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        Behold, the beauty of this wretched world lies not in the contrast between light & dark…
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        But in the eye of the beholder.
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      A LONG, ABRASIVE, INVISIBLE TONGUE grazes the fleshy part of my left cheek. The creature snorts beside my ear, but I can’t bear to turn my head. My mind plays tricks, rippling my memory until all that remains is an intangible, cold touch. I don’t have the power left in me to fight.

      How do you fight something you can’t even see?

      Hot breath flashes across my frozen cheek as a muzzle nudges along my neck, making me shiver. The creature takes slow, deliberate inhalations, edging to my ear, into my hairline. Repulsed by the intimacy of its touch, the burden of consciousness threatens to depart.

      
        
        “Runa, you know what’s waiting outside. You can’t possibly be so stupid as to think you can live in the elements alone. I know you don’t believe me, but the Morph is out there. With the way its evolutionary leap defied nature, no one can predict what it’s capable of now. You need to respect that. Besides, RationCaps aren’t hidden in the woods. Food doesn’t grow on dead trees, you know.”

        

      

      The memory of Baxten’s warning echoes from the past.

      Regardless of my brother’s admonishment, I had to take the chance. After everything that’s happened, after all that I’d be losing … I knew he’d never understand, but unfortunately, now he never will.

      The Morph’s sticky tongue returns, paying particular attention to my eye socket, drenching the area in saliva. The viscous liquid pools in my eyelashes, cementing my eyelids together. Whatever its intention, it plans to take its time. I swallow hard and will death to claim me.

      For a moment, darkness consumes everything. My eyes flutter open as my long white hair whips across my face. The delicate braids I’d taken so much time to arrange this morning would blend into the snow beneath me, if I weren’t staining it crimson. The sweet stench lingers in the air, tugging my impulse to gag.

      With no warning and even less fanfare, the Morph’s claws slice through the flesh above my left eye. My skull screeches as claw contacts bone and an instant later squishes unceremoniously through my eyeball.

      Suddenly, I’m four again. The smell of death carries from the present, clear through to the memory. But now, I can’t take my eyes off my father’s sunken face. The light in his warm brown eyes is gone, yet I clutch his hand, desperate to keep his essence somehow attached to his body. The room vibrates, pulsing with an energy that makes my skin crawl and my stomach lurch. The medics arrive, wrenching my hand from his without thought, and wheel him from my life. So I will move on. So we’ll all go on as if he never existed … So we’ll forget.

      But I never did.

      I still hear his deep, boisterous laugh echoing through the main corridor of our Living Quarters. I remember the way my head bobbed up and down on his chest when he held me close. The way he always smelled like engine grease and electricity. I recall his last few moments, his last few breaths, as if I’d taken them myself.

      To have him treated like that … his body destroyed without so much as a salutation to a life once lived felt wrong.

      I blink away the memory, fighting through saliva, sweat, and blood.

      The Morph’s enormous paw dangles above me, covered red so it can take the shape of my would-be killer. He’s massive, easily ten times the size of my frail body. My vision blurs, my head lolls to the side as I wait for the end.

      Between the branches of this barren forest, snowflakes flitter through the air. They accentuate the blazing array of color from the sun as it hangs heavy in its locked region of the horizon. The halo is bright today, wrapping around the orb in a circular rainbow.

      This place between life and oblivion is surprisingly peaceful.

      Little gray birds gather in the trees. They call back and forth, seeming to be speaking to each other about me. A few scratch at the dirty snow beside me, looking for something. Their hops are odd, scritching back, a quick hop forward, just to start all over again. My memory download on animal resurrections from Earth called them juncos. Kind of a funny name.

      One in particular hops closer, tilting its head from side to side, examining me, this dying bag of flesh and blood in front of him. The junco has beautiful black eyes and a white beak—an oddity, since the others’ are yellow. A small smile breaks across my lips, and I chuckle.

      He’s just as different as I am.

      The peaceful moment with the birds is interrupted as a ferocious howl snaps me back to the present. Seconds later, my body makes a crevasse in the snow and slams backward, hitting an enormous tree. What little vision I have blurs and takes on a brighter, more intense quality. The Morph pushes my upper body through a huge gash in the side of the tree, dangling me partway inside. My scalp tingles as the inner chamber of the tree resonates all round me.

      The birds screech, and the one with the white beak swiftly dives in. His little gray body is so small, and his swooping gesture does nothing to distract my attacker. Pinned inside the tree under a dripping paw, I watch again as the bird circles in, and like a bomb, dives. The Morph grunts as the bird bounces off the nothing that should be its back.

      The air ripples around us as the tiny bird lands in a heap beside the tree’s entrance. Gray feathers ruffle in the breeze on an otherwise still body. Slowly, its white beak parts, to offer a final exhalation.

      The unfairness tugs at my heart.

      How could something so innocent give its life for me? What a waste.

      My hair whips in circles, striking the sides of my cheeks, attacking my tears for even attempting to emerge. The tears burn, and I struggle to blink away the blood streaming into my remaining eye. The massive structure I’ve lived in my whole life comes into focus. 

      The Helix.

      For the first time I can remember, disgust bubbles at the building’s stark contrast of glass and metal with this forest of dead trees. Out here, the gnarly dark branches rise into the sky like they’re orchestrating the celestial sphere. Some of the trees are ancient; their trunks command the space of a building, and for as long as I can remember, they’ve called out to me, whispering their stories of memories long forgotten.

      It’s unfortunate humanity never got to witness them in their glory. The Helix’s history downloads tell us no life existed on this planet before the colonization happened. Yet, I’d hoped to be granted a way to study them as part of my professional appointment. With the way Pendomus is tidally locked, we know little can survive on its own. Humanity has been lucky. We’ve found survival on this temperate band between the desert and frozen tundra.

      Supposedly, we brought the spark of creation with us. However, this remnant of the past, when life had sustained itself, is evident. Even in this landscape of hushed sounds and broken fragments of a life different from my own, life finds a way. This knowledge has always granted me comfort.

      I’m probably the only one in all of Pendomus who thinks this way. These woods had been my place of peace. It’s hard to believe only days ago I thought I’d been given a sign, a trinket from these woods. A simple blue crystal that held so much, a promise my journey ahead would be bearable, maybe even beautiful. I wish I’d brought it along instead of leaving it behind inside the Helix for Baxten to remember me.

      The Morph snorts, evidently nonplussed by the bird’s feeble attack. He bends in, lapping up the sticky red liquid from my face and nudging my head for better access. With no fight left in me, I blink slowly, allowing the intrusion to continue. Bright light pours into my vision, and I’m floating … floating … A pulse of heat spreads from my right side, and through me, all the way down to my toes. The warmth surrounds me, cocooning me in a blanket of serenity. 

      Finally. The end.

      The heat radiates again, just as I’m submersed in the creature’s saliva. A bubbling sensation tickles at the side of my face but quickly becomes unbearable. Ripped from my peaceful death, my boiling skin itches. My shredded eye sears with an intense pain I didn’t have the sense to feel moments before. 

      I pull as much energy as I can and desperately wipe at my face, trying to make the pain stop. My body submerges into something warm and wet. I flail, trying to get a bearing, but to no avail. Despite no unfrozen water being found on Pendomus, I’m floating deep inside the hollow tree, surrounded by a murky green substance with a remarkable resemblance. The frothing water sharpens my agony, and I realize my right calf has been damaged in the attack. 

      The edges of my vision crack and darken. As I slide out of this world, a white, five-petaled flower glowing bright in the middle of a green field flashes through my mind. The image contorts into a large bearlike creature walking beside me. Beyond, an enormous tree comes into view and I’m urged onward. The tree has an intricately designed door in the side of its massive trunk, which tugs at my memory. As I reach out to touch it, the tree vanishes and a little blue crystal rests in the palm of my hand. The blue object in my palm pulsates, expanding until everything in my vision is consumed, and my entire awareness is filled with the color blue.
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        ~24 Hours Earlier~
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      “RU-NA— ” The word is disjointed, spoken aloud, but I pause, certain it’s meant to be my name. With the eLink, no one fumbles with out-loud language anymore. There’d be no purpose. It’s slow and clumsy … not to mention, lacks definition and tonal equalizers for translation. Unfortunately, the eLink loses its integrity the further away from the Helix you are and I’m probably far enough away.

      “Runa?” This time, there’s no mistaking Baxten’s call. It’s been years since we practiced speaking out-loud to each other, but I still remember his voice.

      I set aside the research I was working on to call out, “I’m here.”

      “Here, where?” He answers back, closer now.

      “Trees. Near large rock—” I wait, watching the tree-line.

      A few moments later, Baxten’s brown, shaggy head pops out from behind a tree. The sun catches his ScanTech emblem and the creepy metallic-looking eye moving back and forth on its own accord. Always watching.

      “See the Morph yet?” He asks, his words coming out slow.

      I shake my head, ignoring his jab. “Not once.”

      “Lucky.” He smirks. “Again.”

      “Poor you.” I laugh, slapping his arm.

      “Whatcha…” Baxten pauses, trying to find the right word to speak. “Learning?”

      “Inside.” I nod to the Helix. It will be easier to explain using the eLink.

      He seems to understand as he nods and turns back the way he came. With a quick glance around at the trees I was studying, I follow him.

      We walk for a few minutes in silence. It’s interesting being with someone so close in proximity and not constantly being pinged for communication. It’s nice, actually.

      “Is it weird for you, too?” I ask, turning to him.

      “Is what weird?” He says, scrunching up his face.

      “Not being able to hear me in your head?”

      “Yeah, I guess.” He shrugs.

      “You sound different, now. Out loud. Your voice has changed from what I remember.”

      “Okay.” He shoots me a sideways glance.

      “Not bad different, just … different.”

      “You sound exactly the same.” Baxten nudges me with his shoulder. “Annoying.”

      His eyes crease in the corners and I push him back. He’s been the one person in all of Pendomus who I’ve looked up to. The one person who’s really been there for me.

      “Why are you out here?” I ask. It’s not often he’ll come outside anymore.

      His eyes sparkle and he says, “Your turn.”

      “Really?” I exclaim in excitement. “My professional appointment? Now?”

      He nods excitedly.

      “Will Mom— ?” I begin, but stop as the sparkle fades from his eyes before I even finish my sentence.

      He shakes his head. “Too busy.”

      “Right.” I nod, trying to hide my disappointment. There’s very few things more important inside the Helix than being granted your professional appointment. This moment is what we work toward our entire childhood. To finally have our life’s assessment back and our natural aptitudes read by the ScanReaders. I know I’ve never been high on her list of priorities, but I had hoped she’d at least make time for this.

      Trudging in the knee-deep snow, we walk in silence back to the expansive building. Up close, the double-helix-inspired building looks like nothing more than a huge metallic complex. Even the mirrored glass gives the illusion its endless. For those who never step a foot near the trees, they wouldn’t even see the way the large cylindrical tubes weave in and out of the ground. They know the stories, of course. Yet, they are perfectly happy living in complete ignorance of its true vision.

      What a horrible existence.

      When the shadow of the Helix looms over us, I hesitate. This is the hardest part of every day, going back inside. I sincerely hope my professional appointment has something to do with being out here. Studying the trees— or the perished plant life, or perhaps even the geological history of Pendomus. How could it not? I’ve been exploring outside from the time I could be left on my own.

      Excitement builds as we draw nearer.

      Off to the right, a glint of light draws my attention. Not unlike the sun’s halo, whatever it is scatters a rainbow of color across the shadowed snow. I leave Baxten’s company to pick it up. A small, bluish chunk of ice seems to be the culprit of the array of color. Removing my glove, I pick it up and hold the ice in the center of my hand. The chunk pulsates, making my palm throb. The jagged edges glow eerily, illuminating the grooves of my palm.

      “What’s that?” Baxten asks, walking back to me.

      “Ice?” I offer. Oddly enough, it doesn’t melt against the heat of my palm. “Maybe a crystal?”

      With my thumb and pointer finger, I hold it up against the low sun and see right through it. The clarity is amazing.

      How did it end up out in the middle of nowhere?

      Smiling at Baxten, I slip it into my NanoTech trouser pocket for safekeeping. “I’ll take it as a good sign.”

      My brother nods and we take our last few steps to the door. Now within range, the familiar static of the eLink scratches at my brain as it connects. Baxten’s face flashes through my mind and I frown, accepting his conversation. I’ve enjoyed our interaction better without it.

      ~You’ll have to tell me all about your explorations later. You’re kind of a mess. Take a few minutes to clean up and maybe even take a five-minute Lotus.

      Baxten steps forward and pulls back the door to the Helix. My senses are assaulted with the manufactured air and backlighting.

      Our reemergence goes unnoticed by those milling about the long cylindrical halls. Just outside our Living Quarters, I take my place in front of the small optical scanner to gain access to our residence. The eLink connects in conjunction with the scan and a reminder is prompted.

      ... Runa Cophem ... Congratulations. Our records indicate your professional appointment awaits. Check in with the ScanReaders within the next hour for this momentous occasion. Should you need further instructions, please visualize them now.

      I briefly wonder where exactly I need to go to check in and a map, virtual images, and face are downloaded into my memory.

      Opening the door, my eyes sweep the space as I stand in the main hall of our LQ. The dark grey walls are accentuated by two doors on either side and a large table at the far end. Same as always. The table is practically an extension of Baxten, usually filled with virtual blueprints and scanner parts.

      ~You should really go take a shower quick. It will help calm your nerves.

      I turn my gaze to Baxten and he nods his head to the first door on my left. Reflexively, I run my hand across my hair and pull out a twig; a hazard of being outside. He chuckles to himself and walks down the hall to his quiet space on the right. We’re both lucky enough to have a window view, not that he really ever notices his.

      I can stare outside for hours, trying to imagine what life had been like before humans terraformed Pendomus. Most of the time, I ponder the life outside. Why the trees no longer grow leaves like the ones did on Earth. Or maybe they had been different on this planet? I’ve imagined different scenarios where the trees could produce leaves of fire or liquid leaves flowing in the breeze. I can see Pendomus in colors I’ve not seen in existence, but full of possibility.

      The door to my mother’s quiet space is partially open and I take a step forward. Her room is spotless with only the simple gray lotus chair placed in the middle of the three meter by three meter space. I click her door shut just she enters from the main hallway.

      My heart lightens and I breathe a sigh of relief. She’s come home to attend my professional appointment after all. Her dark brown hair stands out on the top of her head, however, the white lab coat looks crisp and clean as it drapes over her standard issue NanoTech garments. As a RationCaps Chemist, her position is highly esteemed. Without people like her, we wouldn’t be able to survive. She creates the food that nourishes our bodies and keeps us healthy. I suppose that would be really impressive to most, but all I really ever wanted from her was love and attention.

      Neither of which have been in supply, despite their demand.

      Stumbling to the side, I wave to her. She briefly catches my eye and the corner of her lips curl upward, but falter. The crackling of the eLink alerts me of her intentions. The sudden juxtaposition of her smiling eLink photo flashing in the recess of my mind with her current expression is disheartening.

      ~Hi, Runa. Long day. I’m going to go redirect.

      Entering her quiet space, she closes the door behind her without so much as a second glance.

      I take another step backward, reeling from the brief conversation, and wondering if she’s really here for me at all. She didn’t even mention my professional appointment. For as long as I can remember, my mother has been distant and aloof. Even more so than other people inside the Helix. Baxten tells me mixed stories. Usually, how it’s my fault she’s distant. He enjoys telling me about what she was like when he was younger and it was just him and my parents. Supposedly, she was the most amazing woman he’d ever met. She was kind, loving, and affectionate. Then I was born and everything ceased. As if the life had been sucked out of her the moment I arrived. Other times, he tells me our father’s death threw her over the edge. Either way, I don't ever remember a time when I felt her approval.

      Most of the time, I’m not sure why her disdain should even matter? No one inside the Helix expresses many feelings for one another. At a very young age, we’re taught emotions, particularly for other people, don’t lead to rational thinking. Close relationships are discouraged,  even inside our own family hierarchy. Yet, if you are passionate for your work, that’s considered to be ideal. The whole thing has always seemed backwards to me. You can be passionate and excited for your role in society, but emotions are not helpful? Isn’t passion for your profession still an emotion?

      Needing to hurry, I walk down the hall, opening the second door on the left, directly across from Baxten’s quiet space. There’s not much inside, the walls are white with a tinge of gray, just like the rest of the Helix. Inside sits my own dark gray lotus chair and of course, some extra NanoTech garments in the small closet. Grabbing a dark gray and red set for my appointment, I walk to the allayroom to shower.

      I set my new garments across the allay and close the door. In the mirror, the series of loose braids hovering over the rest of my white-blonde hair are somewhat messy, but overall, not terrible. Leaning forward, I stare into my amber eyes, trying for the hundredth time to imagine them deep brown like everyone else’s. It doesn't work. Instead, I look tired. The bags underneath do nothing for me, but a little sleep therapy should take care of it. Baxten thought it may help calm my nerves before my ceremony anyway.

      I’ll go there next.

      Turning the water on, I stand in the warm stream, letting the water flood over me. I take a moment, allowing the warmth and the texture to take over my entire perception as if the only thing in life at this moment is me and the water. I love the way it revitalizes me.

      After a few minutes, I finish cleansing and hop out. Wrapping a towel around my body, I take my time combing through my hair and rebraiding the long strands before reaching for my new garments. Gray covers each piece of my attire from head to foot with only a few red lines at the seams to break up the monotony. My boots are standard black, but they’re comfortable, reaching up to my ankles.

      Something small tumbles to the floor when I pick up my used NanoTech Trousers. I kneel on the floor and find the small icy-crystal from earlier. Turning it over, it lacks the luster from outside, but sparkles none-the-less. When I place it in the palm of my hand, my skin still tingles.

      My token is still with me.

      Carefully placing the crystal in my new trouser pocket, I send my dirty clothes to be washed and walk back to my quiet space. Baxten towers over something at the large table in the main hall, his face full of excitement.

      I can’t wait to have a purpose like he does. To be granted access to learn more, do more. Until my professional appointment gives me privileges to more knowledge of the planetary history, I’m left struggling through without all of the known details. Excitement fills me again because soon I’ll have that access. Taking a deep inhale, I close the door to my space and walk to my lotus chair. I take a seat, crossing my legs and placing my hands in my lap. The lights dim as the sleep therapy machine senses me and turns itself on. From behind, the brain calibrator emerges and encompasses my head. Resting back and closing my eyes, I wait. Seconds later, the  familiar electrical charge tickles the top of my head. My hair follicles tingle slightly as my brain recharges, mimicking the primitive way humans had once slept. Luckily we no longer need to spend a third of our lives in stasis. Instead, our daily sleep therapy intake ranges from five, to thirty minutes per day, leaving more time to be productive.

      Images of my day flash behind my closed eyelids and before I’m aware, the lights turn on again, signaling the end. I untangle my legs and stretch.

      As expected, I’m clearer, calmer, and the day’s events seem more manageable.

      A smile breaks across my face as I remove the little crystal from my pocket. Taking a few slow steps, I place it on my window seam, allowing the natural light to pass through.

      “Back soon, my good luck charm.” I whisper.

      Baxten’s eLink photo emerges in the recesses of my mind.

      ~Are you ready, Runa?

      ~Yes, let’s go. Is Mom ready?

      I walk out into the main hallway to a confused expression on Baxten’s face.

      ~Runa, I told you. Mom’s not coming.

      My eyes flit to her closed door.

      ~But she’s in her quiet space?

      Baxten shakes his head.

      ~No, she left when you were in sleep therapy.

      I drop my gaze to my hands.

      ~Oh, I see.

      Wrapping his arm around my shoulder, he leads me down the hall.

      ~C’mon, kid sis. Let’s see what your future has in store… Just keep in mind, whatever you end up doing, you’re not getting the large table to plunk sticks and rocks on. I’ve already claimed it.

      I laugh with him as we leave our LQ behind, walking the bare corridor to check in with the ScanReaders. We don’t have far to go. Since Baxten’s professional appointment as a ScanTechnician, we were reassigned to a new LQ closer to the ScanReader department.

      ~This won’t take long. It’s really only a formality because they want to give you your  department badge. You basically walk in and they hand you your professional badge and they’ll eLink all of your assignments for tomorrow.

      Baxten winks at me, ushering me inside the room.

      ~Great. I don’t think I could handle much more suspense.

      My pulse races as we reach the standard chrome counter inside the ScanReader lobby. A woman with short brown hair blinks, expressionless, at us.

      According to the eLink broadcast in my mind, her name is Andrea Rupox.

      ~Proceed.

      I bite my lip, but offer my information in return. She nods, already prepared for me as she pushes forward my badge. My smile beams as I take it from her and nod in appreciation.

      ~Thank you.

      The moment I have the badge in my hand, it lights up and a series of maps, procedures, names, faces, and access levels are downloaded in my mind. My footing falters and I turn back to Baxten and the woman named Andrea.

      ~I’m sorry. There has to be some mistake. This can’t be the correct appointment.

      Andrea’s expression is skeptical as I walk back to her, trying to hand the badge back.

      Baxten grabs my wrist, confusion written across his face.

      ~Runa, what are you talking about? The scans are never wrong.

      I shake my head, trying to fight the panic welling inside.

      ~I don’t know what to tell you, Baxten. The scans are wrong. They have to be.

      Grabbing his hand, I thrust my newly acquired badge in his palm. The emblem with a moving metallic blaze in the center puts a stop to his rebuttals. Instead his mouth drops open and he lifts his wide eyes to mine. Neither of us say the word etched across the top of the badge. I close his hand around it and shake my head.

      ~There’s no way.

      I walk out, leaving my brother standing in the middle of the lobby with the remnants of my childhood idealism. In that instant, I know what I have to do. They won’t allow me to disavow their placement. There isn’t precedence for something like this.

      I need to leave the Helix.

      Because after everything I’ve been through, there’s no way I accept the role of Cremator.
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      WHO WOULDN’T LOVE TO EXPLORE more of Pendomus?

      I’d be a fool if I said the thought wasn’t utterly enticing. I’ve been hanging around Fenton on and off for nearly eight years now and he’ll manage without me just fine. Besides, he and Kani have their thing going now. They need a third wheel about as much as I need to be one. It’s not like I’ll be gone forever.

      Well, unless we manage to get ourselves killed.

      The thought comes unbidden to my mind, but I shrug it off. I’ll have Ash with me the entire time and that guy could pulverize someone with just a look. I know I don’t know everything about Pendomus and we would be going far into the desert realms of the planet, but some things you can only prepare for so much. Eventually, you have to ignore all the worries or concerns and take the leap. I follow the last bend of the cavern system and enter the space leading out to the frozen world. The soft glow of daybreak illuminating the opening is like a magical portal to a new world. Outside, exploring—that’s where I love to be.

      I take a deep breath and walk out into the light. When the cool air hits, the breeze lessens my agitation instantly. Beyond the select few in the Lateral, I’m the only one who possesses first-hand details about the area around us. The topography of the planet. Of course Delaney would ask me to go on this mission.

      Of course I’m going to accept it. There really was no other choice, but I couldn’t let them know that. Still need to exert a little bit of free will, right? Keeps them on their toes.

      The weight of the sonic resonator hanging loosely over my back reminds me of my current mission. I’m not just out wandering to clear my mind, I have to start my patrol of the area. There are people to protect and I’m not doing a very good job if I’m stuck in my own head.

      Out here, you never know what might find you. Hundreds of animals were resurrected and released, few which behave in a friendly manner.

      My lungs crackle under the coolness of my inhalation. The wind’s scent is intoxicating, as oxygen courses uninhibited through my veins. The dank air inside a cave just isn’t like this. The sky’s amazing this morning as I start out, taking a moment to glance up through the trees. The branches are magnificent, covered in sparkling frost. Over my shoulder, a twig snaps,  making me spin around. My eyes scan the area, but see only the awesomeness of the sundog hugging the Safe Haven’s obscure entrance like a pair of parentheses. Pinks and purples contrast the white of the snow, making the edge where the rainbows meet appear to vibrate. Nothing is so awe-inspiring as the colors and wonder you never see inside the Haven. Colors even Kani can’t replicate in her otherwise beautiful paintings. For some reason, they’re too elusive.

      As I continue onward in my circumference around our base, the woods are silent. The only exception is the sound of my feet trudging quietly through the snow. Focusing on the muffled crunching, I continue to put one foot in front of the other and create distance between the Haven and me. I watch for signs of predatory animals and people. We can’t assume the Helix will let us be, if they find out where we’ve been hiding. Preparation is key and all that.

      Somewhere through my rounds, the trees fill with the sounds of little gray birds. The sounds are cheerful at first, but after a while, start to grate on my nerves. A little peace, that’s all I want. As if monitoring my progress through the trees, they follow me in the branches overhead.

      I flick my hand at them, trying to get them to fly off. “Go away. Shoo.”

      Luckily, they get the idea and dissipate. Leaving the birds behind, I catch myself smiling again. I’ve been a bit self-reflective, but I know this is going to be a good thing. I’ve been in need of a damn adventure, anyway. I much prefer the wide-open spaces of the unknown to the suffocating closeness of monotony. With a little luck, maybe I’ll even be able to get to know Ash better. The man never talks.

      A piercing howl slices through the trees, ripping me from my thoughts. The hairs on the back of my neck rise, causing me to crouch in a defensive position. The forest is suddenly silent and my instincts scream to run—which doesn’t happen often. Usually I’m the first to run towards the fray. My only problem is, I’ve got not clue which direction the sound came from.

      Frozen to my spot, my eyes follow the birds and the way they’re flocking—all heading in the same direction in the distance. Their irritating calls turn into horrifying screeches. In the distance, the sky blackens with their convergence as they appear to be circling a tree in the distance. I flick a switch on my vibration detector just as another howl invades the silence. This time, my instruments confirm the howl came from the same direction as the birds.

      A sudden streak of gray and red whizzes through the air. Rushing forward to get a better look, the streak is actually a girl with long, white-blonde hair. Her face is bloody and her body limp. After a moment, her body slides across the ground and hits a large tree, as if something is maneuvering her. The only problem is, I can’t tell what the hell it is. Or where the hell it is.

      The thundering in my chest convinces me I need to take action for the sake of the girl. Without conscious effort, I run toward her and whatever is orchestrating her body’s movements. I need to figure out what the hell is going on here.

      Pulling the sonic resonator around to the front of my body, my fingers stroke the virtual keypad, giving the command to stun as I race through the trees toward her.

      Could this be the Morph?

      Stories have circulated for a long time about a killing machine no one can hunt. If this really is the Morph, now I know why. No one can see the damn thing.

      After moments of stillness, the girl lifts her arm. Something glints in her hand and she swings whatever the weapon is above her. I curse myself for being so slow as I finally get close enough to be in range to stun the creature without hitting her. Not wanting to be seen, I flatten against the tree and clutch the sonic resonator tightly.

      As I spin around to take aim, the girl musters a burst of energy as she scampers up the tree trunk. Her struggles are evident, as she haphazardly reaches for a large branch and nearly falls back down. She manages to get a few feet up the tree before a gash on her leg splits open and paints the snow red. More horrifying, however, is the outline of the Morph as it appears in her blood.

      The thing is massive. I take aim for the beast from behind the tree. Just as I’m about to pull the trigger, the girl is wrenched downward and lands in the snow with a quiet thump.

      She didn’t even scream as she fell.

      Her body lies absolutely still, but I take aim at the blood soaked air above her and pull the trigger. The Morph shudders, but doesn’t back away.

      Am I too late? Is she dead?

      The girl lies in a pool of blood, her face covered partially in her drenched hair. The outline of the Morph hovers over her, claws ready to attack again. The little gray birds screech and circle; some even attempt to attack the thing.

      I release a second blast from the resonator and all the birds around the girl and her attacker take flight. Time itself stands still as the terrifying edge of the Morph’s face stares straight at me. I pull the trigger a third time. The creature shudders again, but this time, picks the girl up by the front of her jacket. The girl’s body is lifeless as the creature pulls her along. Blood-streaked hair and arms dangle across the snow like a ripped-up rag doll. Instead of coming at me, the Morph, along with the girl, vanish before my eyes.

      As much as I try, I can’t get my hands to stop shaking. The sonic resonator is locked tight in my grip, and my insides feel like they’ve been stirred and spat out. Instead of movement, only echoing silence is left of the attack.

      “What the hell?” I mutter, flipping the sonic resonator to my back.

      I will my legs to move and race toward the scene of the attack, stepping through the soaked snow. I round the tree, but the girl’s not there. She’s not anywhere.

      “People can’t just vanish.” I whisper, my voice wavering. “Hello?”

      Glancing from tree to tree, I watch for signs of movement.

      What if the damn thing comes back?

      The backside of the large tree has a huge gash in its trunk, so I grab the edges and peer inside. My eyes widen and my jaw drops. The tree is hollow—and drops straight downward into—water?

      Floating on her back, hair like a crown of lightning, is the girl. She’s a gory mess, and it’s impossible to tell if she’s alive. Removing my safety line, I jam the anchor to the outside of the massive tree trunk. Slowly, I drop myself inside; half climbing, half sliding down. The inner bark of the tree is covered in a green viscous fluid, making it impossible to get a good footing. Between that and my frazzled nerves, my hands and legs don’t want to coordinate the way they should. When I reach the bottom, I take a deep breath and slosh my way to the girl. Her face is mangled, and her undamaged eye lazily closes as I near.

      “Can you hear me? Everything’s gonna be okay. I’m gonna get you outta here.” My reassurance sounds false, even to me. She’s dressed in standard NanoTech clothing, so I doubt she’s going to be able to process what I’m saying anyway. It’s not the eLink, after all.

      Without warning, the murky water inside the tree bubbles around us and starts to rise. The water rushes around my body, warm and powerful. With extreme force, it pushes us both upward, back toward the entrance. I’m forced under a couple of times as it ascends. I claw at the sticky walls of the tree, but to no avail. Somehow, I need to find a way to get us both to the opening. In the depths below, the water begins to crackle and pop. The sound is like walking on ice and as the water reaches the opening, I begin to realize why. Beneath us, everything is freezing solid at a frantic pace. Grabbing hold of the girl’s left arm, I struggle to get us over to the entrance before we’re caught in the ice’s progression. I clutch at the snow on the ground with one hand, and try to hang on to her in the other. When I gain some traction, I wrench myself out. Quickly spinning around, I grope for the girl’s arms and tug. The water continues to rise and floods so fast, we’re both flung backward as the tree regurgitates us. Seconds later, the entire entrance to the tree freezes solid.

      Sprawled flat on my back, with the girl bleeding in the snow beside me, I blink hard to focus. The cold air attacks, making the warmish water inside the tree nothing but a distant memory as my clothing freezes.

      What in the hell is going on out here?

      Shaking the fog from my brain, I push up to my knees. The girl is limp, so I maneuver her body to pick her up. Her head drapes lifeless over my right arm as her gash across her face drains onto the front of my jacket. The contrast between the white of her face and the red of her blood is frightening. If she isn’t dead yet—she doesn’t have a hell of a lotta time. Without a second thought, I take off running. I don’t know if she’ll hang on until I can get her help, but I have to try.

      Just meters beyond the tree, the girl breathes in a deep, garbled breath as she lurches forward. I fall to my knees, nearly dropping her. A bright, amber colored eye locks with mine briefly, but then begins to roll back in her head.

      I place my hand along side of her face, trying to help guide her focus to me. “I’m taking you to get help. Hang on for me, okay?”

      The girl regains a moment of clarity as she hones in on me again. A second later, her face lights up, and in that moment, I swear she recognizes me—but I’ve never laid eyes on her before. I’d remember someone like her. I’d remember a girl with hair as white as the snow and eyes the color of a blazing fire.

      Oddly enough, the girl seems to be both in the present moment and inexplicably far away. She reaches out and places her right hand on my jawline, touching my lips with her thumb. The sensation is very intimate and I hold still, unsure of how to react.

      Her voice is barely above a whisper. “You don’t need to be sorry. I understand.” She searches my eyes, a hint of a smile spreading across her bloodied lips, “I love you too.”

      All I can do is stare at her with wide eyes. Her words and the warmth of her hand are so purposeful, so sure, my insides constrict as she lets go and sinks back into oblivion.

      Blinking away my uneasiness, I take a deep breath and slowly push back up. With her warm body cradled in my arms, I run. I don’t stop when I realize how long this could take or when my lungs burn and my muscles cramp. I keep running, reliving the words… words not meant for me. Unfortunately, I can’t outrun the strange, unexpected place in the pit of my stomach that kinda wishes they were.
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      “YOU’RE GONNA NEED to give me more time.” I mutter.

      Ash peers down at me, crossing his bulked-up arms over his enormous chest. His black shoulder-length hair resting on his red Lateral Guard shirt looks like it needs a good trim.

      He’s great at being intimidating; I’ll give him that.

      Ash doesn’t say a word, but his dark eyes are black and expectant.

      “Delaney needs a decision. I know, I know.” Pacing in front of him, I spit, “Do you honestly think I’m not aware? I just need more time. Maybe push it out a week? We’ve got—there’s a girl here who’s healing from an attack. I can’t just leave her.”

      The crook of Ash’s eyebrow twitches.

      “What?” I snort, making a face.

      When a smart-ass grin emerges on Ash’s face, I turn and walk the other direction. I don’t need to take his crap.

      “Fine. Whatever.” I wave my hand dismissively. “I’m in.”

      “We head out in twenty-four hours.” His words reach me as I turn the corner of the tunnel.

      Yeah, yeah.

      I know what’s at stake for this mission. If there are others on Pendomus living in their own society like us, we need to know. Maybe build an alliance against the Helix. Besides, I want to be there. I want to be on this mission. I just don’t like the timing.

      A few days. That’s all I’m asking for. There’s a deep sense of curiosity with this girl and I’d like to ride it out. I want to know what happened to her. Why the Morph attacked her. To get any of these answers, I need to be here for when she wakes up.

      Will she remember what she said to me?

      Even now, the impression of her hand lingers on my jawline, making my insides churn. Who were her words meant for? Was she outside to meet someone? A sudden wave of jealousy catches me by surprise. I have no right to feel this way—I don’t even know the girl. She has every right to be meeting someone else.

      Following the last twist, I enter the main section of the cavern tunnels we call home. The Haven. Outside our makeshift gathering room, Kani and Fenton are huddled together in conversation. The low lighting makes Fenton’s hair appear to glow like the sun, but makes Kani look even more ominous than usual. Her almond shaped eyes turn into slivers as she notices my entrance.

      “I still don’t get what it wanted with her,” she proclaims, shifting her weight to one side. “Or why she still needs to be here, instead of being moved to the Lateral. They have ways to deal with this sorta thing.” Kani’s fingers dance in front of her as she half-points in the direction of the girl in the other room.

      Ignoring her, I step past them both and walk into the room where the girl rests on our bench. Her face blends into her hair, she’s so pale. She lost so much blood, but at least we were able to bandage her up and stabilize her. Hopefully she’ll come to soon.

      “Don’t ya think it’s a bit weird, Trae? Coulda eaten ’er straight off. Why go for ’er eye? Doesn’t make any sense,” Fenton says, scratching his messy golden blond head. 

      “That I got no clue, guys. She was being attacked and I needed to get her out. All I know is, she couldn’t be left to die.”

      “What if she’s not sympathetic to our—situation? What if she wakes up and promptly turns us in to the Labots? What then, Traeton?” Kani huffs.

      “There’s no guarantee, guys. But she’s injured, and she’s not gonna be promptly going anywhere. Besides, she was out in the woods. Doesn’t that tell you anything?” I pause, waiting for a reaction. Kani continues to look indignant, and Fenton sits quiet for a change. I continue, “Tells me volumes. If she were in league with the Labots, why would she be this far out?” 

      Pretty sure it’s not the way those types roll. 

      “Trae’s gotta point,” Fenton agrees as he pushes up his yellow-tinted glasses he acquired on one of our explorations of Pendomus. “I don’t think she’s a threat. Look at ’er. She’s so … peaceful” He cocks his head to the side, smiling at the new girl.

      Kani redirects her glare at him. 

      “There are plenty of what-if scenarios I can think of as to why she’d be out in the woods. You’re kidding yourself if you think she couldn’t be one of them. They’re clever—you of all people should understand, Trae. With their mind control capabilities, they can be anyone, even pretty, dumb blonds. For all we know, she was playing up to see what idiot might come to her aid.” She jabs a finger in my direction and makes a face. 

      “What would you have done, Kani? Left her to die?” I say.

      “Of course not. I would’ve put her out of her misery and been done with it. Then gotten the hell out,” she snaps back.

      Well, that’s pragmatic. I suppose she’d use that fancy sword she’s so keen on bringing everywhere, or one of her knives.

      Kani rolls her eyes, “Oh, don’t make that face. If the two of you weren’t so controlled by your hormones, you’d see sense too.” She drops her arms and spins around to leave, her black hair twirling behind her like some sort of crazy fan. “You both gawk at her like she’s some sort of new toy.”

      I open my mouth, trying to think of a good comeback, but nothing comes out. She’s probably right. Despite the bandage over her eye, this girl is captivating ... and so different from the others. I’ve been outside the Helix for a long time and I’ve never felt this kind of magnetic compulsion before; and I don’t even know her name.

      Kani makes her escape down the hall, sputtering, “And now I’m stuck with her, because there’s no way Delaney is letting her go back to the Helix. Super.”

      I sneak another sideways glance at the girl before turning back to Fenton. Hormones or not, I’d be a fool not to notice something special in her appearance. The Geneticists inside the Helix modify everyone to have dark hair and dark eyes. There are few anomalies who have light hair, like Fenton. But his family was never Helix born, so he really doesn’t count.

      I always thought the dark eyes made sense because of the ultraviolet light. But the standard hair requirement always drove me nuts.

      Enter my blue-hair rebellion. 

      I don’t want to be a clone of everyone else. I don’t even like everyone else.

      But with her… What’s her story? Did she alter her hair or was she born this way? Was she treated differently inside? Was she quarantined too? Why was she in the woods? Why did the Morph attack her? Has she been on the outside long? Will she already be familiar with the ways out here? There’s so much I was caught unaware of when I left the Helix. Humanity… ways of life. Natural courses.

      My stomach flips. The biggest shock was learning about hormones and sex. If she’s as clueless as I was, that’ll be some kinda conversation for her. As much as I hate to admit it, Kani does make a point.

      In the reflection of Fenton’s archaic eyesight enhancers, the white-haired girl stirs. 

      Fenton notices too, as he cranes around my body and whispers, “Our mystery woman’s wakin’ up.” His eyebrows twitch up and down suggestively.

      My blood runs cold, and I hesitate. I need to talk to her, but I’m almost afraid of what she’ll say.

      I turn around slowly to face her. The bandage over her damaged eye wraps all the way around her head. I’m sure the whole thing is disorienting, but it was the best we could do with what we had on hand. Her shredded calf is suspended a couple inches off the bench so it’s not resting on the wound. Looks like a weird contraption, hanging from the cave ceiling and looping around her foot, but it does the trick.

      I raise my hand, silently motioning Fenton to stay behind, and walk into the gathering room. It’s a larger room along the cavern’s tunnel system where we keep all the things that occupy our time—books, games, supplies, you name it.

      Allowing a moment for her to catch her bearings, I stand off to the right of the bench. She appears so frail, and the bandage on her eye only adds to it. The wounds were deep—doubt she’ll ever see outta it again. For sure she’ll be scarred for the rest of her life. 

      Well, assuming she doesn’t escape, then promptly turn us over to the Helix, and have the scars surgically altered. Could happen. I wouldn’t admit it to the other two, though. Especially Kani.

      “Hey,” I whisper, leaning in.

      Placing my hand on hers, I wait for her to come around. I can’t even imagine what she must be going through.

      Her lips part and she lets out a soft groan, but doesn’t say anything intelligible. 

      Fenton and Kani aren’t aware this girl can speak aloud yet. For me, it’s another reason why I don’t think she’ll turn us in. People inside the Helix don’t have a clue how to speak out loud. They learn once in the beginning of their download series and never use it again. Mostly because people are lazy. As soon as they’ve got the concepts in their head, the eLink is all they need. Why hang on to a fumbling language if you can instantly transfer your thoughts, feelings, and images through your mind?

      The girl groans again, her hand twitching in mine.

      Suddenly, my mouth is sucked of all moisture. Maybe I forgot how to speak. 

      “S-sorry. We, uh, aren’t hooked in to the exchange-Link.” I shake my head, and glance at Fenton. “If you’re trying to connect that way, it won’t work. We’re kinda primitive here.”

      At the sound of my voice, she opens her good eye and slowly concentrates in my direction. As soon as we make eye contact, I take a small step back and release her hand. 

      The memory of her amber eye so purposefully fixed on me, the burn from her hand on my face … 

      Wetting my lips, I sputter, “My name is, uh, Traeton. Traeton Revasco. Trae, if it’s easier to remember.” I run my fingertips along my forehead. Stupid. I sound stupid. Set me up to explore unchartered territories and I’ll be just fine. Set me in front of a beautiful woman and I’m a bumbling idiot. Great.

      Fenton snickers in the doorway.

      I take a beat and start again, “What’s your name? How are you feeling? What were you doing out in the woods? Do you remember being attacked by the Morph?” 

      Way to overwhelm the girl, Trae. Good going. 

      Man, I’m no good at this. Where the hell’s Landry when we need him? 

      The girl’s fire-colored eye widens as she locks onto me. I didn’t think it was possible for my insides to constrict more, but somehow they do. I shove my hands into my pockets.

      Fenton’s eyes bore into the back of my head. I wish to hell he weren’t here.

      The girl struggles a bit but surprises me by whispering, “Air?” 

      “Air? Is it hard for you to breathe?” I kick myself for not having the proper medical equipment. Maybe Kani’s right—we should have moved her to the Lateral.

      She shakes her head imperceptibly. A small, bony finger lifts as she points to the blue spikes on top of my head. 

      Oh. Hair.

      My face flushes, and I scratch at my scalp. “Er, yeah. I altered it. Sort of a rebellion thing, I guess.”

      The corner of her lips curl slightly, and she croaks, “Nice.”

      Fenton huffs behind me. “Figures, she’d like blue.”

      She clears her throat and says, “Oona Copp-em.”

      Her speech isn’t as clear as before, and I lean in. “Uh, what? I’m not sure what you mean.”  

      “My—name.” She swallows hard, taking a labored breath. “R-runa. Cophem.” She closes her eye again and tenses her jaw.

      “Glad to meet you, Runa.” I nod, taking in her name for the first time. It suits her—it’s unique, like she is. “I, uh, sorry to repeat myself, but why were you in the woods?” 

      “Where am I?” She shifts, ignoring my question.

      “Safe. I found you pretty beat up out there.” 

      Reopening her eye, she says, “I got attacked by the—the bird!” 

      She tries to sit upright but gasps and drops back down. 

      Even I wince at her pain. All the color she was regaining drains out of her cheeks. 

      “You okay? Lean back and rest,” I tell her, offering a hand. 

      Kani snorts behind me. 

      Damn. I thought she left.

      “A bird? Seriously? Those meds must still be working.” Kani says.

      Runa groans again and shakes her head. Then she lightly brushes my hand from her shoulder. The aftereffects of her touch linger on my fingertips as I pull back. Contact with her makes me uneasy. Like I’ve trapped her bird inside my body, and it’s fluttering around trying to escape. 

      “I need ... to check on him,” Runa manages to say.

      “The bird?” I question, keeping my eyes locked on her. “You were attacked by the Morph.”

      “No—I mean, yes. But there’s a bird out in the woods,” she mumbles. “I need to find him. I need to know he’s safe. He shouldn’t have—”

      “Yeah, see, I don’t think that’s gonna happen anytime soon. You need to rest up and heal. I’m pretty sure you about died. No offense, but you look like hell.” 

      Runa smiles shyly and raises a hand to her hair, trying to smooth the strands. It’s pretty useless, though. Her hair is a tangled mess of dead tree branches and blood caked into the damp strands.

      I smirk at her and she quickly looks away. Her jaw sets, and her lips purse. A little color flushes through her cheeks, doing her some good. 

      “Looks like hell, but sure can talk. Interesting, quality don’tcha think, Trae?” Kani mutters. “Very Labot-like.”

      “Who cares how she manages ta talk?” Fenton interrupts, brushing past me. “Thanks, Traeton, for introducing us. Pft. Hi. Runa, righ’? I’m Fenton Tabet, and this’s our other friend Kani Ling.” 

      I blink hard as he actually extends his hand to her. Then, he jabs a thumb in Kani’s general direction, as if they’re just friends. I shake my head while Kani throws daggers at him with her eyes.

      Runa tries to nod in acknowledgment, but doesn’t accept his outstretched hand. Fenton doesn’t miss a beat, pulling up a chair and taking a seat right next to her. “So, trying ta duke it out wit’ tha Morph, eh? Not tha smartest thing ta do.”

      I take a step back to observe Fenton at work. 

      Was I this ridiculous when I talked to her?

      I’d laugh my ass off if she can’t even understand the self-enforced accent he’s always been so hell bent on using just because he thinks the ladies like it.

      Unfortunately, Runa bites her lower lip and says, “That was ... unintentional.”

      Fenton leans forward and places his hands on his knees. “Wow. I gotta say, ya are fantastic a’ speaking. I mean, really? Unintentional? Took Trae three years ’fore he could say tha’ word. Have ya been on tha outside long?”

      “Check out her clothes, doofus,” Kani interjects. “NanoThread. Issued. She’s barely taken a baby step away from the Helix.”

      Kani, the ever-observant one. I’ll admit, I almost forgot about her outfit. The gray and black Helix-issued attire lacks a certain flare but is form-fitting enough that, if left to my imagination … 

      I blink hard, snapping myself back to the present. 

      What the hell is wrong with me? Damn. I hate when Kani’s right. 

      Runa’s eye flits from Kani, back to Fenton, and then to me. I quickly divert my gaze to my shoes, my cheeks burning.

      “I go out to the woods sometimes. I had hoped— It’s peaceful out there.” Runa regards Fenton tensely, but adds, “I practice speaking. I didn’t want to forget.”

      “You’re very good,” I say. 

      The corners of her lips twitch, and her eye sparkles as she regains more of her faculties. “What is this place?” 

      “We’re your pit stop between trying to get yourself eaten and going to your next destination. Don’t get too comfortable.” Kani proclaims.

      Way to make her feel safe, Kani.

      She seriously doesn’t play well with others

      Runa’s eyebrows pull in tight, and her smile tugs downward. 

      “Ignore her,” I say, glaring at Kani. “You don’t have to worry. We’ll take care of you until you’re better. Then we’ll help you get to where you need to go. How’s your pain?”

      “I’ll live,” she whispers, flinching as she tries to sit up again. 

      I reach for the stash of medicines we have on hand, and pull out the best pain reliever we’ve got. Works almost instantly when it comes in contact with skin and enters the bloodstream. Pushing back her sleeve, I shake my head. Why wasn’t this the first thing I offered? Shoulda been. She’s gotta be in a world of hurt. I run the medicine along her hand and up her wrist. She sighs, and her eyebrows release. 

      “Better?” I ask. 

      She nods, and sinks back into her pillow.

      Nodding in return, I look at the others. “Okay, guys. Introductions over. I think Runa here needs more rest.” Her name rolls off my tongue, making my heart skip a beat. I don’t know whether to try to get to know her or run as far away as possible.

      Kani says, “Don’t you think we should check to see if she needs to find the allayroom? I for one don’t want her peeing on the bench.”

      “Good idea. Let us know how that turns out.” The shock on Kani’s face is gratifying as I walk by, pushing Fenton along with me to the kitchen. 

      I glance at Runa as Kani steps forward to hash things out. 

      The bench can’t be all that comfortable, but it’s the best I could do. Originally, I had suggested we have her rest on Kani’s bed. Just about got my head bitten off. Kani’s particular about neatness—nobody messes with her space. Not even Fenton is allowed in there. 

      If Runa’s coming from the Helix, it’ll be a while before she’s able to sleep anyway. Passing out and going to sleep are two completely different animals. One requires a conscious decision. She’s most likely used to those Helix sleep contraptions—they zap your brain so you feel like you’ve slept, but they’re not the same. All they really do is mess with the natural cycles a human body is supposed to undergo. 

      I swear, the Helix wants to zap all the natural cycles out of humanity. Make us nothing but robots, running around doing whatever the Helix deems acceptable, all the while we think we’re living and fulfilling some higher purpose. 

      But real life, the unmanufactured kind, isn’t like that. Things are complicated and messy. People make no sense, and there are no clear answers. You have to stumble through, hoping you make it to the other side in one piece.

      With Fenton by my side, we walk to the adjacent cavern space we use as a kitchen. 

      Fenton sits at the table and leans forward on his elbows. “I like ’er!”

      “You would,” Kani huffs as she enters behind us. 

      A smile spreads across my face, and despite myself, I admit, “I do too. I think we can trust her.”

      “Trust her? Like her?” Kani points at each of us consecutively. “Were the two of you dropped on your heads? You don’t even know her. I’m going to get a thrill when she kills you both in your sleep.” She turns on her heel and stomps out.

      “What’s ’er problem?” Fenton asks, scrunching the side of his face. 

      I shrug. “Hormones?” 

      We both chuckle. 

      “I HEARD THAT!” Kani yells from the tunnel.

      Before we can stop ourselves, we burst out laughing. Kani can be a pain in the butt, but I’ve never seen her jealous before. 

      It’s kinda funny.
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      THE WOMAN WITH NARROW SLITS for eyes disappears as quickly as she can, and I’m left in my solitude. My body aches terribly, but hope trickles into my veins, tempting me into a lull of excitement. It’s hard to believe others live beyond the Helix. When I’d left, I didn’t have a plan. I didn’t know where I was going to go, or how I was going to survive. Part of me even wanted the Morph to come.

      My fingertips trace the bandage on my eye. I wish I could see what it looks like, but I already know I won’t like the answer. What I wouldn’t do to bathe right now, though. My garments are crusty, and I’d like to at least rinse the hard lumps of blood from of my hair.

      Without a word, the girl named Kani returns, walking up beside me with her arms crossed. She’s tied her black hair into a loose ponytail, and bright green streaks peek through the strands. They’re not as vibrant as the man—Traeton’s blue hair, though.

      “You better not even think about turning us in,” she hisses, one hand drifting to her side. Absently, she taps the hilt of a knife strapped to her leg.

      I close my eye, unsure how to respond. Of all the things happening, turning anyone in is the least of my concerns, especially someone who keeps knives on them.

      “It took us a long time to feel safe. To make a life of our own out here without feeling trapped. I’m not going to let you come in and ruin everything. I know you just about died, or whatever, but it doesn’t give you license to do anything you want. Because if you’re one of them—I will end you.” She takes a step toward the door and turns back. “Just so we’re clear.”

      I can’t process fast enough for a response, so I stare blankly as she spins around, her ponytail bobbing from side to side as she exits.

      One of them?

      A repetitious tapping comes from someplace farther away. Kani stomps past the entrance to where I lay, and a moment later, Traeton and Fenton whisper to each other in hushed tones.

      “Blood…”

      “Feathers…”

      Rolling to my right side, I curl up as best I can and put my hands over my ears. If they went back out to where I was attacked, I don’t want to hear any more. I don’t want to hear how mangled the bird was, or how much blood I lost.

      The next thing I know, a rough, cool hand removes my hands from my head. Traeton’s dark eyes are clouded with worry. Behind him, Fenton adjusts the strange yellow band covering his eyes.

      “You okay?” Traeton asks, taking a seat.

      “Fine ... fine,” I lie. My uninjured leg starts twitching of its own accord.

      “Yeah, you’re the spitting image of fine,” he chuckles. “Fenton and I went out to search for the bird.”

      “I figured by the way you were talking.” I sigh.

      “Tha’ was one crazy mess! All tha’ blood ya lost. Still looks fresh ... Snow’ll do tha’, ya know.” A bushy brow arches above the yellow rim on his face. “It’d be pretty easy ta assume tha’ whatever tussled didn’t make it.”

      I knew it. The bird’s dead.

      “So, if he’s not there. Was he ... eaten?” I squeak. I try to hold back the imminent threat of tears in front of complete strangers, but it doesn’t work. Traeton’s eyes narrow as he watches me, and my insides recoil.

      “Not necessarily,” Traeton says matter-of-factly. “We didn’t notice any stray feathers or anything else indicating a bird was even in the area. Perhaps he flew off?”

      “Are you just saying that to make me feel better?”

      The corner of his mouth tips upward, revealing a dimple in his cheek. “Depends. Did it work?”

      “No,” I say, stifling a tiny smile. “Okay, maybe a little.”

      Traeton’s eyes twinkle. He coughs and pushes up to a stand. “Good. I, uh … I wouldn’t worry about the bird. They’re stronger than you think.”

      “So, why are we assuming something didn’t make it?”

      “Fenton meant you.”

      Fenton grins. “I assume ya were out in tha woods for a reason. Not too many people are willin’ ta do tha’. Maybe you were lookin’ for a way outta the Helix. Am I righ’?”

      “I … I was out—” My head spins. “

      Fenton steps forward and puts a hand on my shin. “There are options, ya know. We can help ya find a place of your own. Or,” he continues, “ya might consider staying here.”

      Kani curses not far away.

      Traeton shifts to cross his arms. “But we’ll help you get to wherever you wanna go. This has to be a lot to take in.”

      “That would be great.” I nod. “My brother, Baxten, he might be looking for me. But I doubt …”

      Traeton leans back. “Were you in the Helix before?”

      “Yes.” I reply, swallowing hard.

      “Well, if he was gonna come out searching for you, he probably did already. You were unconscious for nearly thirty-six hours.”

      My jaw pops open. I’ve never been unconscious, let alone for so long.

      “Do I have to decide what to do now?” I whisper. “Not that I’m not grateful. I just have a lot to think about.”

      So much has happened. Of course I’d like the option to stay, but according to Kani, I no longer have the option to leave. As unhappy as I am with my professional appointment, do I really want to never go back to the Helix? What if I never see Baxten again?

      “Take as much time as ya need. In tha meantime, would ya like some supper?” A mischievous glint flashes in Fenton’s eyes as he raises his yellow band to the top of his head.

      “What is that yellow thing covering your eyes?” I ask, unable to help myself.

      Fenton removes it from his face. “Wha’? This?”

      “They’re called glasses.” Traeton shrugs. “They used to be for blocking sunlight, or maybe correcting vision before the technology we have. Fenton here just thinks he looks better with them on.” Taking a step forward, he messes Fenton’s yellow hair. “Anything that hides this lunatics face is good by me.”

      Fenton covers his heart. “Thanks, Trae. I feel tha love.”

      “So, what this supper thing?” I question.

      They both burst into full-on chuckles.

      “What’s so funny?” I giggle with their infectious laughter.

      “Yeah, Trae, wha’so funny?”

      Traeton raises his eyes to the ceiling. “Nothing—just, you’ll see. This will be a whole new experience for you.”

      I try to sit up, but the movement sends shooting pain up and down my entire body.

      “Here, let me help you. You shouldn’t be trying to get up on your own.” Traeton reaches up and unhooks my leg from the contraption holding my bandaged leg up. Not waiting for a response, he scoops me from the bench. My muscles flare in the momentum, but calm almost instantly. I wrap my arm around his neck, trying to make bearing my weight easier for him. He doesn’t even seem fazed. His body is so warm, and his pulse beats against my rib cage.

      “I coulda done tha’,” Fenton mumbles as we walk by.

      I search Traeton’s profile, trying to figure him out. He’s been so kind, and he doesn’t even know me. After a moment, the faintest hint of his dimple appears, but he keeps his eyes straight ahead.

      We enter another cavern room adjacent to the last one. The space is brightly lit and open. A large rectangular table sits in the middle with low-lying benches on either side. Kani glares at me from the far end of the table, but I smile back as sweetly as possible. A pungent odor fills the air, and I wrinkle my nose.

      Fenton takes a position near the odor and shifts things around inside some sort of container. None of what he’s doing makes any sense, but then, that’s been the case from the moment I woke up here. Traeton sets me on a bench and I shift my bandaged leg outward. Spikes of pain shoot through the surface of my skin, and I flinch.

      “Be right back, guys.” Traeton ruffles his hand through his blue hair and smiles at me. “Fenton, don’t bore her to death, okay?” He hesitates a moment, like he wants to say something to me, but he turns and walks out.

      As I watch his frame leaving the room, a sudden wave of disappointment washes over me. I hope he’s coming back soon. Something about him makes me feel safe. My eyes flit to Fenton, who smiles broadly in return.

      The muscles in my shoulders and back groan as I struggle to keep myself upright. I wish I could lean back. I set my hands on the table and take a tense glance around the room.

      Kani frowns at me from the other end of the table, and abruptly stands. “Does she have to eat with us too? Can’t you just bring her a dish? It’s not as if she’ll stomach the soup, anyway.”

      “Eat? As in … food?” I gape, the inklings of recognition dawning on me.

      My mother’s a RationCaps chemist, so I’ve grown up my whole life hearing about the perils of food and how her way is better. No one is ever nutrient deficient or overweight from her RationCaps. Evidently, that was not the case before they were perfected.

      Kani frowns again and fiddles with the ends of her green blouse. It’s zipped halfway up, revealing an off-white shirt underneath. The white one is low cut, exposing the upper part of her collarbones in a graceful loop. I’ve never seen such beautiful clothing before. I peek down at my dirty, damaged NanoTech garments.

      Bleck.

      “She’s notta dog, Kani,” Fenton replies and glances at me over his shoulder. “’Sides, she could probably use a break from tha’ bench she’d been restin’ on.”

      “To what? Sit on another bench?” Kani huffs. “I’m losing my appetite. She hasn’t even washed the blood out of her hair yet.” She shivers noticeably, and my face instantly flushes.

      “Is there someplace I could go to wash up?” I ask, swallowing my pride.

      She rolls her eyes and drops her mouth open. “Of course. We’re not animals.”

      “Well, can I get some help?”

      “The sooner the better,” Kani mutters under her breath.

      Fenton says, “Hang on, we go’ time. This soup’s gotta sit anyway. I can help ya, Runa.” He sets down some sort of utensil and wipes his hands across his blue pants.

      “The hell you will,” Kani sputters. “Traeton, you do it.”

      Pausing mid stride back into the room, Traeton examines each of our faces with wide eyes. “Do ... what?”

      “Take Ruin-a to the Oasis to clean her gross self.”

      Traeton’s chin drops open for a second, and he shakes his head. “Yeah, I don’t think ... I mean, shouldn’t we wait? Supper’s gonna ... C—Can’t you do it?” He points back at Kani.

      “Do I look like I can drag her butt all the way down to the Oasis? I mean, honestly, Trae. You’ll live.” Kani nudges him toward me.

      My face sears with humiliation. Am I so gross no one even wants to bring me to get cleaned up?

      “Seriously, guys, I go’ no problem bringin’ ’er down there,” Fenton offers again.

      “No, but you will.” Kani’s jaw sets and she places a hand on her hip.

      Turning to Fenton, Traeton says abruptly, “No … no, it’s fine. I was just … doesn’t matter.” He shakes his hands dismissively. “I’ll take her. Kani, can you find a change of clothes for her? We should really fix up her trouser leg.” He closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose.

      “You—want—me—to—what?” Kani’s eyes narrow to laser beam precision.

