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    Military legacy Ari Alexander has survived alien spies, WWIV, and a changing world order. But when the new leader of Earth uses Jackson—the only boy she’s ever let herself care about—to get to her, Ari has no choice but to surrender.


    To free Jackson, she agrees to travel to the national bases to train others to fight. What she discovers is a land riddled with dying people. Ari has the power to heal by turning the fighters into aliens—half-breeds like her. If she succeeds, together, they have a chance at overthrowing the alien leader, Zeus. But if she fails, everyone she holds dear will be wiped away forever.


    Once again, everything Ari’s come to believe is thrown into question. In a world of uncertainty, loyalties are tested, lies are uncovered, and no one can be trusted. If Ari and Jackson have any hope at survival and at preserving a life for the future, they must fight the final war with their eyes wide open.
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    Chapter One


    “Wake up!”


    I feel as though someone has cracked open my skull, shaken my brain around, and asked it to work again. I try to open my eyes, but they’re heavy and clouded and I worry that maybe they are open. I just can’t see.


    Thoughts and memories hit all at once. The neurotoxin in my blood, poisoning me, defining me as half Ancient. Jackson carrying me to Loge. The hours of torture in the blueroom by Lydian at Zeus’s hand. The shower, Jackson’s body connected with my own. That brief moment of safety, perfection—love. And then the fear that ripped through me, breaking me and igniting me all at the same time, when I realized he was gone. Realized he’d been taken. Taken. The irony is too much.


    “Wake up!”


    I flinch at the sound, so close, yet far away. Like I hear it, but I can’t quite process what the sounds mean, what the person is saying.


    “Ari. We’re out of time. Wake up!”


    My mind sharpens, but I don’t open my eyes. I can feel, hear, sense everything around me—the beeping by my ear, the loud breathing of the person beside me. I can’t make out who the person is, even if it’s a he or she. But I sense danger, danger so intense the hairs on my arms stand at full attention and the xylem in me sparks, and I want the person lurking over me dead. If he or she—it—were dead then I would be free to escape.


    “Fine. Just call this payback.”


    I realize the person is Cybil, my trainer and friend, one second before a gut-wrenching pain slices through my left arm. My eyes snap open, and she’s in front of me, so pale and rattled that she looks like a ghost of herself. I glance down at my arm to see that Cybil has ripped out my IV and now holds it in her hand like a toy.


    I almost smile at the expression on her face, the hint of joy at getting me back for stabbing her hand, forcing her out of the trance she’d faked on Loge. But then my gaze finds hers and I see a combination of fear and exhaustion, her hands shaking, and I know there is nothing fake about this.


    “Look,” she says. “This likely triggered an alarm. We have to get out of here. Right now.”


    I try to nod, but my body is sluggish and I’m not sure I’ve moved at all. Cybil loops her arm under my back to help me sit up, and the room shifts in and out of focus. “What happened to me?”


    “They happened. Now move.”


    I start to climb off the table when Cybil’s eyes round out and her body quakes. “Cybil? What is it?” I reach out for her, just as she collapses and a metal door behind her slides open. Two men dressed in thick white suits rush in, followed by a shorter man—a man I recognize.


    “Leave her alone,” I say and feel a sharp pinch in my arm. I look up to see another white-suited person behind me, syringe in hand. I try to push the person away. I try to open my mouth to scream. But suddenly my lips feel tingly, my arms limp, and then once again I’m alone in the darkness.


  


  
    Chapter Two


    I wake minutes later, hours, days, I can’t be sure. But it’s like I’m still in the nightmare, trapped in the world of my dreams. Watching as Jackson is tortured, again and again, until his body is limp against metal restraints, his eyes closed, lifeless. And then I spy Zeus—Jackson’s grandfather and the most evil being in the world—across from him, looking back at me with a calculated smile. Seeing me. Seeing through me. And I know with certainty the dream—the nightmare—isn’t a dream at all. It’s real. Somewhere Jackson is being tortured, and Zeus is there, watching. Waiting for me to come for him.


    I shut my eyes and then reopen them, blinking to try to regain focus, to readjust to my surroundings. I’m no longer in the lab-like room from before, but instead on a leather sofa in an office. A tick-tick-tick sounds from a small clock on a desk across the room, the black chair behind the desk vacant. I stand up and my legs tremble in protest. They feel like jelly, and I wonder how long they’ve been unused, how long I’ve been here, when I so desperately need to find Jackson.


    Jackson.


    My heart stops at the thought of him, the pain enough to cause my eyes to burn, but I push them away, knowing if I cry now, I may never stop.


    I shake my legs, one, then the other, hoping circulation resumes and they remember how to function. After a minute of this, I feel comfortable walking without worry of falling, and I take my time examining the room. It’s decorated in shades of brown and black and is impossibly clean, with no dust or dirt or hint that anyone other than myself has ever stepped inside.


    A wide mirror stretches across the right-hand wall, nothing about it decorative or ornate. A two-way mirror, I feel certain. Tentatively, I edge forward, wondering who is on the other side watching me, when the door to my left slides open and the man from the lab walks in. Kelvin Lancaster. I remember him from my secret talks with Earth’s leaders while I was on Loge, how everyone seemed afraid of him.


    When I left Earth, I left a Trinity of power: A president over Parliament, a commander over Engineers, and a lead Chemist—Kelvin. How had the Chemist become the dictator over all? And had the Trinities all over the world followed suit, or were we deviating against the rules of our world?


    I focus back on Kelvin, and at first, I think he’s here alone, but then I see a second shadow on the floor, stretching out as he enters, as though it wanted to warn me before I did something rash. But there is no holding me back as I take in Lawrence Cartier, my best friend since birth, and now my enemy.


    The memory of the safety being clicked off, me turning to find Law pointing a gun at me, and then the deafening sound of the shot, shock preventing me from responding before the bullet zoomed through my core.


    Unable to hold in my anger, I charge over, prepared to deck him. Law shot me. Me! He may have taken a shot that wouldn’t hit a vital organ, but it didn’t matter. He’d been my best friend. How could he shoot me?


    I’m in his face in two steps, my mouth open to shout, my fists clenched to punch, when he shakes his head once, the move so small I’m not 100 percent sure I saw it. Had I actually seen the twitch or was I searching for some clue he’d done it to protect me, like I’d stabbed Cybil back on Loge, like she’d jerked out my IV in the lab? Because while every working muscle in me demands to fight it out with Law, to show who the real solider is between the two of us, the rest of me is just…broken.


    My best friend shot me.


    Kelvin takes a step between Law and me, gently pushing me back, and I contemplate punching him instead. But that would only land me back in the coma, no closer to finding Jackson.


    “I see your medication has worn off,” Kelvin says. “We will have that corrected as soon as we finish chatting. Please, have a seat.” He motions to the couch as though we are friends, as though he wants to ensure I’m comfortable.


    His composure reminds me so much of Zeus that I’m tempted to ask if he is part Ancient himself, but I suspect that would only cause me more pain in the long run, and for now, I need to gain understanding before I fight. I have no idea even who I’m up against, who the enemy is. Though I’m starting to wonder if there is more than one.


    I glare at Law as I sit, but he seems unfazed. I want to ask if he’s on medication as well, or if he turned into a sellout all on his own.


    “Ari, I understand how this all must seem to you,” Kelvin says as he takes a seat in front of me, Lawrence sitting to his right. “You probably feel like you are a prisoner, controlled by us, your former allies.” He waits for his words to sink in and I think, yet again, how similar he is to Zeus. He wants to upset me. He wants to see what he can do and say to rattle me.


    But I’ve already experienced this mind game from a much more skilled hand.


    “I’m fine,” I say finally, realizing he’s waiting for a response. Kelvin nods once, his dark eyebrows drawing together, studying me. He’s dressed in all black, like he’s now an Engineer instead of a Chemist. “Very well. We hoped to ask you some important questions, and then there are visitors here to see you.”


    My eyes lift at the word “visitors.” Does he mean more people to ask me questions? Is that his term for the white-suited men who injected Cybil and me the day before? Or was that a week before? I clear my throat and stare at him, uninterested. For now, I’ll play his game.


    Law leans forward, his elbows on his knees, his fingers laced together in front of him. I’m so angry at how casually he sits there that I want to grab his fingers and break them one by one, then see if he can still act so at ease. “Ari,” he says. “We believe Zeus plans to attack within the next two weeks. Do you have any information you can give us that could help? Do you know his plan? Do you know his numbers? Did he confide any of this to you?”


    I laugh. I can’t help it. Zeus, the Ancient leader, the most cunning person—thing—I’ve ever known, and they think he confided in me? The questions are so ludicrous that suddenly I understand how Zeus used the neurotoxin against us in the first place. How he saw the strategy, knew they planned to use chemical warfare customized to hit the Ancients. Only, the Ancients had healed so many humans over the years, anticipating this very thing, that it backfired, and the human death toll grew, all while Zeus sat comfortably in his office chair, laughing. We completely underestimate him. Well, they completely underestimate him. I’m no longer so naive.


    Kelvin clears his throat, his expression full of annoyance. “This isn’t a laughing matter. There are millions of lives at stake here.”


    I sit up straight, anger growing in my chest for the second time. “If you knew anything at all about Zeus you would know he is already two steps ahead of you and sneering back while he waits for you to catch up.”


    Kelvin’s eyes narrow. “You seem to know him well.”


    “As well as I could while he tortured me. I pay attention. My father taught me to learn more about the enemy than I could ever know about my friends.” My gaze shoots back to Law. “Then again, it’s often hard to discern the two.”


    Law leans back in his chair, his eyes darting away, refusing to look at me. Does he know how betrayed I feel? Does he care?


    “And Zeus is an enemy to you?”


    “What sort of question is that?” Kelvin doesn’t answer, which does nothing but frustrate me more. “Where are the others?” I ask after a minute of silence.


    Kelvin cocks his head. “What others?”


    “You know exactly what I’m asking.”


    He steeples his fingers below his chin. “Yet I am still asking for clarification.”


    I grit my teeth. I could toss him against the wall faster than he could take a breath, but then what? Whatever Operative he has outside, watching, would race in and I would be dead. Jackson would still be lost, and the Ancients who came with me would be left unprotected.


    I zero in on Law, on the way his left leg jumps every few seconds as though it knows something he can’t or won’t say. Hmm, I wonder what has him so on edge?


    My attention returns to Kelvin. “The Ancients and humans that came with me. Where are they now? Are they safe?”


    “Of course,” he says simply, then he stands just before a knock on the door, like he knew it would come even before we heard the sound. “Your visitors are waiting. But first, we should help you relax.”


    “What? What does that mean?”


    A pair of Ops slip into the room, a Chemist on their heels, advancing toward me. I back away, my eyes scanning the room for an escape. I don’t want to go into that coma again, my mind trapped in nightmares, my body unable to wake.


    “I will kill anyone who touches me,” I say, conjuring my xylem to the surface. “I won’t go back under that spell. I will cooperate.” For now. “But I won’t allow you to drug me again. If I die today, so be it.”


    Kelvin considers this, his jaw set tight. He doesn’t like me, that much is clear, and it isn’t just the part of me that’s Ancient. He views me as a coarse strand of hair he’s unable to tame. “You mock authority. It will land you in a grave.” He walks toward me, stopping mere feet away. “But not today.” He glances at the Ops. “We will respect her wishes…for today.” Then he focuses back on me. “Should you step out of line, I will do a lot more than simply drug you. Do you understand?”


    I lift my head, crossing my arms, the words “I’d like to see you try” on the tip of my tongue. But for now I need to play along. That’s the only chance I have of finding Jackson.


    “Until tomorrow then, Ari.”


    He starts for the door when I call out, “What happens tomorrow?”


    He spins on his heel, his expression lethal. “You tell us everything you know. I’m sure you can guess the importance of this information…and the measures we are willing to go to obtain it.”


    A shudder creeps down my back, but I refuse to acknowledge it in front of Kelvin. He can make his threats. I have no interest in keeping anything about Zeus private, yet I can’t shake the feeling that Kelvin wants the information for other reasons than to simply help us prepare to fight.


    The door closes behind Kelvin and Law starts to say something, but then it slides open again and Mom and Dad rush inside, immediately wrapping their arms around me. I smile as Mom presses a kiss to my temple. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Law walk out, his head down, as if in defeat. Good. I hope he does feel defeated. I hope he feels like scum.


    I remember the days after the neurotoxin first poisoned me, how Law was at my side every day, there with my family—a part of my family. And now…


    Mom walks me over to the sofa and we all sit down. “Tell us everything. Are you okay? Are they taking care of you? Kelvin said you were well cared for, but we weren’t sure. He’s—”


    “Ari,” Dad says, interrupting Mom with a sharp look, some unspoken understanding passing between them. What was that? “How are you feeling?”


    I open my mouth, but I’m still caught by the look they shared. “I…I’m good,” I say. “Groggy, but good. Have either of you seen Cybil?” I explain to them what happened back in the lab, and Dad’s jaw tightens with each word


    “He was supposed to monitor you, not injure you,” Dad says.


    “Grexic,” Mom warns, and again, I’m left staring between them.


    “What’s going on?” I ask, but they both shake their heads.


    “Nothing. Just…things have changed,” Mom says. “But enough about that. Let’s get you to your room.”


    “My room?”


    She gives a little sad smile. “Yes. We live here now. It isn’t safe on the mainland anymore. We’re in the Underground.”


    “Underground?” I had assumed I was just in the Chemist labs. “So we can’t go home?” Mom’s face falls, and she reaches for my hand. Memories pour in of our house, of long talks on our back porch, of the forest that once held fear for me, then contentment as Jackson and I walked hand-in-hand to the Unity tree.


    Jackson. My chest tightens. How will I find him when I’m stuck underground, with him a world away?


  


  
    Chapter Three


    I listen tentatively as Mom explains that soon after all the humans crossed over to Loge, Parliament decided to use the Underground, a complete world below Sydia, built when the capital was first developed, when WWIV was still fresh in everyone’s minds. It would be used in case war broke out again, but for years it sat untouched. Then after the neurotoxin was released, and Zeus announced that he’d used it against us, and thousands of humans died, they realized war wasn’t a fictional, future thing. War is imminent. The question isn’t if, it’s when.


    We walk down a long composite-steel hallway that reminds me of the Chemist labs, all business with no hint of emotion or care for decor. Mom stops at the end of the hall and Dad presses his thumb into a keypad beside a door. “This is our room,” he says, motioning me inside. “We had yours linked to ours. They installed the adjoining door the day you arrived.”


    I follow him in, my stomach sinking at the thought of how much things have changed, from a three-story house to just two rooms, one for my parents, one for me, each space the size of my bedroom back home. The only similarities are the furnishings themselves, which are at the very least real blankets, real pillows, real beds.


    “We live here?” I ask.


    Mom drapes her arm around me, hugging me close. “At least we’re alive. For now, that’s all that matters.” I can tell by the way her voice shakes that some part of her never thought she would see me again, but she’s forcing herself to act casual, which worries me all the more. Mom was never one to hide her feelings.


    “Can I see my room?”


    “Sure,” Dad says. He gestures to a door on the left-hand wall, and I press my thumb into the keypad, as he did before, causing the panel to slide open, a gust of artificial air whooshing over me. I step inside and peer around. It’s smaller than my parents’ room and contains nothing more than a bed, a dresser, and a small table and chair. I imagine identical rooms line the halls, and I realize that we, the wealthy people of Prospect Park, are now living like we forced Landings’ people to live.


    Mom sits down on my bed. “Can you tell us about Loge? What happened to you there? Do you feel…different?”


    Loge. A flash of the blueroom. Lydian staring at me, only to betray me later. Emmy lying on the ground, lifeless, and then Jackson and me, our bodies linked together, as though nothing could tear us apart. Tears prick my eyes, and once again, I have to fight to keep them from falling. Crying won’t tell me where he is or what’s happening to him. There’s only one person who might know. “Where is Vill?” I ask.


    Vill—Jackson’s cousin had promised Jackson he’d take me back to Earth no matter what, then dragged me through the portal while I screamed Jackson’s name. My chest aches at the memory, and I press my hand to my heart to try to massage out the pain. I should be angry with him, but he was just doing what Jackson asked. I might have done the same.


    “He’s just down the hall, like Gretchen.”


    “Gretchen?” I can’t keep the excitement from my voice. It feels like forever since I’ve seen her, forever since we sat in her room, sorting through masquerade ball dresses, her choosing mine because I never really cared about those sorts of things. “Can I see her? Them?”


    Mom smiles. “Of course.”


    She leaves Dad behind and leads me down the hall to the last door on the left. She knocks once and then starts to walk away.


    “Wait. Where are you going?” I ask, nervous to be alone. I’ve been alone for so long, and all I want to do is crawl into bed beside Jackson and have him pull me against his chest, wrapping his arms around me. What if I never feel his touch again? What if— No. I refuse to go down that road, refuse to mourn him. Not yet. I know in my heart he’s out there, alive, fighting. I just have to find him.


    “I thought you might want to talk to your friends alone. It’s been a while. Gretchen…she’s…” Mom trails off, shaking her head. “The changes haven’t been easy on her. Certain people haven’t been easy on her.”


    My mind shifts to Law, to his cold demeanor, and I wonder if he’s acting the same way with Gretchen. I expected them to be together now, a couple, but something in Mom’s expression has me worried. “Okay,” I say, and then Gretchen’s door opens and she’s there. I smile and open my mouth to say hello, when she bursts into tears.


    I glance nervously at Mom, who just backs away. “And that was why I thought you should talk alone.” I plead with my eyes for Mom to come back, but she’s already down the hall.


    “Uh, hey, are you okay?” Before I would have pulled her into a hug, but it’s been months since I’ve seen her, and I’m not sure if she’s the same Gretchen I once knew. Law certainly isn’t the same Law.


    She steps back for me to come inside, and then the door closes behind her and I see Vill sitting at her desk, whittling away at some composite material. Always the artist. It doesn’t surprise me that they became friends. My smile widens when I see him, because I know no matter what, Vill will always be Vill.


    “It’s good to see you up,” he says, smiling at me. He crosses the room and hugs me, but the move is awkward. We’ve never hugged before.


    “You, too.” I want to ask him about Jackson, about where he is and how we can go there, but right now, Gretchen needs me. I spin around and hug her close, despite my uncertainty. “Are you okay? What happened?”


    She nods against my shoulder. “No. Well, yes, I’m fine. I just…I wasn’t sure you’d wake up. That Kelvin would let you wake up.”


    Her response makes me wonder how long I’ve been here, and what all they did to me before allowing me to wake. “Do you know what’s going on? Mom and Dad seem worried. Law is a stranger now. He shot me, Gretch. Shot me.”


    She swallows hard, nodding. “It’s Kelvin. He’s got him brainwashed into believing Zeus is controlling you.”


    “What? That’s insane.”


    “I know. He doesn’t trust anyone that’s come over. Least of all you. Well, you, and, of course, Jackson.”


    My eyes shoot up. “What did you say?”


    Vill steps up beside us. “He’s here, Ari. Kelvin has him.”


    And then before they can say another word, I’m out the door, racing down the hall, unsure of where I’m going, but knowing I have to find him. A hand wraps around my arm, jerking me to a stop, and I remember that Vill was never part Ancient. He was born an Ancient and can outmaneuver me at his will. “Stop, before they see you and take you back.”


    I feel my throat closing up, every fear and emotion in me bubbling to the surface. “I can’t just leave him,” I say, my voice shaking. “There’s no telling what Kelvin will do to him. What he’s already done.” My knees go weak at the thought. Please let him be okay.


    “You won’t. We feel sure they’ll release him like they did you.”


    “Like me? Hardly. Tomorrow Kelvin plans to torture me into giving him information I don’t have. What do you think they’ll do to Jackson, Zeus’s grandson? I can’t let that happen. I won’t leave him again.”


    Dad and Mom are in the hall now, walking toward me. I can tell by their expressions that they intentionally kept this information to themselves. I eye each of them. Dad. Mom. Gretchen. Vill—all of them looking at me as though I’m crazy, capable of anything. And they’re right. I feel crazy. I feel it deep in my bones, rattling me whenever I try to regain a piece of my sanity. I’ve been through so much, and something tells me it’s nothing compared to what I’m about to face.


    I focus on Vill, because of the four of them, he loves Jackson as much as I love Jackson. He wants him to be okay. “How did he get here? Have you seen him? Is he okay?”


    Vill tugs me to him, hugging me for the second time. All this hugging is getting ridiculous, but I can’t bring myself to pull away. We have to comfort each other right now. That’s all we have. “I don’t know. To any of it. I don’t know.”


    “Then how do you know he’s here?”


    Dad steps around Gretchen, lowering his voice. “We told him. Your mom and I have seen him, though not in person, only through the glass of one of the examination rooms.”


    I suck in a breath, then two, desperate to calm down so I can process what they’re saying. “So he’s really here?” Tears run down my face, refusing to stop.


    Mom takes my hand. “Yes, Jackson is here.”


  


  
    Chapter Four


    I lie awake all night, my mind on repeat, again and again seeking out answers that will never come. Where is he? Is he in pain? Does he know I’m here? Did he ask for me?


    The questions continue until my eyelids are too heavy to remain open and then I sleep, my fears taking new shapes in my dreams. Of fighting. Of war. Of death in numbers too vast to understand. I wonder if the pain I feel in my chest will ever disappear or if it’s a mere scratch compared to the real wound to come.


    A knock on my door shakes me awake and I jolt up, expecting to find Gretchen or Vill outside. But instead, I find they’re all already there with me. Mom. Dad. Gretchen. Vill. All of them in my room. Mom and Gretchen are sprawled out on my bed. Vill and Dad are asleep in chairs. I wonder when they came into my room, or if they were there all along and I was just too gone to notice.


    The knock hits again, and Dad stirs. “Who is it?” he calls.


    I hear someone clear his throat and then, “It’s Lawrence. I’m here for Ari.”


    Dad hits a button beside the door and storms out, narrowly missing Law. “Don’t you think you’ve done enough?”


    Lawrence opens his mouth to reply but closes it, his eyes taking in my room and the people in it. There was once a time when he would have been one of them. I concentrate on him, desperate to feel a change in his mood, see his color move to something darker—sadness, frustration, anything—but beyond a hint of regret in his eyes, his demeanor is as steady as ever, and I know, with certainty, the Lawrence standing before me isn’t the Law I knew. That boy is gone, replaced by nothing more than a pawn in Kelvin’s plan. A plan I’ve yet to uncover.


    I slip out of bed and walk over to Dad. “It’s okay.”


    “There is nothing about this that is okay.” Then he dips his head and walks back into my room. I watch him go, wondering where the strong man who raised me went, but then I see the same brokenness in Mom’s eyes, in Gretchen’s, and I wonder, yet again, what they went through while I was away.


    I swallow hard and focus back on Lawrence and an Op standing a few yards away. “Fine. Here I am. Let’s go.”


    They escort me to the same room I was in the day before—an interrogation room, I realize. I listen to the soft ticking of the desk clock, each second that I sit there across from Lawrence more painful than the last. I want to ask him why he abandoned himself. Why he chose to become the sort of person we always hated. I want to ask about his mom and how Kelvin became so powerful. If there is still a Trinity or if Kelvin now rules by dictatorship alone, much like the Octave did before the fall. But I can’t bring myself to say anything at all. Once I open my mouth, I won’t be able to stop myself from saying every horrible thing I think of him, and I can’t afford to be so rash. Not now. Not until I find Jackson.


    The door to the office opens and Kelvin walks in, his demeanor commanding and full of authority. I try to sense what he’s thinking, try to find a hint of stress, but there’s nothing. Either he has learned to control his feelings or he doesn’t have any. I’m not sure which worries me more.


    “Nice to see you again, Ari,” he says, taking a seat beside Lawrence. “We would like to ask you some specific questions today, and to ensure your cooperation, we have invited a guest.”


    The large two-way glass in the wall across from me lights up, no longer a mirror, but a window, revealing a room directly beside the one I’m in. I sit up taller in my seat to peer inside, and my heart speeds up, beating, beating, beating, unwilling to slow down. The walls are white and there is nothing in the room, only a rectangular table and a chair behind it. Nothing of any importance. I glance at Kelvin, one of my eyebrows raised in question, and then his face breaks into a slow grin—a grin of joy too great for a man so horrible. It can mean only one thing.


    My insides sour, dread pouring over me as my gaze switches back to the room. Its door opens and two men drag in an unconscious man with a sack over his head. For a moment I have no idea what’s happening or whom it’s happening to, but then they remove the sack and drop Jackson into the chair and I’m out of mine, rushing to the window, torn between breaking the glass or breaking Kelvin Lancaster’s neck.


    I press my palms flush against the glass, my eyes stinging as I take in his appearance. How his once-perfect blond hair is tangled and dirty. How his eyes are sunken in, lifeless. And every part of me breaks in two. For a moment, I want to beg Kelvin to release him, I want to say I’ll do whatever, anything, just return him to me so I can breathe again. But I know begging will do nothing here. I start to ask Kelvin what he wants from me, when the man on Jackson’s left pulls a gun and presses it to Jackson’s head. And that’s enough.


    “Stop!” I rush for Kelvin, shaking so hard I’m not sure how I’m even walking. The xylem running through me sparks to life, telling me it’s time to fight, but my mind isn’t as sure. One wrong move and I could watch Jackson’s life taken before my eyes. I wonder if he can see me through the glass, as I can him, or if he’s even lucid. Maybe he’s been drugged. I close my eyes at the thought of what Kelvin’s done to him, what horrifying ways he’s attempted to get information out of Jackson. I draw a long, rattled breath and turn around.


    “Okay, you have my attention. What do you want?” I ask.


    Kelvin smiles. “Information. Now sit.”


    It takes all my strength to leave the window. I want to watch what they’re doing, make sure that Jackson is okay, but I can’t. The game is best played with my attention on the opponent. I just never thought my opponent would be someone here on Earth.


    I return to my chair at the table, my eyes on Kelvin, but everything else in me is completely attuned to Jackson, seeking some sign from him that everything is okay. That he’s okay. I cross my arms and wait as Kelvin seems to decide how to proceed. He nods to Lawrence, who stands immediately and goes out the door, only to return a few moments later with a tea service. They’ve got to be joking. Jackson has a gun to his head, and Kelvin thinks I’m going to drink tea with him? I stare at Law pointedly as he sets a teacup in front of me, my rage barely contained below the surface.


    “Would you like some tea?” he asks.


    “I didn’t realize you’d become a server.”


    Law’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t respond. No doubt an order from Kelvin, who I realize is watching me, his expression unreadable, and I realize he isn’t going to move until I answer him.


    “I won’t touch anything you give me,” I say.


    “That is a shame,” Kelvin says, tapping his cup. “Your mother makes wonderful tea.”


    My eyes snap over to him, but I refuse to respond. He’s baiting me and I have enough anger in me right now to destroy this room. I can’t let it overcome me. I can’t afford to become reckless. “She does,” I say, holding his gaze. Breathe, Ari. Stay calm. But all I can think about is Jackson and the gun and how quickly my entire world could be gone. My legs jump from nervousness, and it takes effort to still them. I curse myself for showing this bit of weakness, knowing Kelvin sees, knowing he’s enjoying my unease. But Jackson…


    My eyes drift back to the window, and I have to blink and breathe and blink again, to keep from losing it. What have they done to you?


    Lawrence sits back beside Kelvin, his fingers laced together in front of him as Kelvin speaks, drawing my attention again. “We believe Zeus intends to attack within the next two weeks. Do you know this to be true?”


    A sarcastic laugh releases from my mouth. I can’t help it. Their assumptions about Zeus are so ignorant they are nearly childish. “I know only that whatever information you have was implanted on purpose. Zeus is too smart to reveal his strategies. It’s likely a trap, or a diversion.”


    Kelvin tilts his head. “Do you know where Zeus is right now?”


    I shake my head, growing frustrated. They act as though we were great friends, like he confided in me. They don’t realize that Zeus confided in no one, least of all me. He beat his wife, tortured his grandson, Jackson, for no other reason than to build strength. He has no regard for anyone or anything other than power and control. Those are his friends.


    “I have no idea where he is. Why would I?”


    At that Kelvin nods in the direction of the window and the Op behind Jackson pulls out a blade and slices straight through Jackson’s earlobe as though it were nothing more than paper. Jackson grits his teeth together at the onset of pain, but the xylem in his body heals the wound almost immediately. My back tightens, anger coiling around and around in my gut like a snake, poised to snap. It takes me several long, deep breaths to calm down. An impulsive reaction on my part will only worsen things for Jackson, and I need him free. I need him with me, wrapped around my body. Him comforting me and me him…if only for a moment. Nothing else matters right now.


    “Let’s try this again. Where is Zeus?”


    I lift my chin and steady my gaze on Kelvin, channeling my anger instead of fear. One emotion will drive me, and I can’t allow it to be fear. “You can question me all night. You can torture Jackson until he’s unable to stand. That changes nothing. We don’t know where he is. Zeus took Jackson, then the fight broke out—just like we had planned. What you had planned. We made it to the main portal, saw the last time stamp read ‘Briya,’ and thought Zeus took Jackson there. But he’s here, which means Zeus could be anywhere. I have no idea. He has no idea.” I jab a finger at the window. “You are wasting your time.”


    Kelvin sits back in his chair and taps his fingertips together. “What is Briya?”


    My eyebrows thread together. I would expect all of Earth’s leaders to know everything about Loge, but maybe Zeus has kept his planet and its inner workings a secret. “Briya is one of Loge’s regions. I thought you would know that.”


    He studies me as if searching for an indication that I’m lying. “And what region did you visit while you were there?”


    “Triad, of course.”


    “Of course,” he replies, but I can tell by the way his eyes shift that he had no idea. He knows nothing about Loge, and Zeus knows everything about Earth. We are at an even greater disadvantage than I imagined. My fear spikes again, worried thoughts polluting my mind, but for now, I have to take this one step at a time. The first step is to get Jackson back.


    I draw a breath, and for a moment Kelvin and I just stare at one another, waiting for the other to crack, and then my mouth takes over my reason. “Why are you asking where Zeus is in the first place? Why not simply prepare for his attack? Surely that’s a better use of your time than tracking down a man who by all accounts can’t be killed. I know. I tried to myself.”


    Kelvin leans forward. “So you say.”


    I leap out of my seat before I can stop myself, causing a surge of Ops to rush into the room, guns pointed at me, but I ignore them. “So I say? So I say! I watched him murder innocent people, all the while you were here doing what? Living in some shell underground, protecting yourself and leaving the humans on Loge to suffer? And you call yourself a leader! You want to know about Zeus? There is no knowing Zeus. There is no understanding him. There is only fear and consequence, and I refuse to sit here another second while you wait for him to attack. I know what he’s capable of and this”—I point at the tea service—“is child’s play. If you want to stop him, you have to be prepared to fight to the death the moment he strikes, because there will be no preventing him. He is coming, and you are sitting there, doing nothing. Nothing but waiting.”


    Kelvin stands slowly. “Do you know how I came to have my current position, Ari?”


    I shake my head in frustration. “You want to give a history lesson. Now?”


    “I was the Lead Chemist under President Cartier, and I would listen in each meeting. I would watch. And soon I became the person who knew what others did not know. I saw what others never caught. I was the knowing land in a sea of cluelessness.” My gaze darts to Law, sure that I will find some hint of anger at the way Kelvin is talking about his mom, but he shows nothing. “Waiting, processing, listening… These things are anything but nothing.” He starts for the door, Law on his heels, then stops just short of the threshold. “Oh, and Ari?”


    “What now?” I spit out.


    “For our next meeting, try to look more presentable. I expect a certain level of professionalism from those in my audience.”


    The door closes behind them, and I’m again left alone with my thoughts. I walk to the window and press my palms to the glass, leaning my forehead against the cool surface. Please, tell me you’re okay, I say silently, praying he can hear me, praying he’s still the Jackson I know and love. The silence becomes unbearable and I beat against the glass, unable to hold in my emotions any longer. “Tell me you’re okay!” I shout, my body trembling. But he doesn’t respond; he simply stares at me, past me, through me. Like he doesn’t see me, or worse…he doesn’t remember me.


    Fear grips me as I wave my hands, trying to get a reaction, begging for a reaction. Something. Anything. But then a pair of Operatives enter his room and I scream, “No!” as they drag him away from me once again.


  


  
    Chapter Five


    “Ari, come on!” Vill shouts through the door. “Let us in.”


    I roll over in bed and shove my head under my pillow. Can’t I just be alone? Please. I know Vill can hear me, but I also know he isn’t going to allow me to wallow in my misery.


    I came back to my room after the session with Kelvin and Jackson and locked myself inside, unwilling to talk to anyone. What could I say? I saw him, but I didn’t save him. Instead, I let them take him. Again. The thought drives guilt through my stomach. I’m trapped in this rabbit hole of an existence, slowly going insane.


    I don’t want to see anyone right now. I want to plot out a plan. I want to train, to prepare to fight. I want to scream at the top of my lungs and lash out.


    I want to cry until I can’t cry any longer.


    The scene replays in my mind, each memory cutting into my heart more and more. What could I have done differently? How could I have saved him? My only hope is that Kelvin needs Jackson for information. He won’t kill him. But that doesn’t mean Jackson won’t wish he were dead. My bottom lip trembles at the thought, and I clamp my teeth over it.


    Vill pounds on my door again and, frustrated, I jump out of bed and hit the button to let him in. “What? Can’t you just leave me alone?”


    He barges in, Gretchen right behind him. “Are you okay? What did they do? What happened?”


    I don’t have the willpower to rehash how Jackson looked. I’m not sure I could even describe it if I tried, so I just recall Jackson’s distant expression and push that to Vill’s mind. He flinches, taking a step back as though he wants distance from the image I’ve just given him. I understand. I want space from it, too.


    “Exactly.”


    Gretchen stares between us. “What?”


    “They used Jackson to try to get information out of Ari. She just showed me the memory.”


    Gretchen’s face contorts. “They’re torturing him?”


    I shake my head. “I don’t know. He looked different. Lifeless. I didn’t notice any bruises, but then again, he’s Ancient. He would heal as soon as they inflicted the injury.” I walk away from them, needing a moment, but there’s nowhere to go. I feel suffocated in this tiny room, surrounded by Vill’s and Gretchen’s thoughts, both so obvious they might as well say them out loud—Why didn’t you do something?


    “I couldn’t, all right?” I shout, causing them both to jump. “I can hear you loud and clear, so you might as well just ask me what you’re thinking. But you know I wouldn’t have left him if I could have done anything at all. We were outnumbered.”


    “That doesn’t matter,” Vill says. “You could have taken them. What really made you hold back?”


    I release a breath, my bottom lip shaking again, so I clamp down on it, this time drawing blood for sure. It doesn’t feel right, me here, him there. I should be receiving the same torture, the same pain. I should—ugh! “I don’t want anything to happen to him, okay? I was afraid if I fought them, they’d kill him, and I couldn’t take the risk. Not until I have a plan. But I don’t even know where we are or how to get out of here. The halls all look the same. I’m not sure I could even get back to the interrogation room if I tried.”


    Vill stares at me, then sighs and starts for the door.


    “Where are you going?” Gretchen and I ask together.


    “I’m going to eat. There’s nothing we can do right now. Besides,” Vill says, turning to me, “there’s someone dying to see you, and she said she’d be in the cafeteria if you were up for a visit.”


    She? A smile stretches across my face. It’s the first moment of happiness I’ve felt in a long time.


    Emmy.


    …


    We make our way down the hallway to an elevator and then down two levels. The doors ping open to a giant room with composite-steel walls and tables, people already seated at most of them. I start forward, eager to ask how they have this much real food and why they aren’t just handing out pills for our nourishment, when I notice something. A single row of empty tables slices the room, set there like a giant divide. My eyes dart from one side to the other, confused, and then Vill speaks up. “Ancients on one side, humans the other. They’re divided.”


