconds,” Bellaton insists. “The ops will take you out.” 
 
    Elias steadies his hand. “But I’ll take you out first.” 
 
    The pounding in my chest intensifies. “It’s your best chance of getting out of this alive,” I say to Bellaton. 
 
    She shakes her head. “No, no, no.” 
 
    The tip of Elias’ gun is so close to her that one shot would leave very little of her head intact. My hands go clammy and a dull ache radiates up my arms. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    Bellaton turns a harsh glare to me. “You will not destroy the hard work the Enhanced Human Coalition has done. The only reason anyone has survived this long is because of us.” 
 
    “On the backs of others. Your system doesn’t work.” 
 
    “It’s worked fine for Ethos.” 
 
    “There’s a bigger world out there with the SNA,” I say. 
 
    She shakes her head. “You don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    I grab the comm device and thrust it into her hand. “The EHC’s reign is over in this region. Tell Reinhart to bring our friends here now.” 
 
    “You think you get to decide when the EHC should stop?” Bellaton growls. “How dare you? We’ve improved the world.” 
 
    “Slavery and absolute control is not improvement,” Elias says. “We don’t have time to argue with you. Your choice is simple: call Reinhart and tell him to bring Drape and Emma here now or die.” 
 
    A sneer replaces the anger on her face. “You’ve been running for a long time. Aren’t you tired of all this fighting?” 
 
    Elias pushes the barrel of his gun against her temple.  
 
    Her eyes widen as she tries to step back, unable to get anywhere. “You can have a better life,” she says breathlessly. “Walk away from this alive. Start again somewhere else. You must be tired. Always on your guard. Sleep deprived. Hungry.” 
 
    I swallow and think about her words. She’s right. I feel all of those things deep inside my bones.  
 
    I take a long breath in and exhale, then adjust my grip on my gun. There’s no way I could ever give up now. Not when we’re this close.  
 
    “We’re done hurting people,” I say. “You’re going to open the lines of communication. We’re going to reconnect to the world and rebuild.” 
 
    Bellaton blows out a sharp breath. “The SNA isn’t as great as you believe.” 
 
    The sound of gunfire blasts from behind the wall. Voices echo through the vents and from back down the hallway. A trickle of sweat beads its way down Elias’ cheek and the gun rattles in his hands.  
 
    “You need to get on the comm,” he orders. “Now.” His tone is intense—deadly.  
 
    Bellaton swallows, thoughts racing behind her eyes. She lowers her hand down to her desk and presses the display. “Reinhart,” she calls out, “we have no choice. I am not in a position to compromise.” 
 
    “We’ll be there in two minutes,” he shouts back. 
 
    Elias raises a brow. “Tell him to bring Emma and Drape to us.” 
 
    She stiffens and folds her arms across her chest. I can’t believe she won’t do it. My pulse beats hard in my neck and arms. Aiming my rifle two inches to the right of Bellaton’s head, I fire off a round.  
 
    She shrieks and covers her ears as the bullet blasts a hole in the wall behind her. Fumbling for the device, Bellaton presses the receiver. “Bring the terrorists to my office,” she says, then lowers her head.  
 
    Elias steps back, but I keep my gun pointed at her. Bellaton slowly raises her head and rubs her temples.  
 
    The sound of shouts come from outside. I turn toward the door just as Sky and Talen step through. 
 
    “There’s no way we can keep them out,” Sky pants. His eyes flash to Bellaton sitting in the chair and the hole in the wall. “At least we have her.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Elias says. “And they’re going to bring us Drape and Emma.” 
 
    Talen reloads his gun. “What happened?” 
 
    “They were captured,” I say.  
 
    “We need to end this here,” Elias adds.  
 
    “You’ll never leave alive,” Bellaton says again. Her strained face tells me her whole world is falling apart. Everything she worked for is about to be destroyed.  
 
    Sky moves toward her desk, standing at her side while Talen shifts to the corner, both ready for another fight, if it comes to that. I know it would be disastrous if any one of us opened fire. The space is too tight. Nowhere to hide. A bloodbath comes to mind with all of us ending up dead in one last stand. I push back the thoughts and refocus on Bellaton, wishing they’d hurry.  
 
    Suddenly, the sound of boots pounding down the hallway echoes closer. My grip tightens around my rifle and Elias, Talen, and Sky aim toward the door. 
 
    Reinhart shoves it open. His face is red and lined as he turns a stern eye to Bellaton, burrowing his disappointment and rage into her. Behind him stands Lacy and three ops.  
 
    “Where are they?” Elias yells. “Drape and Emma. If this is a set-up, she’s dead.” 
 
    Reinhart’s nostrils flare. “Relax. We did what you asked.” 
 
    “Just bring them here,” Sky says. 
 
    Nodding toward one of his ops, there’s a scuffle in the hallway, then Drape and Emma are dragged around the corner and shoved into the room. My breath catches as I see them. Their hands are cuffed. A red welt covers Drape’s cheek. Black bruises line Emma’s arms and neck, but, feisty as ever, Emma turns and spits at Reinhart’s feet. Drape inches into the corner beside Talen, his head hanging low. 
 
    “What did you do to them?” I demand.  
 
    “They’re our prisoners,” Reinhart says, glaring at me. “We’ll do with them what we like.” 
 
    Rage pulses through my veins. “If you want to play it that way,” I say to Reinhart. I take a step closer to Bellaton and hit her under the chin with my rifle. She cries out. Her hands fly to her face as she rocks back in her chair. 
 
    Reinhart clenches his fists. “You’ll regret that.”  
 
    “Not as much as you will if you touch any one of us ever again!” I yell. My eyes jump from him to Lacy as she enters the room. Her face is stiff, robotic. Whatever is left of her humanity is buried deep beneath a cold, hard stare. If only she could be my friend again. I ache for her to be like she once was.  
 
    Lacy narrows her gaze. She raises a hand toward me. Elias turns to face Bellaton again, raising his gun to her. “Don’t even think about it,” he warns her. “Use your ability on us, and I will pull the trigger.” 
 
     “This was foolish,” Reinhart huffs. “You’re in way over your heads. This won’t end well for any of you.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I say. “But if we die, so do you, and at least it’ll be to free the Dwellers and the EHC civilians from your control.” 
 
    Reinhart’s jaw tightens. My words must hit him like the bullets I want to shoot into his chest. I return my attention to Bellaton. “Open a secure channel to the SNA leadership.”  
 
    “You can’t be serious?” Reinhart scoffs. “That would be a mistake.” 
 
    Ignoring him, I demand again. “Open. The. Channel. Now.” 
 
    “Your plan will never work,” Bellaton says, a bit more timid now. “You don’t know what it takes to survive out there.” 
 
    My chest rises and falls. If I could laugh out loud right now, I would. “All I know how to do is survive.” 
 
    Bellaton’s eyes flash to Reinhart. He runs a hand through his hair. “Don’t do it,” he says. 
 
    Slowly, Bellaton picks up the comm device and hands it to Emma. “You’ll have to do it.”  
 
    Emma takes the device, holds it up to her ear, and listens to the chatter. She quickly changes the channel and listens again. “What channel?” she demands. 
 
    Bellaton presses her lips together, not about to give up the information. There’s not much patience left in me. I march to her side, ready to shoot her. Maybe not in her head like I really want, but her arm or leg.  
 
    Before I can pull the trigger, Elias shoves his gun into her cheek. “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way.” 
 
    Her eyes fill with fear. “Give it back to me,” she says. 
 
    Emma hands her the device. “Find it.” 
 
    Bellaton presses her thumb to the digital display. She flicks through the channels, then stops. “Command access F39RT009-delta,” she whispers. She hands it back and Emma holds it up for us to hear.  
 
    The connection is clear and quiet. No voices, nothing. 
 
    “Where’s this coming from?” Talen asks. 
 
    Lowering her head, Bellaton says, “It’s an SNA digital signal. It’s not EHC.” 
 
    “Say something,” Drape says to Emma.  
 
    She sighs and hands the device to me. “You should do it?” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “You made this all happen,” Emma says.  
 
    Reinhart makes a slight movement toward the device, but not before I take it from her hand.  
 
    “Once you do this, everything will change,” he says, staying put now. 
 
    “Good,” I say. I’ve waited my whole life for change. I take a deep breath and press the receiver. “Hello? Is anyone there?”  
 
    Silence greets my first attempt. I swallow. My eyes scan each face in the room. A part of me hopes that all of this wasn’t for nothing.  
 
    “Try again,” Sky urges. 
 
    I press the button again, but before I can say anything a voice says, “Sovereign Nerics Alliance secure channel, delta one. Please identify yourself.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY BREATH CATCHES. I quickly press the button. “Fin—” 
 
    “Stop,” Reinhart orders, raising his gun to my head. “You speak one more word, and—” 
 
    Elias turns his gun on Reinhart. “Don’t listen to him. Keep going.”  
 
    Sky takes aim at Bellaton, and all around us, the ops raise weapons. The small office space is charged with nervous energy. My eyes jump from gun to gun, and from the pounding in my chest my heart feels like it might punch its way out. I swallow and release the button. 
 
     “Kill her,” Bellaton orders. 
 
    Drape pushes back into the corner, but Emma inches closer to me. “You do, and every single person in this room will be dead. Is that what you want?” 
 
    After a moment that feels like an hour, Reinhart slowly lowers his arm. He furrows his brow and mutters something under his breath. “Stand down,” he finally says out loud. 
 
    Emma steps in close to me. “Give them our location.” 
 
    I depress the button. “Command access F39RT009-delta. Enhanced Human Coalition. Located in the capital city, Ethos.” 
 
    Bellaton slams her fist against her leg. “You’ve just destroyed everything,” she hisses, looking to Lacy.  
 
    Lacy’s eyes burrow into me. Motionless and stiff, she’s in pure robotic compliance with the orders. She begins to project her mind onto us until Talen puts a gun to her head. “Back down, or else.” 
 
    I gulp and grip the comm device tighter. Do what he says, Lacy, please.  
 
    She takes a step back and averts her eyes to the ground. 
 
    “Hurry,” Emma says. “We have to make contact before it’s too late.” 
 
    No way I’m going to stop now. I’ve waited too long for this. I take a deep breath and then click the button again.  
 
    “My name is Finley. I’m part of an underground Dweller resistance. There’s been an uprising. We’ve taken over the EHC Command Center.” I flash a smug smile to Bellaton.  
 
    “You’ve made a calculated mistake,” she says, narrowing her eyes. “Those modifications have made you delusional.” 
 
    Sky moves his gun closer to her. “I don’t think you’re in any position to be insulting us right now.” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Reinhart orders.  
 
    “I agree,” Elias says. “The message has been sent. It’s over. Now, let’s get them out of here.”  
 
    Talen moves to Reinhart’s side. “Give me your gun.” 
 
    Reinhart grits his teeth and doesn’t move, but with our weapons trained on Bellaton, the commander finally relents. His shoulders drop as he hands over his weapon. “This isn’t over.”  
 
    Sky jabs his gun into his side. “Move it!”  
 
    “What about them?” Drape asks, pointing to the ops before Reinhart is escorted out. 
 
    Slowly, the commander nods. “Hand over your weapons,” he tells the guards. 
 
    Drape takes their guns, each of their faces tight with anger. Lacy stands barehanded. My nerves settle as I pull back my shoulders and raise my chin. I can’t help but worry about her. The longer she’s an Aura op, the greater hold the nanites take. 
 
     “Everyone out,” Talen orders. 
 
    One by one, Reinhart, Lacy, and the ops are pushed from behind until they gather in the hallway.  
 
    “I’ll secure them,” Elias says. “Try to make contact again.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Talen says to Bellaton.  
 
    The director circles her desk, glaring at me the whole way around. “You’ll regret this,” she says as she follows the others out into the hallway.  
 
    “Keep her secure,” I say to Talen. “She’s our only bargaining chip.”  
 
    He nods.  
 
    Drape and Sky follow, leaving Emma and me alone to figure out the next step. I blow out a quick breath, grateful for how that went and that none of us fired the first shot that would have definitely ended everything in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “What now?” Emma asks. 
 
    I rub the back of my neck and press the button to call the SNA again. No response. I click off and pace. “Where are they?”  
 
    “Try again,” Emma says. “Maybe the communication was cut.” 
 
    Pressing the button, I repeat the coordinates of Ethos and retell the story of our coup. Elias returns from the hall and closes the door. “Sky and Drape have them secured in the office next door. Talen’s watching the corridor. I don’t know how long we have. More ops are probably going to storm the command center soon. Any word back?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Well, we have to establish an open line,” he says, wiping sweat from his head and checking his gun. “Without them, we’re sitting ducks.” 
 
    Emma pulls back the window shade. Just beyond the window, I spot a line of black uniforms on the roof next door. I chew on my lip, knowing no matter which direction we run, there will be a fight, and with each passing minute more guards will join in.  
 
    “We have to do something,” I say.  
 
    “Let me try.” Elias takes the comm device. “This is Elias Hayes. I am one of the leaders of the resistance movement to overthrow the EHC. I’m with Emma Nejem and several others. We are trying to make contact with the SNA. We need your help. Is anyone there?” 
 
    He holds the device between the three of us and we wait, but there’s nothing but silence. Cool air from the vent overhead kicks on and ruffles my hair. I step back and turn to face the wall. If all of this was for nothing, I don’t know what I’ll do. After all the fighting and sacrifice, we can’t just give up.  
 
    The device crackles and I spin around. Emma’s eyes go wide.  
 
    Elias presses the button again. “Is anyone there?” 
 
    Another second, and then a voice says, “This is Ambassador Garrett Morris. We’ve received your transmission and understand you are located within the city of Ethos, an EHC held territory.” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, rushing to the device. A wide grin spreads across my face as I tremble with excitement. 
 
    “I handle communications with outside sectors,” Morris says. “We’ve been trying to regain contact with the EHC for several years. I’m glad you found a way to get through to us. I will assist you from here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say. “We thought we lost contact.” 
 
    Morris clicks back on. “The line is secure. We had to verify the connection. After all this time, we were… a bit surprised to hear from you.” 
 
    Elias laughs. “It’s good to make contact with you, sir. It’s been a long road.” He lifts his gaze to me. His eyes shine. In one fluid movement, I throw my arms around him. His arms are tight around me as he lifts me into the air.  
 
    Emma steps back to Bellaton’s chair and sits down, resting her head in her hands. “Let’s not jump the gun.”  
 
    “What?” I ask as Elias lowers me to the ground. 
 
    “We don’t know if we can trust them yet.” 
 
    I sigh. Not trusting is ingrained into every fiber of my being. It felt good for one moment to have hope, to imagine escaping this nightmare and beginning again in a new world.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” I ask Emma, raising an accusatory brow. 
 
    “We’ve only just discovered this group. There are no guarantees that they can even help us.” 
 
    Again, the device crackles and my eyes flash to it. Emma’s words bounce around my head, making me wonder if our easy out might be more challenging than I thought.  
 
    “I’ve been tasked with mending relations with other regions and organizations,” Morris says. “I’ll do my best to assist you in any way needed.” 
 
    Elias takes the device. “We need your help to get us out of here.” 
 
    “We’re not in the best situation,” I add. “We’ve stormed the EHC command center and have captured the Director of Operations, Flora Bellaton. She’s our only leverage to escape.” 
 
    “I don’t know her,” Morris says. “However, I’m sure you are very anxious to get out of there. From our past experience with the EHC, they won’t let you go easily. The citizens of Ethos and the Dwellers have suffered a great deal, I imagine, manipulated under the control of this powerful organization.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes. Hearing another person say those words brings me some validation. My shoulders begin to relax. Even though we still have to find a way out, I feel comforted that soon a whole new life will begin for us.  
 
    “I think we can trust him,” I say to Emma, who furrows her brow. “We don’t have a lot of options.” 
 
    Emma sits silently and eventually opens her mouth to speak. “Ambassador Morris, what do you advise? We need to get a secure path from the building and out of Ethos.” 
 
    The speaker crackles with static. “I suggest you grant the SNA access to the no-fly zones,” Morris says. 
 
    Elias steps back. “Can we do that?” he asks Emma as soon as she clicks off. 
 
    “We’d have to hack into the system or force Bellaton to do it,” she says.  
 
    Morris’ voice breaks in. “They’ve been on lockdown for over thirty years.” 
 
    Thirty years? I begin to chew on my lip. Opening up the no-fly zone sounds risky.  
 
    “I’m not sure we can do that,” Elias says into the comm. 
 
    “I can offer you support to secure control of the EHC.” 
 
    My breath hitches. “We’ll never be able to do that on our own,” I say. “This might be the way.” 
 
    As I try to take back the device, Emma grabs it. “Wait. We have to think this through.” 
 
    I sling my gun over my shoulder. “What’s to think about? It’s our only option.” 
 
    She turns to Elias. “Had you heard of the SNA before today?” 
 
    “No, but that doesn’t mean anything. The EHC kept a lot of information secret from us.” 
 
    “Ambassador Morris, this is Emma Nejem. We’re prepared to assist you. However, I’ve been a part of the EHC society since I was a child and have never heard of your organization before today.”  
 
    A few seconds of silence and the comm comes back to life. “As you know, the EHC works hard to maintain order. It is our belief, that we and other groups have been wiped from your society’s records. Letting the people know that there is something more out there is not in their best interest.” 
 
    The device clicks out as Morris waits for our response. 
 
    “Do you believe him?” Elias asks Emma. 
 
    Emma shrugs. “I have no idea. He’s not telling me anything new.” 
 
    “Then make him tell you something new,” Elias urges, then clicks the comm back on. 
 
    “When did the communication end?” Emma asks.  
 
    “Several years ago,” Morris says. “The EHC has developed defense systems that have locked the rest of the world from their territory and comm networks. The EHC needed to look like the sole proprietor of the world after the Flip.” 
 
    “Why?” Elias asks. 
 
    The same thought runs through my mind. What would the EHC have to gain from convincing the rest of the world that they were the sole owners? 
 
    “Power,” Morris responds. “It’s always been about power with the EHC.” 
 
    Emma lowers the device to the desk, flicking it silent.  
 
     “There’s one thing that bothers me,” Elias says, grabbing the device. “Ambassador Morris, how has no one been able to make contact for this long?” 
 
    “The EHC restriction zone extends far beyond all their cities’ limits,” Morris says. “No one could ever get close enough. We have tried. Every attempt was met with retaliation from EHC forces.” 
 
    Emma leans back in the chair. Elias quickly covers the device to give us a bit of privacy.  
 
    “If only they had gotten through,” I say. “This could have ended a long time ago.” We toiled underground all this time when help was trying to get to us. 
 
    “We have to make a decision,” Elias says. “Do we accept their help or not?” 
 
    Emma nods at the device and Elias removes his hand, holding it out. “What guarantees can you give us?” 
 
    “Once we enter Ethos,” Morris begins, “we can secure your safety.” 
 
    “What about the citizens?” Elias asks. “They’ll blame us for this.” 
 
    Morris clicks back. “We’ll help the others to understand your uprising. I understand you’re nervous. There’s only one way for us to help you; you must open the no-fly zone.” 
 
    “It’s the best offer we’ve got,” I say.  
 
    Elias grabs the device and opens his mouth to respond. 
 
    “Hold on,” Emma says. “Don’t agree to it.” 
 
    “Why?” Elias asks, returning a hand to cover the device.  
 
    I turn a sharp gaze to her. “It’s our only way out.”  
 
     “No,” Emma says. “It’s not. We still have another option.” Emma takes a deep breath. “Get Lacy back in here.”  
 
    Elias wipes the sweat from his brow. He grabs the comm device. “We’ll get back to you soon.”  
 
    After a moment, Morris replies, “Don’t wait too long. This may be your only opportunity.” 
 
    Each of us looks to the other, recognizing the stakes. Elias checks his gun. “You want to reprogram her?” 
 
    “Can we do that?” I ask. 
 
    Emma’s eyes shift to mine before scanning the room. “Maybe. The nanites are customized for each person. Just because we were able to hack Talen’s doesn’t mean Lacy’s will be the same.” 
 
    With Talen, it was hard enough, but Lacy was infused with the latest Aura nanos. She could be far more complex to break. 
 
    Emma jumps up from the chair. “We’ll need some supplies,” she says as she pulls open Bellaton’s desk drawers, then moves over to the cabinets.  
 
    “Like what?” I ask, scanning the room. 
 
    “These,” she says, holding a couple of stun weapons.  
 
    “Where did you find those?” Elias asks. 
 
    “Here,” she says, reaching into a metal cabinet in the corner of the room. “There are other emergency supplies in here, too. We’ll need everything. Help me.” 
 
    Elias and I race to fill our pockets and packs with the stun guns, medical supplies, bottles of water, and other emergency gear. 
 
    “We’ll need Lacy close,” Emma says. “It’s the only way we can hack her with Bellaton’s terminal.” 
 
    “You sure you know what you’re doing?” I ask. 
 
    Emma sighs. “That terminal is top-of-the-line, much better than what we used for Talen. I’ll use it to tap into her programming. She might become unstable, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Once Lacy realizes what’s happened, will she have the strength to forgive herself, or will she lose her mind? 
 
    “I’ll get her,” Elias says. In a flash, he moves to the door.  
 
    “And Bellaton and Reinhart,” Emma says. “She won’t come alone. It will look suspicious.” 
 
    Elias nods. He swings open the door and rushes out.  
 
    Emma and I get set up at Bellaton’s desk. She preps the inputs and hardware connected to the computer terminal for tapping into Lacy’s nanites. My body tightens with each movement. Free Lacy. Escape unharmed. Destroy the EHC. The stab of a headache forms at my temples.  
 
    A few minutes later, Elias brings all three back inside the office. Scowls and frustration fill each of their faces. Lacy clenches her fists and her eyes narrow on me again. 
 
    “What did you say to the SNA?” Bellaton demands.  
 
    Reinhart pulls from Elias’ grip. “Answer her.”  
 
    “Nothing,” I say. “We haven’t made a decision on your future yet.” 
 
    Bellaton raises a brow  
 
    “What do you know about the no-fly zone?” Emma asks, shifting her eyes between Bellaton and Reinhart. 
 
    Reinhart moves toward her. “Why would I answer you?” 
 
    Even with Elias’ weapon trained on her, Lacy’s hands begin to rise. I pull my gun around and hold it at my hip and she lowers them. The odds are not in her favor. 
 
    Bellaton pushes past Reinhart. “The lockdowns were established well before our time. We were told under strict orders to never break the protocol. Tampering with it leaves the city vulnerable. You have no authority to change that.” 
 
    Lacy stretches her fingers and tilts her head from side to side. My heart picks up the pace as she does it. 
 
    “Control her!” Elias shouts to Reinhart.  
 
    Inching forward and unafraid, Lacy raises her hand to Elias’ neck. 
 
    “Move!” I yell, and Elias darts to the side.  
 
    I reach into my pocket with my free hand and pull out one of the stun weapons, zapping Lacy with it. She falls to the ground with a thud.  
 
     “Tie her up,” I order Reinhart. “Lacy’s service to you is over. I’m bringing my friend back.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    REINHART’S EYES FLASH with anger. “How dare you!” he growls and lunges, swiping wide with his hand to pull me down. 
 
    “Fin!” Elias shouts. 
 
    I step back just as Elias raises his gun and clocks Reinhart’s head with a crack, knocking him out and sending the commander crumbling to the ground. 
 
    Bellaton rears back. “What have you done?”  
 
    “The same thing I’m going to do to you if you don’t comply,” Elias says. 
 
    Bellaton presses against the wall and runs both hands through her hair. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I wipe my forehead and refocus on Lacy. “Give me Reinhart’s belt.” 
 
    Elias quickly pulls it through the loops and hands it to me.  
 
    Lowering down to Lacy’s side, I tie the belt tight around her hands. 
 
    “Will that hold her?” Elias asks. 
 
    “It’ll have to do. It’ll at least give us a few seconds.” But I remember how dangerous Talen was when we tried to deprogram him.  
 
    “She’ll be deprogrammed faster,” Emma says, fiddling with a pair of repurposed medical sensors. “We may not need as much restraint. If I can just get to the nanites—” 
 
    “You’ll never break through,” Bellaton mumbles. 
 
    Elias jabs the gun into her side. “Stay quiet!” 
 
    Bellaton narrows her eyes at him and then shifts her gaze outside the window, probably trying to will a heroic rescue of herself with her mind. 
 
    Lacy’s head turns from side-to-side, and she groans as if she’s fighting through something.  
 
    I chew on my lip. “She’s coming around. How much longer?”  
 
     “The protocols,” Emma says, tapping away on Bellaton’s terminal, “they’re buried deep. It’s not as easy to break in.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Bellaton says. “You’re in the Command Center. Did you think we’d just hand everything over to you?” 
 
    “No,” Emma says, “but I’ve just accessed the command codes for opening the no-fly zone.”  
 
    Bellaton’s jaw tightens.  
 
    Emma swipes past several more pages of data. “They weren’t hard to find.” 
 
    “You’ve got to hurry,” Elias says. 
 
    Beads of sweat drip down my cheeks and my heart pounds in my chest. I squeeze Lacy’s hand. “Hold on,” I whisper. 
 
    “She doesn’t stand a chance,” Bellaton says. 
 
    My nostrils flare and I stand. If we didn’t need the director so badly, I’d march over to her and shoot her dead. A slow grin spreads across Bellaton’s face. I’m sure she knows how important she is.  
 
    Suddenly, a red beam flashes into the room, drifting toward the back of Emma’s head. My gaze follows it to the window and then to the op on the rooftop next door and a nearly hidden gunman. He peers over the top of a sniper rifle before returning his gaze to the scope. 
 
    “Get down!” I yell, dropping to my knees.  
 
    Emma dives to the side of the desk. The sniper’s bullet pierces the thick window, shattering it into a million pieces. Elias slides behind the wall, pressing himself flat next to Bellaton, securing her with his gun to her head as I shield Lacy.  
 
     “You’ve got to lock down the building!” Elias shouts to Emma.  
 
    She reaches up and pulls the terminal down to the ground. Shielded by Bellaton’s desk, Emma continues to work on breaking through the protocols.  
 
    Elias raises the comm device and presses the button. “If you try to take us out,” he shouts into it, “I’ll kill Bellaton—don’t test me!” 
 
    Warm air mixes with the cool air conditioning. Voices from outside mingle with several shouts from the street below. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to take long, slow breaths. I swallow, hoping to stay calm.  
 
    “Can you keep them out?” I ask Emma. 
 
    “I’m trying.” Her fingers move quickly. Each swipe on the screen brings up more information, jumbled pieces of code, and more data. Emma’s eyes flash as if she’s deciphering everything just as fast as it comes up. 
 
    Sliding back to Lacy’s side, I feel for her pulse. It pounds in her wrists and a vein in her neck pops out as she moans in agony. 
 
    A heavy thud comes from just outside the window. Turning, I jump back as a metal panel locks in place, covering the opening. 
 
    “There,” Emma says, straightening back up. “The building is secure.” She exhales a sharp breath. “Now for Lacy.” 
 
    Elias rushes to the door. “I need to check on the others—watch Bellaton!” he yells. 
 
    I shift my gun from my side and aim it toward her head. Bellaton stiffens. 
 
    “You don’t have to point that thing at me,” she says. She lowers down to her heels. “If I’m dead, so are you.” 
 
    My breath hitches. “Move closer to the door,” I order her.  
 
    Her eyes strain and flit around the room, but she complies, stepping over Reinhart, then leaning against the wall.  
 
     “You don’t know what you’re doing,” Bellaton warns. “You’re going to get everyone hurt or killed. Why don’t you leave now? Take my hovercraft—it’s on the underground level. You can get away, and I’ll make sure no one pursues.” 
 
    I shake my head and tighten my grip on my gun as my stomach churns. A second later, Elias returns. “Sky, Drape, and Talen are still on guard out there. They say we’re surrounded by ops—twice as many as before.” 
 
    “The SNA is our only option,” I say. “We have to ask Morris to meet us—” 
 
    “You’re making a huge mistake!” Bellaton interrupts. 
 
    Elias turns a cold gaze toward her. “Shut up with your lies.” 
 
    “Can’t we move Bellaton back with the others?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” Elias sighs. “We might need her to give us access if Emma can’t break through.” 
 
    “And what makes you think I’d do that?” Bellaton says. 
 
    In one swift move, Elias cocks his gun and holds it to the side of her head. “We’re way past niceties now. This is going to work, or both our worlds end today. Are you willing to go there?” 
 
    Bellaton’s body stiffens. She clenches her fists and lowers her gaze. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Emma says. She hands several wires to me. “Connect the sensors.”  
 
    I take them and place the pads on Lacy’s temples. Her breathing picks up.  
 
    “I can hack into her nanites and reprogram her,” Emma says, “but you need to listen very carefully. Once I break through, she may become agitated.” 
 
    “I know,” I say and check the security of the belt around her wrists. “We’ve got it.” 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Elias says. 
 
    Emma swipes her fingers on the screen and Lacy arches her back and groans. 
 
    “Come on,” I whisper to her. 
 
    Sweat streams down Lacy’s forehead. She twists harder and kicks, nearly knocking me back against the wall. 
 
    “Hold her!” Elias shouts. 
 
    “I’m trying,” I say, gripping tighter. “It’s okay.” I lean closer to Lacy, gripping onto her shoulders as tears burn at my eyes. “You’re going to be okay. Keep fighting. You’re almost out.”  
 
    But instead of being okay, her eyes bulge in pure agony and tears stream down her cheeks. Jagged red lines fill the whites of her eyes. Her mouth hangs open as if her jaw is locked in a permanent, silent scream. Then, without warning, her body goes into convulsions. 
 
    “Come on… come on,” Elias says. 
 
    “She’s almost through,” Emma says. “A few more nanite pathways and we’ll have them all.” 
 
    I wrap my arms around her to hold her steady. Just as quickly as the violent shudders came on, they end, and she collapses into my arms. 
 
     “She’s got a regular pulse,” I say as I lower her to the ground.  
 
    “You’ve ruined her,” Bellaton says. 
 
    “No.” Emma narrows her eyes. “You did that.” 
 
    Lacy’s eyelids flutter open. “W-what happened?” she asks in a weak voice. 
 
    My breath catches. It’s been too long since I heard the real Lacy. “They forced the Aura modifications on you,” I say, “but everything is okay now.” 
 
    She pulls herself up. Her eyes search mine and fill with tears.  
 
    “Don’t,” I say to her. “You don’t need to say anything right now. You just need to rest. We’ll find a way to work through the other stuff later.” 
 
    “I don’t feel right,” she says and slumps to the floor. 
 
    “We’ll need to move her to a more secure location soon,” Emma says. 
 
    “Where?” I ask. 
 
    “The whole building is secure for now, so we have time to try the SNA again.” 
 
    Elias reaches for the comm and tosses it to Emma.  
 
    She clicks through to the secure channel. “Ambassador Morris?”  
 
    It only takes a few seconds and the device pops to life. “I’m here,” he says. “Is everything ok?” 
 
    I take a deep breath and lean closer to the comm. “We had to do something,” I say, not wanting to spend another minute inside the EHC headquarters. 
 
    Emma nods. “We’ll agree to meet with you outside of the Ethos city limits.” 
 
    “We’ll need the no-fly zone open to get to you,” Morris says. 
 
    I turn my attention to Elias. “What choice do we have?”  
 
    Elias sighs. He takes the device and says, “We’ll open a small section of the no-fly defensive perimeter.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Bellaton groans. 
 
    I glance at her, sitting against the wall. Her hands twitch as she shakes her head back and forth. “You cannot do that.” Leaning her head back against the wall, Bellaton presses her lips together, and then says, “You’ll get us all killed.” 
 
    My head fills with all the EHC’s lies. Everything that comes from Bellaton’s mouth feels like another layer of deceit.  
 
    “Do it,” I tell Emma. 
 
    While Emma arranges the meeting point with Morris and opens the no-fly zone, I check on Lacy. Her breath is still shallow.  
 
    Elias moves toward the door. “Let’s get Lacy into the hall.” 
 
    Together, we slide a mostly unconscious Lacy toward the door and into the hallway. Once there, we prop her up against the wall.  
 
    “I’ll get the others,” Elias says as he runs to the office next door. 
 
    I glance at my friend again, not wanting to leave her, but return to Bellaton, who’s staring toward the blocked-out window. Beside her, Emma finishes up on the terminal.  
 
    “It’s done. The passage is clear. The perimeter is open.” 
 
    A part of me wonders if Bellaton feels as trapped as I’ve felt for my whole life. I shake off the feelings and take a deep breath, sensing how close we are to finally being free. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I say, ordering Bellaton to her feet.  
 
    “Just let me go…” 
 
    I laugh. “No way. You’re our bargaining chip, remember?” 
 
    She turns her head to face me. “What does it matter? No matter where you go now, we’re all going to get killed.” 
 
    “Not if you’re with us.” I point my gun at her. “In the hall.” 
 
    Emma and I head toward the door, past a still unconscious Reinhart. Bellaton walks toward Sky, who secures her against the wall outside the office. Beside Sky stands Drape, wide-eyed as he stares down at Lacy.  
 
    I place a hand on Drape’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, okay?” 
 
    He swallows. “Is she—?” 
 
    “Deprogrammed?” Emma asks. “Yes.” 
 
    Sky reaches down to Lacy, but Drape pulls back, a sudden look of fear turning his face pale. “Keep her away from me,” he says. 
 
    “She’s not like she was,” I assure him. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Drape argues. “She could be. You don’t know. I just want to get out of here.” 
 
    My shoulders drop as I realize how long it will take to heal the deep wounds of this war.  
 
    “What’s the plan to get out of here?” Talen asks. 
 
    I look around at the group. No one speaks. “Why don’t we split up? If one of our groups gets caught, at least we’ll have the other to bail us out.” 
 
    “You should lead Sky, Drape, and Emma to the meetup point with Morris outside of Ethos,” Elias says to me. “We’ll meet you there once everything is set up. Bellaton will stay with us just in case the EHC tries anything.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here with you, too,” Talen says. “With Lacy.” His eyes go to hers and he crouches at her side. Lacy leans against the wall, now more alert and blinking back tears. “I know what you’re going through,” Talen says to her. 
 
    If she’s anything like the Lacy I remember before the enhancement, she’ll fight with all the strength in her body to get back to who she is. There’s no one as strong as she is. Strong, bull-headed, determined, and with my help, there’ll be no stopping her.  
 
    “Are we going to head out on foot?” Drape asks.  
 
    “No,” I say, remembering the hovercraft underground. “We can take Bellaton’s personal transport hovercraft.” 
 
    The director cringes at my words.  
 
    I snatch Bellaton’s badge from her jacket and turn to Elias, pointing at the comm device. “Keep the line open.” 
 
    “I will,” he says, a wry smile on his face.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I try to form the words, but it’s impossible. We’ve been through so much, and there isn’t time to say everything I want to. 
 
    As if sensing my conflict, Elias reaches out a hand and takes mine. “Be safe,” he whispers. 
 
    “I will,” I say, squeezing his hand, then letting go to wave for the others to follow. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    As Sky, Drape, Emma, and I head out of the Command Center, we rush past a cracked-open window. Below us, dozens of ops line the street. We’re surrounded, but with Bellaton still secured with Elias, Lacy, and Talen, no one dares take another shot.  
 
    We make it to the elevator, and the doors open for us to rush inside. Breathless, I flash Bellaton’s badge to the security scan and press the underground level button. The elevator’s slow humming makes my stomach swirl. I grip my gun, sure there will be hordes of ops as soon as the elevator doors open underground. My pulse throbs through me in fast beats, making me wonder if this whole thing ends with us dying in a shoot-out, only now in an elevator instead of Bellaton’s office. 
 
    I hold my breath as the elevator stops and the doors slide open, then relax once I realize we’re really in the underground lot with no ops in sight. 
 
    “Which one?” Drape asks as we scan the dozens of sleek-looking transport machines. 
 
    “There,” I say, pointing to the black hovercraft parked a few yards away. It screams privilege and must be Bellaton’s. We rush to it, pull open the doors, and climb in.  
 
    “Do you think you can fly it?” I ask Emma. 
 
    She raises a brow. “I just broke into the EHC command codes, reprogrammed Lacy, and opened a thirty-year-old no-fly zone. I think I can fly a hover.” 
 
    I grin as she has us up and off the ground in seconds. The engine roars to life, and the slow humming of the blades push us up and out past the security checkpoint into the dawn rising over the horizon beyond the EHC headquarters.  
 
    Exhaling a deliberate breath, I gaze at the beauty of the city. Every building sparkles in majestic black. As we climb higher, there’s a sense of freedom that soars through me. 
 
    “Look at that,” Sky says, gesturing outside the window. 
 
    I follow his arm. Below us, ops line the street. There are dozens and dozens of them, all waiting for their opportunity to destroy us. All they need is the command, but they’ll never get it.  
 
    I lean back against the soft cushion of the hovercraft. We’ve finally made it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    IN A MATTER of minutes, we’re flying out of the city and into the remote outskirts of Ethos. My eyes are glued to the changing landscape; the roads widen, buildings shorten and then disappear until the only thing left is open patches of dry earth surrounded by the bones of empty buildings long since forgotten. 
 
    “How much longer?” I ask Emma. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” she says as she maneuvers toward what looks like an old factory surrounded by boulders and a few dead trees. The outer bounds of Ethos feels like a wasteland of used parts. Heaps of metal and crumbling towers mark where once there was a thriving civilization, long before the changes to the world, but now they stand as only a reminder of what once was. I take a long breath. 
 
    My heart skips a beat as the steady humming of the hovercraft slows and Emma lowers the craft to the ground.  
 
    “Where’s Morris?” Sky asks as he peers out the side and front windows. “You said he’d be waiting for us.” 
 
    Emma scans the landscape. “We have no idea how far away he is.” 
 
    The air from the blades kicks up the dirt surrounding us. A cloud of red soil blows gently in the wind not twenty feet away. Emma disengages the engine and opens the door. A blast of warm air hits my face, followed by particles of dirt that cling to my lips and hair. 
 
    “I’m not going out there,” Drape says, folding his arms across his chest. 
 
    Reaching back, I grab hold of his arm and pull him from the hovercraft. “We’re so close to ending this,” I say to him. “Aren’t you excited?” 
 
    “No.” He pulls away. “I’ve had enough of negotiating and fighting. I’m tired.” 
 
    “We all are,” Sky says.  
 
    I cough and wipe the dust from my eyes. Around the hover is nothing but desolation for miles, reminding me of our journey to Mason’s training camp.  
 
    “Let’s wait for Morris over there,” Emma suggests, pointing to an area beside the factory, a small clearing with shade from the sun. 
 
    “Come on,” I say to Drape. I pull out a bottle of water and hand it to him. He takes it with a sigh, then follows. 
 
    Once we’ve reached the clearing, I take a seat on a giant boulder. I crack open a bottle of water for Sky, then open one for myself while Emma takes a long, slow drink from hers. Electricity pricks at my skin. Finally, we’re free of the EHC.  
 
    I bump shoulders with Drape. He frowns and kicks a small rock across the ground. “What’s taking them so long?”  
 
    Sky scans the surrounding area. “They’ll be here.”  
 
    I adjust the strap of my gun. The air is dry and hot. I want to be excited—this is a new beginning, a chance at a normal life—but thoughts of Lacy still won’t quite let me. To shake off my nervous energy, I tap on the end of my gun. 
 
    Emma digs through her bag and pulls out the comm. “I’ll try to make contact with them again.” She tries to tune the channel, but there’s no response other than crackles. “The signal is weak due to those tall structures around us,” she says. “I’m going to move closer to the hovercraft.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Drape says, following her. 
 
    Sky returns to my side. “She’ll be all right.” 
 
    “Who?” I ask, taking another drink. 
 
    “Lacy,” he says. “I know you’re worried about her.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “She’s better now than when she was as an Aura op.” 
 
    I nod, knowing she’s just starting on the path to healing herself. “She’s been through a lot.” 
 
    Sky turns his gaze back toward Ethos. “And we haven’t?” 
 
    Leaning back, I take a deep breath. Exhaustion pulls on every muscle in my body. That, and the adrenaline I’ve been running on is starting to ebb. “When this war is finally over, we’ll all have to come to terms with our choices.” 
 
    “Lacy will,” Sky says. “No one blames her.” 
 
    My gaze drifts to Drape, standing by Emma’s side. “He does.” 
 
    “Drape will be all right. Give him time.” 
 
    “We’d better see what’s taking them so long,” I say, moving from the rock toward Emma. Sky follows. 
 
    “So?” Sky asks when we get there. 
 
    “Nothing,” Emma says. “But they’re probably making sure the no-fly zone has really been lifted.” 
 
    I tug on the strap of my gun. Drape paces, then eventually sits on a hunk of building and drops his head into his hands while his foot taps on the ground. Just then, the comm device crackles, and he’s up and back by my side. 
 
    Emma holds up the device. “Hello?”  
 
    “Emma?” Elias says. “Are you there?” 
 
    My shoulders drop. I grab the device from her. “We’re here. Are you safe?” 
 
    “We’re still secure,” he says, “but the ops are swarming the place outside. How much longer?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say. “There’s no sign of the SNA yet.” My eyes flit from Sky to Drape. “How’s Lacy?”  
 
    “She’s fine. She’s coming around.” 
 
    “Good,” Emma says. “Keep her moving and talking. It will help her to reestablish a familiar sense of herself once she reconnects.” 
 
    “Will do.”  
 
    Drape turns his gaze back toward Ethos. He walks as if he’s heading back to the city. I hand the comm back to Emma. “Keep trying to make contact,” I say, then head after Drape. 
 
     “Where are you going?” I shout. 
 
    He stops and turns to face me. “They’re not coming. I know how this works. You get your hopes up, everything seems to be working out, and then it fails. It’s basically like our entire life.” 
 
    “I have to believe things are changing, and for the better.” 
 
    “How do you know?” he asks.  
 
    “We’ve disrupted the EHC’s system. That’s enough. They’re no longer an isolated power.” 
 
    Sighing, Drape leans against the fallen part of a brick wall. 
 
    I lean beside him. “We’ve managed to infiltrate and cripple a system that was impenetrable.” 
 
    Drape turns his gaze to me. “None of this would’ve happened without you.” 
 
    “And you,” I say. 
 
    “I admire you,” he mumbles. “No one is as brave as you. I would’ve given up a long time ago.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” I say, heat flooding my cheeks. “You’re braver than you think.” 
 
    A slow smile spreads across Drape’s face, a light rekindling in his eyes.  
 
    “Once this is over, we’ll get back to our normal lives.” 
 
    “Normal?” Drape echoes. “I hope not. Normal in the mines was not so great.” 
 
    I chuckle. He’s totally right. We have no idea what normal is. 
 
    Drape turns to face the city again. “A new life, a home, friends, and—” 
 
    “Never having to answer to the EHC,” I finish.  
 
    He turns back to me and his face brightens.  
 
    “Hey!” Sky calls out to us from the hover. 
 
    I turn to see him pointing at something in the air. Shielding my eyes, I spot what looks like hovercrafts—a dozen of them, maybe more. My heart swells. Turning back to face Drape, I say, “They’re here.” 
 
    We race back to Emma and Sky.  
 
    A few seconds later, the hovercrafts get close enough for me to see their grey and black exteriors. Medium ships lead while larger ones trail behind. I wave a hand to them. Drape, Sky, and Emma do the same. My head tingles with excitement.  
 
    “Where are they going to land?” Drape calls to Emma. 
 
    Emma stops smiling as she stares hard at the sky. “They’re not.”  
 
    Her words hit me hard. “What?” I say, facing her. 
 
    “They’re flying too fast. They’re going past us,” she says. 
 
    As I return my gaze to the armada, I feel the blood drain from my face. Emma’s right. They’re not slowing down. “Maybe they don’t see us.” 
 
    “They see us.” Emma steps back to the hovercraft. I shift to grab Drape’s hand, but he’s too fast as he rushes back with Emma. 
 
    “I don’t get it…” Sky says. 
 
    “They’re flying toward Ethos,” I say, chasing after Emma and Drape. 
 
    “Get in,” Emma calls, waving Drape inside. I grab Emma’s shoulder before she has a chance to board the hover.  
 
    “Why aren’t they meeting us? “ 
 
    Her face is lined. “Get inside and stop asking questions.”  
 
    Shaking my head, I turn in time to see a bright white light followed by a boom in the distance. The ground shivers under my feet.  
 
    “No!” Drape shouts, holding his hands to his ears. 
 
    “Are they bombing the city?” Sky asks in disbelief. “There has to be a mistake. There has to be—” 
 
    “It’s not a mistake!” Emma yells. “The SNA betrayed us. They used us. Now get inside!” 
 
    More pops in the distance echo and fire erupts out of the city. I try to force my feet to move, but my body is stiff with shock. My thoughts scatter between freedom and disaster. I swallow and run my hands through my hair as I imagine Elias, Lacy, and Talen fighting for their lives as the bombs continue to drop. 
 
    More flashes of light are followed by clouds of black smoke and loud explosions. My eyes stay glued to one of the collapsing towers as one of the SNA’s largest hovercraft steers away from the wreckage. 
 
    “Fin!” Emma yells. Her voice feels hollow, like an echo. “You need to move!”  
 
    Slowly, I turn and get in, leaning back against the seat as the door closes. All of my words to Drape just moments ago were empty. Lies. I slam the back of my head against the cushion of the chair and scream in frustration, then lower my head to my hands. Hot tears rush to my eyes and stream down my cheeks. When I finally look up, Sky and Drape stare blankly ahead while Emma grips the controls, her knuckles white and her eyes fixed. She pushes the control all the way down. The hovercraft shakes as it picks up speed. 
 
    “We have to get back to the headquarters,” she mutters. “Fast. Maybe they haven’t bombed it yet.” 
 
    Every ounce of hope inside of me wishes the same, but I know if I were to attack the EHC, it would be the first building I’d drop a bomb on. Emma’s eyes are locked forward, as if she knows the same.  
 
    “We’re going too fast,” Sky says as the sides of our craft begin to rattle.  
 
    “Put on the seatbelts,” Emma orders. 
 
    We quickly strap in. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whisper to Drape, reaching for his hand. He pulls away and leans his head against the window.  
 
    As we reenter Ethos, my gaze turns toward the streets. Citizens rush from burning buildings below. Rubble is scattered over the ground. Dead bodies lie in the streets. I press my hands to my temples as panic sears through my veins.  
 
     “Watch out!” Sky yells. I look up and see a sleek grey SNA hovercraft pull out of nowhere. It’s twice as big as ours, and a missile heads straight toward us. 
 
    Emma swerves, but the missile grazes the side of our hovercraft, opening up a gaping hole in the metal at my side and sending us into a vicious tailspin. My body jars left, then right. The belt around my waist snaps. I scream as I feel myself falling out through the hole.  
 
    “I’ve got you!” Drape yells. I feel his hands around me as he pulls me back into the hovercraft. Our eyes meet as wind rips around us. He’s at my side, unsecured from his seat. I take a deep breath and squeeze his hand. 
 
    “We’re going down!” Emma yells. “Brace for impact!”  
 
    The streets below rush at us and fear locks me in place when everything goes black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I open my eyes, nothing surrounds me but fragments from the craft. A buzzing sound in my ears reminds me I’m still alive. My trembling hands trace my arms and legs. Blood covers my body. The taste of metal lingers in my mouth. I try to move, and pain erupts from every part of me, searing through to my core. I cry out as I roll to my side, trying desperately to get to my hands and knees and find my friends. Around me there’s yelling. I guess that’s what it is, but it sounds like it’s coming from a different world.  
 
    It can’t end like this.  
 
    People rush past. Fire burns all around me, and the smell of charred flesh penetrates my senses. 
 
    “Fin!” Sky cries. “I need help!”  
 
    Pushing past the pain, I force myself up. I turn to follow his voice through black smoke and a haze of fire and ash. As I get closer, I see the hovercraft has broken into two pieces. From the front, Emma slowly emerges from her seat. Blood trickles down her head. She coughs and points to Sky, who’s wedged into the second piece of the machine.  
 
    “Get me out,” he says. 
 
    Black spots form in front of my eyes and mix with the blood that continues to run down my forehead. “Hold on,” I yell as I try to get closer, climbing between the wreckage and pieces of a building that collapsed nearby. Somehow, I manage to see into the hovercraft and glance down at Sky’s legs, which are wedged tight behind one of the seats. I scan the area for something to use to get him out of there.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I say. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Sky demands. 
 
    Limping toward the back of the hovercraft, I look around. There has to be something I can use, but all I can see is panic and destruction and my mind won’t settle for long enough for me to figure it out.  
 
    The screams of an injured woman lying in the street pierce through the fog in my head. My eyes land on the bodies all around me, twisted and destroyed. Many more are hurt and lie on the sidewalk. They reach desperate hands to me, begging for help.  
 
    “I can’t,” I say. “I have to help my friends. I have to—”  
 
    My gaze falls on a familiar face lying half-twisted and bloody in the nearby rubble. I shake my head as I try to erase the image. When nothing works, I climb over the debris toward it, half-believing it can’t be, but by the time I’m there, I know it’s real. There’s no taking back what’s done.  
 
    “Drape!” I yell, ripping the rubble from his limp body. “He’s not breathing!” I scream at everyone and no one, clawing at the debris around him, tearing metal back with all my modified strength.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    I GRIT MY teeth as I pull a massive rock from Drape’s legs and heave it to the side. His blood streams from his forehead and his right leg is twisted beneath his body. 
 
    “Hold on.” My voice shakes as I reach down and feel for his pulse. “Stay with me, Drape.” 
 
    It takes a while, but finally, I feel a faint vibration. My hands shake as I scan over his unconscious body for injuries. There’s a deep gash to the cheek, what looks like a broken femur, and a possible crushed pelvis. Without the right equipment I don’t know for sure, but it doesn’t look good. 
 
    “Help!” I scream, shifting more pieces of debris off him. When it’s mostly cleared, I press my hands to his chest and focus on compressions. Desperately, I breathe into Drape’s mouth and pump on his chest, forcing oxygen into him and blood to circulate. Resuscitation was one of the first skills we learned underground. Mining is dangerous, and people got hurt all the time. 
 
    Muffled bombings in the distance mingle with the sounds of screaming people and collapsing structures.  
 
    I have to stay focused. I can’t let Drape die. He’s my family. 
 
    “Come on!” I plead as I try again to breathe life into him. 
 
    From behind, Emma yells. I whip my head around to see her and Sky. Emma’s eyes are glued on Drape’s body. She helps Sky over the rubble toward us and places him not far from us on the ground. The sight of Sky, battered and torn up, brings another layer of guilt to my already aching chest. His pant legs are shredded. A giant cut lines his forehead.  
 
    “Hurry! I need your help!” I shout to Emma.  
 
    She races to my side. 
 
    “W-what do I do?” I stutter. 
 
    “Is he breathing?” 
 
    My eyes fill with tears. “I... I think I felt a pulse.” 
 
    She rolls up her sleeves. “Keep working on compressions. We’ve got to get his heart started.” 
 
    Without question, I begin again. Kneeling next to Drape’s limp and twisted body, Emma examines him from head to toe before leaning back on her heels.  
 
    “He’s too far gone.” 
 
    “No way,” I argue. “Drape’s a survivor. Look at how far he came.” The words come out between sobs. 
 
    Emma runs her hand through her hair. “His body is too weak from the impact. He must have been thrown out from the hover. There’s nothing—” 
 
    “I was thrown out, too. If I can survive, he can.” 
 
    Another nearby blast nearly knocks me to the ground. The heavy smell of burning fuel fills my nostrils as several small EHC hovercrafts collide midair. The sound of shattering glass hitting the pavement is followed by more screams.  
 
    “We can’t stay here too long,” Emma says. “It’s too dangerous out in the open like this.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving Drape.” 
 
     “Let him go,” she says, slowly standing. 
 
    “What?” Her words slip past me and my heartbeat pounds in my ears. “He still has a pulse! He’s not gone!” 
 
    Just then, Drape’s eyelids twitch and flutter open.  
 
    Between a gasp and cry, I stop compressions and reach down for Drape’s hand, pressing the other to my chest.  
 
    He smiles at me.  
 
    “Stay with me,” I order him. “I’m going to get you help, but you’ve got to fight, okay?” 
 
    A trickle of blood leaks from the side of his mouth. “If I knew I’d have to die to get your lips on mine, I would’ve done it a long time ago.” 
 
    I brush away tears and laugh. “Just hang on, okay?” 
 
    “How bad is it?” he whispers. “I c-can’t feel anything.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” I say. “We’ll fix it. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    Drape gives me a weak smile, as if he knows I’m lying.  
 
    I turn to Emma. “Please, there’s got to be something—maybe if we move him.” 
 
    “Where? The city is collapsing. Nowhere is safe right now.” 
 
    I scan in every direction and my chest tightens. Smoke billows from broken buildings. The SNA hovercrafts dart around the sky, blasting any EHC defense away. Another bomb drops in the distance.  
 
    Emma’s right. I choke back a cough and try to swallow, but my throat is dry and sore from inhaling the toxic fumes. I press my fingers to my temples, fighting back the urge to scream as Emma digs the comm out of her bag.  
 
    “Is he going to be okay?” Sky asks, limping over toward us.  
 
    When I glance back, Drape’s eyes are still. “No!” I yell, feeling his neck for a pulse. 
 
    “He’s gone,” Emma says.  
 
    Refusing to listen, I start compressions again. My hands work fast as I move from his chest to his mouth and back again, willing life into my friend. My arms ache as I pump down on his motionless body. 
 
    “Fin, please,” Sky says. “He’s gone.” 
 
    I know it’s over, but if I stop, then I’ll have to accept it, and I can’t. I can’t give up on Drape, not when he never gave up on me. I’m alive right now because of him. 
 
    “Please stop,” Sky says. I feel his arms wrap around my waist and he pulls me to my feet. Just as fast, a wave of despair blankets me.  
 
    When Sky lets go, I stand staring at Drape’s pale face. His whole body is limp and broken. They’re right… he’s gone. No one can bring him back now. I scramble to his side and brush his hair back from his face. Again, tears flood my eyes. I lean over and kiss his forehead, a wave of regret washing over me.  
 
    Sky’s hand on my shoulder brings me back to reality—to the bombs that drop around us and the collapsing buildings.  
 
    “Fin, I’m sorry.”  
 
    His voice barely reaches my ears. I slowly turn and fall into his arms and cry.  
 
    “You did all you could,” he whispers.  
 
    “I could’ve done more,” I say, pulling back as a surge of anger consumes me. “I should never have gotten him into this situation.”  
 
    “These things happen in war,” Emma says, stepping closer. 
 
    Clenching my fists, I rip myself from Sky’s embrace. “It was obvious. Everything was too easy. The SNA was too willing to help. We should have known.”  
 
    “We were lied to,” Emma says. “We had to take the chance.”  
 
    Another enemy. More lies. A world full of deceit. My stomach churns as I realize Bellaton and Reinhart were telling us the truth. I flex my fingers and hold back the urge to punch something. The very people I’d grown to hate and distrust were telling us the truth. Or, at least, a small part of the truth, although it was only to save themselves, not us. 
 
     “And look what happened,” I say, pointing back to Drape. My chest tightens as I realize Drape’s devotion to me got him killed. “He would never have followed us if not for me. He was tired of war. He wanted to leave the fighting, end it—” 
 
    Another blast shakes the ground. The tremors rumble up my legs and rattle my teeth. After a moment, the roar of another building collapsing subsides.  
 
    “That was near the EHC headquarters,” Emma urges.  
 
    Sky leans over, looking straight into my eyes. “There’s still time to help the others.” 
 
    Emma tries the comm again. Still no signal. Only the familiar crackling static. “We have to go there to help the others.” 
 
    “How?” I check the quickly changing landscape. “The streets are full of wreckage.” 
 
    “We’ll have to figure it out,” Emma says. 
 
    I pull back my shoulders. If there’s a chance to rescue them, we have to take it. I glance back to Drape’s body. “I can’t leave him.”  
 
    Sky raises a brow. “He’s dead. There’s nothing more we can do—” 
 
    “No. I’m not going anywhere until I know his body is secure.” 
 
    Emma glances at Sky, then holsters the comm. “I’ll help you lift him back to the hovercraft.” 
 
    Renewed energy from my already healing body mixes with my determination to do everything I can to make up for what I failed to do when Drape was living. His body was too far gone to heal, even with his modification.  
 
    Together, Sky and I work to rush Drape’s body from the rubble and toward what’s left of the hover. 
 
    “In the back,” I say.  
 
    Once Emma opens up the door, we slowly lower Drape inside. I kiss my fingers and press them to Drape’s head, saying one last goodbye, then close the door.  
 
    “Okay,” I mutter. “Let’s go.” 
 
    When I turn, Emma has the comm ready in her hand again. She presses the side and lifts it into the air, trying to get a signal. “Elias, come in.”  
 
    All that returns is static.  
 
    I check the gun still strapped to my side as we move toward the street.  
 
    “Stay alert,” Emma says, looking up at the buildings flanking us. “No telling who has eyes on us right now.” 
 
    I take a long, slow breath as we race through Ethos. Only hours before, the majestic black buildings shimmered. Now, a dull coating of dust and sand coats the remaining windows that haven’t been busted out. Citizens rush past us. A few moments later, several ops emerge from a building. I hold up my gun ready for battle, but they run past us.  
 
    “It must be bad if the ops are abandoning their posts,” Sky says. 
 
    I force my feet to move faster, climbing over another pile of smoking metal and cement, around more dead bodies, past holograms permanently stuck in a gyrating flicker.  
 
    “The EHC headquarters are there,” Emma says. 
 
    “How do you know?” Sky asks. “Everything looks the same now.” 
 
    “The ops,” she says, pointing to a group of guards who struggle to pull Reinhart from the partially collapsed structure. 
 
    I blow out a sharp breath and follow Emma and Sky to what’s left of the building. “Where are they?” I yell at the ops, but they ignore me.  
 
    Reinhart moans. The guards help him to sit up.  
 
    “They’re not going to help us,” Sky says. 
 
    “They don’t have to,” Emma says. “I found them.” 
 
    I follow her gaze to the side of the street where Lacy sits along what was once a sidewalk. Standing beside her are Elias and Talen. They’re badly cut up, but they’re alive.  
 
    My pulse speeds up. It feels as if I’m getting another chance to make this right. I rush to them and throw my arms around Elias.  
 
    “You’re alive,” I say. 
 
    “We made it out just before the building collapsed.” He pulls back and winces. Burns cover his forearms and hands. “The front entrance was bombed,” he says when he sees me looking. “But Talen got it the worst.” 
 
    My eyes flash to Talen. A deep cut penetrates the back of his head. He teeters on his feet, as if he might fall any moment. 
 
    Emma puts pressure on it stemming the blood flow. “It should heal in a few minutes,” she says, helping him to the ground.  
 
    “What about you?” Elias searches my eyes.  
 
    I gulp back the words, then finally manage to get out, “I’m fine. There was a crash. The hovercraft—it was hit by a missile. I’ve mostly healed, but…” 
 
    As if slowly registering the situation, Elias’ eyes bounce from face to face. “Where’s Drape?” 
 
    It takes me a few seconds. Finally, I lift my chin. “He didn’t make it.”  
 
    “Drape’s dead?” Lacy says as she stands and faces me. The look in her brown eyes is human again, full of life and the same regret I feel. Her face flushes as she shakes her head.  
 
    “We did everything we could,” Sky says. “He was too injured.” 
 
    Lacy wraps her arms around her waist. “I-I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “No one can,” I say. 
 
    “But, I… I did this!” Lacy cries. “I got you involved. If it wasn’t for me, he’d be alive.” 
 
    My breath hitches. Before she can say another word, I hug her tight. “It’s not your fault,” I whisper.  
 
    An SNA hovercraft swoops close. Too close.  
 
    I pull back. “They’re not going to stop until the command center is destroyed.” 
 
    “We need to go then,” Elias says. “Get out of the city.” 
 
    “Can Talen walk?” I ask Emma. 
 
    Talen nods. “I’m fine. Nearly healed.” 
 
    I take a long look at each person in our group. We’re all healing from the attack and getting stronger, but each of us carries a battle-weary stare, and beneath that the fresh wound of another loss. 
 
    “We should go underground,” Emma says. “It might be the safest place.” 
 
    Panic at the thought wells inside me. “No way,” I say. 
 
    Emma takes a long look around. “If we stay here, another bomb is going to drop on us, or one of the EHC guards will take us out.” 
 
    “But we have…” I scan the group for Bellaton. “Wait, where is she?” 
 
     “Dead,” Talen says. “Crushed in the falling debris.” 
 
    I hitch back my shoulders and secure my gun to my hip. “We need to protect ourselves from the EHC ops,” I say. “They’ll be looking for revenge.” My gaze turns to Reinhart, who’s slowly coming around. One of his guards hands him a bottle of water and helps him to his feet. “We have to take him.” 
 
    Elias turns a concerned eye toward me as another bomb falls nearby. The loud boom rattles me to my core, but I push past it and go with Emma and Talen to pull Reinhart to his feet. Sky and Lacy work to force the guards back.  
 
    “After all you’ve done,” Reinhart hisses. “You’ve destroyed Ethos and compromised the EHC’s thirty years of peace and order—” 
 
    “You can blame us later,” Elias says. “Right now, we’ve got to get somewhere safe.” 
 
    Reinhart narrows his eyes. “Nowhere will be safe for you now.” 
 
    “Then apparently we have the same problem,” I say to him, waving the others to follow.  
 
    Elias moves to the front of the pack and leads us back into the belly of Ethos. The deafening explosions tear into my thoughts, forcing me not to think, and for that I’m grateful. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where are you taking us?” I ask Elias. 
 
    “There’s an underground hovercraft port up ahead,” he says between breaths.  
 
    I grip my gun and my eyes shift from rooftops to alleys, sure we’re going to get attacked by an EHC op or bombed by the SNA.  
 
    “What happened back there?” Elias asks.  
 
    “We waited,” I say. “Then the SNA hovercrafts flew right past us. They were headed straight for the EHC headquarters.” 
 
    Elias grits his teeth as he swivels toward an op who rushes past. Sky and Talen cut him off, but the op puts his hands up and rushes away. Behind him, a hail of gunfire erupts from approaching SNA operatives on foot. Nearly a dozen charge at us, all wearing dark green uniforms with silver trim and black helmets. At least they’re dressed differently than the EHC.  
 
    “Move!” Emma yells as we rush to avoid getting hit.  
 
    Reinhart groans as we drag him away. One of his ops flies back from a barrage of gunfire. With a thud, his lifeless body now lies in a pool of expanding blood. 
 
    I duck for cover and breathe deeply to try to slow my pounding heart. It doesn’t work. 
 
    “That was close,” Lacy says. “Too close.” 
 
    “You don’t even know who you’re fighting anymore, do you?” Reinhart says, dusting off his jacket. “Or how to fight them.” 
 
    “Stay quiet,” Elias orders. 
 
    “You opened the gates to the SNA,” Reinhart growls. “We’ll all be dead soon if you keep letting them kill my guards.” 
 
    Around the corner, several more SNA ops gather. Sky waves for us to follow him to an alley and we creep into the narrow passageway. Talen forces Reinhart ahead of him and against the wall. 
 
    “The entrance to the hovercraft port isn’t far,” Elias says. “We just need to wait until the guards move and then make a run for it.” 
 
    The enemy ops fan out, blocking our escape, but getting underground is our only chance to survive the non-stop bombing.  
 
    “Why don’t we take them out?” I ask. 
 
    “Too many,” Elias says. “Besides, I’m low on ammo.” 
 
    Sweat drips down my cheeks. I brush it away and check my gun. It’s the same for me, only a few bullets left. One more battle might spell disaster. It would be nice to have a rechargeable blaster right about now. 
 
    Beside me, Lacy holds her hand to her head, probably struggling with the reprogramming. Her ability could neutralize the SNA forces, but she’s not fully recovered yet. 
 
    “You okay?” I ask.  
 
    She leans back and presses her head against the brick wall. “It’s all coming back,” she says. “I didn’t want it to come to this.” 
 
    Reinhart turns a cold eye to her. “You begged for us to enhance you.” 
 
    “No… no, I didn’t,” she insists. 
 
    A chill rushes up my spine as I imagine what she must have seen under Reinhart’s authority. Too much death, no doubt.  
 
    “Just hold on,” I tell her. “As soon as we’re out of this nightmare, things will get better.” 
 
    She laughs as if that’s the best joke she’s heard all day.  
 
    All around us is the smell of death and smoke, and my throat tightens. I need to get out of this tight space. I glance down to the end of the alley, where debris litters the ground. A soft wind blows bits of ash around the sky, and a wall of crumbling rock keeps us from heading through and around to the other side.  
 
    “You’re like a bunch of scared rats,” Reinhart chides. “Hiding in an alley instead of fighting.” 
 
    Emma pushes between us and to Reinhart’s side. Her stern eyes tell me she’s had just about enough fighting for one day. She presses her hand against Reinhart’s shoulder, forcing him into the wall. “I’d stay quiet if I were you.” 
 
    “Or what?” he asks. “You’ll need me to make it out of here, which is highly unlikely.” 
 
    “We need you,” she says, “but not necessarily in one piece.” 
 
    Reinhart tries to shift away, but beneath her firm hand, he stays put. 
 
    “Now,” she says. “What do you know about the SNA?” 
 
    “Stories,” he says. “I’ve heard nothing but stories about them. Several outside groups have wanted to infiltrate the EHC. We get threats every day. What do you think we’ve been doing for the last thirty years?” 
 
    “Your way of controlling only benefited you,” I say.  
 
    The commander turns his gaze to me. “You don’t even know what you’re talking about. Without the EHC, you would have been dead a long time ago.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” I say. 
 
    “There have been past attacks on the outskirts,” he says. “Skirmishes. But no one made it to Ethos or any of our other cities. Not until now.” 
 
    “Ethos is destroyed because of you,” Emma hisses. “One word back at the headquarters would’ve changed everything. We would never have agreed to—” 
 
    “We warned you—” Reinhart starts to yell. 
 
    “No,” Elias interrupts, backing Emma up. “You didn’t tell us everything.” He holds his gun to Reinhart’s chin. “But now you will. What are we up against?”  
 
    The veins in Reinhart’s neck pulse. “I didn’t know it would be the SNA,” he says, twisting away. “It was classified information. Kept away from everyone—even me. This world is a big place and we have many enemies.” 
 
    My eyes flash to Elias. I doubt Reinhart’s telling the truth, but if he is—  
 
    Reinhart rubs at his chin as Elias pulls his gun back. “The perimeter was closed. It was to protect all of us.” 
 
    The thought of something worse than the EHC makes me shudder. Protected by the EHC feels like a joke, but I never imagined there could be anything worse than them.  
 
    “There must be something we can do,” Sky says. “We have to be able to keep them from gaining control of Ethos.” 
 
    “You really messed up,” Reinhart says. His eyes narrow at Elias. “It was stupid to open the no-fly zone.” He runs a hand through his hair. “You think you know so much and you don’t.” 
 
    Behind me, Lacy lets out a low growl, and I spin around. Her hands are clenched, and a darkness covers her face as she raises her fingers to Reinhart. Suddenly, Reinhart drops to his knees and claws at his throat. His face turns red as he gags.  
 
    “S-stop her,” he sputters. 
 
    “Lacy!” Talen shouts, pulling her back. Released, Reinhart slumps forward. 
 
    Nothing gives me more pleasure than seeing Reinhart struggle, but Lacy’s use of her Aura power is a step in the wrong direction. “You can’t do that,” I tell her. 
 
    Her dark eyes soften. “After everything he did—” 
 
    “Focus on healing yourself,” I say. “Killing him now only makes you like them.” 
 
    She swallows and nods. 
 
    Emma crouches next to Reinhart’s limp body. “He’s out,” she reports. 
 
    “At least it shuts him up,” Elias mutters.  
 
    Sky pokes his head around the corner again. “We’ve got to move. No sign of the SNA fighters.” 
 
    Elias holsters his gun, bends down, and heaves Reinhart’s body over his shoulder. With the path to the hovercraft port open, we race down the street, around more debris, fires, and wreckage. It’s only two city blocks away, but every step feels like it might be my last.  
 
    Our feet pound the pavement, each of us running as fast as our tired bodies can move until we reach the opening of the barely-standing building and slip inside, then follow the stairs down into a subterranean parking lot where half a dozen hovercrafts are parked, untouched by the bombing. The cool air inside envelops my body. I take a deep breath of the smoke-free air.  
 
    “Put him over there,” Emma says to Elias, pointing to a wall. 
 
    He lowers Reinhart against the post, then moves fast to the first hovercraft, one of the larger ones, and smashes the side window with the butt of his gun. “We can take this one,” he says, pulling the door open.  
 
    Sky and Talen climb in and help lift Reinhart to one of the back seats as Emma and Elias work to break through the security protocols.  
 
    I pull Lacy to the side. “What was that back there?” 
 
    She taps her legs with both hands and nervously bounces from foot to foot. “Reinhart said I wanted this. I didn’t.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I agree. 
 
    “I wish I didn’t remember what I did to Drape, but I do. I remember hurting him. I loved that little guy—” 
 
    “He’s forgiven you.” My throat tightens with each of my words. I rub my hands together. “That’s the kind of kid he was.” 
 
    Lacy presses her lips together. Her smile is reassuring and reminds me of how things used to be. “Listen…” she reaches out for my hand, “you have to believe me. When the EHC came for me, I didn’t want to be turned into an Aura op.” 
 
    There was a time when I would’ve second-guessed her, but not now. “Even if you wanted the enhancement,” I say, “I know you would’ve never wanted to hurt Drape or anyone else in our group.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” she says. “But I couldn’t fight it. Every part of my brain told me I had to hurt him. I had to kill. I had to destroy. I had to—” 
 
    “It’s all over,” I assure her.  
 
    “I tried to stop Reinhart,” she says, glancing to Elias and Emma. “Do you think they’ll believe me?” 
 
    “In time.”  
 
    Her shoulders drop as she turns her gaze to the ground. 
 
    “I’m just happy you’re back,” I say, squeezing her hand.  
 
    Suddenly, the hovercraft charges to life. Elias waves for us to get in. “We have to leave,” he says. “No telling when the SNA will drop another bomb, especially if they figure out this is a hovercraft port.” 
 
    Emma steps closer to Lacy, examining her face. “Do you remember your life underground?”  
 
    “Of course,” she says. “It sucked, and they made us work like slaves.” 
 
    Smiling, Emma pats Lacy’s shoulder and says, “She’s all right. Almost back to her normal self. Memory recall is one of the last things to return.” 
 
    But I know her full recovery is a long way off, and doubt she’ll ever return one hundred percent to who she was before the enhancement.  
 
    None of us will ever be the same. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I say, grabbing Lacy’s hand and heading toward the hovercraft. We climb in and Sky closes the door. Ahead of us, the metal wall shifts open, letting in the outside light. It floods the port and splashes across our faces. Dark circles cling beneath our eyes.  
 
    Emma and Elias click buttons along the dash and secure their belts. “Hold on,” Elias says as he turns to me. “It’s going to be a challenge getting out of here.” 
 
    Talen leans closer to Lacy. “If you need anything—” 
 
    She nods and whispers, “I might.” The whole experience has definitely taken some of the edge out of her. 
 
    As the hovercraft moves forward to the edge of the opening, two SNA crafts zip past. My breath hitches as Elias pushes the craft forward, and seconds later we cruise out into the air. Red and black mingle in the sky as if the sand and smoke have merged, creating a haze that blocks out the sun.  
 
     In the front, Emma tinkers with the comm, flipping through channels until, finally, the crackling static fades. “I think I’ve found something.” 
 
    A moment later, Ambassador Morris’ voice comes through loud and clear, shouting out orders to his soldiers. My eyes go wide. A dozen things that I want to say to him go through my head. 
 
    “We’re connected into the SNA’s main channel,” Emma says as she lifts the device to her mouth. “Ambassador Morris,” she yells. 
 
    The shouting on the other end goes quiet. Sky and Talen lean in just as Elias snatches the device from Emma’s hand.  
 
    “How could you do this to us?” he shouts. “You betrayed our trust. What you did is nothing short of pure evil!” 
 
    Again, there’s silence. The hovercraft makes a sharp right turn to avoid an SNA craft. Up ahead is the edge of Ethos and its burned out buildings. 
 
    “Ah,” Morris says. “You’re still alive. I thought you’d be killed or chased off a while ago.” 
 
    “You don’t know us very well,” Elias says. 
 
    “And you don’t know us, either,” Morris says flatly. 
 
    “How could you do it?” Elias demands. 
 
    Morris laughs. “It is not my fault you chose to believe me.” 
 
    My blood begins to boil, and I shift my gaze out the window.  
 
    “You do have one thing to look forward to,” Morris says. 
 
    “What’s that?” Elias asks.  
 
    “You will be remembered as the group that brought the EHC to its knees; the beginning of their end. You assisted in the rise of the Sovereign Nerics Alliance. Soon, we’ll have full control of Earth.” 
 
    I unbuckle and lean forward. “We don’t want a part in your plan!” I shout.  
 
    Reinhart’s eyes begin to open. He shifts his head left and right, then focuses on us. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Getting out of here,” I say.  
 
    Emma takes the device. “So that was your plan,” she says. “All along you’ve just wanted to control the Earth. Take the power from the EHC and eliminate anyone who got in your way.” 
 
    Morris clicks back. “With the Enhanced Human Coalition gone, no one can stop our purification of the planet. Only those willing to dedicate their lives to the SNA can exist. When the rotation of the magnetic poles is complete, the planet will be reborn to those worthy of it.” 
 
    My stomach churns. His familiar tone reminds me of the EHC’s smug superiority.  
 
    “You’re just another version of the EHC,” Elias says, as if in tune with my thoughts. 
 
    Reinhart straightens himself. “Cut communication,” he orders. 
 
    Emma ignores him. “How are you different from the EHC?”  
 
    “It’s nothing about wealth or status,” Morris replies. “It’s about those who honor the chosen and dedicate their lives to the coming new world.” 
 
    It feels the same to me. Whether fighting for money, status, or honor, someone is going to suffer. 
 
    The hovercraft shifts left to avoid a missile spinning in circles toward us.  
 
    “We’re nearly there,” Elias says.  
 
    I glance behind us at Ethos, nothing but a black, burning city. Structures collapse beneath plumes of dust and smoke. Slowly, I turn back, forcing myself to look ahead.  
 
    “Ambassador Morris, you must call off your attack!” Emma shouts. There’s no response. “He’s gone,” she says, dropping the hand that holds the comm into her lap. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” I ask. “They’ve already decided the fate of everyone here and within EHC territory.” 
 
    Reinhart shifts up in his seat. “Apparently, we now have a common enemy. Not that I want to work with common Slags and defectors—” 
 
    My chest tightens as I realize what he’s saying. “How can we stop them?”  
 
    Reinhart leans forward. “There’s a covert comm channel connecting the EHC and Aura Op units. With access, I can mobilize a sizable army to take on the SNA.” 
 
    I chew on my lip. My eyes flash to each of my friends. There’s so few of us left to take on another fight.  
 
    The hovercraft clears out of the city and into the desert.  
 
    “Hand Reinhart the comm,” I say to Emma. “He’s joining our band of rats.” 
 
      
 
    The End of Book Three 
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    BOOK FOUR: SCORCHED 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    One month later… 
 
      
 
    THE COOL AIR hits my face, sending a sudden shiver down my spine. My room is on one of the lowest underground levels, making it extra chilly this early in the morning. The intense heat during the day outside won’t warm the place up for several more hours but having most of our operations underground prevents any heat signatures from giving away our location.  
 
    “Way too early,” a muffled voice grumbles. 
 
    A smile fills my face as I roll over and curl up into Sky’s warm arms. “We have responsibilities, you know.” 
 
    Sky wraps his arm around my waist, pulling me closer to his core. “Five minutes, please.” 
 
    “Fine, but if Emma needs you for another scouting run, you’d better be ready. I’m not taking the blame this time.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    These last few weeks with Sky have been amazing. Even with the world crumbling around us, I have someone to go to each night—someone to remind me there can be something better.  
 
    My eyes grow heavy, but an intense pounding on the metal door jolts me awake. Two more thuds echo through our small quarters.  
 
    “Give me a second!” I shout. 
 
    I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, goose bumps instantly crawling over every inch of exposed skin. My body tightens as I quickly throw on a fresh pair of dark jeans and a tank top. I almost grab Sky’s sweatshirt and pull it over my head but decide against it. The thicker fleece will be too hot for up top. Instead, I wad it up and chuck it at Sky’s head. Bullseye.  
 
    “Hey,” he mumbles, rustling in the bed. Instead of getting up, he only pulls the blanket over his head, letting the sweatshirt fall to the floor.  
 
    I let out a scoff he doesn’t respond to and walk over to the small sink and mirror in the corner of the room. My reflection makes me do a double take. The dark bags under my eyes and wild hair circling my head make me cringe. I splash water on my face and reach for the small towel hanging off the sink, drying away the fatigue, then grab the brush from the small shelf next to the mirror to do something about my hair. The knots are tough to work through, but I grit my teeth and manage to tear through them. When I’m done, I pull it all into a simple ponytail and head toward the door. 
 
    Unlocking the latch, I pull the heavy door in and take a few steps out. Elias, along with a couple of the EHC ops under his command, lean up against the back wall in the common area. He avoids my gaze, keeping his head down and his arms folded. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask, looking back and forth at them. 
 
    Elias straightens and finally looks at me. “Reinhart is having Talen, Lacy, and the rest of the Aura ops take out a checkpoint near the perimeter breach. He and Emma thought it would be smart if we take a team and give them support.” 
 
    It still digs at me that Reinhart is giving orders, but he has the fighter’s and tactical insight on his side. At least Emma’s shadowing him at Command. We’re one big happy family, I guess. 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Sky says, appearing shirtless behind me and leaning up against the door frame. 
 
    Elias rolls his eyes. “Whatever, but we need to head out in an hour. Meeting in twenty.” 
 
    Ever since Sky and I got together, Elias’s been pulling away from me. I know Elias and I have a connection, but I didn’t know how strong his feelings for me were.  
 
    Okay, maybe I did, but it’s not fair that he’s been shutting us out the last couple of weeks. 
 
    Elias orders his team down the hall. I turn to Sky and shrug. “What was that?” 
 
    He returns the shrug. “What?”  
 
    “You know very well what I’m talking about. Give Elias a break. He has a lot on his plate and he doesn’t need you rubbing us in his face.” 
 
    Sky heads back into the room. “He needs to get over it.” 
 
    “Just behave on this mission, okay?” 
 
    “I will, I promise,” Sky tells me as he gets dressed. 
 
    A minute later we head out of our room and down the corridor. We need something to eat. Heading toward the mess hall, we pass the rec area where several of the former Dwellers from my underground mine are sitting and playing games. Even though this bunker takes up nearly half of this side of the mountain, ever since we liberated the Dwellers that were hiding in the Slack we’re getting pretty packed in here 
 
    “Sky!” a young voice calls from behind us. 
 
    Turning, I see Cia run and jump into Sky’s arms. Their mother trails close behind Cia, her warm smile lighting up the room. 
 
    “Hey, sis, how’d you sleep?” Sky asks Cia, then reaches out to embrace his mother. 
 
    “Pretty good,” Cia tells him. “They moved in an extra cot, so mom and I don’t have to share a bed anymore.” 
 
    “That’s great.” 
 
    Since Sky and I have been together, I’ve been getting closer to his family, and it’s been nice. It’s something I’ve never known outside of my connection with Drape and Lacy. 
 
    Sadness washes over me. Drape would’ve loved this place. Sure, we’re still at war and fighting for our lives, but there’s a sense of unity and freedom that we never had underground. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see Lacy and Talen enter the mess hall, laughing. I turn in time to catch Lacy playfully jab him in his side. They’ve bonded over their Aura connection. Lacy’s really changed since we’ve been here. It’s like she has a sense of purpose now. She makes eye contact with me and nods before turning her eyes down and smiling. She turned eighteen last week, and she’s been using that as motivation for a new start in life. I guess Talen might be part of that new start—at least for now. Lacy’s never been a relationship type of girl. 
 
    I gesture to Sky that I’m going to grab some food. He smiles and turns back to his mother. As I head to the food table, a tall EHC op bumps into me, hard.  
 
    “Oh, sorry, slag, I didn’t see you.” 
 
    “You’d better be careful who you bump into,” I snarl. 
 
    “Or what, you’ll open another section of the no-fly perimeter and let more enemies in to kill us?” 
 
    Not everyone is a fan of this new arrangement. So far, there haven’t been too many incidents between our people and the EHC, but there are occasional flare ups. 
 
    “Just stay out of my way,” I say. 
 
    “Will do, slag.” 
 
    I grit my teeth and my right hand forms a fist. I’m just about to let it meet this jerk’s face when a hand catches my upper arm and pulls me away from him. 
 
    “So this is where you got away to,” Sky says to me through his teeth. 
 
    My nostrils flare and I twist back to the op, who’s already gone. 
 
    “You should have let me punch him,” I mutter. 
 
    Sky shakes his head. “Save it for the real people we need to fight. Let’s get our breakfast.” 
 
    Breakfast consists of some bland oatmeal and reconstituted powdered eggs. No fruit today. The meal’s not great, but it’s no worse than anything I had in the mines. I get two bowls and an extra helping of eggs, then proceed to work on the meal at a table far away from my new nemesis. 
 
    About halfway through my second bowl of watery oats I check the time and realize we’re going to be late to meet up with Reinhart. 
 
    “We need to get moving,” I tell Sky before I scarf down the last of my food.  
 
    Sky shovels in the rest of his own meal while he stands. When he’s done, the two of us make our way to headquarters, but not before I throw a scowl at the op I wanted to give a beating to a few minutes ago. 
 
    Sky smirks as he pulls me through the exit. “Take a rest, my little warrior.”  
 
    I punch him in the arm and he winces and rubs at it. Sometimes I still forget about my modified strength. 
 
    “You’d better toughen up if you’re going to be with me,” I tease and sprint ahead of him. 
 
    Sky chases me down the hall, and I laugh as he tries to catch me. The two of us race up the stairs a couple of floors with him still in my dust. I exit on the floor with our destination and—finally—Sky catches me in the hall. I let out a laugh as he spins me around and plants a kiss on my lips, and for a tiny second I melt into his arms, forgetting all the crap around us. 
 
    A female clears her throat. 
 
    My eyes flick open to see Emma standing against the doorframe of the headquarters room, one eyebrow raised. Sky and I jump back from each other. I instinctively straighten my shirt and cross my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Sorry, Emma,” I say. 
 
    She chuckles, and her eyes twinkle a bit. “Get inside.” She gestures inside the room and turns to enter it. 
 
    Sky stifles a laugh and leans into me. “We’ll continue that later,” he whispers in my ear. 
 
    Heat rushes up my chest and neck at his words and I slip my hand into his.  
 
    Apparently, everyone’s on time except for us, because inside the room waits not only Emma and Reinhart, but Lacy, Talen, Elias, a handful of EHC ops, and a female Aura with dark skin and a short pixie cut. I think her name’s Tessie. Reinhart’s dressed in camo and works at a computer display with the others looking over his shoulder. 
 
    “This is the location we are targeting.” Reinhart points to a large map on the display. “It’s an SNA checkpoint near the outskirts of Ethos.” 
 
    Emma waves us over. “The SNA has still not been able to open the perimeter fully, so only a few ships can get in at one time. They’ve lost the element of surprise, and the entry point is heavily guarded, but in time they will most likely be able to open a larger section. We need to keep that from happening.” 
 
    “So, what is it you need us to do?” I ask. 
 
    Reinhart turns to us. “If you were here on time, you might have known the answer to that question.” 
 
    My lips press into a thin line, but I don’t look away from him. 
 
    “You’ll need to weaken any efforts by the SNA to take Ethos and get access to the EHC network fully,” he finally says. “They don’t have Aura tech, and it’s time to take advantage of that fact.” He looks to Lacy and Talen. 
 
    Talen nods. “Understood, sir." Sky and I return to our quarters and gather a few supplies as well as check our weapons. We don’t say much. There’s nervous energy bouncing from the walls.  
 
    “You ready?” Sky asks, holstering his pistol. 
 
    I nod. “I have to be.” 
 
    We make our way deep inside the mountain fortress to the north side, where the others wait. There’s a bustling of activity inside the large hanger. Thick, riveted metal walls reach up at least thirty feet high. Near the hanger doors, everyone from the meeting except Emma and Reinhart sits silently in a medium-sized hover with Talen at the helm. 
 
    We load into the hover and get settled. Once we do, I catch Elias glancing over at Sky and me at least twice. No matter how many times I remind myself I have nothing to be ashamed about in my relationship with Sky, I still get a pit in my stomach when he looks at us. 
 
    “Location ahead,” Talen says from the pilot chair. “Ready your weapons.” 
 
    I place my hand on the pistol on my lap and pick it up. With a sigh, I check the weapon over again before laying it back down. I stretch up in my seat to get a view out the front window. In the distance, a charred, hard-hit compound sits on the horizon. A fleet of SNA ships patrol through the air, and there are countless soldiers on the ground looking like extremely well-organized ants from above.  
 
    We’re heading straight for an SNA army, and we’re heavily outgunned. If we get any closer, we’re dead. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    FOUR BLOCKS OF SNA soldiers, all wearing green uniforms, stand before a large, low complex near the perimeter breach. They wait at attention outside the breach, where two makeshift guard towers have been constructed on either side of an opening into the city. Beyond the perimeter, a few buildings remain collapsed into rubble. Much of the destruction centers around the former command center deeper in Ethos, but it seems the SNA has also taken out the EHC operatives and the police throughout the metropolis. Ethos has gone from a network of plain buildings to a mixture of wreckage and crumbling foundations. 
 
    Running the calculations in my mind, I estimate there are fifty soldiers per block. The Sovereign Nerics Alliance has its fighters stand at attention in tight formation. Even the EHC never had its operatives act like pieces in a machine. The conglomerate below likes a different type of evil. The EHC and the SNA are the same, but different. 
 
    Talen turns the hover away from the soldiers below. Elias leans forward in his seat, but at least he’s no longer looking at Sky and me. 
 
    “Pull back,” he orders. “A frontal assault will never get us anywhere near the perimeter breach.” 
 
    Talen obeys, flying us away from the outskirts of Ethos. Sky holds my free hand and keeps his pistol in the other.  
 
    “It will be okay,” he whispers. 
 
    Frustrated, I pull from his grasp. “Not without more death, it won’t,” I mutter. Anger seizes me. I want to kill the SNA for taking away what should have been a victory. 
 
    “Fin,” Sky says. “We just need to find another way. Maybe we need to back off for a little while and think of what to do next.” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” I admit through gritted teeth. As I speak, Elias keeps his eyes on Talen, almost as if he’s shutting us out now. I’m not sure if his new coping mechanism is better or worse than the staring. 
 
    “There’s an abandoned water plant straight ahead,” Elias says. “Land behind it. The SNA might have seen us, so we want to get away from whatever tracking technology their military might use.” 
 
    I shudder and clench my free hand.  
 
    We opened part of the perimeter. The SNA can only get ships in and out of a small area, but the breach did enough damage. Why didn’t Bellaton just tell us this would happen? Telling us about the true evil of the SNA wouldn’t have killed her. We probably wouldn’t have believed her, but that’s not the point.  
 
    Talen lands the hover a few miles away in the desert beside a water plant with a large, rusty tank. The facility may not have been in use since the start of the Flip, it’s so ancient. Lacy leans over and whispers something into his ear. Talen faces her and nods. 
 
    “Do you two have any ideas on how to get past all the guards?” I ask Lacy. My mind cranks through the odds, and even with three Aura ops on our side, I calculate our chances of reaching the guard towers to be far less than one percent. But Talen and Elias may know Ethos better. 
 
    “I think the SNA is showing force at the perimeter to keep anyone from getting in or out,” Elias says to the entire crew, ignoring me. “Or it could be to distract attackers. I’m guessing there’s something the soldiers are guarding inside.” He looks to Talen. 
 
    “You could be right,” Talen replies. “But I don’t know what’s inside that particular complex.” 
 
    “A power center?” I guess. “The SNA has to get their energy from somewhere.” 
 
    Elias looks out the window and chews his lip.  
 
    “If we take out wherever the SNA’s drawing power from, we can hit them where it hurts,” I say, looking around. “We do have three Aura ops on our side.” 
 
    The female Aura op remains silent. Her eyes maintain a blank, heartless stare. Emma hasn’t had the chance to reprogram her nanos yet. Reinhart wanted to maintain complete command over the remaining Auras, so he and Emma have basically been arguing nonstop for the past few weeks. 
 
    Talen picks up the radio. “Emma? Reinhart?” he barks. “There are hundreds of SNA soldiers standing at attention where the perimeter’s come down. A ground invasion of Ethos may happen soon.” 
 
    So far, the SNA has bombed the city of Ethos, taking out command centers and making it nearly impossible to travel in and out of the city. A ground invasion will mean more civilian casualties and allow them to sift through who’s loyal and who’s not.  
 
    The radio crackles with Reinhart’s voice. “With two hundred soldiers guarding the complex, you will need to find a less-guarded way inside. Several underground shipping entrances exist. They’re a security measure installed decades ago and worked well until you rats opened the EHC to enemy control.” 
 
    I sigh. Reinhart is a dirtbag. 
 
    Elias leans forward, taking the comm from Talen. “Is the complex by the perimeter a power distribution center?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reinhart says. “Much of the information about the power distribution system and energy sources was classified to all but Bellaton, but the North Complex distributes power to other EHC locations. The SNA will be trying to use that and other power distribution centers to its advantage. If they control the energy, they control the entire area. See if there’s a way you can disrupt them. If the ground army invades, it’s only a matter of time before they figure out how to open the rest of the perimeter. Then they can bring in more than a few hovers at a time.” 
 
    “Got it. Over,” Elias says, reaching over Talen and hanging up the comm. He twists around to the EHC ops. “Do you know of any other ways inside the complex? Have any of you been inside?” 
 
    The op who I wanted to punch this morning clears his throat and puffs out his chest. “Several underground entrances exist, and it’s possible the SNA hasn’t uncovered them yet. I haven’t explored them all, but shipments of expensive equipment occurred underground. A ramp and a door lead to a tunnel just a couple of miles from the complex. If we go that way, we may be able to slip into the facility undetected.” 
 
    Elias looks at the guy as if he’s bluffing. “Our luck in that department hasn’t been good. I’m sure that place is crawling with SNA ops, rerouting power to their forces.” 
 
    Lacy leans over and peers out her window. “Look.” 
 
    Outside, the air ripples as the sun bakes the flat desert clay. The skeleton of a tree points to the sky. I follow it with my gaze.  
 
    Three large hovercrafts, all green with silver stripes on the bottom, drift overhead and slow as they approach the perimeter breach of Ethos. The only good thing about the breach is its size, which is only large enough to let in a few ships at a time. But this is proof the SNA is sending in more and more forces, and proof we have to move before they cover the entirety of the former EHC territory. 
 
    The three hovers vanish in the direction of the city, and I glimpse a silver symbol that looks like an upside-down sword on one of the hover’s flanks. The sword and handle point to a crescent moon on its back. The symbol of the SNA. A shudder races over me as I think of Ambassador Morris’s words about purifying the earth and leaving it for the loyal. 
 
    “We need to take the chance,” I say. “Lacy and Talen, you two will have to lead the way down the underground tunnel. We need your abilities to take out any SNA ops we find. And you,” I add, facing the black-uniformed EHC op I still want to slug, “will lead us to the shipment tunnel entrance.” 
 
    He grins back at me. “Sure thing, slag.” 
 
    Clenching my free fist, I turn away before Sky can say anything. As if sensing my anger, he pats my arm. If he didn’t understand what the miners experienced under the EHC, I’d probably clock him right now. 
 
    The op tells Talen to take off. Our hover rises and escapes the searing ground, leaving the dead landscape below. “To the west of the complex,” the op orders, enjoying his new, important position. “There’s a small building where the shipping ramp is. The EHC wanted to keep it away from the main complex in case of an attack.” 
 
    “To protect their power sources,” I say.  
 
    As we fly, Lacy remains silent. Since getting reprogrammed, she’s been acting like herself again: eager and impulsive. I haven’t asked her if she remembers the things the EHC forced her to do after becoming an Aura—including hurting Drape—but I’m pretty sure if I do, she’ll go into an outburst. I see the way her hands shake as she grips armrests, the way she always bites her lip whenever Reinhart steps into the room, and the way she hangs around Talen. I want to punch something when I think of how helpless I am to help her.  
 
    Sky wraps his fingers around my upper arm and this time the touch is comforting. Sometimes I wonder if he can sense my thoughts.  
 
    The hover slows as Talen lowers it. “There’s the shipping building.” 
 
    Outside, I spot the outskirts of Ethos again, it’s nothing but small, plain, gray buildings and radio antennas. A drab building in the distance has four green-uniformed guards standing at its double doors. The hover lowers behind another structure, a building with pipes coming out of every wall.  
 
    “The shipping door has guards around it,” I say. 
 
    “I’ll take care of them,” Lacy replies, flashing me a real smile.  
 
    I grin back. She’s acting like the Lacy I know without Reinhart here to bring back horrible memories. Now she doesn’t even need a gun or blaster to do damage. Lacy’s deadly, and she knows it. 
 
    “We’ll take care of them together,” Talen says. 
 
    Lacy ignores him and pushes her door open, letting in the horrendous heat. The air ripples as it wraps around my skin.  
 
    “What if there are more coming?” I ask no one in particular. “They’re likely to have plans to call for reinforcements.” 
 
    “Likely,” Elias says quickly as he pushes his door open and climbs out. 
 
    I glance at Sky and nod. Four guards are manageable. Sky and I follow along with the programmed Aura and the five EHC ops. Elias scoots around the side of the pipe building, which hums as it transports water or other fluids to wherever. He peeks around it and pauses for a moment before facing us.  
 
    “The four guards haven’t seen us, but there’s a lot of open space to cover before we reach them. It’s a long way, even with the Aura ops on our side. We can edge closer by ducking behind this old warehouse, which should take care of the next hundred and fifty feet. Then the Auras do their thing and we move from that point.” 
 
    “My ability to control their bioelectric fields won’t extend more than a hundred feet or so,” Talen says. 
 
    Elias frowns. “Well, they’re over two hundred feet away.”  
 
    “I can extend my ability beyond Talen’s,” Lacy says. “My nanos are a newer generation than his, so they’re more sensitive. I’ll take them out.” 
 
    “The SNA wouldn’t guard something important with only four guys,” Sky says. “Either there’s nothing in there, or something’s wrong, and I don’t want to see anyone else die.” He softens his last sentence.  
 
    I know what Emma would say, and it would be that war is war. Elias has been hardened too, but Sky’s different. He has something the conflicts haven’t destroyed. When he speaks, he brings me back to a special thing that I miss. 
 
    “Even the SNA ops?” I ask him. 
 
    “We don’t know how much fear and control the SNA leadership exerts on its citizens and soldiers,” Sky reasons. “It’s not likely, but if we don’t have to kill them, we shouldn’t. Those soldiers might have information for us.” 
 
    “We can incapacitate them,” Talen says. “We don’t have to kill.” Pain and memories flash in his eyes. 
 
    “They’re dangerous and can call for help,” Lacy argues. “We should use our full force.” She shifts from foot to foot, ready to go, while the other Aura op waits for orders like a perfect machine. 
 