      “Don’t be so melodramatic,” he retorts.

      Kani gives me a once-over and heads out the door. “She’d better not stretch them.”

      Traeton’s shoulders drop and sits down across the table. “Sorry about all that.”

      I attempt a smile, but I’m pretty sure it’s more of a grimace.

      In this light, Traeton’s hair is a brilliant blue and the color stands out against his black shirt. Like Kani’s, his shirt is partially zipped, revealing a gray shirt underneath.

      Traeton places his hands on the table and taps his fingers lightly against the wood. His eyes wander, landing on everything but me as we sit for a long, awkward moment.

      Kani finally saunters back with a stack of clothes in her hand. She plunks them down unceremoniously on the table in front of me. “Do not wreck them.”

      “Come on, Runa. We should get going. We have a fifteen-minute walk, or so.” Traeton shifts out of his seat and moves around the table. Once again, his arms slide around my body and he hoists me out of my seat. With one arm still around me, he grabs the clothes Kani brought in. He places the folded clothing in my lap and smiles awkwardly.

      If circumstances were different, I’d love to be in his company for a walk. Instead, this is going to be the longest fifteen minutes of my life.
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      THE LONGER I’M HERE, the more questions rattle around in my head.

      Why are the three of them living here? What made them leave the Helix? How did they discover this place? What is it like to live here? What’s the Lateral I keep hearing about? Why do they eat primitively? Why does Fenton speak weird? Is Kani always so—crabby? Why blue?

      Traeton’s focus is solely on the walk ahead—he hasn’t spoken a word. Not one.

      An interrogation would be better than this.

      Tunnel sconces light up every ten meters or so as he takes me to wherever this Oasis thing is. The shadows show how rocky the cavern walls are, drawing my eyes to the dark crevices leading off in new directions. I can’t believe the size of this place.

      “How big are these tunnels?” I finally break the silence and crane around to view Traeton’s stoic face.

      He keeps his eyes straight ahead, “Fairly big, I guess.”

      “This place is amazing. If I’d known about this—”

      “If you had known?” Curiosity plays at Traeton’s tone, and for the first time in what feels like forever, he looks at me.

      I bite the inside of my cheek. “Things are ... less than perfect for me inside the Helix.”

      “Ah. Is that why you left?”

      I sigh. How can I explain everything that pushed me to leave? Would he even understand?

      “I’ve always been different, as you can probably see. I’m the only one I know who likes being outside.” I steal a glance at his face, watching his eyes for any sign of disapproval. When he offers none, I add, “Well, until meeting all of you.”

      “I can’t imagine not being outside.” Traeton offers. “It’s my second home, really.”

      A grin creeps across my face and I pull myself a little closer to him.

      The minutes tick by like hours as he continues walking in silence.

      “Traeton, if you set me down, I’ll try to hop along on my left leg. I might need you for balance, though.”

      He shakes his head and winks. “Nah, I got this.”

      My cheeks flush, but I smile again.

      There’s no way I could carry another person fifteen steps, let alone fifteen minutes.

      “Sorry about all the confusion earlier,” he says.

      “I’m sorry too.”

      “For what?” he asks, surprise playing in his tone.

      I wrinkle my nose. “For being gross. For needing someone to help me get cleaned up. I’m sure it’s not what you want to be doing.”

      I look away, letting my hair fall between us like a curtain.

      “Honestly, it’s no big deal. I don’t mind. Besides, you do have a pretty good reason for needing help,” he chuckles.

      “Well, thank you anyway.”

      In the distance, I make out the faint hum of running water. However, as we get closer, the sound is more like a hundred Helix showers, all running at the same time.

      “Stay here. I’ll trigger the lights. It’s a little rocky and if I can’t see where I’m going, I’m liable to drop you.” Traeton sets me down and steps into the darkness. “I’m sure you could do without that.”

      Instead of doing as instructed, I hobble behind him, holding the wall for balance. He’s done enough for me, the least I can do is manage a few steps on my own.

      The lights flicker on as I enter the space they call the Oasis. Five sconces illuminate the upper part of the walls, and they cast deep shadows in the grooves of the natural rock formations.

      It’s breathtaking. From what seems like everywhere, water pours into two large pools, one on either side of the walkway.

      “Uh, well, okay. That’s the bathing side.” Traeton points to the left. “Soap and such should be over there.” His face turns white, and he starts backing toward the entrance. “You should have a towel with your clothes here. I’ll just—I’m gonna be—yeah—out there,” he points out the way we came. “Yell if you need me.”

      My head is spinning and I’m suddenly overcome with fear. What if he leaves me here? Would he? Could I find my way back?

      “Will you be far?” I blurt, making an attempt to smile.

      “No. Not too far. In the tunnel here.” He shifts his eyes and backs out farther. “I’ll give you some privacy.”

      “Thanks,” I mumble, wishing I could voice more of my concerns. It’s ridiculous to question his motives, but I’d never survive in here if he left me alone.

      On the opposite side of the walkway to where he pointed is another pool of water. Though he didn’t mention what it’s for, on the floor are large containers. Suddenly parched, I hop over to it. Water trickles down, running over the stones before free-falling into the standing pool below. I reach out and let the chilly water flow over my hands.

      Cupping the water, I drink in some of the cool, deliciousness. It’s better than anything I’ve ever tasted, and I can’t seem to get enough. I drink until my stomach aches, which doesn’t take long.

      I scan over my shoulder, using the nearest rock for balance. This task—bathing in open water instead of a shower—it’s a little daunting. The area is so exposed. A few days ago, I had no idea water existed like this on our planet. Does this come in on its own, or is it somehow created by Traeton and his group?

      The scent of wet dirt surrounds me, a clean sort of smell that settles some of my anxiety. Smiling to myself, I take a tentative hop to the bathing water’s edge and glance down into the mirrored reflection.

      My smile instantly evaporates.

      I look awful.

      My hair’s a tangled, bloody mess, and the bandage covering my left eye is worse.

      Slowly, I sit on the nearest rock and struggle to get undressed. It’s a relief to free myself of the ripped NanoTech garments, but everything aches, despite the medicine.

      I remove the bandage around my calf and pieces of the absorbent fabric stick to the dried gash, reopening the wound. Blood slowly trickles to the ground, darkening the stone at my feet.

      There’s no sign of Traeton in the black void.

      I remove my undergarments and clumsily make my way into the water. Colder than I expect, I’m not sure I can even bathe in it. However, the longer I stand, water up to my ankles, the warmer it seems. I hop along the rocks until the water is deep enough for me to submerge most of my body. My injured calf itches, and I’m unsure if I should even be getting it wet.

      Trying not to get the bandage on my face wet, I bend forward slightly to rinse the blood from my hair. My footing falters, and I fall face first into the frigid water. My hands instinctively reach out, but I don’t find the bottom. Instead, bubbles surround my body and the current is so strong, I can’t tell which way is up as I flail against the water.

      I’m blinded by a fierce white light blasting through my entire perception—even my damaged eye senses it, sees it. I want air—I need air.

      A woman’s voice rings out clear and crisp, as if she were in front of me.

      
        
        “Runa, Daughter of Five, please don’t be frightened. We are here to protect and guide you. Your place in this world is more important than you realize and we are doing all we can to prepare you for what comes next. Even now, from this great length, we are helping to speed your regeneration. Allow the affects of the water around you to sink in. At this moment, it is imperative you listen closely, for we don’t have much time.

        When you vacated the Tree of Burden, you initiated the seal—the gateway to us needs to be reopened and you must return to us. The Tree holds everything you will need to protect yourself and Pendomus from the oncoming storm Videus is stirring. He is ruthless and he will stop at nothing to acquire you. We must not allow this to happen.

        This won’t make sense now, but it will. In order to regain access, you must reacquire the key, which will be a most difficult task, as it remains inside the Helix. Until you are strong enough to retrieve it, stay hidden amongst the shadows. At this very moment, you are being sought after by those who wish to do you harm. Be watchful. Your guardian will connect with you when you are ready. There is much you don’t understand about this world. But above all else, you must be protected. At any cost.”

        

      

      I break the surface and fill my lungs deeply with fresh air. My arms thrash against the water, groping for something to hold onto. A high-pitched noise reverberates off the walls, stinging my ears. In the same instant, Traeton bursts in, an expression of complete shock—no, horror—on his face. He immediately spins around to face the other way, his hand flying up, shielding his eyes.

      My heart vaults into my throat, and as quickly as I can, I dive behind the nearest rock outcropping. The high-pitched noise goes silent as I close my mouth.

      “What the—Are you okay? Why were you screaming?” he calls over his shoulder.

      I watch him closely, waiting for any sign of a shift in his demeanor. When nothing changes, I allow my shoulders to unclench.

      “I ... yeah. Sorry. Don’t turn around, okay?”

      Shaking, I don’t let my eyes leave his silhouette. He stands stone still. Taking a deep breath, I move toward the towel.

      What just happened?

      Daughter of Five? Tree of Burden? Guardian? Did I bump my head when I fell? What do I tell him?

      I chew on my lip.

      “Sorry I screamed. Just now, when I was under the water, it was like it … reacted and I got disoriented. It reminded me of when I was floating in the tree.” The last sentence slips out unintentionally, and I scrunch my face.

      Great. I’m sure he’s going to think I’m insane. Heck, I think I’m insane hearing voices this far out. The constraints of the eLink require proximity and even if we were right on top of the Helix, the rock alone would block the signal. So how someone could enter my mind—I just don’t know.

      Dropping the towel to the ground, I keep my eyes on his back and pull on my undergarments swiftly.

      “Reacted?” he says, his voice arching higher.

      With trembling hands, I hold up the white shirt Kani gave me. I don’t understand how I’d possibly stretch the fabric. It has to be at least two sizes too big.

      “It was like the water was boiling around me,” I tell him, sliding the shirt over my head. “Maybe I was out of my senses, but it felt like the water did the same before when I was in the tree. Boiling hot … and then … I saw you. Or at least, I think it was you.”

      I yank up the brown trousers and survey how they fit. They, like the shirt, are large and the fabric flows loosely around my legs. They aren’t necessarily pretty, but they do have a nice flow to them.

      “You uh, saw me at the tree?” Traeton’s voice is gruff and he rubs the back of his neck.

      “I think so. Well, your blue hair, at least,” I say. I point to the top of his head and drop my hand to my side.

      He can’t see you, Runa. Back turned, remember?

      “Is that all you remember? About me, I mean.”

      His question catches me off guard, and I look up. “Yes, just blue.”

      “Ah.” He shifts to one side.

      My encounter moments ago circles around in my mind. Despite having no visuals to connect to, the sensation was extremely real—as if the woman was right beside me. Or connected to the eLink…

      “Traeton, what do you know about the tree you found me in?” I ask.

      He shifts slightly and says, “Uh, not much. That was the first time I’d noticed the tree before. It was sorta weird, though.”

      “How do you mean?” I ask, sliding my foot into my boot and letting it constrict to my size.

      “Well, besides the obvious of standing water—” Trae raises a hand to his forehead and taps it gently as he thinks. “The tree itself, though… There was something unusual about it. Like it had a mind of its own.”

      I stop in mid-step of the next boot. “A mind of its own?”

      Relief floods my body as my curiosity piques. He’s had his own experiences with the tree.

      “Yeah. When I was trying to get you out, the water rose and basically flushed us out of the tree. Then it froze solid.”

      “Really?”

      “Truly. I’ve never seen anything like it.” He nods. “Can I turn around yet?”

      “Sure. I’m decent.” I say.

      Traeton continues to stand still for a moment. Then, with a nod of his head, he turns around.

      “I need to go back there again.” I confide. “To the tree. It’s important.”

      His mouth drops open slightly, but he doesn’t say anything.

      Why is he not saying anything?

      I rub my hand across the fabric of my thighs in an attempt to make the wrinkles lie flat. “Does this look okay? Seems a little big.”

      “Oh, yeah. Very fine,” he swallows, then continues, “So the tree, huh? Okay, I can help you find it from here. Was this a special place to you before the attack?”

      “Yeah. Something like that.”

      “Alright, it’s settled. As soon as you’re better, I’ll take you back to the tree.” He grins.

      Smiling back, I push a wet strand of hair behind my ear, but it brushes against the wound on my face, making me flinch. I took no notice that the bandage must’ve fallen off in the water. With my fingertips, I touch the swollen flesh and cringe. In a swift movement, I pull the same strand forward again.

      “My bandage—I was trying to keep—I think I may have lost it.” I say.

      Shrugging, he says, “No big deal. We can get you a new one. You probably needed to rinse your eye off anyway. Let your wound heal fresh.”

      With the extra role of bandage Kani slipped in with the clothing, I’d love nothing more than to cover my face. Unfortunately, the wound on my leg is trying to adhere to my trousers.

      Picking up the roll, and lifting my trouser leg, I turn to Traeton, “Do you think you could help me get this around my calf?”

      His eyes widen. “I don’t think I’m the best one to—it might be better to let—”

      Wonderful, I’m insane and incapable. “N-never mind. I can do it,” I stammer.

      I sit down and pull back the fabric on my right leg again.

      “No, here. I’m sorry. I can help. I’m just … no good with this sort of thing.” Traeton kneels and takes the roll from me. He takes my leg in his warm hands and places it on his bent knee.

      My cheeks burn, and I hold my breath. His head is so close, the varying shades of blue and black sparkle as they stick out in all directions. An odd sensation washes over me. I’d like to touch his hair—run my hands through it.

      He raises his eyes to meet mine, and I blink away my wildly inappropriate thoughts. The way he observes me from under his eyebrows makes me bite my lip. He has nice eyes. For a moment, it’s like we’re magnetic. Slowly, his face inches toward mine. My breath hitches, because I don’t know what this means. I’m drawn to his mouth, as his tongue once again grazes his lower lip.

      The connection is abruptly broken as he shakes his head, his lashes fluttering.

      “Whoa. I … uh … Ready to head back?” He breathes out, and pushes to a stand, brushing off his knees.

      What was that all about?

      “Uh— if you are,” I say.

      The dressing on my wound is hardly noticeable as I stand up, letting my trouser leg fall back into place. I set my dirty garments inside my towel, the way I would back home, to make them easier to carry.

      He helps me through the narrow passage before picking me up again. Trying to make things easier for him, I reach around and pull myself closer. As I do, Traeton inhales sharply.

      “I’m sorry. Am I hurting you? Do you need me to shift?” I ask, acutely aware of how heavy I must be.

      Clearing his throat, he says, “No, I’m fine.”

      Shadows play across his face, and I wish I knew what was going on in his head. So much about him baffles me.

      “Why did you do it?” I ask.

      His footing falters a little, and he replies, “Sorry, do—do what?”

      “Pull me from the tree. Save me. Bring me here. Take your pick.” I shrug.

      I’m not sure what it is, or why I need to understand his motives, but I can’t help myself.  The indifference in his face evaporates briefly, and he sets me down.

      “I don’t know. I couldn’t let you die,” he says, pacing back and forth.

      “Why not? You don’t know me.” I try to understand things from his perspective, but he doesn’t make any sense.

      He stops pacing and says, “You’re right, I don’t know you. Does that mean if roles were reversed, you woulda let me die?” His intense brown eyes burn into mine and the corners of his mouth curve upward.

      The thought of leaving anyone—but for some reason, him especially, to die ...

      I shake my head. “No. Absolutely not.” Refusing to be helpless, I turn and hop along the tunnel of my own accord. On the floor to my right is a detailed set of spirals that have been etched across the dirt. I tilt my head and move closer, but Traeton steps in front and brushes them away with his foot.

      “Erm, okay. So, what’s the deal, then? Why did you ask?” he questions, his eyebrows knit together.

      “I don’t know. You seem so ... different. Hard to figure out. You know?” I offer.

      Tilting his head slightly, he faces forward and walks along side me.

      “Yeah. I can kinda relate.”

      I search his eyes. “You do?”

      “Well, you’re way more interesting than me, for starters. Your attack—whatever just happened back there,” he points back at the Oasis. For a moment he seems distant, then he blinks rapidly, color creeping into his cheeks as he looks away.

      “Yeah… that was weird.” I concede, my cheeks flushing.

      “So we’re in agreement, then. You’re way more confounding.”

      Without any further discussion, he steps forward and scoops me back into his arms.
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      “COME ON TRAE, couldn’t you re-bandage her eye before you brought her back in here? It’s all gooey.” Kani moans as we enter the kitchen space.

      Traeton gently sets me in the spot I vacated earlier and turns to her. “All things considered, I think you should handle that, Kani. Where’s Fenton?”

      “Mainframe checkups.” She spits back.

      Traeton places a hand on my knee, “I’ll be right back, Runa. Kani will take care good care of your eye.”

      A deep level of disappointment sweeps through me as he exits. I don’t want Kani to tend to my eye—I’d much rather have him do it.

      Maybe it was the water, or the strange voice that invaded my mind, perhaps even being around Traeton. I’m not sure—but I feel different. On top of everything, there are nuances I can’t make sense of and body language I can’t interpret. I’m missing things, and I desperately want to understand. This place is so different from the Helix. There’s a mystery at every turn, and I want to unravel them all. But I don’t even know where to start.

      Mumbling something to herself, Kani leaves the room right behind Traeton. A moment later, she returns and throws down a metallic tray with some sharp-looking objects placed in the center.

      “Don’t move. I’m gonna make this quick.”

      My eyes widen as she takes a seat in front of me, and a soft, powerful light illuminates my face.

      “What is that?” I shrink back, blinded.

      “Hold still,” she commands, reaching toward my face. Reflexively, I lean further back.

      With little need to be gentle, she tilts my head back and rubs a smelly ointment into the lacerations. Her hands are steady and sure of themselves, as if she's done this a thousand times before. The expression on her face is determined and almost pleasant, like she’s in her element.

      Why didn’t I realize this before? She’s their medic.

      “Oh, don’t be so proud of yourself,” she warns, as if reading my mind. “You should’ve figured it out eons ago.”

      I shrug and manage a sincere smile. “I figured Fenton was the one to bandage me up. Though, to be honest, I’m not sure why. He seems more the doctoring type, I guess.” I cover my mouth, trying to hide my laughter. “You would have been my last guess.”

      “That was the plan,” she tilts her chin up and examines my eye. “I was hoping you would be on your merry little way by now, never the wiser. So much for that.”

      With a cleansing wipe, she rubs gently at my face and her expression borders bewilderment. Finally, she says, “What the hell?”

      Anxiety rushes through my veins. I shudder when she sets down the cloth, which is completely covered in brown sludge. “What’s going on? Is my eye—how bad is it? Never mind, I don’t want to know.”

      Kani hops up and runs down the hall. “Oh shut it. You’ve got to see this.”

      When she returns, a small handheld mirror is clutched in her fingers.

      “Look,” she says.

      The mirror spins around in her hands and shines directly at me. Three long, angry scabs run from my scalp, over my eyebrow and eye—all the way down to my jaw. Everything’s red and puffy.

      “I’m hideous,” I say, diverting my eyes from the mirror.

      “Well, yeah. Yeah, ya are,” she concedes, “However, not what I’m talking about.”

      “Would you say what you want to say? I don’t get where you’re going.”

      “Okay, I’ll keep things simple, brainless. You have scabs.” When my expression remains unchanged, she repeats, “Scabs. It’s been three days. When I bandaged you up, the wounds on your face were enough to gross me out. Which, for your information, takes a lot. Skin was flapping around everywhere,” her hands flap back and forth, “But this—should have taken weeks to heal this well.”

      I take another look at the dark lines puckering on my skin. “What does this mean?”

      “Means I am damn good!” she says, bursting into laughter. “Let’s check out that eyeball of yours.”

      Despite what she says, the memory of the voice in the Oasis comes to mind.

      … we are doing all we can to speed your regeneration …

      Could this be someone—or something else’s doing?

      Shaking a small tube and emptying the contents into a clean cloth, she wipes at my eyelids. The cool, tingly sensation of the cleanser is nice as she uses small, gentle swipes.

      “Okay, I’d like to see the damage to your retina. It was too crazy before.” She edges closer, slowly dimming her light. “Besides, I don’t have the medical tools to deal with that kind of trauma.”

      The muscles around my eyelids don’t want to cooperate, as she gently pulls them apart. After a couple of sticky attempts, she’s able to get the eye open, but only a slit.

      “Can you open it any further? How do the muscles feel?” Kani watches me with an ardent expression, but she doesn’t force anything.

      Surprisingly, there’s some vision in the damaged eye. I bend forward, trying to focus through my eyelashes. Everything is blurry but becomes clearer the longer I keep it open, and the more I blink. Both eyes start to work in unison, and things I hadn’t seen a moment ago emerge.

      The room is filled with little orbs of light.

      “So?” she asks.

      “I have some vision, but I think the eye is damaged.” I squint, trying to make sense of what I’m viewing. The little orbs float in and out around me, almost dancing happily. The stone wall appears to undulate, making my insides flip. I close my eyes and steady myself on the bench.

      She sighs, “That we already knew, Princess Obvious.”

      “I mean—I’m seeing things—little specks of light all around us. I wasn’t seeing that before.”

      “Well, you eye’s heavily damaged. I’m surprised you have any sight at all. My guess is the photoreceptors in your retina are probably damaged,” she offers, leaning in for a closer look.

      “I’m gonna pull your eyelids apart so I can examine the reaction. This is probably gonna hurt a little.”

      Not giving me time to respond, she uses her thumb and forefinger to separate my eyelids. When our eyes meet, she yanks her hand back, and gasps.

      “Is my eyeball—gone?”

      My hand flies up to cover my face.

      “How would you be able to see out of it, dufus?” She rolls her eyes. “Um… no. I’ve never—Have you always—? Oh, just look.” She spins the mirror around again and focuses it on my damaged eye. Gleaming between the scabs is a swirling bright blue iris where my amber color should be—but beyond that, my eyeball is intact.

      My chin drops open and I touch my face with the tips of my fingers.

      “How can this be? I felt it squish—felt the claws.” I say.

      “So you’re telling me this eye wasn’t always a freaky blue?” She places the mirror face down in her lap.

      I roll my eyes.

      “Wow. That, was creepy.” She stands up and sets the mirror on the tray. “I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe you just thought that had happened? I’m sure an attack like this is pretty disorienting.”

      A lopsided grin graces Traeton’s lips as he enters the room. I rake my hair forward, trying to hide the damaged side of my face.

      “Everything okay in here?” he asks, his eyebrows wrinkling.

      “Yeah, Runa. Everything okay?” Kani’s tone is bordering playful, and I shift uncomfortably. A slight smirk spreads slowly across her face.

      “I—uh.” I mumble, still trying to wrap my head around what’s going on.

      Kani leans toward Traeton and says, “I think you better have a look at Runa’s eye.”

      There’s no way to avoid this, so I sit still and wait. A part of me wants to tell them about the voice at the Oasis … but I doubt it’s a good thing to hear voices when you shouldn’t be connected to the eLink.

      “May I?” Traeton is suddenly in front of me with his hand outstretched. Those deep brown eyes sparkle with a mixture of concern and curiosity.

      I nod and find a spot on the floor to stare at. I’m surprised he can’t hear my heart thumping as he gently pushes back my hair, and tucks the strand behind my left ear.

      When I meet his gaze, his sudden inhalation is all the verification I need.

      I raise my hand and shield my face as I turn away. “It shouldn’t look like this. I don’t know what happened … As if I needed to be more of a freak.”

      He places a warm hand on my shoulder, and I shudder away the goose bumps.

      “No, Runa. Your eye is—well, amazing, actually. I’ll admit, the color surprised me. But look at how you’ve healed,” he takes a breath, “astounding.”

      “Wha’sup wit ’er eye?” Fenton asks as he enters and cranes around Traeton. I stare directly at him. “Oh. Whoa.”

      “What about your sight?” Traeton asks.

      I shrug, trying to give an air of nonchalance. “I can see out of it, but I’m seeing orbs of light.”

      “I already told her the photoreceptors are probably messed up.” Kani says.

      “Does anyone else in your family have two different colored eyes? I’m curious because I’ve never seen this before.”

      “No, this isn’t— ” I shake my head. “I wasn’t— ”

      “She wasn’t born with two different eye colors. Yeesh.” Kani finishes for me.

      “Oh.” Realization spreads across Traeton’s face. “Oh,” he repeats.

      “How’d tha’ happen, then?” Fenton muses.

      “I wish I knew.” With a quick hand stroke, I release the bangs from my ear and let them fall forward.

      “Don’t we all?” Kani’s expression hardens slightly as she starts cleaning up the used bandages and her supplies. “This will have to do for now. Just let it get some air and breathe. Should continue to heal up fine.”

      Elsewhere in the cavern, a loud beeping pierces through the tunnels.

      “That’ll be Landry again.” Traeton says, “I’ll go see what he needs.”

      Without another word, he walks out again.

      “Who’s Landry?” I ask.

      “That’d be me obnoxious brother.” Fenton winks.

      “He’s actually pretty cool.” Kani admits with a grin. “But we can’t have the two of them in the same room or they’ll go off on a tech-talk that will last a week.”

      “Tha’s ’cause he think he knows ever’thin’. Time ta eat, ladies.” Fenton walks back to the counter, clanking around, until four steaming containers slide across the table. I pull the closest one to me and glance down. A brown, gelatinous goop not unlike what came off my eye puddles inside.

      I raise my eyes, and lean toward Fenton. “What is this?”

      Fenton beams, “Only the bes’ soup in all a’ Pendomus. Okay, now here’s a li’l etiquette, ’cause I betcha don’ know if ya were in tha Helix. This—is a spoon.” He lifts a metallic object and waves it in front of me. “Use this ta scoop up tha soup. Behold,” he demonstrates by shoving the spoon into the soup and cramming a large lump into his mouth. “See? Easy. And delicious.”

      Kani takes a seat beside Fenton and rolls her eyes. “Okay, wow. You don’t have to eat like this slob over here. It can be done a little more ... Delicately,” she dips her spoon and takes a small sip. “Truthfully, it’s a million times better than the RationCap crap.”

      My face flushes with an unexpected desire to defend my mother.

      “What’s wrong with RationCaps? I’ve never had a problem with them,” I respond.

      They both stare at me wide-eyed.

      “I don’t understand why you’d think this is better.” I shift my gaze back to the soup, leaving it untouched.

      “There’s a whole hell of a lot you don’t understand.” Kani says, a touch of animosity resurfacing. She taps her fingertips across her lips.

      “Then explain,” I offer.

      “You crash-landed into our world with your freaky attack and strange eyeball. Not the other way around. Since we’re on topic, I think we should have an open discussion? Just not on your terms. Sound good?” She leans forward, resting her chin on the top of her right hand. “What the hell were you doing in the woods? Really?”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” I say, dropping my eyes to my hands.

      “This is complete crap. Admit it. You’re one of them,” Kani spits.

      “One of who? Who do you think I am?” I slap my hand on the table and point to my face. “Take a gander at my eye. Did I do this to myself?”

      “Maybe you did. Wouldn’t put it past your kind,” Kani says, crossing her arms over her body.

      Fenton turns to her and whispers, “Come on, doll. She’s no’ in league with ’em. She’s no decoy.”

      Kani stares at the wall behind me and whispers, “How do you know, Fenton?”

      “Kani,” his voice is soft and he places a hand over hers. “Ya already know it too.”

      Instead of pulling her hand back, she visibly relaxes under his touch.

      “What does the term Labot mean to you?” she asks, her eyes burning into mine.

      Both Fenton and Kani watch me closely.

      “What?” I scrunch my face, confused.

      “Labot. It’s a simple word. What does it mean to you?” she repeats.

      “Nothing,” I shrug, “I’ve never heard the word before.”

      Kani scrutinizes my every move, but something in her face noticeably softens. With a sigh, she leans back. “I’m not saying I believe you—”

      “I think wha’ Kani’s tryin’ ta say is, she’s sorry,” Fenton says, nudging Kani in the shoulder. “Righ’?”

      “I’m confused.” I reply.

      Kani sets her spoon down. “Time you listen up, and learn something, then. There are people inside the Helix who are not good people. Technically, I’m not even sure they’re people.”

      “We needed ta be sure you weren’t one of ’em,” Fenton finishes.

      “Well, I’m not,” I tell them. “These people—Labots? Who are they? What do they want?”

      A mixture of unreadable emotions play out across their faces.

      “Depends on their mission. Mostly, they want to keep you silent,” Kani laments. “To protect the secret.”

      “The secret?” I ask.

      “Everything you think you know is one big lie,” Kani states. Her jaw clenches, but she doesn’t elaborate.

      “What do you mean?” I lean forward.

      “If ya ain’t one of ‘em, ya can’t go back. They’d kill ya on sight, Runa. Labots are tha’ bad.”

      Fenton reaches over and rubs Kani’s back in small circles, but neither of them say anything else. Instead, she leans into him and closes her eyes. They’re so—intimate. It’s unheard of in the Helix—and yet, they share this moment. Together. I divert my eyes, contemplating what makes them behave this way. My whole life I’ve wanted to reach out to people like this—but according to the Helix etiquette, it’s wrong.

      Isn’t it?

      “Soup’s gettin’ cold,” Fenton nods at my bowl.

      I raise my spoon to my lips. All eyes are on me as I do so, and immediately I regret putting the viscous brown goo in my mouth. The soup is lukewarm and tastes like feet smell. I drop the spoon back into the bowl and my body shudders. Wishing I could get the taste off, I stick out my tongue.

      Both Kani and Fenton burst out laughing.

      “Pretty good, eh? You’ll get used ta tha’. The more ya try, the more ya’ll be able to pick out different flavors. Tha’s wha’ your tongue’s for, didn’t ya know? Well, amongs’ other things, but we’ll wait to regale you with those types of tales.” Fenton says, wiggling his eyebrows.

      He’s so absurd, and yet I can’t help but giggle.

      “Ha! Did ya catch tha’? I got ’er ta smile,” he says triumphantly.

      Unable to help myself, I admit, “It tastes awful.”

      Kani laughs. “Here, try this.” She pulls a hunk off what resembles a rock and hands it to me. “This is bread. Try dipping it in the soup, and take a bite.”

      “Will it improve the taste?” I ask, sniffing at the bread.

      “C’mon, now. My soup’s amazin’,” leaning in to me, Fenton says, “You’re body just has ta ge’ used ta eatin’.”

      “I’m telling you—that’ll take a while. RationCaps take their time weeding from your system.” Kani swallows another spoonful of soup.

      Fenton rolls his eyes. “Women. Food is wha’ your body wants. Not tha’ synthetic crap inside the Helix. They like messin’ with people. If ya stick around, you’ll notice a big difference. You’ll see.”

      “What do you mean? Why would they mess with people?”

      “Because they can,” Kani says bitterly.

      I shake my head. “Like I was saying earlier, my mother’s a RationCaps chemist. Her profession is highly esteemed. If this were true, why would she do it? Our survival depends on them.”

      “That’s just what they want you to believe, brainless. Remember what we were just talking about? Besides, she wouldn’t have any idea. People inside do as they’re expected to do. They aren’t trained to search beyond the surface,” Kani says, rotating her spoon in little circles. “People are drones of society. They like to be told what to think rather than think for themselves.”

      Even to me, that was evident.

      “So, you gonna run back to Mommy and turn us in, then?” Kani’s accusatory tone resurfaces.

      Her words sting; she doesn’t know me, let alone my nonexistent relationship with my mother. Even if I did choose to go back, I would never bring up this group to her. There would be no point. She wouldn’t listen.

      “I won’t say anything, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I say. “Besides, I—I don’t want to go back.”

      Conflicted relief flickers across Kani’s face.

      “Why do you want to be out here, Kani?” I ask.

      “Because it’s better than the alternative,” she admits, taking another bite. “People inside don’t really have a life. They’re servants to the system, nothing more. They just don’t have the sense to realize it. At least out here, I’m in charge of my destiny. If I wanted to live in the Lateral, I could. If I want to live here, I can.”

      “C’mon. You’re no’ gonna eat any more o’ my soup? Try again. Make a guy feel special, would ya?” Fenton asks, pointing at my bowl.

      “What’s in this, anyway? It looks like mashed up tree bark.”

      “Probably better if ya don’t ’ave all the details,” he mumbles, stirring his own soup sheepishly.

      Kani’s head bobs up and down slowly.

      That’s not very comforting.

      “If our bodies respond better to—food,” I wave my hand in front of my soup, “what made us stop? Why create RationCaps at all?”

      “May ’ave something to do with tha supply,” Fenton explains. “Easy for us ta gather enough organic food fer our meals. Bu’ on a larger scale, tha’ would be next ta impossible on Pendomus. The hot side of tha planet burns up just abou’ anything edible, and the cold side ... well, no’ much can grow there, either. You ’ave ta be resourceful.”

      “Okay …”

      “Or, on a simpler level, by pushing RationCaps, they can control what everyone consumes,” Kani says, tossing down her hunk of bread. It bounces off her plate and rolls across the table.

      “But still, why would—” I begin.

      My stomach rolls, and my vision starts to blur in and out of focus. I shake my head, trying to clear the peculiar sensation away, but it doesn’t help. The light in the room tilts, and I put a hand to my mouth. “I don’t feel very—”

      Fenton’s voice is far away. “Uh—Kani, does she seem a l’il green ta ya?”

      “Already? She can’t be going through transition yet? We gotta get her to the allayroom—now,” Kani responds.

      Transition?

      Someone hoists my arms in the air, and my feet drag along the floor. The searing pain in my leg is no match for the nausea bubbling up, and I try my best not to be sick on both of them.

      Hushed whispers surround me…

      “I don’t get this”

      “This is way too early.”

      “What if she’s been on tha outside longer than we though’—”

      “I don’t like this. Not one bit.”

      Kani and Fenton lug me down the dimly lit tunnel toward a dark offshoot. The lights blur by in strange streaks, and it’s all I can do to keep my wits about me. They prop me up on my knees in front of an allay and back away. Without fail, I lean forward as all of the recent contents of my stomach abruptly hurl themselves back up.
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      I AM THE WORST HUMAN BEING EVER.

      I glance at the urgent message from Delaney.

      
        
        Ash tells me you’re having second thoughts about the mission. You need to regain some focus. We need you on this one, Traeton. Come see me if you need reminding on why.

        

      

      I swipe away the message and close my eyes. I should be focused on this upcoming mission. Or at least, getting my head in the game now that Runa’s awake. Instead, the more time I spend with her, the more I want to get to know her. Things are starting to get muddy and it’s only been a few hours with her. On top of everything, I have a million inappropriate images embedded in my mind, and no matter what I do, I can’t give them back. Worse yet—it’s not as if I hadn’t considered them all before I saw her naked—the curse of being a guy outside the Helix. She has no idea and as soon as she learns about this stuff, she’ll freak right out. Everyone does.

      Ash would have a field day. Fenton, too.

      Maybe the best thing for me—hell, her as well—is getting as far away from her as possible.

      I stand up from my rocky outcropping and meander back through the twists and turns of the cavern tunnels. It takes less time to return than it did to get away. Isn’t that ironic?

      Up ahead, Kani and Fenton are standing outside the allayroom, and Kani’s arms are flailing wildly.

      What the hell is she so excited over?

      My chest clenches, and I take off running. “Runa ... is she—?”

      Kani glares at me and sticks out her tongue. “Barfing up a lung? Yes.”

      My body relaxes. “Oh, is that all?”

      “Is that all? Are you kidding me, Trae? Her body shouldn’t be going into transition for another twenty-four hours by our calculations. Am I the only one who sees the problem here?” she says.

      “Maybe she’s been outside longer than we thought?” I offer.

      From the other side of the door, Runa heaves.

      “Yeck.” Fenton sticks out his tongue. “I don’t miss havin’ ta watch ya all go through tha’ a’ all.”

      I tip my head to the allayroom door and ask, “How much did she eat?”

      “Not enough to still be going,” Kani says. “Was I this bad?” Her eyes dart between the two of us. “Don’t answer that.”

      I smile. She wasn’t a pretty sight, either. Chartreuse would be an accurate description.

      “Trae’s righ’. Ya musta miscalculated on how long she’d been ou’ there,” Fenton says.

      “Doesn’t matter anyway,” I tell them. “The sooner Runa gets better, the sooner she can decide where she wants to go. Regardless, she can’t go back to the Helix. The Labots won’t let her back in now without an interrogation. Or worse.” My mind wanders back to my sister, Ava, and a shiver runs up my spine. “Alina will help her.”

      Fenton’s eyes narrow, “Why ya want ’er outta here so bad all of a sudden? You’re not still plannin’ on leavin’ with Ash, are ya?”

      “Yeah, Fenton, I am. I’m the only one who makes sense to send out into the field. And it’s not that I want her out of here.” Though, if I was honest with myself, the thought of Runa here alone with Fenton doesn’t sit well with me at all. “It’s just—she has—she seems more a Lateral type to me. Besides, Kani doesn’t want her here.”

      Kani cocks an eyebrow and a lopsided grin sneaks across her face.

      “What?” I glare back.

      Fenton tilts his head and stares at me through the bottom edge of his glasses. “So, if she decided ta stay, you’re not against the idea?”

      “She can do whatever she wants.” I shrug nonchalantly.

      “Well, tha’s good, ’cause I wanna convince ’er ta stay wit’ us,” he pats me on the chest and winks. “Ya can thank me later.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, boys.” Kani props herself against the cavern wall and continues, “She’s not in the position to give a crap about staying or going when she’s heaving up everything she ever ingested. At the rate she’s going, she’ll be closing in on her momma’s breast milk soon.”

      I snort. As if that could even happen. No one in the Helix nurses babies.

      Fenton opens his mouth to say something, but the door to the allayroom swings open. Runa’s face is devoid of color, and she’s visibly shaking as she holds the door for balance.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, taking a step toward her.

      Kani shakes her head and chuckles.

      I ignore her and keep my eyes trained on the white-haired girl in front of me. Runa sways, and I close the distance to pick her up before she passes out. The second I have her, she sinks into me, completely relaxed.

      This is starting to feel way too familiar. Hell, it’s almost comfortable.

      Still leaning against the wall, Kani says, “She’s going to go through the fever next. Best thing for her is rest. We gotta pump her full of fluids.”

      Fenton snickers to my left and hunches forward, his hand over his mouth. “Pump her wit summin’.”

      My eyelids slam shut, and my face flushes. “Fenton,” I groan.

      Kani rolls her eyes and says, “I’ll find something for her to drink.”

      “Oh, right. Drink,” Fenton snickers.

      A mischievous glint emerges from the depths of Fenton’s brown eyes as he stares at me. “Kani, all things considered, love, I think you an’ I should share a bed. Don’t ya think?”

      “What?” she utters, confusion crossing her face.

      “Runa can sleep on my bed,” Fenton says. His eyes cross over from her to me. “Should be more comfortable than tha bench she’s been on.”

      “So?” Kani snorts.

      I stand frozen, slack jawed.

      I see where this is going. Fenton hasn’t overly wanted me to go with Ash from the beginning and he’s seen an opening. Not to mention, he loves any chance at making me uncomfortable.

      Fenton’s smirk widens at my recognition. “Tha’ll work ... right, Trae?”

      I swallow hard in response. He knows me way to well.

      Sighing in defeat, Kani says, “Be sure to change the bedding. Who knows the last time that lump of fabric has been washed.” Shuddering, she takes off toward her bedroom. “Then again, why do I care? Do what you want.”

      The wattage of Fenton’s grin is so bright, we could use it to light the entire Haven. When Kani is safely out of earshot, he says,  “I’m no’ blind, an’ certainly no’ stupid. Do ya think I can’t see tha way ya look at ‘er?”

      “So what? Is there a law against it? Besides, you look at her, too. Don’t say you don’t.”

      “Yeah, bu’ fer some reason, ya feel the need ta defend yerself about it and I’m tryin’ ta figure ou’ why. Runa’s awesome, I won’t lie. But when ‘ave you ever known me ta hurt tha girl I’m with by bein’ with another one?”

      I raise my eyebrows, knowingly.

      “Okay, except tha’ one time. Doesn’t count,” he waves his hands dismissively, “Tha’s not tha point. Tha point is, Kani gets me. I dunno why, but she does. And as much as I think Runa’s got some amazing womanage goin’ on, I’m not gonna hurt either o’ them. ‘Sides, Kani’d stab me dead in my sleep.”

      I nod in agreement.

      “Furthermore, I ain’t about ta go traipsing in on my bes’ friend’s source a infatuation.” He raises his eyebrows and glances at Runa’s limp body. “When were ya supposed ta leave?”

      “Twenty-four hours, well less, now.”

      Fenton tips his chin toward Runa. “She’d be devastated.”

      “You don’t know that.” I start walking down the corridor toward our room. “She’s so new— There’s so much she doesn’t—”

      “I’m telling’ ya, something’s stirrin’ wit her. She’s diggin’ ya as much as I see ya diggin’ her. Yer always off on missions, searchin’ fer summin’. Wha’ if it’s her—an’ ya just gotta give ’er time?”

      “That’s a bit presumptuous.” I snicker.

      “Nah. Tha’s one possible hypothesis, an’ jus’ as likely as any other ya migh’ cook up.” He follows along side me and pats my shoulder. When we enter our room, Fenton immediately goes to his bed and strips away the jumbled mess of blue fabric covering mostly the floor.

      “Ya know, why didn’t I think a this sooner?” he says, throwing everything into a heap next to him.

      “Dunno,” I mumble. My thoughts revolving around possibilities and varying futures only Fenton knows how to make a person consider.

      With a flick of his wrists, the new fabric for the bed flutters open. Fenton haphazardly tucks in the edges and grunts, “I dunno how ya’ve managed all these years, I really don’t. Off galavanting tha planet an’ other such nonsense. Yer practically impervious to tha power a women.”

      I glance down at Runa’s sleeping form. Oddly enough, the scabs on her eye don’t seem as angry as they had before and the color is slowly returning to her face.

      Especially to her lips …

      Oh, yeah. Impervious, all right.

      Fenton finishes replacing the covers and steps aside with a flourish of his hands. “The bed ... is remade.”

      I laugh at his idiotic behavior and step forward to lie Runa down. She barely seems to notice the change but moans softly when she sinks into the pillow. I tuck her in, pulling the quilt up to her chin, and take a seat beside her. Her white hair seems to glow against the dark blue pillowcase. I sweep a few strands caught in her healing skin and I gently push them aside. Droplets of perspiration pearl across her forehead, and I place my hand on her burning skin.

      “An’ ya wanna leave.” Fenton says, his watchful eye trained on me.

      “I … I just wanna make sure she’s doing okay.”

      “Is tha’ all?” Fenton asks, his smile sliding into one of triumph.

      “That’s all. Dammit. I just—we just met her, Fenton,” I reply.

      He grunts, and the middle of his eyebrows upturn. “Tha’ doesn’t mean nuthin’.”

      “Well, it should,” I fire back.

      Kani walks in with a small box in her arms and sets it on the night table between the two beds. “Water. It has added electrolytes, so when she wakes up, give her some,” she tells me. Her eyes rest on Runa, and she lets out a soft sigh. “She may not be as bad as I originally feared. Doesn’t mean I like her, though. And sure as hell doesn’t mean I want her lurking around.”

      “She’s no’ tha’ bad, Kani,” Fenton protests.

      “Regardless, Trae’s right. She’ll do better with Alina,” Kani says, “and we need more medical supplies now. Fenton and I can make the trek. Then we can stop by and ask Alina what she’d like us to do.”

      “Good idea. That would be great, Kani, thanks.” I tell her.

      Kani tips her head in acknowledgement and grabs Fenton by the hand. “We’ll head out in a couple minutes. I, for one, need to finish eating, since we sort of came to a screeching halt with all the puking going on. Still can’t believe she’s going through transition so soon.”

      “Everyone’s a little different,” I offer.

      She gives Runa a once-over, “Some more than others.”

      My eyes return to Runa. For me, being different’s not a bad thing.

      Sighing, I follow the two of them to the kitchen. From the stovetop, I fill a bowl and take a seat. Fenton’s soups are the best.

      “Mushroom chowder? I love this one,” I tell Fenton, shoving a spoonful into my mouth.

      “Can ya believe she didn’t like my soup?” Fenton says indignantly. “How do ya no’ like this?”

      “Well, I like it.” I take another big bite and savor the taste. If I leave with Ash, it will be months before I get a meal like this. Universe knows, I can’t cook.

      We sit in silence for a while, enjoying our food. No talking. No arguments. Everyone seems to be wrapped up in his or her own thoughts.

      Even Fenton quietly scarfs down a second bowl before speaking up. “I dunno wha’ tha two of ya are so afraid of, ya know.”

      “I’m not afraid of anything,” I say, probably a bit too quickly.

      Kani wrinkles her nose. “We don’t need another person messing things up. You two are enough to contend with.”

      “C’mon, guys. Tha’s it? Really? Tha’s all ya got? Wha’ if I just walked on by when I saw ya and yer family in the woods, Trae? Or you, Kani? Wha’ makes ’er so different tha’ ya wanna dump ’er off?”

      “What’s wrong with the Lateral? As I recall, we all started out there,” I say.

      “Yeah, but it migh’ be nice ta ’ave ’er ’round,” Fenton counters, dropping his spoon into his bowl. “Once the RationCaps are flushed, and ’er moods regulate, tha’ is.”

      Kani snickers. “That’ll be hell. As it is, we have her injuries to deal with. When her hormones spike, she’s going to be like a pregnant lady on whack. Besides, what’s in it for you?”

      Fenton wiggles his eyebrows and says, “Wha’s wrong wit wantin’ another sexy beast in our band of studs?”

      Kani shakes her head and pops a piece of bread into her mouth. “Oh, please.”

      “Guys, I don’t know why we need to go around and around about this. Let’s just talk to Alina and get her take on things. Nothing wrong with inquiring, right?” I say.

      “Right,” Kani snaps back.

      “Fine. But I’m no’ gonna give up tha’ easy,” Fenton adds.

      “I didn’t expect you would.” I chuckle.

      Shortly after eating, Kani and Fenton set off for the Lateral and everything in the Haven becomes eerily silent.

      I stay nearby, in case Runa wakes up, which could be anytime. Unfortunately, I don’t have a whole lot I can do, and I sure as hell don’t wanna be stuck alone with my mind. Aimlessly, my fingertips trace the desk beside my bed. My woodcarving tools and my beat-up copy of Across the Multiverse all lay where I last left them. I really should be packing them up so I’m ready to go. I glance at my watch. A little over fourteen hours.

      At least I haven’t gotten another reminder message from Delaney.

      I pace back and forth in my bedroom, sneaking glances of Runa more often than I should.

      I need a new book.

      Reading the written word is an acquired taste, but I love it. The eLink breaks concepts down, gives you the words without needing to view them, but everything is more abstract. Thank goodness Fenton’s a good teacher.

      Kneeling down in front of my shelf, I stare into the sea of colors and vertical spines. I stand for a few minutes before I realize I’m not even taking in their titles.

      “Eh, doesn’t matter,” I grab the first one my hand touches.

      I flop down on my bed, trying to ignore the fact that I can hear Runa’s soft snores a few feet away. With the book clutched a little too tightly, I take in its cover. The hardbound book has faded blue edges and metallic print. The binding groans as I open it and stare at the black blobs on the brittle pages. Fifteen minutes pass and I have absolutely no idea what I’ve just read.

      I throw the book aside and sit up on the edge of my bed. I grope at the soft fabric of my quilt and my eyes drift yet again to Runa. Her breathing has become labored; sweat clings to her neck and forehead.

      Screw it.

      I push off the bed, walk over to her, and take a seat.

      Even with the puffy scabs down her face, she’s beautiful. My eyes fall to her lips, and my heart thumps loudly in my chest. They’re the perfect shape for—

      Oh, this is so not good.

      Runa’s lips tug downward, clearly unhappy with whatever she’s visualizing. Or perhaps she’s uncomfortable even in her sleep? I wish I could make this easier for her.

      Maybe I can.

      I get up and walk to the allayroom. From the small shelf in the corner, I grab a rag and soak it with cool water. The excess seeps out when I squeeze, trickling through my fingers. In a weird sort of way, it grounds me. Calms my nerves a bit.

      When I get back to her bedside, I place the chilled cloth on her forehead. A sense of satisfaction sweeps through me when her frown begins to dissipate. I should have thought of this sooner. Instead, I was too busy trying to ignore the way she’s consuming my thoughts.

      When Kani went through transition, Alina played music to ease the tension. I glance around the room, looking for the music player I took from the Archives, but it’s nowhere to be found.

      I make my way back to the gathering room to see if I’ve left it behind. I’m about to leave empty-handed when I spot Kani’s player tucked in the chair cushions.

      “Excellent,” I clutch the small device in the palm of my hand. “This’ll work fine.”

      The only problem is, I need to figure out how her music player works. The music was loaded centuries ago, back before creativity gave way to technology and sterilization, so each one has a different music selection and vastly different controls. We’re lucky we figured out how they were powered and how to recharge them.

      I fumble with the controls until I remember Kani’s device is meant to sense the music best suited to your mood. You can also manually adjust the songs, but I have no clue how. Kani’s used it a number of times, trying to clue in Fenton during his more oblivious moments. Never helps, though.

      In my left hand, I hold the device and wait for it to analyze the chemical compounds in my skin and the impulses of my brainwaves. It flickers brightly and the room fills with a song I’ve never heard before. I suppose that’s the point. The male vocalist meshes with a myriad of instruments, and I take a moment to listen to his words. A hint of sadness hugs his tone, but something else hides in the undercurrent.

      Loss. Desperation. Confusion.

      Longing.

      I set the device on the table between the two beds and lie back. The themes resonate with me, as I suppose it should, and as the chorus loops around, I sing along. Feels good to release some of what I feel into words. I gotta hand it to the inventor of this device—it’s good at what it does.

      The song ends too soon and I reach over to find a way to replay it. I’d like to listen to it again. Instead, the music player crashes to the ground as I’m caught off guard by the two different colored eyes peering up at me.
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      SOMEWHERE IN THE DISTANCE, a voice beckons me. A real, honest-to-universe voice.

      Masculine, magnetic.

      I’ve been sitting here for so long. I’d like to follow the voice, but I don’t. Not yet.

      My lotus chair hugs my legs, and if I get up now, I may fall over. My quiet space is barren, as the Helix prefers. Yet, on my windowsill sits the mesmerizing blue crystal I found in the woods days ago. It pulses with an odd energy, glowing. I’ve stared so long, the rough edges of its shape are embedded in my memory.

      An image flashes in my mind, disrupting my concentration.

      My mother’s forlorn face warns me she’s entering the Living Quarters. The exchange opens up to my brother Baxten and I as my mother’s thoughts intrude upon my own.

      ~ I’ll be in my space.

      She’s brief, as always.

      I sigh, wishing for once she’d come down here to find out how my day was. She’d never believe me if I told her I’d tried to escape the Helix—and if she did, she wouldn’t care.

      Baxten’s smiling face flashes in my mind next.

      ~ That was quick. Are you going to tell her what you found today?

      Inwardly, I cringe. I can’t stand the thought of making it real.

      I push my thought back to him over the eLink.

      ~ Not yet.

      Without meaning to, I begin thinking of the woods. Of leaving the Helix once and for all.

      I’ve forgotten to release my eLink connection to Baxten.

      ~ Runa, you know what’s waiting outside. You can’t possibly be so stupid as to think you can live in the elements alone. I know you don’t believe me, but the Morph is out there. With the way its evolutionary leap defied nature, no one can predict what it’s capable of now. You need to respect that. Besides, RationCaps aren’t hidden in the woods. Food doesn’t grow on dead trees, you know.

      My eyes drift to the trees, and suddenly I’m beside them.

      Electric fire rains from the sky, and my beautiful world is burning around me. The trees are shriveling and dying. Desperation fills my heavy heart, and I kneel in a pile of ashes. The air is sweltering.

      “Within the ashes of the old, something new emerges. You emerged, Daughter of Five. Your time to make a difference is nearing. Your healing is nearly complete. Remember to get to the Tree of Burden with the key. You cannot fight ignorance with ignorance. Open your eyes and your heart to this new world. Funny thing about endings ... they are cleverly a beginning in disguise.”

      The scene shifts. Large snowflakes descend in fluttering luminescence, and the fires from before are gone. The intense heat is now a cool steam, the sky a deep purple.

      The quiet, peaceful trees are dormant in the snow-covered ground. Waiting.

      The forest I remember. The forest I love.

      The masculine voice is still with me, echoing through the trees like a haunting remnant of the past. Standing up, I follow the melodious pull, and it draws me outside of myself.

      I’m surrounded by the rocky embrace of cavern walls.

      A wonderfully cool, damp cloth rests on my forehead, and beside me, the voice still beckons. I remove the cloth and roll to my side, unsure where I am. Across the room is Traeton. He’s lying on a similar slab, his eyes closed. Words gracefully escape his lips, and I can’t look away—I’ve never heard someone use their voice in this way. He’s astonishing.

      The words are powerful, and they intermix with emotive waves in other sounds. Ones I can’t place. I’m not even sure where they come from. Abruptly, the mixture of sounds ends, as does Traeton’s voice. He rolls to the side and reaches for something on the table between us, but when our eyes meet, the device in his hand clatters to the rocky floor.

      He turns scarlet and bends down quickly to retrieve it.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “It’s ah—okay. I didn’t realize you were awake. I—I didn’t wake you, did I?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve never slept before,” I admit.

      “Yeah, well really you—sorta passed out.” He scratches at the back of his blue hair. “Are you feeling any better?”

      I shudder, remembering my moments in the allayroom. “Remind me to never eat Fenton’s food again.”

      Traeton’s face brightens and he chuckles. “It’s not that bad.”

      “So says the non-sick one,” I reply, pointing at him playfully.

      “Good point.” The deep grooves in the middle of his cheeks appears.

      Silence falls between us, and Traeton’s eyes shift to the small device now on the table.

      “What is that thing?” I ask. “Your voice sounded amazing.”

      “Uh …” His mouth falls open as he blinks wildly.

      I try to stifle a laugh, but it’s too late. Uncontrollably, my giggles burst at the seams, and for some reason, the upturn in his eyebrows only makes me laugh harder.

      “What’s so funny?” he asks, a hint of a smile on his confused face.

      I giggle through my fingers. “You. I mean—I’m not sure. No, no—it’s definitely you.”

      “Okay ... I’m glad my singing is funny to you.”

      “Singing?” Birds sing. The wind sings … But people? I struggle for air between giggles. “Well, it was amazing.”

      “Oh, please,” he shakes his head, “It’s the first time I’ve heard the song. I was only singing the chorus.”

      I laugh again. “What are all these crazy words you speak?”

      He chuckles. “I’m not even sure anymore. What are we talking about?”

      “No idea,” I chuckle.

      “My guess is this would be the transition talking. You should probably drink some water.” Traeton crosses the room in three huge strides and kneels down. From a small metallic box he pulls a bottle of water and hands it to me.

      I place my free hand on the slab beneath me and aim to push to a sit. Traeton’s strong arms wrap around my shoulders and he helps me the rest of the way up. My mood shifts in an instant. I should be grateful, but something in the proximity, his touch—it irritates me. I feel good—better than good, I feel normal.

      “I’m not incapable.” I say, my nostrils flaring. “I can sit up on my own.”

      I bite down on my bottom lip. What’s wrong with me?

      Traeton’s eyes are wide, but he takes a seat next to me.

      “Sorry,” I grab the container still held out for me.

      “Runa, I think we need to—there’s a lot you don’t—out here, things work differently than they did in the Helix,” he begins.

      “Yeah, I get that,” I snap at him, and my eyelid slams shut. I don’t even sound like myself— I sound like Kani! What is wrong with me?

      He sighs and runs his fingertips across his forehead. “You might—feel a little different.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” The lighthearted mood all but a distant memory, agitation sets in. I’m sick of getting the runaround.

      “It means—uh, your body will be—it’s gonna—” he stammers. “You’re going to be up and down for a bit. You’re also gonna need to sleep. I’m sure you figured out we don’t do Lotus machines here. We do things the old-fashioned way.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, taking a long sip of water.

      “Basically the way they did on Earth.”

      “I figured.” I look to the ceiling, and he makes a face.

      “Takes longer, though. Well, a lot longer. About seven and a half hours, to be exact,” he says, scratching at his temple, one eye squinting. “Unless you’re Fenton. Then, nine.”

      “How often?” My voice is a growl. This is nothing to be upset over, I get that, but the idea still unearths something buried inside.

      He places a crooked finger over his mouth before saying sheepishly, “Every day.”

      My mouth drops open. “Wow. You’re telling me a third of my day, everyday, I’m going to be unconscious?”

      “Technically, yeah. But look at it this way—without having to work sixteen hours a day, you’re actually up on free time.”

      “Funny.” I flop back down on the bed and notice the thumping behind my left eye is gone.

      Could the voice—be real? Could my eye really be healing so rapidly? If so, what does it mean? I look at the box of medical supplies and dismiss the thought.

      “Sometimes less is more,” Traeton continues, “It won’t seem so bad once you’ve gotten used to sleeping. I just wanted you to be aware,” his voice is wary, “So, anyway, this—um—this’s where you’ll be sleeping for a bit. We thought you might—well, the bed’s more comfortable.”

      “Is that what it’s called?” I say, trying to reel in my sudden anger flare. “It looks like a medical slab.”

      “I could see that,” he agrees.

      “It is more comfortable, though.”

      “That’s … good,” he says, walking to the other side of the room and takes a seat on the other bed.

      “And you’ll be …”

      Traeton chews on his lower lip. “Here,” he pats the fabric beneath him.

      “So, this is … your space?” I sit up and glance around again, this time paying closer attention. For some reason, understanding this is where Traeton spends a third of his day makes it more interesting.

      “Yup. Well, it’s Fenton’s too.”

      “Wait. What? Then this is his—I can’t kick him out—” I say, “I should go back to the bench. That’ll work fine ... It’s not right to dislodge him.” I push aside the fabric, trying to stand up.

      Traeton is at the edge of my bed in an instant, and he places his hands on my shoulders. “Sit. Please, Runa. It’s okay. Fenton and Kani are going to share a bed for now. No big deal. You need to be comfortable too. Your injuries need—”

      My eyes widen, and I cut him off. “They’re going to share a bed?”

      This one is barely wide enough for me—how can two people rest properly?

      “Yeah. They’re kind of—a long story,” he shifts to one side, “It’s just—it’s not a big deal.”

      My chin begins to quiver and tears emerge. I feel completely out of control, but I can’t stop the sobs, “Poor Fenton. He shouldn’t lose his bed because of me. Or share with Kani. She’s so … so … mean!”

      Traeton chuckles and tries to hide behind his hand.

      “This isn’t funny!” I roar.

      “Nope, it’s not. Not at all funny,” his lips take on the shape of a straight line, but his eyes are still smiling. I bury my face in my hands.

      I feel so out of control.

      Taking my hands in his own, Traeton kneels in front of me. “Runa, listen to me. This is all normal.” His eyes are way too empathetic and accessible.

      “Normal?” I complain. “I’m so far out of my element—Nothing is normal. I feel completely clueless.”

      “You’re not clueless. You’re uninformed,” he answers.

      “Oh, that’s better.”