    “Obviously. But why?”


    “Fear, I suppose,” he answers.


    After everything that has happened, humans and Ancients are still this full of hate for one another? When are they going to see that their similarities outweigh their differences now? Sadness finds me as I realize it may never happen. We may forever be two instead of unified as one.


    We continue on into the room and suddenly a hush spreads from table to table, everyone’s eyes—human and Ancient alike—now on us. A gasp comes from the far right and then I see Madison rushing over to us, wrapping me in a tight hug. “I’ve been so worried! Where were you? We’re all here, but we didn’t know what happened to you or Jackson.” Then her expression changes. “Have you seen my mother, Ari? I can’t find her. Did she get stuck on Loge with Zeus?”


    Lydian, the traitor. I remember her expression when I shot her, her body as it slid down the wall. I can’t tell Madison that her mother is dead, and certainly not that I’m the one who took her life. Not now. Not when we need to be strong to face whatever is coming.


    I shrug, guilt weighing on me. “I’m not sure,” I say with as much conviction as I can, though I feel Vill shift beside me. He knows, of course. He was there.


    My eyes travel beyond Madison, in search of the one person beyond my mother who brings me instant comfort, and then I’m the one running. Emmy breaks into a smile and stands as I reach her. “My child,” she says as she pulls me into a hug. She looks exactly the same, except for her eyes, which hold sadness, and I know she must still be mourning Mami’s death. It can’t be easy to lose your only sister, but Mami was married to Zeus, abused for much of her adult life. Her death, while horrifying, wasn’t a surprise.


    My parents walk up then and tell us to sit while they fetch us food. I try not to notice the looks from those around us, the attentive ears, the swirls of emotions, changing each moment—from curiosity to fear to anger. Mom and Dad return with trays of fruits and steamed vegetables that look a little too perfect to be edible.


    “What are those?”


    Mom tilts her head and grins. “One of my inventions. It’s food. It tastes like food, has the same texture as food, and has similar benefits.”


    “But what is it actually?”


    She picks up a plump strawberry and pops it into her mouth. “It’s grown in a lab, like composites. The basic composition is something like an apple.”


    “What about meat?”


    She shrugs. “Meat isn’t really an option down here. Space is confined, and it isn’t vital to our nutritional development. We eat lentils and beans and take protein supplements as needed.”


    “So you’re saying the whole world is now vegetarian?”


    She shakes her head. “No, most of the world operates as it has always operated—off their own land. So, yes, they eat meat if they’re able to raise it.”


    “Wait. You’re saying we’re the only ones underground? What about the rest of the population? The rest of the world?”


    Dad clears his throat, his voice low as he says, “Ari, look around. There is only so much space and there are millions of people on Earth. Each of the Trinities has an Underground just as we do, and they chose, just as we chose, who would continue the human species should the war destroy everything aboveground. It isn’t perfect. It’s just reality.”


    I clench my fists, anger bubbling to the surface. Clearly, that’s the only emotion I have anymore. “And who makes that choice? Who decides who is important enough to live? What about everyone else?”


    He releases a long breath. “Ask yourself, would you do it any differently? There is no right answer here.”


    “So you’re saying you agree with Kelvin?”


    Dad glances around quickly. “It’s best not to talk about Kelvin here. He has more friends than enemies. Most of these people feel Kelvin saved their lives. He’s a hero.”


    “And what do you think?”


    Dad’s gaze drifts beyond us, to where a group of men and women all dressed in black sit, Law seated at the very end. “I’ve learned that those who think they understand everything in actuality understand nothing.”


    I smile. “I see you’ve been hanging out with Vill.”


    Vill sends me an incredulous look. “What?”


    My grin widens at his offense. “Nothing. So what is the plan? What do we do now?”


    “Kelvin hasn’t told you?” Dad asks.


    “Told me what?”


    His expression hardens. “He wants us to mobilize and activate the other bases. He’s created a team, including Cybil, myself…and you.”


    “I’m not leaving here without Jackson.”


    Mom drapes her arm around me, hugging me close. And that’s when I look around and realize that while the Ancients and humans are separated, one thing unifies them—fear. Everyone in the cafeteria looks afraid, like any sound could startle them, like they know any moment their lives could be gone.


    I glance up at Dad. “How long before the fighting begins? Law said two weeks.”


    “He’s right. Weeks at best.”


    I know his words are true, but I can’t make them sink in, the finality of them.


    “It’s time you prepare yourself,” Dad says. “This is the war of all wars.”


  


  
    Chapter Six


    That night I close my eyes as I lie in bed, my mind on a thousand memories that feel a thousand miles away. My eyes opening that first time to see Jackson over me. The feel of his hands on my face in the woods. His lips on mine. Our bodies pressed together after I healed him, nothing between us.


    Tears burn my eyes as I think about where he is now, how his gaze never met mine, and I’m petrified that they’ve somehow erased me from his mind, taken everything we have and made him a shell of the Jackson I love. But at least he’s here on Earth. Because no matter what Kelvin does to him, I know in my heart it’s nothing compared to what Zeus would do.


    Finally, I drift off, and before long, I’m back in the interrogation room, the clock ticking on the desk, a hint of something floral in the air. I peer through the viewing window, and the door to the room beside mine opens, and once again Operatives drag Jackson inside. I expect Kelvin or Law to come question me. But then the door to Jackson’s room opens again, and Kelvin enters, followed by someone else. His back is to me, a hood up over his head so I can’t see his face. Then Kelvin says something I can’t hear and the Op beside Jackson yells in his face. I rush to the window, my heart hammering wildly in my chest. What are they doing? What are they asking him?


    Jackson stares at the man, his expression void of any emotions. Empty, like his eyes. And then the Op decks him. Jackson’s head snaps back from the blow, and now I’m pounding against the window, screaming for them to stop, but it’s no use.


    Kelvin speaks again and the Op pulls out a gun and presses the barrel to Jackson’s forehead. Still, Jackson doesn’t respond. The Op says something, and then the cloaked person leans into Kelvin, whispering, but this time the words are clear. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. They circle me, penetrating my brain. Kill him.


    The Op cocks the gun, and I watch, as if in slow motion, as he pulls the trigger.


    “No!” I scream, pounding on the glass to no avail.


    Then the cloaked man turns, pushing aside his hood to reveal long gray hair, a wicked smile on his wrinkled face as he mouths, “Soon.”


    I jerk up in bed and make it only to a small trashcan inside my room before vomiting until there is nothing left inside me but fear and anguish and tears.


    Zeus.


    I remember the dreams I had when Jackson first healed me and I became part Ancient. It was as though Zeus had a direct path to my mind and could screw around with it at will. A shudder moves through me at the thought. Where is he now? What is he doing? What does he have planned?


    It’s three in the morning, the Underground completely quiet as I open my door and pad down the hall. At first I thought I’d go to Gretchen’s room, then Vill’s, but my feet lead me somewhere else. On instinct I move through the halls, listening, feeling, reading the people behind closed doors. I know there are cameras here, and somewhere Kelvin could be watching me, but I don’t care. I need to feel like I have control again, like I can do and think without someone holding all the power over those thoughts and actions.


    Finally, I reach the elevators, and I step inside, remembering that I’d gone down two floors to the cafeteria and only one to where Kelvin had questioned me. But there are four levels, and I’m on level four. So everyone lives on level four, level three must be the business floor—where the Trinity operates—level two had the cafeteria and likely all other facilities to help the Underground function. But what about the first level?


    I hit the button for level one, curious if the elevator will even take me there, or if it’s protected and only authorized personnel can go there. But then the elevator drops, and when the doors open I’m staring out into a vast open area. It’s dark, the floor and walls cement-like, reminding me of the Landings apartments. A chemical scent hits my nose, burning, like machinery mixed with bleach. What is this place?


    I edge into the dimly lit area, my steps impossibly loud in the quiet. And then I feel them—first one, then another, then another. There are people down here—Ancients. I can feel their fear, their anger. Ancients, which means—


    And then I’m running past each cell of prisoners, some asleep, others watching me go, their bony hands waving for me to stop. But I can’t stop, because I feel it. I feel him.


    I skid to a stop in front of the last cell and peer through the bars to see Jackson asleep on a makeshift bed on the floor. My heart swells at the sight of him, at how close he is to me. “Jackson…” I whisper. “Please, wake up. Talk to me.”


    He doesn’t stir, and again I wonder what they’re doing to him to make him so disoriented. “Jackson, wake up,” I say a little louder, ignoring the calls from some of the other prisoners to help them, release them. Right now, I can’t do anything, focus on anything but the broken boy before me.


    “Jackson.”


    Finally, as though the word held the weight of a punch, he startles awake, his eyes everywhere, frantic, and then they land on me, and a breath releases from his lungs, all the love he has for me pouring out of him.


    “Ari?”


    My throat closes up as I reach out, desperate to feel him, and he does the same, only to have a shock rock through him when he touches the bars, his teeth gritting together as his body shakes, landing him back hard against his bed. Tears rush down my face as I watch him tense in pain. Finally the tremor stops and I step away, afraid I set something off. Though why didn’t it shock me?


    “Are you okay? What happened?” But he isn’t moving now. “Jackson? Jackson!”


    “He is surrounded by an electrical field.”


    I release a slow breath and turn to see Kelvin a few feet away, his arms crossed, two Ops at his sides. I’d been so distracted I didn’t even hear them approach. “He’s unconscious now.”


    I start for him before logic overcomes my nerve. There are only three of them—I can kill them all and free everyone in these cells before anyone comes down here. But then what? I still won’t have any answers at all. The Ops step in front of Kelvin, but he only laughs, his eyes daring me to act. I can see it in his face—he wants me to attack him. He wants to test me, to see if I am as reckless as he thinks I am. After a moment, he cocks his head, a smile still on his face. “No need. She isn’t foolish enough to attack. Especially since I have Operatives manning her parents’ room, ordered to shoot them should I give the order. They are listening in to this conversation now. One word, and they are gone. Would you sacrifice your parents for this boy?”


    Rage rockets through me, my hands shaking from the effort to not Take him. I could. I could suck the very life out of him right this second. “Release him.”


    Kelvin tilts his head again, considering, then focuses again on me. “I think not. I think you have information I need. Or perhaps he holds the information, but either way, one of you is going to tell me what I need to know.”


    “We don’t know anything! Why can’t you see that? Only Zeus knows his plan.”


    “Maybe.”


    “You aren’t listening. Or perhaps you really are this delusional. Zeus is the Ancient leader, and he intends to attack Earth. Why would he tell us anything?”


    Kelvin takes a step. “Silly girl. I don’t think he would intentionally reveal his plan to you. I think he would slip. Say something that could be valuable to us. Or perhaps you were too distracted by romantic interests to pay attention.”


    I jerk upright at the accusation, but I can feel his words down to the bone. Had I focused so much on Jackson that I’d ignored other things? Would I have seen Lydian for the traitor she was? Would I have caught Zeus before he escaped? I’ll never know. My gaze travels down the hall before returning to Kelvin. “Why are these people down here?”


    Kelvin’s expression shifts to hate. “They aren’t people. They are Ancients. All of the RESs. I won’t allow a militant Ancient to be released in the Underground.”


    “Then why am I not down here?”


    “Who’s to say you weren’t at one time?” He turns to the Op on his left. “Bring Mr. Castello to the holding room for questioning.” Then to the other he says, “Take her to the interrogation room. We’ll begin early today.” Kelvin turns and walks away, and everything in me wants to scream at him to tell me what’s going on, tell me what he wants from us. But then the Op is inside Jackson’s cell, kicking his leg to try to wake him, the other is holding a gun on me, and Kelvin is in the elevator. I wait until I know it’s in motion before I fly at the Op, steal his gun, and raise it, poised to shoot either of them if they move.


    “Freeze. Now. Or your guts will be on the wall behind you.”


    One of them smirks. “You can’t shoot us.” Of course, he’s right, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to allow them to hurt us, either.


    “Try me.”


    The other Op doesn’t look as convinced as his friend. “Look, we’ll take you without hurting either of you. But he’s right. You can’t shoot us. Everyone will know. You’ll never escape.”


    I squint at him, wondering if I know him, why he’s being nice. Maybe he used to work with my dad or is still loyal to him. Regardless, I refuse to trust anyone who stands beside Kelvin.


    I bite back the urge to get smart, to tell him exactly what I can do. “I don’t need this gun to kill you. Know that now. If I see either of you hurting Jackson while we are in those rooms, I will personally rip out your hearts with my bare hands. Do you understand? And if you don’t think I can, ask one of them.” I nod toward the cells of RES Ancients, then take a step. “I can make it so you can’t move while I slowly kill you. And I will do it when you least expect it. Not one hair on his body is to be harmed. Understand?” For effect, I focus on the Op beside Jackson, slowly turning his gun on him until he is pointing it at himself, his own finger twitching at the trigger. “Dare me.”


    “All right. Okay!” he shouts. “Nothing will happen to him. We’ll make sure of it.”


    “You do that.” I release him and toss the gun in my hand back to the Operative I’d stolen it from and walk toward the elevator. “They won’t let us go up together, will they?”


    “No. I have to take you first.”


    “Will your friend there hurt him?”


    The Op laughs. “Doubtful, after what you just did.”


    I peek over at him, sensing an ally, though I don’t let my guard down. “What’s your name?”


    “Bryant. Eric Bryant. I used to work with your dad.”


    So I was right. He is an ally.


    Bryant pushes the elevator button to close the doors. “In my eyes, I still work for your dad. And I’m not the only one here who feels that way.”


    I turn to him, studying his face. I hadn’t noticed the fear there before. “What happened here? On Earth?”


    “Kelvin happened.”


  


  
    Chapter Seven


    The doors open before I can press Bryant for more information, and we’re back in front of the interrogation room, where Kelvin has questioned me each day.


    “Stay strong, Ari,” he says before leaving me in the room to stare through the window, waiting for Jackson to appear. It takes longer than it should, and growing impatient, I press my hands onto the glass, curious if I can break it if I must. The window trembles under my touch, and I release my hold just as the door opens and Kelvin and Law step inside.


    “I trust you are feeling better now?” Kelvin asks, stopping a few steps in front of me. “I will allow you this one breach in my trust. Do it again and I will have you in lockdown. Understand?”


    My back tenses at his threat. “What do you want from me?” I ask, frustrated. “I don’t know anything.”


    “Oh, I disagree. You know plenty. But you are correct. There is something I want, or rather, something you will do for me.”


    I stare at Law, him refusing to look at me. When did he become such a coward? “What do you want?” I ask, my voice full of the hate I feel for both of them.


    Kelvin walks to the wall across from the view window and presses a button. The wall slides open, exposing a map of America, broken down by each of the four divisions. Four lights shine out from each, and Kelvin motions to them before turning to me. “Do you know what these lights represent?”


    I study them. “They’re Op bases, one in each section of the country. They’ve been used to maintain civil order.”


    Kelvin nods once. “Yes, well, they have a different purpose now.” He eyes Law, who pulls out a tablet and transfer pen. He passes the tablet to me, and I contemplate throwing it back in his face. I don’t want anything from him.


    “Look at the numbers,” he says, his voice low, like he knows it’s taking effort for me not to attack him.


    I eye the tablet, yanking it into my hand as I peer down at the Op numbers at each of the bases. “Is this accurate? That can’t be right.” My gaze lifts to Kelvin.


    “Over half our defensive forces are down, leaving the bases barely manned. The northern base is down to 38 percent. I’m sure you can imagine what this means.”


    Of course I know. If our numbers of trained soldiers are down, Zeus’s army will overrun the bases and humanity will be defenseless when the war hits the ground, which it’s sure to do at some point.


    “Where did they go?”


    It’s Law who answers. “Some rebelled against the new government, disappearing among the populace. Some turned Ancient and left for Loge. We have no idea which of those have returned and which are still there. And then there are those that never survived the neurotoxin.”


    I start for the view window. They’ve yet to bring Jackson into the room. “Where is he?” I ask, turning to Kelvin. He knows exactly whom I mean.


    Kelvin’s face twitches in some twisted version of a smile. “He’s at the laboratory for testing.”


    I search Kelvin’s thoughts for what sort of testing he’s talking about, but he’s a master at hiding his mind around me. It makes me wonder if he developed a filter of some sort, something Ops can wear to block out the RES device that allows me (and all other RESs) to decipher their thoughts and emotions. After an excruciating amount of time, me staring at him, him showing too much pleasure at holding all the cards, I race to him, prepared to rip that smirk off his face if I have to.


    “If you hurt him,” I say, “I will end you. Don’t doubt what I’m capable of. Your minions may kill me, but not before I kill you.”


    Law grips my arm to stop me, and all my emotions rush to the surface—confusion, sadness, hatred. I jerk free and deck him in the jaw so hard he stumbles, unable to maintain his balance. Shock fills his face. “It doesn’t feel good, does it? Having someone you care about hurt you. But you are no longer on that list for me, Lawrence Cartier. You are an enemy to me. From this point on, you are no safer than him.” I point at Kelvin, who considers the exchange for a long time before speaking.


    “Bring him in.”


    The door in the adjoining room opens and I’m back at the window, watching as a pair of Ops pull Jackson in and drop him back into the same seat. He looks different, showered and in clean clothes. His hair is still wet. His face shows hints of sustenance. Why did Kelvin do this?


    As though reading my thoughts, he says, “I thought you would appreciate seeing him in better condition. So you would see how well Jackson can be treated if you follow my orders. Or if you deny my request, the Jackson Castello you saw yesterday will be nothing compared to the version you will see when we are done with him.”


    I grit my teeth together. “What do you want from me?” I ask, though Dad already told me. I want to hear it from Kelvin.


    Kelvin steps between me and the glass so he is the only person, the only thing in my view. “I want you to travel with a team to each of the bases and train the Operatives there as you were trained on Loge. I want you to teach them everything the Ancients know, and ways to defend against Zeus’s army. I want you to ensure we win this battle.”


    “And if I refuse?”


    Kelvin nods to the Op still standing beside Jackson and the guard pulls a Senso-Taser from his pocket and presses it to Jackson’s chest, causing a shock to speed through him that will numb each of his senses in its wake. I set my jaw, tears welling in my eyes. I remember the Taser from the maze during Pre-Ops training, remember using it on Lane. It feels like an eternity ago. I know that Jackson is feeling excruciating pain as each sense returns, and a part of me wants to beg Kelvin to stop, to say I’ll do whatever he wants, but instead I focus on him, my resolve all I have now.


    “I won’t be scared into helping you. I won’t be bullied.”


    Kelvin smiles. “We shall see.”


    I glance at Jackson once more to find him watching me, his expression unreadable, but his eyes are full of fire. I want to tell him that I’m okay, we’re okay, but I don’t know if it’s the truth myself. For now our lives are day by day, only here and breathing as long as we’re useful to Kelvin.


    I push out of the room and start down the hall, ignoring the looks from Kelvin. First things first—he needs to know that I don’t respect him. I’m not one of his followers, willing to do and act as he says. I’m not Law. Second, I need to convince him that the only way I’ll train his leftover Ops is if Jackson is beside me. He would be a better trainer anyway. After all, he led the RESs, trained many of them himself. He knows how to mobilize an army.


    The thought swirls though my mind, the start of a plan, when I hear fast footsteps, followed by shouting.


    I round the corner to see three Ops standing at the elevator, tension rolling off each of them. Then their thoughts hit me—Cafeteria. Divide.


    Riot.


    “This is taking forever!” one says, then another suggests the stairs and points to the end of the hall. And then I’m racing to get there first, leaping down ten at a time to make it to level two. I hear the commotion even before I’ve opened the stairwell door. Idiots. It was only a matter of time before something happened between the Ancients and humans.


    As soon as I’m inside the cafeteria, I see the conflict building, barely contained. I can’t make out what has happened, but at the center of the argument is a young human boy, his Lead Op father behind him, scowling at the person across from him. I push through the crowd until I’m beside them, and that’s when I see who it is—Madison.


    “What happened?” I ask, and her eyes dart to me, relief pouring over her tear-streaked face.


    “Ari, tell him I’m not lying. Tell him.”


    “Oh, honey, I’m sure he doesn’t think you’re lying,” I say, but before I can say another word, the father starts yelling.


    “That Ancient accused my son of stealing her apple. He’s never stolen a thing in his life!” Assent rises all around him, more and more humans coming over, glaring at the Ancients who’ve sided with Madison.


    I peer down at the boy, and the truth circles him, red and green swirling together, the stealing and then the guilt from being caught. My eyes flash to the man. “He did it. He’ll confess if you ask him.”


    The man looks as though he could explode any second, and the boy’s eyes go wide. I see something else there, too. Fear. He’s petrified of what his father will do to him. There’s no winning in this situation.


    “Look, this isn’t a big deal. Everyone’s fine. It’s just an apple. You won’t do it again, right?” I say to the boy, and then before he can respond his father speaks.


    “You don’t think I know that you’re one of them? You’re no better. Your blood is as dirty as theirs.”


    The Ancients begin to yell, the humans firing back, and suddenly the argument over an apple turns heated, men and women inches from one another, screaming at the top of their lungs, and I’ve had it. Had it with the judgment. Had it with the hate. Had it with the complete and total selfishness. We’re entering a war. We don’t have time to argue over trivial things anymore. It’s every life now. Not human or Ancient, but unified, or we’re all destined to find our deaths.


    “Stop,” I shout, my voice carrying over the crowd. “We are not fighting today. Or tomorrow. Or ever.”


    The father jumps in my face, pushing me back. “You don’t make the rules around here. Nor does your father. Step aside, Ancient.”


    The events from the morning—Jackson in his cell, the questioning from Kelvin—all rush to the surface, and I take a step toward the man. “You don’t want to fight me. You can’t compete against me. Or any of the other Ancients, for that matter.”


    The rage in his eyes overwhelms him, rocking through his body. His fists clench, and I can see his actions in his mind even before it happens—him preparing to strike while others in the crowd do the same. I focus on the man in front of me, prepared to hold back his body with my mind, when everyone in the room stops moving, their voices suddenly mute, the chaos replaced by silence. I peer around, lost as to what’s happening. Then I see her—Emmy.


    Her arms are raised to her sides, hovering just over the height of the tables, like she needs them there for balance, a means to hold the control she’s exuding over the room. Her eyes aren’t closed, like mine would be if I were concentrating that hard, controlling this many people, but instead they squint into sharp lines, anger etched through her face, her body rigid, and for the first time, I realize just how powerful Emmy is. How great of an ally she can be…or an enemy to the wrong person.


    And then as though my mind picked up on that very thing—that very person—my gaze snaps to the left, to the open doorway to the cafeteria, where Kelvin stands, his arms crossed as he stares at Emmy, and I know with certainty that her days are now numbered.


    I have to do something before he makes today her last day.


    I step in front of her, forcing her to look at me, though it takes several long seconds for her to meet my eyes.


    “Emmy. You can stop now.”


    Her arms shake, the effort of holding them up so long too much. “He hurt you,” she says.


    “No,” I say shaking my head. “He didn’t hurt me. You know he can’t,” I add, hoping to lighten the mood.


    She laughs now, full-out, crazy, and I wonder if maybe she is crazy now. Maybe losing someone so important to you does that. I think of Vill and me at the gate, Jackson gone, and I have my answer. Because I was completely demented the moment Jackson disappeared, and even now that I know he’s okay on some level, it’s taking every bit of my control to follow Kelvin’s rules instead of going for Jackson now and killing anyone who stands in my way.


    “Emmy,” I try again as I notice Kelvin nearing. “Please. I need you to release the control over them.”


    She eyes me. “Why don’t you release it? You can, you know? You can do what I am doing. More, perhaps.”


    I shake my head. “No. You’re wrong. I can handle one or two at a time. I could never do this.” There’s awe in my voice. She’s immobilized fifty or more people and can still talk to me without the slightest waver. If not for her arms shaking I would think the effort was nothing at all.


    She smiles, the smile I remember, the gentle warmth that spreads through me when she takes my hand. This is the Emmy I know and love. “I’m never wrong,” she says. And then as quickly as she overtook the room, she releases, but instead of chaos resuming, as I’d assumed, everyone turns to stare at us, Ancient and human alike. Their faces show a myriad of emotions—fear, pride, curiosity, hope.


    But then Kelvin is in front of us, the same Ops at his side as always. “A word,” he says to me. “Now.”


    Dad steps between us, edging me back. “You are done questioning Ari for today.”


    Kelvin starts to respond, but then his gaze travels past me, to the audience behind us, and I realize how concerned he is with image. He wants the humans to trust him and feel he is the support they need, not the vengeful dictator that he truly is. His mouth sets into a hard line. “Seven a.m. tomorrow. I will send a guard to walk you.”


    “I know where to go,” I say, my tone biting.


    “Yes. But I don’t trust you. The elevators will also be coded going forward. No one goes to the ground floor unless authorized by me.”


    My teeth snap together. “You can’t keep them down there forever.”


    “Silly girl. You assume we have forever.”


    He barks a series of commands to the Ops in the room, and they break up the crowd, then Kelvin is gone and I release a breath. My eyes find Emmy, a hint of guilt on her face. “I did not hurt them,” she says.


    I reach up to hug her. “I know that. You were trying to stop the fight.”


    “No, child. I was trying to protect you.”


    A lump rises in my throat at her words, and then Vill and Gretchen are beside me, smiling. “What?” I ask.


    “We have a plan.”


    …


    Once back in my room, Vill walks around, pointing out hidden sensors, bugs, means for Kelvin to listen in on every conversation in the Underground. Even in the privacy of our rooms, we aren’t alone. He then motions to my tablet and transfer pen beside my desk, and I pass it to him. He writes something, then he passes the tablet to me.


    I will sneak aboveground and sound the alarm, causing a diversion. You release Jackson and meet Gretchen and me outside.


    I shake my head and start to speak when he places a finger to his lips. Frustrated, I grab the tablet, clear it, then write back:


    Not going to work. Remember what Kelvin said. The elevators are coded now. Authorized personnel only.


    Vill snatches my transfer pen and writes back. No faith. I can easily decode it.


    But what about everyone else? We can’t just leave them. Plus, we have no idea when Zeus plans to attack. We can’t be out in the open with no food or water.


    Vill reaches for the tablet, then peers up at me. “We can’t just leave Jackson down there.”


    “I know. But I think I have a better plan.”


    I write out how Kelvin wants me to train the bases, about how Jackson is better fitted for the job, how I’ll refuse to train them without his help.


    “And you think he’ll go for that?” Gretchen asks, speaking up for the first time.


    “It’s the best chance we have of freeing Jackson.”


  


  
    Chapter Eight


    That night, my mind refuses to shut down, the sound of the clock in the interrogation room ticking away as though it is beside me, taunting me for what’s to come. The plan replays again and again in my head, and each time I wonder how long it will take me to snap—to attack Kelvin, swiping that smirk off his face. I can almost feel myself doing it now. I tell myself to maintain composure, focus on the end results, but then my thoughts drift back to Jackson in his holding cell, passed out from being shocked or medicated, and rage rocks through me all over again.


    It takes me another hour to fall asleep, too exhausted to hold off any longer, but as soon as my eyelids close and my breathing relaxes, I wish I could wake up.


    I’m standing on a hill, overlooking Sydia. The city resembles a ghost town from our history tablets, everything dark. Business Park and its skyscrapers look like tombs. Then I’m suddenly at the airport, staring down at a grassy expanse, confused. Why have such a wide area with nothing? Then the ground shakes, and the grass separates, exposing a set of stairs leading down. The Underground. For a moment, I’m impressed that Kelvin hid it so well, but then I hear the sound of leaves scattering, and my gaze snaps up in time to see a hand emerge from a tree, then a foot, then a head, and before I can move, he’s in front of me, his mouth curved into the grin of the wicked. I try to respond, but suddenly my legs have grown into roots, snaking into the ground, planting me in place.


    Zeus gives me one last fleeting look before disappearing into the Underground, the grassy doors closing tightly behind him.


    I cry out as I jolt up in bed, drenched in sweat, shaking so badly I wonder if I will be able to stand. I tiptoe to the door that adjoins my room with my parents, feeling like a child for the first time in ages. But I want my mom. I want her to wrap me in her arms and whisper that everything will be okay, so I can sleep without the nightmares taking me away.


    The door is unlocked, so I push the open button to find them both sleeping soundly. I edge over to Mom’s side and she wakes almost immediately, always the light sleeper. “Ari? Are you okay?” she whispers. I shake my head and without a word she scoots closer to Dad and pats the now open space. I climb into bed and she hugs me close, running her fingers over my hair. “What happened?” she asks.


    “I had a nightmare.” I can’t keep my voice from shaking. It’s like I can feel him down here, walking around, planning his first kill. “I’m afraid,” I whisper, expecting her to tell me there’s nothing to fear. That she will protect me.


    Instead, I feel her swallow hard, and without her having to say a word, her response comes to me.


    Me, too.


    …


    The interrogation room is colder today, the fake air blowing constantly from the vents in the ceiling, making it smell too sterile. Like alcohol or chemicals have been used to scrub every inch of the room. Goose bumps rise across my skin, and I remind myself that I need to calm down. I’ve stood up to worse villains, faced greater threats. Kelvin is no Zeus.


    The door to the room slides open but instead of Kelvin walking in, it’s just Law. He peers over at me and I feel his hesitation, all his thoughts, but I no longer care. He can feel sorry all he wants. That doesn’t change what he did—something I would never do.


    “Ari, look at me.”


    I didn’t realize that I’d focused on the view window, waiting for Jackson to appear, my heart in my throat with fear. What if they don’t bring him? What if something happened? What if yesterday was the last time I’ll ever see him and I didn’t say all I needed to say—that I love him, that I’m sorry, that it should be me in there instead of him? After all, I’m the one who went after Zeus.


    After an excruciating minute of me ignoring Law, the door to Jackson’s room opens and he walks in, but he isn’t clean-cut as he was yesterday. Today, his face is white, his right eye swollen, already turning black-and-blue. Xylem will heal the bruise quickly, but that isn’t the point. Healing doesn’t prevent the pain he felt when he was beaten, the pain he feels now.


    I race for Law before I can stop myself, throwing him back so hard he slams into the wall behind him. “What did you do? He’s your brother. Or don’t you care about loyalty anymore!”


    Law pushes off the wall and stands tall, and I almost laugh. “I dare you. Give me one reason. I dare you.”


    But he doesn’t fight; instead he walks slowly toward me, his arms out to show he’s no threat. “You know me, Ari. Seek inside your head, your heart. You know me.” Then I hear his thoughts. I’m undercover. My mother didn’t trust Kelvin. She asked me to spy on him, to expose him.


    I release a breath. “I don’t trust you,” I say, though I want to trust him. I want to believe he’s still my best friend.


    “Understandable. But that doesn’t really matter.”


    Then Kelvin enters the room, stopping as he takes in Law and me. “What is this? Why are you here early?”


    Law turns to Kelvin, the picture of ease. “My last session ended early, so I headed over. I did not realize they’d already brought Ari in.”


    Kelvin seems to be considering this, probing Law for the lie, but eventually he glances away from him to his real focus—me.


    “Please sit. We’re on a tight schedule today. Begin with your experiences as an RES trainee.”


    I think back to Jackson as a leader, to training to become a strong RES, like him. I’d barely received any training at all before we left Loge.


    My back tightens as I widen my stance. “No.”


    Kelvin stops midway to sitting in a chair. “No?” His eyebrow raises, his mouth curves up like he finds this funny.


    “I will not help you. I will not talk to you. I will not do a single thing you ask until you release Jackson.” Kelvin opens his mouth, but I cut him off. “Jackson personally trained every RES on Loge. He is an expert in militant strategies. He can be an asset if you will allow him to be. And he is half human. He doesn’t want to hurt human life. He wants to help it. Together, he and I can train all of your bases to function better than the RESs ever could.”


    Kelvin’s head tilts, like he’s considering this, when we hear a knock at the door. “What?” Kelvin shouts.


    The door opens and an Op steps in. “We have a problem.”


    Kelvin eyes the Op, then me. “Can it wait?”


    “No sir. It’s on the Mainland. There’s—”


    “Not here,” Kelvin says, cutting him off. “You will stay and watch her,” he says to Law, then he darts from the room.


    My gaze drifts over to Jackson to find him watching me, his blue-green eyes no longer beaten, but strong.


    Alive.


    Raging.


    I walk over and press my hands to the glass, my eyes never leaving his. In them I see everything he’s thinking and feeling. His anger at Kelvin. His sadness at losing Mami. His love for me, an unwavering fire inside him. And then I see his determination, so clear it’s as though I’m thinking it myself—he’s going to kill Zeus.


    It’s time to begin.


    Jackson nods once to me, and I grip the glass tighter, feeling its composition, and then the glass vibrates, harder and harder. Law goes still. I draw a breath, my focus on the boy I love and his raging eyes, and then a tiny crack splits out from my right pinky finger like a spider web across the glass, splitting again and again. Another starts from my left hand and I lean farther into the glass, imagining Jackson and me back on Loge, Emmy and Mami, and then the window bursts, the glass shooting out in a thousand directions.


    Jackson stands slowly, effort etched into his face, the muscles in his arms flexing. The door to his room starts to open, and my gaze flashes over, every fiber in me focused on keeping it shut. “They’re coming,” I say.


    “It doesn’t matter,” Jackson replies, his voice like a warm blanket over my heart, soothing the ache that’s been there since he disappeared. The ache I feared would never go away. “They can’t contain us. They will never contain us.” I see a new resolve in his eyes, and then I’m counting the Ops outside the door, feeling their emotions—some fear, some determination. Four in total. We can take them, but then what? I have no idea where we are or what we will face even if we can get outside the Underground. And then there’s Law, but he hasn’t moved since the glass broke. Maybe he wasn’t lying after all.


    “We have nowhere to go,” I whisper.


    “No, you don’t.”


    I turn at the hard voice behind me. I’d been so distracted I hadn’t noticed the door to my room opening, or Kelvin Lancaster returning. I spin around, prepared to fight, and then stop, remembering that Kelvin needs us. We are his only valuable resources. We know Zeus. We know Loge. We know Earth. We’re Ancient, powerful and strong, but we’re also human. I shake my head, a small smile replacing the frown. “You won’t kill us.”


    Kelvin’s mouth sets into a hard line. “Do not assume that you are an ally here.”


    “Oh, trust me, when it comes to you, I assume nothing.” I take a step toward him, then two. “But you are going to release us both. Right now. We will provide any information we can, as often as you need, but you will no longer treat us as though we are the enemy. You and I share a commonality—we both want Zeus dead.”


    Kelvin studies me, as though searching for a hint that I could be lying, then seemingly satisfied, walks to the remains of the window. I watch him go, confused by how easily he gave in. Something isn’t right. “How did you do this?”


    “Honestly? I’m not sure.”


    “Do all Ancients possess this power? Does Zeus?”


    “There are only two people who know what Zeus is capable of. One is dead. And the other is surrounded by Operatives.” I glance past Kelvin to Jackson and the four Ops now circling him.


    Kelvin runs a finger over a shard of glass, watching as blood pools to his fingertip. “Very well.” His gaze lifts to the Ops. “Release him. For now.” And then he sweeps from the room, his eyes distant in thought, and I wonder, not for the first time, who is more insane: Zeus or Kelvin Lancaster.