    “Lacy—” I start. 
 
    Not waiting for an answer, Elias waves us forward and runs to the left behind a long building with rusty, open bay doors. I don’t move as sweat runs down my temples and collects on my eyelids. Lacy, Talen, and the other Aura op follow. Pistol out and ducking low, I go next, expecting gunshots, but none follow. Once I duck behind the warehouse and into merciful shade, Sky follows, and the EHC ops take up the rear, running in a group. 
 
    My stomach turns over and my palms tingle with nerves as we inch along the side of the building. The metal is cooler in the shade, providing a bit of relief from the blazing sun.  
 
    Elias peeks around the edge of the building and waves to Lacy. He’s going for the kill. An interrogation won’t happen here—too much risk is involved. 
 
    Swallowing, I watch as Lacy pushes around Elias. She pauses, and silence drags out. An image of the SNA ops collapsing and foaming at the mouth fills my mind and I struggle to separate the vision from Lacy. A minute drags out and at last, she nods back to us.  
 
    “The guards are no longer a problem,” she says, gaze pausing on Talen for only a split second.  
 
    “Don’t move yet,” Elias orders, holding up a hand. “Weapons out. I don’t see any other ops in the area, but we can’t be too careful.” 
 
    “Waiting too long will increase the chance that other SNA ops will find the bodies,” my favorite EHC op says. “We should move.” His attitude shines through. He doesn’t like taking orders from rats like Elias who betray the EHC. 
 
    Elias ignores him and waits another minute. “No alarms. Let’s go.” 
 
    He leads, and the Aura ops follow directly behind him. Readying my pistol, I run around the side of the building. Four green-uniformed bodies with silver trim on their cuffs lie on the other side of the small structure. Elias approaches first, and Sky cuts in front of me as if trying to protect me from whatever’s to come. 
 
    Elias leans over the first body, a burly man lying near the closed double doors. He pats the pockets of the corpse and knocks on the black helmet.  
 
    “Dead,” he confirms. “One of them must have a key. Search, and quickly.” 
 
    Sky thrusts his hand into the pocket of the nearest SNA op, diverting his gaze from the foam around the man’s mouth and his still-open eyes, now blank and rolled up into the guy’s head.  
 
    Talen steps forward. “Something is different about these bodies,” he says. “I sense something electrical from within them.” 
 
    I snap my gaze to him. His eyes lock with mine. “Electrical?” Of course, to survive on the surface, the SNA ops will need some adaptation, unless an entire organization has developed a natural resistance to the sun’s radiation.  
 
    Talen grimaces. “It’s intensifying.” He backs away, rubbing his forehead. Lacy and the other Aura op do the same.  
 
    Sky ignores him and digs through a pocket, drawing out a keycard. “Here,” he says, holding up a black piece of plastic. 
 
    Panic flutters my heart. I grab his arm. “Get away from them!” I shout.  
 
    A high-pitched whining fills the air as Elias first freezes, then rises. My Noble-class mind calculates possible outcomes and strategies the SNA might have employed. None of them have good results. 
 
    Sky looks at me in confusion, but using my full strength to backpedal, I yank him away from the shipping doors as four explosions erupt, one after the other. I fly back and off my feet, losing my grip on Sky as the world fills with deafening roars, flying dust, and raging flames. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    I LET OUT a string of curses. Something runs into my eye and I wipe away thick fluid. After coughing, I inhale and smell a hint of metal in the air.  
 
    Blood.  
 
    Ringing fills my ears and dizziness overtakes me as I try to push myself off the hot, cracked ground. I drop back down again as a black curtain falls over everything, wavering and threatening to pull me into oblivion. 
 
    The SNA ops got revenge in death.  
 
    Booby-trapped bodies. We shouldn’t have been so stupid. 
 
    Sucking in the cleaner air under my shirt, I chase away the darkness and struggle to ignore the whining in my brain. I piece together what happened. The SNA ops had something installed in their bodies set to explode when their hearts stopped beating, or when enemy fighters got anywhere close. Whoever leads the SNA has made sure its people don’t stop being useful even after they die. 
 
    Panic tightens my chest. “Sky!” 
 
    Shaking my head, I pull my legs under me and rise from the ground. The corpse of a black-uniformed EHC man lies against the side of the shipping building. A dark blood streak shows where he struck and slid down the wall. It’s already browning in the sun. Dust swirls, looking for a place to settle, and I tense, awaiting more explosions, but none follow. 
 
    “Sky! If you’re dead, I swear I’ll kill you!” 
 
    I whirl and find Sky lying with his leg underneath a chunk of dry soil. He’s face down in the dirt and clawing at the scorched ground. I rush over to him and kneel. 
 
    “Good,” I say, grabbing his arm. “Up. Now.” 
 
    He coughs and looks up. “Fin?” 
 
    “Can you sit up?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    I help him into a sitting position as he wipes dust away from his eyes, leaving dark streaks. “Are you okay?” Sky asks, focusing on my forehead. “You have a cut.” 
 
    “It’ll heal,” I snap without meaning to. 
 
    “Fin, I only wanted to make sure you’re not dying.” He wipes some of the dust off as he staggers to his feet, but it coats his blond hair and smears his face. 
 
    “It’s not you. The SNA—” I start before coughing at the dust. “They’ve got an army who blow up after they die. Who needs Aura ops or Noble mods if you’ve got that?” 
 
    I grab Sky’s hand, tightening my grasp until I’m sure I won’t lose him. I drag him with me and he follows without resistance 
 
    “Lacy! You’d better be alive!” I hurl my rage across the ten-foot-deep crater that dips in front of the double doors. Losing people is getting old. Chunks of dried earth dot the surrounding flatness. The bodies of the SNA people are missing. I don’t want to study the rubble too closely, but we have no choice. My gaze lands on another black-uniformed body to my right, this one missing everything from the knees down.  
 
    “Sky, help me find the others!” Gagging on the swirling dust again, I let go of his arm and wipe another streak of blood off my eyebrows.  
 
    No one landed in the crater. Sky runs into the brown and tan haze as I bolt in the opposite direction, jumping over chunks of rock, shreds of green uniforms, and clods of crumbly dirt. An EHC fighter groans and picks himself up off the ground, palms red from the heat of the surface.  
 
    “Lacy!” I shout. 
 
    “Over here,” she calls out. “I’m going to kill a lot more of these SNA people. And I don’t care if they do blow up.” 
 
    Sucking in a breath, I bolt in the direction of her voice and find Lacy standing beside the dazed female Aura, wiping the dust off her pant legs. Looking up at me, she forces a smile. 
 
    I slap her on the shoulder. “Kill them from a distance, okay?” Despite her Aura mod, I can’t shake the sense I need to watch out for her. Easier said than done. It’s not like I can steal her nanos if she gets out of hand. 
 
    “Lacy,” Talen says from behind me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Lacy replies, avoiding his gaze. Instead, she focuses on an army of dark spots in the dust. “That’s blood, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, what else can we expect?” I ask, studying Talen. One side of his forehead has a rising blister, a result of the heat. It beats looking at the carnage. “Bodies exploded.” 
 
    Sky emerges from the haze, pulling Elias by the arm. He coughs and wipes his face, grimacing, and I see why. His nose sits at a crooked angle. Broken. A blister from a second-degree burn covers the back of his hand.  
 
    “You still have the key?” I ask Sky. 
 
    “It’s in here,” he says, patting his pocket. “One of our ops is alive back there but recovering.” 
 
    “We have a survivor over here,” Talen says as he points to the op.  
 
    Elias wriggles out of Sky’s grasp. “Door. Open. We don’t approach any more bodies. None of us understand how the traps work. For all we know, they respond to Aura technology.” 
 
    “The door could be rigged,” I warn. If the first one didn’t alert the other soldiers, another explosion might. None of us really knows how this works. 
 
    Elias frowns. “Do you know of any better ways in?” 
 
    “No.” He’s right. We’ll have to risk another explosion.  
 
    Most of the dust settles. Me, Sky, Lacy, Talen, Tessie, Elias, and two EHC ops have survived. Upon feeling the gash on my forehead and pulling my hand away, I realize the bleeding has slowed. I’m mending. Elias’s broken nose remains crooked. A red stream creeps out. Bones might take longer than flesh to fix themselves. He grimaces, pressing the cartilage back into place. Tears of pain form at the corners of his eyes.  
 
    “I’m leading,” Lacy says, pushing ahead of us and striding around the new crater. 
 
    I look to Talen and mouth, Watch her. 
 
    Wordlessly, he nods.  
 
    “Don’t approach your kills,” Elias orders. “Guns out. Shooting any SNA guards might not activate the bomb traps.” 
 
    “Might.” I draw my pistol as we line up before the door. Elias ignores me. Sky holds the keycard, and Lacy thrusts her hand out, eager to do the honors.  
 
    “Just hand it to her.” I sigh. 
 
    He does, and Lacy slips the card into the lock hanging beside the door. It clicks, but no other noise comes from the storage doors. Lacy kicks them open. Darkness waits inside, a tunnel stretching into infinity.  
 
    Stepping out of the sun offers some relief. My eyes adjust to the dimness inside and I see a row of hanging yellow lights leading the way. I pull the hair from the back of my neck. Grime coats it, dust and ash and things I don’t want to think about mixed with my sweat. If I survive, a shower will come first thing back at base. 
 
    “In,” Elias orders the rest of us. “Talen, get in front with Lacy and—” 
 
    He sidesteps around us, cutting Elias off.  
 
    “We might need EHC clearance,” Elias says. “Forward and stay quiet.” 
 
    I see his point. The SNA might not have had time to alter the power distribution center to their liking yet. EHC security could still work.  
 
    We walk together, staying in a tight group. The tunnel’s wide enough to let six or seven people walk through side by side. Empty crates lay open, but none have labels.  
 
    The tunnel slopes downward three times before leveling off. I shuffle around the others to stand next to Sky. 
 
    “I’m sure Lacy can take care of herself,” he whispers.  
 
    “She’s impulsive.” 
 
    “Watching out for people isn’t easy.”  
 
    Lacy stops. Talen does the same, as does the other Aura. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Elias asks. 
 
    Talen turns and faces us. “I feel something.” 
 
    “What is ‘something?’” I ask. 
 
    Talen looks around the tunnel as if searching for the source. “Whatever it is, feels—” 
 
    “Deep,” the other Aura says beside me. She speaks without emotion.  
 
    “That makes a ton of sense,” I mutter. “You think it’s another booby trap?” 
 
    “This is different,” Talen insists. “I get a hot tingle that seems to come from deep in the ground. I’m assuming it’s part of the power the EHC—and now the SNA—is tapping.” 
 
    Elias nods. “Could be. Party’s over. Move along.” 
 
    “This info might be important,” Sky says.  
 
    “The EHC could’ve tapped the magnetic field for all we know,” Elias replies.  
 
    “Sounds like them,” I agree. 
 
    We continue to move down the tunnel with the two surviving agents walking backwards to make sure no SNA creeps come up behind us. With all of us being Noble or Century class, we cover a mile in minutes. The floor turns into a grate and our feet tap loudly with each step. We’re ringing a dinner bell. But underneath, humming pipes twist around each other. Orange lights from far below cast an eerie glow on the metal network.  
 
    Talen groans and slaps his hand to his forehead. 
 
    “You okay?” I ask. 
 
    “Something may be interfering with my nanos,” he says. His grimace softens, and he lowers his hand. “It’s gone now, but a lot of energy is pumping through the complex. That may make it hard to detect any guards inside it.” 
 
    Lacy holds me in a hard stare. “It feels magnetic.” 
 
    “It’s true, then,” Elias says. “It’s no wonder the SNA rats are gathering here. Cowards don’t want Aura ops finding them.” 
 
    Talen, Lacy, and the Aura push ahead. The energy from the complex and the pipes below either doesn’t hit them again, or they’ve gotten used to it. In five more minutes, the tunnel curves and we find a closed set of double doors waiting for us. A number pad like the one outside sits on the wall beside it. Two SNA flags hang vertically, one on each door. The sword pointing at the crescent moon forms two vicious eyes, as if the SNA wants its people to believe they’re being watched twenty-four seven. 
 
    “Feel any guards?” I ask the Auras. 
 
    “A little,” Lacy says. “Two stand on either side of the door. Beyond that I can’t feel anything.” 
 
    Talen looks at the floor. “Everything past these doors is noise.” 
 
    “I have the advantage,” Lacy says. She puts her hand on the door and closes her eyes. Backing away, I picture what’s happening to the guards on the other side.  
 
    “Took care of them,” Lacy announces. 
 
    “Wait,” Elias orders. “No one gets blown up.” 
 
    We take his advice and listen. The doors don’t open, and no explosion rocks the walls. A minute lengthens into two, and then three. I try to calculate what might happen on the other side of the doors, but without seeing the complex or knowing what’s inside, that’s impossible, and with the Auras almost blind, the backstabbers have an advantage. 
 
    “Open the doors,” Elias orders. “We run past the bodies on either side. Chances are they’re set to explode when enemies get near.” 
 
    “What if the doors have explosives on them?” I ask. “And the keypad triggers them to blow?” I step forward, raising my foot, readying myself to kick the doors. With my strength, they might bust open. 
 
    “I’ve got it.” Lacy slips the keycard into the lock and the doors open to the power distribution facility. 
 
    I glimpse a pair of black boots lying near the door, soles facing us. “No whine,” I say. “These bodies don’t have bombs on them. Must not want to blow up their new power source.” 
 
    “Go,” Elias whispers. 
 
    We step onto a grated balcony. A plain ceiling spreads over us, rectangular and big enough to cover a small settlement. Stepping up to the railing, I look over. The balcony circles a huge, round pit in the center of the concrete floor. Heat belches from the pit and the air ripples. A network of thick pipes rises from the pit, which plunges into the earth. The bottom’s hidden, but an orange glow emanates from the depths. Machines hum and clank.  
 
    “This is only a distribution center,” Talen says. “The main one must be powerful indeed.” 
 
    “No wonder we’re feeling a huge amount of noise,” Lacy adds. 
 
    “Agreed,” I say. “Now we stomp any SNA cockroaches we find.” 
 
    Lacy smiles.  
 
    “We’re undetected,” Sky whispers, joining me at the railing.  
 
    I follow his gaze to the concrete floor. SNA goons in green uniforms patrol around the pit in pairs, guns held to their chests. As they march, the men lift their legs without bending their knees in an obvious display of power. A dozen soldiers form a human gear surrounding the hole, moving in perfect sync. More SNA flags hang from the balconies.  
 
    I back away from the railing and search the balcony instead. Other doors, many of them single, lead to different parts of the building. “We can get under their noses,” I say, eyeing the bodies on either side of the door. 
 
    “Exactly,” Elias whispers. 
 
    “I’ll take down the guys below,” Lacy says. 
 
    “No,” I say, grabbing Lacy’s arm. 
 
    Talen does the same. “Someone will spot the dead quickly down on the main level.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lacy mutters.  
 
    As if waiting for the right timing, a door clicks open far below. “Ambassador Morris!” a man shouts, announcing an arrival. 
 
    Sky and I exchange a wide-eyed stare. The betrayer. The scum. He promised us help over the radio only to bomb the city of Ethos. It’s because of him we lost Drape.  
 
    Elias motions for us to hit the deck. Pistol in hand, I lie on my stomach, eyeing a network of pipes that run underneath the balcony. They block the view of the balcony from below, saving us from detection. 
 
    I inch over to the edge, which gives me clear sight to what’s happening below. Double doors stand open on the ground floor, and the soldiers rush to stand in two lines, forming a walkway for the ambassador. An SNA op decorated in silver medals steps through the doors, followed by a small, wiry man in a green, button-up uniform with the SNA symbol on both arms. Though short, the man adopts the same crushing march as the soldiers, and he and the general-type man walk side by side into the depths of the facility. He keeps his hard gaze straight ahead as a shudder steals over me. Ambassador Morris keeps his mouth in the same smug line as Reinhart, and his beady eyes would make him fit in with a flock of vultures.  
 
    The two cross the room and disappear through another set of doors. The ops break apart and resume their clockwork march around the pit. 
 
    “I’ll kill him,” I hiss through gritted teeth. 
 
    Someone grabs my leg and I look to see it’s Sky. “Careful,” he says.  
 
    “He murdered Drape.” I stand, quaking. “He dies.” 
 
    “I know.” Sky holds my free arm. “But we have to make sure no more of us die.” 
 
    The others rise from the grating. “Disruption,” Elias reminds us, looking away and waving us down the walkway. “We came here to stop the SNA from leeching off Ethos.” 
 
    “Leeching off the leeches,” I quip. 
 
    One of the EHC ops glares at me, but I don’t care. In a line and hugging the wall, we creep to the first door, open it with the keycard, and find a storage room full of crates and tools. The second door leads to an office with looted drawers and a lack of data terminals, but the third hides a metal stairway leading down to the ground floor of the facility.  
 
    “Me first,” Lacy says. 
 
    As she’s the one with the most up-to-date nano technology, her plan makes sense, but Talen joins her and the two descend together. We follow, taking two steps at a time. At least with our mods, we don’t get out of breath fast. 
 
    The room below, separate from the one with the pit, contains columns of pipes and huge braids of wires inside glass tubing. Machinery and electricity hum. My hair stands on end as I grip the railing, scanning for movement. The electromagnetic fields here must be insane.  
 
    Lacy winces as she reaches the concrete floor and Talen brings his hand to his head again. Tessie pauses behind them for a second. 
 
    “Too much noise,” Talen repeats. “There’s more here than just the electricity.” 
 
    Elias shushes him. Our group reaches the ground floor. The room’s almost as big as the other. We duck behind a huge glass tube, huddling out of sight. Elias peeks around it, but quickly retracts as another set of doors click open. 
 
    “The perimeter breach is still only five hundred meters wide,” a man says as footsteps echo through the room. “We have been unable to hack the EHC’s security measures. We can only bring in and fuel a few hovers at a time.” 
 
    “You must work faster.” I recognize the voice. Ambassador Morris’s taunting will never leave my memory. “Only then will we have full access to the main power source of the EHC. Our Supreme Savior views incompetence as an impurity, General Cho.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Cho says. I detect a wobble in his voice. He’s terrified. “Sources tell me we can tap into the EHC’s main power source and short out the perimeter technology itself. We’re working on it now. I’ve sent plenty of men there for guard duty. Starsen says this source has enough energy to power the entire EHC, perhaps even the planet.” 
 
    “Excellent news,” Ambassador Morris says. “Do you know what type of geothermal source this is?” 
 
    “The data we’ve seen indicates a possible hotspot,” the general replies. “Much of the data is still hidden in Bellaton’s private servers, but the EHC may have tapped a magma plume and are drawing the heat from the Earth itself. If...if we take control, we can save and purify the world.” 
 
    “Show me the data.” 
 
    The footsteps fade as the two cross the room. Lacy closes her eyes, but I grab her arm and shake my head. Elias shakes his, too. If she kills the two SNA officials now, we might lose valuable intel, but it’s hard to hold back. I tighten my grip on the pistol and curl my finger around the trigger. The general and the ambassador have no guards. Stepping out and firing a few rounds will end these roaches.  
 
    The voices fade. Scooting around the enormous tube, I spot them standing at a huge data terminal across the room, complete with chairs, control panels, levers, and computer displays. Data streams in ones and zeros across some screens while others show wire networks and mazes of pipes. Three SNA personnel sit in the seats. None dare look at the ambassador or the general as they stand behind their shoulders. 
 
    “Closer,” Elias whispers. “See what the rats have to say.” 
 
    Together, we tiptoe to the next glass tube and the next. Words float and blend together with the humming around us.  
 
    “... dangerous...” 
 
    “Password?” 
 
    “Morris, we are unsure about... need more studies...” 
 
    “Give me the password, or I will report you to the Savior himself. You will be purified, in one way or another. I’m assuming you managed to get the password?” 
 
    “I’m already purified, I promise,” the general insists. “My full allegiance is to the SNA.” 
 
    “I want the data,” Morris says. “Then I must be on my way to speak with the Savior.” 
 
    His threat hangs.  
 
    “Type it,” the general orders one of the workers. 
 
    My breath catches. Opportunity. My hands itch as I raise the pistol. Beside me, Lacy squints, ready to unleash her worst. Sky raises his weapon and Elias does the same. My pulse races in my ears, wanting blood. I want to see Morris suffering and bleeding.  
 
    Typing follows. “We’re in,” the general says. 
 
    Elias nods. 
 
    Raising my pistol, I step out from behind the tube and take aim at Ambassador Morris’s head. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    AMBASSADOR MORRIS FACES me, jaw dropping. The look of shock on his face makes me pause, finger around the trigger, but the image of Drape lying in rubble and taking his last breaths roars into my head.  
 
    I pull the trigger. 
 
    Ambassador Morris flies back, body jerking, and hits the control panel. Smoke rises from a hole in his uniform. His arms open and his fist hits a screen.  
 
    “Open fire!” General Cho shouts, pulling a pistol from his belt. 
 
    The SNA ops rise, drawing guns and aiming at me. 
 
    “Back!” Sky grabs my arm. 
 
    I dart behind the glass tube, using my Noble speed to get out of the way before they shoot. Gunshots fill the air. Glass shatters on the other side of the tube, raining over the floor. The thick, ropy wires in the middle stop the bullets from hitting us. The acrid stench of something electrical burning hits me. I stay pinned to the unbroken glass while Sky keeps his sweaty hand on my arm.  
 
    “Kill them quick!” Elias yells. “Then we go!” 
 
    “Lacy,” I whisper. 
 
    “Got it.” She closes her eyes. A smile creeps onto her face. 
 
    Three ops start to gag and choke. A thump sounds, and then another, and another. I know what’s happening. The guys are falling, eyes rolling into their heads as they die in horrible pain. 
 
    Lacy opens her eyes. “I took care of them.” 
 
    I raise my pistol and shake my arm from Sky’s grip. I race around the tube to find the three waiting bodies. Immediately, I lift my hand and point to my ear for them to listen. The others freeze behind me.  
 
    “No whine,” Sky finally says. “These aren’t booby-trapped bodies.” 
 
    “They don’t want to blow up their computers,” Elias adds.  
 
    Ambassador Morris lays back on the controls, arms splayed. Blood seeps from the hole in his chest, leaving a dark stain. I’ve missed his heart and shot a lung instead. Good. He’ll take a few more minutes to die, just like Drape.  
 
    “He’s alive,” I say, raising the gun. 
 
    Ambassador Morris raises his head as he sucks in a breath. A gurgling sound comes from his throat as ones and zeros blink on the screen above his head. His pupils enlarge. “You Impures.” 
 
    “Classy,” I say, aiming at his forehead. I kick him in the shin, hearing a bone crack.  
 
    “Sky, download all the info you can from this thing,” Elias says. “Then we get out.” 
 
    Morris seethes, head falling back against the panel as he catches his breath. “It’s not over. We’ll remove you Impures from the Earth. Only pure humans will see the dawn of the new age.” 
 
    I send my foot into his other shin. This one doesn’t crack, but it’s clear Morris doesn’t have Noble or Century class strength. He bites back a scream. His lungs gurgle again. The SNA might not use genetic mods. How do they stay alive on the surface?  
 
    “You killed my friend!” I ram my foot into his busted leg again. 
 
    Lacy steps forward and puts her arm on my shoulder like she wants to push me out of the way. “I’ll finish him.” 
 
    The need for revenge pumps through me, but I know Lacy can cause more pain than I can, so I step to the side and let her take my place.  
 
    Morris tries to scream, but his lungs won’t let him, and the wet noise he makes will stay with me forever. I watch as Sky and Elias download data onto a handheld device that looks like a metal key card, only bigger, while the two EHC ops aim guns at a door on the far side of the huge room. Shouts echo from that direction. The other SNA ops are coming. 
 
    “Hurry,” Talen urges. 
 
    Sky yanks the card out of the panel. “Come on!” he shouts. 
 
    I catch movement from the corner of my eye. Whirling, I find General Cho jumping out from the space between the control panel and the wall. I’d forgotten about him. 
 
    “Watch out!” Sky yells. 
 
    I take aim at Cho’s heart as he fires at Elias. Elias cries out as the bullet strikes flesh. I fire, and Cho leaps back into his shelter, but not before his arm rips to the side and he releases his pistol. Drops of blood fly. Cho hits the wall.  
 
    The door opens on the other side of the room. Soldiers shout. 
 
    The SNA ops have found us. 
 
    I calculate our chances of taking them out. Not good. Eight ops push through the opening. Guns cock and click. Three of them kneel. The EHC guys open fire, hitting two of them in the back. Their bodies jerk and fall.  
 
    “Run!” Elias shouts. He grabs his leg as blood pumps out above his knee. If he escapes, his Noble mod will help him heal, but he’ll slow us down and drop our chances of surviving to one or two percent. 
 
    Our best chance at escape is a hostage. 
 
    Ducking low, I run behind the EHC ops as one of them jolts, taking a bullet. General Cho stays in his corner, holding his bleeding arm. He looks at me, brown eyes wide and ready for death, but I grab his arm and pull him to me. He stands a few inches taller than me, but I can overpower him.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Cho snaps. 
 
    I wrap one arm around his neck, forcing him to stand in front of me as a shield. With the other, I point my gun at his temple. His breath catches as I push him in front of me.  
 
    “Nobody move!” I yell. The SNA loves their leaders. My mind spins. Our chances of getting out have jumped to fifty percent. “Shoot anyone, and I’ll blow his head off.” 
 
    Beside me, Sky stands in front of Elias with his gun raised. Lacy faces the soldiers, but at a hundred feet away and with all the magnetic noise around, she can’t kill them. Talen and the other Aura form a wall next to the surviving EHC guy. Elias tightens his jaw, dealing with the pain. The other op lies in a pool of expanding blood. 
 
    “Nobody even call for reinforcements!” I yell, pulling Cho to the steps. “Put your guns on the ground. Kick them toward us.” 
 
    “Do it!” Elias adds. 
 
    The eight green-uniformed ops look at each other. I press the barrel of the gun hard against the side of Cho’s temple. A vein there throbs. Sweat shines and runs down his skin. 
 
    “Do what she says,” he orders, voice shaking. “Guns down. I’ll take full responsibility for disappointing the Savior.” 
 
    One by one, the men lower their weapons, placing them on the floor.  
 
    “Now kick them over here,” I command.  
 
    They do. Eight guns slide along the concrete, stopping halfway to us. 
 
    I lean close to General Cho’s ear, the one on the opposite side of his head from my weapon. “Tell us the least guarded way out.” 
 
    “Move back,” he tells his men. “Close the door.” 
 
    “Lacy, Talen, grab the guns.” I hope I’m not making a mistake. “Don’t shoot them unless you have to. We need to get out of here as quietly as we can.” 
 
    “I can kill them if I get closer,” Lacy says. “The fields around here are stopping me right now.” 
 
     “Then they might scream,” I hiss. 
 
    Lacy and Talen gather the weapons while the SNA ops press against the wall. One closes the door to the main room, the one with the pit.  
 
    Weren’t there more than eight ops down by the hole? 
 
    The others must be ready to surprise us on the balcony and General Cho knows. 
 
    “Tell us the least guarded way out,” I repeat to him. “And not through the balcony where you have ops waiting.” 
 
    More sweat appears on his temples as Lacy and Talen return with the guns. Cho gulps. “We found an exit down in the pit. There’s a service ladder that leads to a door, and then a tunnel that runs power through Ethos.” 
 
    “Take us there,” Elias says, straightening and wincing. He can walk, albeit with a limp. His wound is already healing, and the blood has gone from a gush to a gradual flow. 
 
    “I’ll hold him,” Sky says. 
 
    “No. I’ve got it,” I tell him. 
 
    “Aura ops, take down any guards we find,” Elias orders. “Fin, don’t loosen your grip. We don’t know what he can do.” 
 
    I think of the rigged bodies again and tighten my arm around his neck. General Cho struggles for breath as I force him past the now-unarmed ops. They stand against the wall. Maybe we should kill them, but I glimpse eyes full of fear. Of us, or this ‘Savior,’ I don’t know. 
 
    The platform around the pit is bare. Looking up, I spot movement on the grated balcony. Boots appear between the pipe and wire networks. I’m right about the ambush. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” I shout at them. “We have your general. One shot, and his head comes off.” Then I whisper to him, “Do what we say, and we might let you live.” 
 
    Cho doesn’t dare struggle. I force him across the room with my strength, making his pace match ours. Heat hits me in the face, and I take a breath of air hotter than outside during the peak of the day.  
 
    “The ladder is over there,” he says, lifting a hand to point, his finger shaking.  
 
    My neck prickles. I know ops have guns trained on the back of my head. As if sensing my dread, Sky stands behind me, walking backwards and facing the balcony. 
 
    “He’s right,” Elias says. “There’s a ladder.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re not leading us into a trap?” I ask, shoving Cho forward. 
 
    He staggers, but I hold him up. “I’m going down there, too. The service entrance is just ten meters down. If we hurry, the heat won’t damage us.” 
 
    “I don’t trust him,” Talen says. 
 
    “We have no choice,” I say. Once we reach the ladder, I let go of Cho and keep my gun aimed at his head. With his hands up, he approaches the ladder, crouches, swings his legs over, and climbs down. 
 
    “Keep your guns on him,” Elias orders. “Lacy, you next. If he tries to run, kill him.” 
 
    She heads down, taking the rungs two at a time. I go next, scaling the ladder in just a few seconds and landing next to them. Lacy holds Cho’s arm, and he doesn’t try to break away. He’s seen what an Impure like her can do. 
 
    My skin burns as the others come down the ladder, finishing the trip in seconds. Huge pipes drop into the earth and the orange glow continues far below. This balcony’s solid, keeping some of the heat off us, but it doesn’t help much. Whatever’s down there, Cho fears it, and that might be a good thing. I wonder if the EHC was pumping molten rock from the hotspot to power their cities. 
 
    Sky comes down to stand beside Talen. The Aura and the last EHC op follow. 
 
    Something clicks. 
 
    Sky rams into me, shoving me into the wall. “Get back!” 
 
    A muffled pop follows, and sparks fly off the railing where I stood half a second before. Snipers. 
 
    “Go!” Elias shouts.  
 
    We should shoot Cho and make good on our threat, but he waves us around the balcony and runs through the wavering air. “This way!” 
 
    We might need him. 
 
    Pushing to the front, I aim my pistol at the back of his head as shots ring out from above, but his footfalls tap metal as he reaches a rusted door and pulls it open, revealing a tunnel with a pipe running along its length. The general darts in first and keeps running. Sky shoves me from behind, launching me into the passage. Bullets ping off pipes and railings as I flail and catch my balance. Sky and Elias let Lacy and Talen enter, and Elias gets one shot off before he closes the door.  
 
    Silence falls over us. 
 
    “Where is the other op?” Talen asks. “And Tessie X05?”  
 
    Grabbing his leg again, Elias shakes his head with a grimace. 
 
    They didn’t make it.  
 
    “Don’t stop,” Elias says. “The SNA won’t stand for us taking one of their generals.” 
 
    He’s right. I face Cho, who bolts down the tunnel. His footfalls echo off the walls. The tunnel doesn’t curve, giving me a clear shot. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I call after him. “Stop, or I’ll shoot!” 
 
    He obeys, whirling to face me. “You’re going to kill me anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I say. “We can still squeeze some info out of you.” He didn’t kill Drape, I tell myself. Morris did, and he died a horrible death. But I curl my finger around the trigger and point my pistol at him anyway. Cho might have played a part in the first attack on Ethos. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Let me kill him,” Lacy says. “He’s just going to stab us in the back.” 
 
    “He might be useful,” I tell her. 
 
    “Everyone,” Elias says. “Move out. The SNA might know where this tunnel leads, and we need Cho.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any GPS trackers on you?” Elias asks as we take another fork in the tunnel. Turns out the tunnel leading from the pit leads to a network of tunnels under the city of Ethos. Pipes split, and with them the service passages. What the pipes carry, I’m not sure. 
 
    “No,” Cho says. “The Savior doesn’t install GPS on his soldiers.” Sweat drips into his eyes and he wipes it away. The tunnels are nowhere near as hot as the pit, but the heat’s still high enough to get to us. 
 
    I swallow, a feat without much spit left in me. We need water, and soon. 
 
    Sky keeps his arm around the general’s neck now. He keeps a pistol aimed at his head. I’m glad he’s giving me a break, though I didn’t mind bossing Cho around. 
 
    “Install?” I ask. “He treats you like machines?” 
 
    “The current Savior’s grandfather saved us from the radiation,” Cho explains. “It was his inventions that allowed humans to continue to live on the surface. Now his grandson is the Savior and keeps our technology up to date. Unlike the EHC, the SNA didn’t force some of its people underground. We are all equals.” Cho talks as if he’s reading off a script. As he does, he eyes his forearm. “We in the Sovereign Nerics Alliance have no need to modify our genetics and become Impure.” 
 
    A shudder races over me. We’re the Impure.  
 
    “Spout that propaganda,” Lacy says. 
 
    “No kidding,” I mutter. “And who is this Savior? How do you survive on the surface?” 
 
    “He has no name,” Cho says. “He is the one who allows those dedicated to the SNA to keep living.” 
 
    “Why do you sound like you’re saying lines?” I ask. 
 
    Cho snaps his gaze up at me. “I’m purified.”  
 
    “He sounds scared,” Sky says.  
 
    I agree. Cho’s acting like he’s afraid the Savior will find out if he dares mess up a word or two, even when he’s in a tunnel with us rats.  
 
    “Elias, have you heard from Emma or Reinhart?” I ask. “We need to get out of here soon before we all die of thirst.” 
 
    “I can’t get a signal out in these tunnels,” Elias says. 
 
    Talen coughs. “The electromagnetic fields here are high and jumble signals. I believe we’re underneath the storage tunnels of Ethos. We should be able to climb into them and have them send a hover if there aren’t too many SNA ships in the area.” 
 
    “Must be wires in the pipes,” Lacy says, pointing up. “I feel it too. I could barely kill those guards back in the complex.” 
 
    After taking a few more forks, Talen points to yet another service ladder. “Let me climb up first,” he says. He does, opening a hatch at the top and taking a moment to look out. “All clear. We’re in a tunnel. Send Cho up first and I’ll make sure he doesn’t run. The fields are far less up here, so I should be able to stop him if he tries.” 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I ask Cho. 
 
    He nods.  
 
    Sky loosens his grip and Cho climbs the ladder with Lacy at his back. The rest of us climb after them into a wide tunnel meant for moving crates. Some remains of them lie broken, as if people came through and looted for supplies. Sniffing, I pick up the stench of ashes and chemicals. We’re under the bombed section of the city. I step over old wooden planks and wait for Sky. Talen and Lacy stand on either side of Cho. Though neither hold his arms, he doesn’t try to run. 
 
    “Try for a signal again,” I tell Elias. 
 
    Turning away from me and Sky, he dials on his radio. “Emma? Are you in?” 
 
    “I’ve been so worried about you! Have you disrupted the power facility?” 
 
    “No, but we have a hostage who might know how we can go for the throat. And we downloaded intel. Send us a hover.” Elias turns to Talen. “Where are we?” 
 
    Talen nods and runs his hand down painted letters on a concrete pillar. “Sector 8B in Ethos.” 
 
    Elias relays the info. 
 
    “Sending one now. Over. Beware. SNA hovers have been spotted in that area and most civilians have fled. They’re likely trying to find computer terminals buried in the rubble so they can open the whole perimeter. You’re close to the former EHC headquarters.” 
 
    I look at Sky. “They’re trying to open the border from here.” 
 
    He takes my hand and squeezes. “Don’t think about it, Fin. Getting out of here has to come first.” 
 
    “We can stop them,” I say. “We’re here, Morris is dead, and we might not have another chance.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “GOING OUT THERE in the blast zone is suicide,” Sky says to me. “We already have the general, and Emma should be able to help us if there’s any tech in him. The SNA has to have some way to survive the surface that isn’t genetic.” 
 
    He’s right, but it’s also true the SNA hasn’t cracked Bellaton’s private networks yet. “If the SNA opens the border all the way, everyone in the EHC area will die. Or they’ll turn these people into slaves.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” Sky protests. 
 
    “You heard Cho. The modified are ‘Impure.’” 
 
    “Fin’s right,” Lacy says. “If we can find where the headquarters used to be, we can stop the border from opening.” She looks to Talen, as if waiting for him to agree. Talen reaches out to grip Cho’s arm and nods. 
 
    Sky sighs and glares at Talen. “See what Emma and Reinhart say, then.” 
 
    Elias lifts the radio. “Reinhart. We need you. Over.” 
 
    “Yes?” He’s impatient. 
 
    Sky bites his lip as Elias speaks. “We’re very close to Bellaton’s office. She had the codes to drop the whole border, right?” 
 
    “Correct. But the office is destroyed, along with her computers. Get back to base and I’ll discuss what to do next.” He leaves no room for arguments. 
 
    “Wait.” Emma’s voice comes through the radio. “Anyone with intelligence will back up their information and their passwords. She must have if she feared an attack from the SNA. That means if the SNA can bring out coders and hackers, they may be able to access that information.” 
 
    Reinhart pauses. Silence drags out. “The SNA can’t access her codes.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Emma asks. “You once mentioned she used underground servers and data storage in case of an attack. They’re isolated to avoid hacking attempts from outside the city.” 
 
    Reinhart shuts up for a moment. A smile creeps onto my face, but Sky keeps his lips locked in a frown. 
 
    “Perhaps there is a small chance the SNA could access those servers,” he says. “But it is very remote—” 
 
    “Put your ego aside! You’re not right all the time!” Emma shouts. “We can have a couple of people bring this general back for interrogation, and we’ll drop off more troops and supplies to back up those who stay behind. After what happened, our teams may never get back to where they are now.” 
 
    “Where are these servers?” Elias asks. “If they’re underground, it may not be suicide to reach them.” He glances at me. 
 
    “Blowing them up is the best option we have,” Reinhart says. “Do that, and the SNA will never lift the perimeter outside of a complete power failure.” 
 
    Now he’s trying to save face and take over. Sky glares at Elias. 
 
    “But we are not sure our hover will reach your location or leave,” Reinhart says. “We are sending a civilian hover to attract less attention. Troops will meet you at your location. Tell us when the mission is complete, and we will send another hover to meet you at the same location.” 
 
    A click follows. We wait now. Sky paces, saying nothing. 
 
    “This is the best way,” I tell him, turning my back on Elias. I know what Elias’s doing. He’s trying to put a wedge between Sky and me. 
 
    “People die every time we go on a mission,” Sky says.  
 
    “Bellaton’s servers might tell us where this plume is that the SNA wants,” I insist. “We could disrupt them for sure and stop the attacks.” 
 
    “True,” Sky says, nodding at me. “But if Reinhart couldn’t even access them, how can we? And we might already have that info from the complex or even from Cho.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way. Download some information. Then we blow up the place. It’s possible the SNA has cracked the security doors for us already, and maybe even some passwords on the computers.” I lead him behind a pillar. Overhead, the light flickers weakly. Power out here is unstable. “And Bellaton’s gone now. She can’t stop us.” 
 
    Sky takes my arms. “I’m tired of people dying under our watch.” His eyes turn soft. Tender. But his grip is that of a warrior. Sky is a protector—a much better one than me—but now he’s doubting himself. We’re the same. 
 
    I swallow. “So am I.” 
 
    He kisses me, holding me so tight I can’t breathe, but he chases away the war and the death.  
 
    We kiss until Elias clears his throat. I break away from Sky to find Elias leaning against another pillar.  
 
    “The troops just got here,” Elias says before he stalks off. 
 
     The small hover waits on the surface in an alley between two apartment buildings. When I climb the ladder and step out, I find Talen and Lacy holding General Cho by the arms. An EHC op handcuffs him and pushes him into the hover as more EHC ops get out. He’s going to Emma. Sky also hands his drive to the pilot of the hover to take back to base. Emma can check that out, too. 
 
    Another hover hums overhead and briefly blocks out the sunlight. Looking up, I see the SNA symbol flying overhead, but the large ship doesn’t stop for us. The buildings no longer show our wanted faces or label us terrorists. Now they hide us. No people besides us walk around. Many of the windows hang open, busted from shock waves, but no lights shine from inside them. The power’s been cut to the center of the city. 
 
    Once the six new EHC ops have disembarked, the civilian hover rises and vanishes over the apartments with General Cho. Elias passes out water bottles, which we suck down. The headache that’s been forming around my eyes goes away as I drink. 
 
    “Back under,” Elias says. “Talen, can you show us the way to the servers? Have you been there before? If not, I’ll have to chat with Reinhart again.” 
 
    “I can,” Talen replies. “Lacy and I will lead the way. We have another mile to go before we reach the server room. Since there’s less noise here, we should be able to take care of the SNA guards.” 
 
    “And we can sense if they have explosives installed,” Lacy adds. “Soldiers with them feel different to us.” 
 
    “Good,” Elias says. 
 
    Sky nods. “If the ones by the door blew up, others might, too. Nobody go near dead bodies until Talen and Lacy give the all clear.” 
 
    We climb back down through the manhole. Cooler air washes over me, and I breathe a sigh of relief. Talen and Lacy lead us through the storage passages. We walk without problems for about fifteen minutes, and then a narrow passage going to the left appears from the semi-dark. 
 
    “Restricted Access,” Lacy reads from a sign above the hallway. 
 
    “Then we’re headed the right way,” I say, raising my pistol. 
 
    “There will be sealed doors,” Talen says. “The SNA may have opened them already.” He pushes ahead of Lacy as if trying to form a human shield for her. Lacy sighs and follows. 
 
    Talen’s right. We pass under a flickering light. On the other side stands a metal door that’s already been cut through, and then another and another. Bloody streaks mark the floor and the air reeks of iron. 
 
    “What happened here?” an EHC op asks. 
 
    “Bellaton’s servers were always guarded, and with plenty of emergency power supply backups,” Talen explains without emotion. He speaks as if his nanos are blocking his feelings again, but he must be blocking his emotions himself. “SNA ops must have sacrificed themselves to get through. They cut through these doors and died when the lasers shot out of the walls.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. “Why walk into a trap?” 
 
    “To serve the Savior?” Lacy ventures. 
 
    “What a waste,” Sky says. 
 
    “Are they still active?” Elias asks. “The laser cutters?” 
 
    Talen reaches out and waves his hand through the air in front of him while guiding Lacy back with the other. “No. Once inside, the SNA must have deactivated them.” He strides forward and through the first three doors. “The servers are underneath what used to be the EHC headquarters.” 
 
    Holding my breath, I follow. The air smells of dust, ash, and death. Another light flickers and dies. Bellaton’s emergency power must be running out. After stepping through a dozen cut doors and over more dried blood, the space opens into a huge cylinder. Intense light shines up from the floor and makes me squint. 
 
    Four guards collapse from Lacy’s attack as I set eyes on them. They fall around a stack of huge metal boxes with wires sticking out everywhere. One fires a shot at the ceiling before convulsing on a light panel and foaming at the mouth. Lacy steps forward, staring the green-uniformed men down. 
 
    I’ve seen enough. The light panels on the floor make the sight too detailed. As the men finish dying on the other side of the space, I eye another open doorway with a rubber tube going from it to the servers. It seems the SNA has brought in power to keep the place running, probably from the distribution complex.  
 
    Four archways lead in and out of here. Air conditioners blow down coolness. The servers give off rippling heat. Rolling desks with laptops and tablets stand all over the room. Printouts lay on the floor. Hackers have been hard at work trying to get into the system. None are here now, so they seem to have taken a break. 
 
    “Why are there only four guards?” I ask. “There should be a team of SNA goons trying to get into this thing.” 
 
    Talen pulls Lacy back to the doorway. “These are rigged bodies,” he says. “I feel it. Their energy is strange.” 
 
    “They’re not humming,” Elias says. “Everyone stay near the doorway. We could have to get close to activate them.” 
 
    “Still doesn’t explain the lack of hackers,” I say. The air holds a faintly bitter smell. The papers scattered over the floor look abandoned, like they fled. 
 
    We wait by the door. The guards lay on the other side of the room near the wall, as if they know that dying and blowing up will wreck the servers and their chance to open the whole border. This room seems too unguarded, even though the SNA has already dealt with tons of death to get in here. I don’t like it. 
 
    “Ops,” Elias orders, “stand near the server and see if that activates the bodies. If you hear humming, back off.” 
 
    Four EHC ops run out to stand beside the server. The bodies do nothing. 
 
    “You must need to get close to make them blow,” I guess. “We have any more of those portable drives?” 
 
    “Here.” Sky pulls another stick from his pocket. 
 
    “Can we get any data out of this thing?” Lacy asks. “I’m not a hacker.” 
 
    I grin at her. “Are you turning a new leaf? Since when do you admit you can’t do something?” 
 
    She punches me in the shoulder in response. It stings. 
 
    Sky walks around the server. A gray wire extends from it to one of the laptops. “We have this,” he says, shoving the memory stick into the laptop. “Looks as if the hackers have already downloaded some data from this thing. Here’s a whole folder.” 
 
    Elias pushes him aside. “You’re right,” he says. “It’s password protected, but Emma will find a way around it.” He copies the folder into the drive. “Easy mission. Let’s go.” 
 
    A computer voice sounds from above. “Illegal download.” 
 
    Then a metal screech fills the server room. 
 
    Panels slide over each door in the cylinder, though the rubber tube stops one from closing the last few inches. 
 
    “That’s not good,” Lacy says. 
 
    “Open that!” Elias shouts, pointing to the only ajar door. 
 
    Four Century class EHC ops run to the panel, crouch, and try to lift it, but it won’t give. Instead, the panel slams down, slicing the giant wire in half. Sparks fly. An EHC op shakes and screams, unable to pry his hand off the wire. Smoke rises from his body as it electrocutes him.  
 
    A hiss sounds from above. 
 
    Sky grips my arm. “Gas!” 
 
    I look up. White vapor curls out of the air-conditioning vents, thickening above our heads. The cloud drops toward us. 
 
    Now I know why the hackers are gone. Bellaton had more traps of her own. 
 
    Elias curses. “Open a door, now!” 
 
    I stuff my nose in my shirt. It might buy me a few seconds. Sky keeps his grip on my arm as Talen does the same to Lacy. My mind spins. 
 
    “The bodies!” I shout, pulling Sky toward them. 
 
    “No!” Lacy shouts. 
 
    But Sky releases me. We bolt across the room, covering it in two seconds. I take the shoulders of an SNA corpse, he takes the legs. The hum fills the air. Behind Sky, the gas consumes more space, pushing down the breathable air. It hangs, stagnant. We have to get the others out of here. 
 
    “Throw it!” I shout. 
 
    Sky and I swing the body back and toss it at the nearest panel. The dead man flies from our strength and strikes the door ten feet away. 
 
    The explosion rocks the room, making more metal screech and knocking me off my feet. I face the lowering gas, a layer of white haze from the floor panels filtering through as smoke curls up to join it. 
 
    Sky falls over me. “Get up! This way—crawl!” He grabs my arm and I roll over, dropping my pistol, but there’s no time to grab it. Elias shuffles beside me, toward the opening that vents out gas and smoke. 
 
    I crawl over the hard floor as my eyes start to sting. The first fingers of death scratch at my face. An EHC op stumbles through the dark opening in front of me. Talen shoves Lacy through. The first thing I see is blood splattered on the floor. I have to crawl through this? 
 
    “Hurry,” Sky growls. 
 
    I drop to my stomach, slithering like a snake through the gore. But then darkness falls and the air clears as I blink away tears. I reach for Sky, pushing myself to my knees as I find his arm. We rise as the smoke and gas turn into a stony gray and lift through a vent above our heads.  
 
    We’re back in the corridor. I cough to get rid of any gas that I might have breathed in and take another breath. The bitter smell still hangs, and I pull Sky deeper into the tunnel and past another cut door. 
 
    Lacy and Talen eye the door while the four surviving EHC ops do the same. I search for Elias. 
 
    He’s missing. 
 
    “Elias!” I shout. 
 
    “We can’t leave him,” Sky yells, running back to the door and diving onto his stomach. He scoots back to the deadly server room. Gas continues to pour out and rise just feet away. 
 
    “Sky!” I dive after him. 
 
    A dark shape lies face down in the doorway. Elias lifts one hand and slaps it down on the floor. He coughs in the tiny, clear layer of air that hugs the floor. Sky grabs his arm, but he can’t crouch without putting his head in the gas. I seize the other arm and pull, but Elias only slides forward a few inches. Even with Century and Noble strength, we have no leverage while on our stomachs. 
 
    “Lacy! Talen!” I shout. “Pull us!” 
 
    Lacy wraps her hands around my legs and pulls. She grunts, but from behind me she can crouch. The three of us slide back as the bitter smell fades. 
 
    Elias gags and looks up at us with red, watering eyes. 
 
    “Up!” I yell, rising. “Get down the tunnel. Breathe. Don’t die on us.” 
 
    Elias staggers to his feet and sways. “We lost two ops.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, trying not to look at Sky. “Put your arms over me and Sky. We’ll get you out of here and call a hover. Stay awake and you should heal.” How well do Noble class mods work against toxic gas? 
 
    Elias rests his arm over my shoulder and his other over Sky’s. 
 
    And then he leans over and retches. 
 
    “We’ve got to get him back to base,” Lacy says. “Talen and I will kill anyone who gets in the way. Hurry!” 
 
    The exit tunnel isn’t the same one we came through. No dried blood splatters the floor. New blood dries on my top and face. Sky’s, too. Elias throws up again as we walk through the last cut door, but not much comes up. He mutters something as we re-enter the main storage tunnels. No lights shine here. One of the ops turns on a flashlight on one of his guns and leads the way. 
 
    “Hover to Sector 7G,” he says into a hand radio. “We will meet you on the surface.” 
 
    Elias manages to climb a ladder, but he’s slower than an unmodified Dweller. One of the ops helps him onto the surface. Night’s falling. We wait in another alley, this one covered in burned furniture, splintered wood, and busted glass. The apartment building towering over us borders a giant pile of rubble. In the distance, men shout to each other. SNA ops. 
 
    We wait, and Elias sits against the half-crumbled building. “I’m sick.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, hating that Sky and I have hurt him. A lump forms in my throat. “We’re going to get you out of here, and then you’re going to feel better.” Sky and I got him out of the gas pretty fast. Maybe he won’t die. Maybe we managed to save almost everyone. 
 
    The hover appears above us minutes later. Again, it’s a small civilian one.  
 
    Elias doesn’t worsen, but he doesn’t get better, either. His eyes remain red and watery. He can’t blink all the way. 
 
    “My eyes are swollen. It hurts to breathe.” 
 
    “What kind of gas makes it hard for a Noble to heal?” Talen asks. 
 
    The hover lands and crunches into the rubble under it. The door rises, but no one comes out to greet us. Sky and I help Elias into the backseat as the others cram inside. We take up all the seats. Sky pats his pocket to make sure the drive is still there. Once he nods, I say, “Close the door. That’s everyone.” 
 
    “Hold on,” the pilot, a young, red-haired woman, says. “We’ve got Cho back at base, and Emma is working on him right now. She uncovered some very interesting information about the SNA, and from the sounds of it, you also have some fascinating news.” 
 
    “Great,” I say. “But I don’t think Reinhart will be glad we didn’t blow up the servers.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    HUMMING, THE HOVER rises from the busted landscape as Sky and I sit shoulder to shoulder in the cramped space. Elias sits on the other side of me. His eyes are still bloodshot and watery and he lets out a wheeze with each breath, but at least he’s awake.  
 
    “Maybe something back at base can help,” I say. 
 
    Elias shrugs. “What kind of gas was that… EHC tech?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Talen says, sitting beside Lacy in the next row. “Bellaton didn’t let anyone near her private servers, but I heard that they existed while they had control of my body.” 
 
    “We’ll see what she was hiding.” Sky pats his pocket. When he does, he brushes my thigh, making Elias look away. 
 
    Elias and I won’t be friends again. The thought makes my stomach twist. 
 
    As the civilian hover climbs, I realize Ethos looks like a ring of electricity surrounding a dark central area—the bombed-out center of the city. Some people might not have run away yet. I wonder if they know the danger of the SNA and their messed-up ideas.  
 
    But we can’t warn them now. 
 
    “Hold on to your seats!” the pilot shouts. 
 
    The hover banks to the left, making me lean into Elias. He grunts.  
 
    “Sorry,” I mutter. 
 
    Something explodes outside, shaking the hover. I turn and look out the window to see flames rising from a skyscraper. We’re under fire. The SNA’s even shooting at civilian hovers that go into the city center. They don’t care about anyone. 
 
    My breathing picks up as the pilot banks to the left again, missing another explosion from below. This one sends me off my seat. My head hits the ceiling and stars blow up in my vision. I flail, reaching for Sky, and I find his hand and squeeze. 
 
    Drape died like this. 
 
    His last breaths replay in my head. His wide eyes. His last smile. His skin losing all color. I can’t do it again. Not with Sky. 
 
    The hover dips, and I grip the bottom of my seat with my free hand, holding myself in place. At last, we stabilize.  
 
    “We’re out,” the pilot says. “We dodged a big SNA hover that didn’t have the maneuvering ability we do.” 
 
    I open my eyes to find Sky facing me. 
 
    “We didn’t lose anyone?” Sky asks the pilot as if he knows my concern. 
 
    “No. We didn’t lose a soul,” the pilot answers. 
 
    I bite my lip, not daring to let my guard down. Elias coughs. 
 
    “You okay?” I ask. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Fin.” Elias shifts his body away from me. 
 
    I lean back against Sky’s shoulder. The lights vanish below as we sail over the rest of the city and cross the outskirts. We soon reach the barren parts of the EHC territory, where the SNA hasn’t gone yet. 
 
    The rest of the flight takes twenty minutes, give or take. The redheaded pilot flies into a cave on the side of the mountain. Rock passes as we slow, and eventually the cave opens into a landing bay where we stop on metal grating. The doors rise, letting us out. 
 
    “We should get something to eat and drink before doing anything,” Elias says, looking healthier than before. “We’re all tired. Lacy, Talen, go rest or recharge or whatever. We might need your abilities for the general soon.” 
 
    Elias twists and walks off without saying a word to Sky or me. 
 
    Fine. 
 
    Sky reaches for my hand, but I pretend not to notice and walk towards the showers. He follows. The underground bunker has a large community shower where Sky and I draw a curtain and wash the blood, dirt, and grime off ourselves.  
 
    I toss my bar of soap at him, but he’s oblivious and it bounces off his bare chest. “Try not to make Elias mad.” 
 
    “What did I do?” he asks as another shower turns on somewhere past our round curtain. 
 
    I scoff. “You know Elias is in love with me. I don’t feel that way about him but try not to rub it in his face. That’s all.” I press my lips together. 
 
    Sky grabs the spray nozzle and gets me in the face. “That’s for throwing stuff.” 
 
    “Hey!” I blink water from my eyes. 
 
    “Knock it off, you two,” Lacy says from outside the curtain. 
 
    “Lacy!” 
 
    But she has a point. Now isn’t the time to horse around, even if we all need a break. Sky and I finish cleaning off, dress, and head to the cafeteria to get some grub. After eating a meal of raisins, fried potatoes, and canned vegetables—nothing special, but it beats our miners’ rations—Reinhart strides into the room with his hands folded behind his back. 
 
    “So,” he begins, “you didn’t destroy the servers. The SNA will get access at any time now.” His lip twitches. We’re still rats to him, and he’s not letting go of his superior attitude. 
 
    “They can’t grab the codes unless they want to get gassed,” I tell him. 
 
    “It looks like they tried,” Elias says, walking into the cafeteria behind him. “And failed.” The red in his eyes has faded. The gas is finally wearing off. 
 
    He leaves out the part about us blowing up one of the trap panels, leaving an escape route. That could be a problem unless the panels fix themselves, but I don’t correct Elias. The last thing I want is for him to get angrier at me. 
 
    “Gassed?” Reinhart echoes. 
 
    “There’s got to be a reason Bellaton wanted nobody in her personal stuff,” I say. “And it might have to do with wherever the EHC gets all its power.” 
 
    “Reinhart,” Emma says, pushing past Elias, “I’ve found some information about the SNA that I think we should all hear. After that, Sky will show us this data he found.” 
 
    Hope swirls in my core, and we scarf down our food and follow Emma. I trail her through a metal door that hangs open.  
 
    Cho lies on a hospital bed, wrists and ankles tied to the railings with plastic rope. He still wears his uniform, though Emma has unbuttoned the front to attach electrodes to his chest. Two more stick to his forehead. Another pair clings to his forearms, held with medical tape. The general stares at the wall beside the door. 
 
    “So?” I ask. “Is he like the Aura ops?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Emma replies, eyeing a computer monitor on the wall. “He has technology inside of him, but not nanites like Talen and Lacy have. It seems the SNA implants tiny chips inside its military and possibly its citizens as well. Cho shows no signs of genetic modification, natural or artificial.” 
 
    “We are pure humans,” he says. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Not this again.” 
 
    Lacy pushes into the small room beside me. “Keep saying your lines.” 
 
    General Cho’s jaw tightens like he wants to lash out at us. He reminds me of Talen, in a way, like he’s hiding something human behind a machine.  
 
    “He has one chip in each forearm, and in each foot as well,” Emma says. “They give off a strong magnetic field. Enough, possibly, to cause a person to hallucinate or suffer other mental symptoms.” 
 
    “The SNA wants their people crazy?” Lacy asks. 
 
    I jab my elbow into her side. We don’t need to tick him off. 
 
    “This magnetic field must repel the cosmic radiation coming from the sky since the start of the Flip,” Emma continues, ignoring her. “Before the Flip, the Earth’s magnetic field did this for us. It seems the SNA gives everyone their own personal field when they’re born.” 
 
    “So they stay ‘pure,’” I say. “What about naturally modified people?” 
 
    “I’ve been asking Cho about this,” Emma says. “But all I get are his rehearsed lines about the Savior, who invented this technology.” 
 
    “Cho, you’re brainwashed,” I say, stepping forward. “If you help us, we can keep you away from the government. Tell us what the plans are for this magma plume, and we won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “I won’t betray the Savior,” he replies firmly. 
 
    Emma frowns at me. “He’s not like Talen, Fin,” she whispers. “Talen never aligned with the EHC the way Cho aligns with the SNA. He’s likely been loyal to them his entire life. Disabling his technology will only kill him. It won’t bring him to our side.” 
 
    General Cho turns his head to look at me. His eyes widen, as if he’s trying to tell me something. 
 
    “Or will it?” I ask, directing the question to both him and Emma.  
 
    Something about the way he said his lines underground comes back to me. The memory jams into my mind and won’t let go. He spoke almost as if he was scared the Savior would hear him— 
 
    “Emma, do another scan on those chips,” I say. 
 
    “What else could we find?” 
 
    “Surveillance stuff? The SNA has to control its people somehow. You didn’t hear how he was talking when we first got him.” 
 
    “There is no surveillance,” Cho says. “I am loyal to the Savior. He saved the lives of millions, and now his grandson, the new Savior, continues his great work. Without them, all of us would have died. We owe them our lives for keeping us pure and continuing the human line.” 
 
    I face Emma, hands on my hips. “See? Did you check him for any weird tech that might make him explode? Or something that controls his mind?” 
 
    “Hmm… I didn’t find anything that would allow him to blow up if he dies—” 
 
    “Our kamikaze troops give their lives to the Savior,” Cho continues. “As will I, given the opportunity.” 
 
    “You know,” Lacy ventures, “he talks too much for someone being honest. The EHC gave me a long story like that before they injected the nanos into me.” She narrows her eyes and stares her hatred at Cho. 
 
    Emma walks to the monitor. “I’ll do a deeper scan and check the elements within the computer chips, but I doubt I’ll find anything of note.” 
 
    “Do a brain scan,” I say. “Have you looked there?” 
 
    “I’ll look again. Full medical scan,” Emma agrees. “Give me the data you found and rest. I still need to look at the data you grabbed at the distribution plant, too. Oh, and if you could bring coffee before you lie down, that would be excellent. I have a feeling I’ll be up all night.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Even in the warmth of Sky’s arms, it’s hard to fall asleep. I wake early, rise, and dress while Sky mutters, reaching for me. 
 
    “Be back,” I say, kissing him on the cheek. I leave him with a grin and, for a moment, wonder if he’s dreaming about a world without war. 
 
    I find Emma still in the exam room with Cho, who’s asleep. A syringe sits on a tray table beside him. Now he has a thick blindfold around his eyes.  
 
    She sits on a stool in front of a laptop. The computer above her displays a green, flashing map of a wasteland, complete with a pulsing dot in the center and numbers that label the site.  
 
    “Emma?” I ask, glad I’m alone with her. 
 
    She jumps, facing me. “Scans are complete,” she says, stifling a yawn. “Cho had something... interesting in his brain that I’ve never seen before. It only showed up after he fell asleep and his brain activity decreased. It seems normal brainwaves hide this SNA invention. I have him sedated now.” 
 
    My heart pounds. “Which was?”  
 
    “He has a strange neural network spreading from his auditory centers to his visual cortex in the back of his head,” she explains. “And in the center of that network is another chip, hidden from my earlier scans. This one has surveillance and broadcasting technology. The fifth chip has enslaved his brain structure. In other words, it picks up what Cho sees, hears, and says, and broadcasts it somewhere else.” 
 
    “To the Savior,” I say, throat dry. “They injected a chip into his head?” 
 
    “My theory,” Emma continues, “is that when the SNA injects newborns with these chips, one is programmed to travel to the brain and begin altering its structure. No one with these chips has privacy from the SNA.” 
 
    I watch Cho. He is like Talen and Lacy, with no control over himself, but the way the SNA enslaves its people does not stop all their emotions. It just uses their fear. 
 
    “What can we do about that?” I ask. 
 
    “I may be able to write a virus to disrupt the signals the fifth chip sends out,” Emma says. “It will be difficult, but it’s possible. If we do that, he may be free to speak to us without retribution. It’s still possible there is more hidden technology inside him that will kill him if the Savior learns of his betrayal.” 
 
    “But what if the SNA already knows where we are?” 
 
    “I already asked the ops about the possibility. The hover they used to bring Cho here had tinted windows they activated just in case he could relay his position back to the SNA. Cho didn’t see our location, and this mountain blocks most signals from leaving the bunker. We have some EHC technology on our side, Fin.” 
 
    “First time I’ve been thankful for it,” I say. “What about the data we stole?” 
 
    “We’ll discuss that at a meeting in two hours,” Emma says. “Wake the others and bring them to the meeting room. Reinhart will conduct it.” She frowns. “I need a nap. After that, I’ll see if I can get our friend talking.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    As expected, Emma doesn’t show at the meeting. Most of the EHC ops pack the room. Talen’s whispering something in Lacy’s ear as we come in, but he leans back into his chair as Sky and I sit. Elias has taken a seat in the front row. Sitting tall, he looks completely recovered from the gas. 
 
    Reinhart rolls a holo-projector into the room. He clears his throat and flips a switch on the device as images burst to life above it. The same map with the flashing green dot I saw in the exam room earlier spreads out in front of us, taking up most of the room. 
 
    “Attention,” Reinhart begins. “My mission yesterday has uncovered the existence of a large, underground magma plume about one hundred miles to the north that did not exist before the Flip began. I did not know of this plume, as Bellaton didn’t share all of her information with me, but after examining the data, its importance to the EHC—and now to the SNA—cannot be understated.”  
 
    Reinhart paces in front of us, arms behind his back. What a jerk. He didn’t even mention Emma or her hard work through the night.  
 
    “Wasn’t the plume under the power facility we were at?” Lacy asks. “It was hot underneath.” 
 
    “No,” Reinhart explains. “Magma is piped to the power distribution facility from the main plume. You found only a small amount compared to what’s at the site of origin. 
 
    “Many loyal EHC ops died to uncover this information. We lost several Century class fighters yesterday.” Reinhart glares at Elias first, and then turns his hate toward me and Sky. 
 
    Yeah, you try to do a better job. 
 
    “Information gathered from Bellaton’s servers reveals the location of this plume, as well as the amount of potential energy inside,” Reinhart continues. “Bellaton called the site the ‘Monster’s Nest.’ It’s located under dead grasslands and is the largest magma plume in recorded history. Already, geysers have formed at the location. There is potentially enough geothermal energy in this plume to power the entire planet for thousands of years.” 
 
    The Monster’s Nest. Bellaton’s secret. If I were her, I wouldn’t want my enemies to reach it, either. 
 
    Reinhart keeps lecturing, reading off a printout Emma might have made for him.  
 
    “Bellaton has been trying to tap this energy for over a decade and has succeeded in powering the city of Ethos through a network of distribution centers that lead from the Monster’s Nest to there. She was also hiding the fact that this magma chamber is strong enough to disrupt the earth’s magnetic field over its location. She was searching for a way to use this disruption to strike the SNA before they had a chance to attack us. Her goal was to increase the radiation over SNA territory to the point where their technology would fail to protect them.” 
 
    The air gets heavy, making it feel hard to breathe. Elias looks back at Lacy and Talen. He frowns. Bellaton would have killed millions, and all to keep the EHC order.  
 
    And Reinhart would have agreed. 
 
    “The plume is a weapon?” Elias asks Reinhart. 
 
    “No,” Reinhart says, as if speaking to a child. “Not yet. Bellaton and her secret scientists were a long way from making such a plan work. She must’ve known the SNA wanted the main plume to help power their assault, and the information we’ve gathered from the power distribution facility tells us that the SNA has already set up a network from the plume to power their attacks. It’s the reason most of the troops are concentrated around the power facility. If they find a way to tap all the energy inside the plume, the world will fall to them.” 
 
    “So, the plan?” Lacy asks. 
 
    Pulse pounding, I lean forward.  
 
    “Will be to disrupt it,” Reinhart says. “At its source, to stop the SNA.” 
 
    I’m the first to say it. “We’re heading to the Monster’s Nest.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE UNDERGROUND BUNKER turns into a bustle of activity for the rest of the day. EHC ops take inventory of weapons, both blasters and automatic rifles. Reinhart marches around, ordering transporters, including Emma’s, to get prepped.  
 
    Sky and I pace the bunker together, listening to plans and getting in on as much info as possible. We leave tonight and learn from the intel scouts that they’ve found a temporary SNA settlement on the periphery of the Monster’s Nest. In between ordering around his ops, Reinhart moves into the meeting room and pulls up satellite images of the Monster’s Nest—a barren landscape with hot vapor escaping huge cracks in the ground. Even from space, the plumes are visible. Reinhart and Elias focus on the images and talk in low voices. 
 
    “It looks like the whole ground is ready to explode,” Sky says as we hang in the doorway.  
 
    I slug him on the arm. “Don’t say that!”  
 
    “It’s no wonder General Cho was nervous when he was talking to that ambassador guy about it,” Sky adds. “It takes a person willing to die to go there.” 
 
    “And he sends guards there. Now I know why Bellaton didn’t want anyone near her servers. She knew the SNA rats wanted it.”  
 
    But I still don’t get why she couldn’t tell us instead of blabbering on about us all dying.  
 
    It might’ve made zero difference. We had no choice but to let the SNA in. I lost Drape, and the cruel world could snatch others, too. Like Sky.  
 
    “Speaking of Cho,” Sky says, interrupting my thoughts. “We should check on Emma.” 
 
    Throat dry, I walk with him to Emma’s medical bay. She’s awake. A newly bald Cho is covered in electrodes, most sticking to his head. He’s still wearing a blindfold.  
 
    “Afternoon,” I greet her. “How’s the puppet?” 
 
    Emma snaps her head up. “‘Puppet’ is an accurate term, all right. I’m trying to hack the chip, and I think I’m almost there. Cho may be valuable for the mission to the Monster’s Nest, if Reinhart will let us take him.” She types on her laptop, squinting and leaning toward the screen.  
 
    “If,” I say. 
 
    “The answer is no,” Reinhart says from the doorway.  
 
    I twist his way as Emma scowls at him. “If we free Cho from the SNA leadership, he’ll give us valuable information,” she insists. 
 
    “He’s not going on this mission,” Reinhart says firmly. “This mouthpiece will stay loyal to the SNA. Loyalty is something I understand.” He levels a glare at Emma. 
 
    “I have no warm feelings for the EHC,” she says, returning it.  
 
    Her grandfather founded the group. Emma, being naturally adapted to the surface, was hunted by Reinhart’s people for being a threat to their special order. I’m sure she hasn’t forgotten this fact. 
 
    “Shut up,” I tell Reinhart. “Just shut up. We took Talen on missions with us when we cured him from being a puppet. He bailed us out lots of times.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Sky says. “This guy might help us.” 
 
    I almost wish he wouldn’t try to back me up. One thought of the Monster’s Nest and the SNA makes me want to leave him here so he won’t have to die.  
 
    But Sky won’t let me. He risked his life for his sister. He’ll do the same for me out there. 
 
    My stomach tightens. 
 
    “We take Cho,” I say. “Once Emma takes his chip out, he’ll be a new person. Just wait.” 
 
    Cho taps his fingers on the bed. Did he just nod? 
 
    Reinhart crosses his arms over his chest. “You’re young,” he says. “Naïve. Your skills have gotten many of my ops killed. And many of your own, too.”  
 
    Pulse racing, I suck in a deep breath, opening and closing my fists. Reinhart just punched me in the gut, and he knows. He stands in the doorway, saying nothing. 
 
    “Reinhart,” Emma says, rising. “Please leave.” 
 
    Sky steps in front of me. “You don’t know anything about Fin.” 
 
    Reinhart holds Sky’s eyes. “And you’ve known her for how long? I doubt you know her that well either, son.” 
 
    Sky’s cheeks flush.  
 
    “Out,” Emma repeats, slamming the door in his face and turning back to us. “That man’s ego needs to come down. Don’t let him get to you. He’s trying to break us all apart to gain better control over us.” 
 
    “No kidding,” I scoff, stepping away from Sky. I flit my eyes back to the door, fully expecting Reinhart to open it again, but instead I hear bootsteps leading away. Good. “Now what about Cho?” 
 
    “I have one more firewall to break in the chip’s programming.” Emma types, fingers and keys tapping. “There!” 
 
    Cho’s body jerks. He grits his teeth and tries to lift his arms against the straps holding him. Face turning red, he grunts. I look away. This guy is going to die on us and then we’ll have nothing.  
 
    “What’s happening to him?” Sky asks. 
 
    Emma shakes her head. “I don’t know. His reaction might be normal.” 
 
    Cho turns his head back and forth, thrashing. He bites his lip, drawing blood. “It... hurts...” 
 
    Emma seizes his arm. “It will be over soon. Apparently the security measures don’t like it when someone dismantles them.” 
 
    The general thrashes one more time, lets out a breath, and settles into the bed. He keeps breathing. 
 
    “General Cho?” I ask.  
 
    He looks around the room, obviously confused. 
 
    Emma stands, asking him, “Do you know who you are?”  
 
    He stares at her, eyes wide, for what seems like a long time. My stomach is doing flops. Maybe Emma wiped his brain or something. 
 
    But then he relaxes, his eyes gaining focus. “I’m… I’m Patrick Cho.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Emma says. “What else do you remember?” 
 
    “Can you give me a minute?”  
 
    Something’s different about his voice now. His whole rehearsed, nervous tone is gone. It seems like he’s genuinely trying to remember and isn’t stalling.  
 
    Emma steps back and waits. “Do you know if you’re free of the chip?” she finally asks.  
 
    He turns his head to her. “I think so. Yes.” 
 
    Emma types on her laptop. “I’ve shut down the surveillance chip in your head. Your electromagnetic chips still work.” 
 
    “I can tell you how to infiltrate the temporary settlement,” Cho says. “I’ve been there.” 
 
    My heart leaps at the possibility he might be willing to work with us.  
 
    “The SNA is looking to drill into the site the EHC calls the Monster’s Nest to tap the main magma plume,” he says. “The people the Savior has sent there have no choice but to work in dangerous conditions. Many are captured EHC civilians from Ethos. Some are low-level SNA workers. Most won’t survive the work involved. Even the guards suffer from heat and exhaustion, but no one can complain. The Savior hears all dissidents. Only a few naturally adapted people have escaped the chips.” 
 
    “Wow,” Emma remarks. “You were waiting to speak, weren’t you?” She smiles at me. “Fin, you sure have a way with finding these people.” 
 
    I think back to Cho’s fear in the facility. “He was waiting for the chance to tell us,” I say. “And I know all about slave labor. How do we free them?” 
 
    “It won’t be easy,” Cho adds. “The settlement is well guarded by soldiers who won’t dare disobey the Savior.” 
 
    Determination fills Sky’s blue eyes. “I’m on board,”  
 
    I swallow thickly over the lump in my throat. “We don’t know what defenses the SNA has.” 
 
    “Cho does,” Sky says.  
 
    “Yes, but people will die.” 
 
    Sky takes my arm. “I’m in this with you, Fin. We’re going together.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “What’s bothering you?” Sky asks 
 
    He sits across from me in the cafeteria as we load up on a meal of fresh veggies. Two dozen EHC ops eat on the other side of the room while Talen and Lacy sit at their own table. Elias’s been talking to Reinhart the whole afternoon, ignoring the rest of us.  
 
    “Nothing,” I lie. “Just the usual death and destruction.” 
 
    “Fin, we’re almost there. We disrupt the Monster’s Nest and we can stop the SNA. Free the slaves. And now we have Cho and a way to deactivate the chips. If a general doesn’t want to serve the Savior, you can bet the foot soldiers hate following orders, too. Most of them want a better world, just like we do.” 
 
    Sky’s words should lift me up, but what feels like a sack of bricks in my chest does the opposite. “A better world,” I repeat. 
 
    “I know Drape’s getting to you.” 
 
    My chest aches, but I keep my face neutral. “We both know how this will work.” 
 
    Sky nods. “Yeah. But we’re a team. If we made it this far, we can do this mission. We’ll take care of the others.” He tips his chin in Lacy’s direction. “They can take good care of themselves.” 
 
    Elias struts into the room. “Attention, everybody. We leave in two hours. Ground transport only, since hover travel might get wrecked by the magnetic storms over the Monster’s Nest.” 
 
    He lets his words hang.  
 
    I look to Elias. Our gazes meet for a second before he turns away.  
 
    “Magnetic storms?” I ask Sky. “Is the Nest that messed up?” 
 
    “We’ll deal with it,” he says. “Emma said something about how magma helps create the world’s magnetic field or something. Makes sense it could mess with it, too.” 
 
    “Just what we need.”  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Four transporters wait in a row. EHC ops stand around while Reinhart marches back and forth, all important, with his hands behind his back. Reinhart’s guards are watching us with eagle eyes. He doesn’t trust us. Big surprise. 
 
    Elias and Emma appear from the front of the main transport. Cho’s not with them. Maybe he’s already boarded. 
 
    “Reinhart must be saving Cho for himself,” Sky whispers in my ear. 
 
    I jump. “Don’t sneak up on me like that. And how’d you know I was looking for Cho?” 
 
    He grins. “Lucky guess.” 
 
    Lacy and Talen haul a big crate of supplies into the transporter with ease. I walk their way and Lacy smiles at me. She’s eager.  
 
    “We can’t take Cho with us,” Emma’s says behind me. “I had to send him down to the bottom level to detain him.” 
 
    “What?” I turn but see Reinhart right on her tail. “But he knows how to get into the settlement!” 
 
    Reinhart smiles. “I’ll get information from him and radio you.” 
 
    Control freak. He wants Cho to stay so he can keep us all on a leash. 
 
    Emma glares at Reinhart. “Next mission, I decide.” 
 
    He raises his eyebrows at her. Fat chance, Emma. 
 
    Elias emerges from the transporter and waves us inside. “No lagging. Get in.” 
 
    Sky and I board. I pick a seat in the back, close to the divider that separates Emma’s portable lab from the rest of the cabin. Talen and Lacy step out of the back and take seats in front of us. Lacy grins at me again. She’s always bouncing off the walls, but she seems way too excited just to take a seat for a long trip. 
 
    Once everyone’s inside, Elias closes the door and Emma starts the transporter. Sky puts his gun on his lap and swallows hard, squaring his shoulders, preparing himself to fight. He might hate this war, but his dreams of a better world are stronger.  
 
    None of the EHC ops have taken this transporter with us. Only the main crew. Elias is in the front row, alone. 
 
    A hanger-style door opens ahead of our transporter, revealing a dark, natural cave tunnel. Emma cranks a lever and we gain speed, rolling through the tunnel and over hills and valleys. Jagged rocks point at us as we pass.  
 
    I close my eyes to block it all out, but instead my mind fills with worse things than heading into battle. Drape, still and not breathing. Then Sky, lying in rubble, gasping for air, bleeding, eyes rolling up into his head... he could have died, too. 
 
    My eyelids shoot open and I stare at Sky, grabbing for his hand. 
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    “When we get there, stay in the transporter.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?”  
 
    “Because,” I say. “Because you’re not Noble class or Aura. You’re not trained like the EHC ops. And we don’t have Cho to tell us what we’re facing.” 
 
    “I can shoot a gun,” Sky says and releases my hand. “And I got modified to Century class. I’m just a strong as you.” 
 
    “I can calculate things—chances of survival, all that stuff. You can’t.” 
 
    Sky’s cheeks turn red. “I’m not useless, Fin. I’m coming with you. This is my fight, too.” 
 
    Elias turns his head, watching us. I don’t look, but I’m pretty sure all eyes are on us. 
 
    I stare straight ahead. The world outside opens and the sound of the transporter’s movement changes to that of wheels crunching over gravel. The setting sun leaves a fading haze on the flat horizon. What’s left of Ethos glows in the distance. People still live in the intact parts—until the SNA snatches them to use in their deadly slave labor.  
 
    “Fin—” Emma starts, not turning to me. 
 
    “We needed Cho! Why’d you let Reinhart keep him?” 
 
    “Relax,” Lacy says. 
 
    “Since when do you tell me to relax?” I snap. “It’s always the other way around.” 
 
    Emma faces me as the headlights show the way. “Sky will be fine, Fin. But Reinhart should be sending us an angry radio message any time now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask, moving my attention between each of them. 
 
    My distracted mind makes the connection at last. Lacy and Talen. The crate. Emma saying we couldn’t take Cho in front of Reinhart.  
 
    Footsteps sound from the back section of the transporter.  
 
    I whirl. 
 
    General Cho stands in the doorway of the lab, standing at attention without a blindfold. He stretches, popping a joint that got stiff during his ride in the supply crate. 
 
    Emma clears her throat as her radio crackles to life. “Guess I need to take this.” 
 
    Sky pokes me in the ribs. “What was that part about not having Cho to tell us what we’re facing?” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Emma!” Reinhart’s furious voice crackles through the radio. 
 
    She clicks it off with the press of a button. Silence falls. 
 
    General Cho remains quiet as he takes a seat. He stares straight ahead, emotionless, though he sends me a glance from the corner of his eye and tilts his head. It could be a gesture of thanks, I guess. 
 
    The transporter lurches over rough terrain, and I grab the armrest.  
 
    “You had him in here the whole time?” Sky asks Emma.  
 
    “Right under Reinhart’s nose,” she says. “The disadvantage was that we couldn’t bring as much food and water with him in the crate. We may have to find supplies when we reach the settlement.” 
 
    “Gonglu,” Cho corrects. 
 
    “Gonglu?” I echo. 
 
    “The word means ‘power’ in one of the SNA’s languages,” he explains, maintaining his neutral expression and speaking in a flat tone. I wonder if Cho knows how to feel and show emotion. He must’ve had that chip his whole life and had to hide everything. “It’s the name of the temporary settlement near the Monster’s Nest.” 
 
    “Fitting,” Elias says. “Power. This Savior of yours sure has a lot of creativity.” 
 
    “Sure does,” I add. 
 
    “He is not my Savior,” Cho says, features hardening. “He is no one’s Savior. Our current leader didn’t even invent the chips that shielded most of us from the radiation, but he invented the surveillance tech. Every newborn baby gets the injection that makes them a prisoner for life, and all without walls or bars.” 
 
    “Doesn’t he have a name?” Elias asks.  
 
    “Or is he too good for one?” I add. 
 
    “We just know him as the Savior,” Cho replies, looking between me and Elias.  
 
    Lacy looks my way, rolling her eyes. “Are we sure he’s not Reinhart in disguise?” 
 
    The general ignores her, which makes Lacy bite her lip. She hates being ignored. Talen pats her on the back as if trying to calm her. He’s taking my place. Maybe Lacy will drift to him rather than me, and if I die during a fight, she can still hold her sanity together. 
 
    “I thought Bellaton had problems,” Sky mutters, forcing himself back in on the conversation. 
 
    “Tell us more about Gonglu,” I prompt Cho. 
 
    Cho turns in his seat. He’s swapped his prison gear for black slacks and a plain gray T-shirt. He looks like any old Tenant class civilian who would appear on the streets of Ethos. “The Savior has set up a work camp. SNA scientists have found the center of the magma plume and they’re having the workers drill toward it day and night. The plume is only seven kilometers below the surface, and when the workers reach the magma, the pressure might release.” 
 
    Sky leans forward. “So, the Savior is just going to let all these workers die in a volcanic eruption?”  
 
    “Yes. The Savior says subversives, prisoners of war, and drafted unfortunates should sacrifice themselves for the Sovereign Nerics Alliance. My mother was a drafted worker. She and I could not speak ill of the regime or the SNA would have taken our entire family to a work camp.” Cho grips the back of the seat in front of him, digging his fingernails into the fabric.  
 
    Silence falls except for the rattle of the air conditioner and the crunching of gravel. 
 
    “They punish your whole family?” Lacy asks. 
 
    “You saw what the EHC did to Cia,” Sky says, cheeks flushing. “And what they did to Elias’s uncle. The SNA are worse cockroaches than Bellaton.” 
 
    “Since when do you call people cockroaches?” I ask him. But if anyone deserves the name, it’s the Savior. 
 
    Sky lifts his pistol. “Tell me who to shoot.” 
 
    I place my hand over the top of it and push the weapon back to his lap. “Calm down. You can’t just jump into a fight when some of those bodies blow up.” 
 
    My heart thuds. I have no good way to keep Sky from following me onto the battlefield.  
 
    And, eventually, time will run out for one of us. 
 
      
 
    Outside, the distant lights of Ethos vanish. We head into a world of pure darkness, except for the transporter headlights.  
 
    “Most low-level foot soldiers and guards have internal explosives that detonate when they detect sudden death,” Cho says. The same is true at Gonglu. Only higher-level members of the military may have the devices removed. Few of the dead get sent home from battle intact to their families.” 
 
    “What about the eruption?” Elias asks. 
 
    The man pales and faces Elias. I remember the fear Cho had when he spoke to Ambassador Morris. 
 
    “Even our scientists don’t know how intense it would be, but they suspect drilling a small hole will only release enough pressure to level the work camp and the surrounding guards. Once the eruption stops, the Savior can send in more workers from captured EHC cities to build a power plant over the site. But files in the EHC power distribution center show the plume may be unstable, so we can’t be sure what it’ll do.” 
 
    “The SNA is making those workers dig for their death,” I say as Elias and I exchange a wide-eyed glance. 
 
    “They’re sacrifices,” Cho agrees, looking at the floor of the transport. “For the SNA and the Savior. Even children of the slaves have gone to the work camp. The guards threaten to hurt the children if the unchipped adults don’t work.” 
 
    “Then we need to hurry and get everyone out of there,” Sky says. He grips my lower arm. and his hand has gone clammy and damp.  
 
    I pull away, leaving him to grasp at air. “How many guards?” 
 
    “Three hundred soldiers run the camp,” Cho says. “All but a few have chips.” 
 
    “All but a few?” Elias echoes. “Doesn’t everyone in SNA territory get chipped the second they come out of their mother?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cho explains. “Everyone gets the injection, but the bodies of the naturally adapted reject the devices. They eliminate the chips before they can lodge in the arms, feet, and brain. And if caught, the naturals go straight to work camps, never to come out again.” 
 
    Up ahead, Emma continues to drive, leading the way for the other three transporters. She flinches at Cho’s words. The SNA is just like the EHC when it comes to the naturally adapted. 
 
    “Do you think these people could help us?” I ask. 
 
    “None of them will trust me,” Cho says. “But I know who lacks chips. Not one op realizes I know their secret.” 
 
    “If you know, why doesn’t the Savior?” I ask. “Can’t the chip read your thoughts?” 
 
    “Only what I see, hear, and say. The SNA can’t filter or control thoughts. But if the Savior gets the plume, that won’t take long.” 
 
    So he’s not quite what Talen was. “But if you saw the ops without chips, so did the Savior.” 
 
    “You’re right. When the medical examiner gave me the report, I typed fake arrest orders to make the Savior believe my loyalty. Putting in a couple of errors stopped them from going through the system later.” 
 
    “Smart,” I tell him. 
 
    Cho grins for the first time. “When we get to the settlement, we’ll find our people. I call them the Naturals.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    After two hours of rolling through the dark, my eyelids turn to lead and lower. I shift in my seat, which I’ve reclined. 
 
    Sky snores beside me. His lips curl into a peaceful grin. He’s somewhere else, maybe even with me in a world without the SNA or any war. Why can’t I have dreams like that? I used to, with me, Sky, Drape, and Lacy all together as a family. But that’s gone now, and if Sky goes into the work camp, it’ll keep getting smaller.  
 
    Three hundred guards against two dozen EHC ops and a ragtag band of Impures. While Lacy and Talen have Aura abilities, and Elias and I have our brainpower, Sky only has strength and a gun. He’s no different than the ops, who have lost dozens. 
 
    In front of me, Talen has his head on Lacy’s shoulder, but Lacy faces out the window, both asleep. Emma keeps driving, and now a second transporter, this one with tinted windows and full of EHC ops, rolls beside ours. 
 
    Elias rests in the front row, silent, with his head rolled back.  
 
    I rise, careful not to make the seat squeak and wake Sky.  
 
    Sorry, I mouth. 
 
    Inching past him, I step into the aisle and make my way to the seat beside Elias. Settling in, I recline, stare at the ceiling for a moment, and close my eyes. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Everyone up. We can’t get any closer to Gonglu in the transporters or the troops could get a visual on us.” 
 
    Emma’s words cut into the darkness surrounding me. I open my eyes to a window, a pink horizon, and a still landscape. The lack of gravel shifting under the tires jars me more than anything. 
 
    We’ve stopped. 
 
    Elias grunts where he lies, inches from me. Sky’s already awake, leaning on the wall by the lab divider. His questioning blue eyes lock on me.  
 
    Pain grabs my heart, but I swallow it and get out of my chair before I have to answer. “How close are we to the work camp?” I ask Emma. 
 
    She rises from the driver’s seat, stretching. While we slept, the other three transporters cut in front of us like they were expecting an ambush. The land outside is broken up by yellowing grass struggling out of cracks and dried mud. It’s flat. The landscape might have once had fields of waving grass, but now it’s all browns and yellows. Twisted trees jut from the ground like shadowy guards.  
 
    “According to Cho,” Emma says, “we are five kilometers away from the camp entrance, which translates to—” 
 
    “A little over three miles,” I say, calculating. “We should be able to see it from here, but… where is it?” 
 
    I won’t think of Sky. Anything but Sky. 
 
    Lacy pokes me in the back. “Cho told us something scary. The Monster’s Nest has sunk into the ground by hundreds of feet since the plume formed years ago, taking it out of view. The work camp’s down in a valley.” 
 
    I face her. Even after sleeping all night, her eyes are bloodshot. “Lacy?” I ask. “You feeling okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says with a groan. “The magnetic field here is giving me a headache.” 
 
    Behind her, Talen rubs his temples. “It’s like what we felt back at the power distribution place. I think the complex was pumping magma underneath Ethos to supply energy. Lacy and I are feeling the magnetic fields given off by all the molten rock.” 
 
    “Explains all the heat in the pit,” I say. “And they didn’t even tap the main plume.” 
 
    The ground rumbles. I grasp the seat beside Elias as the quake shudders the whole transporter. After a few seconds, the rumbling stops. 
 
    “How can anyone work out here?” Sky asks, walking out of the lab. 
 
     “We need to secure my equipment,” Emma says, “or something will fall and shatter. This area is seismically unstable.” She gestures for Elias to come help her.  
 
    “No kidding,” I mutter. 
 
    Elias obeys, leaving me with Cho, Lacy, Talen—and Sky. 
 
    He glares at me with an obvious question. 
 
    What are you doing? 
 
    I ignore him. “Talen, Lacy, will you be able to take down any guards?” 
 
    Lacy steps forward. “Maybe if I get close enough. Talen might have trouble if there’s too much of the magnetic noise around the work camp.” 
 
    “Most of the troops have explosives installed,” Cho reminds us as another rumble shakes the transport around us. 
 
    “Are we sure that hotspot or whatever it is isn’t about to blow already?” Lacy yells, grasping a seat until the shaking stops. 
 
    “The last time I checked into the project, the drilling had gotten within three kilometers of the plume surface,” Cho says. “That was three days ago, before Ambassador Morris came to check on the distribution facility. Earthquakes have been happening here since before even the EHC arrived.” 
 
    “Do you head the drilling?” I ask, turning my body to take Sky from my sight. 
 
    “No. I only have the job of supplying ops. Annalie Starsen, Head SNA Geothermal Scientist, heads the operation for the Savior. How loyal she is, I can’t tell you.” 
 
    Emma and Elias climb back inside the transport. Sweat beads on Emma’s forehead from the heat outside. 
 
    “We should reach this Starsen,” I say. “See if we can deactivate her chip and get her to stop the drilling. She must know how dangerous opening a magma plume is. If not, she’s stupid.” 
 
    “Might be a good idea,” Elias agrees, slapping me on the shoulder. “Cho will get us to her.”  
 
    Sky leans back into my vision and plucks his pistol off the seat. “We should go,” he says to everyone, pointing his gun at the sunrise. “Stake out the area. See the work camp.” He’s trying to talk like Elias and take charge. As if realizing it himself, Sky bites his lip. 
 
    “Not everyone should go,” I say. “People will need to stay behind and guard the transporters.” 
 
    Emma nods. “You’re right. I’m staying, and I’ll have three or four ops stay behind, too.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Sky pushes open the door, which sucks in a blast of hot, early morning air. I let out a sharp exhale and join Sky while Elias gathers the EHC ops.  
 
    “We can’t afford to sit and eat,” Elias says. “Pack energy bars and water bottles and make them last. Out, everyone!” 
 
    Already, heat ripples above the ground, warping the horizon as we walk along a trail of faint tire tracks. The ground quakes over and over, sometimes just a few minutes apart, and sometimes longer. There’s no way to predict when they’ll start or end.  
 
    I march in the lead, but Sky catches up with me. To avoid any conversation, I chew on my energy bar, but it doesn’t last nearly long enough and the silence just becomes awkward. Sweat breaks out over my skin and I tug at my long sleeves, meant to stop sunburn. Before us, the horizon stays flat, like we’re marching to nothing. A few times Sky tries to make a bit of small talk, but mostly the loudest sound is our boots scraping over dirt. Minutes turn into almost an hour. At last, as a glowing red eye peeks over the ground, Sky grabs my arm. 
 
    “Stop,” he says, rising on his tiptoes and looking down at something. 
 
    When I take a step forward, I see what he means. Sky’s taller than me, so he noticed the drop-off first. The ground dips, plunging into a valley large enough to fit three or four cities within it. If an asteroid or, heck, a small moon plowed into the world, it would have made this crater. Plumes of vapor rise from cracks below and mix with the air, creating a heavy haze that hangs in the bowl. Squinting, I make out the far end of the crater, calculating it at least fifteen miles away. 
 
    When I sniff, a faint stench like a burnt match fills my nose. Below us, barracks, all with new metal roofs and fresh metal sides, huddle in tight rows about a half mile away. Hovers sit behind the barracks.  Anyone down there must have no escape from the acrid air. Yellow work vehicles dot the landscape, probably left over from when the EHC occupied this place. Tiny dots that might be either ops or workers come into view when a breeze catches a plume of vapor and pushes it away. The barracks look flimsy, as if they were put up in a hurry when the SNA invaded a month ago. 
 
    “I need a sniper scope,” I say. 
 
    “Careful with this,” an EHC op tells me, handing their rifle over. They’re the kindest words I’ve gotten from a Leech. 
 
    Lifting the rifle, I look through the scope. I take time to find the people again, first finding a snapped tree trunk and tracing it up to the plume, which belches out whitish steam. Waiting for the wind to blow it out of my view takes another two minutes. 
 
    Two men and a woman, all in plain clothes similar to those I’ve seen in Ethos, haul a supply crate down a dusty road while four SNA ops watch, guns at their sides. The woman trips, sending the crate toppling over. The top comes off and metal machine parts spill everywhere. One op raises the butt of his weapon and lifts it over the woman’s back. She rolls away, but not before the blunt end rams into her thigh. She jerks and seizes her leg in agony as the men scoop machine parts up by the handful and dump them back into the crate. 
 
    “Let me see,” Sky says. 
 
    “You don’t want to,” I whisper, pulse pounding with rage. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll take you down,” Cho says.  
 
    “Naturals first or Starsen?” I ask. My mind runs numbers as I swing the scope to the barracks. More SNA ops guard prisoners who line up outside the structures. I can’t tell the difference between the EHC prisoners and the drafted SNA people. All wear gray jumpsuits, and there are equal numbers of men and women. 
 
    “It depends on who’s there,” Cho says. 
 
    But the guards’ numbers match the prisoners. Cho was right. About three hundred of them, standing in formation around the captives, wait. I hand the sniper rifle back to the EHC op, glance at Sky, and look away. 
 
    “How many?” Elias asks. 
 
    “A few hundred.” 
 
    “I don’t know all the workings of the camp, but they go to the drilling site at daybreak,” Cho explains. “The guards bring the surviving workers back at sunset. A few guards stay behind. Barracks first.” He points to the buildings. 
 
    “And Starsen?” Sky asks. 
 
    “There’s a chance she’s here.” Cho waves us along the crater’s rim.  
 
    The EHC op looks through his sniper rifle’s scope. “They’re moving out.” 
 
    Still with me and Sky in the lead, we walk around the crater’s rim, trying to avoid the fumes by pulling the collars of our shirts over our mouths and noses. The wind changes direction by the second, so the fog below stays in the crater, blocking our view of the drilling site.  
 
    Another earthquake shakes the world. I stumble and the ground of the crater tilts. A hand grabs my arm, keeping me upright. I look up and see it’s Elias. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, keeping my back to Sky, but I yank myself from his grasp and continue as the quake stops. 
 
    Sky and I continue walking in silence as the others follow. Soon the barracks come into better view. No road leads down to them. It’s all sheer drops and steep hills. The SNA’s using it as the perfect labor camp.  
 
    “How can anyone get in and out?” I ask. 
 
    “Hovers. Most are drop-offs,” Cho says. 
 
    “Getting out won’t be easy.” Elias levels a suspicious glare at Cho. 
 
    Cho shifts his weight. “Starsen often flies in for a few hours but leaves before the plume releases. The Savior has been here twice in the past, though I haven’t been here when he has. And new prisoners are brought in daily.” 
 
    “This would’ve been good to know a little sooner,” Elias says. “If the hotspot gets ready to blow and we can’t escape—” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I tell him. “Once we get down there, you, me, and Cho will head to the office. Everyone else can check the barracks and take out the guards.” 
 
    “I’m—” Sky starts. 
 