      “Just the way the Helix likes it. Here’s the thing—those RationCaps do more than just meet nutritional requirements. They’ve got—” he stumbles for a moment, his eyes distant as he searches for something to say, “They’ve got hormone agents in them. Hormone-suppressing agents. What you’re going through, the mood swings you’re having right now, while they might seem strange, it’s all normal. We call it transition out here. Your body’s trying to regulate itself. You need to realize that’s all this is, and it will pass.”

      “That’s all this is? What’s that supposed to mean? What I’m feeling isn’t real? How could you say such a thing?” I cry, pulling my hands from his.

      “No. It’s not like that. Everything is amplified, that’s all,” he says.

      “Why can’t I just be normal?” My lip quivers again, and I bite down to make it stop.

      “No, you’re—” he starts.

      “Look at me, Traeton—white hair, mangled eye—have you ever seen anyone who’s as strange as me? I haven’t,” I sputter. He waits until I stop talking and raises a single finger to point silently at his own head of hair. I stick out my tongue at him and continue, “Well, until I met you. But your hair’s not even actually blue, is it?”

      His eyes are sympathetic, “You’re not strange.”

      “I’m not, huh? You chose your hair color, and everything else about you is perfect. What if you were born like this?” I lift a strand of hair and let it fall.

      He stands up and turns away. “I understand more than you think.”

      For a moment, he stands still. I watch his shoulders rise and fall slowly.

      I blink furiously at his silhouette and finally say, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t—”

      Traeton turns around, his eyes now guarded. “You don’t need to be sorry. But you do need to rest. You’ll need to get your sleep cycles in line with everyone else’s. Kani and Fenton are at the Lateral checking on space. Do you need anything else? How’s your pain?”

      Recognition dawns on me. He doesn’t want me to stay here with them. Tears well up again and silently fall to my lap.

      “What’s wrong, Runa?” he asks.

      “Nothing, I’m fine.” My cheeks are flaming as I lie down and turn away from him. I can’t let him see me like this. I need to get myself under control.

      “If your pain gets worse again, let me know. In the meantime, try to rest. You’ll feel better once you do. I’m gonna shut off the light, but I’ll be right over here if you need me,”

      A moment later, his bed creaks and the light is extinguished. Until now, I had no idea how dark it was down here. I can’t even locate my hand in front of my face. My whole life, I’ve never experienced this kind of emptiness.

      Lying still isn’t easy, and this sleep thing is even more elusive. Being here, experiencing life outside the Helix with them is just a slap in my face at how unprepared I was when I ran out. I roll to my back and stare into the black abyss.

      Baxten was right. I wouldn’t last a day on my own. I hadn’t even considered I may need sleep. He probably already assumes I’m not coming back. Mother probably hasn’t even noticed I’m missing. Grief surfaces and compounds with everything else as the cool, stinging tears puddle on the fabric beneath me. Even now, her lack of empathy or care has the power to wound me, I hate it.

      Only a few feet away, Traeton’s breath is rhythmic. I roll over again. I’d love to go out into the woods for a little while, clear my head. The voice said I need to go back to the tree anyway. But more than that, somewhere in my core, I’m drawn back to where my old life was ripped from me. I need to come to terms with it in order to accept a new future.

      I don’t know how to do this—any of this. Live away from all I’ve been brought up with. I thought I was so brave before. I was such a fool. I’m ignorant, and it makes me vulnerable. Susceptible to all the horrible things in this world I’ve never even imagined. I only need to walk by the mirror to prove my point.

      This hormone thing—if what Traeton says is true, what role does the suppression play? Why were the hormones suppressed? Maybe because they make humans crazy?

      I sure feel crazy right now.

      Traeton grumbles, and the light flickers back on. I roll over to my side to meet his surveying eyes.

      “Couldn’t sleep, either, huh?” he asks.

      “I guess not.”

      “The first time I slept, without the exhaustion consuming me, it was the strangest sensation,” his eyes take on a distant quality as he continues, “I found myself dreaming and it took some time to realize none of it was real. Such a strange concept, really. To view something in your head so vividly—every one of your senses are activated—yet, it’s just a fabrication.”

      I stare at him, perplexed. Is that what was happening to me earlier?

      “You’ll have them too. Dreams. Sometimes they’re peaceful, even wonderful. Other times, not so much.”

      “What causes them?” I ask.

      “The best explanation I’ve stumbled upon is we’re processing the day’s events. Our subconscious is working out a solution to whatever happened,” he says.

      “My brother Baxten would find a way to somehow make them seem like I’m at fault,” I say.

      “Isn’t that what brothers are for?” Traeton’s cheek twitches and his lips upturn. His face is bright, light, and his dimples shine triumphantly.

      “I suppose.” I frown. “Do you have siblings?”

      “Actually, I do,” his smile fades, “My sister woulda been close to your age.”

      “Would have been?”

      “I, uh ... it’s really …,” he says, rolling to his back and sighing, “complicated.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “It’s okay. I shouldn’t—it’s not bad to ask questions,” he props himself up on his elbow, “Life was hard for us in the Helix. Ava was an amazing person. But she suffered. Every day. Ours wasn’t an ordinary life. We had constant Medic visits checking on her improvement. They wanted to test if she was still a value to society, I guess to find out if their treatments were working.”

      “I’m—I don’t think I’m following,” I sit up and watch him intently.

      He wets his lower lip and continues, “When someone in your life has a mental disorder, like Ava did, there’s sorta this undercurrent of fear running through you. She was probably the most intelligent person I’ve ever known, but she was unstable. I guess they figured that out too. Sometimes she’d see things that weren’t there and predict the future. Sometimes she had voices in her head not connected to the eLink. Other times she would just go into a deep depression. Which, as you know, is unheard of. Wasn’t much they could do for her.”

      My eyes widen.

      She could hear voices in her head.

      “What happened to her?” I lean forward.

      “Labots broke into our Living Quarters and took her.”

      “Oh, Traeton, I’m so sorry.” My guilty conscience for attacking him gnaws at my insides.

      He shrugs, “When it happened, my father ordered me to take my mother and my middle sister, Cecilina, out of the Helix. He told us to go to the woods, and he’d meet us,” he pauses, looking away, “I never saw him again.”

      His eyes fill with such sorrow. I wish I could comfort him somehow.

      “Labots. Kani thought I was working with them. What are they?” I ask.

      “The Helix’s version of civil order. On Earth they’d be the law enforcers. Only why are there law enforcers for a perfect society?”

      “Why don’t I know about them?”

      “Unless you had some reason to, they don’t want you aware of them. Be glad you’ve never encountered one. They’re not nice.”

      “What do they look like? How would I know if I met one?” I ask.

      “You’d know,” his eyes go distant, “They’re faceless.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know how or why. But when you look at them, they’re completely blank. Like all their features were wiped clean. Maybe they never actually had faces. Hell, maybe they’re not even human.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “I can’t imagine what that was like for you,” I look deep into his somber eyes, “What became of your mother and your younger sister? Why aren’t they here with you?”

      “They’re fine—together. Fenton and I came out here to the Haven a few years ago,” he says.

      “Are you glad you left the Helix? Knowing all you know now?”

      “I suppose. Life wouldn’t be the same inside, after Ava. Honestly, I’m surprised they allowed her to stay with us for as long as they did. If I were them, wanting to hide any evidence of mental illnesses, I woulda taken her away much younger. Before she had any impact on others.”

      “Seems harsh,” I say, surprised.

      “Not harsh. Just—easier. At least, considering the outcome.”

      The silence that falls between us is deafening.

      “I wish I could change it. The past, I mean. Things shouldn’t be so complicated,” I offer.

      “And yet, sometimes they are. Even in its most simplistic form, life is utterly complex,” his eyes dart to the floor, “You do need to rest, Runa. You’ve had a crazy few days. You need to heal.”

      “Okay, I’ll try again,”

      “Good night, Runa.”

      “Thanks for—talking with me, Traeton,” I smile, wishing we could talk more.

      His dark eyes burn into mine for a moment as he searches my face, “Call me Trae.”

      “Okay, Trae,” I smile.

      Trae grins sort of a lopsided grin in return, “Not the best of circumstances … how we met. But I’m really glad we have.”

      “So am I.”

      He holds my gaze for a moment, then extinguishes the light once more.

      I roll over, feeling the inklings of something I’ve never felt in my whole life.

      Wanted.
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      “RUNA—RUNA, WAKE UP!”

      Traeton hovers over me, distress written clear across his face. His hands are strong on my shoulders as he shakes me. I blink hard a couple of times, trying to make sense of what’s happening as dust flies everywhere, peppering my face, and making me cough.

      The last thing I remember is being happy. Did I fall asleep?

      “Whats going on?” I ask, shielding my eyes.

      “We’re not sure, but we need to get outside.” Trae says, pulling me to a stand. “It’s not safe here. Get dressed. You’re boots are beside the end of your bed.”

      He shoves my NanoTech jacket into my hands and puts his own jacket on.

      “Nuthin’ on tha mainframe. Tha Lateral’s no’ reportin’ anythin’ either. Doesn’t appear ta be seismic, though. Which way ya wanna go?” Fenton calls from the doorway.

      I struggle to put my jacket on as Trae scavenges his space, picking up things and shoving them into his pockets or slots on his trousers. “Okay, that tells me it’s localized. Were you able to isolate where this is coming from?” Trae asks.

      “Nah, nuthin’ conclusive.” Fenton shakes his head.

      “This might be our only chance. If the Lateral’s not experiencing it yet, we need to be their eyes and ears.” Trae says as he continues to outfit himself.

      “Bu’ if summin’s attacking from tha outside—tha’ pretty much blows. We’d be face’n whatever’s causing tha mayhem in tha firs’ place. I kinda don’t like them odds. Do you?”

      “Not really, but we don’t have a choice.”

      “Attacking?” My eyes widen as I look between their faces. “Who’s attacking?”

      “We dunno, Runa.” Fenton says, shooting me a look of condolence. “Trae, wha’ if we head on over to tha Lateral? Migh’ be tha safest bet.”

      Trae stops for a moment, considering. “You’re right. You should take Kani and Runa— but I gotta get topside. You know that.”

      Fenton nods. “Yeah, okay.”

      “No. I’m going with you, Trae.” The words escape my mouth before I’ve had time to process. I’m not sure what we’ll find, but something tells me I need to stay by him.

      “Runa, you’re hurt already. Fenton’s right, you should go to the Lateral. They have safeguards  for cave-ins we don’t have here.”

      I jut my chin out and stand firm. “I don’t care. What if I caused this?”

      “Oh fer heaven’s ta pete.” Fenton sighs. “Why would ya be tha one causin’ this?”

      I bite my lip. I hadn’t really given much weight to the strange voice’s warnings until now, but I’m beginning to think I should pay attention.

      “Kani seemed to think the Helix could be looking for me.” I offer.

      There. We’ll just ignore the fact I’ve had a voice unrelated to the eLink telling me I’m being hunted. They’d think I was crazy if I told them. Especially after what Trae said about his sister.

      “Yeah, bu’ even if tha’ were tha case… ” Fenton begins.

      I cross my arms and frown. The cavern shakes again, sprinkling dust and rock from above us.

      “We don’t have time to argue this.” Trae says.

      Fenton exhales, deflated. “Fine, fine. We’ll all go. Trae, ya better ’ave Jane with, tha’s all I gotta say.”

      “Jane?” I ask, grabbing my boots from the edge of the bed. My body moves more easily than I expect and glance between the two men to see if they notice. When neither of them seem to register, I slip my feet inside my NanoTech boots. They autoconstrict to my measurements and I stand up, ready to go.

      “That’s what Fenton calls the sonic resonator.” Trae snickers, picking up a gadget from the table between us. As I walk closer to get a better look, the tiny device fitting inside the palm of his hand flips open, expanding to ten times its original size.

      “I got her now.” Trae says to Fenton as he hooks a strap from one end of the device to the other, then throws it over his shoulder.

      “It looks like a blaster.” I admit.

      “It is,” he tips his head and grins, “of the sonic kind.”

      “I knew it. The Helix found us.” Kani affirms, an air of panic in her voice. She places a sharp object into a holster on her hip and enters the room. Kani is already clad in outdoor gear from head to toe as she steps over chunks of rock. “Are they trying to flush us out? Or worse—bury us alive?”

      “Either?” Fenton offers.

      “Super.” Kani says.

      “We’re going topside, Kani. You ready?” Trae asks.

      “No, Trae. I wanna hang out here and meet an untimely death,” she says sarcastically.

      A giant fracture rips open a fissure in the ceiling, dropping a cascading stream of rock and dust all around us. Kani screams, running out of the room and down the tunnel, with Fenton close on her heels.

      “Come on—we need to get out of here.” Trae exclaims as he reaches out to pick me up.

      Instead, I grab his hand. “No, I can run on my own.”

      His eyes widen, “You were just attacked, Runa. There’s no possible— ”

      “Yes I can. You’ll have to trust me for now.” I drop his hand and run in the direction of Kani and Fenton, leaving Trae standing in the middle of his room with his mouth gaping open.

      My muscles surge with new strength as I make the twists and turns of the cavern tunnels a few meters behind the other two. After what feels like an eternity of stone walls, a crack of daybreak bursts into the tunnel. Kani and Fenton run straight outside just as another surge roars around us, making me shield my eyes from the debris.

      “Come on, we need to follow them,” Trae grabs hold of the back of my jacket and pulls me into the searing white light.

      As my eyes adjust, I spin around, searching for the source of attack, but there’s nothing except the trees and our low hanging sun.

      “How’s this possible?” Kani exclaims, “There’s nothing out here.”

      Fenton takes out a small ocular scanner and sweeps the horizon. “Nuthin’ on tha readouts. No heat signatures or anythin’.”

      “I thought you said it wasn’t seismic.” Trae mutters, pulling out his own ocular scanner.

      “Didn’t appear ta be.”

      “Then how do you explain this?” Trae fires back.

      In the distance, a voice bellows over the wind. The same two syllables repeat over and over.

      “What is that?” Kani asks, her eyes wide.

      With our feet frozen in place, we crane our necks to figure out what’s being said. Even with a cupped hand behind my ear, the sounds don’t make sense.

      “It could be a warning, for all we know,” Trae suggests.

      “Or a trap,” Kani laments.

      Fenton taps a keypad on the top side of his glove, “I migh’ be able ta amplify tha sound. Give me a sec.”

      All the possibilities jumble up in my mind. Who would be out here at the same time we’re experiencing such strange things inside the cavern? Could it be this Videus person? Or someone working with him trying to get ahold of me?

      The amplified words erupt from a speaker engrained in Fenton’s glove. “Runa—Runa, can you hear me? Runa!” There’s an edge of panic in the young man’s voice.

      Surprised to hear my brother Baxten’s voice, I take a step forward, searching the trees. A hand wraps around my forearm, pulling me back.

      “You can’t go out there, Runa,” Trae shakes his head.

      “It’s my brother. I have to— ”

      “Kani’s right. This has to be a trap,” Trae states.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because, if the Helix is trying to locate you—it’s how I’d draw you out.”

      I shake my head. “Why would Baxten go along with it? That’s not like him.”

      “He may not have a choice,” Kani states.

      My mind reels. The perception I had of the Helix has been so drastically altered since the day of my professional appointment. How could it be only a few short days ago?

      I hold Trae’s gaze for a moment, then push past him, searching for Baxten one last time. I need to know he’s okay before I go.

      “If you’re gonna search for him, keep low,” Trae latches onto my arm, making me lower my stance. He gestures to the others to get lower too. Then, I follow his outstretched pointer finger to a spot in the distance. Baxten’s body comes into view and I following his movement through the trees. He’s cradling his left arm and leaving what looks like a trail of blood behind.

      “He’s hurt. We need to go out and get him— ”

      Trae opens his mouth to speak, as a black creature slinks out from behind a tree, then wraps itself around Baxten’s feet.

      “Help! Someone help me— ” Baxten screams as he thrashes about wildly.

      I shake myself free of Trae and surge toward him. Even as I get closer, I can’t make out what the creature is at his feet.

      “Runa— ” Trae takes hold of my wrist, pulling me up short.

      I clutch at his fingers, trying to pry them loose. “Let go, Traeton. I need to get to my brother. He needs help.”

      “And what if the creepy black thing comes after you?” Kani says in an urgent, hushed tone from a few yards back.

      “Well, I can’t stand here and do nothing,” I spit back.

      Suddenly, right before our eyes, electricity zaps back an forth, encircling Baxten and the creature in a great big ball.

      “What the— ” I yell, struggling to get closer.

      The electricity arcs get more fervent as Baxten struggles in vain.

      Finally, I slip my wrist free from Trae’s grasp and run toward my brother. Just meters away, Baxten’s face lights up when he recognizes me. The black serpent-like creature at his feet squeezes tighter, binding his legs to the point of utter immobility. I reach out for Baxten as his fingers extend outward to me.

      “Runa— Help me,” he screeches in panic.

      In the next moment, electricity arcs around the creature and fire materializes from the ground upward, consuming Baxten completely in the blaze. The intensity of the heat knocks me back with force. I shield my eyes with my arms, but the stench of burned flesh and hair floods my nostrils. Then, just as quickly as it arose, the fire dematerializes, along with everything else it had consumed. In the blink of an eye, all that’s left is the blackened, sizzling hole in the snow where my brother had just been standing.

      “No— ” I scream, rushing forward, “No. He can’t be— ”

      I drop to my knees, clawing at the scorched ground.

      “C’mon, we can’t stay, Runa,” Trae says, placing a hand tentatively on my back, his eyes searching the trees.

      “He can’t be …” Tears stream uncontrollably as I struggle to get away. “He can’t be.”

      “Wha’ tha hell is goin’ on ou’ here? Firs’ Runa’s attacked, now this?” Fenton says, rushing toward us. “We need ta ge’ outta ’ere and ge’ some recon goin’ on.”

      “I second that,” Kani states, grabbing Fenton by the hand tugging him backward. She also scans the area with wide eyes.

      “I couldn’t agree more. C’mon, Runa. I know it’s hard, but there’s nothing you could’ve done for your brother,” Trae yanks me up to a stand, but all I can focus on is the lingering stench of burned flesh and the echoes of my Baxten calling out to me for help.

      “He was looking for me …” I mutter, “This is all my fault.”

      “This isn’t about you, Runa. This is something else. We need to figure out what,” Trae drags me backward, away from the scene of my brother’s demise.

      The voice said they’d be after me—but this has all happened so quickly. I’ve had no time to heal, or to process.

      Did Videus do this? Did he attack my brother?

      A familiar howl erupts, piercing through the already tense moment. Kani and Fenton halt their progress, and turn back around. Every hair on the back of my neck stands on end as I flashback to my attack in these woods.

      “No, no … This cannot be happening. Not this, too,” I cry, freezing in place.

      Fenton spins around and asks, “Wha’s tha’ now?”

      “Shhhhh,” Without moving a muscle, I whisper, “That’s the Morph.”

      Panic floods the faces around me. At the same time, an electric crackle shifts through the breeze making the tree branches around us groan.

      “What the hell are we supposed to do?” Kani exclaims, “We can’t stay here. I don’t wanna end up like Runa’s brother, nor do I feel like being eaten by the Morph, thank you.”

      “Then run—run as fast as you can,” I exclaim, turning to run toward the cavern entrance. Kani pushes past me, running faster than any of us, as the electric crackle emits again, much closer than the first time. The Morph lets out a strange howl, nearly a cry.

      “Is it being attacked?” Trae asks to no one in particular as he looks over his shoulder. “This would be a good time to hit it from another direction,” he twists around and stabilizes his elbow against his knee, then takes aim with Jane. He fires in the general location we last heard the Morph.

      There’s no way I’m stopping to watch. Instead, I race for all I’m worth beside Kani and Fenton into the tunnels, scrambling over the frozen, slippery rocks. I know exactly what the Morph’s capable of. Seconds behind us, Trae follows us in and another vehement howl from just outside the exit reverberates off the walls inside the cavern.

      “What the hell?” Kani repeats, “What the hell? It’s going to follow us in.”

      “Not if I can help it,” Trae says as he takes aim again, pointing the sonic resonator toward the opening. He pulls the trigger and blue dots along side of the barrel light up from the trigger to the end.

      “Did it work?” I ask, scrambling backward further.

      “We’ll find out,” Trae says, holding his position.

      We’re a few meters from the entrance, but the cavern begins to rumble around us again. The force is more fierce than it was before and an avalanche of boulders and snow flood into the opening, effectively blocking the way out. Ice chunks the size of my head skid across the cavern floor, coming to a final halt directly in front of us. The cavern goes deafeningly quiet.

      “Well, there goes tha’ way out,” Fenton says matter-of-factly, “On tha upside, a’ least the Morph can’t ge’ in.”

      “C’mon, we better head out. Who knows how long before the rest of the entrance collapses. We need to get to the Lateral as quickly as possible. I need to debrief Delaney ASAP,” Trae stands up, offering me his hand.

      I take his offering and stand up, unsure what to say. Everything inside me is screaming for my brother. To have the last ten minutes of my life turned back so I could save him. Call to him before the creature got to him. Something.

      Trae pauses for a moment, searching my face. Then he reaches out and slides his hand in mine. “I know this is all a lot to process. But you’re not alone. You’ve got us. Okay?”

      “You don’t know me, Trae. You don’t know anything about what I’m going through,” I release his hand and start walking.

      Trae stands in place with a wounded expression, but he let’s me continue on my own.

      Kani steps forward, her eyes glinting with determination. “I don’t know about you, but I need more of my knives before heading to the Lateral. If any of those damn things come for us, I’m gonna be ready.”

      A low tremor begins again and none of us stop to question what to do next. We start running toward the Haven. We don’t get far when my insides lurch and an eerie déjà vu creeps over me. The tunnel, the lightning, my worries, all of it fades away and white light consumes me.

      The feminine voice from the Oasis is now an urgent calling in my mind.

      
        
        We know you need answers. Videus has claimed your brother and he’s coming for you. We are working hard to protect you, but you must leave the confines of the underground. It’s time you come to us at the Tree of Burden. You and you alone must enter the Tree and put an end to this. Videus has been hunting for the Tree through the millennia—you must reach it before he does, or all knowledge regarding your purpose will be forever lost. The safety of all you cherish, and the world at large, depends on you, Daughter of Five. Find your Guardian— Tethys will help you complete your mission and get to the Tree. Trust her.

        The Tree has your answers.
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      “DO SOMETHING, KANI,” Trae’s strained voice reaches me first.

      “For crying out loud. Relax, Traeton. She’s alive. Pupils are dilating. Pulse is strong,” Kani replies, “Other than her crazy fast healing and creepy eye, she’s the spitting image of normal.”

      “I’d like ta know wha’ tha H-E-double Helix jus’ ’appened?”

      The ground rumbles quietly beneath me, stirring me from the depths I’ve been lingering in.

      “From what I can tell, she’s had a syncopic episode,” Kani says.

      “Kani, please. Use English,” Trae moans.

      Kani sighs, “She fainted.”

      “Well, she picked a fantastic time ta fall unconscious. A’ least tha tremors are startin’ ta subside,” Fenton says.

      “Yeah, super,” Kani mutters, “We still need to get out of here to let the others know the entrance is blocked. Amongst other things.”

      My eyes flutter open as Trae places his hands on my shoulders, but everything feels unreachable as I struggle to regain my equilibrium. His forehead is etched deep with lines of worry.

      “Runa. Are you okay? Wow, I feel like I ask that a lot,” Trae shakes his head and takes a seat on the ground next to me. He props his elbow on his bent knee and runs his hand through his disheveled blue hair.

      “I—I’m okay, I think,” I begin, struggling to push myself to a seated position.

      The Tree has answers …

      My mind swirls with a new sense of purpose. I can’t let Baxten’s death mean nothing. I need to get back to the Tree before this Videus has a chance to get anything else he wants. He’s taken something from me I can never get back and for that, I will stand in his way.

      “Did you get hit on the head by falling debris?” Traeton’s eyes narrow and he asks Kani, “Should she be moving?”

      Her shoulders inch toward her ears, “She’d be the one to ask.”

      “I know you don’t believe me, but this is all my fault,” I blurt out, staring at the rocks spattered across the floor, “The attack on the cave system. My brother. All of it.”

      I place my hands on the ground, attempting to get up, but Trae grabs hold of my forearms and helps me stand. I glare at him, wishing for a moment I could be left alone to grieve in peace.

      “How do you figure?” Trae asks.

      “When I left the Helix, it wasn’t under the best circumstances and I have reason to believe someone’s hunting me,” I confess. “This isn’t going to stop. They’ll be back.”

      “I knew it,” Kani mutters, pacing back and forth.

      “Ya mean tha Labots?” Fenton interjects.

      “I’m not sure,” I admit, tracing a fingertip on my unscathed eyebrow. As far as I know, they could be involved, “Have any of you ever heard of someone named Videus?”

      I search their faces as I say the name out loud for the first time.

      “I’ve heard the name before, but can’t place where. Who is he?” Trae asks.

      “Someone I’ve been warned to be cautious of. Unfortunately, I don’t even know what he looks like,” I reply, “I could use a Helix mainframe search …”

      Kani steps forward and says, “Even if you could connect out here, the Helix would surely have flagged you by now. Your presence has been gone too long from the system.”

      “So?”

      “So … Remember what we said about the way the Helix doesn’t particularly like that sorta thing?” Kani spits.

      “Yeah, but Landry can crack into just about anything without being detected,” Trae offers, “Including the Helix.”

      Kani raises her hands and walks away, “Your burial, then.”

      “Hey— I could crack in, too … If I ’ad tha equimen’ he has,” Fenton moans.

      “Now there’s something to be proud of,” Kani says sarcastically as she turns the corner.

      Fenton makes a face and shrugs, “Well, I could.”

      “And you think he could go in undetected?” I ask. If we can get more information on Videus, I could be forearmed before going to the Tree. I’d know what to look for.

      “Tha Helix operates within an authentication system. If we can find a work ’round ta trick tha eLink into believing tha access is legitimate, it’ll work. Then again, been a while. Landry’ll know more,” he concedes.

      Trae turns to me, his dark eyes surveying me closely. “If you’re good, Runa, let’s head to the Lateral and we can do some digging. Whatever’s going on, we need to sort this out.”

      “Thank you,” I breath a sigh of relief, “I’m sorry for getting you involved, though.”

      “Technically, I got us involved by bringing you here.”

      “Good point,” I tell him.

      More than anything, I wish I could get the sickly smell from the fire out of my nostrils.

      “Well, I suppose we should follow after the others. Lead the way.” I sweep my hand out, allowing him to go in front.

      “Nah. We go together,” Trae says, tipping his head to the way the others went, “Let’s go.”

      We walk together in silence for a few minutes. Even the cavern system has gone eerily quiet and I keep expecting another rumble to happen at any moment. I stare blankly ahead of me, drained from everything that’s just transpired.

      Eventually, Trae turns to me, “Just so you know, it’s gonna take us nearly an hour to get to Landry’s. If you start getting tired, you tell me, okay? We’ll take a break.”

      “Okay,” I agree.

      We reach a large metal door and gain access to the recognizable section in the cavern’s inner workings they call the Safe Haven. Truthfully, I hadn’t even noticed the door when we had been running to escape to the outside. As we cross the threshold, I inhale the familiarity deeply. If I follow all of the expectations laid out by the voice, this could be the last time I’m in this space.

      The glow from two holographic screens in a room on the right illuminates the space and floods into the hallway.

      “This is the Control Room,” Trae says.

      I step into the room, as Trae places the sonic resonator on a standard rapid-charging port on the table inside. Kani is busy strapping two more knives to her body. She offers one to Fenton, who flashes his hands in dismissal in front of him.

      “Nah. Tha’s yer thing, love.”

      “Suit yourself,” Kani gives me a stern expression as she walks out.

      Fenton winks as he follows after her.

      I lean into Trae, “What’s with the knives?”

      “She’s just comfortable with them as a means of protection. Kani’s never been big on technology because she says it can malfunction when you need it most.”

      “Makes a certain amount of sense,” I say, “Has she always been so … terse?”

      Trae laughs, “Pretty much, but she means well. She had a hard life in the Helix, too.”

      “Why?” I walk to the door, watching her black ponytail bob from side to side as she continues down the hall.

      “Now, that’s her story to tell,” Trae smirks at me.

      The path we continue on is familiar and will eventually bring us to the Oasis. As we walk, all I can think about is my brother. And retribution. If Videus is behind this—he will pay.

      Finally, we reach the Oasis. The cool, clean smell in the air cleanses away some of the fire and reminds me of so many things. It was the first time the voice invaded my mind. But more than that—it reminds me of Trae’s consistent desire to help me.

      My heart constricts. These new feelings I have for him—they’re strange and strong. What will happen if I listen to the voice and return to the Tree? Will I see him again?

      We continue onward and after a while, the tunnels all start to appear the same to me. Finally, as we round another twist, we come face to face with an extremely tall, muscular man. He’s clad in black trousers, and his shoulder-length black hair rests against his fitted red shirt. As we approach, he straightens, giving the appearance he’d make a great wall. His dark eyes immediately rest on Trae, who shifts beside me, and mutters something under his breath.

      Kani and Fenton step aside, allowing us to approach the man. His black eyes are murderous, but he doesn’t say a word. Instead, he steps up in front of us, blocking us from traveling further.

      “Ash,” Trae says, standing toe-to-toe with him, “We’re on our way to see Landry.”

      Ash raises his eyebrows, but maintains his silence.

      Ash … what an appropriate name after the recent events.

      “Yes, yes …” Trae continues, not waiting for Ash to respond, “I will go see Delaney, too.”

      I glance between the two of them, trying to figure out their body language. Trae’s certainly intimidated, but holding his own.

      The muscles in Ash’s neck bulge and his massive head tilts toward me, “This the girl?”

      “Yeah,” Trae swallows hard, glancing my direction, “Runa, this is Ash. Ash, this is Runa.”

      Ash’s eyes search me up and down. I raise an eyebrow and channel Kani.

      Turning back to Trae, he steps aside and says, “Ten hours.”

      “I know. Do you need to keep reminding me?” Trae spits, running his hand through his hair and stepping around Ash.

      I stumble on Trae’s heels, wanting to get as far away from Ash’s dark eyes as possible.

      “What was that all about?” I ask when we are far enough out of earshot.

      “Oh, you gotta be kidding me. You haven’t told her?” Kani says from behind us.

      I look over my shoulder and ask, “Tell me what?”

      Trae blows out a slow burst of air. “I’m leaving soon.”

      “You are?” My voice cracks unexpectedly, “What happened to finding out what’s going on? Or bringing me to the Tree?”

      Trae’s lips take on the appearance of a thin line and I turn to the others.

      “Trae’s s’posed ta go on a mission fer tha Lateral soon,” Fenton offers, “In ten hours, I s’pect.”

      “Oh.” Disappointment sweeps over me and I ask, “Will you be gone long?”

      The silence growing between us elongates, making my stomach clench in knots. I didn’t realize how much I was leaning on his support until this very moment.

      “Yeah. The mission could take a while, unfortunately,” he finally offers.

      “More like months,” Kani says.

      “I see,” I breathe. The wind feels like it’s been knocked out of me. Of this new group of friends, Trae’s been the one I feel most connected to. The one I felt I could trust to help me. With Baxten gone now, I’m utterly alone in this world.

      “Don’t worry, Runa. I’ll stick this thing out with you first. The threat happening to the Lateral is more pressing than the mission. I’m sure Delaney will agree,” Trae offers, “If this Videus is a part of it, then we are all on the same mission for answers.”

      “It’s okay, Trae. I appreciate what you’ve done so far. Don’t feel like you need to stick around for me.” I tell him, trying to sound sincere.

      I turn, continuing to walk down the tunnel.

      Our trip to the place they call the Lateral feels like it takes forever as we each walk in silence. Eventually, the lamps carved into the walls flicker softly and light our way to a larger, open area. Trae stops, allowing me to go out first.

      I stand at the top of a large staircase meandering back and forth down an enormous cliffside, to what I presume is the Lateral—hundreds of feet below. Our little Safe Haven is nothing in comparison to this—this is an underground city.

      The Lateral is encased within a large circular boundary, which had to take some work to build. The high walls arc around the main part of the city made up of small buildings. They sprawl out across the circle in green geometric patterns with walkways in between. The walkways link to a central location in the middle part of the city—almost like spokes on a wheel. The lights of the city seem to be a combination of electricity and natural candlelight and it’s breathtaking.

      “It may be pretty from up here, but after all these steps, you’re gonna wonder what the hell was so terrific about it,” Kani mutters as she pushes past and starts down the stairs.

      I follow after her, but the woman is on a mission to complete all the steps in record time.  Eventually, Fenton pushes past me, too, trying to keep up with her. After a few minutes of step after step, they stop at the nearest landing and wait for Trae and I to catch up. So far, I’ve counted four hundred twenty-three steps—and we’re just past the halfway mark. Kani’s toe taps a rhythm on the rock.

      “Newbies,” Kani says, leaning against the sculpted half-wall encasing the stairs.

      The closer we get, the more details spring out of the city. I don’t know what most of it even does. The rooftops are full of plants. There’s so much green. People, too—walking from place to place. Some sitting on benches or near—trees?

      “Green trees? How is this possible down here?” I raise a finger and point.

      “Special lights. See those?” Trae points at some large fixtures hanging from the very top of the cavern ceiling, suspended within a couple hundred feet of the city. “Those are high-intensity discharge, multi-spectrum lights, but we call them HDMs. Basically, they mimic the sun’s light, allowing us to grow things. Things like trees and food. See all the green on the rooftops? Those are gardens.”

      I stare in awe, my troubles temporarily suspended. “That’s amazing.”

      “Yeah, kinda is,” he says, “The lights are timed to turn on and off in a pattern sustainable to the plants—basically, one like Earth. It gives some hours of light, and some hours of complete darkness. Helps set circadian rhythms to a more normal level, too. If you watch carefully, you’ll notice they’re dimming. It’s closer to evening, and the light should be waning.”

      I never thought about the difference between light and dark. With Pendomus being tidally locked, it’s always perpetual daylight.

      Once again, Kani takes off, prancing down the stairs while the rest of us try to keep up. When we finally reach the bottom, another man with a red shirt stands at the entrance to the city’s circular encasement. From the stairs, you don’t get an accurate gauge of how high the walls are, but they’re immense—a good thirty feet high or more. The doors are enormous metallic beasts, and I wonder how they could possibly open.

      “Hey, Patric,” Trae waves.

      Patric is carved from the same mountain as Ash, but his dark hair is cropped short. He blinks and doesn’t say a word. His deep cheekbones reveal black eyes in the flickering torches on either side of the entrance.

      He sighs and steps aside to let us pass. No awkwardness or questions about who I am.

      There’s a loud metallic thud, followed by a ticking sound, and the doors pull apart on their own. Once inside, the circular walls are like a gentle hug wrapping around you. The buildings inside are primitive in their design, built with stone and wood. They’re angular, and square, with the uppermost levels open to the artificial sunlight. Everywhere I look is the color green. Green trees, plants, and flowers.

      The air is fresh and musky. Sweet and bitter. Yet all of the smells blend together perfectly.

      Deep shadows are cast by the candle-lit lanterns hanging across the pathway of polished stones.

      “Trae,” I tap him on the shoulder, “why aren’t most of the lamps electric?”

      “The generator isn’t big enough for the kind of power it would take. Besides, we wouldn’t want the Helix to discover us,” he says, “They’d notice a huge power draw like that. Besides, more important things need electricity.”

      “Do you have one at the Safe Haven? A generator?”

      He nods, “Yeah. Ours is a lot smaller, though. With only three—four people,” his eyes flash to me, “we don’t need much.”

      “Where did the generators come from?”

      “The original one came from Earth,” he says, “Our engineers dissected it to figure out what made it tick. From there, it’s been adapted for the specific needs of the Lateral based on our energy accessibility. At least, that’s what the engineers tell me when we play cards.”

      Wow.

      My mind was so set on just acquiring the knowledge I need to get inside the Helix—to protect myself. It had never occurred to me the Lateral was something this spectacular.

      “Runa, before we go to Landry’s I need to stop and talk to Delaney. Either you can come with— or Kani and Fenton will take you straight there. What do you prefer?” Trae asks.

      “Who’s Delaney? Is he the leader of the Lateral?” I ask, my insides suddenly jittery.

      Kani snickers,“Yes, she is. The one and only.”

      “Oh, whoops,” I respond, considering. The Helix has always given the illusion the people are in control of themselves. So an antiquated system like government seems a bit hard to comprehend. “Let’s see Delaney.”

      The outdoor torchlight accentuates Kani’s cheekbones as she says, “People know what they can do to help, but no one is forced into any roles they don’t agree to. We need a leader to keep us united. People, as it turns out, are unpredictable. Even the normal ones.”

      Kani and Fenton wind us in and out of buildings before turning up a set of stone steps. Fenton smooths the side of his head, winks at me and raps on the door.

      After a moment, it swings open, and a small woman steps out. She’s dressed plainly, but elegantly. Her cream-colored shirt contrasts nicely with the rich, dark brown of her skin and the dark curls of her hair. She’s quite tall and exudes a commanding presence.

      “Hello, everyone. Ash told me you were on your way,” she has a twinkle in her eye as she nods to me.

      Trae takes a step forward and the two of them embrace. “Hey, Delaney. This is Runa. She’s—gonna be sticking around,” he sighs, “She’s the one I found out in the woods, being attacked by the Morph—but I’m sure you know all of this already.”

      “Hello, Runa. Won’t you come in? We have much to discuss,” Delaney extends her hand to me.

      I accept, and she ushers us into the small house. After walking through an extravagant entry way, the main room she leads us to is open. It has a small seating area with large cushy chairs set predominantly in the room, and a large wooden table off to the left side.

      The walls are adorned with objects on the walls. Large, inner parts of colorful flowers. The sun, set into the dead trees outside. A pair of hands—they’re worn, like they’ve worked hard in their years.

      “What are these?” I ask, taking a step forward.

      Kani’s the first to speak up, “Paintings.”

      “Paintings?” I repeat.

      “I didn’t stutter. Yes, paintings. These are mine. It’s a form of artistic expression—which I suppose means nothing to you, being from inside the Helix,” she smacks her forehead with the butt of her hand, “When I can’t find a way to express myself in words, I paint.”

      “Seems like you can express yourself in words just fine,” I reply.

      The guys cover up a snicker, and Kani scrunches her face.

      “Yeah, well, you don’t know me very well yet, now do you?”

      I step forward and take in the vibrant colors. I had no idea people were capable of making things like this. Creating such—beauty. With our voices, with our hands.

      For ourselves.

      Everyone takes a seat in one of the oversized chairs and Delaney sweeps her hand out, “Please sit, Runa.”

      I take the seat nearest Trae, sinking in further than I anticipated.

      Delaney smiles and sits in a large wooden chair with red, gold, and black woven through its upholstery. “Traeton, Landry tells me you were experiencing seismic activity in the Haven. Did you figure out what caused it?”

      Trae shakes his head, “No, not conclusively, but the Haven’s exit has been collapsed. We need to do some recon topside. Things aren’t right out there.”

      “How do you mean?” Delaney asks.

      “Fer starters, we jus’ watched Runa’s brother burst inta flames,” Fenton says, leaning forward with wide eyes.

      “He did what?” Delaney’s eyes darken and she turns to me, “My goodness, child. Are you okay?”

      An upsurge of emotion wells inside me and I bite my lip to keep it from quivering.

      Trae leans forward, resting his forearms across his knees, “We’re not really sure how it happened, to be honest. There was some sort of creature out there— it attached itself to her brother’s legs and … well, incinerated them both.”

      “Unbelievable,” She whispers.

      “We need to invest some time at Landry’s researching into a possible lead to the seismic attack, as well as Runa’s brother’s attack. As much as I think the mission with Ash is important, I believe whatever is happening right outside our door poses a bigger threat. We’ve now had two attacks in under a week.”

      “Perhaps. Runa, can you explain to me what happened to you? Why would the Morph attack you?” Delaney’s dark eyes are serious as she waits for my answer.

      “I don’t know. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time, I guess.”

      Kani flits her eyes at me and leans toward Delaney, “Did anyone tell you Trae found her inside a hollow tree filled with water?”

      Delaney looks to me and I nod in confirmation.

      “The Morph has some unusual characteristics you and the rest of the team should know about,” Trae says.

      Delaney places her fingertips over her lips and leans forward, “Go on.”

      “It’s now my belief that the reason no one has ever seen the Morph, is because it’s invisible,” Trae says.

      “If that were true, how would you know it was there?” she asks.

      I sweep my bangs behind my ear, “It was hard not to take notice, since it did this to me.”

      The creases in her forehead grow deeper as Delaney stands and walks closer to me. The intensity in her examination is overwhelming as she takes in my wound, the colors of my eyes. She never inhales or acts surprised. She just —looks.

      “It also got her leg. Right here,” Kani points to my right calf.

      “How long ago was this?” Delaney asks.

      “Four days,” Kani answers, awe tinting her voice.

      “Hmmm,” Delaney’s lips tug downward, “Runa, I find your story particularly fascinating for two reasons. The first, obviously your miraculous healing. The second, the attack itself. It brings about some very problematic results.”

      “Problematic? I don’t understand—” I shake my head.

      “What do you mean?” Trae asks.

      Delaney returns to her seat and sighs. Her fingertips flutter against her lips as she looks between the four of us. “It’s problematic … because the Morph doesn’t exist.”
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      “HOW CAN YOU SAY the Morph doesn’t exist? Take a gander at her,” Kani snickers, pointing at my face.

      Delaney stands up and walks behind her chair, clutching onto the back.

      “Lane, what you’re saying makes no sense. Runa’s proof— ” Trae begins.

      “What I’m about to tell you is strictly confidential. The only reason I’m telling you any of this is because these attacks,” she points in my direction, “your attack, Runa, comes as a complete surprise. I don’t like surprises. I’m going to need your help to figure out what actually did this to you.”

      “Spit it out, Lane,” Kani retorts, “What are you saying?”

      “The Morph, or rather, the mythology of the Morph—came from us,” Delaney blinks deliberately, and her lips press into a thin line, “Trae, you know better than anyone in this room why.”

      Trae’s face is completely expressionless, but he tips his head in response.

      “Whoa, whoa … Wha’?” Fenton says.

      “I wasn’t attacked by a mythological creature. This is real.” I shine the damaged side of my face at her, my anger bubbling to the surface.

      “Precisely,” Delaney raises her eyebrows in acknowledgement, “Which is why I’m going to need you to show me where this attack occurred. Come to think of it, can you draw me a map?”

      “We don’t have time for this. I need to get to—” I stop abruptly, unsure how much I want to divulge to this woman who’s evidently been lying to everyone.

      “Runa,” Delaney starts, trying to sound reasonable, “I understand you may be on a different mission, but I’d appreciate your help. The safety of everyone here—including you and your friends—depends on it.”

      Well, this sounds familiar, doesn’t it?

      I hang my head in defeat. I need to find out more information on my brother’s killer— not wasting time here.

      Kani stands and puts a hand on her hip. “I can draw you a map to the area where it happened, but that’s as good as it gets, Lane.”

      Delaney’s back is ramrod straight and she pulls at the bottom of her shirt. “I see. Well, a map should suffice—for now. However, if we can’t locate the creature in question, we will  come find you for more information.”

      In a swift movement, Delaney reaches into a drawer on the underside of a small table to her left. She takes out a small flat object and passes it to Kani.

      I watch in awe as the blank paper goes from nothing to explaining the terrain and location of the Tree. Kani’s hand flits back and forth with precision and speed as she pours out her knowledge through her fingertips.

      A few moments later, Kani’s hand comes to a stop, and she tries to pass it over.

      “No, I need details too,” Delaney says, “Details only Runa can offer. Can you write for her? I assume she’s never done it before, based on what you’ve explained.”

      “Uh, what kind of details do you need from me?” I ask.

      “Do you remember anything specific we should be aware of?” she urges.

      “Well, the sonic resonator Trae used made it release me. At least, we think that’s why.” Kani’s hand scribbles furiously at the paper and Trae nods in agreement. “I remember three huge claws on its paws—drenched in my blood,” I shudder.

      “It was completely invisible?” Delaney leans against the table and crosses her arms.

      “I had no idea the Morph, the creature, was beside me at first. It was deadly silent. For some reason, it took a particular liking to my eye. The attack didn’t happen right away—”

      Delaney listens to the rest of the details. When everything has been written down, Kani gently folds the paper and places her hands over top.

      “I’ve been thinking. Before I hand this over, we deserve more answers,” she tells Delaney, her eyes flashing, “For example, how did the mythology of the Morph come from you?”

      “Kani’s right. This ain’t tha sorta thing ya jus’ go aroun’ hidin’ an’ think we’re all okay wit it,” Fenton says.

      “Kani, there are some things you don’t need to know,” Delaney states calmly.

      “If I wanted more cryptic, I would have stayed in the Helix, Lane. You can’t tell us something like ‘you made up the Morph,’ and not expect me to ask why?” Kani laments.

      “Delaney taps her lips with her pointer finger, “It was for security reasons. We needed a cover.”

      “For what? Making sure everyone obeys you?”

      “No, Kani,” Delaney whispers, her eyes narrowing, “People go missing from the Helix all the time … and never go back. Why?”

      “Because they end up here,” Trae says calmly. So far, he’s the only one taking this news with complete stride.

      “Precisely. It was a cover so those inside didn’t come searching any farther than they had to. We needed something to keep the wrong people from finding us. Is that so hard to understand?”

      “More like keep people in line,” Kani snorts, “We’ve been just as afraid of the damn thing.”

      “No, Kani. That’s the Helix’s job. We have more insight into human psychology. We knew people would latch onto our story, inside the Helix or not. Those in charge behind the scenes needed a way to keep people in the hive and attached to their machines—just as much as we needed a viable reason for disappearance,” Delaney offers.

      “How is their goal any different? The outcome is the same for you.”

      “Kani, I understand your concern. But we did what we thought was best.”

      “I’m sure,” Kani stands and flicks the paper between her fingers, “Take it. Are we ready?”

      With a final tip of her head toward the door, Kani turns and stomps out.

      “Unreal,” Fenton says, following after her.

      “Traeton, can you stay a moment? I’d like a word.”

      Trae nods, “Of course.”

      “It was nice to meet you, Runa. I’m glad whatever attacked you didn’t win,” Delaney’s lips take on a slight smile, “Thank you for your cooperation.”

      “No problem,” I say, turning to the door.

      “I’ll meet you guys at Landry’s,” Trae says, his blank expression resurfacing.

      I halfheartedly smile and follow the other two out the door. Kani and Fenton stand huddled together with tight lips. The lights are dimmed to a flicker and the shadows in Kani’s eyes look ominous.

      The moment the door closes behind me, Kani shoves a finger at the house. “That—woman! All this time, lying to us. I knew it. I knew something wasn’t right. That’s why I went with the guys when they splintered. Everything’s about control. Her control.”

      “You said she was the leader. Isn’t control supposed to be part of the job? You know, by definition.”

      A part of me wants to be reasonable, but the tension is cause for concern. Truthfully, I’d like to be inside with Trae, hearing what’s going on.

      Kani chews on her lower lip, “You would side with her. Whatever, doesn’t matter. Let’s go.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Kani’s black braid whips around as she and Fenton take off. Trees, buildings, people—they blur together as we speed walk our way through the crowd.

      So many people linger out on the streets, and they turn their heads, watching as we stride past. Some of them even smile, as if I’m any other girl walking around.

      A woman sitting on a step leans in and tells a young boy next to her, “See, honey? More people find us every day.”

      While I’m sure my white hair stands out, I’m not the only one in NanoTech garments.

      Sitting on the ground near a tree, a young woman cradles an infant in her arms. The baby is so tiny. The woman leans in, her dark hair hiding her face as she blows on the baby’s belly. The child flails, making a sound so similar to a giggle. Can a baby so young giggle?

      The corners of my mouth twitch upward.

      So lucky.

      Parents and children—happy together. The thought stirs something inside and makes my heart ache. I wish I had such an upbringing. Now the only person in my life who has ever been kind to me inside the Helix is dead.

      The lights overhead continue to dim, and the flame lanterns on the street cast more light than before. The darker it gets, the more prominent the strange little orbs dancing in my vision are; as if they have a mind of their own. I blink, but nothing seems to deter them.

      Will they ever go away?

      We turn a corner and a tangle of arms and legs move like spiders on a bench, nearly hidden in the shadows of the impending darkness. Their odd shape makes me stop short. They move as if they’re all part of the same object. I take a step closer, trying to get a better understanding of what I’m seeing.

      “What the hell? Don’t be rude!” Kani grabs hold of my arm and yanks, “Let’s go.”

      Fenton chuckles. “She’ll hafta learn about kissin’ sooner or later.”

      “Let’s go with later,” Kani spits back.

      I stumble after her, but can’t tear my eyes away. For a brief moment, a face emerges, and I gasp. The tangle of arms and legs is actually two people, lost in their own world. A woman is seated across a man’s lap, his arms wrapped around her waist. Giggling, she throws her head back and he takes hold of her arms, pulling her closer. His mouth traces the curve of her neck and lingers on her exposed shoulder.

      My pulse races, and I suck in a quick breath. The interaction appears both ridiculous and absolutely fascinating. The two of them don’t even notice as we move away.

      Kani spins around, eyes blazing, “Geezus. You can’t just gawk at people like that.”

      “I’m sorry. I just—they were …” I point behind me.

      “Yeah, so what?” she flares her nostrils, “Look, I get it. I do. But out here, you can’t just stare at everyone.”

      “Right. I’m sorry.”

      I fall in line again, but my heart pounds loudly in my ears. What’s the purpose of kissing?What would it be like—being tangled in that way? Would it be awkward? They seemed so in tune with each other. Does kissing like that come naturally? How do they breathe?

      We finally stop at the base of a set of stone steps to a moderate-size building. The doorway is a bright blue and light shines from the windows, cascading in large rectangles across the lumpy walkway.

      Kani raps her knuckles across the wood three times, and takes a step back. A moment later, a set of brown eyes peer out of a crack in the door. With an audible sigh, the door slams shut. Fenton smirks as a series of clicking sounds go on behind the door. When the door reopens all the way, the oddest-looking man I’ve ever seen steps out.

      Nearly the same height as Fenton, Landry is more muscular in build and has absolutely no hair on the top of his head. Instead, three small wavy lines of hair are shaved into both sides of his jaw, and he has the tiniest hint of a triangle under his bottom lip. Running down his neck and under his black shirt, a spiral pattern is etched into his skin.

      If I wasn’t aware Landry was on our side, I’d assume something was seriously wrong with him.

      “Ladies,” his lips flicker, making the wavy lines on his jaw flow like water.

      “Hey— ” Fenton says, pushing his brother aside, “Watch it.”

      Landry smirks and steps away from the doorway so we can follow inside.

      The main room is dark, lit only by a series of holographic screens in the back. There are two large plush chairs in the front.

      Taking a seat near the monitors, Landry cocks his head, “Runa, I presume.”

      I smile and nod, unsure of what to say.

      Landry’s laugh is deep and unexpected, “I’ve heard a lot about you the past few days.”

      My face flushes, and I fiddle with one of my braids.

      “Super,” Kani says.

      “I can see why Trae’s so enthralled,” Landry steps forward, and my eyes go to the floor.

      Trae’s what? Did I hear him right?

      “Tha’s an understatement,” Fenton says under his breath.

      “May I take a gander at your eye?” Landry asks.

      I lift my jaw to meet his inspection. He’s much older than all of us with an air of maturity about him. It seems out of place for someone who looks so peculiar.

      “Isn’t that something?” Landry’s eyes narrow, and he tilts my chin to the side.

      “Yeah, yeah. Freakin’ awesome. We need to do some research. Delaney’s on our butts about helping her, and we have other plans,” Kani taps the floor impatiently.

      “So, quakes, huh?” Landry says, starting the conversation off.

      Fenton plops himself down in one of the plush chairs, “Our exit is blocked.”

      “Blocked? With what?” Landry asks.

      “Snow. Ice. Rock. The whole thing sorta caved in after Trae shot Jane at the entrance,” Kani shifts her weight, but doesn’t take a seat, “But that’s not the worst of it …”

      “We go’ some bigger problems ou’ in them woods,” Fenton says, “First off, tha Morph ain’t tha Morph. There’s black, creepy lookin’ serpent or salamander things as big as a person and they can incinerate you if they ge’ close enough …”

      “Whoa. Huh? Slow down,” Landry says.

      “Fenton’s right. Plus, turns out Lane’s been lying about the Morph all this time. Evidently it’s some big rouse. So we have no clue what’s actually attacked Runa,” Kani says.

      Landry scratches the side of his jaw, “Okay … not surprising on Lane’s part. I’ve wondered about the Morph for a long time, since no one has ever been attacked. But the serpent? What’s up with that?”

      “We don’t know yet. My brother was just killed by one and I could use a Helix mainframe search. Are you able to get in?”

      “Damn, sorry, Runa,” Landry begins.

      “I don’t really want to talk about it. I just want to find answers. Can you do it?”

      “Sure. Easy peasy,” Landry says, turning around to face his monitors. With a few flicks of his fingertips an access point to the eLink appears. It looks just as it would in my mind when I’ve reentered from outside.

      “Okay. Who do we want to be today? Erbert Redlin or Erma Bombeck?” Landry asks.

      “Who cares?” Kani says.

      “Go wit Erma,” Fenton snickers, “Ya look like a Erma to me.”

      “Erbert it is,” Landry says, ignoring his brother.

      “Can I take it from here?” I ask, edging closer as the access is granted.

      With his thumb, Landry rubs the triangular patch under his lip, “I dunno about that. I don’t usually let other people play with the equipment.”

      “Oh.”

      “But … I s’pose I could make an exception,” Landry scoots aside, giving me access to the holographic screens.

      I flick through the prompts with my fingertips. It’s a strange sensation to use physicality for such simple tasks, where the intention in my mind was enough only days before.

      Entering in the data for Videus, I’m surprised to see a slew of information come up, but much of it doesn’t make sense. Words are out of order, whole sentences seem to be missing.

      Trae opens the door to Landry’s house and steps inside.

      “Hey everyone. Find anything so far?” he asks.

      “I’m not sure. Landry, why is so much of it jumbled up?” I ask, then point to the screen. “What’s this about an engineer?”

      “Where?” Landry peers closer, “Videus? Why are you searching for him?”

      “I’ve been told to be wary of him—and I suspect he may be the one behind the attacks,” I tell him.

      “Runa, have you ever gotten details on the engineer in charge of the mission to colonize Pendomus?” Landry asks.

      “No.” I tell him, “My downloads gave no credit to an engineer. We’ve been taught our colonization was the inspiration of many. The general cooperation of all involved, with no one standing out more than the other. Which is why we operate the way we do in the Helix.”

      Landry nods, “I suspected as much. Well, despite that theory … I stumbled on something in the Archives a while back which I found interesting. There was an engineer and based on this inquiry, I think his name may mean something to you—it was Goddard. Videus Goddard.”

      Sucking in a breath, my pulse quickens, and I stare at him. “Are you sure? Why is it not listed here? Why were we never told?”

      “Who knows? It looks like whoever’s been in here has done a good job confusing the trail. I don’t even see a last name attached to— ”

      Whole sections of data suddenly start erasing in front of our eyes until the entire list of results is gone and we’re left staring at a blank holographic screen.

      “Quick—log out of the system,” Landry reaches around me, flicking commands until the Helix encrypted eLink is gone, “That was close.”

      “What just happened?” I ask.

      “Someone caught on ta tha search and apparen’ly didn’t like it,” Fenton responds, adjusting his glasses.

      “There’s clearly something up with this. Why don’t you guys go to the Archives and search for yourselves? The system out there is primitive, but as far as I’ve been able to tell, it isn’t linked to the Helix in any way. The data should be more secure, maybe even more intact. If someone out there’s using the founding engineer’s name to wreak havoc, understanding his namesake would be a good place to start. Means he’s an inspiration of some sort. Fenton, you remember where the old mainframe is, right?” Landry asks.

      Fenton nods, “Sure.”

      “I’ll stick behind here and see what else I can dig up. Fenton, let’s hook you up with a ComLink so we can stay in touch. Sound good?”

      “Yup. Works fer me,” Fenton agrees.

      “Good. Before you’re off, I think you should at least eat and rest first, though. It’s getting late, and I bet you’re not used to the sleep stuff yet, are you Runa?”

      “We can camp out in the tunnels, Landry. I’d rather not waste more time than we have to,” Trae says.

      Kani walks to the kitchen table and takes a seat. “I will, however, never pass on your cooking.”

      Landry chuckles and whispers, “Don’t say that too loudly around Fenton.”

      “Too late. I already ’eard.” Fenton says, sticking out his tongue at the two of them.
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      LANDRY HANDS FENTON A SMALL, clear device the size of a thin wire, but arched in a semi-circle.

      I lean in for a better look and ask, “What is that?”

      “ComLink. I pu’ this behind one of me ears and it’ll bind with me skin, givin’ Landry a feed to vitals and direct communication. Kinda like tha eLink. Unfortunately, ya got tha eLink already in yer ’ead, so they’d short circuit. Which is why I’m tha lucky one,” Fenton says.

      “Wow,” I say, impressed, “Can you tap into the visuals, like the Helix does, or does this operate on word communication only?”

      “My ComLink can do visuals, too, but sometimes they can be too intrusive. Especially when you need your own sight. The software will only trigger a visual response if you specifically request it,” Landry says, “Personally, I think whoever invented the eLink shoulda considered this stuff more.”

      “Everyone ready?” Traeton asks, placing his washed plate and silverware into the drainer. “Thanks for the dinner, Landry. Much appreciated.”

      “Eh. It was nothing,” Landry says, shrugging, “Do you guys have everything you need?”

      “Seems like we do,” Trae says, “Fenton, you got the sleep packs?”

      “Sure do,” Fenton beams. His grin is broad as he turns to me and winks. “We’ll getcha used ta this sleepin’ stuff yet, Runa.”

      “Are the Archives really so far that we’ll need to sleep again?”

      “They’re far enough that we’ll need to rest before we get there, yeah, ” Kani says, throwing some more supplies into her pack. “You should grab some water, too, Runa. You’ll need something to drink.”

      Nodding in agreement, I fill a couple canisters with water and place them in the pack Landry’s letting me use. The sound of the water reminds me of the first time I heard the voice in my head. Even now I can’t quite figure out what to make of everything. If I hadn’t just watched Baxten—I’d be seriously questioning my sanity right now. But everyone else saw it too. As it is, I still haven’t come up with a good way of explaining all that’s happening to me. What if my friends reject me because of the voice? Could I do this all on my own?

      Trae walks to the door and holds it open, “Alright, let’s get moving. I’d like to be outta here before anyone has time to question where we are.”

      Kani pats him on the shoulder as she walks out the door and says, “Running from Lane, huh?”

      “No,” He says, his eyes shifting from Kani to me.

      “Don’ worry, Trae. Yer secret’s safe wit us,” Fenton says, laughing, “See ya, bro.”

      “Careful out there, guys,” Landry calls out to us as we all exit the building.