  


  
    Chapter Nine


    I hit the close button beside my door and hesitate before turning around to look at Jackson. It’s late now, Vill and Gretchen asleep, so it’s just us and a thousand thoughts to keep us company. I want to ask him what happened back on Loge, where he went, where Zeus might be, if he’s okay about Mami. I want to ask if he’s hurt, if he needs me to heal him, if he wants to sleep or eat. But all I can think about is him, here, in my room. Just steps away, after I’d been so afraid I’d never see him again. My emotions overcome me, and I know he can see them all, but I’m not ashamed. Not now. We’re past embarrassment and worry.


    I ready myself to turn around, when I feel warmth on my back, then his arms wrapping around my waist, pulling me against him. He sighs heavily as I spin in his arms and press my face to his chest, breathing him in. And there are no words, nothing to convey how I’m feeling. Relief. Sadness. Fear. Happiness. Every emotion moves through me in rapid succession until I’m on the verge of tears.


    Jackson slides his hands up to my face, rubbing his thumb gently across my cheeks to catch a few stray tears. “I know just what you need.” Then he steps away from me and shrugs off the long-sleeve shirt he’s wearing to just the tank underneath—exposing just how much weight he’s lost at Kelvin’s hand. My back tightens and Jackson smiles. “Settle down, tiger.”


    “But he—”


    “I know. I know exactly how you feel, and what you want to do to him. To everyone in your path. Which is why I’m going to let you do it to me.”


    “What?”


    “Fight me.”


    I take a step back. “What? I’m not fighting you.”


    “Then yell. Scream. Whatever you need to do. But the Ari I know would need to fight.”


    “I don’t want to fight. Or yell. Or even talk to you. What I want to do is…” I trail off, not sure I want to admit my true thoughts with my parents a wall away.


    Jackson smirks, his head tilting in that way I love. “Is what, exactly?”


    My cheeks burn as I peer over at the wall. “Nothing.”


    He licks his lips. “Mmm-hmm. So fight me. Do you remember our first real fight? The thrill you felt when you knocked me out?”


    “It isn’t the same. And besides, if I remember correctly, you didn’t stay out.”


    A laugh bursts from his lips, and it is the best sound I’ve heard all day. Maybe all year. Maybe in my entire life. And all I can do is stare at him. “See, you’re too tense. Just mentioning that has you all keyed up. You’re a fighter, Ari. To breathe, you need to fight. I get it. Which is why I’m here.” He holds his arms out. “Let’s dance.”


    And then he lunges for me, and before I can think better of it, I spiral out of his hold and hit him in the back, instantly cringing at what I’ve done. “Oh! I’m sorry! I—” But I don’t have time to finish before he charges me, sweeping my feet out from under me. I manage to flip before I land on my back, landing instead like a cat, poised on all fours. And then I’m back in motion, punching, kicking, flipping, until we’re both sweating and laughing and for the first time in forever I feel at home.


    Jackson steps back, his breathing heavy. “All right then, feel better?” He starts for my bed when I jump him from behind, but he’s too quick, pinning me against the wall, my hands trapped above my head, his face inches from mine, and suddenly all the fear I’d felt at losing him breaks free, my lip trembling as tears spring to my eyes.


    “I thought I’d never see you again,” I whisper. “I thought you were…” I can’t bring myself to finish the thought.


    He shakes his head, his eyes still on mine. “I would find you.”


    “But what if—”


    “You’re all I have now, all I need. I would find you.” And then his hands are in my hair, securing me to him, his lips on mine. A combination of a sigh and a sob bursts from my mouth and then he’s lifting me up, my legs wrapping around his waist as he carries me to my bed, never letting his lips leave mine. He kisses me like it’s the last kiss we’ll have, like he needs me to breathe. And I can’t get enough.


    We lose ourselves in each other; exploring all the places we’d never paid attention to before. I slip off his shirt and kiss a trail down his back, up his side, loving how even now, broken by the pain of losing Mami, he is still beautiful. Even more beautiful.


    He lifts me up so he can tug off my shirt and then we’re lying in bed naked, a sheet over us as we allow our bodies to meld together, everything else gone but this moment. But us.


    Jackson pulls me to him as the rush turns calm and kisses my head, wrapping his arms tightly around me like he’s afraid I’ll disappear if he doesn’t hold me close.


    For a long time, we lie in silence, and I think that he must be asleep, but then I peek over and see his eyes open, staring at the ceiling, and I know that he, like me, will never sleep. Not peacefully, anyway. There are too many unknowns, too many worries. And then there is Mami, and I’m not sure how to ask if he knows.


    “Of course I know,” he says, interpreting my thoughts. “I knew the moment Zeus returned to his office. Like something had died within him. He’d grown more and more malicious the last year, but in that moment I knew he was gone. There was no bringing him back.” He pauses for a moment, then asks, “Were you there?”


    I close my eyes, remembering the pounding in my chest, the resolution on Mami’s face as she stabbed herself to help Vill and me escape. “I was.”


    “Did he do it?”


    I shake my head. “No. She did, actually.”


    “Sacrifice?”


    “Yes.” I feel a twinge of guilt swirl through my stomach at the admission. Mami sacrificed herself for us. Even now, it feels wrong to say it out loud.


    “Why did he take you from our house before the fighting started? Did he know it was coming? Was he using you to bait me?” I asked.


    “Why does Zeus do anything? I don’t think he expected you to fight so hard. He doesn’t know you like the rest of us do.”


    “Lydian betrayed us.”


    “I know. She was with Zeus from the beginning. Not at heart, but she was too afraid to ever truly betray him.”


    “What happened after you left his office?”


    I listen as Jackson explains what happened in the final hours of that horrifying day. How Zeus had locked him inside, then taken him to the portal, sent the fake time stamp to Briya, and then how he and Jackson fought, Jackson narrowly escaping to Earth, only to be captured immediately by Operatives, just like us.


    “So you have no idea where he is?” I ask. “He wasn’t at the portal when we got there.”


    Jackson shrugs. “I don’t know. He could be here. He could be back in Triad. I don’t know. But I know he has the other regions prepped to attack.”


    “So then it’s real.”


    He turns to me. “What?”


    “War. It’s here.”


    He holds me close, tucking me into him, like he and he alone can protect me. And then silence finds us as we prepare for the fight. We’ve trained our entire lives for this moment, and now it’s time to show Zeus that we won’t go down easily, we won’t surrender. We may not live through this, but we won’t die sitting still, waiting for him to come. We’ll be ready.


  


  
    Chapter Ten


    I wake with a scream, my heart pounding, covered in sweat, and then I feel a hand on my arm, and before I can think better of it, I jump out of bed, ready to attack, when I finally focus on the person in bed with me. Relief flows over me, and I climb back in bed, Jackson pulling me on top of him, his arms around me as I listen to the rhythmic beating of his heart.


    “I love you,” I say, because there is nothing else. I’m not even sure what the nightmare was about, but I know that no one could have brought me back to center this quickly. No one but him.


    He lifts me up so we’re face-to-face and tucks my hair behind my ears. “And I love you.” Then he leans in to kiss me at the very same time that the adjoining door to Mom and Dad’s room slides open and they both rush in, followed quickly by pounding on my door and shouts from Vill and Gretchen.


    “Ari, are you okay? We heard—” Dad stops, Mom narrowly crashing into his back, and then they’re both staring at us, and I’m suddenly very aware that I am still their teenage daughter. And I’m lying on top of a boy. A boy without clothes on.


    Forget the war, I’m going to die right here and now. Death by parental glare.


    I jump off Jackson and jerk my T-shirt down to cover more of my bare legs. “Um, hey. We were just…Jackson, he’s…”


    Mom swallows, then nods to her room. “I’m going to make tea. Grexic? Why don’t you join me?”


    “I’m fine right here,” he says, his teeth grinding with each word.


    “Grexic?”


    He turns to look at her, and I can tell it’s taking every bit of his willpower not to scream at Jackson. Or maybe shoot him.


    My cheeks warm, and I give Mom a pleading look, because at the very least she understands how broken I was without him. She nods to me and reaches for Dad’s hand, leading him away while he mutters under his breath, the words “my little girl” the only thing I can make out.


    The adjoining door closes and I slump against the bed. “Well, that went spectacularly well.”


    Jackson sits up and laces his hand with mine, kissing my cheek. “I love when you blush.”


    I shoot him a look. “You’re taking this very mildly for someone who nearly died.”


    He starts to answer when the pounding continues at my main door, and with a sigh, I throw on some pajama pants and hit the open button.


    Jackson doesn’t bother putting on a shirt, so as soon as Vill and Gretchen rush the room, their eyes land on him, scanning the messy bed, him shirtless, and they both look like they wish they could disappear.


    “Oh, we didn’t mean to interrupt you doing, well, you know, that,” Vill says. “We can come back. Or not. Not. I mean, there’s, um…you’re, um…clearly busy.”


    Groaning, I cover my face with my hands. Little did Kelvin know, if he wanted to torture me, this would have been a much better exercise.


    “Why don’t you two meet us in the cafeteria?” I suggest, hinting with my tone that we need a moment.


    Gretchen takes Vill’s arm, like Mom had Dad’s, and then Jackson and I are alone again.


    “Are you hungry?” I ask.


    “Starved. But I’m not ready to share you yet.”


    I kiss him, enjoying the moment, but I know time isn’t our friend. “There are communal showers down the hall. I’ll grab you some clothes and a towel.”


    He smiles. “All right. But I need a warning if you plan to join me again.”


    I laugh, remembering his face when I stepped into the shower with him back on Loge. “I make no promises,” I say with a wink. And then I kiss him once more before leaving to grab what he needs, my heart full and healthy, though I can’t help wondering for how long.


    …


    We walk into the cafeteria hand in hand while I try to close off my thoughts. Or rather, try to ignore the thoughts of those around me. I know what they are all thinking without having to search them out—they view Jackson as dangerous. And me, a traitor.


    A part of me wants to turn back, hide out in our room until we leave for the West Coast base, our first stop on Kelvin’s schedule for us, but then my eyes lock on Emmy and the smile on her face is so bright that I’m no longer concerned over the judgment all around me.


    “You look good, child,” she says, wrapping Jackson in a hug and patting his cheek. “Real good. How you feel?”


    He shrugs. “Alive. I can’t complain.”


    We sit down at the exact moment that the doors to the cafeteria open and Law steps inside. The memory of him shooting me flashes through my mind before I can stop it, and Jackson turns on me, his face full of fury. “He shot you?”


    “I…”


    “He shot you? He shot you!”


    “Jackson, calm down,” Vill says, but it’s no use.


    He stands, his hands pressed into the table, nearly snapping it. “Answer me, now. Did he shoot her?”


    Vill’s gaze drops, and then Jackson is in motion, reaching Law before we can stop him. He throws him into the nearby wall so hard it cracks, Law’s body sliding down to the floor, his eyes wide as Jackson lifts him back up by his shirt, pinning him in place. “I will kill you with my bare hands.”


    “Look, I understand how this seems,” Law says, his voice low as he peers around at the crowd watching them.


    “How it looks? You think I care how it looks? You shot Ari. Facts are facts. Your best friend. You shot her. What exactly do you think that makes you?”


    When Law doesn’t respond, Jackson’s face contorts with fresh rage, and he punches him in the face, pulling back to punch him again when Emmy, Vill, and I reach him.


    “Stop, child. This will not fix it,” Emmy says, holding his arm. She could force him back by will alone if she wanted, but she won’t control Jackson like that. Not unless he makes her.


    “Jackson, please…” I say, and he turns to look at me.


    “He shot you.”


    “Yes, but I’m fine now. Please stop this.”


    His eyes land on mine, and in them I see the real problem—he feels guilty, like he should have been there, should have stopped it.


    “I’m fine.”


    And then Law whispers, “I’m sorry.” The words are so low I’m not sure I heard them right, but the tone in his voice makes me ache for the friend I once loved.


    Jackson isn’t so forgiving. “Yes, you will be,” he says, inches from his face. “And should you decide to hurt her again, know this: I will end you in the most painful way imaginable. I will break you bone by bone. I will make you scream like a tiny little girl. You understand me, brother? I will end you.”


    Dad appears beside me, his expression tense. “It’s time, Ari.”


    “That’s why I’m here,” Law says, rubbing his neck, a fresh bruise already appearing below his right eye. “The hovercraft is waiting.”


    I glance at Dad, my heart speeding up. “And so it begins.”


  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Jackson, Vill, Gretchen, and I gather in the hall outside our rooms, waiting on Mom and Dad to return from their meeting with Kelvin to let us know where to go next. The hovercraft is scheduled to depart for the West Coast in less than an hour, and as of right now we have no idea how long we will be gone or what exactly we will find when we arrive.


    Kelvin argued with my dad when he suggested Vill and Gretchen should go along, but soon Kelvin saw the value in them being part of the team. Vill is a technical genius, followed closely by Gretchen. While Jackson and I are the experts in combat training, Gretchen and Vill are the ones who can save us in a crunch. In short, I wasn’t willing to go without them. Kelvin assured us that he has the country under control, but something in his eyes told me that he wasn’t so sure, that the world above the Underground—the world we once knew—is anything but controlled.


    “Okay, we’re all set,” Dad says, strutting down the hall toward us, Mom and Cybil beside him.


    I smile wide at Cybil. “Hey, I wondered where you’d gone.”


    She winks. “Causing trouble as usual.” Something tells me she isn’t kidding.


    “We have clearance for weapons for each of you,” Dad says. “Just be sure to keep them stowed until we breach the surface. Only Operatives carry weapons down here, and we don’t want to startle an average citizen.”


    I stare at Dad, waiting to hear an explanation as to why he’s no longer the commander, at least not in action, but the explanation never comes.


    We say goodbye to Mom and then follow Dad down the hall to the elevators and up a floor to a level that reminds me of the Engineer building back in Business Park. A chemical scent hits my nose, then the distinct smell of machinery.


    “What is this level?” I ask. “I thought there were only four levels to the Underground.”


    Dad’s gaze remains straight ahead. “It’s manufacturing. Kelvin had the Chemists create machinery that produces weapons. It’s a small operation, but at least it’s something.”


    I peer around and sure enough, there are conveyor belts filled with various types of guns—assault rifles, laser guns, handguns, you name it. There are only a few workers scattered here and there, and otherwise it’s completely automated.


    “How does Kelvin intend to use all of these guns? There aren’t nearly this many Operatives.”


    Cybil nods. “Exactly right.”


    “Wait. What are you saying?”


    She turns to me. “Remember what Zeus had us doing back on Loge? How he asked us to train every human, whether he or she was a trained fighter or not? That’s what Kelvin is doing here, but with the entire population.”


    “So, when you say we’re mobilizing the bases…”


    “We’re mobilizing the populace, Ari,” Dad says. “We’re teaching everyone that has a free hand and a sound mind to fight.”


    “But isn’t that risky? What if they turn on each other?”


    Dad stops at a door at the end of the hall, enters a code into the keypad, and ushers us inside once the wide door slides open. “It’s survival. When the war begins, people will band together against Zeus’s army. They will fight together as one.”


    I feel a wave of nervousness move through me at his words—they’re honorable to a fault. I’ve learned too much about humanity over the last six months to put my faith in anyone banding together.


    We slip past the door and into a weapons armory. Thousands of different weapons, all arranged on floor-to-ceiling shelves, all with coding systems at the bottom. We stare in wonder until Dad shakes us from our trance. “Well, what are you waiting for? Choose.”


    He doesn’t have to ask twice. We separate into the long room, examining every shelf until we each have two guns—traditional and laser, because you never know.


    Once our weapons are strapped into place, Dad leads us back to the elevator, where he selects zero, and I know that we’re going to the surface. A myriad of thoughts races through my mind. What will we find? What will we see? Nothing? Sydia destroyed? Or everything? More bodies than ground?


    The doors slice open and a breath of cold air rushes into the open elevator. Dad darts out, but I’m more cautious, a new trait for me, but recklessness no longer has its place. Or maybe it never had a place. I peer out into the open, scanning everything visible, listening and feeling for the presence of others, then once satisfied that it’s safe, I follow Dad out and onto a composite-steel surface, the rubber of our soles making the tiniest of squeaking sounds against the metal. I draw a breath, then two, enjoying the smell of fresh air and the sun on my face.


    We’re surrounded by woods, in the forest that cradles the airport, the rest of Sydia only visible on the horizon, but immediately I notice something missing. I turn around, trying to gain my bearings, but I’ve always had an impeccable sense of direction. I can find due north anywhere, always have.


    So why can’t I find the Trinity towers in Business Park?


    “Where are the buildings?” I ask. “I thought the war hadn’t begun yet?”


    Dad faces me. “Kelvin had them demolished. He felt Zeus would hit there first, and he didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of taking down our most treasured buildings. So he did it himself.”


    I suck in a breath. “He did it? But that’s insane.”


    Dad’s expression turns worried, an emotion I’ve rarely seen on his face. “There’s a lot of insanity going on now.”


    A sense of dread floods my chest, settling in my stomach. I expected to feel safe once I returned to Earth, to feel comfort in my old life, but nothing about this world feels safe. It feels chaotic. But maybe that’s just a reaction to Kelvin. I hope so.


    We continue through the airport, and I’m reminded of the last time I was here—the attack outside the execution chamber, the deaths from the neurotoxin. I keep my head down to prevent my eyes from watering at the memory. So many died here.


    Dad motions to a hovercraft to the right, and the soft sound of its engine greets us. It’s sleek and black, like every other hovercraft I’ve ever seen, but this is the first time I’ve ever been inside one. I feel my heart rate kick up as we step inside, a part of me still questioning Kelvin’s motives. What if this is all a setup? Some suicide mission, the hovercraft programmed to crash as soon as we’re outside Sydia? But what good would it do him to kill us?


    There are six seats inside, plus the cockpit. A few storage compartments and safety gear, but otherwise, the hovercraft is tiny. I stare around, waiting to see who will man the plane, and see Dad slip into the captain’s seat.


    “When did you learn to fly?” I ask him.


    “I received my license before you were born, when I first became an Operative.”


    I stare at him in awe. “Wow. I had no idea.”


    Dad smiles over at me. “Want to be my copilot?”


    “Really?”


    “Absolutely.”


    I eye Jackson, and he nods for me to go ahead. I wish we had more time to talk, but every moment has been too rushed.


    Dad puts the craft in motion, and I watch him, enjoying the sight of him looking like a leader again. Here, among our group, he is.


    The full group includes Dad, Cybil, Vill, Gretchen, Jackson, and myself. A large part of me wanted to beg Mom to come as well, but Kelvin wouldn’t allow it regardless. She’s the best Chemist he has.


    “What happened while I was gone, Dad?” I ask after we’ve been in the air a few minutes. I know the question is a risk, that the craft is likely bugged, but I need to know.


    Dad adjusts uncomfortably in his seat, then peers over at me. “President Cartier trusted Kelvin too much for too long. By the time she saw his intention to take over, she had her stroke. Since Lawrence was still too young to fully take over as president, he appointed Kelvin to assist. He, like his mom, trusted him. And then more and more of the top Leads placed their faith in Kelvin, and soon, he was the only leader.”


    “But why didn’t you fight it? You had plenty of Engineers who were loyal to you.”


    Dad focuses out the window, into the clouds ahead. “That was before…”


    “Before I became an Ancient.”


    “I was interrogated after you left. They felt I’d allowed you to be with Jackson, supported the Ancients. It took weeks for them to release me, and once they did, no one looked at me the same way again.”


    Guilt punctures my chest. I never wanted to hurt him like this. “I’m sorry.”


    His head snaps over. “They are in the wrong here, Ari. Not you. Never you. I was wrong before. It doesn’t have to be them or us. We can unify. Live as one.”


    My heart warms at his words, at the change in him. But the moment of happiness is fleeting. There’s still Zeus. “Zeus doesn’t see it that way. Not now. Maybe not ever. He wants to destroy humankind.”


    “Perhaps. But he is just one Ancient.”


    “Yes, but he’s the only Ancient that can take this all away.”


    We ride the rest of the way to the West Coast in silence, absorbed in our own thoughts and worries. In my gut, I feel like Zeus is already on Earth, creeping in the shadows and watching. Waiting for the strike. And while we’re planning to train average civilians against him, he has an army of Ancients, all with weapons far more advanced than ours and skills that outmatch us in every way. I will never stop fighting, but a small part of me wonders how we can compete when they are so much stronger.


    If only we had more Ancients on our side…


    “We’re here,” Dad says finally, and I peer out my window, eager to see the West Coast base, but it looks nothing at all like I imagined.


    Dad lands the hovercraft, and we descend the steps onto a dirt road that leads to a run-down building that looks more shack than base. Most of the windows are boarded up, and the front door swings back and forth like it no longer wants to hang on its hinges and would rather be free. Or dead.


    “Dad, are you sure—”


    But before I can finish my sentence, a tall, lean man struts out of the shack toward us, a woman and a man flanking him. As they near, I realize the tall man is not much older than Jackson and me. Maybe early twenties, but the seriousness on his face says that he’s seen more in those twenty years than many do in a hundred. His dark brown hair is cropped short and it looks like he hasn’t shaved in days.


    He holds out a hand to Dad. “Lead Op Myers,” he says, shaking Dad’s hand. “I’m the commanding officer here.”


    Dad shakes his hand. “Myers? Did you train in Sydia?”


    Myers nods. “I did, sir. I requested transfer shortly after reaching Lead status.”


    “Why did you request transfer?” I ask, unable to remain quiet.


    His eyes fix on me. “Politics. And you must be Ari. I hear you’ve got your own political issues.”


    I run my hand absently over the spot where Law shot me. “Yeah. I guess I do.” His gaze holds mine before shifting to the others. I step back, motioning to each of them. “This is Jackson, Vill, Gretchen, and Cybil.”


    He eyes each of them and then returns his attention to me. “More than half of you are Ancient.”


    Well, this could get more complicated than I’d imagined…


    Reading my thoughts, Jackson steps forward, his expression clear. The xylem running through him has healed his wounds, and now his ripped, six-two body stands tall, all muscle and purpose. “Is that a problem?”


    Myers smirks, but I can feel a hint of fear rolling off him. “I know about you as well. Jackson Castello. Only grandson of Zeus Castello. Future leader of the Ancients. Notorious fighter.”


    Jackson cocks his head. “Then you know what I’m capable of.”


    “I do, indeed. But you can relax. The comment wasn’t intended to be offensive. I’m just curious about your kind.”


    I place a hand on Jackson’s arm to calm him down. “It’s okay,” I say.


    He links his fingers through mine, but his eyes remain on Myers. I glance around in search of Dad, expecting him to voice an opinion about Jackson’s reaction, but he’s by the door to the base, talking to a man with gray hair and a face full of wrinkles, but who’s in every bit as good shape as the rest of us. Myers follows my gaze.


    “That’s Lead Op Wilkinson. He trained with your dad.”


    “Why is he still in the field instead of working back at Sydia?” Then I remember what Sydia is like now and shake my head. “Not that there are many back home.” Jackson squeezes my hand and leans in to kiss the top of my head.


    “It’s different now,” Jackson whispers into my ear. “But different doesn’t have to be bad.”


    Myers clears his throat, bringing us back to the moment. “This is Cassie and Al, two Operatives on our team here. They will ensure you have what you need while you’re staying with us. Now, why don’t I show you around?”


    I cock an eyebrow at Myers. What exactly does he think there is to show? But then he’s leading us into the base, and I realize that the outside is nothing more than camouflage. From the outside, it looks as though the base is just some abandoned warehouse, but once inside, I see the true Engineerness of the base.


    We walk through the main doors and down a set of rusted stairs and then through another door and into what feels like another world. Instantly, I’m brought back to Sydia, to the Engineer building, and the smells of machinery and technology. The main room is all composite steel and reminds me of the FT gym back home—all tall ceilings and space that seems to go on forever—only this room is sectioned off into several different areas, some cubicles filled with people plugging away at their T-screens, while other areas are open, and I can only imagine what happens within them. I try to run a count in my head of how many people are in this one massive building, but there are too many things to look at for me to guess. Thirty? Fifty? One hundred? And if there are fifty or a hundred Operatives here, at this one base, then how many are there across the rest of the country? The world?


    Suddenly a strange feeling circulates through me: hope.


  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    We spend the rest of the afternoon learning the ins and outs of the West Coast base—how they maintain communication with Sydia, how often they go into the field to check on civilians. It takes me the entire time to warm up to Myers and his way of smirking at everything I say, like he’d have said it better. But I see the way others respond to him, and I know behind the arrogant facade is a great leader.


    I’m just not sure Jackson feels the same way.


    We make our way through the base, learning names I’ll never remember, and then Myers shows us out back to the rows of Engineer trucks that carry Ops to and from the field. Dad drifted off with Wilkinson to talk strategy, and Gretchen, Vill, and Cybil went to learn what technologies they employ this far from civilization, leaving Jackson and me alone with Myers.


    “Want to go into the field?” Myers asks, nodding to the trucks. “We’re due for the evening round.”


    “What do you do during your rounds?” I ask.


    Myers shrugs. “We used to double-check food and care supplies, but now, we try our best to maintain civil order. The people here know something is coming. We can only hold back for so long, plus we’ve recruited anyone with even a sliver of fighting ability. They know why we’re bringing them in. There hasn’t been a draft in a long time, and this is as close to one as it gets.” Myers stares at Jackson, his expression hard. “They could use some warning, so if you know anything, you should speak up.”


    Jackson crosses his arms. “I know as much as you.”


    “Somehow I doubt that,” Myers says as he starts for the truck.


    Jackson stops me as I get ready to follow. “I don’t trust this guy.”


    I smile. “You don’t trust anyone.”


    “I trust you.”


    I lean forward and kiss him gently on the lips, aching to take it farther, remembering the last time we were alone. I glance up at him to see a soft smile on his face as he transfers a memory to me. Water and bare skin and heat so intense I felt sure I would explode. And then I did, and every thing in my world felt right…until he disappeared and it felt as though someone—Zeus—had ripped out my heart.


    I draw a shaky breath, and Jackson lifts my chin, his expression as sure as ever. “It’s all going to be fine, Ari. We are going to be fine.”


    “How do you know?” I ask, my voice small, and I realize in that moment that I can be weak around Jackson. I can be scared.


    His gaze holds mine. “Because you’re beside me.” And then he cradles my face in his hands and secures his mouth over mine, pulling me close, my every sense intoxicated by him. His warm skin, his woodsy scent, his delicious taste as he slips his tongue into my mouth, commanding my every nerve ending to attention.


    The sound of Myers clearing his throat pulls us apart, and for a moment I’m embarrassed that we kissed so intensely in front of someone else, but then my eyes lift to Myers, that smirk on his face, and I can’t decide if I like him or hate him.


    “Sorry to interrupt, love birds, but we’re on a schedule, so if you’re coming with me, we need to go. Now.”


    Jackson looks as though he wants to rip the guy’s head off, and I wonder how long until he throws a punch.


    “Any second,” he mutters to me just before we climb into one of the trucks.


    We head down the dirt road, passing nothing more than dirt and brief patches of grass that look foreign to me after the grass I’ve seen in Triad. After the grass I created in Triad. I consider asking Myers to stop the truck so I can make this land look more beautiful, but then I realize, what’s the point?


    My thoughts travel to the impending war, to what Zeus might hit us with in the first wave. Somehow I don’t think our best preparations will come close. The only hope we have is that we can fight harder and longer than they do, that our numbers are more vast, that our hearts are more driven to succeed. There is no question that Zeus will strike hard. Surviving the initial attack will guarantee our presence in the war. At least I hope.


    We turn right down another dirt road, and I turn around to peer at the left. “What’s that way?” I ask Myers, pointing to the left.


    “Nothing.”


    “No, seriously. What’s down that road?” I ask, my tone harder this time. I can’t stand shadiness, and Myers is becoming more and more annoying by the second.


    His gaze lands squarely on me. “Nothing. Literally. Only dirt and rotted trees. There is nothing there.” I nod solemnly and stare forward when he adds, “I’m not trying to keep things from you, Ari. We’re on the same team here.”


    I nod again and release a breath. Had it always been so hard for me to trust someone or did that come after everything I’ve seen? All the lies I’ve witnessed. All the deaths.


    I decide that I don’t have time to question the few allies I have. “I think Zeus’s initial attack is the one we need to focus on. I think we need to survive that attack and then come out and fight.”


    “There’s just one problem with that plan,” Myers says. I turn to look at him. “There are too many of us to go underground. You’ve been to Sydia. You know how small that space is. We have an entire country to protect. Hiding won’t do. That isn’t enough. We have to win this war.”


    Before I can answer we pull into what looks like a deserted town. Shops line the dirt road, but there are no lights on inside any of them. A barren field stretches out beyond the shops, as dry and dead as the shops it cradles. “What is this?” I ask. “I thought we were going to where your people live.”


    He releases an exasperated breath. “This is where they live.”


    “What?” I shake my head, confused, just as a few people come out from the stores. They look like savages in every way: old, worn clothes, skin and hair that look like they haven’t seen fresh water in days, maybe ever. I have to mentally scold myself to keep from staring. In Sydia, everything was available to us, and even Loge had food, thanks to healers like Emmy. This is just…devastating. Sad. Empty. Lost.


    “What?” Myers asks this time. “You thought Landings was the worst of the worst of it? Those people lived in luxury compared to the rest of America.”


    “What about clothes and food pills? I thought Parliament supplied nutrition.”


    “They did when the Ancients terraformed the croplands, but that stopped the moment Parliament released the neurotoxin and elevated this war. Now, they keep all food pills for the Trinity and those they feel are worthy of living. The rest of us are on our own.”


    We slip out of the truck, and a sick feeling swarms through my stomach. These people can barely feed themselves—how are they going to survive an attack? They won’t. Unless…


    “No,” Jackson says, shaking his head, his eyes telling me he knows exactly what I was thinking.


    “Why?” I whisper. “I could teach them to terraform if they were Ancient. It could help them.”


    “Or murder them if Kelvin releases another neurotoxin. When are you going to realize that we can’t save everyone?”


    I take a step back. “We have to try.”


    “From kissing to fighting. You two are something else.”


    Jackson spins around, and I reach for his arm to stop him. “Don’t. You know he’s just trying to unnerve you.”


    “Yeah, but why? I’m not sure about this guy. I don’t like him.”


    “He’s an ally. That’s all that matters, right?”


    Myers open his mouth to say something else, but I separate from Jackson before another fight can begin.


    “So what now?” I ask.


    At that exact moment, a man rushes out of a building to our left, his fists clenched as he storms toward Myers. “Are you insane? What in the verse are you doing bringing Ancients here?”


    “Carl, they aren’t—”


    “The verse they’re not. We know what they look like now, John. The blue-green eyes, the golden skin.” He points at Jackson and me. “They are Ancient.”


    I make note of his full name, John Myers, and how perfectly it fits him. Simple. Arrogant.


    They argue about our virtue and right to be there, and I grow frustrated and start over, my hands out. “Look, we were both once as human as you. We want the same things you do.”


    The man eyes me like I’m an animal, speaking in some language he can’t understand. “Who told you to talk?”


    I jerk back at the insult, at the hate in his voice. “Look, I understand that you’re—”


    “You don’t understand anything, Ancient!”


    Before I can respond, Jackson is in his face, towering over him. “Why don’t you take a breath, old man, before I permanently remove your ability to speak?”


    Men and women and children spill into the streets, some starting toward us, others waiting. A tall man reaches for something in his boot, and instantly I’m inside his head, seeing the silver knife, watching as he plans out how to use it against Jackson. I focus all my energy on the man, on freezing his movements.


    “What the—” The man’s eyes lock on me. “What are you doing to me? What is she doing to me?” he screams.


    Myers turns to face me, his eyebrows lifted. “Yes, what are you doing to him?”


    I grit my teeth. “Tell him to drop the knife he planned to draw, and I’ll release the hold.”


    Myers studies me for another long moment, his eyes searching each part of my face like he’s trying to figure out something complex, then he spins back around. “We aren’t here to fight. They came to help us, not hurt us, and it’s time you learn to trust them. As you can see, if they wanted to kill us, we’d already be dead.”


    Silence moves through the crowd, as eerie and quiet as the dirt road that led us here. I nod to the man with the knife. “He’s right. I won’t hurt you. But I can’t let you hurt him, either. I’m going to release you now, and I want you to pull out your knife, drop it to the ground, and step away from it. Understand?”


    The man stares at me, and then he’s standing back up on his own accord, pulling out the small blade and dropping it to the ground. He walks away from it, and Myers glances back at me. “Are you able to move the knife as well?”


    It’s my turn to smirk. “What do you think?” And then the knife soars through the air. I snatch it midflight and hand it over to him. “You have no idea what I can do.”


    “All Ancients…or just you?”


    The question gives me pause. Most Ancients have no idea what they’re capable of doing. Emmy taught me to harness my mind, gave me the power to wield it whenever I wanted. I’m not sure if others could learn. We tried that back on Loge, with little success. And even if they can learn, can they learn in time for it to help? “Honestly? I’m not sure.”


    …


    It takes another hour of awkward introduction and uncomfortable distance and whispers behind our backs before any of the locals ease up around Jackson and I. For the first time, I feel the weight of the word “alien” on my chest. I am different now, but at some point in my transformation I stopped thinking of humans and Ancients as two separate species and started viewing us as the same: living creatures, searching for a way to continue that life. Why does it matter what planet we originated on? What matters is that we band together to stay alive. Don’t they see that? Don’t they realize that living is the important thing, not whom you’re standing beside?


    But even as we’re making our way to the first building on the right—the supplies building—I realize that there is no changing their opinions. They see us as different. As a threat.


    Myers watches me as I slip through the doorway, and I sense the questions roaming through his mind. He doesn’t see us as different in a bad way; he sees us as a more capable species.


    I clear my throat and look away from him before Jackson decides he wants to take that punch after all and stare around the abandoned store. Shelves line the walls, and I wonder what used to rest on those shelves—books, perhaps. Maybe this was a bookstore, before paper was outlawed and tablets and transfer pens replaced everything. Or maybe it was a drugstore, full of bandages and gross perfumes and lotions.


    “This way,” Myers says, motioning to an open doorway across the room. “We should hurry and get back to the base before the rain comes.” Jackson and I follow him through the doorway and into a large pantry-like room, full of more shelves, these stacked with everything from rice and beans to cooking oil.


    I pick up a jar with the word “Strawberries” written across it. “Did someone jar these here, or are they sent to you this way?”


    Myers shakes his head. “You don’t get it, do you? There is no getting things sent here. We eat what we grow, which isn’t much.”


    “But you’re working the base. Don’t they at least send things to you?”


    “Yes,” Myers says, his tone hard. “They send me orders. Lots of them. Food? Not so much.”


    I draw a breath and peer over at the supplies, my chest tightening. Even on Loge, there was no question of whether I would eat. No days where I felt the pain of starvation. No wonder these people aren’t afraid of the war—they have a more immediate threat in their lives. The fear of one day waking up with nothing to eat. “Okay, what do you need us to do?”


    “We take stock of what the civilians have.”


    I want to ask why, but somehow I feel sure the answer will be as smart as the last. I start counting jars of berries, cans of vegetables, bags of rice and beans, and then I turn to Myers, the question out before I can stop it. “Where is everyone else?”


    He places the can he’d held in his hand back on the shelf and peers over at me. “What do you mean?”


    “There can’t be a hundred people here. Sure, there are more at the base, but out here, where are the rest? The west base covers the entire West Coast, right? Where is everyone else?”


    “You don’t know, do you?”


    “Know what?”


    Myers crosses his arms and leans against the wall. “Parliament selected the people that mattered to them. Those people are now in Sydia. The rest of the population has been left to fend for themselves.”


    “But wait, you’re saying there is no one else?”


    “No, I’m saying I have no idea how many are alive or how many are dead. I have no idea where most live now or how they survive. We traveled to every town within a reasonable driving distance, selected the people we felt could fight, and said good-bye to the rest.”