    Elias clears his throat and calls everyone over. “We need everyone where their talents will work best. Talen, with us. Lacy and Sky, you’re with the ops.” 
 
    “I can’t guarantee how well my nanos will work in this environment,” Talen replies.  
 
    Sky glances my way, and when I don’t respond, shakes his head. Without a word, he heads to the back of the group.  
 
    After a few moments, we find a narrow path choked with dying shrubs and yellow grass that will hide us. But they’re low to the ground, and the angle is steep, so we have to scoot our way down. Along the way, dust collects on my pants as I descend behind Elias. 
 
    Already, the morning sunlight burns my exposed skin. More radiation than normal’s hitting the ground, and the burning match smell worsens the lower we go, stinging my sinuses. At last, the ground levels off and the cliff sides tower over us. Ducking into a cluster of brown shrubs and out of the sun, Elias and I wait for the others. As we do, I look back at where we came from. 
 
    The path back up is extreme. With Noble and Century class mods, we’ll be able to climb back up just fine. But the prisoners? The non-EHC and Tenant class people won’t stand a chance after the conditions they’re already in. 
 
    “Move. Nobody can survive out here for long,” Elias says, waving us out of the shelter of the shrubs.  
 
    I join him on a narrow path of compacted dust forming a ring around the crater’s insides. Heat rises from the ground, warping the air and turning the vapor plumes into twisted ghosts.  
 
    My head is pounding and my stomach’s roiling by the time we near the back of the empty barracks. The SNA doesn’t need a fence, since the prisoners have nowhere to go. We stop behind another cluster of dead shrubs and duck low. I part the dry branches to peek out. Five guards patrol around the two dozen long buildings. Now that I’m up closer, I can see that even the guards look exhausted… hollow. They’re suffering, too. 
 
    “Just five,” Lacy says. 
 
    “Can you feel any more?” 
 
    She frowns, and for the first time she’s hesitating. “Maybe if I get closer, but the fields mess me up. We need to shoot.” 
 
    From beside me, a pistol fires. 
 
    A guard jerks, grabs his chest, and collapses.  
 
    I flinch as the other four raise weapons and turn in circles, trying to find the source of their companion’s death. I glance to my right and see Sky with his weapon raised. 
 
    He glares at me before firing another shot—a miss. Dust flies from the ground near the guards. I join and fire. The EHC ops do the same. The other four SNA guards backpedal from the body. I can’t hear the electric whining from here, but I know what will happen. 
 
    The explosion sends a geyser of dirt high into the air and another tremor through the ground. I duck and aim at the outer guard with my pistol. Blood erupts from his leg. 
 
    Another bullet punches the guard I’ve shot and he goes down, twitching on the ground, grasping his gut. Another explosion follows, and then another, catching the final two men as they try to run to the barracks. Both fly through the air, land, and explode.  
 
    Silence falls and dust clears, leaving the area marked with shallow craters. 
 
    “Maybe we could have taken them hostage and disabled the chips,” I say to Sky. 
 
    He narrows his eyes at me. “Too dangerous. You’re getting soft, and that wasn’t the plan anyway.” 
 
    Turning away, I join Elias, who nods and eyes the low buildings. “Someone will come back here and see the craters soon. The rest of you, secure the barracks.” He motions for me, Talen, and Cho to follow. Without looking back, I leave Sky behind. If he dies, at least I won’t have to see it. 
 
    The barracks stand empty except for two guards, who run out of the middle one. I raise my pistol before they can react to us. I fire, drawing blood from a thigh, and Elias shoots the other in the shoulder. The second op drops his weapon while the first fires a shot, zinging past my cheek by inches.  
 
    The first guard grasps his leg, keeping his gaze down, while the other turns away and grabs his shoulder. Blood stains their green uniforms. The first fishes for a pocket radio.  
 
    “Finish them!” Elias shouts. 
 
    Chips, Cho mouths. His eyes beg us not to kill them. These are his people. Fellow victims, too. 
 
    But we have no choice. They’ve seen us. We can’t let them bring back the other three hundred ops. 
 
    I fire on the first man. Headshot. He drops the radio to the dust and falls limp as a doll. The other goes still as his blood mixes with dirt. He’s bleeding out. 
 
    “Back up!” Elias shouts as the hum fills the air. 
 
    Cho looks away, holding his hand over his eyes. The humming intensifies and I whirl, turning away just before the explosion. Dirt flies and pebbles sting as they pelt me.  
 
    Silence falls as I cough on dust. 
 
    Somewhere between all the barracks, EHC ops shout. 
 
    “All clear!” 
 
    “Fin?” Sky calls. 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief and cough again. He’s survived the first phase.  
 
    But the second phase will be when the guards return. 
 
    “We need to find the office,” Elias says. “There’s not much time to plan our next move. The ops saw us. That means the Savior might have, too.” 
 
    “Right,” Cho says. “The only saving grace is that the Savior’s monitoring staff is human. They might not see the recording right away, but they will soon. Military feeds get priority when ops die.” 
 
    We follow Cho, who leads us past all the barracks and up a gentle hill to a green tent, complete with SNA flags on either end of the entrance flap. It’s a huge tent, big enough to hide three or four large hovers.  
 
    He holds up his hand, motioning for us to wait, then goes inside. Something beeps, and Cho leans back out. “It’s safe.” 
 
    I go inside first, ducking into sweet, sweet shade. A portable fan sits in the corner, blowing out cool air that soothes my burning skin. After a few breaths, my nausea dissipates and my headache clears.  
 
    Tables with laptops, paper maps, and satchels rest everywhere. A generator hums outside the tent. “This is where Starsen works?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s where she plans ways to harvest energy,” Cho replies. “She’s chipped.” 
 
    “How much can she help if we fix her?” Talen asks. 
 
    “I don’t know how loyal to the Savior she is,” Cho says. “Not everyone objects to the regime. It often takes losing a loved one to make some realize the SNA isn’t a boon to mankind.” He speaks with shame. “But she must know the dangers here, and we can get information out of her.” He swipes his finger across the touch screen of a computer.  
 
    “Password protected?” I ask. 
 
    “Of course,” Elias says. “Emma’s going to need to come.” 
 
    Cho moves on to a table covered in papers and picks one up to read. “Starsen arrives tonight after sundown. She won’t get here until after the three hundred SNA ops have returned to the barracks.” 
 
    Elias looks at me, asking for my input on what to do next. We’re the Noble class people with the job of figuring it out. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” I say. 
 
    Bursting back out into the heat, I find Sky peeking into one of the barracks and grimacing. Our gazes meet, and his features soften as I approach.  
 
    “We need Emma,” I tell him. “Can you bring her back? Elias and I have to figure out how to deal with three hundred SNA ops at sundown, and then how to deal with Starsen once she gets here.” 
 
    “What am I, the errand boy?” 
 
    “We need Emma to help deal with Starsen and any soldiers who want their chips deactivated.”  
 
    “I’m not useless.” 
 
    “Of course not. This is an important job.” 
 
    “We need you back here,” Elias calls from inside the tent. 
 
    Sky sighs. “Fine.” He doesn’t hide the hurt in his voice as he kicks dirt and stalks away. “But I’m staying and sending ops to get her. There are other things I can do here.” 
 
    Once back inside the tent, I turn my focus to the maps of the crater as Elias runs his finger along the paths. The crater only has a few stations. A device nearby scratches lines on a paper, lines that get taller with each quake that rumbles below. It looks like dated equipment, but I bet not all digital tech works down here. 
 
    “Here are the guards,” Elias says, tapping the center of the map. “And that’s the drill. Since Starsen’s coming tonight, the place must not be ready to blow yet.” 
 
    I calculate as Cho and Talen wait. “The guards will be tired and hot. We have an advantage. Is the site lower than the rest of the crater?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cho answers. 
 
    “And the guards get the low ground, right?” 
 
    “Probably.” Elias rubs his chin. “They’ll surround the prisoners and keep their guns aimed at them.” 
 
    “Some oil the drill and others operate it,” Cho says. “Most workers carry rock and debris, so there should be piles, but I’ve never gone out there. I’ve only visited the barracks.” 
 
    “Just in case, we’ll need all the ops and their sniper skills.” Marching over to the flap, I look outside to find Sky pacing in front of a group of a dozen kids, all dirty and under twelve, who sit in the shade of a barrack. Cho was right about child prisoners.  
 
    “Fin?” Elias breaks into my thoughts. “Time to figure out how we’ll reach the drill site without dying from the heat. Time’s short. The Savior will alert the other ops in no time.” 
 
    I snap my gaze to him, saying nothing. “We need shade. Cho, did any rivers run through here? Plants grow along them and could work. Even dead ones should block half the radiation and drop the temperature about ten degrees.” 
 
    Cho eyes the map. “Cold Stone Creek,” he reads, finger tracing close to the drill site.  
 
    Elias rolls up the map and tucks it under his arm. “Great idea, Fin. Us Nobles need to stick together.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Sky stays behind with a few EHC ops. I’m sure the children have a lot to do with it. The kids must remind him of Cia.  
 
    Or they provide a distraction. 
 
    The rest of us walk over barren dust toward Cold Stone Creek under the merciless sun. A row of dead trees, all with brown pine needles, appears when we crest a short hill. The former creek’s nothing but a road of cracked mud and smooth stones with vapor creeping out of tiny fissures, but the trees keep it in shadow. 
 
    Me, Elias, Lacy, and Talen march in the lead, the ops behind us. For the first time since Drape, I feel as if I can relax—if going to war counts as relaxation. 
 
    The dried creek gives us shade. Sweat still breaks out on my forehead, but the faint breeze sweeps the heat and rolling sickness from my body. We’ll have an advantage over the SNA ops.  
 
    After an hour’s walk, Cho stops, holding up his map. “The site’s over this hill.” 
 
    Jagged terrain and gravel tower over us. We leave our shelter, letting the sun beat down on us again. Cho lags behind, unable to deal with the hard terrain. I holster my weapon and climb over rocks, gripping crevices and pulling myself onto overhangs. Even back in my mining days, I wouldn’t have had the skill to deal with the climb. But with my Noble strength, I’m a champion mountain climber, as is everyone else coming with us. Another advantage over the SNA ops. 
 
    I collapse on my back with my face in the sun once I reach the top of the outcrop.  
 
    “Up,” Talen says. 
 
    Elias helps me to stand, and my sore muscles thank him.  
 
    A faint whine fills the air. We’ve reached the drill site. Workers mill around like ants, carrying buckets of stone away from a pit that could swallow a small settlement. An enormous drill with a metal spiral big enough to walk on turns in the center, held up by four massive support beams. Heat warps the air and Guards stand in a ring around the workers.  
 
    Elias clears his throat. “We’re not going to get another chance.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Cho says. 
 
    I face him and he waves us away from the crest of the hill. Elias pulls me back from the edge by my elbow. From here, I can only see the top of the drill.  
 
    “If we don’t strike now,” Elias says, “more ops get here and cut us off.” 
 
    “Yes,” Cho agrees. “But we need to attack the equipment so we can stop them from cracking the Earth.” 
 
    “We have to kill the ops to get to the equipment,” Lacy says. 
 
    Our group huddles as the EHC ops wait for Elias to give orders. The tension rises. 
 
    “Most of these people got chipped and brainwashed,” Cho says. “We will have to kill some of them.” 
 
    I feel almost bad for the SNA ops. Unless they’ve lost family to the Savior, some of the SNA citizens might not know any different. They grew up not daring to question the Savior, the same way many EHC citizens didn’t question their wealth coming off the backs of Dwellers. 
 
    Below, the drill screams again as workers slave to death. I guess SNA prisoners are the new Dwellers. 
 
    “Too many accept a false Savior,” Cho says, ducking to avoid being seen. “But some of the Naturals might not. I may be able to convince them to come to our side. Of course, I’ll have to make sure they’re safe.” 
 
    “And they’re down there guarding, right?” I ask. “You know their names?” 
 
    Cho scratches his forehead and thinks for a moment. “Maynard, Rodriguez, Xin, Luampa, and Connors. Those five tend to stick together, and I’ll find them.” 
 
    “Can we trust them? Even the Naturals could have joined the cult.” 
 
    Cho shakes his head. “We need all the help we can get right now. The Naturals might know the way to the right systems. We’ll have to kill those who align with the Savior.” Cho draws a pistol and eyes the top of the drill. “I’ve seen the work site a few times. I know how to sneak around.” 
 
    Elias and I exchange a look. It seems neither of us like Cho’s plan, but with the heat beating down and my exposed skin burning, we have to do something. We might have the high ground, but three hundred SNA ops will take us out even with the best planning. 
 
    “He goes down,” Elias says.  
 
    “I can’t help him if he gets in trouble,” Talen says. “The magnetism here won’t let me use my nanos.” 
 
    Lacy steps up beside Talen. “I’ll incapacitate guards so they won’t blow up. We’ll take their weapons and knock them out so we don’t alert the others we’re here.” 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Talen says.  
 
    I’m glad she won’t be alone. I know Cho wants to save the Naturals and anyone who might not be glad to serve the Savior, but I also know by now it’s impossible to save everyone who deserves it. At least Sky and a few ops are back with the children, hiding them as we put their parents at more risk. He’s not completely safe, but I remind myself he’s safer at the barracks than out here. 
 
    Cho, Lacy, and Talen go with a few EHC ops down a narrow trail that must lead around the drill site. That leaves me, Elias, and the other ops.  
 
    “What now?” I ask. 
 
    Elias clears his throat. “We divide ourselves into groups and pick off the guards.” 
 
    “Will the explosions trigger this place?”  
 
    “Not if they’re on the surface. The plume is miles underground. We might shoot an innocent, but it beats letting this place blow. Then once Cho finds the Naturals, we sabotage this operation.” 
 
    “That’s messy. Everything has to go right for this plan to work.” 
 
    “We have no other options. The SNA could be sending more troops now. Those ops at the barracks saw us.” 
 
    I don’t have any better ideas.  
 
    Elias waves the EHC ops into three groups: one to stay here, one to follow Cho, and one to loop around the work site with us. I keep my gun out. Elias and I lead seven ops around the site, sticking to an uneven gravel trail that makes my feet slip and pebbles dart away from my soles. My legs cramp with the effort of staying upright. Occasionally we get a glimpse of the work site below, but mostly the volcanic smog blocks our view.  
 
    Down below, workers, some in plain clothes and others in gray uniforms, carry buckets while SNA guards watch over them. It won’t be easy for the snipers. We near a small group of SNA ops standing guard by a thin line of workers dumping rocks onto a big pile. They’re the farthest from the rest of the crew.  
 
    “Get down,” Elias orders. 
 
    I have no idea why he says it, but I listen, taking all but the top of the drill from my view. We sit inside a bowl of jagged rocks with only pockets of moss hugging its dark cracks. At least the sun’s off us for a few seconds. 
 
    “Someone’s following us,” Elias whispers. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Couldn’t tell. A plume got in the way.” 
 
    “It’s me,” Sky says, appearing on top of our rock nest. 
 
    My body stiffens at the sight of him. What the hell is he here for? 
 
    His skin has turned red from the sun and he grips a rifle stolen from an SNA op. He hurries to us and jumps down into our hole, making an EHC op scoot to the side.  
 
    My pulse races in my ears as I ball the fist not holding the gun. “They could have shot you on the way here. And what about—” 
 
    “I got Emma to send a hover for the kids,” he says. “They’re on their way back to base.” 
 
    “Well, you’re here now,” Elias says. “Nothing we can do about it.” 
 
    “You need everybody you can get,” Sky says. 
 
    I shift my body from him. Sky was supposed to stay behind where it was safer. 
 
    Elias shakes his head, then climbs over the rocks. “I saw a group of five ops far from the others. We can take them out, then we can change positions and fire again.” 
 
    In the distance, a gunshot goes off and I swing my attention that way. The other groups must be attacking. 
 
    Elias looks over the rocks and aims, firing off a shot. Sky and I join him, as do our snipers, but another pesky plume wafts from the ground, blocking two running figures below. Several workers shout, drop pails of rocks, and take cover behind the large stone piles. A female worker limps to safety as stones roll across the cracked ground. 
 
    I aim my pistol, but before I shoot, a bullet strikes the rock below me and sparks fly. Bits of rock sting my bare arms. I calculate the bullet’s path and fire at the SNA op as the plume clears. Even from a hundred and fifty feet away, my bullet finds its mark. The man jolts, drops his weapon, and falls. Two other soldiers backpedal from the body as it blows, raising a cloud of dirt. 
 
    Muffled shots surround me as silencers go to work. The other SNA ops lurch and drop before exploding, sending geysers of earth skyward. Vapor and dust clog the air as shouts echo from the work site. Down below, someone blows a whistle.  
 
    “Move!” Elias shouts. 
 
    I peel myself from the rock and join him and Sky as we bolt from the area. Shouts seem to come from everywhere, including behind us. Green-clad SNA ops race uphill. One of our fighters shoots one with a sniper rifle. 
 
    Another shot ricochets off a nearby boulder. I’m exposed, and any breath could be my last. Crouching as I run, my senses sharpen. I’ve got to stay alive here. 
 
    “Keep the high ground!” Elias shouts as he runs beside me. “If we go down there, we’re done!” 
 
    Sky races with his pistol trained in front of him. A green-uniformed op jogs up a shallower part of the hill from the work site, automatic rifle ready, but Sky lands a bullet in his head. The body rolls downhill toward three more ops as a hum fills the air. The ground where the corpse rolls erupts, blasting broken men into the air. I stagger as a shock wave rolls through the earth.  
 
    I catch Sky’s glare as I stumble and catch my balance. 
 
    The thud of a bullet hitting flesh sounds behind me. I whirl to find an EHC op falling, grasping her side, and a pair of SNA fighters standing on the trail. One fires his automatic rifle, dropping two of our men before I raise my pistol and end them both.  
 
    We’re down to four ops, but the bodies of the three lost blocked the bullets for the rest of us. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” Elias shouts. 
 
    Two explosions go off from the dead, throwing rifles, stones, dirt, and blood everywhere. I turn to see Sky firing on two more SNA ops fighting uphill, red-faced and exhausted. Blood flies. Five more ops have reached the top, and they ready rifles as our people open fire. I stop. So do the others. Sky leaps in front of me, shooting. I stand beside him, taking down an op. The rest scatter, running at normal speed, unlike us. Elias darts forward, taking two out, while I duck to the side, pulling Sky behind a boulder with me. I shoot, unloading my last two bullets on an op who falls at the start of the drop-off. 
 
    A deafening bang fills the air as he explodes. I reload. 
 
    “We can’t stay!” Sky shouts. 
 
    “Out!” Elias yells, appearing above us. His gaze snaps to the trail behind us and then to the work site. “Climb down! Take cover! Now!” 
 
    I spring out of the rock cover with Sky and turn. Two dozen SNA fighters, running in formation, have somehow reached our high ground. They race toward us in two lines. They’re a hundred feet behind us. All carry automatic rifles. Two more EHC ops lie dead beside us, leaving two survivors.  
 
    Ahead, two dozen more ops close the distance between them and us. We have nowhere to run but across open terrain or down into the work site. 
 
    I do the math and it’s not good. None of us will survive if we stay, so our only chance is to reach the rock piles below and take cover. We race down the hill to the work site and into the shelter of flying dust and vapor. 
 
    I crouch as I run, hopefully cutting my chances of being hit by a third. Pulling my shirt over my face, I lower my gun. Only escape matters right now. I search and find a large pile of something taking shape in the dust. 
 
    “Sky!” I shout. “Elias!” 
 
    A hand grabs my wrist and pulls me to the side. Elias. We duck against the jagged rocks as I lodge my foot in an empty bucket. Men shout in another language and the shooting stops. Even the rest of the work site has gone quiet. The others might already be dead, but if we run, we’ll leave the shelter of this cloud behind.  
 
    “We have to finish this,” Elias hisses. 
 
    I nod and wait for the dust to settle. Sky and the other two ops stand several feet away from us. There’s an eerie calm until the SNA opens fire again, filling the world with bangs and pops. 
 
    I raise my pistol, waiting for the ops to appear in front of us, but no one comes. The shots are coming from behind our piles. Bullets thunk into flesh, and explosions from chipped people follow. The ground quakes and I’m not sure if it’s from the death behind us, or from the plume becoming unstable. But I know one thing: someone’s attacking the SNA ops. 
 
    Who? 
 
    I cringe as the deafening noise fills my ears, making them ring. Vapor and dust fly past, pushed away by explosions, only for more to choke the air a second later. Visibility is next to none as the sky darkens with dust again.  
 
    Then it all stops.  
 
    “All clear,” Talen yells at last. 
 
    Bursting out from behind the pile, I gag on the stale air. How can it be all clear?  
 
    But I’m alive, and so are Sky and Elias. 
 
    “Talen?” I shout as Elias appears beside me.  
 
    Lacy emerges from the settling dust. “The SNA ops are dead. Cho found the Naturals together and told them they could come with us or die. Apparently, they wanted to live.” 
 
    I walk up to Lacy. “They just surrendered?” 
 
    “Well, I took their weapons and used some other ways to persuade them.” 
 
    Elias keeps his gun ready. “Not adding up. There’s more to this story.”  
 
    I struggle to think, but near death has clouded my brain. There’s no way our three small groups have overtaken three hundred SNA ops. 
 
    A gust of wind blows around us, clearing dust and vapor only to replace it with hot, oppressive air. About fifteen surviving EHC ops stand behind Talen, guarding five SNA ops. I spot four men and one woman. These must be the Naturals.  
 
    Below, a hundred strong workers mill around the EHC ops, unorganized. Many wear plain clothes in the style of Ethos, and all have dusty faces. Many are wounded, but the workers hold automatic rifles, probably stolen from SNA ops. The wide-eyed men and women stare back at us. 
 
    “Once we got the Naturals,” Lacy explains, “I knocked out guards and took their guns and gave them to the workers. The SNA didn’t know who to shoot first, and they forgot they were dealing with Century and Noble class prisoners. By the time they noticed their little problem, we’d armed maybe seventy.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” This is the most amazing thing she’s done. 
 
    “Wait,” Sky says, running up to us. “Some are SNA citizens. They’ve got to be chipped!” 
 
    I raise my gun, catching my breath. “He’s right.” 
 
    Talen steps up to Lacy. “Wait. SNA prisoners wear gray uniforms with the company logo. The EHC prisoners forced them into a cave. Some of them wanted to help, but nobody let them.” 
 
    “Good,” Elias says, wiping dust from his forehead. “Secure the area, then we’re meeting these Naturals.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHO STAYS WITH the Naturals along with six of the EHC ops while Elias divides up our groups again. We split into three teams as the last of the dust clears, but this time two dozen dirty, exhausted workers join mine. The men and women stand tall and proud. Most wear gun straps over their shoulders as if they’re never going to let them go. 
 
    One of the surviving EHC ops nods at the workers. “We’re working to expel the SNA from our territory. I see a lot of former EHC here.” 
 
    Scattered cheers rise from the prisoners. Sky comes to stand next to me. I want to shake him and ask what he was thinking, walking across the crater floor by himself. He could have died.  
 
    I wish he would go with another group.  
 
    “Don’t do that again,” I tell him as we patrol along the edge of the crater. I step over a dark stain I can pretend is spilled oil but is most likely drying blood.  
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    ‘You know very well what. You weren’t supposed to be here.” 
 
    “Once the kids flew out on the hover, what else could I do? When you’re up against three hundred ops, you need the numbers.” 
 
    “One more wouldn’t have mattered.” 
 
    Straightening, I look forward. Small caves complete with push wagons and carts full of rocks surround us. I don’t want to talk to Sky anymore, so I distract myself.  
 
    “The caves must lead out of the work site,” I mutter, jogging ahead of Sky. 
 
    “Fin, you’re changing the subject,” Sky calls after me.  
 
    I throw my hands in the air. “I can’t do this anymore with you.” 
 
    I bolt ahead of him and the sound of my boots pounding the dirt drowns everything else out. Gun drawn, I scan two more dark cave openings before my gaze lands on a third with a closed metal hatch.  
 
    “Fin!” Sky calls. 
 
    I bolt past the opening until I reach Elias’s group, jump over a bucket of spilled rocks, and stand next to him. Behind me, Sky’s footfalls stop.  
 
    Elias lives for the fight and reality. That needs to be my focus too. Dreaming won’t keep me or Sky alive.  
 
    Around us, workers continue to patrol.  
 
    I finally glance back. Sky is gone. 
 
    “We need to assess the Naturals,” Cho says from behind me. 
 
    Elias and I twist to face him. Still armed with his pistol, Cho wipes sweat from his forehead and points to the closed metal hatch that blocks off the prison cave. 
 
    “Is there SNA backup coming?” I ask.  
 
    “The SNA can only send a few hovers through the perimeter breach at a time,” Cho explains. “They’ll wait until they gather at least a few hundred troops and come up with an attack plan. Gonglu is the Savior’s best hope of taking down the entire perimeter, but if Emma can hack into the system, I might be able to convince them that things are okay again here. The lie won’t last long, but it’ll buy us a day or two.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Elias leans close to him. 
 
    I shift my weight. “If you can’t convince them, how long do we have?” 
 
    “It depends on how fast the Savior catches on about what happened here. And I’m sure it’s already happened. He works his monitoring team long hours and provides them special perks for reporting on dissidents or—” 
 
    “Then he knows.” Elias pulls out his radio and hits the button. “Emma? Are you at the barracks?” 
 
    “I am. Where are you?” 
 
    “There might be SNA prisoners down here, too. We may need your lab so you can disable more chips.” 
 
    Cho holds me and Elias in his gaze. “Helping the SNA prisoners can come later. We talk to the Naturals first. I’ll need your help since they won’t trust me alone.” 
 
    “After you attacked all the ops?” I ask. 
 
    Cho looks away for a moment. “I’m still a general who has served the Savior.” 
 
    “No time to argue,” Elias says. He lifts the radio, hitting the button. “Do you have the transporter?” 
 
    “I could barely get it down the steep hills, but it’s at the barracks now that the ops are dead,” Emma replies through the comm. “I found a fuel pump down here and refueled, so my lab is ready.” 
 
    “Get here ASAP.” Elias pockets the radio, faces me, and nods to Cho, who’s already walking back toward the Naturals. “Let’s see what the general has planned.” 
 
    Lacy and Talen rejoin us, but Sky doesn’t show—not that I thought he would. The EHC guards have moved the Naturals underneath an outcropping of rock and into the shade. I step in, breathing a sigh of relief and pulling my hair back to let the sweat drift away. I swallow, attempting to soothe my parched throat, but it does little good. As if sensing my need, Elias hands me a canteen. 
 
    I suck the water down as Cho steps forward, arms behind his back. “Maynard, Rodriguez, Xin, Luampa, and Connors. The five of you are alive because you are Naturals.” 
 
    One man, a young guy with a balding forehead and black hair, steps forward and squares his shoulders. His eyes sparkle with dedication. “I am proud to serve the Savior, and I will not allow Impures and traitors to corrupt me.” 
 
    Cho raises his pistol at the man. Before I can tell him to stop, he fires. 
 
    The loyal man jolts, blood flying from his head before falling to the ground. Elias and I backpedal as Talen and Lacy do the same. The other four Naturals huddle, but Cho stays put. 
 
    No hum follows. The man’s limbs twitch and go limp.  
 
    Cho faces the rest of us. “The Naturals’ bodies also reject the nanotech installed in most of the military. We don’t have to worry about these bodies exploding if we have to shoot any more of them. We can’t have any loyalists endangering this operation.” 
 
    “I could have helped get information out of him,” Lacy says. 
 
    “Maybe the man just feared saying the wrong thing,” Talen adds. “He could have lied.” 
 
    “He meant what he said,” Cho tells him with certainty. “The Naturals have no chips stopping them from saying what they think. The two of you could help with the SNA prisoners. You can incapacitate them for transport to Emma’s lab while the others blindfold them. Don’t forget to plug their ears, too.” 
 
    Lacy grins. “Will do.” 
 
    Talen taps her arm. The two walk together, away from the rest of us. Sky emerges from behind another rock pile and stands at the back of our group. My chest tightens at the sight of him. Sky won’t even look at me. Instead, he studies Cho. 
 
    I shift my gaze to the four survivors. All four press against the rock, waiting for their fates. The woman, a small blonde, faces me and gulps. The dead man might have given his life for the Savior, and willingly, but these four don’t have the same brainwashed look as he did. 
 
    “Now,” Cho says, speaking to the captives, “I suspect the rest of you have no loyalty to a Savior who can’t even stand by what he says. He talks about the danger of Impures, but then he wants to eliminate the most natural humans of all. I don’t blame you for keeping your secrets or staying together. I sympathize with you, despite the image I have in the SNA.” 
 
    The woman looks at the three men. Her eyes narrow in doubt, but one man, a guy with thick black hair and tan skin, shrugs.  
 
    “We are here to prevent the Savior from tapping the immense power of the mine,” Cho continues. “Do you know how close the drill is to reaching the magma plume?”  
 
    No one speaks at first. They obviously don’t believe him. Cho looks at me and Elias. So he was right about needing our help. 
 
    I step forward. “We won’t hurt you. How close is the drill to reaching the plume?” 
 
    They look at each other for what seems like a long time, then the black-haired man finally speaks. “The drill is about half a kilometer from reaching the top of the plume. Starsen expects us to break through within the week.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I face Cho, wishing he hadn’t shot the first Natural. I don’t want to admit to myself that I didn’t anticipate his actions. 
 
    Cho clears his throat. “Breaking open the plume will cause an eruption, killing everyone within kilometers.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” the blond woman blurts out. 
 
    A second man, one with brown hair, says, “The official word from Starsen is that the SNA is drilling to prevent an eruption.” 
 
    I suck in a breath. “Starsen’s lying. She gave you this story to keep you working. This area isn’t stable, and the SNA doesn’t care about blowing up the people working here. They will put a power station over this place after it calms down and then they’ll use all the energy for themselves.” 
 
    “And they’ll open the rest of the EHC perimeter by shorting out the defense network,” Cho adds. “Give us a complete tour of the area so we can assess the best way to shut down this operation and stabilize the area.” 
 
    “Only Starsen has clearance to go to the underground pumping stations,” the brown-haired man says. “I’ve seen them, so I know how it works. She arrives tonight with her private security team.” 
 
    “Maybe not now,” Elias mutters. 
 
    “How certain are you of an eruption?” the woman asks. 
 
    Cho glares at her. “Certain. We’ve found the studies.” 
 
    “I told you they’d be willing to sacrifice us,” the third man, a short guy with thin black hair, says with an accent.  
 
    “The Savior would sacrifice his own relatives,” the woman says.  
 
    Cho backs up, waving the ops away from the rock wall and back into the sun. “We need to ambush Starsen if, in fact, she is still coming. I have to make sure she doesn’t cancel her trip.” 
 
    I look to Cho and then Elias. “How would that work? If Starsen’s valuable, the Savior will warn her about us.” 
 
    Elias steps forward. “Emma can get into Starsen’s computers. We can send Starsen a message—an all-clear message. If we’re lucky, she’ll believe it’s safe to land.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    We trek back to the barracks. The sun crawls across the sky, a bright ball of heat and pain. The angry red burns on my arms deepen by the hour and hurt whenever I rub my skin. The same goes for my cheeks. Elias, having darker skin, gets by a little easier, but by the amount of sweat dripping off his forehead I’m pretty sure he’s suffering, too. Cho silently marches in the lead, watching the sky.  
 
    Behind us, freed EHC prisoners and ops parade blindfolded SNA prisoners. As our main group walks, Sky wedges himself between me and Elias. 
 
    “Cho’s a jerk. I heard what he did,” he says. 
 
    “We need him,” I reply, looking straight ahead. “If my family got sent to a work camp, I would’ve wanted to shoot everyone loyal to the Savior, too.” 
 
    “It’s a power struggle, and you know it.”  
 
    “Of course it is. But we can’t let this place blow” 
 
    Sky drops back, letting us walk ahead of him. The tent comes into view, resting on top of the hill. Emma stands beside it, waving with relief. Elias’s already radioed her, asking her to hack into the SNA computer system and communications devices. 
 
    The tent offers us shade as Elias, Lacy, and Talen step inside with me. Emma closes the flap behind us, blocking the view of the others milling toward the barracks. 
 
    “I hacked the password and got into the system, but to access the communications array behind the tent and speak to Sarsen, we need the fingerprint of an SNA military official or other high-ranking position,” Emma says. “Cho, yours might work.” 
 
    He steps forward and holds up his index finger like he’s done this a million times. “Give me the laptop. I’ll tell Starsen she’s safe to land tonight.” 
 
    “But will she trust you?” I ask. 
 
    Cho gives me an expressionless look. “She’ll land tonight for us to take her captive.” 
 
    “But the SNA knows there was an attack here. They won’t risk their geologist.”  
 
    “I’ll just tell her I’ve escaped and called fresh troops who took care of the problem. I’ve supplied troops to Gonglu before, so she’ll be apt to believe me.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” Elias shakes his canteen but finds it empty.  
 
    Emma hands Cho a laptop.  
 
    “I’ve lived my life by sneaking around,” Cho says. “When you always have a chip in you that sees and hears what you do, you either learn to become a good liar, or you die.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Time to get up.” 
 
    My eyes flitter open, revealing the barrack where I rest on an old cot. The place reminds me of my old Dweller quarters—minimal and uncomfortable. 
 
    I lift my head. Sky stands in the doorway, purple twilight leaking in behind him.  
 
    “Is Starsen coming?” I ask, avoiding his eyes. 
 
    Elias lies on the next cot and groans, rolling to his side. 
 
    Sky keeps his voice neutral and lifeless. “I snooped a bit. Cho’s talking to her now. He won’t let any of us into the tent. If she hears us, she’ll know something’s wrong. But she has troops coming with her, just in case.” 
 
    “Great,” I say, rolling out of bed. “How much longer?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” Sky says, standing there with a blank expression. 
 
    Behind him, people are scrambling. Dark forms, mostly freed EHC, dart past the door. They must be preparing for Starsen’s arrival, but none of the SNA prisoners have joined them. 
 
    Lacy shoves past Sky and enters the barrack. “Emma’s cured some of the SNA prisoners. Some are still blindfolded in another barrack. Cho had to shoot two. They were too loyal to the Savior.” 
 
    “I hope he’s shooting the right people,” I sigh. I know we won’t be able to save them all, that some are too brainwashed to see daylight, but the whole thing makes me feel guilty. It’s not their fault. 
 
    “I’ll make sure Starsen doesn’t struggle,” Lacy continues, as if she didn’t hear me. “The EHC prisoners will shoot any SNA ops who come with her. Cho says they’ll send more to replace the ones who got killed.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I say. I reach under the thin cot mattress and grab my stowed pistol. “How much longer?” 
 
    “Emma says we have half an hour before the hovers get here.” 
 
    “We have trained prisoners to help us.” Elias gets up from his cot and crosses the room, pushing past Sky to get through the door. “The odds may be in our favor.” 
 
    Sky shakes his head and disappears. 
 
    “We’ll see,” I mutter, heart racing.  
 
    Cho’s broken voice echoes through the tent flap. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but he raises and lowers his voice like he’s arguing. 
 
    “Come on.” Lacy waves me out of the barracks. 
 
    We join a flow of EHC prisoners, all holding automatic rifles, as they parade toward the tent that Cho has taken. Two of the Naturals, Rodriguez and Luampa, stand guard on either side of the tent. Both hold rifles. Cho has found them trustworthy. 
 
    Emma also stands outside in the deepening gloom, waiting for Cho’s word on Starsen’s arrival. The closer we get, the more silent the atmosphere becomes. 
 
    Emma holds her finger up to her mouth to tell us all to stay quiet. I motion back like I’m zipping my lips. 
 
    We wait five minutes, and at last, Cho emerges.  
 
    “Starsen arrives in twenty minutes,” he announces. “I’ll meet her. Don’t attack until she is off the hover and far enough away that she can’t escape. And do not shoot her. We need her codes to clear our way through the underground tunnel network. She will inspect the machinery after the attack. Fifty SNA ops are coming with her, and I told her we need more ops to replace the ones we’ve lost. I had to look genuine.” 
 
    “More ops?” I ask. 
 
    Cho faces me. “By the time the replacements get here, it won’t matter.” 
 
    “Okay,” Elias says, stepping to the front of us. “Here’s what we do. The prisoners hide in the barracks. We allow the SNA ops to get off and move away from the hovers. Once that happens, we attack.” 
 
    “The hovers are armed,” Cho warns him. “Once the attack starts, I’ll pretend to make an escape with Starsen into the underground. While the prisoners engage the ops, a few of you will follow me and carry explosives.” 
 
    “Explosives?” I echo. 
 
    “Starsen will know the best places to plant them and disrupt the system without making the whole site blow,” Cho explains. “The Savior directs power from the plume to keep the invasion going. We do this, we stop the assault. This will cut power to Ethos and to other EHC sites, but it should stop the Savior from taking more of your territory.” He finishes by facing Emma as she steps up beside him. 
 
     “He says Dr. Starsen has a communications relay on her hover,” Emma adds. “I’ll use it to broadcast a message to the SNA citizens to tell them the truth about their Savior. I’ll also tell them we can cure their surveillance chips and where they can download the code to break it.” 
 
    “Won’t they be too scared?” I ask. “They’re being watched.” 
 
     If millions do this at the same time, it won’t matter. He can’t go after them all. It will break the Savior’s grip on its citizens.” 
 
    “I hope.” 
 
    Cho clears his throat. “Not everyone in the SNA will revolt, but if we can remove the Savior’s greatest weapon, we take away his power. We can start a new world.” 
 
    Emma grins. While I slept, she and Cho made plans to disrupt the SNA from the inside. I grin and look at Elias. He returns it. 
 
    Can we stop the SNA forever?  
 
    And in one night? 
 
    A tingle races up my spine and I almost divert my gaze from Elias to Sky, who’s skulking around in the corner of my vision, but I won’t. We have a battle tonight.  
 
    Will we have a world to rebuild? 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Me, Elias, Lacy, and Talen wait inside the tent with Cho. I stand beside a silver crate of explosive charges. The corners of the tent are filled with various piles of supplies. 
 
    When it’s time, Cho’s going to march out of the tent, meet Dr. Starsen, and escort her back into the tent. He’s wearing a stiff SNA military uniform he found in a crate, and he looks almost the same as he did the day I took him hostage.  
 
    Sky doesn’t show. He’s down with the prisoners. I hope he’s telling the parents of the kids they’re safe.  
 
    Emma’s waiting in the barracks for her chance. A group of Noble class prisoners will escort her to Starsen’s hover once it’s empty. 
 
    Cho eyes the laptop in front of him. “Starsen’s approaching Gonglu now and reducing speed.” 
 
    I part the tent flap enough to peek out. Night’s fallen, and an aurora dances overhead, reddish and ominous. Several lights approach from directly ahead of us, brightening by the second. Hovers. I count seven—one for Starsen, and the rest for the new ops. People are replaceable to the Savior.  
 
    The hovers approach the flat ground in front of the barracks, landing on top of where the craters must be. Dust kicks up everywhere. There are no bodies for the SNA to take home. It’s an efficient system. Cruel, but efficient. 
 
    The first hover’s engine hums. Squinting through the settling dust, I make out the outline of a small, green hover illuminated by the six larger ones behind it. The SNA insignia almost glows in their light as it powers down.  
 
    The other hovers remain powered, lights on, as their doors lift and fresh SNA ops pour out. A dozen stand at attention in front of Starsen’s hover while the others fan out to surround the landing area. She has great security. 
 
    But they’re not modified. 
 
    The green door to Starsen’s hover rises and she steps out. Dressed like Ambassador Morris, in a flowing cape and a green uniform, Dr. Starsen, a middle-aged woman with graying brown hair, steps to the ground.  
 
    Someone clamps a hand on my shoulder. “I’m off,” Cho says. 
 
    I stand aside and let him go. Down there, the prisoners wait in their barracks. There’s nothing unusual about that. I hope Starsen suspects nothing other than a squashed rebellion. 
 
    Cho’s footsteps fade as he goes. I back away, waiting for something, anything. 
 
    “I’d be more useful down there,” Lacy says.  
 
    “You’d be dead,” I reply. “Cho wasn’t kidding when he said fifty ops would come. We need to surprise them.” 
 
    But Sky’s down there, and I won’t think about him.  
 
    Except for the fact I already am. 
 
    Elias lifts his radio like he wants to say something into it but doesn’t. Instead, we remain silent. Minutes drag past and my pulse thuds in my ear. Cho must be with Starsen by now, and they must have finished their greetings. I keep my pistol raised and stand behind one of the map tables for extra cover. Lacy stands beside Talen while Elias inches toward me. I don’t mind. 
 
    At last, footsteps approach. My heart shudders.  
 
    “We threw the rebels into the pit,” Cho says. “Do you see any reason to doubt my ability?” 
 
    “I will not be satisfied until I see the bodies.” Starsen’s voice is a razor. “We’re watching you, Cho. Even your brother—” 
 
    “We’re not discussing my dear brother. My point is, do you see any sign of the rebellion?” 
 
    “That doesn’t explain the complete lack of ops here to greet me.” 
 
    “I ordered more to Gonglu.” 
 
    Cho’s floundering. Getting a limited view through a split in the tent flap, I raise my pistol, determined to end the woman who’s willing to blow up everyone in an eruption; who uses slave labor, just like the EHC.  
 
    Outside, guns cock and SNA ops raise their rifles. 
 
    “Starsen?” Cho asks, lifting his palms up. 
 
    “The Savior has reason to suspect you.” 
 
    I dart through the tent opening. The flap hits me in the face as I emerge into the night, raising my pistol at the woman who holds Cho at gunpoint. Elias bursts out on my heels, opening fire on five SNA ops standing behind her. Bangs fill the air. An op jolts, dropping dead, blood exploding from his chest.  
 
    “Ambush!” another shouts. 
 
    Cho and Starsen jump, distracted. The other four ops turn their guns on us. I look down a long, dark barrel as I listen for a hum. Nothing. But before the op fires, I pull the trigger, tightening my grip on my pistol as it jumps back. Smoke fills the air.  
 
    The dim light of the tent falls on the other three ops, now dropping their weapons and foaming at the mouth as Lacy emerges. Gagging sounds follow as the men collapse in the dust, rolling in agony. One guy’s eyes roll up into his head, showing nothing but the whites. 
 
    But the bodies don’t hum or threaten to explode. These are higher-end ops, free of the explosive implants. Makes sense—Starsen is too valuable to risk getting accidently blown up. 
 
    I rush Starsen, who whirls, trying to figure out who to shoot. Raising my hand, I punch her across the face with a crack, making her drop her pistol. She grunts, stunned, and falls to the ground as I rub my burning knuckles. Her cape falls over her small form as she grasps for her weapon. Talen gets to the pistol first. 
 
    Shouts echo from downhill, from the main camp. A storm of gunfire breaks out. The prisoners are attacking the new SNA ops. Distant sparks break the darkness as both sides shoot. The ops closest to the hovers take cover behind them, the vehicles offering the only haze of light in the whole valley.  
 
    “Not good!” Elias shouts in my ear. “Grab her before they get one in the air!” 
 
    If that happens, the SNA will bomb the prisoners. But we can’t help. We have to deal with Starsen.  
 
    I grab her arm, pulling her to her feet. Starsen’s head rolls to the side and her eyes struggle to focus on me. I glare at her. “You’re taking us underground.” 
 
    Cho appears beside me. “To the MPS system.” 
 
    Starsen finally focuses, her eyes widening  at Cho. “You traitor,” she says through clenched teeth. 
 
    The general leans forward, putting his face inches from hers. “The MPS system, or we cut off fingers.” 
 
    “Then do it.” Starsen glares at him with the same zeal as the loyal Natural he killed. Her eyes shine and she stands tall, getting her composure. A red welt rises on her cheek. “I’ll give my life to stop you from destroying the Savior’s world.” 
 
    “Another zealot,” Talen says. He faces her as if trying to use his ability, but nothing happens. The magnetic fields here make Talen almost useless. Another quake rips through the ground, shaking everything.  
 
    Lacy steps forward. “No fingers have to come off.” 
 
    Starsen screams and gags as Lacy stares her down. I let go of her arm, letting her fall back to the dirt. Gunshots continue down below. One of the hovers hums.  
 
    “Don’t kill her!” Cho shouts. “Only she knows where the MPS system is!” 
 
    Lacy steps back. Starsen rolls onto her side and vomits into the dust before gagging again and catching a breath. 
 
    “I’ll do that again if you don’t show us where this system is,” Lacy insists.  
 
    “You Impure freak.” Starsen turns her glare up at my friend, but now her eyes shine with terror. Lacy’s breaking her. 
 
    “The MPS system.” I don’t know what that is, but if it’ll stop the SNA from taking the power it needs, I’ll go with it. “Lacy can hurt you again and again without killing you, and she can make it last for hours.” 
 
    Behind me, the hover hums louder as it rises. Who’s taken control, I can’t tell. We have to leave while the prisoners have them distracted or they’ll bomb us—and maybe even Starsen—to stop our plan from going through. 
 
    Starsen closes her eyes and takes a breath, shaking. “You don’t know what you’re doing!” 
 
    Elias takes her arm and yanks her to her feet. “This system. Now.” 
 
    She gulps. 
 
    An explosion fills the world, followed by deafening crashes. The hover has taken out the first barrack. The SNA has the advantage and more people will die. An orange glow reflects off the side of the tent and fades, leaving the crackling of white-hot fire. 
 
    I should feel relieved I won’t have to see Sky die. But instead, a part of me screams and wants to bolt down the hill so I can see his face one last time.  
 
    I swallow. “You heard him. Take us to the system or Lacy will make you suffer for the rest of your life!” 
 
    Starsen lets out a breath and slowly nods. “This way. Follow me.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    DR. STARSEN SHIFTS her gaze to the tent exit and points north. “The system is that way. If we run past the barracks—” 
 
    Cho advances on her. “You want the hover to bomb us.” He levels his stare at her again. “The MPS System. Now.” 
 
    An explosion behind us rocks the world, sending a shock wave through the ground. 
 
    “We gotta go,” I say. 
 
    “Fine,” Cho growls. “But avoid the barracks.” 
 
    We race out of the tent. 
 
    “You are a fool, Cho.” Starsen attempts to pull against Lacy’s grasp, but she’s no good against her enhanced strength. 
 
    “Hurry!” Elias shouts beside me as we run.  
 
    Starsen staggers down the hill, struggling to keep up with Lacy. She rises, seething, as we race from the destruction.  
 
    “Which way?” I yell.  
 
    Another explosion resonates behind us. Firelight illuminates the cracked ground and dying weeds, along with a vapor plume rising from the ground ahead. We run through it as the light dims, and I cough on the acrid fumes.  
 
    “You heard her question.” Lacy jerks Starsen to a stop.  
 
    Dr. Starsen’s lips quirk into a cruel grin. “The Savior sees everything.” She reveals a small container in her hand, pops it open, and puts it to her lips. 
 
    I rush her, knocking the container free. A white tablet falls to the ground and vanishes inside a small crack in the dirt. 
 
    “No!” Starsen screams, lunging for the lost pill. Lacy snaps her back in place. I stomp on the crack where the tablet—probably cyanide—fell. Talen digs into her pockets but draws nothing else out of them.  
 
    “Enough!” Elias shouts. “We can’t stay here.” 
 
    I glance back at the tent, but it’s gone. The SNA hover flies away from it, returning to the barracks. Only tattered plastic and warped tables give off embers and smoke. The SNA has destroyed the information we used to get this far.  
 
    Dr. Starsen gags and stops. “Just kill me!” 
 
    Another fireball rises from the barracks, crackling and glowing a hellish orange as the SNA hover flies over it and vanishes, leaving nothing but rising smoke. Constant gunshots fill the air. The EHC prisoners must be fighting while we stand at the edge of darkness.  
 
    “The MPS System!” Cho demands from Starsen.  
 
    “We need light to proceed.” Starsen’s voice is hoarse and any light in her eyes has gone dead. “May the Savior forgive me.” 
 
    “Weapons ready,” Elias orders. “Lacy, get ready in case it’s a trap.” 
 
    I pull a flashlight off my belt and click it on now that the hover has vanished. It’s a risk, and some SNA ops could see us, but Starsen waves us close to the dry riverbed with her free hand. Behind us, the shouts and gunshots from the other fighters slowly fades.  
 
    “The entrance to the underground is in the valley wall,” Starsen says.  
 
    “So, opposite the drill site,” I reason.  
 
    Starsen eyes me and then looks to the explosive charges affixed on Elias and Talen’s belts. “You don’t understand what you’re doing. Bombing this system will destabilize the entire site.” 
 
    “SNA lies.” Cho keeps his pistol aimed at her, but Lacy has Starsen secured.  
 
    “You wanted to let all these workers die,” I say to her. “You don’t care if you let them all blow up.” 
 
    Starsen opens her mouth to speak, but Cho cuts her off. “There is no reasoning with the brainwashed,”  
 
    Starsen frowns at him with disgust. “The Savior was right to chip you.” 
 
    “Keep moving!” Cho shouts, nudging her hard in the back with his pistol.  
 
    Dark trees loom from the shore of the riverbed and offer cover as we run again. Without them, an SNA sniper out there might have found us already. At last, after dodging more vapor and jumping over endless cracks in the earth, the wall of the crater comes into view. Two large granite boulders stand guard over a tiny opening. My flashlight lands on a metal box mounted on the crater wall right behind one of the boulders. 
 
    “Stop,” I say. “Security.” 
 
    “I see it,” Elias says, studying Starsen. 
 
    She turns her head down. Her lips quiver like she wants to speak, but Lacy tightens her grasp on her arm while Cho stands near her, giving her a silent warning. 
 
    “I’ve seen those before,” Cho says. “They give off a force field that detects intruders whose DNA isn’t in the system. Then it tells the system to release a deadly, fast-acting virus into the air.” 
 
    “So, how do we get around it?” Elias asks. 
 
    “You don’t,” Cho answers. “You shoot it.” 
 
    I raise my pistol and fire. The box sparks, smokes, and fizzles. A single flame dances around the box’s edge before it dies.  
 
    “Is that it?” I ask. 
 
    Cho chuckles. “Oh, there are more security measures inside.” 
 
    “Don’t go any farther,” Starsen begs, cringing. 
 
    “Do not speak unless we ask you something,” Cho growls. 
 
    I almost feel sorry for Starsen for a moment before I remember how she’s treated these workers.  
 
    Cho waves us on, stepping through the small opening without fear. “I need light.” 
 
    With a pit growing in my stomach, I duck through the opening. My flashlight reveals a cave with a metal grating for a floor. I recognize the same build from the EHC power tubes. This must be an old Coalition structure.  
 
    The tunnel curves and dips ahead. We continue walking in silence. Only a faint hum sounds from below—power tubes or transport tubes for magma, maybe. Some might go all the way to Ethos. 
 
    Talen’s radio crackles. “I’m in Starsen’s hover,” Emma’s voice sounds. “We’ve killed most of the SNA fighters. Most of their survivors are in the hover, and we’re laying low until we get their guard down. We lost maybe a third of ours in the explosions. The Naturals survived. They and the prisoners are flying back with us in another hover.” 
 
    “We’re nearly in,” Talen says into the comm. 
 
    There’s a long pause on her end. “Be careful out there. I’ll broadcast the message to the entire SNA and tell them hope is coming.” 
 
    She says nothing about Sky before she clicks off. My mind runs the calculations. There’s a two-thirds shot of him having survived. My heart clenches at the thought, but at least the odds are with him. 
 
    I round the curve, lagging after Lacy, Cho, and Starsen. Metal double doors wait before us, complete with a glowing red panel on the wall with an outline for a hand. 
 
    “Your palm,” Cho orders Starsen. 
 
    She looks at me, pleading in silence, but I can’t read her expression, nor do I want to. She’s loyal to the Savior and sees us as Impures. I know what she’d do to us if she got free. 
 
    “You’d better do it,” I warn her.  
 
    She closes her eyes and mutters something, shaking. Cho grabs her wrist and slaps her palm on the detector.  
 
    The double doors click and slide open, revealing a long tunnel. Lacy drags Starsen through and Cho remains glued to her side.  
 
    “Savior,” Starsen begs. “Hurry. Your b—” 
 
    Cho raises his pistol at the back of her head and fires. 
 
    Lacy releases Starsen as she lurches and falls to the grating, convulsing for a moment before going still. I leap back and bump into Elias. 
 
    “You said we needed her!” I shout in shock. 
 
    “Not anymore,” Cho says, holstering his weapon. “We’re past the security measures.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Elias asks. 
 
    Cho pulls at his collar. “There’s no more need for security. We got what we needed. Her death was necessary.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Elias says.  
 
    Cho exhales. “Follow me.” 
 
    My stomach lurches as heat rises from farther down the tunnel. Now that we’re free of Starsen, we break into a run. Once the Savior sends reinforcements, we might have no escape. Starsen has already sent the message.  
 
    An orange glow appears ahead and below, and I wipe sweat from my brow. Though the air’s clear down here and likely filtered, the heat is oppressive. 
 
    The tunnel opens into a large, round room complete with a humming system of clear magma tubes, grinding engines, and turning gears. Grating continues to make up the floor, and far below, maybe miles, magma seethes. Fans blow under the grating, trying to keep the heat down. An orange glow warms everything. I feel as if I’ve stepped into a universe made of machines. The setup is huge. 
 
    “Whoa,” Lacy breathes, looking at the cave’s ceiling overhead.  
 
    “This is where the EHC pumps magma to generate power for the rest of its cities,” Elias says. 
 
    “Why didn’t the SNA just tap this instead of drilling a new site?” Talen asks.  
 
    Cho clears his throat and fans himself. “The MPS System isn’t enough to power both the EHC cities and the SNA. I’ve seen the records. The main power source is under the drill site, but the SNA has been using the MPS system in the meantime.” He turns to Talen. “Now, let me see the explosives.” 
 
    Talen takes a step back. “What’s the exact plan here?” 
 
    “Bombing this chamber will stop the whole operation, maybe even for decades. It'll cut power to the drill, stopping their progress.” 
 
    “And you know this will work?” I ask. 
 
    “I headed the power distribution center back in Ethos.” 
 
    I remember how Cho feared the plume. He knows what it can do if the SNA drills and it goes off. “Give me some explosives,” I say. “Tell me where to mount them and how to set the timer.” 
 
    Cho explains the locations to us. “Set the charges to blow in three hours. That will give us time to escape the area. We'll make sure the reinforcements can't reach the charges.” 
 
    Three hours sounds like a lot, but Cho's had time to study this place. “You're setting this up to blow up the reinforcements when they get here, aren't you?”  
 
    “Yes,” Cho admits. “We'll deliver an extra blow to the SNA.”  
 
    Following his directions, I put the explosive charge on a large magma tube, which sticks to the glass-like casing. On the other side, magma rolls as it rises to the ceiling. I set the timer and it beeps.  
 
    Two hours, fifty-nine minutes, and fifty seconds... 
 
    As I stare at the countdown, panic rises in my chest.  
 
    I jump as Elias clamps his hand on my shoulder. “We got all the bombs mounted.” 
 
    “Out!” Cho orders from behind me, waving us back to the tunnel. “We need to clear the area before the reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    We bolt back into the tunnel and run uphill. Even with my Noble class mod, I get out of breath from the effort and heat. Lacy and Talen run beside me while Cho struggles to keep up. I jump over Starsen’s body as Elias’s radio crackles. 
 
    “Elias? Fin? Lacy? Talen? Anybody?” Emma’s shouts fill the tunnel. 
 
    Elias answers as we round the final curve to the surface. “We’re alive. Mission is accomp—” 
 
    “We’re leaving. More hovers are on the horizon. The Savior is onto us.” 
 
    “Are there any explosives left?” Cho asks. 
 
    Elias clicks off the radio. “I have five charges.” 
 
    “We blow up the tunnel, then.” 
 
    I know he’s right. If we don’t, the reinforcements will disarm all the work we just did. 
 
    Elias plucks a charge off his belt and attaches the square to the cave wall. He sets the timer for thirty seconds. “Run!” 
 
    We bolt through the boulders and into the open. I pump my legs down the dried river, putting as much distance between me and the tunnel as I can. An explosion follows. My ears ring as the ground shakes, threatening to throw me off my feet. Rocks crumble. Dust flies and chokes the air. Then a second deafening bang goes off, sending another shock wave through the ground. 
 
    I fall, absorbing the shock wave. Dust fills the air and settles over me. I turn my head, facing the tunnel. It's nothing but collapsed boulders now, inaccessible without major equipment. 
 
    “Up,” Cho demands. “We need to return to the bunker. Now!” 
 
    I push myself off the cracked ground and cough, studying the sky. A row of stars shine near the horizon. Then I blink and realize it’s not a row of stars at all, but distant hovers. I count at least twelve of them, and they’re coming from the direction of Ethos. Cho’s right—the Savior must have ordered all the soldiers occupying the city to the Monster’s Nest. 
 
    Lacy slaps me on the arm. “You heard Emma. We need to get back.” 
 
    “We have less than half an hour,” Cho adds, panting. 
 
    We break into a run again, following my bobbing flashlight beam. We crest hill after hill and pass the smoldering remains of the command tent. The barracks spread out in front of us, a mixture of black smoke and glowing embers. Bodies lay everywhere, many in green, but others in plain clothes. An SNA hover lies on its side on the ground nearby, crashed and smoking, two more bodies leaning out of the cockpit. The air reeks of burned flesh, dust, and volcanic vapors. 
 
    I won’t look for Sky. 
 
    “Hurry!” Emma’s voice shouts from Elias’s hip. 
 
    Starsen’s hover waits, and so do the remaining five SNA hovers, lights on and ready to take off. The door to Starsen’s is open, and with my heart racing, I pound up the ramp as Lacy and Talen pull Cho in behind me. Elias boards last. 
 
    Emma’s in the front passenger seat while an EHC op pilots. Sky stands in the back, grasping the edge of a central table with a ring of glowing laptops. Each plays a screen saver of a rotating SNA logo. 
 
    As I board the hover, Sky turns away and faces the wall, but he’s alive. 
 
    The door closes, but not before I glimpse the approaching hovers. The row of lights has brightened.  
 
    “Go!” Cho shouts. “They’ll attend to the site first, so we have a chance!” 
 
    Emma raises her radio. “We’re clear to take off!” 
 
    The hover rises. I stagger to a row of leather chairs that line the edge of the cabin while Sky sits on the opposite side. A touch display in front of me brightens and comes to life. A screen filled with clickable icons takes its place, and I recognize a folder labeled MPS System. 
 
    Everyone takes a seat as the hover rises. The craft levels off, fleeing the Monster’s Nest and leaving our explosives behind.  
 
    Sky says nothing, and I won’t let myself feel anything. 
 
    “Keep going towards your bunker,” Cho says. “It attaches to a cave system. There may be an entrance there to the deeper underground.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I ask. 
 
    Cho points to his wrist. “Downloaded the maps of every cave that leads to the underground settlement. I can retrieve the information at any time.” 
 
    “I'd be very interested in that,” Emma says.  
 
    Cho says nothing. 
 
    “We can retake the perimeter if the SNA has diverted all its ops to the Nest,” Elias says. “Then we can drive them out of Ethos for good.” 
 
    Cho rises and paces around the hover, lost in thought. “We could, but a network of secret underground settlements was built at the start of the Flip. We can use them until we know more.” 
 
    I’ve seen one of those before; homes built for the rich but never occupied. 
 
    “Cho, how do you know about these?” Emma asks. “The Savior must have blocked all information about them from its citizens.”  
 
    “I know more than the Savior wants me to. The Self-Contained Underground System spanned the world when its builders first invested in it, but groups like the EHC and the SNA stopped construction. Humanity never needed genetic mods or chips to survive naturally. The EHC and the SNA gained their power by making everyone think otherwise.” 
 
    “We don’t need to go underground,” I say. “We’ve got the advantage.” 
 
    Cho continues to pace on the other side of the hover, not answering. I rise and click on the folder marked MPS System. A notice pops up in the form of a gray box with bold lettering: 
 
      
 
    WARNING! 
 
      
 
    This folder contains information about the MPS System (Magma Plume Stabilization System). The MPS protocols prevent eruptions at the Monster’s Nest/Gonglu site and damaging this system may cause a catastrophic eruption capable of rendering the Earth’s surface uninhabitable. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHO SITS, WATCHING the EHC pilot and the night beyond the windshield. 
 
    I march over to him and, from the side, knock the pistol out of his hand. He jumps, stunned, and whirls on me, but I grab his collar before he can reach for his weapon. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Sky shouts. 
 
    Cho grabs my hand and digs his nails into my flesh, but I grit my teeth and bear it. I slam him against the hover’s wall, missing a leather seat. 
 
    “Cho had us plant bombs to make the Monster’s Nest blow.” 
 
    The general pales as Sky pries at my hand. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I slug Cho across the face with my free hand. “You knew what you were doing.” Gritting my teeth, I lean close enough to smell his sour breath. “Can we stop it?” 
 
    The general gives up the struggle as everyone but the pilot surrounds us from behind.  
 
    “Fin, what are you doing?” Emma demands. 
 
    “Yeah, what the hell?” Elias adds. 
 
    I point to the open display terminal with my free hand. Rage pumps through me and every muscle tightens. Yanking his collar, I slam Cho against the wall again.  
 
    “Would you like the Lacy treatment?” I ask. “Talk!” 
 
    Cho gulps and eyes the hover's interior. I follow his gaze. Lacy brushes past Talen as she draws near. “I trust Fin,” she says, eyes hard. 
 
    “My plan will shut down the SNA’s access to the plume’s power,” Cho says. “You got what you wanted.” 
 
    “By making the place blow?” I shout. “You told us to plant bombs on the stuff that keeps the plume from erupting! You shot Starsen before she could tell us the truth—now talk!” 
 
    Emma clears her throat. “Talen, bring me that terminal’s companion tablet.” 
 
    Cho trembles. He’s a coward and a liar. “The eruption will return us to our natural state. No EHC. No SNA. Just people living together underground and waiting out the Flip the way the Underground system’s creators intended.” 
 
    “And?” I ask, pulling him off the wall. My arm shakes with anger. I glare into Cho’s eyes. 
 
    “Under his kind, iron-fisted rule?” Lacy adds as she inches toward Cho.  
 
    “Did the SNA ever mean to blow up the Monster’s Nest?” Elias asks, coming to stand beside me.  
 
    Cho eyes Lacy for a second. “No. They didn’t. They meant to extract more power so they could overtake the world. We stopped them.” 
 
    “We didn’t have to do this!” I shout, resisting the urge to draw my pistol and end Cho right here. Emma’s just messaged the entire SNA, giving them hope. We’ve just started the revolution. The surface world might have worked. 
 
    And this piece of trash took it with his lies. 
 
    “Let me handle this,” Elias says, pushing in front of me. 
 
    Glaring, I shove Elias back and return my attention to Cho. “I will. What sick future do you have in mind, General?” 
 
    “The eruption will render the surface uninhabitable,” Emma says, tapping away on the tablet. “And with all this talk of underground settlements, I believe it’s true.” Her words hollow out with horror. 
 
    “He dies,” Elias growls, drawing his pistol. 
 
    “No!” Cho shouts. “You need me to find the settlements. Even your bunker won’t protect you from the radiation and toxic atmosphere after the eruption. It’ll let most of the Sun’s radiation hit the surface. We have a few hours before it turns deadly.” 
 
    Ice spreads through my veins. Goosebumps rise over my skin, but I take a breath and renew my hatred. “Can we stop it?” 
 
    “No. We blocked the entrance.” 
 
    “Don’t kill him yet,” Emma says. She studies the tablet. “We need him.” 
 
    “He betrayed us!” Sky shouts. “Everyone trusted him and then he stabbed us in the back. I have to get back to Cia and my mother before the Nest blows. We can go back to our old home.” 
 
    Cho gags as his eyes roll up into his head. I twist to Lacy. “I won’t kill him,” she says through gritted teeth. 
 
    The general’s mouth opens in a silent scream of agony. I release him, letting him slump down the wall. He spasms and hits himself in the chest, then makes a loud whimper and flops to his side as Lacy continues her assault. 
 
    “Lacy!” Talen says, taking her arm. 
 
    Cho goes limp and then takes a breath. Lacy glares at him and shouts, “He killed millions of people!” 
 
    “Do that again if he doesn’t cooperate,” I say. If anyone deserves the Aura’s worst attacks, it’s Cho. 
 
    “I… I can show you the way to the network,” Cho chokes out, panting. “And how to survive there. Hurry. We need to beat the Savior there. He’ll be going underground as we speak.” 
 
    “The Savior knows about this network?” I ask.  
 
    “He has personal entrances.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” Lacy demands.  
 
    I look at Elias and he lifts an eyebrow. “Cho knows a lot about the Savior for a general.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I say. 
 
    “But he was chipped like a regular citizen,” Talen adds. 
 
    Lacy stands over Cho. He stays on the floor and gulps. “My brother is paranoid of losing his power.” He lets the words hang as the hover hums, taking us closer to the bunker. 
 
    “Your brother?” I echo. 
 
    “Joseph Cho. The Savior.” 
 
    “What?” Sky pushes past Elias and glares at the traitor.  
 
    “He’s lying,” Elias says. 
 
    “My family wanted to save humanity and keep it pure, but instead my grandfather and brother altered everyone and refused to reveal the settlements underground,” Cho continues. “I wanted to keep humanity truly natural by moving us underground. My brother hated my ideas and demoted me. Now humanity will take its natural state, without Impures to destroy society.” 
 
    My stomach turns. Cho’s as bad as the Savior. He just has a different plan for controlling everyone else. “Kill him.” 
 
    The general holds up a hand. “You need me. I have the maps to the settlements inside me. If you want to give the people of Ethos a chance, let me guide you.” 
 
    “But you don’t want Impures in your perfect little utopia,” I seethe. “And Emma can take your maps.” 
 
    “But she doesn't have time,” Cho reasons. Elias puts his hand on my shoulder and pulls me back. Forcing out a breath, I stand next to Talen. 
 
    Sky refuses to face me. I can’t argue with Cho anymore because I planted some of the bombs myself. I might throw up. 
 
    “What do we do?” Emma asks. 
 
    “He shows us the way to the network,” Elias says. “Can you find out if he’s telling the truth?” 
 
    Silence falls except for the tapping on the screen. Emma nods as she cracks through the SNA security on the tablet and clicks, reading. She keeps her face neutral. 
 
    “He’s telling the truth,” she finally admits. She rushes back to the passenger seat and picks up her radio. “Reinhart. Are you there? The Monster’s Nest will erupt in a couple of hours and we need to go deeper underground. Warn everyone left in Ethos and the former EHC cities. If we don’t, then no mods or chips are going to save us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Over the next two hours, Elias and I take turns guarding Cho, making sure he doesn’t do anything stupid. I keep my pistol aimed at his temple as I sit, my other hand cutting off the circulation to his arm with how tightly I grip it. Cho seethes and grasps the seat rest with purple fingers.  
 
    As soon as he shows us the settlements, he dies. If we don’t kill him, he’ll threaten everyone who flees underground.  
 
    Sweat forms on Cho’s temples.  
 
    He knows. He has to. 
 
    Daylight brightens the horizon as we near the bunker. I wish I could enjoy it, since it might be the last time I see the real thing. The remaining lights of Ethos peek through the darkness as we approach the bunker. No one speaks. Emma’s already made Reinhart broadcast a warning to everyone he can. 
 
    I hope Reinhart finds something about the network on his own so we don’t have to rely on the Savior’s brother. 
 
    Emma’s radio crackles. “This is Hover three. The SNA has left the Monster’s Nest and they’re now following us.” 
 
    “Then they know the Nest is about to blow,” I say, digging the barrel of the pistol into Cho’s skin. He closes his eyes and his lips press tightly together.  
 
    Emma picks up the radio. “How far back?” 
 
    “Our radar shows fifty miles. They must have us in their sights.” 
 
    “Then they’ll follow us to the bunker and take revenge,” Elias says, pacing and stopping in front of Cho. “The Savior must have ordered it. Right?” 
 
    Cho nods, keeping his eyes closed. 
 
    “What? You won’t talk anymore?” I ask. My stomach turns as I think of the hundreds of SNA ops who once stood outside the distribution building. If they all come after us, we could be in trouble. 
 
    “Reinhart?” Emma says into the radio. “SNA is following.” 
 
    Reinhart comes through. “Our fighters will hold them off while we evacuate the civilians. And do not go against my orders.” 
 
    Emma hangs her head. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I imagine the smug grin Reinhart will have on his face once we get back. We were wrong, and he’ll let us know. It adds another layer of pain. 
 
    Voices come through the radio. 
 
    “I’ll fight. I’m trained.” 
 
    “Get those people to safety.” 
 
    “We’ll stand our ground.” 
 
    The EHC prisoners fill the airwaves. We still have dozens of trained fighters, even if they aren’t in uniforms. 
 
    “I’ll make sure Cho does as he says,” I say, tightening my grasp on his arm. I nod to Elias. I won’t say I plan to shoot him when we’re done. Or turn him over to Lacy. 
 
    If I helped make this disaster, I’ll help fix it in any way I can.  
 
    Sky looks right at me, his face unreadable. “We need to get Cia and my mother to safety.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    As the sky goes from pink to orange on the horizon and reveals a thin layer of haze over Ethos, the hover slows. We enter the cave on the side of the cliff, drifting into the dark tunnel. Cho opens his eyes.  
 
    “Welcome to the rest of your life,” I tell him. 
 
    He mutters something. I want him to wallow because he’ll never see the sun again.  
 
    The hover lands and the doors rise as the other six SNA hovers park beside us. Prisoners and ops jump down, some of them moving blindfolded SNA prisoners. The four surviving Naturals stand on the platform like they're not sure what to do. They keep their guns aimed at the floor. At last, they vanish as the four head to the infirmary wing. Emma leaps into action, waving people around as some civilians emerge from the bunker tunnels to cart them away.  
 
    “Up,” I order Cho. With my gun to his back, I lead him down the ramp of Starsen’s hover. “Can someone bring me restraints?” 
 
    But no one listens. Prisoners and ops shuffle around, guns in hand. The whole place is chaos. The SNA’s getting closer every second I stand here. 
 
    “This way,” Sky says, waving me through the tunnel to the civilian quarters. 
 
    I follow, walking with Cho in front of me like a shield. Elias appears at my side and holds out a hand, offering to relieve me, but I don’t hand Cho over. I want to make him suffer. Elias doesn’t understand how beautiful the sun is. 
 
    “Fin, we need you to fight,” Emma says from behind me. “I’ll gather the civilians and have the Naturals escort us. Sky, come with me. Elias, stay with Fin and I'll radio you and give you and the fighters directions once we’ve held back the SNA.” 
 
    “I'll take Cho,” Sky says. 
 
    I release Cho to Sky. Sky points his pistol at the back of his head, eyes hard. “Lacy?” he asks, looking around. “We need you with us.” 
 
    She and Talen join Sky. 
 
    “You ready?” Elias asks, slapping me on the shoulder. 
 
    I raise my pistol and harden inside. “Ready.” 
 
    Elias and I join a river of EHC prisoners and ops running to the cave entrances. Footfalls echo off the walls of the cave as we leave the hovers behind and move out. Darkness falls and flashlights click to life, revealing a smooth stone path. Hot morning light soon replaces them as we near the entrance, and they go off again.  
 
    “Stay hidden!” Elias shouts as fighters branch off into other tunnels. “Take cover once you can see outside. They won’t be able to bomb us if we stay in the caves.” 
 
    I stay by his side as we stick to the main tunnel. It opens into an expanse of flat ground and a ceiling of sky.  
 
    The lights of the SNA hovers approach, a dozen dark shapes moving against the yellow light of the morning. They’ll land in minutes. 
 
    The ground shakes and a low rumble fills the air. 
 
    I grip the side of the cave. “What’s that?” 
 
    Elias’s look tells me all. Three hours have passed. The explosives must have gone off, destroying the machinery that holds the Monster’s Nest together. We’re about to see a new, more terrifying apocalypse. 
 
    Another rumble follows, and then another as shock waves pulse through the earth. On the distant horizon, a massive plume of dark, deadly smoke rises. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SNA HOVERCRAFTS continue their approach as the ash plume keeps rising into the morning, expanding like a dark gray cancer until the top must touch space. 
 
    “Emma,” Elias speaks into his radio, “they’re landing in two minutes and the eruption has started.” 
 
    I keep crouched in the cave, listening, while a few freed prisoners behind us do the same. The lights of the hovers turn off, leaving dark shapes in the sky that blend with the backdrop of the eruption. The world rumbles again, and I grip the cave wall, steadying myself. The planet is ripping apart. 
 
    “Cho is leading us through the cave. He has a map of the systems leading to underground settlements all over the planet. Keeps them stored on one of his magnetic chips. Amazing stuff. Don’t stay up there long,” Emma’s voice returns, her words echoing. “We’re underneath the hover garage and heading down a narrow tunnel. You can find it by crawling down between the grating and the cave floor. Then take the left tunnel.”  
 
    “Copy,” Elias says. 
 
    When she goes silent, the hum of the enemy hovers takes her place. They hang in the air as if deciding, and then land, throwing up dust.  
 
    “So, they’re coming on foot,” I say. 
 
    Elias raises his gun. “They need the caves, too.” 
 
    He’s right. If the SNA bombs us, they’ll collapse the entrances and leave themselves stranded outside. 
 
    The comm crackles. “Keep the SNA outside long enough to make them succumb to any increased radiation,” Emma says through the device. “If they make it in, we’re dead.” 
 
    We have no other choice.  
 
    The hover doors rise and SNA ops pour out as the plume expands, painting the sky a deep orange at the center. It’s as if the earth is belching out its molten insides. 
 
    Elias opens fire. He gets off two shots, and a pair of SNA ops go down in front of their buddies. Other fighters back away. Dirt geysers bang into existence, blend with the air, and fade again. Shouts rise as the army takes cover behind their hover’s doors. The world turns to a storm of gunshots, flying sparks, and constant shouts from their side and ours.  
 
    “We can’t get to them!” I shout. 
 
    Elias fires another shot. “They want to lure us out.” 
 
    Dread curls like a snake around my racing heart. The radiation level might already be rising and staying at the cave entrance means risking our safety. But if we retreat, the SNA will storm the caves.  
 
    I raise my pistol, squeezing one eye shut as my mind calculates the most devastating hit. I fire at an op huddling near the back of the middle hover, nailing him in the head. The group he’s in tries to scatter, but it’s too late. The explosion throws bodies everywhere, and I look away to avoid sight of the carnage. 
 
    “Good shot, Fin!” Elias shouts.  
 
    There’s no time to feel my victory. SNA ops duck under the open doors, taking cover from the increasing radiation. Others gather in shadows.  
 
    Elias creeps forward and toward the light. I follow, crawling on all fours. Shots ring out from the entrances above. The guns and charges on Elias’s belt clink into each other. 
 
    “Over there!” an SNA op shouts. 
 
    “Get down!” I pull on Elias’s arm, making him hit the ground as gunshots ring out and zip over our heads. My hair ruffles as I stare at stone, ready for each moment to be my last.  
 
    At last, the bullets stop, and ops outside yell muffled commands as our fighters keep shooting. I dare to lift my head and realize Elias and I lie in a small dip. A single, bent bullet rolls at me from the wall and settles. 
 
    I wince as my face burns and a trace of nausea stirs in my gut. 
 
    The radiation. 
 
    Even in the shade and with my mod, it’s getting to me. The Monster’s Nest has already messed with the magnetic field. 
 
    If we stay, we’ll die—mod or no mod. 
 
    Elias looks at me with wide brown eyes, as if he’s reading my thoughts. “We end this now.” He lifts the radio. “Seal all but one cave entrance. Kill the SNA ops and steal the hovers. Then we get back inside and seal the last exit. No survivors. No matter what.”  
 
    His fingers graze the two explosive charges on his belt, the ones left over from the MPS System bombing.  
 
    Footsteps thud as fighters charge past us, opening fire on the SNA. They know this is the only chance we’re going to get. One prisoner falls, spewing blood from his torso, and so does another SNA op. He blows, knocking the door off a hover, filling the air with dust. Without another word, Elias charges. I follow, taking advantage of the dusty cover. Two more explosions rattle my eardrums, followed by another. It shifts the ground and throws me forward.  
 
    Elias yanks my arm. “Up!”  
 
    I rise, shooting at a green-uniformed op who appears from the dust. He falls and I back away as the dangerous whine fills the air. Another blast shoots more dirt and worse into the air. Turning away, I blink as a huge green shape appears from the tan cloud—an SNA hover, the one with the missing door. 
 
    “Elias!” I shout and wave him forward to the hover. 
 
    We have no time. I bolt for the hover, crashing into one of our fighters, a woman in dusty clothes with an automatic rifle. My stomach churns from the radiation. The woman fires on someone unseen as I leave her and climb into the hover, breathing in shielded, clean air.  
 
    “Jackpot!” Elias jumps in behind me. 
 
    Blinking dust from my watering eyes, I scan the rows of seats to find two SNA ops crouching in the back. Guns rise and click at us. I fire on the first with my pistol, getting a head shot, while Elias unloads two rounds into the other before he can duck. Backpedaling into the pilot’s seat, I listen as the whine intensifies and two explosions shatter the back of the hover. Wires drop from the ceiling and metal shards jut at us from the back as my ears ring.  
 
    The lights in the hover flicker but stay on. Through the tangle of metal, I spot the dusty outside. Gunshots continue, though they’re muffled from in here.  
 
    “We fly this thing and bomb every entrance but ours,” Elias says. 
 
    “Will it even fly now?”  
 
    “Hovers have their motors in the front.” 
 
    Elias swings himself into the pilot’s seat. I take the other and strap in. My mod should help me figure out the SNA controls. 
 
    The control panel glows with a touch screen, and my mind works on how to use the bombs. The orange tab must turn off the safety, just like the tabs on guns, and a black knob that goes in all directions must aim. I click the safety off as the hover hums and rises, minus a door and a back end. We float above the dust and death below.  
 
    My stomach roils. Gagging, I lean over the panel. 
 
    “Fin, keep it together,” Elias says. “We’re almost there. Once underground, we’ll heal.” He hits the controls, raising the hover inch by inch. The groaning and creaking of metal fills the crippled machine. It won’t last long. 
 
    Swallowing back the urge to vomit, I focus and face the cave entrances. The touch screen below me shows the same with a red target I can move with the knob. Five holes wait, including ours. I aim at the highest tunnel and press a red button. I hope none of our fighters are still hiding in there.  
 
    But the reality is they could be. 
 
    A rapid beeping fills the hover and a missile flies from its underside, giving off smoke as it sails to its target. The cliffside explodes, throwing chunks of rock and collapsing the cave entrance. 
 
    “Again!” Elias shouts. 
 
    I target the next two caves, both above our escape route, and fire on those, too. Both collapse, though the third stays open at the corner. Another round of nausea sweeps through me and my head spins.  
 
    “One more!” 
 
    Elias’s voice jars me from my misery. Shaking, I take aim at the second to last cave entrance. Already, our fighters gather at the bottom one, the one we can't blow up yet. We have to get inside first. Our fighters shoot from the mouth of the cave at the SNA ops hiding in the dust. Gunshots mix to create thunder. Within seconds, a shadow—the ash plume—blocks out the sun. Flecks of volcanic ash starts to fall. 
 
    I aim, struggling to make the target move right, and fire on the second to last cave as the hover’s lights flicker and go black. The missile flies, finding its mark and rains shards of rock on the people below. The hover pitches, and my body presses against my safety belt.  
 
    “We’re going to crash!” Elias shouts. 
 
    I grip the seat, almost relieved the nausea and the burning across my skin will end. The hover spirals through the air, and I double over in my seat as the contents of my stomach rise, leaving a horrible taste in my mouth. I hurl on the floor as the dusty ground and craters tilt closer. Elias slams his fist down on buttons, but it’s useless.  
 
    We slam into the ground and the impact is as if I were kicked in the chest. The hover shakes and squeals as it slides along through the dirt. Then it hits an obstacle and jolts to a stop. I lurch forward, gripping the dead control panel and gasping for air. 
 
    Outside dust settles and shouts come from all directions, but most of the gunshots have stopped. Darkness consumes the air and more ash falls, forming a slow, deadly rain. The burning over my skin increases as if I were being slowly toasted. 
 
    “We have to get inside,” I say, voice hoarse as I unbuckle myself. 
 
    Elias does the same. “Put your nose in your shirt.” 
 
    I do, breathing the hot, stale air underneath, but it’s better than the dust and ash. Following Elias from the craft, I search through the deepening dark. The ash plume has moved over Ethos now, carried by the wind. It looks as if someone has poured ink over the sky.  
 
    We did this. 
 
    I listened to Cho and helped plant the bombs that ruined the world we could have had. 
 
    Getting inside the caves is the only escape from death, and from my thoughts. Grabbing Elias’s arm to steady myself, I trudge through the dust and ash, holding my breath.  
 
    Unseen voices shout at us to get inside. The owners appear in the dark as an EHC op turns on a flashlight, revealing curtains of falling ash. Another gunshot goes off, hitting the guy with the flashlight in the chest. He falls as I raise my gun at the SNA op hiding behind another hover and standing in the flashlight’s beam. 
 
    With one shot, I finish him. The expected explosion follows—then silence. Most of the SNA ops must be dead and have exploded. Elias and I stagger around a crater and my knees nearly buckle. There’s no way we’ll be able to walk much longer. 
 
    “Where are you?” Emma asks through the radio. 
 
    Elias doesn’t answer.  
 
    Through the darkness, we reach our remaining fighters. Hands push me into the last cave opening and out of the ash. I remove my shirt from my nose as Elias leans against the wall, catching his breath. He coughs and wheezes as if he’s breathed the gas in Bellaton’s lair again. 
 
    The charges hang from his belt. I grab them. “Is anyone left outside?” 
 
    Before anyone answers, one of the hovers hums and rises. Surviving SNA troops have taken it. If they can’t survive, they’ll take us with them. 
 
    “Back!” Elias shouts to the survivors. 
 
    People shout and scramble into the cavern. A wave of dizziness tilts the world, but I attach each charge to either side of the cave, heart pounding, and set the timer for ten seconds with fumbling fingers. 
 
    Strength leaves my knees and I fall to the ground. Someone grasps me, pulling me from the entrance as my feet drag against stone. Muffled shouts I don’t understand tumble together in my mind as I struggle to get to my feet. Everything in me wants to close my eyes and go to sleep, but the charges beep, forcing me back to reality, and I burst into a run. 
 
    Light and stone fragments fly down the tunnel, illuminating everyone for a moment before pitch darkness takes everything again. Rock crumbles and the warm breeze from outside stops as if a giant has stomped it out. I crash into someone, who holds me in place. 
 
    “Stay up,” Elias says.  
 
    This time, I do.  
 
    “Where are you? Say something!” Emma shouts through the comm. 
 
    Elias clicks the radio, letting go of my torso with one hand. “Half of our fighters survived and we blocked off the entrance. The SNA won’t get in.” 
 
    “Good. Get deeper right away. The surface caves won’t block much radiation, though the rock layers may slow it down. Get to the hover platform and slip under it, or you’ll die within the hour.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    EMMA’S WORDS URGE me down the tunnel, which seems to stretch into miles. It’s a ten-minute run, but with certain death behind us, it seems much longer. 
 
    I fight down another wave of nausea. Losing fluids won’t help me reach safety. My skin keeps burning, though it’s not as severe in the tunnel. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Elias says.  
 
    Down below, Cho’s not sick, and that fact makes me pick up the pace. I want to kill him for what he’s done. And I will. 
 
    I force my weak legs to move. My pulse races in my ears, a throbbing headache. Every time I blink, the ghost of the erupting plume waits for me behind my eyelids. The feet of others pound like thunder as they hit the stone behind us. 
 
    As we descend, the burning across my skin fades.  
 
    “Emma said there was a hole,” one of the EHC ops says, slapping his hand over his mouth as he gags. He's holding in his own sickness. 
 
    The caves branch in all directions as we enter the hover garage. 
 
    “Look around for that opening Emma told us about” I say. 
 
    “Over here.” One of the freed prisoners points to a gap between the grating and the cave floor. Below, it’s pure darkness. She clicks on a flashlight and shuffles to the opening. The ground slopes down into the earth and into a void. The EHC has built this grating over a chasm.  
 
    Elias frowns at me. “Is this what Emma was talking about?”  
 
    “What other option do we have?” I move over to the gap and sit, shuffling down through it. My head thumps again, exploding spots in my vision. Gritting my teeth, I ignore the pain and slide into the dark. The sickness remains, but the more I scoot into the unknown, the more it fades. I’m healing.  
 
    A yellow glow follows me as flashlight beams light the way. I pull out my pistol. The rock below me is cold, smooth, and somehow soothing.  
 
    It’s my old, dysfunctional home. 
 
    Elias lifts the radio. “We’re coming down,” he says to Emma. 
 
    When Emma doesn’t respond, Elias’s lips press into a thin line. Maybe the signal's starting to fade down here. “I don’t like that,” I say. 
 
    Elias clears his throat. “Neither do I.” 
 
    I look up. Beyond the blinding flashlights, everything’s dark. Pebbles fall everywhere as others slide down like crabs. I guess the power’s out to the whole bunker. The radiation sickness made me miss those little details. 
 
    Finally, the glow lands on even ground. I stand on smooth stone an ancient river must have carved. Only a trickle of water flows down a gentle slope ahead. The tunnel’s wide enough for six or seven people to walk side by side. 
 
    Elias clicks the radio to try to reach Emma again. “We found the river.” 
 
    “Follow it!” she shouts through the comm. “First tunnel on the left, then the second one on the right.” 
 
    A single gunshot sounds on the other side. Her radio goes dead. 
 
    “This way!” Elias yells, waving our team down the tunnel. “Flashlights up!” 
 
    Did the SNA get down here somehow? It makes no sense, but we did leave one of the cave entrances open a little.  
 
    The river curves and the current increases. Footfalls splashing through water echo off stone, and the tunnel stretches into darkness. But, at last, another tunnel branches off to the left. 
 
    “Here!” Some of my strength returns. I break into a sprint, taking the tunnel as Elias follows, leaving the river behind. I dodge stalagmites and then squeeze through a pair of them. I wait as the others do the same, but this tunnel is narrow and not meant for traveling.  
 
    “Right tunnel. Second one,” I say as we trudge through uneven rock and tight spaces. What was Emma thinking? Maybe she was wrong. 
 
    How could there be a settlement down here, waiting for us to take it? 
 
    We pass a narrow, waist-high opening on the right. Another on the left. Then we reach the right tunnel and I see it’s only knee high. We all stop. 
 
    “On your knees,” Elias shouts and grabs a light from a nearby op. He ducks through the opening first.  
 
    “We might get stuck,” I mutter. 
 
    Murmurs flow through the others, but no one complains. Danger is a part of this mission. 
 
    Without a word, Elias vanishes into the tunnel and I follow him. Eyeing the soles of his boots, I scoot along on my stomach. Cold stone presses against my body as others shuffle through after me. The op behind me pants in terror.  
 
    “Keep going,” says a woman behind him. “Others got through here.” 
 
    “They weren’t wearing equipment,” he says. 
 
    This guy has claustrophobia. Sometimes the little kids in the mine would get it. The only way to get them through was distraction. 
 
    “What’s your name, soldier?” I ask. 
 
    “J... Jonas,” the guy whispers. 
 
    “Okay, Jonas. How’d you get to be an op?” 
 
    The guy somehow gets through his story while the narrow tunnel seems to last forever. At last, Elias vanishes into darkness ahead. He stands and swings his flashlight in the dark as I scramble forward, eager to breathe again. Air flows against me as I stand.  
 
    Stalactites point down, huge and ancient. We’re in a big chamber.  
 
    “Thanks for getting me through that,” Jonas says from still inside the tunnel, his voice peppered with embarrassment. 
 
    “It’s no prob—” 
 
    I never finish the word as I stand and see the figures waiting just beyond the light. 
 
    Elias, struck still with shock, faces four figures standing twenty feet away. Green uniforms come into view as he raises his flashlight.  
 
    And then he curses. 
 
    It’s the Naturals, standing and waiting for us. Cho’s chosen ones still wear their green trousers but have tied their green jackets around their waists in some sign of defiance. And then Cho himself steps into the light, pushing Lacy in front of him. He holds a pistol to her temple. 
 
    My heart races in horror. How is this possible? Lacy is stronger than Cho. She could kill him with her nanos.  
 
    But then I notice the dazed look in her eyes as she struggles to focus on me. She’s drugged. While the civilians were navigating the caves, the Naturals must have freed Cho and chased off the civilians. They kept their guns, didn't they? Most of the civilians were unarmed. Everyone trusted them after the defeat at the drill site, and they were with Cho the whole time. One of them must have pricked Lacy with sedatives from the infirmary. And why not help Cho? They’re not Impures. 
 
    “Let her go,” I order. I flick my gaze around the room, trying to assess. No one else is here. Only two tunnels branch off from the chamber. 
 
    “I can pull the trigger faster than you can raise your gun,” Cho says, his words coming out scary calm. “I’ve observed you enough to know. Now, if you’d surrender your weapons, I might let this girl go.” 
 
    “Might?” I echo. I can’t risk raising my pistol.  
 
    “Fin?” Lacy asks. “Talen?” Her gaze drifts lazily around the room.  
 
    “Where are the others?” Elias asks. “Is there even a settlement?” 
 
    Cho grins. “It is not for you. I have the map to it on my chip, but you can't extract it. We had to chase Emma and the civilians away, or she would have found a way to take it. Shame. She's a Natural.” 
 
    He led us away. He got Emma to radio us bad directions before she knew something was wrong. Then they got in position and waited to take us fighters out.  
 
    “They're lost in the tunnels?” I ask. My mind goes to Sky. He was leading Cho. “Which tunnel?”  
 
    Cho grins. “It will be a slow death for them.” 
 
    “The guy who was leading you?” I ask, hating the weakness I show. 
 
    “He's with them,” Cho says. “We fired on him, but he escaped. He's only prolonged his death. You guys are lucky. You might die quickly.” 
 
    I can't be sure he's telling the truth. Cho's an effective liar.  
 
    Behind us, Jonas gasps as he shuffles out of the tunnel. One Natural, Rodriguez, points his automatic rifle at him. “Don’t you move. Stay down. That goes for everyone else in the tunnel.” 
 
    “Don’t you see Cho’s like his brother?” I ask Rodriguez, eyeing the opening we came through. There’s no way anyone can get through the chokepoint to fight. 
 
    Rodriguez swallows, but keeps the gun aimed at Jonas. He stops at the opening, blocking the rest behind him. Lacy’s head lolls to the side. She’s useless. That leaves me and Elias against five.  
 
    “Where are the others?” I repeat for Elias. 
 
    “They’ll never find the settlement,” Cho replies.  
 
    “But—” Lacy starts, but Cho digs the pistol into her temple, indenting skin. Sweat beads on her forehead.  
 
    I calculate, but nothing gives us good odds. I could charge Cho, but he’d pull the trigger before I could reach him, ending Lacy’s life. Cho’s eyes have a savage gleam to them, and I know no matter what we do, he’ll kill her anyway.  
 
    “Put down your weapons,” he repeats with a nod. 
 
    “Why?” I let my voice rise. “It won’t make a difference?”  
 
    “Just do it,” Rodriguez orders. The gun he holds shakes. He fears Cho and what he might do to him. 
 
    I flit my attention back to the general. Cho’s relying on the Naturals to make his plan work. Without them— 
 
    “I’m putting down my weapon now,” I say a little too loudly, kneeling with my pistol in my hand. Sweat covers my palm as I lower it to the ground next to Jonas at the tunnel entrance. I catch his eye, and by some miracle Jonas nods minutely, as if he knows I’m about to do something.  
 
    “You, too,” Cho tells Elias, taking his focus off me. 
 
    I snap the gun back into my hand, aiming at Rodriguez’s kneecap, and pull the trigger.  
 
    The shot explodes through the cave and a sickening thud follows as the bullet finds its mark. The Natural drops his weapon and grasps at his bleeding leg. Jonas lunges for him and the two of them grapple for Rodriguez’s weapon on the ground. 
 
    Cho bellows and his grip on Lacy loosens. Jumping up, I run at the general, feet sinking in sand. He turns his gaze to me and tightens his finger around the trigger. I won’t reach Lacy fast enough.  
 
    But instead, Cho grimaces. His eyes roll back into his head and he drops his weapon, sinking to the ground. 
 
    Talen barrels out from the tunnel on the right.  
 
    Cho gags and curls into a ball. I seize his weapon, but a gun clicks behind me and I whirl, facing the other tunnel branching off from this one. Talen catches Lacy as she sways and falls. Elias fires a shot. 
 
    At least a dozen SNA ops rush from the left tunnel. All have their green jackets tied around their waists like the Naturals. They must have maps like Cho if they found us. Guns rise and I back into the darkness. Talen drags Lacy with him and Elias fires another shot, hitting the first op in the chest. Blood blossoms over his white shirt. 
 
    On the ground, Cho stops writhing in pain, but he still breathes. 
 
    “Come on!” Elias shouts, pulling me back before I can end him. We can’t fight all these ops and come out alive. Lacy groans. Our best chance is to run. 
 
    “Jonas!” I yell. 
 
    The EHC op on the ground rises from the stunned form of Rodriguez. His head jerks as a Natural shoots him, and Jonas falls.  
 
    My stomach roils again as I turn and shoot down the tunnel. I helped Jonas—he was supposed to make it.  
 
    I backpedal into the tunnel as shots ring out and bullets strike stone behind us. We run into the dark mouth, Talen leading as Elias’s flashlight bobs and illuminates the dark tunnel and the ancient river we left. It continues to snake into the earth, a sick trickle leading into the dark. 
 
    The shots stop, but sound carries in this cave.  
 
    “Should we follow, Leader Cho?” 
 
    Cho coughs. “Let them starve.” 
 
    Dragging Lacy, who struggles to get on her own feet, Talen sends us a grave look. He shakes his head and nods down the path of the river. “I don’t know where we’re going, but we’re going. If we have to die, it won’t be by those so-called Naturals.” 
 
    We continue down the river’s path, splashing water again. Cho could have lied, for all we know, and they could be following us right now.  
 
    More gunshots ring out in the chamber. Our fighters are still back there. Their only chance of survival is to backtrack through the narrow opening and reach the river again.  
 
    “Stop,” I say. 
 
    Everyone does. Talen refuses to let go of Lacy.  
 
    Our footsteps echo for a moment, then fade. No more voices follow.  
 
    “The Naturals injected Lacy with sedatives while we weren’t looking,” Talen tells me. “We shouldn't have let them walk around unguarded. Then another one shot at Sky. That’s when Cho got away. Sky had to run. The rest ran down another tunnel. I tried to reach Lacy but couldn’t get close enough. The civilians ran down the tunnel Cho’s ops came out of.” 
 
    “But how did you use your ability?” I ask.  
 
    Talen grins. “I was only having problems at the distribution plant and the Monster’s Nest. I didn’t want Cho to think it was back, so I didn’t mention it.” 
 
    Lacy looks up at Talen. “Real smart.” 
 
    “And you came back how?” Elias asks. 
 
    More gunshots ring out. Our fighters are still trying, but they’re at a disadvantage. 
 