      Trae leads us through the crowded streets, keeping his head low and a hood up. No one says anything, we all just follow along and try to keep up. We exit the city walls through a tiny side door meant for a person the size of a small child. A pathway winds away, leading into the black abyss on the furthest part of the large cavern opening which houses the Lateral. Staring into the depths, my eyes slowly adjust to the darkness as Trae flips on a microlight and puts it in ambient mode. The wide open space surrounding the Lateral is easily five times its size, but most is unusable. Gigantic mounds poke up all over, and massive spikes cling to the ceiling.

      After an hour of silence and walking in darkness, my mind is screaming for stimulation.

      “How much farther are we walking?” I ask, tapping Kani on the shoulder.

      “Are you two?” she says, batting my hand away without even looking back.

      “I thought there was supposed to be a pathway leading up and out of here?”

      “Soon,” she says, “We’re all getting bored, okay?”

      “Pathway’s up ahead,” Trae says, pointing the microlight at a specific spot on the rocky wall.

      “Finally,” Kani says, maneuvering closer to the wall.

      As we get nearer, I pull up short and point to the tiny ledge-like pathway in front of us. “You don’t mean—that? It can’t be more than a meter wide.”

      My eyes drift upward.

      With no end in sight.

      “This is it,” Kani says, her teeth sparkling brightly, “Our only way out now.”

      “You’re not serious,” I mutter.

      “It’s not as bad as it seems, Runa. Stick by me. I’ll help guide you,” Trae says, offering his hand.

      Kani’s grin widens, and I clench my jaw, taking Trae’s hand.

      “This is a piece of cake. Just don’t look down. Keep your back against the cavern wall. Okay?” he says, squeezing my hand in his.

      “Okay.”

      “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      I place a tentative footstep on the ledge and clutch the wall for balance.

      “How’s that gimpy leg of yours holding up? Kinda looking shaky from here,” Kani says.

      “It’s fine.”

      My vision blurs in and out, and I wish more than I anything to burrow through the wall. Shadows below appear like sinister spikes of death and do little to help with depth perception. The weird orbs of light dance around in the open space of the cavern, making it hard to see anything else.

      For a while, our jagged breathing and footsteps keep track of time. Sweat drips down my neck, but I can’t bring myself to attempt wiping it away. Instead, it pools in the small of my back as we continue to shuffle farther and farther from the safety of the ground.

      Without warning, something large and fast moves in my peripheral. It undulates in the darkness, rippling the rock. My muscles clench as I quickly twist to my right to get a better view. Unable to stop the momentum, my footing falters and I lurch forward into the black abyss.

      Hands wrap around my forearm and the back of my NanoTech jacket, and I’m wrenched back onto the pathway. As I slam against the wall, a series of rocks crash to the ground below, echoing loudly as final punctuation to one possible end.

      Exhaling terror, my eyelids slam shut and my legs give out. My back scrapes along the rocks as I sit straight down on the safe, hard pathway. Thrumming loudly in my ears, my heart could take off and fly.

      “Are you okay, Runa?” Trae asks, his voice quivering.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Kani says, slapping my shoulder.

      I swallow hard and stare into the vast expanse ahead.

      That was close.

      “Ya just abou’ took a nose dive,” Fenton says.

      “Did you see it?” I ask, “The movement?”

      “The only thing moving was us as we scrambled to pull you back,” Kani says.

      Trae takes a seat next to me and says, “Sometimes your eyes can play tricks on you in this kind of darkness. It’s not uncommon.”

      I nod, but can’t muster the strength to move.

      “Do you think everyone in the Lateral heard?” I ask.

      The dimly lit circle in the distance is so far away now, but the reverberations from the rocks falling continue to bounce around us.

      Fenton tilts his head to the side and places a fingertip to his lips in a silent request.

      “Landry,” Trae mouths at me.

      I sigh. Of course. The ComLink.

      “Yep. Landry jus’ confirmed yer theory, Runa. He wanted to know if we’re alrigh’. I let ’em know ya tried ta take a swan dive, bu’ we talked ya back,” Fenton says, smirking.

      “Great.” I say, dusting myself off, “Well, I think I’ve wasted enough of our time.”

      Trae stands, holding his hand out for me. My legs are wobbly as I’m wrenched to my feet, but gain stability as we begin walking again. I hug the cavern wall, keeping my sight ahead to where the microLight shines.

      “We’re nearly done with this part. Hang on just a little longer, Runa,” Trae says as he glances over his shoulder.

      When we reach the end of the ledge and the start to the enclosure of the new tunnel, the space wraps around me in a delightful embrace. I run my hand along the walls, taking in the safety through my palms.

      “I think this is good place to stop. We should get a couple hours of sleep before setting off on the last leg of the trip,” Trae says, taking his pack off and setting it on the ground in front of him. He bends down, pulling out a lamp that expands outward and turns itself on. The light accentuates all the crevasses in the natural rock around us.

      “So which one o’ ya lovely ladies wants ta sleep in my pack?” Fenton says, wiggling his eyebrows up and down. He grins widely at Kani, sweeping his hand out in front of the two sleep packs on the ground. Kani steps forward and playfully slaps him across the arm.

      “As if you ever had a choice,” she says.

      My mouth drops open.

      “Fenton,” Trae starts, “Why are there only two sleep packs? I thought you said you grabbed them all?”

      “Wha’ do I look like? A mule? I grabbed as many as I though’ we’d need,” Fenton says, a smirk deepening across his features.

      “Unbelievable,” Trae mutters, running his hand absently through his hair, “Okay, it’s settled, then. Runa, you take the extra pack. I can sleep without one.”

      “Wha’ fun is tha’?” Fenton says.

      Kani grabs the first sleep pack, unrolls it and slides inside, “Well, what are you waiting for? Get in,” Kani says, patting the outside of the fabric.

      The sleep pack barely fits around her, so I have no idea where Fenton plans to squeeze himself in. Without another request, he dives at Kani and disappears inside the sleep pack. It quickly becomes a lumpy mass with Kani erupting into a fit of giggles.

      I shoot a lopsided grin at Trae, who looks conflicted as he leans down and grabs the other sleep pack.

      “Well, here. Let’s get some rest, huh?” He says, handing it to me.

      I blink hard and cling onto the pack as he walks away.

      “Trae, wait,” I hold the pack out to him, “You should take this. You’ve done so much for me already. Really. I doubt I’ll be able to sleep anyway.”

      He stops walking and shakes his head, “No deal.”

      “If you won’t—I mean, if I can’t get you to …” my heart thumps unevenly, “I think we should share. You can’t sleep out in the cold. That isn’t right, either.”

      “Yeeeaaahhh!!” A rumble emerges from the lumpy sleep pack, “Listen to tha woman, Trae.”

      I bite down on my lip to suppress a grin, but Trae remains unreadable.

      My resolve falters, and I close my eyes, shaking my head, “I just thought …”

      “I can’t, Runa,” he says, his eyes blazing, “It wouldn’t be right of me. Let me be the gentleman here, okay?”

      A wave of disappointment washes over me. A part of me really hoped to be nearer to him before he leaves. I don’t understand this connection—but I wish I had more time.

      “Fine. Okay,” I whisper.

      I spread the pack on the ground and slide in, rolling away from Trae and his rejection. Fenton growls, making Kani giggle again and I swipe at the tears on my cheeks.

      Why do I have to feel so alone?

      Trae shuffles around behind me and clears his throat. A second later he says, “Did you know those are called stalactites?”

      I inhale and roll over. He’s lying on his back with one leg bent, an arm behind his head. When our eyes meet, he points to the cavern ceiling.

      “See, the things dripping down like icicles?” he says.

      “Oh.”

      “The ones on the ground are called stalagmites,” he says, an easy smile gracing is lips. The shadows play across his face, and his dimple deepens because of it.

      “Trae, what do you think attacked my brother?” I ask, “Have you seen anything like that before?”

      “I honestly have no clue. Never seen something like that before,” he says, “Seems to be happening a lot since I met you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Odd occurrences. Things I’ve never seen happen before. And believe me, I’ve seen a lot.”

      “What’s the strangest thing that’s happened since you met me?” I ask, not wanting to let our conversation fall into another uncomfortable silence.

      “Hmmm … well, besides your attack, or the tree that spit us out … or your fast healing … the seismic activity—which we never pinpointed the source … your brother … the Morph that isn’t a Morph. This hunt for a guy named Videus. I think a better question would be what’s been normal since I met you,” Trae says, chuckling.

      “I’m guessing not much, then?” I say.

      “Not really,” he says, shaking his head, “You know, Runa, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about this mission I have to go on. I wasn’t entirely sure how things were going to play out after I brought you in to the mix.”

      “Play out?”

      “I wasn’t sure if you were going to wake up at first. Then, when you did … ” His voice trails off.

      “When I did?” I urge, wanting to know where this is going.

      “When you did,” he pauses again, staring deeply into my eyes, “then I kinda didn’t wanna go.”

      I bite my lip as my heartbeat thumps louder.

      “Why not?” I ask.

      Trae takes a moment, his eyes distant as he searches for his words.

      Finally, he says, “Runa, I know all of this is new to you. Adjusting to life without the Helix methods. But for me … There isn’t much I haven’t done. Much I haven’t experienced. Which also means, there isn’t much that will make me pause or second guess myself. Since I’ve met you … I seem to be doing it a lot.”

      “I don’t— ” I begin.

      “Runa, I like you. I like being around you and it’s sorta messing me up,” Trae confesses. “You haven’t really had time to adjust or to sort out your feelings.”

      “I like you, too, Trae. A lot. You’re the first one who’s made me feel included or wanted. You never had to do that.”

      “I don’t think you understand what I mean, yet— and I shouldn’t push you. Hell, I shoulda never let things get complicated like this … but I just feel— a connection with you. And I can’t seem to shake it.”

      “And that’s bad?” I ask.

      “No, not bad. Just … complicated,” he says, looking beyond me to the now quiet sleep pack behind me, “I have this strange desire to protect you, to be near you. Then, the other part of me feels I shouldn’t get too close. When I’m done here, I need to leave and I don’t know when I’ll be back. That’s not fair to you.”

      “Let me be the judge of what’s fair. Okay?” I say, raising an eyebrow, “I can handle myself.”

      “I know you can. I just don’t want to make things worse for you.”

      “Well, you’re not,” I say, rolling onto my stomach and propping up on my forearms.

      “You don’t know that yet. Give me time,” he says, smirking, “Well, I suppose we should get some rest … Sleep well, Runa.”

      He covers his eyes with his free arm.

      “You too, Trae.”

      I settle into the sleep pack, trying to relax. After a few minutes, Trae’s rhythmic breathing sets the tone, and I will myself to give in to the darkness …

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Those hands ...

        Strong arms wrap around my body, pulling me into his warm embrace. The blood coursing through my veins sparks at the point where my fingertips trace the nape of his neck. He groans and angles his head to the side, leaving his neck exposed. My legs straddle his, so I rock forward and nibble my way from his ear to his shoulder blade.

        With a growl, his hands leave my back and firmly cup my jawline as he guides my mouth to his. His lips burn on mine, and warmth radiates from deep in my belly as I press closer. My hands fly to his gorgeous hair, and I entangle my fingers in the soft waves. I love the way it feels. Our mouths move in rhythm with one another, a simple knowing beyond words. He tickles my tongue with the soft, fleshy part of his lower lip, and I lure it in, gently nipping.

        He pulls back, hunger lurking in his dark eyes, “You think so?”

        A wicked grin plays across his features, the faintest hint of his dimples appearing. I brush a strand of blue hair from his forehead and giggle. Like a predator on the hunt, he pounces, attacking my neck in a movement so swift, I’m rendered immobile. Returning a hand to the small of my back, he softly traces my jawline with his tongue …
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        * * *

      

      My eyelids pop open, and I blink, wide-eyed, at the cavern walls. The shadows flicker with the lantern light, and I shudder away the emotions rolling through me. My eyes dart to where Trae lies, sleeping. The mere sight of him restarts my pounding heart and I turn away, staring at the rocky wall.

      What was—that? How can my lips still tingle from—was it a dream? It felt so real.

      We were sitting on the bench at the Lateral—the same one where I watched the couple kissing— My fingertips brush against my lips, and I sneak another glance at him. He’s facing me, his head resting in the crook of his arm. The concern weighing down his expressions during the day has evaporated, and what’s left is the little boy inside. I roll to my side, facing him, and smile.

      What was he like as a child? Was he adventurous? Was he like me, sneaking out into the woods? What were his aptitudes like? Where was he headed with his scans?

      Still … why blue?

      With my right hand out in front of me, I rub my fingers together. The texture of his hair lingers in my fingertips—as if I’d actually run my fingers through those blue strands. His hair was longer in my mind—and more vibrant.

      A strong hand drapes across his torso, and a tickle runs down my spine.

      Shivering in his sleep, Trae’s forehead furrows and he jams his hands under his arms. As he rolls onto his back, his exhalation billows in clouds as it escapes.

      I bite my lip, and shift onto my back, staring at the stalactites.

      What would he do if I moved closer? Would he be upset?

      The sleep pack is wide enough for both of us to fit underneath if I unzipped it. Having a layer on top is better than nothing at all, right?

      Peering cautiously at him through the corner of my eye, my teeth almost pierce the skin on my lip. I can’t stand the thought of him being so cold. Not after everything he’s done for me— not after his confession tonight.

      If I’m going to do this, it’s now or never.

      Shifting to a seated position, I slide out of the pack as silently as possible.

      Am I actually doing this? What if he wakes up? What if he freaks out?

      What if he doesn’t notice at all?

      Trembling, I gather the soft, cool sleep pack in my arms, and move tentatively toward Trae. Within inches from him, the pull to him intensifies.

      Before I have time to over-think, I place the sleep pack on top of him. He exhales loudly, making me pull my hand back, and freeze. When nothing else happens, I take another slow, deliberate breath, and slide in beside him.

      His clean, earthy scent does little to level my head. It transports me to my early moments in his arms, and to the vividness of my dream. Inches separate us, but I shift uncomfortably. There’s nothing to rest my head on, and lying here is anything but restful.

      Would he wake up if I moved his arm? I’ve already risked so much to get to this point. Do I dare risk even more? At some point, he’s going to know I’m here.

      I take shallow inhalations and grab hold of his right wrist. It’s held in place by his other arm, so I tug gently until it releases. Trae stirs slightly as I lay his arm on the ground beside us. Shaking, I slide my shoulder under his and rest my head on his broad chest. Fire burns through my cheek at our point of contact, but I move closer. Heat radiates from him, along the entire length of my body. He sighs, and my head rises and falls with the movement. From this place, his scent is stronger, and I sink into it. Relief floods through me, as though I’ve appeased an itch needing to be scratched.

      It doesn’t take long before his unconscious shivering subsides and a smile creeps across my lips.

      This was worth it.

      His heat, the way he smells … the rhythm and familiarity … My heartbeats slow, and I close my eyes. Surprisingly, I don’t think anything is more relaxing than this.

      In the moment just before darkness consumes me, his hand wraps around my waist, gripping my back, pulling me closer.

      “Thank you, Runa,” he whispers.
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      RUNA LIFTS HER HEAD from my chest and props up on her elbow. Her face is inches from mine. Her scent, a subtle hint of vanilla, tickles my senses and makes it impossible to think clearly as I blink away the remnants of my uncomfortable sleep.

      She’s here? With me?

      Why?

      My hand smolders at its point of contact against her waist, but I’m too afraid to let go. Each place where her body meets mine is more alive than it’s ever been.

      Runa’s multicolored eyes penetrate mine, and the corners of her mouth tug downward. She looks like a child who’s been caught doing something mischievous, but with her mesmerizing lips—she’s anything but a child.

      “Please don’t be mad,” she whispers, “You seemed so cold.”

      She struggles, trying to sit up, but my hand reflexively pulls her closer and I tell her, “You shouldn’t have, but thank you.”

      “Are you sure? Is this—okay?”

      Alarm bells sound in my head. There is no way this is okay. I shouldn’t be here, getting myself involved like this, but I can’t bring myself to care.

      “Are you comfortable?” I clench my jaw, partly hoping she’ll say no.

      The first real smile breaks across her face, and she nods, “Very.”

      An explosion of anxiety mixed with elation erupts in my chest, and I swallow hard, “Then, that’s all that matters.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Runa’s warm exhalation sweeps across my cheek. I can tell there’s something she’d like to say as she hesitates, her eyes locked on my lips. I hold my breath as she bends in, her lips centimeters from the surface of my own.

      What is she doing?

      Suddenly, she pulls back, her eyes wide, “I don’t know what I … ”

      Unsure how to respond, my tongue sweeps across my lips, echoes of a near kiss left behind. I shiver but try to recover, “Uh … the RationCap flush. Remember? Probably still …”

      “Oh, right,” her eyes go distant, “I didn’t think of that.”

      She frowns slightly and returns her head to my chest.

      “So, uh … no worries,” I offer.

      She inches closer and places her right hand above my heart. The tips of her fingers gently rest on my collarbone, and I take slow, deep breaths to center myself. My heart’s pumping so aggressively, I can feel it pounding—everywhere. My eyes widen, and I fixate on a single piece of jutting rock above me. Please don’t let her notice.

      This situation couldn’t get any more awkward and yet, part of me is maniacally giddy about that fact. I need something to do. Something physical.

      I remove my hand from her waist to stroke the tips of her hair. Runa snuggles her cheek against my chest, and her exhalation sounds like music.

      Sleep. That’s why she’s here.

      That’s why I’m here.

      Sleep.

      Woodworking—yep. I’ll think about woodworking. What project would I work on now, if I could? I stare blankly ahead and return my hand to Runa’s back. The only wood that comes to mind is the burning kind. Hot and fiery …

      This is so ridiculous. I’ve been attracted to other women—why is she so different? It doesn’t help having all of Fenton’s tales raging through my mind like a disease—I wish he’d keep his comments to himself.

      Who am I kidding? I may very well be worse than Fenton. At least he’s honest with himself. Sure, he’s always been more flamboyant about his … desires, but at least he’s never felt a need to hide from them. Damn, I envy that. I don’t want these attachments … I don’t want to hurt anyone else.

      The enticing tickle of an alternative twists in my brain. What if Fenton’s right? What if things can be different with Runa? What if I can find a place in her eyes? Her heart? What if—

      Sighing softly in my arms, Runa sinks deeper into me. Sleep would be so much easier  to deal with than reality right now. My forehead creases, and I press my lips together. She’s so innocent. Even if we had kissed—she’d have no context. Maybe the Helix wasn’t so far off by restricting these types of impulses, after all.

      My eyes travel the length of our bodies, resting on the rhythmic way Runa’s head rises and falls. Oddly enough, it’s relaxing.

      Before Landry filled me in about the hormone control in the RationCaps, I thought I was going insane. But no—the Helix, for whatever reason, wants to control these … urges. Despite being uncomfortable at first with our conversation, I felt better afterward. Relieved I was normal. Not Helix normal, but nature normal. I wasn’t going to die because of it. One day, this would equalize. It wouldn’t be so … intense.

      And for a while, it wasn’t.

      For someone who’s never lived inside the Helix, Landry’s been a fount of knowledge. Not everyone in the Lateral is as open to discussing things as he is. Hell, I’m not. I’ve just learned control. Focused my energies elsewhere. Runa’s fingertips slide toward the edge of my neck, and another wave of heat washes over me. This situation—is completely different.

      The physical attraction is obvious, but it’s more than that. She can be open, despite the pain hiding in her eyes. She has this … gentle kindness about her. And she’s been so accepting of our band of outcasts. Of me.

      Runa shivers in her sleep, making me hyperaware of each part of her body touching mine.

      I stiffen at the intensity— but I still wouldn’t change a thing. I’ll stay here, locked like this for as long as she likes.
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        The heat is intense, and beads of sweat drip down my back. I walk purposefully down the hallway, but the anxiety builds to a crescendo. She’s down here, and I need to get to her. This was all my fault.

        Now I need to set this right.

        I turn the corner and creep toward the heavy wooden door. My footsteps are barely audible on the cold, hard ground, but I still hold my breath.

        This door. I can feel her inside. There’s no way to explain it; she’s just in there.

        The scorching metal handle blisters the inside of my palm, but I manage to pry the door open. Lying on a stone slab in the middle of the barren room is my sister Ava. Her emaciated frame is only a shadow of her former self. Dark hair is matted to her head, and large, pearly beads of sweat seep from her pores, puddle beneath her.

        I clutch her shoulders, “Ava—Ava, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t realize what I said would cause this—”

        But it isn’t true. I knew back when I’d turned her in I was being overheard, and at the time it didn’t matter. I couldn’t take the agony anymore. The constant hovering over her. The way we had to live our lives. The impending doom of what may happen. I wanted it to end. I needed it to end.

        Deep brown eyes fly open, locking with mine, and Ava wrenches forward. Her skeletal fingers claw at the front of my NanoTech jacket as she tries to pull me in.

        “You—you did this. Every last eternal pain I suffer … it should be yours.”

        Blood spews from her mouth as she rasps. Her tiny arms drop, and I reach forward to catch her.

        Blue flames erupt from torches in all four corners of the room and the heat is incredible. Ava’s head lolls to the side and her eyes begin to radiate, glowing like hot embers. In an instant, her whole body ignites, and she flails backward onto the stone slab. Her high-pitched scream makes me feel sick and the hairs on my neck stand on end.

        “Ava! Please—”

        I lean toward her. But what can I do? There’s nothing in this room to stop it.

        Ava’s body melts, distorting and twisting into something else—someone else. The fires die out as if someone snapped their fingers, and a young man takes Ava’s place. I step back, blinking wildly.

        His face is so familiar—

        “Do not stand by and let history repeat. If she dies, everyone dies!” Baxten’s voice rings in my ears, and his bile spews outward.

        “But I—” I sputter.

        Waxy hands reach out for me. “No! Promise me you’ll remember—she dies, everyone dies!”

        Baxten’s flesh begins to drip like candle wax, evaporating upon contact with the sizzling floor. Within seconds, all that remains is his mocking skeleton and his haunting words.
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        * * *

      

      Air. I need air.

      Gasping, I try to roll over, but Runa’s still nestled against my body. The dream was so real, too real.

      “Well, would you look at this?” Kani snickers nearby.

      My eyelids slam shut and my muscles tighten. The last thing I need right now is these two perverts making comments.

      With a sigh, I rub Runa’s back, hoping to wake her, but she doesn’t move. The expressions on Ava’s and Baxten’s tortured faces haunt my mind, and I tense even more. Dammit, I need to get up—take a minute to myself. Being this close—it’s suddenly unbearable.

      “Don’t you two look cozy,” Kani’s obnoxious grin hovers above us, and I narrow my eyes.

      Runa rubs her eyes as she rolls over in the sleep sack.

      “Yeah, too noble and all tha’. Right, Trae, right,” Fenton’s jeering comes next.

      I cringe as Kani’s smile widens. Last night had been both exciting and scary as hell. Now, all that’s left is the scary part.

      “I’m gonna … I gotta—” I release my arm around Runa and slide away from her. She clutches the sleep pack close and sits up, blinking her wide eyes. Wishing I could blend into the shadows, I back away until I graze the rocky wall.

      What I need is a few minutes alone—a few minutes to sort all this out in my head.

      “You can imagine our surprise,” Kani jeers, “when we wake up and find Runa missing. Only … she wasn’t missing at all.”

      Fenton smirks, and I run my fingertips along the deep groove of my forehead. Runa’s eyes weigh on me, trying to get my attention, but I can’t meet her gaze. Instead, I keep seeing Baxten’s dripping flesh in the back of my mind.

      “It’s abou’ time ya both got on wit’ it,” Fenton chuckles.

      “Geezus, it’s not like that,” I glare at him. Shaking my head, I take off down the tunnel.

      “He was freezing. I thought …” Runa’s eyes catch mine as I turn the corner, but I keep walking.

      When I can no longer hear them, I find the nearest alcove and slide to the ground. My back is pressed hard against the uneven rock, and the temporary pain feels good. It’s what I need.

      This attraction to Runa really muddies my mind and all my plans. I’m supposed to be heading out with Ash. I should’ve taken off already.

      But now … Who is she? Could this dream mean anything or am I just losing my mind the way Ava was? What if I’ve been idiotic to toy with the idea things were okay? I’ve tiptoed to the edge of believing. But what if I’ve been kidding myself to think things could work out with Runa. That we were meant to be together, and all could be right in the world. Here, people get hurt, and they hurt each other. Hell, in my case—even dead and gone. I’m not always going to be around. I can’t always protect her. Especially if I have my missions to accomplish.

      The nightmare may not have been reality, but the basis for it—all of it is real. It’s my mistake, my stupid childish anger that killed Ava. Had I kept my mouth shut the way I’d been told—who knows where we’d all be right now.

      Baxten’s another matter. There’s no way anyone could’ve saved him, I know that. But it doesn’t stop me from wishing I could’ve. They should both be here.

      Pounding my fist into the ground, I press my eyes shut tightly.

      This is all my father’s fault.

      If he’d been a better role model, cared equally for his children, things would’ve been different. I wouldn’t have felt the way I had back then.

      My head throbs. I haven’t thought about my father in so long. He’d cared so much for Ava. She was always his precious favorite, and no one else could ever match up. When she was captured—he let us go without a second thought. But she was already lost—we weren’t. He’d left us all wandering in the woods without a way to keep us safe. We needed him.

      I needed him.

      I pull my knees close and rest my forehead.

      Who am I kidding? I’m not any different from my father in so many ways. I leave people behind, too. But I do it because I’m trying to rectify my past mistakes.

      How selfish. I snort and press my eyelids tighter. Cecilina and my mother are in the Lateral, but I can’t bear to see them.

      How awful is that?

      Runa should have nothing to do with me. These feelings—maybe I need to bury them and move on. She deserves better than me. She deserves someone as special as she is. Someone who can always protect her. I need to pull myself together and finish what we started. Fenton and I will scour the Archives for an explanation to what happened to Runa’s brother and whoever this Videus is.

      Then, I’ll be gone.

      She’s better off this way. Never knowing just how much …

      Latching onto my resolve, I lift my head to find Fenton standing a few feet away. His glasses are pushed to the top of his head as he observes me in silence.

      “Ya can’t beat yerself up like this, ya know?” He walks over to me and takes a seat.

      “Fenton, don’t start—”

      “Trae, ya can’t live life shielding yerself from everythin’ tha’s gonna bring ya pleasure in this world. You’re a good guy—a grea’ guy. But yer stupid.”

      “Are you trying to make me feel better?” I spit, “Geezus, Fenton. You don’t know—”

      “Pffft. I’ve known ya a long time. Yer no’ mystery ta me. Here’s wha’ I mean. Life … is meant to be lived. Enjoyed. Why else are we here?”

      My jaw tightens and I stare at him. What can I say? I don’t know what the hell the meaning of life is. I can barely manage to stumble through my own.

      Fenton’s face is serious, “Runa’s awesome. Sure, a little naïve, but it won’t last. She’ll get things figured out.”

      I frown, “I don’t need—”

      He cuts me off again, “But she doesn’t need ya. You’d be right about tha’. She’ll survive because I think she’s stronger than she realizes.”

      “First thing you’ve said I agree with.”

      Fenton’s dark eyes set on mine, “But you—you need her.”

      I look away.

      “The question is,” he continues, “are ya strong enough ta admit it to yerself?”

      He’s trying to be helpful, and I can’t fault him—but his words only make me feel sick. Staring blankly at my hands as they rest on the ground, I sigh.

      Strength, huh?

      He has no idea how much strength this is gonna take.
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      THE MOMENT THE GUYS come around the corner, my heart sinks. Trae’s face is guarded and his dark eyes lack their usual luster.

      Have I screwed everything up?

      Everything is so confusing … These feelings. Baxten. The voices. My life.

      “Fenton, do you think you can do some digging on this Morph situation when we get to the Archives, too?” Kani’s voice has an edge. “I, for one, want to know what the hell actually attacked Runa.”

      “Good plan, love,” Fenton agrees.

      The line on Trae’s forehead digs deeper, but he doesn’t say anything. Reaching into his bag of food, Fenton shakes his head and starts setting things out to eat.

      Fenton hands me a small orange object and proceeds to peel back the outer layer of his own. “This’s an orange, Runa. Ya’ll love it.”

      The orange has a good weight and an interesting texture. Clutching the round object in both hands, I bring it to my nose. It doesn’t have much of a smell.

      “I told you you guys Delaney’s as bad as the Helix. Still can’t believe she made everything up.”

      Trae is stoic, his jaw clenched, and his eyes on the ground in front of him. I dig my fingernail into the outer shell of the orange, as Fenton did, and a sweet, pungent odor entices my senses.

      “Well, it is pretty clever, dontcha think? Gives ’em a cover while keepin’ ’em safe,” Fenton says.

      “That’s not the point, Fenton,” Kani spits. “They’re controlling the way people think the same way as in the Helix—through manipulation. How can they be trusted?”

      I see what Kani means. However, when I was inside, I never realized we were being manipulated. Though I’m not sure how that makes it any better.

      Somewhere farther along the darkened tunnel, a strange scratching noise makes us all freeze. Fenton’s bread is lifted to his lips as his eyes dart back and forth. Trae even makes eye contact for the first time since we woke up.

      A momentary silence falls before the scratching happens again. Trae stands, then heads down the tunnel toward the sound. I grab Kani’s microlight and scramble to my feet.

      “I’m going with you,” I tell him, grabbing hold of his wrist.

      Trae looks down with wide eyes and brushes my hand away. “No, stay here with the other two. I can handle this. It’s probably nothing. Don’t worry.”

      The top of my hand tingles from his touch.

      “If it’s nothing, then I should be able to come with you,” I say defiantly.

      “Don’t be stupid, Trae,” Fenton drops his bread and stands.

      If eyes had the ability to stab, Fenton would be in serious condition from Trae’s murderous stare. Through gritted teeth, Trae says, “Fine. Let’s all go.”

      He takes the lead, walking with purpose down the dark pathway.

      My chest swells and I exhale. Why is he being this way?

      “This is the way out. What if someone found the entrance?” Kani’s whisper wavers beside me.

      “Let’s hope no’,” Fenton mutters.

      With the microlight in ambient mode, we barely have enough light to see where we’re going. The sound starts again as we approach, but it’s different—almost similar to fabric flapping in the breeze. We reach a bend in the tunnel, and Trae pauses, holding up a hand for us to stop.

      When the sound happens again, it’s clear how close it is—on the other side of the bend. Trae’s fingers begin a silent countdown.

      Five.

      Four.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      Adrenaline floods my veins, and every part of me is hyper-focused on whatever is causing the immediate threat. We rush forward as a group, tumbling out one after the other.

      Flapping around the middle of the dark tunnel is a single, disoriented junco.

      With a white beak.

      I step out in front with my hands raised. “Wait—wait!” Everyone stares at me unblinking. “He’s my …”

      The little bird shimmers eerily in the dim light, almost as if he himself exudes it. Bending down, I reach for him. First petting his gray head, then scooping him up. He’s so small, his body fits well in the palm of my hand. With my pointer finger, I stroke the place between his wings.

      What possessed you, little bird?

      I look up to a mixture of relief and confusion on everyone’s faces.

      Kani shifts and puts a hand on her hip, “Don’t you even tell me this is the bird you were delirious over when you first got here.”

      “Wha’ tha hell would it be doin’ down ’ere?” Fenton leans forward, fiddling with the yellow band on his face.

      “Clearly, flopping along trying to locate Runa,” Kani snickers.

      Concern creeps across Trae’s face as he steps forward. His intense brown eyes investigate the bird in my hands.

      “What do you wanna do? With the bird, I mean,” Trae asks.

      “Well, we can’t leave him down here,” I say, “He needs to come with us to the surface. As long as he’s not hurt, I can release him into the trees when we get outside.” Now nestled against my body, the bird is calm and collected. I gently stretch open his wings, and he allows me to examine him. “Nothing seems to be out of the ordinary.”

      “Yeah, because it’s completely ordinary for a bird to be down here,” Kani says.

      Trae tilts his head and says, “Okay, enough. Time to head out. We gotta get into the Archives as soon as possible—especially since we need to get this bird to the surface. Everyone ready?”

      Fenton rubs his hands together and says, “Yesssss! Let’s doooooo this! Time fer some diggin’.”

      After gathering the remainder of our things, we prepare to head to the surface.

      “Runa, the series of tunnels ahead will be difficult terrain, particularly with a bird,” Trae says, “They were left pretty rough as a natural defense to the Lateral.”

      I glance at the junco in my hand. How did he make it all this way?

      “It’s fine. I can handle it.”

      “All right. Let’s go.”

      We walk for almost an hour with barely a word spoken. I follow a few meters behind Traeton, with Kani and Fenton taking up the rear. Kani giggles behind me, and I glance over my shoulder to see her nudge Fenton with her shoulder. My eyes trail down to their interlocked hands. Waves of anxiety roll through me, and I face forward only to notice how Trae’s hands are balled into fists. I concentrate on petting my junco. He doesn’t seem to mind.

      “I think I’m going to name him Rowan,” I announce.

      “You would,” Kani chuckles.

      I can even hear her roll her eyes.

      Fenton laughs, “I dunno. Kinda nice name. Oof!”

      Kani pulls her elbow from Fenton’s rib cage and grins at me.

      Trae doesn’t seem to notice the exchange at all as he continues on the pathway. I didn’t have many expectations about how today would go. But this—isn’t even close.

      At least Rowan has calmed down. In fact, the way he relaxed, it’s like he was looking for me, and now things are put right.

      I steal another glance at Trae’s hands. So much has happened in the past week. There are so many things I can’t wrap my head around, and he’s one of them. He’s comforted me when I needed someone— I’d like nothing more than to be next to him again. To feel his arms around me, to smell his skin. To know I’m not as alone as I feel. For the briefest moment, he looks over his shoulder and sparks crackle in my abdomen.

      These feelings … they’re so distracting—and consuming. I should be completely focused on my mission to get answers. To find out what happened to Baxten. To figure out where this key is. Instead, I’m more confused than ever.

      Is this why the Helix felt it was necessary to diminish hormones? Honestly, I don’t even recognize myself.

      “Kani,” I call back, “what made the Helix begin their genetic matchup program?”

      I instantly regret my question, because a wicked smirk takes over Kani’s expression, making me blush. I almost walk into Trae, who has become a statue in the middle of the walkway.

      Kani snickers, “What an interesting … er … question.”

      Fenton’s smile is huge and goofy.

      “What?” I search their faces. It’s too late to take the question back.

      Trae uses his fingertips to smooth out the lines on his ashen forehead. “I, uh ... why’re you asking, Runa?”

      “I was thinking about my parents’ selection, and what it would be like. You know, having the geneticists pair you up without any say. The design and implantation process seems so ... impersonal. My mother and father hadn’t even met until after Baxten had been implanted.”

      “Well, actually,” Fenton begins.

      Trae’s eyes could be laser beams, and he raises a hand, “Fenton, I got this.”

      Kani snickers again and erupts into a fit of giggles.

      “Why is this so funny?” I round on her, “I want to understand.”

      Rowan flaps wildly, clearly unsettled, and I pet his head to calm us both down.

      “No one’s laughing at you, Runa. I don’t know if you’re ready for some of the information you’re asking for. Or the information these doofuses are insinuating, anyway,” Trae says.

      I sigh. “If I’m going to be a part of this group, you have to trust me.”

      “Let’s stick with your question for now, okay?” I stare into Trae’s dark eyes as he continues, “Why did they start the program? Well, from what we’ve pieced together, when the first ships colonized the planet, it was less of a planned thing and more of a necessity thing. Earth had been destroyed, and the ships escaped with a few hundred people each. These people were hand-selected to be a part of a mission based on their genetic makeup and intelligence.”

      I wave my hand dismissively, “I know all that. It was a part of the history downloads.”

      He nods, “What you don’t know is a pandemic swept through years after we colonized. According to the records in the Archives, our numbers dwindled so low … had everything been left to nature, we would’ve killed ourselves off. The resurrection scientists intervened, and their program was redesigned to help the Geneticists instead of finding a way to make Earth’s animals live here.”

      I shift to one side, “I still don’t get it, though. Why would they need to intervene with whatever natural courses we had before?”

      Trae rubs the spot under his lip.

      “Because of the problems that arise when people,” he swallows hard, “mate with someone too close to their gene pool.”

      My head spins as I try to place the context. It makes no sense … not in a human context. Kani stifles another giggle, and I turn to them for further explanation.

      “It’s called inbreeding ... or incest,” Fenton chimes in, “Tha’ genetic code of a human gets all garbled up an’ we ge’ walkin’ monstrosities.”

      “Well, that seems ridiculous. Why would humans choose to do something like that? Wouldn’t they know better?”

      “Not really,” Trae’s face remains guarded as he shakes his head, “Anyway, the Geneticists were appointed to run through the genetic strains and choose the best genetic matchup for each person to avoid any of these monstrosities.”

      “And they’ve been doing it ever since,” Kani says.

      “But a hundred thousand people or more live across the whole Helix. How many people do you need to avoid this? Why are they still—” I begin.

      “Precisely,” Kani says, raising both arms in agreement, “If they can control the code—or at least, the way the code gets exchanged—they can control the masses. They tell you what they want you to hear. And because people can’t think for themselves, they all go along with it.”

      Trae leans into me and says, “Kani doesn’t do well with not being the one in control.”

      His close proximity, his earthy scent, spin up my senses. Unfortunately, he frowns and takes a step back. I hug Rowan tight, trying to shield myself from further disappointment.

      “I heard you, Traeton. Maybe you’d like to explain to her how things are supposed to be done?” she says, crossing her arms across her body, “The whole mating thing, perhaps?”

      Trae flinches. Is he blushing?

      I reluctantly turn to Kani, “What do you mean, supposed to?”

      Her eyes twinkle. “Let’s just say boys and girls can connect in more ways than one.”

      For some reason, Trae’s boots are suddenly very interesting to him.

      “Well, ah … trust me,” Fenton chuckles, “once ya’ve go’ experience, life itself will never be tha same.”

      “Ugh,” Trae walks away from us.

      “Is this about the kissing thing?” Heat creeps up my neck and flushes my face, “Kani’s already explained that to me.”

      “Oh, she did, did she? How did I miss tha’ exciting talk?” Fenton says.

      “She was gawking. What was I supposed to do?” Kani points toward me defensively.

      “Yeeaah,” Fenton rumbles, “Tha’s my girl! Didya ’ear tha’, Trae? Runa here’s been a kissin’ detective.”

      “Would you three hurry up? We have more important issues to be dealing with here.” Trae says, “I’m sure Runa will agree.”

      Rowan flaps again, probably reminding me to be gentle. I loosen my grip on him.

      After nearly an hour’s trek, we finally exit the tunnel system. I bask in the sun’s rays and take slow, deep inhalations of the crisp outdoor air. My veins open and my head clears. I’ve missed these beautiful trees and the sun’s constant presence. The halo around the sun is cut deeply into the sky and in the distance, the Helix arches through the sparse trees far in the distance. Rowan flutters about, but settles into my arms, not wanting to be released yet.

      After scanning the area for potential hazards, Trae stands off to the side, taking a moment to himself. His eyes are lit up like the sky and he has the slightest smile teasing his lips.

      Kani and Fenton scuffle off to my right, throwing snow back and forth. A fluffy chunk splatters on Fenton’s yellow band and Kani laughs as she dives behind a tree.

      “Oh, ya think so, eh?” Fenton bends down, gathering more snow and packing it into a ball.

      Squealing, Kani runs a few trees down.

      Traeton shifts, kicking the snow and frowns, “Guys, let’s get things moving along.”

      Rowan squeaks, flapping in my hands and I almost drop him. When I open them, he immediately takes flight—but only to the nearest tree branch. He cocks his head to the side, watching us.

      “Go home, Rowan. You’re safe now.” I shoo my hands at him.

      He sits and chirps.

      “Did he jus’ laugh at ya?” Fenton chuckles.

      “We don’t have all day,” Traeton calls from fifty meters away, his face dark and impatient. “Come on.”

      “Uh-oh. Better appease Mr. Grumpy-Pants.” Fenton pulls down his mouth into a mock frown. The absurdity makes me giggle.

      Once we catch up, we don’t have far to walk before we’re all standing around a heap of snow.

      “What’s going on?” I search their faces, trying to figure out why we’ve stopped.

      Fenton kicks at the snow, and reveals a circular stone door with a large loop handle.

      Together, Trae and Fenton grab hold of the loop and pry the door open. It squeals loudly, landing hard on the ground. The opening is just wide enough for a single body at a time. Peering down below, a series of large metallic handles are embedded into the wall leading into the darkness.

      Fenton nods to Trae, who slips into the opening and swiftly descends. When he reaches the bottom, lights begin to illuminate the man-made tunnel below.

      “Clear,” Trae calls up, “Take up the rear, Fenton.”

      “Ya wish,” Fenton replies.

      Trae rolls his eyes and walks out of line of sight.

      Kani laughs and points at me, “I think you should go next.”

      Swinging my legs over the way I’d seen Trae, I catch the first handle and start to lower myself down. The sharp coldness of the metallic bars seep through my NanoTech gloves, making my palms sting. As I reach the bottom, Trae steps up, grabbing my waist and lowering me gently to the ground. I suck in a breath, surprised by his sudden contact. His hands are strong and powerful in the brief moment they wrap around me.

      “I— thanks,” I smile, my eyelashes fluttering.

      We stand face to face and my heart starts skipping beats.

      “Yeah, uh … there’s a big gap at the bottom,” he says, running a hand along his neck.

      Trae repels from me and leans against the wall of the tunnel. With one foot propped up, he folds his arms tightly across his chest and stares at them. Beyond him, the tunnel is illuminated its entire length to another door on the opposite end.

      “Trae, what’s going on with you?”

      I stand in front of him, giving him nowhere to run. His downcast eyes don’t move and I reach out, making him look at me. He flinches, but glances up anyway.

      “What do you mean?” His eyes widen, softening his face slightly.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you, or upset you,” my shoulders sag, but I continue, “Last night— I thought I was helping. Please don’t be mad.”

      He opens his mouth, but immediately shuts it again. Conflict brews in his eyes and I can’t figure out what I need do to fix this. Kani comes bounding off the ladder and Trae’s head snaps back down, his eyes locked on his arms.

      “Oh, please. Would you two get on with it already?” Kani chides, walking by without a second glance.

      Fenton hits the floor just behind her and the heavy door above him slams shut.

      “Get on wit wha’?”

      “They know!” Kani says, her voice reverberates off the enclosed space.

      “Yeah. Get on wit it, already.” Fenton’s grin is bright as he pats Traeton on the shoulder.

      Trae huffs, dropping his arms and rearing on Fenton. “You’re such juveniles. Runa’s brother just died yesterday, for phug’s sake. Have a little respect. Can you two honestly think of nothing else?”

      Instinctively, I take a step back. Traeton’s hands are clenched at his side and this sudden outburst of anger is unexpected.

      To my surprise, Fenton laughs him off, “Evidently you can’t.”
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      AFTER A FEW MOMENTS, I will my feet to move, forcing myself to catch up with the others.

      The twinkling lights on the floor go out as I pass them, sensing I’m the last person in the tunnel. I peer into the darkness behind me with a pang of regret. Something in our dynamic has changed overnight and it’s not for the better.

      Ornate pictures are carved along the stone walls and they remind me of Kani’s paintings in a way. Though, they’ve clearly been here a long time, their simplistic quality draws me in. I follow their deep grooves, touching the etchings with my fingertips. The cold, gritty texture snags at my gloves, so I relieve my right hand of its sheath and try again.

      How old is this tunnel? Who created it?

      I pull my hand back from the wall, and replace my glove as I continue on.

      The others stop bickering as I approach. Fenton appears greatly amused, but Kani and Trae are ready to have an altercation.

      “Idiot,” Kani curses, staring hard at Traeton.

      “Okay, guys. Let’s cease tha ’ostilities, shall we?” Fenton cuts his hands between the two of them.

      Trae continues glaring at Kani, and refuses to acknowledge I’ve caught up.

      I search the space around us, trying to figure out our next move. There’s no door in sight.

      Fenton grins at me, answering my unspoken question, “As they used ta say on Earth, Abra-DUHcabra!”

      He pulls a metallic disc from the pocket of his jacket, and spins around.

      I take a step back, just in case.

      Fenton waves the disc in front of himself in a wide, sweeping motion. The wall directly in front shifts aside and vanishes completely within another section of the wall. We all wait for the debris tickling the air in swirling clouds to subside before entering the Archives.

      The sight on the other side of the wall is breathtaking. Stepping inside the Archives is like stepping into another world. Dark burgundy beams crisscross the light golden walls as they arc from the floor to the insanely high ceiling. At the apex, the beams create a repeating geometric pattern surrounding the windows—a five petaled flower.

      The wall closes behind us and we’re left standing in a room so vast there isn’t an end in sight. Somehow, natural light cascades in sheets from ornate windows embedded in the ceiling.

      Everyone is staring at me when I take a moment from absorbing the Archives. My cheeks burn under their scrutiny.

      “This place … is beautiful,” I say.

      “Yeah … beautiful,” barely audible, Trae agrees. He shifts his gaze to Kani, then to the floor.

      Kani rolls her eyes in response, as we move forward as a group into the large open space. For as far as my eye can see, decorative shelving units adorn the space. They’re arranged in half circle arches with a large open passageway through the center. Each one is covered in foreign objects. Some seem positively ancient, others—slightly newer. There are heaps on the floor, on tables, everywhere. It’s so overwhelming, yet somehow—familiar.

      Fenton walks to the circular table in the center of the nearest section and takes a seat in front of an older holographic screen—perhaps one of the first ever made, it looks so old. The rest of us follow him into the section. Trae sits next to Fenton, while Kani sits at the opposite end and props her arms up on the table behind her.

      “Might wanna sit down. We have now entered Fenton’s dream world. We’ll be here a while,” she says.

      I do as she says and take a seat beside her.

      “How did you every find this place?” I ask, “How old is it?”

      “We go’ no records ‘bout this place, or when it was built. Pure ’appenstance we found tha darn thing, if ya ask me. When Landry and I were out explorin’ as kids, he stubbed his toe on tha door up top. Talk about ‘stumblin’ into it.”

      “Wow,” I say.

      “I know, righ’?” Fenton says as he starts sifting through the holographic data, “Leave it ta Landry to trip over summin’ awesome.”

      “Once you get this system up and running, I think the first thing we should search for is the name Videus, again. I’d like to get a better idea of what might be going on here,” Trae says, bending in.

      “Tha’ was tha plan,” Fenton says, “I’ll probably try to crack into the Helix and do some more pokin’ ’round, too. I doub’ this system will ’ave anything tha’ isn’t completely dated.”

      Too anxious to sit still and wait, I stand up and peruse the items filling the shelves. Maybe I’ll be able to find something on Videus … or this Tree of Burden. If nothing else, the distraction helps.

      Everything has a distinct odor of something in a slow case of decomposition. I run my hand along the shelf as I peer into their depths. Each unit is packed and I wonder if these three even know what most of the items are for. Somehow I doubt it. The most prevalent thing I can make out are the mounds of antiquated electronic devices littering the shelves. I could spend my whole life down here and probably never understand what they all do.

      Why would the colonizers bring all of these things with them? If they were fleeing Earth, wouldn’t they want to take only the necessities?

      Kani is suddenly at my side, tipping her head to where my hand hovers, she asks, “Have you seen books before?”

      “No,” I admit, “Is that what these are?”

      I pull a rectangular item off the shelf and she takes it from me, “Yep.”

      She flips the object open, paper flutters about with scribbling. In some sections, even images. I lean closer, trying to make out the words.

      “We come here a lot. Took some time to understand them, but books prove to be invaluable. They allow you to witness the world from different perspectives. Did you know, some of these books were written for fun?”

      I look up at her, “Why?”

      Shrugging, she closes the book and sets it back on the shelf, then says, “To enjoy. To expand their minds. Over there, see those things on the floor? They’re sculptures. I use paint as my creative outlet, but other people used to create with clay, wood, or even stone,” She points to a large animal resembling a seated cat, “That one’s made from melted gold—a chemical element we haven’t even found on Pendomus yet. Then some sculptures further down are even made of bone.”

      My eyes widen at all the potential humanity has to create. My life has been so sheltered. I’ve never tried to tap into some kind of creative potential. I wouldn’t know where to start.

      Following Kani, we reach a section filled with items so unusual they stand out amongst everything else. One piece in particular calls to me and I pick it up, setting the object in my palm to examine a small metallic eye. It reminds me of my own, in the way a scar pulls down from the bottom. A series of circular items, some with jagged edges, and spirals scatter across the eye in differing metallic colors.

      “You think this place is old, the thing in your hand is beyond ancient,” Kani’s words make me jump and I nearly drop the eye. Smirking at me, she continues, “Anyway … This section is one of my favorites.”

      Her face is open and gentle for once.

      “See these?” Kani points at a series of statues with people who are stiff and posed. Some have animal heads and I lean in trying to figure out their purpose. Did people look like this?

      “These are Egyptian. Back on Earth, they were a revered society. Sorta revolved around a leader called a Pharaoh, but they had lots of myths about gods and goddesses. Very fascinating stuff. Anyway, they may appear a bit different, but humans haven’t evolved much in the past four thousand years. Not on the inside, anyway,” she sighs and points to my hand, “This thing is called an Eye of Horus. Or at least, I think that’s what they called it. The old records don’t show all of those gears on it, though,” she points at the circular items scattered across the eye.

      “Why does this one, then?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” she says, shrugging, “Here, I can show you what it’s supposed to be like.”

      She moves to a series of heavy books that could fall apart just by thinking about them. Plucking one off the shelf, she brings it to the table in a cloud of dust. I wave my hand in front, trying to clear the air. She flips through the book quickly, as if it’s not an integral part of humanity’s history, and stops on a picture of the eye. She’s right, the eye does look different.

      “I’m not sure who added the gears to it, or why. Might just be another artist’s rendition, though.”

      “A what?”

      “You know, made the design their own. Throughout history, people take something they like and manipulate it. Then the object evolves.”

      “I like it,” The metal of the eye glitters in the light, making me smile, “This sort of reminds me of my own eye.”

      “I get that. Scarred, but still kinda strong,” she says, a mischievous glint in her eye, “Your eye is looking even better than it was yesterday, by the way. It’s not even red anymore. Pretty soon, there will just be scars.”

      Without another word, she takes the eye from me and returns it to the shelf. I wish I could inhale the knowledge through my fingertips, as I flip through the pages of the ancient tome. Perhaps this feeling is why we evolved into using the eLink. There’s so much I’d like to understand, but it would take lifetimes to learn in this manner.

      Fenton continues to stare intensely at the mainframe while Trae paces back and forth behind him. His arms are crossed as he rubs at his lower lip with his thumb, deep in thought.

      I frown and flip the page.

      “Check this out,” Kani sits down next to me with a tiny, black device. The object holds nothing distinguishable until she swipes her fingers across the surface. With a few flicks, lights flicker and moves through a command sequence. Kani smirks, rolling her hand in the air impatiently, “Gotta give it a second. This thing’s a little old.”

      All at once, a tiny dot at the top lights up and she places her face inside a small scanner signal. A moment later, sounds flood from her hand, reminding me instantly of the night I woke up listening to Trae sing. From the corner of my eye, Trae stops moving and stares our direction.

      “We never got introduced to music inside the Helix, and now I’m obsessed,” Kani grins, “Music can be made from just about anything. A person using their voice, the tapping of your fingers, on an instrument—even a device like this,” she tilts the screen to me. Tiny little pictures illuminate the surface. “Of all the devices here in the Archives, I like this one the a lot. It recognizes the user and plays back songs you’ve been most interested in before. Then it will mix and match similar songs. Of course, you can bypass this feature—which I do sometimes. I have a better one at the Haven. The music selection is based off chemical composition instead.”

      Surprisingly, the song chosen for Kani is slow and beautiful. I wish I knew what made the sounds. They mingle in a haunting way, reminding me of the wind and the way I feel when I’m outside.

      “Here, you try it. Just hold on, like this,” she sets the device in my hand and tips her head. “When the scanner comes on, place your purdy face in line. The first few times, it’ll run through a test sequence. If you don’t like the song, hit the red arrow until you find one you like. That’ll start the recognition sequence to start compiling your list of likes and dislikes.”

      “Couldn’t hurt, I guess,” I say and allow the scanner to create a new profile setting for me.

      After a few moments of flitting through the prompts, the hall fills with a new kind of music. The rise and fall of the words in combination with all the other sounds makes my heart beats grow louder—pounding in my ears and thumping unevenly in my chest.

      “Can you hear the wind instruments?” Kani grins, “They resemble the wind blowing … but really, people are blowing into them. The only one I really know about are flutes. Listen— hear the loop? Right here. Those are string instruments. Violins and cellos, I think,” Kani smiles broadly, “They have these in the Lateral.”

      I smile, thinking of what it would be like to listen to something like this in person. I focus again on the song and the longer I listen, the less air I seem to have. Before I can control myself, my eyes blur and tears spill down my cheeks. The words are somehow able to make sense of my life, eons before I even entered this world.

      The song is beyond haunting—it’s agonizing.

      “Hey guys, take a gander a’ this— ” Fenton’s voice echoes triumphantly behind me.

      Kani leans down and asks, “You … okay? You’re not gonna get completely sappy on me now are you?” she scratches at her forehead, “Because I don’t do sappy well.”

      “I’m fine…”

      “Alright, well, I’m gonna check on what Fenton’s come up with. You comin’?”

      So many questions percolate at the back of my mind. Have we been here long enough to find what we need on Videus?

      “Give me a minute. Okay?” I say.

      My smile is weak, but Kani pats my leg awkwardly and gets up.

      “What’s going on, guys? Did you find something?” she sets off around the table and I take a moment to center myself. With a final deep inhalation, I push off the bench and trudge toward the rest of the group. When I join them, my brother’s face stares back at me from the holographic screen.

      “What’s going on here?” I ask, turning to Traeton, “I thought we were researching Videus?”

      Trae stands a bit taller and says, “Right. And this is the latest entry we’ve found.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, leaning in to get a better look. I follow Fenton’s outstretched finger to a spot on the screen.

      Beneath Baxten’s current status, two words assault my eyes.

      
        
        VIDEUS VASSALAGE

      

      

      “Vassalage?” I ask, struggling to keep my voice even, “Is that his last name?

      “Yer guess is as good as mine,” Fenton says, shrugging.

      “I think it’s pretty clear, based on this, Videus was involved in the attack on your brother.” Trae says, concern creeping across his face.

      “Did you find anything else?” I ask, returning my gaze to the screen.

      “Nothin’ more in tha Helix side—everythin’ we saw before’s gone. There were a couple hits in tha old system, though. Lemme try an’ bring ’em up,” Fenton says, logging out of the Helix.

      After a few minutes of searching, Fenton finally says, “Uhm … seems there’s somethin’ ta this Videus Vassalage thing. If I’m righ’—and I think I am—Vassalage is not his last name. It’sa place.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “I’m startin’ ta think yer brother migh’ no’ be dead, Runa,” Fenton says, fidgeting in his seat, “But you’re not gonna like wha’ I think is goin’ on any better.”

      I tear my eyes from the screen and narrow them on Fenton.

      He tilts his head and sighs, “I was curious, so I looked up tha word, vassalage ’cause I’ve never ’eard it before. Ta put things blunt, I think it’s a kinda … well, a slavery prison—”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Trae says, pounding his fists on the table and pushing away.

      “How could he be in a … prison? We watched him burst into flames?” I ask, my voice rising in panic.

      “I dunno. Wha’ if— wha’ if tha’s more like a portal or summin’?”

      “A portal? What do you think this is? Science fiction?” Trae says, snorting.

      “Look, man— after all tha’s been ’appening, I wouldn’t rule nuthin’ out.”

      “So … he may still be alive?” I say, taking a step back.

      “Maybe?” Fenton says, looking hopeful, “But I dunno where tha vassalage is. There’s a couple references about an important Caudex wit information ta stop Videus. Maybe it’s in there? Anyone know wha’ a caudex is?”

      “A caudex is a book, dummy,” Kani says, rolling her eyes, “And I thought you were the smart one.”

      Fenton makes a face and continues, “Well, anyway, says ’ere tha original history o’ Pendomus was imbued within tha Caudex. This … book was then ’idden from someone named Videus, who sought ta eliminate tha original inhabitants of tha planet and claim Pendomus fer ’imself.”

      “I thought Pendomus was devoid before we terraformed and initiated our gravity fields,” Trae says.

      “Tha’s been tha story, ain’t it?” Fenton says, “But says ’ere there was a war over tha planet … and Videus’ side won. And you’ll never guess who was on his side.”

      “Who?” Trae asks.

      “Tha Labots,” Fenton says.

      “Of course,” Kani says, tapping the table.

      “This means the Helix is a much bigger problem than we ever knew,” Trae says, running his hand across the back of his neck.

      “Tha Caudex is ’posed ta ’ave a way ta reverse wha’ tha resistence saw as inevitable. They started takin’ precautions. Tha entry’s kinda cryptic, but makes it sound like—nah, tha’ can’t be right.”

      “What?” Everyone asks in unison, enthralled.

      “Says ’ere the planet’s rotation was meant to be ceased after tha war. Tha resistance was tryin’ ta stop tha’ from ’appening.”

      “Whoa,” Trae says, raising his eyebrows.

      I blink, trying to process what was just said. “Wait. You’re telling me the tidal lock was … artificially created?”

      “Accordin’ ta this,” Fenton says.

      “Wait a minute. Let’s just say there was a war and Videus was the winner … Who wrote this entry?” Kani asks.

      “Doesn’t say,” Fenton says, shaking his head.

      “Think about it, guys. If you were about to lose a war, you’d want to leave a trail to the old records, right?” Trae says, pacing behind Fenton’s chair, “So the truth can be known.”

      “Sure. But if no one has access to these records anymore … how would they ever find the trail to this … Caudex?” Kani says, “This entry doesn’t even say where it’s hidden, right?”

      Fenton leans forward and scans the entries. A moment later, he says, “There’s no indication of a specific location, bu’ it does mention … a Tree of Burden. As if there ain’t many trees on Pendomus,” he snorts, “Bu’ tha whole thing’s unclear. Talks ’bout a blue crystal key ta open it. No’ sure if it’s meant fer tha Tree or fer tha book. Both?”

      He points to an image on the screen. Clearly not real, the image is a drawn depiction— but there’s no mistaking the shape—or the crystal. It’s the same one I found days before my attack.

      The one I left inside the Helix.

      My mouth pops open and as everything starts to make sense. The key—the Tree of Burden—Videus.

      “Fenton, is there a way to get inside the Helix undetected?” I blurt out.

      Surprise flashes across his face, but he says, “Uh … I wouldn’t recommend it. Why?”

      “I need to know,” I urge,“If Videus has my brother—I need to get him back.”

      “Wha’ does gettin’ in tha Helix— ” he pauses as he takes in my expression, “You’d ’ave ta shut down yer eLink completely, but I dunno if tha’s even possible.”

      “What would happen if I don’t—or can’t?”

      “Then tha Labots would probably respond. Ya’ve been gone too long from tha system. If wha’ we’re findin’ is righ’—the Labots are in league wit Videus.”

      “I don’t understand why the hell you need to go into the Helix in the first place,” Kani says.

      “Because I know how the resistance were planning to illuminate the trail to the Caudex,” I whisper, “Which means I may be able to find my brother.”