    “But—”


    “What? You thought the rest of the world operated like your perfect Sydia? It doesn’t. What you see isn’t far from what these people have lived with for years. Now all I can do is help them as best I can.”


    Jackson edges closer. “So, you don’t have to be here, doing this? You weren’t ordered to count jars?”


    “If I don’t, who will? People like to feel there is an order to things, a leader. It limits the chaos, so I provide that order. That leadership.”


    “Then why stay at the base,” I say.


    Myers laughs sarcastically. “Where would I go? A war is coming. I don’t think it matters where you call home. This fight knows no bounds.”


    A crack of lightning hits outside, and then the sky opens up and pours down, beating against the roof. I stare out a nearby window at the rain, finding comfort in its certainty. Everything I thought I knew has changed. Law is now an enemy. My father is no longer commanding the Engineers. Sydia is all but gone. But the weather is still there, shining on good days, pouring on bad, proving that an order exists outside us and this war. There is a world here, and while I can’t count on much, I can count on the rain.


  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    We stay inside the building for an hour, watching the rain, counting supplies. There’s comfort in the silence, in the pounding on the roof.


    When it finally dries up, I step outside, peering around at the buildings, at the people in the windows. Then my mind is made up, and I cross the road to the field. Once I reach the center, I drop onto my knees, the dead wet grass seeping through my pants, sending a chill through me. But I ignore it, my mind focused on my task. I close my eyes and flatten my hands against the earth, concentrating with everything I have on healing it—on creating new growth. I’ve never tried to conjure vegetation when there wasn’t already a remnant of life, but I can tell there were once berries grown here, and while that isn’t much, it’s something. These people need something.


    The grass perks up, each blade growing under my command, as though I am water and sun and nourishment, all in one. I can feel the grass thickening around my hands, spreading out, then vines shoot up from the grass, wild strawberries bursting up in patches here and there, remembering their old existence.


    I open my eyes and smile at my creation. The field is nearly full now, various strawberry and blackberry patches throughout. They won’t feed these people for long, but I can come back every day. I may not be able to guarantee their lives, but I can give them this.


    “What are you doing?” Myers asks from behind me.


    Standing, I turn to see the townspeople all around, wonder on their faces. Jackson looks uneasy, but he knows that I could never leave here without helping them in some way.


    “I terraformed the field.”


    Myers walks out farther, plucks a large blackberry from its vine, and pops it into his mouth. A long moment passes, and I think he might reprimand me. And I almost want him to, so I can go off on him properly. But then he says, “Thank you.” He spins around. “Thank you for this.”


    I shrug uncomfortably. “It’s the least I could do.”


    “I’m not so sure about that.”


    Myers returns to the supply building to grab jars for the berries, and Jackson steps up behind me, his arms wrapping around my waist. “You’re too much, you know?”


    “No, but look at them.” I point to a group of kids, laughing as they race around the field, grabbing berries and eating them so fast their faces become coated in juice. “It’s nice. Everything’s changing. It’s just nice to see normal for a minute.”


    Jackson considers me, then nods to the ground. “Lie down with me.”


    My eyes widen. “Here? We can’t—”


    He bursts out laughing. “Not that. Just…lie with me.”


    Jackson lies back in the grass, blades cradling his face, making him looks so perfect that it nearly takes my breath away. He pats the space beside him, and I lie back, my head beside his. He points up to the sky. “See this,” he says. “The sky is still blue. The clouds are still white. The sun is still there, Ari.” His fingers thread through mine, gripping them tightly. “I know a lot has changed, but the fundamental elements of your world are still the same. There is still air and warmth. There is still a blue sky for day and stars at night. Earth is still the same. And no matter what, no matter what happens, I want you to know that you are the best thing to ever happen to me. I love you.”


    A tear slips from the corner of my eye as I watch a puffy white cloud drift by, completely at ease. I will never understand how Jackson knows just what to say, just what I need to hear, but I’m thankful for him. Live or die, I am so thankful. I lean up and kiss his cheeks, then lips.


    “I love you.”


  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    We make our way back to the base in thoughtful silence. I watch the land zoom past, seeing it in a new light. How could Parliament stop feeding its people? How could they leave them to die? Whom or what are we fighting to protect if they’ve already left these people for dead? I can’t process all the questions roaming through my mind.


    When we arrive, I leave the truck and continue into the heart of the base, eager to see my family and friends. People who feel and act as I do. Who have the same goals.


    I find Gretchen and Vill cooped up around a T-screen, their eyes focused as the male Op in front of the screen clicks from view to view. A random image of the sky. A series of buildings. The entrance to the Underground.


    “What is this?” I ask.


    The Op, who can’t be more than twenty, turns to me, his eyebrows raised like he wants to ask who I am, and then his eyes widen as they move from Jackson to me. “You’re Ari Alexander.”


    “Yeah?”


    “I was there when you fought at the airport. You let me go.”


    I scan his face and the memory hits me—shooting Op after Op, then the scared looks of two who I knew weren’t ready to fight. Maybe would never be ready to fight. I screamed for them to run before having to shoot another one in the head. A shudder moves through me before I can stop it. I swallow hard, unsure of what to say.


    “Thank you,” he says. “You gave me my life. I owe you.”


    I shrug. I killed too many people that day to feel as though anyone owes me anything, but I can’t bring myself to say it. Instead, I focus on the screen. “What’s this?” I repeat.


    He swivels his chair back around. “It’s satellite imaging. We can zoom in and take pictures of virtually anything. This is how Kelvin plans to watch the attack unfold.”


    “What do you mean, watch?”


    “Sydia. Parliament has no plans to join the fight. That’s what the Underground is for. Their intention is to survive it.”


    I feel my blood boiling at his words. “So you’re telling me Kelvin plans to sit comfortably in his room while Zeus attacks?”


    The Op glances to the screen like it holds the answer to my question, then peers over at me. “Honestly, Ari, I have no idea what Kelvin has planned. I only know that he feels hiding, at least initially, is the best course of action.”


    Myers clears his throat from behind us, and I spin around, needing someone to take my anger out on. “When were you going to tell me this?”


    He cocks his head. “I don’t know you, and I certainly don’t owe you any explanations. We only know a fraction of the plans and intentions of Parliament. Zeus will very likely use weapons we’ve never seen before. He could blast a city with one blow. We don’t know. Parliament fears whether we can survive the initial attack. I do, too, which is why…” He trails off, and I feel Jackson tense beside me.


    “No,” Jackson says, his tone firm. “That isn’t an option.”


    Myers’s eyes land evenly on Jackson. “I assumed you would disagree, but I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to her.” His gaze swings to me, and instantly I see an image in my mind—an army of half-breeds. Half human, half Ancient. The same abilities—same speed, same healing ability—as Zeus’s army, but how does he expect that to happen?


    I open my mouth to ask, when Vill says, “He wants you to heal them.”


    “What? Who?”


    “All of them. The Operatives,” Vill says. “And I agree with him.” Jackson faces him, his eyebrows threaded in anger, but Vill tosses up a hand before he can argue. “They’ll serve better as fighters if they’re Ancient. You know it. And I know.”


    “You weren’t here when the neurotoxin was released,” Jackson says. “You don’t know.”


    “Neither do you,” I say, my voice growing louder with each word. “I’m the only person standing here who has any idea what it feels like to be poisoned to death. Me. So don’t think I would make this decision lightly.”


    “You’re considering this?” Jackson spits out.


    I look away, wishing I could freeze the moment so I can think without all of them staring at me like my decision is the only one that matters. “I don’t know. I think we have to consider everything. Zeus could arrive any day now. And then what? Either we give these Operatives a means of surviving or we fight this war alone, because they don’t have a chance as they are now. As humans. Forget our mind-control abilities—our reflexes are faster. Our minds sharper. And then with xylem giving us the ability to heal, we’re practically indestructible.”


    “Unless Kelvin releases another neurotoxin or some other defense especially for Ancients.”


    “He won’t do that,” a deep voice says from behind my shoulder, and I turn to see Dad and Cybil behind me, Dad’s expression intense. I wonder how long he’s been listening. For a moment, I feel embarrassed. Daddy’s little girl, pretending to be big. But then his chin lifts. “Kelvin does not have the means to release anything at this moment. Parliament’s plan of attack is traditional, if not archaic. The valued members of each country have been placed safely underground. Operatives will move both in air and land, fighting with nothing more than the weapons in their hands and the determination in their hearts. That isn’t enough.” His eyes land on me, and he shakes his head just a touch, his expression some combination of pride and sadness. “Ari is the only one here who has lived as both human and Ancient. Who has fought as both human and Ancient. She’ll make the call.”


    …


    The day ends early, and we head to the bunkers on the other side of the warehouse to sleep. There aren’t true rooms here, only tiny beds separated by tiny walls, like the cubicles where the people here work. I can hear everything. Creaking noises from the wind hitting the base. Breathing sounds more like whispering. I expected Jackson to follow me to bed, to comfort me, but he never came, too angry, I supposed, to talk. Or maybe he knew it would do no good to discuss the matter. I had already made my decision. I just wasn’t ready to say it out loud.


    I toss my arm over my head and stare at the ceiling yards upon yards above us, picturing an air strike, then the ceiling collapsing on top of us. As Ancients, we would sense it coming. We would flee. The humans wouldn’t be so lucky.


    Sighing, I sit up, sure I won’t be able to sleep anytime soon, and slide on my jacket before heading outside for fresh air. I walk down the dirt road and stare off into the distance, my mind on the impending war, when my eye catches on something beside the road. A half mile away, but absolutely there. I edge closer, another step, then another, my heartbeat picking up. The wind slowly slips around me, throwing my hair in my face as I strain to see.


    The figure moves toward me, and I toward it, then I see long white hair whip in the wind and suddenly my blood stops pumping, my legs stop moving, my lungs stop drawing breath. But still, he continues to move. I scramble back, falling, digging into the dirt, desperate to get away. I have no weapon, nothing. I’m not prepared. I can’t fight him. Not here. Not now. And then in a blink of the eye, he’s in front of me and every muscle in my body quakes with fear. A slow smile creeps across Zeus’s face, and then one word is placed in my mind as though it were my thought instead of his.


    Soon.


    “Ah!” I gasp for a breath that won’t come and scramble up, only to find myself tangled in blankets. I fight against them, just as Jackson pulls me against him. “Jackson?” I blink hard, momentarily disoriented. “How did I get back here? Where is he? Did you see him?”


    I try to stand, but Jackson forces me to sit still. “Ari, it was just a dream. You had a dream.”


    “No. You weren’t in here. I was alone and then I went outside and—”


    “You didn’t. I came in shortly after we all went to bed. I couldn’t sleep without you. And I’m sorry about earlier.”


    My mind reels, unable to stop. “Wait, no, you weren’t here, and I left. I went outside. I—”


    “Why don’t I get you some water? Stay here, okay? I’ll be right back.”


    He steps outside the makeshift curtain, and I sit back in my bed, my hands shaking. I clench them together in hopes of steadying them, and that’s when my gaze lands on my fingers, on the thick red mud caked underneath each nail. I hold them out in front of me, fighting to keep a sob from escaping my lips.


    It wasn’t a dream. Zeus is here.


    Which means the war has already begun.


    I scramble out of bed and out the curtain, grabbing Jackson’s arm as I pass. “You have to come with me.”


    He grips my hand tightly. “Okay.”


    A few steps later and we’re outside staring down the dirt road, just as I was before. I walk until I find the claw marks in the dirt. My claw marks. I hold out my hands for Jackson to see and then point at the marks. “Do you see? It wasn’t a dream. He was here, Jackson.”


    Jackson bites his lip and peers around, like he’s searching for Zeus—or searching for my sanity. “I don’t know, Ari. Why would he come here without doing anything? That isn’t Zeus. He prefers a surprise attack.”


    “Yes, but he’s also calculated. No one would expect him to be here already. Maybe he’s lying low, waiting for the others to come. Or maybe they’re here, too.”


    “But then why wait? I’ve been an RES for years now, Ari. This isn’t Zeus. You’re right, he is calculated, but he thrives on the shock value of his actions.”


    I stare out to the spot where I first saw Zeus standing, his long white hair whipping in the late-night breeze. “But maybe that’s exactly what he’s doing. No one would expect him to be here, Jackson. It’s the perfect strategy.” Then I turn to him, my eyes filling with urgency. “I need you to believe me on this. I need to know you trust me, trust my sanity, because there are days I wonder if I’m losing myself, and I can’t have you questioning me, too.”


    Jackson wraps his arms around me. “I trust you. Don’t worry.”


    “Thank you,” I say, then I lean away to look at him. “Will you trust me when I turn Myers?”


    “What?” He steps back, rage taking over his face. “You don’t know him, Ari. You can’t possibility know his intentions. What if he wants to be an Ancient just so he stands a better chance of killing us?”


    I shake my head. “My gut tells me he wants to help. And he’s right. Humans don’t stand a chance. I think we should turn any Ops that are willing. In fact…” I feel the idea registering in my mind, releasing possibilities that were never available before. “That’s it.”


    “What’s it?”


    “We start a healing tour. We go from base to base, changing as many Operatives, even humans, as possible into Ancients. It’s brilliant. Zeus would never expect it, and then we have a stronger defense ready for whatever he brings.”


    Jackson walks around, refusing to look at me as he processes what I’m saying. “What makes you think Kelvin would allow this?”


    “He wouldn’t have to know.”


    Jackson laughs sarcastically. “Are we seeing the same things here? Kelvin knows everything, and besides, you can’t guarantee the ones we change would keep it a secret. This is dangerous even for you.”


    I take a step toward him. “I don’t see how there are any other options. This isn’t some training we’re preparing for. People are going to die. Earth could be destroyed. But I refuse to just lie down and accept our fate. We have to fight. And to stand a chance, we need more soldiers like us.”


    Jackson stops pacing to look at me. “You’ve already made up your mind, haven’t you?”


    Normally I’d say yes. I would say that I don’t need anyone else behind me, only myself, but that was the old Ari. I need Jackson. I need his support. “No,” I say. “I want your input.”


    Jackson reaches for me, hugging me close. “Like I said, I’m with you.”


    “Really?”


    “Always. Now, where do we begin?”


    I turn toward the warehouse. “It starts with Myers.”


  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Jackson and I grab Vill and Gretchen the next morning, explain our intentions, and then seek out Myers. Now that the plan is in place, I’m eager to begin. We decided not to tell the others about my run-in with Zeus. Though Jackson wouldn’t say I’d dreamed the encounter, I’d begun to doubt myself. Maybe I’d been sleepwalking. That happens, right? I don’t want to cause false alarm, not when we’re already on edge.


    Myers is by the same T-screen from the day before when we find him, watching as it flashes image after image.


    “Looking for something?” I ask as we near.


    He gives me a half smile. “Yeah, and seeing nothing.” Then his gaze travels beyond me to the others and his forehead creases. “Is everyone all right?”


    “I’ll heal you if you still want it. And anyone else that’s willing.”


    Several Ops around us take notice and start over, their expressions cautious but excited.


    I open my mouth to address them, when Myers reaches out to stop me. “Not here,” he whispers, nodding toward a tall warehouse door against the back wall. We make our way outside, the bright sun above blinding, giving the impression of easier times. I try not to scowl at it as I glance around at the dying land.


    Myers waves his arms for the crowd to draw near, and as he does, I take a quick count of how many have followed us. Ten? Twenty? More? I hadn’t realized so many were listening.


    “Listen up, because I won’t repeat this again,” Myers says. “As you all know, the Ancients could arrive any day now. We’ve talked with Ari and her team and feel the best course of survival is to allow her to heal us, effectively making us half-breeds.” A combination of gasps and excitement rips through the group, and I try to keep my head high. I don’t want to see the fear I know is on some of their faces. Regardless of what they’ve been told, some of them still view us as different. And different is often bad.


    An Op in the front raises her hand, her expression stoic. “Will this guarantee our lives? Will we live if we do this?”


    I start to answer when Myers interrupts. I glare at him. Clearly someone has an ego problem. “There are no guarantees. Ancients can die, just as we can die. I’m not trying to guarantee survival. But this will give us a fighting chance.”


    I can see the hit some of the Ops take at these words. It’s suggestive. It implies Ancients are stronger, more capable—better. But egos aside, they know he’s right.


    I step forward, eager to have Myers behind me instead of speaking over me. “This isn’t something I intend to force on any of you. Before we do it, I need to ensure each of you is ready. That you want this. That you will have no regrets. I would say take your time to decide, but there isn’t time. The war could begin in days or hours.”


    A collective silence fills the space, ominous and riddled with too many emotions for me to make out. Fear. Resolve. Anger. Excitement. They are all there. “I can feel your thoughts, your emotions, what’s giving you pause. I sense your fear, your worry, your anger. These emotions are what make us human. Regardless of whether xylem runs through your body, you are still human. Never forget that.”


    A moment passes, and then the woman who spoke up before steps up. “I’ll go.”


    I glance at Myers. I had assumed he would want to go first, and I’m right. I can see it in his face, feel it in his hesitation. He wants to know what he’s getting his team into. I focus back on the Op in front of me. “I think Lead Op Myers should start. And I’m not the only one who can heal you. Jackson and Vill can as well.” Her eyes skirt over to the guys, and I see the uneasiness there. “But I’m willing if you’d prefer I do it, of course.”


    Myers steps up in front of me, a head taller and uncomfortably close. His eyes dip down to me. “Whenever you’re ready,” he breathes, and then Jackson cuts in between us.


    “Thanks, but I think I’ll turn you,” Jackson says. “Ari, how about you handle the women, and Vill and I can handle the men?”


    I nod to him, relieved that he’s with me. That we’re a team. “Okay.” I motion for the female Op to join me to the side, but all eyes are on Myers, watching, waiting.


    Jackson tenses as he reaches out to take Myers’s hand.


    “Dude.” Myers’s face scrunches up.


    Jackson sighs. “It’s this or your head. You choose.”


    Myers nods okay, and then we watch as a slow light begins in Jackson’s hand, building on itself like lava, curling and flowing, as though not yet sure how to proceed. And then the light grips Myers’s hand and for a moment shock finds his face, but then he feels the warmth, the sureness, the way it coats every thought and fear. Suddenly, everything in the world is okay and right and clear. Muddled thoughts become focused. Worries vanish. Reflexes that were weak feel tight and ready. It’s overwhelming, yet perfect in every way. I remember when I was healed. How even in my injured stupor, I knew that I was stronger, in both body and mind, than ever before.


    Jackson steps away from Myers, and all eyes are on him and then Myers. Curiosity sparks from those around me.


    “How do you feel?” I ask.


    Myers hesitates for a moment, his eyes darting around. His vision is already improving.


    “It can take time to move through your body, for your reflexes to adjust.”


    Jackson shakes his head. “No, it shouldn’t. I gave him much more than I gave you when I healed you. He should feel the change within moments.”


    And then Myers darts down the dirt road, gone in a flash, and I jump back, scared that we’ve made a horrifying mistake. Scared that he’s freaked out and is about to do something to hurt himself or some else. Then he reappears, a giant smile on his face as he bursts into laughter.


    “This is just…” He shakes his head. “Amazing. Absolutely amazing. Thank you,” he says to Jackson.


    Jackson shrugs uncomfortably, and then we’re going from Op to Op, changing each of them, watching for their reactions, steadying those who feel uneasy—like being spun around and waiting on your head to adjust—and taunting those who are eager to test their new abilities. It’s completely unlike the humans on Loge. These people are all trained fighters. They already know how to use their minds and bodies as weapons. We’ve just given them a massive power boost.


    I only hope we’ve made the right decision.


    After we’ve healed everyone, Cybil and Dad separate them into groups to run through some basic Op drills. Myers steps up beside us, watching as they fly through the exercises, standing one moment, kicking before you can blink. The speed is undeniable, but that’s only a fraction of their capabilities now.


    “Do you think you can teach them to harness their minds like you can?” Myers asks.


    I watch the Ops move, noting the ones who push their abilities and the ones who hold back—some because they’re hesitant, others because they’re still loyal to their human side. They don’t want to admit, even to themselves, that being Ancient is what’s making them stronger now.


    “Honestly? I don’t know. I tried teaching the half-breeds on Loge, but it isn’t easy. The human mind is fixed to believe we function a certain way. Being Ancient changes everything. Changes how we see, how we feel, how we act. Eventually, it will alter how they think, but for now, the mind acclimates slower than our muscles and senses. It takes more convincing.”


    “Then convince them.”


    Jackson’s rage sparks beside me, bright red and bursting to life. “I think we’ll be the ones giving the orders from now on. You may be half Ancient now, but you are still a baby here. You wouldn’t stand a chance against any of us. Not yet. And if you want to be able to fight Zeus’s army, you’ll need to listen to us.”


    Myers crosses his arms. “You mean listen to you.”


    Jackson’s back tightens, and I interrupt before they decide to do something childish like arm wrestle. “Jackson’s the most trained military Ancient here. He should lead, alongside you, since you already know these Ops. The ones you feel are most intelligent will come train with me.”


    Jackson and I separate from the rest shortly after, eager to be alone with our thoughts. With each other.


    He closes the curtain to my room. “I can’t stand that guy.”


    I almost laugh. “He’s a lot like you were when I first met you.”


    He blanches like the idea makes him sick. “I wasn’t like that. All arrogance, unwilling to admit someone else could help me.”


    At this I burst out laughing. “You were exactly like that.”


    “Is that right?” He tugs me against him, kissing my neck easily, then leans away to look at me. “Are you all right? You seem distant. Are you still thinking about your dream?”


    I shrug. “I just wonder what Zeus has planned.”


    Jackson kisses my forehead. “You know there isn’t much we can do about that, right? We can’t guess his strategy. All we can do is prepare to fight.”


    I tilt my head up to him, and he runs his hands over my face and into my hair. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”


    “You never have to find out.” And he leans down, his lips connecting with mine, soft, gently working their magic to soothe my worried mind. We stay this way for as long as possible, getting lost in each other, and then I hear someone approaching and pull away just as my dad calls through the curtain, “Ari, can I have a moment, please?”


    “I’ll just go check on Vill and Gretchen,” Jackson says, leaving Dad and me alone.


    Dad waits until Jackson is out of earshot and then focuses back on me. “Ari, I’ve given this a lot of thought, and I would like for you to heal me.”


    My head snaps up, my eyes wide. “What? Dad, you can’t—”


    “I know how you must feel hearing this, but the same reasons that you turned all those Ops outside are still relevant to me. I know war, Ari. I know Zeus. If I’m going to be the valuable resource that I am, I need you to turn me.”


    I see the resolve in his eyes and know there is no way for me to talk him out of this. He’s my father. My hero. I won’t deny him this. I step up beside him and take both his hands. “I love you, Dad.”


    His gaze drops to me. “I love you, and I’m so proud of you.” And then light spills from both my hands, seeping into his, but he never changes his expression as many of the others had outside. He isn’t afraid. He’s ready. And I realize, through him, through Jackson, through everything I’ve experienced, so am I.


    I’m ready.


  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    I knock on Myers’s office door a few minutes later with new determination. In my mind, I see our army facing Zeus, see his surprise when he realizes we’ve outsmarted him. A smile breaks across my face, and for the first time, I see us winning. We will be a new species on Earth when it’s all done—a better species, taking the best from both, blending us into a group that doesn’t see our differences, but the strengths on each side.


    I bang again on Myers’s door, this time louder.


    “What?” Myers shouts from inside.


    I push it open and scowl at him. “You know, people would like you better if you weren’t such a jerk.”


    He smirks. “Who says I care if people like me?”


    I shake my head and draw a breath. I didn’t come here to argue, but he makes it tough. “I want to go back to that town. I want to turn those people, to help them.”


    Myers crosses his arms and swivels in his chair, regarding me. “You have the biggest hero complex I’ve ever seen. You realize it’s going to get you killed, don’t you?”


    I cross my own arms. “Who says I want your opinion?”


    He smirks again; clearly he has no other facial expression. “All right, then, let’s go.”


    We start out his office, when he stops short at the appearance of Jackson, leaning against the wall.


    “He’s going?” he asks, tossing a thumb at Jackson. Clearly, their new likeness didn’t extend to their opinions of one another.


    “I go where she goes.”


    Myers grins. “How sweet.”


    Jackson takes a step forward. “You’ve been an Ancient for half a day. Do you really think you stand a chance against me?” He glances down at him and flexes his arms over his chest. “Just give me a reason.”


    I sigh heavily. “Can we stop this already? We need both of you. And we can’t afford to fight among ourselves.” Jackson’s glare doesn’t waver, hate rolling off him for Myers. “Please,” I say to him.


    Jackson retreats back and cocks his head at Myers. “Fine. After you, then.”


    We take a truck into town, and Myers parks just off the broken street. We step out, but no one comes out to greet us. I stare from store to store, each of them quiet. Empty. And then I listen harder, and from a distance, I catch the faint cry of a woman. She isn’t crying because she’s scared or because she’s in pain—she’s sad. Overwhelmingly so. So sad she’s cried out all her tears, and now her body knows nothing else to do than to shake, her voice whispering an endless plea.


    I start walking without saying a word to Myers or Jackson. I know they can hear her, too. We walk beyond the stores, and sure enough, in the field beyond the stores, there’s a crowd circling something, their emotions all so dark it’s like looking at one blob of black, feeling one wave of sadness.


    I swallow hard, searching their minds, and then I catch a name: Lucy.


    “Who’s Lucy?” I ask Myers.


    His face twists in worry. “Margo’s daughter. She’s seven.”


    I speed up, eager to get to the crowd to see what happened, and then we’re standing inside the circle, staring at the mound of dirt in its center, a tiny cross made of wood on top of it like a headstone. I’ve only ever seen anything like this in my history tablets. Back in Sydia, bodies were always cremated.


    Myers walks over to a woman, and I know now that she was the one I’d heard crying. “What happened, Margo?”


    She starts to shake harder, her eyes clenched tightly. “I…she…” Then she bursts into fresh tears, her mourning hitting me square in the chest, knocking me back. I feel her thoughts, her pain, the anguish she’ll never survive. Lucy was her only child. And then I hear her thought—First Mark, now Lucy…


    Her husband died in the neurotoxin release. He’d been healed.


    Myers motions for me to come help, and I step up, wrapping my arm around her as he walks over to talk to a few of the others. “What happened?” he asks, his voice low.


    An older man shakes his head. “We aren’t really sure. Lucy went outside to play, and Margo called her to come in for dinner. When she didn’t come, Margo went to search for her and found her body beside the road. She…” He covers his mouth, and I can see that he, too, wants to cry. “She looked like all the life had been sucked out of her. Shriveled and white and—”


    My head jerks over. “What did you say? Tell me again. Tell me exactly how she looked.”


    Myers shoots me a look. “Not now, Ari. They’re—”


    “No, Ari’s right,” Jackson says. “This is important.”


    The old man swallows hard, but it’s Margo who speaks up. “She looked like a ghost, her face frozen in fear, her skin shriveled and pale. It was like her soul had been stripped, her blood drained.” She shakes, and I take her hand, glancing over her head at Jackson, who nods as he separates from the crowd and runs a perimeter of the area.


    Like the life had been sucked from her body. Oh, no…


    I leave Margo and motion for Myers to join me away from the others.


    “What was that about?” he asks.


    “Lucy was Taken to death. I’m sure of it.”


    He cocks his eyebrow. “Taken?”


    “Just like we healed you by giving you xylem, an Ancient can take life as well. We can absorb life and energy from humans. Zeus ordered several Taking attacks on humans just before the neurotoxin released. He was trying to scare Parliament into agreeing to keep their pact for coexistence.”


    “So, what you’re saying is—”


    “I’m saying either the Ancients are already here, or one of your Ops decided to go on a killing spree. Which is it?”


    Myers jumps back, immediately on the defensive. “My team would never hurt a child! They’d never hurt any of these people!”


    “Then they won’t mind being questioned by me.”


    “Myers, do you know what happened to Lucy?” Carl, the man with the knife the first time we were here, edges closer, awe and horror mixed on his face. And that’s when I notice they’re all staring at us.


    Myers looks to me, and I don’t want to tell them this, to cause more alarm, but maybe they need to know so they’ll realize why they need to let us heal them. They need to know what’s out there, and only through becoming a half-breed do they stand a chance. I hold my head higher and address them, ignoring the pang in my chest when I catch Margo’s eye. “We believe she was Taken to death by an Ancient.” They all speak at once, fear building, taking over everything else. “I’m so sorry for your loss, and there is nothing I can say to ease the pain. But if you hope to survive this war, you have to be ready to make drastic and difficult decisions. Now. Time isn’t our friend anymore.”


    “Which is why,” Myers says, breaking in, “most of my crew, including myself, asked Ari and her friends to heal us, effectively making us half-breeds.”


    Carl looks at Myers, and then his eyes go wide. “You’re Ancient now?”


    “I’m still human, but yes, I now have xylem in my body. I am faster now. Stronger. More capable.”


    “But there are other benefits, too,” I say, stepping over to a patch of dying grass that had grown on the edge of the field. I close my eyes and position my hands over it, feeling each blade, helping them wake up again. The power in my hands strengthens as I command them to stand back up. To live. To breathe again. When I open my eyes, the once brown and yellow grass is now a vibrant green. A gasp courses through the crowd, and I turn back to them. “And it isn’t just grass. I can make virtually anything grow. Anywhere. And so could you…if you allow us to heal you.” I can see the uncertainty in their eyes, the fear, but there is also something else—the need to survive, the realization that unless we turn them many of them are already dead, just like Lucy.


    It takes less time to convince them than the Operatives, and in minutes they are lined up in front of Jackson and me, ready to receive xylem, ready to live. That’s the difference between the Ops and these regular citizens. The Ops have never known what it’s like to starve, to feel the claws of death already latched on, ready to sink into your soul and rip it away. These people have lived beside death for too long. They want a chance to live, and they’ll do whatever is necessary to secure that chance.


    I spend the next hour trying to teach them how to nourish the land, how to grow fruits and vegetables so they can survive, though I know most of them will never master the skill. It took months for me to learn, Vill even longer. Still, I have to give them something. A part of me wants to teach them to fight, too, to give them that extra layer of hope, but they aren’t the fighters in this war. We are.


    And it’s time we move on to the next base. Time to finish our plan.


  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    It takes us a surprisingly short amount of time to reach the northwest base. I spent an hour when we returned to the West Coast base questioning every Operative we’d turned, and while some of their thoughts made me uneasy, nothing suggested any of them would hurt a human being, least of all little Lucy. Now, an Ancient? That’s another story all together, but there was no convincing them of the wrongness of their ideals. I just hoped they could and would differentiate between the Ancients sent here to hurt us and the ones already here who just want to coexist peacefully.


    The temperature is noticeably colder here, and I wish I’d brought more clothes. In Sydia, the temperature rarely drops below forty degrees, and I never experienced a cold day in Loge. This has to be closer to twenty, and I shiver beneath my thin jacket as we glide down the autowalk to the base. It’s startling how different it is from the West Coast. No dirt road. No ghost town. This is like a tiny model of Sydia, all composite steel and harsh lines.


    The base itself is a tall building, like Parliament headquarters, stretching high to the sky, and there are no other buildings around it, only a few patches of composite trees. We stop in front of a tall steel door. Myers presses a button on a call box, and immediately a female voice says, “Lead Op Myers?”


    Myers backs up and stares at a tiny triangular camera in the corner of the entryway. “It’s me, Naomi, you can let us in.”


    The door slides open to another autowalk that leads into the building. A tall woman steps out from around a corner, her hair white blond and her features etched with lines that have less to do with age and more to do with exhaustion. She nods to each of us, then speaks directly to Myers. “What brings you here? No one from Sydia mentioned your arrival. Was this last-minute?” She says all this so fast that I wonder why she’s so on edge. Maybe she’s always on edge, just one of those people that can never release the tension in their shoulders. Like Dad.


    “Kelvin Lancaster sent us. You weren’t informed?” Dad asks, and Naomi’s eyes widen.


    “Commander Alexander? Are you…?”


    Dad nods, and we spend the next ten minutes explaining to Naomi what we’ve done and why and what we suspect will happen next. She listens with only the occasional nod, and then paces around once we’re done, eyeing us like she’s seeing us for the first time.


    “So, you’re Ancient now?” Naomi asks, eyeing Myers.


    “No,” he says. “I still consider myself human. I just have Ancient xylem in my body, too. A half-breed.”


    “And what about him?” She motions to Jackson.


    “Jackson’s mother is President Cartier,” I say, causing Myers to spin around and look at me.


    “What? Why didn’t you say something sooner?”


    “Because it wasn’t relevant. It is now. He’s half Ancient, half human, technically. You can trust him. And me,” I say to Naomi.


    “And the other two?” Naomi asks.


    “Vill is full Ancient, Gretchen full human. My dad is a half-breed like the rest of us.”


    Naomi releases a slow breath, and I feel her thoughts hitting my own, one after the other. She’s not as sure as the other Ops back on the West Coast base. She’s more of a follower than a rebel, and I worry that we’ve made a terrible decision coming there. What if she sends a warning to Kelvin and he bombs the West Coast base, killing everyone at once?


    “I understand your hesitation, Naomi,” I say. “But you’ll likely die if you don’t consider what we’re offering.”


    She cocks her head. “I would rather die as human than live as an Ancient. I’m a strong fighter. I don’t need xylem in me to survive.”


    “Naomi…” Myers starts, but I cut him off.


    “Oh, really?” I lunge forward, sweeping her feet so her head slams hard on the floor, and then I’m over her, my face in her face, my gun pressed into her forehead. “Bang,” I say.


    “Ari, what in the verse?” Myers goes for me, but Jackson holds him back easily.


    “You’re a strong fighter, huh? You don’t need xylem? Well, I just shot you before you were even aware that I was in motion. I understand your hesitation, and I can appreciate your loyalty to humankind, but there will be no humankind if we don’t rally together.”


    Naomi pushes the gun out of her face, and I help her stand, even though I still feel the bitterness of her words. She considers me. “Are all Ancients as fast as you?”


    “He’s faster,” I say, nodding toward Jackson.


    She eyes Jackson. “Somehow I think that’s debatable.”


    “You would be right,” Jackson says.


    Naomi tilts her head to the side until her neck cracks, then turns it the other way and cracks it again. “Why don’t I show you around?”


    I release a breath. “That would be great.”


    We step onto another autowalk that leads through the center of the building, appearing as though it dead-ends at a blank wall on the opposite side, but when we reach the wall, a set of elevator doors opens up, and Naomi waits as we step inside. I’m immediately on edge. I don’t know Naomi and from the look on her face, she hasn’t quite decided whether she wants me as her friend or her enemy. I stare at my reflection in the steel as the doors close, at the way my eyes are narrowed even though I’m not looking at anyone. At how my back is pin straight, but my arms are relaxed at my side—poised to fight. I wonder if I always look this way, if I ever look relaxed…happy.


    Jackson shifts beside me, his eye catching mine in the reflection, and he smiles just a bit, letting me know that he knows just what I was thinking. I briefly play out the arrogant remark he has ready to toss at me, when the doors ping open. We step out onto a narrow ledge that can barely hold all of us, overlooking what appears to be a factory. Sounds of machinery make it difficult to hear, but I can see rows and rows of conveyor belts and countless workers positioned every few feet, their hands working feverishly at whatever stops in front of them. I edge closer, and Myers grips my arm.


    “You don’t want to do that.” He points over the ledge. “It’s a straight fall and that railing’s been known to buckle under even the smallest of weight.”


    “Haven’t you been listening?” I say. “That drop is nothing for me. Nothing for you. You have to forget your limitations as human and embrace your strengths as Ancient. Otherwise you’ll never become the soldiers we need you to be.”