    “I looped around through another tunnel and came back through the river,” Talen explains. “The rocks. They’re giving off magnetic fields I can feel now that I'm away from the surface radiation.” 
 
    I've forgotten the Aura ops can feel all magnetic fields, not just human ones.  
 
    Elias and I glance at each other. 
 
    “Can you find the settlement?” I ask. 
 
    Talen nods. “It’s worth a shot.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Think any of our guys made it out the back way?” Elias asks, splashing through water with every step. 
 
    “We have to find out.” Thoughts of Sky plague me. He might have taken a bullet and bled out later. I wave everyone back out to the river to check for escaping survivors. I won’t let another dictator rise.  
 
    Footfalls and the sound of dripping water fill the catacombs around us, echoing and impossible to trace. Elias’s flashlight shows us the way against the current. My chest tenses when a black-clad EHC op staggers out of a tunnel with four of the prisoners standing behind him, guns ready. They’ve backtracked. He squints as Elias shines the light in his face. Gone is the superior EHC expression. We’re all rats now. Equals. 
 
    “We thought you were dead,” he says. 
 
    I strain to look behind them. “Are there only five left?” 
 
    “This is it,” a female prisoner says. 
 
    I square my shoulders. “It’s Cho. He betrayed us. Again.” 
 
    The op grits his teeth and curses under his breath. 
 
    “I’ll kill that bastard.” Lacy still sounds groggy, but anger now stabs through her words. With her Century class mod, she’s able to cast off the sedative quickly. “Then we find the others and the settlement.” 
 
    Talen clears his throat. 
 
    “One thing at a time.” Elias brushes past me. “We don’t take that narrow passage back to Cho's chamber. We’ll use the back way Talen took.” 
 
    “Cho will be ready,” I tell him. 
 
    Elias swallows thickly. “I know he will.” 
 
    He leads with his gun out, clicking off the flashlight. Darkness falls over us, leaving us with little more than a faint breeze. Talen whispers something to Lacy as feet splash through water. Familiar smells and sounds pop around us. It smells like the caves around the mines. Lacy and I know this terrain. Cho doesn’t. 
 
     I turn to Lacy. “You up for this?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says, finally sober. “I'm trying to learn how to feel things out now that the surface radiation isn't there all the time. Things are quieter down here, so I can sense more details.”  
 
    “We need it,” Elias says, voice shaking. “I can barely see anything.” 
 
    Lacy seizes my arm and leads the way. As we walk, I calculate. We took a minute to run back to our fighters. Walking to the back tunnel should take three. I count the seconds, too. 
 
    Then the slight breeze changes direction, blowing from my left. 
 
    “We’re here,” Lacy whispers. “I can sense Cho's soldiers now. That means we're at the tunnel.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Elias whispers back, his tone tainted with sarcasm.  
 
    In the darkness, Lacy pauses beside me. I can only hear her breathing. 
 
    Then Lacy steps forward. 
 
    Men scream and gag. Bodies thump to the ground. Boots scrape the floor, but no gunshots ring out. Sounds of agony fill the tunnel and echo off the walls like we’re in an underworld of pain. 
 
    At last, silence falls. 
 
    But then a horrific whine fills the air. 
 
    A comm crackles to life. “Enjoy your stay underground,” Cho’s voice shouts from the void. “It won’t last too much longer, if you’re lucky.” 
 
    Horror strikes me, making my heart race and my muscles tense. 
 
    “Back!” Elias shouts. 
 
    I backpedal into someone and we all stagger back as the whining increases. An explosion shakes the tunnel, lighting everything for a second in yellow, gray, and brown. A deafening bang snaps through my eardrums and leaves a ringing in its place as the light fades. Dust flies everywhere. 
 
    Before I can cough the dust from my lungs, another sound fills the air. 
 
    Cracking. 
 
    “Cave-in!” Talen shouts. 
 
    Feet shuffle and I run into someone on the way back down the tunnel. The cracking turns to crumbling as vibrations run through the floor. Rocks and boulders fall behind us, blocking our way to Cho. 
 
    The sound quiets and a few pebbles skitter across the stone. The breeze stops, leaving the air stagnant and thick. Lacy coughs. “It's a good thing we just shot Rodriguez in the leg, then.” 
 
    I rub my forehead. Dust and grit comes off on my hand, and I wipe it on my pants. 
 
    Elias clicks on his flashlight and I squint. The world turns orange as the glow tries to penetrate my eyelids. 
 
    “It’s blocked,” Elias says after a moment. 
 
    I open my eyes. As they adjust, I see he’s right. Slabs of rock, broken stalactites, and boulders fill the tunnel ahead. 
 
    “You said there was another way around?” I ask Talen. 
 
    He nods as he wraps an arm around Lacy's waist. 
 
    Before we backtrack, I cup some of the river water in my hands and drink. It’s crisp, cold, and tastes pure. The others do the same. 
 
    “Up,” Elias orders, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. 
 
    Elias waves Talen and Lacy down the tunnel ahead. He keeps the flashlight on. We have another thing over Cho—modified speed. Plus, he can’t sacrifice all his rebels.  
 
    “This way.” Talen squeezes between two stalactites. I wouldn’t have noticed the opening myself. Maybe we won’t have to starve to death down here. 
 
    Talen enters a narrow opening ahead of us, Lacy right behind him. More cold stone presses against me, but at least we don’t have to slide through on our stomachs. No one speaks, and the five fighters behind us have to raise their guns over their heads to make it through. At last the cave opens, and Talen bursts into a narrow tunnel. Lacy and I follow. 
 
    “This is the way,” Talen says with certainty. “Emma and the others ran down this way when the Naturals opened fire. They ran past this stalactite.” 
 
    “With Sky?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes. With Sky.” 
 
    “And I sense more people,” Lacy adds, joining Talen in the lead. 
 
    We’re close. The tunnel slopes downward. Talen pauses at another junction before taking the one to the right. “Emma and the others came down one of these tunnels. I’m not sure which one, since I broke away from them.” 
 
    “Just do your best,” I say. 
 
    Talen takes a tunnel on the left, then waves us into one on the right. We squeeze through until we emerge in a wide corridor that goes in both directions. Another breeze wraps around my skin, which tells me this tunnel leads somewhere. 
 
    Without hesitating, Talen waves us to the right. We follow, and this time the opening continues downward. The temperature rises as we go deeper into the earth. The sound of rushing water follows, though it’s distant. There’s a larger river down here, and if anyone built a big settlement nearby in the past, they’d need an energy and water source. 
 
    “I need more light,” Talen says. “The fields feel different up here.” 
 
    Elias raises his flashlight. No sounds but our footfalls echo in the chamber, which is wide enough to fit small hovers. At last, something flat and shiny emerges from the dark. 
 
    A wall. 
 
    “Stop,” Elias orders. 
 
    Everyone halts, and I scan the scene in front of us. A large metal wall with a large set of bay doors in the center looms twenty feet tall. A burned-out light hangs in a cage over the doors. If he's right, one of these places is Cho's new home.  
 
    I assume the doors are locked to keep out the rats. 
 
    I walk up to the entrance and try to hook my fingers between the doors, but the gap wouldn’t fit a piece of paper. I kick, but the doors are so thick they don’t even reverberate. 
 
    “Fin, we’re not getting in that way,” Elias says. 
 
    I face him, and he shakes his head with the most dejected expression I’ve ever seen on his face. 
 
    “There has to be another way,” I urge. “Don’t give up yet.” 
 
    Talen looks around. “I feel a big wall that expands farther than this.” 
 
    Terror grips my heart as I think of the outcome. I sink into a squat to calculate—and listen. “But the water?” I say. “The builders didn’t block off the river. They couldn’t have. The place needed water and a way to power itself. If we can find where the river enters, we might be able to ride it in.” 
 
    I look to Lacy. “You take the fighters and find Emma.” I turn my attention to Talen. “You and I are finding a way into this place.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “If we find the river, we’re likely to dive in, and then what? Get sucked into an airless tunnel?” Elias asks from behind as Talen leads us through narrower and narrower openings. We slide through parts of the cave that may have never seen human feet or hands. Some openings are just fissures, maybe a result of the recent quakes. 
 
    “Elias, this isn’t like you,” I say. 
 
    Elias doesn’t answer. I know he’s just tired and beaten down. 
 
    “Fin’s right,” Talen agrees. “We have to risk it.” 
 
    My stomach rumbles. I swallow, trying to ignore it. The thought of never eating again fills me with panic. We had barely enough in the mines, but this is different. If we’re lucky, we might find some eyeless lizards or colorless bugs.  
 
    The sound of water increases, then fades, then rises again. The fissure opens and I push myself into a small chamber. At last, Talen’s foot splashes into some water ahead. 
 
    He stops and I bump into him. “Is this it?” 
 
    “I believe so,” he replies. 
 
    The comm on Elias’s belt crackles and Emma’s voice comes through. “Sorry I didn't get back to you right away. We didn't dare respond after Cho turned on us. We feared he'd find us, but Lacy did instea—” Her voice, full of relief, cuts out at the end. The signal's still not good. The radio crackles for a full minute. “Some of the civilians might have trouble swimming.” 
 
    “Tell them starving is worse,” Elias says into the comm, then clicks it off. 
 
    I push past Talen and find myself on a tiny shore of pebbles. A wide river gurgles and fills the air with its fresh, sharp scent. Light dances on the walls. I can see through to the rocks on the bottom, so it’s clean. The water runs into a tunnel, leaving just a foot of clearance. Elias shines his flashlight at the opening, but only a few feet inside lurks darkness. His question about drowning comes back to me, but I push it away. 
 
     “Any of the agents have rope? If I go first and tie a line on the other side, everyone else can follow it.” 
 
    “I believe the EHC ops will have a zip line,” Talen says. “They’re standard issue.” 
 
    “Good. If we have one, I’ll hook it to something if I reach a secure spot. Then the rest of you will know it’s safe to follow.” 
 
    “Fin, don’t do this,” Elias says. “Let me.” 
 
    I laugh. “Are you kidding me? I’ve been using ropes to scale rockfaces since I was four. I got this. I’ll be able to hold my breath long enough and climb along the ceiling.” 
 
    Elias presses his lips together. “You’ll need backup.” 
 
    I know he’s right. We miners never performed jobs on our own. It was always in teams. It was too dangerous any other way. But Lacy will need to stay with Talen to protect the others.  
 
    “We go through together. Me and you. This is our responsibility.” Elias holds out his hand. “Deal?” 
 
    I swallow and grasp his hand. “Deal.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    NUMBNESS FILLS MY body as I wait for Sky and the others to get back. At last, Lacy leads them through the fissure and into our small chamber. My heart races when I see him, holding Cia’s hand while their mother emerges from the dark behind them. Even after this short time away, Cia looks older than her eleven years. War changes everyone, including the kids. 
 
    Sky meets my gaze with sad, worried eyes. He finds a spot against the wall and gestures for his family to sit. 
 
    I fan myself as bodies crowd into the small space and onto the shore of the river, making the temperature rise. Emma kneels and scoops water out of the river, drinking, and tells the thirty or so civilians now packing the small chamber to do the same. The water continues to rush as if being pushed by a massive pump.  
 
    I return my attention to Sky, but he still doesn’t look at me. Apparently, he’s done with that.  
 
    Good. It makes the thought of what I’m going to do next bearable. 
 
    “She’s offered to run the line.” Talen explains my plan to a surviving op. “And being smaller than you with a Noble class mod, she should.” 
 
    “I’m going, too,” Elias reminds him. 
 
    The thought of having Elias there renews my confidence, and I straighten my slumped shoulders. 
 
    The op digs through his pack and produces a line and a set of hooks. “They self-adhere to any hard surface,” he explains. 
 
    I look back at the civilians. Sky has vanished. If he were here, I’d be able to see him, since several people have flashlights illuminating the cave.  
 
    “Make sure to give them the beacon LEDs,” Reinhart says to the op.  
 
    Until now, I had forgotten about him. He stands with the others, dust covering his black uniform. The smugness is gone, but now he glares at me. I can’t blame him. I made this happen.  
 
    Behind him, Emma stands with reddened eyes. It’s obvious she’s fighting to hold her emotions back. I’m sure Reinhart’s been on her case about smuggling Cho out of the bunker. 
 
    I nod at them and turn away. 
 
    “Fin and Elias will plant the beacon lights at every air pocket inside the tunnel, if part of it goes underwater.” Reinhart steps toward us, his voice echoing off the walls of the chamber. “If they reach the other side before the line runs out, they will plant it. The sensor on our side will let us know it’s safe to follow it.” 
 
    Elias handles a long, rolled-up line with two small hooks. He hands me one end. The op gives him a handful of flattened spheres that look like big plastic buttons. None are on, so I assume the beacons will activate once stuck on something. 
 
    “Do you have a waterproof flashlight?” I ask the op. 
 
    He tosses me one from his bag. “Military grade.” 
 
    Holding my end of the line—there must be enough of this plastic-like material to stretch a thousand feet—I walk to the shore beside Elias. Removing my shoes, I set them to the side and step into the cool water with my bare feet. It’s not as cold as I expect.  
 
    I look behind me and my heart jumps. Sky’s holding the other end of the line. “See you over there, Fin.” 
 
    I bite the inside of my cheek and try to drive away my persistent feelings for him. I gulp and sink in up to my waist, then my neck. “See you.” I don’t look back. I can’t. 
 
    Elias trudges behind me. “I’ll hold the light and plant the beacons. You focus on pulling the line.” His voice forces me back to the task at hand. 
 
    “Got it.” But terror fills my chest. I take three deep breaths, filling my blood with as much oxygen as I can. Kicking myself off, I swim into the tunnel. 
 
    Only Elias’s flashlight guides the way as rock brushes the top of my head and water laps at my chin. I maneuver through the water with grace, guiding myself with a palm against the smooth cave wall. Maybe this won’t be so bad.  
 
    But then the smooth stone pushes my face underwater. 
 
    Panic swirls in my chest. There was no time for another breath. Even without a strong current, the water pushes me forward. It’s impossible to resist.  
 
    Faint light dances around me. Pebbles spread out below. I kick forward, gaining speed and working with the water. I try to look up, but my neck won’t crane that far. 
 
    My lungs begin to burn. 
 
    Behind me, Elias gurgles. I kick harder, giving him room. The sounds of the flowing water pours into my ears, filling my head. Line in hand, I reach up and feel just stone, flat stone, curved stone—no air. The fire in my chest goes from embers to a hungry flame. I count to ten. Then twenty. I have to take a breath— 
 
    Now! 
 
    Suddenly, I break from my watery prison and suck in the most precious breaths of air I’ve ever taken. It fills my lungs, banishing the ringing in my ears. A light beam dances below and rises right before Elias surfaces in the small pocket. Water runs down his face as he blinks and manages a smile. 
 
    “That’s one leg of the journey,” he says, holding a beacon above the water. He presses it to the ceiling and it clicks, casting a blue glow two feet above our heads. 
 
    I tread water and take a few more breaths. Elias’s face floats inches from mine, his breath blowing against me.  
 
    “At least the water’s clear. And I still have the line.” Eyeing the yellow cord in my hands, I follow it with my gaze as far as I can, which is only a few feet. Hopefully seeing the light will calm the fears of the others. 
 
    Without another word, I dive again, lungs full of air, and continue along the channel. Elias follows me with his flashlight as I leave the soothing blue glow behind. I count the seconds again to keep down the panic.  
 
    Ahead of us the river forks. A right tunnel snakes off, wide and downhill. The one on the left narrows and stays level.  
 
    Elias pulls up beside me and we look at each other. 
 
    The decision we make here is final. Swimming back against the current will wear us out and make us burn through our oxygen too fast to survive. If we fail, the others will have to risk their lives. 
 
    My mind whirls with information. I’d build a settlement near the larger river.  
 
    The right it is. 
 
    Elias kicks after me. He grunts as if trying to tell me something, and as I enter the mouth of the right fork, I realize this tunnel's steeper than I thought.  
 
    There might not be air pockets. 
 
    Line in hand, I calculate our best chance is to ride the current down and not use too much oxygen. I’ve managed almost two minutes while kicking. If I stay still, I might make it to three. 
 
    The current turns from a lazy flow to a rush, and my stomach rises as I curl myself into a ball and ride it down. I don’t dare release the line. Holding it to my chest, I count again, trying to calm my racing heart. The tunnel rises for a second, and then dips so fast I’d scream if I could. Instead, I release precious bubbles, which vanish in the dancing light. Elias slams into me, pushed by the water. We’re in this together. 
 
    The burning in my lungs increases with the current. A rushing sound fills my ears. I must be about to pass out.  
 
    But instead of terror, a strange calm fills me.  
 
    This must be how it feels to die.  
 
    I tried. I really did.  
 
    Please forgive me Sky. 
 
    With a jolt, my body drops. I’m falling. 
 
    I open my eyes to a vast cavern and huge stalactites. Elias’s muffled shouts fill the air—air?—as I kick and gasp for precious breath. I’m falling off a waterfall. Light zips around the water with me, illuminating drops that sail to the angry river below. 
 
    In an instant, I bring my legs together, pointing my toes down to cut through the water. I hit, and pain ripples over my skin as water rushes up my nose and I sink. The world blurs as I kick. I cough, choking up the river as a flashlight floats past me. I catch it and whirl to find Elias kicking beside me.  
 
    We surface, and Elias points his light in my direction. “That was close,” I gasp, squinting. 
 
    “Yeah,” he agrees, shouting over the forty-foot-high waterfall behind him.  
 
    I glance up. Here, we have plenty of air. The ceiling hangs well above us. Pebbles line the shore, along with a small sea of bottle caps and smooth glass, worn into spheres from years of water. They shine in the light like treasure. I spot a faded logo for an old drink brand.  
 
    “Civilization. And shore,” I say. 
 
    I wade to the edge, leaving the waterfall behind. A huge slab of metal grating lies on the shore nearby, rusted around the edges. It’s big enough to cover the top of the waterfall. Then I realize with horror it must have once done just that.  
 
    Elias plods out of the water. “We were lucky. If we’d hit that—” 
 
    “Don’t finish that sentence.” I wring the water from my top and walk down the shore. “If the waterfall used to have that grating at the mouth of it, that means we’re close to the settlement.” I eye the metal cage again. It's big enough to have covered the mouth of the waterfall, but not big enough to have washed through the narrower parts of the river tunnel. 
 
    “Don’t put the line down yet. We have to make sure,” Elias says. “This stuff could have washed down here pre-Flip.” 
 
    “Not the grating.” 
 
    He says nothing. I’m hoping that we come into a settlement not taken by Cho and his people. He said there’s a whole network.  
 
    I walk along the shore, the quickly depleting line rolling out behind me. We can’t take too long or the others will think we’re dead. And then they might backtrack.  
 
    “Not much left,” I say. 
 
    “Then mount it.  
 
    I take the hook and press it against the wall. The metal contracts on its own, boring the hook into the wall. Then the yellow line pulls taut as it senses the signal from the hook. Sky will feel this.  
 
    The shore continues for what feels like forever, until at last another wall appears from the gloom. The beam from Elias’s flashlight lands on a structure with a grating at the river, a fine one meant to pick up grains of sand. A pair of metal towers rise from the grating and touch the ceiling. Metal service ladders run up both. 
 
    “Is this a water-driven power plant?” Elias asks. 
 
    “If it is, then there’s a settlement nearby.” 
 
    “It looks intact.”  
 
    Far behind, Lacy screams and then crashes into the water. Though her voice echoes, I’d recognize it anywhere. 
 
    Talen yells a curse. 
 
    Splash after splash sounds.  
 
    “We need to get back there,” Elias tells me. “Some of the others might have trouble.” 
 
    I curse under my breath. It was stupid of us to explore without them.  Crunching over gravel, we race back to the bottom of the waterfall. Sky and Cia crawl out of the water in each other’s arms, coughing and spitting. An EHC op bursts from the top of the waterfall, flailing at first, and then lining himself up as he falls and vanishes into the raging foam. People climb out of the water one by one. There’s a woman with a bloody gash on her forehead, but she seems otherwise okay.  
 
    Sky’s mom pops out of the water, dazed but not harmed. Cia rushes to her. 
 
    Lacy and Talen plod out of the river, but Lacy pulls on Talen's sleeve and points into the water. The two  dive back in.  
 
    And then I see it. A body floating face-down. 
 
    One with long, black hair. 
 
    Emma. 
 
    “Get her out!” I shout at Elias, even though I dive into the water and swim toward her. Seizing her shoulders, I flip her over and wait for a response, but there’s nothing. Digging my bare heels into the ground, I pull as Elias joins me. 
 
    But it’s not Elias. It’s Sky. We drag Emma back to the shore 
 
    She must have gulped down water trying to breathe. I check for her pulse on her neck—nothing. 
 
    “She needs mouth to mouth,” Sky says, kneeling beside me. 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” I push him away and lay Emma on her back, plug her nose, and take a deep breath. Tilting her chin back, I blow a lungful of air into her. Her chest rises, and breath escapes as Sky grips her wrist. 
 
    “Nothing,” he says. 
 
    I blow again.  
 
    This time, Emma coughs water in my face. I back up as she gags again. Her eyes flutter open.  
 
    “Emma!” I wrap my arms around her as she gasps for air.  
 
    She coughs again. “Fin?”  
 
    I release her and let relief fill my chest. Lacy and Talen are here. I didn’t have to see anyone I care about die today. 
 
    Sky stands and walks off before I can thank him. As I watch him vanish, a tall figure walks in front of me and stops to stare. 
 
    Reinhart. 
 
    “Get out of here,” I say. He reminds me of the truth. 
 
    Dripping and in silence, he steps onto the shore beside the waterfall to watch the last of our group fall through.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE POWER STATION is more complex than I expected. Once we climb the ladders, we find locked doors that lead inside the towers. One of the padlocks has rust all over it from a hundred years of exposure, and I’m able to pull it open with a snap. Talen gives me a thumbs-up as Lacy busts the lock on the second tower. 
 
    “Careful,” Elias says behind me. 
 
    “Let us know if it’s safe to climb,” Emma calls from below. She and the rest—including Sky—wait down on the riverbank.  
 
    Darkness waits for us inside the tower. When I raise my flashlight, I find spiral stairs leading downward. The main power station must wait below.  
 
    “It will be a miracle if this place can still run,” I say. 
 
    “Well, our flashlights won’t last forever.” 
 
    Elias and I climb down in silence. The metal stairs, made of grating, look intact. No rust or decay has crept in here. It’s a good sign.  
 
    The stairs seem to spiral down forever. Soon, the sound of the river hums overhead as I aim the flashlight on a walkway far below.  
 
    “Hey, Fin!” Lacy shouts from below. “We beat you!” 
 
    I’m glad to hear her voice. She waves as she holds one hand in front of her face to block the flashlight beam. 
 
    “Is it clear?” Elias asks. 
 
    “All clear. You should see everything down here. There are even caves below this one with transport tracks. You’ll see.” 
 
    We reach the bottom and Lacy’s right. The round space is filled with a ton of control panels, computer displays, buttons, and levers. My mind already works, trying to figure out what does what. This is the control room for sure, but I don’t want to act until we stake out the area. Opposite me, metal doors lead to other parts of the facility. 
 
    I shine my flashlight through the grating floor. I take a second to look at the shiny, wide tracks, large enough for two subway cars to move side by side. Cobwebs hang off the brick walls, illuminated in the flashlight beam. A white sign with red print has an arrow pointing to the left and the words Elysian Beach. 
 
    “There’s more here than I thought,” Elias says. 
 
    Lacy steps forward. “There must be a way down there.” 
 
    “Employees must have needed to get into this station,” Talen adds. He walks over to the controls, aiming his own light at them. “Maybe they never used this. The EHC could have shut this place down before it could start.” 
 
    What if the builders became the first Dwellers? If the EHC captured them and set them to work? I guess we’ll never know.  
 
    “Explains the padlocks,” I say. “Let’s see if we can turn this on. I bet it’s more than just turning a few dials.” My mind bounces from idea to idea. Pumps will need priming. Pressure needs to build to supply power—there’s got to be a dial for that. We’ll get rid of any air pockets going through the pipes. 
 
    “Turn the lights off!” Elias hisses, interrupting my thoughts. 
 
    I click off my flashlight. Talen does the same. Complete darkness falls around us. 
 
    And then I hear the footsteps. Coordinated and deadly, they approach the station from below.  
 
    Ice fills my body. It can’t be the others. They’re waiting at the riverbank. That means it must be— 
 
    “Cho,” Lacy whispers under her breath. 
 
    Even without seeing her, I know she’s smiling. This is our chance to end him. 
 
    I press myself to the grating and look down. Faint light hits the rails. The footsteps echo off the brick walls as they march closer. Are they here to do the same thing we are?  
 
    The light grows until some shadowy figures, all with their green jackets tied around their waists, walk into view from down the tunnel. Cho leads them with his arms behind his back while the former SNA ops follow like zombies in two lines. They’ve grown in number. Maybe two dozen march behind him now.  
 
    “Stop,” he orders. 
 
    Lacy breathes beside me, also getting on her stomach.  
 
    “Kill him,” I whisper. 
 
    But Cho shouts, “Don’t touch the power station. We can’t make it easy for our enemies down here. Activate the temporary generators!” 
 
    An op runs out of sight. A metallic tapping sound fills the corridor below and a blinding light fills the tunnel. Humming fills the air as we wait in the darkness. The generators only power the station below. 
 
    Next to me, Lacy seethes. 
 
    Cho remains standing as the humming increases. My hair stands on end as a huge shape, a single magenta subway car with the words Sun Gardens on the side, sweeps into view and stops in front of Cho. It doesn’t screech along the tracks or make any scraping sounds. It’s almost as if it’s floating above them. 
 
    “It’s magnetic,” Lacy whispers with a groan. “The rails are magnetic.” 
 
    “They’re maglev trains,” Elias says. 
 
    With a sinking heart, I realize what that means.  
 
    Lacy can’t get through the magnetic fields to kill Cho or anyone else down there. 
 
    “Board it now,” Cho orders as the doors to the car rise. “We have little time. The train should gain enough momentum from this station to get us to the Gardens. My brother’s men might arrive here soon.” 
 
    “What if they’re at the Gardens?” an op asks. 
 
    Cho stands on the tracks. “The Gardens are unmapped. I’ve shipped stockpiles of weapons there,” he announces in a reassuring tone. “Once there, we arm ourselves. Then we take the fight to the SNA and my brother. We are the ones who evolved to survive in this new world—without chips or genetic modifications. We will exterminate the Impures and secure a future for pure humanity. We’ll hunt them all once the rest of the Naturals join us. They won’t destroy our new order. We’ll be safe.” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement rise from the assembled soldiers. They're ignoring the fact that Cho used chips to survive on the surface.  
 
    “I would like to thank those of you who rallied your fellow Naturals when my chip prevented me,” Cho says. “You have made this possible.  The others will meet us at Sun Gardens.” 
 
    We did this. We allowed Cho to give the signal to the population of Naturals who already existed, waiting for their chance to topple the SNA.  
 
    Soldiers board the magenta pill and vanish inside. Cho’s the last in before the door closes and the pill’s hum increases. The car glides down the tracks in the opposite direction of the Elysian Beach arrow and into the dark. 
 
    As the hum fades, the lights in the tunnel below go down, leaving us in the dark all over again. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Reinhart and Emma both agree we should wait to activate the power station. Cho needs to be as far away as possible before we do that and alert him to our presence. The rest of our group moves into the control room. Some people raid supplies from locker rooms, and one of the former Dwellers secures ration packs from a supply closet. The veggies aren’t fresh, but after not eating for a while, they taste amazing.  
 
    The power station has battery-powered lanterns we lay out. No one speaks when Emma finds a paper map of the power station’s reach. She paces around, studying it. 
 
    “They built these settlements around rivers and power stations, and this isn’t the only one,” she explains. “The Sun Gardens are out of this station’s reach. Only five communities get power from here. The one furthest from the Sun Gardens is the Elysian Beach.” 
 
    “Then we take that.” I’ve never seen a real beach, not that I expect to see a real one down here. 
 
    “It would be a good idea.” Reinhart peeks over Emma’s shoulder. “That will put a hundred miles between us and Cho.” 
 
    I feel better about that. Lacy sits beside me, hanging her head about letting Cho get away. 
 
    “What could you do?” I ask. 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” she mutters. 
 
    I understand. Cho bested us all, and now he’ll come back for us. 
 
    Elias rests his hands on his waist. “Cho should be far away now.” 
 
    We’ve waited two hours. I can’t imagine frictionless maglev trains moving slowly. He should have already reached the Sun Gardens. 
 
    Emma's found that the emergency generator in the tram station has run out of fuel. Despite the small risk, we work on turning on the power station instead. Even with my mental enhancements, it takes Elias and I over thirty minutes figuring out the sequence. At last, I prime the pump, Elias activates the pressure gauges, and the power station bursts to life. Lights flip on above, though one of them flickers, and below the tunnel brightens with the clicking of track lighting. 
 
    A cheer goes up from everyone. Elias holds up his hand and gives me a high-five. Talen picks up Lacy and spins her around, making her laugh. 
 
    Reinhart clears his throat once the cheering dies down. “I wish we had time for a second meal or some celebratory drinks,” he says in his usual condescending tone. “But if Cho fears his brother could send troops here, we had better move. Stairs through this door lead to the station.” 
 
    As much as I hate him, Reinhart has a point. Everyone files through the door, down a narrow hallway, and past a lounge where employees would have taken breaks. Stairs lead down to a platform and a row of waiting pill cars. Posters of lush plant life beyond anything I’ve ever seen hang on the walls, and the air’s clear and easy to breathe. The place gives off a sense of hope that lifts my mood. With food in the power station, there’s no doubt the settlements will have it, too. 
 
    “Wow,” Sky says, eyeing the row of colorful subway cars. Yellow, pink, orange, and light blue cars sit row to row in a wide part of the tunnel on four different tracks that merge into two. A fifth track, now empty, must have held the Sun Gardens one. With that car gone, we couldn’t follow Cho even if we wanted to. Each car’s big enough to hold two dozen people. The yellow car on the end has a name in fancy script on the side: Elysian Beach. 
 
    “There’s our ride,” I say as Elias approaches. I point to a booth on the platform with controls inside. “I bet each car’s already programmed to go to a certain place.” 
 
    Elias and I figure out how to summon each car when we get into the booth, which is unlocked. There’s a color-coded call button for each one. On pressing the yellow button, the Beach car comes to life and slides to the platform, doors opening to await its passengers. 
 
    We board to find two rows of black seats and more pictures of plant life hanging above the seats. The doors close and the vehicle hums as it takes off, the car zooming past brick walls and other lit but abandoned stations.  
 
    Despite moving at an incredible speed, I don’t feel a single bump. Lacy and Talen sit with their heads in their hands due to the magnetic field, but I feel fine. Sky sits across from me beside his sister and mother, watching the tunnel zip past. I want to talk with Cia, but I don’t. My thoughts drift to possible cave-ins we could hit, but only empty tunnel sits in front of us. 
 
    After only fifteen minutes, the yellow car slows at another station. Cho’s not here. Emma rises as soon as the door opens. “We might be able to relax a bit now.” 
 
    Her words ease the tight tension in my shoulders as I get up. Maybe we finally have a break from the constant danger. Sky whispers something to his sister, and she and his mother smile, joining him in the line of people getting out of the car.  
 
    “We need to be on our guard,” Elias says, drawing his weapon beside me. 
 
    I sigh as reality hits again. Elias and I exit last to find everyone standing in the tunnel near a turnstile. The air smells of fresh water and something else I don’t recognize—something less musty. 
 
    Sky, Cia, and their mom push through the turnstile and into a lit tunnel. Cia runs ahead as Sky calls after her. Her screams of delight and laughter echo back down the tunnel. A strange feeling rises in my chest, and I want to run after her to see what the deal is, but Elias shakes his head.  
 
    “Not smart of her,” he says. 
 
    “She’s a kid.” 
 
    “You’ve got to see this!” Sky shouts from up ahead. 
 
    “And he’s not,” I say. “They must have found something cool.” 
 
    Lacy pushes back out of the turnstile and grabs my arm. “Fin. Now.” 
 
    I leave Elias stewing about our lack of safety as she pulls me through the entrance to Elysian Beach. With my weapon still tucked away, I join our small crowd as another cavern opens before me, the biggest one I’ve ever seen. I pass a grill sitting on the concrete, tucked against a wall. Ashes coat the bottom. An army of powerful spotlights hang from the ceiling like an army of bright stars. Ahead, an expanse of water sparkles with light. Lacy pulls me down steps and onto white sand.  
 
    Sunlight. 
 
    Impossible. We’re underground.  
 
    But this light doesn’t have that sick florescent flicker I’m used to seeing underground. It warms my skin but doesn’t burn it. Sand glitters as Cia falls into it and moves her arms and legs to the sides, making the shape of a bird. Sky laughs.  
 
    Within seconds, our people scatter, surveying the enormous, round chamber and the green plants that grow along the beach.  
 
    Plants? 
 
    Trees of all sorts surround the beach, ranging from skinny types with brown fruit clusters on top to ones with needle-like leaves and others with broad, emerald ones that glow in the false sunlight. 
 
    “The mirror system,” Emma murmurs beside me. 
 
    “The what?” I ask. 
 
    “A long time ago, scientists were working on a system of mirrors and tubes that could divert real sunlight underground,” she explains. “My grandfather knew of it, but never made use of the technology. It looks as if these builders tried to recreate the surface down here. The light system must have worked on its own from the beginning.” 
 
    She’s right. The trees wouldn’t have grown down here otherwise. This is what the surface must have looked like pre-Flip.  
 
    Emma says something else, but the green, gold, and blue holds my attention. There’s a wooden house just up a hill from where we stand. Many other small wooden houses stand scattered around the giant chamber, tucked into the trees.  
 
    I catch Sky’s eyes as he glances at me. What do I say to him? This is the world he wanted with me. 
 
    Emma taps me on the shoulder. “Let’s look around.” 
 
    “Sure,” I say, swallowing. For a moment, no death hangs over our heads. For a little while, things might be okay again. “Sky, want to come with us?” 
 
    He opens his mouth to answer, but before he can, the ground shakes beneath our feet. It’s not much, just enough to feel, as if the shock waves from a distant quake are undulating through the sand. A few seconds later, the feeling ends.  
 
    A loud boom from somewhere out in the tunnels follows.  
 
    Maybe it's miles away, or maybe not. Everyone freezes on the beach and turns in the direction of the transport tunnel. 
 
    Cho and his troops are already up to no good. 
 
    Either that, or the SNA has arrived underground and found them. 
 
    Either way, it’s a sign that we haven’t won our place in the sun just yet. 
 
      
 
    The End of Book Four 
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    BOOK FIVE: BURIED 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “FIN.” 
 
    I can’t tear my eyes away. The water laps at the edge of the vast beach, each tiny wave sparkling with the light cast down from the gigantic mirrors hanging among the stalactites of the settlement’s rocky dome. It exceeds anything I’ve ever seen on the surface, even before the eruption at the Monster’s Nest made the surface too radioactive for human life. Again.  
 
    I don’t deserve this place, this safety. I shouldn’t stand on this pristine beach or near the green trees that line it. And I certainly don’t deserve to live in any of these fully furnished houses or to walk the trails through the foliage, not after I trusted Cho. Not after I helped him destroy what was left of the world.  
 
    “Fin?” 
 
    I shouldn’t be breathing this fresh air or standing in this reflected sunlight. I kick at a strange brown ball that’s fallen off one of the trees. It rolls along the sand, landing next to a series of little valleys that might be old footprints. I half expect some weird creature to unfold itself from the ball’s hard, furry shell, but nothing happens. Maybe it’s fruit?  
 
    “Fin!”  
 
    I whirl. Elias is standing right behind me, with Emma and Reinhart hanging a few feet farther back. The expression on Elias’ face is infuriatingly disdainful—too much like the one Reinhart’s always wearing.  
 
    “We need to secure the settlement,” he barks. “What are you doing?” 
 
    I glance past them toward the concrete steps leading back up to the rail station. A few of the survivors, including Sky’s mother and his sister, Cia, are whispering in the entryway. Most of the others were too overwhelmed and retreated to the yellow Elysian Beach rail car that brought us here, but a few of the more adventurous sort, like Talen and Lacy, made a beeline for the houses we just assumed were empty. I guess that was pretty stupid of us.  
 
    Elias snaps his fingers beside my ears. “Fin! Can you hear me talking to you?” 
 
    I roll my eyes and push his hand away. “Excuse me for never having seen a real beach before.” 
 
    Elias sighs. “This isn’t the time for sightseeing.” He glances down at my hip. “Why did you holster your weapon?”  
 
     I cross my arms over my chest. “Because I wanted to see how long I could go without killing anyone?”  
 
    Elias scowls. “Well, I want to see how long you can go without being killed.”  
 
    I draw my pistol and point it at the sand. Just holding it throws me back to all the gunshots, the screaming, and the bloodshed. So much bloodshed.  
 
    Drape’s battered face flashes into my mind.  
 
    “Better.” Elias softens, almost like he can see the same image. “I can’t do this without you, Fin. So, no more amateur mistakes, okay?”  
 
    His eyes tell me he’s trying to be friendly—maybe even weirdly flirty under the circumstances—but in his words, I hear only a harsh reprimand. This is my fault. I don’t deserve sunlight and sandy beaches. Only war.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” I say stiffly.  
 
    Something dark flickers across Elias’ features, then passes. “Right. So, let’s secure the settlement, then we can address the explosions—” 
 
    “Explosions?” I echo. “Were there some I missed?” 
 
    It sounds more sarcastic than I intended considering it’s an honest question. I was pretty spaced out before Elias interrupted me.  
 
    “Not yet,” Emma says. “But we can assume there will be. Cho is most likely collapsing possible escape routes or opening new tunnels. Either way—” 
 
    “He could destabilize the entire region. I know.” 
 
    Explosions and the unpredictable cave-ins that followed them were frequent in the mines, killing Dwellers left and right. Many were buried under rubble, their bodies never even recovered. Sometimes we could hear them screaming for hours before they finally ran out of air. The Leeches wouldn’t let us help them. They could always breed more of us. 
 
    That’s probably what happened to my own parents, whoever they were. I searched the faces of every Dweller we freed and never caught another glimpse of my eyes or my chin or my nose. I’m the last of a line I know nothing about, and I didn’t come all this way to repeat history.  
 
    “Of course,” Emma soothes. “Better than any of us.” 
 
    “Your input is vital,” Elias says. “Right, Reinhart?” 
 
    The former EHC Commander gives a non-committal grunt. I’m not sure why Elias is suddenly gunning hard for his attention, but I don’t care one way or another about Reinhart’s opinion—of me or anything.  
 
    “Okay, okay, let’s get it over with.” I spread my arms, gesturing to all the empty homes. “Secure the settlement. Round up all the ghosts and ask them what they know.” 
 
    Reinhart rolls his eyes and walks away. Elias’ mouth presses into a flat line. 
 
    Emma touches his elbow. “She’s tired, Elias. We all are.” 
 
    Shame roils inside me. I don’t deserve Emma’s excuses for me. She was safe once—a leader honored by a peaceful people. And then I led the EHC straight to her. Memories of the day they bombed that mountain flash through my mind. I shake them out of my head. 
 
    “I’m fine. Where do I start?” 
 
    Elias narrows his eyes at me like he’s trying to measure my mental fitness for any of the tasks at hand. Finally, he says, "Just find Lacy and Talen and meet us on the steps. Reinhart will give the orders from there.” 
 
    I scoff. “That’s ridiculous. Either the settlement needs to be secured immediately, or it doesn’t. If we have time to listen to Reinhart turn a simple sweep into a full-blown military mission, I had time to enjoy the beach.” 
 
    Elias growls and throws up his hands. “Just do it, Fin.” 
 
    He stalks off, following Reinhart’s footprints. Emma gives me a sympathetic look, but I wave her off and march up the beach. I pass a colorful towel crumpled in the sand. That’s funny… it’s not something any of us would have had.  
 
    I look back toward that furry brown ball and find it floating out on a wave. The old footprints have been erased. I turn toward the steps where everyone is gathering. There are a couple of picnic tables nearby, each one paired with a simple grill. I can almost smell the meat cooking—or maybe I actually smell recently cooked meat. With my enhanced vision, I spot a thin film of ash clinging to the grate of the grill nearest me.  
 
    A chill runs down my spine. Maybe this place does need securing.  
 
    I find Sky sitting under one of the trees, just as mesmerized as I was a few minutes ago. My chest tightens. This place is everything he’s ever wanted for his mother and sister, and everything he would have wished for us before I stupidly pushed him away.  
 
    “Hey,” I say.  
 
    He keeps his gaze on the water. “Hey.” 
 
    “We have to patrol. Elias says so.” 
 
    As soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize Elias didn’t tell me to find Sky, only Talen and Lacy. I know Sky’s not our best fighter, but he’s a good scout. Did Elias purposefully not mention him, or did he assume I would bring him?  
 
    Sky pastes on a phony smile as he jumps up and brushes sand off his pants. “Got to keep Elias happy, don’t you?”  
 
    I step forward, inches from his face, both of us blowing angry air from our noses. The space between our lips crackles with electricity, but I don’t think a kiss can fix this. 
 
    “I’m not here to keep anyone happy. Just alive.” 
 
    His lip curls like he’s going to say something cruel about my success rate so far, but his jaw tightens, and he holds it inside. He spins away from me and marches toward the gathering.  
 
    I turn and nearly collide with two black-uniformed EHC ops emerging from the trees. I jump to the side, and they glare at me as they run by. Some things never change.  
 
    I make my way over to the houses, calling for Lacy and Talen, but get no response. I start peeking through windows until, finally, I find them in a house made out of logs. They’re sound asleep on an old couch, shoulders brushing, heads tilted together. Jealousy shoots through me, and I’m not sure if it’s because I miss when things were good with Sky, or I just miss sleeping, but I bang my fist as loud as I can on the side of the house. 
 
    They’re on their feet in a split second, weapons drawn and pointing. I throw my hands up in the air. Their shoulders sag in relief, but when they march out the front door, they’re both glaring.  
 
    “That’s a good way to get your brain fried,” Lacy growls, and I remember these Auras’ guns would have been the least of my worries if they hadn’t seen me in time.  
 
    “Blame Elias and Reinhart,” I tell her. “First, they said we needed to secure the settlement immediately, but now I think they’re planning some scouting mission.”  
 
    Talen groans. “Why? Everything we need is right here. The sun, the sand, the couch…” 
 
    Lacy gives him a playful punch on the arm. “Toughen up, soldier.” 
 
    I turn away from them, keeping several feet ahead as I lead them back to the group waiting at the steps. I know it’s childish, but if I can’t joke around with the person I care about to ease my tension, I don’t want to see anybody else enjoying that privilege.  
 
    We reach the steps just as one of the EHC ops I almost ran into is giving a report.  
 
    “There’s a door hidden in the cave wall on top of that hill over there,” he says, pointing to the slope rising behind the houses. “We think it may be some type of storage facility.” 
 
    “Good work.” Reinhart looks at the rest of us. “I want you, you…” he picks out the same two EHC ops, Emma and Elias, me and Sky, and finally Lacy and Talen, “… and my Auras.” 
 
    Lacy bristles. Her worst fear is belonging to any Leech. Talen grasps her hand, somehow silencing her sharp tongue.  
 
    “Lead the way, soldiers.” Reinhart stands aside so the two ops can go first.  
 
    I let everyone else pass me and I fall in line beside Sky, wanting to explain myself, but he picks up the pace and shoots to the front, putting himself right behind Reinhart. He knows that’s the last place I’d want to be.  
 
    The ops lead us into the trees they emerged from earlier. It turns out there’s a sandy trail winding through the forest. It circles up and around behind the houses until we’re standing on the hill, looking down over the roofs at the concrete steps where a few of those who stayed behind are still waiting. I think I can see Cia waving.  
 
    The hill runs abruptly into the cavern’s rock wall, but the creators of this place tried to disguise it with climbing vines. I run my fingers over the delicate petals of an orange flower. I’ve never seen anything like it before.  
 
    Elias clears his throat. “Fin. Pay attention, please.” 
 
    He jerks his head at the steel door the EHC ops are standing on either side of. One has a clump of vines in his hands, and the other is pulling on the door handle. It rattles but doesn’t open. I shake my head and let go of the flower, leaving it trembling within the greenery.  
 
    Focus, Fin. You’re losing your edge.  
 
    I step forward, drawing my gun. “I’ll do the honors.”  
 
    The EHC ops dive out of the way. Elias lifts his hand toward my wrist as if to stop me. 
 
    “We don’t know what’s behind them,” he says. 
 
    “We will soon.”  
 
    I squeeze the trigger. 
 
    A crack like thunder fills the cavern. From far behind us, people shout, shocked by the sudden eruption of noise in this quiet, peaceful place. I feel guilty, but I can’t stop. Sparks fly with every bullet strike, until finally, on the fourth try, the door swings open.  
 
    When I lower my weapon, everyone is frowning at me. I know, I know. I wasted ammo, and if there were anyone on the other side, we’ve lost the element of surprise. But what else were we going to do? Stand around and wish it into opening?  
 
    I stride past all of them and kick the door out of my way. The corridor behind it is dark, untouched by the sunlight bouncing down from the mirrors. 
 
     Elias appears at my side, clicking on a flashlight. He shines it into the corridor, revealing electric lights along the ceiling. There’s a large switch on the wall beside the door, and Elias pushes it up. The lights remain off. He tries pulling it back down—same result. 
 
    “I thought we turned the power on,” he says.  
 
    Emma shakes her head. “That dam must have existed solely for the train station. The settlements must rely on another source.”  
 
    Elias’ shoulders slump. I think everyone’s do. But we press ahead.  
 
    The tunnel, though made of stone, has no openings and no smooth wear from flowing water. Humans carved it. The floor slopes gently downward, and the farther we go, the colder and mustier the air gets. My throat starts to tickle. Finally, the slope turns into a steep stairway. We all pause before the first step as Elias shines his light into the gloom.  
 
    “I’ll go check it out,” he says.  
 
    “We’ve been duped before,” Reinhart replies. “We don’t know if this is some kind of trap.”  
 
    Elias looks at me with a smirk. “We will soon.” 
 
    He disappears down the stairs, leaving Reinhart muttering under his breath. He points at the rest of us. “Stay where you are.” 
 
    A moment later, Elias shines his flashlight back up the stairs. “We’ve got food!” 
 
    I don’t wait for Reinhart’s permission. I take the stairs two at a time until I’m standing beside Elias in a large, rectangular room surrounded by what must be hundreds of old metal shelves. They line the walls and form aisles in the center of the room. Elias pans his flashlight over them, revealing many empty shelves, but also many more half-filled with cans and some still completely stocked. Faded labels reveal everything from green beans to canned chicken.  
 
    “Wow,” I breathe. “Everyone! Get down here and check this out!” 
 
    “No!” Elias snaps. “Anyone could be hiding—” 
 
    His flashlight lands on a single, long table in the center of the huge room. It’s one of the fold-out ones, meant to hold a buffet, and sitting on the table is something that looks like a battery-powered lantern and a bunch of scattered playing cards. Some of them have fallen onto the floor beside a chair that’s been pushed out from the table. Four glasses stand beside the lantern. One of them is half full of water.  
 
    My stomach turns over. I raise my pistol, aiming it around the room. Thoughts of the stray beach towel and the ashes clinging to the grill return.  
 
    “Someone’s been here,” I whisper, though it’s useless at this point. 
 
    “And hasn’t been gone long,” Elias whispers back.  
 
    My mind works. Any glass of water placed down here would lose its moisture to the air in no time. The half-full glass hasn’t been here more than a week. Playing cards would be a commodity down here. Anyone looking for something to do wouldn’t let them fall to the ground and abandon them like that if they didn’t have to. Did we scare them away, or did someone else? 
 
    I walk over to the table while Elias holds the light on it. Behind me, the others creep down the stairs, ignoring Elias’ order to stay back. Then again, he never really got that order spit out. 
 
    “People have been down here?” Sky asks. “But this place has been sealed away from the world forever.” 
 
    “You’d know that not everyone stays in approved areas,” I tell him. I dare to look him in the eyes. “The EHC might have stopped the builders from finishing the underground stuff, but they couldn’t have kept everyone out. They were too busy controlling the surface. And us.” 
 
    “She has a point,” Lacy says. 
 
    “This could have just been some of Cho’s Naturals down here waiting for him,” Talen suggests, studying the table. 
 
    “But what if they weren’t the only group to know about this?” I ask. “People might have held out down here for years. Sky’s proof it can happen.” 
 
    Sky turns away from me, so I’m left looking at the back of his blond head. “This could mean anything.” 
 
    “And whoever these people are, they’ve been living without full electricity for a while.” Emma picks up the lantern and presses a button on its underside, creating a circle of dim light around the table. 
 
    “Search the area,” Reinhart orders. “Two groups. One with me, one with Emma.” 
 
    Reinhart takes Elias, Lacy, and one of the EHC ops. Emma takes the other EHC, Talen, and Sky. I’m the odd man out. Elias’ looking right at me, and Sky’s examining an apparently exciting streak of dirt on his hand. I go with him. For a second, I think he’s going to defect to the other group, but he stays,  maybe that’s something. I don’t look back to find out Elias’ reaction. 
 
     “This way.” Emma leads us through the half-empty shelves. If they were full once, years’ worth of cans have already vanished. People have been using this area for a while. 
 
    We find a door tucked between two of the shelving units on the wall. Sky tries the knob, and it opens easily. He flicks on his flashlight and peers inside. I crane my neck to get a glimpse around him and see a narrow tunnel leading to a row of wooden doors, one of which hangs by a single hinge. A breeze wafts over us, smelling of water.  
 
    “Someone fled through that door,” I say. 
 
    “They’re afraid of us,” Emma adds. 
 
    I listen but hear nothing from ahead. “Or they’re planning an ambush.”  
 
    “I’ll guard the exit,” our op tells us. “Look around.” 
 
    After a nervous exchange of glances, Emma pushes ahead of us into the tunnel. Talen nudges Sky and his flashlight in after her. I follow after a moment’s hesitation, and Talen brings up the rear. Emma opens the first wooden door and Sky floods the room with light. I see them share a quizzical glance, then they both disappear inside. I hurry to catch up.  
 
    The room is shaped like an octagon, with framed pictures of underground beaches, rail systems, and colorful train cars covering each wall. No people inhabit the photos. These pictures were taken when these places were still being built, before the EHC shut the whole thing down. I watch Sky wander over to a huge photo taken from an angle that showcases the shining mirrors on the ceiling of the cave. He runs his finger down the glass, tracing a beam of light on its way to the glistening waves.  
 
    A large desk sits in the center of the room, along with another lantern. A placard standing on the desk reads Harold Lauper. I start to run my finger over the letters but catch myself before Sky can think I’m copying his moves.  
 
    “Harold Lauper must have been the leader of this settlement, or planned to be,” Emma says, coming up beside me. 
 
    I study the leather chair behind the desk. It has rips on the sides, as if someone has used it for decades. I sit down and twirl, making the chair squeak and groan. “That would have been over a hundred years ago. And people have used this chair since then.” 
 
    Sky looks at me, and in the soft glow of his flashlight, I swear I see longing fill his eyes. Warm hope blooms in my chest. He’s got to heal from what I’ve done to him at some point, right? 
 
    “You should try this,” I tell Sky. He steps toward me.  
 
    “Wait,” Emma says, interrupting the moment. 
 
    I stop spinning. The room tilts for a few seconds as I watch Emma walk up to a large, framed map near the entrance. Lines zigzag across it while tiny letters label landmarks. It takes a second for me to realize it’s a map of the underground community—at least for this part of the world. 
 
    I join Emma, and I hear Sky’s breath right behind me. Do I imagine it tickling my neck?  
 
    Get it together, Fin. There’s a war going on.  
 
    The three of us study the map as Emma runs her hand along line after line. She stops on a simple circle labeled Elysian Beach in the bottom right corner of the map. Other settlements, about ten of them, form a scattered group of rings connected by thick lines. Then she traces a line labeled Main Power Line A to a small rectangle named Dam 2b and Relay. Emma mutters something and follows another, larger power line all the way up to a large rectangle labeled Main Power near the upper right corner of the map. She stops there as her jaw falls open. 
 
    “You were right?” I ask. 
 
    She nods. “That dam was just for the railroad. It doesn’t do anything for the rest of the grid. That all comes from here.” She taps Main Power, then drags a short line to a symbol of the sun. “Right next door to Sunlight Gardens.” 
 
    My heart sinks. “But Sunlight Gardens—” 
 
    Sky finishes for me. “Is where Cho and his Naturals are.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “THIS ISN’T GOOD.” I blurt the obvious before Emma can say anything else. Cho and his growing army will take control of this entire underground region in no time at all.  
 
    Emma whirls to face us. “We need to tell Reinhart and Elias.” 
 
    “I’ll do it.” I glance at Sky as I pass, but a glare has replaced the longing I saw a moment ago. Probably just because someone—not even me—said Elias’ name. I roll my eyes, not caring if he sees. I know I mistreated Sky, and yes, I did kiss Elias, but that was a silly mistake I thought was long since forgotten. How can I fix my real problem if he insists on behaving like he’s the same age as Cia? 
 
    Focus on the mission.  
 
    That half-filled glass of water out there on the table is nothing compared to this news about Cho. I shove my weapon back into its holster and stalk down the hall, past the EHC op we left at the exit and across the huge storage room and its army of canned goods. There’s an open set of double doors on the other side of the room, and I step through into another hallway. This one’s lined with open doors revealing all sorts of work equipment, ranging from shovels and mops to old gas-powered plows with rubber wheels.  
 
    Near the end of the hall, I find the other EHC op in one of the rooms rummaging through plastic bags. He glares and points behind me. I turn and find a door open just enough to see inside. Two metal tables stand in the middle of the room, each with a light hanging over it. Drawers and sterile metal counters surround the tables, and a red container with a biohazard symbol hangs on the back wall beside a door marked Surgery.  
 
    “This is an old infirmary,” Reinhart says from somewhere behind the door. “Practically Stone Age. I doubt we’ll find anything very useful in here.”  
 
    “We need some way to deal with injuries,” Elias says, shaking something that sloshes with liquid. “What did they use this for?”  
 
    “Rubbing alcohol,” Reinhart explains. “They used it to sterilize wounds and equipment back in the pre-Flip days.” 
 
    “We found something,” I say, pushing the door open all the way. 
 
    Both men jump and whirl, guns trained on me. The bottle Elias was holding smashes against the floor, spilling a clear, pungent liquid everywhere. Reinhart groans and holsters his weapon.  
 
    “Fin!” Elias lowers his weapon. “You know better than that! Where’s your head?”  
 
     “Cho and the Naturals took the settlement closest to the main power station,” I report, ignoring his question. 
 
    Elias exchanges a hard look with Reinhart. “That means they can cut the power to all the other settlements if they want.” 
 
    “Not if,” Reinhart growls. “When. It’s only a matter of time.”  
 
    Elias nods. “Then we have to get there first.”  
 
    Reinhart’s mouth twists into something like a grin. He claps Elias on the shoulder and then pushes past me out the door, barking orders for everyone to regroup in the storage room.  
 
    I raise an eyebrow at Elias. “New best friend?” 
 
    He gives me a look I can’t read as he brushes past me, his boots clicking down the hallway after Reinhart. I seem to be having the same negative effect on everyone these days. At least I’m consistent.  
 
    I get back to the storage room just in time to see everyone, but Sky disappears up the stairway. Before my heart can flutter over him waiting for me, he turns and runs after everyone else. I start to quicken my pace but then stop. Why hurry to get somewhere I’m not wanted or needed? 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    By the time I get back to the beach, Elias and Reinhart are holding court at the base of the concrete steps where all the survivors are gathered and grumbling. Cia waves for me to come and sit with her and Sky and their mother, but Sky elbows her in the ribs. She elbows him right back and he winces. Good. 
 
    I find a spot next to Emma, hovering off to the side and a little behind Elias and Reinhart. She holds the map from the office, now torn at the four corners where she ripped it off the wall. She gives me a look that suggests this isn’t going very well. I take it they’ve already broken the news about our next adventure. 
 
    The voices of Dwellers, EHC ops, and former prisoners blend into angry nonsense.  
 
    “Why can’t we—”  
 
    “—a lifetime supply—”  
 
    “—so tired—”  
 
    “—don’t need—” 
 
    Emma blows out a sharp whistle to quiet them down. “We understand you are all exhausted. Right now, this looks like paradise, but once Cho realizes which rail car is missing, he’ll know our location and… he’ll cut power accordingly.” 
 
    And then they’ll attack. She doesn’t have to say it out loud for panic to ripple through the survivors.  
 
    Reinhart steps in front of Emma, drawing everyone’s attention back to him. “But we aren’t going to let that happen. Now, I’m going to need everyone capable of fighting on this mission.” His eyes travel over our ragged band and he grimaces. “But I don’t seem to have many of those left at the moment, so, first, we rest.” 
 
    A collective sigh of relief goes up from the crowd, but I don’t join in. I’m as exhausted as anyone, but I’m even more tired of appearing weak in front of Elias and Reinhart.  
 
    “Every moment we wait gives Cho more time to prepare,” I protest. 
 
    Reinhart glowers at me, but it’s Elias who snaps, “Six hours. Eat. Sleep. Meet back here. Reinhart and I will be working on the logistics.” His eyes flick to Reinhart as if making sure he approves. The kissing up makes me want to punch something or puke—maybe both. Elias continues, “And if you have any knowledge of electrical grids, come see us now. The rest of you are dismissed.”  
 
    A mad dash for the empty homes follows. I stay behind, fully intending to be part of this planning committee, but Elias shakes his head when I approach. He points toward the houses. 
 
    “Go, Fin. Sleep. We’ve got this.” 
 
    My fists clench at my sides. “You said my input was vital. Suddenly it’s not?” 
 
    “I meant what I said.” Elias places his hands on my shoulders. “I can’t do this without you. So please, get some sleep. That’s an order.” 
 
    I don’t care for the look in his eyes; like he’s been taking romantic advice from Reinhart, too. I ease away from him, but of course, when I turn around, there’s Sky, watching from the porch of a small house with faded green shutters. His mother and sister are sitting on the front step, unwrapping their rations, while he leans against the railing. I look away and spot Lacy and Talen shooing the EHC ops away from the cabin I found them in earlier. 
 
    “Lacy! Wait up!” I call and jog up the path toward them.  
 
    Talen is halfway inside the door when I reach them. Lacy lifts her eyebrows at me like she’s trying to tell me something, but my brain is in such a fog, I plow ahead.  
 
    “Hey, Lace. Can I bunk with you?” 
 
     She exchanges a glance with Talen, who seems unusually fidgety. He shrugs, but his mouth is a flat line. Lacy sighs and looks back at me, her eyebrows arching even higher. 
 
    “Oh! Right.” I back awkwardly away from them. “You know, I’m just going to keep looking. I never really liked log cabins anyway.” 
 
    I turn on my heel and run before Lacy can feel guilty and let me in. I wander through the neighborhood, finding every single house occupied or locked until I’m back in front of the one Sky’s family picked. They’re still gathered on the porch, so I pick up the pace to get past them. I’ll just curl up on that towel in the sand.  
 
    “Fin!” Cia shouts. “Do you need a place to sleep?” 
 
    I cringe and turn around. “I’m going to sleep on the beach.” 
 
    Their mother, Starla, shakes her head. “Don’t be silly. Stay here. Have you eaten?” 
 
    Sky’s face is a blank mask. I take a step back, my chest aching. 
 
    “It’s fine. The water relaxes me.” 
 
    “Please, Fin.” Cia’s lips press into a pout and she turns to Sky. “Ask her to stay.” 
 
    “Fin can do whatever she wants.” He smirks meanly. “It’s what she does best.” 
 
    The ache in my chest explodes into shrapnel, ripping my heart to shreds. His attitude goes right over Cia’s head, and she beams at me. “Don’t you want to stay in a real house? I’ve never been inside one. Have you?” 
 
    My shoulders sag and I walk over to the porch. “Not anything like this.” 
 
    Cia jumps up and grabs my hand. “Let’s explore!” 
 
    As she drags me toward the door, Starla says, “Oh, how about we sleep first?” 
 
    Cia groans and Sky ruffles her hair, avoiding my eyes. He opens the door and takes out his flashlight, sweeping it across the sparsely furnished room. There’s a small fireplace with a broom beside it, and two open doors on either side of the room with beds beckoning beyond them.  
 
    Sky points his light at the couch. “There you go, Fin.” 
 
    Starla gasps. “Sky! That’s not—” 
 
    “It’s fine, really.” The shrapnel wounds in my chest burn and then go numb for the sake of my sanity. I refuse to think of the nights we spent side by side back at the bunker before I trusted Cho and turned the surface to dust.  
 
    Without another word, Sky shoves a wooden chair up against the front door, barricading it, and then vanishes into one of the rooms. Starla guides Cia into the other room, but not without casting an apologetic glance over her shoulder before the door shuts.  
 
    I flop down on the worn couch. The depression in the cushion is so deep it’s like someone might have occupied it recently, but my body doesn’t care. I only want to escape from reality for a little while, even if it’s just darkness greeting me.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    I blink my eyes open, woken by the sound of creaking floorboards. My heart jumps and I shoot up, grabbing for my gun. 
 
    But it’s only Sky walking through the house. He shuffles around in the kitchen, opening drawers.  
 
    “Want anything to eat?” he asks without looking at me.  
 
    I sit up straight. “How long was I asleep?” I keep my question level, like I don’t care about him snubbing me earlier. 
 
    “Five hours,” he grunts.  
 
    I get off the couch and stretch, listening to my enhanced joints pop. Then I walk into the tiny kitchen where Sky is putting a can opener against a can of beans. He’s preparing food for us—for me.  
 
    But he doesn’t look my way, and I know the war’s not over. Even so, I walk over to him and place my hand on his arm. “Thank you.” 
 
    Sky steps to the side, pulling away until my hand drops into empty air. 
 
    “Don’t,” he whispers. 
 
    “I’m just—” 
 
    “You’re only trying to get back with me because we found this place and it feels safe for a minute.” He scowls at the can as he works on it. “But soon we’ll all have to go down and get orders for the next battle. And if I don’t die there, then there’ll be one after that, and so on, and so on…” 
 
    My throat constricts with pain. “Sky, I’m sorry. I just got scared back at the Monster’s Nest. Losing Drape really messed me up. I didn’t think I could go through that again.” 
 
    Sky slams the open can on the counter, sloshing cold beans over his hand. “Then you should have talked to me. I could have helped you through it. But you wouldn’t let me because you think I’m weak.” 
 
    My eyes burn when I think about making Sky feel the way everyone’s been making me feel today: useless, incompetent, like a detriment to my team. But just because I’ve got a higher mod than him, it doesn’t make Sky any of those things. 
 
    “Sky, I don’t—” 
 
    He shakes his head, cutting me off. “No. You had the right idea. Because in case you haven’t noticed, there is never going to be a time when one of us isn’t in danger. We’re always one second away from dying, so let’s save ourselves the trouble of believing otherwise. I’ll fight beside you for as long as I’m alive, but that’s it. That’s all we get. Your friend Cho made sure of that.” 
 
    “Sky!” My voice reverberates through the house, and I hear Cia groan in the other room. I lower it to a whisper. “What I did was stupid.” Admitting it makes me want to melt into the floor. “I shouldn’t have blown off your suspicions. You have to know I would do anything to take it back.”  
 
    He eyes me with sadness, which is much worse than anger. “It’s not just that. You and Elias—” 
 
    “We don’t have anything. I swear. Elias can’t offer me what you do.” 
 
     “Well, my offer has been revoked.” He pours the beans into a bowl, plunges a spoon into it and thrusts the dish at me. “Here. Eat before we go.” 
 
    With shaking hands, I push the bowl back at him, and it slips from my fingers, dropping to the floor with a clank. Beans slosh everywhere, making a huge soupy mess, just like Sky and me. 
 
    “Have that yourself,” I say, storming out the front door.  
 
    Leaving the door open behind me, I trudge across the sand toward the lake. The light reflecting off the mirrors is pale now. The sun must be setting on the surface—or an ash plume has thickened over our location. Sky is right. The war will never stop. 
 
    Though my stomach rumbles, I decide I can deal with it for a while. It’s not as if I haven’t dealt with hunger before. Back in the mines, I worked on an empty stomach all the time. I’ll live. 
 
    I’ll perform my function. 
 
    I spot Elias and Reinhart sitting on the concrete steps with a few of the other survivors. I recognize Maria, one of the former Dwellers we trained after she was modified, and one of the EHC ops who helped to fight Cho and his Naturals in the cave. The other two people are liberated EHC prisoners, now in plain clothes. What an odd group we are. 
 
    Pulling my chin up, I swallow all the negative feelings Sky stirred up and plant my feet in front of Elias and Reinhart. I fold my arms across my chest. “When do we set out?” 
 
    “In forty-five minutes.” Elias peers up at me like he’s trying to figure out if I’m an asset again. He must like what he sees, because he breaks into a grin. “Glad to have you back, Fin.” 
 
    “Glad to be back.” I tip my head at him. “Thanks for ordering me to sleep.” 
 
    He pats the step next to him. “Can I order you to sit?” 
 
    “Only because I was going to anyway.” 
 
    He chuckles. “We’ve been trying to figure out the best route. Could use your input.” 
 
    Reinhart snorts. Elias rolls his eyes, but there’s something almost affectionate about it that grates on my already raw nerves. Elias isn’t a Dweller. He’s Noble class, same as Reinhart. Not a filthy rat like Lacy and me and… Drape. He may have sympathized with our plight, but, even now, he can’t understand what it was like to live down there. He doesn’t have to hate someone like Reinhart the way I do.  
 
    But I plunk myself down beside him because I’m ready to bury myself in work.  
 
    I created this world. War is the only way to live in it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “ALL RIGHT, EVERYONE. We risk taking the rail car back to the station,” Elias announces as we line up at the entrance to Elysian Beach. 
 
    This is what we decided. Me and him and his pal Reinhart. Walking would take days, and that’s worse than getting on a rail car Cho and his people could disable at any time. By the time we got to Sunlight Gardens, they would control everything. Plus, if the bright yellow rail car is back where it should be, that significantly lowers the chances of Cho discovering where those unfit for fighting are hiding.  
 
     I fall in line behind Talen and Lacy as we all board the rail car. Lacy looks over her shoulder, and I swear she’s blushing when she lowers her voice and asks, “Did you find a place to sleep?” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “The question is, did you?” 
 
    She bites her lip and looks straight ahead. Then she whispers, “Eventually.” 
 
    I give her a playful shove. Talen’s ears have gone bright red, and he looks like he’s trying to make his sizable frame disappear into the ground. As Auras, they have the best chance of surviving this ordeal, the best chance of living long lives that may one day have room for more than explosions and death. So, I push down my jealousy and resolve to be happy for them in whatever time I have left.  
 
    “How’re the senses?” I ask, following them onto the train and down the aisle 
 
    “Back to normal, now that there’s some electricity to go by,” Lacy tells me, picking a window seat. 
 
    I sit down in the seat behind them and glance out the window. There’s Sky, last in line, hugging his mother and sister good-bye. He shouldn’t be here. Most of us don’t have anyone left who needs us, but Sky does. I want to block the doorway and stop him from boarding, but I know it would just make him angry. Instead, I sit quietly while he hops on board and takes a seat near the front. A quick head count tells me there’s twenty-four of us, and a quick calculation tells me that’s a good number to go up against Cho and his Naturals—if he hasn’t gathered more of them by now.  
 
    Reinhart leans out the door and shouts commands to a few people still in the tunnel. A guy with only one arm throws a few switches and the car hums as it lurches onto the track and back toward the rail station. Everyone’s silent as it accelerates faster and faster down the tunnel, sweeping us away from the Beach.  
 
    “The tunnel lights still work,” Elias says, settling in next to me.  
 
    I cringe as his body heat mixes with mine. “Let’s hope it stays that way.” 
 
    After an eternity, the yellow rail car slides to a stop, and its humming lowers in pitch. I recognize the platform that leads to the small power station. Rising at Reinhart’s hand wave, we file out of the rail car and onto the platform. Elias stands beside me and eyes the tracks, which still hold the bright, happy rail cars meant for other settlements. The one that goes to Sunlight Gardens is still gone. Cho and his Naturals haven’t come back here yet. There’s one small relief.  
 
    I peer into the dark tunnel the tracks disappear into. “No lights in this one.” 
 
    Elias frowns. “They must be activated by the movement of the car.” 
 
    As if on cue, the tunnel we just came out of fades to black, dimming the whole station a fraction.  
 
    I shrug. “We knew it wouldn’t be easy.”  
 
    “Lacy, Talen,” Elias barks. “Can the two of you repeat what you did in the caves?” 
 
    “The lights might be off, but there’s electricity in the tracks, so those fields drown out any magnetic fields from the rocks,” Talen says. He jumps over the railing and walks toward the dark tunnel, grasping the railing of the service walkway. “Stay on the catwalk. Keep one shoulder on the cave wall because this railing doesn’t last long. Fall onto the tracks, and you’re fried.” 
 
    Reinhart glares at the rest of us. “No flashlights unless we know we’re clear. We can’t alert Cho that we’re coming. I’m confident there are no drop-offs in the tunnel if Cho and his soldiers made it to Sunlight Gardens. Emma says its several miles off.” His last sentence sounds like a challenge. 
 
    We trudge into the wide tunnel behind Talen and Lacy, keeping our shoulders pressed tight against the wall. Rats skitter out of our way; I’d recognize the sound of their tiny running feet anywhere. We take a sharp corner, and the light from the station disappears. No one speaks, but somehow their panic screams anyway.  
 
    We stop for a break after three hours of walking, and only then do we dare turn on our flashlights, though we point them at the ceiling as we sit and pull out our rations. Dizziness sweeps over me, reminding me I was stupid and didn’t eat. Downing a can of cold beans from my pack, I listen to the faint hum of the tracks feet below.  
 
    Death.  
 
    “We won’t have anywhere to go if we’re attacked,” Elias says. 
 
    He’s been sitting near me the whole break, and I haven’t noticed. “Unless there are other tunnels,” I reply, focusing on the dark beyond our circle of light. A faint breeze blows against us from ahead, and— 
 
    I peel myself from the wall, sitting up straight. “I heard something.” 
 
    Elias draws his weapon. “What?”  
 
    “Whispers. From ahead.” 
 
    Lacy rises beside me and peers into the dark. “I don’t sense anything.” 
 
    “Well, the wind can carry sounds,” I say. The last thing I want to do is look paranoid in front of Reinhart. Or anyone, for that matter. 
 
    Reinhart steps into the light. “Stay sharp. We set out immediately. Do not discard your trash here. We can’t leave evidence behind.” 
 
    We start walking again, and as we do, the breeze gets stronger. The whispering doesn’t come back. We come to a spot where the tracks go over a five-foot-wide hole in the concrete floor. Emma steps to the edge of the walkway and shines her flashlight down into it.  
 
    “Turn that off,” Reinhart orders, as if remembering that we need to stay cloaked.  
 
    She does. Once my eyes adjust again, I spot faint light ahead. I pause for a second to catch my breath. We’re close to the Sunlight Gardens. To Cho. 
 
    “Fin, move,” Sky says from behind me. 
 
    I bite my lip as we march toward the faint gray glow at the end of the tunnel. About fifteen more minutes pass as the light goes from gray to a pale yellow—like sunshine. 
 
    Reinhart holds up a hand. “Lacy and Talen, go forward. The entrance will be guarded. Take out any Naturals.” 
 
    Lacy and Talen hug the wall and creep ahead. Lacy pockets a handheld radio she must have found in storage. I squint but can’t make out any details ahead other than that the tunnel curves.  
 
    I draw my weapon, matching Elias’ motions while the silence drags out.  
 
    Lacy and Talen vanish from sight as they round the curve.  
 
    Seconds tick by. 
 
    Eventually, a man screams in agony, the sound echoing through the tunnel, taking on an unearthly tone. Then a gunshot goes off. And another. And another. 
 
    “Stand down,” Reinhart orders, but his words bounce right off me. I break into a run. 
 
    “Fin!” Elias reaches for my arm, but I dodge, veering dangerously close to the edge of the walkway.  
 
    Others follow, ignoring Reinhart. Leaving friends to die isn’t an option. Pistol raised, I bolt around the curve as another man screams. The sound cuts off with a thud.  
 
    I burst out of the tunnel, raising my gun at one of the Naturals. He stands on the platform beside the blue rail car, aiming his weapon into the station office where Lacy and Talen must have retreated. He wears his green jacket tied around his waist, showing he’s one of Cho’s people. Two bodies lie on the platform, and a trail of blood goes into one of two doorways. 
 
    I fire. 
 
    The Natural jolts as the bullet rips through his arm, splattering blood on the side of the rail car. Grasping his injury, he still manages to raise his gun at me, but another shot from behind strikes him in the stomach. Maria steps forward with a grimace as the Natural slumps against the rail car, leaving a red streak over the image of trees and flowers. 
 
    Footfalls approach from behind. “Secure the station!”  
 
    Elias bolts in front of me and steps over the bodies while the dying Natural struggles to take gurgling breaths. My emotions go numb as my senses sharpen, taking in every detail. The blood trail doesn’t belong to any of the Naturals.  
 
    “Fin, stand aside,” Reinhart orders from behind me. 
 
    “Lacy!” I bolt into the station office, weapon ready, and point it at computers and office chairs, even the maps on the walls.  
 
    In the very back, under a burned-out fluorescent light, crouch Lacy and Talen. Talen grasps his leg. I smell the faint tang of iron. Lacy is hyperventilating, pressing both hands to Talen’s thigh.  
 
    “Fin! Get someone over here!” she shouts.  
 
    My stomach turns. Talen has been shot. 
 
    Reinhart shoves me aside as he charges into the room. He curses as he inspects the damage.  
 
    Talen looks up from his leg as a fresh bout of blood bubbles up around Lacy’s hands. “He got me, but I got him better.” 
 
    A chill rushes through me. If I hadn’t disobeyed, the remaining guard could have killed Lacy and Talen while they were distracted.  
 
    I have no time to feel a rush of satisfaction. Looking around the room, I seize a cloth bag hanging off the back of the chair and a letter opener from a cup. Dropping my gun, I cut at the fabric, working until I make a long strip.  
 
    “Good thinking, Fin,” Lacy says, holding back tears. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Talen says. 
 
    “Stop being such a tough guy,” she scolds him. “We’ll wrap you up, and then we’ll get on our way.” 
 
    Emma and Elias burst into the room.  
 
    “Platform’s secure. No more guards,” Elias says. Then his eyes drift to me as I rip the strip off the bag. “Fin, what—” 
 
    “Talen!” I shout, running over to the corner where he lies. 
 
    The room turns to chaos and moving bodies as I kneel.  
 
    Lacy’s brown eyes lock on me, full and dilated. “You had better tie it tight, Fin, or I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    “I’ll hold his leg,” Elias says, coming up beside me.  
 
    I stretch out the makeshift bandage. Screwing this up means Talen dies. Talen can’t die. Talen can’t do that to Lacy. I can’t let that happen.  
 
    “I’ll tie it around the back, and we’ll stop the bleeding. Okay?” I say to Talen.  
 
    Talen eyes the bloody wound. “Okay.” 
 
    Lacy takes a breath and removes her hand from his leg. More blood leaks out, and though the flow is slowing, it’s still a mess. Elias shoves in beside me, taking Lacy’s place, and lifts Talen’s leg. Talen hisses in pain while I stretch the strip under his thigh and wrap it tightly. Blood stains the white cloth as I pull it as taut as I can, tying it under his thigh.  
 
    “We didn’t get the bullet out,” Lacy says. 
 
    “It’s better off left in there for now.” Emma hovers over us, a hand over her mouth. “Picking around for it might rupture an artery. We only have primitive medical technology down here.” 
 
    “Remember that rubbing alcohol?” Elias asks Reinhart. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” Sky says from the doorway. “Why were there only three guards?” 
 
    Now that the makeshift bandage is tight and stopping most of the bleeding, I get up and face Sky. “We need to check the bodies.”  
 
    He falls in step beside me as we exit the office. On the platform, the three bodies wait. I reach into green pockets and produce nothing. Sky leans over the guard who fell against the rail car.  
 
    This guy’s still breathing, grasping at a stomach wound. The front of his white tank top is stained crimson. I run over to him as he turns his gaze up at Sky and me.  
 
    Pointing my gun at him, I ask, “Is this a trap?” 
 
    “Impures,” he gasps. “You won’t get into Sunlight Gardens. Never. It’s only for the pure.” 
 
    “Would you shut up with your cult crap?” I should pull the trigger and put him out of his misery, but the crazed look in this man’s eyes tells me there’s more we need to know.  
 
    He takes a gurgling breath and manages a creepy smile. 
 
    “I don’t like that,” Sky mutters. 
 
    I back away as the man’s eyes go blank. His grin remains, giving him a face straight out of nightmares. 
 
    “Check him,” Sky says. 
 
    I feel his pockets first, finding nothing, but then notice a faint bulge under his tank top. I pull it away from his chest. A black square hugs the skin above his heart. Wires leading from the square are lodged into his flesh.  
 
    “A heart monitor?” Sky asks. 
 
    The device lets out a soft, drawn-out beep.  
 
    “Guys!” I shout, running back into the office. “We’ve got to leave. Now. I think reinforcements are coming.” 
 
    Reinhart pushes past me and marches over to another doorway—an arch with stairs descending into Sunlight Gardens. He takes one glance down the steps into the settlement beyond and pales. I follow. 
 
    Green grass spreads out below in another well-lit chamber, along with hedgerows in need of grooming, but there’s no time to enjoy the view. Three columns of Naturals, all armed with automatic weapons, run toward us in a strange, bouncing rhythm.  
 
    I count a dozen… two dozen… maybe four. We’re outnumbered and outgunned. Even Lacy and Talen won’t be able to take all of them down before they reach us. 
 
    Heart beating out of my chest, I bolt back into the office and shout the order before Reinhart does. “Retreat! Or we die!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAOS REIGNS INSIDE the station office. At some point, the rest of our fighters slipped inside, and now there’s barely room to breathe or think as Dwellers and EHC ops work together to pull furniture away from the walls.  
 
    “Way ahead of you, Fin,” Lacy grunts as she and Elias lift Talen onto his one good leg, pulling his arms over their shoulders.  
 
    Reinhart and Sky skid into the room behind me, slamming the door shut. Reinhart leans against the frame as though he could single-handedly hold back the horde. “We’re not going that way.” 
 
    Emma turns from the map she’s been studying and points to the biggest computer in the room, a monitor attached to dozens of snake-like wires. “There’s a service shaft under the control panel that leads to the Main Power Station. If we can barricade the door, we might buy ourselves enough time.” 
 
    One of the EHC ops wrenches the metal panel away from the floor and drops inside. Others scramble after him, immediately clogging the entrance. I climb onto a desk they abandoned in the middle of the room, then leap to the side of the hole, weapon drawn on an EHC op and a Dweller scuffling over who goes first. 
 
    “Pull yourselves together, or your bodies get left behind.” 
 
    The Dweller takes a step back, and the op jumps into the shaft. I look down in time to see him scrambling into the darkness on his hands and knees. I jerk my head at the Dweller, and he goes next, followed by two female Dwellers.  
 
    I motion to Lacy and Elias. “Get Talen in now.” 
 
    “No way.” Talen shakes his head, pulling his arms off their shoulders and holding himself up on both legs. The injured one trembles with his weight. “I’ll slow everyone down.” 
 
    Lacy sets her jaw. “We’ll hold back as many as we can. 
 
    I calculate their odds. Though hurt, Talen can still do damage with his tech. Lacy is shaken, but she excels at channeling rage into destruction. They’re our only hope of getting the rest of these people out alive.  
 
    “Fine,” I say to Lacy and turn my attention on Emma. “You’re next. Take the map. We’ll be lucky if we ever find those first few cowards.” 
 
    Emma takes the map and drops into the tunnel. “Everyone else follow me.” 
 
    She ducks into the crawl space and I push the next person in line toward the hole. “Watch your heads. Move quickly, but don’t panic.” 
 
    The sound of a hundred footfalls thunders through the station. Reinhart, Sky, and Elias are piling anything that isn’t nailed down in front of the door. Lacy helps Talen hide behind a desk turned on its side. She then grabs his face and gives him a furious kiss before running to the other side of the door. I swallow the fear that tells me to burn their faces into my mind. 
 
     “That’ll have to do,” Reinhart barks, shoving Elias and Sky toward me. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I turn around to see the last Dweller vanish down the hole. A hand grabs my shoulder, and my heart flutters—stupidly, given our current situation—but when I look, it’s Elias. Not Sky.  
 
    “Go, Fin.” 
 
    I shake my head and grab Sky’s elbow. “You first, Sky. You’ve got family.” 
 
    He looks at me like he wants to argue, but Reinhart shoves him over the edge. He lands with a thump and a grunt. Elias reaches for me again, but before he can say anything, he’s been pushed in just like Sky. Reinhart and I stare at each other.  
 
    “After you.” I gesture at the hole as though it were the door to a fancy ballroom. 
 
    “So you can pull some hero crap that endangers my team?” He scoffs. “Not likely.” 
 
    And with that, I find myself falling briefly through the air. I land on my shoulder with a clang. My gun skitters out of my hand and into the tunnel ahead of me. There’s just enough light from above to see that the crawlspace is maybe three feet tall and barely two feet wide with all the thick wires crammed inside it. I grab one of the cables and drag myself inside just before Reinhart’s heavy boots come crashing down, much louder than they should be, making my ears ring. 
 
     “Go, go, go!” Reinhart shouts, sounding strangely far away. It’s only then that I realize my ears are ringing from an explosion overhead. I hear a metallic scrape, and then the crawlspace goes pitch black. 
 
    I feel around for my gun, and as soon as the cool metal is back in my hand, I take off on my hands and knees. The gun bangs against the sheet metal and I worry I’m leaving a sound trail for the enemy to follow, but there’s no time to holster it with Reinhart hot on my heels.  
 
    Behind and above us, the screaming begins. Shots are fired. Another explosion rumbles, vibrating the metal under me. I silently will Lacy and Talen to join our retreat, but then I remember that metallic scrape and realize Reinhart pulled the panel back in place.  
 
    “You shut them out!” 
 
    “Better for Cho’s army to find two dead Auras and think they won this round than find two dead Auras and a tunnel full of trapped rats.”  
 
    I jolt to a stop, ready to turn and shoot him in his tracks, but I hear his weapon click.  
 
    “You know I’d have no problem crawling over your dead body,” he says very softly, and I realize he doesn’t want Elias, who can’t be that far ahead of us, to hear. “Keep moving.” 
 
    I crawl forward, vowing to end him if Lacy and Talen don’t make it out. But as long as I can hear the sound of anguished death ringing through the station, I know they’re still alive, still fighting.  
 
    And then the screaming stops.  
 
    “Well, that’s that,” Reinhart says, loudly now. The tunnel makes him sound like he’s everywhere.  
 
    “Do you think they got them all?” 
 
    He laughs. “Of course not. Either our Auras are dead and we’re next, or Cho’s sending what’s left of his welcoming committee to meet us at the power station.”  
 
    My heart sinks. I strain my ears for any sign that Lacy and Talen are safe and following us, but nothing comes. I keep crawling, on and on, finally catching up enough to follow the sound of Elias’ knees scuffing on metal.  
 
    Finally, he breaks the eerie silence. “Watch it. There’s a grate up here. Kind of loose.”  
 
    Moments later, I feel a rough grid under my hands. A moist breeze gusts up against my face, bringing the sound and smell of flowing water. We must be getting close. I scurry over the creaky grate, not giving Reinhart the courtesy of a warning. If he falls, he falls.  
 
    Sadly, he does not.  
 
    At last, a series of grunts travel down the line until Elias stops and my hands knock into the soles of his boots. Voices echo from up ahead, and I curl my finger around the trigger of my weapon. It’s an automatic response by now.  
 
    But no shouting follows. The line lurches forward, and silence falls. Then, light filters through the tunnel, and I can see the shape of Elias’ head and broad back in front of me.  
 
    He shifts and flashes me the outline of a thumbs-up. “We made it.”  
 
    One by one, we drop through an opening, leaving the sheet metal and wires behind. I land in a narrow corridor with a linoleum floor and plain white walls, their paint bubbling and peeling from the moisture in the air. The sound of the river has risen to a roar; we’re near a big one, not some little creek.  
 
    Elias tugs me out of the way just in time for Reinhart to drop down.  
 
    “That’s the last of us,” he says, dusting off his knees. 
 
    I scan the grating overhead, hoping to hear two more pairs of knees banging our way.  
 
    Reinhart gives me a pitying look, like I’m too stupid to understand how the world works. “An Aura’s job is to secure the safety of their team. They did their jobs. You should be proud.” 
 
    Elias steps between us, like he knows I’m about to make good on my silent vow. Reinhart shrugs and moves around us, breaking into a trot to catch up with Emma at the far end of the corridor. Sky and most of the others are gathered there, too.  
 
    I head that way, and Elias falls in step beside me. 
 
    “He’s right. You should be proud. They were heroes.” 
 
    I glare at him. “They’re my friends.” 
 
    I walk faster, leaving the new Reinhart Jr. behind. I push my way through the crowd until I’m standing with Emma, Reinhart, and Sky in front of the doors. A thin line of light shines through the crack between them. Reinhart lifts his weapon and instructs all of us to do the same. Then he pushes the door open with his foot. 
 
    The burst of light feels like a bomb detonating before our eyes, but it’s just the sun, bouncing down on mirrors to illuminate a chamber big enough to house a small city. Instead of homes though, there’s a dam spreading out just below us, big enough to hold back an entire lake. A couple of small waterfalls flow through the dam near the bottom, pumping into a massive, churning river.  
 
    “Look,” Sky says, and I tear my eyes from the water to follow his pointing finger to the walkway on top of the dam.  
 
    The railing is draped with green flags every dozen or so feet. We’re too late. It looks empty right now, but Cho has already claimed this place.  
 
    “We should assume Cho knows what we did and has forces headed this way,” Elias says, turning to face the rest of the team. “We need to figure out where they’ll be coming from and block that entrance. Whoever controls this station controls everything.” 
 
     Reinhart gives him an approving nod and steps onto the metal walkway leading out to the dam. It creaks under his feet. “Quickly now.” 
 
    He jogs over the narrow metal grid, and our fighters fall in behind him, gripping the rails, but moving much too fast by my calculations. The bridge creaks under the weight of all of them. Patches of flaking rust tell me this thing hasn’t been maintained since forever, but I don’t say anything. My thoughts are consumed with images of Lacy and Talen, dead, or maybe just dying slowly and suffering.  
 
    “Fin, come on,” Elias says, and when I shake the thoughts from my head, I realize he’s halfway across the bridge and I’m the last one on this side.  
 
    I’ve gone two steps when something beneath me buckles with a terrible screech, throwing me into the railing.  
 
    “Get onto the dam!” Elias shouts at Emma and Sky ahead of him. “Fin, hurry!” 
 
    I scan the river far below—the jagged rocks along the shore with water rushing over the stone. There’s no safe landing. Everything starts to spin, and I grasp the railing only to have powdery rust come off in my hand. I hold my breath and force myself along, farther away from the double doors and safety.  
 
    Elias seizes my arm and pulls.  
 
    Ahead, Emma and Sky are waiting at the top of the metal steps leading down to the dam. Reinhart and most of the others are already at the bottom. Elias and I creep along as the catwalk continues to groan and sway.  
 
    “Okay, run,” he says, and we launch forward. Emma and Sky scurry halfway down the steps to get out of our path. We’re almost there when the whole thing bucks, catapulting us into the air. We’re hurled forward onto the metal steps, and the section of catwalk behind us falls away. Our bodies crash into each other, and a deafening boom of metal striking rock follows.  
 
    I whirl, though Elias still holds my arm. A twelve-foot wide gap now separates us from the way we came. And from Lacy and Talen.  
 
    “How do we get back?” I blurt.  
 
    “We don’t, Fin.” Elias guides me down the steps. “And if they did survive, do you think they’d follow us when they could follow Cho’s army?” 
 
    He does have a point. I imagine them tending their wounds in the station office and then slipping out to tail the troops on their way here now. It renews my strength and resolve. I offer Elias a tight smile, and he claps me on the back.  
 
    Sky glances my way as we join the rest of the team on the dam, but quickly looks away when I glance back. I roll my eyes. I could have died just now, and he still wants to play these childish games.  
 
    Reinhart directs our attention to the other side of the dam, where a huge concrete wall stands blasted open, the edges of the resulting hole scorched with burn marks. The EHC must have blocked the dam off from the world when they shut the underground down, and Cho blew up the barrier. That was the explosion we heard. The hole’s big enough to let in eight people running side by side.  
 
    “What do we do? Blow it up more?” I ask.  
 
    “We don’t have that kind of firepower,” Reinhart growls. 
 
    “And even if we did, it might be a trap,” Elias points out. “We don’t know if there’s another exit. Or if Cho will be waiting for us there.”  
 
    Emma walks back toward the steps and lifts a hatch in the floor. “There may be exits within the dam itself. Let’s explore before we make any decisions.”  
 
    Reinhart posts two of the EHC ops as lookouts. The rest of us file down into the dam. I force myself to breathe steadily, trying to cast my worry aside, but it’s useless. The spiral stairway is narrow, and something rumbles ominously as we near the bottom.  
 
    “There has to be another way out. Maybe several.” Emma’s voice wafts up from below. “Perhaps the EHC assumed no one would try very hard to find alternatives once they saw the main entrance was blocked.” 
 
    An uneasy feeling prickles at my core. I don’t like all this talk of being trapped. Going deeper into the dam suddenly doesn’t seem like such a good idea, but before I can say anything, the spiral stairway ends, opening into an oval control room. The thunder of water fills the air. The space is dark, lit only by a flashlight beam. The EHC op holding it shines it over large control panels and a window that looks out on the river, rushing away from us and deeper into the cave.  
 
    “Power’s not on yet,” Emma says. “Cho hasn’t figured out how to do it.” 
 
    I step into the room and eye a mug sitting near the controls. It has coffee stains around its rim. “He’s already tried.” 
 
    “If we can secure this station, we can disable power to his camps and the railroad,” Reinhart says. “We might have a fighting chance again. Emma, can you access the grid?”  
 
    It’s a demand. 
 
    She takes a seat at the controls. Elias and I join her. Suddenly, I’m thinking about Lacy and Talen again. First their bodies, lying cold and broken at the station. Then their bodies lying cold and broken in some dark train tunnel after wandering for days without food or water. Drape’s still face joins them. I don’t want to endure any more loss.  
 
    I gulp and fight to focus. My enhanced mind calculates which levers and buttons to pull, and in which sequence. Pumps need priming. Then circuits need closing— 
 
    “This one,” I say, pointing to a lever. 
 
    Emma grins at me and pulls it down. Something hums.  
 
    “And then I think this button is next,” Elias adds. 
 
    But Emma’s already working it out. She hits button after button, and each lights up one by one. “I’ve got it!”  
 
    Shouts—and then shots—echo from far above. I can’t make out the words, but everyone looks at each other in the crowded room. I lock gazes with Sky.  
 
    Emma cranks one final lever and machines hum all around us as the dam comes to life. Gears clank and the lights in the room flash on and off and on again, making me squint. A few more jets of water come to life above the picture window, spewing torrents into the river. We’ve done what Cho couldn’t figure out.  
 
    But we should have done it after we’d located an exit.  
 
    “Stand your ground!” Elias orders, tearing away from the control panel and rushing to the steps. “Only a few of them can come down here at a time. We have a bottleneck. Raise your weapons!”  
 
    I lift my pistol toward the stairway. The shouts continue, but no one comes down. Cho’s not enhanced, but he also isn’t stupid.  
 
    The shouting stops and silence drags out for a moment.  
 
    Then Cho’s voice, amplified by a megaphone, floats down the stairwell.  
 
    “We will not tolerate Impures in our utopia. However, I must thank you for turning on the power station.” 
 
    Cho’s confidence sends shudders down my spine, like he’s allowed us to come down here. Elias and I exchange looks and he hangs his head. 
 
    Something clacks on its way down the stairs. Instinct makes me jump back, bumping into Sky, who suddenly wraps a protective arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “Shoot out the windows!” Elias roars. “Now!” 
 
    A metal pipe grenade rolls down the stairs, settling on the final step. My body tenses, ready for an explosion. But why blow up the control room? 
 
    The grenade pops. White vapor hisses out of it, lashing at the air, and I understand. Maybe I won’t have to endure another loss after all.  
 
    Elias backpedals and aims his pistol at the glass. He fires multiple rounds, cracking the glass, but it won’t shatter. It’s sturdy, designed to take abuse. 
 
    Shouts fill the control room. A cloud of death hangs over the stairwell, blocking it from view. Everyone backs away from the deadly gas as the grenade pumps out more and more. All Cho and his forces have to do now is wait. 
 
    “Everyone back to the window,” Reinhart orders.  
 
    “Fin!” Sky propels me to the control panel where Emma already stands, beating the glass with her hands. 
 
    Tendrils of smoke curl at my feet. I rush to the control panel and ball my fists, calling on all my strength as I beat at the glass. It cracks, little by little.  
 
    More gunshots go off.  
 
    The cracks begin to spiderweb.  
 
    I climb on top of the panel and ball up my body, ramming against the glass with my shoulder. Pain erupts through my body, but it’s distant. The urge to live is all that matters.  
 
    Someone coughs, and Sky jumps up beside me and rams at the glass, a sad, terrified look in his eyes.  
 
    “Everyone up!” Reinhart shouts. The room fills with the clattering of feet and the thumping of flesh on glass.  
 
    Somebody slips and hits the floor. Maria. There’s no time for her to scream. Gagging coughs fill the space, but only for a moment. Reinhart forbids us to stop. More coughing and gagging fill the air as the gas licks at the control panel.  
 
    The world shatters with a loud boom, and I fall through the shattered window, toppling over the edge. The side of the dam sweeps past me, and then rushing water swallows me and pulls me under. Bubbles lash at my face as a body plunges into the water beside me. Cold presses against my chest. I can’t breathe. The impact’s knocked the air out of me. Even with my enhancements, the shock might be too much. 
 
    A ribbon of blood floats past as a hand scrapes my back and vanishes. I kick, fighting my way up and breaching the river’s surface. Foaming water hugs rocks as the river shoves me away from the dam. I try to turn, but the force feels like a mountain at my back. Shouts fill the air as the current takes us away, leaving Cho and his troops with a brand-new, working power station.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALL I CAN do is float, keeping my legs up to avoid the rocks. I’m getting to be an old pro at waterfalls and underwater rapids. The shore is feet away, but the water rushes by so fast I have no chance of reaching it. At least lights hang overhead.  
 
    How many of us made it out? 
 
    Who died? I’ve fought long enough to know the chances are against all of us surviving. What if Cho’s people gassed Lacy and Talen, too? 
 
    “Hello?” I shout, but the churning water eats my voice. 
 
    At last, the water slows. My feet finally touch something solid, and I’m able to stand in the now-lazy current. Under a hanging light, I trudge to shore, shivering. The ground here is solid, jagged rock. I spot a few narrow caves breaking up the surface of the walls. I look in the direction of the dam, but after the twists and turns the river’s taken, I can’t see it. 
 
    Numbness sweeps over me again.  
 