      All three of them look at me with intense fascination and I take a step back. My mind is reeling with all of this new information.

      I haven’t been losing my mind.

      I pace for a moment, contemplating how to word things.

      “Remember when I said this is all my fault? That Videus is after me?” I begin, “Well, I’ve been told these things … inside my mind. Someone’s been … helping me. The voices started after my attack.”

      Trae blinks furiously and his forehead creases.

      “What?” he says, an indignant tone hidden in the simple word.

      “But tha’s impossible. The eLink doesn’t work ou’ here,” Fenton says,  shakes his head.

      “I know.”

      The room is eerily silent and I fidget with the cuff of my jacket.

      “Something else is connecting to me. Sending me warnings about Videus—and the Tree of Burden. Whatever this is—” I circle my finger around my head for effect, “—whoever is doing this ... They need me to get to the Tree of Burden—and I know which one it is. But I need to go back to the Helix for the key.”

      I point to the crystal on the screen.

      Their faces are completely blank and not one of them moves. Is it the revelation I’m hearing things, or I’m being warned of something that is quite possibly real?

      After an agonizing minute, Trae walks over to me with clenched fists.

      “Do you … do you think this is funny?” he asks.

      My mouth drops open, flabbergasted.

      “Nnn—no.”

      He towers over me with his dark eyes flashing.

      “I tell you about my sister Ava and you expect me to believe you’re hearing things, now? That’s sick, Runa. You’re sick. Talk about delusions of grandeur.”

      Any remaining trace of oxygen is obliterated from my lungs.

      Kani steps forward, pushing him hard in the chest as she says, “Back off, Trae. What if she’s telling the truth? Think about it—”

      Swiping his hand down in between them, Trae cuts her off, “Would you just stop. Stop. I get it. I know what you think should happen here and I’m telling you right now—it’s not.”

      I have no idea what he thinks is going on, but I can’t take another second of this. I need to think—to figure out my next course of action. With or without their help, I need to get inside the Helix and get the key.

      In an instant, I’m on my feet and running. Tears spill freely and furiously as I run to— anywhere else.

      “Let her go, Trae. She won’t get very far. She needs a minute,” Kani says as I leave. “She’s has a lot to process. Hell, we all have.”

      I’ve never been more grateful to her than in this moment. My sobs are uncontrollable and I can’t catch my breath. It doesn’t take me long to reach the wall where we came in and I pound my fist in disgust.

      Why me? Why am I the one? Because of me, my brother’s been taken—and it’s not fair. I jump back in surprise as the wall slides aside without the disc Fenton used, revealing the tunnel beyond. Not questioning my luck, I run as fast as my feet can carry me. At the far end of the tunnel, natural light streams in and I pick up speed.

      Forget them, or their help. I need to go to the Helix—now. I’ll figure things out when I get there.

      The time it takes to reach the other end of the tunnel seems like a blink of an eye. I scramble up the ladder on the wall and out the door, hoping I have a good head start before they come after me. The cold air knocks into me and I begin my sprint to the Helix.

      Behind me, the heavy door slams shut and I spin around, my heart throbbing against my rib cage as I face whatever’s behind me. But there’s— nothing there. No sooner do I breathe a sigh of relief—  the hairs on my neck raise of their own volition. A low grunt nearby makes me freeze.

      Oh … no, no, no—

      The Morph—whatever it really is—is here.

      I should have known. Things were much too easy …

      Spinning in circles, a muted glow comes at me from the left side of the fallen door. My scream is squelched before it can be released because the lump in my throat won’t let it pass. Scrambling in the snow with my tears turning to terror, I take off at full bolt toward the Helix. My lungs burn and panic claws at my insides.

      The creature is so close. And I’m so far—

      Snow blows in wide spirals, vibrating in the space around me. The creature suddenly snatches the back of my jacket and flings me on its invisible body. In the next instant, we shoot like a rocket toward the Helix.

      As I lay, dangling across what I thought was certain death, I’m on the verge of passing out. The tingling sensation slams into me with force—then nausea, and the bright light. I don’t have enough willpower to fight it off. There’s no voice this time, but as the light dissipates, I can clearly make out the shape of the thing I’m riding. But more than that—I have a clear sense of who the creature really is.

      Her body is huge, like that of a bear—her eight strong legs moving swiftly, manipulating the snow as she runs. The edges of her body glow in a shimmering iridescent rainbow. Dreams flash through my mind of a time spent with this animal. Or are they memories? The water’s edge. Her gentle protection.

      Tethys.

      The information and connection to her flows through me like the water surrounding her. She’s no Morph—I know this animal.

      I trust this animal!

      My terror washes away and peace settles over me like a warm breeze. Her attack on me was never meant to hurt me—she had been trying to open my sight to the things I couldn’t see, but would need to. It was her healing saliva that saved my eye, allowing me to see—her.

      The light fades, settling somewhere inside Tethys’ body and I know things will be okay. At least, for now.

      Tethys is, after all, my guardian.
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      RUNA’S HEARING THINGS NOW? That’s how she knows people are after her?

      Why would she say something so ludicrous?

      She, of all people, should know what saying something like that would mean to me. This has to be Kani’s idea—trying to get me to lower my defenses. She’s been at me all damn day to talk to Runa. What the hell’s in it for Kani, anyway? Even Fenton’s teamed up with her. As if I need to feel worse than I already do—even if this is for the best.

      Runa’s face when I yelled at her continues to streaking through my memory—she was so hurt. I pinch at the spot between eyes, hoping to erase the painful expression somehow. It does absolutely nothing to ease my conscience.

      The only problem is, my anger isn’t even meant for her. It’s mine and mine alone. I’m angry at myself for letting things get so jumbled up. I’m angry I’m hurting her when all I want to do is kiss her. Hell, I’m even angry for wanting that.

      On top of everything, I’m furious at Kani and Fenton for continuing to push. I’m so close to the brink of losing my resolve without their constant assault. Runa needs some time and frankly, so do I. A few minutes isn’t going to kill either of us, despite what my insides are telling me.

      “Uh, Trae. Ya migh’ wanna take a look a’ this,” Fenton says.

      Taking a deep breath, I walk back to the screen. Fenton has cracked into the Helix’s system again and Runa’s hProfile is loaded. Her beautiful face smiles sorrowfully at me. She looks the way she should look—white hair and all. Though her eyes aren’t right—both the same fiery amber color.

      “What’s up?” I ask, trying to figure out what he’s wanting me to check out.

      Kani leans in, searching the screen.

      “What else do you see? I don’t get it,” she asks.

      “Look closer. Under ‘er paren’al status,” Fenton says, his eyes widening, “I had ta pull up Runa’s hProfile ta find ’er brother’s … and stumbled on this doozy.”

      We both lean in as Fenton taps a section on the screen and leans back.

      
        
        MOTHER: Absala Cophem

        FATHER: Genetic Match Unknown

      

      

      “What in the hell?” Kani says, taking a step back.

      “How can her father’s genetic match be unknown? She told me about her dad. He died when she was really young,” I say, gripping the edge of the table until my knuckles turn white, “She … has memories of him. What are they playing at?”

      “I dunno know wha’ ta tell ya. Bu’ I didn’t wanna say anythin’ when Runa was— ”

      We all jump as the grinding of the main wall shifting aside cuts off his words.

      We exchange confused glances and Fenton says, “Tha’s impossible. I ’ave tha control right ’ere.”

      Fenton holds up the small device we use to activate the wall.

      “There seems to be a lot of impossible going around lately,” I say, stepping forward.

      Kani smacks me aside and says, “You stay here. You’ve done enough damage. I’ll go check on her. The door probably glitched or something.”

      She stomps off in the direction of the commotion.

      Kani doesn’t understand, but at least she’s turned her hostilities toward me, instead of Runa. I pace the floor, waiting impatiently for Kani to come back with Runa. How am I gonna handle things when they come back?

      “Damn, I can’t find nuthin’,” Fenton curses.

      I stop pacing to glance in the direction Kani disappeared, but there’s only darkness.

      “What are you looking for now?” I ask, absently.

      “Couple a things. None of ‘em panning out.”

      “Please tell me there’s not more— ”

      “Whoa— ” Fenton cries, putting his hands to his head and closing his eyes.

      “Fenton, what’s wrong? What’s going on?” I ask, rushing to his side.

      Fenton’s features take a blank expression, as if he’s completely shut down. I shake him hard by the shoulders, but nothing changes.

      Then, just as quickly as it had come, Fenton relaxes.

      “Trae—we’ve go’ bigger worries,” he says, his skin tone going ashen, “I think Videus jus’ tapped inta Landry’s ComLink. He knows everything we know.”

      My fingertips fly to my forehead as I pace. What could this mean? He knows everything we know— Including the fact Runa knows where this Tree is.

      “Dammit!” I spit, “We need to warn Runa.”

      “She’s gone— ” Kani rushes in, her face flushed and eyes wild. “Runa’s gone.”

      “What?” My heart collides with the sickening pit in the bottom of my stomach.

      “I mean her scrawny butt is gone,” she screeches, reaching for my arm and attempting to drag me with her, “Are you deaf?”

      I blink hard, unable to move. How—?

      Fenton rubs at his temple and says, “We gotta go after ’er, Trae. This could be a trap Videus has set. Tha’ hatch isn’t gonna stop ’er from gettin’ outside.”

      “Phug,” I say, flying around the table.

      So many things can hurt her out there.

      The Morph—the thing we thought was the Morph—this Videus guy. A whole host of other things.

      Dammit. What was I thinking?

      If anything happens to her—

      I run down the tunnel and launch myself up the ladder through sheer adrenaline. After propelling the door open, I scramble out, clutching at the snow as I scan the woods. The cold air assaults my senses as I spin in circles, trying to locate her, but she’s nowhere to be seen.

      “Where the hell is she?” I demand to the wind.

      My heart pounds heavily against my ribcage as I squint toward the Helix. Runa’s nowhere to be seen, but I know exactly where she’s headed, and it’s not good.

      Kani and Fenton clamber up, one after the other, each out of breath.

      “This can’t be happening,” I say, trying to devise a plan as quickly as I can.

      If she’s heading to the Helix, she’s gonna get caught.

      “Fenton, take Kani to the tree I found Runa at. Do you remember where it is?”

      Fenton nods.

      “Good. When you get there—stay nearby, but not too close. If Videus is tracking you— or has access to your visuals, we don’t want him knowing which tree it really is.”

      “Understood.” Fenton says, grabbing Kani by the hand and kicking the hatch door shut.

      Without any more options, I leave the two of them in a cloud of kicked up snow. Somehow, I need to get to Runa before she triggers the alarms—before the Labots—

      Even though the cold air threatens to burst my lungs, I run as if my own life depended on it—because in some form or another, it does. My agonizingly slow progress fuels my imagination and flashes of losing Ava to the Labots twist into Runa. This cannot happen, not again. Not because of me pushing her away.

      When I finally reach the Helix, I clutch for the first door I come into contact with and set foot inside the Helix for the first time in nearly eight years. Once I slip inside, I stand in a vaguely familiar section of the Helix. Memories of living here flood back as I take the location in.

      Everything smells exactly as I remember.

      The smooth, sterile gray walls are still backlit in the ceiling, giving the illusion the hallway goes on forever. From both directions, there are non-stop doors as far as the eye can see, but no sign of Runa.

      Which way?

      I take a sharp turn to the right and start running, but every couple hundred meters or so, the hallway constricts, as you approach a scanner checkpoint. I wish I’d paid closer attention to her Living Quarters address when her hProfile was up. Dammit, we had the entire thing up on the screen.

      I stop running knowing there’s only one way to find her. She’s already in danger anyway, at least this way, I might be able to get to her first. She can’t gain access to her Living Quarters unless she logs in and that means she can’t disengage the eLink. I find a secluded corner to hide in and start the sequence to log into the eLink. The system will flag my interaction, too. With any luck, it should take a few minutes to sort through all the data being exchanged before action is taken.

      Twenty minutes. That’s all I need.

      My brain crackles with the irritating, familiar itch as the eLink connects. Blinded by the stream of data coming at me, I lean against the wall, focusing on the relevant information I need to acquire. There are a series of commands I’m required to use in order to create a link with Runa. I close my eyes to concentrate, because it’s been so long since I’ve used them. The process takes longer than I’d like, maneuvering through the prompts with my thoughts. Finally, the permission request to connect to Runa Cophem is initiated.

      My eyes search the hallway again, hoping I can remain undetected.

      ~C’mon, Runa. Accept.

      A few excruciating moments pass.

      Maybe she’s not logged in yet? What if she is and she won’t let me in?

      Permission is suddenly granted and I’m given access as her beautiful face flashes in mind, letting me know I’m connected to the right person.

      ~Runa... Where are you?

      My voice is frantic, even in my head, and a part of me hopes she can’t perceive it.

      ~What do you want, Traeton? You shouldn’t be here. I can do this on my own …

      Hearing her response in my mind sends a shiver down my spine and cool relief washes over me. She’s reserved, but I hear her. She let me in and she’s still safe.

      ~The hell you can. Do you not understand what kind of danger you’re in just by being here?

      A few seconds pass and my insides are screaming to run to her—but run where? We don’t have time for this—

      ~Actually, I do. I don’t expect you to understand—or care—

      I tap my forehead, wishing I could implant myself with the right words to convince her of the danger she’s in—that we’re both in.

      ~I may not completely understand, but I wanna help. Videus tapped into the ComLink Fenton and Landry were using. He knows everything we know. We need to be fast and I know you can’t do this alone—Runa, please.

      There’s a pause and I hope like hell she’s considering what I’ve said.

      ~I’m sorry, Runa. I never should’ve gotten upset with you. Please, just let me help.

      After another long pause, I close my eyes, and lean against the wall.

      ~Hurry.

      I stand straight, ready to bolt the second I know where to go.

      ~Where are you? Send me directions, but wait for me—don’t touch anything.

      My heart kick-starts as a series of directions get downloaded from Runa regarding her whereabouts. I turn around, heading the opposite direction.

      ~Stay out of sight and shut down your eLink. I’m on my way.

      My feet fly, but the distance between us is still too far to handle.

      I disconnect my connection to the eLink completely, hoping like hell it’s enough to enable me to sneak by the series of brain scanners without tripping the force field doors. If everything goes according to our hypothetical, the Helix isn’t equipped to track normal human presence. At least, if Landry’s right.

      Holding my breath, I walk slowly through the first checkpoint. I step between the arched door frame, waiting for the screeching sound of an alarm … When nothing happens, I rush down the narrow hall with more relief I’ve felt since we woke up.

      My feet continue to pick up speed and I finally see Runa sitting on the floor with her legs pulled in and her back against the wall. She’s near the far end, barely out of sight of the next series of scanners. Her white hair is tousled around her shoulders as she sits, waiting.

      “Don’t ever do anything like that again—” I growl at her and instantly clamp my jaw tight.

      Those multicolored eyes of hers flit around the hall before she turns them on me.

      “Do you know how to get inside, or don’t you?” she asks. Her whisper is urgent as she stands up and taking a step toward me.

      “We need to devise a plan quick. The retinal scanners are the only way to get into your LQ and with your eyes being the way they are— ”

      “We don’t have a choice, then,” she says, taking a careless step toward the door. I grab her by the waist and swiftly shove her toward the corner.

      “Runa, these—the retinal scanners are connected directly in with the Labots. They can trigger a full lock down just as easily as the eLink. They’re already gonna be looking for us. Let’s not make it completely obvious for them.”

      Her cheeks flush and her lips tremble as she glares back at me.

      “Get off of me,” she says through gritted teeth.

      Runa’s pulse hammers in my palms and her gentle scent of vanilla fills my senses. My head spins and I close my eyes, not willing to let go.

      Why does she have to have this affect on me? Why does she have to be so damn beautiful— even when she’s angry? Why can’t I control myself around her—when I really need to stay focused.

      “I said, get off,” she pushes at my chest, barely making me move.

      A little shocked at the strength of her outrage, my eyes fly open, and I break into a grin.

      “What? Am I funny to you now, Traeton?” she fires at me, her eyes burning.

      Where did all this fire come from?

      “I was trying to make sure you didn’t set off the scanner. See, right there?” I point sharply at the small disc on the wall. My words come out harsher than I intend.

      This isn’t going at all the way I want.

      “No, really? I had no idea, considering it’s the scanner I’ve had to use every day of my life—up until the past week,” she cocks her head to the side and sticks her tongue out.

      I cover up a snicker and glance at the doors surrounding us. “Alright, so this is your LQ.”

      “The one and only,” she says jabbing her thumb to the door right beside us, “Thus the using one eye. I know exactly where the crystal or stone thing is. I can grab it and we can be gone in seconds.”

      I rub my hands together in anticipation, and nod. “Okay, then let’s do this and get the hell outta here.”
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      TRAETON’S STUPID DIMPLES SHINE TRIUMPHANTLY—as if he can walk in here and simply take over.

      Please. I could smack it off his pretty face.

      His eyes run the length of the hall and he says, “Alright, here’s the deal. No one can get into another family’s LQ without specific permission.”

      “I know,” I say, practically spitting venom in my words. I’m not a complete idiot.

      He smirks at me again and I swear I’m on the verge of channeling Kani. I roll my eyes and turn away.

      Why did I let him find me? Am I glutton for punishment? What on Pendomus was I thinking? Had to be the surprise of it all. Seeing his adorable fourteen-year-old face from the last time he was in the Helix flashes in my mind and interrupt my plans—he was the last thing I expected. His piercing brown eyes were so sad and his hair was still its natural color; a hint of red intermixed with brown.

      How was I supposed to say no? I push away the memory to glare up at him. His earthy scent is heady in the sterile hallway and I can’t think straight. I wish he’d back up or something. Give me some room.

      He rubs his hand over his mouth and paces in front of the door. Finally, he says, “I really don’t think you should work the retinal scanner. As it is, our eLink connection has gotta be setting off some alerts. It would be like giving them a GPS coordinate.”

      “If we do it fast like I said, we can be in and out before anyone knows. Don’t you think? We can’t stand here all day. I mean, I could have been inside and out by now. You interrupted me— ”

      “Alright. You’re right. We don’t got all day. Try it,” he concedes.

      “Just for the record, I didn’t need you to come up with this plan—I figured it out all on my own.”

      “Yeah, okay,” he says, waving his hand at the door. “But you might wanna close your left eye. Better the scanner gets a partial than flips out over the blue thing.”

      “Blue thing?” I say indignantly.

      Since when does he not like blue?

      “You know what I mean, for phug’s sake.”

      I stick out my tongue and turn to the door. Its massive size impresses upon me the significance of this moment. We could be seconds away from certain death and yet, I’m standing outside the door to a previous life so far removed from where I am now. How strange.

      Inhaling deeply, I step up to the small retinal scanner and close my left eye. The red light flickers on and moves from the top of my eye, downward. I take a step back, expecting the door to swing open, or an alarm to sound.

      Nothing happens.

      “What do we do, now?” I whisper urgently, matching the concern on his face.

      “Damn,” he mutters, scratching his forehead. “We’re gonna have to take more drastic measures. Look out.”

      Without giving me any more warning, he pushes me aside and launches his foot at the door. The metal frame groans, but he kicks it again—hard. The construction isn’t meant for such a direct violation and bends in, breaking into pieces and allowing Trae to kick it fully off its hinges.

      “I can’t believe you just— ”

      “C’mon. Now they’re gonna know we’re here,” he says, grabbing my upper arm and yanking me inside.

      I dig my feet in, dragging them against the floor as I claw at his hand.

      “Let go, Traeton. Get your hand off of me.”

      “Shhhhh—”

      Spinning me into the main hall of my Living Quarters, he drops my arm and pokes his head outside the door. Glancing both ways, he turns back to me and says, “You’ve gotta make this quick. Find your little trinket and let’s go.”

      “Trinket?” I spit.

      “Whatever you wanna call it. I don’t care. Grab it and let’s go.”

      “I thought you didn’t believe me. I’m a liar— remember?”

      “Runa, let’s not do this now,” he says, his nostrils flaring. Gliding past me, Trae stops partway down the hall, “Looks just like mine did.”

      I scrunch my face and start walking, “What did you expect, Traeton? We’re in the Helix. They all look the same”

      “Not what I—Fine. You know what, where’s your space?” he rakes his fingers through his hair, making the blue spikes stand out crazily in every direction.

      Stupid blue hair.

      Biting my lip to keep from snickering, I walk by him and lead the way.

      “What?” he grunts.

      “Nothing,” I say, waving my hand in dismissal, “Forget it.”

      Trae follows right on my heels and I shoot him a dirty look from the crease of my eye.

      Out of habit, I stop at the end of the hall to look through Baxten’s open door.

      Baxten ...

      Traeton follows my gaze and says, “Your brother’s, huh?”

      “What difference does it make to you?”

      “C’mon, Runa. That’s not fair.”

      “Whatever.”

      I wave my hand dismissively and turn my back on him.

      Traeton sighs, but I cross the threshold of my Quiet Space not wanting to rehash the reasoning behind his hurtful words and betrayal. Instead, I shake away my upset to inhale the possibilities ahead. So much yet to accomplish. But there’s something eerie about being home—inside the Helix. It’s strange after all I’ve learned and experienced these past few days. Everything here looks exactly the same and yet … I don’t even recognize the world around me.

      Has my mother even noticed Baxten and I are gone? Does she care?

      I bite my lip, bitterly. Doesn’t matter.

      Stepping into the center of the room, I march straight to the window. Traeton props himself in the side of the doorway, leaning against the frame. His eyes flit from my Lotus Chair, to my hanging clothes, to the window and the woods outside. My hand stops in mid-air as I reach out. The stone—isn’t here. I search the expanse of the window seam and then drop my gaze to the floor.

      Nowhere.

      “What’s wrong?” Trae asks, taking a step into the room.

      “No, no, no … has to be here,” I whisper to myself, anxiety flushing through my veins, “It’s … ah … I’m sure I—”

      I finally give in, dropping to my hands and knees, feeling along the bumpy carpeting.

      “You lost it?” he says, his voice accusatory.

      “I didn’t lose anything,” my jagged words squelch out through clenched teeth, “I left it on the window seam.”

      At least, I’m pretty sure … I took it out of my pocket, right?

      “Oh, for the—okay. What does this thing look like?” he says, sweeping over to me and kneeling, too.

      Resting back on my legs, I smooth my hair and take a deep breath.

      “It’s here. Has to be. Just—just give me a second. I’ll go back through my data memory.”

      I can do this … I can find it if I can pull up the right memories—

      “What the hell are you doing? You can’t log back in to the eLink for memory access— ”

      In a fury, all caution is thrown out the window as I stand up and scowl at him.

      “Why did you even bother coming here?” I ask, my hands ball into fists and every muscle in my body twitching with anger.

      He snickers and stands up.

      “What the hell does that mean?” he asks, “You know why I’m here.”

      “I don’t need you to protect me, Traeton,” I say, my voice thick with contempt as I take a step toward him, “I could’ve handled this myself.”

      His eyes open wide, but he fires back, “What was I supposed to do, Runa? Let you run around the Helix without supervision. Do you gotta death wish? The Labots are everywhere and could be here in a blink of one of your different colored eyes,” he flickers his fingers mockingly in their direction, “You don’t even know what what they look like—or what they’re capable of, need I remind you?”

      My jaw drops open and my blood burns, flushing my face.

      Supervision!

      “I didn’t ask for your supervision. You chose to come along—in fact, you pretty much demanded to. I thought you were going to be helpful. Instead, you do nothing but insult me— ”

      My fingernails dig into my palms and tears are stinging in the corner of my eyes. I struggle with the overwhelming urge to run from him and crumple into a ball on the floor. I can’t let him see me like that—it would add to this notion I need his protection.

      “I’m not insulting you. You’re just so—gah— ” he says, stumbling over his words as he walks away, “Why can’t you be … normal?”

      “Ooooh … Of course, I nearly forgot—I’m not normal,” I say, frowning at him. “I suppose you’re right— Yeah, okay … Take your pick. Which is worse? Runa, the-freak-with-the-white-hair? Or how about the crazy eyes?” My fingers dance in the air near my head, to prove my point, “No? Not enough? What about, Runa-you-shouldn’t-be-hearing-things? Oh, I know … it’s Runa, you’re-not-already-a-big-enough-abnormality, so why not make stuff up for fun?”

      It feels good to allow my frustration with him to manifest into words.

      His eyes darken and he wets his lower lip before saying, “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Oh, really?” I say, making a face and chuckling maniacally.

      He sweeps across the room and clutches my shoulders. His fingertips dig in and I suck in a quick breath from the shock. Those dark brown eyes burn into mine with such intensity—it’s all I can do not to look away.

      “There’s this—there’s a—No, you really don’t understand,” he growls, “You don’t—you’re not in my head.”

      His jaw clenches, and his lips press into a tight line.

      I’ve never seen him so angry—but I refuse to give him the satisfaction of intimidating me. I jut my chin out and stare him straight in the eye. Besides, I do understand. I’m nothing more than a girl he has to protect. A stand-in for his sister because he wasn’t able to protect her. I can even see and hear things that aren’t possible—like she did, right?

      “You’re just—so…” his jaw clenches and unclenches, “Dammit—”

      “Crazy?” I offer, making a face.

      Before I can jump to any more conclusions, the warmth of his hands radiate on the sides of my face, and his lips crush down on mine. He pulls me into him with such force—his earthy scent surrounds me, permeating everything. My lips tingle, and my mind swims in a sea of red and orange.

      I push against his chest, trying to gain space between us, but he pulls me in tighter. Suddenly, I’m kissing him back, my body connecting to something so intense, so primal, I surprise even myself. I don’t tell it what to do; wisdom beyond my years lights the way. Lingering on the salty taste of his lips, I allow my hands to roam free. They slide up his broad shoulders and rest on his neck as I tug at the back of his blue hair.

      This stupid, beautiful blue hair!

      All the ice frozen in my veins melts into a puddle at my feet, and I’m absorbed in a flame so powerful I’m afraid I’ll consume us both.

      A rumble erupts from somewhere inside Trae’s chest, adding fuel to the fire. He lifts me up and I wrap my legs around his waist. In response, he surges forward, pressing our bodies to the wall as we continue our exploration of each other. We can’t get close enough and we desperately need to find a way to get closer somehow.

      I break our kiss to tilt my head to he side and he takes my offering—electrical impulses scatter throughout my whole body as he places kisses along my neck and shoulder. Then, he traces my jawline with his mouth, just as he had in my dream— until he returns his lips to mine. Sparks fly behind my eyelids, but he pulls away from me.

      “I—I can’t. We need to stop, Runa. Stop,” his voice is gruff and his lips quiver, “The Labots— we need to— ”

      I try to return to our kiss, try to ignore his words. I’m not ready. Not yet. Taking his head in my hands, I kiss his jawline below his left ear, then switch to the other side, kissing his dimples and he shivers under my touch. He doesn’t make a move—he stands perfectly still, waiting.

      When I stop to question him with my eyes, he gently places his forehead against mine and lets out a soft sigh. I weave my fingers in circles in his hair, desperate not to return to the people we were moments ago.

      I can’t go back to that. Not after this. Not now.

      “Please ...” I murmur, bending his face upward. I kiss at the outer corner of his eye— his long eyelashes tickling my lips. I inhale the smell of his skin, kissing the rough stubble along his cheekbone. He groans, his head tilting back and he closes his eyes.

      An easy chuckle escapes his inviting lips and he whispers, “You have no idea … how much I wish. But we need to get out of here. We’ve stayed to long already.”

      “I know …”

      “What have you done to me?” he says, contentment hidden in his voice.

      My heart sings and I can’t help but laugh.

      “The same thing you’ve done to me,” I say.

      His eyes open, a hint of curiosity playing at their creases. I stare into them, admiring their depths. They aren’t just brown—they’re unfathomably complex, like he is. In the center is a star of green, which fades out into a rich, dark brown. But other colors are in there as well. Colors I have, as of yet, no words for.

      I know we need to hurry—we need to find the crystal or leave, but I bend in for one last kiss. Electricity sparks between us as our lips barely come into contact.

      Beside us, someone gasps in the doorway. I immediately drop to my feet, scrambling back as Trae shifts in front of me, once again my protector. We turn to face our intruder as she stands in the doorway, gripping onto the edge with shock clear across her pale face. The RationCap Chemist badge on her arm is blinking furiously— a holographic alarm.

      Oh, no. This is worse than Labots.

      It’s my mother.
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      WITH RUNA SAFELY BEHIND ME, I step toward the intruder. A woman with remarkable resemblance to Runa clutches at the edges of the doorway, gaping at us. Clearly older, her dark hair and eyes stand out in stark contrast with her daughter. It’s been so long since I’ve had any parental attachment—the idea Absala Cophem would be the first notified never crossed my mind.

      I shoot a tense glance over my shoulder and wide eyes blink back at me. One amber, one blue—both incredible. I haven’t even begun to process the last few moments—everything’s still vibrating, humming. A slow rumble moves through my body as I try to regain a semblance of control. The sensations still flooding through me are unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. All I could think about during our kiss was what I wanted from her. What I needed from her.

      What I hoped she needed from me.

      The shock across Absala’s face flits from horror, to concern, to deep consternation as she fixes her dark, piercing gaze on the places our bodies touch.

      “How dare you,” Runa’s mother says. Her smooth, fluent voice is damn near perfect as her eyes turn into horrifying slits, “Either of you.”

      You can see it in Absala’s eyes—she knows things—

      “You remember how to speak?” Runa says, confusion clear across her face as she steps around me.

      “Runa, we need to get moving,” I warn.

      “I know. I’ll make this fast,” she says, reaching for my hand and squeezing, “I just need a minute with her. She might know where the crystal is.”

      I nod, but lean against the wall, watching the body language Absala puts off. She continues to watch me; her lips pursed and her glare intense.

      “I always knew this day would come,” Absala says, turning around and walking away from her daughter.

      “What does that mean?” Runa asks, following her mother into the main room.

      I kick off the wall, following the two women. Runa’s mother paces silently in front of the large table in the middle of the room.

      When she finally turns to her daughter, she says, “Runa, you’ve always been different, but now … Now look at you. Your face— ”

      Runa lifts her hand to her eye, running her finger tips along the healing wound.

      “I was … attacked,” she whispers.

      “Of course you were. From the time you were a child, you’ve always been too curious for your own good. You always wanted to do the things no one else wanted to do— You always cared more than you should.”

      “More than I should?” Runa says, indignantly.

      Absala sneers over her shoulder, but continues, “Yes. More than you should. I knew from the moment you infected me with your presence that you would be the demise of everything I held dear. I should have gotten rid of you then.”

      “Whoa— Hang on there,” I say, taking a step between the two of them, “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      “And you—you think you can walk in here, as strange looking as she is—and speak to me?” she spits, pointing to my hair.

      “This is ridiculous. Runa, your mother doesn’t know anything about the crystal. Forget it— let’s go,” I say, turning on my heel, “We’ll find another way.”

      Runa’s face is ashen, and tears brim her eyes, but she doesn’t say anything. Instead she stands there, like she was pierced through the heart by her mother’s words.

      “Yes, that’s right. Get going. There’s nothing for you here. There never was,” Absala jeers, “Especially not a little blue crystal.”

      I round on Absala and peer down at her tiny frame. She stands firm, jutting out her chin, and her face red with anger.

      “If you have the crystal, you better hand it over now,” I say, my nostrils flaring.

      “Even if I had it, I wouldn’t give it to you,” Absala says, the corner of her lip peeling upward. She maneuvers her body slightly, blocking the door behind her and it becomes clear to me she knows exactly where the crystal is.

      “Runa, check the room behind your mother,” I say, tipping my head to the closed door. “I’ll make sure she stays put.”

      Runa looks confused, but starts walking.

      “Don’t you dare go into my space, Runa. You know you’re not allowed. I don’t want the stench of you lingering in my only place of solace from you,” Absala says.

      “I thought people in the Helix aren’t meant to reveal their emotions, Absala. You seem to care an awful lot to me, even if it’s only disgust,” I say through gritted teeth. My fingers clench tightly into fists and Absala shrinks back, ever so slightly.

      “Who could abide such an—abnormality?” she says in rebuttal.

      “Abnormality?” Runa says, stepping toward her mother, “Who are you to say I’m abnormal? You live, locked up in your own bubble of a world. You’re supposed to be knowledgeable, esteemed, but you don’t even know what humanity is meant to be like— You don’t even know how to really live.”

      “Oh, believe me, I know better than you think,” Runa’s mother says, giving me another dirty look, “You think fornicating with him is living?”

      “Ah— Is that why Runa’s father has no genetic match?” I fire back, “You spent your time away and decided it wasn’t worth the effort?”

      Absala’s eyes widen and for the first time, her resolve falters.

      “What are you talking about?” Runa asks, confusion and hurt mixing in her expression.

      “Do you want to tell her? Or should I?” I ask, turning to Absala.

      Pressing her lips in a tight line, Absala crosses her arms over her body and sneers.

      “Have it your way,” I say, returning my gaze to Runa, “When you ran, Fenton was hacking into your hProfile looking for more information on you and your brother. Runa, the Helix has no genetic match registered for your father. Your mother’s been lying to you all these years.”

      “Is this true?” Runa says, stepping forward and getting tight in Absala’s personal space.

      Her mother looks away, her gaze dropping to the floor.

      “Never should have been …” Absala mutters.

      “I don’t understand …” Runa says, gripping at Absala’s shoulders, “What does that mean?”

      “It means your mother has spent time outside the Helix, too,” I say.

      I take a step back, chuckling to myself. This makes things so much clearer.

      Absala’s lips tighten, but she says, “If you think I’m going to tell you anything— ”

      The sound of Runa’s palm as it makes contact with her mother’s face surprises all of us. Rubbing at her hand, Runa blinks feverishly while Absala holds her face in shock.

      “You disgust me,” Runa spits, staring her mother in the eye.

      Without another word, Runa pushes past her mother and marches straight into the room behind us. Absala makes a tiny gesture to follow and I stand directly in her way.

      “Don’t think so,” I say.

      “Found it,” Runa says, exiting her mother’s space.

      Runa holds out her hand. The small blue crystal shimmers in the light and something about it makes Runa’s presence radiate. Closing her hand, she clutches the crystal tightly.

      “Excellent. Let’s get outta here,” I say, making a move toward the door.

      “You’re out of time,” Absala announces, a menacing grin spreading across her lips. Suddenly, her face twitches, flickering like a holographic screen gone bad. Before our eyes, her features melt away until her face is wiped clean and standing before us is a Labot.

      “What the— ” Runa says in shock.

      “Phug— We gotta go!” I yell, grabbing hold of Runa’s arm and yanking her out the door.

      Runa’s eyes are wide as she continues to look behind us as we take off running down the desolate corridor.

      “What just happened?” she cries.

      “Your mother’s been taken over. She’s a Labot now—we need to run.”

      “Will she be okay? How did that happen? D—Does that means Videus is near?” Runa asks, scanning the halls as we make our escape.

      Absala’s faceless form rushes out after us, her arm poised out in front of her as the ear piercing sound of her weapon, the Seize Scanner, fills the narrow hallway of the Helix. She only needs to be within range and we’re done for. The eLink will take over our brains and seize them in an instant. With my ears trained on the danger behind me, I pick up speed, holding Runa’s hand as she keeps up.

      “Whatever you do—don’t let your mother get close enough to seize you,” I say, forcing my legs to go faster.

      Our footsteps reverberate off the barren walls and doorways along the corridor start opening as curious onlookers poke their heads out.

      “Oh, no— Someone’s trying to connect to me, Trae,” Runa says, “It feels like they’re trying reinitiate the eLink.”

      “Phug, can you stop it?” I call out.

      “I’m trying,” she says. Runa’s footing falters, as she fights off the intruders in her mind. “It’s Videus. He’s somehow talking through my mother’s eLink— he’s saying he won’t stop. That I should turn myself over.”

      “Forget that. Don’t you dare stop. We aren’t giving Videus the satisfaction of taking you.”

      Runa’s hand flies to her temple and she says, “Videus’ gone. What does that mean?”

      “It means be careful—any one of these people could be turned,” I warn.

      No sooner do the words tumble out, than a man at the door up ahead begins twitching. His features melt away as he steps out in front of us.

      Screeching to a near halt, we scramble around him as he raises his arm and initiates his Seize Scanner embedded in the cuff of his NanoTech jacket.

      “They’re going to just keep coming— How are we going to get out of here?” Runa cries. The footsteps of our pursuers edges closer, running right on our heels.

      “Dammit!” I curse, wishing I had something—anything to fend them off.

      Wait—I have Jane!

      I grabbed it as we left the Haven, but I’ve never used the sonic resonator in a situation like this. I hadn’t given it a second thought. Releasing the small device from my side pocket, I push the button, allowing the sonic resonator to extend open to its full size.

      “Keep running, Runa. I’ll try to fend them off,” I say, dropping to my knee and taking aim.

      Runa’s footing falters and she slows down when she realizes what I’m doing.

      “Trae, we need to go together. Don’t waste your time— ” she says, running back to me.

      I take aim for the male Labot closing in. The resonator bursts through the hallway, blasting him back a few steps. His face flickers between human and Labot until it maintains resolution as a Labot. The high-pitched fluttering of his Seize Scanner is temporarily disrupted, but Runa’s mother gains momentum, closing in. Taking aim again, I fire at Absala, then fire again immediately after. Absala is knocked backward, landing hard on the floor.

      “Go— That will buy us some— ” I say, turning around to run.

      Behind me, Runa stands ramrod straight as a faceless little girl no older than eight-years-old stands behind her. The Labot child’s hand rests gently on Runa’s back. The front of her NanoTech jacket flashes red—a silent warning that she’s been seized in a different manner.

      “Trae, I can’t move,” Runa says, her voice trembling.

      “I know Runa. Hang tight,” I say, working through the options.

      The paralyzer requires contact to work. If I could disengage the child …

      Behind me, the other Labots regain operation and the fluttering of the Seize Scanners claw at my ears. If I fire Jane at the Labot, I could risk hurting Runa in the process.

      I take a quick step toward the two of them. The child remains motionless, a sentry holding its captive until backup can arrive.

      “Sorry, kid,” I say, whipping the butt of the sonic resonator upward in a swift movement. It makes contact across the young Labot’s jaw, making her tumble back into the wall. The contact on Runa’s back is temporarily broken and her body relaxes, once again under her own control.

      Looking over her shoulder at the young Labot on the floor, Runa says, “Sorry.”

      Without looking back, Runa and I take off running again. The Helix hall floods with people, as if a silent order has been given to block our progress. Dodging their touch and watching their faces, Runa yanks me down a side hall.

      “This way, I know a faster way out,” she says.

      We stop in front of a typical maintenance panel, but scratched lightly on the surface is a five petaled flower.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” I say, looking over my shoulder.

      Placing her palm in the center of the flower, Runa pushes outward. We both jump back as the panel falls with a loud clang to the solid floor meters below.

      Glancing back the way we came, people with faces flickering between human and Labot start flooding down the offshoot after us.

      Without a word, Runa grabs hold of the opening, lowering herself inside and letting go. When the soft thud of her boots hit the ground, I look inside to see how to follow. It’s only a short drop to the floor of what looks like large utility room. A giddy feeling, almost high on adrenaline, washes over me.

      We might actually get away with this. I can’t believe it—

      We’ve just outsmarted the Labots.

      I shoot a warning blast, knocking those closest to us back before securing the sonic resonator on my back. I follow behind Runa quickly, hitting the ground with a muffled thud.

      “There— ” Runa points and an outer door—our door to freedom is just meters away. Her small frame surges forward, reaching the door well before I do, and she starts working to get it open. Footsteps pound behind me and I spin around, reaching for the sonic resonator and preparing to protect the woman behind me.

      Three faceless bodies close in fast—

      Runa continues to struggle with the door as the all too familiar fluttering of the seize scanners warming up saturate the air.

      “Runa—” my voice wobbles and I take a step toward the Labots, sonic resonator ready.

      “I know—” she calls out over her shoulder.

      The Seize Scanner reaches maximum volume, and I take a shot—but Runa finally throws the door open. I twist around to follow her. As I lurch myself forward an inky darkness takes over my vision. Realization dawns—left with no hope for myself, I use every ounce of strength I have left to shove Runa out the door.
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      TRAE THRUSTS ME OUT THE DOOR with such force, I slam into the side of Tethys’ large body. Her agitation has been palpable since I entered the Helix and she’s more than ready to make a stand in the interest of my protection.

      I hope Trae can trust me—there’s no time to explain her.

      The deafening sound, like strange mechanical wings, dies out behind us and I swivel around to reach for Trae’s hand. To my horror, his beautiful brown eyes dim and his body descends right in front of me.

      The way his hair flickers in the sunlight—the heaviness of his eyelids as they close—the way a billowing cloud escapes his lips—even the sound his clothing make as they ruffle in the wind’s resistance—everything happens in slow motion.

      I reach for him as he hits the snow with a soft thump, completely motionless.

      “No— ” I cry, fumbling with his hands and wrenching him the rest of the way out of the Helix.

      In a flurry around us, Tethys manipulates the moisture from the air, and the snow beneath us. Droplets glisten, congealing in mid-air as she connects to her source, to her element of water. A rainbow of illumination ripples across the top of her body and the phosphorescence surrounding her shimmers in the low light of our sun.

      Three Labots close in; their tall, masculine statures race toward the exit with such ferocity, my mind goes blank.

      Their faces …

      Just like my mother and the others inside—they have no cheekbones, no noses, no mouths or eyes—nothing to focus on but the glistening void on top of their shoulders. Trae’s description is nothing compared to the actual experience of witnessing them. With a surge of adrenaline, I scramble backward in the snow, pulling Trae as far away from the doorway as I can get. The Labot in the lead reaches the entrance, with the other two following immediately on his heels. Locating us, they use the command sequence on their NanoTech suits to reinitiate the weaponry they used on Trae and the strange sound it makes rings out again.

      The second they exit the building, Tethys is ready, pitching forward with her enormous claws extracted.

      Even if the Labots had eyes, they wouldn’t see what’s coming.

      But I do.

      A gash opens wide across the first Labot’s chest and his blood sprays the snow in a low arc. The smell is repulsively sweet and I fight the bile it provokes when he’s flung backward into the other two. Their bodies slam into the Helix with a sickening crack that reverberates through the open air, and echoes off the trees behind me. A tangle of arms and legs crumple onto the snow in front of me, not one of the Labots making a move.

      Without time to waste, Tethys leans down, nuzzling the top of Trae’s forehead. She sweeps her long tongue across the top of his head, leaving a trail of saliva in his hair. All around his body, the snow vibrates, suspending him in a cocoon of animated frozen water. I take a step back, watching everything unfold. All at once, the vibration halts as the snow melts into water droplets and barrel through him. Trae writhes as steam escapes his body from the processes she’s creating. I can only hope this is a part of the same healing touch she was using on me. Trae’s eyes flicker, and for a moment open, but he sinks back into unconsciousness.

      I kneel down and run my hand along Trae’s hard jawline.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I whisper. With my thumb, I rub his lower lip, “I promise.”

      Tethys takes a step back, sending me the impression it will take a little time to undo whatever the Labots have done to him. Inside the Helix, footsteps echo not far from the exit. Moving swiftly, Tethys positions herself between us and the doorway as she lowers herself so I can climb onto her strong back.

      Running my hand along her muzzle, I look deeply into her crystalline eyes, sending her the impression of the Tree. She already knows—but I need to let her know I’m ready. A fierce determination settles over me like a warm blanket.

      I need to finish this.

      Tethys grunts in acknowledgment, preparing for the fastest course. There are no words exchanged between us, only a simple knowing back and forth. Everything about our connection is so fluid—natural, though in many ways, not unlink the eLink.

      I step around Trae and pull myself up. Tethys’ soft, iridescent fur tickles my cheek as I lean forward and wrap my arms around her thick neck.

      Tethys bends forward and with her mouth, lifts Trae by the front of his jacket. In the same instant, the outside world pushes away—like being inside a bubble as her protective shield engages. It’s a strange feeling, as though I’m somehow an observer, but no longer a part of the world. Under us, the snow trembles, humming as it merges with her shield and propels us forward. I close my eyes, willing us to get to the Tree quickly, but Trae’s blank stare as he fell plays over and over in my mind.

      Suddenly overwhelmed by everything, tears threaten, brimming in my eyes and I blink furiously fighting them back. After everything that’s happened, I need to stay strong.

      “He has to be okay …” I whisper to myself, unable to accept the alternative. I don’t know what they’ve done to him—but he has to heal from it. He has to.

      The edge of dismay cuts deep and I shiver uncontrollably against its grasp.

      Tethys’ mind is focused on the Tree, the outline of it is etched in her thoughts, pulling us in an invisible line. Inside my trouser pocket, the tiny blue crystal emits an energy all its own, as if there is an anticipation of what comes next embedded within. I only hope I’ll be able to figure out what needs to be done when we get to the Tree.

      I continue to watch over my shoulder, but no one is pursuing us. However, the halo around the sun seems ominous as we zip in and out of trees toward a destiny thrust upon me. Right now, I’d give anything to be a normal girl inside the Lateral—not someone being hunted.

      What if Videus has found the Tree first?

      I still have no idea who he is—or what he even looks like. So far, he’s only hidden himself behind the facelessness of others. Things aren’t adding up and my heart thumps unevenly in response.

      As if in a time warp, we reach the location of the Tree in a matter of minutes. Kani and Fenton are huddled together in the distance, clearly watching for signs of danger as we approach. Hidden to their eyes by Tethys shield, they don’t see or sense us as we pass right in front of them.

      I give Tethys the instruction to bring me to them first, but she shudders, ignoring the request. She has no intention of going to them when we are this close to the Tree. Something in her energy tells me they’re better off where they are for now.

      We weave around trees of all shapes and sizes, finally stopping in front of one on an enormous scale. On the ground nearby, my blood is splattered and frozen in the snow; a suspended memory in time.

      As Tethys’ shield disengages, my eyes flit to the large gash carved in the surface. The once hollow tree is frozen solid with ice—just as Trae had said. However, superimposed over the natural opening, is … a doorway. Intricate and beautiful, just like in my dream.

      This really is it. The Tree of Burden.

      I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, and gaze at the Tree with bewilderment. The massive wooden door is staggering, the likes of which I have never seen. It appears to be ancient, but unbelievably as though it’s timeless. The outer edge housing the door is decorated with etched stones, some large and small. The door arches to a point at the apex and is hinged with black metal plates decorated in ornate spirals, reminding me of water. To one side is a large, black metal loop meant to open the door.

      We’re so close …

      Sliding off Tethys’ back, my feet crunch in the snow as I hit the ground. As an experiment, I close my left eye. Only the normal, natural tree stands before me. Then I switch eyes, and only the doorway exists.

      Beyond seeing her, this was why—this moment was what Tethys had been trying to prepare me for when she attacked my vision. It’s no wonder Videus has hunted for the Tree, but has never been successful. He has no way of seeing it for what it really is.

      Everything around us vibrates. The Tree, the ground, the crystal in my pocket. What’s more peculiar, I feel the vibration—under my skin. This tree emits something powerful, making me want to touch it.

      In the distance, Fenton calls out, “Runa? Tha’ you?”

      I turn their direction as both Kani and Fenton stand up from their crouch. No longer watchful for enemies, they start running our direction.

      “Where’d they come from?” I hear Kani ask, “Did you see them arrive?”

      “No, I didn’t. Wha’s goin’ on wit Trae? Is he hoverin’ in mid-air?” Fenton says, astonishment in his tone.

      “I’m going into the Tree, guys. Take Trae and get out of here— ” I call out. I sweep my hand toward Traeton as I turn back to my mission. I still have to figure out where the crystal goes.

      “Jus’ wait a minute, Runa. Wha’ tha hell ’appened in tha Helix?” Fenton yells, nearly tripping over his feet as he runs.

      When Videus had control of my mother’s mind, he had somehow triggered by extension, access to mine. He had tried to take my mind over, but I was able to push him out. I couldn’t find the words to tell Trae, but I felt the creeping sensation being triggered in the back of my brain, like a buried code come to life. When he couldn’t gain full access, he said he would kill me and anyone I care about if I don’t give myself over in the Helix. I have no doubt that if my eLink connection had remained open much longer, I would have been taken over the way my mother had been.

      With only a matter of minutes before the two of them reach the Tree, I don’t have much time or I’ll have a lot of explaining to do.

      Tethys slowly sets Trae down in the snow and he stirs slightly. Quickly, I drop to my knees and run my hand along his cheek. He groans, and raises a hand to his head.

      “I have to go Trae. But I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I whisper. I wish I knew whether I was telling him the truth or not.

      All of this, getting to know Trae, our connection, our kiss—it brings me a sense of hope that if I succeed in figuring all this out—maybe I’ll have something worth returning to.

      Walking up to the Tree, I run my hand along the wood frame, wanting to make sure the door is real. The texture is not unlike the bark of the Tree itself; rough. The wood pulsates under my touch, beckoning me to open it. No longer frightened, I take a deep breath, and set my hand on the large metal loop, and pull.

      Of course, nothing happens.

      What was I expecting?

      I let go of the loop to stare at the space above it. A small, five-petaled flower is etched into the base of the handle. The middle of the flower is hollowed out in a pentagon, the perfect size for the crystal. Somewhere in the back of my mind, the symbology of the flower is embedded—but I can’t fully access it yet. Perhaps one more thing to learn once inside the Tree.

      Tethys follows behind me, silently encouraging me to go inside without any further hesitation. Pulses of energy vibrate off the crystal as I pull it from my pocket, ready to place it inside the space meant for the key.

      As I reach out to the door, the field behind me suddenly ignites in a burst of yellow and orange. I spin around to see flames quickly dying out, leaving behind what appear to be  a sea of enormous, black salamanders. Strange red and orange markings are distinguishable across their backs as they huff ominously.

      The ground sizzles beneath their feet as the snow flees the place where their flesh touches the ground. The moment the salamanders burn through the snow and make contact with solid ground, electricity arcs, zapping back and forth between the group as a whole, connecting them—grounding them. The sound makes my skin crawl, reminding me of the moment Baxten was taken. None of them make a move—instead, they maintain their position as if waiting for a silent command not yet given.

      “Runa are ya— Whoa!” Fenton cries, coming to an abrupt halt beside me. He stares in the direction of the salamanders, breathing heavily from running.

      Kani nearly slams into Fenton as she rounds the Tree behind him.

      “What the— ” she says, scrambling back at the sight of the salamanders, “Are those what I think they are?”

      “Yes,” I say, refusing to take my sight off of the black mass.

      “We gotta ge’ outta ’ere, then. Don’tcha think?” Fenton asks, backing up slightly.

      Trae moans, setting himself upright in the snow.

      “My head’s killin’ me,” Trae mutters, shaking his head.

      “Trae, now’s no’ tha time ta be sleepin’ on tha job.” Fenton mutters, kicking Trae in the leg.

      Scrambling to his feet, Trae stands shoulder-to-shoulder with me.

      “How’d this happen …” Trae asks, his voice trailing off as he takes in the gravity of the situation around us.

      A gathering of large birds darken the colorful sky. Their unfamiliar groans reach us far in advance of their physical bodies. These birds don’t have the same calming effect as the juncos, instead, it feels like all the light in Pendomus is extinguished with each caw.

      As they grow nearer, I feel Tethys trying to be omniscient, spreading her awareness through the snow. But there are too many enemies to focus on at once. The salamanders stomp from side to side, their energy arcs widening and brightening. My heart thuds unevenly and I fumble backward, my hands searching for the Tree.

      The sense of urgency reaches a fever pitch and the weight of the pressure is a heavy burden. If I go for the Tree, I leave my friends behind to deal with this alone. Which is precisely what I don’t want for them.

      Tethys moves in front, stomping the ground and directing her energy to her shield as the large birds are drawn in, converging with her. The invisibility that would normally protect her doesn’t seem to hinder them as they dive in two at a time, taking swipes. The air across the surface of her shield crackles as their talons purposefully graze the outer edge, testing her. Tethys groans, but stands her ground, prepared to protect us.

      “What are they doing?” Kani asks, her voice a high-pitch.

      “They’re attacking,” I say, frozen with terror.

      “Attacking wha’?” Fenton says, trying to see over my shoulder.

      A shudder ripples through me as I gape at the bird’s large black bodies and long necks as they circle Tethys and all of us. Their underbellies are a bright, flaming orange and I can’t help but marvel at the way they remind me of a distorted Earth vulture.

      “No time to explain— ” I say, knowing now is not the time to get into everything.

      Without warning, lightening explodes behind the curtain of birds and the majority disperse to oversee us from above. A few of the largest birds continue to circle us in an ominous captivity hold. The salamanders, however, spread out; their electrical zapping more pronounced and fervent.

      Tethys moves out further, pushing the salamanders back as she stomps the ground.

      “Runa, you need to get in the Tree,” Trae urges, stepping out in front of me, meters behind Tethys. Removing his sonic resonator from his back, he flips the switch, readying it.

      I reach forward, pushing the barrel down.

      “Please, Trae— don’t use this,” I plead, “There’s more out there than the enemies. You just can’t see, but you could hurt her, too.”

      Confusion crosses his face and he says, “How am I meant to protect you?”

      “You don’t have to. Keep yourself safe.”

      I hold his gaze, hoping to transfer the feelings I have— my trust, loyalty … my love.

      He lowers the sonic resonator, the silent question written in his expression.

      “When I’m gone—she’ll protect you,” I say, sending my final request to Tethys and trusting she’ll follow through.

      Fenton takes his place beside Trae and says, “Hate ta break it ta ya, doll. Bu’ we ain’t here fer ourselves. We came all this way fer you. So ya better ge’ on wit it.”

      Kani ducks down as one of the birds bounces off Tethys’ shield, flinging back toward us.

      “Hurry up and get in the damn tree already!” she yells, arming herself with a knife in each hand and standing beside Fenton.

      Surrounded by my friends and my guardian, the time has come.

      Dazed, I turn to the Tree, reaching for the crystal again. As I wrap my hand around the tiny, pulsating stone, the hairs on the back of my neck prickle.

      The breeze carries the subtle, but inescapable sound of a chuckle. The close proximity of it makes me freeze.

      “Runa …” A voice lulls. “There you are, my little everblossom. I’ve been searching for you.”
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      BLINKING WILDLY, I turn around to I face everything I’ve been warned of—Videus.

      Instead, the golden strands of Fenton’s hair flicker like flames as they reflect the sun and its halo behind him. His yellow glasses no longer frame his face. Instead, his face contorts, flickering oddly until his eyes become impossibly dark, empty black pools. What takes me aback the most is the expression he’s exchanged. No longer his normal goofy self, his nose crinkles as if the way I smell offends him.

      A slow, creepy grin spreads across his lips and he dusts the snow of himself.

      Trae stands directly between me Fenton—clearly having pushed his friend away from us as soon as he realized what was happening. Kani scrambles backward, her mouth agape and speechless. Her knuckles are white as they grasp the handles of her knives.

      “Fenton, you can fight this,” I say, my voice weak as I try to figure out what to do, what this could mean, “You’re stronger than he is.”

      I can’t take my eyes off of him, as I look for a sign, any sign, the real Fenton is still in there.

      Kani’s face tells me everything I need to know, however. A mixture of shock, horror and determination are rolled up into one powerful expression as she raises her knives.

      “Get the hell outta him,” She spits toward Fenton’s form.

      “Fenton, man—come back to us,” Trae says, reaching out for his friend.

      Fenton arcs an eyebrow and says, “Call me Videus. Fenton’s not here right now. But I’ll be sure to pass on the message.”

      “How can this be happening? Fenton’s never been inside the Helix—he doesn’t even have the eLink installed,” Kani says, edging toward Trae.

      “I don’t know— ” Trae says, bewilderment creeping into his voice, “The ComLink— Did he ever remove it?”

      Kani shakes her head.

      “No, with Runa being the focus, he didn’t think he’d be a target any more. He was keeping Landry filled in on our plans,” she says, her eyes opening wider.

      “What are you talking about? Again?” I ask.

      Trae leans back, whispering urgently, “Videus tapped into Fenton’s ComLink. He knew everything. Where we were going; why.”

      “Alright. Enough chatting amongst yourselves. It’s rude,” Videus says.

      Kani steps forward, her knives raised as she says, “Screw you.”

      Videus chuckles. “You always were one for the melodramatics.”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” Kani spits back.

      “Ah, but I know more than you think,” he says, tapping his temple.

      Fenton’s features contort in odd ways and for a moment, I completely forget this is our beloved friend.

      “Videus,” I say, trying to decide if I should still take my chances with the Tree. Tethys’ energy insists I do—no good will come of staying here, “Leave them out of this. It’s me you want.”

      I clutch the crystal until it digs into my palm.

      “Runa …” Trae says, shooting me a determined look, “Tree.”

      “You know, Runa … I’ll tell you about your brother,” Videus says, his voice taunting me.

      “Ignore him. He’s trying to stall you,” Kani says through gritted teeth.

      “What about Baxten?” I ask.

      A triumphant grin spreads across his face and he says, “I can take you to him, if you’d like.”

      Black tendrils sweep across the sky as a mass of juncos descend. Most circle the area to perch in the gnarly branches above. Their calls echoing across the snow as if they’d like nothing more than provocation. The hint of relief at the sight of them is dampened by the way the trees undulate in the sunlight, suddenly making me feel trapped. Videus barely considers their arrival, taking the moment instead to smirk.

      “Where’s the Waterbear? Using her parlor tricks, no doubt? Come out, come out…” he chides, tilting his chin upward as he surveys the landscape.

      Tethys tenses at his prodding, her instincts teetering on the edge. She doesn’t like this any more than I do.

      Shrugging to himself, a wary amusement flashes across this false Fenton’s face before he returns his cold gaze to me.

      “No matter. She’ll make herself known soon enough. She’s no match for all I’m capable of. I can be anywhere and nowhere all at the same time. Ponder a bit on that. Besides, you’re what we’re here for.”

      “You’re gonna have to go through us first,” Trae says, reigniting the sonic resonator.

      “Damn straight.” Kani huffs.

      “Kani, you would never hurt the man you love. You and I both know that. Put your weapons down,” Videus says, peering down his nose at her.

      As if struggling to retain control, Kani slowly lowers her knives.

      So close, the vibration of the aquamarine crystal is intense, as if the air around us is super-charged. Taking a deep breath, I center myself for what I have to do, knowing no matter what happens, I need to be ready. My mind races and every part of me is hyperaware one wrong move could be my last.

      Suddenly, my juncos enter the fray, leaving the trees to circle the scene. Their agitated calls add to the cacophony around us and I blink away the tears blurring my vision.

      “Are you going to come with us? Or are we going to play a while?” Videus asks.

      With a swift hand gesture, the largest of the birds not already circling us dive in from the trees. The additional birds come in waves from all directions. Tethys snorts as she stomps the ground, preparing for the attack. This is what she was anticipating. Feeling useless, I watch in disgust as everything unfolds.

      Tethys extends her shield, encompassing all three of us inside. This time, as the vulture-birds hit, things are different—this is not their play, this is their real attack. Without care for their own lives, they slam against Tethys, each point of impact makes her shield bevel inward, releasing a black substance that creeps over the outside like a puddle of blood. Their bodies crumple to the ground and the next wave of birds take their place. The black substance begins to bind, sparking like the salamanders from puddle to puddle. I’m suddenly lost without air—the bond between Tethys and I has grown quickly and I take in the sensation this attack causes in her.