    Myers smirks. “Look, rebel, I get the heightened ability thing, but that fall—”


    And then before he can finish, I leap over the railing and free-fall down two stories to the floor below. I land in a catlike pose, my knees bent, my arms out to steady me, and spin around. “You were saying?”


    He shakes his head with a laugh. “You really are fearless, aren’t you?”


    I straighten and peer up at Jackson. “I have to be.”


    The others make it down to greet me, and already a crowd has begun to form around us. My stunt, while intended to prove a point—okay, and wipe that smirk from Myers’s face—has instead sparked unwanted curiosity. These people aren’t fighters. They’re laborers. In Sydia, they would have all lived in Landings, barely surviving.


    I curse myself for being so reckless. “I’m sorry,” I say to Naomi.


    She shrugs. “Don’t apologize. You just convinced me to join you.”


    “Oh?” I ask.


    She licks her lip like she needs something to do before speaking. “You overpowered me in a second. You leaped off a two-story platform. All without breaking a sweat or losing your breath. I don’t like what this means, joining forces with the enemy, but maybe it’s not about sides. Maybe it’s about the best people—the best kind—surviving. Maybe it’s about the birth of a new species, one that isn’t so fixated on other and is more focused on the best life for all.”


    My opinion of Naomi softens. That’s the thing about Operatives, we’re trained to survive and protect above all else. That training works in our favor here. An Op, a true Op, can’t argue with what xylem can do for us—for our purpose in this world, this war.


    “I apologize for our outlandish entry,” Naomi says, addressing the group. She introduces each of us. “Most of them are what we are calling half-breeds—half human, half Ancient.”


    Whispers start up through the laborers, though none of them are bold enough to speak out. “As you know, war is upon us, and to win we feel we must give ourselves every possible advantage. We have to align ourselves with the enemy’s strengths to come out on top. For that reason, I have asked that Ari heal me, and I am giving each of you that same opportunity.”


    The whispers become full-out conversations, some to each other, others speaking out to no one in particular. They ask every question. Think every worry. So much so that I begin to confuse the two, the outspoken questions with the silent worries. Finally, Myers whistles loudly, and everyone goes silent. “We are happy to answer all of your questions, but we have two more bases to hit and time is running out, so please, let’s keep this orderly.”


    I turn on him. “Two? I thought the northeast base was the last.”


    He shakes his head. “No. There’s one in Sydia. Didn’t your father ever tell you?” He eyes Dad uncomfortably.


    “Do you mean the Engineer building?”


    “No,” Dad says. “There is a base outside the airport, Ari. You were still in school and still a Pre-Op when you left. The information was classified.”


    Suddenly, it all makes sense. That’s how the Ops arrived so quickly when we invaded the execution chamber. They were right there the whole time. How could I not have known?


    “Has the base always been there?” I ask them.


    “The Chemists built it several years ago,” Dad says.


    I nod, feeling as though I’m missing something. Why would the base be in the woods, of all places?


    “It was actually one of Kelvin’s first creations as Lead Chemist. It’s belowground, virtually invisible from above thanks to a simulation that looks and feels like the forest bed. You wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. No human would.”


    No human would. Why does that phrase feel so important?


    “Ari?” Gretchen nudges me.


    “Sorry, what?”


    She nods forward, and I glance up to see the factory workers have separated, a crowd far away and a crowd near.


    “These people would like for you to heal them,” Myers says, gesturing to the closest group.


    I study each of them. “But what about the Ops here? Where are they?”


    Naomi cocks her head. “Ops? There are no Ops at this base now. Kelvin converted it into a WMD factory after he realized he couldn’t safely build them in the Underground. We’re here to create the real weapons to be used in the war.”


    “But then why did he tell us to come here to train your Ops?”


    “Maybe you misunderstood him,” Naomi says.


    “No,” Dad answers, his eyes on the conveyor belts. “There was no misunderstanding.”


    I follow Dad’s gaze, zeroing in on the weapons of mass destruction to be used in the war, many of which I’ve never seen before. Why would Kelvin send us here if there was no one to train? Why send away those most qualified to protect the city? Unless…he doesn’t want to protect Sydia.


    Vill grips my arm, and I see he’s reached the same conclusion. Kelvin is up to something.


    Naomi starts organizing the healings with Myers, and I take the opportunity to lean into Dad, my voice low. “Can you call Mom? See if everything is fine in Sydia?”


    His eyes meet mine. “She would call me if something happened.”


    “What if she can’t?”


    Fear flickers across Dad’s face, and as he steps out to call Mom, my heart speeds up from worry. Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe Kelvin forgot that this base was no longer a training site for Operatives. Or maybe he assumed we knew and wouldn’t come here. But then why can’t I dispel the sinking feeling in my chest that something isn’t right?


    “So these people aren’t trained to fight?” I ask Naomi. “Do they even know how to use these weapons?”


    Naomi swallows. “No.”


    “Then what were you planning to do to protect them? You have no Operatives here.” Naomi looks away, and I think back to Myers’s attention to the people in the town, to his crew. She’s nothing like him. It’s like she never considered herself responsible for these people.


    Myers pulls me aside and lowers his voice. “Freaking these people out isn’t the way to help them understand, Ari.”


    “I guess I didn’t realize we were still in the gentle zone. I thought we were prepping these people for war, not holding their hands.”


    He sighs heavily. “No one said this was going to be easy.”


    “Yeah, well, no one said you had subpar Lead Ops out in the field, either.”


    Naomi’s head snaps over, but I don’t care. How is it possible that someone can only see what they’ve been told and taught and nothing more? Like it never occurred to her to give them survival skills. The thought makes me sick.


    Jackson leans into my ear. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Myers is right. Most of these people only know what they’re told, Ari. They are creatures of habit. You can’t fault them for that. Naomi is trying now. Help her.”


    I bite my lip and peer over to see a hint of sadness in Naomi’s eyes, like she’s lost a competition that she never realized she’d entered.


    Dad returns and nods to me that everything is okay in Sydia, and I release a breath of relief. I have no idea what Kelvin’s after, but I plan to find out. At least the people we love back in Sydia are safe. For now…


    “Okay,” I say, my eyes still on Naomi. “But when I’m done here, we train them how to use a gun. We train them to fight.”


    Naomi nods in agreement, and I step up to the crowd and give the same speech I gave back at the West Coast base. How they can ask anything they like. How this isn’t a requirement. How they can choose what they want to do. When I’m done with my spiel, I separate the men from the women. “And once you’re healed and acclimated, we will train you to use these weapons. We don’t have long, half a day at best. But we’ll show you the basics so you can protect yourselves.”


    Jackson and I heal the people in our line, while Vill, Dad, and Myers handle another group, and then an amazing thing happens—others venture near, watching at first, and then joining in line. Before long, our lines have lengthened, every person in the factory now waiting to become half-breeds.


    I take a step back after we’ve healed the last person, body and mind exhausted, but at the same time I’m excited. I’m hopeful. I think back to the cafeteria in the underground, how the Ancients and humans were separated, the fight over the stolen apple. And then to now, where we stand, turning human after human into half-breeds. The change is almost miraculous. But then, war can change one’s outlook; fear can force one to do something he never thought he would do.


    Like becoming an Ancient—becoming the enemy in order to fight the enemy. It’s been a long time since I felt so proud to be human.


    “Why don’t you grab some water? You look tired,” Naomi says from beside me. “I can take you.”


    I eye her. Ever since Lydian betrayed me back on Loge and then Law shot me, I’ve been hesitant to trust anyone. Even Myers walks the line, drifting into traitor territory as often as I view him an ally. I wonder if I’ll ever fully trust anyone again, besides my parents and Jackson. Even Gretchen gives me pause after what happened with Law. How can I know she isn’t on his side?


    “I wanted to talk to you privately,” Naomi says.


    I turn to her, my eyebrows raised. “Okay. I’m listening.”


    “We were told not to train them, Ari.”


    “Wait, we?”


    “There used to be a full crew of Ops here. The rest were sent away weeks ago. Now it’s only me.”


    I have too many questions, each more urgent than the last. “Why were they sent away?”


    Naomi shakes her head. “I don’t know. Kelvin said they were needed elsewhere.”


    “Kelvin?”


    “He’s run things for a long time now, even before President Cartier’s stroke, and her stroke, Ari”—Naomi glances around nervously and lowers her voice—“there are rumors that Kelvin caused it.”


    I suck in a breath. “What—wait—caused it? How is that possible?”


    “I don’t know. All I know is that he created the neurotoxin. And he created the poison that was intended to kill at the execution chambers. He excels at creating chemicals that cause death. What would keep him from giving President Cartier something that would impact her brain? He’s wicked, Ari. You can’t trust him.”


    I already knew Kelvin was bad, but this runs deeper than I could have imagined. “Why were you told not to train them, Naomi? I thought Kelvin wanted as many soldiers as possible.”


    “No,” she says, shaking her head again. “That might be what he’s telling the general populace during his televised addresses, but Kelvin explicitly instructed us that the factory workers were not to know how to use the weapons.”


    “But if the Ancients attacked here, they wouldn’t be able to defend themselves.”


    “Exactly.” Naomi’s expression turns cold. “I don’t think he ever intended for these people to survive.”


    Everything I know about Kelvin and all my doubts spiral through my mind, trying to make sense of what Naomi’s telling me, yet I can’t make it fit. I don’t trust Kelvin, but this? None of it makes sense. “Why would Kelvin want these people to die?”


    Naomi shrugs. “Your guess is as good as mine, but we don’t have long before Kelvin discovers what you’re doing. Be careful at the northeast base. The Lead Op there is very loyal to him. I wouldn’t be surprised if he reports you as soon as he sees that Myers and your father are now half-breeds.”


    My mind works like a clock, going through all the possible reasons for Kelvin doing what Naomi said. Money? Power? World domination? Maybe he has an alliance with one of the other Trinities…. But why would any of the world leaders want to hurt humans?


    But one thing’s for sure, we need to seek out our alliances at the northeast base before arriving.


    “Do you have any friends there? Anyone you trust? Maybe someone in your training class?”


    Naomi licks her lip, and I realize that’s her tic, the way cracking my knuckles is mine. It helps her think. “I have a few. But I don’t know if it’s safe to send a message. What if it’s intercepted? You could be walking into an attack.”


    “What choice do we have?”


  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Naomi disappears to send messages to her two friends at the northeast base, while the rest of us instruct the workers on each of the weapons. Once we get through the first few, Jackson and I have to watch Myers and Dad explain the basics so we can help with training. There are bazooka-like weapons. Small things that shoot nukes as far as you can see.


    “They’re for Ancient aircrafts,” Myers explains, noticing my puzzled expression.


    “But don’t we have an airstrike planned?”


    “Of course, but what if their flyers knock all ours out with a few blasts? We must have another means of taking them down, otherwise all of Earth could be destroyed before we’ve even started the ground fight.”


    “Good point,” I say. “But let’s not practice using these. I’d hate for one of them to accidentally blow up the base.”


    Myers grins. “Touché.”


    Naomi appears at my side shortly after, her expression wary. “We’re all set.”


    “Okay, then,” I say. “Let’s train, then we’ll head east first thing in the morning.”


    Naomi leads us out back, and we separate the factory workers into groups, each of us handling five to ten, and suddenly I realize it’s a larger group than I’d thought. A large enough group to help in the war. I temper this thought for now, not wanting to scare them by pushing them to join the war efforts, and instead focus on teaching them how to work each gun.


    The sky is gray now, the sun hidden behind clouds, and I shiver in the cold. If it was twenty degrees when we arrived, it’d have to be closer to ten now, the wind making it seem even colder.


    I shake out my arms and reach for a gun from my pile. It’s a laser gun, the simplest of weapons to explain but also one of the deadliest if misused.


    I hold out the silver weapon, making sure everyone in my group can see. There are six of them, four men, two women. Already the xylem in them works, improving their sight and reflexes. Their thoughts cloud my own, and while a few seem unsure, most are excited to test their new abilities.


    “The laser gun has three safety points. You must hit all three in order to shoot. This may sound tedious, but safety is always the most important thing when handling any weapon.” I lift the gun again and motion to the grip, then the tiny button that has to be pushed in on the base, then the trigger. “You have to push the safety here first,” I say, referencing the button. “Then grip and pull the trigger.” We run through them again, and then a buzzing sound fills the air as I shoot into the open, showing the bright red stream of the laser. All attention falls on me.


    “I didn’t think we would actually shoot them, Ari,” Naomi says.


    “How are you going to train someone to shoot a gun without letting them pull the trigger? They need to shoot.”


    Dad nods. “Agreed. They need to practice firing.”


    With that, we select random targets around the base—tree stumps, banks, anything we see that will help them grow more comfortable with the guns. The sky continues to darken above as minutes turn into hours, and I peer up, curious if we should expect rain, when I hear a whisper from my right.


    My gaze snaps over, searching for the sound, but there’s nothing. Only the wind and air and sounds of weapons firing. I help the next person in my group with her aim, then I hear it again.


    “Ari…”


    My back tightens, an eerie feeling moving over me. I take a step toward the sound, and I notice the back door to the factory is standing open. I know we closed it before. My eyes drift over to the other groups, but they’re all focused on their tasks. It was probably my imagination. The whispering and the door. But I can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong.


    “I’ll be right back,” I say to my group, and then I start for the door, prepared to close it and return to the next weapon, when I see someone down the hall.


    “Hello, Ari.”


    And then he’s slipping through a doorway, his long white hair flowing behind him. Without thinking, I race inside, barreling down the hallway, all attention on the white hair—on the voice I’d recognize anywhere. But how did he find us? And why isn’t he attacking?


    I raise my gun and edge through the next doorway to find an abandoned room, nothing inside but old desk furniture and broken equipment. The air feels colder here, the room too quiet. I ease in, eyeing the only other door in the room. It’s cracked open, no light on inside, so I take my time, step, step, step, waiting, listening. My hand reaches out before I’ve prepared myself for what’s to come, and then someone rushes me from behind, and I whip around, gun poised to shoot, the sight pointed straight at Jackson’s head.


    “Oh!” I scream, nearly dropping the gun.


    “Ari, what happened? Why did you rush in here?”


    It takes me a moment to settle my thoughts enough to speak. My entire body is shaking. “I saw someone go through the door to outside. I thought…” I don’t want to admit that I thought it was Zeus. I don’t want to see the hesitation on his face as he wonders if I’m losing it.


    I draw a breath, then two, trying to get my hands to stop trembling. But it’s no use. I’m scared. No, I am out of my mind, on the verge of tears, petrified. I want to curl into a ball and beg Jackson to hold me forever, or at least until I feel safe again. Will I ever feel safe again?


    Jackson pushes open the door I was prepared to go through and glances down a long hallway. It’s impossible to know if anyone else is there, but he stands still, listening, trying to sense another living body. Then he pulls back and looks at me. “I think it’s empty. Maybe it was the wind.”


    My eyes burn at the words, because maybe he’s right. Maybe it was the wind. But somehow that scares me more.


    …


    That night, Naomi leads our Sydia group plus Myers to a few extra rooms within the base, away from the factory workers. She motions to two doors after Myers has disappeared into his quarters. “I didn’t know if you wanted one or two, so I set up both.” She looks away uncomfortably. “See you in the morning.”


    Once she’s out of sight, Jackson pulls me into one of the rooms and wraps his arms around me. “You were great back there.”


    Immediately I think back to my rushing into the building, searching for a ghost, but I don’t want to bring it up. We had returned to the group shortly after, and by the end of another hour, we had everyone shooting semi-straight, and they assured us they would continue to practice. We did well, despite the nagging in my head that something isn’t right. “Me? You were the great one,” I say. “You’ve trained armies, and it shows. They were hanging on your every word. It’s amazing, really. How natural you are as a leader. You would have made a great Ancient leader.”


    Jackson nuzzles his face into my neck, breathing me in, helping me relax. “I don’t think I ever wanted that role. Certainly not now.”


    “What do you think Zeus has planned?”


    “Everything. Everything we could imagine. From all directions. There’s no preparing.”


    I nod against his shoulder, feeling emotions rising to the surface that I don’t want to feel right now. Fear. Sadness. Uncertainty. I want to push it all away and enjoy this moment, but I can’t help but ask, “Do you think we’ll win? Do you think we can beat Zeus?”


    I sense Jackson’s emotions before he can hide them from me. He’s as uncertain as I am. “Honestly, I don’t know. But we have to try.” He pulls away to look at me and then gently presses his lips to mine. I sink into him, glad for the warmth of his body against mine. He walks us back against the bed in the corner and lays me down on the ivory sheets. His eyes rake over my face and then slowly down my body, and I feel heat rise on my cheeks, swirling through my chest and down lower and lower.


    The sudden need to feel him all around me is overwhelming. I reach out my hands to him. “Lie with me,” I say, my eyes never leaving his. And then he’s over me, his lips once again on mine, his strong arms cradling me on both sides. Our wants become too much to stand any longer, and we’re undressing quickly. I become desperate to feel every inch of his flesh, to feel the rhythm of his heart.


    Our bodies join and Jackson stares into my eyes as we move, barely blinking, as though afraid he’ll lose me if he looks away. We fall asleep wrapped in each other’s arms, thoughtless to worry about clothes, or the others at the base, or war. For that moment, we are alone, together. And I know that if I could see myself in a reflection, I would see happiness.


  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    The air in the hovercraft is quiet the next morning, thoughtful. Dad flies the plane with his eyes rarely deviating from straight ahead. Gretchen and Vill take turns pointing out things below as we pass, making a game of it, though their words are low whispers, as though we’re all trying to be respectful, but I have no idea of what or why.


    I turn to Myers, unable to handle the quiet another second. “Do you have friends at the northeast base, like Naomi? I didn’t think to ask you.”


    Myers’s expression changes. “Coleson and I used to be tight, but that was before he became Kelvin’s boy. Now he’s…” He shakes his head. “He’s no one’s friend.”


    “Who’s Coleson?” I ask, but it’s Dad who answers me.


    “Coleson is the Lead Op over the northeast base. He’s tough. I should know, I trained him myself.”


    “So, would he listen to you?”


    “If he would listen to anyone,” Myers says, “it’s your father. We all listen to him.” Then he focuses on Dad. “To us, you’re still commander.”


    I feel warmth bubble in my chest at Myers’s words, but Dad seems unaffected, as always. “Well, Kelvin doesn’t seem to have a use for a commander, which makes me think we should handle him as we are handling Zeus.”


    My back tightens as I peer around. “Dad,” I whisper, pointing at the ceiling and then my ear. The craft would have to be implanted with some sort of mic. There’s no way Kelvin would let us leave without it.


    “I changed the wiring when we arrived at the West Coast base. I can turn it off and on now as needed. It’s off. You can talk freely.”


    “Okay, then. Are you saying you think we should kill Kelvin Lancaster?”


    Dad’s gaze shifts to me for the first time. “That’s exactly what I’m saying, and I’m prepared to be the one to do it.”


    The hush grows heavy as everyone tries to process what Dad’s just said. Kill Kelvin. Why didn’t I think of that before?


    “Right, then, can you talk to Coleson when we arrive to see if we can sway him to our side?”


    “I’ll take care of Coleson. You handle the rest.”


    We arrive at the base and descend into an environment even colder than the last. The air smells like pine and winter. Again I’m surprised to see yet another setup. I would have expected Parliament to standardize these things, but no, this one is a scattering of small buildings no larger than a room or two, each one raised off the ground with detached steps that allow you to walk into them.


    The tarmac where we land holds four other hovercrafts, though there’s no one tending to them, and I wonder when they were last used. We walk down the autowalk from the tarmac to find the main path sections into three. Myers, Naomi, and Dad take the lead, directing us to the right-hand path. Naomi, like Myers, insisted on coming once she knew our mission, and my untrusting heart aside, I’m glad they’re with us. On our side.


    I glance around for Jackson and feel his hand slip into mine before releasing. He knows that any hint of affection between us will make others more cautious to trust us. I’m amazed, not for the first time, by how aware he is of others’ worst thoughts, how he can evaluate a situation even before seeing it. He’s such a skilled fighter. So much more skilled than I am.


    “You’re wrong,” he whispers, and I peer over.


    “I’m disciplined in combat, but you’re more thoughtful. Maybe not once, but now, you’re sharp in a way I will never be.”


    “We’re a team,” I say, smiling.


    “Always.”


    I squeeze his hand and then let go as we reach the end of the autowalk.


    There are only a few pine trees here, and beyond that only a barren land that looks as though it’s bracing itself for snow, readying for the harsh elements that will wreck it for months. I wish, again, that I’d worn something warmer, but I have little time to worry over whether I’ll freeze.


    Naomi ascends the steps to the first small structure and the door immediately swings open. A tall man stares at us from the open doorway, his height and girth so grand they take up almost all the space.


    His eyes rest on Naomi for a moment, and then skirt over to Myers, and then Dad. Instantly, his back straightens at the sight of them—their eyes are all the telltale blue-green of an Ancient.


    “Well, this is unexpected. Come in. I’ll put on some tea, and you can explain what you’ve done.”


    We all step into the small building, and I scan around, processing this new place. Several T-screens occupy one wall, shelves with drawers another. I expect Naomi to introduce the man as Coleson, but instead she says, “Ari, Jackson, Vill, Gretchen, this is Mitch. He’s in charge of technology for the base.”


    “What about Coleson?” I ask.


    Mitch laughs. “Oh, he’ll be here any minute. Coleson likes his nose in everything here. He would have seen you land. Kelvin knows you’re here, though?”


    “He knows we’re traveling to the bases,” Dad answers. “But he doesn’t know our new agenda, nor should he.”


    “All right then.” Mitch walks over to one of the T-screens and flicks a few controls before zooming in on a screen that shows several blinking dots with names beside them. The screen shows every person on the base and their locations. Beside Mitch, there are seven dots with question marks beside them. He points to a dot not far from us. “Expect Coleson in less than a minute.” He spins around. “So what is this, Commander?” he asks Dad. “Hurry, we don’t have long.”


    Dad lifts his chin a bit higher, as though embracing the title that has been his all my life. “The war is closing in, and we need to position ourselves with as many advantages as possible. Xylem allows us those advantages. We are stronger and faster and more capable in every way now. It’s a strategy that I feel sure Zeus will not expect.”


    “You realize Kelvin would have you assassinated?”


    Dad’s eyes narrow. “How is that different from leading us into a war we’re ill equipped to fight?”


    Mitch cocks his head as though considering what Dad has said, just as the door swings open and a man walks in, reminding me a lot of the European president. His eyes and skin and lips are all the same dark shade, almost black. His face shows barely contained rage, and then his gaze lands on Dad, and his expression changes from authority to respect before my eyes.


    Dad walks over and holds out his hand. “It’s nice to see you again, Coleson.”


    Naomi grabs Gretchen and Vill, and they go off with Mitch, her shooting me a look that says she’s going to rally the others while we distract Coleson. If that’s even possible. Coleson has an air about him that suggests he’s always a step ahead.


    Dad, Jackson, and I follow Coleson back out onto the autowalk and deep into the base, to a slightly larger building in the center. I take note of my surroundings as we walk, how there are ten buildings in total, but no people outside. Either there are very few Ops here or Coleson keeps them busy at all times. Somehow I suspect the latter.


    The base feels military in every way. Engineer trucks are parked beside several of the buildings, ready to be put into use at a moment’s notice. There are very few sounds outside, which makes me wonder how far we are from any hint of civilization. Or even if there is one.


    Coleson doesn’t stand back for us to enter, going in first instead.


    He turns to my dad once we’re all inside. “Commander Alexander, it’s been too long.”


    Dad nods. “Indeed. How is your father?”


    “He’s here, actually, though I’m not sure for how much longer. Your wife’s healing pills have been very effective in slowing his death.”


    Hmm. I’d forgotten about Mom’s healing pill. I wonder if they would be useful during the fight, or if we would even need them with xylem. I make a note to ask her once back in Sydia.


    Dad and Coleson continue their small talk for another minute, when Coleson stands tall and faces Dad, his expression guarded. “Commander, I’m hoping you’ll explain yourself without my having to ask.”


    Dad stops to look at him. “I have no need to explain myself to anyone, but I will allow my daughter, Ari, to explain to you what we have planned, and I ask, out of respect for me, that you listen with open ears and an open mind.”


    Coleson’s gaze snaps to me, and he crosses his arms, waiting.


    “Lead Op Coleson, some time ago I was healed by an Ancient and then sent to Loge after the neurotoxin released here on Earth. Once there, I learned a great deal about Zeus Castello, but above all else, I learned that he is relentless. He will plan and execute his attack faster than we can develop a solid defense. But also while on Loge, I learned that xylem allows the body and mind to work in ways we never could imagine as human beings. I still consider myself very much human, Mr. Coleson, but I am better now in every way. My sight, hearing, and reflexes are all much more defined. And this sharpening of senses is why we feel…” I pause and peer over at Dad, still unsure of Coleson. What if he reports us to Kelvin? What if another neurotoxin is released because of what I’ve done? Dad nods encouragingly, so I continue, trusting his judgment. “We think the best strategy against the Ancients is to become Ancient. Or more accurately, half-breeds.”


    Coleson takes a step back, the first hint of unease that I’ve seen in him. “So you are all…?”


    “I’d like to show you if you would allow me to.”


    He studies me, his eyes cautious, but when he doesn’t say anything I move on. I focus all my energy on Coleson, on the beating of his heart, on the pulse of the blood in his veins, on the thoughts he refuses to speak aloud. And then I take my attention to his muscles, gradually moving them until he backs up, one step, then another, his body under the control of my thoughts.


    “What the—” His hands spin out to catch himself from falling, and the vein in his head pops out from his effort to stop what I’m doing, to control his own limbs again, but I refuse to let up. I push and push, never moving, never releasing my hold, until he’s against the wall across from us, his arm and legs flat against as though he’s been nailed up like a wall hanging.


    His jaw sets as he looks at me. “Point taken.”


    “I hope so,” I say. “This what they can do to us when we have no xylem.”


    “So if we have xylem, they can’t?”


    “Not exactly,” Jackson answers. “But our reflexes are so sharp that it’s hard to pinpoint an Ancient like that. Only a few would be able to, and I’m not sure Zeus has any of those at his mercy. We have three.”


    “Three?”


    “Ari, Vill, who is with us, but whom you have not met, and Emmy, his grandmother, who is back in Sydia.”


    “You expect me to rest my fate on two teenagers and a grandmother?”


    Dad steps up in front of Coleson. “We expect you to rest your fate on the certainty of what they offer. You are two or three times Ari’s size, yet she incapacitated you without moving an inch. As a fighter, that should say something to you.”


    Suddenly a siren rings out through the base, and I release my hold on Coleson, all of us at attention.


    “What’s that?” Dad barks out at Coleson.


    “An intruder.”


    We race out of the building and into a frenzy of Ops running toward the back of the base, guns poised, ready to fire. Dad motions for us to stop, to wait, but curiosity has me sprinting along with the others, desperate to see if Zeus has begun his attack.


    Dad relents and follows me, and we creep around the last building to see a fence running perimeter along the base, caging it in. I glance through the fence to see nothing but barren trees, and then I spy movement within them. My heart picks up speed, and I expect to see Ancients crawling out from within them. I try to steady my shaking hands for what I’m sure is an attack, when a man and a woman emerge, their hands raised. “We were only searching for food. Please spare our lives,” they plead.


    “Aim,” Coleson yells out, and I hear a series of clicks, safeties released. “Fire!”


    And then in two shots, the man and woman lie lifeless on the ground. No! I rush forward just as Jackson wraps his arms around me, stilling me. “Shh, we can’t here, Ari. They’ll shoot you, too.”


    “Not before I kill the Op that shot them.”


    “You can’t afford to be that reckless anymore. Can’t you see that? These people are rallying for you. For what you’ve shown them. I can’t convince them to join forces with us. Your dad can’t. Nor Myers or Naomi. You’re the only one who has been on both sides—an Operative and an RES, a human and an Ancient. This is all on you. You are their hope. You have to be more careful now.”


    I go slack in his arms, and I turn to him, my chest still heaving from the effort to not scream. “I don’t want to join forces with anyone that would shoot innocent people like that.”


    “They aren’t innocent,” a voice says from over my shoulder, and I turn back to see Coleson in front of me, his arms crossed. It takes everything in me not to kick him in the face, show him what it’s like to feel as helpless as those poor people.


    “We have rules around this base, a ten-yard no-trespassing zone, clearly marked from the outside. We have to be strict to maintain order.”


    “Order from what? We are already going into a war, Mr. Coleson. What exactly are you trying to prevent? An uprising? Most of those people won’t be alive in a few weeks. Is it so much to ask that you give them food so they die a little more in peace?”


    His gaze holds on me, and I see a brief flicker of his thoughts—his disgust. We are lesser to him, other. He never intended to join us. We need to get out of here. Fast. “I live my life by rules, and do not tolerate those that break them.” He turns his head, focusing on someone to our right, gives a single nod, and then I feel it—an intensity rises through the crowd, their heartbeats all increasing, their minds narrowing as they prepare for a fight.


    In a flash, Jackson has my hand, sensing it, too, and we’re running, zooming past Op after Op, dodging shots. I call out for Dad and see that he’s already in the craft with the others. My reckless need to learn what the siren was about has cost Jackson and me time—maybe our lives. Somehow, I suspect Coleson knew I’d follow.


    I feel a bullet graze my arm, slicing the flesh, and I almost tumble to the ground before Jackson scoops me back up, and we’re running. We’re so close. So close. So—


    Bam!


    An explosion hits in front of us, tossing up dirt and debris. My ears ring, and my eyes burn and suddenly I’m unsure of direction. I spin around to see the Ops closing in behind and beside us, blocking us from the hovercraft and our escape. I eye the fire from the explosion and give Jackson a look. I have only enough time to see him nod before we both take off, leaping over the flames, praying we get the height necessary to keep from dropping to our deaths. Heat lights my skin, singeing the hairs on my arms, but still I push harder. The air clears, and we plummet toward the ground, moving too fast for any hope of a graceful landing, despite our agile nature. I flip in hopes that I’ll roll instead of face-plant and keep moving, too afraid a bullet will hit me clean if I take time to breathe.


    The hovercraft starts up in front of us, and Cybil hangs outside the open hatch, waving us in. Fear rips through me. What if we don’t make it? What if we become hostages to these people? What then? I can’t let that happen.


    The craft lifts, and I give the last push I have in me. We have seconds before the craft shoots into the sky, autopilot controlling its takeoff. Dad steadies it, the propellers whirl, and then Jackson and I leap at the hatch just as the craft shoots up. My fingers barely connect with the edge, my grip slipping, and then Cybil, Naomi, and Myers help pull us in, and we’re gone, staring down at the crowd of Ops at the northeast base.


    A shiver creeps down my back, my breathing unsteady, and I glance over at Jackson. “Well, I guess one thing’s for sure.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Kelvin knows.”


  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Once the high of our escape diminishes, Naomi and Myers give us the rundown of what happened behind the scenes at the base. Before the sirens went off they were able to heal twenty Ops in total, including Mitch, who decided to leave with us. I just hope the others can escape before Coleson discovers them.


    I spy a portable T-screen in Mitch’s lap and step up beside him to see what he’s working on. “What are you watching?”


    “The frequency. It’s like we’re receiving a message, but I haven’t been able to decode it.”


    “Who would send us a message?” And then it dawns on me.


    Zeus.


    Mitch continues to type commands that I don’t understand and don’t appear to be doing anything, until finally a box appears on the screen, followed by a series of sentences, one after the other, each more confusing than the last.


    THE ENGLISH SETTLERS FIRST STAMPED IT DOWN.


    WHERE POWER OVER SHIPS RUNS ABOUND.


    AND THE OLDEST OF THE TRIGARTA KINGDOM TO EXPLORE.


    THE MOST ANCIENT WALL BY THE PHOENICIANS shall see this war.


    “I can’t track the source of the message,” Mitch says, typing continuously on his T-screen, only to receive error message after error message.


    “What do you think it means?” I ask no one in particular, then turn to Vill and Gretchen, the two most analytical people I know. “Any clue?”


    Vill shakes his head. “No. Each line seems completely unrelated.”


    “Could they have come from Zeus?”


    “Oh, they definitely came from Zeus,” Jackson answers. “It has him written all over it. The question is whether this is a hint of what he has planned or if this is just a trick to distract us from what he’s really doing.”


    “Well, I don’t think we should go to Sydia just yet. We have no idea what they have planned,” Myers says.


    “But wouldn’t it be better to get there before Kelvin can marshal his forces?”


    It’s Dad who answers this time. “Kelvin is always ready. He was ready before we left. They’ll be waiting for us, no question. I agree with Myers. Let’s drop down somewhere solitary and think strategy before going back.”


    “Why do we need to go there at all?” Naomi asks. “Why not go back to the factory, or Myers’s base?”


    I steady my gaze on hers. “Because we have people we care about there. We can’t just leave them.”


    She shrugs at my answer as though she thinks we should do just that but doesn’t say anything. I have to fight the urge to argue with her, to yell at someone. I’m too keyed up, desperate to do something, anything to stop Zeus.


    “Why doesn’t everyone rest for now?” Dad calls. “We’ll land in a half hour. I know a place.”


    “Dad…”


    His eyes meet mine, and I know he can tell what I’m thinking. Mom. What if something’s happened to Mom? But I can’t bring myself to say it out loud. “Rest, Ari,” he says after a moment. “We’re going to need it.”


    Jackson pulls me down beside him in a seat, and I lay my head against him, intending to rest my eyes, but then I’m fast asleep.


    At first, I feel like I’m in some demented version of déjà vu. I’m standing over a crowd of people—half-breeds. I see Lane, one of Dad’s Ops, in the crowd, and then Zeus is beside me. I stand tall, proud, over the numbers we’ve obtained, but then Zeus laughs, the sound slow, calculated, his eyes telling me he knows something I don’t. There’s a flash in the sky, lightning that seems to spread forever, expanding its electric fingers, the black night traced by a yellow pen. I peer back at Zeus, confused, and then a rumble hits overhead and my eyes catch on the crowd in front of me. A blast zooms past me, and then there’s nothing, only burned land, and the electric sky, and the memory of a species called human.


    I wake with a start, beads of sweat pouring down my face.


    “Ari…we’re here,” Jackson says, his eyebrows drawn in concern. “What? Was it another nightmare?” I nod and he pulls me into his lap. “Zeus?”


    I nod again, and then a voice in the aisle says, “When were you going to tell us that Zeus was sending you messages?”


    Jackson and I both jerk around to see Dad, Myers, Naomi, and Cybil, all staring at us with their arms crossed, like we’re children who’ve misbehaved.


    “He hasn’t,” I say.


    “Your dreams, Ari,” Dad says. “They aren’t dreams. He’s toying with you.”


    “We need to know every detail of those dreams,” Cybil says.


    I glance out the window to see we’ve landed in an open field almost entirely surrounded by mountains. It’s the first time I’ve seen mountains on Earth, and for a moment, I’m captivated by them. By their magnificence. By their unwillingness to falter. I’m jealous of them. If only I had that strength.


    Releasing a shallow breath, I search through my memory for the first dream, when we were at the West Coast base. How I woke with dirt under my fingernails. But then, that wasn’t the first. He’s been in my head from the beginning. “I guess it all started at the Unity tree, before Loge, before the neurotoxin, before I was an Ancient,” I tell them, watching their reactions. Then I dive into each of my dreams, including the factory, where I was sure I’d seen him.


    Finally, once I’ve finished recounting the most recent one, Myers sits back in a chair across from me. “Verse. This isn’t good.”


    “It was just a dream.”


    “No, it wasn’t.”


    “So you think he’s here?”