    But there’s Sky on the shore, on his back, catching his breath. His beautiful breath. His blond hair sticks to his head, and his pistol lies beside him. When he sees me, a relieved smile crosses his lips, as if his mask of resentment has been washed away.  
 
    Behind me, Elias coughs as he walks out of the water. He’s the third survivor. 
 
    “Fin.” He slaps his hand down on my shoulder and whirls me to face him. “That was some fast thinking. Maybe half our party made it out.” 
 
    “Only half?” 
 
    Elias frowns. “Half is better than none.”  
 
    My stomach turns at his matter-of-fact tone. Who is this person? 
 
    I pull away from Elias and march back into the shallow part of the river, watching the slowing water for any signs of bodies. My throat dries, a lump forming in my throat. A pair of heads float together in the water, and I recognize Emma’s black hair and Reinhart’s neat cut. They’re both alive, as is a young EHC op floating beside them. 
 
    Elias joins me at the shoreline and cups his hands around his mouth. “How many made it out?”  
 
    “We don’t know yet,” Emma calls back. She coughs and faces us with red eyes as she rises from the water and walks to shore, clothes dripping. Reinhart follows at first, but then his eyes lock on something over my shoulder and he freezes. 
 
    I whirl to face the openings pockmarked in the wall. Several dark shapes stand inside them, watching us.  
 
    A rough male voice says, “Stay right where you are, or you die on the spot.” 
 
    I freeze. The dark shapes remain inside the cave openings. People. My mind goes back to the whispers and the glass of water back at Elysian Beach.  
 
    “Who’s there?” Reinhart asks. 
 
    “I mean it,” the voice orders. “Stay still. Move, and we’ll shoot. We have weapons trained on you.” 
 
    I’ve been in battle long enough to know the man speaking is nervous. That could be good or bad. He also speaks with a strange drawl. Which one of the shadows is him? 
 
    “Hey,” I say, “we didn’t mean to land here.” 
 
    Behind me, a couple more survivors wade out of the calming river. I flick my hand, telling them to stop, but then the guy shoots. Sparks fly from a cavern on the left, illuminating a brown face and a muscular build. I glimpse a plaid shirt and blue jeans, as well as a copper badge. The bullet misses the two fighters crawling out of the river and instead ricochets off the rock. I wince as our guys scramble for their weapons.  
 
    “Stand down!” Reinhart orders. “Stay at the shore and tell anyone else who comes through not to shoot. We don’t know how many of them there are.” 
 
    “Plenty,” the man drawls. “Now I advise you to lower your weapons and tell me nice and slow why the Destroyers have sent you.” 
 
     “Huh?” Sky asks, inching closer to me. Oh, sure, now he’s coming around. 
 
     On the other side of him, Elias holds up his pistol and then lets it drop to the ground. I hear the clatter of Reinhart and the other survivors doing the same.  
 
    “If these people wanted to kill us, they would have by now,” Elias says in a low voice. 
 
    “Drop your weapon!” the man shouts, and I realize he’s talking only to me now.  
 
    My pistol’s in my holster. I don’t remember putting it back there, but I must have while we were ramming the window.  
 
    “I have to get mine out to drop it,” I say through chattering teeth.  
 
    “Go ahead,” the man tells me. “But try anything funny, and your brain will be feeling the breeze.” 
 
    I grimace at his colorful threat, but slowly remove my pistol and drop it on the rocks.  
 
    “You need to know we’re not here to hurt you,” I explain. “We don’t even know who you are. We didn’t even realize this place existed until—” I stop myself. I don’t know how much we should tell them yet. 
 
    The dark shape in the left tunnel moves and steps into the light. Strong and brown, with curly black hair, the man keeps a strange gun aimed at us. It’s unlike the weapons I’ve seen the EHC or the SNA use, but with twin barrels, it looks just as deadly.  
 
    “We are the Originals, the descendants of the Creators, sworn enemies of the Destroyers,” he booms. “Why have you returned?”  
 
    Emma clears her throat. “None of us have ever been here before. We swear.” 
 
    His head snaps toward her. “I mean, why has your kind returned? We’ve given you no reason to break the treaty.” 
 
    Emma looks around at our bedraggled survivors. “I’m certain none of us here are aware of any treaty.” 
 
    I swear I see Reinhart’s jaw twitch.  
 
    “Are you talking about the EHC?” I ask.  
 
    Reinhart winces. 
 
    “I am talking about the Destroyers. The ones who played with their genes until they were able to destroy anyone or anything that got in their way.” He lifts his chin. “Except us.” 
 
    “Then we are not Destroyers,” I say. “We are the rebels who—” 
 
    “Lies!” a female voice screams. “Destroyers! There!” 
 
    At least two dozen men and women rush from the tunnels, all of them wearing the same types of outfit as their leader and pointing the same strange weapon at the river. I twist my neck and see three EHC ops bobbing in the water. Two of them grasp onto rocks while the third one floats lifelessly along into the depths of the cave. 
 
    “Wait! They’re rebels in disguise! We can explain!” 
 
    “On the ground!” the leader bellows. “Anyone left standing dies immediately!” 
 
    I throw myself on the pebbles, shivering violently. Sky lands beside me and wraps his hand around the top of mine. He’s the only warmth left, so I close my eyes and wait for the worst. I hear the splash of the ops throwing their weapons into the water. 
 
    “We surrender,” I say. “Please.”  
 
    I stare at a gray pebble with black flecks. And then at Sky. He holds me in his blue eyes, biting his lip. I read an apology there. 
 
    It might be too late for that now, but no one shoots anyone, and no one else wades out of the river. 
 
    “That’s better,” the leader finally says. “I like folks who can follow orders.”  
 
    His stitched, pointy boots swing into my vision, followed by others, each pair enveloped by the cuffs of their blue jeans. These aren’t clothes worn on the surface. They’ve been down here a good long while.  
 
    “Collect all their weapons. Search them for more,” the leader orders. “We’ll take them home for further questioning.” 
 
    A pair of rough hands slide along my pants, finding nothing, and I shudder at the touch. The sounds of wet clothing slapping against skin smacks as the other cave people search our survivors. Velcro pulls apart as they search the EHC ops.  
 
    “These are definitely Destroyers, Cal,” someone says. “We better double cuff.” 
 
    “Make it triple if you can,” the leader, Cal, barks back. “If they’re Destroyers, they may have magic like the others. Don’t give them a chance to use it. And if they start, shoot them all dead.”  
 
    I suck in a breath and have to stop myself from rising. 
 
    Lacy and Talen. 
 
    My heart races and the cold doesn’t matter anymore.  
 
    Sky shakes his head at me.  
 
    If these people know we’re friends with the scary people they met, our odds of surviving will drop—a lot. I tense and wait for someone else to blow our cover, but no one says a word. Handcuffs click, over and over. They came extremely prepared to take prisoners. They’ve been tracking us, maybe even since we got here. I understand now that the towel, the ash, the water—it all belonged to them. We invaded their home.  
 
    Cold cuffs slip around my wrists as two people wrestle my hands into place. I shake with anger and terror, but I let them. “We didn’t mean to take over your houses,” I insist. “We thought they were empty.” 
 
    “We’ll discuss this later,” Cal says. “Up!” 
 
    Two sets of hands yank me up. Though I’m strong enough to resist, I let them. The leader stands alone, but there are two of his Originals holding onto each of us prisoners. Sky and I exchange glances. His eyes are wide in terror.  
 
    “What are your orders, Cal?” a skinny, pale man asks. He has a pallor that takes me back to the mines. Without sunlight, the skin of some turns sickly. 
 
    “We take them back to Elysian Beach,” Cal says. He pats a radio that hangs from his leather belt. “They’ve already subdued the ones they left behind.” 
 
    “Subdued?” Sky shouts. “Those were mothers and children and… and men with one arm!” 
 
    No one responds. These people waited for the fighters to leave the Beach before they took everyone else. How brave.  
 
    Any guilt I felt evaporates. Rage boils in my cheeks. Every muscle in my arms tightens, but the cuffs hold as I pull against them. Not one, but three pairs dig into my skin.  
 
    Cal waves us into one of the tunnels. “If any of them speak, shoot them.” He clicks on a flashlight and leads the way.  
 
    We walk through the tunnel for what feels like hours, arms cuffed in awkward positions. My shoulders get sore from the lack of movement, but the walking helps me burn off my anger and think. These Originals have not been modified—I can tell that by the way they move—so we’re lucky they found us first before Cho could sell them his snake oil. If we can manage to convince them we aren’t with the EHC, we may be able to make them our allies instead.  
 
    The cave tunnel finally comes out under the electrified tracks. I spot them shining in the light as Cal waves his flashlight above him. We must be standing in the hole we spotted earlier. The tracks hum, but Cal doesn’t seem concerned. He looks up at the tracks and starts climbing toward them like they’re harmless, and until the small power station was turned on, they were. 
 
    I have to take the risk. “Those tracks can kill you. Since the power came back on, don’t touch them.” 
 
    A gun clicks. 
 
    “Wait,” Cal says. “They would know about the world.” 
 
    I sigh in relief. “We do, but we’re not Destroyers. Electricity can kill you if you touch too much of it.” 
 
    Cal glares at me. “Of course we know that. We’re not savages. The Creators gave us electricity, but then the Destroyers took it.” 
 
    “Well, now we’ve given it back. Doesn’t that make us Creators?” 
 
    Cal glares at me. “Don’t be impertinent, young lady.” 
 
    I scan the tracks. We have three feet between us and them. As Cal shifts with the flashlight, I spot a wooden ladder, hammered together with nails and boards. 
 
    “We’ll never be able to climb up like this.” I gesture with my awkwardly angled arms. “Not without touching the tracks.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” Cal drawls. “A trick to make us let you go so you can attack us. The Creators warned us you would have smooth tongues.” 
 
    “We’re not Destroyers,” Sky says. “We’re from the underground, too.” 
 
    “Up the ladder,” Cal orders. 
 
    “Don’t touch the rails,” I say.  
 
    Cal climbs the ladder, missing the rails by inches. He stands at the top and waves. My unseen captors, both women, push me forward. One breathes on my ear.  
 
    Without my enhancement, I’d fall off. But my strong legs balance me as I climb, and Cal seizes the sleeve of my shirt and pulls me up to the middle of the tracks. I kneel between the humming rails of death.  
 
    “Only a Destroyer can move like that,” Cal says, almost like he pities me.  
 
    I stand behind him as the other prisoners climb the dangerous ladder. One by one, we form a line between the tracks. Emma needs help climbing, and Cal grunts, pulling her up, but he has no nasty words for her. He even gives her an approving sort of look.  
 
    Then the Originals climb out, lining up behind us with their weapons pointed at our backs. Despite Cal not believing me, no one seems eager to touch the rails.  
 
    “Move out,” Cal orders, walking ahead.  
 
    He’s going to make us march between the tracks. 
 
    Feet shuffle. No one grabs my arm because there’s no room. Escape would mean stepping over the tracks and climbing onto the catwalk without getting shot. Cal knows this, and only Cal’s flashlight shows us where to step. To the sides, I see almost nothing. 
 
    Two minutes into the walk, a loud fizzling noise sounds from behind me and a woman screams. A flash of light illuminates the tunnel, and I whirl to find a dark shape twitching on the ground. She still holds her gun, which goes off as her finger contracts around the trigger. Sparks fly off the ground, and the stench of burned hair fills the air. Gasps follow. The woman goes still, leaving only the hum. Her ankle rests on the rail and keeps quivering. 
 
    Cal says nothing. His mouth falls open in shock as the color drains from his cheeks. I’ve forgotten that feeling. How others don’t see death on a daily basis. 
 
    “It’s hard for us not to die when we don’t have much light,” I say, swallowing the bad taste in my mouth. The burnt hair stench remains.  
 
    “We need to get off these rails, or you’re going to lose more people,” Sky adds. 
 
    “Yasmine,” Cal breathes, terrified. 
 
    “Don’t touch her!” Emma shouts. “She’s still electrified, and anyone who tries moving her will suffer the same fate. I don’t want to see anyone else getting hurt.” 
 
    Cal looks over my shoulder at her. Emma, being the only natural with us, might get through to him.  
 
    The man gulps and gathers his composure. “Everyone off the rails. I’ll shine a light on you. Climb onto the catwalk, now.” Fierce protectiveness fills his words even as his eyes redden. Cal cares about his people. I feel confident we can work with this. 
 
    Unless he’s killed Talen and Lacy. Then he dies.  
 
    The flashlight glares in my face as I step over the rails. Two of the Originals cup their hands to give me a boost up to the catwalk. I exhale in relief once we’re all up. 
 
    Elias leans close to me and whispers, “Good job, Fin. Make them trust us.” 
 
    And then his lips brush my cheek. 
 
    I bite mine, flinching and pulling away. Sky stands next to the wall, looking into the darkness ahead. His mind is on his mother and Cia. I join him, bumping my shoulder against his since our hands remain tied, trying to make Elias vanish into the dark. Sky bumps me back, and somehow, I know things are going to be different now. Maybe not the same as they were before, but not like they have been. 
 
    “Keep moving,” Cal orders. “No one makes a sound. Stay where it’s safe. There might be more Destroyers out there.” 
 
    My legs quiver by the time I board the yellow rail car. One of the Originals stays behind in the small station to send us off. Instead of hope, dread fills me. When I finally get back to the Beach, I’ll know Lacy and Talen’s fate. 
 
    The fifteen-minute trip doesn’t last long enough, but at the same time, it lasts forever. I try to ignore the disappointed look Elias sends me as I sit beside Sky, hands still bound. Right now, I have bigger worries than figuring out where Elias got the idea that we were a thing that might happen. 
 
    The car stops, and I get off to find far more of Cal’s people than I thought there would be. Maybe four dozen people wait for us, adults and children. Everyone wears jeans and plaid. Copper badges shine everywhere. A quick scan and I calculate there are at least two hundred adult Originals. 
 
    We step off the train. A blond girl shrinks back as I pass. I try to wave with my bound hands, but it’s no use. Her mother pulls her back into the crowd as if I could infect her. We’re paraded through the parting crowd and through the entrance to the Beach. The water shines, but I feel no hope this time. Why would they let two people as dangerous as Talen and Lacy live? 
 
    On the beach, the civilians we’ve left behind sit in a large group, surrounded by many more gun-wielding Originals. I spot Starla and Cia among them. Children, all in plaid and copper badges, run around the prisoners and gawk as if they’re captured animals. No one stops them.  
 
    Then a bare spot in the middle of the crowd catches my eye. I squint. 
 
    Lacy and Talen lie on their backs in the sand, limp and unmoving.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    NO. 
 
    No, no, no. 
 
    A deep horror balloons in my chest as I run forward. My throat closes. I don’t want to see, but my legs betray me and carry me closer to Lacy and Talen. Both lie on their backs, on display like trophies. Examples. The sand threatens to throw off my balance as kids look at me and scatter. A scary Destroyer has arrived.  
 
    I reach the ring of captives and wade through seated bodies. Cia looks up at me with wide, terrified eyes. I know what she’s wondering, and she’s too afraid to ask out loud. Did Sky survive? Is her world still intact? 
 
    At least I can deliver one good thing. “Sky’s okay,” I whisper. 
 
    Beside her, Starla smiles. I can’t see past her to Lacy’s and Talen’s forms. Cia collapses against her mother, and a wave of jealousy washes over me. I have no one to rest on. 
 
    Footsteps follow me. “Fin. Let me look first,” Sky offers.  
 
    “Sky!” Cia shouts.  
 
    “I’m here, Sis. I’d ruffle your hair, but my hands are tied.”  
 
    Sky comes up beside me, hands still behind his back. The guards watch us from the concrete steps with their shotguns—that’s what I heard someone call them—ready, but they make no move to stop us. What are bound people going to do? And who wants to blow someone’s head off in front of their children? 
 
    Sky nods to me with shining eyes. He’ll be my wall between me and the worst. He bites his lip as he waits for my answer. We lost Drape together, and though Sky didn’t know him for as long as I did, they still bonded. He doesn’t want to feel that pain again any more than I do. 
 
    But if it weren’t for me, we wouldn’t all be down here. 
 
    “I’ll look,” I rasp, turning away before I lose my nerve. 
 
    I step around Sky’s family and make my way the last few yards across the sand.  
 
    Talen and Lacy lie together, heads lolling toward each other. Talen still sports the makeshift bandage around his thigh. Lacy’s face is pale with a greenish tint. A lump rises in my throat.  
 
    No, no, no.  
 
    I watch Lacy’s chest. It’s so still…  
 
    But then it rises and falls in a slow, drawn-out breath.  
 
    I drop to my knees, tears springing to my eyes. She’s still here. It’s not too late. I trudge closer on my knees until I can see Talen is in the same state, but I calculate that they’re only taking eight or nine breaths per minute.  
 
    I let my shoulders fall away from my neck, which cramps and resists. They’re alive, but these people have done something to them.  
 
    “Lacy,” I call, forgetting that Cal’s watching. 
 
    She doesn’t respond. My blood sings in my ears as I ball my fists behind my back.  
 
    “We might get out of this, Fin,” Sky whispers in my ear. His words are soothing water on a burning wound.  
 
    “Sit,” Cal barks from behind us. 
 
    He leaves no room for argument. Sky nods to me, and I stand to follow him back to the circle, squeezing into a spot beside Cia. One of the civilians, a former Dweller named Mike, scoots to the side to let me stay next to Sky. The sand is warm, but it does little to calm my racing heartbeat.  
 
    It doesn’t help when one of the kids kicks sand at the back of my head. I look back at the boy, younger than Cia, but as soon as I do, he runs off to join the other kids.  
 
    Cal paces around our human ring while the other adults stand on the edges with their old-fashioned shotguns. The kids have vanished, and the chatter dies down as the last two of our fighters—Reinhart and Elias—sit on the outside of the ring. Reinhart refuses to take his gaze off the sand. If he could, I bet he’d stick his head in it and hide.  
 
    But Elias looks right at Sky and me. The pressure of his kiss returns to my cheek, turning to ice as he scowls. 
 
    Cal raises a hand and silence falls. For a second, only the lapping of water fills the air.  
 
    “The Creators bestowed this safe haven upon my people a century ago. Then the Destroyers came, not just here, but to settlements all over the world, trying to take what was ours. But we defeated them back to the surface. Now, you have returned. Why?” 
 
    I gasp. I had forgotten there were settlements all over the world. That means there may be more survivors—good and bad. 
 
    “I ask you again. Why has the treaty been broken?” Cal asks, looking right at me, and then Emma, and then Reinhart.  
 
    Elias tears his gaze from me to look at the Original leader. “We told you. We don’t know anything about a treaty.” 
 
    Cal tightens his grasp on his shotgun and leans down over Elias. “I would shoot you for your lies, but it occurs to me that the Destroyers may have left this out of your history lessons, son.”  
 
    “How many times do we have to say it?” I add. “We’re not Destroyers. Some of us are wearing their clothes because we were trying to infiltrate their ranks and bring them down, but we’re really like you.” 
 
    Cal whirls on me. “Like us? We are nothing alike.” 
 
    “We came from the underground, too. A different underground,” I explain, trying not to look at his weapon. I glance at Lacy, who still breathes at the same slow pace. She looks like a limp doll, and the sight tightens every muscle in my body. “We were made to work for the Destroyers, in their mines. We were slaves.” 
 
    “Then why do you move like them?” Cal asks.  
 
    I’m ready for that. “We stole their technology for ourselves so we could escape the mines and reach the surface.” 
 
    Cal chews on his lip in thought. We might be assets.  
 
    “Our friends there, Lacy and Talen, they were captured by the Destroyers and turned into mindless killing machines called Auras. But Emma,” I say, glancing her way, “she’s a computer genius. She was able to fix them. They still have their incredible powers, but also their souls. I know they may have frightened you, but they’re Destroyer victims, too.” 
 
    My voice hitches at the end. I swear Cal’s eyes soften just a little. 
 
    “Your friends are in an induced coma. We didn’t know what else to do with them. They will remain that way until we can figure out what is happening.” 
 
    “They’re perfectly safe,” Emma says. “I assure you.” 
 
    Cal gives her an appraising look. “You really are like us.” 
 
    “If you mean I haven’t been modified in any way, then yes. I am.” 
 
    Cal paces around us again, studying all our faces. His people stay still, guns lowered, waiting. Cal circles around the seated prisoners to stand above me. Craning my neck back to look at him, I press against Sky. 
 
    “My gut tells me I can trust you,” Cal says. “But we’ve been tricked by Destroyers before. They left us with no power, even after the treaty.” 
 
    “What treaty?” Elias asks again. This time he looks to Reinhart for an answer. 
 
    Reinhart shoots him a hard glare. He doesn’t want his identity discovered, but now Cal’s staring at him expectantly, and he has no choice but to answer. 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors,” he growls, distancing himself from whatever he’s about to say, “that the EHC shut down these settlements a long time ago, but the people who lived here put up a hell of a fight.” He nods respectfully at Cal. “Eventually, apparently, a treaty was signed. The EHC would stay out of the settlements as long as the inhabitants didn’t interfere with things on the surface.”  
 
    My breath escapes me. The EHC let people like me live in freedom? Why them and not us? I shake with the injustice of it. 
 
    Reinhart shrugs. “But I always thought that was a folktale.” 
 
    “No, it happened just as you said.” Cal narrows his eyes at Reinhart, then he looks around at the rest of us. “If you’re not Destroyers, but fighting against them, why are you here instead of up there with them?” 
 
    “There is no up there anymore,” Elias says, hanging his head. “The Destroyers’ power source erupted and… destroyed everything. We were lucky to escape.” 
 
    Cal turns his gaze to Reinhart, who reeks of military leadership. “I'm not surprised to hear that the Destroyers have annihilated themselves, but I still have no guarantee that you aren’t Destroyers just lying to survive.” 
 
    “Even if we were,” I venture carefully, “what harm could we do to you now? Please. Give us shelter, and we’ll do whatever we can to protect you from a greater threat—” 
 
    “You don’t decide the terms of any arrangement made here today. I will. Your kind…” Cal lets the words hang as he faces the lake. “The Destroyers took my father. Experimented on him so they could learn how long an Original could survive on the surface.”  
 
    Sky tenses beside me. On the other side of him, Cia curls against Starla. “They did that to my sister!”  
 
    Cal eyes him in shock. “So they kill their own kind, then?” 
 
    Sky shakes his head. “No. This is her. Right here. We had to modify her to save her life. It was the only way. You have to believe that we hated the Destroyers as much as you do.” 
 
    Emboldened, a murmur rises from our exhausted group of survivors. Names, stories, all tangling together into one rush of anguished noise. My chest hurts every time I breathe. Who here hasn’t had someone taken by the EHC or the SNA?  
 
    But this is our chance to turn things around. 
 
    “I lost my uncle to the Destroyers,” Elias says. 
 
    “My cousin,” Emma adds. 
 
    I swallow. My throat scratches. “One of my best friends.”  
 
    Drape died at the hands of the SNA, but the principle is the same. His final breaths fill my mind and I close my eyes for a moment, hating that Cal’s forcing me to relive it. 
 
    “He was my friend, too,” Sky adds. 
 
    Cal slowly turns to face us again. I suck in a fresh breath of hope as he screws up his features, thinking. I sense he needs the silence. 
 
    “This greater threat?” he asks me. “Who are they? Who could be worse than the Destroyers?” 
 
    I glance at Sky, Emma, and Elias. Finally, it’s Reinhart who opens his mouth and tells our story—painting himself as a rebel all along, of course.  
 
    “I still don’t trust you,” Cal says, at last, rubbing his chin. “But the Creators were fair, and I’ll follow their rules. No one should be condemned to death without a trial. You’ll need to prove whose side you’re on, so I will give you a chance. Then, maybe, if you’re worth your weight, you can stay.” 
 
    Reinhart lifts his chin. “How can we do that?” 
 
    “The Creators left us the Protocol. It’s our way of knowing who our friends and enemies are.” 
 
    The word hovers over us, growing heavier the longer Cal lets it. I look at Sky. He shakes his head. This can’t be good.  
 
    “The Protocol?” Emma asks. 
 
    Cal puts his hands behind his back and stands with military posture. “To prove you are our allies and who you say you are, you must bring us proof. Bring us a captive Destroyer leader, and we will allow you to stay and fight by our sides. But fail, and we will make sure these two,” he points to Lacy and Talen, “never wake up. You will also be banished to the caves to survive the best you can.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    SWEAT ROLLS DOWN Reinhart’s temple. He bites the inside of his cheek as the Originals line us up on top of the hill. I fall in behind him, wrists still bound. No one says the obvious. 
 
    As they march us down the steps, Elias glances back at him and shakes his head whenever the guards aren’t looking. Don’t say anything, it means. As though he honestly believes Reinhart might actually try to sacrifice himself for a bunch of slags.  
 
    As we walk through the hallway and past the map office, Elias shakes his head at me. The hardness in his eyes almost makes me stop. I might not be a Reinhart fan, but I’m not going to sell him out to these people. And they might not believe us, anyway. Having a semi-leader from the EHC on hand would be too convenient. It’s already become obvious that Elias would never forgive me for doing so either. 
 
    “We would be happy to help the Originals,” Emma protests from the back of the line. “But like we said, the Destroyers are gone. Surely we can work out another arrangement. We can share our knowledge and keep Cho and his people from taking your settlement away.” 
 
    Cal also hangs near the back. “The Protocol was put in place by the Creators for a purpose. We have no reason to doubt their wisdom. You must bring us a Destroyer.” 
 
    “He’s not going to come around,” Sky whispers in my ear. 
 
    Who would, after the EHC stole their father? One of the Originals—Steven—holds open the final door in the hallway, the one leading to the caves, and my stomach turns over as I remember Cal’s words about banishment. I might be a Dweller but surviving underground without food is enough to terrify anyone.  
 
    Steven gives me a curt nod as I step through and into a carved, lit chamber. Old excavation vehicles stand in rows, dusty and long abandoned by the Creators. A pair of steel doors stand shut on the other side of the big chamber.  
 
    I stand under a single hanging light. Steven goes around and undoes the cuffs on everyone’s wrists. It’s not as if any of us can run. The double doors must be locked, and the Originals who stand near the entrance all still hold their shotguns. I swing my arms around in relief once they’ve been freed. 
 
    Cal holds up a hand for quiet, not that anyone’s speaking. “We will give you ample time to decide how you will satisfy the Protocol. In the meantime, your Destroyer friends will be kept safe. I will leave Steven here to guard you, and he will alert the rest of us if you attempt to attack or escape.” 
 
    “Cia’s still just a kid!” Sky shouts. “You can’t throw her out in the caves!” 
 
    Cal moves his jaw for a second. “We can’t trust anyone until they prove themselves. That, unfortunately, includes children.” 
 
    “Sky, don’t make them mad,” Cia whispers. 
 
    “I won’t, Sis.” He pats her on the shoulder. “We’ll get out of this.”  
 
    Cal leaves, and his Originals follow while Steven hangs back in the shelter of the doorway. Emma sighs and steps away from him. I hate to see her dejected like this. She was the one who had the best chance of reaching them. 
 
    “Bring them Cho,” Elias says, “and we knock out all of our problems right there.” 
 
    “He’s not going to count Cho as a Destroyer,” I mutter. “You heard him.” 
 
    Elias starts pacing in front of Reinhart. “Once they meet him, they’ll know he’s the true threat.”  
 
    “Cho’s an excellent liar,” Emma adds. “It might be dangerous to bring him here. He’ll see the potential in the Originals. Perhaps he knew about them before he came down here and has plans to recruit them.” 
 
    “We need to recapture Cho, anyway,” Reinhart says. “And besides, there are no EHC leaders left.” He says this very pointedly.  
 
    To make him squirm, I say, “There could be a few EHC leaders who came down here right before the eruption. We could find one of those.” 
 
    Reinhart glowers at me. “We go after Cho. He’s the best candidate and our best chance.” 
 
    “I agree,” Elias says. “Cho will offer the proof we need. All he has to do is start talking about his pure people—” 
 
    “And the Originals might hop right on board,” Emma finishes for him.  
 
    “We have to show the Originals he’s a threat to them. That he’s the same as the SNA, who was the same as the EHC. Takers. Destroyers,” I say, a shudder racing over my skin.  
 
    “But how?” Emma asks. 
 
    I pace, calculating the scenario most likely to keep us alive. “The Originals are free people. They won’t stand for the amount of control he’ll want to have over them. We need to make Cho reveal his true nature once we have him.”  
 
    “I like Fin’s angle,” Sky says. 
 
    I might screw this up. I’ve already done that, despite my enhanced mind. All I can think in is probabilities, not guarantees. Slipping my hand into Sky’s and squeezing, I force out, “I like my angle, too, but if anyone has better ideas, please say them.” 
 
    “Cho could shut down Elysian Beach at any moment,” Reinhart says. “Ambush us in the dark. We’d be dead without our Auras.”  
 
    “We’re gambling for Lacy and Talen’s lives,” I say over the lump in my throat. All of our lives. And can the Originals even be trusted? They could turn on us in the end. 
 
    Sky, as if sensing my inner storm, tightens his grip on me.  
 
    Elias’ gaze drops to our interlocked fingers, and he takes a step forward. Reinhart shakes his head at him, indicating he’s to leave us alone. Elias scowls and turns, stalking back through the small crowd. 
 
    “Steven,” Reinhart calls out. “We have made our decision. We will bring you a leader who threatens you right now. Do you remember the people who turned on the power station?”  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Cal objects to feeding the same people who took his father, but Emma brings up the good point that we need energy and sleep before we go on this mission. He has a couple of boys bring a bag of canned food to our prison, and I can’t tell if he’s given them permission to throw the cans at us, or if they’ve decided to hate us on their own. 
 
    The boys stand beside Steven and laugh as one of the cans sprays fruit juice all over the floor. Cia creeps forward and retrieves it, backing away as one of the boys aims for her head. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Sky demands, stepping in front of her. 
 
    “Yes. Stop wasting food,” Steven orders. 
 
    “Do they eat regular food?” one of the kids asks Steven. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” I say. “And we don’t normally have it thrown at us.” 
 
    “But they’re from another world,” the kid says to Steven, ignoring me. 
 
    “We’re all from the same planet,” I tell him. “All people were from the surface world once. And I’ve spent more time underground than the two of you ever have.” As I talk, I study the adult guards Cal posted, two men and two women, but they stay expressionless. I’m not getting through to them. 
 
    The boy looks at me like he’s not sure what to think. Then he and his friend wander back down the hall. 
 
    They’ve thrown us mostly canned fruit and beans, but it’s better than nothing. I feel somewhat restored after eating, and my creeping headache backs off. They didn’t offer us anything to sleep on though, so we begin to spread out across the floor.  
 
    Sky and I lie down arm to arm, not quite touching. I can’t wrap my mind around how he and Elias could totally flip in one day any more than I can understand The Flip that set all of these things in motion long ago.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I wake when someone pushes open the door to the chamber. Sitting up, groggy and in need of a shower, I find Cal standing in the doorway between the offices of Elysian Beach and us. 
 
    He gives me a sharp, untrusting nod. “Up. You set out today.” He slams the door shut, and the echo draws groans and grunts from the sleeping forms around me. 
 
    “I guess we can’t expect decent supplies?” Sky asks. 
 
    I spot a busted can on the floor. “Expect nothing.”  
 
    Cal’s people direct us to the double doors on the other side of the room. They don’t want us tainting Elysian Beach anymore.  
 
    The doors lead out onto the shore of another small river, one that might flow from the main dam. No lights shine out here, so we have only the glow coming from the chamber behind us to light the way. I step out onto the rocks, unable to see past the glint of water. The cave out here is cold. Dark. I reach for my flashlight, but it’s gone.  
 
    “What about weapons?” Elias asks, whirling as we all gather on the rocky shore.  
 
    “Weapons,” Cal says, “will be provided in due time. We have left you several supply crates about a mile down the river.” He points in the general direction of the main dam. “We will not arm you when you are anywhere near our children. You’ll find enough food to last you a few days as well. Do not return without an important captive.” 
 
    Sky turns on a flashlight and shines it along stone walls, onto the dark river, and down a very long, pitch-black tunnel.  
 
    A horrible thought strikes me. Cal could be tricking us. “You haven’t told us if Lacy and Talen are still alive. For all we know, you’re throwing us out here with nothing!” 
 
    Panic explodes through the crowd. Several Dwellers rush Cal and the Originals in the doorway, but they back through and slam the doors closed. The Dwellers bang on the doors and shout for Cal to let them back inside. How could they do this without a trial? 
 
    “Hey!” I shout.  
 
    Sky’s flashlight waves as he grabs my arm and pulls me farther down the shore, away from the panic. “Stay back! Cia? Where are you?” 
 
    “Over here!” She appears from the darkness, pulling her mother with her.  
 
    I open my mouth to shout for Lacy, but remember she’s not here, and we don’t have her or Talen to help us navigate the caves. I’ll have to rely on pure Dweller instinct.  
 
    “Quiet!” Reinhart shouts. He steps to the closed door as another flashlight clicks on, and then another. “The crates might exist. If Cal is fair, they do. If not, we’ll need to find another exit.” 
 
    At last, people stop pounding on the doors. I recognize two other Dwellers near me in the crowd. We’re pros at knowing what it’s like to be trapped. Many of the former EHC officers stand back, but one man bites his lip, barely able to hide his terror. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to cause a panic.”  
 
    Elias and Reinhart both fix me with glares. I close my mouth. Reinhart swings his flashlight toward the tunnel. “Let’s go.”  
 
    I take a breath and force a smile at Sky. “This isn’t the first time we’ve done this, right?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “It’s kind of our thing.” 
 
    Focusing on my breath and the gurgling of the river, I walk with the others in the direction Cal pointed. We move as a messy group, saying nothing and waiting for the truth. Even Emma has no reassuring words for us. Going a mile takes fifteen minutes at a normal pace. If we don’t see the crates by then, we’re in trouble.  
 
    Sky shines his flashlight around every curve, casting weird shadows from the stalactites. With each empty stretch of cave, I suck in a sharp breath.  
 
    “I don’t see the crates yet,” Sky whispers around the twelve-minute mark. 
 
    “Footprints,” I say, pointing at the ground. Like most of the underground rivers I’ve seen down here, a mixture of sand and gravel makes up the shore. People have walked this way before, but I can’t tell how fresh the prints are. “There’s probably a way out. Look!” I point at some square shapes on the ground ahead. 
 
    We walk faster, and the beam slowly illuminates three old wooden crates, each one tall and open on top. I break into a run. Sky follows as more footsteps thud behind us. 
 
    “Not so fast,” a voice says in the darkness. 
 
    I skid to a halt and spot two figures standing behind the crates—two tall men armed with shotguns and wearing the plaid and copper of the Originals. I should have known Cal wouldn’t let us go alone. At least we’ll have proof of how evil Cho is. 
 
    “Who are you?” Sky asks. 
 
    “Your guards,” the second man says. “If the two of us do not make it back alive and satisfied, then you will never be accepted into Elysian Beach or its surrounding settlements. I’m Blasty, and this is my brother, David.” 
 
    “That wasn’t part of the deal,” I sputter. 
 
    Both shotguns click.  
 
    “Neither was Destroyers coming back down,” David drawls. “But here we all are.”  
 
    “Now, one at a time. Choose your supplies,” Blasty orders. 
 
    “Let us see first,” Elias insists. He pushes in front of me with Reinhart.  
 
    I back off, biting in words. I watch as Reinhart pulls out a single set of metal handcuffs. They swing from his grasp. “These are primitive.” 
 
    “How old do you think they are?” Elias asks.  
 
    “At least a century. I’ve studied the past and its law enforcement techniques as a hobby for years.” 
 
    All the leisure and luxury of the EHC at his fingertips, and of course that’s the hobby Reinhart picks. 
 
    “Any weapons?” I ask. “Food?”  
 
    Bags shuffle as Elias and Reinhart go through the first crate. “We have pistols. Ammo.” 
 
    Blasty glares at Reinhart. It’s a silent warning. 
 
    I get the last pistol that comes out of the box. Cal has even included one for Cia, but Sky refuses to let her have it. Instead, he tucks the second weapon into his belt. We go to work taking backpacks out of the second crate and food out of the third.  
 
    Reinhart clears his throat and steps in front of all three crates, addressing the crowd. “Failure of this mission is not an option.” He tightens his grip around his pistol. The former EHC commander flicks his gaze to me. “And from now on, any disobedience of my orders must be met with death.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    DEATH. THAT’S WHY Reinhart’s resorting to this. He knows we could skip this whole mission if we turned on him, so he’s taking the preemptive stance of killing anyone who shows signs of defecting. Not sure how that’s going to convince the Originals he’s reformed his Destroyer ways, but, to be fair, Cal has threatened to abandon us to certain death in the tunnels if we don’t succeed, and that seems relatively destructive as well. I’m beginning to wonder if it’s possible for anyone to lead without getting blood on their hands.  
 
    But Lacy and Talen are waiting, and we don’t have time to stand around debating ethics. Even the two Originals shift from leg to leg, itching to go.  
 
    “I wish you’d let me carry my gun,” Cia grumbles as we move out a few minutes later. 
 
    “It’s not your gun.” Sky puts his hand on her back, but she storms ahead to walk with Starla. He sighs. “She’ll never have to have one if I can help it.”  
 
    “Agreed,” I say, hating Cal even more. 
 
    Reinhart and Elias march in the lead along the river, Blasty and David on either side of them. They discuss strategy in low voices, and as much as I try to listen, the cave distorts their words and turns them into long, watery echoes. 
 
    “Where do you think Cho is now?” Sky asks. 
 
    “I don’t know. If I were him, I’d be somewhere secure. There are more people down here than we thought.” Another shudder races over me as I think of his gathering forces.  
 
    “They went underground on the other side of the world,” Sky says.  
 
    “I hope so.” I keep watching Elias and Reinhart, who aren’t sharing their plans with the rest of us. Sometimes they whisper, and other times they speak just loud enough to create ghosts in the cave.  
 
    After walking for what feels like an hour, we stop. There’s a split in the cave, with one branch leading downward with the river, and the other going upward. Big stalactites hang everywhere, sometimes connecting the ceiling to the floor. 
 
    Blasty turns to face us after talking with his brother for a second. “To reach the river that leads to Sunlight Gardens, we should keep following this river. The other cave branch eventually leads to the upper world.” He lets those last words hang, waiting for a reaction, or perhaps for someone to try escaping.  
 
    No one makes a move in that direction. There’s no safety up there. Not anymore. 
 
    Sky leans close to me. “This was a test. They wanted to see if we were going to do what they said.” 
 
    “At least we passed,” I reply as we move out again.  
 
    The small river flows faster and faster. I get the idea there’s a whole network of them down here. We walk for another hour, and I sense we’re not going to reach Sunlight Gardens for a while. This way might be safer than walking along the electrified rails, but the uneven ground of the shoreline is taxing. In some places, we have to walk in the water, and even with my enhanced strength, it almost knocks me off my feet a couple of times. I have to lean on Sky to stay upright. 
 
    At last, the river evens out, and we all take a break to eat. At least Elias and Reinhart have chosen some fresh veggies from the crates, and they toss us tomatoes that we cut up and savor.  
 
    The break doesn’t last long. Blasty and David wave us up, and no one protests as Reinhart nods in agreement. His threat of death hangs in the air. 
 
    Everyone quits talking as exhaustion sets in. Every time I close my eyes, I see flashlights, cave walls, and running water. Finally, Blasty announces we’re to sleep on the shore of the river after looking at something Reinhart says is an antique watch. We do, and I collapse on my back without a word to Sky. He lies beside me with Cia and their mother on the other side of him. 
 
    “How long is our food going to last?” Cia asks. 
 
    “Long enough, Sis. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Stop talking to me like I’m a little kid.” 
 
    “You’re barely twelve. To me, you’ll always be a kid.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile as my arm touches Sky’s. At least we can keep each other warm in this cave. I drift off again, and when I wake, it’s because Blasty is walking up and down the shore, clapping. 
 
    “We are on day two of this adventure,” he says. “Are you still with us?”  
 
    I groan but remember Lacy and Talen. They’re still lying in Elysian Beach—maybe—with Cal ready to give the killing order.  
 
    We march for a second day, and maybe halfway through it, the river straightens out. A faint breeze blows against us. We must be close to the main river because suddenly the sound of rushing water is twice as loud. Soft light shines up ahead, and as we get closer, I realize it’s the dim yellow of an electric bulb. The dam must not be far away. 
 
    And neither is Cho. 
 
    My palms tingle with nerves as sweat sneaks in between my fingers. Ahead, Reinhart and Elias stop. The two of them huddle with David and Blasty, muttering in low voices while the rest of us watch. At last, Reinhart peels himself away and faces us, expression blank. 
 
    “Ahead is the river many of us used to escape the dam,” he says. “Approaching the dam along the river would expose us to the enemy. We will take the caves as close as we can to the dam. Cho will likely be nearby, overseeing operations. It can only be a matter of time before he moves on the other settlements.”  
 
     “Reinhart and I have been talking,” Elias continues. “A big group is hard to hide, but a few people might make it into Sunlight Gardens and stake the place out before we attack. Cho expects us to come back with reinforcements.” 
 
    “But there’s no doubt he has trouble monitoring the caves,” Reinhart adds. “There are too many for him to manage.” 
 
    Around me, people nod, but no one volunteers.  
 
    “I want three people to go into the Gardens and find where Cho is hiding,” Reinhart orders. “They are to report back what they find before we attack.” A sly gleam fills his eyes. “Fin, Sky, as the two of you are Dwellers, and adept at sneaking around, I nominate you to scout.” 
 
     Elias’s jaw falls open. He might be angry at me, but he’s not willing to send me straight into death. “We have highly trained ops here,” he protests. 
 
    My pulse pounds on the side of my throat. Without Lacy and Talen, we’re even less likely to survive Cho’s lair than the last time we were there. Pressure settles on my shoulders, and I force in a breath. The air is stale and dry, but I won’t show weakness to Reinhart.  
 
    “Fin and Sky are the best here at dodging the law,” Reinhart says. “And they’re the most motivated to capture Cho and save the Auras.” 
 
    He’s using Lacy and Talen against us. Balling my fists, I stare him down, and the air thickens between us. With a few words, I could end Reinhart, reveal the truth, but Elias steps in front of him, eyes begging me to stay quiet. I bite my tongue. 
 
    Sky nods beside me. “Fin and I will stake out the place. We’ll find Cho.” 
 
    He shouldn’t have to come. I’m the one who screwed everything up, not him.  
 
    But warmth fills my chest and chases away the terror. Sky’s no longer pushing me away. We’re in this together. 
 
    What Reinhart says goes, and with a glare to our gathered crowd, he reinforces that. Elias doesn’t dare say anything. I can’t read his expression now.  
 
    “Can we send an op with them?” Elias asks. 
 
    Reinhart softens his gaze. “We can send Emma. Her intelligence will help them navigate the Sunlight Gardens. If we can gather more information on the electrical grids, that would be excellent. With luck, we might take the dam while we’re at this.” 
 
    Emma steps forward, not daring to look at Reinhart. We’re the three on his most hated list. She’s a fellow screw-up, having taken Cho to the Monster’s Nest with us. 
 
    “How long should we take before you decide to make other plans?” Emma asks.  
 
    “Twenty-four hours,” Reinhart says. “If you don’t come back by then, we will consider you dead. And don’t come back until you have information on Cho’s whereabouts.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The rest of the trip through the caves is short. Too short. We take narrow catacombs and squeeze between rock formations long worn down by flowing water. The river’s never far. Its gentle roar echoes off the walls at all times. Our big group walks single file, with me, Sky, and Emma right behind Reinhart. Elias has moved himself to the back of the group. 
 
    We reach a small opening that looks out on the massive wall of the dam. I crane my neck to see over Sky’s shoulder. Water spews out of the dam’s openings, and a blue tarp covers the still-broken window of the control room. Cho and his people haven’t repaired it yet. 
 
    Two of his guards—a man and a woman in white tank tops with their green SNA jackets tied around their waists—stand on the shore beside the dam, looking out on the rushing river. The woman’s gun has a sniper scope. She’s here to shoot anyone trying to come out of the vast cave network, and I doubt Cho has put anyone unskilled in her position. The man eyes the top of the dam occasionally and paces with his automatic rifle.  
 
    And all we have are pistols—six rounds in each gun at a time. I have more ammo in my backpack, but reloading might be a problem.  
 
    Reinhart’s sending us on a suicide mission. 
 
    “We can’t come out here,” I say. As soon as we leave this cave, the woman with the scope will find us. She’s at least two hundred feet away—too far to shoot from here. Worse yet, the shoreline offers no cover. I turn to face Blasty. “Are there any other caves that’ll get us closer than this one?” 
 
    He looks around at Sky, who stands right behind me. “Can you climb?”  
 
    “Sky and I can.” I remember the long climb up from the mines that started this whole ordeal. It feels like a million years ago. “But Emma can’t.” 
 
    “I forgot she was like us,” Blasty murmurs. He looks to Reinhart, as if reconsidering this whole plan.  
 
    “Emma goes,” Reinhart says firmly. “She’s good at figuring things out.” 
 
    “Well?” I look at Blasty because that’s better than looking at Reinhart. He knows these caves much better than we do.  
 
    “There’s some old scaffolding along the walls of the chamber that the Creators left,” Blasty explains. “We haven’t tried to climb it in years, but she might be able to navigate it.” 
 
    Emma looks at me as her pupils widen. My back prickles, and I know Reinhart’s waiting for my reaction.  
 
    “We’ll help you,” I tell her.  
 
    Blasty leads us through a few more narrow caves and we come to another opening that looks up at a cliff rather than the dam. The cliff is mostly smooth stone, without many handholds, and the metal scaffolding leads up to an area I can’t see from here. It’s just as rusted as the catwalk we used a couple of days ago was.  
 
    We could lose Emma.  
 
    I can’t stand for this. I whirl on Reinhart, but two former EHC ops stand behind him.  
 
    “Emma’s not going to make it.” 
 
    “She must,” Reinhart says. “Are you disobeying my orders?”  
 
    “No,” I say. “I’m making an observation. We need someone who can climb with us.” 
 
    “I can go,” Cia says.  
 
    “No,” Sky demands. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Emma insists, stepping in front of me. “If I lie down on the scaffolding, it’s far less likely to fall out from under me. The way we distribute our weight matters.” 
 
     “Sky and I will do the same,” I say. “Let’s go find out where Cho is.” 
 
    “We have a plan,” Reinhart says. “The rest of us will scatter and investigate the caves. Quietly kill any of Cho’s people that you find, and don’t let the main group discover the bodies.” 
 
    I push ahead, determined to go first. I have to crawl uphill on my stomach to reach the first part of the scaffolding, and now I’m aware of how high we are. Down below, the two guards continue to patrol and watch the river. The top of the dam waits fifty feet away. The scaffolding steps up to the railing and the blasted concrete wall Cho and his goons emerged from before.  
 
    If I make a loud noise, the sniper could hear it, even over the roaring river. If we fall, Cho’s people will know we’re here.  
 
    But, like a snake, I wiggle onto the first level of scaffolding. It sways a bit, threatening to toss me into the river a hundred feet below, but I crawl across as rust clings to my top.  
 
    Sky follows. 
 
    Behind him, Emma pants in terror. 
 
    I slide my body onto the next level. Higher. This one groans and swings on the rusty chains holding it up. 
 
    “Fin,” Sky whispers. 
 
    “I’m okay.”  
 
    “I’m heavier than you. Not sure I’ll make it.”  
 
    I wiggle forward. “One person per section at a time. We can’t risk any more.” I dare to peek over the edge. The sniper’s still watching the river and the shore while the other guard eyes the other side of the dam. Then he turns toward us, and I flatten against the scaffold to avoid his gaze. 
 
    I listen. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    “We’re good,” I say. 
 
    I inch forward, every move calculated and graceful. I study the rusty chains, shifting my weight to avoid straining the ones that look the weakest. Sky follows my lead, and behind him, Emma does the same. The edge of the dam gets closer, and despite my racing heart and aching throat, I don’t want to reach it.  
 
    But at last, I do, and I rise to climb over the railing. The hatch to the spiral stairwell remains open, but I hear nothing in the darkness, and neither guard shouts down below.  
 
    “Most of the guards must be at the station,” Sky says, echoing my thoughts as he squeezes between the rails. He lands on his stomach and catches his breath for a second. 
 
    “Emma.” I hate to leave him, but I rush to her aid. She, too, crawls on her stomach on the final level of the scaffolding. Lifting her head, she eyes the chain in the left corner. Her pupils widen as she sucks in a breath. 
 
    Panic explodes in my chest before I register what I’m seeing. A chain link is lengthening, ready to break. 
 
    Crouching, I slip through the railings and seize Emma’s forearms. At the same time, the chain snaps. Emma and the scaffolding slide downward. She bites her lip, swallowing the scream that will get us all killed as I dig fingernails into her flesh.  
 
    “Sky!” I hiss, but he’s already wrapping his arms around my torso. 
 
    We pull as Emma kicks, staring up at me in terror. Her shoes scrape metal as the river rushes below.  
 
    With one great heave, we pull her through the railing and onto the dam. She rests on her stomach, face buried in her arms, and I realize she’s trying to stifle sobs of terror.  
 
    More chains snap and the section of scaffolding plummets to the river below. A loud splash follows. 
 
    The two guards shout in shock.  
 
    Emma snaps her gaze up at us, but no words are needed.  
 
    We might be dead.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    I GRAB SKY’S arm and Emma’s shirt sleeve, biting my lip so hard I taste the tang of blood on my tongue. The silence stretches out except for the rushing of the water below. The two guards stay quiet, listening for intruders. They must be looking at the scaffolding—our only known way back—floating down the river. 
 
    I work my mind, and Emma licks her lips. She must be doing the same.  
 
    “They’ll radio the others,” Sky whispers. 
 
    And just then, a radio crackles.  
 
    I mutter a curse and eye the darkness beyond the blasted wall. Shouts echo from deep within it. Cho’s people are coming, and I calculate our chance of survival with just our pistols is way less than one percent. Scanning the area, I realize they’ve fixed the scaffolding that leads back to the air vents we took before. They’ll expect us to take that way.  
 
    However, they won’t expect us to descend into the control room again after the gassing. It’s our only hope. 
 
    “Down,” I say. 
 
    Sky’s eyes widen. “Are you crazy?”  
 
    “They won’t expect that.” 
 
    The sound of rushing footfalls intensifies. We have seconds. My heart pounds in my throat as we run to the hatch and down the dizzying steps. The stairwell still smells like faint chemicals. 
 
    But then I hear voices down below.  
 
    “Janet? Is that you?” 
 
    In the semi-dark, Emma grimaces. Cho has people operating the control station now. We should have known. But at least the guards above won’t gas us. Maybe. It depends on how much Cho values his Naturals. 
 
    Emma shocks me by speaking. “Here,” she answers. 
 
    I listen but can’t tell how many people are at the controls. There can’t be more than a few. If they’re off guard, we can take them, but at the same time, we just have a tarp separating us from the guards on the shore.  
 
    The guards above us thud closer. I nod to Sky and Emma, drawing my pistol. With a shaking hand, Emma does the same, and Sky follows my lead. I might get us killed, but I swallow down the painful terror and descend the steps as if I’m just delivering coffee. 
 
    The control room has a blue tint from the light seeping through the tarp. Two men sit at the controls, backs to us, with automatic rifles propped up against their seats. They think that Emma’s Janet. Only when I’m halfway across the room does the first guy, a wiry man with black hair, turn to face me. His eyes widen with confusion as I slap my hand over his mouth, silencing him.  
 
    “Hmmph—” he starts, reaching for his orange handheld radio. 
 
    His buddy, a shorter guy, whirls and reaches for his weapon, but Sky clamps his hand down on his mouth before he can, holding him in his chair. In silence, I look at Emma, who stands back and watches the stairwell. The guards overhead are silent, as if they want to sneak up on anyone who may have climbed over the scaffolding. We listen as the footfalls move over us, fading.  
 
    The tall guy bites into my palm. 
 
    Pain explodes up my arm and my grip loosens. The guy reaches for his weapon. I move my arm without thinking, striking him on the temple with my elbow. A quiet thunk follows, and I don’t miss the muted crack that signals a broken skull. The man sways in his chair, unconscious. I grab his forearm to stop him from falling to the floor and making noise. He’s limp, and I curl my fingers into a fading pulse. A bad taste rises in my mouth. He’s dying.  
 
    Sky nods to me. Put him down, it means. 
 
    The footfalls fade. A guard shouts “Clear!” from above.  
 
    Emma releases a quiet sigh. We’re going to live—for now.  
 
    The man’s pulse stops. I’ve damaged his brain with my modified strength, and he’s not coming back. His buddy turns his full gaze up at me in terror.  
 
    “Stay quiet,” I whisper, barely speaking over the rush of the water, “and you’ll live.” As I speak, I lower the dead man to the floor and pick up the automatic rifle. That ups our odds a little. “We need you to help us find Cho.” 
 
    He shakes his head as much as he can with Sky holding it back against the chair. This guy is loyal. He won’t give up his master even if it means his life. I know what that means.  
 
    Shaking, I raise my hand to my neck and cut across it with my fingers. Sky pales.  
 
    We can’t take this risk ever again. Lacy and Talen depend on us.  
 
    The man shakes, but Sky closes his eyes, grabs the man’s head, and twists. I look away as Cho’s servant grunts for a horrifying second and goes silent as a crack fills the space. 
 
    Sky breathes out. “I didn’t want to do that,” he whispers. “It’s different than shooting people.” 
 
    “Sky, we had to. We can’t have another Cho.”  
 
    What am I saying? Cal could be another Cho, and we’re playing his games.  
 
    “She’s right,” Emma agrees, walking past the dead men. “Can I have this weapon?” She taps the rifle on the back of his chair.  
 
    “Take it,” I say. Emma needs extra protection. 
 
    Sky releases the dead man and lets him slide out of the chair. He looks away, at the tarp. “We should leave before Janet gets here, whoever she is.” 
 
    He’s right. I strap the new weapon over my shoulder but keep my pistol out. A pair of ammo belts hang on a coat rack near the door. Outside, the male guard shouts something into the radio about rusty chains and work hazards. They’re blaming the falling scaffolding on wear and tear. Good.  
 
    But they can’t blame bodies on that. Someone will eventually be looking for these people. 
 
    “Hide them.” I grab the arms of my victim and pull him toward a closet on the far end of the room. “Then we find Cho’s office or wherever. He’ll take the best house for sure.” I talk to distract myself from the killing. Sky was right—murder by hand is more personal than shooting at some random guard. My stomach clenches like I might throw up. 
 
    We stuff the bodies in the closet, but limbs fall out as we try closing the door. It’s not an easy task, but at least we didn’t leave any blood. I pull an ammo belt over me while Emma decks herself out the same. Sky’s left with just the two pistols, but I know he’s capable. 
 
    “Can you shoot that?” he asks Emma, gesturing at the rifle. 
 
    “I will if I have to,” she says. “I feel better with a better weapon.” 
 
    Emma hasn’t fought much, and I doubt she’ll be an expert with the rifle, but she’s stuck in this situation with us, and she has the right to cope with it however she wants. “Come on,” I say.  
 
    We climb the steps again, and after listening to make sure the guards are gone, I wave the others up. The top of the dam is clear once again, with no sign of Janet or anyone else coming. The darkness of the hole blasted into the concrete waits. Somewhere down there, guards are stationed, ready to jump into action. Even I can’t figure out how far away they are, and I spot Emma screwing up her face as she thinks. 
 
    “It’s dangerous to go that way,” she says. 
 
    “We have no safer options,” Sky tells her. “At least the dark will shield us.” 
 
    I lead the way, pistol out and an automatic rifle hanging over my shoulder. The trick will be to stay quiet. Covert. This isn’t a full battle. I rake my free hand along the wall as I walk through the darkness. The brick has a moldy feel to it, like this tunnel’s been sealed for a long time by the EHC. No power hums overhead. Parts of this area will stay shut off. 
 
    The tunnel drags on for what feels like forever, but at last, a bit of pale light shines from around a corner ahead. Well, a curve. I reach out and wrap my fingers around Sky’s free arm. He, too, has his pistol out and ready. I make out the familiar outline of the weapon in the semi-dark. 
 
    Once at the curve, Emma peeks around. She quickly ducks back and runs into me. “Guards. Everywhere,” she whispers. 
 
    “Great,” I mouth.  
 
    I don’t have to ask Emma for details. She offers them in a hushed tone. “There’s a big storeroom and at least two dozen of Cho’s guards. We’ll never get past them.” 
 
    “No Cho?” I ask. 
 
    “Didn’t see him. I’m guessing this storeroom heads back to Sunlight Gardens, like the one at Elysian Beach.” 
 
    “What about the scaffolding?” Sky asks. “They fixed the stuff that goes back to the station. We can go there through the vent—so long as we can reach it.” 
 
    “That way will be guarded, too,” I say. To reach the Gardens, we’d have to go through the rail station. After our attack, Cho will have moved more men there.  
 
    “It might be our only chance,” Emma says.  
 
    No one whispers a word for several seconds. There’s no good option, and we all know it. One radio call from a guard could end our whole mission. Reinhart sent us here to die, but I’m determined to get back and rub his nose in the fact that we’re still a thorn in his side. 
 
    “No way around?” I ask, peeking around the curve. 
 
    We’re lucky this tunnel—and the storeroom—doesn’t seem to have working power, because the darkness shields me from view. The storage room is big, with lots of crates, almost as worn as the ones in the caves, scattered around. Men and women with the trademark green jackets tied around their waists mill around the room, having low conversations. A few settle to play a game of cards over a smaller crate. Battery-powered lanterns cast shadows over tough faces. They’re distracted, so that might be a major plus. A pair of open double doors wait on the other side of the room. They lead to an empty hall with a working fluorescent light at the first corner.  
 
    We might have a chance. A small chance, but it's something. These guards are coming down from a scare, and if we give them a few more minutes, they might not pay as much attention to us. 
 
    “We have to sneak around,” I say, pulling back. I whisper to Sky and Emma what I’ve seen. “Looks like they spend a lot of time being bored. We have to let them get more bored before we try it.” 
 
     “What do we do? Crawl?” Sky asks. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I say into his ear. “We crawl and stay in the dark as much as we can. It’ll be slow, but that room is big, and the lanterns will make it hard for them to see the darker areas.”  
 
    Let them focus on their card games, I think.  
 
    “We’ll have to leave the rifles,” Sky whispers. “We’ll never make it with them banging around.” 
 
    “Backpacks, too,” I add. “In case we get in a tight spot.” 
 
    We wait for several more minutes. Each time I peek, more guards are seated around the crates on folding chairs almost as rusty as the scaffolding we left. They’re settling back into a routine, and once all but two men are seated, I wave the others forward. We leave our backpacks and the stolen rifles behind.  
 
    I crawl, inch by inch, careful not to make the slightest scraping noise with my palms and knees. I keep my toes pointed and off the floor. My heart races so fast I’m sure the guards can hear it, but as I draw closer to the storage room, I hear low voices instead. Some of the words I can’t make out because they’re in other languages, but I can understand the group of guards in the center of the room. 
 
    “Did you hear when our next orders are?” 
 
    “Cho wants to take Elysian Beach first.” 
 
    Cards shuffle.  
 
    “That place is miles away. If I were him, I’d secure Longview Beach first. He should know overreach could do him in. Look at what happened to his brother.” 
 
    I shudder and pause. Cho knows where we’re hiding—or where we were hiding. And Lacy and Talen are still there.  
 
    Despite wanting to throw up, I crawl into the big room. A ring of light starts just feet from me, but I use the cover of conversation to crawl around one of the crates. At least none of the soldiers wanted to sit near the doorways. It’s as if they fear they’ll fall first if Lacy and Talen come back. 
 
    Good. I hope they lost friends they cared about—as much as anyone like them can care.  
 
    Crawling around the room takes forever. I don’t dare look to see if Sky and Emma are behind me. One inch. Another. The door creeps closer, and at one point I have to pause for a guard to pace past in front of me. It’s so dark here on the edge of the room that I can’t tell if I’m about to bump into a crate or trip over something. I have to feel around in front of me. 
 
    At long last, I reach the opposite doorway. My head pounds with stress as another deck of cards shuffles. A guard laughs. Another sneezes.  
 
    Someone taps the back of my shoe, but I don’t look back. It must be Sky. We have to get into the hallway before someone walks over this way or leaves the room.  
 
    I crawl through the double doors and onto the linoleum of the hall. My pants make a very faint scraping sound. Sky taps on my shoe again, urging me forward. Fifty feet down the hall, we’ll reach the lit area. Then, if we don’t move fast enough, we’ll be exposed. There’s nothing I can do to shut that light off. 
 
    Several guards laugh, and I use the mask of the sound to rise to my feet. Pressing against the wall, I scoot along it, praying my shadow doesn’t show against the light. A guard says something, and Sky joins me. I can smell his salty sweat. His hand brushes mine. 
 
    Emma takes the longest. We have to wait another five panic-filled minutes for a third round of laughter for her to join us. Sky taps my arm when it happens, and I continue to hurry along the wall. The farther we get down the hall, the more I lower my shoulders. I hear nothing around the corner except the buzzing of more lights. One flickers up ahead. Once we’re around the corner, our odds will go up a ton. 
 
    “Hurry,” Sky growls beside me. We’ve put fifty feet between the room and us, but now we’re headed into the light—the danger zone. 
 
    I hike my shoulders up all over again and curl my hand around my pistol. Then I snake around the corner in a single motion, and Sky joins me on the other side a second later. The hall ahead is empty, lit by flat fluorescent lights, mop buckets and shelves of cleaning supplies lined along the walls. Two doors that lead to bathrooms wait ahead, and another one must lead to a storage closet. A set of double doors takes up the end of the hall—the way back to Sunlight Gardens. It has to be. 
 
    Holding her chest, Emma slips around the corner to join us. I can’t contain my grin.  
 
    But Emma’s eyes are wide. Full of panic. 
 
    And then she mouths, They saw me. 
 
    Of course. She can’t move as fast as us.  
 
    I grab her arm, and we listen.  
 
    A guard’s voice gets louder as he approaches. “Fine. I’ll check it out. You see things down here, Ralph. The dark makes you hallucinate.” 
 
    We won’t make it to the double doors in time. I spot the bathrooms and nod at the women’s door—at least I think that’s what it is. It has a plaque with a stick person in a dress on it. 
 
    As quiet as we can, we slip inside. I close the door slowly, avoiding making it creak. The bathroom’s lit and has pink stalls, but some of the doors are missing. 
 
    “What now?” Sky asks. 
 
    If that man checks the bathrooms, we’re dead. 
 
    Only a single air vent hangs near the ceiling.  
 
    “Hello?” the guard asks from the corner. “Is anyone down here? I swear, he needs to stop panicking over everything.” 
 
    I hold my breath, but the man’s footsteps continue their approach. He’s going to investigate.  
 
    I listen as he pushes open the door to the men’s bathroom.  
 
    “We need to go,” Emma hisses, pushing me toward the vent. I let her.  
 
    “Sky.” A girl’s voice echoes strangely through the bathroom. 
 
    We all freeze. My first thought is that someone’s speaking to us through a speaker and we’re caught. Or maybe Emma brought a secret radio. 
 
    “Up here. In the vent. I’ve been following you for a while. Thought you’d never get over here.” 
 
    We look up into the vent and see a pair of blue eyes peeking out at us from the other side of the bars.  
 
    Sky’s jaw falls open. “Cia?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    “NO TIME FOR questions!” Cia chirps, obviously delighted by her heroic disobedience. She pushes down on the vent grating until deep red indentations form on her tiny fingers. She grunts, then huffs. “A little help up here?” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Sky shakes his head like he’s clearing away a haze of confusion. “Get back, Sis.” 
 
    He scrambles onto the nearest sink and jumps up, curling his fingers around the metal bars. He winces as they cut into his skin, but holds on, swinging his body away from the sink. Dangling over the floor for a moment, Sky then pulls himself up until his head is touching the grate. His face contorts with pain as every muscle in his body strains into a cannonball position.  
 
    Uncoiling himself with explosive force, he lands on his feet in front of me as bolts clatter across the floor, holding the grate awkwardly above and behind his head. 
 
    Sky opens one eye. “Did I do it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I clear my throat and lick my lips. They’re dry from my mouth hanging open in shock this whole time.  
 
    And then I grab him by his shirt collar and press my lips against his.  
 
    It’s hard to tell if Cia’s squeal from above is in disgust or delight. Emma laughs, half amused and half exasperated. 
 
    I break away, face flushing red, but probably not as red as Sky’s. I let go of his shirt and pat it smooth against his chest. His heart is pounding like a jackhammer.  
 
     “Right then. Let’s move.” I point at the sink. “Emma, you first.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “No. If anyone has to be left behind, it’s me. Go.” 
 
    A loud bang sounds from the room next door. The guard must be checking the stalls.  
 
    I push Sky toward the sink. “Get ready to get Cia out of here. Don’t turn back.” 
 
    He doesn’t protest, and that’s what I love about him. Sky has his priorities in order. He hands Emma the grate and climbs onto the sink. Jumping again, this time he catches the edge of the opening. His fingers slip, and I catch a glimpse of blood trickling into his palms. I grab onto his dangling feet and push as Cia tugs on his wrists. With a grunt, I shove upwards, and he wriggles inside.  
 
    A new sound comes from next door, like a long stream of liquid being poured into a bowl. Biting my lip, I hold back a laugh that would surely be loud enough to give us away. I look at Emma, and her hand is clamped tightly over her mouth. I point at her and at the vent, but she shakes her head again.  
 
    “You’ll have to pull me up,” she whispers. 
 
    Fair enough. I hop easily onto the sink and leap, catching hold of the opening. I swing my body backward, pressing my feet against the mirror over the sink and push myself into the dark tunnel. My face crashes into the heel of Sky’s boot.  
 
    “Sorry,” he whispers. “I can’t turn around. Can you?”  
 
    “Maybe.” The space is tight, and the metal around us groans from our weight. “You two go on. I’ll get Emma. I don’t think it can hold us all up in one spot.” 
 
    As they move forward, I slide backward, stretching my body across the opening until I’m peering down at Emma, who’s made it onto the sink. A toilet flushes next door. I push off the edge with my hands, sliding completely onto the opposite side of the hole.  
 
    “Let’s hope he washes up first,” Emma whispers as she hands me the grate. 
 
    I maneuver it awkwardly through the opening and lay it on the other side so I can slide it back in place once we’re both safe.  
 
    The other bathroom door squeaks open, and footsteps enter the hall.  
 
    Emma freezes. “Go, Fin.” 
 
    But there’s no time. Pain floods my chest. We’re going to lose her. A door opens— 
 
    “Anybody in there?” The voice is still in the hall. He must be checking the storage room.  
 
    I lean as far out of the hole as I can, wedging my feet against the top of the vent. “Emma, now.”  
 
    She grabs my arms and I heave, walking myself backward along the vent. I know when her feet leave the sink when she becomes dead weight on my arms.  
 
    “You’re going to have to grab the other side,” I grunt. “Then I’ll reach under your arms and push you onto the side.” 
 
    She lets go of one of my arms and I hear her palm slap metal. 
 
    “We’ve got you,” Cia says from the other side. “Give me your other hand.” 
 
    I look up and see Cia clutching Emma’s wrist. There’s just enough light coming up from below to see her little legs linked with her brother’s much stronger ones.  
 
    Footsteps again—coming closer. Emma twists and grasps Cia’s other hand. At the same time, I loop my arms under Emma’s, lifting and shoving as Sky begins slithering forward, pulling his sister and Emma with her. I shift my hands to Emma’s belt loops, and with one final push, she’s safe inside. The doorknob turns.  
 
    I grab the grate and slide it back into place as fast as I can, but with the bolts all over the floor, I have no choice but to hold it and hope the guard doesn’t notice my fingers. 
 
    The door inches open, and a sheepish voice says, “Excuse me. Any ladies using this facility?” 
 
    My fingers tremble. It’s not that the grate is heavy, but my position is awkward.  
 
    Also, I’m terrified.  
 
    The door swings open all the way and the guard steps in. From this angle, I can see the bored and bleary look on his face. They were drinking more than canned fruit juice at their little party back there.  
 
    He walks directly beneath me, stepping right over one of the bolts on the floor. I lose sight of him, but the sound of a foot hitting a stall door follows. The door squeals and bangs against the stall. Not so sheepish anymore.  
 
    I suck in a quick breath while the door continues squeaking on its hinges, and then I hold that breath, willing my body into total stillness. Two more kicks, squeals, and bangs follow as he checks each of the stalls. Then he walks right under me again, slamming his way through the door and shouting, “You were seeing things!”  
 
    I count ten of his retreating steps before the sound fades away. 
 
    “Grab my feet, Fin,” Emma orders. 
 
    I turn the grate, and it’s wedged over the hole. Not a perfect fit, but maybe no one will notice it for a while. Then I grab onto Emma’s ankles. Somewhere up ahead, I hear Sky grunt and the entire vent vibrates as he army crawls deeper into the tunnel, pulling Cia with his legs, so she can pull Emma with her hands, while Emma drags me with her feet. I slide over the grate, and it stays in place. That’s one relief.  
 
    Sky stops and I collapse between Emma’s ankles, my forehead pressed against the sheet metal, warm with the friction of our bodies moving over it.  
 
    “Cia, how? What?” I can’t make words that make sense. “Why?” 
 
    “Why?” Cia echoes like it’s the dumbest question she’s ever been asked. “Because that big Leech obviously wasn’t planning on any of you making it back.”  
 
    “Reinhart,” Emma scoffs. “I knew it.” 
 
    “We should have let Cal have him,” Sky groans. “But Cia, you should have stayed with Mom. This is too—”  
 
    “Who do you think helped me into the vents?” she shoots back. “Not everyone thinks I’m a baby, Sky. Now duck. I need to be in the front.”  
 
    I hear scuffling up ahead as Cia climbs back over him—with extra sharp knees and elbows from the sound of his grunting.  
 
    “Okay, follow me.” Cia’s voice sounds ghostly that deep in the vent. “When the heat kicks on, the air blows this direction, so there must be something up ahead.” 
 
    As if on cue, the metal around us begins to vibrate. A moment later, a rush of hot air runs up my back, blowing my hair into my mouth. I spit it out.  
 
    “Turn your holsters so they don’t drag against the sides,” I say, twisting mine to allow my gun to rest in the small of my back. 
 
    “And while you’re at it, hand me my gun, Sky,” Cia says.  
 
    “Not a chance, Sis.”  
 
    We begin shimmying forward on our elbows and stomachs. The warm air makes the vent creak and pop around us, hopefully disguising our movement if there’s anyone below. I remember the double doors at the end of the hall, the ones I thought must lead to Sunlight Gardens. I picture the map of our journey thus far and think we must be headed that way. It makes sense that the air would empty there, and suddenly I kind of hate this vent for destroying the illusion of fresh air I enjoyed so much in my brief time at Elysian Beach. Of course it wasn’t real.  
 
    Finally, I see a faint glow up ahead. As we get closer, I can make out the outlines of Sky and Emma’s heads.  
 
    “Stop,” Cia whispers. “It’s a grate.”  
 
    “What’s under it?” Emma whispers back. 
 
    “Um… a hallway. But it’s decorated.” 
 
    “But is it empty?” Sky asks. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Then keep going.” 
 
    When it’s my turn to cross the grate, I pause to peer down. The tile below me is marbled, not like the everyday industrial stuff behind us. Bright green plants in elaborate pots line the hall, but they’re too shiny to be real. The one door I can see looks heavy, and there’s a tiny window in it. An office, maybe? 
 
    Suddenly, the heat kicks off. A shiver runs up my spine. Are we caught? Did the grate fall into the bathroom, alerting the soldiers, and now they’re all rushing to meet us here? Should we drop into the hallway and make a run for it?  
 
    A quick calculation tells me it isn’t worth the risk. Our best bet to get inside the Garden is following the vent until it ends. 
 
    That doesn’t take long. As we leave the grate behind, I realize there’s more light ahead of us—bright light. It flashes on the metal and makes me squint. At the same time, the vent begins to widen and feels more solid underneath us, like we’re no longer suspended in the air.  
 
    “We made it,” Cia squeaks.  
 
    “Let me see.” Sky scoots forward into the large space, and as my eyes adjust, I can see the grate in front of them. He looks back at us and grins. “We’re here.”  
 
    “Do we have company?” Emma asks.  
 
    Sky peers out and shakes his head. “Looks clear. We’re basically on the ground, and there are some bushes in front of us. I don’t think they wanted the residents to see how the air gets here.”  
 
    “Can you pop the grate off?” I ask, inching up alongside Emma now that there’s more room.  
 
    He pushes against it but then laughs. “There’s a latch.”  
 
    “Something had to go our way eventually,” Emma chuckles. “This must double as an official escape hatch.”  
 
    Sky pokes his fingers through the grate and flips the simple latch. He eases the grate open on a squeaky hinge. We all hunker down, waiting for a barrage of bullets, but no one even shouts an order or cocks a gun.  
 
    We crawl out of the vent, careful to stay behind the bushes. I could cry as the soft grass tickles my palms. Once we’re all out, Sky points back into the vent. 
 
    “Cia, you wait in there while we check things out.” He holds up a hand before she can argue. “This is a very important job. If anything goes wrong, we’ll need you to get back to Mom and tell—” He makes a face. “Tell Elias where we are. Not Reinhart. Got it?” 
 
    I expect Cia to pout, but she nods. “Okay.” 
 
    “And Cia?” His face looks pained, but he pulls the second pistol out of his belt. “Try not to shoot anyone who doesn’t really, really need it.” 
 
    She beams and eagerly takes the weapon from his hand. “I won’t.” 
 
    I reach toward her. “You know about the safety, and—” 
 
    “Yeah. I know.” She holds the weapon with more confidence than I expected. “Lacy taught me.” 
 
    “Lacy,” I mutter. No shock there.  
 
    Cia slips back inside the grate, and Sky closes it behind her. “No heroics. You’ve done enough for one day.” 
 
    She gives him a mock salute.  
 
    “She’ll be fine,” I tell Sky as we crawl over to the bushes.  
 
    He doesn’t say anything, but he bumps his shoulder against mine as we work together to part the branches. There’s a cobblestone path on the other side, lined with more bushes like these. Farther along, large trees with sweeping limbs shade the path. The houses here are huge, but fairly uniform, each one made out of the same tan bricks.  
 
    Emma touches my shoulder. “Look. That must be Cho’s.” 
 
    I lift my head and follow Emma’s pointing finger over the top of the bushes. Sunlight Gardens has its own hill, like Elysian Beach, but much bigger, and on top of it sits a mansion.  
 
    “That seems pretty obvious. You don’t think he’d take a smaller one to throw his enemies off?” 
 
    Emma and Sky look at me. Cho may be smart, but he’s a Natural, lacking my ability to run risk assessments on the fly. I’m sure he claimed the flashiest house he could find. 
 
    I duck back down. “Stay between the bushes and the wall for as long as we can. Let’s try to get behind the house.”  
 
    We stay on our hands and knees, even though my back is screaming at me to stand up and stretch after the cramped confines of the vent. But at least the ground is soft. The bushes and the cave wall grow farther apart as we get closer to the houses. I keep us next to the bushes for cover, but eventually, they come to an end, just in front of a large home.  
 
    A chain-link fence extends from the house and then turns toward the cave wall, creating a large grassy yard for the family who lives here.  
 
    “Why would they need a fence?”  
 
    “Dogs,” Emma says softly. “They were going to bring their dogs.”  
 
    “While the Dwellers burned,” Sky seethes. 
 
    I don’t wish death by radiation on anything, but the unfairness of it all leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. Originals. Naturals. EHC. Why didn’t anybody care about our fate?  
 
    We have no choice but to follow the fence back toward the wall. Since we’ll be exposed anyway, we stand to make a run for it.  
 
    And then a sliding glass door opens on the back of the house, and a woman steps out onto the deck. She pauses and stares at us. She has a green jacket tied around her waist, but it looks too big for her tiny frame.  
 
    She’s also unarmed.  
 
    We stare at each other. This woman’s older than Emma by maybe ten years, hair graying around her temples. I spot no radio on her, but I lift my weapon and say, “Freeze.” 
 
    She raises both hands, her jaw falling open.  
 
     “We can’t shoot her.” Panic fills Sky’s voice. 
 
    He’s right. The noise would attract guards—with guns. 
 
    Then I realize he means it would be wrong to shoot her.  
 
    My face flushes. Who am I becoming?  
 
    The woman’s chin quivers and she looks behind her, across yard after fenced-in yard. She wears a pink sweater with matching earrings. Everything about her screams civilian. Cho’s bringing in non-fighting Naturals to inhabit his utopia. 
 
     “We can tie her up,” Emma suggests.  
 
    The woman looks at us like she doesn’t understand what we’re saying, and I realize she probably doesn’t. “That’ll work.” 
 
    Sky and I vault over the fence, leaving Emma to climb it. The woman is frozen in fear. We each take an arm and pull her back inside the house. We keep our weapons up just in case she has a large and very armed husband.  
 
    The ground level is empty of anyone else. Emma catches up as we guide our prisoner into a rocking chair in the living room. I leave her and Sky to tie her up and run up the stairs to do a quick sweep. She seems to be the only person living in this enormous home, one that could comfortably house twenty Dwellers used to living on top of each other.  
 
    Downstairs, the woman asks a question in a language I don’t understand. Emma shushes her. I emerge from the stairwell to find her bound but not gagged. The chair rocks from the force of her trembling. I wonder if she came down here to escape the Savior only to find herself under another dictator instead.  
 
    “Cho’s not a good guy,” I say slowly, as if that could help her understand a foreign language. “Get away from him when someone frees you.” 
 
    “Come on,” Sky says. “We have to go.” 
 
    “Gag her first,” I say. “I’m pretty sure a scream of terror is a universal cry for help.” 
 
    We tie the sleeve of her green jacket around her mouth and slip out the back door. I grimace at Sky. The longer we’re here, the more likely it is we’ll fail.  
 
    “Let’s stay right behind the houses so no one else can see us out their windows,” Emma suggests. 
 
    “What about the fences?” Sky asks. 
 
    “We’ll throw her,” I say, and I’m only half-joking. 
 
    We dash across the yard, and when we get to the next fence, Sky and I cup our hands for Emma to step in. She lands awkwardly on the other side. I shudder to think how fast this war would have ended for us if I had never stolen that mod kit.  
 
    We cross eight more yards this way without any further run-ins. The last fence we come to is tall and made of solid wood planks. Emma groans.  
 
    “It’s ok,” Sky says. “There’s a gate.” 
 
    We exit through the gate at the side of the house and find ourselves on a massive lawn that rolls up to Cho’s pillared front porch. There aren’t any flags adorning it like there were at the dam, so I guess he does have some sense of needing to hide. Good, because when I think about him not believing his life is in danger, I want to kill him on the spot, but I have to capture him alive to save Lacy and Talen.  
 
     Without a word, we circle to the back of the mansion. We’re in plain sight, but all the curtains are closed. That doesn’t mean we aren’t on a security cam, though. I tighten my grasp on my pistol, which suddenly feels flimsy in my hand. I wish we still had the rifles.  
 
    The back of Cho’s house is not as fancy as the front, which makes sense because the only thing you can see from his simple deck is the cavern wall, painted blue to mimic a true horizon. The back door is a simple slider, like our prisoner’s was.  
 
    “Why doesn’t he have a fenced-in yard?” Sky muses. 
 
    Emma snorts. “Because if you were as rich as whoever built this house, your dogs would live inside, sleep in your bed.” 
 
    Drape’s life suddenly flashes before my eyes. All those years he spent following us around like a puppy, us treating him like he was our little pet, dragging him into adventures he should never have been on… 
 
    My pulse roars in my ears as I cross the deck and pull on the sliding door hard enough to snap the lock. These doors were built to keep out Naturals, not the enhanced, and Cho hasn’t had time to arm it with anything better. No alarm goes off, and I step through dangling closed blinds into the back of a kitchen.  
 
    Somewhere, a radio plays low music, something with calming tones.  
 
    Sky and Emma push through the blinds, which make way too much noise as they clatter against each other. Upstairs, footsteps creak. 
 
    Sky grabs for me as if to stop me, but I break into a run and bolt up the steps. On the second floor, a hallway stretches out before me, and a maid dressed in a blue apron with a green jacket tied around her waist—of course—drops a metal tray to the lush carpet. 
 
    He already has servants.  
 
    I rush her before she can shout, wrapping one hand around her shoulders and clamping the other around her mouth. “Where’s Cho?” I growl. I look into her eyes and see the bags already under them. “Tell me where he is, and we’ll let you live.” 
 
    At my feet, wine soaks into the carpet. 
 
    “Tia,” Cho growls from behind a closed door at the end of the hall. “If you dropped the wine again—” 
 
    Screw it. I push the maid behind me into Sky’s arms. Either he covers her mouth, or she’s decided not to warn her boss what’s coming for him.  
 
    I kick open his door, unleashing a torrent of classical music so loud we could have brought an entire army and still surprised him. He looks up from the laptop sitting on his huge desk, apparently expecting to yell at his maid. Instead, his mouth drops open in shock as I glare into his widening brown eyes.  
 
    He scrambles for a desk drawer where he probably keeps a gun, but I cock my weapon and aim it straight at his head. “Don’t.” 
 
     Sky and Emma appear at my sides, blocking the door completely.  
 
    “Stand up!” I order, barely able to hear myself over his music. “Stand, or I’m going to shoot you right now.” 
 
    Cho pushes back his fancy leather chair, halfway lifting his hands into the air.  
 
    “I—I’ll call my whole army,” he sputters. Sweat beads around his temples, just like the first time I took him hostage. 
 
    I laugh. “How would they hear you?”  
 
    His eyes dart downward, and I realize there must be a button under his desk.  
 
    I fire a single round. Cho jerks back in his chair, causing it to roll several inches away from the desk and his button.  
 
    A circle of smoking blood appears on his shoulder, and he looks down at it as if he can’t believe I’ve just injured a god.  
 
    “Did you think I was lying?” I yell. 
 
    “Fin!” Sky yelps. 
 
    “We need him alive,” Emma says. “Some arteries go through the shoulder.” 
 
    Cho rises, shaking. He stands before a curtained picture window that looks out on Sunlight Gardens.  
 
    “Hands behind your back!” I shout. 
 
    He obeys and swallows hard. “What are you going to do to me?”  
 
    “Whatever we want.” 
 
    “I assume you’ve killed my maid, then?” 
 
    “No,” Sky says, edging around the desk with his gun held high. “We assumed she was your prisoner. She’s locked in a bathroom. Alive.” 
 
    Cho turns his head to smile at Sky. “That was very stupid of you.” 
 
    Sky meets my eyes with a pained expression, but I would have done the same.  
 
    I hope. 
 
    “Grab him. Emma, find something to tie his wrists with.” 
 
    Sky seizes Cho’s wrists, twisting them together. He wrenches him around and blood spurts out of the wound I inflicted. It seems we do a lot of stupid things.  
 
    Sky pulls back the curtain and immediately drops it. “Guards.” 
 
    My heart sinks as I join him by the window and take a peek. Two guards are already running up the path. Toward the bottom of the hill, the woman in pink rushes out of her home, still wearing the rocking chair she’s tied to hunched over her back. As three more guards approach, she gestures up the hill with her whole body.  
 
    They don’t even stop to free her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    I WATCH AS the woman and her rocking chair slip back into the house, preparing for the coming firefight. The five guards fan out and vanish between other homes.  
 
    I jerk the curtain back into place. “Time to go.”  
 
    “Go where?” Sky asks. “Shouldn’t we try to take them out?” 
 
    I shake my head as I begin yanking open desk drawers. “They’re snipers. They’re going to wait while their buddies block the exits. We have to go now.” 
 
    I find what I’m looking for—a shiny black handgun that looks quite a bit deadlier than the ones Cal handed out. I tuck the old one back into its holster.  
 
    “We can’t go back the way we came,” Emma says. 
 
    “I know.” I drum my fingers on the desk, my mind whirling. 
 
    “Wait,” Sky says. “We have to go back. We left—” 
 
    I shoot him a silencing glare, but it’s too late. Cho’s smile widens. 
 
    “Something important?” 
 
    Sky twists his arms tighter. “Just more weapons to shoot you with.” 
 
    “But this one looks like it will work just fine.” I brush past him, purposefully poking his shoulder with the gun barrel. More blood spurts out. Another reason to hurry. If he bleeds out before Cal can question him, then none of this even mattered.  
 
    “Where’s your escape tunnel, Cho?” I ask, leading the way out of the office.  
 
    Sky follows, clutching Cho by the arms while Emma keeps her gun trained on the back of his head.  
 
    “There isn’t one.” Cho sounds so put out I actually believe him. “This wasn’t built for someone like me.”  
 
    We reach the stairs and I halt. There could be a sniper down there already. Sky looks at me and I tilt my head. Cho can go first. 
 
    Sky pushes Cho down the stairs before him, thrusting him into the kitchen area ahead of us, hoping any snipers will shoot the wrong guy.  
 
    Nothing happens.  
 
    As Sky takes the last step, Cho twists, throwing him off balance. They both hit the floor. Cho leaves an ugly red streak on the carpet as he struggles to stand, but I jump down the last few steps and plant my foot in his back. He screams.  
 
    We yank him back to his feet. I glance around the kitchen and spot the blinds, blowing lazily in the open doorway. The pull string. I jerk it right off and quickly wrap it around Cho’s wrists. It’ll do. And the way it cuts into his skin looks appropriately painful.  
 
    “What’s the plan here, Fin?” Sky asks as I drag Cho toward the back door. 
 
    I stop. No… we’re going out the front door.  
 
    I spin around, pulling Cho—and by extension Sky—with me. Emma smiles and falls in behind us. 
 
    “The front door? Are you insane?” Sky sputters. 
 
    “No, she’s a genius,” Emma says. 
 
    “They’re expecting us to go out the back. So, we’re going out the front.” 
 
    I’m guessing we have a twenty-five percent chance of success. Survival depends on which way the snipers chose to face. But even if they’re facing the main street, they won’t want to hit Cho. Maybe our odds are even up to thirty percent. 
 
    We pause in front of the enormous wooden front doors. I look my friends in the eyes. “The only thing that matters is getting Cho back to Cal. If one of us goes down, the others have to keep going. No hero stunts. Lacy and Talen… everyone actually… they’re counting on us. Agreed?” 
 
    Emma nods as sweat beads on her forehead.  
 
    Sky and I share a long look. I pushed him away because I didn’t want to watch him die. Now, I’m telling him that if I have to, I will leave him. I make sure my eyes say it’s the hardest thing I’d ever have to do. He nods, and I understand he’ll follow the rules.  
 
    Gulping, I open the door. 
 
    We step onto the porch with Cho thrust in front of us for some measure of protection. I press the gun I took from his desk into his forehead, and then, just for fun, I pull the other out of the holster and push my gun into his ribs.  
 
    “You have an appointment with someone who wants to see you alive,” I tell him. “And it’s in your best interest to run just as fast as the rest of us. But if you so much as trip, I will put you down instantly.” 
 
    His face remains impassive, but his throat bobs hard.  
 
    “Good. Let’s go.” 
 
    We ease down the steps, our weapons fanned out to cover the road and the houses on either side of it. The cavern is eerily silent, and I realize there are no gentle sounds of lapping water here. That’s how they have so much room for such big houses.  
 
    We march Cho down the center of the street. He walks briskly, like he’s here on his own business, not tied up and leaving a blood trail behind us. Maybe this will work.  
 
    Two houses down, curtains flick open and then pinch shut. 
 
    “Time to run,” I say, strangely calm. 
 
    Our footsteps echo off the ceiling of the cave as Sky shoves Cho into a breakneck run. I swing the fancy pistol back and forth, aiming between houses, and Emma does the same. I count the houses between us and the bushes we need to get behind to get to the vent. Five. Four— 
 
    A shot pops off behind us. Sparks fly from the pavement by my feet, leaving a black streak on the ground. 
 
    Sky whirls, putting Cho between him and the snipers now behind us. He jams his gun against Cho’s ear.  
 
    “One more shot and he’s dead!” Sky bellows. “Snipers, show yourselves!” 
 
    So much for nobody playing the hero. 
 
    Emma sticks with the plan and runs ahead. Good. Someone needs to get Cia out of here. I skid to a stop and turn back, both pistols raised to cover Sky on either side. 
 
    “Show yourselves!” Sky orders again. “Civilians, too! Everyone on your porch!” 
 
    “Listen to him,” Cho gasps. “Stand down. Let me see your brave faces.” 
 
    I shudder at the way he talks to his followers like small children, but one by one, the snipers step into the open, and a handful of civilians gather on their porches, each one wearing a green jacket tied around their waist.  
 
    “I have an appointment,” Cho says. “With who, I do not know. But they wish to see me alive. So please, stay calm. Rest assured I will negotiate a swift release.” 
 
    “Tell them to drop their weapons, Cho,” I demand. “I don’t like being shot in the back.” 
 
    Sky looks to me, shocked and disappointed that I broke my own rule. I shrug.  
 
    “Weapons down, please,” Cho says, and they obey. “Yes, that’s it. Very good. Thank you. I will see you all very soon.” 
 
    “Tell them to turn around,” I say. 
 
    “They won’t like being shot in the back either,” he replies.  
 
    “No one’s getting shot if they play nice. I don’t want them to see which way we go.” 
 
    Sky nudges Cho’s temple with the gun, and Cho complies.  
 
    “Turn around!” he shouts. 
 
    Snipers and civilians alike turn their backs to us.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Cho says, turning himself around to face me. “I don’t feel very well.” 
 
    We resume our stroll down the street. Every time I glance behind me, the snipers and civilians are still staring up toward Cho’s house. I’ve got to say; the guy certainly has a knack for crowd control. 
 
    A shot blasts out of the dark entrance to the train station. Then two more. Sky and I press in behind Cho, our human shield. Three guards rush down the step, rifles on their shoulders.  
 
    “Tell them,” Sky growls. “Before I have to shoot you.” 
 
    Cho moans and then doubles over and vomits on the sidewalk. In that instant, the soldiers release a storm of bullets over his head. Sky and I hit our knees, trying to keep Cho ahead of us.  
 
    Three shots ring out from behind us.  
 
    Three thuds follow.  
 
    The guards’ blood spills down the steps. 
 
    “Go!” a small voice shouts. 
 
    I turn to see Cia dropping off the front porch of the nearest house, smoking pistol in hand. She hits the ground running. 
 
    I loop my arm through Cho’s and Sky does the same, dragging him between us as we follow Cia back to the vent. We crash through the bushes. Cia passes us halfway to the vent, running ahead and diving into the opening. We shove Cho onto his hands and knees, and he crawls right in, leaving splashes of blood all over the grass. Great. 
 
    Sky follows immediately, but I pause to look back. I can’t see the whole road, but I can see enough to know that at least one pair of civilians is still following Cho’s orders. A chill runs up my spine.  
 
    I crawl into the vent. Emma’s pressed up against the wall, panting. As soon as my feet are in, she reaches out, swings the grate closed, and flips the latch back into place.  
 
    I collapse flat on the floor, gasping for breath. Emma pats my shoulder. The smell of Cho’s blood fills the air. Somewhere ahead, I hear Sky and Cia arguing. 
 
    “What?” Cia says. “Don’t you think they really, really needed it?” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    I lose all sense of how long the journey back takes. Cia leads the way, followed by Sky, then Cho, me, and Emma. The vent takes us over the room where Cho’s Naturals had been playing cards, but it’s empty now. I wonder if they’re planning a rescue mission, or if they’ve all just joined the others at Cho’s home. 
 
    The heat kicks on and blows hot air directly into our faces. I duck my head and keep going. The vent’s floor is streaked with Cho’s blood. I swear he’s only alive at this point because he’s convinced himself he’s an immortal deity who can’t die.  
 
    Finally, after what feels like miles but probably isn’t, Cia shouts, “Mom!” 
 
    And then we’re dropping one by one through an opening into a cave lit by a single battery-powered lantern. By the time my feet hit the stone, Cia and Sky have both fallen into Starla’s arms, and she’s covering them in kisses. Cho writhes on his back, the entire front of his shirt now stained red. 
 
    Emma lands beside me. “I’m not sure he’s going to make it much farther.” 
 
    Starla looks up at us. “The others aren’t far. Reinhart made those underground men take them back to the train tunnel.” She frowns. “I could tell he wanted to make it as hard as possible for you to find them again. That’s why Cia and I stayed behind. I don’t think they ever noticed we were missing.” 
 
    “If Reinhart had, you’d be—” I bite back the word that springs to mind. 
 
    “I know.” The look in her eyes says she was aware of the fate that might still be waiting for her. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Sky says. “He was never going to shoot anyone in front of Cal’s men. He just wanted to look merciful when he didn’t follow through on the threat.” 
 
    Does Elias know that, or is he okay with Reinhart shooting anyone he perceived as disobedient? That’s not the Elias I know. 
 
    We decide that Cho isn’t going anywhere on his own two feet again, so Sky takes his arms and Emma and I each grab a leg. His moans echo eerily through the caves as we follow Starla toward the camp Reinhart has set up to wait out the twenty-four-hour deadline he gave us. I can’t help thinking he wanted to get us out of the way to stage a revolt. He doesn’t care if Lacy and Talen ever wake up.  
 
    Starla has found an opening directly onto the catwalk alongside the track, so we don’t have to worry about carrying Cho over the electric rails. I hear voices up ahead, and the shadows cast by the lantern swinging from Starla’s hand meld with a dim glow around the next bend. 
 
    We round the corner and find twenty guns pointed at us. Starla and Cia lift their hands. Reinhart steps forward, hate glimmering in his eyes. He hasn’t even spotted us behind them yet.  
 
    “What do we have here?” Reinhart asks. “Traitors?” 
 
    Cia laughs. “I think you mean heroes.” 
 
    She and Starla both step aside as we carry Cho into the camp and drop him at Reinhart’s feet.  
 
     “Special delivery,” I say, giving Reinhart my best bored expression. His jaw drops. Cho’s head lolls toward his bloody shoulder. Just when I think he’s dead, his eyes flutter open, and he squints up at Reinhart. 
 
    “Are you my appointment?” he slurs.  
 
     “You brought Cho,” Reinhart says in disbelief. “That… those were not your orders.” 
 
    “Who cares?” Elias rushes forward. “Fin, this is incredible!” 
 
    He looks at me across Cho’s prone body, and his eyes dance with admiration and undeniable longing. Sky must see it too, because he moves closer to me and takes my hand.  
 
    Elias’ face immediately shutters. He steps back to Reinhart’s side.  
 
    Reinhart lets loose a long, growling sigh. He runs a hand back through his hair and then whirls on the rest of the group, pointing at Cho. “I want four men carrying him. Our heroes—” his voice breaks on the word like it hurts him to say it, “—need a rest.” 
 
    “Where are the Naturals?” Elias asks, his face now neutral. 
 
    “They’re either headed this way, or they’re all still staring at Cho’s home.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Long story.” 
 
    “Weird story,” adds Sky.  
 
    “Long, weird story,” Emma agrees.  
 
    “Wait. What are the Naturals?” Blasty asks, joining Reinhart beside Cho. He holds a pair of old-fashioned handcuffs. 
 