      Videus’ eyes blink as he steps back, searching for our location.

      “Clever,” he spits, pacing back and forth.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Kani screeches, ducking down as the birds continue to attack.

      “We’re being protected—that’s all you need to know,” I say, readying myself.

      Kani and Trae both look around, wide eyed as the attack continues from all sides. Tethys’ shield holds, but she won’t be able to keep up against this forever.

      In an accelerated energy burst, she releases a thunderous reverberation which disburses the substance from her shield and slams the birds back fifteen meters or more. They recoil, some landing on the ground with a sickening series of scraps and thuds.

      “Let me out, Tethys. Please— ” I say, pushing toward the back edge of her shield.

      She ignores me, holding her ground and searching for the next threat. The large birds lay motionless, their razor sharp talons grope at the nothingness in the air. Tearing my eyes from their carcasses, I swallow back bile. With the black substance disbursed, Tethys’ shield pulls from the snow nearby, melding back into a cohesive unit. Unfortunately, it isn’t enough, and a gray cloud contaminates the surface until her shield bursts like glass being shattered.

      “Ah, there you all are.”

      The full weight of Videus’ cold stare pierces through me.

      Tethys groans from her exertion, summoning the snow around her again. The vibration is audible as it moves in accordance to her will. I take a step toward the Tree—but Tethys urges me to wait. This is still not our moment. She needs to regain some strength because I’m not the only one she’ll have to protect once I’m gone. Struggling not to let impatience and fear get the better of me, I clench my jaw. I trust her instincts, but I don’t like the wait.

      “You’ll pay for this Videus. Fenton was my friend …” I spit.

      “Funny thing about friends … They can be so fickle. Wouldn’t you agree, Caelum?” Videus purrs. A smile quirks in the corner of his mouth, but his eyes stay fixed on me.

      Tilting his head to the sky, he turns his view to the trees. I watch in disbelief as a small junco lands on his shoulder. Its white beak glistens in the sunlight and for a moment, even the breeze stands still.

      My bird—Rowan— no.

      No!

      Pendomus feels sideways as recognition begins to dawn. Nothing is safe. No one. I’m supposed to see everything with new eyes, quite literally—and I’ve still been so blind.

      My memory races back to the event that started this all. Deep inside my mind, I’ve ignored the obvious flaw niggling at me. Even though I know better, I haven’t given myself time to resolve this moment. With Tethys’ attempts to keeping me near her, the way she slashed at my face to open my sight—gift me this vision … All was done knowing she could accelerate my healing. But she had been disrupted— Things happened the way they had because she’d been trying to save my life—trying to keep me away from the real attack. The one from the birds—the juncos.

      Rowan.

      All this time, I thought the birds had been trying to save me—

      Catching my expression, Videus narrows his eyes and the corners of his mouth curl upward.

      “Still so clueless about the world, aren’t you? You know—you’re just a child attempting to play a game without knowing any of the rules. Silly, really,” he chides.

      Raising my eyes to look at the dark gray bodies all around, the peace they once brought is transformed into treachery. Zeroing in on Rowan, my stomach churns over. How could I have been so wrong? Around his edges, a soft glow becomes evident, like he’s emitting intense heat radiating off in waves. How did I not notice this before?

      Stroking Rowan’s back from his shoulder, Videus looks around again. “What do you say, Caelum. Shall we try one more time ... just for giggles?”

      With another signal, a few dozen juncos catapult themselves with such a velocity my eyes can’t even follow them. Tethys struggles to pull her shield up again, but the dome’s weak. As they hit, the shield not only bevels, but the water holding it together scatters for a moment before Tethys is able to—drop by drop—pull herself together.

      “Stop! Stop hurting her— ” I yell, my scream piercing through the bird cries.

      “What can we do, Runa— I don’t know what to do,” Trae says, watching in horror as the birds bounce off of the dome protecting him. The dome he can’t even see.

      Surprisingly, Tethys manages to send out a pulse of water, shooting out like tiny daggers. They create a rainbow effect in the sunlight as they pass through the bird’s bodies. Juncos drop from the sky, lying motionless on the ground. At the same time a blue flame ignites in front of Videus and his salamanders, protecting them from the projectiles. The water sizzles in a quick burst and evaporates away.

      The ground is now peppered with more of the fallen.

      As the blue flame dissipates, Videus doesn’t even seem phased at all. The salamanders, however, stomp forward. Their electricity arcs zapping up and over Videus and toward us.

      “Runa ... This is not how the game works,” Videus says. He smirks, no remorse at all for those he’s lost, “Now, I suppose that was ... better. But not quite good enough.” Looking over his shoulder at the salamanders, he turns back to us. When he turns back around, his face is completely deadpan until one corner of his mouth twitches upward, “Three.”

      Puffing his chest with anticipation, he clearly thinks he’s won this. Three of the salamanders begin to stalk their way forward, each with a sense of purpose. Every step they take releases the fleeing snow in the form of steam until they appear to emerge from an electrical fog. Mesmerized by their movements, it takes me a second to break free from their hypnotic quality and come back to myself.

      “This doesn’t look good,” Trae says, pushing me back as far as I can go.

      Tethys shudders, unsure of her abilities against the salamanders. The time to get inside the Tree is nearing because we must be running out.

      Before the three salamanders can take their places, the crystal in my pocket vibrates more violently and I reach my hand inside, clutching it. I’m suddenly overwhelmed with the urge, not only from Tethys, but from inside myself, to go—

      Go now.

      For the briefest of moments, Tethys’ shield lowers and goes on the offensive, intending to attack the salamanders first.

      Not able to look back, I run at full bore to the Tree. Everyone I care about, their safety all hinges on this. I hear Tethys’ attack happening behind me and based on the sounds of distress, I’d say she’s been at least somewhat successful. Kani and Trae take up the fight too, because I hear their exertion.

      “Enough! Forget the Waterbear! Gather her!” Videus cries out.

      The remaining vulture-birds swoop in, while others circle in a wide berth around me and the Tree. One of them screeches close to my right side, swooping down and slashing open my right shoulder with sharp talons. Groping at my wound, I bite down on my lip, refusing to satisfy them with a scream. Instead, I force myself to take the last few steps and thrust the crystal into the center of the flower shaped locking mechanism without so much as a second thought.

      With my hand still touching the door, a bright blue light shoots out the tips of my hair and lights up my skin. The light travels in an accelerated pace down my right arm, then continues to descend until finally escaping through my fingertips. In an instant, it merges with the crystal and the keyhole. The outer edge of the five petals slowly turn white, as if an invisible hand were drawing them one by one. Resonating across the snow, the Tree itself begins to hum—low at first, but getting louder. Peace washes over me and I’m momentarily swept away by comfort.

      However, the others continue to struggle behind me and I’m pulled back into the severity of the moment. I’m certain I can hear more salamanders advancing. Dodging another swooping bird, I don’t waste any more time. As soon as I’m safe, Tethys will find a way out with the others. I know she can even save Fenton—

      Grasping the cold handle on the door, I yank back hard, desperate for solace and safety. For answers. But more than anything, to put an end to Videus’ control over my future.

      To my horror, the door still won’t budge. Conjuring as much strength as I can manage, I give another frantic pull. The ground comes up to meet me as I fall backward, landing hard in the snow. I duck and roll over quickly as the birds closest to me shriek, bending the wind with them as they fly by.

      “No!” I yell, slamming my fist hard into the snow. Exasperation and desperations mingle together in a potent mix.

      The door’s supposed to open—it’s supposed to be our answer!

      Videus laughs in the distance, making my skin crawl.

      I turn around, struggling to my knees to face Videus’ vengeful eyes. The ground is red and steaming around the three salamanders Tethys attacked. A fourth salamander lay in pieces at Videus’ feet, clearly having died protecting him from my guardian. The steam from its flesh rolls in a strange dance with the heat he radiates. Three additional salamanders have come to the aid of their fallen, caging Tethys within a circle of lightening.

      Kani and Trae both have salamanders around their feet, squeezing tightly. Their bodies are locked stiff, as if they can no longer fight back and dark purple and black flames lick their bodies.

      In complete disbelief, I shut my eyes tight. Any hope I’d been foolish enough to cling to is now replaced with complete emptiness.

      Everything I thought I could give wasn’t enough.

      Videus has won.
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      MY CHIN QUIVERS and my hands shake uncontrollably at the thought of what Videus will do to us now. None of us know what he’s capable of doing and it’s clear he has more resources than we even knew. Certainly more than we have.

      I bow my head, wracking my brain for any other possible way out of this—but nothing comes to mind. This was as far as my plan had brought me.

      To top it off, Tethys’ energy irritates me. Regardless of my despair, she’s illogically anticipatory—practically excited and I can’t believe she’d accept this fate so easily. Didn’t she see nothing happened?

      Nothing!

      “The Tree’s here, isn’t it?” Videus says, his gaze searching the space around me. There’s a peculiar sliver of consternation in his voice as he looks from tree to tree, completely missing the one he’s most interested in. Holding my breath, I inspect his every movement, not sure when or where he’ll strike next.

      For a moment, he says nothing, but his dark eyes lock onto me.

      “What did you do to it?” he questions, annunciating each word deliberately.

      “N—nothing.” I say, clenching my jaw, “What are you going to do with my friends?”

      Trae’s eyes move between me and Videus as I ask the question. I’m acutely aware one wrong move could mean they’ll be taken the way Baxten was.

      Pushing myself to a stand, I feel horribly exposed. The birds, have taken to the trees, but each and every one of their eyes is on me—waiting for their signal. The weight of their stare is palpable and the woods close in on me.

      “How curious … Why can I not see it now?” Videus mutters to himself, surveying the ground at my feet with wide eyes, “Was here a moment ago. It’s all here inside the blonde one’s his head. The Tree as to be here. The blood—of course. The blood’s here.”

      Still holding onto my hurt shoulder, I cast my gaze downward. Surrounding my feet, I stand in a frozen puddle of my own blood, with more joining as it drips through my fingertips.

      How ironic. This where my new life began—and where Videus would like to end it. It was also where I thought I could find answers and put an end to all of this madness.

      How foolish.

      The wind picks up, blowing strands of my hair across my face. I look up, staring my friend deeply into eyes that don’t even remotely resemble the face they inhabit.

      “Whatever you want to do … Don’t hurt my friends, Videus. Please—just take me. I’ll go wherever you want me to,” I say.

      Videus lets out out an exasperated sigh and waves his hand dismissively.

      “You would be the kind to sacrifice yourself. You know the irony in this? I would have jumped on the chance to take only you a while ago. But now look what you and your critter have done,” he sweeps his hand out at the snow in front of him, “No, I think instead … You’ll get the pleasure of witnessing the eradication of each and every one of the entities you hold dear and you can carry the memory with you—for as long as I want the burden to be yours.” His jaw sets, not dropping his gaze from mine as he calls out, “Start with the Waterbear.”

      Widening her stance, Tethys prepares herself to fight again, but there’s nothing to prepare me.

      At his command, the salamanders push forward, encircling Tethys and begin to flick their electricity across the surface of her shield like a whip, leaving seared markings where they touch. The water she holds dear, instantly boils away from her.

      I let out a shrill scream as I grope at the snow, feeling each lash as if they were my own.

      “Please. Stop— ” I plead, gasping for air and groping at the snow.

      If Tethys’ shield goes down, I know he means every word. I’ll watch as he kills everyone I care about without any remorse.

      If only the Fenton I know and love was still in there. If only some semblance of his humanity was clinging onto him … How can someone be taken over so completely?

      “Ah ha ... You’re feeling this, aren’t you? Sharing her pain?” Cocking his head ever so slightly, Videus’ finger circles toward Tethys and he snickers, “Well, this is better than I’d hoped. Not only can you relive her death from your memory banks—you’ll have extrasensory memory. Brilliant. What a juicy little tidbit about the infamous Daughter of Five.”

      In response, the expanse of birds screech in excitement. Some of them swoop from tree branch to tree branch—their horrifying calls filling the air.

      “Stop this. Fenton—think about Kani,” I plead, pointing to her restrained form feet away. The knives she fought valiantly with lie in the snow near her feet.

      Something flickers across Videus’ face—a momentary flash of Fenton maybe—but he shakes it off, snarling to the nearest salamander, “Shut her up—and keep her on standby.”

      Tethys’ agitation is heightened when the salamander huffs toward me. I stumble backward, trying to get away, but it’s no use. In a lightening quick movement, the salamander slinks around my feet, biting its own tail before squeezing in on itself. I feel the flames well before they ignite—as if they were placed underneath my skin as they slowly creep up my legs.

      The purple and black flames flicker at my clothes, but I don’t burn. As they rise higher, I’m imprisoned by them—the air becoming unbearable stifling, making my head light and my body lock. Anger burns under the surface at all that’s happened—everything which is going to happen. Videus is right—I’ve barely begun to understand myself, let alone my place in this world.

      This is all wrong.

      If I was so important, there should have been something I could do—something that would’ve stopped all of this. Why would I be urged to come out here? To seek the Tree for answers, to open the door—only to be met with this? Perhaps that was the point?

      My jaw drops open. What if this had always been the plan? Lure me here to the Tree? To kill me? What if the door was never meant to open? Am I too trusting?

      Defeated, I look into Videus’ twinkling black eyes and he sneers in return.

      “Are you ready? About to be pandemonium on Pendomus,” he says gleefully.

      Ripped from my internal anguish, I fight inside my mind against my imprisoning fire as the three salamanders shift the focus of their arcs at the ground around Tethys. A rippling band of lightning undulates like waves over each other at her feet. For a moment, I lose sight of her when a cloud of electric fog envelops her. Once it finally lifts, the ground is barren and exposed down to rock in a large circumference. They’ve removed her contact with the water.

      “Fenton … please,” I beg, one last broken attempt to will my friend back to his body.

      Lightening flicks furiously across the remainder of Tethys’ shield—her body quaking as she tries to hold on, but simply can’t. With the last remnant of her water spent, there’s little fanfare as her shield disengages with a soft burst, exposing her.

      The birds cackle an almost human-like laugh and the little juncos sweep in. It seems the birds have always been able to see her and now is no exception as they take purposeful swipes, clawing at Tethys’ back in a victory lap. The salamanders shift from side to side, excitedly waiting.

      “Excellent. Now the fun begins,” Videus says.

      Tethys’ energy is impatient, again oddly anticipatory, despite her pain. I press my lids shut. I don’t want to see this—he can’t make me see.

      Instead, I focus on Fenton. On the person I thought he was. No, the person I know he is. If this is the end—I refuse to give in to having the memories Videus demands. I refuse to play this on his terms. I will make my own rules.

      In my head, I conjure up Fenton’s goofy grin, the yellow band that is so much a part of who he is to me. Even his strange manner of speaking—his accent. I miss that the most. He could always make me laugh, even when I had no clue what he was saying. I focus on the way he helped Trae research my brother, research for me—he’d really come through then. In the short time I’ve known him, he’s shown such ingenuity. Not to mention, gentleness … The way he cared for his friends, for Kani.

      I remember the surprise I’d had when I found out they were together. The touch I’d seen him share with her in the dining area my first day. Looking back, their touch started to wake me up from the hazy dream I’d been living inside the Helix. That touch in some minor way, led me to Traeton.

      “Stop—” Videus snarls, his voice breaking through the birdcalls.

      Jolted from my memories, I open my eyes.

      Videus’ hands are clutching at the sides of his head. Bewilderment casts a glow across his face as he glares directly at me.

      “Now, that’s new. How did you make me see those things?” he spits.

      Suddenly, the humming from the Tree behind me switches to a thunderous roar and the world around me goes white. I’m completely blinded by it like all those times I’d been connected before—but there’s no nausea, no voice. The snow on the ground flies upward, a blizzard surrounding us all.

      The lightening stemming from the salamanders becomes more ardent, and I watch the glittering white turn into a sheet of water, particularly around the salamanders near Tethys. But she doesn’t have this kind of power—at least not without direct physical contact.

      The melting snow extinguishes the salamander’s flames momentarily, causing Traeton, Kani and I to be released from our prisons of fire. Though mine holds tight at my ankles, the salamanders holding Trae and Kani slink away, merging with the sea of others to create unity between them. Kani immediately drops to her feet, scrambling to grab her knives. Without hesitation, she throws one at the nearest salamander. The blade sinks into the salamander’s head, causing it to slump forward and severs its connection with the others.

      “Runa— look at the Tree,” Trae yells, pointing over my shoulder as he runs toward me.

      I twist around to find the entire Tree is a brilliant crystalline white and emanates an intense energy both powerful and reverent at the same time. Snowflakes fly feverishly from the tips of each branch as if the Tree is commanding them from within itself. As the snowflakes gain momentum, they swirl together, winding around like twisting white snakes— until they merge into a single monolithic serpent.

      Gasping for air, I stumble backward. The serpent flows with intention, shimmering with an unearthly quality—a force to reckon with as it takes control of the scene. The salamanders surrounding Tethys are the first to be hit by the spiraling blizzard. They try to hold their ground, heating the water to the point of evaporation, but the bare ground beneath them seems to move on its own accord, encasing the salamanders’s feet, and snuffing out their flames. More importantly—cutting off their ability to summon their lightening.

      “Hold your ground,” Videus calls out in determination to the rest of the salamanders. “You’re not afraid of a little water, are you?”

      Trae and Kani run to my side, standing back and watching as the snow serpent wraps around the first salamander at Tethys’ feet, then instantly breaks itself off to arc around to the other two. Squeezing tightly, it slices the salamander bodies in half with a sloppy scraping squish and redirects itself to envelope Tethys.

      Though the serpent doesn’t linger with her long, Tethys’ strength returns and I realize this is what she was anticipating. This was what she was hanging on for.

      Holding my breath, hope returns—almost. I will the serpent to come to me, to get the salamander at my feet so I can get to Tethys—I want nothing more than for my guardian to get her shield around me and find a way for all of us to get out of here.

      As I follow the serpent’s movements, I realize the field isn’t nearly as full of salamanders as it once had been. Videus swaggers awkwardly but manages to send out a hand signal.

      Having all but forgotten the birds, they dive in, attacking the swirl of snow. When they collide, I cover my ears at the thunderclap that follows. The birds manage to call upon the wind around them, twisting the snow away with an almost tornadic quality. The snow serpent pushes back, blinding the birds and they struggle to maintain their place in the sky.

      In an odd combination of relief and despair, Rowan—Caelum takes flight. He’s the first to flee and a handful of birds follow after until they’re tiny specs in the distance. Others are not as lucky as they appear to freeze in midair. Too many to count begin to drop like a stones to the ground.

      Through the blinding snow, I search again for Tethys and find the sliced salamanders have begun to shrivel away. Almost nothing is left of them but the steam they seemed so intent on creating.

      Suddenly on the move, Tethys stomps toward me, not yet able to summon her shield.

      Videus follows her progress and screeches, “Runa— Take her! Now!”

      Heat and flames erupt at my feet, surrounding me again and shifting to an unbearable temperature. The wall of fire consumes my entire line of sight. When my vision beyond the fire returns, I’m in a long hallway with large metallic looking doors going off on either side. Moans escape the tiny slits above them. The heat in this place is intense and I know immediately where I’ve been taken.

      The vassalage.

      As the gravity of my situation catches up with me, I’m ripped from the scene. Staring Tethys in the face, I blink in confusion. I look downward to find her massive claws lodged in the head of the salamander at my feet. In a swift movement, she pulls back. With a disgusting squish, its head severs clean from its body in four neat chunks, and sizzles in the snow.

      I reach a trembling hand out to Tethys’ head. My heart throbs unevenly and with wobbly knees, I step around the disintegrating salamander to get to her.

      Swallowing my trepidation, I take a look around. Trae rushes to my side, fear and concern mixing in his face.

      “Are you alright?” he asks, breathlessly.

      Suddenly, Delaney and a small team are on the scene, rushing to our aid. Two of the men, Ash and Patric, are armed with special weaponry that incinerates its prey on contact—killing off five of the salamanders in the blink of an eye. Kani is taking advantage of the confusion and is working her way toward Fenton’s overtaken form.

      Behind me, the Tree of Burden shimmers white, casting a glow onto Tethys—and a brilliant white light seeps from the doorway. Its hazy white tendrils reach for me and begin to fill with a swirling of color—white, blue, purple, green, pink— They reach for me gently, caressing my face, lifting my arms and urging me to stand. Beckoning me.

      Slowly, the light pulls back from the tips of each branch, summoned to return to the core of the Tree. As the last inklings of light pull back, leaving the cool sensation of the mist, my eyes rest on the wooden door carved on the side of the Tree. No longer locked tight, but instead, open wide. Inside, the light remains, pure and bright. It whispers in my veins, calling me forward.

      “The Tree—it’s materializing. Now. Burn it—burn the Tree!” Videus screams, pointing at the remaining salamanders.

      “Runa, you have to go. Find your answers, we’ve got your back,” Trae says, planting a quick kiss on my lips and turning to face Videus and the remaining salamanders.

      With my jaw set, I dash for the open doorway. The breeze ruffles my hair as I race to the Tree before Videus can stop me. Each determined step forward gives me strength as I reach for the door. My fear of the unknown lies dead on the ground as I grip the rough edge and thrust myself inside. The light is blinding and there’s nothing to see but radiance.

      Videus may know more than I do, but I need to rectify that. It’s time I figure out who I am and why I’m so important.

      My foot leaves the safety of the past, entering the blinding chasm of the unknown as the gigantic wooden door slams shut behind me.
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      RUNA DOESN’T HESITATE. She takes her opening and heads straight into the tree’s doorway—vanishing before my eyes. The moment I turn to defend against anything wishing to attack her, the tree sends out a shock wave, knocking me and everyone in the vicinity to the ground. As I scramble to my feet and turn back, the tree seals the natural gash along its trunk, erasing the opening and making itself whole.

      Will I ever see her again? I shake my head.

      Of course I will. I have to.

      A cry of panic breaks out and I twist around to find the source.

      Delaney’s expedition team has come at the most opportune moment, but Kani has completely lost her mind. Fenton’s possession by Videus has evidently caused her to act rashly. My best-friend’s features contort into a wicked grin as he takes a step back, gripping Kani by her neck. Delaney, Patric, and Ash all stand by, ready to make a move if an opening arises, but I seriously hope there isn’t one.

      “Whoa guys—” I say, holding my hands out in front of me, trying to be the voice of reason before things get out of hand.

      “Let go or so help me—” Kani says, clawing at Fenton’s arm. However, Videus stands perfectly still, as if her efforts don’t even faze him. With a deliberately slow maneuver, he plucks the knife from Kani’s hand and presses it against her throat, making her instantly still.

      “I do believe everyone needs to take a moment,” he says, his voice ice-cold as he tips Kani’s chin upward with the blade, exposing her neck even more, “Traeton, call of your guard dogs, or Kani will die. It will be slow and painful and it will be done by me.”

      As if conflicted, Fenton’s face flickers momentarily from being completely encompassed by Videus’ possession. His eyes flash from black to his natural brown—but the effect doesn’t last.

      Trying to seize the possible opportunity, I say, “Fenton, this is Kani you’re talking about. You don’t want to hurt her— ”

      “Eh, eh,” Videus says, shaking his head, “C’mon Traeton. You know better than that. Let’s not get confused.”

      I shoot a glance at Delaney, who nods her agreement. None of us want to run the risk of hurting Fenton’s body, or getting Kani killed.

      “Everyone, put down your weapons,” I tell them.

      Setting down the sonic resonator at my feet, I kick it forward a bit and stand back with my hands raised. Delaney and Patric follow suit, but Ash quickly takes aim and fires. The shot clips Videus in the ear, splattering Kani in Fenton’s blood.

      Kani’s scream is abruptly cut off as the knife in Videus’ hand sinks into her skin and opens a thin line in her neck. Blood pools in Videus’ hand, dripping down Kani’s neck and onto her white jacket.

      Videus touches his ear with his other hand and takes a deep, calming breath as he surveys the area around him.

      “You really shouldn’t have done that,” he says, maintaining the pressure on a very still Kani.

      “Ash,” Delaney warns.

      Ash lowers his weapon, keeping his eyes trained on Videus the entire time.

      The field of salamanders have been annihilated down to two survivors, which hover near Fenton’s feet, huffing menacingly. The birds have all but abandoned their master to save themselves and I know this is Videus’ last stand. If he’s painted into any more of a corner, he’s going to lash out and the result will be the loss of Kani, and likely Fenton. We can’t let that happen.

      What we need to do is capture Fenton and find a way to kick this Videus guy out of him—or something—but if he makes a move to harm anyone else, I know Delaney won’t hesitate to take him out.

      “Now then, we were in the middle of something when you so rudely interrupted,” Videus says, narrowing his eyes at the tree behind me, “Fortunately, the distraction allowed the Tree to make a rather unremarkable reappearance.”

      With a single hand gesture from Videus, the remaining two salamanders slink from his feet, streaking past me and taking opposite sides of the tree.

      “Don’t you dare touch the tree— ” I warn through gritted teeth.

      If the tree is destroyed, everything will be for nothing. Runa’s in there somewhere and everything inside me is screaming to put a wrench in Videus’ plans. But how?

      “Stop them, Trae,” Kani yells, “I’d rather die than live in a world where Fenton is taken by this monster.”

      Videus chuckles, “Do you know nothing, Kani? Good, noble Traeton—risk your life? He won’t do it, even if it means giving up on … what was it? Love? Lust?”

      Kani twists to the side, slamming her elbow hard into Videus’ ribcage. Blood streams heavily from her neck, but she wrenches the knife from his hand and immediately turns it on him. With her free hand, she covers her wound, but sways slightly. Her complexion has gone a ghastly white.

      Videus takes careful consideration of his situation, slowly raising his hands.

      “Kani … think carefully,” Delaney says, using her most calming tone, “Don’t do anything rash.”

      “Shut it, Lane,” Kani says, anger and defense encompassing her entire makeup.

      Videus stands, using Fenton’s features to try to break Kani’s resolve. He lightens his expression and takes a step forward.

      “You wouldn’t do anything to poor Fenton’s body. Now would you?” Videus asks, wide eyed and direct, “He loves you, you know. And wants desperately to get back to you.”

      “Don’t do that—don’t you dare do that,” Kani says, jabbing the knife towards Videus. “You don’t care about Fenton. If you did, you’d get the hell out.”

      The control over Fenton’s appearance flickers again, but the impenetrable black eyes remain.

      “Of course I care. You are my people— Everything I’ve done … I’ve done for you. This has always been about keeping the sanctity of life,” he says.

      “Sanctity of life? You have to be kidding me. After all this?” Kani says, splaying her arms out wide, “All this death is because of you.”

      “He will not come around to your understanding, Kani,” Patric says, stepping forward and regaining hold of his weapon.

      Ash and Delaney also bend down, picking up their weapons and taking careful aim.

      “Fenton’s still in there somewhere. He has to be. What if we can get him out?” Kani says, her hand shaking.

      “Hold onto that thought. Let it be your compass,” Delaney says, giving Kani a significant look.

      “Hmmm … You know, I kind of like this body. Young, agile. Lots of memories of this resistance of yours buried in here. No … I could get used to this,” Videus taunts.

      It’s clear to me, he’s hoping to agitate Kani into making a mistake and in her state, it just might work.

      A ferocious snarl erupts behind me and Videus’ eyes widen as if he remembered something important.

      “No—she’s still here,” he mutters, his eyes distant.

      I take a glance around, but of course, nothing can be seen.

      Is the Morph here? Or whatever we thought was the Morph …

      It certainly seemed like something was helping us through the mayhem.

      Hoping the distraction will cause enough confusion, I launch myself forward and roll to where I kicked my sonic resonator. Before anyone can stop me, I prop myself up on one knee and face the tree. I flip the switch, readying Jane, just as flames ignite at the salamanders’ feet. A burst of electricity erupts from the center of their bodies, creating a conduit that wraps around the tree and connects the two of them. In a flash, they start running in a counter-clockwise fashion, burning away all traces of snow the base of the tree. Due to their motion, it’s hard to take aim as they ring around and around.

      “What are you waiting for? Shoot—” Patric calls out, firing a shot of his own before I get the chance.

      The shot misses its target, instead, hitting the tree and splintering a huge chunk from the side. Ash and Delaney also fire, but the sheer speed of the salamanders makes it hard to pin them down.

      Centering myself, I take a guess as to where one of the salamanders will be next, and I fire two shots. There’s nothing standing between me and the salamanders, and yet they ricochet in the opposite directions as if being parted by an invisible force.

      As I try to figure out the cause, my sonic resonator is abruptly flung out of my hands and lands in the snow beside me. Directly in front of my face, a piercing howl of pain and anger makes me cover my ears to protect them. I duck down, covering my face with my forearms expecting to be attacked, but nothing happens.

      Runa mentioned before there’s more here I can’t see—and that I could hurt her.

      Did I just shoot her by accident?

      A moment later, one of the salamanders is flung backward of its own accord as if being yanked by its tail. The fire at their feet and the electrical arc between the two severs. The salamander howls in agony, thrashing on its back as it tries to right itself. The second salamander abandons its post, rushing to its companion and slinging itself at the attacker. Stopping in mid-air, it latches onto the creature we can’t see as it reignites the fire at its feet. Another ear-splitting howl of pain erupts, but it’s not from the salamanders.

      I fumble with the sonic resonator, unsure what to do—if I try to help I could hurt all of them.

      “Delaney, can your team get a good shot? Take out the salamanders,” I yell.

      “What the hell is it attacking?” Delaney asks.

      “Just do it— ”

      Two shots are fired, one making direct contact with the salamander on top of the creature. Blood bursts from its shoulder as it tumbles off the invisible creature and lands in the snow. Immediately, the other salamander flings itself at its enemy.

      “Claws—watch out for Tethys’ claws,” Videus screeches.

      “Shut up,” Kani yells, stepping forward with the knife, “Just keep your mouth shut.

      The shot salamander slinks around, trying to get on the other side of the invisible creature while the other attacks. The movement is ineffective as the invisible creature flings off the salamander on its back. It knocks into the other and with a loud squish, a head of one of the salamanders is pulverized before our eyes.

      Without any further hesitation, the remaining salamander launches itself at the tree. It reignites the flames at its feet, slinking upward in a spiraling dance. It leaves behind a trail of fire until the entire thing has gone up in flames. The sky darkens with the smoke and there’s nothing I can do but stand there in horror as the last salamander destroys the tree right before our eyes.

      “Yes— I have to admit, I almost didn’t think I’d accomplish this,” Videus says, laughing manically, “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this moment. To think—the Daughter of Five led me straight to it. After all this time, she was actually its undoing.”

      The heat from the raging fire becomes unbearable—even from this distance, but the salamander perches itself inside the large prongs of the tree as if it’s its second nature to be alight. Even from here, I can see the wound on its tail healing itself in the flames.

      “We have to find a way to stop the fire,” I yell, running toward the tree and throwing heaps of snow into the flames, “Runa’s still in there.”

      Delaney and Patric run to my aid, while Ash stays behind with Kani—keeping Videus under control. We throw armful after armful at the tree, but it doesn’t even make a dent at the extremity of the blaze.

      “It’s beyond your control, Traeton. You can’t stop it now,” Videus says, “The prophecy will never come to pass. You and your Daughter of Five will never take this world from me.”

      Suddenly, the snow on the ground all around us vibrates and rises in the air on its own accord. As if in a reverse avalanche, snow hurls itself at the tree from every direction. The salamander hisses, flinging itself out of the tree and fleeing in the opposite direction. At first the snow sizzles, burning away as steam, but the force of it is too strong and eventually, it melts into a massive wave.

      Patric and I stumble backward, watching in awe as the fire fights with the water, battling for dominion over the tree. Finally, the water begins to win out and the flames start to extinguish.

      “Okay, I think we’ve had our fun,” Videus calls out, “We need to go. Now.”

      In a huff, the remaining salamander quickly slinks through each of us, trying to get back to Videus. A howl from the invisible creature makes me wonder if she’s the one behind the water’s attack.

      “Don’t let it get to Fenton,” I yell, rushing after it.

      Reaching for the sonic resonator, I fire at the salamander. It takes a direct hit, but shakes itself off and keeps running.

      Kani holds her ground, training her eye on both the salamander’s progress and Videus. As the salamander nears, she takes a swipe at its back. The blade scrapes across the top of the salamander, like metal on metal—impervious to the blade.

      “It will take Fenton the way the other one took Baxten if we don’t stop it,” I yell, “Shoot it!”

      Ash fires a shot and misses, hitting the snow between Kani and Videus.

      The small salamander doesn’t waste any time. It slinks in, curling quickly around Videus’ feet and biting down on its own tail.

      Videus’ face briefly flickers back and forth between his agitated features and the scared expression I know only to be Fenton’s.

      Sneering, Videus takes control.

      “Don’t be fooled. These intrusions are not your saving grace. They buy you time and nothing more. Watch your backs. I’m coming for all of y— ”

      With the flick of her wrist, Kani releases the knife in her hand. Before anyone can react, it embeds itself deep into my best friend’s chest. Blood gurgles from his mouth as he clutches at the intrusion.

      “I’m sorry, Fenton,” Kani sobs, dropping to her knees.

      “No— ” I scream, rushing to Fenton. After all that’s happened—not this. Not this way.

      The inky black in my best friend’s eye color pulls back, leaving them clear of Videus. For the briefest of moments, Fenton is with us so Videus could flee to save himself.

      “Tha’s me girl,” Fenton says. Blood spatters from his lips as he coughs. “Shoulda done it sooner, though.”

      “Fenton— I’m sorry, so, so sorry,” Kani cries, scrambling to her feet and reaching for him.

      Flames erupt at the salamander’s feet and burst from the center of its body, engulfing Fenton the way we witnessed with Baxten. Before I can reach him, both he and the salamander vanish.

      Cupping my hand over my mouth, there’s nothing I can do to stop the severity of emotions—I fall to my knees.

      I barely care when the tidal wave in the distance crashes down behind me. As quickly as it came, the wave becomes a surge of new snow creating a blanket to cover up the grizzly past. The scene is so calm, yet I’m forever changed. Videus has done this—wreaked a havoc I’d never in my wildest dreams imagine. All for what?

      I stare numbly at the bloody, charred ground directly in front of me.

      Delaney is suddenly by our side, wrapping her arms around Kani. Ash and Patric remain off on the periphery—giving us all a moment.

      “Kani, I’m sorry— ” Lane offers.

      “He came back. Just for a second, he came back,” Kani murmurs.

      “Landry was working on removing the hold on Fenton’s mind. We were hoping— ”

      “You knew? And you didn’t tell us?” I demand.

      Lane holds my gaze, trying to convey some sort of sympathy in her expression. But I can’t find the strength in my to care.

      Reaching for Kani’s shoulder, she says, “We knew if Videus was aware—the consequences could be dire. He would have killed Fenton there and then.”

      “They were dire, Lane,” Kani says, the spark in her completely gone. Tears cling to her eyelashes as she reaches out, touching the bloody snow.

      “We thought … if we could get to your coordinates quickly, we could buy ourselves some time. We had no idea just how bad— ”

      Shaking my head, I stand up and walk away. I can’t hear any more of it. I can’t stand the thought of how close we were to having it all—only to lose Fenton and the Tree anyway.

      I face the charred remains of the now infamous tree. The blackened surface sizzles and the smell makes me sick.

      We’ve lost the battle entirely. With the tree gone, how will Runa make it back to us?Fenton’s gone and we have absolutely nothing to show for his loss.

      An eerie silence falls when all that’s left is the fluttering of snow and memories of people I love that I will never get back.

      Runa, I’m so sorry I failed you.
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      WARMTH. Like stepping through a shower of water, the light hugs my body, enticing me forward into its protection. For a few moments, I’m lost in it—unable to distinguish the separation of where the light ends and I begin. Sounds resonate through the luminescence.

      No, not sounds … songs.

      Quiet at first, one note blends into the next until my entire being is surrounded in harmonic resonance. I am a part of the song, forgotten and reborn in its melody. Suddenly, the songs become words, both foreign and familiar. Then the words become sentences until I’m comprehending all being said. The first voice is soft and masculine, a warm embrace from someone just on the edge of my memory. The second is a woman’s, intertwining with the man’s but rivaling no other. Their song is one of rebirth, love, and trials. As quickly as the voices arose, the song melts away.

      The woman’s voice rings clear, as if standing before me.

      “Runa, Daughter of Five, we welcome you home. There is so much to discuss … Your place in this world is more important than you’ve ever been led to believe and we will do everything we can to prepare you for what comes next.”

      I wait, my mind holding a breath my body can’t feel.

      The light pulls back and I am suddenly standing in a lush meadow full of beautiful white flowers. In the center of its five petals is a burst of purple. I reach out, plucking a single flower from the ground. The petals are exquisitely soft and I bring the flower to my nose.

      Home.

      Yes, this is home. Something about the gentle fragrance of vanilla triggers memories that are not my own—but instead passed down to me from the ages.

      A woman dressed in a simple white gown emerges from the distant woods. The gown flows ethereally at her feet, as if she doesn’t even touch the ground she walks upon. Sunlight cascading through the trees radiates her presence and I know without a doubt, she is the one who has been in my mind warning and guiding me. Her long, white hair falls in voluminous curls around her shoulders and her inviting blue eyes sparkle. She stops directly in front of me, her graceful smile reassuring and gentle.

      “We have waited a long time for you, Runa,” she says, reaching out for my hand, “It’s so good to see you.”

      “I know. I’m not sure how I know … but I do,” I say, taking her hand.

      “My name is Adrian,” she says as she guides me along a footpath through the flowers, “You must have many questions.”

      “I do,” I say. But for the life of me, none of them are coming to mind.

      We walk in silence for a while, finally pushing our way through long, dangling willow branches to the edge of a large pond. The sun’s rays filter through the trees, reminding me of music in the form of sight. Steam rises from the water’s surface, creating a curtain of mystery. Large, majestic birds swim at the water’s edge—swans, my memory recalls.

      Adrian takes a seat on the ground and puts her bare feet into the water.

      Patting the ground next to her, she says, “Sit. Let us discuss the things past and the things yet to come.”

      I nod and take a seat beside Adrian, casting my gaze out over the water. Bending forward, I release the flower, watching it float away on the water’s surface.

      “Why me?” I ask.

      “Long before the universe presented you, we have waited patiently for the signs. One of the most important pieces of information I can bestow on you is this ... Our world, Pendomus, was never meant to be locked—the rotation was halted for the gain of one and he wants to ensure balance is never reinitiated. It would mean power has been given back to the planet, to the true inhabitants. This was once a peaceful planet. One of harmony and abundance. Now, for centuries, we have silently awaited a child to be born who will have the power necessary to return us to this harmony. The child was you, Runa.

      This is why you’ve always had a calling to the outdoors. It is also why you’re professional appointment made no sense to you. Videus had been watching your progress, as he has with many who came before you, and felt the need to take action on your behalf. Cremator is the category he gives those who will be assimilated and transformed into his murderous agents—the salamanders. They are the children with the makings of greatness, with uniqueness. Make no mistake, he was trying to dispose of you, like he has already done to so many before in his effort to circumvent the prophecy.”

      “What happens now?” I ask.

      “There is so much you are unaware of. So much we have to teach you—imbue you with,” she takes a deep breath, intertwining her fingers and placing them in her lap.

      “Then start,” I say, turning to face her.

      Adrian’s expression darkens as her lips tug downward.

      “As you know, truth lies within the eye, but do not mistake your inheritance for security. There are people, the ones perhaps closest to you, who will wish to seek you harm. They will come at you from ways you won’t see coming.”

      My words come, tumbling from memories that feel so far away, though I know they happened only moments ago. His blonde hair and dark, dark eyes …

      “You mean … Fenton,” I say.

      “No, Daughter of Five. There is another. Bound by blood and destiny. You must be mindful at all times, be aware. Videus will plot against you until you are finished. You must not let this happen.”

      Adrian’s eyes are full of sorrow.

      “Who? Who do you mean?” I ask. My serenity in this place evaporates like the burst of a bubble and I’m left floundering.

      Considering, she finally says, “I am bound by the prophecy to let unfold what must. Only time can answer this question for you. Fate may not as of yet decide the form this treachery will come in.”

      Frustration seeps into my demeanor and I struggle to remain unfazed.

      “Why was I brought here? For this? To accuse people close to me? Why not just tell me this before? Why lure me here?”

      “The answer to your questions are simple. There are three reasons you were required to enter this realm,” Adrian says, turning to face me.

      Her piercing blue eyes feel like they see right through me and I squirm in my spot.

      “The first, to inform you to the best of my ability. Outside of this realm, nothing is sacred. Nothing is untouchable. No corner of your mind nor body is beyond Videus’ limits. Remember that.”

      She pauses, letting me rest within this notion and it doesn’t sit well.

      “For many years Videus has sought the one who carries the gift to see what he cannot see. What you can see,” she says, holding my gaze, “He wishes to exterminate the light you will bring to this dying world. Pendomus was once a planet teaming with life. When humans colonized, the original inhabitants tried to be accommodating, to share the world. Humanity had other plans. Runa, you have been called here because of your importance. We need your help to rectify what has been done.”

      “But … how? What can I do?” I ask, “I’m only one person.”

      “You are the only one that matters,” she says, matter-of-factly, “This will make more sense as time goes on. Another reason you were brought here is so I can guide you onward. There are many tasks ahead of you, but you must focus on one at a time. Your brother is in the midst of all that is desecrate. His link to you may end us all if we are not careful. His capture was most unfortunate. In order to fulfill your destiny, you must recover him and I’ll do my best to show you the way.”

      She places a hand on my forehead and images flash through my mind. Terrain of Pendomus—starting with the entrance to the cavernous system I know now as the Lateral. It continues on in rapid succession, through trees and snow drifts until it moves beyond the snow’s edge, exiting the habitable area of Pendomus to enter the desolate desert side—the one permanently facing our sun.

      She pulls her hand from my head and places it back in her lap.

      “Your destination lies beyond what you’ve known. Beyond what you’re comfortable with. You must go to the place where the sun touches the land in order to find your brother. This task is very dangerous because the trek cannot be made with Tethys. You will be traveling to where any water would instantly vaporize. Because of this, you must go one your own, but you will not be without guidance.”

      With the memories gifted to me, Tethys has become an important entity in my life. As important as my brother, my friends, even Traeton. The idea of going without her feels daunting.

      “I have friends—people I care about. Perhaps they could help?” I offer.

      “Your friends cannot go with you and I cannot tell you why. They have their own roles to play in all of this. You must trust me.”

      Adrian’s expression is veiled, and I nod. Something inside me tells me I can trust her implicitly—just as I know the same of Tethys. After everything that’s happened, a part of me knows that by involving Traeton or the others, I would be further risking their lives. Which is something I won’t do.

      I cast my gaze out over the pond and wait for more. A small blue and purple butterfly flutters beside me until it lands gently upon my hand. Bringing my hand closer, the butterfly’s wings open and close slowly, but it remains facing me as if studying me as much as I study it.

      I glance up and find Adrian smiling thoughtfully.

      “A symbol of your transformation,” she says, nodding her head at the butterfly, “You are also here so I can prepare you of the tasks ahead. Your gift of sight alone will not be enough. When the time comes, you will have the resources you require to acquire your brother. New gifts lie dormant within you and could only be awakened by your presence here. They will not be awakened all at once, instead emerging over time.”

      “I don’t understand. What gifts?” I ask, shaking my head.

      “That will be up to you. You will know as the time comes.”

      I snort, pulling my legs up close to my body. “How is any of this preparing me? You’re being too cryptic.”

      “I’m sorry, it is as much as I am allowed. Is it not more than you previously knew?” she asks, tilting her head knowingly.

      “I suppose,” I mutter.

      “However, you’re right. There is more.”

      Adrian pulls her legs out of the water, choosing instead to sit in a cross-legged position. Placing her hands face up on her knees, she closes her eyes. I watch her curiously, wondering what she’s doing.

      Right before my eyes an enormous book materializes in her open hands. The cover is bound with a dark fabric, with impressions scrolled across the top. Etched in the center is a perfect replica of the Tree of Burden.

      Adrian holds the book out to me.

      “This Caudex will be your only source to the histories of Pendomus and eventually to the prophecy. When you leave this place, the software hardwired in your brain will be destroyed to deter Videus from gaining access to your mind. Unfortunately, it will likely disrupt our communication as well. The Caudex has its own ability to sense when new information is required. When you’re ready, details will arise within the pages,” she says, tapping the center of the tree.

      I accept the monolith and place it on my lap. Peering down, I run my hand along the Caudex’s edge and attempt to open it. Though there is no clasp, the book is somehow locked.

      “Because this book’s essence is tied to the Tree of Burden, you must use the same key you used to enter this realm,” Adrian says calmly.

      I shake my head, confused.

      “But I don’t have it. The crystal was placed inside the door—”

      A sleek smile creeps across Adrian’s lips and she points to me.

      I glance down to find the crystal bound into a necklace and hanging from my neck. The silver surrounding the crystal is shaped in the form of small spirals and reminds me instantly of water.

      “Where—? How?” I ask, touching the crystal.

      “The Tree of Burden could no longer exist in its previous form,” Adrian says, “It has been reborn—for you, in exactly the way it was always meant to.”

      She again taps the cover of the book.

      “You are talking in circles. You say you’re here to help me, inform me … but I feel more lost than I was before I entered the Tree,” I admit, “What if I don’t want this burden. What if you have the wrong person?”

      “Rest assured, there has only ever been one with the ability to enter this space,” Adrian says knowingly, “Runa, the Tree of Burden holds its name for a reason. Once chosen, you can not unchoose.”

      I close my eyes trying to make sense of everything, “You talk about a prophecy. What does it say?”

      “When you are ready to know, the Caudex will enlighten you.”

      The wind picks up, carrying the songs I heard upon my arrival. A male and female voice intertwine—beckoning me to stand.

      “It’s time for you to go now,” Adrian says, untangling her feet as she stands.

      “This can’t be everything. I need to know more … Why me? What else do I need to know? How is my brother involved in all of this? How can I even save him?” I ask, frantic to learn as much as I can before I’m pulled from this place.

      “Remember, the Caudex will be your guide now—” Adrian’s voice grows quieter, nearly a whisper at the edge of my mind.

      The swans in the pond take flight, heading into the bands of sunlight until they vanish from view. Enormous wings sprout from Adrian’s back, surrounding her in an unearthly glow. Shielding my eyes, the light grows brighter and with my free hand, I clutch the Caudex, not wanting to lose touch with my connection to the Tree of Burden, or this realm.

      Encompassed by the light, I lose touch with my body. Hands and feet, body and self—for the longest time I do not exist beyond my essence blended with the light. Suddenly, I’m thrust from the realm inside the Tree.

      There is no snow on the ground, instead, I’m surrounded by sand and sun. No longer in the middle of a field of flowers, I find myself sitting cross legged on the edge of a large crater. Beside me, the remnants of the once living willow trees.

      This is the same place—the location of the pond. Only, it’s no longer a pond.

      I blink away my uneasiness and look down. The Caudex remains with me. Reaching up to my neck, I find the crystal still dangling in place.

      With a deep breath, I unclasp the necklace holding the crystal. I turn the small stone over and it glows brightly in my palm. Though there is no space for a keyhole, a sudden knowing washes over me and I wave the crystal in front of the Caudex. The book creaks open and I flip through the ancient pages. The majority remain empty—place holders for information just as Adrian had said. I flip open to the only section with writing.

      
        
        In the age of the elders, the acropolis served as the source of foundation for all of Pendomus—far before the invasion of dying Earth’s humanity. The structure was the most beautiful in all the world, truly a spectacular sight to behold. All inhabitants of Pendomus kept the site sacred above all others. When humanity released its scourge upon the land, all of nature conspired to protect the acropolis, burying it deep within itself. Creation itself split apart into five equal fragments. Each held its own special gift, none more important than the other. They hid themselves away, awaiting the day their gifts could be resurrected to once again bring balance to Pendomus.

        

      

      Beneath the passage, a five-petaled flower is drawn in glowing metallic ink.

      
        
        The Everblossom—now the image to invoke the five is key to the one who can reclaim its purpose. Once known to grow even amidst the most frigid of storms, the Everblossom was finally destroyed when humanity laid waste with their misguided attempt to terraform the planet. All cycles of Pendomus were ground to a halt, as the planet was locked in place with the closest star in an attempt to exterminate the original inhabitants.

        

      

      Moving images of trees shriveling back and dying without the sun’s natural cycle follow the paragraph. I let out a sigh, my shoulders slumping as I take in the barren sights around me. This used to be a lush garden…

      Somehow, I always knew the trees had been here long before humanity. It had always been so clear to me. Shaking my head, I read and reread these two passages over and over, trying to decipher their hidden meanings and what they have to do with finding my brother.

      When I have burned the words into my memory, I close the Caudex.

      Not everything is clear—in fact, much of my life has become ridiculously ambiguous. However, one thing is certain … by circumstances much larger than myself, I have been put on a path I must follow to the next destination. Lives hang in the balance. People I care about need me to be strong—to do what’s right, no matter how difficult.

      I close my eyes, my thoughts drifting from Baxten, to Traeton.

      Though our time together has been brief—a part of him lingers with me. I would give anything to have him here for whatever comes next.

      Wherever he is now—I hope Tethys is keeping him safe—keeping all of them safe.

      One day, I promise I will find them again.

      This is not the end.
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        Did you love Pendomus?

        If so, please kindly leave a review. It helps others like you find this crazy, beautiful series.

        Many thanks!

        Carissa
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        Leave a review here: Amazon Reviews

        Pendomus is also available in audiobook!
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        Book 2 of the Pendomus Chronicles
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            Runa

          

        

      

    

    
      I DIDN’T THINK it would be this hard. I really didn’t give much thought to how things would be at all, come to think of it. I kind of just hoped taking a leap of faith would be enough to guide me through the rest of what was to come. Boy was I wrong.

      My focus softens as I stare out over the undulating mounds of sand, heat radiating in rolling waves. With my NanoTech jacket bundled up in my lap, the absence of the protective fabric allows the small granules to pelt the soft skin of my arms. Each strike is like being burned with hot pokers and reminds me just how far out of my element I really am. I’ve never felt the unfettered sun on my skin before now. It isn’t as pleasant as you might think.

      I take a deep breath and close my eyes.

      For some reason, I assumed if I did what was expected of me—going into the Tree of Burden, seeking more answers as I was told— I’d have more support than this. More information, or details…not a mostly blank book which refuses to hand over any more of its secrets.

      My eyes fall to the worn leather and paper of the Caudex beside me. Reaching out, I stroke the cover with my palm. I’ve stared at the same passages over and over, hoping to glean something new. They’re burned into my memory now; for whatever good it does me. There hasn’t been anything to help me determine my next steps, beyond what Adrian had given me.

      What’s worse is this crushing pain of being all alone. I miss my friends, I miss Traeton…

      Wow, do I miss him.

      Once you’ve gotten used to someone’s presence, their absence is an enormous void; almost crushing. With everything that’s been thrown at me, I thought I’d be stronger…more capable to handle this somehow. What good is being this so-called Daughter of Five if it doesn’t mean anything? Just words.

      How can I be the savior of the planet and bring about any kind of change here? I’m just as lost as everyone else—maybe more so.

      I pull my knees closer to my body as my mind drifts back to my happiest moment. The place I go to when I need to escape the harshness of the present. It’s becoming a feeble attempt at finding equilibrium to this internal darkness I’m sinking into.

      Pressing my fingertips to my lips, I try to recall the brief moments in his embrace. The feel of his breath and the way his hands touched my body; like I was his, and his hands knew it. Those moments between Trae and I weren’t all that long ago, and yet it feels like an eternity since I last saw him. Last spoke to him…Last touched him. I’d do anything to be with him right now.

      I don’t even know if he’s safe.

      The thought makes me cringe with regret. I did what I thought was necessary, but I left them all behind to deal with the aftermath without me. What if I never make it back to them?

      Squinting out to the horizon, all that’s before me is sand. Lots and lots of it. The landscape is foreign, the region inhospitable. All I have to go on is the sun’s location still locked in the sky and impressions I received from Adrian.

      I run my tongue over my parched lips, wondering how much longer I can survive without a larger water supply. The tiny pool I discovered has run dry and it’s only a matter of time before I dehydrate completely. My stomach grumbles, empty. Time is running out and I have nowhere to turn to. No one to turn to.

      Brushing the sand off my legs, I slowly pull my NanoTech jacket back on, careful not to disturb my blistered skin as I leave the safety of the rocky alcove. I clutch the Caudex to my chest and trudge through the drifts. The sun blares down, making the suit unbearably hot, but I already know what happens if I leave it off.

      I’ve walked for days, trying to find some sort of clue to why I was left here. Any clues to lead me to my next destination, but all I’ve seen is more sand. There are no birds, no creatures of any kind stirring…just me and my book. I lift the Caudex above my head, trying to shield the sun from my eyes as I walk, but after a while the weight of it is unbearable.

      In the distance is an outcropping of stones, much larger than any I’ve seen so far. I make it my destination as I continue onward. The ground begins to look more like a vast ocean spread out in front of me.

      Keep going, Runa. You’re almost there.

      Sweat cascades down my back and my legs give out.

      “Just a second…to rest.”

      The Caudex lands in a heap in front of me. Wiping the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand, I squint in the distance to my destination. It seems just as far away now as it was when I started.

      The breeze picks up, sending sand flying around me. The pages of the Caudex flip back and forth furiously, and I reach out to grab it before some of the brittle pages rip. As I do, an enormous set of black claws extend from the open pages, reaching outward from inside the book and into the sand storm around me. With a mixture of amazement and horror, I step back as a muscular black arm follows, then a large black face. As realization dawns, I squelch my scream and scramble back, trying to put distance between myself and the emerging Salamander.

      Effortlessly, it slinks out of the Caudex, then stomps from side to side, huffing and hissing at me.

      “Stay back. Do you hear me?” I scream at the creature, kicking sand its direction.

      A long pink tongue flickers out, as if mocking me for my feeble attempts. The Salamander slinks from beside the book, making its way toward me, despite my protests.

      I grab a rock the size of my fist and hold it above my head.

      “Don’t move or I’ll be forced to use this.” I warn, unsure if the Salamander has any idea what I’m even saying. Truthfully, it doesn’t matter— it will know soon enough if I’m forced to use it.

      I quickly scan the open desert around me, watchful of any reinforcements—other Salamanders, juncos—Videus. The Salamander halts in front of me, turning its head from side to side, sizing me up. Blue flickers of electricity zap between its toes, making me extremely uneasy.

      Whatever you’re going to do…do it. I don’t have all day.

      With a final huff, the Salamander spins around, its tail slamming into my hand and knocking the stone clear out of my grasp. It lands a good ten meters away with a soft thud.

      Surprised, I scramble on my hands and knees for a larger stone. The Salamander wastes no time, rushing back to me. Its face is inches from mine and it lets out a shrill cry like nothing I’ve ever heard. The reverberation sends a shiver up my spine. Instinctively, I cover my ears and lower my head. The squeal abruptly stops and I wait with my eyes squeezed shut for its inevitable attack. When nothing happens, I take a chance and look up.

      The Salamander watches me closely, tilting its head to the side. I swear its ice blue eyes see right through me. For a moment, I forget myself and lean inward. The corner of its lip pulls back in a snarl. Then it closes the last few inches between us, its breath foul, like it recently ate something rotten.

      Perhaps it did.

      After a moment of standing utterly still, it again spins in its spot, and begins to saunter away. When he reaches the Caudex, he nudges the book shut and glances back at me.

      “Hey—don’t you touch that,” I call after the beast, pushing to a stand.

      Startled into movement, I rush to the book I’m meant to guard with my life. The Salamander huffs, as if reprimanding me. Confused, I pick up the Caudex, clutching it to my chest and step back, watching the Salamander closely. I cock my head to the side, narrowing my eyes.

      “What are you waiting for?” I ask, more for myself than for the creature.

      As if understanding my words, the Salamander looks into the distance at the rock outcropping I’ve been trying to reach—then returns its gaze to me.

      “Oh, no…not on your life,” I say as a strange understanding settles in, “If you think we are going there together—or worse—you’re deluded. I don’t care if you came out of the Caudex.”

      Again, the Salamander huffs. However, this time, he starts walking, leaving me in the full blaze of the sun alone. For a moment, I watch, partly relieved he’s on his way. A more annoying part of me is telling me to follow it; that I shouldn’t be so stubborn.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I shake my head, and take a seat in the sand, “Kani would tell me I was mental if I followed it. She’d be right.”

      After all I’ve been through with these creatures, there’s no way I’m going the same direction. They have a direct connection with Videus and the last thing I need right now is to be taken over—or captured. The little blue stone around my neck glows brightly, tugging itself toward the Caudex. Curious, I crack open the monolith to see if there’s new information. Flipping through slowly, page after page is still blank.

      My eyes rest on the two passages which have been there from the very beginning:

      
        
        In the age of the elders, the acropolis served as the source of foundation for all of Pendomus—long before the invasion of dying Earth. The structure was the most beautiful in the world, truly a spectacular sight. Inhabitants of Pendomus kept the site sacred above all others. When humanity released its scourge upon the land, nature conspired to protect the acropolis, burying it deep within itself. Creation itself split apart into five equal fragments. Each held its own special gift, none more important than the others. They hid themselves away, waiting for the day their gifts could be resurrected to restore balance to Pendomus.

        

      

      My eyes fall to the five-petaled flower drawn in glowing metallic ink.

      
        
        The Everblossom is the image used to invoke the five, and key to the one who can reclaim its purpose. Once known to grow even in the most frigid of storms, the Everblossom was finally destroyed when humanity laid waste with their misguided efforts to terraform the planet. All cycles of Pendomus ground to a halt as the planet was locked to the closest star in an attempt to eradicate the new inhabitants.

        

      

      I shake my head. Of course there was life here before; it has always been obvious to me, despite the history. The trees were examples of that.

      Before my eyes, as if being written by an invisible hand, these words appear:

      
        
        The original inhabitants of Pendomus were known as the Four Pillars. They connected all elements of Pendomus into a cohesive elemental planetary system…Salamanders, Waterbears, AirGliders, and the elusive TerraDweller. Together, they managed and maintained the balance of all things. None was higher regarded than the other, but each was powerful beyond measure.

        When humanity reigned down on the planet, it was the gentle Salamanders who were the first of the Pillars to come forth, offering their assistance and making their presence known. Feared for their ability to conjure the element of creation and destruction, they were also the first to be manipulated and eventually, conquered by the humans.

        As the AirGliders came to their aid, offering their intellect and support to relieve their comrades, many too were unable to maintain their distinction. Their minds were all too easily corrupted.

        It was the Waterbears who were all but annihilated by the covert efforts of those they once trusted, their partners in balance. When the Salamanders and AirGliders were taken, the Waterbears were unaware of the shift in power. As the balance of the Four Pillars crumbled, only a handful of Waterbears remained.

        The TerraDwellers remained stoic and centered. Refusing to engage in the initial battles, it was their lack of intervention, as perceived by the other three Pillars, to be the undoing of Pendomus. To this day, the TerraDwellers remain concealed, perhaps biding their time deep within the depths of Pendomus until the evidence of the prophecy’s initiation has come to pass.