    Mitch types something into his T-screen. “I’m not showing any indication that he’s here, Commander.”


    Dad’s eyes drift outside, staring at something or nothing. I can’t be sure. “He’s here. I can feel it.”


    My heartbeat picks up, my spine tight. Zeus is here.


    I spend the next hour running through each of my dreams again, exhausting every detail in search of something that will clue us in to where Zeus might be or what he has planned, but we come up with nothing. We decide to take a break and then regroup to discuss the message Mitch decoded, though I can tell by the looks on everyone’s faces they’re as lost as to what it could mean as I am.


    Jackson and I set out across the valley, desperate for some alone time. I can process my thoughts better when it’s just Jackson hearing me. Dad tends to get a crease between his eyebrows, and though the new dad is a thousand times more supportive than the old, to me, he will always be the commander.


    Jackson stops me once we’re several yards away.


    “They can still hear us here, you know?” I say.


    “Oh, I know,” he says with a smirk. “I know it’s a bit surprising, but I’ve been an Ancient awhile now.”


    I smile. “Sorry. I’m just…” I sigh heavily. “A little worried. And a lot lost. What does all this mean?”


    Vill walks up to us with Gretchen. Clearly he didn’t get the privacy memo, but then again, it’s Vill. He wouldn’t have cared regardless. “I’ve given it some thought,” he says, eyeing each of us, “and I think the dreams are nothing. Zeus is toying with you. But I think the message is important. I think Zeus is crazy enough to enjoy throwing out a riddle to see if anyone can guess its meaning. I think he’s telling us where he plans to attack first.”


    I eye Jackson, watching as he stares up at the expansive blue sky, his gaze strained as though searching for something—a sign—and then he starts for the hovercraft, and we hustle after him to figure out what he’s uncovered. “Can I see the message again?” he asks Mitch once we’re back inside.


    “Sure.” Mitch clicks on the screen, and the words reappear, and I notice for the first time that every word is capitalized in all of the sentences except one.


    “Shall see this war…Vill’s right,” Jackson says. “Zeus is telling us where he plans to attack. He doesn’t simply want to hit us. He wants a fight. He wants to prove that he’s the better leader, that Ancients are the stronger species. He wants a ground fight. He wants a full-out war. This isn’t going to be a fight in the air or a fight using technology. This is man to man. Woman to woman. Species to species. Until there is only one standing.”


    My insides turn to ice at his words. Until there is only one standing. Then a thought occurs to me—what if the one is no longer one species or the other? What if we could make the half-breeds a new species? A better species.


    “Mitch, do you have a means to search history tablets?” I ask.


    Mitch types through a few options on the screen. “I can get some, yes. Not all.”


    My eyes zero in on the words “English settlers” and “first.” “Okay, search for the first English settlement in America.”


    “It was Virginia,” Gretchen says, stepping up beside me. “Virginia was one of America’s fifty states before World War IV. It wasn’t the capital or anything, so I’m not sure how it’s relevant, and I can’t imagine why he would hit there, of all places.”


    Mitch pulls up his findings on Virginia and we all read the words. “First colony.” “First.” The word circles through my mind. “First.” What if…?


    “Do a search for the first cities or colonies or whatever word seems relevant for the other Trinities—search Africa, Asia, and Europe.” I feel my pulse speeding up, my mind whirling, as the pieces fall into place. And then the search results appear


    Naucratis—the city that wields power over ships. The first colony in Africa.


    Multan—the capital of the Trigarta Kingdom. The oldest city in Asia.


    Cadiz—originally known as Gasir, or the Wall. The first settlement in Europe.


    “He plans to attack where it all began for each of us,” I say. “It’s so Zeus.”


    “What do you mean?” Naomi asks.


    “Don’t you see? It’s metaphorical. He wants to end humankind in the very places it all began. Mitch,” I say, turning to him. “Can you send a warning to the other Trinities?”


    “On it,” he says.


    The rest of us take our seats, and we fly in silence, the thoughts of my group almost too much for me to stand. Some are hopeful. Others feel we’re doomed. I grip Jackson’s hand in mine and turn his chin so he’s looking at me. “Promise me something,” I whisper.


    “Anything.”


    “Promise we’ll stay together. No matter what. We won’t leave each other’s side. We’ll fight side by side. I don’t think I can…” I trail off, a lump forming in my throat. “Just please. Promise me we’ll do this together.”


    “Together,” he says, and then his lips touch mine, gentle and sure. “I promise.”


    We fall asleep again, unsure if this is our last moment of rest. My dreams replay in my mind, over and over, Zeus there, watching from a distance, laughing. Like he already knows so much, like he sees the future. The war is merely a formality to him.


    Sydia is sixty-two minutes from where we stopped in the mountains, and as I wake up to talk to Dad in the cockpit, I realize that we’re going to be eight minutes shy. “The fuel…?”


    “We aren’t going to make it,” he says. “I need to land.” Just then, the craft juts about, sputtering like it’s trying to gasp a breath in a world without oxygen. “Everyone prepare for an emergency landing. We’re going down.”


    For a moment all I can think about is the irony. We’ve spent the last several days planning for a war, training people to fight, healing humans so they stand a chance, only to die in a hovercraft crash? Is that some universal sign that our efforts were a waste? Just futile attempts at changing a fate that’s already been decided? Maybe humans aren’t meant to continue. Like the dinosaurs, maybe their clock has run out.


    “Ari. Sit, now.” Dad’s gaze shifts to me and then forward, and I realize in my psychobabble I’m still standing while everyone else has frantically returned to their seats, fastened their seat belts, and is now awaiting the crash.


    Jackson’s strong arms wrap around my waist, and he has me strapped in a seat before I can breathe a sound of complaint. I peer over at him and reach for his hand. “I love you,” I mouth, and he does the same. I wish I could see Gretchen and Vill, just to make sure they’re okay, but then we’re free-falling through the air, the plane rushing down, down, down, the sound like a missile piercing my ears. I clench Jackson’s hand, and for a moment, I feel a flood of happy thoughts hit my mind. The first time we met. The moment I opened my eyes during the Taking and saw him floating above me. The moment I knew he meant more to me than anyone ever had before.


    The first time we touched.


    Our first kiss.


    The shower…


    And then the hovercraft slams into the earth, thrusting our bodies forward and then tossing them back against the seats as though we are nothing more than rag dolls. I feel something hard connect with my head, and I scream out as the pain ripples through me. Blood pours in my mouth from either biting my tongue or a worse injury that I haven’t yet uncovered. I reach up to check my head, and my hand comes away coated in blood. Immediately, xylem starts healing my wounds, when I realize that I don’t hear anyone else. No talking. No screaming. No crying. Nothing.


    I fumble for my seat belt at the same time that Jackson does beside me, and I’m so relieved to see him moving that I almost launch myself into his arms. My eyes burn, and I release a breath. “You okay?”


    He smirks. “Never better.”


    But then we walk into the aisle of the hovercraft and our smiles drop away. Vill and Naomi are on the floor, surrounding someone I can’t see. I start forward, and it’s as though everything has slowed down. Like I’m watching myself on the T-screen, watching my face morph into horror. Watching as tears pool into my eyes.


    I know even before I’ve gotten there that Gretchen is hurt. Badly. I drop to my knees beside her, taking in the blood pouring out from her center onto the composite steel. “Gretch? Are you okay? Are you—” But my words cut short. Her eyes are open, but she isn’t looking at me, she isn’t blinking. Why wouldn’t she be blinking?


    I lift her shirt to find the injury, telling her again and again that it’s going to be okay, that xylem will heal her.


    “Ari…” Vill starts.


    “No, the xylem. We just have to wait for it to heal her,” I say, my voice shaking. I swallow hard, fighting the urge to break down. We just have to wait. Any second now the xylem in her body will— Oh, no. “No, no, no,” I say, shaking my head rapidly.


    Vill reaches out for me. “Ari, she’s gone.”


    “No, she’s not gone. I can still heal her. I can still save her.” I call my own xylem to my palms, pressing it into her, but it’s as though it refuses to go, as though it knows there’s nothing that can be done. It remains trapped in my palms, circling around, awaiting something to do, and I scream out over and over, ordering it to heal her. To save her. How could this happen? How could we heal every person we’ve encountered that wanted any part in this fight except Gretchen?


    “Ari, I’m sorry, but once her heart stops, there’s nothing we can do. She’s gone.”


    “But, why? Why didn’t we heal her?”


    Vill’s gaze rests on mine, and I know the answer without him having to say it. She didn’t want to be healed, didn’t want to be an Ancient, and now…


    I tear myself away and rush out of the craft, getting as far as a patch of weeds before retching over and over, unable to catch a breath. Jackson is beside me in a second, holding back my hair, and then he helps me sit back. He doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t have to. There’s nothing to say. No number of I’m sorrys will take away this pain. Immediately, my hurt turns to anger, and I jump up, pacing around, desperate to find a way back to the person who did this, the person that betrayed her—us—the most. I don’t realize that I’m saying all this out loud, until Jackson grips my shoulders and pulls me to him, burying my head in his chest. “Killing Law won’t bring her back. You know that.”


    “He deserves to die.”


    “Maybe. But there’s going to be enough death in this war. Besides, if the time comes, if you’re faced against Law, I’ll do it. I don’t want you carrying that guilt.”


    I jerk back, prepared to yell that there isn’t a shred of anything left in me for Lawrence Cartier, when Jackson shakes his head.


    “You will.”


    “But…Gretchen, she’s…” I stare into his perfect blue-green eyes, my own beginning to well, and then I collapse against him, all the fight in me gone.


    My best friend is now dead, and the war hasn’t even begun. How many will I lose before the fighting ends?


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    By the time Jackson and I pull away from each other and peer around, my sadness has been replaced by fear. There is nothing around us, only trees and overgrown land. I wonder where we are, when I hear the sound of wild animals in the distance and then something else, not sounds but a feeling. Someone else is out there. Suddenly, I’m aware that there are other dangers than just Ancients in our world.


    “Ari, get over here!” Mitch yells from the hovercraft.


    Jackson and I exchange a look before darting toward the plane. Mitch motions to his T-screen and we peer down to see a satellite reading of the area. A tiny box blinks showing our location, and then he zooms out and points. There, several inches away on the screen, a mile perhaps on land—or even less—is the layout of a village. Tiny triangles show what have to be the roofs of houses or huts. My eyes scan over the village, counting one, two, ten, twenty, thirty huts. Thirty. That could mean—


    Simultaneously, Jackson and I spin around. Footsteps They’re soft, too soft for the others to hear, but they’re out there, creeping in.


    I lean toward Jackson and whisper as low as possible, “Threatening or curious?” I focus on the footsteps, trying to find something in the person’s aura that hints at his or her motive, but the distance is too great, or maybe I’m not experienced enough to decipher. I start to speak again, when Jackson holds out his hand to stop me, his head cocked, listening.


    “There’s more,” he says into my ear, then he points to the east and west of where we’re standing. “I’d guess ten in all.”


    Ten. There are only six of us, but we’re half Ancient. And we have weapons, but maybe they do as well. My pulse speeds up, my stomach twisting into knots. This is the last thing we need right now. “What do you want to do?”


    Dad walks over with Vill, Naomi, and Myers.


    “Everyone get strapped,” Jackson whispers to each of them. “At least two guns per person, understand? But try not to use them. We don’t want to alert their village. Let’s try talking to them first.”


    “And if talking doesn’t work?” Naomi asks.


    “Then we fight,” I answer. “But we fight as half-breeds.”


    Everyone starts to move at once. Everyone except me. Dad stops just inside the hovercraft. “Ari, you need a weapon.”


    I pat my leg. “I’ve got three on me already. I think I’m covered.”


    He smiles, and then the smile drops away. “About Gretchen…I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”


    I bite my lip to keep it steady and then say, “I have to be.”


    Dad nods slowly and then goes on to grab his weapons, leaving me alone to think through all that’s happened and all that’s yet to come. I tell myself that I’ll have time to process Gretchen’s death later, that I’ll have time to grieve, but I know that time will never come. So instead, I close my eyes and allow the pain to consume me for a moment, allow myself to grieve, and then I reopen my eyes and put her death out of my mind. Gretchen is gone, and no amount of crying can bring her back.


    I wipe my eyes with the heel of my hand and blink a few times to clear my vision.


    Jackson is back beside me when I look over, his face expressionless. “Are you ready?”


    “For what?”


    “Listen.”


    And that’s what I hear what he had already heard. They’re here.


    I push away from the hovercraft, and Jackson and I start for the clearing just in front of the craft. I’m torn between wanting to be out in the open to show that we’re harmless and hiding to see them before they see us. I decide from their aura to go for open, but only for Jackson and me. I wave the others back, so we’re covered if needed, and keep my gaze fixed on the thick patch of trees ahead of us. Briefly, I wonder how the trees have survived, how this land seems so untouched by the harshness of the rest of the world, when two men and a woman step out of the clearing. They’re dressed in pieced-together clothing, all mismatched and all covered in dirt. Their faces are etched with harsh lines, and their stance tells me they’ve seen enough to know that we’re from Sydia. And they aren’t friends of anyone from Sydia.


    “Introduce yourselves,” the man in the center calls, his voice raspy and older than he looks.


    I cock my head. “You first.”


    At that, I hear the thoughts of each of them. They never planned to come here in peace. They’re prepared to fight us. To kill us. As they’ve killed so many who’ve crossed their land before us. I see the killings in their minds—some as simple as a snapped neck, others more brutal. Flashes of bloodied bodies, left for the scavengers that still live on this land. Instantly, I wish there were more light. The sun disappeared behind the mountains a half hour ago, desperate to go to sleep for the night. If they could see us, maybe they would see that we’re Ancient and would run. Instead, they view us as easily defeated, which is a shame. I don’t want to kill these people. But I will.


    The man takes a small step toward me. “I’ll ask you one more time. Introduce yourselves.”


    I mentally curse myself for not asking Vill to join us. Together, we could hold them at bay without moving an inch, but I’m not sure I can hold them all on my own, and Vill is not an RES, which means he can’t hear my thoughts, so there’s no telling him without calling out the others’ location.


    I draw a breath and open my mouth to tell Mr. I’ll Ask You One More Time what he can do with his threat, when Dad steps around me, his tone every bit that of the commander.


    “Hello, I’m Commander Alexander, and I’m afraid our hovercraft has gone down on our way back to Sydia.”


    The man peers behind us at the craft, and I do the same to see the others must be hiding. Good. With Dad out in the open like us, we’re even more vulnerable.


    “You’ve crashed in the lower Appalachians. These are our mountains.”


    Dad nods. “I can see that, but rest assured, we have no desire to stay. We are simply out of fuel, so we hoped to hike the remaining thirty miles or so on foot.”


    The man takes another step forward. “I’m sorry, but we can’t allow you to do that. Ay-he!” he screams, and my eyes dart around as five more men and women appear from the trees on our right and left. “You see, we have lived here for many years now without anyone knowing. We can’t have you leaving only to return with more men to take over our land.”


    “But we have no intention of returning here,” I say.


    “Sorry, we’re not willing to take the chance. You’ll have to come with us, and if we determine you’re safe, we’ll take you to Sydia ourselves.”


    “By what means?”


    The man laughs. “I see. You assume because we’re not raised in your city with fineries such as you that we don’t have transportation and weapons? We do. You’d be wise to stand down. Now.”


    I feel the xylem in my blood coming alive at his words, as though it needs to prove the man wrong. “Sir, it’s you who needs to step down. You don’t realize who you’re dealing with.”


    “Ay-he!” the man calls again, and I have only a second to hear a woman to my right reach down for her gun, before I’ve turned on her, freezing her midmotion. I keep my mind on her as she screams out, and then weapons are drawn all around us. Naomi, Vill, and Myers appear and fall in line with us, their weapons ready, but my eyes are on the man in the center. Their leader. “I am giving you five seconds to call their weapons down before I break her neck,” I say, cocking my head at the woman. “One…”


    The man takes a step. “You haven’t even moved. How could you—”


    “Ahhh!” the woman yells as I snap her back straight and jerk her head to the right.


    “Aven, listen to her,” another woman screams.


    “Two…”


    “Ahhh!”


    I twist her neck just a little more. “Three…” I say, and then add, “I can do the same to you when I’m done with her. Four…”


    “All right! All right! Stand down,” the man says, and I release the woman, but then I see his eyes dart to the left and hear his tongue cluck, giving another command, and then I’m in motion, pulling two guns out at once and spinning, one aimed at the leader, one at the one prepared to shoot me.


    “Well, I guess trusting you is out of the question,” I say.


    “How did you move that fast?” the man says, his voice full of awe.


    Jackson lifts his weapons. “Easy. We’re Ancient.” And then he fires, shooting both easily dead.


    Everything happens all at once. Shots ring out from us, from them. I have only a moment to register that either Mitch or Myers has been shot when a roar yells down from the sky, louder than anything I’ve ever heard before. All firing ceases for a moment as we all crane our necks up to see what created the noise, and then another thunderous roar booms out from above and my mouth drops in horror as lightning covers the sky, threading out in a zigzag pattern like electricity running through wires. Another rumbling hits, and then the lightning stretches out its fingers farther and farther, the sky cracking in on itself. The spaceship arrives out of the cracked lightning, bursting through our atmosphere.


    “Jackson…”


    “They’re here.”


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    It takes all my effort to rip my eyes away from the lightning-carved sky, and when I glance back to where the humans had been before, they’re gone. They must have run the moment the sky split.


    “Anyone hurt? Myers? Mitch?” I ask. I peer around, and then once satisfied that no one is hurt, xylem healing the bullet that pierced Mitch’s arm, I start back for the hovercraft. “We need to get to Sydia as fast as possible.”


    “What do you have in mind?”


    “I thought we could steal one of their vehicles. They’re probably in a state of chaos right now. If we can locate where they keep them, it should be easy enough to take one. Vill and I can hold off anyone on guard from a distance while the rest of you grab it.”


    “But won’t that take longer? We’re thirty miles out,” Cybil says. “We could try to find fuel for the craft at their village.”


    I glance back up at the sky. “Something tells me we’re safer on the ground than in the air.”


    …


    It takes us ten minutes to gather what we need and another ten to get to the village, even with our speed. As expected, it’s in a complete state of panic. Some people are outside their hut-like homes, staring up at the electric sky, trying to make sense of what feels so incomprehensible. Others are racing around, gathering things as though there’s anything in the world they could do. I almost want to shout at them to just relax, that at this point they’re likely all dead, so why not enjoy their last few hours in peace, but I don’t have time to comfort these people. Not now.


    My eyes scan the perimeter as my mind zeroes in on conversations, searching for any hint of where any vehicles might be housed. Finally, I see a large barn away from the rest of the huts and a pair of men making their way over. They’re talking about fuel and whether they need to search out more for their trucks.


    “Did you hear that? They have trucks,” I say to Vill, who’s beside me. “And that’s where they keep them.” I turn around and motion for Jackson to look. He peeks through the trees and then back at me before filling the others in on what we see.


    They start around the other side of the trees, staying just inside the protection of the forest edge. Once I can see them across from us, close to the barn, I nudge Vill and then the men freeze mere steps from the barn’s doors. They shout and I try to silence mine’s voice, but I can’t control them in that way. Fear slices through me as their screams bring on new attention, and then Jackson and Myers are leaping from the trees, attacking in one, two, three hits. Dad, Naomi, and Cybil disappear into the barn, and I hear the definitive sound of a truck engine coming to life. Jackson and Myers spin around, their stances wide, readying for an attack.


    Five more men and women start over, calling out to them and each other, but I can’t stop all of them at once. Vill focuses on one, me another, and then the truck bursts through the barn’s doors, sending wood pieces in all directions. Jackson and Myers latch onto the back of the truck as it starts to speed off.


    “Let’s go!” I yell at Vill.


    “You’re not going anywhere,” a voice says from behind us, and then I hear the sound of a gun cocking.


    I draw a breath, evaluating what’s around me, if I feel any other bodies, and then coming up clear, I flip around and jab, hoping I make contact. My hand connects with a firm chest, tossing the man back, and then Vill is over him. He points his gun at the man’s head, and tears course down the old man’s face. He’s afraid, but he’s too proud to beg. I grab Vill’s arm and pull away the gun and then focus back on the man. “We’re leaving here. We don’t mean you any harm, but we have to go. We have to go find our friends. Okay?”


    The man nods quickly.


    “Ari, we can’t just leave him,” Vill says.


    “We can.” And then I start away. “There’s going to be enough blood in this fight. I don’t want to kill one more person than I have to.”


    Vill considers me, and then sighs. “Fine. Let’s get to the road.”


    When we arrive at our designated spot at the road, the others are already there. Jackson races from the truck as soon as he sees me and wraps me in his arms. “Are you all right? What took so long?”


    “We ran into some trouble, but we handled it. We’re good to go.” The sky rumbles above us again, and I peer up to see the Ancients’ craft has disappeared. “Wait, where did it go?” I walk out into the open for a better look, but it’s nowhere in sight. “Jackson, where did it go?”


    He follows my gaze to the sky and then reaches for my hand. “Come on. We need to get to Sydia. Now.”


    Mitch pulls up a map of the area, and Dad races along every broken back road and dirt path to get home as quickly as possible. Zeus’s warning told us to expect a fight in Virginia, which is just outside of Sydia, but it didn’t say when.


    I tap my foot against the bed of the truck, a bundle of nerves that won’t seem to settle. What if this is it? What if everything I know and everyone I love is about to disappear? My hands shake, and Jackson tightens his grip on mine. He opens his mouth to say something, but it closes at the sight before us. We’re just outside the city, on a hilltop, so close I can almost smell Mom’s perfume, and right above it is the Ancient craft.


    There barely enough time to scream before a beam shoots down from the center of the ship. It fires again and again, one blast after the other, followed by a loud BOOM! that shakes the ground, throwing the truck off the road. Dad tries to steady the car on the uneven terrain, but it’s no use. We’re going to crash. Dad whips the truck around to try to bypass a fallen tree, and then we’re flipping and rolling. Jackson, Vill, and I are all tossed from the truck. I have a moment to tell myself to protect my head before slamming into the earth.


    I cough and sputter as I roll onto my back, desperate for a breath, but then the ground shakes again and I’m petrified that I’m about to sink into the dirt, gone before I’ve even made it into the city.


    I scramble to my feet. “Jackson!”


    “Here,” he calls, his voice labored. I climb over a large broken branch and then my eyes round out as I see that he’s trapped under a fallen tree, his torso wedged below the trunk. Vill is beside me, and I wonder if Dad and the others are okay, but I can only handle one worried thought at a time, so I take off for Jackson.


    He’s pale when I reach him, the pain written all over his face, though he refuses to scream or yell. My chest tightens.


    “You’re okay. It’s okay. We’re here,” I say, holding his gaze to make sure he stays with me. Vill and I lift the tree off him, but he’s badly injured, his right leg broken, and likely a few ribs. I press my hands over his ribs, concentrating on correcting each broken bone, desperate to put him back together again, and suddenly, the pain is too much for him and he screams out, the sound so raw it tears me in two.


    “It’s okay,” I say again, my voice thick from the effort to not cry. “It’s okay.”


    Jackson grinds his teeth together, his eyes clenched tight as we continue to work, unsure of whether we should go faster to get it over with or slow down to give him a break. All I know is that I can’t continue on without him. I can’t…just…he has to be okay.


    Vill shifts his attention to Jackson’s leg, speeding up the work of Jackson’s xylem. I run a hand over his face, repeating soothing words, tears streaming down my face now with each cry of pain.


    After what feels like forever, the color returns to Jackson’s face, and I release my pent-up breath. “Can you stand?” I ask.


    “I think so,” Jackson says, always the fighter.


    Vill and I help him stand, and he winces at the pain. The breaks are corrected, but the injury is still very much there. All I can hope is that his xylem continues to heal him before we get into the city.


    With Jackson now mending, I peer around for the truck and find Dad trying to muscle his way out of the driver’s side door. But where are the others? “Can you sit or stand alone while Vill and I go help them?” Jackson nods and leans back against a tree, his breathing still unsteady. I hesitate, not wanting to leave him alone. “We’ll be right back.”


    “I’m fine. Go.”


    The truck is lying on its side, the driver’s side door facing the sky, so when we open it, the door immediately tries to slam shut. Vill climbs onto the truck and holds the door while I try to pull Dad free, only to have him scream out in pain after my third attempt at lifting him. “What is it?” I ask. “Are you hurt?”


    “It’s my shoulder,” he says, holding it close. “I think it’s dislocated.”


    “Okay, let’s just try to work around it, and we can fix it once you’re out.” I reach around to pull him out again, but he drops back into the truck, wincing in pain. I peer back around at Jackson, wishing he were well. He could lift Dad without a problem, but Vill and I are both much smaller, and one of us has to hold open the door.


    Finally, I realize there’s no way of getting him out without fixing the shoulder first—xylem isn’t going to magically put his shoulder back into place. So I climb into the truck, ignoring Vill’s arguments for me to stay outside, that it isn’t safe. I secure myself as far away from Dad as I can manage, and then grip his shoulder and before he can argue, give a swift jerk, Dad grinding his teeth, his eyes watery, and then the joint is back in place.


    “I’m sorry,” I say, trying to hide the emotion in my voice at the sight of him in such pain. First Jackson, then Dad. It’s too much, too soon after losing Gretchen.


    He draws a deep breath, allowing the wound to heal. “No. That was brave. Thank you.”


    “I learned from the best.”


    Dad gives me a small hug before scooting back so I can lift myself out of the truck, when another explosion sends the ground rocking and the truck begins to flip again. I leap out of the truck and reach for Dad’s hand, pulling him with me, before the truck rolls again, caging the others inside.


    I lower myself to the ground and peer in, scared of what I’m going to find. “Cybil, can you hear me? Naomi? Myers? Mitch?”


    A grumble comes as way of an answer, but only one. My heart sinks. “Cybil?”


    “I already answered you once. Now, can you please get me out of here?” I laugh a little and feel my heart swell at the sound of her voice, strong and as agitated as ever. I don’t think I could handle losing someone else close to me so soon after Gretchen.


    “Okay, we’re going to lift the truck so you can slide out. Think you can do that?”


    “Just don’t drop it on me.”


    “Can you see the others?”


    She pauses. “Mitch is here and Myers, but Naomi, she’s…”


    Oh, no. I force myself to inhale, exhale. Breathe. Focus. “Okay,” I say then peer up at Vill and Jackson. “We’re lifting on one-two-three!” We raise the truck just enough to allow Cybil to climb out her window, then Mitch and Myers follow, both badly injured. “Maybe we should pull her out, just to check?”


    Myers looks down. “No. She’s gone. Her head…it’s no longer with her body.”


    I jerk back, bile climbing my throat at the thought, but I push it away, knowing my focus has to be on the others’ injuries.


    We spend the next ten minutes healing injuries and getting everyone packed. The Ancient craft has moved away, out of sight, and though I know that must mean it’s attacking some other city or region, I’m grateful for the break so we can hopefully get to Mom and Emmy.


    Jackson reaches for my hand and we start the descent to Sydia, my nerves wrecked, my heart racing, and then I hear the sound before I see it—a piercing zoom from the sky and then an explosion so loud that I wonder if I’ll ever be able to hear again. Ringing fills my ears, and I don’t realize that Jackson has pulled us down or that he’s over me, protecting me like always, until I open my eyes, and then I wish I’d kept them firmly shut. I push Jackson’s arms away so I can see, so I can prove that I’m not imagining what’s in front of me.


    That Sydia, once tall and strong, isn’t now a pile of debris and smoke. Gray and gone.


    My eyes burn, the ache to cry so intense I nearly fall to my knees, and then before anyone can tell me I’m crazy or try to stop me, I take off running. Mom and Emmy were in the Underground. They could still be alive, trapped there. We can’t just leave them. I can’t just leave them.


    I hear the others fall into step beside me, and I’m grateful beyond measure that I don’t have to search for Mom and Emmy alone. I can’t imagine Zeus sending ground soldiers into the site, but he could and then I would be quickly outnumbered.


    “Thank you,” I call over to Jackson.


    “I told you before, Alexander. Wherever you go, I go.”


    I nod, fighting the urge to break down. My mind feels too fragile to allow myself to think, to feel what’s happening. Because if I take that moment, if I let it digest, I may never get back up again. And I have to continue—I have to find Mom and Emmy.


    It takes us a surprisingly short amount of time to reach the back entrance to the Underground, but the ground is all crumbled in, the first two levels exposed. I’m not sure how anyone could survive unless they were on a much lower level, and even then, how can we get to them without getting ourselves trapped?


    I put my fear aside and start for the largest opening, hoping I can just drop down, when I see a familiar face burst through the stairway door, carrying someone else. Someone…


    My eyes strain to see who and then my mind snaps into painful focus. No. No!


    “Mom? Mom!”


    I take off toward the opening, toward Law, the traitor, who is carrying my mother’s limp body. I will kill him. I will slit his throat and walk away without a hint of guilt if he hurt her.


    “What did you do?” I scream. Dad jumps into the opening and rushes for Mom, taking her in his arms. I can’t bring myself to drop down, too, because I already know. I can tell by Dad’s shoulders, how they’ve caved in over Mom, as though every muscle in him wants to pull her closer. I drop to my knees, unable to stand any longer, the world around me growing fuzzy and then silent. All I see is Mom’s body, all I hear are Dad’s cries of agony.


    I think back to my first memory of my mom, of her braiding my hair into two long braids. I was three, maybe four, and her touch was like silk, soft and smooth and never pulling. She smiled at me in the mirror and tugged each of the braids. “You’re going to be amazing, little girl. You know that?”


    “How do you know?” I asked.


    She leaned down to kiss my cheek and said, “Because your spirit is too strong to be anything else.”


    Strong.


    Strong.


    Strong.


    My eyes flash back to Law, anger fueled by pain. “You are dead,” I say, but Jackson gets to him first, pinning him to a wall.


    “I won’t let her kill you. I won’t let her have that regret, but trust me when I say that I have nothing in me for you, brother.” Jackson presses his gun to Lawrence’s temple.


    “Wait!” a voice calls from the stairwell, and we all turn to see Emmy hobbling toward us.


    “He saved her. All of us. He saved us.”


    “Emmy?” I can barely say the word.


    “I’m here.” She wraps her arms around my shoulders, and the tiny bit of control I’d held shatters. I slump into her, sobbing as memory after memory of Mom rises to the surface. Her kind voice. Her unwavering love. A fresh sob breaks free, and while a small voice is screaming for me to be the strong girl she knew me to be, I can’t make myself stop. Not yet.


    After several minutes like this, I feel Jackson lift me up and wipe away my tears, cradling me to him. “What happened?” he asks, his eyes on Law.


    “Kelvin,” Law answers. “He’s been working with Zeus all along. He had Ancients breach the Underground. It was a slaughter. I got to her, Commander, and I tried. I promise you I tried. But it was too late. I’m sorry. Ari, I’m sorry.”


    “Shoot him,” I say to Jackson, my throat raw from crying.


    “Ari…”


    My eyes turn to fire, and I pull back to look at him. “He may not have held the gun, but he aided the hand that killed her. He has been in line with Kelvin all along.”


    “No, I’ve been spying on Kelvin at Mom’s request. I told you that. She never trusted him.”


    I study him. Could he be telling the truth? Did President Cartier put him up to this? It would explain why he missed any vital organs when shooting me. Law was never a fighter, but he knows how to shoot to kill.


    “Read his mind, child,” Emmy says, reaching for my hand. “He’s telling you truth.”


    I close my eyes, torn between my desire to avenge Mom’s death and my gut, which tells me that I’ve known Law my entire life. He wouldn’t hurt Mom. He wouldn’t hurt me.


    “Ari, you know me,” he says.


    “I don’t know anything anymore.”


    I turn to face Dad, taking in Mom’s body for the first time. Her skin is gray, shriveled. Her eyes and cheeks sunken in. She’s been Taken to death, the life literally drained out of her. I start toward them, fresh tears rushing down my face. “Daddy…”


    Dad tugs me toward him so Mom’s between us, her aura once so bright, now nothing, a void, and the loss of that light is enough to make me want to give up completely. I cry as I try to take in her smell, recording it to memory, desperate to keep it with me forever. I swallow hard and then nod once to myself. “Dad, we have to go. We have to leave her.”


    “I’m not going anywhere,” he says. “I won’t leave her.”


    “I need you, too,” I say, and his watery eyes find mine. “I need you, too.”


    For a moment, I worry that I’ve lost them both—Mom to the Taking, Dad to grief—but then he secures his hold on her. “Okay.” He lays her down, and I grit my teeth, steeling myself for the rush of pain at leaving her. I want to bury her body. I want to give her a proper funeral. But I know there isn’t time. Zeus hit Sydia. The war has officially begun.


    I turn to Law. “Tell us everything you know. One hint that you’re lying and I will shoot you myself.”


    Law’s gaze meets mine, full of purpose. “I know where they are, Ari. I can get you to Zeus.”


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    “We need to get some backup,” I say. “Mitch, do you still have your T-screen?”


    He shakes his head. “Negative. It was destroyed in the crash, but I sent a message out before the plane crashed to the other bases. Hopefully someone received it.”


    “We can’t count on hope. Not anymore. Law, how long until the attack begins?”


    He checks his watch. “One hour.”


    “All right,” I say. “Let’s get to Sydia’s base and see what and who we can scour there to help.”


    We make our way through the broken streets of Sydia. The autowalks that haven’t been destroyed are still. There is no one else in sight, no hint of life at all. I hold onto hope that people have survived and are simply hiding.


    The airport comes into view, and I’m relieved to find it undamaged and at least ten hovercrafts waiting to be used.


    “Hold on,” Jackson says, gripping my arm. “Why would this area be untouched?”


    I glance at Law and then scan the area. There’s no sign of a threat, but then the RESs wouldn’t be out in the open. They would—


    And then before I can finish my thought, the trees around us move in unison, their leaves swaying forward then ripping back. The bark of each trunk crumbles and then Ancient upon Ancient emerges from the trees, ten in all, surrounding us. They’re dressed in all black, each with a weapon I don’t recognize strapped to their waists.


    Jackson steps forward, and I can tell by the Ancients’ expressions that they aren’t comfortable fighting him. They were raised to respect and fear him, and now, he’s the enemy. I wonder if they feel as unsure about this war as we do, but they are RESs, trained to shield their emotions. “Stand down, soldiers.”


    “We can’t do that,” a male in the center says.


    “I don’t want to hurt you,” Jackson says. “You could join us. You don’t have to continue this war.”


    “Join you?” the male spits out. “We have seen what humans do to Ancients here. There is no peace, no coexistence. And there is only one dominant species.”


    “There doesn’t have to be,” I say.


    The male’s eyes dart to mine, and then I can tell that he’s done talking. Whatever Zeus has brainwashed them to believe runs too deep to talk them down now.


    The male reaches for his weapon but freezes midmotion. He looks at me, but I’m not controlling him. He starts to back away and the others try to help, when Emmy steps around me, her power too great to be ignored.


    “Healer Emmy,” he gasps. “You’re one of us.”


    “No,” Emmy replies. “I want life. Not death.”


    And then I watch in awe as the Ancient reaches for his weapon and starts toward us.


    “Emmy!” I say, but it’s Vill who answers.


    “Trust her.”


    And then the Ancient reaches out a shaking hand, his eyes wide. “What are you doing?” he asks.


    “Give her your weapon,” Emmy says.


    I reach out, and it drops into my open palm. Immediately, I pass it to Jackson, hoping he knows how to use it.


    “What is it?”


    “It destroys its target on contact.”


    “And they all have them?”


    “Now, so do we,” Vill says, grabbing the weapon from one of the frozen Ancients.