    “That’s what Cho calls his followers,” I say, shooting Elias a look. He should have known better than to call them that. It sounds too close to Originals. “This guy plans to set himself up as some god down here and make you all worship him.”  
 
    Blasty grimaces. “But is he a Destroyer?”  
 
    “Everything he touches turns to ash, so you tell me.” 
 
    David appears at Blasty’s side, looking even more skeptical. “This is a leader?” 
 
    Reinhart sighs. He points at the blood-crusted medals on Cho’s chest. “You ever seen a nobody decorated like that?” 
 
    “Can we please hurry?” I ask. “I’d like to wake my friends up sometime this century.” 
 
    David and Blasty share a look. David says, “Cal will decide if this prisoner is a true Destroyer and if these Naturals are a threat. Then he’ll decide the fate of your friends.” 
 
    Blasty gives me a sympathetic look that suggests he believes our efforts have been in vain. I’m not sure what I’ll do if that happens, but it will probably involve shooting. I glance at Cia. At least we have a new expert sniper on our side. We agreed on the way back that we would keep that piece of information to ourselves so Cia didn’t get drafted into anyone else’s schemes. Starla even made her give Sky the pistol back.  
 
    David and Blasty cut the string we tied Cho’s hands with and replace it with the handcuffs. Then they each grab him under his arms while two former EHC ops grab his legs. They lift him and start back down the tunnel. Elias falls in behind them.  
 
    Reinhart gives me and Sky and Emma a long, hard look. He doesn’t look nearly as relieved as you’d think he’d be. He spins on his heel and marches ahead of us. I motion for Emma, Starla, and Cia to go ahead of Sky and me. I want to be able to listen for soldiers coming up behind us.  
 
     “We need to watch out for Reinhart,” I whisper to Sky. “And Elias, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Sky squeezes my hand and I lean my head on his shoulder. “You know what I need?” Sky says softly. “A nap. A meal. A shower. And another kiss like—” 
 
    I slap his chest playfully. He slips his arm around my shoulders. I guess we’ve both decided not to waste any more time talking about our relationship. I’m okay with that. It exists, and that’s all I need to know.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    “YOU KNOW, I don’t like that Cal’s interviewing Cho alone,” Sky says, plopping down onto the couch beside me. 
 
    We’ve retreated to the cabin we stayed in before everything went downhill. The family who lives here told us to make ourselves at home until Cal makes his decision. They seemed a little more hopeful than Blasty and David that Cal would rule in our favor.  
 
    Sky offers me a sip from the colorful can he’s holding.  
 
    “Thanks,” I say, taking it and gulping down the sugary, fizzy liquid.  
 
    “Fin!” he scolds. 
 
    “I was thirsty.” I change the subject. “You know what I don’t like?” 
 
    His lips press into a thin line, realizing what I’m doing. “What?” 
 
    “That they stole the gun I stole from Cho. Don’t you think I deserved that?” 
 
    Sky pulls my legs into his lap and begins to rub my calf. “Absolutely.”  
 
    “Do you think I’ll ever get it back?” 
 
    He tips his head slightly and stares at me. “Do you think I’m ever going to get my soda back?” 
 
    I scoff and I hand him what’s left of his drink. 
 
    He downs the rest and places the can beside him. “I think you do pretty much anything you want eventually.” 
 
    I snort. “Not true. I didn’t save Drape. I didn’t set the Dwellers free. I didn’t—” 
 
    Sky presses a finger to my lips. “Focus on the dids. Today, you did save Lacy and Talen.” 
 
    “Not yet.” I swing my legs out of his lap. “I need to see them.” 
 
    Sky groans. He already talked me out of this once, insisting I needed to rest, but I can’t. Not until this is over. I won’t sleep until they’re awake.  
 
    I stand up, blinking the exhaustion from my eyes. The sugar from his drink gives me a little energy boost. I should have left more of it for him. He’s moving like an old man as he lurches to his feet. I don’t bother telling him to stay.  
 
    We slip quietly out the front door, so we don’t wake his mom and sister sleeping in the master bedroom. We head down to the beach, but Lacy and Talen are gone. There’s no one here but a bunch of Original children molding lumps of wet sand into towers.  
 
    I march up to the children. I think one of them is the little brat who kicked sand on my head the last time we were on the beach.  
 
    “Where are my friends?” 
 
    The children cower. I have a wild urge to kick their tower over, but Sky takes my arms and tugs me away.  
 
    “They’re just kids. Let’s find Steve.” 
 
    We find him at the top of the hill, guarding the entrance to the storage room and offices. He folds his arms across his chest. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    “Where do you think?” I snap. “To make sure my friends are still alive. Where are they?” 
 
    “They’re in the infirmary. But you can’t go down there right now. Cal is still interviewing the prisoner.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at him. “In the infirmary?” 
 
    Steven smirks. “Funny thing about gunshots.” 
 
    I groan in frustration.  
 
    “Come on, Steve,” Sky says through a yawn. “She won’t let me sleep until she sees them. And I want to sleep.” 
 
    Steven sighs and steps aside. “Go. I’ll radio ahead.” 
 
    We make our way down to the room where Elias dropped the bottle of rubbing alcohol. I don’t even know how long ago that’s been, but the odor still stings my nose as we approach. Blasty and David are propped in chairs on either side of the door. Blasty is sound asleep.  
 
    “You can visit your creepy friends,” David says. “But don’t even think about barging in on Cal and your other creepy friend.” 
 
    He pulls up his plaid shirt to reveal the shiny black pistol I stole from Cho at his hip.  
 
    “He’s not our friend.” I loom over him, thinking about how easy it would be to take my gun back from the smug, unenhanced man right now. “And don’t get too attached to that.” 
 
    He laughs, and my fists automatically clench. Sky takes me by the shoulders and pushes me into the infirmary. “Easy there.” 
 
    Lacy and Talen are laid out on the metal tables like corpses. They could have put them in beds. I lean over Lacy and take her hand. It’s still warm, and a faint pulse continues to beat against my palm, but there are dark bags under her eyes. Talen’s, too. 
 
    “Lacy. It’s me, Fin. We got Cho. Can you believe it?” 
 
    My throat constricts and my hands shake. Lacy looks too much like Drape did before he died—so still and pale. I reach up and brush a strand of hair from her forehead.  
 
    Sky leans in from her other side. “Hey, Lacy. Thanks for teaching my sister to shoot. She’s, uh, really good at it.” He clears his throat and turns to Talen. He doesn’t say anything, but he gives him an awkward pat on the shoulder.  
 
    Reinhart’s voice interrupts our moment. “How are the Auras?”  
 
    I whip my head around. He steps into the room, looking anywhere but at them. 
 
     “How they were before,” I snap. “We’re still waiting for Cal to decide if we’ve done a good enough job to let them live.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be impressed with my planning,” Reinhart says, mostly to himself. “And I have a lot to offer. Protection. Fighters. I’m a rebel leader, after all.” 
 
    He’s come in here to remind us he’s indispensable. He couldn’t care less about Lacy and Talen as people. Reinhart paces around us with a sharp glint in his eyes. Even in the pale light, I notice the way he works his jaw. The real Reinhart’s coming out now that Elias isn’t here. 
 
    “Seems like you’re having fun impressing other people lately,” I say, thinking of Elias. “But we did the work. This is our victory, not yours. You never even meant for us to make it back.”  
 
    Reinhart crosses the room in an instant, towering over me. “I don’t answer to children. Slags or otherwise. When Cal accepts us, I will be the one in charge of our faction. You can like that, or you can leave.” 
 
    I step toward him, making him back away from Lacy. “And I don’t take orders from Leeches. Ever. Again.”  
 
    Reinhart’s nostrils flare. He wants to punch me—maybe even kill me—but he knows that until Cal officially accepts our offering, there’s still a chance we could rat on him in a pinch. He stalks out of the room. 
 
    Sky and I look at each other. He shakes his head. “Fin—” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “If Cho isn’t enough—” 
 
    “I know,” I say more forcefully. It’s not safe to say what we’re both thinking in front of David and Blasty. I don’t want anyone taking that decision out of my hands. I hate Reinhart, but I’d rather make sure Elias is still on the right side before we resort to that.  
 
    I look down at Lacy. Her lips are dry and cracked. They’re both probably dehydrated by now. I’m thinking of asking David for a cloth to at least wet their lips with, but a door at the back of the room swings open and Cal steps out. 
 
    He frowns when he sees us, but quickly smooths it out. “Fin, is it? And Sky?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, and then add, “Sir,” for good measure.  
 
    Cal ambles over to us, leaning casually against Lacy’s table. He chews on his lip. 
 
    “I’m afraid Cho isn’t going to cut it.” 
 
    “What?” we both blurt, even though I don’t think either of us is that surprised. 
 
    Cal shakes his head. “I’m sorry, but he’s no Destroyer.” 
 
    The floor seems to tilt under me. “He literally destroyed the world,” I argue. “Made the surface completely uninhabitable—maybe for centuries! He was planning on controlling all the settlements and killing anyone—” I catch myself, but it’s too late. 
 
    Anyone who’s been modified. In other words, Destroyers. 
 
    Ice spreads through my veins. Cal is a Natural. Steven, David, Blasty—they’re all Naturals. Of course they’re going to like the sound of Cho’s ramblings. He’s probably convinced Cal he’s a Creator reincarnated. 
 
    “But he’s insane!” Sky protests, voice cracking at the end. 
 
    Cal chuckles. “Oh, he’s crazy all right. And I can tell it goes deeper than that gunshot wound. My only point is that he can’t be a Destroyer if he’s not modified. Just won’t work. The Creators were very clear about that.” 
 
    “You’re not going to let him go, are you?” I reach out to clutch at Cal’s arm. “You can’t.”  
 
    He pats my hand. “You let me worry about him. You need to worry about your friends here—and finding me a real Destroyer.” 
 
    I find Sky’s eyes across Lacy’s still form. They say everything I need to know. He’s with me. 
 
    Cal cocks his head, a faint smile playing across his lips. “They can’t be that hard to find, can they? I mean, you had to pick up those ops somewhere.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Don’t hurt them. They didn’t have a choice about being soldiers any more than I had a choice about being a miner.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt anyone, Fin. Least of all these two people you seem to care about very much.” He raises his eyebrows at me. “But I need a Destroyer, or I can’t avoid it.”  
 
    Is Cal asking for Reinhart? Was he always asking for Reinhart? The man carries himself like an EHC leader. Cal’s dealt with them before. He’d know how to recognize them after they took his father, and Reinhart wore it on his chest through the entire mission. Even while trying to hide, his ego betrayed him. 
 
    Why did we ever risk our lives to avoid turning him in?  
 
    Because I care about Elias, that’s why. Not the way he hoped I would, but he’s still my friend. And because Sky never stopped caring about me the way I wanted him to, he went along with the insanity.  
 
    I make an instant decision. From now on, my loyalty lies only with Sky, his family, and the two people fighting for their lives on this table. If Elias isn’t with us after all we’ve been through together, just because I don’t return his affections, then he’s against us.  
 
    I swallow my regrets. “We might know where to find one.” 
 
    Cal grins. “That’s the spirit. Since you did us the great service of capturing this cuckoo bird, I promise if you bring me this Destroyer, I’ll wake these two up, and you can all live here happily ever after.” He offers me his big, meaty hand. “Deal?” 
 
    I notice he doesn’t offer us any assistance or even weapons. He probably means what he says, but he’s also not particularly invested in our survival. If we can capture Reinhart for him, great, but if Reinhart kills us, he knows he can still catch him, and without weapons, there’s a fifty percent chance Reinhart kills us. He’s no Cho.  
 
    “On the condition that if we die trying, you still wake Lacy and Talen up,” I counter. “I promise they could be of great assistance to your people.”  
 
    That’s assuming Lacy doesn’t kill everyone instantly when I’m not here to explain things. 
 
    Cal runs his tongue over his top teeth. “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Then no deal,” Sky says. “You know who he is. Send your own men.” 
 
    I shake my head. “He can’t. No mods.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Cal says, thrusting his hand at me again. “You die, they live. You have my word.” He places his other hand over his gold badge. I guess that must mean something. 
 
    I grasp his hand. “Then we have a deal.” 
 
    On the way out, I pause beside David. “Can I please have my gun back?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” David grins up at me from his lazy seat on his chair. “Soon as you do what the boss needs.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Like Cho, Reinhart took the biggest house for himself. I know it’s his because two of the former ops are sitting on the porch, guarding the front door when they ought to be asleep—like pretty much everyone else from our team. It also tells me Reinhart knows he’s living on borrowed time.  
 
    I don’t want to hurt the ops, but they’ll likely fight for Reinhart, and that means we’ll probably have to. It might be smarter to rid ourselves of them first, but that also runs the risk of alerting Reinhart to our presence. And then there’s the even bigger wild card.  
 
    Elias.  
 
    I saw him enter a different cabin shortly after we arrived, and Cal stripped us of our weapons. He might have been cozying up to Reinhart these last few days, but Reinhart’s clearly not a roommate sort of guy. We’ll need to act fast while Elias’s still asleep. 
 
    “Let’s circle around,” Sky hisses.  
 
    We hold hands as we walk past Reinhart’s lair like we’re just taking a stroll down to the beach, but then we cut across the sand and take the little path into the trees that go behind the houses. As we walk, I run the odds in my head. Not for the mission, but its aftermath. Elias will be furious, and may try to turn the others against us, or he may have to be taken into custody, too. The remaining EHC ops may revolt since Sky and I haven’t discussed this plan with anyone. We’ve gone rogue, acting as kidnappers—maybe even assassins—for total strangers. Reinhart’s not a popular guy, but how well are our choices going to go over? 
 
    “Calculating?” Sky asks. 
 
    I grunt. “A mess no matter what.” 
 
    I think of Lacy and Talen, almost lifeless on those cold, hard tables. This is the only way I can save them.  
 
    We leave the trail and push through the dense foliage until we’re facing the back of the house. There’s yet another pair of EHC fighters at the rear sliding door, standing with arms folded over their chests. Great.  
 
    Sky frowns at me, silently asking: How do we get past them? 
 
    Frustration gnaws at my brain, but I don’t want to wait. Not with Lacy going downhill, and not with the possibility of Elias dropping in for a visit. I know our chances of overpowering the guards are small. Neither have guns, so unless I— 
 
    “Fin,” Sky growls, but I’ve already stormed into the clearing. 
 
    The ops snap to attention, moving their arms to block the door. 
 
    “You can’t go in there,” the first one sneers, and I can hear the unspoken “slag” hanging in the air. It makes ramming my knee into his groin a lot easier.  
 
    He gasps and drops to his knees. The other guy lunges for me, but Sky plows into him with enough force to bring him to the ground. They grapple, but Sky is on top, so I finish with my guy, clocking him on the side of his head. He falls onto his face.  
 
    Now the other op has Sky on his back, trying to dig his thumbs into his eyes while Sky struggles to keep his hands over the man’s mouth. I deliver a swift kick to the side of the man’s head, and he collapses onto Sky’s chest. Sky grimaces and wiggles out from under his bulk.  
 
    “Did you kill them?” he whispers. 
 
    “Probably not. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Sky slides open the back door. Inside, something is bubbling, and someone is humming—probably some off-key EHC anthem.  
 
    We follow the sound into a small kitchen. Reinhart has his back to us, waiting for a coffee pot to fill.  
 
    “Allen, is there a problem?” he asks in his usual smug tone. 
 
    “It’s you or Lacy,” I say, and his head snaps around straight into my fist—so hard his jaw cracks. Even stunned, his fists come up swinging.  
 
    Sky shoves him against the counter, but Reinhart lands a punch in his side that doubles him over. I seize the coffee pot and the machine sizzles as it drips more of the scalding hot liquid onto itself. As Reinhart lunges at Sky, I swing the pot at his face, sloshing coffee straight into his eyes. 
 
    Reinhart screams, backing into the counter, pressing his palms against his eyes, and then screaming again as the coffee burns them. He blindly fumbles for the faucet. Sky latches onto his neck, tugging him backward as he claws at Sky’s arms, gagging.  
 
     “Reinhart!”  
 
    The second op from out back runs into the kitchen. He takes in what’s happening and launches himself at Sky’s neck with grasping fingers. I swing the coffee pot again, shattering the glass against the man’s jaw. Blood and hot coffee run down his neck as he hits the floor, whimpering.  
 
    “Let’s go!” Sky shouts, dragging Reinhart backward, out of the kitchen.  
 
    I wrench open a drawer and grab a large kitchen knife sitting inside. Better than nothing. The two ops from out front barge into the living room, but I point the knife at Reinhart’s stomach.  
 
    “Stay where you are!” 
 
    The ops freeze, uncertainty flickering over their faces. Without guns, they’re helpless to get across the room in time, so they run back out the front door, yelling for help.  
 
    “Hurry! We have to find Cal,” I say. 
 
    “I knew it!” Reinhart roars, thrashing wildly. 
 
    Sky stumbles out the back door, nearly tripping over the first op, still prone on the ground. I poke the knife into Reinhart’s chest, and he flinches. “Stop. Moving.” 
 
    Reinhart quiets immediately, falling slack in Sky’s arms. He opens his eyes and blinks, but they don’t focus on anything. Then he moans like a wounded animal, and guilt floods my core. The man looks so pathetic right now—old.  
 
    “I’m blind,” he whines, then lets out a string of curses. 
 
    Someone is crashing through the underbrush, and I can only hope that it’s Cal or David—someone who knows what’s happening and can help. 
 
    “Fin? Sky?” a familiar voice asks. 
 
    I turn to face Elias. He stands at the edge of the trees, pain and betrayal sweeping over his features.  
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    His voice sounds small, strangely childish. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Elias,” I say. “There was no other—” 
 
    An explosion sounds in the distance, rocking the ground under our feet. The lake sloshes onto the beach and the pale evening light flickers as the mirrors vibrate above us.  
 
    And then the power goes out.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    AN EERIE MOMENT of stillness descends on Elysian Beach.  
 
    Then the screaming begins.  
 
    Children. Women. Men. Footsteps pound the path in front of the houses.  
 
    “Fin, let him go,” Elias says, holding a hand out like he’s calming some wild beast. “We need him. Cho’s army is coming. He’s the only military leader we have on our side.” 
 
    I shake my head. “The only side Reinhart’s on is his own, Elias.” 
 
    “How can you say that? He’s helped us. And after we screwed everything up!” 
 
    “Do you even hear yourself?” I ask in disbelief. “We’re—we’re just kids, Elias. Even you. We never had any business leading a rebellion. Of course, we screwed up. But what choice did people like him give us?” 
 
    “People can change, Fin.” 
 
    “You’re proof of that, I guess.” 
 
    He winces. “If this is about our kiss the other day—” 
 
    I glance at Sky. Elias is trying to make him falter, give Reinhart a chance to escape, but if anything, he’s made Sky tighten his grip. He glowers at Elias. 
 
    “Thank you for proving my point!” I shout. “We’re children. We’re still worrying about who’s kissing who while the world crumbles around us. We shouldn’t be soldiers. We shouldn’t be miners. We should be—” I don’t know. I don’t know what other kind of life to imagine actually. “Anything but this!” 
 
    “Beautiful speech,” Reinhart chokes out. “But you’re all about to be dead if Cho’s people get in. Let me go. Let me fight. We can… continue this some other time.” 
 
    “You can’t even see right now,” Sky mutters.  
 
    “Elias, you know he never meant for me and Sky and Emma to make it back from Sunlight Gardens,” I continue, ignoring Reinhart for the moment.  
 
    “That’s not true.” Even as he says it, doubt flickers in his eyes. 
 
    “Of course it’s not true,” Reinhart says. “Why would I send some of our best fighters on a suicide mission? We need them!” 
 
    Elias’ jaw flexes and his attention flits to me, eyes full of confusion as to who to believe.  
 
    Before I can say anything else, the glass door behind us shatters as a bullet whizzes past us and lodges itself in a tree not far from Elias’ head.  
 
    “That’ll be enough,” Cal drawls. “Take this man off their hands, boys.” 
 
    I turn to find him standing inside the cabin, shotgun leveled at Elias. Blasty and David come around him and snap their old-fashioned handcuffs onto Reinhart’s wrists.  
 
    “No!” Elias shouts. “You’ve got the wrong guy!” 
 
    “I know a Destroyer when I see one, son,” he says, eyes staying on Elias. “I’ll admit I wasn’t too sure about you at first, but I guess I know now.” 
 
    “No,” I stammer. “Not Elias. He’s with us. He’s always been with us.” 
 
    Cal smiles sadly. “Things change, Fin. Or sometimes they stay the same as they’ve always been. Destroyers destroy. Blasty, you think you can handle this pup?” 
 
    David takes Reinhart off Sky’s hands as Blasty advances on Elias.  
 
    Elias searches my eyes one last time, and then he bolts into the woods.  
 
    Cal lifts his shotgun.  
 
    “Please don’t!” Sky shouts. “He’s our friend and just confused. He’ll come around. Let’s just deal with Cho’s army. If you shoot Elias, I’m not sure we’ll be able to get our people under control.” 
 
    Cal considers this, and after a long, uncertain moment, he lowers the weapon. “Your point is fair. Come with me.” 
 
    Gunshots ring out from inside the train station, but Cal leads us back up the hill, toward the door in the wall.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask. 
 
    “To wake up your friends, of course. It looks like we might need them here in a minute.” When we reach the top of the hill, Cal lifts his radio and shouts, “Awaken! Canned beans! Sliced bread!”  
 
    I’m assuming that wasn’t his meal order.  
 
    Someone responds, but the static is too loud for me to understand what’s been said. David and Blasty push Reinhart through the door ahead of them. We follow them down the inclined tunnel, and when we reach the bottom of the stairs, a collective gasp rises from those hunkered down in the food storage room at the sight of Reinhart in the Originals’ custody. Several of the EHC ops jump to their feet. 
 
    “Attack these traitors!” Reinhart roars. 
 
    But David nails him with the butt of my stolen pistol, and Reinhart slumps to the floor. Cal places a foot on his shoulder and cocks his shotgun. 
 
    “This man is a Destroyer. Fin and Sky have proven their loyalty to my people by capturing him.” He steps over Reinhart and circles the room. “If you are not with them, you are against us, and you must be shot. Immediately.” His eyes sweep the room. “So, if you’re with us, kindly take a step forward so I can do a quick head count.” 
 
    Everyone in the room steps forward, even the EHC ops. They’re not stupid.  
 
    “Excellent!” Cal booms. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to wake up our secret weapons. Steve, please get these fine people armed.” 
 
    I spot Starla and Cia near the back of the room, faces lit by battery-powered lanterns. Cia races to get in line for a gun. Starla doesn’t stop her. She knows her daughter’s best chance at survival is finding a place to hide and shoot.  
 
    Cal leads us to the infirmary while David and Blasty drag Reinhart behind us. 
 
    “Toss him in the back,” Cal orders, motioning to the door marked Surgery, the door Cho was behind last time we were here.  
 
    “Wait, where’s Cho then?” 
 
    “He’s in my office, handcuffed to my desk. He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    That’ll have to work. A woman in plaid brushes past me, holding a syringe in each hand—an empty syringe. To the tune of guns cocking in the other room and people running up the stairs to fight, Lacy groans and moves an arm. Cal had someone waiting to follow his orders at the drop of a hat. Maybe he is someone we can trust.  
 
     “Lacy!” I yell, slapping her on the cheek. “Get up. We have fighting to do. Ask questions later.” 
 
    “The medication will take some time to wear off,” the woman says. 
 
    “It needs to wear off faster,” I mutter.  
 
    Sky stands beside me. “How long will it take?”  
 
    “We might need them,” Cal says.  
 
    “Oh, we’ll need them, alright,” I say. 
 
     “Fin?” Lacy mutters. Her eyes flutter open. 
 
    “Come on. Wake up,” I order. Then, turning to Cal, “She needs water.”  
 
    Cal nods to the woman, who runs across the hall and returns with two glasses. I hand one to Sky for Talen and hold the other up to Lacy’s mouth as she pushes up onto her elbows.  
 
    “What happened?” she asks when her parched mouth is quenched. 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief and take her by the shoulders. “Don’t kill anyone but the Naturals. Promise me that right now. We’ll explain everything later.” 
 
    That’s when Lacy notices Cal. Her eyes narrow and she starts trying to sit the rest of the way up. I push her back down, but she struggles up again. “You can’t trust that guy, Fin.” 
 
    “A lot has happened, and I’ll fill you in later. But right now, we all need your help.”  
 
    She settles back down, still eyeing him.  
 
    “Are you good to fight?”  
 
    She swipes the glass of water from my hand and downs it in one go. “Talen?” 
 
    I point behind her, and she whirls on the table, sliding off the other side. Talen is propped up, sipping from the glass Sky holds for him. She pushes Sky aside and takes over. We turn away to give them a moment of privacy.  
 
    David holds out my pistol. “A deal’s a deal.” 
 
    I eagerly snatch it from him, savoring its perfect heft in my hand. Talen and Lacy join us soon after, both of them glaring at Cal. 
 
    “The Naturals are invading the station. Kill as many as you can,” Cal says. “I know you don’t trust me, but—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Lacy interrupts. “We’ll ask questions later.”  
 
    “Many questions,” Talen adds. “Where do you need us?” 
 
    Cal’s eyes sweep over the four of us. “Frontlines. Now.”  
 
    “Wait.” I grab Talen’s arm. “Your leg?” 
 
    He pulls up his bloody pant leg to reveal nothing but smooth skin. “Good as new.” 
 
    Cal grimaces at this unnatural ability, but he motions us all out of the room. He’s not above using our freakish powers as long as it’s to his advantage.  
 
    We burst out of the tunnel into the nightmare world that follows us everywhere we go. The sun has set on what’s left of the world above, and only a sickly blue-gray glow bounces down from the overhead mirrors. From our vantage point on the hill, we can see the black smoke roiling out of the station entrance, pierced with flickers of light as gunshots ring out, bullets flying both ways.  
 
    “What now?” Sky asks, and I realize all my friends are looking at me.  
 
    Suddenly, I’m having some regrets about alienating Reinhart and Elias. My mind spins with possibilities. All chances of success depend on getting Talen and Lacy close enough to take out multiple Naturals at a time, but they’re lined up just beyond the smoke, ready to pick off anyone who tries to get inside.  
 
    “They’ve got us like fish in a barrel,” Cal says, catching up with us.  
 
    Talen’s brow furrows. “Why would you shoot fish in a barrel?” 
 
    Lacy pats the solid muscle of his chest. “Don’t worry about it right now.”  
 
    “Fish in a barrel… fish out of water…” Thoughts race through my head, finally clicking into place. “They can’t breathe!” 
 
    Cal’s eyes light up with understanding. “They’re destructive, but they’re not Destroyers.” 
 
    “Right,” I say. “No mods to keep their lungs functioning in all that smoke. Cal, what would you have to do if you were stuck in there right now?” 
 
    He grins. “Go back the way I came or come on out.” 
 
    “You have to call a retreat. Desperation will drive the Naturals to rush in the moment they think it’s clear. Lacy and Talen can pick them off as soon as they do. The rest of us will be waiting to pick off anyone who makes it past them.” 
 
    “Oh!” Understanding dawns on Talen’s face. “Like fish! In a barrel!” 
 
    We make our way down to the beach and take up positions underneath the picnic tables, resting our weapons on the wooden benches. We’re counting on the smoke to be messing with the Naturals’ unenhanced vision—and it must be, because Cal and his men are already fighting to keep their eyes open as it billows out of the station and clouds the cavern’s previously pristine air.  
 
    “What are they even burning?” Sky asks, hunkering down next to me, a rifle aimed into the smoke.  
 
    “The train car. It has to be. So we can’t escape.” 
 
    “Didn’t they know they could use it for their escape?” 
 
    I shake my head. “You saw them. They can barely think without Cho to do it for them. They’re just winging it here.”  
 
    Cal takes a deep breath and doubles over, coughing. Even my enhanced lungs are starting to protest. He tries again and gets enough air to bellow, “Originals, retreat!” 
 
    I spot the bodies of one EHC op and one former EHC prisoner dead on the steps, their blood spilling down to stain the sand. Most of our fighters had already beaten their retreat when they realized it was a trap. Reinhart would have shot them himself for doing so, but I can’t blame them. I want as many people to survive this as possible.  
 
    “Retreat!” Cal shouts one more time, purely for theatrics.  
 
    Then we wait, but it doesn’t take long.  
 
    Naturals begin to pour into the settlement, coughing into the green jackets they’ve tugged from their waists to hold over their mouths and noses. Several trip over the bodies of our men, tumbling face first into the sand. Someone shouts something in a strange language and a mad dash for the lake begins, Naturals pushing each other down and stepping all over each other to cool their scorched throats. 
 
    “There’s dozens of them,” Talen mutters.  
 
    “Try not to kill anyone who’s thrown down their gun,” I say. “Hostages wouldn’t hurt.” 
 
    Lacy gives me a withering look. “In a crowd like this, we can’t be choosy. We get who we get.”  
 
    I sigh, reminding myself they’re all our enemies, whether they’re currently holding weapons or not. “Whenever you’re ready then.” 
 
    Lacy trembles with concentration. I fear she’s not strong enough yet, but almost instantly, Naturals begin to seize up, screaming in agony as their bodies hit the sand. One woman plunges into the lake, thrashing up foamy waves as her howls of agony bounce off the rock walls before cutting off in one last gurgling breath. 
 
    My stomach roils at the sight, but the reality is that these people are brainwashed I’m not sure we could save them anyway without risking everyone’s lives. 
 
    Pandemonium breaks out on the beach. Lacy slumps against the sand, while Talen gears up to take a turn. He has more precision than Lacy thanks to years of training and drops ten Naturals in an almost perfectly straight line.  
 
    “Show off,” Lacy mumbles. “Together now?” 
 
    As the Naturals realize what’s happening, they begin scrambling back toward the steps, but the rest of us are ready, unleashing a hailstorm of bullets into their retreating backs. With every squeeze of the trigger, I fight the urge to throw up. This is monstrous, but if we want to live, we have no choice. 
 
    Lacy and Talen clasp hands, and the energy rolling off them is so powerful and raw my head starts to twinge. “Watch it, guys!” 
 
    Their power crashes over the beach like a wave, taking down over a dozen Naturals simultaneously. The bodies are piling up, and hands start shooting into the air. Weapons are thrown into the lake. A chorus of voices in several different languages begin to cry out until, finally, I recognize the words: “We surrender.” 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Cal shouts.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Five fish survived the barrel. I’m sure a few others escaped into the tunnels, but Elysian Beach is covered in bodies. In the glow of our flashlights, as we search the bodies for usable supplies, I can see the lake is tinged pink. We turn bloody green jackets into sacks, filling them with guns and grenades. We sent our remaining EHC ops into the station to put out the fire. Smoke stills spills out, but it’s thinner now. 
 
    “How are we ever going to dispose of them all?” Sky asks, rocking back on his heels beside a tangle of three dead men.  
 
    “We got our ways,” Blasty drawls. “This is a sustainable community.” 
 
    Sky turns to me, eyes wide, and mouths, Do they eat them? 
 
    I shrug, and he makes a face. I laugh. I think Blasty’s just messing with him.  
 
    I hear footsteps pounding down the path, turning to see Cal racing down the hill so fast he can barely stay on his feet.  
 
    “Sky, look.” I stand up and start jogging toward him. 
 
    Sky and Blasty follow me. Lacy and Talen remain on either side of the prisoners, who are handcuffed together and fastened to a bullet-pocked picnic table. Cal skids to a stop in the sand, doubling over with his hands on his knees. When he looks up at me, his eyes are full of remorse.  
 
    “We’ve got a problem.” 
 
    My heart plummets into the depths of my stomach. “What?” 
 
    Cal shakes his head. “I don’t understand… impossible…” 
 
    “Cal, what happened?” 
 
    “He’s gone.” 
 
    I fight the urge to pummel him. “Who? Reinhart?” 
 
    “Cho. He’s gone.” 
 
    I lift my fist to take a swing at him just because it will feel good, but Sky catches my elbow. “Fin, that won’t help things.” 
 
    I lower my hand and Sky returns his attention to Cal. “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cal says. “All our exits were covered.” He lifts his arms helplessly. “It’s like he vanished into thin air.” 
 
    I dig my fingers into my hair and scream. Over and over and over until Sky’s arms come around me, pulling me into his solid chest. Lacy appears at my side, awkwardly patting my back, eyes wide with terror. Sky tells her what Cal just told us.  
 
    She whirls on Cal. “How do we know you didn’t let him go?” 
 
    Doubt swirls inside me. I think about their private meeting, about Cal and Cho’s shared hatred for anyone who has been modified—but Cal shakes his head. 
 
    “No.” He holds up his hands, backing away from Lacy. “No, I swear.”  
 
    Then someone laughs—a bright, chipper sound cutting through the hazy darkness.  
 
    The voice that follows speaks in sing-song.  
 
    “You’ll never catch him.” 
 
    Another Natural begins to laugh, and then another, until all five of our prisoners are laughing in unsettling unison, their heads thrown back, grinning blissfully at the ceiling. Sky and I exchange alarmed looks.  
 
    The first woman who spoke laughs harder than the rest. I loom over her, and a flash of recognition hits me.  
 
    She's Cho’s maid.  
 
    Her eyes are glassy in the dim light. “Foolish girl,” she hisses. “This was only a distraction.” 
 
    A suicide mission—while someone came in through a tunnel and whisked their beloved leader away.  
 
    The Naturals’ eerie laughter rises to a crescendo. And then Lacy hits the kill switch. All five scream in agony, then slump lifelessly onto the beach. 
 
    Just the way they had always planned.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY BOOTS THUNDER on the stairs to the storage room. Sky and Lacy are hot on my heels. We left Talen with the EHC ops and a handful of Dwellers to guard the entrance in case Cho himself decides to circle back and launch another attack. 
 
    Cia runs up to us, pistol tucked proudly into her belt. “Do I get to shoot yet?” 
 
    Sky brushes her off, but in the back of my mind, I realize we might need her sharpshooting skills if we catch Cho on the run. I wave for her to follow us down the hall toward Cal’s office, the room full of advertisements and maps.  
 
    I sling myself around the corner of the doorframe into the empty room. A pair of old-fashioned handcuffs are sitting on the desk beside a hastily scrawled note that reads:  
 
      
 
    Thank you for your hospitality. I must be on my way. Perhaps we can chat about our mutual interests again one day.  
 
      
 
    I crumple the note in my fist and throw it across the room. “Who put him in those handcuffs?” 
 
    Cal appears in the doorway, stammering sheepishly. “I… I thought since he was regular…” 
 
    I growl in frustration and push past him into the hallway, gesturing wildly at the double doors Cal sent us through when we set out to find Cho the first time. “He can’t have just walked out!” 
 
    “Actually…” Lacy grabs my arm. “Fin. Be quiet.” 
 
    I clamp my mouth shut as she steps carefully down the hall. She holds a hand up so no one follows. Her eyes close in concentration. 
 
    After a moment they fly open again. “There’s something on the other side of those doors.” 
 
    “What kind of something?” 
 
    She inhales. “Electromagnetic. Explosive, perhaps.” 
 
    “A bomb?” Cia shouts, like it’s the most exciting thing in the world. Sky shushes her. This kid is not turning out how I expected. 
 
    “Can you disable it?” Emma asks from the back of the growing crowd. “Like a brain?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Lacy frowns. “But brains don’t explode if I make a mistake.” 
 
    “No more explosions, if you please,” Cal says. I shoot him a look. He’s the genius who used hundred-year-old handcuffs to contain possibly the evilest person left on earth. 
 
    “The good news,” Lacy says carefully, “is that I don’t think it’s on a timer. Just a trigger if the door opens. He doesn’t want to risk a cave-in just for the hell of it.” 
 
    We all squeeze back down the corridor, away from the bomb. Cal vanishes into the storage shelves once we’re back to the big room and returns with a roll of yellow tape. Wordlessly, he tapes it over the entrance to the hallway.  
 
    “There’s another way out there,” he says. “Through the trash drop.” 
 
    “Wait, what if he’s rigged that, too?” 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Lacy says. She cuts in front of me and follows Cal down the other hallway, past the storage closets and the infirmary. I cast a glance at the door marked Surgery where Reinhart is safely contained. That’s one relief.  
 
    Cal takes us well past the infirmary and into a room piled high with disgusting trash. It’s more like an indoor compost heap and smells like the latrines in the mine. Cal’s boots crunch on a carpet of rotting vegetable skins as he wades over to a panel on the wall. He opens it and flips two switches. 
 
    A large panel hisses open at floor level. They must sweep this mess into the opening when it reaches a certain point. I gag because the point was several weeks ago.  
 
    “There. We’ll land near the river.” He looks to Lacy. “Do you sense anything?” 
 
    “Not yet,” she says, then slips into the chute feet first and slides down into the dark. 
 
    Sky edges ahead of me, but I go right after him. We slide past things I don’t want to think about and emerge seconds later in the same cave with the small river, which I now realize is used as a sewer.  
 
    “Cho will be expecting an explosion,” Emma says, emerging from the vent. “Without it, he might be more relaxed, assuming no one is coming after him. We should keep the lights off, so we don’t alert him.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m for,” Lacy says. 
 
    “He might have learned his lesson from last time,” I whisper. 
 
    Cal grunts as he slides out of the chute and lands on his butt, lantern bobbing in his hand. Emma helps him to his feet. He smiles at her. “Getting too old for this, aren’t we? No offense.”  
 
    She smiles back in the instant before she turns the lantern off. 
 
    We slide along the cave wall, moving around stalactites and eventually the supply crates from our first mission to capture Cho. I feel along them and realize they’re now broken and empty. Cal curses as he realizes this. Cho and his gang have looted whatever was left inside. 
 
    “It could have been worse,” I tell him. 
 
    “Supplies are precious down here,” he says. “We have hydroponic gardens, but the canned goods are our main source of protein. When they’re gone, we are too.” 
 
    “Oh.” So much for a long-term happy ending.  
 
    Cal shoves past me and follows Lacy farther down the tunnel. I don’t think he’s going to take Cho up on that polite invitation for another chat. Good. Being sure we’re all on the same side is nice.  
 
    The water gurgles and whispers around us, but if Cho’s right ahead, he’s staying quiet. Lacy says nothing as she concentrates, and then I run into an open hand as she whispers, “Stop.” 
 
    Everyone does without question. I listen but hear nothing over the water. 
 
    “Cho’s rigged the cave with more explosives,” she says. “If anyone tries to go through, we’ll cause a cave-in.” 
 
    “Maybe I can shoot the bombs,” Cia’s perky voice suggests from behind us. 
 
    We all jump. I can’t see her in the darkness, but I can feel the whoosh of Sky’s arms as he flails to get ahold of her.  
 
    “We can’t do that, sweetie,” Cal says, like it’s entirely normal that a child suggested it. “If we cause a cave-in, the river might back up and flood the area. That would cause us too many problems. Our only solution is to go back.” 
 
    I ball my free fist, hating Cho with every ounce of my body.  
 
    Cal turns on his lantern, ignoring Emma’s gasp of protest.  
 
    Cho has armed the tunnel ahead with a dozen bombs stuck to the walls of the cave. Each one is a black square no bigger than a canteen. It could be my imagination, but the hair on my arms stands up as I shift my gaze between them. They’re electromagnetic, all right, and I can feel the bombs from twenty feet away. I backpedal, fearing one will go off and set off all the others. This explosion would block the cave and the river for sure. 
 
    “This section is no longer safe,” Cal says. “Not until these bombs run out of energy. They use energy, right?” 
 
    “I can feel it,” Lacy says. “It would have to run out eventually, but by then, Cho will be gone.” 
 
    The air thickens in the cavern. The water continues to flow past the invisible barrier of death. I tremble, holding back rage and Sky grips my hand. His touch is the only thing that can quiet the roaring in my ears right now.  
 
    I look to Cal. “Then the only sure way to Cho is back through the rail system?”  
 
     “We could try the vents,” Cia offers, and everyone except Cal hisses, “No more vents!” 
 
    “Basically,” Cal says, and any hope left in the cavern drops into a deeper layer of the Earth because the rail system will be clogged with the Naturals who survived their suicide mission.  
 
    “We have to head back,” I say, pulling away from Sky. “Can we even get back up the chute?” 
 
    “It’s not that steep.”  
 
    We feel our way back in silence. I stub my toe on one of the empty crates and curse. “I’m sorry about your supplies, Cal.” 
 
    “That’s all on me. I should never have put y’all through that stupid test. I just wanted to be sure, and now look where it’s got us.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we didn’t hand Reinhart over right away,” Sky says. “Then we could have all worked together to make a good plan to take Cho out.” 
 
    “Wait, you handed over Reinhart?” Lacy asks. “Awesome.” 
 
    “I’ll fill you in over tea one of these days,” I joke. 
 
    “Oh, we ran out of that a long time ago,” Cal says mournfully.  
 
    I feel around in the dark until I can pat him on the back. “Listen, Cal. We all make mistakes. We trusted Cho once, and he nuked the entire world, so we understand why you went to the lengths you did. At least Reinhart has been contained before his inevitable mutiny.” 
 
    “Hey!” Lacy says. “Where’s Elias been in all this?” 
 
    I can’t find the words to answer. Finally, Sky says, “We may have had a small falling out.” 
 
    I sense Cal’s stride growing more purposeful, and suddenly it’s like I can feel the darkness of his thoughts. “Cal?” 
 
    “I won’t let another threat escape us. I’m taking care of that Destroyer tonight.” 
 
    “Elias?” It comes out a whimper. I don’t want him dead. I want my friend back. 
 
    Cal snorts. “Oh, I bet that pup is long gone, honey. The tunnels will take care of him. I’m talking about that sly old fox.” 
 
    My stomach turns as we draw closer to the trash chute—and not just because it’s disgusting. Dispatching Reinhart is the right thing to do. He purposefully abandoned Talen and Lacy, threatened me in the crawlspace, and tried to get Cho to do the dirty work of murdering me, Sky, and poor Emma, of all people. He was only trustworthy as long as he needed us, and it was clear he no longer thought he did.  
 
    Cal crawls into the chute first, grunting with the effort of shimmying back up, and then he stops. 
 
    I hear pinging as the scraping sounds of his feet halt. 
 
    Gunshots. 
 
    My whole body seizes, and I don’t know why at first. Sky and I look at each other as he mouths, Those are close. 
 
    And he’s right. From here, we wouldn’t hear the shots from the station. These are happening from inside Elysian Beach. 
 
    “Cho!” I shout.  
 
    “Talen!” Lacy scrambles up the chute right after Cal. “Move! I’ll push you through.” 
 
    He grunts and I follow her. Lacy vanishes into the trash room, and I climb out next, rubbing my filthy hands vigorously on my pants. Cia pops out right behind me, and then I hear the scuffling of Sky helping Emma. Satisfied we’re all going to make it, I race down the hallway after Cal and Lacy. 
 
    An agonized bellow echoes from the infirmary, followed by a loud clatter. Reinhart’s attacking them!  
 
    I pour on all my speed and skid into the room to find Cal in a frenzy, turning over the metal tables and trays of equipment. There’s no sign of Lacy.  
 
    “Cal! What’s wrong?” 
 
    He wails and flings his arm at the open surgery room door.  
 
    Tears sting my eyes before I even look inside. I know what I’ll find; an empty metal table. 
 
    Someone staged a rescue. 
 
    And I have a feeling I know who it was. 
 
    A bad taste rises in my mouth as I choke out, “Cal, we’ll find him. I bet he’s hiding somewhere like the rat he is. There’s so much going on—” 
 
    He whirls on me. “I know that.”  
 
    Cal storms past me into the main area, snatching a new shotgun from the arsenal. He breaks it in half and fishes shells out of his pocket, stuffing them into the twin barrels. If Elias is with Reinhart when he finds him, he’s dead. 
 
    Sky and Emma and Cia catch up with us. From the looks on their faces, they saw the scene in the infirmary. We follow Cal toward the stairs. More gunshots ring out from the beach, and angry shouts fill the air. 
 
    “Don’t go out there!” Starla yells, popping out from behind a shelf of canned goods. 
 
    I can see a mass of frightened mothers and children hunkered behind her. At the same time, Talen bolts down the stairs, pushing Lacy in front of him. He stumbles onto his knees, shaking like someone’s just drained all the life out of him.  
 
    Lacy holds his pale face in her hands. “Talen, what’s happening?”  
 
    “I don’t have much strength left,” he says, eyes wide. “I took down a few of them, but I haven’t eaten—” 
 
    “Get him some food!” I shout to Starla. “Lacy, too.” 
 
     “They turned on us,” Talen continues, panting and struggling to speak. “As soon as they were sure Cho’s people were gone, they just started pointing their guns at us and telling us to get out. Us, and the people in the plaid. A lot of them didn’t make it.” 
 
    Sky shakes his head in confusion. “Turned on us?”  
 
    My mind clicks the pieces together. 
 
    Reinhart, Elias, and the former EHC ops. Or maybe not former after all. We sent them to put the fire out, but if Elias found them and told them his version of the story… 
 
    Sky’s eyes widen. He must have come to the same conclusion. Together, we bolt up the steps, ignoring his mother’s pleas. Lacy tells Talen she’ll handle it and runs behind us. More of the Dwellers do the same, eager for a chance to unleash all their pent-up hatred for the Leeches. 
 
     The scene from the top of the hill is even more nightmarish than before, because there’s Elias—good and brave and noble Elias—unloading an assault rifle into a forest full of Originals, Dwellers, and former EHC prisoners. 
 
    The air fills with fresh smoke. I watch as Reinhart flips a picnic table onto its side, Elias ducking behind it with him for cover. That’s when Reinhart sees us. I guess he’s recovered his sight. He lifts a rifle more than capable of making a shot at this distance. Sky yanks me back into the tunnel as sparks fly off the rock wall outside.  
 
    I watch as two Dwellers and a woman in plaid go down. The EHC has claimed all the Naturals’ weapons we left behind. We’re extremely outgunned. 
 
     “Get the civilians out of here!” Cal shouts back down the tunnel. 
 
    “We can’t go through the caves. The bombs!” Emma calls up. 
 
    “Lacy!” I yell. 
 
    But she’s already pushing past me. She shakes from weakness, too, but not as badly as Talen. If anyone has some fight left, it’s her. Cia tails Lacy, using her as a shield.  
 
    “Cia!” Sky reaches for her, but the two duck through the trees, taking advantage of the cover. He lunges out, but I yank him back. 
 
    “Trust her.” 
 
    Sky nods, but I know it’s killing him. Cal’s chin quivers as he watches more of his people go down, but I hold him back because Lacy can’t pick and choose her targets if someone gets in her way.  
 
    I wait for the screams.  
 
    And they come. 
 
    Several former EHC agents grab their heads and drop their weapons, consumed with pain. A fearsome battle cry rises from the forest as most of the Dwellers charge on their former oppressors, shooting borrowed pistols and shotguns. Several EHC ops go down, but the rest retreat through the station turnstiles and out of range of both Lacy and our guns.  
 
    And Reinhart and Elias are going with them. 
 
    Elias turns to fire a shot at the people he used to protect, and for a moment, we lock eyes across the settlement. A bullet flashes against the barrel of his gun, knocking it from his hands. 
 
    He glares at me one more time, then vanishes into the station. 
 
    “Don’t let them come back!” Cal shouts, running past me down the path. 
 
    We follow at a breakneck pace. As we near the beach, I spot Cia on the roof of the cabin we were sharing, lying flat on her stomach, aiming her pistol into the dark, smoky station. She shoots, and someone inside cries out. 
 
    We’re on the steps, feet sliding in fresh blood. Lacy joins Sky and me as we shove through the turnstiles. Cal’s not far behind, trailed by Steven and David. 
 
    I shoot blindly ahead of me, knowing I might hit Elias, but I may have to save everyone else I love. The black husk of the yellow rail car slumps onto the platform, still smoking. We leap over twisted metal. The EHC ops are fleeing into the train tunnel—their only option.  
 
    Reinhart appears through the smoke, holding a black square matching the ones we found in the cave. He must have looted a dead Natural.  
 
    “Come and get us, slags!” Reinhart roars, lifting the bomb.  
 
    I throw my arms out, halting Sky and Lacy. Reinhart sneers at us, then he hands the bomb to Elias and retreats into the tunnel. 
 
    We lock stares once again. I shake my head, my lips forming the word, “Please.” 
 
    “Stay back, Fin!” he shouts and runs after Reinhart. 
 
    For a moment, relief. He’s not past saving. Not quite.  
 
    And then the bomb flies out of the tunnel, skittering across the platform, stopping just ten feet away. Ticking, then hissing.  
 
    “Get back!” Sky shouts, spinning my body around and thrusting me toward the exit. Dwellers and Originals scream as they scramble back over the remnants of the yellow rail car, burning their hands on the hot metal. Lacy leaps clear. 
 
    My foot skids in ash and I hit my knee. Sky scoops me up and practically throws me over the melted metal. I land on my feet, wincing, but turn to grab his hand and yank him to safety.  
 
    The hissing grows more insistent, but our fighters are clogging the exit, struggling with the stupid turnstiles. Sky and I collide with a mass of writhing backs.  
 
    Our eyes lock. Sky grabs my face and presses his mouth over mine, and I let go, tangling my hands in his hair because if this is the end, this is exactly how I want it to be. 
 
    There’s a crack ahead of us. We fall forward as our fighters break free from the turnstiles. My back’s crushed against the bar, and then it gives away beneath me and I hit the concrete with the full weight of Sky on top of me. Spots flare in my vision. 
 
    The world explodes, filling the station with roaring, cracking, and crumbling.  
 
    Smoke fills the space above my head, leaving just inches of breathable air. Sky grunts as his body jolts and concrete rains onto his legs, pressing us together.  
 
    As the sound dies down, he seethes in unbearable pain. 
 
    I taste something metallic. 
 
    Sky’s blood.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    I FORCE IN a breath of the thick, acrid air as Sky’s body—and the rubble—presses down on me. The stench of blood mixes with everything. Blood. Pain. Death. It’s in my mouth and my nose, choking me. All I can see is the ceiling above, and Sky’s sandy hair spread across my eyes. He’s on his back on top of me. Blood is leaking from the back of his head. 
 
    Not again!  
 
    “Oh…” Sky groans, trying to shift under the rubble that pins us both to the concrete. The turnstile of the entryway lies twisted just above us.  
 
    Something wet and sticky clings to my pant leg, pressing it to my flesh. Sky’s blood, or mine? With another heaving breath, I hope that it’s mine, because I can’t do this again.  
 
    “Help,” I croak. “Someone. Please.” 
 
    Silence greets me, as if the whole world has died and we’re waiting our turn. Sky faces the ceiling, so we can’t even look at each other.  
 
    “Fin,” Sky says. “Don’t look. Just close your eyes.” He shifts and seethes in agony, and underneath his voice is a crack of pain. His leg might be broken.  
 
    “Sky, someone can get this off us.” As I finish speaking, the combined weight presses down on my ribs, crushing my chest. There must be hundreds of pounds of rubble on us, over our legs, and Sky has no choice but to lie on me.  
 
    “Over here!” Cal shouts from somewhere far away. 
 
    “Cal,” I croak. My lungs start burning. 
 
    “I need help over here!” he shouts. “The rebels are gone. We’re safe for now. Steve, get over here! We could use a hand!” Cal appears above us, pulling at a piece of concrete that doesn’t move. He grimaces as he works. 
 
    Steven appears next to Cal in the thinning air. “How many are trapped?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Cal coughs—or sobs.  
 
    Steven leans down and helps Cal lift the piece of concrete. Color and effort flood into his cheeks. The pressure eases as another man, and then one of the Original women, join in on clearing the rubble from the entryway.  
 
    As they work, the pressure eases. Finally, they’re able to pull Sky off me. There’s blood pooling on the concrete just under his knee, and his pants are almost black with the amount that clings to them. He’s paling as he sits up, but he’s still moving.  
 
    “Sky, lie down!” I shout, hating the panic that seeps into my voice. “Put your leg up or you’re going to lose more blood.”  
 
    I push myself up, every inch of me screaming with burns and scrapes and bruises and grasp him around the shoulders and force him down. He’s in no shape to fight back. 
 
    Sky obeys with a grunt, and I wedge my leg under his, lifting it. I pull his head against my chest, trying to ignore the warm liquid still seeping from the wound there. 
 
    “Shh.” I rock him against me. “You’re going to be fine.” 
 
    Cal pushes past me, checking the rubble for anyone else who might be trapped. People shout all around me as the dust finishes settling, but all that matters is Sky. The world might collapse on top of us, and all I can do is hold his leg.  
 
    Elias did this.  
 
    I hear his last words echoing through the station, warning me not to move. He thinks he cares about me, but he can’t. If he did, he would know taking Sky from me would be far worse than death. 
 
    “I’m bleeding a lot,” Sky whispers, closing his eyes. “Dizzy. Thirsty.” 
 
    “We need water!” I shout at everyone. “Someone bring me a canteen, now!” 
 
    “Sky!” Cia clambers over the rubble to get to us. Good. She didn’t follow us in. That would be a fate worse than death for Sky. 
 
    She grasps his leg and helps me hold it up. “I’m going to kill Elias for you, I swear. First, he tried to steal Fin—” 
 
    “Sis, stay out of this,” Sky whispers, forcing a smile to his lips. “Go make sure Mom’s okay.” 
 
    “She’s fine. We need to find those guys who did this and kill them,” Cia says. “Lacy says so, too.” 
 
    Lacy is the one who brings the canteen. She takes over helping Cia hold Sky’s injured leg up—his leg that has bone protruding from the ripped fabric just under his knee—while I kneel beside him with the water. 
 
    “We’re going to have to push the bone back in, and then you should heal so long as we keep you hydrated,” I say. “You might need blood.”  
 
    But how would that work down here? They have that primitive infirmary, and isn’t there the worry about blood types? My heart races, and the entryway and jagged pieces close in around me, ready to cut and slice. I remember Elias saying we need some way to deal with injuries. Did he know then that he would be the one inflicting them? 
 
    Sky sighs with relief as I pull back the canteen. He licks his lips and cracks a weak smile. “How about that kiss, huh? Was it… earth shaking?” 
 
    I laugh and kiss him again for a split second before bringing the canteen back to his lips with my shaking hand.  
 
    Cal finishes scouring the rubble. I calm down enough to look around, only to find a battered, bloody hand sticking out from under the pile beside us. Cal kneels beside it with his eyes closed, grasping the wrist. Already the skin’s going pale. Whoever lies under it is long gone. 
 
    “We only lost one fighter,” Cal says, rising from the pile and releasing the hand. “Everyone, help us get this man to the infirmary. Then we’re pursuing those Destroyers until they’re dead. Move. Now!”  
 
    He rises and turns away from me, but not before I see the hunger for revenge in his eyes. They burn with hatred and, most of all, regret. Cal’s mistakes helped lead us to this. That’s a feeling I know very well.  
 
    Originals in plaid swarm around us, lifting Sky and holding his leg up as if they’ve done this before. He bites his lip and screams into his closed mouth as they carry him. There’s no way to ease his pain right now. 
 
    I run after the Originals, my Noble class body already stitching itself back together, following them up the hill and down the steps to the infirmary, which several women in plaid are frantically working to restore order to.  
 
    “Don’t manhandle him!” Lacy shouts beside me. Her voice echoes through the storage room. 
 
    “Give him something for the pain,” I add.  
 
    “We have morphine,” Cal says. “You heal quickly, right?” 
 
    “Something like that will still take a while,” I say, trying to gather my thoughts. “Sky can heal, but not instantly. And I don’t think he’ll heal around a broken bone.” 
 
    They lay him on the table. Sky bites back another scream. Someone brings in a battery lantern, since we still have no power, and opens it on the counter to flood the room with light. Sky’s still bleeding. It drips off the edge of the table onto the tile floor. Cal directs two people to hold him down, and I know what’s about to happen. 
 
    I rush over to him and hold him by the cheeks. “Focus on me,” I say, because I’m not sure what else to do. Someone hands me a wooden dowel, and I stick it between his teeth.  
 
    “Ready,” Sky mutters as his eyes roll up into his head.  
 
    “Sky!” 
 
    Cal doesn’t miss the opportunity. With a cloth in hand, he presses down against Sky’s leg, which results in a horrible snap. When I look, the bone is no longer poking out of his flesh, and Cal is pressing the cloth down against Sky’s leg so hard he’s grimacing.  
 
    “Get me some alcohol!” Cal shouts. “I need to disinfect this.” 
 
    My stomach sinks. I hear the shatter of the bottle Elias dropped when I startled him. I smell the alcohol spreading across the floor. What if Sky dies because— 
 
    “That will work,” Cal says, opening a brown bottle a woman passes him and pouring it on Sky’s wound. “We should give him antibiotics to be safe. And an IV drip. This man needs fluids and electrolytes.” 
 
    As Cal and his people go to work, I back away. I stand beside Lacy, watching in amazement at how coordinated the Originals are with this old technology. Sky’s eyes flutter open. Someone rolls a clear bag full of fluid into the room, and a woman—the same doctor who watched over Lacy and Talen—sticks a massive needle into his arm. Sky doesn’t even react. The pain of his leg, which is now wrapped in layers upon layers of gauze, has to be taking all his attention. 
 
    “Fin?” he mutters, lifting a hand toward me. 
 
    “You need to get out of here while we get him stable,” Cal says, waving us out with bloody hands. “Out, all of you!” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    We wait in the main storage room for news. It’s the worst feeling I’ve ever experienced, like a lightning bolt of terror and sickness every time I think of what could happen. Lacy, Emma, Talen, and I sit at the old card table as we wait for someone to emerge from the infirmary. Cia and her mother have taken another room, away from everyone else, to wait for the same. 
 
    What feels like hours pass. No one speaks much. Originals and Dwellers drift in and out, bringing bits of news from above. Someone says something about a blocked tunnel, but I can only handle one horrible thing at a time. Maybe two. Sky and Elias. My stomach twists into shapes I never thought possible. 
 
    At last, the door to the infirmary opens and Cal steps out. There are bags under his eyes. For a second, I wonder why he’s not out near the entrance, trying to figure out how to defend us from another attack. Instead, he’s nursing one of ours.  
 
    Then I get it. A lot of regret is going around right now. 
 
    “Sky will probably pull through,” he says. “We’ve given him fluids, and he’s stopped losing consciousness. I’m sure we can’t monitor him as well as people could on the surface, so I’d like to offer my apologies.” 
 
    I get up right along with Lacy, and together we wrap Cal in hugs. Yes, even Lacy hugs Cal. 
 
    “What is this?” I ask her. 
 
    “Sky’s my friend,” she replies.  
 
    We rush into the infirmary, where Sky lies with his eyes open. He turns them toward me, and I kiss him again. 
 
    “I was asking them to let you come,” he says, just as his mother and sister burst in. 
 
    The doctor paces around the room, warning, “We’re getting too many people in here.” 
 
    But everyone ignores her, and the doctor stands back while we crowd around Sky. I stare at his leg. The room no longer smells like blood. The IV drip is still taped into his arm. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I ask. 
 
    “Better. Leg hurts, but I think it’s starting to heal. Cal says they’re going to bring me a big meal once the morphine wears off. I feel loopy, Fin.” 
 
    “Can we trust these people?” Lacy asks. 
 
    I still have to bring her up to speed. “They saved Sky’s life, and now they know who the real danger is. Once we’re done visiting, I’ll tell you and Talen why they put you under, and why they won’t do it again. Don’t pull any kind of revenge scheme on them. Swear on it, right now.” 
 
    Lacy sighs. “Okay. I swear.” 
 
    I hold out my hand and she shakes it. 
 
    Cal exits the room, talks to someone out in the hallway, and comes back in. “It looks like Sky will have to stay here for a while,” he says. “I’m sorry to break this up, but we need to figure out where those Destroyers went and what to do about it. Everyone who’s still able, meet me near the entrance. We’ve cleared some of the debris, and we need to get a team together.” 
 
    I hold Sky’s hand. I don’t want to leave him again after what’s happened, and if we send out a team, we might not come back.  
 
    But he speaks before I can get any words out. “You need to go. I’ll be fine here. It’s clear Reinhart was trying to get away from us. I bet they’re going to find another settlement down here and regroup before they try anything else. And I have to believe Elias didn’t want to hurt us.” 
 
    “He did, and he didn’t,” I say as a wave of sickness returns. We all know the truth. 
 
    “There’s not much time,” Cal says. “The rubble is cleared enough to get some people through. We’re going to have to walk a ways, and those of you who are… enhanced… will be of a big help to us.” 
 
    It kills me to leave Sky in this state, but now that I know he’s going to live, it’s bearable. I walk with Lacy, Emma, and Talen to the entrance, where rubble lies in messy piles next to the turnstiles. The ceiling is still full of holes, and Cal warns us there could be more cave-ins at any time.  
 
    He leads us through the ruined turnstiles to the tracks where other Originals and Dwellers stand together. Everyone holds automatic rifles, and a few people even carry bombs stolen from the bodies of Cho’s people. Though rubble still blocks the tunnel ahead, there’s an opening at the top that will allow us to climb over the worst of it. Cal goes first without a word, and we watch him scale the pile with some effort and jump through to the other side.  
 
    “Safe!” he calls. 
 
    The rest of us follow, and even with my enhancements, my whole body is sore. Somehow, Lacy follows without much effort. Apparently, she managed to eat while waiting to visit Sky. Talen follows as well, also fairly recovered.  
 
    Once everyone is over the pile and standing in the tunnel, Cal clicks on a flashlight and nods.  
 
    “Move out.” 
 
      
 
    The End of Book Five 
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    BOOK SIX: ELEVATED 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “MOVE OUT!” 
 
    I’ve heard people shouting that order a million times, and it’s become such a part of my life that by now, I’m sure I’ll never be able to rip it from the fabric of my reality. Move out. Open fire. Take cover. How many people have shouted those orders at me in the last couple of months? 
 
    And how many of those people have turned against us? 
 
    How many of them are dead? 
 
    Cal waves our ragtag group of Dwellers and Originals down the dark tunnel, a flashlight taped to his rifle. Steven and David, Cal’s top men, walk right behind him, signifying that Cal’s still in charge. And, honestly, that’s a relief to me.  
 
    “We’ll find that dirty old fox,” Cal says, continuing down the rails. “And his litter of pups as well.” 
 
    My stomach turns over as I think of Elias, caught between two worlds. Sweat snakes between my palm and the pistol I’m holding. After what he did, Cal will never want to let him live.  
 
    I look at Talen and Lacy walking beside me. Lacy offers an eager nod. Talen focuses on the rail ahead, ready to take down Reinhart’s breakaway group or Cho’s Naturals—whoever we run into first. Emma walks with us as well, an automatic rifle stolen from one of Cho’s soldiers in her hands. I wish Sky were here. But he has to heal. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll ever quit having to fight?” I keep my voice low so only Lacy and Talen can hear. 
 
    Talen shakes his head. “No. Don’t think so.” He sounds flat, the way he did before Emma broke the EHC’s control over him. 
 
    My body goes numb. 
 
    Maybe it will never stop. We’ll fight forever. Who will break away next? I study our fighters. A couple of Cho’s surrendering Naturals, now dressed in plaid, have joined us, and only a few of the former EHC prisoners from the work camp remain. The rest have gone with Reinhart. 
 
    Great. 
 
    Cal holds his hand up. “The tunnel is blocked up ahead! They’ve detonated a second bomb. Those rats.” He moves his flashlight over crumbled concrete and rails bent downward from some terrible force. 
 
    My stomach sinks to my boots as Steven and David fan out, checking out both sides of the blockade.  
 
    “This will take weeks to move!” David shouts. 
 
    “Quiet,” I whisper. “We don’t want to cause any more cave-ins.”  
 
    The knot in my gut loosens. We won’t be killing Elias yet. Maybe he’ll have time to get away before we reach Reinhart. 
 
    Emma steps forward, eyes on the ceiling. “Are there other tunnels we can cut through?” 
 
    Cal nods to her. “There may be. I have some old maps that show where the tunnels block off open cave systems. Follow me. We’ll blast our way to the rats if we have to.” 
 
    
* * * * * 
 
      
 
    We all head back to Elysian Beach, which is still partially darkened from the power outage. The mirrors continue to funnel down sunlight from the surface, but it’s either dawn or dusk outside—I’ve lost track of time. Or maybe it’s mid-afternoon, and the cloud of ash from the Monster’s Nest is still blotting out the sun.  
 
    Cal, Steven, and David vanish into the storage area, leaving everyone else to sit on the sand, waiting for the next round of orders. But not me. I rush straight to the infirmary, breezing past Starla and Cia to lean over the metal table Sky is stretched out on.  
 
    He lifts his head, looking startled and a little loopy from whatever the IV is pumping into his arm. But then his eyes focus on mine and a sleepy smile appears on his battered face. He’s still here. Still breathing. I lean over and kiss him, not caring that his mom and sister are sitting in chairs right there.  
 
    “Fin,” he wheezes. “Fin, I’m just about healed. And that was a fast mission.”  
 
    “Tunnel was blocked. Should have known.” I shrug, not really wanting to talk about war right now. Or ever again. My eyes travel down Sky’s body to his leg, all wrapped up in gauze and free of the stench of blood. “Your leg.” 
 
     “These people did a good job. I guess this is how we healed each other back in the day,” Sky says, almost dreamily. Then his gaze hardens. “Reinhart and Elias die as soon as we find them.” 
 
    I swallow, holding back my protest. I can’t believe noble Elias would side with the Leeches, but there’s no use arguing about it with Sky. He makes sense. I don’t. If actions speak, then Elias’ screamed, Go to Hell. 
 
     “I’m going with you,” Cia says. 
 
    “Cia, no—” Starla starts. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sky cuts his mother off, pushing himself up on both elbows with a grunt. “You come with us. You’ve got your big girl weapons now.” 
 
    “Sky!” Starla cries, and then buries her head in her hands, accepting defeat. 
 
    “Big girl weapons?” Cia huffs. “Why are you making it sound like I’m still a child?” 
 
    “Because you are.” Sky gives her a weak poke on the shoulder. “A very talented sniper child.” 
 
    Cia’s pout twitches into a little grin, which makes my own tired lips curl upward. This kid.  
 
    Sky’s fingers worm their way between mine, tugging for attention. By the time I turn my head back to him, the table is squeaking as he shimmies his bad leg over the edge.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” I ask, putting a hand on his chest. 
 
    “Getting out of here.” Sky brushes my hand aside and twists until he’s sitting up, one leg dangling, the other sticking straight out. “What’s the new plan for tracking the rats?” 
 
    I’m not wild about him picking up Cal’s lingo; reminds me too much of how Elias cozied up to Reinhart. But I don’t have any more energy for starting an argument than I did two minutes ago, so I just answer his question.  
 
    “Cal’s consulting some old maps, trying to find another way to catch up to Reinhart.”  
 
    “And Elias,” Sky growls, sliding off the table onto his good leg. 
 
    Ignoring his comment, I lift his arm over my shoulders and make him lean on me before he puts any weight on his bandaged leg. After a few awkward stumbles, he gets the hang of walking again. We make a few careful circles around the table together, and then I ease back and watch him do it on his own. 
 
    “But can you run?” I ask, chewing on my lip. Because that’s something we need to do pretty often around here. 
 
    He trots over to his mother, kisses her on top of her bowed head, and then trots back to me. Wincing, he says, “Yep. Good as new.” 
 
    I lift an eyebrow at him. “You’re going to jog your way out of a hailstorm of bullets?” 
 
    Starla lets out a little whimper of distress. 
 
    Sky frowns at me, cutting his eyes toward his mom. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Elias and Reinhart won’t have time to get their guns up anyway!” Cia chirps, miming aiming and firing a rifle.  
 
    Sky grinned and clamped his arm around his little sister’s shoulder. “Exactly.” 
 
    Once again, there’s no real use in arguing, so with a heavy sigh, I nod my assent. Cia whoops, and Sky ruffles her hair. I feel a pang of guilt for my part in filling these two kind souls with blood lust.  
 
    If only I’d never climbed in the crate with that stupid mod device… 
 
    After saying our good-byes to a very tearful Starla, who’s staying behind to help with the injured Originals who don’t have the healing benefits of a mod, we head to the main storage area where I saw Cal and his men disappear. We find them in a corner with Emma now, poring over an old map I haven’t seen before.  
 
    “Look at all these unmarked areas,” Emma mutters. “Anything could be there…” 
 
    “What’s new?” I ask, grabbing some cans of beans off a shelf and dropping them into my pack. 
 
    “Go easy on those,” Cal barks. “They have to last us a few thousand years.” 
 
    Don’t remind me. The surface is more uninhabitable than ever, thanks to my stupid decision to trust Cho. Even if we survive all this fighting, we and any descendants we’re foolish enough to produce will be doomed to stay down here in the caves forever.  
 
    Emma folds the map and tucks it into her pack. “If we’re doing this, let’s do it.” 
 
    “What are we doing, exactly?” Sky asks, limping slightly behind the rest of us as we climb the stairs to the artificial outdoors of Elysian Beach. 
 
    “We found a way around the cave-in,” Emma explains. “A secondary tunnel system that’s been closed off, basically.” 
 
    “Closed off? How does that help us, then?” I ask, falling back to walk beside Sky as we emerge into the dimly lit cavern. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got some tricks up my sleeve yet,” Cal says, rubbing his hands together. 
 
    Steven and David round up the rest of the Dwellers and Originals who are able to travel and fight, and then we all set out again. No one talks this time. Cal leads us halfway back to the cave-in, stopping at a section in the tunnel where the bricks, I realize under the flashlight’s soft glow, are tanner than the surrounding ones—a place that’s been patched. 
 
    The trick up Cal’s sleeves turns out to be a black box stolen off the body of a dead Natural. He attaches it to the lighter part of the wall and motions for everyone to backpedal. We do, and Cal shoots the bomb.  
 
    A spark flies.  
 
    Something hisses. 
 
    The wall explodes, shooting chunks of brick everywhere. My ears ring as a shockwave jolts me. I grab onto Sky for support, forgetting to think about his leg, as the train rails buckle and screech in protest. Concrete rains down from the ceiling, striking the rails and setting off more sparks. But then the world quiets, leaving just the ringing in my ears. 
 
    We wait for the dust to settle. Once it does, Cal shines the flashlight taped to his gun into a familiar sight: a cave.  
 
    But there’s something else familiar about this cave, something I haven’t had to think about in a while. Fuzzy white crystals coat the cave walls. My limbs tense, and I step back from the opening, pointing. “Don’t breathe the dust from those. Whenever we mined that stuff, we had to wear masks.”  
 
    Even so, Dwellers still sometimes had their lungs rot from the inside out years later. 
 
    “Asbestos,” Cal says, wrinkling his nose. 
 
    “That’s nice. No wonder they blocked off this tunnel,” Lacy adds. 
 
    “Just don’t brush it and we’ll be fine,” I say, pulling my shirt over my nose. 
 
    Everyone follows my lead. Once the air settles even more, Cal guides us through the opening while Emma gets out her map, which shows a bunch of confusing, curvy passages. Hopefully, they aren’t all this loaded with the deadly crystals.  
 
    Once everyone else has entered the cave, Sky takes Cia by the shoulders, keeping her directly in front of him as he and I go through side by side. I cast a nervous glance over my shoulder into the train tunnel we’re leaving behind, imagining Reinhart or Cho penning us into a trap. But the one good thing about the cave-in is that if we can’t get out, they can’t get back in. At least not from that direction. 
 
    The cave stretches out into a tunnel, and we follow it for quite some distance before finally emerging into a large chamber full of sand washed down from the surface. So much of it that it makes walking through it difficult.  
 
    “Look.” Sky nudges my side, never losing his grip on Cia. 
 
    Squinting into the darkness, I see dozens of big black holes in the rocky walls. More tunnels. Way too many of them. 
 
     “We’re pretty much under the city now, I think,” Emma says, tilting the map and glancing up. 
 
    We all follow her gaze to the jagged cave ceiling.  
 
    “Well, that’s a lot of dead bodies sitting on our heads,” Lacy mutters.  
 
    A bad taste fills my mouth as I think of what the city must be like now. How it must smell— 
 
    “This way.” Emma points down a tunnel that’s miraculously free of asbestos. 
 
    Sky’s hand slips into mine, warm and strong, holding me back as Cal and Emma, Steven and David, and Lacy and Talen enter the tunnel two by two, followed by the rest of our ragged little group. When then last Dweller disappears into the black hole, Sky pushes Cia ahead of us, and we bring up the rear. We don’t have to discuss it to know that we both want to be sure we hear anyone sneaking up behind us.  
 
    The tunnel might be the roughest we’ve been in yet. Dripping water has filled the floor with ruts, making it difficult to walk over with any confidence. Sometimes the ground tilts up for so long I feel sure we’re getting far too close to the irradiated surface, only for it to drop back down again at an impossible angle. To make matters worse, stalagmites poke up at random, and more than a few times I dodge around one only to bump my head against a hanging stalactite.  
 
    “It’s like walking through a dragon’s mouth,” Cia says, too loudly, as she squeezes between two craggy spires.  
 
    “Shh,” Sky hisses. “You’ll wake it up.” 
 
    And then he lunges forward with a soft rawr and tickles his little sister. Her squeal bounces down the tunnel, causing several gasps of alarm in the line ahead of us. As Cia twists out of his reach, the barrel of her rifle scrapes against the wall, knocking loose a smattering of pebbles.  
 
    Worried murmurs echo back to us, broken up with a few angry scoldings from those closest to us. Cia shrinks back against us and Sky rests his hands on her shoulders again, holding her close.  
 
    “Watch out!” Cal’s voice reverberates through the tunnel, nearly drowning out the sounds that come next.  
 
    Nearly. But not quite.  
 
    Thwang. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    A cry that cuts off too soon.  
 
    A jolt of fear runs through me. Whatever’s happened up there sounds like death.  
 
    “David!” Cal yells.  
 
    “It’s a trap!” Steven shouts. 
 
    “Over there!” comes Talen’s voice.  
 
    “Hey, you!” Cal thunders. “Get back here, or I’ll shoot!”  
 
    He fires off a deafening shot, lighting up the tunnel with the split-second flash.  
 
    Silence falls for one short moment, and then chaos breaks out. People push against each other, trying to retreat, and I press against the wall, pulling Sky and Cia with me. No one knows what to do. There can’t be other people down here. Unless… 
 
    “They’re gone!” Talen shouts from ahead. “There was just one of them. We need to disarm the trap. I can’t sense them anymore.” 
 
    “Trap?” Cia asks. 
 
    Bile rises in my throat. Cal shouts for David over and over, tone rising each time. I know what that means. 
 
    “Tripwires!” Emma yells. 
 
    Tripwires? 
 
    Sky and I exchange glances. Even though I can barely make out his eyes in the darkness, I can still see his fear. Not for himself. Never for himself. Just his sister. Part of me wants to tell him it was his bright idea for them both to tag along on this mission, but a bigger part of me knows I could have fought harder to make them stay. Seriously, what good are Cia’s sharp-shooting skills in a tunnel? 
 
    “Be ready to get her out of here,” I growl into his ear, and then kiss his cheek.  
 
    Before he can stop me, I dash ahead, shoving through Originals and Dwellers until I break free from their frightened clump. Several yards in front of me, Cal’s flashlight forms a puddle of light around David’s body and the growing puddle of blood beneath his head. 
 
    Cal drops to his knees beside his friend, letting his gun—and the light—fall on the ground. I stop beside Emma, stomach turning at the sight of David’s empty eyes and the bloody indention where his temple ought to be.  
 
    A few feet ahead, a large, semi-transparent bag of rocks hangs from the ceiling. Below it, an almost invisible tripwire stretches across the tunnel, leading to a dark alcove in the cave wall.  
 
    My mind makes the connection, without any help from my enhancements. David tripped the wire, unleashing this hidden weight on his head. He must have died instantly. 
 
    Cal presses his hands down on David’s chest over and over, like he could make his heart start pumping again. The motion rocks David’s head to the side, revealing more of his terrible wound.  
 
    “He’s gone,” I say, grabbing Cal’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. But he’s gone.” 
 
    Cal whirls on me, eyes wide like he’s seeing reality for the first time. “They knew we’d come this way. It’s an ambush.”  
 
    I shake my head. “There’s no way Reinhart could have set this up so fast.” 
 
    “But that other fella.” Cal’s face hardens. “Cho. He’s had time.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Talen reasons. “I only saw her for a second, but that woman looked rough. Like she’d been down here a while.” 
 
    “What woman?” I demand. “Just one?” 
 
    Talen nods. “But she disappeared.” 
 
    Sighing, I stare into the darkness. “Well, at least we know it’s possible to get through there without more of… this.” I glance at the bag of rocks, noticing the splatter of blood for the first time. Will there ever be a day when I don’t see blood? 
 
     “These traps are all mechanical,” Emma says, leaning back from the alcove she’d been peering in. “No tech whatsoever.” 
 
    “Then we won’t be able to sense them,” Lacy says, looking to Talen, who frowns. 
 
    “We’ll just have to proceed with caution.” I turn to the rest of our group, unable to make out Sky’s or Cia’s faces in the dark. “Don’t touch anything. We’ll go single file. Watch your—” 
 
    Cal jumps up, grabbing his rifle and shining the flashlight beam over our fighters. Several of them jump back in fear. I try to lower Cal’s barrel, but he jerks it out of reach. “I want weapons ready. Whoever these people are, we’re going to make them pay.” 
 
     “Cal,” Emma says firmly. “We’re heading into an unmarked spot on the map. It could be another settlement, and the people inhabiting it are just trying to protect themselves.” 
 
    “Bunch of cowards hiding behind booby traps is what they are,” Cal growls. “That woman could have warned us, told us to put our hands up. But she just let—” His voice breaks off, and he clears his throat. “So, they’re enemies until proven otherwise.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I say. “But—” 
 
    “No buts!” Cal snaps, pointing at his dead friend. “No buts. Now, how about you and your enhanced friends here go scout ahead for any more traps before we lead these people to their deaths, too?” 
 
    “We just told you we can’t sense anything,” Lacy snaps back.  
 
    “You still got eyes, don’t you?”  
 
    I can sense Lacy’s temper unraveling, but I don’t want Cal getting any more worked up than he is. He just lost one of his best friends. The more time we give him to calm down, the better our chances of avoiding a massacre of whoever set these traps.  
 
    “I think it’s a good idea,” I say, resting my hand on Lacy’s shoulder. “If we just go ahead and trip them ourselves, we won’t have to worry anymore.” 
 
    Still grumbling, Lacy follows as Talen, Sky, and I make our way carefully down the tunnel, rolling cans of beans ahead of us. One after another, huge bags of jagged rocks fall from the sides of the caves, hitting the opposite walls so fast even Century and Noble class people would barely be able to get out of the way in time. David never stood a chance. 
 
    Finally, after springing a total of five tripwires, we round a curve and come to a metal door set into the stone. A faded metal sign on the front reads: Authorized Personnel Only. 
 
    “You getting anything, Lace?” Talen whispers. 
 
    “No,” Lacy says. “Maybe some old machinery that’s asleep, but that’s all. Any people are far away from here by now.”  
 
    “Should we go get the others?” Sky asks, and I know he’s worrying about Cia.  
 
    “Cal’s not paying me enough to take all his orders,” Lacy huffs. “Let’s just open it.” 
 
    I pull on the door, which is, of course, locked, but when I try again, it gives a little more. A rusty lock. I should be able to break it.  
 
    “Cover me,” I tell Lacy and Talen. “I hereby authorize myself to enter.” 
 
    Sky joins me, and together, we yank as hard as we can while the others aim over our shoulders. I fall back into Sky as the door flies open, revealing a long, dark corridor. Unlike the tunnel we’ve just come through, a floor of metal grating awaits our feet, and metal support beams hold up the stone walls. Air vents line the long passage. 
 
    Strangest of all, a portable fire pit sits in the center of the corridor, orange embers still glowing inside. A pair of ripped plastic folding chairs lay toppled onto their sides, as though someone knocked them over as they made a frantic escape.  
 
    So, two things are true: people live here, and to ever reach Reinhart, we’re going to have to go through them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “THIS IS JUST great,” Sky mutters, marching over to the fire pit. “More people who are going to try to kill us.” 
 
    I hate how much like Cal he sounds. I swear he’s even picking up some of that weird twang a lot of the Originals speak with.  
 
    “Maybe they’re just scared,” I offer. “The traps could have been for Cho.” 
 
    Sky shoots me a look that suggests he’s disappointed I’m getting so soft. It kind of makes me want to chuck a can of beans at his head, but since Cal made me put one back on the shelf, I’m out.  
 
    “I’ll go back for the others,” I volunteer, wanting a few moments to myself.  
 
    As I walk back, I pick up all the cans we rolled along the way, tucking them back into my bag. A few are a little dented, but they’ll still be edible.  
 
    Ten minutes later, our whole group is crowding into the corridor: a couple of Cho’s people who have defected; a half dozen Originals including Cal and Steven, all in plaid; about a dozen Dwellers; five former EHC prisoners we rescued from the Monster’s Nest; and my original group—plus Talen, minus poor Drape. Altogether, we number maybe thirty. 
 
     “Whatever this place is, it’s not on the map,” Emma says, turning it over as she steps into the corridor last. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of this area,” Cal adds. He looks to his Originals. “Have any of you?”  
 
    The plaid-wearing men and women all shake their heads. Cal shoves the portable fire pit over with his leg. It spills embers onto the floor, which brighten for a second before going out. The leader of Elysian Beach is losing it. 
 
    “Cal,” Steven says, a model of calm. 
 
    Cal’s whole body trembles as he stalks back from the fire pit. Two Original women glance at each other, frowning. Some of the Dwellers shift leg to leg. A former Natural cringes, and even Emma eases a few steps out of his way.  
 
    His grip tightens around his rifle until his knuckles turn white. My throat goes dry. The man has lost all sight of safety. He has only revenge on his mind. 
 
    “Breathe,” Steven tells him. “David would—" 
 
     “Move out,” Cal barks. “Weapons ready. We know nothing about these rats.” 
 
    More rats. I’m pretty sure everyone who isn’t wearing plaid is a rat.  
 
    Cal and Steven walk down the corridor, and we follow in two lines. Though I’m glad Steven’s still here to talk sense into Cal, the farther we go, the more my stomach turns. Sky and I hang back near the end of the line with Cia and Emma. Talen and Lacy bring up the rear for a change, and when I glance over my shoulder, I see them walking hand in hand, speaking in intimate whispers.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you two be up front?” I ask, lifting an eyebrow. 
 
    Lacy grins. “Since when are you my chaperone?” 
 
    “Since always?” I force a smirk, but I’m not feeling the humor. 
 
    The corridor ends and we come to another metal door, this one so rusty that Cal and Steven break it down on their own. I guess grief and rage are their own kind of enhancements.  
 
    Once Cal and Steven shine their flashlight-tipped weapons through, they wave us all inside until we come to a T. The big group fans out into two groups of about fifteen, one on each side of the door. No one speaks, but one of the former Naturals, a woman with dark hair, runs her hand down a picture frame on the wall. An old sign on the wall with faded lettering has arrows pointing in either direction. A framed, ancient painting hanging beside it shows a large garden under a dark sky. I squint, but I can’t make sense of it. The sky is filled with squiggles and a red splotch that might be the setting sun. I try to read the text on the sign, but someone seems to have scratched it off a long time ago, leaving patches of rust. 
 
    “To the right,” Cal says. “Everyone follow me. Lacy, Talen, up here, please.” 
 
    Lacy glowers at Cal’s back as she and Talen follow his orders. Not that I blame her. 
 
    Once again, we walk in two long lines. The corridor to the right curves, and I soon feel like we’re walking in a big circle. More metal doors line the area, and so do faded pictures. I see the same one of the garden under the strange sky multiple times. At last, after about fifteen minutes of walking, we come back around to the same spot we started. 
 
    “We’re going in a circle,” Cal says, inexplicably glaring at Lacy as if she built the place. “They’re trying to tucker us out before they attack.” 
 
    “There’s no one around,” Talen says, putting himself between Cal and Lacy. Probably more for Cal’s protection than Lacy’s because she’d make a mess of the un-enhanced man in a heartbeat.  
 
    Cal must not see it that way because he whirls on Talen, jamming a finger into his chest. “Oh, just like there wasn’t anyone around in the tunnel?” 
 
    Talen’s jaw twitches. “I sensed her, I was just too—” 
 
    “Slow,” Cal hisses. “You were too slow.” He turns away, shaking his head. “What good are they?” he mutters to Steven. 
 
    Steven takes Cal by the shoulders and they exchange some quiet, terse words. After a few moments, Cal brushes his hands away and looks at the rest of us, maybe a little calmer now.  
 
    “We’ll have to try the doors,” Cal orders. “Everyone stay together. The last thing we need is for this group to fragment any more.” 
 
    At last, we agree on something. We have enough enemies. 
 
    Cal tries the first door we come to, one on the inside of the ring, and a breeze blows against our faces. It’s almost fresh, like maybe it leads to the outside, but the space within is dark except for the light of a few small fires. Cal freezes, waiting for something to happen, and then he waves us into the large area, motioning for us to stay quiet. 
 
    We step into a vast chamber with a catwalk under our feet. Along the catwalk, more portable fire pits slowly die out with no people around to stoke them. I press against Sky, who clasps Cia to his other side. Flashlights click on, pointing in so many directions I don’t know where to look first.  
 
    A ring of cables, all several inches thick, rise from the floor far below and stretch upward and out of sight. We’re standing in a massive stone cylinder that seems to rise to infinity. I crane my neck, but I can’t tell where the cables go. 
 
     “What is this?” Cia asks, leaning over the railing and reaching for a cable, brushing her fingers against it. “It’s made out of some weird material.” 
 
    Emma squints at it. “That’s odd. It must be some kind of super material. I’d be interested to know what it is.” 
 
    “Cia, get away from the edge,” Sky says. 
 
    She ignores him and looks down instead. “What’s down there?” 
 
    “Just a big metal floor,” Sky tells her, peering over even as he yanks her back. 
 
    “What’s the point of that?” I ask, following their gazes.  
 
    The catwalk forms a ring, just like the hallway, and underneath is just a big, flat, metal circle big enough to cover several houses. The cables end there. It’s as if someone put a giant lid on something below. Maybe this used to be some big supply lift. A mine, maybe.  
 
    “Weird,” Cal says. “This ain’t part of the settlements. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s a power station of some sort?” I ask. “A supply drop for the underground, from back before the EHC stopped all this?” 
 
    He shrugs, face blank. “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Emma?” I ask. 
 
    “We need more information,” she says, pocketing the now useless map. “Let’s keep opening doors.” 
 
    It turns out that most of them lead to rooms filled with rows of fabric chairs. Each of these rooms contains a set of bathrooms with flushing toilets, but no working lights. They look like waiting rooms. Old vending machines stand smashed and empty, but the shards of glass have been cleaned away. Another room has shelves of cans and shrink-wrapped food. Cal picks up one of the cans and turns it over. 
 
    “This is labeled Elysian Beach,” he mutters, looking at marker letters on the top of the can. “These rats have been stealing from us.” 
 
    “Hey, they have to eat,” Sky says, glancing at his sister. “I’ve done stuff like this.” 
 
    His words send a surge of relief through me. That’s the Sky I fell in love with. It’s good to know he’s still in there, even if the one who wants to kill Elias is, too.  
 
    “There can’t be too many of them,” I say, “or you’d have noticed them.” 
 
    Cal glowers at me, shoving the stolen can into his own pack. “Keep searching.” 
 
    The next room, behind a set of metal double doors, looks a lot more interesting. Old computer screens line the walls, and though all of them are off, nothing in here is smashed. Emma pushes ahead, ignoring Cal’s orders to wait. She’s never met a computer she could keep her hands off of. 
 
    When no one jumps out and grabs Emma, Cal motions for everyone else to enter and stand aside single file.  
 
    “I’ve never seen these before,” one of the Dwellers says, tapping at a keyboard. 
 
    Emma clicks a computer mouse, but nothing happens. She eyes a clunky-looking computer tower and frowns. “These are from a couple of generations ago. Old models. I remember my father using these before he helped me get away from my grandfather.” She frowns. “I hated to leave him.” 
 
    “So we know this place has been here for a while,” I say. “But why?” 
 
    “If we could just…” Emma sighs and slides the mouse away from her. “Without power, these terminals are useless.” 
 
    Cal looms right behind her. “Well, I want to know what this place is doing so close to Elysian Beach, and what these rats are capable of doing to us.” 
 
    “Apparently not much,” I blurt, realizing my mistake too late. 
 
    Cal whirls on me, eyes shining. “You ever seen your best friend’s blood on the ground, little girl?” 
 
    Fury roars to life, along with my last horrible moments with Drape. “As a matter of fact, I have, old man.” 
 
    Sky steps between us, ready to defend me or stop me, I’m not sure which. 
 
    Talen holds up a hand behind him. “I sense—” 
 
    One of the double doors bursts open. People turn and shout just as a hand comes through, throwing a small metal cylinder to the floor.  
 
    “Leave!” a woman shouts before her footfalls echo back down the catwalk. 
 
    Instinct propels me to the back of the room. The cylinder hisses, ejecting white gas that rapidly fills the space between us and the exit. 
 
    “Out!” Cal shouts, leaping over the escaping gas.  
 
    People stampede to the doors. Already, my eyes water. I try to hold my breath as the air thickens with the mist, flailing for and grabbing Sky’s arm. He shouts for Cia. I cough and gag, loosening my grip on my weapon for one terrifying second. The gas is already invading, turning my eyes into waterfalls. Despite holding onto Sky, I bump into someone else and rub my sleeve over my helpless eyes. The gas is everywhere. Fighters bang into terminals as the hissing stops. Some stumble into the hallway, coughing and sucking in breaths. 
 
    I can hold my breath better than Cal’s people thanks to my enhancements, but that doesn’t seem to matter. Shouts follow from the ring. Sky pulls me forward, and the two of us stumble into the others, who part in the hallway to let us hit the wall. The gas is thinner out here. Shouts surround us as Originals and Dwellers push to the sides. Sky’s holding Cia’s arm. Lacy and Talen stand there with tears running down their faces. Their eyes have turned bloodshot. 
 
    Whatever gas we just ran through was meant to irritate, not kill. That’s the only reason we’re still alive. 
 
    Cal wipes his eyes with his plaid sleeve and opens the door to the catwalk room, letting out the white gas. It flows upward, thinning in the air, and he peeks his head in after it, arms quaking. 
 
    “We’re going to find you!” he shouts. 
 
    “Cal,” Emma says once the gas clears enough for her to breathe. “These people are clearly just trying to make us leave. They don’t want trouble, whoever they are.” 
 
    “But they do,” he argues, whirling on her. 
 
    Some of the Dwellers mutter, and even Cal’s people shift with nerves. I look at the exhausted faces and the red eyes. Cal’s thirst for revenge could get us all in worse trouble if he continues. 
 
    “We need to find these people and take them prisoner,” Cal presses on. “We’ll figure out what this place is soon enough. All they have are primitive gas canisters from the pre-Flip days and even older traps.” 
 
    “But they could have guns,” I say. “We don’t know yet. And you heard that woman. They just want us out of here.” 
 
    “I agree with Fin,” Sky says. “Cia and I have survived like these people before, and I used to be the same way. Didn’t want outsiders anywhere near us, even the Dwellers.” 
 
    Cal advances on Sky. “But did you kill them?”  
 
    “Well, no.” He still doesn’t back down. “Maybe I wanted to at one point. Well… it depends.” 
 
    “We may have to kill these people before we can reach Reinhart and his pup,” Cal says, stepping away from Sky and looking at everyone. “Reaching those traitors depends on us getting around the blockage, and we’ve found the one way to do it. I say we shoot first and ask questions later.” 
 
    A bad taste rises in my mouth as I think of Elias. I look to Sky, who looks to Cia, Lacy, and Talen. People mutter. The tension’s rising in our big group and we’re going to split yet again if we don’t do something. Forcing thoughts of Elias aside, I keep Lacy in my gaze and flick my eyes in Cal’s direction, hoping she gets it. 
 
    Lacy lifts an eyebrow at me, and the corner of her mouth turns up into a grin.  
 
    Okay. She gets it. We might have to take over this whole operation.  
 
    We’re enhanced. Cal’s not. 
 
    “Cal, listen.” I step forward with my pulse in my throat. 
 
    “Yes?” he asks with a glare. His finger curls around the trigger of his automatic rifle, though he keeps it pointed at the floor. That’s a lot more dangerous than the shotguns the Originals had before we stole some of Cho’s weapons. 
 
    “I agree we’ve got to do something about these people. I don’t think we should kill them, but we do need to contain them.” 
 
    “They want to kill us!” Cal shrieks, whirling to face the fighters standing on either side of us. People wipe streams of tears from their eyes. 
 
    I keep going. “Some of us have enhanced strength and can help with that. Then Emma can ask them questions about this place. Maybe there’s stuff here that can help us against our enemies, something they don’t have or know about. Let us capture these people and tie them up. Me, Sky, Lacy, Talen, and Cia can easily heal from any injuries they give us.” 
 
    Cal’s features work, but he’s losing ground. “They are aggressive.” He frowns and faces Steven. The two men exchange silent stares. 
 
    “That might be a good idea,” Steven tells him after a long pause. “Cal, we might have triggered old traps meant for someone else. We didn’t like outsiders, either. These people might know something about our enemies, or can at least tell us where they’re headed. If that woman wanted to kill us, she would have thrown in something besides tear gas.” 
 
    “Unless she had nothing better,” Cal argues. 
 
    “Then the fight isn’t fair, is it?” I ask. 
 
    Cal shakes his head. “Losing David wasn’t fair.” 
 
    We don’t have time for this. Cal’s outnumbered. Even the Originals behind him sway, getting impatient. The former EHC prisoners hang together, standing in the doorway and looking at each other. I poke Sky in the arm and nod at Lacy. 
 
    Lacy grins and tugs on Talen’s sleeve, giving him a silent signal. After nodding to each other, they charge Cal, closing the few feet between him and them in less than a second. Cal goes to lift his weapon, but Lacy twists Cal’s hands behind his back, and Talen gently removes the automatic rifle from his grasp. With a smile, he dangles the weapon in front of Cal. I can see Lacy’s influence on him and can’t hold back a grin of my own. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Cal demands, pulling against Lacy’s grasp. 
 
    “Perhaps this is for your own safety?” Steven asks. 
 
    Around us, people breathe sighs of relief. Emma clears her throat and holds up two hands, trying to draw attention. 
 
    “Steven…” Cal’s eyes widen in shock. “You’re siding with these Destroyers?” 
 
    Ah. Cal’s name for enhanced people. To be fair, it usually fits, but I thought we had gained some of his trust by now.  
 
    I guess not.  
 
    Steven nods. “They’ve done nothing but help us so far. Without them, Cho would have taken over Elysian Beach. Then Reinhart would have done the same. We’d be lucky if any of us survived.” Steven swallows hard, flicking his eyes toward me. “I think it’s best if we let them take the lead now.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    CAL GLOWERS AT me, eyes shining with hate. Looks like he’s still the vengeful man who sent us surface people on a suicide mission after all. Now he just has a different target. But Lacy keeps his hands behind his back, and Talen moves to stand in front of him, blocking him from my view. 
 
    The rest of the plaid-wearing Originals murmur their assent with Steven and cast their anxious eyes toward me. I’ve thrown a coup without even trying. While I don’t feel remotely qualified after my past mistakes, I know that Cal can’t be trusted right now, so I square my shoulders and clear my throat.  
 