        

      

      I lean forward on the book, running my hands over my forehead.

      So there is a prophecy.

      What does it say? Why can’t they describe it here?

      I sit back and shake my head. How could any of this be foretold? It doesn’t make logical, scientific sense.

      “Wow, I just let my Helix show,” I snicker at my train of thought.

      Logic gets you so far—but it’s not everything. There’s so much I’ve seen and experienced lately, and my training and education in the Helix never prepared me for it.  Yet here I am, relying on old thought patterns.

      The Salamander huffs nearby, then covers its nose beneath one of its paws as it lies down, waiting.

      With a sideways glance at the large black creature, I return my gaze to the book.

      The Helix was extremely efficient in drumming into our heads not to trust anything unless the scientific facts back them up. Part of me does agree—everything does have a scientific answer, but we just don’t have the know-how or tools to understand it yet.

      A month ago, I could say with certainty, I had no concept of these creatures of the Four Pillars. So who knows what else could be hidden on Pendomus that no one is aware of.

      Though the Caudex doesn’t go into specifics of their bodily types, I know I’ve seen the juncos known as the AirGliders. They were fairly obvious. Though I’m sure Caelum and his cronies really don’t want to be seen as the peaceful proponents of thought and reason.

      I look up at the face of the Salamander who appears to be studying me closely. Obviously, I’ve dealt with them; and clearly the Waterbears. Well, Waterbear.

      I lower the book to focus on the horizon beyond. I have, as of yet, to come across anything resembling a TerraDweller. How will I know one when I see it? What if they’re worse than the others? What if I do meet one? Will I come up against something I can’t handle?

      What makes them so elusive? Are they dangerous?

      Most of these details on the Pillars are ones I’ve heard before. Adrian told me most of this at the waterside of the pond when I had gone through the Tree, though she didn’t specifically call them this.

      I cast my gaze to the rogue Salamander as it stands up, giving up on me as it starts tromping further and further away from me.

      Okay, maybe I do get it. The Salamanders weren’t always bad. They were made to be that way—by us.

      I glance down at the open pages, and sigh.

      
        
        Follow her.

        

      

      The words write themselves on the page, but vanish before I have the opportunity to look again. For a moment, I’m not even sure it was really there, but then the next sentence follows in its place.

      
        
        She will guide you to where you need to be most.

        

      

      I blink to a completely blank page.

      Am I hallucinating? It could happen, considering the heat.

      I close the Caudex and stand up. With the book tucked under my left arm, I shield my eyes with my right hand. A bubble of energy surrounds the Salamander, much like Tethys’ shield does for her.

      “Fantastic. The first creature I see in days, and the one meant to help me is the same type of creature who tried to kill me and my friends,” I mutter, dragging my feet, but following after it.

      I keep my distance, but the Salamander must recognize my presence, slowing its own pace to allow me to catch up. Wind whips a flurry of sand up and I turn my back and close my eyes. In the distance, I swear I hear the Salamander cackling.

      Great, one of these creatures with a sense of humor. Just what I need.

      I miss Tethys. Without a doubt, I could trust her.

      The connection of safety is not evident with this Salamander, despite what the Caudex nudges me toward. Of course, my brain rebels. There is a nagging piece in the back of my mind reminding me trust with Tethys wasn’t always there, either. In fact, she was the most feared thing on the planet before I was able to communicate with her. After our first encounter, I had every reason to be scared to death of her.

      When I reach the Salamander, I continue walking. The ice blue eye on the side of her head briefly glances my direction and she huffs, looking away as she carries onward.

      We walk in complete silence, neither one of us seeming to want to give in to any kind of truce. After a while, though, the full brunt of the sun’s heat begins to wear on me. Sweat pools in the small of my back and beads across my forehead and neck. My lips are parched and right now, the only thing on my mind is finding someplace with water.

      The large rock outcropping is finally growing closer, but by my calculations is still an hour or two off. Much too long.

      I feel the stare of the Salamander as her eyes briefly flicking from our path, to me.

      “I’m fine,” I mutter, more for myself, than for her.

      She snorts, but it sounds almost like an indignant laugh; as if she knows something I don’t.

      I raise my eyebrows and turn to look at her.

      “Do you mind?” I say, “I don’t appreciate the tone.”

      For a moment, I’m completely serious, staring into the bottomless blue depths of the Salamander’s eyes. We both stop our progress and I bend over, laughing.

      I’m completely projecting my own thoughts onto the Salamander, not the other way around.

      Her curious eyes watch me, but I laugh even harder. It feels good to laugh—even to have someone to project thought onto, considering I’ve been alone for a couple of days. I never realized how much I enjoy the company of others—whether inside my head, or beside my body.

      “Come on. Let’s do this,” I say, shaking my head.

      My feet feel heavy as I drag onward, training my eyes on the destination on the horizon.

      I can make it if I just keep going…

      After a short distance, inky black tendrils creep in from the sides of my vision and I drop to my knees.

      “I think I need to take a—break,” I say, bending forward and clutching at the sand.

      I feel my body dropping as darkness takes me over completely.
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        * * *

      

      Drip, drip, drip.

      I lick my lips, trying to find my voice to ask for some water. A gritty, cracked texture meets my tongue, and I open my eyes.

      Surrounded by complete darkness, I blink hard, expecting something to change. When it doesn’t, I clamber to my hands and knees, feeling around at the space in front of me. Cold, wet, and rocky is the landscape beneath me. I stand up, nearly slipping as I do. Beside me, something growls and I freeze, completely still.

      There’s something in here with me. But where is here?

      Suddenly I remember the Salamander, the trek to the outcropping and I take a tentative step back.

      “If…” my voice wavers, “…if that’s you—please, just…let me know.”

      There’s a scratching sound, then an electrical charge builds beside me. The hair on the top of my head begins to rise and flames burst from the feet of the Salamander. Blue lines of electricity jump from the flames, zapping between its toes, connecting to the arcs from its other feet.

      I inch toward the wall, nodding.

      At least it’s only her.

      But how did I get here? What about the Caudex?

      I search the ground beside where I was and find it resting a meter or so away.

      “Did you bring me here? What happened?” I ask, eyeing the Salamander.

      She tips her head in acknowledgment and stomps toward me. Backing away quickly, her head nudges my knee, pushing me deeper into the tunnel.

      “Stay back, please. I’m not ready,” I say, trying to sound strong, even if my insides are something quite to the contrary.

      She continues to advance, huffing and swaying in a strange kind of dance as I continue to edge backwards.

      “If you brought me here, that’s great and all, but I’m really not in the mood to figure you out right now. So, if you don’t mind…” my voice cracks, but I continue, “I’ll be on my way from here. Alone.”

      With that, my foot sinks into a pool of water, sloshing around my NanoTech boot and up to my knee. My boot and trousers instantly turn black, as they start working to expel the moisture.

      My parched lips scream at me and without thought, I bend down, scooping as much of the water as I can into my cupped hands. I pull the cold, wet liquid to my lips and drink it in deeply. Over and over again I refill, drinking until my stomach aches and my lips are sated. My belly rumbles with the first ounce of anything hitting the depths of my stomach in a long time. When I can’t drink another drop I take a seat against the stoney wall, giving my insides a moment to calm down.

      The Salamander sits a few meters away, watching me as I glance up. Its head is slightly cock-eyed and tilted, as her heavy black eyelids slide open and closed.

      I take a deep breath and sigh.

      “Thank you,” I finally say, nodding my head in acknowledgment.

      As if appeased by this gesture of words, the Salamander snorts and lies down.

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask, wishing I could get a response I could understand.

      The Salamander nods to the Caudex on the ground beside me, then toward the darkness of the cavern beyond.

      “I don’t understand,” I say, eyeing her movements, “You know, if you’re not here to kill me, I wish we could communicate like Tethys and I do.”

      The Salamander exhales heavily.

      Maybe she does, too.

      I walk to the book, opening the pages slowly, just in case. Nothing appears out of the ordinary. There’s no new passages, nothing to explain the Salamander’s role, or what I’m meant to do next.

      The Salamander stomps the ground, sending a blue arc of lightening down the cavern tunnel. The light dims out the further it goes, and I turn back to her.

      “Are you telling me there’s something I should be aware of deeper in the cave?” I ask, my eyes widening.

      In an odd sense, it sort of feels like home. After all, the Haven and Lateral weren’t unlike this very cavern.

      Fire shoots from her nostrils and into a small circular ring a couple meters away. Though there’s nothing inside the ring to keep the fire lit, it does so anyway.

      I set the book aside and crawl on my hands and knees to get a closer look.

      “How did you— ?” I turn back to the Salamander, but my words cut off as I stare into the darkness of the rest of the cavern around me.

      No longer nearby, or keeping guard, the Salamander has vanished.

      Once again, I’m utterly alone.
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      HOW DO YOU KNOW if you’ve lost your moral compass?

      Over the last few days, I’ve considered hunting a man so I can kill him, make him suffer—at least, I think he’s a man—more times, and in more ways, than I care to admit. But do I really have it in me to hunt Videus down and extinguish the light from his eyes? Is it bad if the answer is always a resounding yes?

      My temples throb in rhythm with my feet as they pound over the wet cobbled stones as I walk this corridor of the Lateral for the hundredth time. I’ve practically worn a groove in its firm exterior. For some reason, walking back and forth helps to ease the unrest in my soul. All this sitting around isn’t doing any good, especially for Kani. Hell, who am I kidding? It’s not helping a single one of us.

      I step aside as a young boy with light blonde hair and a book clutched in his hand clammers by. He practically trips over his oversized shoes and baggy trousers, but laughs it off heartily as a brunette boy points and giggles.

      “Nice one,” the brunette laughs, “Ya nearly toppled that guy with the blue hair.”

      “Well, if I wasn’t the one who had to do all the heavy lifting—” The blonde one holds up his book and bops his friend on the head with it as he walks by.

      Neither one can be more than ten, maybe eleven, and they bring me back to a time not all that long ago, when I was running up and down these streets with my best friend with blonde hair. Shaking my head, I try to dismiss the uninvited memories cropping up. I’m not ready for them.

      It’s only been a week since the devastation at the Tree. Mere days since I last saw my best friend Fenton alive. Days since I last saw…

      Runa.

      Her blue and amber eyes haunt me in my already restless sleep. Sometimes I hear her voice in my mind, smell the soft hint of vanilla in my sleep pack. Thinking about her makes the hole in my chest implode in on itself further. Pretty soon there will be nothing left but a black, sucking void. It isn’t fair—any of this. Fenton and Runa should both be with us, and yet…

      They’re not.

      How does a person ever come to terms with this kind of loss? How do you find a way to fill the vacancy of someone you love? I don’t believe you ever can. You just find a way to muster the strength to move forward, step by step.

      It’s been nearly a decade since I lost my father and sister Ava…and even after all this time, their absence still lingers; haunting me into remembering them. Losing them was my fault, too. And here we are—round two for a guy who doesn’t learn, I guess.

      I turn the corner and walk up the steps to Landry’s home.

      “Please tell me you aren’t self-flagellating again,” Kani reprimands as I open the door. When I stop in mid-stride, giving her a confused look, she merely shrugs, “You have that look again.”

      “I didn’t realize self-flagellation had a look,” I say, dropping into the small couch along the left hand side of the main room.

      Kani takes a seat next to me and pulls her knees in close to her chest. She fiddles with the scarf around her neck, revealing a fresh bandage where Videus had cut open her throat. Lucky for her, the cut was only a surface wound—or I’d be mourning another friend.

      “Of course it has a look. My only question is—are you being productive or a pain in the ass?” she says.

      I pluck at the tattered edges of the couch’s green arm.

      “How can you be so nonchalant about all this?” I ask, avoiding her question.

      “I’m not. I just don’t see how sitting around having a pity party is gonna change what happened,” she says.

      I watch her movements closely for a moment, and she nervously tucks a strand of black hair behind her ear, then the ends of the scarf. Though her words say one thing, the pain hidden deep in the recesses of her eyes screams something entirely different.

      I know the feeling.

      “Perhaps you’re right. I’m working on it, okay,” I tell her.

      “Good,” she nods, as if trying to convince herself, too.

      “Have you seen Landry lately?” I ask, changing the subject.

      Kani bites the inside of her cheek, and shakes her head, “Nope.”

      “He’s really gone off the grid this time,” I mutter. Part of me wishes I could do the same, but there are answers I need. I have to find out what happened to Runa—see if there’s a way we can help her get back to us. Kani thinks she’s gone, since the Tree’s nothing but ashes. But I have to know for sure.

      “He’ll be back. You know how he’s—he needs to piece stuff together on his own,” Kani says, her eyes flitting to the empty chair at his desk.

      The main room of Landry’s place has become a second home, of sorts. Neither one of us have been ready to go back to the Haven. There’s too many painful memories to contend with. I already know it wouldn’t feel like home without the others.

      “Do you think we should go look for him? I really don’t think him being on his own right now is a good idea,” I say.

      “Give him a couple more hours. If he hasn’t contacted us soon, we can go all search party on him. He’s probably with Alina, though.”

      “He’s lucky to have her,” I mutter before I can stop myself.

      “Traeton—” Kani starts.

      I wave my hand dismissively, “It’s okay. I didn’t mean it like that. If Landry’s found a way to reconnect, all the better for the two of them. But it doesn’t help me—us—find answers.”

      “It’s only been a couple days, Trae. He’s only recently found out his only brother is— ”

      “I know.”

      We sit in silence for a long while, listening to the soft hum of Landry’s mainframe. It looks weird without the holographic screens lighting up the back wall.

      “How do we ever get over this?” I ask, not ready to look her in the eye. She knows exactly what I mean.

      “Traeton, life is fragile. You of all people should know that. I hope you know I did— ” Her voice cracks and she clears her throat to recover, “— what needed to be done.”

      “I’m not blaming you, Kani.”

      “Lucky you,” she says, frowning. Her knees drop into a cross-legged position and she stares at her hands as she entwines her fingers and places them in her lap.

      “You were put into a difficult position. One you never should have been put in. Had roles been reversed…I would have made the same call. Fenton was compromised and there was no telling what he was capable of at that moment. Videus was already threatening to use Fenton’s memory against us and we know he wouldn’t have hesitated to kill you when he was ready. Just look at your neck.”

      “Aren’t we all compromised? If Fenton could be taken over, any one of us could be. He didn’t even have the eLink connection. But then, I keep thinking, what if I’d waited just a little longer? What if the possession was temporary? What if Videus eventually released him? What if— ”

      “What if you hadn’t put an end to the connection and Videus used Fenton’s body to kill us all?” I say, turning to face her brimming eyes, “Would that have been better?”

      “Well, of course not,” she spits, “but at least we wouldn’t be left with this, this— ”

      “Void?” I offer.

      “Regret,” she whispers.

      “Now who’s the one self-flagellating?” I smirk. Kani’s face flickers, but remains mostly stoic, “Besides, you heard Fenton. He was proud of you. You made the right choice.”

      “Yeah, I know…” Kani stands up, brushing off her legs as she does so, “I’ve been thinking—we have a mission now.”

      “We do?” I say.

      “Damn straight we do. We’re gonna avenge Fenton and Runa. Right? I mean, I know I’m not the only one who’s been thinking it.”

      I blink hard, “You’re not.”

      “So, c’mon. I can’t keep sittin’ around waiting for this hole to heal itself. I need to make an impact. Take some action. Make that bastard hurt as much as…” her voice trails off, but her jaw is set in determination.

      “First of all, we don’t know if Runa is really gone, gone.”

      “Trae, I know you want to keep hope, but we’ve been over this. There’s no Tree left. You have to assume the worst and hope for the best,” Kani says.

      “I agree, but I’m not giving up on her until I have a reason to believe otherwise.”

      “Alright. Then I have your back,” Kani says, tipping her head.

      “There has to be something more about Runa, or the Tree somewhere. If she was this important, there has to be more of a record. I know there was supposed to be the caudex thing, but who knows where it is. As for Videus, we don’t have much to go on there, either. We have the tiniest bits of intel from when we researched at the Archives but that wasn’t much. We need to know more so we can hit him where it hurts. At least now we know if we’re not careful, he can take over people’s minds and control them. Hell, like you suggested, maybe even if we are careful,” I say, shaking my head.

      “See, I’ve been thinking about that. Fenton didn’t have the eLink hardware embedded like we do. We were running off the assumption the eLink was made mandatory so Videus would have a way to control people’s minds. How do you think Videus did take over Fenton?” Kani asks.

      “I have no idea. I would have thought if anyone was susceptible, it would have been us; you, me, hell—Runa. I watched him turn people into Labots right in front of us when we were in the Helix.”

      “So strange…” Kani mutters, beginning to pace, “This is more Landry’s deal than any of us. He’s the one who could crack the reasons—if he were here. Maybe we should go look for him.”

      “I agree. Landry’s our best bet to understanding how Videus does it. If for no other reason, he knows the intricacies of how a ComLink or eLink works. Maybe by understanding better, we can defend against another takeover. In the meantime, though, we know Videus has got his vassalage thing, but we have no real idea where it is. Maybe that’s our best start? If we could find the vassalage, maybe we’ll get more details on Videus’ real plan. At least we’d be helping Runa, too. She wanted her brother found.”

      Saying her name out loud makes me flinch internally. Thinking about her like she’s going to come around the corner at any time makes me feel so damn insane.

      Kani nods, “That’s a really good point. If the vassalage is a prison, we should be able to poke around, or find out who else he’s kept there. His agenda can’t just be about some girl and putting an end to her life. There has to be something bigger than that.”

      “People do strange things when their livelihood is in jeopardy,” I offer.

      “You think that’s it? He feels threatened?”

      “Sure…but of what? He’s gone to some pretty great lengths to make sure no one even knows he exists. What could he really lose?”

      Kani continues to pace for a moment, shaking her head. “Doesn’t make sense, does it?”

      “None that I can think of until we have more of the puzzle.”

      “Maybe we need to do a bit more digging into Runa’s past, too… Things aren’t everything they seem to be with her, either. What if the key lies with her?” Kani says, “I mean, what’s up with her paternal code? Why would the Helix not have her father on record? Would they have erased him from the database completely when he died?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” my words fumble out and I stare at a bunched up piece of the area rug.

      “Traeton—are you okay?” her question lingers in the air.

      I wave my hand dismissively and say, “Let’s just focus on this. You’re bringing up some great questions. Ones that need answers. I’d rather be proactive, than reactive, wouldn’t you?”

      “Let’s do it,” she says, as she moves to the pile of crumpled packs and supplies. “What should we do about Landry?”

      “If you pack up, I’ll go to Alina’s and check on Landry,” I offer, nodding at the bag in her hand, “But if he’s not ready, we need to be prepared to do this without him.”

      Her almond-shaped eyes widen, but she nods.

      “Good. Give me an hour to convince him. If he won’t do it, then we head out tonight. We’ll start at the Archives and follow the trail from there.”

      “Sounds like as good of a plan as any,” she says, dropping the pack and walking toward the allayroom.

      I clutch the handle of the door, feeling the cold, smooth texture as I walk out with a sense of renewed purpose. Whatever happens now, at least I’m not sitting and stewing. I’m taking direct action and control. Fenton would be proud of that.

      Alina’s house isn’t far. Landry’s probably been to see her—but whether he’s still there or not is anyone’s guess. Losing Fenton was just as hard on him as it was on the rest of us…maybe more so. The two of them always operated more like twins than merely brothers, even though Landry is almost four years older. Sometimes, I even wondered if they shared the same mind; they were that close. I can’t even really imagine how this must be hitting him.

      I walk up the stone steps of Alina’s small house and as I raise my hand to knock, the door swings open. Alina’s piercing blue eyes stare back at me from under her black bangs.

      “Hey, Trae,” she says, clutching at the side of the door.

      “Is he here?” I ask, tipping my head at the space behind her.

      Alina looks over her shoulder, then back at me, “He’s not doing real well. I don’t think now’s— ”

      “Look, we’re going to the Archives to do some recon. We want to hit Videus where it hurts, and we could really use Landry for this. We have questions only he can answer. I understand how he’s feeling, believe me, but— ”

      “No Trae, I don’t think you can understand.”

      “Can I at least just talk to him? Explain what we’re doing, so if he changes his mind he can— ” I ask, taking a step forward.

      Alina pulls the door in tighter, “I’ll pass along the message.”

      Her eyes fill with sympathy, but she means business. I’ve known Alina long enough to know not to mess with her judgment. If Landry’s not ready, he’s not ready. I kinda figured it might be the case anyway.

      “Fine,” I nod, “Let him know I’ll take a ComLink with me, but we won’t use it unless absolutely necessary, just in case it’s how Videus was able to control Fenton.”

      “Okay. Good luck, Trae,” Alina says, offering a faint smile.

      “Yeah…” I say, raising my hand in acknowledgment. The vein in my right temple pulses, making my eye throb. I walk quickly, pressing my fingertips to the vein, trying to get it to relax. I shouldn’t let this stress me out.

      When I get back, Kani has three packs spread across the table, couch, and counter top in various stages of being filled. She enters the main room from Landry’s bedroom with some of his clothing.

      “So is he—?” Kani’s words cut off as she sees the look on my face.

      I shake my head.

      “Okay—won’t need these,” she says, throwing them without care back the way she came.

      “What more needs to be done?” I ask.

      “We need water filled, food sorted. Do you have an idea of how long you want to be away from the Lateral for this?”

      “Who knows? Could be days, could be weeks. It’s not like the Archives are far, though. We can always come back if we need to. For now, let’s aim for at least a week’s worth,” I say, stepping past her and looking for the canteens in the cupboards beneath the sink.

      “You realize we won’t be able to carry enough water for a week,” Kani says, raising her eyebrows as I take two canteens out of the cupboard.

      “Won’t need to. There’s a fountain in one of the other sections.”

      Kani snorts, “Nice of you boys to clue me in on this little tidbit.”

      “You never asked,” I shrug.

      “Wonder what else the two of you never told me…” she mutters under her breath, continuing to pack.

      I grin, turning away and heading to the stash of tech supplies Landry keeps for times like these.

      Kani works at organizing the food rations, while I search for a set of ComLinks. I have no idea if they’ll even be tuned into the right frequency—or whatever the hell Landry does to make them active. As leery as I am to use one, I figure it’s better to have them, than not at all. Placing two in tiny storage containers, I cram one each into our packs.

      “Did Landry say he’ll keep in touch with us?” Kani asks, as she zips up her pack.

      “Nope.”

      “Ah,” her eyebrows flick upward and she takes a seat, “Then why the ComLink?”

      “Just a precaution. At this point, I don’t even know if we should use them. Do you think we should bring anything else? NeuroShields?”

      “You mean those idiotic wigs Landry invented to scramble Helix tech?” Kani snickers. “No thanks.”

      “That’s a no then,” I laugh. I have to admit, they weren’t one of Landry’s better ideas.

      Kani zips up her pack and takes a seat at the table. She kicks her feet up and crosses them at the ankles, “Well, that’s me packed. Anything else you need?”

      “Don’t need much. As long as we have sleep sacks and food, I’m good to go,” I say, remembering the last time I’d been in my sleep sack. I’d offered it to Runa and she ended up sleeping beside me. I glance up to Kani’s arched eyebrow. She misses nothing, that woman.

      “Excellent,” she says, “then, let’s make this happen.”

      “After you,” I say, picking up my stuff and sweeping my hand out in front of us.
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        * * *

      

      I stretch my neck, trying to ease the tension from the pack and sleep sack I’m carrying. The throbbing that started in my temple earlier has settled in the base of my head and doesn’t seem to want to go away. I finally drop everything.

      “Let’s rest here for a bit,” I mutter, digging through my pack for the NeuroWand I grabbed before we left. I flick it on, listening to the soft hum as the tech lights up when I wave it over the sore spot.

      “Wow. Didn’t know people still used those,” Kani says, pointing at the NeuroWand.

      “Yeah, been getting headaches the past few days. No big deal, just stressed. Landry said to try using this and see if they get better. Well, before he took off to hide at Alina’s.”

      “I wish I had some proper medical equipment here,” Kani mutters, “If we were back in the Helix, I could cure you in an instant. You’d never have them again.”

      “I know. For now, this will have to do,” I say.

      I flip the switch to shut it off and place the wand in my front trouser pocket.

      Humans found a way to eradicate most neurological disorders well before we arrived on Pendomus. Unfortunately, we don’t have the resources for all the same technology as the Helix. Wish we did, though. Would make life a helluva lot easier.

      “We’re not too far, now. Maybe a half hour,” Kani says, pacing in front of me.

      “Got a bit of nervous energy?” I ask, following her progress back and forth.

      “No, what makes you think that?” she asks without stopping.

      I raise my eyebrows and smirk, “No reason.”

      “I’m fine,” she says, wringing her hands.

      This will be the first time back on the surface since Fenton… I don’t think she realizes it, but I’ve heard her screaming while she sleeps. Regardless of what she says, or her hard exterior, Kani’s still dealing with her actions.

      “Okay,” I nod.

      “Why do you say it like that?” she says, her words accusational.

      “No reason,” I say, shrugging. I close my eyes to rest for a moment, trying to will the thumping still resonating behind my eyes to go away.

      With each pulse, the edges of my brain feels like bits are frozen and the ice is cracking.

      “Has the NeuroWand helped at all?” Kani asks, her voice sounding so far away.

      “No, not really.”

      “Well, just rest for a minute. I’m not in any big hurry,” she says, taking a seat beside me.

      “Thanks. I just need a minute to close my eyes,” I mutter, pulling my legs in close and resting my head on my knees.

      “No worries.”

      For a few minutes, all is silent, which suits me just fine. Then, Kani begins to hum softly to herself, then she starts humming louder and louder. The strange thing is, the louder she gets, the further away from her I feel. Like her humming is somehow pulling me away from myself, like I’m floating. At first, I feel like I’m high in the sky, floating above dead trees, until gradually, the snow line begins to pull back into patchy areas of green and brown grass. The motion of it is unsettling with the pounding of my head and my stomach rolls.

      “Kani, do you mind? That’s not helping.”

      She continues humming.

      “Kani?” I repeat, again to no answer, “Please, just stop.”

      I open my eyes, surrounded by the pitch black only a cavern without a torch can offer; and all is deadly quiet.

      Where the hell is Kani?
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      SLEEP IS ELUSIVE, but I know I need it almost as much as I needed water. Especially if I’m considering going deeper into the cavern. My curiosity is getting the better of me, wanting to explore. However, without sleep or food, it’s a disaster in the making. Even I know that now.

      I stare into the fire, my focus softening. The flames lick the air and the heat ripples the stone wall in the background. I still find it strange the way heat can look so much like water when it wants to.

      I cross my arms, tucking my hands in my armpits like a petulant child who doesn’t want to do what they’re asked. There’s a lot to consider before setting off. After I get some rest, I’ll find a way to take some of the fire with me and explore the tunnel.

      Adrian said my next mission will be to find my brother—that it was critically important I do so quickly. By using this as my guide, I can give myself some sort of direction, even if I don’t know technically where I’m supposed to go. It makes sense the vassalage would be on this side of the planet, considering the heat I felt when I was transported by the Salamander.

      If I could be transported anywhere, why wasn’t I sent directly to the vassalage to find Baxten? Then again, maybe they couldn’t? Maybe it’s heavily guarded. Or has secret traps. Or safeguards against weird, mystical phenomena? Or maybe it’s as simple as I was transported to one specific location and I was only shown the mirage of what it once looked like.

      I glance down at the Caudex and sigh.

      Only time will tell.

      The firelight lulls my eyelids to drop shut. The crackling melody of the flames sings me into a soft sleep, but the flickering remains in my mind’s eye and permeates my dream-like state.

      I don’t know how long I’ve slept before I see the Tree. Ashes are all that remains of the doorway I entered and sorrow strikes my soul. There’s no way I would be able to come back the way I left. What if this is the reason I am where I am now? Not because of any greater purpose, but because this was the only other place I could go.

      Are there a limited number of ways I can leave and return?

      The lucidity of my questions makes me pause. This dream isn’t like some of the others I’ve had. In many ways, it mirrors reality all too closely. I turn around in the snow, remembering the scene in the woods behind me as I’d entered the Tree not all that long ago. Regret washes over me and I wish I could turn back time, considering how things have been.

      Splotches of scorched ground are scattered here and there, only slightly covered by drifting snow.

      What happened once I’d gone? Are my friends safe? Will I ever find a way back to Trae?

      ~He’s gone, you know. Forever.

      The words come out of nowhere and I step back, my foot sending ashes flying into the air like grey snowflakes. Even in my dream, the snow crunches beneath my feet and I start to wonder if in some way, I’m really here.

      “Who’s gone?” I ask, trying to ignore the worry seeping into my mind, “Who are you?”

      Hidden in the wind’s gentle hiss, a name is whispered.

      Fenton.

      I blink, trying to understand.

      “What do you mean? You’re Fenton, or Fenton’s gone?” I say, needing clarity.

      The wind grows stronger yet, but instead of hearing more, pieces of me break apart, flying into the wind like sand.

      When I reconstruct myself, particle by particle, I’m standing inside the Tree, knee deep in water. It’s no longer ashes, but whole again.

      “Runa,” Trae’s unmistakable voice reaches into my dream. “I’m here, Runa. Can you feel me, too?”

      Even a memory of him sends an eruption of pangs through my heart. I miss him so much. Being alone in this next phase, not having him by my side—it’s almost unbearable. In my dream state, the security in remembering Traeton’s embrace helps me relax, dropping some of my restlessness.

      I open my mouth to respond, but find it missing. Not stuck, nor forced closed.

      Missing.

      I claw at my face frantically. But the entire thing is blank—just like a Labot.

      I wake up screaming, groping at my face and checking for cheekbones and lips. The fire is still blazing in front of me, as if nothing at all has changed.

      Somewhere in the distance of my mind, I hear whispers. I can’t make out what they’re saying. Perhaps they’re remnants of my dream, or a wishfulness to return to the safety of Trae. Either way, I must have fallen into a deeper sleep than I realized.

      I stand up, brushing off my trousers. There’s no point trying to return to sleep. With dreams like that, I’m not going to feel truly rested, anyway.

      My stomach grumbles loudly and I sigh.

      “Food is going to be a problem, too,” I say aloud. If I don’t find something to eat soon, I’ll starve. It’s been a couple days already since my last true meal.

      It’s such a strange concept, considering I spent my entire life never eating. But there aren’t RationCaps here, and as far as I can tell, nothing to eat, either.

      “Hello?” I call out, wondering if the Salamander is still nearby, “I could use a little help. Human, here—I need food, too. Any hints on where I could find some?”

      If it could bring me to water, maybe the Salamander could help me find food. I wait for a few minutes, but nothing breaks the silence.

      “Of course not. Would have been too easy,” I say, nodding to myself.

      Truthfully, I’m not excited about trusting a Salamander in the first place. This is just as well. I can do this on my own. Somehow, someway, I will find something to eat. I may not like it, but I’ll figure something out.

      Walking over to the pool of water, I scoop up another handful and drink it in, hoping inspiration will come to me.

      In a sudden eruption further along the tunnel, flames ignite on their own accord in a similar circle to the one the Salamander had lit. Then another one lights up, and another, leading deeper into the cave. The walls around me are cut with deep grooves and not at all the semi-smooth texture of the Haven or Lateral. I look tentatively over my shoulder, and stand up.

      “Well, if that’s not a sign, I don’t know what is,” I mutter. “The only question is, is it a good one?”

      I take a step forward, then stop.

      What if this is a trap? Then again, what if this is what’s supposed to happen?

      Curiosity finally wins out and I find a little alcove to stuff the Caudex in so it’s out of sight. It’s far too heavy to carry deep into a cavern, especially if I find myself needing to run. In only a few moments, I’m halfway down the tunnel with no torch, no microLight, nothing but the pits of fire lighting my way.

      I already know this could be a disaster, but it’s better than waiting around to die. I need to know if there’s more here than meets the eye—which appears to be the case. Maybe there’s even food hidden somewhere in here. An animal I can hunt, or something growing in the depths. I know enough to realize looks can be deceiving. Obviously, someone has gone to great lengths to incorporate some level of sophistication with the lighting. Perhaps there’s more.

      “I wish Trae were here with me,” I whisper, taking tentative steps forward.

      Though I’m sure he’d be telling me that I’m being reckless. Or I should do a better job to look for a torch of some kind. With every step, I’m acutely aware this tunnel is leading me further into the darkness. Should the lights go out, I won’t be able to tell which way is out. The absolute abyss of a cave is all consuming, I’ve seen it already.

      “Hello?” I call out, my voice shaking slightly, “Salamander…are you here?”

      Sounds of something scurrying over stone makes me jerk my head around. The source isn’t immediately evident, but I swear I see a set of long, hairy brown legs pulling back into the darkness.

      My hand rises to squelch my surprise.

      Whatever it is, their legs are as long as my whole body, if not longer. I shudder and seriously consider heading back the way I came. I round a corner and hear sniffles in the stillness. I stop moving, close my eyes, and listen intently. Cocking my head to the side, the only sound is my breath as I inhale and exhale.

      I shake my head, continuing down the path with slow, steady steps.

      “Must be hearing things,” I whisper to myself, trying to draw in some strength.

      I examine every crease and crevasse etched in the stone wall as I pass by, just in case.

      The sound doesn’t occur again, so I make my way to a large open space inside the cavern. The large circular opening houses a smaller circular stone wall, dead center in the room. I walk to it and look over the ledge. I find myself standing meters above a massive, circular spiral staircase made out of carved stones. From the ceiling, a single beam of light shines in, highlighting the rim of the ring and cascading all the way down to the very bottom, as if emphasizing its importance. Something small and green rests in the center of the floor hundreds of meters below.

      Amazed, I walk the circle’s edge to the backside, where the beginning of the large set of stone steps becomes evident. Without a second thought, I start the descent.

      There are intricately carved arches, like windows in the stone walls that overlook the center. Smattering of green and blue mosses grow on the stone, evidently hardy enough for the tiny space and beam of light.

      Unlike anywhere else in the cavern, the light is powerful enough to illuminate the path without the need for more fires. My footsteps echo softly on the stone and I concentrate on the sound so I don’t lose my courage to descend. Walking in circles for what feels like hours, I finally reach the bottom. Without much fanfare, I step from the stairway onto a layer of white sand covering the bottom of this large well-like feature. In the very center is a stone pillar about thirty inches in diameter. Atop the pillar is a patch of the most brilliant green I have ever seen. As I walk closer, I realize what it is.

      Grass.

      I stand beside the pillar in awe. I’ve never seen grass before. Not alive, not growing—not even at the Lateral. With a tentative hand, I reach out and let my palm glide over the top. The tips of each blade tickle my palm and make my skin feel alive with a renewed sense of energy.

      “Okay, so this is new,” I whisper, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing, what I’m touching. “Why are you here?”

      As if understanding my words, the grass flickers by a non-existent wind. A flash of metal buried in the sea of green makes me lean forward and pull the blades back. Reaching in, I pull out a large key, like one of the old skeleton keys I saw at the Archives when we were there.

      I turn the worn metal over in my hand. It appears to have seen better days. Chunks are gouged in some sections and the tip is slightly warped. Yet, the symbol carved into the end is unmistakeable. Inside a circle is the five petaled flower—the Everblossom.

      What does this open?

      The light beam begins to vibrate, sparkling with orbs that break away. I’ve seen this sort of thing happen before. I close my left eye—my scarred eye—and the vibration ceases.

      “Okay, so this is meant for me,” I say, nodding. If it wasn’t, the light’s dance wouldn’t be something my enhanced vision could see, surely.

      I slide the key into my trouser pocket and step away from the pillar to get a closer look around. Perhaps there’s a doorway down here? The second I step back, the light above me is extinguished and I’m plunged into utter blackness. As quickly as I can, I make my way to the edge of the circle, trying to find the wall. My heart races, threatening to make a new home in my throat.

      The silence that falls is deafening at first; enough to shock anyone’s senses. Suddenly, there’s the sound of movement nearby—far too close. My eyes struggle to make out shapes, sense something, anything.

      Finally, I make contact with the wall and I crouch down into a ball, trying to make myself as small as possible. I cup my hands over my ears, childishly hoping that by shutting out the sounds it means whatever’s in the darkness doesn’t really exist. For a few minutes, this plan works fine, but then something brushes against my foot, making me scream and bolt upright. My head slams into something large and sort of furry, which is enough for me.

      With one hand poised on the wall, I run the circle, trying to find the steps leading upward. My foot misses the first step and I trip, my body slamming against the hard stone. My knees burn and my vision sears white as I catch myself just in time.

      Scrambling up the steps on all fours, I try to put as much distance as I can between me and whatever is down here. Unfortunately, something tickles the backs of my legs, as if groping for my calves to make me stop. The sensation sends shivers up my spine and I remember the large legs pulling back in the crevasses of the cave when I first started out on this suicide mission.

      The complete and utter darkness is disorienting as I spin in circles trying to get to the top as quickly as possible.

      How far do I have left? How far have I gone?

      Suddenly, I’m pushed flat against the stairs, as something large rests on my back so I can’t stand back up. The warmth of breath beside my right ear gives me goosebumps.

      “Please, what do you want?” I cry out, “Don’t hurt me.”

      A grunt meets my reply, then a howl from somewhere else in the cavern.

      There’s more than one.

      I struggle beneath the weight pinning me down, but it’s no use. Whatever this is, it’s far larger and heavier than I am. Fears of being eaten alive are triggered by my experience with Tethys before I knew she wasn’t the Morph. She had slashed open my eye and licked my face, as if she was going to eat me slowly. Luckily, that hadn’t been the way of things. But I had no way of knowing any of that at first.

      Suddenly, my fear begins to subside.

      Am I misunderstanding this, too? Am I assuming this creature is sinister, when it’s really something else? Why would the Caudex bring me here, only to have me killed?

      No—this is a message sent for me.

      The instant my fear evaporates, the creature releases me and light returns. Instead of the beam, however, small torches along the inner part of the stairwell are lit. I turn around to find myself face to face with the largest arachnid I’ve ever seen. Easily three times my height, its four large eyes are surrounded by tufts of bright red, blue, and green fur. Its mouth is covered by large furry tusks the color of my hair.

      Instantly, I scramble backward.

      The spider doesn’t move, its black eyes watching me without any lids to blink. The white tusks move like a mustache, but makes no intelligible sound beyond grunts and clicking. One large leg raises, then taps the pocket of my trousers where the key resides.

      “The key? Are you saying I caused this to happen? Or I can’t— ? I mean, am I not supposed to take this?” I ask, placing my hand over the key when the spider pulls back.

      The spider doesn’t make another move, its unblinking eyes watching. Somewhere nearby, I hear a whimper, like I had earlier. When I turn around, a Salamander enters from behind me, slinking down the stairs with speed and ease. I catch its movements with the corner of my eye as it loops around the outer circle of stairs, racing along the walls instead of the stone steps. When I look back, the spider is no longer there.

      My hand immediately plunges into my pocket expecting the worst, but the key is still there.

      “What am I supposed to know? Why am I shown this key and then given the impression I’m not meant to take it? I wish you could communicate with me,” I say, frustrated at the lack of information I’ve been dealt.

      ~Who said we can’t communicate?

      The voice is soft and almost slurred, but definitely audible somewhere in my mind. Instantly, I know it’s coming from the Salamander.

      “The eLink—Adrian said returning would damage the—”

      ~This has nothing to do with the eLink. Your communication with us is all your own, Daughter of Five.

      I blink, watching the Salamander getting closer and closer.

      Then why do I have to speak out loud to get an answer? The question pops into my mind and I grunt. Seems a bit ridiculous they can invade my mind with their thoughts and answers, but I can’t do the same.

      ~You make many assumptions, Daughter of Five.

      I slump to the floor and rest on one of the steps, waiting for the Salamander to come to me. This is a bit much to handle.

      When the large black face and deep blue pools for eyes finally stand before me, I sigh.

      “Are you the same Salamander as before?” I ask.

      ~Would there be another?

      “Stop doing that. Yes or no. It’s an easy question.”

      Now that I’ve found my voice, I feel no need to do everything mentally anymore. It’s actually nice to be firmly grounded in my vocal chords rather than bound by the constraints of my mind.

      ~Yes.

      “Good, now we’re getting somewhere. How about some answers?” I ask, standing up and brushing off my trousers.

      I need to know what my mission is. Why I’m here…The Salamander is my best chance at figuring all this out and untangling this mess.

      ~You’re here because your mission requires it to be so. You already have your mission parameters.

      “Don’t do that. Don’t read my mind and answer me before I ask the question,” I say, lowering my eyebrows.

      ~As you dictate.

      The Salamander bows, as if taking my command is important to her.

      “I’m not dictating any—” I say, but cut myself off. Yes, I really am dictating terms, and I guess that’s fine. I need answers, and I need them on my terms.

      “Why didn’t you speak to me before now?”

      ~Because you were required to pass the first trial.

      “Trial? What trial?” I ask, pacing back and forth.

      ~Their predetermination does not require your understanding before implementation.

      “Talk in English, please.”

      ~You will be made aware of the trials when the time is ready.

      “Aren’t I technically aware now?” I snort.

      ~No.

      “What do you mean no? You just told me —”

      ~I told you of a trial you were required to pass. You have no information on what the trial is, nor what the others will be. Therefore, the answer is no. You have no awareness.

      “I see.”

      ~Do you? I was not made aware your vision has returned.

      “Returned? What are you talking about? I didn’t know it had gone.” I say, frowning at the Salamander.

      ~I have said too much. It is up to you to find, understand, extrapolate what is necessary.

      “You’re speaking in riddles again,” I warn.

      ~Your time of understanding will come. For now, you must trust your path will make more sense in the near future.

      “But not now,” I say matter-of-factly.

      The Salamander says nothing, but instead circles around to the other side of me, effectively blocking the stairwell going back down.

      “Alright, I get the hint,” I say, making a face and turning to head up the stairs.

      ~Know this, Daughter of Five. Upon completion, you will be capable of facing anything which comes your way. Believe me, there will be much to ward off and you must be ready.

      “Gee, thanks,” my eyebrows pull in as I shake my head at all the cryptic talk.

      The Salamander guards the steps as I work my way upward. The stairs have a completely different feel with the fire torches versus the natural plume of light from the center. For some reason, it’s both more cozy and more ominous.

      As I enter the circular cavern room, I hear the whimper again, louder this time. I look down the staircase, expecting the Salamander to be directly behind me. However the lights have extinguished themselves, one by one, as I ascend. If she’s still there, she’s chosen to blend into the darkness.

      I strain my ears, listening for the whimper again. For the longest time, I wait, holding my breath. When nothing happens, I let out a soft laugh.

      I’ve gotta be hearing things. Or perhaps the cavern has its own moans as it settles in the heat outside. Following the fires back the way I came, I stop by one and turn the key over again in my hand. Despite my vision originally cluing me in on its importance, it feels utterly ordinary. Not at all like the crystal hanging from my neck.

      A sniffle nearby makes me freeze. This time knowing without a doubt I’m not hearing things.

      “Who’s in here? Answer me,” my voice quivers and I take a few, uneasy steps forward.

      The sniffle erupts into a full-out sob and I rush forward, searching the space all around. I pull up short when on the floor behind a large rock outcropping is a tiny body. Hands and feet are shackled to the wall with strange chains that extend out of the rock. Extremely frail, with boney ribs and shoulder blades protruding is a young boy clothed only with a ripped up modesty cloth. His hair is as black as the cavern when the lights went out.

      I rush over, dropping to my knees.

      “Are you alright? Wh—who did this to you?” I ask, gently rolling the boy over.

      His face is black and blue; his eyes black mounds and swollen shut. He lets out a final sob and promptly loses consciousness.

      “Hang tight, hang on,” I mutter, repeating myself over and over as I scan the shackles and try to find a way to free him. There is no lock, no keyhole—nothing at all to help me determine a way to get him out. I wrench at the wall, trying to pull them out of the rocky formation, but it’s useless.

      “Who did this to you? How long have you been here?” I ask as I continue to assess the situation, and in a feeble attempt to keep him here with me. The little boy doesn’t move or regain consciousness. His frail body suggests he’s been here a while and needs immediate help.

      Who would have done such a thing?
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      HOW CAN THIS LITTLE BOY be shackled to a wall with no discernible way to unlock the restraints? I have to be missing something.

      I take off my NanoTech jacket and place it over his frail body.

      “I’ll be right back,” I promise in a whisper, “I’m going to bring you some water. Don’t worry.”

      He mumbles something inaudible as I run my hand over his dark hair, hoping in some way to comfort him. Black and blue streaks cross his forehead and continue into his hairline. How did this happen to him? He must be in so much pain, but he sighs softly as I stand up.

      I hate leaving him, but if I can’t figure out how to get him out, I can at least get him some water so he doesn’t die of dehydration. I take off running toward where I began my trek deeper into the cave. One good thing about spending time in the Haven and Lateral, I feel like I have a better sense of direction underground than I ever thought possible. I run the corridor, hoping I can bring the water back to him quickly without wasting too much time. His swollen eyes and bruised face are burned into my mind as I race back to the small alcove.

      Who—or what—could do something like this to him? How could the little boy be in here, of all places… Perhaps more worrisome, will whoever did this be back? And if so, when?

      Shivering away the thought, I push myself to run faster. When I reach the water, I scan around for something to bring it back with. I kick over rocks and stones, hoping to find one with a bit of an indent, but there’s nothing even close. All of the rocks are smooth and round —not a single one offers the help I need.

      “Ugh—there has to be something,” I cry out, throwing my hands down in disgust.

      When I was first found by Trae and the others, I couldn’t drink water straight. I vaguely remember a swab or something, they didn’t pour it in straight away. When they did, it felt like they were pouring sand down my throat and not water.

      With my limited supplies of only the clothing on my back or the Caudex at my feet, I decide to go with the book.

      “They’re all blank anyway,” I say justifying myself as I scramble to get the Caudex from its hiding place. I pull at my necklace to reveal the aquamarine stone, which lights up brightly.

      The Caudex lock releases and I flip open the tome. Skipping to the last pages of the Caudex, I tear out a worn looking piece of parchment. Rushing to the water, I crumple the paper in my hand to make a ball and thrust my hands into the water. I allow the liquid to soak into the page so I can bring back as much water as possible. When I’m satisfied there’s enough, I cup my hands and race back to his small, crumbled body.

      “I’m back,” I say, kneeling down beside him.

      He whimpers softly as I pull his head into my lap. I hold the soaked piece of paper like a sponge above his mouth and let a few drops fall, wetting his parched, cracked lips. At first, he gurgles and sputters, trying to adjust. After a moment, he regains his bearings and allows the water to flow into his mouth. With my free hand, I stroke his cheek gently with my thumb.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” I whisper.

      Once the water is gone, I adjust my NanoTech jacket over his body for optimal warmth. Though it’s hot outside, the cavern’s temp is far cooler. I look around for clues, or possibilities on how to release him. The chains and shackles look like they’ve grown directly out of the stone wall and have no discernible way to remove them from the rocky encasement. I have no tools, or weapons to help in any way.

      I fold the damp page and cram it into my trouser pocket, in case I need it—after all, it could still be important. Perhaps when the little boy’s rested, I’ll be able to get some information from him. I rest my back against the stone wall and stroke the boy’s face gently until my eyes feel droopy.

      “I’ll close my eyes with you…just for a minute,” I whisper.

      Tilting my head back, I settle in, allowing sleep to take me over. As odd as it may be, it’s nice to have someone else with me. Someone else to focus on. My hand stills beside the boy’s face and something about his presence eases me into a relaxation I haven’t felt since I left Traeton.
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      “You’re very beautiful,” a voice whispers in the darkness.

      “Thank you,” I say, accepting the compliment without a fight.

      “You should have been told before now. I wish I could have reached you sooner.”

      “I’m not sure I—” I say, trying to understand where I am and who’s speaking.

      “I’ve been trying to reach you, but it’s been so hard. I keep forgetting how.”

      “Who are you? Why have you been trying to reach me?” I ask, still listening only to the sound of the voice.

      “I…I don’t know,” the voice says, “I’ve been in this dark for so long. Then there was you.”

      “Me?” I ask. It seems such an odd thing to say, because I’ve always been right here. Or have I?

      “Yes, as though you’ve been here all along, but I just couldn’t find you,” the voice reasons.

      “Well, I’m here now. Is there more you need from me? Was there a reason you’re here?” I say. There’s something about the voice. It makes me feel as though I’ve heard it before. Or as though I should know the person on the other end.

      “Yes, there is,” the voice says, “At least, I think there was. I—I can’t remember.”

      “You can’t remember?”

      This is the strangest conversation I’ve had in a long time. I’m not sure what to make of anything. It’s almost like when you know there’s something important you want to remember, or perhaps tell someone—but you can’t hold onto the information long enough to relay it.

      “Hello?” Silence meets my question and I ask again, “You can’t remember?”

      “Don’t wait too long…” the voice finally echoes. Then, it’s gone.
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      I wake up with a jolt.

      My neck aches from the odd angle I must have slept in and the boy’s head still rests in my lap. I watch his body rise and fall with his shallow, but labored breaths. He doesn’t have much time. Reaching out, I pick up one of his small hands, turning it over so I can get a better look at the underside of his restraints.

      “How on Pendomus did they get these on you?” I whisper to myself.

      I run my thumb over the underside and though there’s nothing to see, I distinctly feel an indentation.

      Shifting to get a closer look, I run my fingertip across the indent again as I lean in.

      The Salamander made a remark about my vision—about it not being returned. At the time, I didn’t think anything of it because I could see just fine. I even saw the key’s importance in the well-like area. But now…I wonder if she’s right. What if there’s something here and I simply can’t see it?

      The boy stirs, sighing, and reaching out to me.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, setting his arm down and focusing on him.

      “Mmmm…yeah,” he nods.

      “You can speak,” I say. It’s not a question, but a statement. In my experience, it means something. Mostly, that he’s unique. Or he’s lived away from the Helix.

      “Do you know who did this to you?” I ask, stroking the top of his head.

      “No, woke up like this… Dunno how long ago. Feels like ages. Everything hurts,” he croaks.

      “I’m so sorry. I wish I could do more to help,” I say, “My name’s Runa, by the way.”

      The boy tilts his head, as he tries to peer at me through his swollen eyes.

      “Ammon,” he finally says, “that’s me.”

      “Nice to meet you Ammon.”

      His stomach growls loudly and mine joins in for good measure.

      “Do you have any food?” Ammon’s voice is soft, but clear.

      “No, I’m sorry, I don’t. I was hoping to find something—or figure out— ”

      “How can you not have food?” Ammon interrupts.

      “I…I just don’t,” I stammer, realizing I don’t have a great answer for him without making it sound like I’m insane.

      “How’d you end up here?” he asks.

      “I was sorta…uhm…led here, I guess. I was out in the heat and needed shelter.”

      “Heat?” Ammon says indignantly.

      “Yeah. We’re on the desert side of the planet, Ammon. Didn’t you know?”

      He shakes his head softly, “No.”

      “Where are you from?”

      He purses his lips, “I don’t think I should tell you. It’s supposed to be a secret.”

      I laugh, because in a sense, where I come from now is too.

      “Okay, then I’ll start. I used to live in the Helix, but I left because things weren’t working out so well for me there. I’ve got friends in a hidden place deep in a cavern—much like this one, actually.”

      “I never lived inside the Helix, but know about it. We live in a cavern like this, too. I thought it was the same one. Thought maybe one of my friends did this to be funny. But…it wasn’t them.”

      My lips tug downward. “I’m sorry, Ammon. Who does this sort of thing to another person? Not to mention, if you’re from the Helix side of the planet, we’ve traveled a good distance.”

      “How far are we from the Helix, do you think?”

      “I honestly couldn’t even say,” I admit. I’ve traveled for days and seen nothing but sand and rocks.

      “Did you end up here like I did? Could it have been the same way? The same person?”

      “Maybe? But I doubt that, too. I was somewhere else, then I was here. However, I was in a place I trusted. And I kinda—well, I kinda expected to be somewhere new when I left.”

      He nods, as if what I say makes complete sense and isn’t as crazy as it sounds out loud.

      “Look, regardless of how we got here, we have each other now,” I say, “I’m not going to leave you. We’ll find a way to get you out and find food. Okay?” I say, trying to give him more hope than I actually have at this particular moment.

      “Okay.”

      Ammon pulls back on his restraints and the chains dangle from the cavern face. He swallows hard and frowns.

      “Can I ask you something?” I say, reaching for his wrist again.

      He nods, but doesn’t say anything.

      “Do you feel anything when you run your hand over this spot on your cuff?” I ask, flipping his wrist over and guiding his other hand to the spot I noticed earlier.

      Ammon struggles to sit up and I place a hand on his back to help him. With a shaky finger, he runs his pointer against the shackle.

      “Yeah. Feels like there’s a hole or something here,” he says, nodding.

      “That’s what I thought, too. Do you remember anything about being chained here? Did you see how they were locked?”

      “Wish I did,” he says, “I don’t remember nothin’.”

      “It’s okay. We’ll figure this out,” I say, determination seeping in, “Maybe there’s something in plain sight? Something we’re missing.”

      Ammon props himself against the cavern wall while I stand up, walking around the space in front of us. Surely, if a key was hidden, it wouldn’t be within reach, but perhaps it’s somewhere nearby?

      In the back of my mind, a voice tells me to try the golden key in my pocket. Who knows, right?

      But it can’t be that easy, surely.

      After a few minutes of searching, I sigh and return to his small frame.

      “Let me try something,” I say, putting my hand in my pocket. I pull out the large skeleton key and turn it over in front of me.

      Ammon’s tilts his head, “What are you doing? You’re not gonna cut my hands off, are ya?”

      “No, of course not. I found this key in another part of the cavern. I just want to see if… ” I pick up Ammon’s wrist and bring the key to the invisible indent. When the two come in contact with each other, large sparks fly and screeching fills the air, like some sort of alarm.

      Ammon immediately brings his bound hands up to his ears and covers them.

      “Not good,” he hollers.

      I stand up, turning circles and covering my own ears.

      Guess it wasn’t the right key. How do we shut it off?

      The obnoxious screech echoes off the walls, getting louder and louder. My foot kicks the now dry ripped piece of paper from the Caudex. It must have fallen out of my pocket when I stood up. There are markings on the page, so I drop to my knees and pick it up, quickly flattening it open.

      There’s a pictograph of some circles. It’s a simple thing, but for the life of me, I can’t figure out what it means. There are three circles beside each other. The first circle is surrounded by two larger circles, like ripples of water. The second circle is alone, and the third has four rings around it.

      I know enough about the Caudex to realize whatever it’s showing me is significant. This has meaning, I just need to figure out what.

      “This is the key, I can feel it,” I say to myself, tapping my forehead. The squeal of the alarm makes it impossible to think properly.

      “What did you say?” Ammon says, trying to talk over the alarm.

      “Nothing, just give me a moment,” I say. Three circles, one circle, five circles…

      Do I need to draw them somewhere? I look around and see nothing evident to draw with.

      Maybe it’s a reference to the sundog? Do we need to view it a certain way? Or wait a number of days?

      “Gah—that can’t be it. What am I thinking? We’re not going to sit here for days listening to this,” I say, frustrated with myself. “Come on Runa, think.”

      Ammon hunches forward, bobbing his head up and down, trying to ignore the sound. I watch him for a minute before I have a brilliant idea.

      Rushing back to him, I drop to my knees and pull his hands in front of his body.

      “Hey—” he says, startled. His swollen eyes widen into partial slits, and his mouth drops open.

      “Please, let me try something,” I say.

      His eyes lock with mine, and he nods in agreement, “Go on, then.”

      I find the groove on the cuff and place my pointer finger over the top. I tap on the groove first three times, then once, then five times.

      Nothing happens.

      “Damn,” I curse, sounding more like Trae than myself. “Maybe I should try laying my fingers in order?”

      “What are you doing?” Ammon says, pulling his hands to his lap.

      The squeal of the alarm has reached a deafening level—which means someone will be here soon to check on things.

      “Gimme another try,” I say, reaching for his wrist again.

      I place my fingertips in order, my middle finger sitting in the indent. Then I tap three times with my pointer finger, once with my middle finger, then five times with my ring finger. Instantly, the alarm cuts off and the cuffs vanish into thin air.

      Ammon grins broadly and rubs his wrists.

      “Nice work,” he says.

      “Thanks. Now let’s see if we can get out of here before we’re spotted. Besides, we still need to find some food for both of us.”

      I don’t want to worry him, but I’m on high alert. The alarm wasn’t there for the fun of it. His captors will be back.

      Ammon licks his dry lips and says, “Best idea yet.”

      I grin. Even sitting here, black and blue and emaciated, this little boy rolls with the punches so easily. It’s like we’ve been doing this for years, not hours.

      “Even better than figuring out how to get you out of your restraints?” I ask, chuckling, wanting to keep the mood light. Ammon’s been through so much.

      “Well, they’re equal, I s’pose.”

      “Okay,” I laugh.

      “How did you figure out what needed to be done?” Ammon asks, trying to stand up.

      “I got the idea from a page I tore out of a book.”

      Ammon’s face scrunches in like he’s eaten something sour, “You tore a page from a book? Are you insane?”

      “What? You needed water and I improvised to bring it to you,” I say, sheepishly. “Besides, how do you even know what a book is?”

      “None of your business,” he says, a little color flooding to his cheeks. It does him some good, and almost makes him look normal.

      “Hey, kiddo, I just saved your life,” I remind him.

      “I just like books,” he mumbles.

      “Me too,” I concede.

      “So how come you don’t have food on you?”

      “I just don’t…” I say.

      Ammon huffs.

      “Okay, look, I was sorta teleported here. I have no idea why or even specifically where we are,” I admit, sounding utterly idiotic.

      “No way—” Ammon says, his eyebrows high up into his hairline.

      “Yeah, strange, right?”

      “Are you kidding? That’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever heard. I was reading a book about that sorta stuff not long ago. How’d you do it?”

      “Well, uh… You know, I’m not a hundred percent on the logistics of it. It sorta just happened.”

      “C’mon. There’s gotta be a device or something? What’s the story behind it? My friend and I were talking about the physics behind…”

      “Whoa, wait. Did you just say ‘the physics’?” I say, cutting him off.

      “Yeah,” Ammon says, shrugging. His eyebrows pull in like it’s completely normal for a kid his age to be talking physics. Even in the Helix, that program doesn’t start until they’re fourteen.

      “How old are you?”

      “Ten,” he answers, standing up as straight as he can.

      The thought of this frail, scantily clad ten-year-old talking physics with his friends blows my mind and I can’t keep my jaw from slacking open.

      “What?” he asks defensively, tilting his head again trying to see me through his swollen eyes.

      “N-nothing. I’m just kinda…wow. Impressive,” I whisper.

      “Anyway, as I was saying…”

      “So where did you learn about physics? I mean, how did that first start coming about?” I ask, again over the top of him, “Sorry.”

      I grin sheepishly.

      “I learned from my dad. My gran tells me all the time that I’m just like him.”

      “Must be nice,” I say, trying to squelch the blossom of jealously bubbling up unexpectedly. What I wouldn’t give to have a life with both of my parents together.