    “What now?”


    “Now,” Dad says, his tone cold, emotionless, empty, “we prepare.”


    Dad leads five of us to the base around the back of the airport and into the woods, while the rest handle the Ancients we left behind. I feel exposed here, surrounded by trees, wondering if any moment one of them—or a thousand of them—will emerge from the bark and attack. And then an idea occurs to me, and I reach out to stop Jackson.


    “What if…what if we hide in the trees like they did when we get to Virginia? They won’t suspect it. We could ambush them.”


    Jackson shakes his head. “It doesn’t work that way, Ari. I could hold myself here for a few minutes, but Mitch, Myers—you. I don’t know that you could. You could teleport somewhere else on accident, and I would have no way of finding you.”


    “How are they doing it, then?”


    “They aren’t waiting here, Ari. Zeus is sending them from wherever they are based. Plus, thanks to Kelvin, they’re trained for this exact fight. We aren’t.”


    I stare at the ground as we crunch through the forest, wondering how I’ve spent my life training only to feel now as though I’m going in blind.


    The base comes into view, visible only by the square opening in the forest bed where steps lead down into the earth. Beyond the steps, you would never know the base is there, but even they should have been hidden. Someone has been here. They could still be here.


    Dad stops. “Let me go first. I don’t know if there are Operatives in there or not, but it’s safer if it’s just me.”


    “No,” I say. “What if Ancients are down there? I can’t—no.” I can’t bring myself to say out loud that I can’t bear losing him, too.


    “I wasn’t asking you, Ari. This isn’t up for discussion. I go in alone.”


    I bite my tongue to keep from arguing. Dad has lost his other half. He deserves to handle that in any way he can—even if it means turning into his old, hard self.


    “Fine. Five minutes. If you’re not back out in five minutes, we come in.”


    I can see the argument in his eyes—we are so much alike—but then his jaw sets. “Fine.”


    Dad descends the stairs into the base, and I want to rush up and hug him. Tell him that I love him, and I’m sorry, and so many other things that I never got to tell Mom, but then he’s gone, disappearing through the composite-steel doors, and I release a breath, fighting to keep from crying.


    Jackson’s fingers thread through mine, and he grips my hand. “You okay?”


    “No,” I say without looking at him.


    He nods. “Good.”


    My head jerks toward him. “Good?” I snap.


    “Yes, good. You’ve always thrown yourself into things without worry over consequence. Without worry over whether you’ll make it back out. Losing someone you love can give you the restraint you need. It can help you pause and think instead of just acting.”


    His words are a slap to the face. “You think I’m reckless?”


    “No. I think you’re selfless. And I think it’s time you think a little more about yourself and your safety.” His eyes level on mine. “For me.”


    I glance down at my watch. I can’t think about myself right now. Not when everyone I love is dying around me. I feel desperate to hold on to each of them, desperate to protect them—to protect myself from the pain of losing them. “He isn’t out yet.”


    Myers glances over his shoulder at me. “Four minutes is long enough. Let’s go in.”


    “I’ll take lead,” I say, knowing that if someone is in there, holding Dad, I want to be the one to shoot. After all, I trust my aim better than I trust anyone else’s.


    We start down the steps in a straight line. Me, then Jackson, then Cybil and Mitch and Law, with Myers taking the tail. The door slides open as soon as I approach, another sign of trouble. I should have to enter an access code or allow the reader to check my fingerprints or irises, but no, it opens without any hesitation.


    Like it’s been waiting for me.


    I edge inside the door and onto an autowalk that goes in two directions—straight and then another one cutting through the first, creating a T-shape. There are no sounds beyond the hum of the autowalk. I hesitate before stepping onto it, listening, feeling, sensing everything around me, but there is nothing there—or there’s no one close enough to read. My eyes drift up and around, searching for cameras that I know are there, but they must be hidden within the walls.


    I feel a hand reach around my forearm, and I instinctively jerk away just as Jackson thrusts Law back. “Touch her again, and I break your arm.”


    Law holds up his hands and then cautiously points to the ceiling, to a tiny flashing red, then green dot in the far right corner. The camera.


    I nod to him. “Do you know which way to go?”


    “The command center is down another floor. The elevator is that way.” He points to the left.


    “Would Dad have gone there?” I ask.


    “You tell me.”


    I glance away, thinking of what Dad would have done. Of what I would have done. “Is there another way to get there? Stairs?”


    Law pauses in thought. “Emergency exit. Straight ahead.”


    “That’s where he would have gone. Think they’re watching us?”


    Law focuses on the tiny light. “The question isn’t if. It’s who.”


    I nod slowly and start forward, wanting to run, to find Dad quickly, but that will only raise the chances of alerting someone. I press the panel to open the emergency exit door and immediately a wave of emotions hits me—anger, nervousness, excitement. Jackson and I leap into the stairwell at the same time to find three Ops waiting for us, their guns poised to shoot. I fire first, hitting one, two, while Jackson takes out the third. A siren sounds through the base, making it impossible to hear anything else. They must have been wearing sensors that triggered the alarms—no doubt a product of Kelvin’s thinking.


    “We don’t have long. Law, we need you to lead.”


    Jackson shakes his head. “What if—”


    “We can’t worry about that now. We have to trust him. We have to find Dad.”


    Law starts down a set of stairs and my memory flashes to the masquerade ball at his house, he, Jackson, and I sneaking down the secret stairwell to listen in on the Trinities’ meeting. It feels like so long ago now, and then I realize, with horror, that he doesn’t know about Gretchen.


    “What?” he asks.


    I hesitate and then see Jackson’s head shake just a touch. It isn’t the time to tell him. “Nothing.” When we’re out of here, safe, I’ll find a way to tell him. If we make it out of here…


    I race down behind him, the others on my heels, and Law bursts through another door, but there is no one waiting for us there. He winds us through hall after hall, and I question my decision to let him lead. Maybe he’s steering us the wrong way. Maybe he’s leading us into trouble, but Emmy said we could trust him, and I trust her.


    Finally, Law stops outside a wall with a large portrait of his mother hanging in the center like a gatekeeper. I stare at her face and wonder where she is now. “Law, where’s your mom?”


    “She’s in Europe. She’s been there since her sickness first came on.”


    “So, you don’t know…”


    His eyes land on me. “I don’t know anything anymore.”


    Law glances back at the photo, and I can see the pain in his face. He presses his palm into the panel beside the portrait, and we wait for authentication. A second passes, and the door starts open, and then we’re surrounded, Ops racing out from the open doorway, from other doorways behind us and beside us, too many to count. I draw a breath, prepared to freeze as many as I can, hoping Emmy and Vill will do the same, when Kelvin steps out from the hidden doorway, followed by an Op holding a gun to Dad’s head.


    My stomach drops to my feet, my breath catches in my throat. “Dad…”


    His eyes land on me. “You shoot without thinking. You understand me. Shoot.”


    “Dad—”


    “Shoot!”


    And then everything happens at once. Emmy freezes the room, everyone there unable to move, their pulses loud, muffling my thoughts. There are too many feelings. Too much fear. Too much hate. I grit my teeth and spin around, aiming, and that’s when I realize the Op beside Dad isn’t human, isn’t an Op—he’s Ancient.


    My eyes snap to Kelvin. “Law was right. You’re working with Zeus.”


    “It is time for change here on Earth.”


    “You’re such an idiot. Do you really think he’s going to let you live after the dust settles? Do you think he’ll allow any human to live?”


    “Who says I’m human?”


    I release a breath as I take in his appearance, his skin, his eyes. “Of course. You had someone heal you.” He must have done it after we left, knowing we’d recognize the change if he’d done it while we were in the Underground.


    “Ari!”


    And then before I can process the sound of the bullet zooming toward me, I fire, shooting the Op holding Dad, and then we’re all in motion, me dodging the bullet before it would have hit my stomach. Firing, praying I hit an enemy instead of a friend. I realize if they aren’t frozen then something has happened to Emmy and maybe Vill, too. But there is too much happening at once for me to stop and check. Dad joins the fight, and I toss him a weapon, grateful to have him back beside me. I tear away from the others, my eyes searching for the one person that can get us to Zeus, but Kelvin’s disappeared. I rush through the hidden doorway behind the portrait, the sounds of gunfire echoing behind me.


    I try to sense for Kelvin, but there’s no hint of him, no sounds beyond the fight behind me. I turn down another corridor, then another, going deeper into the maze of the base. I stop at what appears to be a dead end and then hear the electrical charge of a laser gun behind me. I spin around just as it fires and barely jump out of the way. I remember the strange weapons we took from the Ancients out front, but I have no idea how to use it. What if I destroy the base, causing it to crumble down on us, trapping us down here?


    I stand up, my own gun raised, and square off against Kelvin. “What? Too cowardly to face me without a laser?”


    He grins. “I don’t need to face you. I just need to kill you.”


    I shoot before he can respond, and he dips away, rushing back into the open hallway and through a door, but I can’t tell which one he went through. I edge to the first and hit the open panel, my gun out, ready, but it’s empty. I go to the next and the next, wondering if he ran farther into the base instead of into one of these doorways, when I open the next to last one and immediately receive a punch to the face. I stumble back, blood trickling down my face.


    “Ari!” I hear Jackson call, but his voice is far away.


    “Here!” I scream back. “Here!”


    Kelvin charges me, but I’m fast to duck out of his attack. My dad trained me well, and I laugh. “Really? You think a Chemist is going to win in combat against an Op?”


    I focus on his muscles, focusing on freezing each of them, but he continues to move. “Zeus warned me about your little trick. But I have tricks of my own.” He moves quickly, thrusting me against the wall. I leap back up and start for him, just as he thrusts again, tossing his weapon to the floor. “Your arrogance is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. You assume that you cannot die. Well, watch me kill you.”


    He charges again, and I block hit after hit after hit, on the defensive, unable to regain control. He’s been trained well. Too well. And I wonder how long he’s been in with Zeus. Maybe since the beginning. But he underestimates me. I flip forward, connecting with his stomach, throwing him across from me.


    “Ari!” Jackson calls again, but I’m too out of breath to respond. He’s close. He could help.


    Kelvin is back in motion quickly, pinning me to the wall. I kick against him, fumbling for the knife strapped against my right leg. If I can just reach it. Stars pierce my vision and my head becomes light. I draw all the strength I have, readying myself that this might be it, when I hear a shot and see Kelvin’s eyes round out, and then he’s slumping to the floor. I draw a quick breath, then another, my hands on my knees as I take in Jackson, my heart swelling. He races for me and pulls me against him. “What were you thinking, facing him alone?”


    “I had it,” I say with a smile.


    He presses his lips to my temple, then my lips. “Never do that again. Understand?”


    I nod. “Promise.” Then I glance down at Kelvin’s dead body, and a new horror hits in my mind. “He was our only way to Zeus.”


    Jackson curses. “Well, I guess now would be a bad time to tell you that the war is about to begin.”


    I glance down at my watch just as the second hand reaches the twelve. “Not about. It just began.”


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    I take a step forward, and suddenly everything goes fuzzy. My hearing becomes muffled, my vision blurs. I try to move again, but my legs are heavy, the effort great. My eyes blink, and then I’m no longer in the base, but back in the blueroom on Loge, waiting for Lydian to torture me. But this time, it isn’t Lydian behind the glass—it’s Zeus. He points to the right, and I peer over to see roots sprouting up from the tiled floor, crawling toward me like fingers. There’s a flash, and then the right-hand wall is gone, replaced by a forest and in its center, the Unity tree.


    I feel a jerk in my stomach, something pulling me to the tree, but then I hear my name floating in from far away. I’m torn between the call of the Unity tree, what it has to show me, and the voice calling my name.


    “Ari, talk to me. Ari!”


    Jackson.


    I blink, and I’m on the ground outside the base, Jackson and the others all around me, the sky above so dark it looks as though it’s been painted black.


    “Ari?” Jackson leans over me. “Are you hurt? Did something happen with Kelvin? We couldn’t find a wound. You passed out.”


    I swallow and peer around, trying to bring myself back to center. To reality.


    “What happened?” Dad asks, and I can hear the fear in his voice. He can’t handle losing me. I hear it in his tone, feel it in the thoughts he refuses to say.


    I draw a shaky breath. “I think you’re right. I think Zeus is toying with my mind. He just…I don’t know. I was walking, and then suddenly I was back on Loge, staring at him, and then it was like he wanted to tell me how to find him. Like he wants us to find him.”


    “What did he say?” Jackson asks.


    My gaze falls on his. “He didn’t say anything. He showed me. He wants me to enter the Unity tree.”


    Everyone starts talking at once—some asking about the tree, others trying to form a plan, but it’s Jackson who finally cuts through the chaos.


    “You’re going to do it, aren’t you?”


    I focus on his face, on his strong jaw, his full lips, before returning to the eyes that seem to penetrate my soul. “I have to. This will never end until he’s gone. You know that.”


    His lips crush mine, everything around us disappearing for a moment as we breathe in each other, overwhelmed by the last free moment we have.


    “Then I’m going with you.”


    …


    I wait until the light-headedness subsides to stand, though I know my nerves won’t settle until I see Zeus’s body on the ground. The realization that the others were right, that Zeus is sending me messages in my mind, is enough to make me wish I could get to him right now and end this thing. I don’t want him in my head another second.


    I glance around, seeing we’ve obtained three new members—whether by force or not, I’m not sure.


    “Who are they?”


    “Recruits,” Myers says, nodding toward the Ops.


    “And what about the other Ops inside?”


    “Dead,” he replies.


    My gaze cuts to Dad, worried the word will hurt after losing Mom, but he only focuses on the ground, refusing to meet my gaze. My heart aches for him, for myself, and I have to swallow hard to keep the sorrow from rising up and taking me under.


    “All right then. Virginia?” Myers asks.


    “No, we have to go to the Unity tree,” I say, peering through the forest, wondering how far it is from here.


    “Ari.” I turn to see Jackson staring at me, his expression thoughtful. “I don’t think the tree is going to be there. I think Zeus will show us how to find it from Virginia. He wants us to go there.”


    “How do you know?”


    Jackson straightens, a new determination in his face. “Because he trained me, and despite my efforts to not be a Castello, I am one. I know him. He wants us to go there. That’s where we’ll find him.”


    Dad looks at me. “We’ll take a hovercraft.” He pauses, then turns to the group, the commander before us. “Be brave. Be strong. And remember, you’re fighting for our survival.”


    Silence falls over the group as we settle into the hovercraft, and for the first time, I allow what we’re about to face to wash over me. The craft starts up and we fasten in, everyone tense, and then we’re in the air, en route to Virginia.


    En route to the war.


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    The first thing I notice as we land is the sound. The quiet in the trees, the stillness of the air. Everything is far too quiet. I think for a moment that maybe the fighting has already ended. Maybe they’ve already won. Or maybe by some intergalactic miracle, we won.


    Dad lands us in an open area hidden by the forest just outside what would have been Virginia’s state line, but even from here, we should have heard gunfire as soon as we landed. We should have heard fighting. But there’s nothing.


    I eye Jackson as we step out onto the damp grass and leaves. When did it rain? And then I glance down to see that it isn’t water that’s dampened the forest bed.


    It’s blood.


    My insides recoil at the thought of what must have happened to spill this much blood. Jackson reaches out to stop me from continuing. “It’s a trail,” he says, pointing to the red stream through the forest. “The blood. It’s a trail.”


    Sure enough, the blood leads from where we stand into the forest, then forks off to the left. Someone placed it here, like he knew exactly what we would do and when we would arrive. I know that this isn’t the work of just any someone.


    “Zeus.”


    Cybil and the others step around the blood. “But why use blood? And why lead us anywhere at all? Why not keep us in the dark?”


    I study the bloody path. “Because it isn’t a win to Zeus if he simply kills us. He enjoys entertainment too much to just allow us to die. He wants to watch us walk the path he’s created, which means he’s somewhere close.”


    Jackson scans the open area and then out into the woods. “Where is everyone, though? Our people? The other Ops? Surely, they knew to come here.”


    “Kelvin could have redirected them,” Dad says, “which would mean—”


    “It’s only us.” And then I notice movement in the trees, and I know that we’ve been baited. Kelvin at Zeus’s hand. All I can hope is that someone will answer our distress call. That maybe they’re late—instead of dead.


    Law steps up beside me. “The forest is filled with Ancients, isn’t it?”


    I swallow and stare forward, watching as they detach from the trees, too many to count. Too many to fight.


    “Dad, does the hovercraft have missile capability?”


    “Yes, but—”


    I turned to look at him. “Do you know how to operate it?”


    “Yes, but I’m not—”


    “Dad, please.”


    His mouth sets into a thin line, and I know he’s struggling with what he wants to do versus what he needs to do. He doesn’t want to leave me out here without him.


    “We can hold them off, then at your mark, back away, and you can fire. That’s the only way we’ll beat them.”


    “They’ll just send more,” Jackson says. “Their numbers are too great. We have to—”


    “No.” I pull him toward me, forcing him to look at me and nothing else. “We won’t give up. Not now. Not ever. We won’t run.”


    Jackson takes a step toward me, his eyes never leaving mine, and then, ignoring everything around us, he presses his lips to mine, the kiss urgent, saying everything we don’t have the time to say. Saying what we don’t have the nerve to breathe aloud.


    “I love you,” he whispers.


    “I love you.”


    Dad pulls me into a hug after I separate from Jackson and brushes my hair from my face. “Promise me you’ll be smart. If it gets too intense, run away. Hide. There’s no honor in dying here today.”


    “Don’t worry, Dad. I had a good teacher.”


    His eyes fill with tears, and he blinks them away. “Okay. Ten minutes, then. At the two, you back away. Understand?”


    I program my watch and nod. “At the two.”


    Dad leaves, and instantly, I feel colder, as though I’m losing Mom all over again. I want to yell for him to come back, for us to stay together, but I can’t. This was never about survival for the people I love. It’s about survival of the masses, and that can’t happen if we run.


    A part of me wants to surrender to my fear, to the shiver trying to crawl up my back, but if I give in to it, even for a second, how will I ever get through this day? How will I continue to fight?


    I won’t.


    I focus on the forest, on the Ancients that have yet to breach the clearing. They’re waiting for us to make the first move. Fine. Have it your way. Before anyone can stop me, I pull the new weapon we stole from the Ancients at the airport and start forward, firing before logic can give me pause.


    “Ari!” I hear calls from behind me, but I’m no longer listening.


    The first blast hits the Ancient directly in front of me, and he disappears into ash, cremated on the spot. A smile stretches across my face as his ashes fly away in the wind. Yes! And then I’m hitting another and another, before they grow smart to my tactic and disappear back into the trees, then emerge again in another spot, a sort of hide-and-seek.


    Finally the weapon dies out, its power source used up, and I toss it to the ground. I pull another weapon from my boot, not realizing how close I’ve gotten to the forest edge, when one leaps out from an oak closest to me, grabbing me before I can respond, his thick hands encircling my neck, preventing me from breathing. I fight against him, just as he freezes, and I stumble back, gasping for breath. My gaze darts around to see Emmy to our right, her eyes trained on my attacker. And then the hands he used to choke me are around his own neck, his eyes wide, and then his body falls to the ground. Dead by his own hand, thanks to Emmy’s control.


    I nod a thank-you to her, and then Jackson is beside me, securing me to him. “Don’t you dare do that again. We go together. You can’t sacrifice yourself, understand? I need you too much.” His voice is thick with emotion, and I start to apologize when the Ancients reemerge from the trees, a thick blanket of trained killers in front of us. I suck in a breath. There are ten of them to our one. My phone buzzes, alerting me that it’s been ten minutes, but the hovercraft is nowhere in sight. Worry courses through me. We were so stupid to send Dad alone, and now he’s…I can’t even think it.


    The same call we heard before screams out into the night air, and I ready myself for what’s about to happen. I notice others stepping out into the clearing from behind us. My breath hitches as I take them in. More Ancients, but they aren’t dressed in all black like the Ancients in front of us. Myers smiles wide at the sight of them and calls over to me, “Our backup.”


    I smile at the numbers, nowhere near that of the Ancients, but better than the eight of us alone. They start in, weapons already drawn, and I focus on the group in front of us, sure there are others right behind them. But that’s okay. We’ll take them one group at a time if we have to. I say a silent prayer that Dad’s still out there, just delayed, and then the Ancients are leaping from the trees, one after the other, and a switch flips inside of me and I’m no longer Ari Alexander, daughter, friend, lover. I’m Ari, the fighter, and I’m ready to kill.


    “Stand together,” I call, and then all thought is replaced by the sound of gunfire.


    I start forward, shooting at one Ancient then the next, firing again and again until my weapon is empty, then I pull back to reload just as an Ancient hits me from behind. I fall forward, flipping over and kicking even before I’ve figured out who hit me. I sense the body, the person’s mind—there’s something familiar about the Ancient. This is someone I know. I focus my eyes and gasp to see Kenzie in front of me, her expression lethal.


    “I’ve been waiting a long time to do this.” And then she punches me in the face, the shock of seeing her throwing me off my game.


    I flip backward, once then twice, needing distance, but she’s following me like a predator to prey. I can’t be on the defensive; I have to stay ahead of her. I try to freeze her moves with my mind, but she doesn’t waver.


    “Oh, now, half-breed, that trick won’t work on me. Or any other Op that’s been taught against it. You’re not the only one with healers as allies.” I try to process this new piece of information, and then she says, “Zeus will never let you live. And he’ll never let Jackson go. He’s one of us. He will never be one of you.”


    I grit my teeth and ready my body, focusing my energy on my wounds, helping xylem to heal me faster. “Well, you’ll never know, will you?”


    She cocks her head in question. “And why is that?”


    “Because I’m going to kill you.” And then I sprint forward, diving into her so fast all she can do is fall. I throw punch after punch, but Kenzie’s well trained, and she pushes back, elbowing me in the face. We scramble up at the same time, guns drawn, squaring off. She fires, but she’s too quick to the draw, forgetting that while I can’t freeze her, I can freeze that bullet. I focus on the flying bullet, slowing it down, but it isn’t enough. I have only enough time to fire before I have to duck to keep the bullet from hitting me square in the chest.


    With a quick roll, I pop up, spinning around, and then my chest lifts as I see her body on the ground. I start for her, prepared to shoot again to be sure that she’s dead, when I reach her, and suddenly her face looks so young, her body so small. Kenzie, like me, is only eighteen. How have we been thrown into this war so young? How have we been taught to hate for so long?


    Blood and xylem bubble out through her mouth. I pull out my gun to fire again when her eyes meet mine, slow tears leaking out from the corners. “I’ve always loved him, you know? I only ever wanted him to love me back. Tell him that, okay? Tell him that I love him.” And then her eyes turn glassy and her head droops, and I know that she’s gone.


    I wish I could take a moment to think about what just happened, what I just did, the life I took, but another Ancient is on me too quickly and I turn, raising my gun, leaving Kenzie dead after only eighteen short years. I wonder if my body will be lying somewhere soon, when I hear the sound of the hovercraft above us.


    “No!” I shout, knowing Dad can’t hear. We’re all mixed into the forest, the fighting everywhere. If he shoots now, he’ll destroy them and us. I rush out to the clearing and wave my arms frantically, when I notice the craft pulling in closer, and then it fires—bang, bang, bang, bang, bang—a series of shots into the clearing. Another round goes off, and I wave again for Dad to stop, but then the hovercraft zeroes in on me and my eyes widen as I realize Dad isn’t the pilot. Where he is? Fear jolts through me, and then I’m darting for the forest edge as the hovercraft fires again, shooting randomly.


    I spot Myers several yards away and rush for him. “Myers! Do you have the Ancients’ weapon?”


    He shoots two Ancients rushing him and then starts for me. “Yeah, why?”


    “Give it to me.”


    He passes it over, and I dart back into the clearing. I take a shot at the craft but miss. Come on! Shooting again and again, I fire until the weapon is dead, then finally the craft bursts into flames. I fall to the ground, exhaustion taking over, and then I realize, too late, that the hovercraft has to crash somewhere.


    “Run!” I shout, waving my hands frantically. “Run!”


    The craft soars toward the clearing. Fire from its gas sends a blaze rippling through the crowd, and I watch in horror as Ancients and half-breeds alike erupt into flames so quickly their skin melts off even before they’ve had a chance to scream.


    I start for the flames when someone pulls me back. “Ari, stop!” Law calls over my ear. And then my gaze lands on the figure just inside the flames, on her full profile. On her hands, reaching out, even as the fire chars away her life. I see her skin melt away, leaving only skeletal remains standing there surrounded by flames and then dropping away to the ground. And then all I can hear is the wind around us, the movement of the leaves, the feel of her gone, her spirit now released, and I can’t take it. Everything becomes distant, the memories pushed to the surface. Her hand in mine. Her smile. Her pushing her ability into me, giving me a piece of herself, a trust so intense I didn’t recognize it until that moment. No, please no…


    “Emmy!” I break free from Law, pushing him roughly back, but then Jackson is in front of me, shaking his head.


    “We can’t save her now,” he says, and I can hear the pain in his voice.


    “But…she’s…we…” A sob erupts from my lips, and he lifts me up and walks us back into the forest’s edge, giving us a moment of safety. A moment to mourn her. He cradles my face. “Ari, I need you to put it away. Forget what you saw and put it away. We don’t have time to break down right now. Zeus is still out there, and I think he put that path in place for us. Me and you.”


    “She can’t be gone. It’s too soon after Mom and Gretchen. I…can’t…do this anymore,” I say, tears rushing down my face.


    He forces me to look at him, and I see tears in his eyes. First Mami, now Emmy. His entire family is gone. Only Vill remains, and who knows if he’s okay. Jackson blinks hard. “If I can, you can. You’re stronger than this, and she would want you to push on.”


    I suck in a shallow breath, trying to calm my heart and mind. “Emmy…” She was like a grandmother to me and now she’s gone.


    “I know. But we have to go.” Jackson releases my face. “It’s time, Ari. We have to go. We have to get to Zeus.”


    I draw a breath, my mind racing. Where is Dad? Where is Vill? Does he know yet that Emmy’s gone? But then I see the fighting in front of me, and I know there isn’t time to find them. We have to get to Zeus. My only hope is that once Zeus is gone, the Ancients will listen to Jackson, their rightful leader, and the war will be over.


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    We creep through the woods, following the bloody path as it winds through the trees. The wind changes as we go farther and farther, the trees becoming still. I reach out for Jackson’s hand, and he laces his fingers with mine. I know we’re walking into a trap, that this is Zeus’s plan to bring us to him. But what choice do we have? Our only hope is that we can overpower him once face-to-face. Finally, the blood stops in an open clearing, trees surrounding us, and I start to raise my gun, as Jackson stops me.


    “Look,” he says, his voice barely a whisper.


    I follow his outstretched hand and my mouth falls open. There in front of us, a swirl of blood on its trunk, is the Unity tree.


    Jackson starts forward, and I grip his arm tight to stop him. “We can’t go in there,” I say, my voice almost frantic. I can’t lose him, too. “It’s a trap. He’ll surround us. There has to be another way. Please, I…you…just…”


    He turns to me, his expression resolute. “We don’t have a choice. This is Zeus telling us how to end this. He wants us. Don’t you see? It’s always been about this. This moment.”


    I shake my head, words refusing to form. I think to my dreams from before, to Zeus calling me a queen, to Emmy telling me I’d been part of Zeus’s plan all along.


    “But how will we get back?” I ask.


    Jackson pulls me to him, kissing me easily, and I have my answer without him having to say a word. We may not make it back.


    I close my eyes, overwhelmed by everything that’s happened and everything that’s to come. I’ve spent my life fighting for others, protecting those that couldn’t protect themselves, telling myself that I would at any point sacrifice myself for another, but now that it’s here in front of me, now that death is staring at me with one bloody eye, I’m afraid. I’m so, so afraid. Am I ready to die?


    No.


    “I won’t give myself over to him. We have to fight.”


    Jackson stares down at me, his expression fierce. “And we will. But when the time comes to kill him, I do it. His life ends with me.”


    I nod once, and then we start for the Unity tree, our hands linked tightly between us. I stare at the tree’s opening, at the dark, black slant in the center that frightened me when Jackson first showed it to me. It feels like ages ago now.


    The tree stands even taller than I remember, clearing the rest of the trees in the forest by as much as double or triple the height of the tallest one around us. I feel a rush of memories move through me. Of Jackson and me kissing below it. Of Emmy and Mami explaining that their mother created it. Of Mami lying dead and Zeus’s screams for her to wake.


    A shudder ripples down my back, and I take a step closer before I lose my nerve. A series of whispers hits my ears—words too quiet for me to make out, their sounds intoxicating, as though they’re calling to me and me alone, beckoning me closer. I swallow hard, and Jackson releases my hand, then cocks his gun. “Ready?”


    “Ready.”


    And then we slip through the slanted center into the darkness, and an icy breeze blows past us. My skin tingles, and I blink to help my eyes focus, but they never find their way. I take another step, then another, and then suddenly the ground disappears below my feet, and I scream out as air rushes past me, my stomach plummeting as I free-fall into nothingness.


    The fall continues forever, and I wonder if I’ve gotten trapped in some black hole between Earth and Loge, when I slam into a hard surface, my head throbbing from the impact.


    I jump up, despite my aching limbs, prepared for anything, to find I’m inside a tiny room—alone. Panic claws at my insides as I open my mind to whatever craziness Zeus has planned for Jackson and me.


    I start forward, toward a door in front of me, and turn the knob, only to step into a narrow hallway that looks remarkably like the hallway in the Chemist labs where the Ancients were tortured to test the neurotoxin. The door slams shut behind me. Every sense inside me awakens. “Jackson!” I shout, knowing he won’t answer. Knowing he isn’t even in the same place I am, and then I realize with horror that maybe we are in the same place, yet not, suspended in some altered version of Zeus-land, some mental trick like the blueroom.


    I draw a breath to try to calm my nerves and close my eyes, trying to sense things around me. I hear the heartbeat of someone close by, but I can’t make out anything else about the person. I edge closer and then stop. Where is my gun? I spin around. I must have dropped it during the fall. I reach around to pull another from the harness fixed to my back, but the harness is gone. A chill moves through me, and I force myself to stop, to think, to remember everything that Lydian told me. Control my mind. Remember that what I’m seeing isn’t real. But then I remember Zeus’s words the last time I was in the blueroom, how he hinted that if we felt we were dying, if our minds surrendered, then we would die. Instinctively, I reach down for the knife I keep tucked into my boot but pull back even before my hand reaches my thigh, knowing it won’t be there. Not here. Not wherever I am, either in body or mind. Something tells me my weapons wouldn’t help here anyway.


    My pulse picks up as I start back down the hall, and then a series of doors appears on my right and left, no sounds from inside them, no lights shining out from under the doorway to clue me in to what’s inside.


    I edge forward, knowing this is part of Zeus’s game, torn between screaming out that I refuse to play along and going through the motions so I can get to him faster. So I can find Jackson and see him with my eyes and feel him with my hands. My heart hurts without him beside me, my mind unsteady. Deciding that quicker is better, I push through the first door on my right, and the smell of honeysuckles fills my nose. A bright sun shines down on me, warming my skin, while the gentle hum of someone singing hits my ears. It takes me half a second to realize I’m outside my old house in Prospect, staring at the forest behind our house, which means the person singing is—


    I spin around and start running up the steps before I can stop myself, jerking open the porch door, and then I’m staring at my mom, her dark hair sprinkled with flour. She smiles. “I made cookies.”


    Tears pool in my eyes, rushing down my face. She’s so beautiful. Why didn’t I ever tell her that she was beautiful? “Mom?”


    I take a step forward, eager to wrap my arms around her, to smell her floral scent, to hold her tight in hopes I can somehow bring her back to me—to Dad. The scene changes, and instead of walking through my common room, I’m in a hallway in the Underground, watching as Ancients rush in, Taking everyone in sight. And then I see her, just inside a lab, her head down, her concentration on some experiment that only she could have developed. An Ancient opens the door, starts in. He’s feet away from her, but she’s too lost in her experiment. She didn’t even see him coming. The Ancient tosses her against a wall, and then before she can try to defend herself, I see the glow of the Taking as the Ancient makes the connection, and then within moments, Mom’s face is lifeless and her body falls limply to the ground.


    “No!” I scream, trying and failing to run down the hall, to reach her, but I’m stuck in place, watching helplessly.


    My body shakes with sobs, and I close my eyes, trying to pull myself back together. I didn’t get to say good-bye. I didn’t get to tell her that I loved her, that she was the best part of our family, that we will never forget her.


    “Ari, what’s wrong?”


    Goose bumps rise across my skin as I take in the voice, so familiar it might as well be my own. I turn slowly and there she is, standing before me, her face bright and happy, the way it was before this all began. Before Law and Kelvin, before she lost me. I never realized how hard it was for her that I went to Loge.


    “Ari,” Gretchen says. “Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


    I smile at the irony and wipe the tears away from my eyes with the heel of my hand. My legs tremble as I reach out to take her hand. “Gretch? Is it you?”


    She laughs, her eyebrow cocked. “Girl, what did your mom give you this time? The chocolate pills again?”


    I smile, swallowing a sob, and squeeze her hand. “I’ve just missed you.”


    She pulls me into a hug and then puts on that devious smile I always loved. “Law’s waiting for us at his house.”


    I know this is Zeus messing with my head, that something is about to happen, that he’s about to take her from me, but I want these last few minutes with her too badly to pull myself away. Gretchen nods to the autowalk and I follow, walking side by side as she tells me about a new pair of boots she ordered, and then the sky changes above, the sun racing down to the horizon, dark clouds replacing the yellow, and then I see it—the hovercraft. My eyes widen as it starts to plummet toward the ground below. I grip Gretchen’s hand tighter and spin to face her, tears collecting in my eyes.


    “Don’t go. Please don’t go,” I say to her.


    “Ari, what are you—”


    Then, as though a massive wind ripped through Prospect, her hair whips up and around, and she’s screaming, the sound so piercing I wonder if I’ll ever hear anything again.


    “No, please.” I hold her hand as she jerks back, then a red blotch spreads out from her stomach, and her face goes white. “Stay with me,” I whisper.


    Her body falls to the ground, her blood pooling out onto the autowalk, and once again I’m stuck in place, watching as someone else I love dies.


    Unable to hold it together, I collapse onto my knees, sobbing.


    “What is it, child?”


    I shake my head. It’s an illusion, an illusion. An illusion. Please. An illusion.


    I lift up, telling myself that I’ll be back in the small room I dropped into when we entered the Unity tree, but Zeus shows no mercy. I’m in the gardens of Triad, outside the Panacea, Emmy standing over me. And I can’t help myself. I launch into her arms.


    “Relax your heart, child,” Emmy says. “I feel it as if it were mine.” She pulls away to look at me, and then her expression turns serious. “It happened.”


    I study her, lost as to how she could know everything, even here. “You’re dead now,” I say, unable to keep my voice from shaking.


    She nods once. “So I am. Walk with me.”


    I feel sure Zeus is controlling this, too. Giving me a bit of comfort before he wrecks me all over again, but I’ve never been able to deny Emmy.


    “What can I do?” I ask.


    “Use your mind, child,” she says. “The mind controls all.”


    “I can’t push it away, I can’t block him out. I—”


    She stops me, pulling me close so we’re eye to eye. “You can. You must. Rise, child. Rise.”


    And then I smell the distinct scent of smoke, hear the crackle of a fire raging out of control. Emmy hugs me close, then releases me, and without a word, walks toward the flames of the clearing, the war happening all around us. She turns to face me. “Rise,” she says once more. Then she steps back, allowing the flames to engulf her body, and once again, I watch her leave me in a puff of ash. But this time I don’t fall to the ground. I don’t cry. I stand.