    “Right then. Let’s see if we can’t find one of these people and get them to talk. If we play our cards right, maybe we can get them on our side.” 
 
    “But how?” someone asks. “We searched every room and there was no one up here.” 
 
    “Sky?” I ask, because he’s got a knack for assessing underground structures.  
 
    “Well, we know from that catwalk room that there are levels above us and below us. I say we search the lower ones first.”  
 
    “I agree,” Emma says. 
 
    I step forward. “I’ll lead the way with Sky. Lacy, keep Cal behaving.” 
 
    “No problem,” she says. 
 
    Steven opens his mouth to protest, but I shake my head and he backs off. Sky joins me as we push through the group and everyone forms two lines, one behind me and one behind Sky. We go around the ring again, searching the strange waiting rooms, and at last finding a spiral stairwell that leads downward hidden in one of the bathrooms. 
 
    After listening to make sure it’s empty, I wave Sky down. Pistols out, we descend one quiet step at a time. The others do the same behind us. After a few minutes of slow progress, I reach an open doorway that leads to an area full of pipes, twisting wires, and wooden crates. Someone raises a flashlight behind me and provides more illumination. 
 
    No portable fire pits. No chairs. Just a vast, open space with concrete pillars, support beams, and storage. Clearly, we’re far under the giant metal lid. Nothing’s lit. It’s all darkness and reeks of dust. Holding back a sneeze, I raise my gun and swing it right to left, searching for any movement. 
 
    Someone darts right to left on the other side of the room, vanishing behind a concrete pillar. 
 
    “Hey!” I shout. “We don’t want to hurt you. We just want to—” 
 
    A small, dark shape flies toward us from the left. Instinct makes me bolt into the room, letting the others run in as more white tear gas erupts from the canister. I dodge to the side. There’s plenty of room to move down here. Someone else—a middle-aged, muscular woman in a ragged T-shirt and holey jeans—backpedals into the dark, eyes wide with terror. The gas obscures my vision. 
 
    “It’s her!” Cal shouts. “Open fire!” 
 
    “No! Don’t kill them!” I yell, pressing against the wall. The rest of our group does the same, avoiding the gas, but with weapons up and ready. Flashlight beams swing everywhere, blinding me for a moment.  
 
    Where’s Sky? 
 
    “Watch out!” he shouts from somewhere. 
 
    My search reveals two men, one barely more than a boy, charging me from behind another pillar. Rags hang from limbs. The man-boy’s eyes are huge with fear. He holds a single busted board. The other carries a glass bottle—makeshift weapons. 
 
    Lowering my pistol, I kick the board out of the young guy’s grasp. It flies over his head as his eyes bulge and he stops, holding up his hands in shock and surrender. The other guy tries to skid to a stop, but I grab his arm and knock the glass bottle from his hands with my pistol. It flies to the floor and shatters. Around me, everyone scuffles, but no one opens fire. Cal stays quiet. 
 
    I lock eyes with the guy whose arm I hold. He makes no effort to fight back, but he tries pulling his arm away. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” I say. He doesn’t even have a knife. 
 
    Beside me, Sky wrenches a woman’s arms behind her back. She’s the middle-aged one with the tear gas, and she’s holding another container. 
 
    “Let go!” she shouts. “We’re minding our own business here!” 
 
    “Everyone just back toward the wall,” I shout. “We don’t want to hurt any of you.” 
 
    Emma walks into the middle of the scuffle, both arms raised and waving. “We have common enemies now.”  
 
    My prisoner, trying to take advantage of the distraction, raises his free hand to hit me, but I block it with my other hand. “How are you so strong?” he gasps. 
 
    “We’ve got them,” Lacy says, peeking out from behind a woman whose arms she has twisted in her grasp. A big smile grows across her face as she looks to Talen, who’s doing the same to a big, muscular guy in the same ragged clothes. Before the guy I’m holding can try to hit me again, I wrench his arms behind his back and keep him in front of me. Tall and gangly, he sighs and stops resisting. 
 
    The other homeless people gather in a tight group. There must be two dozen of them, the youngest being the man-boy who dropped the board. In silence, they eye the surrounding fighters and the guns as if they’ve never seen real weapons before. A woman grasps at the torn sleeve of the man beside her. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Sky’s prisoner, who must be the leader, asks. Her voice is raspy, like she’s spent a lifetime in the mines I escaped. “Who are you? We have nothing you want. We’re only trying to survive down here.” 
 
    I look at Emma. Cal’s still standing between Steve and a Dweller, arms restrained, eyes furious. Cia steps forward, gun pointing at the floor, but with confidence all the same. She snatches the tear gas container from the woman’s hand. 
 
    “You should speak,” I tell her. She has a way of reaching people.  
 
    “Some of us come from the surface, some from Elysian Beach, and some from prison mines,” Cia explains. “If you’re hiding from the EHC, they no longer exist except for one splinter group. We, too, have been doing the same, but now we have new enemies. And we need to cut through your area and reach them before they come for us all.” 
 
    “We were cut off from everyone for a reason,” the woman says, pulling against Sky’s grasp. “People fight. It’s best to avoid most of them.” 
 
    Cal clears his throat from the side of the room as the last of the tear gas fades. “You haven’t been avoiding Elysian Beach. You were taking our food.” 
 
    The woman flinches. “We need to eat and have maintained no contact with your people. Trouble finds those who associate with others.” 
 
    “You sound the way I used to be,” Sky says. “But trouble finds us all in the end. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Betty,” the woman says. “What else do you want?” 
 
    “What is this place?” I ask. “What’s under that big metal panel? And where do those cables go?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” my prisoner says. “No one knows.” 
 
    “The terminals might know what’s here,” Emma says, pacing around the gathered prisoners. She keeps her automatic rifle out and visible. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s a weapon,” Cal says. “I didn’t want to say anything before and get everyone panicked, but since I’m not in charge any—” 
 
    “Can it, Cal,” Steven says, jerking his arm. “And I say that with love.” 
 
    “Or a way to power this part of the underground,” Talen adds. He blinks. “I sense a lot of magnetic fields here that I can’t explain. We’re under something big.” 
 
    “Then it might be interesting,” Emma says. “Do you have a way to power up the terminals so we can have a look? We promise that we just want to go through any information that might be on them.” 
 
    “We do not power anything around here,” Betty says, eyes widening. “That would draw attention to this place, which I’ve spent the last two decades protecting. Our families fled down here sixty years ago to escape the EHC. We found this place, and it needs to remain a secret. If you truly mean us no harm, then tell no one.” 
 
    “There must be a way to power this place,” Steven says. “But we’re not going to hear about it from her. Let’s look around. Only a few of us need to guard these folks.” 
 
    I look to Sky and then Emma, who both nod. “Okay,” I say. 
 
    Dwellers and Originals scatter to the edges of the room, their flashlight revealing crates of all shapes and sizes. Cia raises her weapon as Betty’s people shift nervously. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I warn them. “Lacy and Talen here can incapacitate you with their minds. And, trust me, it’s horrible.” 
 
    Of course, they’d have to really try to hurt us for me to give either Aura the nod to go that far, but Betty doesn’t need to know that. Not until we know more about Betty, anyway.  
 
    Betty shakes her head at her people while our team goes through the surrounding crates. Minutes drag out as people throw straw to the floor, and at last, a Dweller man shouts, “Generators. We have old hand-crank generators that look like they’ve never been used.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Setting up everything takes a while. Emma has to tour the area, finding outlets and wires, and then those of us lucky enough to be enhanced get to haul the generators up the spiral stairs to the terminal room. The other fighters move the homeless to the other side of the big room, where they sit like hostages. All the while, Betty hollers at us to stop. 
 
    “Do not power anything! We don’t know what’s going to happen!” 
 
    “She’s probably crazy from spending so much time in the dark,” Sky grunts as we haul one of the massive generators up the stairs. 
 
    “These people could have used these,” Emma says from the top of the stairs.  
 
    Cal’s voice bounces up the stairwell. “Then maybe they wouldn’t have had to steal!”  
 
    “Stop!” Betty hollers again, voice echoing from the basement. 
 
    Sky and I reach the top of the stairwell and finish carrying the generator to the terminal room. Lacy and Talen are already inside, messing with cords. We plug in the machine and Talen and Lacy position themselves near it, ready to crank.  
 
    “It shouldn’t take us long to charge it,” I tell them. 
 
    “I agree,” Emma says. 
 
    Lacy winks. “Not with our strength.” 
 
    Talen cranks on the generator until it roars to life. The lights flicker on, and the air reeks like ozone for a second. Sky clicks his flashlight off. 
 
    Emma powers up one of the old computers. I link my hand with Sky’s, enjoying the short break. Lacy and Talen continue to work as we watch Emma take a seat in front of the computer terminal. She clicks on icon after icon, pulling up old data files and numbers. 
 
    “You think Cia’s doing okay?” Sky asks me. We left her with a group of Dwellers, guarding the homeless people.  
 
    “She’s doing great,” I say. 
 
    “Hmm…” Emma closes a folder. “It seems there’s a lot of code on this computer written in a language I haven’t seen since I was my father’s lab assistant.”  
 
    She clicks another icon and scrolls through a list of text files. Meanwhile, Lacy and Talen switch places and Lacy works until she mutters something about the battery being fully charged. They leave the big metal box to hum. 
 
    Emma sucks in a sharp breath. “Oh my god.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This file. It has my grandfather’s name. Edward Nejem.” 
 
    A shudder passes over me, and I exchange a glance with Sky. Edward Nejem was the founder of the EHC and had helped put us Dwellers in the mines. He even tried to go after Emma to eliminate those who evolved naturally to deal with the surface radiation. Emma sits there, dumbfounded for a moment, before clicking on the first file. 
 
    “This is an EHC facility?” I ask. 
 
    “Perhaps. Maybe a forgotten one,” Emma says, leaning forward. “‘Information file. Exodus Protocol Facility. Human survival plan.’” She runs her finger along the tiny text. “‘Plan 442B34. In the event of EHC failure, the Exodus Protocol shall be initiated, and the lottery system used to select two hundred subjects. This facility will be staffed with security to ensure crowd control and orderly operation. Tear gas has been provided for this purpose.’” She pauses. “There’s not much else here. Edward Nejem was part of a group named the Exiles. This doesn’t say what that means, either.” 
 
    “This doesn’t say what this protocol even is?” Lacy asks. “That’s stupid.” 
 
    Emma closes the file. “There must be more here.” 
 
    We wait as she looks. I’m tempted to check on the fighters and the homeless, but this is too interesting. Emma clicks through more files, most of which are about the lottery system and the code for it. With each file, Emma takes another breath. Frustration builds. Her shoulders rise. “A lot of Exodus Protocol files have been deleted, according to the logs. My grandfather wanted to hide something. I might be able to recover them, but it will take time.”  
 
    Absorbed in her task, she continues to search the computer. I don’t dare interrupt her. 
 
    But then she finds another file, reads, and begins to shake. The text is so small I can’t tell what it says. I tighten my grasp on Sky’s hand. 
 
    “Emma, did you find something out?” Sky asks hesitantly. 
 
    She says nothing. 
 
    “Emma?” I ask. 
 
    “This is tense,” Lacy whispers. 
 
    She’s right. The air’s thickening. 
 
    Emma pushes her chair away from the terminal. 
 
    “My grandfather—” she chokes out, and then she rises from her chair and hurries out of the room. 
 
    The four of us eye each other in shock. 
 
    “What was that about?” Lacy asks. 
 
    Emma doesn’t return. Sky eyes the computer and frowns at me, holding my hand so tight he’s cutting off the circulation. “We should read and find out.” 
 
    Part of me wants to follow Emma, but her reaction tells me she wants to be alone. So I take her seat, which is still warm, and read the contents of the file. 
 
    And as I do, my throat goes dry and my pulse roars in my ears. I understand why she took off. If I found out my family committed mass murder, I would, too. 
 
    “What does it say?” Talen asks. 
 
    I have to push the words out. “This says the Dwellers lived in surface settlements in the early days after the Flip. But they revolted against the oppression. Edward Nejem made a weapon that destabilized the areas where the Dwellers lived, but without knowing, he weakened the atmospheric magnetic field in the process. Earthquakes and radiation forced the Dwellers underground. And that site where we first met Talen? That used to be a Dweller settlement.” My mind flies back to those constant earthquakes and that terrible heat. 
 
    “What?” Sky asks, putting his head on my shoulder. His touch does nothing to comfort me now. 
 
    “The Flip shouldn’t have made the world this bad. But Emma’s grandfather did.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    WE STAND THERE, silent, for what feels like an eternity. Sky and I study each other, and he lifts an eyebrow. Lacy whispers something in Talen’s ear. 
 
    “I have to follow her,” I say. 
 
    “Wait,” Lacy says. “That should be Talen and me.” 
 
    “Why?” Sky asks, lowering his brows at her. 
 
    Lacy and Talen exchange a glance. “We know what it’s like, to a degree,” Talen explains. 
 
    Oh. To be connected to something horrible. That would have been Elias’s department—I know he felt shame for being a Noble class surface guy—but he’s not here.  
 
    “It’s not the same,” I tell them. “Sky?” 
 
    He frowns. “She might not like being confronted by a lot of people right now.”  
 
    So it’s up to me. Exiting the room, I leave Sky behind, as much as I don’t want to, but I hear him following me from a distance once I enter the round hall. The distant mutters of the fighters down below float up through the main chamber inside, and I find Emma on the catwalk, above the giant lid, gripping the railing and looking down at the metal expanse. She doesn’t look up as I approach. 
 
    “Emma,” I try, then lower my voice. “Emma. Nobody blames you. We know you never liked your grandfather. And he didn’t mean to wreck the world… did he?” 
 
    She’s silent, tightening her grasp on the rail, and I fear she’s going to try something stupid. Instead, she snaps her gaze to me. “I knew that he helped create the EHC, but not this. He and his coworkers came down here and made viruses that kill in minutes. Laser weapons, too. And worse. Edward’s crown jewel was called the Destabilizer. He moved it through underground tunnels and meant to use it to break up miner settlements. He was desperate to stop a budding war between the miners and the rest of society. Whatever. His weapon interrupted the Earth’s magnetic field, hurried the Flip, and allowed more radiation to reach the surface. When my grandfather realized his mistake, he worked on modifying humans to remain on the surface. The miners had to go underground. He stopped rebellions, but not in the way he thought.” 
 
    Emma sounds blank and dead. Not like the intelligent, caring woman I know. 
 
    “You knew your grandfather dealt with miner rebellions?” I ask. She’d never mentioned that fact. Of course, who wants to talk about the sins of their ancestors? 
 
    “My father mentioned it back when I was a lab assistant, yes. There was almost a war that threatened the cities being built back in the Flip days. I knew my grandfather stopped the fighting, but I didn’t know how. Father never wanted to talk about it. Now I know why.” 
 
     I stand taller. “The truth is we don’t know the whole story. He might not have been the only one who made the weapon. We don’t know about this group he was with that worked on this Exodus Protocol backup plan, or even what it is. And a bunch of people ruined the world.” 
 
    “He was the key player.” She speaks it out into the big room like she’s confessing. 
 
    I’m running out of stuff to say. I can’t deny what we saw. “Come on. It’s a ton to think about.” I tug on Emma’s sleeve. 
 
    She whirls on me and pulls out of my grasp. I let her. Emma storms past Sky, who’s standing in the doorway, and goes back to the generator room.  
 
    After unplugging it, she waves us to the stairwell. “We need to check on things.” 
 
    I follow Emma, who flees down the steps until she bumps into Steven. 
 
    “Now you’ve done it,” Betty shouts from the other side of the big room. She sits with her fellow prisoners against the far wall, under the watch of Cia and three Dweller guards. “Someone will see the electrical signature you just sent out.” 
 
    “It was a generator,” Emma snaps. “We never drew from the main grid.” 
 
    I let my jaw drop and look at Sky. He does the same to me. Even Cal and a few of the Dweller fighters flinch. 
 
    Betty goes silent. Cal and Steven turn to us while Cia runs up to Sky. People shift. Exhaustion fills the air. 
 
    “Everyone,” Steven says, keeping Cal in his gaze. “We’re all tired and need to discuss what to do next. We should go and take a break. Now. We’ll leave our strongest guards with these folks. You three, remain at your posts.” He looks to the three Dwellers, two men and a woman, who nod. “We’ll relieve you when we return.” 
 
    Emma sighs. She’s first back up the steps. I let Steven lead the way—it’s clear he wants to take some charge in spite of his earlier words—and he takes Cal with him. As we exit, Betty starts hollering at us again about how we’ve ruined everything. Her voice echoes through the facility.  
 
    In the end, we go back to the first corridor, which leads to the caves. All we find is a large, round chamber close to where the traps were located. Steven motions for us all to sit. 
 
    Cia waves us to the far end of the cavern, turning her flashlight up to point at the jagged ceiling. Sky and I sit side by side, opening cans of beans, while Cal gets directed to a corner. The fight’s left him, but Steven keeps a close eye on him. Emma takes her side of the chamber, and as if sensing her change, others stay away, though Lacy and Talen sit near her. My stomach turns with the tension she gives off. 
 
    Steven paces around. The silent message is clear. We need to figure out what to do next. 
 
    “Okay,” I start. “We don’t know what this place is, or why it’s here, but it has to do with the EHC.” I explain everything I know, leaving out the part about Emma being related to one of the creators. She’s had it bad enough. 
 
    Steven looks at me in wonder. “There’s something under that metal lid. Perhaps it’s the weapon this Nejem guy used.” 
 
    My mouth’s gone dry. I’d been afraid of that. Now I understand why Emma was staring down at the lid. “If it is, it needs to stay put.”  
 
    I won’t let the world get any more screwed up. Thanks to us, Cho and his people got to finish what Edward Nejem started. Unlocking the weapon might even make the underground unstable, too. It has to stay a secret. Why did Steven have to talk about it? 
 
    “But this Protocol was Edward Nejem’s backup plan for something,” Sky says. “It might not be the weapon.” 
 
    I give him a silent thanks. 
 
    “It could be another weapon,” Steven says. “We should guard it. Emma, you need to work on unlocking those files. We need to know for sure.” 
 
    No response at first. Then, Emma nods, her voice once again hollow. “I will.” 
 
    At least Steven is stable. Cal, however, gets up and paces. 
 
    “This is more reason than ever to eliminate Reinhart and his rats,” he snarls. “Could you imagine a weapon like this in their hands? They would destroy not only Cho and his people, but Elysian Beach and everyone else who could threaten them.” 
 
    My stomach turns and threatens an upheaval. He’s right. “Look, we don’t know what’s under that lid, or what this Protocol is, or what Edward wanted to do here. Until we do, we shouldn’t go after them yet. We should just guard this place and keep the people safe.” Walking around the seated fighters, I move to face Cal. “We need to think this out.” 
 
    Cal glares at me. “That young man is not your friend. Stop defending him. Or is that because you’re a fellow Destroyer?” 
 
    Wow, he’s observant.  
 
    At his words, Sky gets up, walks across the chamber, and joins me. “Listen to Fin. We’re hidden here, and we have time to let Emma poke around those files some more. Once we know what’s here, we should act.” 
 
    “Cal, that might be a good idea,” Steven says, putting his hand on the other guy’s shoulder. “Don’t fall apart. Breathe.” 
 
    “But they told us about a tunnel we can use to get back to the railway,” Cal says. “Reinhart and his goons won’t know we’re coming after them so quickly. This is our chance.”  
 
    “A tunnel?” I ask, almost choking on the words. I hadn’t expected to go after them this quickly. I can’t see another friend die, even if it’s Elias, and I wait for Sky to back me up. 
 
    But he doesn’t. 
 
    I’m just as alone as Emma must feel. 
 
    “One of the young men told us about one,” Cal continues. “We can leave as soon as we’re rested. They won’t know we’re coming, and we can catch them off guard.” 
 
    “Wait,” I blurt. “We don’t even know where they went. How do we know they didn’t plant more bombs along the way?” 
 
    “We know how to find and disarm them,” Cal says. He sounds more level. Like he’s making more sense. I scrutinize the other fighters, all thirty of them, and a few of the former EHC prisoners nod. 
 
    “He’s right. We do,” a former prisoner says, rising. It’s a man who, if I remember right, was once a police officer on the surface. His mustache bristles. “The worst that will happen is we’ll block the tunnel again when we disarm them.” 
 
    I’m losing, so I grasp Sky’s hand, silently begging him to back me up. 
 
    “Maybe Cal’s making sense,” Sky says. “Whatever this weapon is, it’s locked, and we can leave Emma here to figure it out. Most of us can’t help with that.” 
 
    Emma finally speaks. “Yes. I can stay here and work on this on my own. With a few guards, I’ll be fine.” 
 
     “What about Cho’s group?” I ask. “There are more of them than there are Reinhart’s people, and they could come back to Elysian Beach through the hidden cave tunnels. That’s how they left.” 
 
    Cal and Steven exchange a glance and Steven rubs his chin. “She does have a point. But we already blocked that tunnel, didn’t we?” 
 
    Did they? I never asked about it. 
 
    Cal nods. “I had someone detonate the bombs Cho planted there. It’s blocked, for the time being.”  
 
    The last of my hope deflates. 
 
    Can I fight Elias, face-to-face? I’ve gotten used to shooting people, but they were strangers. Fighters trying to kill us. 
 
    This is different. 
 
    “Reinhart is likely more accessible,” Emma says, circling the seated fighters even as many stand. “They might have had a few explosives lifted from Cho’s dead fighters, but not many. Plus, they’ve been around us longer and know our weaknesses.” 
 
    I’ve lost. I’m one against everyone. “But Cho…” I manage. 
 
    “Fin, I don’t get it,” Sky says, tightening his grasp on my hand. “They’re both a problem, but Reinhart is the bigger problem.” 
 
    All around me, people shift. Everyone wants revenge against Reinhart and Elias. Cal might be unstable, but he’s still got that in common with the other Originals and even the Dwellers. 
 
    Maybe I should give up. Elias will die no matter what. Maybe we all will. 
 
    So I gulp and open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. 
 
    “Then it is done,” Steven says. “Everyone, rest for another hour and finish eating. Take naps if necessary. We can’t face the splinter group in our current state, and we’re safe here.” He eyes the small opening that leads to our chamber and nods. 
 
    Sky and I walk back to the side of the chamber to join Cia, and we eat in silence. Emma shuffles over to sit beside Steven and Cal, keeping her shoulders hiked up as she eats. Even Cia doesn’t say anything as she digs into her beans. I don’t want to ask her what she thinks about all this, or Lacy and Talen, either. Watching them sit side by side, hips touching, brings a new wave of pain to my chest. Sky’s alive, and his leg appears completely healed as he removes the bandage and tosses it to the side. He smiles at me, but I don’t feel it anymore. 
 
     “Fin?” he asks. 
 
    “I’m tired of this.” 
 
    His smile drops into a frown. “We all are.”  
 
    At least we agree on something.  
 
    He wraps his arm around me and pulls me close, but I tense.  
 
    Cal, Steven, and Emma huddle in the middle of the chamber, talking in hushed tones. I guess crazy Cal’s back after his little time out. Long after I finish eating my beans and toss the can to the side, the three rise. A fresh wave of tension overtakes me, and I pull away from Sky. 
 
    “We’re about ready,” Steven announces. “Emma feels that we should ask our prisoners if they want to fight with us against our common enemies.” 
 
    One of the former EHC prisoners snorts. “With the boards and bottles they had?” 
 
     “We’ll have to arm them,” Emma says. “But with their added numbers, we can overtake Reinhart’s people.” 
 
    Getting them to fight with us will take time, especially with Betty’s ranting. I let out a breath and stand, pulling Sky to his feet. There’s still a chance Elias will ditch Reinhart before we attack. Maybe.  
 
    Steven motions to the chamber opening as people groan and rise. Joints pop and fighters push themselves up from their backs, blinking. 
 
    “Emma, we’ll need you,” I tell her with a nod. “To help convince them.” 
 
    She joins Sky and me, leading the way out of the chamber. Our group, forming a single line, patrols back to the facility entrance. I pull open the door. 
 
    Betty spills into my grasp, clawing at my arms and smelling of sweat. I backpedal from the shock, letting her fall to the cave floor. The people behind me gasp as Betty claws at the floor, whimpering. No one’s behind her. How did she escape? 
 
    She quiets for a moment, only to let a sob of defeat escape. “They’re all dead!” 
 
    “Betty?” Emma asks, grabbing her shoulders. 
 
    “They detected us. They came,” she rasps. “I warned you.” Betty pushes herself off the floor, shoving Emma back, and raises her hand to slap me. 
 
    I catch her arm mid-swing. “What are you saying?” A generator shouldn’t have grabbed anyone’s attention. Emma was right about that. 
 
    Betty tries to spit in my face, but nothing comes out. “People. With green coats tied around their waists. You brought them here!” Her eyes shine with hatred and terror. 
 
    Ice stabs into my chest. 
 
    Cho. The Naturals. 
 
    Gasps ripple through the line behind me. People curse. 
 
    “And then what?” Sky asks. 
 
    “I don’t sense anyone but us now,” Talen adds, sorrow in his voice. 
 
    “Only I escaped,” Betty whispers. She deflates in my grasp. If I weren’t holding her up, she’d collapse. “They left. They left death.” 
 
    “We need to check,” Emma says. 
 
    “Weapons out,” Steven orders. 
 
    “I’m still unarmed,” Cal reminds him. 
 
    I ignore Cal, releasing Betty and letting her slump to the floor. My heart races painfully. Sky and I lead the way back through the hallway and to the spiral stairwell. No one greets us. There’s just silence hanging over everything. 
 
    I know what I’ll see before I reach the bottom of the stairwell. Sky and I are the first to reach the bottom, and as we do, Sky shines his flashlight on the horror. 
 
    Long shapes dangle from the ceiling, from the pipes, each held up by a plastic yellow rope that must have come from a crate. Someone has left a black box in the center of the room, a two-foot-high metal one that must have served as a platform to execute the dead. The light falls first on a ragged woman, eyes bulging and face blue. The rope around her neck digs into her purple flesh. Sky gags and swings the light to another figure, a Dweller man who had been guarding the prisoners. His face is turned away from us, and he’s limp. A dropped green jacket rests under him, as if Cho and his people have left us a calling card. Maybe they even left Betty alive so she could tell the tale. They want us to know they did this. 
 
    That we can’t ever hide from them.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “THEY’RE ALL DEAD,” Cia blurts, her voice sounding as young and small as she actually is. 
 
    “Cho,” Lacy says, advancing on the horrible scene. She looks up at the closest body as her cheeks flush. “These people couldn’t defend themselves.” Her fists ball up at her sides. “I’ll show them how that feels.” 
 
    A bad taste rises in my mouth. I study the black, metal box, one I don’t recognize, that Cho must have made his victims step onto so his Naturals could put ropes around their necks. And then push them off, one by one. These people watched as their friends and family died, and Cho wants us to know that, too. 
 
    “I agree,” Cal says, shooting me a look that says this wouldn’t have happened if he had remained in charge. 
 
    No, because you would have killed them all yourself! 
 
    Somewhere back in the facility, Betty wails. The sound echoes down the corridors and adds to the haunting scene. I’ll never get this out of my head. 
 
    “We’ll have to go after Cho and his people first, after all,” Steven says. “It’s clear they know where we are. Emma, could the generator have gotten their attention?” 
 
    “No. But they might have followed the blast hole in the tunnel, which means they might have reached Elysian Beach.”  
 
    Cal curses. Though unarmed, he retakes the lead, marching in front of everyone. “We need to check. Immediately. They could hang our civilians as well.” 
 
    People shift and mutter. Sickness hits my gut like a fist. 
 
    But when I let out a breath, relief replaces the tension sitting on my shoulders. We won’t be going after Elias just yet.  
 
    Wow… it’s selfish of me to feel like that.  
 
    I look to Sky and nod. “Cho first. For sure.” 
 
    Cal waves us back up the stairs. Everyone follows. They may all be thinking the same thing as him; I’m a screw up every time.  
 
    Betty’s vanished, and Emma, who walks beside Cal, veers into the computer room. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Cal asks. 
 
    “There is important information here that I need to find,” Emma tells him. 
 
    They stop, preventing our two lines of fighters from moving forward. 
 
    “Nothing’s more important now than hunting down that rat, not even hunting down the sly fox,” Cal says. “We need your brains.” 
 
    “That giant metal lid in the floor is hiding something,” Emma says. “It could even be a lifetime’s worth of supplies. Or a weapon. We’ve got to activate those cables.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s not going anywhere,” Cal growls. “But that rat could be halfway to our home by now. You’re coming with us. We can come back when we’re the only ones left.” 
 
    Steven hands Cal back his automatic rifle, and the two of them take the lead. People shove Emma out of the way, and then she bites her lip and follows. Maybe that’s better for her. We haven’t found any lasting hope yet, and we probably won’t. 
 
    Our group leaves Betty and her wails behind. What can we do for her? I try not to think about us leading Cho to her people—I have enough guilt building from everything else—and follow the group through the caves and back to the rail tunnel. The blast hole remains, and Cal stands there, breathing a sigh of relief as he eyes the blockage we couldn’t get past before. 
 
    Then I see that most of the rubble has been moved, blasted inward from another bomb. Cho and his people came from the direction of his settlement, not ours. 
 
    “Elysian Beach might be okay,” Steven says to him. 
 
    “I hope,” Cal mutters. “We have to make sure. Someone take a radio and let me know that they’re okay. You!” He points to an Original, a woman still holding a shotgun. 
 
    She does as she’s told and runs down the tunnel, gun out. After she and her flashlight vanish into the dark, Cal paces.  
 
    I know what he’s just done. He refuses to risk the whole group at once. He’s not a bad leader, really. Perhaps we should have been more understanding of his grief. Didn’t I make some of my dumbest decisions after losing Drape? 
 
    Sky grips my hand as the minutes pass. His mother’s there. He grabs Cia’s hand, too, and we wait.  
 
    At last, Cal’s radio goes off. “Everyone at home is okay,” the woman says. “Cho has not been here. I will radio you if he arrives.” 
 
    “Good. Then he’s at his settlement, unless he’s moved. It’s clear he wants us to go to him.” Cal motions to the cleared rubble. 
 
    It’s a trap for sure. My stomach turns. 
 
    “Move!” Cal orders. 
 
    “Cal—” Steven starts. 
 
    But he’s already crawling over the rubble. “We’ll give them what they want.” 
 
    “We might need to babysit him again,” Lacy says lowly. 
 
    Emma eyes the hole that leads back to the Exodus facility. I grab her shoulder. “We’ll go back, I promise. But not right now.” 
 
    She blinks at me. “You’re right.” Raising her weapon, she follows. 
 
    The tunnel stretches out again once we’re over the rubble. We fan out in three lines of about ten people. No one speaks. I jog beside Sky and in front of Lacy and Talen. Cia runs in front of Sky, who doesn’t try to stop her. Cal points his gun and taped flashlight down the tunnel, illuminating just brick at first, but then the glow lands on another big hole blasted in the tunnel. It looks like the one we’ve made, and as Cal gets closer, the light falls on a wide, stone corridor that seems to go underneath this tunnel. Mine cart tracks line it, along with a bunch of crates. 
 
    “This is weird,” Cal says. “I’ve never heard of this tunnel, either.” 
 
    Emma pulls out her map and joins him. “This map shows no tunnels under this system. Maybe they belong to some sort of stabilization system, or they’re left over from the excavation days.” 
 
    Cal hops down, peering down the tunnel as the rest of us squeeze closer, trying to see. 
 
    Shots ring out. 
 
    Cal ducks behind a crate as the corner of it splinters.  
 
    I raise my weapon as the series of shots die. It’s another trap. Cho’s men are down there. 
 
    The air fills with shouts. A few of the Originals jump down, opening fire on whoever’s down the tunnel. The air fills with the acrid stench of gunfire, which rings in my ears. Blood flies from a woman’s shoulder, and she grasps her arm and ducks against a wall. Another fighter, a Dweller man, takes a shot to the chest, staggers, and falls, dropping his gun. 
 
    “They’re dying!” I shout, only to be drowned out by the gunshots. My mind works. The crates could provide cover. I pull on Sky’s sleeve, but he’s already following Cia as she jumps down into the tunnel. 
 
    I follow, landing in a crouch. People push against me, eager to fight, and I find myself behind a crate as more shouts and shots ring out. Wood chips sting my shoulders. The crate shudders as it takes bullets. The tunnel’s dark with tilting flashlight beams, which come from all directions. Sky ducks beside me, pinning Cia to the crate, and fires over the wood. 
 
    “Got one!” he shouts. 
 
    “Forward!” Cal orders. “Before they leave!” 
 
    I peek over the crate. A hundred feet away, five of Cho’s Naturals backpedal over a sixth, who lies dead. They’re clearly guarding this place. 
 
    And one of them has a radio that he’s raising to his ear. 
 
    My mind clears. I raise my pistol and fire. 
 
    The radio flies from his grasp and blood shoots from his hand. The Natural crouches, grasping his hand, only to jolt and fall from more gunfire. 
 
    Around me, others rise, firing and finishing the rest of the group. The gunfire ends, leaving five more bodies down the corridor. 
 
    “They killed this man,” Cal shouts, standing over the dead Dweller. Blood soaks the front of his shirt. “And Maggie’s injured!” 
 
    “We’ll wrap her shoulder,” another Original shouts. 
 
    “They expected us,” Talen says, jumping down into the tunnel. “I sense no more. Let me go first, to make sure none of the bodies have explosives in them.” 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Lacy tells him. 
 
    The injured woman seethes as I stand. Sky continues to hold Cia against the crate for a second before he, too, rises. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” Cia says, scowling at him. 
 
    I check everyone, but nobody else took bullets. I can’t see Emma, but if she were dead, she’d be lying here. The tunnel’s crowded. Talen and Lacy creep forward, then wave us all along. 
 
    “No explosives except for those we can loot.” Lacy holds up one of the black bombs. “It looks like they wanted to blow this tunnel up if they saw us.”  
 
    “Good,” Cal shouts. “We could use those. Grab them. Maggie, can you walk?” 
 
    “Yes, I can walk. They didn’t shoot my legs.” At least Maggie’s tough. 
 
    Steven clears his throat. “This is nowhere near where Cho was before. His people must have changed locations.” 
 
    “Emma?” Cal asks, turning in a circle. When she doesn’t answer, Cal motions us down the tunnel. “We’re going to find out what this all is. Hurry.” 
 
    We form lines again, and once my limbs steady, we join Lacy and Talen as they hold up looted automatic rifles, bombs, and radios. I hope these people didn’t have time to radio Cho and the rest of the Naturals. 
 
    Next, we run along the mine cart tracks, which look a bit too big to belong to carts, yet too small to carry any passenger rails. My mind works, but I can’t figure their purpose out. Most of the crates are open and empty, leaving no clues. The tunnel curves multiple times, and splits, too. The same tracks follow every part of the corridor. 
 
    “Do you sense anything?” Cal asks Lacy and Talen once we reach the first split. 
 
    “No,” Talen says. “Everything in these tunnels is off.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this.” Cal shakes his head. He eyes an old sign, so faded the red lettering on it is barely visible. 
 
    “That sign looks like the ones back at the Exodus facility,” I say. “Maybe this is more secret EHC stuff?” 
 
    Cal traces his finger along the sign. “Docking station? Make sense Cho’s people would be in a large area.” 
 
    I can’t argue. Cal leads the way again, following the very faded arrow on the sign. A breeze blows against us, and I know this is a long tunnel network. Tracks remain, and my legs start aching as we continue. The tunnel splits three more times, and I get the idea it must run under the entire underground, maybe more. The breezes merge, blowing my hair upward, and Sky smiles at me. 
 
    “Stop,” I say, but I’m glad to see it. 
 
    “This way,” Cal says, pointing to another sign. This one definitely says docking station, but for what? 
 
    The breeze lessens as we walk, and right before a big curve, Lacy and Talen stop abruptly. 
 
    “People,” Lacy says. “I sense them.” 
 
    Cal backs up to stand behind them. “How many?”  
 
    I tighten my grip on my pistol. “Cho’s people for sure?” 
 
    “A lot of them.” Lacy and Talen exchange a wide-eyed glance. “There are so many ahead I can’t make all of them out.” 
 
    Steven shakes his head at Cal. “Not good.”  
 
    “We can’t let them threaten us anymore,” Cal insists. He looks right at me. “You’re enhanced with that Noble class thing, right? We’ll need your brains since Emma decided to ditch us.” 
 
    “Huh?” I whirl. 
 
    The other fighters, including Cia, shrug at me. Sky’s already holding his flashlight to everyone, and scanning the faces reveals that, yes, Emma is not with us. 
 
    “What?” I blurt. 
 
    “She must have left during the fight,” Cal says. “We don’t have time to go get her. Let her bury herself in those computers.” 
 
    My stomach turns. Without Emma, figuring things out is up to me. 
 
    Cal beckons to me. “Up front.”  
 
    “She just left us.” I look at Sky as he walks up to Cal with me, but with Cal here, I don’t dare mention Emma’s mental torment. Maybe she’s snapped. But why leave when we’re going after Cho, not the former EHC? 
 
    Or there’s something to the Exodus facility, something that can help with all this. But we can’t go back there now. Not until Cho is eliminated. Emma will have to risk it all on her own. 
 
    I ball my fists. With her ditching us, all the mental work is on me. She could have warned me first. 
 
    We continue the march, slower this time, and in silence. I breathe, trying to calm down. Lacy grimaces as the tunnel curves and brightens. Cal snaps his fingers, and I know what it means. Everyone turns off their flashlights and my eyes adjust to the pale light. Soon, low chatter floats down the tunnel.  
 
    People. Lots of them. Lacy was right. 
 
    And as if to make that point, she pokes me in the ribs. 
 
    She peeks around the tunnel before ducking back again. “I don’t know what this is,” she hisses, “but it looks bad.” 
 
    She moves aside to let me peer around the curve. 
 
    Light fills a massive room that spreads out before us. Pipes, wires, and scaffolding take up the high ceiling, lit by hordes of battery-powered lanterns. More of the tracks crisscross on the floor, leading to dozens of tunnels, but I can barely see them due to all the Naturals gathered in the room. 
 
    I gulp. 
 
    Hundreds of men and women, seemingly from all walks of life, stand in a thick ring around the center of the room. All wear white shirts and have their green jackets tied around their waists, indicating they were once part of the SNA.  
 
    My mouth dries out. Cho stands on top of an uneven metal box with grating on the top. It’s just one of about a dozen metal boxes, and all of them are parked on the rails. But he’s not speaking. Instead, he’s flipping through what looks like an old book, complete with yellowed pages hanging out of it, and furrowing his brows. A man and a woman stand beside him, looking over his shoulders at the manual. The three speak in low voices amongst themselves while the rest of the Naturals mill around each other. 
 
    I explain to the others what I’ve seen. Cal’s frown deepens as I speak. 
 
    “Then they want us to know we’re helpless against them,” Cal says. “Cho wanted us to see these numbers.” He peeks around the curve before ducking back again. “Fin, shoot Cho from here. Lacy, Talen, kill as many of these rats as possible.” 
 
    I could. With my aim, I could end his life right now. 
 
    “Whoa.” Steven pulls Cal back. “There are hundreds of them. If we kill one, another will take over the leadership role.” 
 
    I agree with Steven. Lacy shakes her head at me. “Even if Talen and I take a few dozen down, that leaves the rest. We’ll still lose.” 
 
    I shift from leg to leg as my stomach turns. The weird metal boxes, the tracks that lead everywhere underground, and the fact that Cho’s got them all well-guarded all add up to a terrifying picture that matches what we found on those computer terminals. “Our chances of surviving this plan are almost nothing.” 
 
    “We can’t do nothing,” Cal says. 
 
    “You’re right.” I swallow, and it hurts. “Because I think the Naturals just found the destabilizer weapons that ruined the world so long ago. And they’re planning to use them against the rest of the underground.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    WE NEED A new plan. 
 
    Rushing in there and attacking Cho’s people in our state won’t work. Cal looks to me and shifts leg to leg, impatient. Behind him, Lacy and Talen look at each other, ready to hop into action. Sky shakes his head at me. 
 
    With a few hundred Naturals in there, I calculate our chances of even surviving a direct attack on Cho’s people to be less than one percent. About a quarter of a percent. While we could run down this tunnel, I can tell from the curvature of the others that they all must interconnect at some point. We’re in a complex system, and the Naturals would cut us off at some point. 
 
    It’s up to me to figure it out. Everyone’s waiting, even Cal. 
 
    “Okay,” I hiss, waving everyone back down the tunnel. “Let me think.” I scan the others, but most of the enhanced—most of the former EHC people—have gone with Reinhart. Elias could have helped with the planning, being Noble class. A few former police remain, but they’re Century class—increased strength but average intelligence. The same goes for most of the Dwellers, too, as well as Lacy. And wasn’t Talen originally Tenant class, modified to Aura? I’m on my own. 
 
    We move a few hundred feet back down the tunnel. Cal works his jaw, but I ignore him, and, focusing on my breathing, I let my mind work. Now that we have some quiet, I can run some more calculations in my head. Turning away from everyone, I think.  
 
    Attacking hundreds of Naturals gives us virtually no chance. But if we split up into different tunnels, they would have to split up, too, which brings our chances of most of our group surviving up to one or two percent.  
 
    Still not good enough.  
 
    “Fighting them directly isn’t the answer.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Cal asks. 
 
    “Here’s what we do.” I buy a few seconds while I think. “To use those weapons, Cho will want to scatter them around the tunnels. Why else are there dozens of those boxes in that big room? He’ll want to position them under settlements and use them to threaten people.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Steven asks, curious. 
 
    “If you were him, what would you do?” Though I’m not sure how it works, thoughts and probabilities flow through my mind, Cho’s past actions factoring in. “The chances of him doing this are about ninety percent. There’s a ten percent chance he’ll leave guards around these weapons as a just-in-case thing, but after what he did at the Monster’s Nest, I’m willing to bet he’ll want to hold the underground hostage.” 
 
    “There are people down here.” Steven nods curtly to Cal. “Other settlements. Elysian Beach has the most people, but I know there are others.” 
 
    Sky eyes me, his pupils widening. I hate seeing him scared. “My mother’s still back at Elysian Beach.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. 
 
    “He’ll attack there first,” Cia says. 
 
    I can’t bear to tell her the chances of that are also ninety percent. Cho could use these weapons to collapse the place. That’s my best guess, as I haven’t seen them up close. My throat’s dry, but I force myself to swallow. “Okay. We split into groups with one enhanced person in each. The enhanced person will rip up the tracks in each tunnel so Cho can’t wheel these weapons around. We have a fifty percent chance of most of us surviving.” 
 
    “Only fifty?” Lacy rubs her hands together. In typical form, she can’t wait to fight. 
 
    “Calm down.” Talen puts his hand on her shoulder. “Breathe, Lacy.” 
 
    Lacy glares at him, but it’s a playful glare. 
 
    “Well, those Naturals will have to split up into teams,” I say. “There won’t be any more than a dozen Naturals per team, and those of us who are enhanced can probably deal with that, too, especially if we can catch them by surprise.” 
 
    “That means we have to split up.” Sky’s eyes shine with fear. This could be the last time we see each other. 
 
    I sense our chances of survival dropping the longer we stand here. “Move, everyone.” 
 
    Sky eyes me the whole time we walk back to the last junction, but now’s not the time to talk. I have to think. Keeping my face screwed up and drawing a few glares from Cal, I stop at the last junction and study the direction of the tunnels. Turning away from Sky, I form a map of the system in my head. An amazing picture forms, and I know how to surround the big storage room. 
 
    “Okay. Lacy with Cal and Steven. Me with you two.” I point out two Originals in plaid. “Talen should go with the unenhanced people.” 
 
    When I get to Cia, she squares her shoulders. 
 
    “And you go with your brother,” I tell her. 
 
    “I’ve proved myself,” she says. 
 
    Sky thanks me with his eyes. “Sis, you’re staying with me.”  
 
    She doesn’t argue. I can do this for Sky. Fifty percent is too high of a chance when it comes to death. 
 
    We divide into ten groups, with at least one enhanced and two unenhanced people in each. Lacy grips Cal’s sleeve and takes him down one of the tunnels. We scatter, and as we do, Sky looks back at me. 
 
    Sadness fills his eyes and drops his shoulders. He knows I’m losing hope. I hate that. 
 
    “Come on,” I order my group—a pair of Originals named Wendy and Charles. They’re in their twenties, probably with kids back in Elysian Beach. “You two will cover me while I try to rip up the tracks.” 
 
    “Got it.” Wendy walks with her automatic rifle pointed at the ground. Has she ever used one before? 
 
    We walk back down a new tunnel, one I know will curve back to the storage area. Pipes and wires run over our heads, occasionally hooking into large metal panels. Whatever system this is must run under the whole underground. Just running the directions in my head tells me this tunnel eventually leads to Cho’s settlement. 
 
    When the breeze blows against my face again, I know we’re close to the storage room. Faint mutters float with it. The crowd’s still out there. I look at Wendy and Charles. They both have sweat running down the sides of their faces. I’m responsible for their lives, and I can give them no guarantees. 
 
    “I’ll start ripping the tracks up here,” I whisper, leaning down. “Cover me. Turn your flashlights off.” 
 
    They do, and near complete darkness falls. The only light comes from the storage room ahead, and it’s faint. My eyes adjust, and I grip the track, pulling with all my strength. Slowly, the section of track comes loose, and I fall back, holding a rusty, five-foot-long metal bar in my hands. 
 
    “That would make a good weapon,” Charles says. 
 
    “Here,” I tell him, handing him the section. He grunts as he places it against the wall. “We can’t leave them here, or Cho’s people will just put them back together. I have to rip out a lot of them.” 
 
    It’s tedious work, but over the next half hour, I manage to yank out eight sections of track and hand them to the others. My arms quiver by the time I’m done. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Wendy hisses. 
 
    I freeze, holding one of the metal sections in my hands. I don’t dare breathe. 
 
    Cho’s loud voice echoes from far away. The tunnel distorts his words, but his tone tells me he’s giving an order. 
 
    A minute later, a light shines down the tunnel and gets brighter. My heart leaps into my throat and my senses sharpen. As soon as they round the tunnel, they’ll see us. We have no cover unless we— 
 
    Pipes and wires stretch out above. 
 
    Cho’s people won’t expect an ambush. Normal people like them can’t climb up there. But the enhanced can. 
 
    “I’ll get over them. You two get back. Let me strike from behind,” I order. “Leave me a pole.” 
 
    Wendy and Charles nod, backpedaling into the tunnel. Hugging several metal sections between them, they disappear into the dark. 
 
    The low rumble of a cart along the tracks follows the light. Once Wendy and Charles vanish around the curve, I grab the last metal pole and hoist it above me to rest on a large pipe. Then I leap, gripping the pipe and pulling my body off the tunnel floor and onto the pipe itself. It’s heavy, like it contains more than air, which means it can support me. Grabbing the pole, I wait. 
 
    Time stretches out and my muscles tense tighter the louder the rumble of the cart gets. I listen, but no one speaks, and the light soon illuminates the busted track. 
 
     “Looks like metal thieves got here before we did,” says a man’s voice. 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” a woman replies, exhaustion weighing down her tone. They must be twenty feet down the tunnel. 
 
    The man’s voice quavers. “Well, we have to get this under the stabilization port, or Cho will have our heads.”  
 
    Muttering floats down the tunnel, too. There must be ten Naturals behind the cart, with two in the lead, pushing it. 
 
    Stabilization port? 
 
    I think of the big metal ceiling panels we’ve passed and I shudder. Is the whole underground held up by a stabilization system? That means these devices are intended to interrupt it.  
 
    And that Edward Nejem built these tunnels in response to the miner revolts. 
 
    “This whole plan is messed up,” the woman says. “I hope we never have to use it.” 
 
    I don’t like the sounds of this.  
 
    No one speaks for a bit. I ready my pistol in one hand and the pole in another. This will take all my physical strength and agility. 
 
    “Forward!” the man orders. “We may have to lift the cart.” 
 
    More rumbling follows. Then the Naturals come into view, their heads two feet below where I perch. A man and woman lead the way, guns held to their chests, and behind them, the metal cart—one of those from the storage room—lurches as it comes off the track. The battery powered lantern on top of it falls onto its side. Cursing rises from the other ten Naturals as sparks fly off the floor. 
 
    “Careful!” the man in the lead shouts, turning away from me. 
 
    My pulse races in my ears. 
 
    I need to wait. Once they’re all fighting with the cart, that will be the time to strike. 
 
    “This thing weighs a million pounds,” another man complains. 
 
    “There are twelve of us. Lift,” the lead man orders. 
 
    “But the radiation!” 
 
    Radiation?  
 
    The machine must be full of heavy, radioactive metals. Emma would know. Too bad she abandoned us.  
 
    “Lift!” the man repeats. 
 
    The other Naturals get on either side of the Destabilizer box, throwing their rifles over their backs. The lead man and woman stand back, heads just under me, and watch. I have to kill them first and hope Wendy and Charles can ambush the others. My chances of going down in the gunfight are a little more than fifty-fifty. 
 
    The ten Naturals grunt as they struggle to lift, and the cart only rises an inch. Faces redden. It’s time to strike. 
 
    I slide down, legs first, and wrap my thighs around the man’s neck. With a twist, his neck snaps before the woman even turns her head. 
 
    The man falls and I jump down, whirling on the woman and swinging the metal pole at her face. Her eyes widen a half-second before impact. Blood droplets fly as her jaw makes a sickening crunch and her nose breaks. Stunned, she falls into another Natural, who loses her grip on the Destabilizer box. 
 
    More cursing rises. The box crashes to the floor as Naturals scramble for their weapons. 
 
    “Wendy! Charles!” I shout, crouching and jabbing my pole into another Natural’s stomach. 
 
    The man drops his gun and grasps at his stomach. I haven’t impaled him, but I must have crushed his liver. All the color drains from his face. He staggers to the side as I fire my pistol with my free hand into the face of the next man. 
 
    More gunfire rings out. 
 
    Instinct throws me to the ground. I wait for the impact of bullets, firing my pistol without daring to look up. Bullets ping off the metal box, hot sparks raining down on me. The cart’s blocking me from much of the Naturals’ gunfire since most stand behind it. Grunts and shouts of pain ring out everywhere. I lift my head to find a bloodied face, unrecognizable, staring back at me. Swallowing bile, I grab the cart and aim my pistol over it, firing at whoever’s there. 
 
    The shooting stops, leaving my ears ringing and the air reeking. 
 
    Wendy and Charles whoop in victory. 
 
    I take a breath. 
 
    Maybe we’re not about to die. 
 
    “Fin, we got them,” Charles says, appearing over me and lowering his rifle. “Surprise of their lives. The last surprise of their lives.” 
 
    Beside us, Wendy fires a fatal shot into a groaning Natural. I hoist myself up and shake my head, getting my bearings. Charles takes my arm to steady me, though I don’t need it. Though my heart races and I’m coughing on the fumes, I close my eyes and force my mind to work.  
 
    “We can’t stay here. Cho heard this for sure. He’ll send more men.”  
 
    The others should be fighting now, too. How many are dead? 
 
    I push the rising terror down. We can’t worry about that now.  
 
    I study the Destabilizer box. It looks rectangular and harmless at first glance, but inside the gratings, metal coils and pipes wrap around each other like the black insides of a monster. There’s a big metal disc within and a port for a fuel cell on the side—a port that’s loaded. I back off. It looks like it weighs at least a thousand pounds. Even I won’t be able to move it. For now, the cart is stuck. 
 
    “You’re right,” Wendy says. “Back to the intersection. With luck, the others will be waiting for us.” 
 
    I loot one of the automatic rifles off a body, trying not to look at the woman’s empty eyes. Throwing it over my shoulder, I keep my pistol out and lead Wendy and Charles back down the tunnel, carrying the remaining metal sections under my other arm. They huff and puff, struggling to keep up, and I have to slow down for them. My thoughts turn to Sky. Did he and Cia use the same tactic? 
 
    Shouts ring out ahead. 
 
    I round the curve. Footfalls echo. More of our fighters are retreating from other tunnels.  
 
    Dark figures round the curve, all with white shirts and green jackets tied around their waists. 
 
    More Naturals. 
 
    None of them our own.  
 
    Ten of them charge us, bellowing out war cries as I slide to a stop, bringing up my weapon. Behind me, Charles and Wendy curse as empty guns click. 
 
    I have no time. 
 
    The first Natural, a woman with a scar running down her face, raises the butt of her gun and swings at the side of my face. 
 
    “Fin!” Wendy yells. 
 
    I try to duck, but the world explodes in yellow flashes and red supernovas before darkness crashes down like the entire world is crumbling on top of me.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE WORLD IS pain. 
 
    My eyelids feel like they weigh a thousand pounds. I try to bend my arm to rub my aching temple—my screaming and what feels like very bruised temple—but something holds it down to what feels like the arm of a wooden chair. A shudder races over me and nausea rips through my insides. I groan, begging the agony to stop. 
 
    “Awake!” 
 
    A horribly familiar voice tears through the darkness, something straight out of my nightmares. 
 
    Cho. 
 
    The sickness flees as if fearing him, and I open my eyes. Light from battery-powered lanterns stab into my eyes. Men and women stand around the large room, guns ready, just waiting for orders. I’m seated above them on a semi-dark platform alongside two other people. 
 
    And Cho himself stands in front of me. Though short and stout, he hovers over me, black hair combed back and eyes glinting with hunger. 
 
    My head erupts like the Monster’s Nest and I dry-heave onto my lap. 
 
    “Cho,” I manage, leaning over to dry heave again. When finished, my eyes start to adjust. Rope binds my wrists to the handles of a fold-out chair and my ankles to the legs. They’ve captured me. Tied me here. 
 
    Wendy and Charles, too. 
 
    Charles has dried blood crusted around his nose, which sits at a crooked angle. Broken. He blinks, stunned, and faces me. 
 
    “Fin,” he mouths. His eyes are dull, as if he’s died already. 
 
    And Wendy. A large bruise covers half her face, now painted in an ugly portrait of purple, black, and blue. 
 
    Why didn’t they kill us? 
 
    “Cho,” I force out again. There must be three dozen fighters still in this room. That means the others have gone to fight my people. But there are more than enough in this place to guarantee I have no chance of escape, even if I break free from these ropes. I pull against them, but Cho only smiles. There’s not a hint of joy in it. 
 
    There’s no hope. The three of us will never survive. Cho wants us for something, otherwise we’d be dead already, and once he has what he wants, we will be. 
 
    “Fin. We might have been trailing you for some time. Might have left you Impures a bit of a present, too. Trust me, you do not want to go back to your new hideout. I was hoping you could help me with a little something.” He approaches me like a predator. As he does, two fighters, guns ready, flank him. Cho’s holding the old instruction manual. “We’ve found lots of interesting old experiments down here, courtesy of the early EHC. It seems this system is important for holding up the entire underground system of the world; built in the early days of the Flip and forgotten until now. It seems this room is a warehouse full of units that, together, form a weapon. But we are not sure how.” 
 
    He wants to know how to use the Destabilizer. I look away from Cho only to face a stack of those small black boxes like the one they used to help them execute Betty’s people. My stomach turns at the sight.  
 
    “If you want to know how to use these things, I don’t understand how they work,” I tell him. 
 
    “But you must if you are trying to stop my men from moving them to certain strategic locations,” Cho says, opening the manual. He throws it down onto my lap. 
 
    I struggle not to flinch. He has a good point. Letting out a breath, I try to get my mind to work, but that feels like it’s shutting down, too, despite the throbbing at my temple starting to soften. Physically, I’m healing, but everything else has gone heavy and gray.  
 
    This is how it will all end. No one’s coming to bust me and the others out of here. 
 
    Let it. 
 
    I’ve got no more feeling inside of me. 
 
    “Look!” Cho shouts. “Your Impure mind should be able to decipher this!” 
 
    He jolts me back to life. I jump and nearly lose the manual. It’s heavy on my lap, open to a sprawling map of the tunnel system and covered in faded pencil scrawl. My mind analyzes the handwriting without trying. The pointed ends of every word point to a male; a driven, intelligent male—possibly Edward Nejem himself. 
 
    “I can’t read this,” I say. And it’s true. 
 
    “You are going to read this for me. Clearly whomever created these radioactive boxes meant for them to crumble this system. I need to know how it will happen and what it will do to each part of the underground.” 
 
    “I told you. I have no idea what this says.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Charles manages. 
 
    That one word is the last thing I want him or Wendy to say. It implies that I do know. 
 
    Cho leans down so close I can smell his rank breath. He’s been enjoying some chewing tobacco during his downtime. His eyes sparkle. “Oh, you will decipher this for me, or your companions here will lose a finger for each time you refuse.” 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Life surges back into my limbs, and I pull against the ropes, but so many bind my wrists that I can barely budge. The rough fiber digs into my flesh, burning. I’m alive again, but that life is fear. “For all we know, this system could kill you, too.” 
 
    The chances that Cho will listen to me are far less than one percent. This is the man who blew up the Monster’s Nest and finished what Edward Nejem started. He won’t care about blowing up the underground, too. To Cho, that’s small beans. 
 
    “Not if I know how to use it.” His voice lowers to a growl that sends a shudder down my spine. “Now look!” 
 
    My heart pounds and I force myself to focus on the manual. The first word has two letters. The second, five. The next, three. My mind works as if betraying me and anyone who might still be alive in the tunnels. The three-letter words have to be the, and the two-letter word has to be in—the way the first line loops tells me how to identify the faded I’s. 
 
    And as I stare and Cho stares, the words start to come together. 
 
    “So you do know,” Cho says. 
 
    “Fin, don’t listen to him,” Wendy says. Her words shudder, as if someone’s shaking them with a tight fist. 
 
    “Shut up,” Cho orders her. “Guards. Untie her. If she loses too much blood, we move on to the man.” 
 
    “No.” I snap my gaze up from the manual. I can lie and tell Cho that Nejem’s notes aren’t instructing the user on how to cause a complete collapse of this underground system. Or that Edward Nejem smuggled these Destabilizers down here to stop people from moving away from the EHC. 
 
    But Cho straightens and faces the guards as they cut through Wendy’s bindings with huge knives. She stays silent as they yank her out of the chair, pulling her in front of me. Both the guards, rough-looking men who look like they were born to be cruel, wrestle Wendy’s arms out to the sides, forcing her to splay her fingers. 
 
    I open my mouth to tell Wendy I won’t let them cut her up, but I can promise nothing. Not with Cho now pacing between her and me. 
 
    “Fin, what does the manual say?” 
 
    Or I can tell the entire truth. 
 
    “The weapon will kill us all if you use it while you’re down here. It was meant to be used by the EHC to stop people from coming down here. That includes you and your people.” 
 
    Cho sneers. “Lies. The control panel is right here.” Cho pats his belt, and then I see it. He’s wearing a large remote with a small power cell attached. 
 
    My stomach drops to my boots. 
 
    He’s already got the means to activate these weapons. 
 
    Cho whirls on the guards. “Remove her pinky.” 
 
    “No!” I shout, pulling against the ropes again, but I sense it would take me minutes, if not an hour, to break out on my own. A guard lifts a blade to Wendy’s finger, and she tries to curl it, but that’s no use. 
 
    And neither, a few seconds later, is holding in her scream. It pierces the room, echoing off the walls and the pipes above. 
 
    The air fills with the smell of copper and the sounds of seething pain. Other Naturals back away as Cho watches. This is just as much a display for them as it is for me.  
 
    Blood drips to the floor to join a small, pale bit of flesh.  
 
    Acid rises into my throat. I might throw up. 
 
    “Look at what you’ve done,” Cho says, turning back to me with his hands behind his back. 
 
    I close my eyes, and the erupting Monster’s Nest fills the space behind my closed eyelids. The black cloud spreads over the world, forever blocking out the sun. 
 
    Balling my fists, I force my eyes back open. Wendy’s face has gone pale. Charles has gone silent behind me. We’re all going to die, slowly and painfully. Cho stares me down, expressionless, and that’s somehow worse than him smiling.  
 
    This is reality. And there is no hope here. 
 
    “Now, what do these weapons do, exactly?” he presses. “How can I program them to target only certain parts of the underground and not others?” 
 
    I want to spit on him, make him angry. Maybe he’ll just get mad and order his people to shoot us. That’s better than getting cut up. Or finding out that everyone I care about is dead. 
 
    “I told you that I don’t know!” 
 
    Cho snaps his fingers without facing his guards. “Her other pinky.” 
 
    The second guard holds out Wendy’s other hand. She whimpers. I close my eyes and look down at the twisting network in my lap as she seethes, trying to hold in her pain— 
 
    Something metal hits the ground. A loud hiss fills the air. 
 
    “What the hell?” a man shouts. 
 
    And another, and another. 
 
    “Open fire!” Cal orders. 
 
    I snap my head up. The room fills with white gas—tear gas taken from the Exodus facility—which erupts from seemingly every corner of the room. From a pair of tunnels to the left, fighters in plaid rush inside to confront the three dozen Naturals gathered in the room. People cough and raise their sleeves to their eyes as the air thickens. Shots ring out while other Naturals turn and grip their heads. Eyes redden as some grunt and scream from pure agony. A group of six Naturals on the left side of the room collapse, thrashing. 
 
    Lacy. Talen. One of them is fighting. 
 
    Cal rushes into the room. He raises an automatic rifle and aims it at the back of a guard’s head, the one still holding Wendy. Blood splatters, and Wendy, wrapping her injured hand in her shirt, jumps down from the platform as Cal aims his fury on the other guard. Both torturers fall. I glimpse Lacy, facing down more guards as a few Originals gun down the ones she hasn’t hit. They’ve regrouped. But where is— 
 
    “Fin. It’s me.” Sky appears in front of me, snatching the bloody knife from the floor. His eyes are red from the tear gas, which has thinned to a fog that barely obscures the edges of the room. Tears fill my vision, turning him blurry. “Fin! Wake up!” 
 
    I flinch as he slashes at the ropes. “I’m awake!” 
 
    He nods at me. “Your arm’s free. I’ll cut the other ropes. What have they done to you?” 
 
    We’ll talk later. Sky cuts my other bindings within seconds, moving so smoothly the knife just misses my skin each time. I spring out of the chair and get a face full of fresh tear gas. I gag and cough. Rage pumps through my veins, and I whirl, hunting for Cho.  
 
    I find him, running into a tunnel to the right. 
 
    “Impures!” he shouts. “They’re destroying the natural order, all of them! Retreat!” 
 
    A bunch of Naturals, over a dozen, run after him, stampeding and pushing against each other to get away from Lacy. 
 
    And he’s got the Destabilizer remote. 
 
    “We can’t let him go!” I shout, fighting against the fumes. But I have no weapon. Going after Cho now will be suicide. I grab the other knife and cut the ropes off Charles. He’s gone to another place, and I have to slap him to bring him back to reality. His pupils narrow at me after the blow. 
 
    “Up!” I shout. 
 
    Sky grips my arm. “Come on. We can’t breathe in here.” He coughs. “Cia! Where are you?” 
 
    “Back!” Cal orders, clearly in charge again. “After me. We have to get out of here!” 
 
    The room has gone silent except for the thrum of fleeing feet. I gag and lift my shirt over my nose, but it does little to keep out the irritating gas. Instinct propels me to an exit—any exit—as people gag all around us. I leap over a Natural body—all either dead or retreating at this point—and leave the acrid fumes behind. 
 
    “Sky thought you were dead,” Cia says in greeting, waving us down the tracks. Unlike the ones I took, these are intact, with a Destabilizer box positioned underneath a panel far down the tunnel. Some of the weapons made it, then. 
 
    “My finger!” Wendy shouts. 
 
    “We’ll bandage it,” Charles tells her, helping her forward. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Cal orders. 
 
    I suck in a breath of fresh air. Sky runs beside me. He’s concerned because he slaps his hand on my shoulder blades as we flee. “What did they do?” he asks, his eyes hard with the want to kill. 
 
    “Wendy got it all. Not me,” I say, but I feel as if I’ve been tortured all the same. The dead feeling creeps back in, begging me to stop and give up, even as Sky runs beside me. I feel like there’s nothing left but this tunnel. 
 
    “I can see that. Cho’s disgusting,” Sky huffs as he runs. “But we’ll get through this. Most of us survived. We lost the former Naturals, though. They were gunned down, and I couldn’t save them.”  
 
    He’s right. We still number about two dozen, and I spot Lacy and Talen taking up the back of the group, holding flashlights. They’ll kill anyone who tries to follow. Cia follows right behind us, along with two lines of Dwellers and Originals. We’re still minus Emma.  
 
    And Elias, of course. 
 
    I might have to live to see him die after all. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    The Destabilizers. 
 
    “How many did you guys stop?” I ask Sky. “Everyone! Stop!” I whirl and spread my arms, forcing our fighters to a halt. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Cal snaps at me. 
 
    “How many Destabilizers did you stop from reaching their ports?” I ask, looking back at him. 
 
    Cal nods. “Two.” 
 
    Two? 
 
    “They can collapse all the settlements, and Cho has the remote to activate them. They’re all connected. When one goes off, they’re all going to go off.” I square my shoulders at Cal. Just let him argue. “It was in the instruction manual Cho tried to make me read.” 
 
    Cal pales and looks at the Destabilizer waiting down the tunnel. It’s underneath a large metal panel, right where Cho’s people want it to be. 
 
    “Push that out!” I shout. 
 
    All of us thunder toward the Destabilizer. I cut past Cal and close the distance, but just then, the machine starts to hum from the inside. 
 
    “I feel something,” Talen says. 
 
    “It’s powering up!” Lacy adds. 
 
    The power cell on the side of the machine lights a pale blue. The top panel slides open with a deadly squeal, and the dish inside—black like the insides of a burned corpse—rises from the Destabilizer with a click. The dish grows like a deadly flower toward the panel. 
 
    I reach the machine, slapping my hands to the now-hot metal and pushing. Lacy and Talen join me, also pushing, and so does Cia, ramming into my back. The Naturals were right. The device weighs a thousand pounds, at least, and my hands burn. Spots dance in front of my eyes. I might throw up. Radiation. I’ve felt it before. 
 
    “Lacy,” Talen shouts, “get away from this!” 
 
    “No!” she yells, grimacing beside me. 
 
    The cart moves, little by little, but then the dish connects to the stabilization panel with a thump, and all hell breaks loose.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    “RETREAT!” CAL SHOUTS, voice ringing off the walls of the tunnel. 
 
    The device hums and sickness grips my insides. I back away as Cia coughs, slapping her hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Radiation!” I yell. Not everyone can heal from it. Just us enhanced people. “We can’t go this way—back!” 
 
    Shouts of panic and pain fill the tunnel. I grab Sky’s sleeve and yank him back. We crash together and merge with the other fighters. Cia, Lacy, and Talen join us as bodies rush back. 
 
    The device’s hum reaches a peak that turns to a loud whine. It pierces my eardrum with stabs of pain. Cia throws her hands over her ears in an attempt to block out the sound. This is like the time those dead SNA ops blew up, but worse. Much worse. Like all my past memories are coming back to kill me. 
 
    I turn and run. 
 
    A deafening crack booms through the tunnel, rippling down the entire length and echoing back again. A few people scream as they bolt, and the sound joins the high whine. 
 
    We haven’t even stopped Cho’s plan. Now he’s going to kill all of us, and all we can do is run. 
 
    “Keep going!” Cal shouts. 
 
    The faint light from the main storage room joins with the wildly bobbing flashlight beams. I cough, but the nausea calms. My body’s recovering. 
 
    The cracking stops, leaving just the sounds of our footfalls. The whining, now far behind us, fades. I look to Sky. “Maybe it’s over. The devices couldn’t do their jobs all the way, since we—” 
 
    But then a small quake rumbles underfoot, throwing my balance off for a second, and my stomach twists in terror. It’s the first quake I’ve felt down here. 
 
    No one says anything. The silence is somehow worse than the panic. 
 
    But we continue. The tunnel opens back up into the main room, and, for now, things remain still. The bodies of Cho’s people lie scattered around the dimly lit space, and the instruction manual now lies face-down on the platform where they had me tied. We’ve escaped from him for the time being, but for what? 
 
    Another faint rumble creeps through the ground. 
 
    “Quakes,” Lacy says. 
 
    Talen rubs his temples. “Nothing feels right. We have to get you out of here.” 
 
    “What am I, two?” Lacy asks him. 
 
    Steven steps in front of us and turns, face unreadable. 
 
    “Have you ever felt quakes down here before?” I ask, knowing they’ll want me to help them figure out the situation. But nothing makes sense to me. 
 
    “No,” Steven says. “Never. The underground has always been calm.” 
 
    “What if everything eventually caves in?” a woman fighter near the back asks. “We have to get back to Elysian Beach and make sure they’re okay.” 
 
    Cal whirls on me. “We’re going to need a way around those deadly machines. A few are so old they likely never activated, right?” 
 
    “Um…” I manage. 
 
    “Fin, are you okay?” Sky’s eyes shine. “Stay with us.”  
 
    “Yes,” I say at length. “You’re right. There’s a map in this book Cho was making me look at. How many of you stopped the Destabilizers from reaching the panels? Raise your hands and point out the tunnels. Those machines might have never turned on.” 
 
    A few people put their hands up, including Lacy. No surprise there. 
 
    “We have to try one of those tunnels,” I say, tearing the two pages with the tunnel map out of the book. I leave nothing but small, technical text and a bunch of lines overlapping each other. Finding a way out won’t be easy, even for me. Turning the map, I calculate that one of the tunnels must loop back around to the blast hole. “This way.” 
 
    Another low rumble makes a battery-powered lantern shake and fall off a chair. It rolls away. Cia stops it with her foot and raises it. 
 
    My pulse leaps into my throat. I’ve lived underground most of my life, but the thought of being truly trapped, doomed to a slow death, sends icy terror through my veins. Anything could collapse next. 
 
    Talen continues to press his fingertips against his temples as I lead the way back into a tunnel. As Lacy promised, a cart sits off to the side. Nearby lay some broken tracks and, of course, about a dozen bodies. All gape at the ceiling as if hoping something could save them. The lack of blood only makes the scene eerier. 
 
    No sickness fills me as I pass this cart, unlike the other. Sky walks beside me, gaze begging me to say something, anything. But since leaving the main chamber, I’ve shifted to autopilot. My body’s moving on its own, and I’m just along for the ride. 
 
    “Everyone maintain your guard. There are surviving Naturals down here,” Cal warns from halfway down the line. Around him, people shuffle their feet. Exhaustion’s weighing down on us all. 
 
    “May I hold this light for you?” Cia asks, lifting the lantern as she walks right behind us. 
 
    “Thanks, sis,” Sky says. 
 
    I can see the map better, and I trace my finger down a long, convoluted line. Our tunnel. It forks ahead, and— 
 
    Sky grips my arm. 
 
    I lower the map pages and tense, hand automatically going for my pistol that’s no longer there. 
 
    Footfalls echo down the tunnel ahead, and it’s impossible to tell which direction of the split they’re coming from. 
 
    “Naturals,” I hiss. “I need a gun. Now.” 
 
    People shuffle, and seconds later, Cia hands me another pistol, probably someone’s spare. I click off the safety and ready myself, lifting the weapon to the tunnel ahead. People click their lights off, leaving us in the dark. 
 
    “Talen, Lacy, we’re going to need you,” I hiss. 
 
    Lacy spins to face the footsteps. “Hell yeah, we’ve got this.” 
 
    As if matching my mood, another quake, this one louder than the rest, ripples the concrete. I stumble, maintaining my weapon, trying to hold back a choke. Men and women shout up ahead. They’re coming from the split on the left, probably trying to regroup with Cho. 
 
    And then the world cracks. 
 
    The sound is everywhere at once, going up and down the tunnel. Our own fighters jostle against each other. Suddenly the Naturals are the least of our problems. 
 
    Loud thuds and scrapes follow. The old tunnel’s collapsing. I put my hands over my head, crashing into Sky, and he wraps his arm around me as we bang into the wall. His breath blows into my ear. People curse everywhere.  
 
    At least I won’t have to live to see Elias die. 
 
    “Fin, it’s over,” Sky says. 
 
    I blink, even though it’s still completely black in the tunnel. The rumbling has stopped, leaving the smell of dust in the air. 
 
    The silence gets me. 
 
    I stand, leaving Sky crouching at the wall, and point my gun in the direction the Naturals are coming. Or were coming. I can no longer hear them, no matter how much I strain my ears. 
 
    “Hello?” Talen calls down the tunnel. 
 
    “Shh. And you call me reckless,” Lacy hisses. 
 
    I listen as Sky stands beside me. “I think they’re dead.” 
 
    The dust. The crumbling. The lack of shouts. Except for the settling of rubble, everything’s gone silent. 
 
    “Someone turn on a lantern,” Cal says. 
 
    Cia pulls the battery one open and steps forward. 
 
    I gulp, backing into a Dweller woman named Steph. “We’re not going this way.”  
 
    Collapsed concrete, twisted pipes, and wires eviscerated from the ceiling fill the tunnel about a hundred feet down. Worse yet, a single hand sticks out from beneath the rubble, blood beginning to leak out into a pool around it. Cho’s own fighters are now falling to his plan. 
 
    “He’s insane,” Sky says, echoing my thoughts. “We can’t stay here, in case there are more cave-ins.” 
 
    “There’s no clearing this rubble,” Steven says. “We have to go back. Fin, what are the chances of another cave-in?” 
 
    I take a breath, trying to make my mind work. “I have no way to calculate that. We don’t know exactly what the weapon did. If we knew, I could give you a number.” 
 
    “Ballpark figure?” Steven asks. 
 
    I hate to tell everyone this. “It’s not good, but the longer we stand here, the worse our chances get.” Sheer luck saved us this time. 
 
    No one needs to wait for Cal’s orders to move. Forming two lines, this time with Sky and me in the back, we all run back down the tunnel and back to the primary storage room. No one meets us again. It seems Cho has left the area. When no one else offers ideas on where to go, I study the map with a gulp. Another possible escape appears to loop back in the direction of the monorail system, but that’s the tunnel Cho took. 
 
    “This way,” I say, waving everyone along. 
 
    Lacy and Talen take the lead. We’re so used to this that we don’t have to tell each other what to do anymore. Talen continues to rub his head and mutter about the magnetic fields being messed up. A couple aftershocks make the tunnels rumble and the tracks squeal, but no more cave-ins happen near us. I do see a collapsed tunnel at an intersection, though. 
 
    Thankfully, it’s not the one we need to take. 
 
    “I need a break,” Charles says. 
 
    “My hand is throbbing,” Wendy adds, clutching a bit of cloth around her fingers. “If it’s not treated soon, it’ll get infected, or I’ll bleed out.” 
 
    I try to tune them out. “Keep going. The faster we’re out, the faster we can treat injuries.” An invisible pressure settles on my shoulders and steadily turns crushing. The builders of these weapon tunnels wouldn’t have left only one exit. 
 
    But they might have sealed them. 
 
    I drink the last of the water from my canteen. Sky and I exchange another glance. He eyes his sister. I can’t imagine what he’s thinking right now. I up my pace, mouth already getting dry, or is it my imagination? Time has no meaning down here, and I can no longer tell if we’ve been wandering these tunnels for minutes, hours, or days. 
 
    Cal calls for a break at some point. It’s clear he wants to check on the injured people. After another distant rumble, we all sit. So far, this section of the tunnels doesn’t seem too unstable—probably because no one ever positioned a Destabilizer down here. Cans of food open and I devour some kidney beans. Sky scoots up to me, letting his hip press against mine. I wish I could feel some happy tingles from his body, but this time, they don’t come. I’m going numb inside. 
 
    Sky looks to me like he wants to ask me something. Like he’s worried. But Cia tugs on his sleeve and asks, “Do you think Mom’s okay?” 
 
    “She must be. Maybe it’s just the tunnels that are collapsing because they’re so old.” Sky ruffles Cia’s hair, drawing a glare from her. Despite all this, he’s still Sky. He’s holding on. Then he turns to me. “Fin, I can tell this is getting to you, and—” 
 
    “Up!” Cal orders. “Move on!” 
 
    Cans fall to the floor. They’re our last rations. I can see that fact on everyone’s faces. 
 
    Taking out the map, I ignore my growing thirst. Finally, after what feels like forever, the tunnel slants upward, something it hasn’t done before. The tracks stop, and we come to a dead-end full of collapsed concrete. 
 
    My knees quiver. 
 
    Even without many quakes in this area, it’s still collapsed.  
 
    “We’re done,” I mutter. 
 
    “Hold on,” Sky says. “Blast marks.” 
 
    I blink as Cia approaches the blockage with her lantern. “He’s right.” 
 
    Huh? 
 
    Then I sniff. The faint reek of something burnt hangs in the air. No quake did this. Cho left this way and blasted the hole shut. That meant he used one of those small explosive devices. As Cia tilts her lantern upward, I spot a small opening near the ceiling, one barely large enough to let her through. 
 
    I dare to let some warmth creep back into my chest. “Cia, you have a job. Climb to the other side and see what’s over there, and how much of this we need to move.” 
 
    “Fin,” Sky growls. 
 
    But Cia nods. She gets to work climbing the blockage, which is only eight feet high, and vanishes through the small opening. People pile up behind me, trying to see, and Cia pokes her head back through a second later. “We’re at the monorail.” 
 
    Mutters float through the gathered fighters. 
 
    “Any sign of Cho?” 
 
    “He’s long gone,” she says. “There are people walking down the monorail, but they’re not Naturals. I’ll ask for help moving this.” 
 
    “No,” Sky says as she vanishes again. 
 
    I slap him on the arm. “Let Cia help. If she doesn’t, we all die.” The numbness has gone—for now. 
 
    Cia’s muffled shouts follow, and then even more muffled shouts of men and a few women join in. Footfalls approach. 
 
    “You’re trapped down there? I can’t believe all this. There’s a tunnel system below us?” 
 
    I can’t see the man, but his voice is the best thing I’ve heard in a while. “Can you help us move this?” 
 
    “We’ll try. The whole world’s falling apart.” 
 
    His words send a new chill through me. I step forward, climbing the rubble, and grip the first piece of concrete with my hands. Even with my strength, it’s difficult to keep my grasp, and Sky has to help me push the first piece through, which keeps getting stuck on something. Men on the other side grunt as they try to help, and Cia warns them to back off. Men shout as we finally get the slab to slide through, opening a big enough space for the rest of us to climb out. 
 
    The fighters behind us cheer. 
 
    Sky grabs my hand, and we slide through, tumbling to the other side of the cave-in together. Cia, several ragged men, and a few women wait for us. 
 
    They’re not Naturals, but more people like Betty. More homeless. One of the men has a scabby gash down the side of his face. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, rising. 
 
    “That was some impressive work you two did,” the guy with the gash says. “I don’t know how you managed to move that slab. It must have weighed a thousand pounds.” 
 
    We’ll explain later. I watch as the others climb out of the opening. Lacy, then Talen, pushing her by the hips. Cal and Steven. Dwellers and Originals. When everyone’s out, we follow the injured guy up the rest of the tunnel and then through a hole to the monorail. 
 
    Once out, I collapse on the ground between two tracks. Mutters surround me as I take a breath, begging my sore muscles to heal. I’m not sure how long I lie there. 
 
    “Fin, I know you’re taking some much-needed rest, but get up. These people have food and water,” Sky says. “They said they came from one of the settlements that just partially collapsed.” 
 
    “What?” I snap my gaze open and look up at Sky. He extends his hand. Here I am, lying on the ground like some helpless damsel, but I take his hand and get up. 
 
    There’s an old cart on the tracks—a flat, manual crank one that has crates loaded onto it. People gather around, waiting for supplies, which the injured guy is happy to pass out. He’s one tough man, being in charge of half a dozen others while his head has to be pounding. 
 
    “Cho’s nowhere, and these people haven’t seen anyone else, either. They’re just a small group of refugees. Harmless,” Sky says. “Let’s sit down before they decide to move on. Fin, I’m really worried about you.” 
 
    His tone sinks to the center of the world. 
 
    And so does my stomach. 
 
    We have to talk.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALL NOTIONS OF finding Emma and worrying about Elias fly out the window when Sky implies those four words. I face him. He’s serious—again—and now that we’ve escaped the tunnels, I appreciate the terror. 
 
    “About what?” Here I am, a skilled fighter who helped take down a dozen soldiers, and I’m terrified of whatever Sky’s going to say. 
 
    But he shakes his head. We’re not going to talk here. Sky instead walks over to the manual cart, where people are lining up. The ragged guy who helped to get us out of the collapsed tunnel stands on top, still bleeding, and he’s opening crates. These half dozen men and women must have just barely escaped where they were before coming here. The containers are full of everything from canned goods to potted plants to blankets, like these people crammed everything there in a hurry. 
 
    The quakes. 
 
    How long were we down in the tunnels? 
 
    Palms tingling with nerves, I stand behind Sky. I wish he’d just tell me what he wants to discuss, but I sense I know what that is. 
 
    I watch as Lacy and Talen take a couple of cans and fill their canteens from a big plastic water bottle perched on the cart. Lacy tilts her head back and lets the water pour over her face. Talen rests a hand on the small of her back. 
 
    Not many other people talk, either. Cal collapses against the wall, sucking down water, and Steven sits down beside him, putting his arms on his knees. Cal should be demanding we get back to Elysian Beach to check on the place, but he’s not. That’s bad. Dwellers and Originals sit along the tunnel. None of them make the suggestion, either. 
 
    Another small quake makes the tunnel rumble. 
 
    My muscles shake so much, and my throat’s so dry, it doesn’t faze me. 
 
    The guy with the bleeding face sits as Sky and I, at the back of the line, approach the cart, but it’s the water I want. I fill my canteen while Sky picks out two unmarked cans. Wordless, he hands one to me and nods down the dark tunnel. 
 
    Two people, probably Lacy and Talen, walk down it, flashlight dancing side to side. Sky wants privacy. 
 
    No one speaks as we walk past. The air’s heavy with exhaustion. We must have been in the tunnels for a long time if Cho’s long gone from this area and these people haven’t seen him. But I don’t stop. 
 
    The silence drags out as we walk, so I break it. “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    Sky keeps torturing me by saying nothing at first. Lacy and Talen vanish around the curve ahead, and we slowly follow their footsteps. 
 
    Then, at last: “You gave up back there.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    His words punch me in the gut because they’re true.  
 
    “You mean at the cave-in.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He looks at me. “I saw something I didn’t like in your eyes. Your fight was gone. You’ve got to hold on. All of this has to be almost over.” The desperation in his words pulls an ache into my chest. 
 
    For a moment, I let Sky down. 
 
    But then a flash of anger fills that pain, traveling down my arms and to my fists, which I ball. “You gave up when the rubble fell on you at the turnstile.” 
 
    Sky flinches. We stare at each other for what feels like an eternity. 
 
    “Well, you did,” I add, knowing I’m angry because I’ve been left alone when it comes to Elias, but I can’t form the words. 
 
    Sky sighs. “You’re right. For a moment I thought I was going to die, and I was just trying to make it as easy on you as I could.” 
 
    Of course I know that, but this isn’t really what I want to talk about. “I’m just tired of people dying, and us dying, and the world trying to kill us, and everyone else trying to kill us, too. It’s not going to stop. There’s no happy little utopia waiting for us. These quakes are going to destroy all the underground settlements if what’s left of Cho’s people don’t find us first.” I can’t bear to say Elias and Reinhart. 
 
    “We don’t know that,” Sky says. “I’m sure most of Cho’s people are dead now, and we only have Reinhart and the traitors to worry about. There aren’t as many of them as there were Naturals. And with the earthquakes, they’ll be distracted. The quakes can’t last forever. Then we’ll be able to carve out a place for ourselves.” 
 
    Sky’s grasping. I scoff. “What about that settlement with the quakes that are still going from when the Destabilizer was used a hundred years ago? These aren’t going to stop for a long time. If anything, they’ll keep getting worse.” 
 
    I watch Sky take a step back. The air thickens between us. He opens his mouth, but nothing comes out. 
 
    “Eventually we’re going to run out of places to hide,” I press on. “So you’re right that this is almost over.” 
 
    “You’re saying we’re just all going to die down here?” Sky asks, paling. He lowers the flashlight as if to hide his fear. 
 
    I hate that I’m doing this to him. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Why are you being like this? You’re not the same Fin I met down in the Slack.” 
 
    Something about his tone makes a wall inside me crack, spilling all the raging water behind it. “Because you’ve ditched me when I need you the most. Because when Reinhart tricked Elias into joining him, you want to kill him with everyone else. I’m alone now, and that sucks more than anything else.” My voice raises with each word until the tunnel walls echo them back at me. 
 
    “Shh,” Sky says. “They’ll hear you.” 
 
    I take a breath. Now that it’s out, I drop my shoulders. Now I wait. 
 
    “I never wanted you to feel like that,” he says at last. “I keep forgetting Elias was your friend.” 
 
    “Was?” I echo. I’m not sure about that now. The look of regret on his face when he threw that bomb refuses to leave my mind. 
 
    “Well, he did blow up the entryway to Elysian Beach,” Sky pushes out. The flashlight beam stays on the floor, as if he’s ashamed of making that point. 
 
    I clear my throat, careful to keep my voice down. “Elias is caught between two worlds. Cal did a number on him, talking about Destroyers and stuff. And we know about his past. He wasn’t the same after losing his uncle. If anyone needs to die for this, it’s Reinhart.” 
 
    Sky steps closer, carrying the small circle of light with him. I let out a breath, but he stops just a couple of feet from me. “And I joined the mob mentality against Elias. Awesome job, Sky.” 
 
    He’s coming around. 
 
    A weight lifts off my chest and breathing becomes more comfortable. 
 
    I’m not so alone after all. 
 
    “I need your help. Elias doesn’t want to be with those Leeches,” I say. “He was never one of them. We’ve got to kill Reinhart and get him out of there.” 
 
    “But he didn’t want Reinhart to die,” Sky says. 
 
    “He thinks he doesn’t want Reinhart to die,” I remind him. “Elias was vulnerable. Reinhart took advantage of a young, Noble class, talented guy. You’ve got to be with me.” 
 
    “Okay, so I’m not perfect either.” He shuffles closer until I can feel his body heat merging with mine. “I’m with you, Fin. I’ll help you protect Elias and convince him that he’s made the dumbest mistake of his life. But, in return, you have to promise to not give up. Ever.” 
 
    He takes my hand and rubs his thumb along the back of it, sending tingles up my skin. Sky feels like life itself. Hope. And since Elias threw that bomb, I’ve forgotten what that’s like. Reinhart ruined much more than the gateway to Elysian Beach that day. 
 
    Another quake rumbles underfoot. 
 
    I don’t know if I can keep that promise. 
 
    But I have to say it.  
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    Sky lets out a breath and draws me closer. “Now we seal this deal.” 
 
    Sky’s lips caress mine, and then our bodies mold together as he drops the flashlight and we stand there in the dark, embracing each other. The moment stretches into forever and turns into something even the worst quake couldn’t tear apart, until another raised voice that’s not mine echoes from farther down the tunnel. 
 
    We break apart and I instinctively tighten my grasp on my weapon, but then I realize it’s just Lacy. Electric pressure remains on my lips and all over my body as I listen. 
 
    “I’m not a child!” Lacy snaps. 
 
    Talen comes into view. “Well, I worry about you. You jump into situations and—” 
 
    “I’m not dead yet. You’re just jealous my abilities are newer and more up to date than yours,” Lacy says. Then she lowers her voice so that I can’t make out her words anymore. 
 
    “I thought we were a mess,” I tell Sky. 
 
    “Glad we’re not the only ones,” he whispers back. 
 
    “You’re glad Lacy and Talen are fighting? That’s... scary.” 
 
    The two, who must be a hundred feet farther down the tunnel than us, stay quiet for another few minutes, and just as I’m about to pull on Sky’s sleeve and head back, Talen’s voice rises.  
 
    “It’s not easy being a man and then having someone outstrip you. You’re right.” 
 
    “Ta-da!” Lacy shouts. 
 
    “We should probably go,” Sky says. 
 
    “If Lacy wins, I’ll hear about it later, trust me,” I say. This is almost entertaining, and I’m glad to get a moment that isn’t war. The type with guns, that is. 
 
    “I’m sorry. You get a white flag from me. Is that good enough, or do I need to grovel at your feet, too?” Talen asks, but he sounds amused now, not angry. After all he’s been through, he still has a sense of humor. I can’t believe it. 
 
    Lacy lowers her voice again. It seems she’s won. 
 
    I flail around, searching for Sky’s hand in the dark, and we half-jog back to the others before Lacy and Talen realize we’ve heard them. Or before we hear them… making up. 
 
    I find Cal pushing himself up, blinking sleep and weakness from his eyes, and Steven has to steady him as he sways on his feet. The others are rising, too. It’s clear they’ve been talking while Sky and I were gone, and we might have missed something. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I ask, opening the can Sky passed me earlier. It turns out to be more beans, but I’ll take it, right along with the water. 
 
    Cal turns to me. “These refugees came from a settlement to the east that’s taken heavy damage from the quakes. Most of the place caved in, and these people are the only survivors. The stuff they have on the cart is all they have left, and they’re heading for more stable grounds.” 
 
    “Settlements are collapsing?” I ask. 
 
    Sky shakes his head at me. Fingers of darkness rise from the depths, trying to pull me down with them. If I give in to them, I’ll never get back out again, and I have a promise to keep. 
 
    “Yes,” Cal says. He raises his voice to speak to everyone. “The quakes might not be very bad in this area yet, but we need to check on Elysian Beach and possibly evacuate everyone, plus as many supplies as we can find, before it reaches that point.” His eyes gleam with worry. 
 
    The ground shakes with a low, dangerous growl, and I sway on my feet just as Cal did. Grabbing onto Sky, I hold in a curse. People gasp as a few fist-sized pieces of concrete rain from the ceiling. One hits the refugee cart and slides to the tracks. 
 
    I might throw up the beans I’ve just eaten. But I swallow, holding them down. 
 
    The man with the injured face rises from the cart. “Do you know where we can go? We have enough supplies to survive for a week or two if we find a stable location.” 
 
    Cal looks to me. I see a man who’s turning into a child. His bottom lip quivers, and he silently begs me to come up with the answers. Emma would do well in this situation, but now we just have me. 
 
    I think. The Exodus Protocol facility is well-built and not as worn as these tunnels. The metal beams and sound structural designs even in the main room will help resist the quakes. “If you continue up this tunnel and enter the blast hole about halfway up, then you’ll come to some metal doors that lead to a facility that might last longer than the settlements. Stay there. If the quakes don’t get much worse, it’ll stay intact for a while longer. Oh, and on the way, don’t scrape the crystals off the cave walls, and don’t breathe the dust that comes from them.” 
 
    The cut man nods. 
 
    “The injured should go with them,” Cal says, shaking his head and squaring his shoulders at the others. “Fin, how well do you think Elysian Beach will hold up against all this?” 
 
    I pause for a moment, thinking. “Not very well. It’s too big, with too many holes in the ceiling.” The mirror system will make the roof unstable. 
 
    “We need to get Mom out of there,” Cia tells Sky. 
 
    “We will,” he promises her. He sounds so confident that I believe him. 
 
    “Everyone,” Cal announces, “I am sending a small team to rescue those remaining in Elysian Beach and to gather supplies and move them all to the Exodus facility. Charles, Wendy, I know you’re injured, but I trust you to do this. Gather medical supplies for yourselves as well.” Cal faces the cut guy. “Can we use your cart?”  
 
    The man nods. “We have plenty of room for more supplies.” One of the women behind him nods, too. 
 
    “You have a very important job,” Cal tells Wendy. “Disinfect and bandage your wound while Charles spreads the word. Get into the facility with as much food as you can pack. Everything else is secondary.” 
 
    I try to shove the terrifying thoughts from my head. In Exodus, the people survived by stealing. They had no means of growing food. Even if we’re safe there, our luck will run out. Cal’s just buying time. 
 
    I can’t keep this promise. 
 
    But for now, I have to pretend. 
 
    “Good idea,” I say. 
 
    Cal snaps his fingers. “Move out!” 
 
    Charles and Wendy climb onto the cart, and Charles operates the pump in the middle. The two work in unison, and the cart squeaks as it rides down the tunnel and toward Elysian Beach. We all watch it go, now complete with a battery lantern. Lacy and Talen, now returning from down the tunnel, split and squeeze to the sides as the cart passes.  
 
    “Now what?” I ask Cal. 
 
    He turns to me. “It seems that Cho’s forces have been decimated by his actions. That leaves us Reinhart’s forces.” 
 
    “Resting first is a good idea,” Sky says. “We must have been in the tunnels for hours. Maybe even one or two days if settlements are already destroyed.” 
 
    He’s on my side. I link my hand with his. Maybe I can do this. 
 
    “Freeze!” 
 
    Armed men and women emerge from the tunnel in the opposite direction of where the cart’s disappeared, pointing automatic rifles at us. Some wear the black of EHC ops. Others, plain clothes. Two dozen fighters stare down our exhausted, ragtag unit. I sway on my feet as I whirl, raising my pistol, and I instantly calculate our chances of survival to be very low. Most of our team is still seated. Some seemed to have passed out and are only now jolting awake, no weapons in hand. They must have sneaked up the tunnel, staying in the dark the whole time we were out here, and now they’ve executed their move. 
 
    Reinhart himself points his gun at my heart, and his eyes seethe with hatred and disgust. 
 
    Beside him stands Elias. Expressionless and unreadable, he keeps his weapon aimed at Sky.  
 
    I freeze inside. 
 
    “Drop the weapons!” Reinhart orders. “And if I get any crazy business from the Auras, we shoot these two in this head. Drop them, now!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    IT’S CLEAR THAT we don’t have a choice. 
 
    Lacy and Talen raise their arms, showing surrender. I drop my new pistol and do the same. It clatters to the tracks like a piece of trash. Beside me, Sky also raises his arms. 
 
    I can’t breathe. If Lacy and Talen try to hurt any of Reinhart’s two dozen leeches, he’ll open fire on me and Sky. Even in the pale light, I can see down the barrel of his weapon. It’s the deepest darkness I’ve ever seen. 
 
    My knees quake. I calculate again. Reinhart’s men and women are different than Cho’s Naturals. These people are enhanced, like us. They match us. 
 
    “Good,” Reinhart says with a snide grin and a nod. “The rest of you. Drop your weapons. Hands behind your heads. Now.” 
 
    Why aren’t they shooting us already? They could kill all of us now, no problem, with just a five percent chance of losing any of their men. 
 
    But I put my hands behind my head. Hostage position. They want us as prisoners. 
 
    I flash a look at Elias. Appealing to him will have the best chance of getting us all out of this alive. 
 
    And I catch him looking between Sky and me. The darkness in his eyes storms and he turns away, raising his hand at the other former EHC fighters. “Okay, everyone. Let’s get these people back as soon as we can. We don’t know where Cho went.” 
 
    My heart drops to the floor and sinks between the tracks. He isn’t even acting like Elias anymore.  
 
    And I helped drive him to this. 
 
    Sky looks to me. He bites his lip and shakes his head, also with his hands behind his head. Cia stands on the other side of him, doing the same.  
 
    But then he nods. He’s keeping his promise. 
 