    I rise.


    Blinking hard, I order myself to leave this place. Leave this horror. Forget Mom and Gretchen and Emmy. For now, I have to focus on the fight, on killing Zeus, else there may be no one left when the dust finally settles and the fire finally subsides.


    Wind rips around me, and then I feel someone behind me, leaning into my ear. “You killed them, you know,” he says, his voice shaking as he adds, “Killed: C-causing the death of. You left your mother in the Underground. Brought Gretchen into your fight. Shot the craft that went down, killing Emmy. They are dead at your hand.”


    “No.” I grit my teeth together. “They are dead at yours. But your reign of death ends today.”


    I whip around, prepared to punch, but when my eyes focus, I’m in the hallway again, doors on all sides, Zeus nowhere to be seen. I draw a breath, desperate to find control, when suddenly the doors are all thrown open, one after the other, as more and more Ancients rush into the hallway, all poised to attack. I try to remind myself to calm down, to breathe, to remember that this isn’t real, but then they stop in front of me, lined up. To get through this trial I have to fight each of them.


    I try to focus my mind, try to find reality, but then the first Ancient advances. He’s twice my size, but I’ve fought plenty of Ancients at this point and I know their weaknesses. They weren’t trained by Emmy or Vill. They don’t know their minds are stronger than their muscles. I close my eyes as the Ancient rushes me, forgetting what he is and what he wants to do to me, and focus on his breathing, on cutting it off. On trapping the air in his lungs. On taking away the most basic need—breathing. I hear him crash in front of me, the sounds of him gasping so intense I wonder if he’s inches from me, if he can still reach me with his hands, but still, I keep my eyes shut tight.


    Finally, I feel for his presence and come up empty. When I open my eyes he’s gone, along with the rest of the Ancients. I shake my head, at a loss for what Zeus is up to, when the hallway grows long and I see a woman walking toward me from the opposite end of the hall.


    I squint as the woman nears, and then there’s a flash through the hall and she’s closer, and then another flash, and she’s in front of me.


    “Hello, child,” Mami says, just before she pulls a knife and stabs me in the arm. Blood soaks through my shirt, and though I know this isn’t real, the pain is very real. I step back, desperate to gain some distance so I can look at her—it—without breaking down. Because this isn’t Mami—Zeus’s wife, Jackson’s beloved grandmother. This isn’t her. Mami is dead, thanks to Zeus.


    She rushes me and I duck away, knocking the knife from her grasp, telling myself to stop seeing her gentle eyes as she told me that I was special. Or the smile on her face when she spoke of Jackson. My gut feels hollowed out and weak, and I wonder how I will ever survive this day, when a small voice tells me to close my eyes, to fight with my senses so my heartache doesn’t get in the way.


    I close my eyes and feel a swift kick to the gut. Hurling forward, I try to suck in a breath, but the kick has winded me, and I feel her preparing to hit again. Please, I say to myself. Please just do it.


    And then I’m in motion, faster, stronger than the Mami illusion can hope to be.


    This isn’t real, I tell myself.


    I flip forward and kick, squarely connecting with her jaw and fighting the urge to cry at the sound of her gasping from the blow.


    This isn’t real.


    I punch again and again and grit my teeth together as I hear her cry, then beg for me to stop.


    This isn’t real.


    I grip her head, knowing what I’m about to do, knowing I have no choice, yet still I can’t stop tears from streaming down my face and a sob from erupting in my throat. I flick my wrists, snapping her neck in one fluid motion, and then drop her body and step back, my chest heaving, every thought and feeling I have shaken to the core. I blink to clear my watery eyes, and when I look again she’s gone.


    “Mami!” I scream, and then I drop to my knees, unable to handle what I’ve just done. My hands shake and bile climbs my throat.


    This isn’t real, Ari.


    I stop cold and tilt my head, listening. I thought it was me before, some inner voice coaching me through this horror, but it wasn’t me.


    It was Jackson.


    I jump up and spin in a circle, searching for a viewing window, something, but there’s only metal, only long silver lines and doors that go nowhere.


    “What do I do?” I scream out. “Tell me what to do!”


    RUN!


    The doors fly open again, and fire bursts out, clawing its way toward me. I spin on my heel and take off down the hallway, expecting to hit a wall, but it’s somehow opened up, the hall going on forever into the unknown.


    I continue down the corridor as the walls disappear and water appears on both sides of me, like I’m walking down a narrow island through the middle of the ocean. I consider going back, but when I turn, the fire has trapped me in. Fire behind me, water on both sides. There’s no going back, only forward. Gingerly, I edge down the strip and then gasp as water laps over the path, waves crashing again and again to their own current.


    I stare up, expecting to find a ceiling and instead stare into the dark night sky, two moons shining down on me like cat eyes, watching my every move. I peer back at the path, my mind racing for what to do, how to get myself out of this, and then the path disappears from below my feet, and I’m sucked underwater. I tell myself again and again that I can breathe, I can breathe, but water rushes into my mouth and nose and my body takes over, closing down, trying to protect what little oxygen I have left. My legs and arms kick in the water, pushing and swimming with everything I have in search of the surface, but it doesn’t come.


    Fear sweeps over me, and again, I hear Zeus’s words about dying in the blueroom. But I won’t let him kill me in this mind game, him safely away, watching. When he dies, it will be in a one-on-one fight, him against me. Or him against Jackson.


    I realize that I no longer hear Jackson’s voice and worry claws at me at what that might mean, but I can’t think about that now, I can only think about surviving.


    I close my eyes and tell myself to breathe, to take a slow steady breath. My body tells me that icy water is filling my mouth, but my mind knows better. I ignore the coldness, the salty taste of the ocean on my tongue, the sting as it fills my nose, the sureness that I could die any minute, and focus on my breathing.


    Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. I continue to breathe, ignoring everything else, and my body sinks through the water. I’m not dying, I’m not dying, I’m not dying. And then my feet make contact, and the sound of a gun firing causes my eyes to snap open. I suck in a breath and stumble back. I’m no longer in the ocean, but back in the clearing in Virginia, in the middle of the fight.


    Vill rushes over to me. “Where did you go? Where’s Jackson?”


    I shake my head, disoriented. “What? Vill, are you—is this real?”


    “What are you talking about?” he says, then a pair of Ancients start for us, and I try to calm my mind enough to run. “Ari, your gun!” Vill shouts.


    “No, it—” I start to tell him that I lost it in the Unity tree, but then I feel my harness on my back, the weight of the two guns I stored there back at Sydia’s base. What’s happening? Is this reality? I pull one of the weapons and fire just as the Ancients are almost to us.


    “Ari, what happened?” Vill asks, shaking my shoulders, but I can only stare at him, my head twitching, my eyes blinking too quickly to be normal.


    I see Dad in the distance, fighting, and a surge of relief moves through me for the first time in what feels like forever. “Dad!” I call, and then he looks up just as a bullet hits him in the head. “No!” I scream. I start running toward him, but once again, I’m stuck in place, and then I’m no longer in the clearing, but back in the hallway, doors on all sides.


    I grip my head, desperately trying to hold it together, keep my sanity intact, and then there’s a flash in the hallway, and my eyes zero in on the figure standing in front of me.


    On Zeus.


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    A growl erupts from my mouth, every bit of anger I’ve ever felt for him rushing to the surface. I pull one of the guns from my harness, still on my back, and point it at him, firing just as he slips into the middle door on the right. All thought leaves me as I track him, visions of all the people I’ve lost flashing through my head. Mami. Gretchen. Mom. Emmy. Dad. He’s to blame for all of them, all of it.


    I jerk open the door and step inside without thought, and I’m surrounded by trees with huge leaves and the sounds of jungle animals and insects all around me. A rain forest, I think, just as a giant tiger jumps out from a patch of greenery in front of me, its claws drawn for the kill. I scream to myself that this isn’t real, this isn’t real, but I can’t slow my heart rate down. The tiger breathes its hot breath down on me just as it bares its teeth to take a chunk out of my skull. I scream and shoot, sending the tiger flying back. I scramble to my feet, but the tiger’s no longer there. I peer around and spot Zeus stepping through the forest green, disappearing once again. I race after him, afraid of what I might find next, and then I stop just short of falling off a cliff. I peer around and the scene has completely changed. I’m in the mountains, no sounds except the wind around me, and no sign of Zeus.


    I draw a breath and close my eyes, trying to search out reality. I’m not really in the mountains, so where am I? I open my eyes to the deafening sound of a scream, chaos all around me. I’m back in the clearing, in the thick of the war, Zeus standing still in the center, as though nothing and no one can touch him.


    He starts for me and I him, me firing again and again, but none of the bullets hit him. He laughs darkly and then points behind me. I spin around and instantly, I’m hit in the arm. I grit my teeth to push away the pain and when I glance back I’m in the hallway again, Zeus at the end, his laughter echoing all around. I dart after him, running despite the exhaustion that has taken over my body and mind.


    He disappears into another doorway and I follow, shooting, ignoring the risk of running out of bullets, my brain no longer caring about anything but killing him. He dips into another doorway, and then another, each a maze of doors, all black and white, circling me, rotating, rotating, rotating. I try to clear my head, to fight the dizziness that’s overcoming me, to stay focused on Zeus.


    I follow him into another doorway, shooting again and again and again, everything in me gone but this moment, this kill. I won’t let him escape. He slips through a final doorway, and I can feel it. The time is here. Every day, every minute drawing to this singular place in time.


    I open the door to an empty room. Nothing but a floor and a ceiling and four walls. And my enemy. He sits in a chair in front of me, an evil grin on his face. I raise my gun. I see his lips moving, but I can’t hear the words. They no longer matter.


    “I’m going to enjoy watching you die,” I say. I raise my gun and hear two voices—one in my head, the other in the room, one taunting, one screaming. I can’t make out what’s happening, what’s real. It all feels in front of me and yet somehow far away. Instead, I focus on the faces of those I’ve lost—the ones I might be losing right now—and fire.


    I prep for Zeus’s attack, but instead, the room around me disappears, and I shake my head, trying to gain focus, trying to find my reality. I blink, watching as the bullet zooms through the air, everything in slow motion. And then it’s me screaming as I watch the bullet hit its target—watch as it hits Jackson in the gut, watch as blood spills out from his center, his eyes going wide.


    “No!”


    I’m standing in Zeus and Mami’s house, Jackson tied to a chair in front of me, his shirt now completely drenched in blood. I’m to him in one step, tears raining down my face. A rain that will never subside. “This isn’t real,” I say, my voice rattling. “This isn’t real. This isn’t real.”


    Jackson’s face turns pale and he reaches out for me. “Ari…listen to me.”


    “This isn’t real.”


    “He’s back at the clearing,” he chokes out. “Remember how to get to the Unity tree from here? You have to go.” His eyes flutter closed, and I grip his hand, pressing it to my cheek.


    “No, this isn’t real. Please,” I cry. “Tell me. Tell me it isn’t real!” Jackson’s breathing slows, and I drag my hands over my eyes, urgency taking over. “I won’t let you die.”


    “The bullet,” he breathes.


    “The bullet? It’s still inside you. You can’t heal. It’s still inside you.”


    I grab a knife from my boot and cut his ties, then use all my remaining strength to pull him onto the floor. My hands shake so badly I wonder how I can do anything at all, but I can feel him leaving me, feel his warmth disappearing. Feel his death near.


    I cut open his shirt and peer down at the wound. There’s so much blood it’s hard to see where the bullet went in. I run my hand over his stomach, finding the entry point, then press my palm to the spot, focusing on healing from the inside, but with the bullet still lodged inside, I can’t heal the wound before more blood spills out.


    A sob works its way up my throat, and I force it back down, but all I can think about is us in the forest behind my house, our hands intertwined. His lips on mine for the first time. The moment I realized that I loved him. Him carrying me from the execution site. Me cradling him close after Zeus hurt Mami. Water pouring over us as I healed his back, then his naked body flush against mine as we surrendered to our love for each other. How can all of that be gone? How can I lose him now? How will I live through this? Please don’t leave me.


    I grit my teeth, but tears continue down my face. I blink hard, fighting for clarity, and look at him. His eyes are closed, no longer fluttering, his breath barely there.


    I pull my shirt to my face and wipe away my tears and focus, knowing what I have to do, and a new sob bursts from my lips at the thought of the pain I’m about to inflict on him. “I have to get the bullet out before you can heal. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” And then I focus on the metal bullet, on pulling it toward me.


    Jackson screams out, writhing around in pain as the bullet tears through his insides, creating more damage on its way back out. My body trembles, everything in me breaking into pieces as I watch his reactions, the agony I’m causing. The only hope I have is that I can heal him faster than the injuries kill him. But with the bullet inside, he’s…I trail off, unwilling to think the word “dead.”


    I sense the bullet close and tug harder at it with my mind, speeding up its course to the original entry point. Jackson writhes again then passes out, and fear tears through me. What if I’ve killed him? What if…? Please. Please! I pray to everyone and no one. All I can do is focus on the bullet. Silver appears at the wound, and I pull it out and toss it to the ground, switching my attention to his injuries, healing one at a time. Xylem begins its work as well and the wound closes up before my eyes. A minute passes, then two, but he’s still not awake, his breathing so low I can barely hear it. Can barely feel his heart beating.


    “Please…don’t die. I’ll do anything. Just stay strong.”


    It takes another five minutes of waiting and healing for the color to return to his face and his breathing to relax. His eyes are still closed, but for the first time, I allow myself to hope.


    I pull his head into my lap and sit as still as I can, taking my time raking my fingers through his hair, humming a tune that’s words I’ve long since forgotten. I know what’s happening back home. I know Zeus must be there now, doing whatever he had planned to do, but I can’t bring myself to move. Not an inch. I don’t want to miss him waking up.


    My teeth chatter from the cold and fear and exhaustion as my mind drifts in and out, trying to figure out how Zeus succeeded in breaking me so completely. I lost everyone that matters to me. How can I find my will to fight when there is no one fighting beside me?


    I press my forehead to Jackson’s and gently kiss his lips, deciding that this is my death, here, Jackson in my arms. For a moment, I almost feel content. A lifetime of fighting, and now it’s over. I tried…and I failed.


    “You…can’t…fail.”


    I jerk back, my eyes going wide. Was it my imagination? “Jackson?”


    I press my palm to his chest, feeling his heartbeat. It’s stronger. Hope rises in my own heart. “Wake up,” I say. He doesn’t move, doesn’t respond, and I almost melt all over again. But I know I heard him. He spoke to me, he’s here. “Wake up,” I repeat. Then gripping his face, I lean in and shout, “Wake up! You’re not dying today. You are my other half. You. I can’t live this life without you. I won’t. So you wake up, you hear me? Wake up!”


    “I’m right here,” he says, his eyes still closed, but his mouth is moving, his breathing growing stronger, his heartbeat speeding up. “No need to shout.”


    A laugh bursts free before I can stop it, and I pull him to me, hugging him close, then lean away so I can see him.


    His beautiful blue-green eyes stare back at me, alive and bright. “I told you. I go where you go. I will never leave you.”


    “I thought…” I say, crying into his chest.


    “Shh, we’re okay.”


    I kiss his lips and eyes and cheeks. “I love you. So much. I just…I love you.”


    He kisses me again, then pushes to standing, despite the pain I know he must be feeling. “I love you too, Ari Alexander. Always. Now, it’s time to end this thing. Zeus dies today.”


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    “We need more weapons,” I say.


    Jackson’s eyebrows lift, then he smiles. “I know just where to find them.” He leads me down a set of stairs and into a large room and goes for the door opposite from us. Inside the room is nothing but wall-to-wall guns and weapons. It reminds me of the training room in my house in Prospect, where Dad taught me to become a fighter, where he showed me again and again how much he loved me. I used to think he was unnecessarily hard on me. Now I know he had no choice. He prepared me for this moment.


    I grab a few laser guns and then a few regulars, then we’re outside, going through the gate behind Zeus’s house that leads to the Unity tree.


    “Was I there the entire time?” I ask. “In the same room as you?” I’m not sure I want to hear his response. I don’t want to know that I was there with him the whole time, unable to sense the person I love the most.


    “No. He had you in another room, then brought you in before he left.”


    “How does he control my mind like that? Why can’t I block it out? Is it all Ancients…or just me?” I don’t want to admit out loud how weak it makes me feel. Zeus can enter my mind whenever he like, toy with my thoughts, make me think and feel things that aren’t happening. I should be strong enough to block him…but I’m not.


    Jackson stops to look at me, his eyes full of life again, and for a moment I just stare at him, grateful to have him beside me once more. “Zeus can wield his mind in ways no other Ancient has ever been able to. He could manipulate the thoughts of anyone. It isn’t just you.”


    It isn’t just you.


    The thought swirls through my mind, and I release a quick breath as it hits me. Why didn’t I see this before? I grip Jackson’s arm. “How many can he control at once?”


    Jackson tilts his head, thoughtful. “I don’t know. He used to say he didn’t like to use it. That he wanted to win a battle because he was the stronger opponent or leader. That’s why he never used it on the Trinity leaders. It wouldn’t have been a fair fight.”


    “I don’t think he cares about fair now. He’s lost everything—Mami. You. I think all he cares about is winning this war. And I think he’s going to force our side to stand down while they’re slaughtered. We have to get to Virginia. Now.”


    The Unity tree comes into view, and Jackson turns to me, the RES in him returning. “Focus on the clearing at Virginia. Focus every thought you have on getting there. Okay?”


    I nod. “I’ll see you on the other side.” He grabs my hand just before I step inside the tree’s opening and pulls me to him, his lips on mine, every worry and emotion pushed into that single kiss. We both know it could be our last.


    He takes a step back, his eyes never leaving mine, and I can tell he doesn’t want to let me go. We have no idea what we’re about to face. “Focus on the clearing.”


    “The clearing,” I repeat. And then I’m inside the Unity tree, my stomach dropping as I plummet down, down, down. It feels like forever before ground returns below me, and I worry I’ve somehow sent myself elsewhere, some lost land on Loge I’ve never heard of, when I see the familiar forest through the slant of the tree. I step out, and Jackson is there, his finger going to his lips as soon as he sees me. He points out to the clearing, visible through the barren trees. And that’s when I hear the voice booming out, speaking to a massive crowd.


    “We are the dominant species. We deserve to rule this land. And we deserve to rule it alone.” Cheers erupt through the crowd. Clapping and shouts of praise and assent. He’s rallying them now, filling their minds with hate for our kind so they will have no issue killing unarmed opponents. Sickness moves through my stomach as I watch them grow more and more excited. They want this. The question is do they want this because they truly hate humans or because they’re too afraid to stand against Zeus?


    “I ask that you rally with me today in the name of a new world. A new Ancient world!”


    Jackson and I reach the forest edge and peer through to see the Ancient army, all dressed in black, on the right side, on the left a mix of half-breeds and humans who must have joined the fight at some point, all of them staring blankly at the forest. I can feel their life, hear their thoughts, even from here, but Zeus has them under some sort of trance.


    Zeus starts in again, rallying his soldiers from a hilltop to our right, just in front of the Ancient army. His arrogance marks him an easy target, and for a moment I’m tempted to test the distance of one of the laser guns we took from his house. Oh, how wonderful it would be to shoot him with his own weapon, but something tells me Jackson has a different plan.


    “Can you freeze the Ancients so they can’t shoot?” he whispers to me.


    I shake my head. “I was never as strong as Emmy. I can handle one or two. Maybe ten. I don’t know. But not this many.”


    “Emmy always said you were the strongest person she’d ever met,” he says. “She believed in you. I believe in you. Now, I need you to believe in yourself, to try.”


    I release a breath, taking in their numbers, doubt swirling through my gut. There are so many. “What about you? What will you do?”


    He straightens, his eyes on the hill. “I’m going to kill my grandfather.” His eyes return to me. “Hold them as long as you can. I’ll address them as their Ancient leader once I’ve taken Zeus.”


    “Jackson…” I can’t bring myself to finish my thought. I don’t want him to face Zeus alone, but I know I can’t ask him not to go. There’s only the two of us now. Two people to end a war. It feels like too much. But my human spirit still sings from my soul, desperate to do whatever it must to maintain human life. Even if it’s a new way of life. Our spirit must continue.


    Jackson starts around the forest edge, and then he motions to me once he’s reached the bottom of the hill. The only hope we have is that Zeus continues his speech long enough for Jackson to attack. If he finishes first, he’ll sense Jackson there, and then he’s dead.


    I can’t think about that, or Jackson’s goal. I have my own part in this charade—the hundreds of Ancients in front of me, my mind the only weapon I have to stop them. I wait until Jackson is halfway up the hill, and then I close my eyes and think of Emmy. The way she was always so sure of everything. I could be that sure, too. My eyes fly open, and I reach out to the Ancients with my mind, locking their limbs in place. And then everything happens all at once.


    An Ancient screams out in confusion, then another for help, and instantly Zeus knows. His gaze searches the clearing, and I can almost hear my name whispered from his lips. Jackson steps up behind him, and Zeus spins around, shock, then enjoyment on his face.


    “I should think you would be dead by now,” Zeus says.


    Jackson stiffens, clearly affected by the harshness of his grandfather’s words, and again I contemplate testing the laser gun. He doesn’t deserve to have Jackson for a grandson. He doesn’t deserve to take another breath. “I’m sorry to disappoint you,” Jackson says, taking a step toward him. “I’m sorry you couldn’t kill me like you killed Mami.” Jackson pauses, his expression unreadable at this distance, and then he says, “Didn’t you ever care for us?” My chest aches at his words. Even now, he wants Zeus to feel something, but the Zeus he knew as a young child is gone, replaced by a madman.


    Zeus laughs. “Care: to feel concern or interest.” He raises his gun. “What a silly word.” And then he shoots at Jackson just as he dives away, narrowly dodging the bullet.


    My heart jumps into my throat, and the moment of distraction is enough to relinquish the Ancients. A shot rings out, then two, then five, before I can regain control, and all I can see are bodies dropping, but I’m unsure of who has fallen, which side.


    I step out from the clearing and walk toward the Ancients, focusing all my energy on maintaining control, praying I can hold out until Jackson kills Zeus. Screams call out from the hill, and I cringe, wishing I were there, helping him. The fight breaks Zeus’s control over our side, and their freedom gives them the opportunity to attack the Ancients without threat. Fires continue into the night.


    At that moment, the dark sky opens up, rain pouring down over us, making it impossible to hear what’s happening over the storm. Thunder booms, then a strike of lightning over the trees. Fear grips my chest as I realize Zeus could have other hovercrafts coming, other armies. How can I hold them all?


    I’m contemplating seeking out Vill when a strong arm wraps around me from behind, tossing me to the ground, and even before I can flip over, I know I’m surrounded.


    Five Ancients, three males, two females, all looking at me as though their mission in life is to kill me. I tamp down my fear, unwilling to surrender. I jump up and widen my stance to take them.


    I know without having to look that I’ve lost the connection, lost my hold over the Ancient army, and now they’re back in motion. I try to hold them again while simultaneously controlling the Ancients encircling me, but I can’t focus. Can’t think. And just when I’ve decided to run for the clearing, a loud boom hits my ears, and I peer up at the same time as the Ancients surrounding me to see a hovercraft in the sky above us. But it isn’t the crisp black of an Engineer craft or the sleek lines and glaring silver of the Ancient crafts I’ve seen. So, if it isn’t ours and it isn’t theirs, then who is inside?


    A thousand thoughts swarm my mind all at once, all eyes turned up now at this foreign vessel, all sides as confused as me. It’s then that I notice Zeus up on the hilltop, no longer concerned about Jackson, his head tilted up, a magnificent smile on his face. And I know.


    It was never just us and them. Humans on Earth, Ancients on Loge. Two species, so consumed by our grandeur that we never stopped to realize we were two…of many. Hundreds, perhaps. Thousands. How many galaxies? How many planets? How many different forms of life? I have no idea if our leaders knew of the other aliens, but I’m certain that one leader knew.


    Zeus.


    And he’s using them against us.


    Anger rips through me, and I fire at the Ancients encaging me before they realize I’m back in motion, killing one, two, three, then running before the other two can catch me. I will kill him. I will snap Zeus’s neck and drop his body to the ground. Because now I know he’s done the unthinkable—he’s invited another species into this fight, another ally for him, another enemy for us. I might not live through this war, but so help me, neither will he.


    I reach the top of the hill and put all my control into throwing Zeus back, knocking him off balance, which frees Jackson from the hold Zeus has on him. Zeus gets back up with only the slightest bit of stumbling. All eyes below are either on us or focused on the craft in the sky. Fear and confusion swarm the area, hitting my senses from too many people and Ancients to count.


    I run for Jackson to make sure he’s okay, and then spin back around, but Zeus has fled down to the clearing, the Ancients separating for him as he raises his hands up to the sky. To the new alien craft above.


    It descends, Ancients and humans and half-breeds scattering to make room, some fleeing, others too scared or curious to move. Then a light shines down from its center, and too quickly to process, there are twenty of them on the ground—their bodies much taller than ours, their heads and eyes larger, their skin glowing as if a light burns from deep within them.


    “Who are they?” I say to Jackson.


    “The Zypids,” he says without hesitation. “But they’re a peaceful species. I don’t know how he convinced them to come here. What he offered.”


    Zeus steps forward, and one of them meets him, a silent conversation going on between them. Every fiber in me tells me to run, this new piece of the puzzle too much. I have no idea what they are, how many populate their world, or what abilities they may possess. I have no clue the technology they may bring. And perhaps most importantly, like Jackson said, we have no idea what Zeus has promised them.


    “Do you know what they’re saying?”


    Jackson turns to me, his eyes full of intensity. “Do you still have a gun?” he whispers.


    I nod.


    “Shoot him.”


    “What? Their craft is above us. They could wipe out the clearing with one blast. I can’t just shoot him. This changes things, this—”


    A hand cradles my arm, and I jerk away, prepared to attack, when my eyes connect with Dad’s and relief courses through me. “Dad? I thought you were dead. I saw you get shot.”


    He pulls me into his arms, then leans back, his eyes on mine, and I know without him having to say a word that he agrees with Jackson. “You’re small. You can go without much notice. We’ll cover you here,” he says, but I’m still uncertain. If I shoot and Zeus dodges the bullet, I could end up hitting one of the Zypids instead, starting a new war with a new species we know nothing about. My pulse speeds up as I watch the silent conversation continue, the expressions on the Zypids’ faces growing more and more intense. I reach behind me to pull a laser gun from my harness, flicking it on so the charge can build, but I’m buried in the crowd now, unable to get a clean shot. I have to make it to the hill.


    I dip down and start running through the crowd, grateful all eyes are on these new beings. And then my gaze takes in the Ancients as I pass them. They’re as surprised as we are, unsure of what their leader is doing. I know this is the moment. If I can take out Zeus, they will rally behind Jackson. They will listen.


    I climb the back side of the hill and peer down, my heart ramming away in my chest. I raise my gun, sight in Zeus, and am just about to fire when I hear a gun go off behind me. I fall to the ground, pain ripping through my right arm, blood soaking through my shirt. The gun falls from my grasp, and I spin around to see two Ancients advancing.


    The sky pours harder, the rain making it difficult to differentiate who is who. All I know is that I have to stop this now before the Zypids decide to join the war efforts. I start to reach for another gun from my harness when one of the Ancients before me says, “Move and my next shot is your heart.”


    “You realize what’s he doing, don’t you? He’s joining forces with them. Another species. His loyalty was never with Logeans. Can’t you see that?”


    The Ancient peers behind me to Zeus walking toward the other Zypids, and I feel the Ancient’s uncertainty. He no longer trusts his leader.


    “Shoot her,” the other Ancient says, but he doesn’t move. He isn’t sure.


    The moment of hesitation gives me a chance to pull a gun. I ignore the crowd below. Ignore the Ancient on my back. Ignore the fear in my stomach that what I’m about to do may end everything. I point the laser at Zeus and fire just as the Ancient on me fires. I try to duck out of the shot, but I’m not fast enough and the bullet hits my side. I fall forward, unable to see if I hit my target, if I hit Zeus, and then I’m tumbling down the hill, unable to stop myself before I’m in the clearing, flat on my back, surrounded by Ancients. My injury is too great for me to move just yet, and I think, this is it. My death is finally here. But they don’t attack. They don’t shoot. Instead, they stare at me in wonder.


    “You shot him.”


    I try to back away, to stand, but the injury is worse than my arm, and xylem hasn’t yet healed me enough to overcome the pain. I wince as I try again, and then a female with vibrant red hair reaches out her hand to me. Hesitating, I take it, and once I’m on my feet, she considers me and says, “Thank you.”


    “Did you say thank you?” I’m puzzled at what’s happening, but suddenly there’s a hush in the crowd, all eyes turned on me. Including the Zypids’. I can tell by their stance that they are military—they are fighters. They are prepared to kill us. I start for them, eager to try to make peace, but then Jackson is in front of them, and my nerves wind into knots, my body unable to move fast enough to get to him.


    The rain lets up, the sky clearing above, and without the cloud cover I see, with horror, that the craft we’d witnessed before wasn’t the only one in our sky. There are two others. And then I’m racing through the crowd, ignoring the pain slicing through my side, reopening my wounds as fast as xylem can heal them.


    What will they do? But Jackson doesn’t speak to them. He spins around, and I can see the change in his face. The strength in his stance. He is the Ancient leader now.


    “We are one,” he says, his voice loud. “Earth is our planet now, and we are one. Humans. And Ancients. Together, we are one. This war ends right now, today. There are greater threats in the universe, and unless we stand together, we will die alone.”


    I wait for a reaction, but then something amazing happens. The Ancients move into the crowd of humans and half-breeds, their weapons all lowered at their sides, every set of eyes now facing Jackson and the Zypids. Our differences have faded in the presence of a new threat, binding us as the protectors of this planet.


    I reach Jackson at the same time as Dad, Vill, and Law. We are all that remains of our original army—five. But we are strong and capable, and we will not go down without a fight.


    Jackson turns around and together we face the Zypids. “We do not want to fight you. We want peace. We ask that you leave us in peace.”


    The Zypids remain silent for several moments, and Law grips his gun. I reach out to stop him, shaking my head. “Wait,” I whisper.


    They watch us, taking in our forms, analyzing things I may never know about our kind, and then their craft reappears above us, and my breath catches, fear rippling through me as I prepare for the blast to hit. I grip Jackson’s hand, expecting him to offer comforting words before our imminent deaths, when he turns toward me and smiles. “Look.”


    My eyes lift to see the Zypids disappearing into the craft’s beam of light, one at a time, before they’re all gone. My insides still feel uneasy, but for the first time, my muscles relax.


    “They’re leaving?” I ask, unable to mask the hope in my voice.


    “They’ve agreed to leave us in peace.” The three crafts zoom higher into the sky before disappearing, and the crowd explodes in excitement. I peer around, a smile breaking across my face as I see Ancients and humans hugging one another tightly, comforted by each other—by what is normal to us. We are no longer alien beings here—we are kindred, we are alike, we are one.


    Jackson walks over to Zeus’s body, and though so much has happened, so many have died, I can see the regret on his face, and I wonder if he is remembering a time before Zeus was the horror he became.


    The sun peeks out from the horizon, and now with the light, we can see clearly how many died today. All for a war we never truly understood. A war intended to support separation, the destruction of a species. But instead, through our common goal, we have unified.


    The thought brings tears to my eyes as I watch in wonder as the humans and Ancients and half-breeds work, clearing up bodies, sharing water and food, working together.


    Jackson wraps his arms around me from behind, his head over my shoulder, and I can feel the contentment and happiness rolling off him. This is what he always wanted. After all, he was the first half-breed. And never once did he want anything but the union of our kinds.


    He kisses my cheek. “Only that…and you.”


    My lips meet his and though I have no idea what will come of our world, how we will rebuild, or the state of the other Trinities, I know that together, we will find a way. We will live.


    The end of the war…is just the beginning.


  


  
    Epilogue


    Ten years later


    I walk out into the field, my hands outstretched, gliding over the wheat stalks as I pass, the sun so warm above me I can feel it burning my bare shoulders, but the feeling is so real and wonderful that I don’t try to seek out shade.


    Laughter hits my ears, and I spin around in time to see the children crouched down several yards away, Kyla giggling while Sam shoots her his best death glare.


    “You gave us away,” he cries to her. “We’ll never sneak up on her if you warn her every time we’re near!”


    “You mean like this?” Just then Jackson swoops Sam into the air, flying around and around as he spins, giggling even harder than his little sister.


    “Daddy, do me, do me!” Kyla calls, and I smile over at Jackson and Sam before picking her up and twirling her around until I fall back. Then Jackson lies beside me, our children beside us, as we stare up into the peaceful morning sky, our quaint wooden home behind us, a hundred more behind it.


    It took us months after the war to build the first real house, but something about doing it together, finding a new way, bound the humans and Ancients in a way they had never been linked before.


    Now, we live side by side. Our world, in America, is different than the rest of the world, each country having to find its own way. But one thing became certain worldwide—we would no longer be afraid of alien beings, of different. After all, we are all different now. There is no normal, no right.


    The Zypids never crossed our atmosphere again, and though we know they are out there, we also know there are other species, too. Far too many to count. Far too many to worry about. For now, there is no threat, or worry, or pain, or sadness. There is no fighting. No hate. No desire to rise above one another.


    There is only life.
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    At the age of seventeen, I was put into a cryogenic tube and frozen. Now, more than a thousand years later, I’ve finally been awakened to a more serene and peaceful future. Or have I? Everyone is young. Everyone is banded and tracked. And everyone is keeping secrets. Not even Michael Bennett, the cute geneticist in the hospital, is being honest with me. When I’m told only I can save the human race from extinction, it’s clear my freeze didn’t avoid a dreadful fate. It only delayed the horror…


    Greta and the Glass Kingdom


    by Chloe Jacobs


    Greta the human bounty hunter has managed to defeat the demon Agramon, and win the love the darkly intense Goblin King, Isaac. Now Isaac wants her to rule the land by his side. The very announcement is enough to incite rebellion. To make matters worse, Greta is left tainted with a dark magick. With both the Goblin King’s life and the very peace of Mylena at stake, Greta’s only hope lies with the elusive faeries in the Glass Kingdom…


    Deviate


    by Tracy Clark


    Tormented after a daring escape, Cora Sandoval must find a way to stop the Arrazi from murdering innocent people and from violating, using, and killing the Scintilla for their powers. She must also accept one bitter betrayal: Finn Doyle—the Irish boy who has both a piece of Cora’s heart and soul—is Arrazi… On the verge of extinction and sought by those who would either consume or destroy them, Cora and the remaining Scintilla survivors must solve the mystery of The Light Key. If they fail, the truth will stay buried forever and mankind will pay the ultimate price.


    Bridges Burned


    by Chris Cannon


    Since discovering she is a shape-shifting dragon, Bryn McKenna has seen her world thrown into chaos. As a “crossbreed”—part Red dragon and part Blue—she will never be permitted to be with her taboo love, Zavien Blackthorn…who might be betrothed to someone else. Mixed breed. A forbidden heritage. A secret romance. Nope, Bryn is definitely not playing by the rules. And if she can’t fit into the status quo, then maybe it’s time for Bryn to change it.


    A Darker Past


    by Jus Accardo


    Thanks to her heritage and helping her mother with the Darker Agency, the paranormal is definitely Jessie Darker’s “normal.” For one, Jessie’s been contracted into fifty-five years of annoying servitude. To a demon. Then there’s her sexy new boyfriend who’s been going through some…uh, changes. But it’s when Jessie accidentally releases a Very Nasty Demon that things get really bad, threatening both Earth and the Shadow Realm. And Jessie has exactly four days to fix it…before all of Hell breaks loose.
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