    “Reinhart,” I say, “we have to be careful down here. Cho set off a weapon that’s destabilized the whole underground. He might have other weapons, too. I can explain it to you if you’d let me.” 
 
    He advances on me with a smug scowl, as if we’re at fault for this. “I’m well aware that parts of the underground are collapsing.” He taps the side of his head like he needs to remind me that he, too, has a Noble class enhancement. 
 
    “She’s right,” Cal adds, barely hiding his anger as he shifts his glare between Elias and Reinhart. If he could, he’d shoot them both right now. “He’s trying to kill us all.” 
 
    “Keep your hands behind your head,” Elias tells him, stepping in front of Reinhart. “We don’t want to shoot any of you, but we will if we have to.” 
 
    “You already bombed us,” Cal tells him. 
 
    Elias flinches. He regrets it. I have confirmation. 
 
    Another quake shakes the tunnel, and a few more concrete pieces fall, one of them barely missing a former EHC op. He yanks his black sleeve back just in time. 
 
    “Move out! This tunnel is not stable,” Reinhart orders. “We return to Civilized Forest immediately. Out!” 
 
    With that, Reinhart turns, slaps Elias on the arm, and snaps his fingers at his ops. They fan out around us, some getting in front while others get behind. In total, there are about two dozen. About one for each of us. Cia and Sky exchange a glance while Lacy and Talen shuffle closer together. But two of the ops stand between them, separating the two. 
 
    “And if any one of my ops goes down from a sudden attack of pain,” Reinhart says, “my order stands to shoot these two.” He thumbs back at Sky and me. 
 
    My skin prickles as a pair of EHC ops move to stand directly behind us. Something cold and metal pokes into my back, right behind my heart, and I know without thinking that a single shot there will guarantee death. 
 
    “Don’t look back,” Sky whispers. 
 
    My guard nudges me, and I walk beside him. 
 
    “Lacy, Talen, don’t do anything,” I say. All it will take is a few ops to fire on them, and it’s all over. They won’t have time to finish their victims. 
 
    Elias and Reinhart walk in the lead, backs to us, automatic rifles out and ready. They walk two feet apart, like partners in crime. If Elias is thinking about us, he doesn’t dare show it. Neither speaks. 
 
    But in this situation, he’s our last hope. 
 
    So I have to watch. 
 
    We walk down the tunnel for what feels like an eternity. One of the Dwellers falls, and then an Original, both only to get a kick to the side. “Up,” an op orders. 
 
    Elias whirls. “They’re exhausted. I don’t think that’s necessary.” He slips a split-second gaze at me before walking again. Warmth dares to flow into my chest, despite the gun barrel still tickling the back of my shirt. A bit of the old Elias is still there. 
 
    I want to say I agree, but our chances of escape will drop the more Elias and I look like we’re not angry with each other. 
 
    “This is our survival,” Reinhart tells Elias in a low voice. “There is no time for weakness. You’ve heard that before.” 
 
    Elias stares at him before he nods. 
 
    What is Reinhart trying to do? Hark back to Elias’s dead uncle? That’s low. 
 
    “I know that,” Elias says. “But we need these people strong and uninjured.” 
 
    They want us alive, then. 
 
    “If we lose a few, it will be no big loss,” Reinhart says. “We will go on. I’ve told you that. Sometimes sacrifices have to be made. Listen to me. I’ve seen far more war than you can ever imagine.” 
 
    Elias flinches. He doesn’t yell at the next guard who kicks a Dweller woman who’s stumbled on the tracks. 
 
    Yeah. Reinhart’s trying to be the big bad role model. That makes me clench my fists, despite them being on the back of my head. He’s made Elias forget that it was the EHC who killed his uncle in the first place. 
 
    Or has he? 
 
    Elias walks with a subtle scrape to his feet, his shoulders rising every so often toward his ears. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Civilized Forest settlement seems to be miles away from where we started, somewhere to the west of Cho’s former place—the Sunlight Gardens. The yellow rail car they stole from us is parked by the platform.  
 
    The area turns out to be another underground settlement, with a gate just like the one Elysian Beach had before the explosion. The EHC ops stand aside to let us walk off the monorail tracks and through the turnstiles. 
 
    “Let them lie down for a bit,” Elias orders. 
 
    “Who’s the leader here?” Reinhart asks, but he sounds like he’s a million miles away. 
 
    “These people need a break. It’s clear they’re going to die if we push them any more. They’re not going to be any good to us if they’re not rested.” 
 
    “Most of them are slags. They’re used to being pushed,” Reinhart says. 
 
    Sky and I stumble through the turnstiles. Yes, I’m tired. My muscles scream with every movement, and my head pounds. The can of beans hasn’t sustained me long. Nausea grips at my insides. Right now, I don’t care if they shoot me. 
 
    The turnstile opens into a fancy entryway, as if we’re walking into a hotel instead of a settlement, and all around me, people fall to the ground, spreading their arms and sinking to their knees. Cia goes down to a crawling position before flopping down on her stomach. Cal drops to a seated position. Steven stares at the wall, dazed. Around us, EHC ops fan in, lining the walls with their guns ready. Even Lacy and Talen drop to the floor as if their legs are a hundred years old. 
 
    And somewhere in the background, Elias and Reinhart are arguing. Their words turn to gibberish as I lower myself to the floor. We’ve been going for two days without sleep, maybe more, and even my Noble class brain is shutting down. Flailing, I grasp Sky’s hand and rest my cheek on the cool floor. 
 
    He squeezes my hand back. For a moment, I feel like everything will be fine. 
 
    “Fine. Let them rest. But we don’t have much time for this,” Reinhart says. “We need the area cleared as soon as possible. Don’t lower your guard.” 
 
      
 
    Sometime later, my eyelids flutter, and I realize I’m still lying on the floor. Feet tap all around me, and I understand where I am. Reinhart’s new home. And we’re not dead yet. 
 
    “Fin, they’re waking everybody up,” Sky says lowly. 
 
    I open my eyes to find him lying beside me. He’s got bags under his eyes, but they’re still full of life. I squeeze his hand and blink away the sleep just as a boot taps me in the back. 
 
    “Up,” an op orders. “We have a job for you.” 
 
    My headache is somewhat better, and my muscles have healed. At least now I have the strength to rise. Sky and I get up together to find Cia already awake, standing over us. Lacy and Talen stand well-guarded on opposite ends of the entryway. Flashlight beams swing everywhere, but Elias and Reinhart have gone. 
 
    “I think Elias is still trying to help us,” I whisper to Sky. 
 
    He hesitates. “Maybe.” 
 
    That’s better than nothing. We’re getting there. 
 
    “Forward!” a woman near a door shouts, holding it open. 
 
    The other guards keep their weapons aimed at us as we form a single-file line and march through. There’s pale light beyond the door, almost as if we’re about to step outside, but I know it’s an illusion. 
 
    Another settlement spreads out beyond the doors, but this one isn’t as beautiful or as big as Elysian Beach or Sunlight Gardens. This place has mirrors on the rocky ceiling like the others, filtering down sunlight, but the houses here are little more than metal shacks, and the trees are small and struggling. A few gardens full of weeds are scattered everywhere, and shelves of canned food, most of which are empty, line the walls of the massive chamber. It’s an ugly settlement, probably meant for workers instead of families. On the far end of the chamber, machinery gathers like an army of twisted, squashed robots. This houses some kind of factory, all right. 
 
    But at least this place appears intact. 
 
    “So much for ‘forest’,” Cia mutters. 
 
    My stomach drops. 
 
    “They need workers,” I say. 
 
    Slave workers. 
 
    A bad taste rises in my mouth like I might throw up. Reinhart’s words about us slags being used to abuse roar back. We’re about to get thrown right back where we started. 
 
    As our tired group stands there, mostly silent, the door to the nearest metal shack opens and Reinhart steps out, followed by Elias. Elias storms out like the two have just had an argument. Reinhart, on the other hand, folds his arms behind him and puffs out his chest. Elias sympathized with the Dwellers before all this started. He was always a rebel against the system. He’ll have to try to put a stop to this because he’s the only one of us who doesn’t have a gun aimed at his head. 
 
    I force myself to lock eyes with Elias. We look right at each other for what feels like minutes, but it’s actually just seconds before I sense the risk in this and look away again. 
 
    “Attention all,” Reinhart says, pacing before us. “We have decided to spare your lives in exchange for your... services.” He pauses as a faint quake shakes the ceiling mirrors. “This settlement has so far proven to be stable in the face of these quakes, but unlike the others, it lacks in supplies and power. The machinery here seems to have been designed long ago to produce an emergency high-protein, high-fat food source from waste weeds and compost, which we have on hand. However, it must be manually operated without power, and myself and my team do not have the numbers to operate it. There is also the risk of handling dangerous acids and caustic chemicals involved during the process, and I cannot afford to lose people.” 
 
    I can’t keep my mouth shut anymore. After hearing this, I know I can take the risk of speaking. “You want us to handle dangerous equipment and chemicals so that your people don’t have to?” 
 
    Mutters float through our group. Hot rage fills a space underneath my heart and grows. Us Dwellers will go to work while the Leeches will go back to enjoying the spoils. Reinhart sees a chance to restore the EHC order, and now he’s jumping on it. 
 
    The commander’s eyes flash. “Yes. You will begin immediately. You will figure out how to work the equipment and instruct the others, Fin. And, just so you know, we don’t need you. If I must, I’ll figure out how to instruct the workers myself.” 
 
    His words send a bucket of icy, inky water over my rage and I freeze beside Sky. He shakes his head at me. 
 
    Reinhart turns away and walks back toward the shack, shoes clicking against the stone floor. Guards peel themselves from the wall. It’s time to get back to our places. 
 
    Elias stands a few feet away, like he’s debating on what to do. Some of the Dwellers whisper among themselves, despair stretching their words into hushed, pained sounds that don’t make sense. No humans should ever make those sounds. Cal and Steven look at each other with wide eyes. 
 
    “Elias,” I hiss. 
 
    He looks at Reinhart, and then back to me, the one who sent him away in the first place. A storm rages in his eyes. His jaw works, and he shifts leg to leg. My showing up in his life is part of the reason his uncle died. Without ever meaning to, I took so much from him, leaving a gaping wound that Reinhart knew how to fill. 
 
    As much as I hate it, I plead with my eyes. We still have to be friends on some level. Fellow rebels. 
 
    “He wants us to be slave labor,” I whisper. 
 
    Elias frowns and turns his back on me. 
 
    And a weight settles on my shoulders, threatening to crush me into the ground. 
 
    “No,” I growl. 
 
    Elias hikes his shoulders and walks off. “Get to work. All of you.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE MACHINERY IS old. I study it as the guards fan out behind our unarmed group. Empty chemical tanks wait to treat the compost that surrounds us on all sides. All have bizarre chemical formulas written on them, and though I’ve never done chemistry before—that would be Emma’s department—my mind starts working on the solutions and the products. 
 
    “Fin, can you figure this out?” Sky looks at me. He’s really asking if I’m hanging in there. 
 
    “Yes,” I force. My promise. I’ll pretend I’m keeping it. 
 
    “Please do so quickly,” Reinhart orders. It’s not a question. It’s a demand, complete with his threat. 
 
    I won’t look at him or Elias. Maybe spending time with Reinhart has turned Elias into what he hated after all and I’m being stupid holding onto this hope. 
 
    But I breath out slowly and go back to the chemical formulas. Several big cans of chemicals wait to be opened, all with hazard labels attached, and another tank has a chute for accepting the compost. This is machinery to make food out of waste. 
 
    “Okay,” I say, facing the others, who stand three deep in a group. “These reactions will eventually make chains of proteins and fatty acids out of organic matter that we feed in through here.” I shut down my non-technical thoughts and focus. It’s easier that way. “We need this first barrel to go in the tank on the left, and the second to go in on the right. I want the enhanced to do that since there’s less of a chance of an accident. If you’re not enhanced, you’ll break apart compost and feed it through the chute.” My words sound like they’re underwater as I speak. I glimpse Elias. He’s gone back to standing beside Reinhart like a dutiful son. “And the slurry at the end will feed through this tube to be pressed into bars.” 
 
    Yes, I’d focus on the job. 
 
    We needed to eat, too. 
 
    A couple Dweller men look at me with bags under their eyes. Another woman’s knees quiver. We’d rested, but not long enough, and I know none of us can keep going for much longer. 
 
    Reinhart nods. “Well, everyone? Get to work. Or we’ll just have to work this machinery ourselves, and we won’t have any food for you.” 
 
    The threat’s worsened. Some of the EHC ops snap their gazes to Reinhart like they can’t believe what he’s saying. They’re used to shooting people and ending lives quickly, not slowly. 
 
    “Reinhart, we don’t need to starve anyone,” Elias says. 
 
    He’s back. 
 
    “We need to eat.” His tone is final. “Haven’t I told you that in survival situations, we need to do what we need to do?” 
 
    Elias takes a step back, silent. 
 
    I turn away and lift the first drum, which has an acrid-smelling chemical inside. Everyone else takes my cue, grabbing shovels, rakes, and other equipment and working the weed-filled plant beds. No one speaks. Sky helps me to fill the tank with drum after drum of acid, and only our strength stops us from getting splashed and burned. Steam rises from the tank and burns the inside of my nose, and once we finish, I wipe blood from my lip. I’m bleeding. 
 
    But when I turn to let Elias see it, to rub it in, I realize he and Reinhart are both gone. 
 
    Sky does the same. “No wonder they didn’t want to do this,” he says. 
 
    “Well, we heal the fastest, so we handle the chemicals,” I say, moving on to a hand crank. Sky and I man either side, and we rotate the crank and drain the acid from the tank into a series of pipes. Beside us, Cia, Lacy, and Talen fill the second tank with another solution. Cia’s shaking as she lifts the barrel from underneath. 
 
    All the while, the guards patrol, some of them dragging their feet. My mind starts to work on an escape plan, but even in their weakened state, they have the advantage. And they’ve scattered around the room, making it impossible for Lacy and Talen to kill them all at once even if they didn’t care about Sky and I getting shot. 
 
    Hours seem to pass. Sky and I let a little more acid through the pipes every fifteen minutes. The solution bubbles and mixes with the weeds and compost. At last, I work together with Lacy and Talen, moving another hand crank, until the solution passes through the final pipe for rinsing. 
 
    And then another, stronger quake shudders through all the metal and the pipes, which bang together as workers backpedal away. Sky grabs my arm and yanks me out of the way while Talen drags Lacy away from the chaos by the back of her shirt. Cia ducks behind an empty drum as a hissing sound starts.  
 
    The quake intensifies, drawing shouts from the guards, and then one of the pipes bursts, sending a spray of water and compost straight at one of the Dwellers. A gross, dirty smell fills the room as the mirrors shake above and the man flies back from the incredible force. 
 
    The quake ends, leaving a split in the pipe that dribbles soaking compost and water onto the floor. It spreads in a puddle, reaching the shoes of an EHC guard, who steps back and raises his radio. 
 
    “Reinhart, we have a problem,” he says. 
 
    No one responds on the radio. I back into Sky. The pipe is very broken, and without a welder, we’re not going to get this machine up and running. I see nothing to patch the hole with, either. 
 
    Reinhart and Elias burst out of a shed, pistols ready, and Sky pulls me aside. Reinhart has a twenty-five percent chance of killing us for this. The only hope is to make him believe this can be repaired, but he’s just as enhanced as I am. 
 
    “We had a quake,” I said. “It just burst one of the pipes, but the rest looks fine.” 
 
    Reinhart ignores me and motions for everyone to step away from the mud on the floor. I pull my shirt over my nose as he and Elias survey it, talking in low voices. Elias must know this can’t be easily fixed, either. 
 
    He looks back at me with wide eyes. 
 
    Our gazes meet. His is full of worry. So he fears the same thing that I do: that they won’t need us if this food production won’t work. 
 
    But at least we won’t have to starve. 
 
    Reinhart turns to us. “All of you Slags get a break, but not for long. We’re going to repair this, and we’re going to do so in a way where a little quake won’t stop production.” 
 
    Elias lowers his shoulders. “Sir, we’ll look for any equipment we can find to patch this hole. Once that happens, we can sweep up this mess and feed it back in through one of the chutes.” 
 
    Reinhart’s shaking. Even from twenty feet away, I can see the muscles near his neck tensing through his old suit. He’s not going to give up on this. Desperation is eating away his ability to think. 
 
    My old friend faces me again, and nods. Elias’ stalling for us. “Sit,” he barks. “All of you. Get your strength back before you clean up this mess.” 
 
    “Why won’t he make up his mind?” Lacy whispers beside me. 
 
    So she’s noticed, too. “He’s our last shot,” I whisper back. “Let’s sit between these plant beds over here.” 
 
    Lacy nods, getting my drift. It’s a secluded place where no guards stand, and it’s close. I pull Sky and Cia that way and pretend to lie down, and no one yells at us. Reinhart chews out a couple of his guards as they make banging noises inside one of the sheds, looking for something. 
 
    “He’s going off the edge,” Sky says lowly, lying beside me. We stare at the ceiling, waiting, as others mutter around us. 
 
    It doesn’t take long for Elias to find us. “Fin,” he whispers from behind. 
 
    Still on my back, I crane my neck back to see him standing over us, arms folded like he’s making sure we’re doing nothing wrong. I know the guards can see him. 
 
    “Reinhart’s using you,” I whisper. 
 
    He flinches. 
 
    “And you’re becoming one of them. How do you like that?” My heart races with anger as I say it. It takes everything I have to remain on the floor. 
 
    Elias works his jaw. “You didn’t lose my uncle,” he hisses at last. 
 
    “No, but at least I haven’t lost his respect by become a slave driver either,” I shoot back. It’s a low blow, but he deserves to hear it. Needs to hear it. 
 
     Reinhart bursts into a new round of yelling, hijacking whatever reaction Elias was going to have to my dig. 
 
    “Open the other shed. There have to be tools. Chemicals won’t do us any good until this is fixed!” 
 
    Elias jumps at the chance to go back to blindly following orders. Maybe I pushed too far too fast. 
 
    As I realize this, yet another quake rocks the facility. 
 
    The metal walls of the plant beds screech, and I rise from my spot to see everyone else, prisoners and guards, turning their gazes up. The ceiling mirrors shake, reflecting sunlight in dizzying arrays, and a crack forms above, stretching like a finger of death until it reaches yet another mirror. 
 
    A mirror that’s eight feet wide. 
 
    “Ted! Move!” one of the guards shouts. 
 
    The mirror falls toward an op, who whirls and looks up too late. It collides with his face. Blood flies. My stomach turns. Glass shatters and the guard’s now limp form falls to the floor. The mirror lands on top of him, broken pieces streaked with blood. 
 
    A few rocks from the ceiling fall. 
 
    “Ted!” Elias shouts, running to the man’s aid. 
 
    I’ve seen plenty of death before. But this sucks the strength from my legs, even though it’s an EHC op, because it means that this place isn’t safe either, and probably no place in the underground will be safe ever again. As if sensing my distress, Sky grasps my hand so tight he cuts off the circulation to my fingertips.  
 
    He doesn’t have to say anything. 
 
    Elias leans down, pressing his fingers into the guard’s neck. “He’s gone.” He rises and faces Reinhart. “We have to change positions and reach more stable ground. This ceiling might collapse in on all of us. There must be another facility with machinery like this.” 
 
    Reinhart makes a motion like he’s chewing his words before spitting them out. “There are no other facilities. The entire ceiling will not collapse. Think, Elias. It’s a dome, and domes have the strength to resist.” 
 
    “But there are holes in it already,” Elias says. “It’s naturally unstable.” 
 
    Reinhart steps forward as if to say, don’t talk back to me. 
 
    “We can’t stay here.” 
 
    “If you have another suggestion on where we can go, let’s hear it.” A mean gleam fills Reinhart’s eyes. “Anything, Elias? After all, you’re the brains of this operation.” 
 
    My pulse roars in my ears. Elias takes a step back. Reinhart’s being just as condescending to Elias as he is to us, and his subtle tactic with him is even worse. 
 
    “I agree that we should move,” I say, stepping away from Sky. His touch lingers on my hand. 
 
    “Fin,” Lacy warns. 
 
    Yeah. Lacy warns me. But I’m past listening to anyone. 
 
    Reinhart slowly turns to face me, but before he can open his mouth, Elias speaks. 
 
    “I see your point, sir,” he says. “I say we should lock the prisoners up while we finish repairs.” 
 
    Sky pulls me back by the shoulder. Elias is trying to sweep my mistake under the rug for me. I face Elias, but he’s smiling. 
 
    “That might be a good idea,” Reinhart says, fixing me in his gaze. “Into the main shed. Lock the doors. They’ll come out when they come out.” 
 
    The guards wave us into standing positions, but none of them speak. They seem just as nervous as everyone else. Reinhart’s not just affecting Elias.  
 
    The floor shakes one more time, fainter, but the quakes are starting to happen more often. It won’t be long before this settlement is completely unusable. 
 
    But Reinhart won’t give up his little piece of the old world. 
 
    A guard holds open the door for us, and we step inside, single file. This shed has nothing in it except for some empty canvas bags lying in stacks everywhere, and there’s barely enough room for the two dozen of us to sit. Dwellers and Originals all lower themselves to the floor as the guard slams the door and the clicking of a lock turns. Cal’s shoulders slump. No one speaks until the last person inside, Cia, sits. 
 
    “What if they don’t let us out?” Cia asks, looking around the dark shed. We can barely see each other. Only dusty light pours through the thick glass windows, and all of them are small and near the ceiling. We’ll never escape through those. 
 
    Another quake shakes the shed, but the roof stays intact. I’m almost getting used to them. 
 
    “Well, the quakes have tripled in the past two hours,” I say. “There’s a small chance they’ll kill most of the guards, and Lacy and Talen can take care of any of the EHC ops still alive.” I face them, hoping Sky will back me up. “But not Elias.”  
 
    “From in here, it’s hard to tell who’s who,” Lacy explains. “Talen and I can sense where the guards are if they’re close enough, but that’s all.” It’s not like her to admit a weakness. 
 
    “They’re all against us,” Cal tells her, coming back to life. 
 
    “Not Elias,” Sky says. 
 
    A bit of warmth comes to life in my chest and even yet another small quake can’t stop the feeling.  
 
    We’re doing this. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The hours seem to drag out. I’m thirsty, and my canteen has long since run out of water. Reinhart continues to shout at guards out in the main room, and I don’t hear anyone protesting. People try to lean against the walls and close their eyes. So do I, because even if we manage to kick the door open, we have an extremely small chance of reaching the exit of the big, open settlement while enhanced guards are trying to shoot at us. 
 
    But dying of hunger or thirst is an even worse way to go. My throat begins to hurt. I wonder if they just intend to let us slowly die in here. That’s something I won’t put past Reinhart. 
 
    Outside, another mirror falls and shatters, this one fairly close to the shed. Shouts follow. Guards run around and protest, but I can’t make out their words. They all blend together. 
 
    “We’ve got to be able to get out of here,” Sky whispers in my ear, bringing me back to life. 
 
    After the quake, the guards’ voices quiet. I wonder if they’ve abandoned the settlement, leaving us here. Terror floods my chest and makes my heart race. Maybe now they’ve just decided to shoot us and move on. 
 
    The lock on the outside jiggles again, and the door slowly squeaks open before someone pokes their head in. 
 
    Thick, dark hair. A tired face. 
 
    Emma. 
 
    My jaw drops and I can barely believe I’m facing her. She’s come back. 
 
    I wave her inside. Emma closes the unlocked door behind her as she scrambles into our group in a crouched position. 
 
    “Where did you go?” I ask. “How did you find us?” 
 
    Emma faces the door, making sure no one’s coming through, before she speaks. “I left because Cal wouldn’t allow me to figure out anything about the Exodus Facility. So I slipped away and remained behind. I got Betty to help me with the generator.” She’s speaking fast and animated, waving her arms. “Then the refugees you sent to the Exodus Facility told me what direction you went. Some of them overheard Reinhart’s team capturing you and managed to slip away. It took me a day to find you.” 
 
    Emma stops, looks around at everyone, and back at me. Her eyes shine. 
 
    “You can get us out of here?” I ask, glad I’m not the only one with the brains to figure it out now. 
 
    “The guards are distracted. If we move, we might be able to slip out. Then I need to tell you something I found. It could change everything. We might even have a—” 
 
    Our prison door bangs open and a guard pokes his head inside as he lowers his foot. Then he raises his weapon at the back of Emma’s head. 
 
    “Up!” he shouts. “You! Explain yourself!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    EMMA WHIRLS ON the guard and rises. She’s shaking. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” the guard, a gruff EHC op, demands. His tone tells me he already knows who she is. 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but Emma stares down the guard, much to my shock. “We can all get out of here.” 
 
    The guard motions for her to step out of the shed—for all of us to step out of the shed. Then he raises his automatic rifle with his free hand and backs out of the door, out of Lacy and Talen’s view. 
 
    “Emma?” I ask. 
 
    She looks back at me, eerily calm. Confident. What is going on? Without so much as a weapon, Emma can’t get us out of here. 
 
    “She’s got a plan,” Sky whispers, his breath on my ear. 
 
    We file out of the shed. Once again, the guards stand far apart, using their tactic of making sure Lacy and Talen can’t kill them all at once. Tension fills the room as Reinhart parades in front of his henchmen and folds his arms. Elias stalks behind him like a human shadow, cheeks flushed and fists balled. The two are drifting apart, which gives me a tingle of satisfaction. A smug grin grows on Reinhart’s face as he eyes Emma. Capturing her is just another power trip for him. I want to lash out and kick that smile off his face. 
 
    “So, we have another brilliant mind here,” Reinhart says, taking on that same smug tone he did with Elias. “Perhaps we can get this operation up and running after all, with you and Fin working together.” 
 
    “Reinhart,” Emma says, “we can’t stay down here. There’s a way out.” 
 
    His face hardens. “This is the last place of safety for me and my people. We’re away from the war. We have the means to stay alive in this facility. I don’t think there are any means to relocate. Where do you suggest we go?”  
 
    “My grandfather discovered a way for humanity to stay alive,” Emma says. “We’re willing to share it with you if you let us go. The quakes are worsening.” 
 
    “Silence!” Reinhart shouts with so much force that I flinch. He narrows his eyes at Emma and paces back and forth. He’s sizing her up like she’s a threat to his order. 
 
    “Maybe she has something important to say that can help us,” Elias says. 
 
    Reinhart turns his rage on Elias. “Return to the shed.” 
 
    Elias goes expressionless and he nods, backing away. He looks as dead as I’ve felt inside. 
 
    I want to kill Reinhart for him. 
 
    “Fin, Emma,” Reinhart continues, “now that we have two good, working minds, I am giving you a generous deal. Fix this protein bar machine within the hour, and we will not shoot any of your fellow prisoners. With each hour you do not fix the machinery behind you, we will kill two of your comrades. I’m sure that’s a fair deal.” 
 
    My knees quiver and I struggle not to show it. Reinhart will make good on his threat. And as if to make sure his soldiers will, too, he looks around at the EHC ops and the former EHC prisoners. 
 
    No one protests. Everyone fears the other. 
 
    “We will,” Emma tells him, turning to face the device. She’s shaking like she wants to burst with whatever she’s found out from the Exodus Facility, but we can’t talk here. Reinhart would take whatever she’s found for himself and leave us here to starve. 
 
    “We need water,” I say. 
 
    “When the machine is fixed,” Reinhart says. “Perhaps that will motivate you.” 
 
    He’s losing it. Emma and I walk toward the machine and the mess on the floor, which no one has cleaned, while Reinhart backs off. Why won’t they just shoot us all and get it over with? Emma’s never going to get us out of this jam now. 
 
    “There’s no fixing this,” I whisper.  
 
    “They’re going to be too stressed to focus,” Elias’ voice rings out. “Everyone would work better if we were all on the same level and no one was worried about dying.” 
 
    “We are all worried about dying,” Reinhart says. “I told you to get back in the shed.” 
 
    “Could you leave him alone?” I ask, whirling. Everyone who’s walking behind me—Cal, Steven, Cia, and Sky—stops and flinches. Elias is halfway to the shed while Reinhart freezes in the middle of everyone. 
 
    A couple of ops ready their weapons. 
 
    And then Emma speaks. 
 
    “Reinhart, this machinery is not fixable. You should be able to tell that with that enhanced brain of yours,” Emma says, balling her fists. “I know the way to survival, and if you kill me, you’re never going to find it. You and your people will slowly die down here, one by one, or you’ll starve to death.” 
 
    She steps in front of me, almost like she’s willing to take a bullet. 
 
    She’s changed. 
 
    “Emma…” I say. 
 
    Sky moves to pull her out of the way, but it’s too late. Reinhart holds her in a stony glare and snaps his fingers. Two EHC ops step forward like machines, ready to follow his orders. 
 
    “No!” Elias says, running back to his side. “We should listen to what she has to say first.” 
 
    Another quake rumbles, loosening another giant mirror from the corner of the room. The mirror plunges, shattering on the side of a weed bed. The sound echoes through the room, but no one reacts. 
 
    “I’m through with this,” Reinhart says. “I thought you were with us. Don’t tell me you’re with those who have hurt you over and over again.” 
 
    “Reinhart!” Emma shouts. “We can all survive. There’s no need for us to fight.” 
 
    “Just let her say what she wants to say!” I yell. 
 
    “Guards,” the former commander orders, “execute them all. Detain Elias.” 
 
    I tense as shouts fill the room, echoing off the walls, and seemingly coming from everywhere at once. All that’s left to do is run. Sky seizes Cia’s arm and pulls her back as the soldiers lift their weapons. My mind works. Ducking behind the machinery will keep us alive for another few minutes, long enough to say our goodbyes. I seize Emma by the back of her shirt and pull her out of the range of a guard’s bullet as it zings against the concrete. Screams fill the air. 
 
    And then more people pour through the settlement turnstiles, raising weapons. White shirts. Green jackets tied around waists. Cho’s remaining people, about two dozen of them, stream into the facility as if confused. 
 
    “Over there!” I shout, pointing. 
 
    It works. Reinhart turns his head and gets out his pistol. “Open fire!” 
 
    Confusion breaks out. Sky gets in front of Cia, but instead of opening fire on us, the EHC ops turn toward the Naturals, who stumble in at first before they realize they’re facing an armed force. Guns are raised on both sides.  
 
    Elias runs toward us and away from the fresh round of gunshots that break out. The air turns to deafening pops as more shaking rocks hit the ground and chunks of cave ceiling rain down on one of the plant beds. The whole world’s falling apart, and we can’t even use the distraction to escape. Cho’s people block the only way out. 
 
    “Back!” I shout, forcing my legs to move. 
 
    Our group gets behind the machinery as the gunfire intensifies. The mud and chemical smells overtake me as our group squeezes against the wall. Beside me, Lacy closes her eyes and links her hand with Talen’s. 
 
    Screams ring out, filled with agony and terror. 
 
    I grip the machinery, struggling to stay upright. Sky nods at me, but my ears ring not just from the gunfire, but from weakness. Despite the screaming and the Auras’ dirty work, feet thud back toward us and Reinhart appears, pale, beside Elias. Sweat rolls down his temples. 
 
    “Help us fight and we will let you live,” he says, handing me a spare pistol. 
 
    He’s desperate, but I take it. EHC ops squeeze in behind us. Their numbers have dropped since Lacy closed her eyes. No one’s organized anymore.  
 
    Out in the main facility, Cho’s people yell to each other. 
 
    “They’re too far away for me to get,” Lacy says. 
 
    I duck, peeking through a hole between the pipes. Cho’s people fan out through the facility, and by attacking, Lacy’s thinned out the EHC ops’ numbers and let them in.  
 
    Mistake.  
 
    Now there are more than two dozen of Cho’s people remaining, maybe forty, and Cho himself stands near the back of everyone, surveying the scene. Several EHC ops already lie dead, but from Lacy or Cho’s people, I can’t tell. 
 
    I aim my pistol and fire at the nearest Natural, taking her down with a headshot. Shouts ring out again as the tired Naturals raise their weapons and aim at our location. 
 
    Bullets ping off our metal shield. Though thirsty and exhausted, I calculate our chances of survival are good. 
 
    “We have cover,” I shout. “Shoot through the holes. Anything. We have the advantage.” 
 
    Reinhart kneels, firing through his opening, and someone passes a pistol to Cia so she can do the same. I take down one more Natural... two... three... and as bullets rain on our enemy, Cho shouts something I can’t make out and his troops retreat, falling over the turnstiles and leaving a dozen of their people behind. 
 
    After what feels like an eternity, the shooting stops. 
 
    A lone slab of stone falls from the ceiling and breaks into pieces on the floor, right where Reinhart stood a few minutes ago. 
 
    I take a breath and lower my weapon. 
 
    Silence drags out. 
 
    I tighten my grasp on the pistol. The weight tells me I’ve emptied all the bullets, but Reinhart doesn’t know that.  
 
    I turn toward him and raise the weapon at his face. 
 
    “Reinhart.”  
 
    “Fin,” Sky says lowly. 
 
    But I’ve gone numb. And right now, that’s a strength. If we end Reinhart, we free ourselves and maybe even some of the ops from his rule. 
 
    He peels himself from his spot and faces me, raising his head. Reinhart’s eyes are steely. “You turn on everyone, don’t you?” 
 
    Though his words get under my skin, I don’t dare flinch. I don’t dare show him any weakness. “You get used to it,” I say as everyone tenses around me.  
 
    Sky puts his hand on my shoulder. People draw close behind me. Our tight group faces down Reinhart, Elias, and the remaining ops. 
 
    “Shoot him,” Cal says. 
 
    I can’t say a word to that. Stalling is the only thing that will work here. Only Cia and I have weapons. Our lives or deaths ride on my shoulders. 
 
    “We. Are not. Leaving,” Reinhart says, eyeing my weapon. A sparkle fills his eyes, almost like he’s amused. Does he know I’m out of ammo? He must have counted the shots I fired. Maybe he heard the chamber running out. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Elias says. “Cho knows we’re here, the place is caving in, and there’s no hope of fixing this food factory. Face reality, Reinhart. The rest of us are ready to leave, your ops included. If you want to stay, go ahead.” 
 
    Reinhart curls his finger around the trigger. 
 
    The sight yanks terror up into my chest, making my heart race. I’m about to die and spill my blood all over Sky and everyone left that I care about. I lose it, pulling the trigger only to get a click in return and a widening smile from Reinhart. 
 
    And then Reinhart jolts as he takes a gunshot from behind.  
 
    The bullet arcs above my head, striking the top of the machinery. Blood spouts from his solar plexus, staining the front of his suit. Reinhart loses control, shooting at the floor and drawing screams and gasps from everyone standing nearby, ops included. 
 
    Behind him, Elias wields a pistol. He grimaces, tensing every muscle as he shoots Reinhart in the back again. The second bullet rips upward, missing the rest of us and pinging off the machinery.  
 
    Elias closes his eyes as if in agony and steps back to let Reinhart take his final fall. 
 
    And not a single op steps around Elias to help him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    SILENCE FALLS AS Reinhart’s gaze goes unfocused and his pupils dilate. He remains on his back, twitching at first as blood continues to pump from his chest. But his heartbeat grows weaker and weaker until the flow turns into a dribble, and then into a listless spreading of red across the front of his suit. After an eternity, even the twitching stops. 
 
    He’s gone. 
 
    I let out the breath I’ve been holding as Sky grabs my hand. 
 
    Reinhart’s reign of terror is over. 
 
    Elias lowers the gun and gasps for air. Slowly, he looks up from Reinhart, and then to me. He won’t dare look at Sky. His eyes shine as he moves his lips to speak, but nothing comes out. My chest constricts. Killing Reinhart must have felt like— 
 
    “He wasn’t your uncle,” I say, hoarse. 
 
    “I know he wasn’t.” Elias tenses as he lifts the pistol again, whirling on the silent, stunned EHC ops who remain. 
 
    “They’re still with Reinhart.” Sky releases my hand. “And Elias tried to kill me. Remember?”  
 
    He snatches my pistol before I can react, raising it. He’s breaking his promise, but how can I expect him to keep it after he nearly died from what Elias did? 
 
    A flash of pain makes Elias wince. I open my mouth to say he didn’t want to, but the op in front raises his weapon at Sky’s chest. 
 
    “Sky!” I shout, pulling him to me. 
 
    “Whoa!” Elias puts himself between Sky and the op. “If you’re going to shoot him, you’ll have to shoot me first. And Sky, I understand.” 
 
    Elias waits. Sky keeps his grasp on the gun, shaking, but he doesn’t shoot. And neither does the op. Elias is giving him the opportunity to take revenge. He’s got two guns pointed at his heart. 
 
    “Sky, remember your promise,” I say. 
 
    And slowly, Sky lowers his weapon. “You’re willing to let me kill you?” 
 
    Elias lowers his head. “Yes.”  
 
    Sky works his jaw. “Then I suppose this is fair. I won’t.” 
 
    Elias lets out a breath and resumes facing down the op who still has his gun pointed at him. “Does anyone else want to go against me? Anyone?” 
 
    “Whoa,” Cia breathes. 
 
    “I’d tell you to calm down, but I have no room to talk,” Cal adds. 
 
    Elias ignores him. He locks eyes with the closet op, a large man in a black face mask. 
 
    “If you attack Elias,” Lacy warns, “all of you will be sorry. I have you in my sights.” She’s a few feet behind me. 
 
    But none of the ops raise their weapons. “None of us are against you,” the man in the facemask says. “We’ve wanted to leave, too. Looks like we were all in agreement and didn’t know.” 
 
     If the ops wanted to shoot Elias, they would have done so. The big man looks at two of his comrades, who nod to him. 
 
    “Then we’re all in agreement,” Emma says, stepping around me. Whatever she found back at the Exodus Facility has filled her with life again. “We vacate this facility before it completely caves in. The tunnels are a bit more stable than this. We’ll last longer in there. I’ll explain once we get out.” 
 
    “How?” Sky says. “Cho’s still out there and desperate.” 
 
    I calculate. “They wouldn’t have tried attacking us if they weren’t. I bet his settlement is already destroyed.” 
 
    “The Exodus Facility is holding for now,” Emma says. 
 
    I peek out between the pieces of machinery to the front entrance. It’s empty, but just as I heave out a sigh of relief, the ground shakes and throws me into the machinery. 
 
    “Out!” Elias shouts. 
 
    He’s back in charge. All of us scramble from behind the machinery and toward the exit on the far side of the chamber. Cracking sounds join with the rumbling. 
 
    Hand in hand with Sky, we pick up our pace, Cia leading us. Emma huffs as she falls behind. The cracking intensifies and the quake sends me down to my face. I drag Sky with me, and we scramble back to our feet to the tune of ops shouting and Originals cursing. 
 
    I leap over a dead body, a Natural, and then over a dead EHC op. Behind me, rock crashes to the floor, quashing a few screams. I search for Emma as a cave-in buries a weed bed to my left, but dust rises and blocks our view. We need her. She’s our last hope. 
 
    “Run!” I shout at Sky. 
 
    But he’s already vanished into the thick air. “Cia!” 
 
    “I’m over here!” she yells. 
 
    “Get out!” Talen shouts to Lacy, shoving her over the turnstiles. 
 
    “Fin!” Emma shouts. I see her staggering away from the cave-in as a couple of Cal’s people run around her in panic. Everyone stampedes to the exit. She’s got a gash on her forehead and looks around, stunned. 
 
    “Come on!” Using my last remaining strength, I crash into her, picking her up under her shoulders and knees. Though she’s heavy, I’m able to carry her, though not as fast as I should be able to, toward the door. 
 
    “Out! Out!” Cal orders from the turnstiles. 
 
    They come into view. I cough, throat painful and dry. My arms tremble with the effort of carrying Emma, whose eyes zigzag like she’s trying to focus. Stunned for sure. Maybe she even has a head injury and she’s going to die, leaving us alone again. 
 
    “Fin!” Sky runs at me from the exit, arms spread, offering to take Emma off my hands. I hand her to him, and he grimaces as he takes her over the turnstile and through. Arms aching, I stagger out after him, the tail end of a human flood rushing over metal bars. 
 
    One final rumble later, the most massive crack of all sounds in the protein bar facility and a deafening roar fills the space behind us, burying the last hope of food the underground has. 
 
    A shock wave jolts through the ground and I come off my feet, falling to the concrete platform near the tunnel tracks. The mirrors in the facility are gone, buried under kilotons of rock. Flashlights bob around me as gloom falls and people turn them on. 
 
    I push myself up and stand beside Sky, who gently sets Emma down to her feet. Cia hangs close to him and peers through the turnstiles. Cal shouts something, but his words turn into background noise and echoes. 
 
    The entire roof has come down, filling the cavern with a landfill of rock slabs, twisted metal, and even some sparkles that must be broken glass reflecting the flashlight beams. That’s all that’s left of the mirrors. This cave-in is big enough to have buried an entire settlement. Had we waited another minute, none of us would have made it out alive. 
 
    The thought puts weakness in my knees. 
 
    “That’s a lot of rock,” Emma says absently. 
 
    Cal paces in front of me, pupils wide. He’s just as in shock as the rest of us. “Head count!” he shouts. “We have Elias. Fin. Sky. Cia. Lacy. Talen. Emma. Emma, we need to get a bandage on your head, now! Someone tear apart something for her!” 
 
    His words snap me back to reality. I look to Sky and then Lacy, who’s staring at a group of EHC ops. We’re back up to about thirty people again, and so long as the ops behave—what other choice do they have now?—then we might survive long enough to reach the Exodus Facility. 
 
    But what will happen after that? The thought gets my heart racing. “Emma.”  
 
    She sways on her feet and Cal catches her. 
 
    “My head,” she groans. “Elysian Beach. They all left. They’re all in the Exodus Facility now. Elysian... it’s caved in. The lake’s flooded everything. All the food, gone.” 
 
    Cal’s jaw drops. “The whole settlement is flooded?” 
 
    Everyone’s just standing around in this dark tunnel. I rip the bottom part of my shirt off, forming a strip with ease, and I hand it to Cal, who wraps it around the gash on Emma’s head. She blinks and rubs her head as she regains some of her senses. 
 
    “It was flooding when I got there. People were packing supplies and leaving,” Emma continues. “Everyone got out, but we only have enough food to feed us all for two days.”  
 
    Then she closes her eyes and hisses in pain, rubbing her head as she leans on Cal. It’s clear everything’s an effort for her now. 
 
    Cal’s face goes blank. “Then it’s all gone. We’re going to die slow deaths down here if the quakes don’t stop.” 
 
    “Chain reaction,” Emma says. “Soon the tectonic plates will tear apart. It was in the files. He hid the Destabilizer and all his other experiments for a reason. We have to take my grandfather’s one escape.” 
 
    Dark, inky panic wraps around my heart. There will be no escaping from that if I let it win. “Emma, what’s this one escape?” 
 
    But she goes limp against Cal, who struggles to hold her up. 
 
    “She needs water,” he says. “We all need water.” 
 
    Steven takes over holding Emma, who seems to have passed out. She can’t heal the way me and Sky do. It may take months, if not longer, for her to get back to normal. 
 
    “Move,” Elias says. “All of us. No more fighting among ourselves. If Emma found a possible escape, we need to reach the Exodus Facility and figure out what it is. Sounds like everyone else is already there.” 
 
    Another tremor shakes the tunnel and a few pieces of concrete rain down on the tracks ahead. Elias jumps off the platform, shining his light down the endless tunnel. So far, Cho and his Naturals stay absent. It’s my hope that they’ve fled the other way down the tunnel. 
 
    And that they don’t decide to follow. 
 
    Everyone forms two lines. It’s an automatic response by now, and something about it makes it look like the world isn’t about to completely end. I link my hand with Sky, and right in front of us, Lacy and Talen do the same. No words have to pass between us or between me and Elias. He’s already made his apology without a word. Now, he’s determined to lead us to safety. 
 
    Steven and Cal lead Emma along, who’s awake again and walking just behind us, while the ops mix with the Dwellers and the remaining Originals. We’re an odd group again. 
 
    When the world is about to end, who cares about anything else?  
 
    Numbness settles over me with the thought. Hope dies with a whimper, and instead, a strange peace settles over me. Like it’s all going to be over soon. I’m breaking my promise to Sky, but… 
 
    “Emma,” I whisper, careful not to aggravate her headache, “how you doing?” 
 
    She blinks at me and squints as someone shines a flashlight over her shoulder. “Head hurts. Think I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “What’s this escape you found?” Sky asks. “I trust you, Emma. You wouldn’t lie to us.” His words are for me. 
 
    Emma flicks her gaze between me and Sky. “My grandfather mentioned a vehicle. Called it the Elevator. It rides on carbon nanotubules. Strong material. I tried to find more information about it, but some of his files remained locked, and Betty was getting tired, trying to keep that generator going. By the time I sought out help, the place was caving in and the refugees who had made it there told me about your capture.” 
 
    So she hadn’t completely abandoned us. “Any idea what the Elevator actually is?” 
 
    “No. It has a capacity of five hundred. It must be big, whatever it is. And it’s stored underneath the giant lid in that big, cylindrical room.” 
 
    “But an elevator will take us to the surface, and that’s unlivable now,” Lacy chimes in. “He must have built it before the radiation on the surface got as bad as it is now. I bet he didn’t expect Cho to erupt the Monster’s Nest.” 
 
    I swallow thickly. 
 
    The only thing alive in me is the inky monster. 
 
    Sky looks to me. “Hold out,” he urges. 
 
    I nod, not feeling it. 
 
    “We have to activate the Elevator,” Emma says. “My grandfather knew radiation was a threat. I memorized the sequence. The activation panel is underneath the Facility’s basement. Once there, we should have time.” 
 
    “But the Elevator might kill us,” I blurt. 
 
    Emma nods. “Then we will all die quickly instead of slowly. This is our final chance.” 
 
    A faint roar echoes down the tunnel ahead at us and Elias stops, flashlight still raised. The ground turns soft and shifts under my feet. I grab onto Sky out of instinct, just as a narrow crack opens toward us on the wall of the tunnel. Concrete teeth belonging to an impossibly long mouth lurch inward and stop, letting dust escape. 
 
    I stand frozen, alive again, as the ground settles. 
 
    This crack is huge, maybe even miles long, and it’s a sure sign that this tunnel won’t be a tunnel much longer. 
 
    And then I hear something worse than another quake, from far behind us. 
 
    Confused, scared shouts—possibly a half mile back. 
 
    Cal curses. “It’s them.” 
 
    Cho’s people. They’re pursuing us from behind in their own last ditch effort to escape, and when they reach us, they’re not going to listen. Cho’s too far beyond that. 
 
    “Do we have any bombs?” Elias asks, clicking his light off. 
 
    One of the ops answers, careful not to raise his voice. “We looted the only two we had off the dead Naturals back at Elysian Beach. If we go there now, Cho will catch up to us. I doubt there are any bombs left we can use.” 
 
    “Go,” Emma begs. 
 
    More shouts and yelling, maybe even war cries, echo up the tunnel from behind. The acoustics warp the Naturals’ voices, but it’s clear from the tone that they don’t intend to let us out of here alive. 
 
    “I say we fight,” Cal says. “We’re all tired, and before we know it, they’ll catch up to us when we’re at our lowest.” 
 
    Elias hangs his head as Cal speaks. “I didn’t want to wear you out.” 
 
    “We know you didn’t,” I tell him.  
 
    Should we fight? My head pounds again and despite my enhancements, I don’t know how much longer I can walk. Not without water. Next to me, Lacy closes her eyes and leans on Talen, who has bags hanging under his. I calculate our chances of winning against the Naturals to be only about twenty percent.  
 
    “Our best bet is to keep moving. We get to the supplies, we get the advantage.” 
 
    Emma nods. “I agree.” 
 
    “Then move,” Elias says. 
 
    Our group continues. The shouts behind us go quiet. It’s as if Cho and the others already know they’re chasing weakened prey. One of the ops offers me a canteen, but there’s only one mouthful of water in it, and Sky has to settle with less than that when another op hands him her canteen. Somehow, the water just makes me even more thirsty. But Cho’s chasing us has given me a purpose again. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of catching us. I want him to stew in the end of the world. Maybe, just maybe, the Elevator can save us and leave him here. 
 
    He deserves no less. 
 
    The tunnel stretches on. I see it when I blink. We skirt around partial cave-ins, where people dare to sit for a few precious minutes. Elias silently waves exhausted people up with a terrified glance. Emma, who sat down on a piece of jagged rock, rises with a nod. She’s determined. 
 
    Elias and I exchange a glance. The Exodus Facility will be our last stand. 
 
    And, possibly, our very last battle. 
 
    Seemingly hours later, after dizziness makes the world tilt and makes it hard to tell real quakes from the weakness inside, we come to an empty manual cart on the tracks that belonged to the homeless refugees. It’s parked beside the big hole in the tunnel wall, the one we can’t hide from Cho once he gets here and the one we can’t trap. Emma straightens up and enters beside Elias, and the rest of us duck through, ready to face the truth.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    WE AVOID THE asbestos on the cave walls as we did before. But it won’t stop Cho and his people. Not that it will matter if the planet’s crust is about to break apart. 
 
    If it weren’t for Emma and Sky, I’d be tempted to rub against it, but I calculate that it’s not capable of killing quickly. My feet carry me through the cave as silence drags out. Sky remains beside me, Cia in front of us. Emma goes quiet, probably saving her strength as Cal and Steven help her along. 
 
    “We need to know how much time we have,” I say. My mind tries to work out how close Cho and his remaining forces are, but dehydration and hunger are getting to me. 
 
    “They’re a good distance behind us,” an op says. 
 
    Then I finally get an idea through. “Elias, maybe we should send a scout back to check on them. Warn us when they start getting close.” 
 
    He smiles at me. “Good idea.” 
 
    Now he’s looking directly at me, if only for a second, before going back to leading our ragtag group through the cave with an Original woman’s help. We pass the crude traps with the heavy bags that still lie on the floor. The chances of Cho being fooled by those is only about five percent. Or seven point five percent. Yes, I need sustenance or I won’t be able to fight. 
 
    “You should send me as a scout,” Lacy says from behind us. 
 
    “But it sounded like there were three or four dozen of Cho’s ops,” Talen says. 
 
    “So what?” Lacy asks. 
 
    That’s the Lacy I know. I can’t help but smile. 
 
    “Lacy—” 
 
    “Come with me,” she says. “We’ve got the best chance of slowing them down.” 
 
    “They’ll expect us,” Talen protests. 
 
    “You two do have the best chance,” Elias says, walking backwards to the metal door that marks the entrance to the Exodus Facility. “Cho will be ready, but someone will have to die and intimidate the others. If the two of you are in danger, run. That’s my order.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lacy says, grabbing Talen’s arm and pulling him back through the line. 
 
    My chest aches watching them go. Something feels so final about this. 
 
    “Move along,” Elias orders, opening the metal door. At least he’s got more strength than the rest of us right now and can lead. The Original woman says something to Elias and they vanish into the facility. 
 
    “They’ll be okay,” Sky whispers. 
 
    “Cho’s people could just shoot them,” I mutter, heart racing.  
 
    “It’s Lacy,” Sky says. 
 
    The walls close in and I shuffle through the door and into the facility, where battery lanterns, probably brought from Elysian Beach, line the way. 
 
    “Where’s Mom?” Cia asks, going ahead. She looks like a ghost moving through the pale light. 
 
    “Everyone is in the main chamber,” Emma says. “Food and water there, too. That’s where the Elevator will rise. There’s a power source under this facility that’s been collecting solar from the surface for years.” 
 
    “How’s your head?” I ask, walking around to face her. 
 
    Emma has bags under her eyes and the makeshift bandage has shifted down over one eye. “I’ll manage.” 
 
    I’m not sure I like the way she sounds. There’s a fire in her eyes I’ve never seen. She waves Cal away and he reluctantly lets go of her. Steven follows suit. My throat aches like there’s a rock lodged behind my tongue. My own head feels the way Emma’s looks. Before we even fight, we need water and food. 
 
    And we don’t have much time for that. 
 
    Sky and I follow Cia, and we pass Elias and his guide. After reaching the big circular hall with the paintings of the strange sky, we enter the main room, which is still intact with the giant lid on the floor and the equally huge lid on the ceiling. More battery lanterns stand perched on the railing all the way around the vast middle, and dozens of dark figures—people—stand around the perimeter among several crates, canvas bags, and blankets. The cables remain intact. 
 
    “Mom?” Cia calls. 
 
    Starla peels herself from the railing, where she stood talking to an Original woman and a couple of kids a moment before. Cia cannonballs into her arms while Sky loosens his grip on my hand. The dread leaves my chest, letting warmth flood in as my eyes adjust to the gloom. There must be four dozen people here. The remaining Dwellers, the Originals who couldn’t fight, and the homeless we met in the tunnel. Even Betty rests on a blanket, staring into the darkness in the middle of the chamber, and I spot Wendy and Charles. They’re all here with the same goal in mind. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Cal announces, bursting through the door behind us. “Most of the EHC ops are now on our side. Emma says there’s a way we might get out of here.” 
 
    I ignore the gasps in the room and the incoming flood of people. Wendy, hand still bandaged from Cho’s torture, waves me to a canvas bag that’s stuffed with cans. 
 
    People chatter around me as I lift the can’s pop top and devour the beans, liquid and all, in no time. The pain vanishes and I polish off a second can, leaving no time to feel guilty. I know the fighters need the calories the most. When Cho gets here—there’s no way Lacy and Talen can take down all their forces in a tunnel without any cover before having to flee—those of us who are enhanced will do all the fighting. 
 
    “Thank you,” I tell Wendy. 
 
    She smiles. 
 
    I turn. Elias stands beside two EHC ops, who hang back from the homeless even as the man with the gashed head hands them each a can. 
 
    “Fin…” he starts, and that one word carries the weight of apology. 
 
    “We’ll catch up later,” I tell him. “Cho still wants to make us all dead.”  
 
    I pause as yet another quake rips through the earth. This one seems to come from deep within the bowels of the world, and people go completely silent as the low rumble echoes off the sides of the cylindrical chamber. The cables, however, stay in place. They’re stronger than any cables I’ve ever seen. At last it stops, but a few pieces of rock fall from the roof and pelt the metal lid below. 
 
    “That’s not good,” Sky says, looking up. 
 
    We need to activate this Elevator. I throw down my second can even as people continue to eat all around me. I feel bad that Lacy and Talen haven’t eaten. That’ll drop their chances of holding Cho back for sure. 
 
    And, I calculate, there is a very good chance the quakes will ruin all this equipment within an hour, leaving us no escape. I imagine there must be a lid on the ceiling that can come down, one that’s out of sight.  
 
    Unless the Elevator doesn’t take us all the way to the surface. In that case, we’re doomed anyway. 
 
    “Fin,” Elias repeats, “do you have any good ideas? In case you haven’t noticed, I haven’t had many lately.” He forces a smile even as his eyes shine. 
 
    “We take all the enhanced to activate this vehicle as Emma mentioned,” I say, motioning to her. 
 
    Emma offers a nod and scrapes her fingers through the inside of a potato can. 
 
    “Stay with us,” I say. “Where do we activate this thing?” 
 
    “Downstairs.” Emma drops the can to the metal lid far below, where it hits with a small, metallic ping. “Below the basement. Control panel. The code is one-seven-two-seven-eight. It should activate the entire system and use all the stored power.” 
 
    I memorize it instantly. Sky nods at her. “Thanks.” 
 
    Emma nods at the central space. “And the Elevator will rise here. People can board.” 
 
    I wish she knew where it would take us. Probably to another facility in the ground that might have already crumbled by now. 
 
    “Talk to them,” Emma tells me, grabbing her head. 
 
    She means me. I look to Sky, but he only offers an encouraging nod. If I tell everyone we’re just prolonging our deaths by a few hours, that won’t boost morale. These people deserve to have hope, even if it’s false, so I’ll give it to them.  
 
    “Okay,” I shout to everyone. “We don’t know what’ll happen for sure, but stay here and board whatever vehicle happens to come out from under this floor. Enhanced, with us. The rest of you, wait. We’ll do our best to make sure we get out of here alive.” 
 
    To my shock, cheers rise from around the chamber. They’re weak, tired, but they’re cheers all the same, perhaps the first I’ve heard in a long time. 
 
    Beside me, Sky grins. 
 
    The enhanced gather near one of the doors, and I watch as Dwellers and EHC ops ready weapons beside each other. Back in the chamber, Cal lifts an eyebrow at me like he can’t believe we’re leaving him to sit here, but a smile also teases his lips. 
 
    “Fin, that was my speech you stole,” Elias says, jabbing me in the ribs. 
 
    It’s a move only a friend would do. I jab him back. “Are you growing a sense of humor?” 
 
    “Glad to have you back,” Sky tells him, which shocks me. 
 
    Elias leads, waving us out of the room. Emma walks by his side, and Sky and I take up positions right behind her. Cia joins us. We emerge into the round hallway as Lacy, huffing and puffing, drags Talen into the hall from the direction of the facility entrance. 
 
    Uh oh. 
 
    “Cho,” Lacy pants. “He’s at the entrance to the caves. Forty people. And he already knows how to get here.” 
 
    Elias curses. “You weren’t able to stop any of them?” 
 
    Lacy lets go of Talen and grasps the wall, shaking. She’s just as weakened as the rest of us, maybe even more so, and Talen doesn’t seem to have the strength to shake his head. He leans against the opposite wall, bracing against one of the pictures. It’s taken all they had just to run back. 
 
    “Go eat and drink,” Elias orders. “You’re no good without any strength.” 
 
    Lacy glares at him, but she gives in and stumbles into the main chamber. 
 
    “Come up behind us when you’re stronger,” he orders. 
 
    Talen peels himself from the wall and follows Lacy. They vanish inside. It was lunacy to send them out in this state, but my tired mind hadn’t realized. 
 
    “Come on,” Emma says, sounding alive again. 
 
    She and Elias lead us through the round hallway as we leave the others behind. At least Lacy and Talen will help guard those who can’t fight if Cho reaches them first. I see what Elias did there. Emma guides him and a bunch of questions rise on his face as he eyes the faded pictures on the walls, but he says nothing. Instead, Elias works his jaw once we reach the stairwell to the basement. 
 
    I’ve forgotten how far down it goes. We descend, single-file, and I smell the bodies still down here long before we reach the basement. Cho’s presents. No one was left to clean them up, and by the time people got here, it was too late for any sane person to want to try. 
 
    “We need to do this as fast as we can,” I say. 
 
    “Agreed,” Sky replies. 
 
    “And Cho will want to kill us stronger people first,” I add. 
 
    An EHC op gags behind me. Pulling my shirt over my nose, I reach the bottom and pray we don’t have to go through too much of the basement. I try not to look at the black box still lying on the floor, but when I see it, my heart races as tension rises into my chest. That came from the big storage room where Edward Nejem kept his dangerous experiments. 
 
    But we don’t have time to worry about it now. 
 
    Thankfully, Emma leads us to the very corner of the basement, which doesn’t have any hanging, bloated forms, and leans down, pulling at a nearly invisible handle I’ve never seen before. 
 
    “Help,” she says, voice high and weak. 
 
    Elias gets beside her and waves me over. The door’s stuck, probably sealed or airtight, and as the two of us pull, arms pressing together, another quake rattles the entire facility. This one feels as if a giant has grabbed the world and started shaking it. 
 
    As the door pops free and swings open with a hiss, I fall back into Sky and send us both down to the floor. The quake rises to a roar. Bodies sway on nooses. The stench threatens to invade me. I hold my breath and press my face into the floor. Things fall. The black box slides past me and crashes into the wall beside the stairwell. The whole basement feels like it’s collapsing around us. Dust joins the decay and creates a horrific stench I’ll never forget. Sky shouts my name and throws himself over me, but before I know it, it’s over. 
 
    I take a breath and lift my head. 
 
    The basement… half if it is gone. Jagged pipes have buried bodies and concrete that’s a foot thick lies everywhere in pieces. Our corner and the stairwell are still clear, but the creaking and tapping noises of debris settling tells me that won’t be true for long. This quake was the strongest yet. 
 
    My mind calculates we won’t make it another hour in this facility. It’s not going to hold with the world’s crust falling apart. The people upstairs could already be dead if that lid came down. 
 
    “Emma, we need to put in the code,” I say, pushing myself off the floor. 
 
    She’s already climbing down the ladder. Humming rises from the pit we’ve opened, and faint red lights glow inside, betraying some emergency power source. I peek down, making sure Emma doesn’t stumble on the ladder, but she’s at the bottom already, a glowing control panel spread out in front of her. “The sequence,” she mutters, pressing key after key. 
 
    I don’t expect it to work, but when Emma presses the last button, she looks up at us and smiles as another loud humming, this one filling the entire facility, follows. 
 
    “The Elevator should be rising,” she says, grasping the ladder. 
 
    Sky grasps my hand. “Come on. Let’s leave Cho.” 
 
    My heart races. The humming turns into a low groan throughout the facility. Some old power source has awakened, thrumming through the Exodus Facility like a pulse. 
 
    Emma climbs out of the pit and leaves the door open. Another faint quake, an aftershock, adds to the low sound. Elias waves us to the stairwell, which has bent in places, making it hard to climb. Parts of the wall have caved in, making the going slow.  
 
    Sky stays silent beside me. We’re all thinking of the others upstairs. I crane my neck, trying to see over Elias’ shoulders and to the hallway at the top. It’s intact. His flashlight reveals a wall and another faded picture. 
 
    Elias, in a hurry, reaches the top and starts to run. 
 
    I bolt after him. He lowers the flashlight for a second, casting everything ahead in pure darkness, before raising it again. 
 
    And then he stops. 
 
    I do, too.  
 
    Cho stands in the middle of the hall, holding a remote with his finger depressed on the black button. Behind him stands two lines of armed Naturals, who, in unison, raise their rifles and point them at us.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’VE SEEN A remote like this before, just with a red button, and I know this one means serious business. It might even be connected to the black box downstairs.  
 
    Cho’s eyes are stony. Lifeless. Like someone who knows he’s dead but happens to still have a beating heart. And that’s somehow more terrifying than the monster I faced during the torture session. 
 
    Elias stares him down, frozen. Sky also pauses beside me while Emma manages to make it up the rest of the stairs. And the worst part is, most of the enhanced are still trying to shuffle up the stairwell. There’s no room for them to emerge. It’s me, Sky, Elias, and Emma against Cho and at least two dozen Naturals lined up behind him. 
 
    “What is that?” Elias nods to the device. “Drop it.” 
 
    Cho shakes his head. He’s not smiling, and he’s not frowning. “It’s all done, isn’t it? Remember the present I left?” 
 
    Panic explodes in my chest. Back during the torture session, he didn’t just mean the bodies. He meant the box that no doubt contains another deadly Nejem experiment. One we overlooked until it was too late.  
 
    “Are you here to mess things up even more? And don’t try to blame me for what you did.” I hope my anger masks my panic. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Emma once again leans against the wall. She closes her eyes, picking at her bandage. It still makes no sense unless she’s pulling a ruse. If she has an idea, I’ll take it. Without knowing what that black button will do, I don’t have one. 
 
    Cho won’t look at her. He fixes his dead gaze on me instead. “It’s all done. My utopia. Gone.” 
 
    “You did this yourself,” I say. “You and your people who can’t think for themselves. What happens if you release that button?” 
 
    Cho chuckles, but there’s no joy in it. He backs into two of his people, who shift away with discomfort. All his troops have bags under their eyes. They’re exhausted and some sway on their feet. “We planted a deadly virus in the basement of this place. It’s highly contagious and airborne. Better to leave the world empty than to leave it to Impures such as yourselves.” 
 
    Emma gasps. 
 
    She mentioned deadly viruses that kill within minutes. Of course her grandfather would have stored them with the Destabilizer, and releasing them wouldn’t require a Noble class enhancement. 
 
    “Please… you’re going to kill us all.” A Natural behind Cho raises a hand as if Cho were pointing a weapon at him. “That virus will make us bleed from the inside out. There has to be an easier way.” 
 
    It’s real, then. I shift closer to Sky and we stare Cho down. 
 
    “What do you want?” Elias asks. 
 
    Cho drops his smile. “When I release this button, I end all of this. All of us.” 
 
    Why doesn’t he then?  
 
    He must want something out of us or thinks this place is actually safe. Another rumble shakes the floor and some of the Naturals sway side to side, grasping for the walls. Or maybe Cho’s just losing his sanity. The virus box is at the bottom of the stairwell. He can infect us all within a minute. Then the disease can spread to the people in the main chamber.  
 
    My hands tremble, and Sky links his fingers through mine. He’s ready to die. 
 
    In the stairwell, the EHC ops and the enhanced Dwellers have stilled and silenced. 
 
    “Go ahead. Kill me.” Cho steps forward, remote still in hand. His thumb rubs the button he’s already depressed. Once he dies, he releases it, and death for all. 
 
    A few Naturals back away. Apparently they want no part of this. Others remain at their posts, blocking the dissidents from moving. 
 
    “There’s an escape,” Elias says, voice shaking. “All of us could leave right now. The Elevator. In the main room. None of us have to die.” 
 
    “No!” I shout. 
 
    Cho shakes his head. “This world was meant for Naturals. And if we cannot have it, then no one else will.” 
 
    I raise my pistol. If Cho’s going to end us, then he’s not going to experience the satisfaction. I could charge him, but all he has to do is drop that remote and we’re all dead. There’s no way to succeed. 
 
    And then the screaming starts. 
 
    Rippling through the back of the Naturals, it grows louder. Shrieks of agony rip through the curved corridor, and though I can’t see the back of Cho’s group, I know what’s happening. 
 
    Lacy. Talen. They’ve gotten enough strength back to fight. 
 
    Cho whirls as several Naturals near the back of the group fall, writhing. 
 
    I see my chance. 
 
    But Elias is first to it. He tackles Cho, throwing him to the ground and clamping his hand over Cho’s, pressing his fingers to the button. Cho grimaces as his eyes widen. He spits in Elias’s face and tries to throw him off. 
 
    “Duck!” Sky shouts, raising his pistol at the Naturals. 
 
    Emma presses against the wall, looking small. I crouch, making myself a low target, and Sky fires his pistol over my head at the Naturals just behind Elias and Cho. One jolts, blood spreading over the front of his white shirt, and two others go down as a couple ops behind me open fire. Naturals duck and whirl, not sure who to attack first, and the back half of the group have all gone down, writhing and going still.  
 
    The quake continues. Pieces of the hallway crumble at the edges, raining plaster on the fight. Elias keeps his hand clamped over Cho’s as he looks up at Sky, and then me. There’s something I don’t like in his eyes. 
 
    “Go!” he shouts. “Get out of here! I’ll stay behind.” 
 
    He’s going to sacrifice himself. 
 
    My chest hurts. I fire another shot into the Naturals, but they’re done. The rest fall and begin screaming, and Lacy appears in the middle of the human river, now collapsed around her feet and writhing. She faces Cho, but Elias blocks her way. Lacy looks up at me, and for the first time her face holds helplessness. She can’t get through Elias to kill Cho.  
 
    And then Cho grunts, red-faced, as Elias shifts and wraps his free hand around Cho’s throat. 
 
    “Don’t kill him!” I shout. 
 
    A picture falls from the wall, glass shattering. 
 
    Lacy reaches out for me. Cia joins her, having squeezed through the others, and takes her hand. Talen appears at her side, waving us over the dying with huge eyes. “We have to board now!” 
 
    A piece of the wall caves in and the ceiling starts a slanted, downward slide. He’s right. If the virus doesn’t kill us, the quakes will. But Elias won’t let go of Cho. If he does, then we’re all going to die. 
 
    Cho knees Elias where it hurts. Elias’s face crumples into pain and he loosens his grasp on Cho’s hand, falling back. Even Noble class strength can’t guard against that. 
 
    “No!” I shout as Cho smiles and rises. He’s still got the remote. I can’t reach him in time, but I run anyway. “Lacy, don’t kill him!” 
 
    But then a figure charges Cho from the wall, drawing a long and wicked-looking knife. 
 
    Emma plows the blade into Cho’s abdomen. The bandage can’t hide her very alive, very determined eyes. With a growl, she slams Cho into the crumbling wall, driving the blade in harder. The air smells of dust and blood. Cho’s eyes widen in shock. He overlooked her, and now he’s paying for it. 
 
    Emma looks at us all in turn as she closes her hand around Cho’s fist and the remote. “Get on the Elevator.” 
 
    She’s going to sacrifice herself; to the quakes or Edward’s virus, I don’t know. 
 
    “No!” I shout, throat closing. 
 
    Cho gags. Blood flows from his mouth as he tries to release the button. Emma shakes as she holds him in place, as his breaths gurgle. Emma’s struck his lungs. Soon he’ll die, and Emma will be the only thing keeping the rest of us from death. 
 
    “Get out of here!” Emma shouts. “The Elevator. I think it goes to—” 
 
    The quake goes from a low rumble to a roar, and the hallway crumbles inward. We can’t wait any longer, but Emma can’t move. 
 
    “Get out!” Elias shouts, charging over the bodies littering the hall. 
 
    Sky places a hand on my back, encouraging me to move, while Lacy, Talen, and Cia run ahead. They open a door to the main chamber, and instantly the scared cries of people float out. I look at Emma one last time, and our gazes meet. 
 
    The pain’s gone from her face, leaving peace. 
 
    It gives me the strength to turn away from her and follow Elias. 
 
    Ops shout at each other to go. The quake intensifies, turning the floor to liquid, and the walls split as Sky and I squeeze through the door into the main chamber. 
 
    Red lights blink all around the chamber. A massive cylinder has risen in the center, now level with the railing. Fifty feet high, it’s made of thick metal painted white on the outside, and is riding on the powerful cables. Doors have opened on all sides, meant for hordes of people, more extended railings leading them inside. A shrill alarm fills the chamber as steam rises from below the Elevator. It’s like no vehicle I’ve ever seen.  
 
    A mixture of Dwellers, homeless, and Originals run into the mystery vehicle, and Sky pushes me down the catwalk, which sways and groans under my feet. People scream everywhere. Rocks rain from the sides of the chamber. 
 
    A low scraping sound follows, and deadly, hazy sunlight spills down into the cave from the surface, a greenish glow filling the space. My skin burns. The radiation. We’re unshielded. The Elevator’s taking us to the surface. 
 
    But we have to try. 
 
    “Come on!” Elias shouts. 
 
    “Cia!” Starla shouts from a doorway. 
 
    Cia, Lacy, and Talen join her. I grab Sky’s hand and bolt to my friends as the EHC ops run into the Elevator’s next door. The main chamber empties. Behind me, a massive boulder crashes into the railing, pulling it into darkness below. Had I waited two more seconds, I’d be dead. 
 
    “In!” Sky shouts. 
 
    Emma’s back there, holding back the virus. 
 
    And we’re not dead yet. 
 
    The inside of the Elevator is lit. There are no windows. The walls are made of rows of beds—which look more like pods. Glass lids are raised, ready to close around anyone who dares lie in the beds. People stand around, staring, like they’re not sure what to do. Only a few have gotten in, waiting for the lids to come down.  
 
    Cal whirls on Elias. “I don’t like the looks of this.”  
 
    “We have no choice. Get in.” Elias motions to the cave outside. “There’s a virus being released by Cho right now!” 
 
    Cal’s face goes red. “You’re not the leader!”  
 
    The Originals stand together, shouting. My skin still burns from the sun. Even our Dwellers hesitate, but a few get into the beds. Starla helps Cia climb into hers. They exchange low words. 
 
    “Now’s not the time for fighting!” I yell.  
 
    “I can’t do this,” an Original man shouts, bolting toward the exit. 
 
    Another quake rocks the area, and the entire vehicle shakes, throwing people to the floor and making others grasp their beds. I grab onto the nearest pod, staring down into foamy fabric meant to mold around a body. These things are our only chance. If they’re meant to knock us out, at least we won’t be awake for the dying part. 
 
    The man scrambles to his feet again and runs outside. A massive shape, a boulder twice his size, crashes down from above, sweeping him and the railing into the abyss. A horrific screech fills the air and stabs at my eardrums. 
 
    People shout, curse, and scream. Cal hesitates, but Steven pulls him toward a pod. Lacy and Talen are already lying down. Elias takes one in the center of the room. Others take his lead, even some of the EHC ops. 
 
    “Lie down!” I turn to everyone, waving my arms, but people are already obeying. I didn’t do the convincing. 
 
    “Cia! Mom!" Sky looks frantically around until he sees them a few beds away.  
 
    "We're fine!" Cia shouts, lying down. "Lay down already!" 
 
    "For now. I’ll take this one.” Sky rushes past me and toward the next pod. He climbs in, sinking into the strange fabric, and almost vanishes. Cia’s in hers. Starla races for another. None of the lids have closed yet. This vehicle might be waiting for everyone to get settled. Betty drops into a bed on the other side of the room.  
 
    Maybe the pods are death and the program doesn’t want us to know until it’s too late, but I’ll take a peaceful death over a deadly virus or getting crushed. 
 
    Tossing my pistol down, I climb into the pod. The material molds to my body, cold and lifeless. People still shout, but slowly the shouts turn to whispers and whimpers. I watch the ceiling overhead. Everyone’s scared.  
 
    Outside, the rumbling increases. More screeching follows. The whole outside chamber’s coming down. And the virus. That might be out there by now, waiting to kill.  
 
    I hold back the tears brimming at the corners of my eyes. Emma didn’t have to do this.  
 
    Only she did. The weight of what her grandfather did must have filled her with so much guilt, forcing her to try to make things right. It’s not fair. 
 
    The outside doors to the Elevator slide shut with a hiss. 
 
    The lid of my pod remains open. What if this whole program is broken and we all lie here, waiting for the end? But we have no other choice. We’ve done all we can. 
 
    A new hum fills the Elevator, like the whole thing is ready to take off, and I try to lift my head, but then the glass dome lid of the pod comes down over me and closes me inside with a hiss. I jump, turning my head to see that the same has happened to Sky and everyone else. He’s blurry, his hand on the glass of his dome.  
 
    Silence falls. 
 
    I press my hand to the glass, and then something sharp sticks into my other arm, the one still buried in fabric. I writhe with the sudden pain, and my heart races as something burning enters my arm and spreads up toward my shoulder, toward my heart. I bang my head into the top of the dome, pulling at whatever’s injecting me. I’m turning into icy fire. Poison. Death.  
 
    Beside me, Sky writhes in his pod.  
 
    If everyone’s taking poison, I can’t hear.  
 
    I sink into the fabric, which grows colder, sucking the heat from my body. The burning sensation spreads through my chest, making it hard to breathe, and then through my legs. My toes. I just want the pain to stop and for death to come already. Curling my fingers into the cushion, I grit my teeth. 
 
    A white, cold vapor explodes upward from the edges of the pod, filling my glass coffin. Frosty claws and fingers spread across the inside of the glass before vanishing behind white curls and clouds.  
 
    I hold my breath as survival instinct kicks in. All reason leaves me. I kick at the glass, but my legs slow and the glass refuses to budge. I’m weakening. A cold deeper than anything I’ve ever experienced crushes me from every angle, leaving no escape.  
 
    I breathe in. 
 
    And the whole world turns to gentle grays as my muscles all relax. It’s not a bad place to be. It’s peaceful, and time doesn’t exist here. Seconds, or maybe it’s days, drift past lazily.  
 
    My thoughts slow to stone.  
 
    I am stone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    “COMMENCE WAKING PROCEDURE.” 
 
    The sound is alien. What do those noises even mean? Something in the back of my head tells me that those collections of syllables are supposed to mean something, but as I reach for that in the foggy expanse of nothingness, even that flees. 
 
    I am a void. A slate. 
 
    “Initiate warming.” 
 
    A tiny pinprick appears, a yellow stab of pain… somewhere. Do I have a form? I must if I can feel. Warmth begins to spread through my awareness, and I remember that I have an appendage. An arm. Something that feels like a needle has poked into my flesh, which feels stiff, but as life itself enters my body, I flex more, smaller appendages at the end of my arm.  
 
    Fingers. The word explodes with meaning and memory. 
 
    I take a breath, what feels like my first in ages.  
 
    What happened? 
 
    But only silence and darkness answer, and my thoughts slowly swirl, trying to come together. I have a body. A torso. Legs. Even toes. And I can move them. As the minutes crawl past and the warmth spreads through me, I realize, bit by bit, that I’m separate from the darkness I’ve called home for both an eternity and no time at all.  
 
    The air I breathe is frigid but warms with each breath until it no longer hurts my lungs. Yes, I have those, too. 
 
    Another, tiny flash of pain follows as something retracts from my arm. I wince, skin now soft, and flex my right arm. I’m lying on some sort of soft stuff.  
 
    Fabric.  
 
    The pod.  
 
    A dim memory forms, of me lying in a tiny, cold chamber with frost invading from every angle. How did I get there?  
 
    A groan escapes my lips. 
 
    My eyelids flutter. 
 
    When I open them, everything is a blur. Something lifts from overhead, letting pleasant air wash over me. Other groans fill the space I’m in. My legs jerk on their own and flail, like they’ve forgotten how to move. Oh, I have knees. They can bend. Muscles spasm and protest, but the stabs of pain pass and I can flex them easier with each motion. 
 
    I’m lying in the pod. The last thing I remember is climbing in while the whole world was collapsing around us. I’m here with dozens of others and I’ve been lying here, frozen, for who knows how long. 
 
    “Please be careful rising,” the pleasant voice continues. “You will be disoriented from your trip.” It’s a computer voice, a man’s, probably meant to reduce panic. 
 
    Then my mind makes the connection. 
 
    The Elevator. We boarded to flee the end of the world, and here we are, still inside of it, and other than the groans and shifting of my fellow passengers, things are quiet. I blink, and the film that seems to cover everything begins to thin and lift. My eyes are remembering how to work. I’m still in the pod, but the lid has lifted. A bit of condensation evaporates from the open lid, the remains of the frost that encased me. 
 
    Cryo-sleep, my enhanced brain informs me. 
 
    The Elevator froze us for whatever trip it took us on, and we’re not dead. 
 
    “Sky?” My voice is raspy, like my vocal cords are still coming online. “Sky?”  
 
    I sit up, back protesting and popping. I figure my body hasn’t moved for a long time. Weeks. Maybe even months. 
 
    The world tilts. I’m surrounded by stirring bodies, pale light, and white walls. Sky slowly sits up in the pod beside mine. Lids have opened everywhere. The air fills with humidity as the last of the melted frost turns into vapor.  
 
    “Fin.” Sky forces a smile at me. “What happened?”  
 
    He looks the same as he did before we got into these things, only his clothes are wrinkled and slightly damp. As if a coating of frost has just melted off him, too. 
 
    I pick at my top. Yeah, same thing for me. 
 
    “The Elevator froze us. That must mean... that must mean we went on a long trip.” My words skip in and out, but at least my ability to speak is coming back.  
 
    Sky rises, shaking. I get up, too, and we link hands. His fingers are flushed, almost like they’re recovering from a dip into super cold water. So are mine. Our pulses beat together, slow.  
 
    “Cia?” he calls. 
 
    “Over here.” She rises from her own pod beside Starla. Not too far from her, Lacy and Talen lean on each other, having already gotten up. Someone coughs. We’re in a field of Dwellers, Originals, and former EHC ops.  
 
    “Emma?” Betty staggers around the Elevator, searching. 
 
    Emma. 
 
    I take a breath as my throat closes. Someone will have to tell her the truth, and I hope it’s not me. That Emma gave her life to get us here—wherever here is. 
 
    “Where are we?” Sky asks. 
 
    "I don't know." I reach for my pistol, an automatic response, and feel naked when I realize it’s not there. But the feeling passes. Since the Elevator has no windows, I don’t know where we are.  
 
    The cryo-sleep tells me we must have gone far. 
 
    What if we’re— 
 
    “Please disembark carefully,” the computer voice says.  
 
    And slowly, the metal doors to the Elevator slide upward. 
 
    I balk, waiting for the falling rocks and the radiation we left behind, but instead, there’s a corridor that seems to go around the entire Elevator. It’s lit with gentle floor lights.  
 
    The Elevator has docked with something. 
 
    Elias looks at me, lifting an eyebrow. “We have no choice but to explore now,” he says.  
 
    Cal glares at him but remains silent.  
 
    People mutter. No one’s sure about this. 
 
    I clear my throat. “Well, Elias is right. What choice do we have? We must be somewhere safe. Maybe a facility on the surface or in the ocean. Going back isn’t an option now.” 
 
    “We don’t know what’s out there,” an EHC op says. 
 
    I reach down for that hope inside. We have to have it now. Edward Nejem wouldn’t have constructed all this in secret for nothing, would he? “I know we don’t but standing here isn’t going to get us anywhere.” 
 
    Beside me, Sky smiles. 
 
    Staying hand in hand with him, we lead the way. 
 
    The corridor also has no windows, just a large, open door that appears to go somewhere else. Cool air blows in from a large space beyond, a space that’s quiet except for a faint whirring, like a small piece of machinery is working.  
 
    “This might be cool,” Cia says behind us. 
 
    Slowly, others emerge from the inner chamber. The quiet is eerie. Everyone’s just waiting for the truth. We might be in the ocean, having traveled to some incredible depth. But why would that have taken so long? Maybe my mind’s still waking up. 
 
    Sky and I turn the corner, walking down a wide corridor that connects whatever we’ve docked with to something bigger. A huge space, enclosed in part of a glass dome, spreads out beyond. I glimpse beds of black dirt—crop beds ready for planting. Corridors leading to other parts of this new place. Pale lights that shine brighter as Sky and I enter the room, as if this place has detected our presence. Others gasp as they walk in behind us, and I watch a small robot, one that looks like a foot-long red shell on wheels, that happily rolls around the room. 
 
    “Fin,” Sky says. 
 
    I blink, getting my bearings. 
 
    Sky taps me. “Look up.” 
 
    “Huh?” I do as he says, and the sight drops my jaw. 
 
    We’re not in some underwater base at all. 
 
    I don’t quite register what’s outside at first. It’s dark, mostly, but an enormous ball of brown, red, and tan lines, all disorganized like running paint or ink, takes up most of my view. My gaze lands on a huge, reddish oval among the strange colors. I’m looking at an enormous, gaseous planet, a place with nowhere to land. A star—could it be our own sun?—peeks out from behind the gigantic world, but it’s smaller than I remember.  
 
    All at once, I understand. 
 
    It’s the faded sky from the paintings back in the Exodus Facility. The faded pictures back there were showing this planet, a planet that we’re now orbiting.  
 
    No, not quite. There are several other worlds, smaller, rocky ones, orbiting the massive planet. One that looks like a ball of colorful ice, complete with lines that look like long, straight folds, looms large ahead of and below us, and as I grasp the entrance as people crowd behind us. I watch as the world, just a large moon around this new planet, slowly swings into view. We’re in orbit around an ice moon, probably somewhere in our distant star system. 
 
    “How?” Elias blurts, pushing past us. He keeps his gaze on the sky. “This place must be a hundred years old. We boarded an elevator. It had cables. It couldn’t have—” 
 
    “Unless it took us to orbit and docked with a ship?” Cia asks. “An elevator to space might be possible if there’s a counterweight floating in orbit, and the cables were made out of, say, carbon nanotubules.” 
 
    Sky snaps his gaze to her. “Are you getting Noble class enhancements? That’s not fair.”  
 
    “Maybe,” she says with a grin. He ruffles her hair. 
 
    I stand aside in shock. My heart races. I figure this gardening area is just one part of the orbiting base, and that there are others. There must be supplies here. Food. Hope. 
 
    “Welcome to the Europa Jump Station,” the computer voice says, echoing through the whole chamber. “The next stage for humanity, and a new beginning.” 
 
    People scatter, faces skyward, and mutter. The air fills with nerves. Uncertainty. My heart races as the implications sink in. Cia walks ahead, kneeling in front of the little robot. It zips off, vanishing between two gardening beds.  
 
    A tower of computer screens in the center of the room burst to life, displaying everything from text to touch screens to a map of this planetary system.  
 
    Cia runs over, tracing her finger along one of the screens. “I was right. We rode an elevator to space, and then it docked with a ship that’s been in orbit around Earth for a long time. It sent out a beacon, and then a system of solar sails activated—” 
 
    “Sis.” Sky lets go of me, running over to her. 
 
    I follow. People keep muttering around us, voices rising. This is sinking in for everyone else, too, and I sense chaos ready to erupt. 
 
    Elias cuts in front of me. “Let me see.” He leans over another screen, blocking my view. “We’re in orbit around one of Jupiter’s moons. This is a station meant to start more exploration around this solar system. And then the stars. Wow. I never knew this existed.” 
 
    “We have a space program here,” Cia says.  
 
    “What?” I’m on autopilot. All my life I’ve just wanted to escape the underground. Now I have, but I never imagined it would be like this.  
 
    “Yeah.” Cia whirls, eyes sparkling with life. “This base is equipped with the means to make more ships and explore these other moons.” 
 
    “Whoa.” I sway, but Sky peels away from his sister and catches me.  
 
    “I’m in shock, too,” he says.  
 
    “What’s going to happen? People never get along for long,” I say. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I swallow as people fan around the room, scattering. The Originals stay in their own groups, and the EHC ops in theirs. No one seems to know what to do. 
 
    But I’ve still got a promise to keep to Sky. 
 
    I pull away from Sky and step up onto one of the gardening beds. “Everyone!” I shout. “Listen. I know we’re all confused. We’ll call a meeting and talk about all this. But I think we’re going to be fine so long as we stay calm. None of us can let what happened in the past happen ever again.” 
 
    All heads turn to face me.  
 
    Cal eyes an EHC op and glowers at me, like he doesn’t believe it. 
 
    We’re going to have some hurdles, but I have to believe we’ll get over them. I get down from the gardening bed and link my hand with Sky’s. He nods. Maybe the others will take our lead. 
 
    Slowly, we head back up to the giant glass window. Leaning on Sky, I relish the feeling of not having to have my pistol ready. It’s incredibly peaceful.  
 
    No one speaks. Lacy and Talen walk up behind us. 
 
    The vast sky spreads out above us. Jupiter. Its many, many moons, each one its own world. And then the stars. The giant planet’s blocking out the sun right now, leaving a vast canopy of them visible. There are thousands. Maybe millions, or even more. 
 
    Could we reach them someday? 
 
    Sky and I walk over to the window, along with the others. Though nerves still ripple through the dome, a good tingle spreads over my palms and races down my spine. People whisper to each other. Worry still hangs in the air like a claw ready to strike, but within those whispers is wonder. The future is unknown and scary, but it’s ours. 
 
    “What can we do out here?” I ask. 
 
    Sky kisses me on the cheek. “We’ll have to find out. Together.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    5 Years Later 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE ALARM BEEPS softly, and then louder and louder the longer we ignore it, until eventually it begins to emit a metallic screech. Groaning, I roll out of bed. The sound will only stop when one pair of feet touches the floor. And somehow that pair always winds up being mine.  
 
    Now that I’ve stopped the noise, I twist around and give Sky a good shake. He grumbles and turns toward me, snaking an arm around my waist. Rolling my eyes, I pry his arm off me and stand up, tugging on his hand. 
 
    “Come on. Today’s the day.” 
 
    Smacking his lips and blinking his eyes, he crawls out of bed, immediately wrapping me in his arms and hooking his chin over my shoulder. His beard tickles my neck, and I shrug him off, but I can’t resist kissing him, even with his morning breath. The short beard turned out to be a surprisingly good decision for his already handsome face. 
 
    Now that the floor has registered both our feet, the lights slowly rise, revealing our tiny but cheerful-as-it-can-be room. We left the walls white for the first year, but then we started going nuts, so we painted them a soft yellow, a color that reminds us of the surface world on Earth. Turns out the Europa Jump Station has all sorts of amazing technology in its basement, including nanobots that can create paint in any color from raw materials. 
 
    But our room is small, just enough for our bed and not much else. It’s like the hundreds of other rooms for the people of this station. This habitat isn’t meant for humans to stay in permanently, though it is possible. It’s just meant to be the first stage for something far greater. 
 
    And after five years, we’re ready for that something, whatever it might be. While our time here has been amazing, mainly because we’ve managed to avoid violence and settle into a routine, it’s beginning to feel like life in the mines. Get up, go to work, take a break, sleep. And that needs to change today. 
 
    I dress in a gray pantsuit that I hate, but it’s what the nanobots in the basement created when I requested business attire from the clothing kiosk. And resources aren’t infinite—yet—so I haven’t requested another. Sky finishes putting on his suit as well, complete with a tie. It’s really not fair how much better his outfit looks than mine. What were the people who set up the nanobot catalog thinking? These stupid pants don’t even have pockets.  
 
    Hand in hand, we leave our small room and walk down the corridor, past other closed doors. We reach the main corridor and nod to Steven, who hauls ship parts by on a rolling cart. The Europa Jump Station is essentially a sphere connected to a ring of solar panels, so the main corridor circles the entire middle of the station, with occasional windows looking out on the planetary system we’re calling our temporary home.  
 
    We pass the gardening area, now blooming with green and life. Betty waves to us from among tomatoes and squashes. Another worker, a Dweller named Mike, takes a break and eats out of a can of peaches. His little toddler son, Jamal, stuffs a slice into his mouth. The station came stocked with tons of rations, meant to sustain us until we got operations up and running, and I can’t believe some people prefer that preserved stuff over fresh. 
 
    “Hey, Fin.” 
 
    Lacy and Talen are heading to the gardens, too, their daughter Olive walking between them. Talen has to lean down to hold the two-year-old’s hand, but Lacy doesn’t have such a problem. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” I say, bending down. “Hey, Olive.”  
 
    “Fin,” she says, a tiny smile quirking her mouth.  
 
    Olive looks like a mini version of Lacy, except for the fact that she has Talen’s lighter colored eyes. She has her hair tied back in a single, curly ponytail today. So far, she hasn’t shown any signs of being able to destroy people’s minds with a single glance, but only time will tell. For now, her weapon is being the cutest kid in the station. She gets anything she wants, and gets away with everything. 
 
    After Lacy, Talen, and Olive move on, we pass the gaming room, where, unsurprisingly, no one is using the arcade so early, and enter the Board Room. Normally I hate Board meetings. For starters, Cal can still be infuriatingly stubborn sometimes, but letting him be part of our ruling party was necessary. The unenhanced, which included all of the Originals and the rest of the underground refugees who made it to the Elevator, need a voice. Without it, I know what would happen. A class system would form, and those who were still normal would sink to the bottom of it—quickly. Cia, now seventeen, is already here on her laptop at the end of the table. An image of several ships, some designed to carry equipment and the others to transport shuttles, fills the projector screen behind her. She’s starting to look like a younger version of her mother—beautiful and strong. Cia turned out to be Noble class after all. Sky and I just missed the signs. I should have seen it coming that time she followed us through the vents and got us away from Cho’s people. 
 
    “Hey, sis.” Sky rushes over to mess up her hair. 
 
    “Are you ever going to stop that?” she asks.  
 
    “Not even when we’re old.”  
 
    Cia points to the chairs. “Sit down. One of my scout probes made an awesome discovery, and it could be the key to exploring beyond the solar system.” 
 
    My palms tingle with anticipation. Cia has used the basement facilities to create probes, design ships, and start mining operations on Jupiter’s moons, bringing back everything from water, organic materials, and precious metals. I’ve helped, of course, along with Elias, but she’s always been the star of the program. And lately she’s been talking about expanding.  
 
    Elias arrives a moment later, walking beside Anna, a former EHC op we had given a seat on the Board. Cal and Lacy come in next, and Steven, who always manages to keep a level head, stands by the door. I like his presence. He keeps Cal in line.  
 
    Now that the Board is all together and ready to start this meeting, Cia clears her throat and gets right to business. 
 
    “Okay, everyone,” she says. “I’d like to start this meeting with news that we now have enough precious metals from the moon, Io, to construct a ship capable of reaching the extreme outer solar system. My mining bots have taken a while to do this on their own, but we’re finally there.” 
 
    I look at Sky, who beams proudly. Cia’s been working on this for months, sending out unmanned probes and taking metals from the volcanic moon.  
 
    “So, you’ve been talking about some old data you found on the other planets of our system,” Anna says. “Are you proposing we send a manned mission to the edge of our star system?”  
 
    “Yes. I’m proposing exactly that,” Cia replies. “This base can sustain only about two hundred of us. For our long-term survival, we need to colonize other planets and their moons. And that has to start now.” 
 
    I shift in my chair. “Cia has a point. People are having children now and we’re going to have to expand. We need to be prepared.” What if Sky and I want children someday? We’ve mulled it over and haven’t decided yet. I’m pretty happy just being Olive’s cool aunt for now, but Lacy keeps bugging me about how she needs a built-in best friend. 
 
    “How reliable is this old data?” Anna asks.  
 
    Cal leans forward. “This is hundred-year-old data you’ve been digging into. We don’t know for sure if there’s anything big orbiting beyond Neptune.” 
 
    We’ve discussed this already. Many times. Cia, Elias, and I have run the calculations in our heads and on the computers, too. The chances of there being more worlds and resources beyond Neptune is very high. We found old data about the asteroids and tiny worlds out there, and something seems to be tugging on their orbits from far beyond our last known planet—something big. Maybe even another planet we could use as a stopping point in our quest out of the solar system. 
 
    And that's just the start. We've also found a database of exoplanets. Worlds around other stars, and many are in the habitable zones of their stars. There are thousands.  
 
    And just a few light years away lies Proxima B, a tiny star in the Alpha Centauri system. A long time ago, scientists discovered a planet around that star. A planet that might even be suitable for life. And it's only the closest of many, many worlds that might be habitable. 
 
    “I believe Edward Nejem’s old data,” I say. “I know Emma would have. Genius ran in that family. We ran the simulations ourselves and came to the same results. We could find this distant planet in our own system and use it as a stopping point. From there, we can venture to Proxima B and explore the world orbiting it. Our databases say it's highly likely to have the right temperature to sustain life. And water. Lots of liquid water."  
 
    I have no doubt Edward Nejem knew of this and expected any refugees from Earth to find out about it. We have star charts, and we know where to look. 
 
    Cia changes the slide, displaying a map of the triple star system.  
 
    “But it’s risky,” Cal says. 
 
    “Yes,” Elias admits. “It is risky sending colonists to unknown worlds. But it’s a necessary risk. We have to take the step. In just a year or so, we’ll have a ship capable of exploring these unknowns, and sustaining those who decide to go. And we’ll set up colonies along the way.” 
 
    “I agree.” I swallow. The nightmares of the past still haunt me on some nights. Gunfights. Death. But most of all, it’s that nothing, that dull existence in the Dweller mines, that haunts me the most. And I see the walls of this base starting to become the same thing. “But that’s part of life. This isn’t comfortable, but we need to get out there. Explore. If that means going farther and farther out there, then so be it. We’ll keep building colonies around this planet and around the others we know of, but we need to move away from our sun, too. A dangerous solar flare could disrupt all our systems at any time, leaving us stranded. One barely missed us two years ago. Yes, it’s a one in two-hundred-year event, but eventually time will run out.” I don’t even mention the risk of asteroids. Jupiter tends to pull in all kinds of debris that gets too close to it. “That’s why we need to start the move to other star systems. And what’s out there could be good. Very good.” 
 
    Elias nods. Sky smiles.  
 
    I’m holding on to hope, and it feels good.  
 
    “Well, then,” Cia says with a huge smile. “Let’s talk about the ship and how we’re going to build it. And then how we’re going to travel to the stars.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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