      “Sure,” Ammon says, making a face. “Anyway, as I was saying, we were talking about the physics behind teleporting and the energy output necessary to make it happen. It’d need to be astronomical.”

      “That’s amazing,” I whisper. In all honesty, it’s never occurred to me to think about the energy output, or how it’s been done. I’ve been too consumed with figuring out where in the world I was.

      “So c’mon. How’d you do it?”

      “Well, I was sorta…there was a…”

      I don’t even know what to call her. Is Adrian human? Or something else entirely? I have no idea.

      “You know, I’d rather not discuss this right now,” I say, my face growing hot.

      “Awwww,” Ammon says, frowning. He sways slightly and leans against the wall for support.

      “Easy there,” I say, reaching for him. “You need to get your strength back before you go bounding down the cavern.”

      Ammon doesn’t say anything, but the color has faded from his face.

      “Are you alright?” I ask, placing a hand on his forehead.

      He whimpers again and backs up further down the rocky wall, “I hear something, movement.”

      Hot breath from behind my left side makes the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. My back stiffens and I swallow hard.

      “There’s something behind me, isn’t there?” I whisper to him.

      A grunt behind me is the reply.
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      WHERE IN THE HELL would Kani go?

      “Kani?” I call out again, listening to my voice reverberate off the tunnel walls.

      Scrambling to my knees, I feel around for the lamp we brought with us—anything to illuminate the space so I don’t feel so disoriented.

      My fingers brush against a sleep sack and one of our packs. Listening to the sound of my ragged breath, I dig into the small pocket in front and pull out the microLight I packed for each of us.

      I press the on button and ambient light floods the cavern tunnel.

      Kani’s pack rests on the floor beside mine, along with both sleep sacks.

      None of this makes any sense.

      Where would she go?

      I get up and walk further down the tunnel, toward the way out. I meander through a few twists and turns, but there doesn’t seem to be any fresh prints in the dirt floor, so I turn around and head back the way I came. As I make my way around the final corner to where I began, I run smack into Kani.

      “Thank god. You’re awake,” she says, pushing me off her and taking a step back.

      “Yeah, no thanks to you. Where’d you go?” I ask, relief flooding through my veins.

      “While you were being sleeping beauty over here, I realized my necklace was missing, so I went back to look for it,” she says, fiddling with the chain at her neck.

      I take a step forward, pointing at the bronze gear dangling from the chain.

      “Fenton made this for you,” I say.

      She nods slowly, her fingertip circling the round inner circle of the gear. I remember when Fenton gave it to her. He was trying to find a way to connect with her and he thought somehow an old gear found in the Archives would be the way to go. Of course, she laughed at him at first, telling him that was the dumbest thing she’d ever seen. Still, she accepted the gift and since Fenton’s death, she hasn’t taken it off.

      I don’t know if he ever told her the reason he chose it. When he’d picked it out, he had to point out to me the way the gears interlock—working together as a unit. He felt somehow, that symbology would make its way back to her.

      “So anyway, now that you’re back up and running, are you ready to get our asses to the Archives?” she asks, changing the subject. She kneels down to pick up her things and her black and green ponytail drops over her cream colored jacket shoulder.

      “Yeah, I’m ready. But can you not wander off like that? Nearly went out of my mind when you weren’t here. With Videus and his cronies capable of being just about anywhere, we can’t be too careful,” I say, grabbing my supplies.

      Kani sighs, “Sorry. I didn’t think you’d notice. I was only gone a couple of minutes. Turned out it wasn’t far.”

      “I wish I could trust the ComLinks. We coulda stayed in contact that way. But it doesn’t feel safe anymore,” I say, grabbing my pack and sliding it over my shoulders.

      “I know what you mean,” Kani says, “I promise, I won’t run off again without letting you know.”

      “Good,” I say, putting my sleep sack under my left arm.

      With our ambient lighting, Kani collects the rest of her things and we walk the tunnel for a few minutes in silence. Both of us have walked this cavern enough to do it sleepwalking. Anytime we had questions, or just wanted to dig around for cool new stuff, the Archives was the place to go. It’s like our own secret world, since very few people are even aware of it. Hell, I’m not sure many people even want to make the trip if they did know. Even Landry’s like that. More engaged with what’s new, than to look back at what once was. It’s about the only difference between him and Fenton. Fenton at least could look both directions and be amazed.

      “Did you remember to bring the handheld to open the wall when we get there?” I ask, breaking the silence.

      “Yep,” Kani says, nodding.

      “Good,” I say.

      “Well, it woulda kinda sucked if we went this whole way only to find out we had to go all the way back. Don’t you think?” she says, making a knowing face.

      Fenton was always the one who handled grabbing the device. It was sorta an unspoken rule. I’m not sure when it started—maybe always.

      “Very true,” I say, my memory jabbing at my gut.

      I hate that he’s gone. I hate how much I miss him. I hate how it comes and goes at such odd moments. Fine one minute, hurting the next. I hate how remembering him leads me to worry about Runa; which brings me back to feeling guilty that I’m worried about Runa after thinking about him. It’s a horrible, vicious cycle.

      “How’s that headache of yours? Feeling any better?”

      The medic in Kani has surfaced.

      “Yeah, it’s okay. Still hanging out in the background, but otherwise alright,” I lie.

      It’s technically still there thumping just as bad, but I hadn’t given it a second thought. It’s sorta becoming the norm. Plus, I don’t overly want her to worry. She’ll start getting all involved and fussy. There’s nothing she can do anyway.

      “Keep an eye on it and let me know if it gets worse again. I can do some more research at the Archives to see what I can do.”

      “Sure,” I say, shrugging.

      A blast of fresh, arctic air permeates the tunnel, announcing the eventual end of the cavern. We turn the last corner and I kneel down so Kani can use my leg as a platform to pull herself up to the ledge that leads out. Once she’s made it, her head pokes inside and she holds out an arm.

      “Hand me your stuff,” she says.

      I remove the sleep sack and toss it up to her. Then, I take off my backpack and lift it to where she can grab it.

      “Thanks,” I say, grabbing the rough edges of stone, and pulling myself up and out.

      “Don’t mention it,” she says, handing it back.

      We’ve got less than a hundred yards to go and we’re outside the safety of the cavern walls. The freshness of the breeze sends shivers down my spine. The last time I was out in the open was…

      The first time is always the hardest, I remind myself.

      The first time I had to face my mother and my sister Cecilina after turning Ava in…that was hard. In fact, so hard I’ve been too scared to go back. They didn’t say I was the reason Dad was gone, they didn’t have to. Their eyes did all the talking.

      Yay, more guilt.

      I breathe deep, trying to ignore my inner struggles. As I do, I see Kani is dealing with her own. Her back is rigid and she stands with one hand resting on the knife clinging to her hip. The same knife she used on Fenton.

      “You okay?” I ask, resting a hand on her shoulder.

      “Nope.”

      We stand in silence for a moment, letting the situation rest with us as we both work to move past our memories.

      “C’mon, Kani. We’ll get through this,” I whisper. “We need to get moving. Standing here freezing to death won’t change the past.”

      I grab hold of her elbow, dragging her down the remainder of the tunnel and out into the blinding white light. The snow glistens and sparkles. Fresh snow has fallen since we were last out here, decorating the ground and tree branches with its paint of renewal. The low sun shoots rays of colorful light through the branches, offering in a weird way, some kinda hope. The halo is brilliant in the crisp air, and I stand in awe for a moment. You don’t realize how depressing being in the darkness of the caverns can be until the darkness is all you have.

      We trudge our way through knee deep snow, watching for any signs of movement. Everything is our enemy, even the birds in the trees. We know that now.

      The breeze blows softly and the trip is relatively silent, with only the crunch of our feet in unison. When we reach the entrance to the Archive’s hidden tunnel, I take a final glance through the trees. Their branches look inviting and cheerful, but I know better. I always knew there was something not right with those damn birds, though.

      Too freakin’ happy.

      Kani dusts off the hidden doorway, pushing the new snow aside with her foot, and together we lift up the large lid. It groans loudly, clearly not impressed to be moved. I know the feeling.

      “You go ahead first. I’ll be right behind you,” I say, nodding to the black hole at our feet.

      With a tip of her head, Kani drops into the darkness, climbing downward rung after rung.

      I take one more glance through the trees and drop inside. With my left hand on the ladder, I use my right to slam the door shut behind me. Instantly, we’re plunged into darkness until Kani’s feet hit the bottom, triggering the motion sensor lighting system leading to the Archives door.

      “Weird being back here,” I mutter, more for myself than anything.

      “Yeah,” Kani whispers.

      The last time we were here, I was making an idiot of myself. Because of that, Runa was upset and ended up racing to the Helix alone. Not my best move ever, but it worked out in the long run. Sorta.

      My mind tiptoes to the area of my memory I’ve been trying to keep locked up, just in case. The kiss was something more powerful than anything I’ve ever experienced…but if she’s gone—if we can never be…

      I close the doorway to that train of thought.

      I need to focus on what I can affect right now. And that’s finding out more details on the Tree of Burden. If I can help Runa return, I need to be ready.

      Plus, we need to know as much as possible about Videus and his vassalage. If this madman has Runa’s brother Baxten kept hostage there, or anyone else for that matter, we need to find a way in. But we need to be real damn cautious. Either way, I need to be effective—helpful. Not sit around dwelling on what was. I guess I’m taking my own advice.

      We reach the end of the tunnel and Kani waves the small, circular device in front of the wall. There are no words, no goofy comments like Fenton would have done. Just silence until the wall shudders aside, the gears in the wall grinding loudly.

      “Where do you want to start?” Kani asks, as we enter the main area we typically go to.

      My eyes flit to the holographic screens of the mainframe we’d been at just a little over a week ago. Maybe more? I’ve begun to lose track of days. Seems like they all blend together.

      “I’ll…” I wet my lips, “I’ll take the mainframe. You take the books. There has to be something here. Maybe look for anything that has to do with the colonization? Or the history of the Helix? Or why we chose Pendomus. I’ll see if I can crack in to search for information on the history of the Tree of Burden, whether or not there was any chatter about it being a portal and whatnot. Then I’ll do some recon on the vassalage. Maybe we can figure out where its located and hell, figure out a way to get in.”

      Kani’s eyebrows raise, “Do you even remember how to use the mainframe?”

      My lips press into a thin line. She knows me too well. Any other time, I’d be the first one to head to the books. But if I can save her from any painful memories, I’m gonna do it. It’s really the least I can do.

      “Nope, not a clue, but how hard can it be?” I say.

      Shaking her head, Kani walks away mumbling something about Landry.

      Taking a deep breath, I make my way to the screens and take a seat. A hand written note scribbled in Fenton’s handwriting sits on the table.

      
        
        Who’s Runa’s real father?

        

      

      I’d forgotten all about that; what with all the death and missing persons. Once the pang of seeing a memento from Fenton’s own hand subsides, I tuck the piece of paper in my chest pocket. I flick on the mainframe the way I’d seen Fenton do a thousand times. How hard can it be to log in without being detected? My insides twist. There’s a good reason it was always Fenton’s job.

      I rifle though some of the things nearby, cursing my lack of technical know-how. I’ve always relied on those more adept in that area.

      “Why couldn’t he leave instructions or something, dammit?” I mutter to myself.

      “He did,” Kani states, matter-of-factly a few yards away, “They aren’t in written form.”

      “Well, that’s just great,” I say, halting my digging. “Don’t suppose you know what form they are in?”

      “Fenton kept a holographic backup of how to log in hidden in plain sight. He said that you’d know it when we saw it, so he never felt the need to elaborate. I’m guessing he gave you more credit than you deserve,” she says, continuing to walk down the aisles of the large bookcases.

      I blow out a burst of breath, “Well, that’s...swell.”

      I kneel down, looking under the table, feeling around for something he would have hidden.

      “In plain sight,” Kani calls out, making me jump.

      “Plain sight? How the hell would I find anything in this mess? It could be anywhere,” I call back.

      I pick up a few books stacked on the table near the holographic screens and shift them aside, hoping there’s a hidden compartment or something on the top of the desk. There’s nothing.

      Taking a seat in front of the holographic screens, I flick through some of the commands and folders he’s set up.

      It can’t be completely obvious.

      If it was, anyone could activate his instructions and figure out what to do. I’m sure as hell Fenton would be more careful than that. He of all people knew we needed to tread lightly around the Helix. And around other people, too, I suppose.

      “Dammit,” I curse to myself.

      I push back, kicking my feet up on the table and shrouding my eyes with my hands. The pounding in my temples worsens, but I know I can’t let it get to me.

      If I were Fenton, what would I do?

      Dammit, this sucks. Why couldn’t he’ve just told me to begin with where the hell he was going to leave instructions? It’s just so like him to do something important and forget to follow through—

      My foot sends a stack of books flying to the floor.

      “Great. Just great,” I mutter through gritted teeth as I kneel down to pick the five books up off the floor.

      This is not helping my head.

      I fling them, one at a time back up on the table, my mind more entrenched with Fenton than anything else. On top of it, I’m irritated at myself for being irritated at him. Such a stellar combination.

      Standing up, I lean against the table, staring at the mess in front of me. All the books were ones on the Helix, or Earth. All of them except one: Across the Multiverse. My favorite book of all time. The one title I could not be without, even when I was considering leaving Fenton and Kani and going with Ash for an indefinite amount of time. He knew how much it meant to me.

      My eyebrows furrow and I pick up the book. Oddly enough, it looks almost brand new. The blue hardcover binding isn’t tattered and frayed like mine is. I’ve carried the book with me, felt it in my hand so many times, I’ve unintentionally memorized its weight. This, however, feels far too light.

      I flip open the cover of the book, to see it’s been hollowed out inside. My first reaction is horror—why would anyone vandalize the book this way. But my eyes are drawn to scribbled writing. Drawn on the inside cover is an inscription:

      
        
        Traeton, just read me.

        

      

      Confused, I stare at the words. What in the hell is that supposed to mean?

      Of course I’ve read the damn book. Everyone knows I’ve read it. Hell, even Runa probably knows.

      I close the book, flipping it over in my hands. With the exception of the inside being carved out, the book looks perfectly normal. There’s no buttons or wires. Nothing.

      “C’mon, Fenton. What in the hell am I supposed to do?” I say, flipping the cover open again, “I didn’t just read this. It’s been...months at least.”

      I stare at the words with absolutely no clue what I’m supposed to be doing. How’s this supposed to be obvious?

      I stare at those words, parsing their various meanings.

      “Wait a minute. Read me?” I say, sitting up straighter, “Read what? Read the book? The title?”

      I scratch my head.

      Nah…can’t be that simple.

      “Across the Multiverse,” I say.

      I stare at the book, half expecting it to grow horns or something. But nothing happens.

      “Traeton just read me.” I mutter out loud, rolling my eyes, “Why can’t it be— ”

      A holographic image of Fenton pops out of the book.

      “If yer able ta see me, tha’ means yer Trae and ya figured ou’ me masterful beauty of a password,” holographic Fenton says.

      My jaw drops and I blink at the large replica face of my deceased friend. The surreality is not lost on me. Not one little bit.

      “I uh…”

      “Before ya start tryin’ ta talk an’ all tha’ bus’ness, stop. Yes, I know ya were trying’ ta talk ta my hologram,” Fenton rolls his eyes and pushes up his yellow glasses, “Don’t bother. Until I fully integrate, I can’t understand you - a’ least no’ in tha conversational way. It’ll take a few minutes ta be fully operational. Now, then. Let’s get busy. Yer tryin’ ta ge’ inta tha mainframe fer tha Helix witout me. Am I righ’?”

      I open my mouth to respond.

      A large holographic palm materializes in front of his torso, “Don’ answer tha’.”

      “Ugh. Here we go. Can’t even give normal holographic instructions, can you Fenton?” I laugh. He never was one for the straight basics. Always had to throw in a bit of himself.

      “Now then, I’ve se’ up parameters ta allow ya easier access than anyone else, Trae. Even easier than Kani, but don’tcha tell ‘er I said so. Tha firs’ thin’ ya gotta do is plug the voice recognition software inta tha system.”

      “Ah…?” I look around, trying to figure out what he means by voice recognition software.

      “Before ya ge’ all busy wonderin’ wha’ tha ’ell I’m talkin’ about, le’ me make it simple. I’m it. Or shall I say, tha book is it.”

      I scrunch up my face and roll my hand in the air, “C’mon, Fenton. Get on with it.”

      “Okay, okay… Now ya gotta bring tha book within a short distance of tha holographic mainframe. Then you—and only you—need ta say tha connection password. Yer gonna love this,” holographic Fenton wiggles his eyebrows up and down, “Tha voice recognition password is ‘Gettin’ it on wit’ Runa’. Just changed it from ‘Gonna be a virgin ferever’, so stop makin’ tha face and be grateful.”

      Fenton’s smile is large and toothy and he bobs and weaves his head in a weird dance, his shoulders shimmying.

      “Oh, for the love…” I groan.

      “I just though’ of it while ya ran off ta chase her down at tha Helix. Hmmm…wonder if you’d do it there?”

      He shakes his head dismissively, as if trying to get rid of visuals he just conjured.

      “Anyway, password time.”

      “I am not saying that,” I tell the hologram and crossing my arms over my chest.

      As if reading my mind, Fenton says, “There’s no other way around it, either, tough guy. Ya want inta tha Helix’s mainframe, ya gotta say the password. Then, in my humble opinion, ya should also go an’ do it.”

      You have got to be kidding me.

      What if Runa had been here when I needed to do all this?

      Knowing Fenton, he’d love the thought of me having to explain what all this means to her. My cheeks burn. Talk about horrifying.

      I shudder, more grateful Runa’s not here than I’ve been in days.

      “Fine. Whatever,” I say, picking up the book and dropping it beside the holographic screens with a little less care than I should.

      “Eh-eh. Don’t forget ta say tha password,” Fenton tick-tocks a finger back and forth.

      I scratch the top of my head and lean in close to the hologram.

      “Getting it on with Runa,” I whisper through clenched teeth.

      “Wha’ was tha’? I can’t hear ya,” Fenton says, placing a hand to his ear, “Tha voice recognition needs ta recognize yer voice. It’s no’ a damn breathalyzer.”

      Geezus, this guy thought of everything. I don’t know if I like the level of knowledge he had with the inner workings of my mind. It’s almost scary. He knows me better than I know myself.

      “Fine,” I say through gritted teeth, “Getting it on with Runa.”

      “What did you just say?” Kani calls out from a few aisles away.

      “None of your damn business,” I say back, feeling the burn in my face scorching.

      “Really? Because I thought you just said—”

      “Do not finish that sentence if you know what’s good for you,” I warn, holding a hand up toward her direction.

      As if this wasn’t humiliating enough.

      “Ta-da! Magic password ‘Gettin’ it on wit Runa’ accepted,” holographic Fenton says, winking.

      I run my fingertips over my eyebrows and take a deep breath. If he wasn’t already dead, I’d kill him myself.

      Dammit, even in death, he loves to embarrass the hell outta me.

      Staring at the holographic screen, it automates itself, running through some parameters and eventually entering the main database screen.

      The ethereal Fenton hovers, watching me in a creepy, voyeuristic way as I try to ignore his presence. Instead, I hunt for the search function, but nothing is evident.

      Grumbling, I lean back and run a hand through my hair.

      “Okay, Fenton, why couldn’t you leave instructions on searching through this thing?” I say.

      “Took ya long enough. One thousand, three hundred an’ twenty-four seconds, ta be exact. Though’ ya’d figure ou’ sooner I’m yer interface, now. Seriously, Trae. Ge’ wit tha program. It’s why ya needed the voice recognition password,” he says, “Wha’cha searchin’ for?”

      I stare at my friend. Fenton clearly didn’t mean to create this thinking he’d be dead when I need it, because frankly, I can’t shake the creeps over seeing him talking as if he’s really here.

      Clearing my throat, I say, “Anything we can find on Videus.”

      “Videus. Two secs,” he says, then grins, “No, not sex. Seconds. Ge’ yer mind outta tha gutter, Trae. Yeesh.”

      I roll my eyes at his dumb joke. I heard him correctly the first time around. Only he thinks about sex that much. I swear it.

      There’s a long pause as Fenton’s face blanks out momentarily.

      “Okay, tha data is really obscure. I’m finding details with a 9.7% relevancy which describe Videus as tha original innovator behind tha Pendomus colonization. But fer some reason, it’s no’ overly reliant.”

      I nod, “We know that already. Well, sorta. What I’m really looking for is any relevance behind Videus and the Tree of Burden. Or anything that might give me a better idea of where Runa could be. Or if she’s even safe.”

      Fenton’s eyes go distant, but he starts to squint one as if he’s deep in concentration. I chuckle under my breath.

      Leave it to Fenton to include facial expressions with this interface. Too bad he probably didn’t consider how he just looks constipated.

      “M’kay. There’re zilch relevant results listing tha two search queries in correlation wit one another. However, there’re fourteen distinct results on the Tree of Burden.”

      I sit up straighter.

      “Okay. How about the Tree of Burden and Runa?” I say.

      “Negative. Zero matches.”

      I think for a moment, then it dawns on me. I don’t think Videus had any idea who Runa technically was. If he had, he would have taken her from her family much sooner. Hell, probably disposed of her before she could ever fully develop.

      “Scratch Runa. What about…Daughter of Five?”

      “Ding, ding, ding,” Fenton chimes, “Twelve of tha fourteen results cross reference this search parameter.”

      Gotcha.
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      ALL KINDS OF HORRORS cross my mind. This is one of those times when I could really use Kani and her skillful, albeit creepy knife wielding. Or at the very least, the ability to do it myself. In the space of microseconds, I make a mental note to have Kani show me how she does it if I get back—when I get back.

      Turning around slowly, I come face to face with the enormous spider from before. The creature’s white tusks are inches from my face and I slink back against the wall, pushing Ammon further away so I stand between the two of them. The spider didn’t harm me last time, but I’m not taking any chances with the young boy. For all I know, it’s the spider who brought him here.

      “What do you want?” I ask, unsure if anything I say will matter.

      The silent spider’s large leg taps my pocket where the key is held again. The same, slow mannerism from before is unnerving.

      “I… I know. You want me to give it back, but I can’t. At least, not yet.”

      The large black eyes feel like they peer past the surface of me, going deep inside of my mind. A sudden flash of insight hits me, almost as if the creature is trying to share thoughts in images. The impressions are so similar to the way Tethys communicates, but lacks the depth of feelings, colors, or sensation. In the vision, I see a large open field full of lush green grasses. Large fruits hang from vines and trees. Animals I’ve never seen before munch lazily at the green grass and birds chirp happily. In the middle of a grove of swaying trees sits an enormous table brimming full of food.

      My mouth begins to water at the thought of tasting one of the large, ripe fruits my body has already become accustomed to. It’s certainly not something I would have experienced inside the Helix where we only had RationCaps. I’m filled with a sudden urgency to get there. Wherever there is.

      A basic understanding of proximity is translated, but nothing definitive. The creature doesn’t completely know herself. This is going to be a task of hunt and find.

      I blink back from the images and impressions to find the spider has vanished. Again.

      “What the heck was that? I heard clicking, but couldn’t fully make out what it was,” Ammon says, tilting his head to listen.

      “It’s okay, I don’t think the creature wants to hurt us,” I say. “I think she was giving me information about where to find food.”

      “Creature?” Ammon’s voice peels up an octave. “Wait a minute…food? What kind of food? And why are you calling it a she?”

      A strange part of me is actually sad to see the spider go. There’s something quietly serene about her and she’s obviously trying to help.

      “You gonna explain the food or tell me why this thing is a she instead of an it?”

      “I…I don’t know,” I shrug, “I don’t like calling things it, I guess. I always sorta give them a gender, even if I’m not sure. She gave me images, sorta like the eLink—you know what that is, right?”

      Ammon nods.

      “I think they were directions of sort.”

      “So, you don’t know if it’s a she?” he says, going back to the gender issue. He attempts to quirk his eyebrow, despite his puffy eyes.

      “No, I guess not.”

      “Good,” he says, in a relieved sigh, “because if the thing started telling you it was a girl or boy…well, that would be weird. Then again, it’s kinda weird it told you there was food. Are you sure you didn’t just imagine it because that’s what we want?”

      I scrunch my face and say, “On that note, we should get you to water and come up with a plan from there. Might be best to have you rest while I hunt for the food. You know, just in case.”

      I’m tempted to call the water area the Oasis, like we did back at the Haven, but I resist the urge. Too many references to the Haven makes my heart constrict to the point of breathlessness and I can’t bear to deal with those emotions right now. The sooner I figure out what I’m meant to know—the sooner I’ll be back with my friends. At least, I hope.

      “Wait—you’re not gonna leave me alone, are ya?” Ammon’s voice raises an octave.

      “Well, I really think I—”

      “Absolutely not. Nah uh,” Ammon shakes his head frantically. “Wherever you’re going, I’m going too.”

      He weaves his tiny fingers through mine and squeezes. His vulnerability reminds me just how young he really is, regardless of his intelligence. I wasn’t even allowed to go outdoors at ten, so a part of me can relate to his neediness.

      “Okay, it’s a deal,” I say, breathing out, “But it will mean getting some rest first and coming up with an escape plan as quickly as possible. Your body has been through a lot. We need to make sure you have strength to mend.”

      “Right now, the only thing my body is worried about is the grumble going on in my belly,” he says.

      “Well, with a little luck, we’ll be able to remedy that soon. I got the distinct impression there’s food nearby,” I say. Though, what makes me think that, I’m not sure. It’s not as though large fields of grass grow inside caves.

      “I hope you’re right. I’m starving. Who knows how long I’ve been here, seems like forever. I miss the food from back at the Lat—” Ammon cuts himself off.

      “Me too,” I say, nodding, “Wait a sec, were you going to say back at the…Lateral?”

      Ammon bites his lip, wincing.

      “That’s it, isn’t it? You’re from the Lateral, too. How on Pendomus did you get all the way out here?” I say.

      “How do ya know about the Lateral?” Ammon asks, his voice suddenly full of suspicion.

      “I’ve been there. I have friends who live there and now I sorta do, too,” I say, “What about you?”

      “Who are your friends?” he asks.

      “Landry and Fenton Tabet, Kani Ling…Trae Revasco.” I say, swallowing my heart with the final name.

      Ammon considers for a moment, the hard lines of his pinched lips softening.

      “Whatever ya say, Runa,” Ammon says, finally shrugging again. “So far your hunches have been pretty good. I guess I can trust ya one last time.”

      “Thanks, kid,” I laugh, messing up his hair slightly. “Now come on, let’s get outta here. This place gives me the creeps.”

      “Makes two of us,” he nods in agreement.

      I put an arm under his shoulder and let him rest his weight against me as we hobble toward the water area the Salamander had brought me to. The trek takes much longer than when I was on my own, but Ammon does remarkably well, all things considered. His body is light, but awkward as we make our way. When we reach the water, I help him drop to his knees and he leans forward, cupping his hands much in the same manner I did earlier. He drinks the water in until his little belly has expanded outward. Then he crawls back, leaning his back against the cavern wall. Even with my NanoTech jacket over his shoulders, it has to be freezing.

      “Isn’t that cold?” I ask, pointing to the rocky face behind him.

      Ammon shakes his head.

      “Can’t tell anymore. Been in here like this too long. It all feels the same to me,” he says, rocking his head from side to side.

      The Caudex rests in the small nook I placed it in, a meter or so away from Ammon. Abruptly, its pages begin to burn brightly. The aquamarine stone around my neck tingles against my skin, a silent plea to push forward and have a look.

      “Ah, what’s that sound?” Ammon asks, wiggling his pointer finger in the direction of the Caudex. “It’s like electricity or something?”

      “It’s okay, just give me a second,” I say.

      I walk over to the Caudex, then sit down cross legged in front of the large book. Placing the heavy tome across my lap, I wave the crystal in front of the lock. The ornate clasp disengages and the pages whirl open as light bursts from within.

      I glance at Ammon’s worried face.

      “Don’t worry, it’s nothing bad,” I say, peering at him to see how much he’s able to take in.

      “If you say so,” he shrugs. “Did you find a light or something?”

      “Sort of,” I say.

      Quickly, I hunt the pages, searching for whatever I’m meant to read—meant to know. Finally, I find what I’m looking for.

      “My book, the one that I took a page out of,” I say, “it sometimes informs me of things. And by that I mean, almost like we’re having two-way communication. I know it sounds strange, but bear with me, okay?”

      “Wish I had a book like that. Sounds cool.”

      I smile. Kids can be so accepting.

      I look at the page and read out loud.

      
        
        THE FIVE TRIALS

        When the time of renewal dawns, the Daughter of Five’s purpose shall be revealed in all its glory. She has been imbued with gifts that even she cannot fathom. In order for her to master her innate abilities and eventually take on the Creator, she must first be set to face her  hopes and fears and overcome each of the Five Trials. Within these trials, she will find pieces to uncover her purpose, her gifts, and learn how to master them. As each is revealed, all will become clear. Upon completion of each trial, the symbol of accomplishment will be given.

        Each will bring about its own unique challenges and will present themselves in whatever manner and order is deemed best by the state of her being at presented time. Within each trial, lies the lessons of the original inhabitants, imbued with love and trust that she will wield her power for the good of all.

        One thing the Daughter of Five must remember: she is not alone in the control of this process. She must never lose sight or faith, or be lost to the world until she is ready.

        

      

      “What does that even mean? Be lost to the world?” I say, looking up at Ammon.

      His face is somewhat quizzical, “Are you kidding? Who’s this Daughter of Five? Oh wait, are ya saying—oh.”

      “Yeah,” I say, sighing, “that would be me.”

      “That’s so wicked,” he proclaims, a big grin spreading across his face. “It’s like you’re on a magical quest.”

      “I don’t know how wicked it is, because I’m definitely confused. How will I know when I’m facing one of these trials? There’s absolutely nothing in here about what I’m going to be up against.”

      “Yeah, not much other than to be prepared to be scared,” Ammon says, wiggling his fingers and pursing his lips like a fish. “How do you even know this stuff is about you?”

      “Trust me, I know,” I say, returning my gaze to the Caudex.

      “Well, how friggin’ awesome is it that you’re a part of some ‘big trial.’ I mean, I bet there’s even a prophecy that goes along with it,” he says, laughing. “Wait until I tell the guys back home that I got saved by some girl who’s like, infamous, or something.”

      My eyes widen, but I can’t bring myself to say anything. Though I have no idea what the prophecy says, I know there is one, and I somehow play a key role. You can’t imagine what the weight of that feels like.

      “Why are you so quiet?” he asks, turning his face my direction, “Don’t you think it’s great to be a part of something big like this?”

      “Yeah, it’s wonderful,” I say, frowning. “Couldn’t I be tested on something nice? Silly things like learning how to finger weave?”

      “Who knows, maybe you will be,” Ammon says, sitting up straighter and taking on a sage-like stance, with his legs crossed. He tries to raise a prophetic eyebrow, “Tell me, young Runa, are you afraid of finger-weaving, my dear?”

      I roll my eyes in response, but a smile cracks my lips. It’s good to have him here. If I’d been alone, I don’t think I’d take this news quite so lightly.

      “What does the finger weaving symbolize for you? Look deep, my dear,” he says, trying to make his voice deeper than its ability to go. It cracks as he says my name, making us both laugh.

      “Why do they always feel the need to be so cryptic?” I ask, rereading the passages, “And what’s this mean, ‘the symbol of accomplishment will be given?”

      “Maybe they hand ya an award,” Ammon grins.

      “Somehow, I doubt it. Maybe a crystal, or an object will be passed on? A door opens?” I say, fiddling with the aquamarine crystal at my neck. “Wouldn’t be completely unheard of. I have a crystal I wear with me at all times because of this.”

      “Really?” he says, his mouth agape.

      “I never completed something to get it, though. At least, I don’t think I did.”

      It never occurred to me I might have completed some hidden initiation to find the stone. How far back could these trials go? Could I have been challenged by one already and just didn’t know? What if this stone was a symbol of accomplishment? Either way, the little blue crystal holds a special role in the path I’ve ended up on.

      “So, what do ya want to do about this? I mean, can I help?”

      “Ammon, I don’t have any idea what this means. Or how to—”

      Light spills from the pages again, and scrolled across the brittle paper, as if written by an invisible pen, words appear.

      
        
        It has been decided. Each of the five trials will take form in the basic elements as brought to life by the Daughter of Five.

        The first is hunger. In order to truly know the essence of life, the Daughter of Five must face the deepest levels of the human body’s needs.

        

      

      No sooner do I speak the words out loud, the cavern begins to shudder and Ammon whimpers.

      “Uh, this isn’t good. We need to get outta here,” he says, trying to scramble to a vertical position.

      I look down at the Caudex wanting to read on.

      “Ammon, it’s just a tremor. Probably due to the volatility of this side of the planet,” I offer, trying not to overreact, “Even the Lateral was experiencing them not long ago.”

      “No, this is not that. Trust me,” Ammon urges.

      I sit up straighter, taking note of the edge in his voice.

      “What do you mean? How do you know?” I demand, slamming the book shut.

      “Because this happens every time he arrives.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickle at the way he says the word he.

      “You told me you never saw who brought you here,” I say, scrambling to my feet.

      He smiles sheepishly, pointing at his swollen eyes, “Well, could ya see like this?”

      “You lied to me,” I cry, grabbing his arm and tugging him closer.

      “No, not lied. Not technically. I didn’t see him, but I didn’t have to,” he says.

      “Ammon, it was an important question. Whoever brought you here could be someone extremely dangerous.”

      My mind instantly goes to worst-case scenario.

      Videus.

      Who else would capture people on Pendomus for the intent of torture or deprivation? Humanity isn’t so sprawling here that there’d be more than one maniacal megalomaniac.

      “C’mon,” I grab Ammon’s hand, and help him move forward. I’m not entirely sure where to go, but hope my instincts will guide us in the right direction. “Who is he? Do you know his name?”

      “N—no,” Ammon says, trembling.

      “What is he like?”

      I pull Ammon behind me, trying to see in the darkness for a tunnel branch to take that isn’t easily visible off the main path. The further we get from the lit fires, the darker everything becomes until we are finally plunged into absolute, disorienting darkness.

      “He’s strange, always breathing on me, getting close into my personal space,” Ammon says when I pull him into a small crevasse in the stone wall and force him to crouch, “He always wears a mask. I can tell because of the way his breath sounds when he’s close.”

      “Ugh. Okay. Sit here and stay quiet. Not a peep, do you hear me?” I say, getting ready to go out and do some recon.

      “Where are ya going?” Ammon squeals.

      “I’m going to check to see if I can spot anything. I won’t be far. Trust me.”

      Something in the sheer terror of the little boy’s stature tells me even if this isn’t Videus, whoever he is, he’s just as dangerous.

      The rumbling of the tunnel gets louder and angrier before finally halting altogether.

      “Not a word,” I breathe.

      Ammon shudders beside me as we wait in utter silence. I haven’t even left his side when we hear it—footsteps.

      They echo and reverberate off the walls of the cavern.

      “He could not have vanished into thin air. Find him. In his condition, there’s no way he could have gotten far.”

      The voice is distant, and muffled, just like Ammon said—but still eerily familiar and I listen more intently, trying to decide if it’s because it reminds me of Videus. It’s hard to tell, considering he used Fenton to speak to me before.

      There’s no answer in reply, only a grunt and the continuing shuffle of footsteps.

      Ammon clutches my arm tightly, cutting off the blood supply to my right hand. I place my left palm over his fingers, trying to reassure him.

      “Check every side chute, every pathway out. The fire lights are lit for a reason. He’s here somewhere and I want him alive, for now,” the voice says.

      A slithering sound shuffles past the small shaft leading to where we wait and my back stiffens.

      Please go by. Please go by.

      I repeat the mantra in my head, willing to find some way to hide us; keep us safe. For a moment, it works.

      Then the Caudex bursts open, orange light spilling into the tunnel around us. I drop Ammon’s arm to hide the book and find a way to dampen the light as best I can.

      “There—do you see the light? Check it out and report back immediately,” the voice says, commanding the silent partner.

      The light of the Caudex goes out as I try to find a way to extinguish it, but it’s too late. A new light outside our tunnel grows brighter.

      All too quickly, the slithering sound grows louder, until we’re face to face with the largest Salamander I’ve seen yet. Flames glow at the bottom of his feet and his body is as black as the deepest recesses of the cavern, but a large blue marking consumes half of his face and descends over his right shoulder and down his leg. For the briefest of moments, the Salamander tilts his head to the side, watching. Almost as if he’s as surprised to find us as we are to be found.

      Ammon squeals, groping at my shoulder and trying to hide behind me. My heart races as I look for a way around the Salamander.

      Orbs of light begin to dance around the Salamander, emerging from inside the stone walls, though he takes no notice at all. For a brief moment, I shake my head. Has my sight returned? Then an ear-piercing screech escapes the Salamander, an alarm sounding to call his master. He doesn’t move toward us, or try to capture us—he just simply screeches.

      “Ammon, back up. Go back as far as you can,” I command, pushing him even further behind me.

      The orbs of light move from the creature in front of us, spreading to both sides of the cavern, dancing a cold blue light against the warmth of the fire produced by the Salamander’s feet.

      “Ahhh—” Ammon cries out behind me.

      I whirl around to find we’re surrounded. Behind us, the enormous spider has returned, blocking us from retreating further—while the Salamander stands vigil in front of us.

      A low, agitated growl escapes the spider, who stomps forward angrily towards us.

      Trapped between the two, I clutch at Ammon and the Caudex, which is still shining dimly between the clamped covers.

      “What do we do?” Ammon squeals.

      “I don’t know,” I say.

      One way is most certainly death—the Salamander and the one controlling him. While the spider hasn’t yet attacked us, her angry stature is one I’m not about to challenge, either.

      The spider growls again, stomping forward and pushing us even closer to the Salamander—flushing us out of the tunnel.

      “What is it? What did you find?” the voice asks, coming up from behind the Salamander.

      Ammon whimpers and I grip his small hand tightly. The man in front of us is dressed in some sort of black armor from head to toe, not at all dissimilar from the skin of the Salamander. Along the front breast plate is the only flash of color on his outfit—a snaking spiral of blue fire, which appears to be truly alight. I don’t have time to question the how’s or why’s however, because I can’t take my eyes off his face—or lack thereof.

      He’s not wearing a mask. Not as such, anyway. Much like the Labots, this man’s face is completely missing—wiped clean of all features. Only, instead of a blank slate of skin, as they have, this man’s face is a running pool of blood. Atop his head is a large, extravagant headdress in the shape of the vulture-like birds that attacked us at the Tree of Burden. Blood flows from the mouth of the great bird, feeding the undulating surface where his face should be.

      Though with no perceivable mouth, the man without a face says, “This trap could not have worked more perfectly. Do you know who you’ve just stumbled upon? You’ve just captured the infamous Daughter of Five. Most excellent work, Frunam.”

      The man with the vulture atop his head walks forward, petting the Salamander in a strange, lovingly way, but never moving his face from our direction. His absence of gaze makes it beyond uncomfortable to look at him.

      “I believe you have something of mine, my little Everblossom,” Videus says, “And I want him back.”
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      THE SPIDER’S LOW GROWLS suddenly switch to a soft, steady hum. The orbs of light I saw earlier are back, and begin to grow increasingly brighter on either side of Videus, but he takes no notice whatsoever.

      “Here, I was coming to check on my little…project. Imagine my surprise to find the elusive Daughter of Five available for the taking. I figured it would be more difficult than this. Especially after all that’s happened,” Videus says. “I mean, I knew ultimately, you’d be lured here, but I never dreamed it would be so soon.”

      I jut my chin out, standing straighter, and stepping forward, “You can’t have Ammon.”

      As expected, Videus laughs. A hearty, deep, and jolly laugh.

      “Oh, child. I assure you, I can and I will. He certainly can’t go with you. That would be disastrous,” Videus says.

      His cockiness irritates me and it feeds my growing decision to overcome not only this situation—but him. He has to be stopped, by whatever means necessary.

      “Runa, stop moving toward him,” Ammon says, tugging my arm, trying to pull me back to him.

      I hadn’t even noticed I was walking closer to Videus and taking Ammon with me. It was as if an invisible string was pulling me to Videus and I was unconscious to stop. But why hasn’t Videus come towards us further? Why hasn’t he attacked yet?

      Behind me, the spider stomps heavily, shaking the ground beneath our feet and forcing us all to lose balance. I glance over my shoulder to see her barreling down on us, large furry legs penetrating into the dirt and rock as she nears. The air fills with static electricity and the orbs of light burst into bright, tiny stars on either side of the cavern between Videus, Ammon, and I. All at once, the orbs react to each other and start spitting out strings of light that weave together into a blue, luminescent web separating us from Videus. The spider’s song cuts off and once again she roars behind us, then charges.

      My eyes widen in horror as she slams into Ammon, forcing him into me and shoving us toward Videus and the blue web. My feet dig into the ground and I throw my arms out, trying to grab hold of the rocks along the wall. It’s no use, though. The spider has too much mass and too much force behind her.

      We’re going to be trapped in the web and there’s nothing we can do about it.

      I close my eyes in utter disbelief, waiting for contact with the strings of light. The moment we hit, it’s like being forced through a warm waterfall. Rather than being stuck, the silky strands of the web brush my cheeks and tug at my hair. After a moment, I open my eyes.

      “Uh, why’s it so bright?” Ammon says, releasing my arm and tipping his head up slightly, trying to see through his swollen cracks for eyes. “And so nice and warm? Ah, man, I haven’t felt this kinda warmth in ages.”

      We’re surrounded by white light and I shield my eyes with my arm trying to get my vision to adjust.

      After a few moments, sand dunes take form. Then the horizon and the blazing sun.

      We’ve been transported elsewhere on the planet. By the looks of things, not terribly far, though.

      “How?” I ask aloud.

      “No clue over here. One second I figured we were spider food. Next thing I know I was getting pushed straight toward certain death—well, then we were here. How did that happen?”

      My mind is reeling as I try to make sense of things. The spider wasn’t pushing us to a trap. She was helping us to escape? I should have realized.

      “I think—I think we were just helped out of a sticky situation,” I say.

      “You’re not kidding,” Ammon says, shuddering, “I thought he was using some sorta force to pull us to him.”

      “Didn’t you see the blue web of light? Or any light at all as we were being pushed?” I ask.

      Ammon shakes his head, “I could almost make out glowing orange, but that’s it. Everything’s so blurry.”

      Of course—the orbs, the blue web, it was something only I could see. My gift from Tethys. The spider was opening some sort of portal and getting us to safety. All right in front of Videus’ nose, too.

      I turn to Ammon and say, “I think we were just sent here by a TerraDweller.”

      “A TerraWhater?” Ammon says, scrunching his face.

      “I read about them in my book here, remember? They’re creatures of Pendomus who lived here before humans took over. No one has really seen them before. I guess I kinda understand why. They’re hiding in the darkness,” I say.

      “If they have the kinda power to send us other places, why send us here and not somewhere with food and shelter?” Ammon mutters, shifting from side to side on the hot sand.

      That’s actually a really good point.

      Using my hand as a shield, I survey the landscape, trying to get a clue to explain why we’re here. In the horizon, the sunlight dances across the golden white sand, but there’s nothing immediately evident.

      “We can’t just stand here. We should get outta the sun. Ouch…” Ammon says walking forward on his toes. Then he vanishes in front of me, as though he walked through a curtain.

      “Ammon—” I call out, holding my hand out in front of me in disbelief.

      “Uhm…Runa, what just happened?” Ammon asks.

      I blink back, surprised to hear his voice, “Where are you?”

      “Right in front of you, I think? Keep walking.”

      With an arm outstretched, I walk forward. One second I’m in the desert, the next I’m standing in the lush, green field from my vision with the spider—TerraDweller.

      Ammon walks forward, running smack dab into a fruit dangling from a low branch. He reaches up, and plucks it off the tree.

      “Is this—fruit?” he says, bringing it to his nose and inhaling deep.

      “Yes, Ammon, it is,” I say in amazement.

      Ammon doesn’t hesitate. He takes a big bite and juices squirt out in all directions, rolling down his hands and forearms. It smatters his face and he smiles broadly.

      “Runa…” he says, food dripping from his mouth, “you have gotta try this.”

      My belly rumbles as he reaches out, handing me the fruit. As it passes from his hand, it drops straight through mine and onto the ground.

      “Way to go, butterfingers. You’re supposed to eat it, not drop it in the dirt,” he says, waving his arms above his head to find another one.

      “Ammon, I didn’t drop it,” I say, peering closely at my hand.

      Am I not really here?

      “What do you mean?” he says, plucking another one off a branch.

      “I mean…” I take a step toward him and hold out my hand, “I didn’t drop it. Try again. Place it in the middle of my palm.”

      Ammon’s eyebrows flicker, trying to tug in, and he flips the fruit over to pass it to me. Once again, it drops straight through to the ground.

      “Oh, this is just wonderful,” I mutter, my stomach growling louder.

      I walk over to the tree and reach for one of the fruits myself and as suspected, my hand goes straight through it. Beside me, Ammon juts out a scrawny finger and jabs it into my arm—hard.

      “Ouch. Do you mind?” I say, rubbing the spot where he poked me.

      “How can you feel that?” he asks.

      “Ah,” I say, realization dawning, “It’s obvious, isn’t it?”

      Ammon quirks his face, “It is?”

      I walk to the large table from my vision filled with lush, wonderful looking foods displayed across its top. Setting down the Caudex, I dangle the aquamarine stone in front of it and splay the pages open.

      The first page I see holds a warning that would have been convenient to know:

      
        
        Trust in Kantella; her web will be your salvation.

        

      

      Ammon maneuvers to stand nearby and I help him take a seat at the table.

      “Are you looking at your book again?” he asks.

      “Yeah—it says to trust the TerraDweller, go figure,” I laugh.

      “Nice,” he says. “Woulda been better to get the memo sooner.”

      This must have been what the book was trying to warn us of when Videus was getting close. Or perhaps when Ammon was warning us to leave and I was trying to read more. Sighing, I flip back to the last page I was reading before the cavern started to shake and Videus showed up.

      Again, I read the passage aloud,

      
        
        “It has been decided. Each of the five trials will take form in the basic elements as brought to life by the Daughter of Five. The first is hunger. In order to truly know the essence of life, the Daughter of Five must face the deepest levels of the human body’s needs.”

        

      

      I look at Ammon, who’s mouth is gaping wide in recognition.

      “Oh, right,” he says. “Well, that kinda stinks.”

      “It truly does. Especially since there’s a table here with the most delicious looking food,” I tell him.

      “There is?” his hands fly out as he spins around and feels across the top of the table. He tilts his head, “Does this mean we finally find food and you can’t have any? Kind of a cruel joke, if you ask me.”

      “Yeah, it kinda seems that way. But you don’t have to wait,” I say, guiding Ammon’s hands to some of the foods for him to grab. “Well, the sooner I overcome the trial, the sooner I can eat.”

      I pace away from Ammon and his voice and muffled chewing drifts off as I get caught up in my own thoughts. Despite the interaction, my body is surging with a strange tingly sensation and every nerve in my body feels alive—ready for whatever comes next.

      My stomach rumbles and I keep my back turned to the array of delectable foods a few feet away. How does simply facing the fear of hunger help one overcome it? There has to be more to it than that… How long will I really have to go without food before the test is over? What if I have to learn something specific before the trial ends—and what happens if I don’t learn it…

      I shudder at the thought.

      Surely they wouldn’t push a trial to the point of death?

      I shake away the ludicrous thought. No way would they jeopardize the Daughter of Five.

      Two bright blue eyes blink at me from behind a tree in full pink bloom and I stand still, watching the creature hiding in the shadows. After a moment, a medium sized mammal with the appearance of an earth wolf steps forward, holding my gaze. Then he turns deliberately, walking alone through the pathway of trees.

      Instinctively, I start to follow after him.

      “Hey Runa, where are you still here?” Ammon calls out through full cheeks.

      “I’ll be right back, Ammon. Stay at the table,” I say, holding my hand outright.

      “Suit yourself,” he says, shrugging, “Just don’t go too far, mkay? I still can’t see all that well, and I sure as heck don’t want to come looking for you.”

      “I won’t,” I mutter, slowly following after the wolf.

      He stays a few feet in front of me, his energy always aware of the distance I follow him at—just as my energy is aware of his. In a way, he reminds me of Tethys’ with her all-knowing aura and protectiveness.

      We reach a small cliff and the wolf takes a seat precariously at the edge. Slowly, I sit down beside him, letting my feet dangle over the edge as I peer out into the vast abyss in front of me. A soft haze blankets the far away reaches of the planet where my eyes can see. The sun, oddly enough, no longer carries the same halo as it had in the frozen side of the planet I’m from. But it’s still beautiful in its own way as it bleeds orange and reds across the canopy of the sky.

      The wolf’s tail twitches from time to time, but he sits majestically patient.

      Birds flock against the blue sky, twirling in a spectacle dance off in the distance. A shudder runs down my spine and a hint of fear creeps its way into my soul.

      “Why am I here?” I ask, turning to the wolf, half-expecting him to answer. Stranger things have happened on Pendomus. “How do I overcome a trial of hunger? How long will this last? What am I missing?”

      The wolf meets my gaze, his blue eyes the color of cold ice, and very similar to the color of the Salamander who helped me. Suddenly, he tips his head back and a howl bursts from his throat. The resonance is so loud, I cover my ears to keep them safe.

      The birds in the distance switch directions, their flock practically coming to a halt in mid-flight before they come streaming toward us. I scramble upward, away from the ledge and back to the safety of solid ground.

      There was once a time when I loved the sight of birds on the breeze—but no longer. Their presence has become ominous and synonymous with suffering, death, and betrayal.

      I glance around, looking for a place to run to and hide. But beyond leading them straight back to Ammon, there’s no where to go.

      “Please, tell them to stay away,” I cry out.

      As if confused, the wolf’s head tips to the side and he perks one ear to the sky.

      Turning around, I race back to the cover of the tree line. When I reach it, I duck behind the closest tree, waiting for the convergence with the birds. However, the sky is devoid of their presence; as if they never existed at all.

      The wolf saunters to me, a single gray bird in its mouth and he drops the corpse at my feet. Horrified, I cover my mouth.

      “Why would you bring this to me?” I ask, “Why on Pendomus would you do this?”

      The wolf and bird merge, transforming before my eyes into a naked man, lying on his side on the warm ground. His brown hair flutters in the breeze revealing hints of red hues. His back is turned to me, but I can’t take my eyes off his body and the familiarity in its lines. My eyes resting on the small of his back, traveling downward.

      “Hello?” I whisper, refusing to move from my location.

      The man rolls over, and I shield my eyes before taking in the entirety of his naked body. Something odd stirs in the depths of me—curiosity, I suppose. But it’s more than that. Almost an odd sense of hunger—one I can’t begin to describe.

      As he stands up, my heart threatens to burst from its cage. How—how can he be here? Was he transported too?

      God, I’ve missed him so much.

      “Traeton, you—you have no clothes on,” I blurt out, wanting more than anything to run to him and wrap my arms around him. Instead, an awkward restraint keeps me from him.

      He chuckles, “It’s Trae, Runa.”

      “I—I know that. It’s just—you’ve caught me off guard. Where are your clothes? Can I help you find some?” I ask, turning around and calling over my shoulder. “And what—what happened to your hair? Are you okay?”

      My thrumming heartbeat pulses in my ears, and I’m acutely aware of the rigidity of my stance.

      I hear Trae shift, walking over to where I stand, and I freeze. How can he be here? Finally, now? After all this time, and all my wishing.

      “Clothes are unnecessary, don’t you think?” he says, standing directly behind me. The heat of his body radiates along my entire backside, making me shiver.

      “I don’t—I think—” I begin.

      Trae grabs hold of my wrist, gently pulling my hand back behind me, and slowly dragging it along his hip. My insides clench, and a heady wanting threatens to consume me.

      “You feel that, don’t you?” he says. “The way I want you. Do you want me too?”

      “I—of course I want you, Trae. I’ve missed you so—”

      I shiver.

      Every nerve in my hand burns intensely as he uses it to gently stroke the skin on his thigh. I’m acutely aware of his body, of the fact I’ve never seen anyone naked in my life—and the fact every fiber in my being wants to turn around. Yet, the overwhelming programming from the Helix taunts me from the back of my mind. It says I shouldn’t. It’s dangerous.

      “Do you, really? Do you understand what I mean?” he whispers in my ear.

      His words curve around me, lulling me into wanting something more.

      My heart races, my breath is shallow and ragged, but I wait as still as I possibly can.

      “I—what is this, Trae? What are you trying to— ” I breathe, closing my eyes.

      I don’t know what this feeling is, but it’s consuming. I should be able to control myself better, but the urges are overwhelming. I want to step out of my own clothes and feel his skin against mine. I don’t even know why—I just do.

      Trae closes the last remaining gap between us, his body pressing against the back of mine. I feel every aspect of him as our bodies touch.

      “Runa, men and women—we’re meant to connect. We’re meant to physically connect. And that’s how I want you. How I’ve always wanted you, but was too afraid to say. I knew you wouldn’t know what that meant before. But now—I can’t help myself. I need— ” he says, his voice low and husky.

      A shiver runs down my spine. Then what does he mean?

      “Traeton, I don’t understand, but I think you know that already,” I say, sighing heavily. A part of me wants desperately to turn and face him, to understand, to kiss him and allow whatever happens to unfold.

      As if reading my mind, he takes my shoulder in his hand and slowly spins me around so I face him. Refusing to look down, I consume myself with the way his hair is its natural brown, rather than the blue I’ve come to love.

      He grins, his dimples emerging, “There you are.”

      He stands, unfettered, unembarrassed; simply himself while I stare into his deep brown eyes. Taking my hands into his, he places each on either side of his hips, then rests his own on mine.

      Something in the way he’s leading me—or perhaps the look in his eyes—his natural hair—it awakens my awareness. There’s more to this than meets the eye. There’s something just slightly off—

      “Where are your clothes, Trae?” I repeat, blinking. Right now, it’s all I can think to say. It’s so hard to stay focused, to not take all of him in. The hairs on his chest are in my periphery, taunting me to take my gaze further.

      It occurs to me—had this been Trae, my Trae, he would have been startled by his lack of clothes. He would have wanted to know where they were—and at the very least, attempted to be modest.

      I remove one hand and gently place it on his chest, just above his heart, needing to know if he’s real or just a mirage. I maintain eye contact with him as he lets it rest there, allowing me to feel his heart beating through my fingertips. His heartbeat is as fast as mine feels, and just as real. Slowly, he reaches up and pulls my hand downward…

      “Trae—what are you—?” I whisper, unsure what to do, but wanting desperately to follow wherever he’s leading.

      “I’m showing you,” he says, “the way we are meant to be.”

      He lets go of my hand, allowing me to decide what I do with it. Placing his hands on the sides of my face, he draws me closer, pressing his lips to mine. Gentle at first, then more hungrily. His lips tug at my own, his tongue working some kind of magic as I sigh into him. Every part of my body is humming and radiating an intense heat—a vibration all its own.

      Desire.

      The word comes to my mind, and I realize that’s what this is. A desire for Trae, but one unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. It’s a desire to have him. All of him.

      I allow the desire consume me, my fingertips tracing the hairline further down his torso, not wanting to let this moment pass. Not wanting to go back to the horrors, the trials—

      Suddenly, I remember myself; my mission. What am I doing? I’m not here for Traeton. I’m here to pass the trial of hunger. How could I be distracted with this?

      Traeton grabs hold of my hand, pressing it to his lower abdomen. The warmth from his hand burns mine, and I pull back, staring into the desire mirrored back to me.

      However, those pretenses drop—and a more reserved Trae emerges.

      “Hunger comes in more ways than one, Runa. When it comes to humanity, there’s much to learn—and desire—the hunger for another is one you’d never experience in the Helix. Videus removed it intentionally through his own anger and frustration. But it’s also the way you were brought into being. Without the knowledge of desire—love, lust—you cannot possibly understand the humanity burning inside you. You’d lose your connection to where you ca me from and why,” he says. “Don’t lose sight of your humanity. Allow yourself to feel it, to embody it without shame or denial.”

      Placing a gentle kiss on my lips, he evaporates like steam dispersing.

      Confused, I take a step back.

      My heart is still racing, still thrumming loudly in my ears, all over my whole body. Every ounce of me wants something only Trae can give me.

      Suddenly, intense pain sears in my left wrist and I claw at my NanoTech jacket, pulling it back. As if someone were drawing on my skin with pure light from inside my body, I watch as a single petal takes shape on my wrist. I don’t have to even question the shape it will eventually take the shape of; the everblossom.

      It would appear, I’ve just overcome my first trial.
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      THE LANDSCAPE SHIFTS and I’m suddenly alone beside a small fire. I blink away my surprise, trying to regain my composure. I stand up, trying to ground myself in these new surroundings.

      Oddly enough, it’s dark outside. In all my life, I’ve never seen the night. Not once. I’ve heard stories about it, but I’ve only seen the same beautiful sun, with halo locked in its designated spot. Well, that or high in the sky and demandingly hot, like it is on the desert side. With a tidally locked planet, warm nights like this one are not something any of us are accustomed to.

      I look up, searching the black sky for a sign. A sign of anything—that I’m still on Pendomus. Still in my trials. Still technically alive.

      The longer I look up, an astounding thing happens. The sky fills with the twinkling of lights as the stars I’ve heard about in my eLink downloads emerge. Truthfully, they’re not all that unlike the orbs I’ve seen, guiding me since I acquired my new sight. At first, I thought it was just the fire’s ashes flickering into the sky, but it’s become evident I was mistaken.

      I step away from the fire, straying further than I probably should, but an imaginary force tugs at the middle of my body, propelling me forward. The further I get, the brighter the stars become. Some are dazzlingly bright. Others are dimmed, but still there. One section appears like a puddle of light; dense, but full of colors and intensity. I can’t take my eyes off of it.

      ~Beautiful, isn’t it?

      Holding my breath, my shoulders stiffen. The sensation is one I’ve grown accustomed to, since it has always been a part of my life. But it’s out of place here.

      The eLink was supposed to be damaged upon my return to the present time.

      I shake my head. Maybe I just thought I heard—I mean, no way someone just—

      ~Of course someone just tried to talk to you. It’s me. Why is that so hard to believe?

      Instantly, I turn circles, trying to locate the source of voice. How does it know where I am? I swear, it’s so familiar.

      ~You won’t find me, Runa. I’m not there. Hell, I’m not even sure I know where I am.

      “Who is this?” I ask, scared to accept someone has meandered into my mind without permission.

      ~You know, I honestly don’t remember. How weird is that?

      “Is this some kind of sick joke? A game?” I sputter.

      ~No, I don’t think so. It’s weird though, I guess. I know your name, but not my own. Kinda messed up, actually.

      I squint into the distance, weighing my options. How does one escape their own mind?

      ~You look pretty tonight.

      “How would you know? You said you weren’t here,” I say, looking for something I could use as a weapon if needed.

      ~I’m not, but I can still see you. In my mind, somehow. You don’t need to be scared. I won’t hurt you. You’re all I’ve got.

      “What does that mean?” I say.

      ~Just that. Here I am, talking to you and I don’t even know who I am. Or where I am. But I know you, so—you’re all I’ve got.

      Making my way back to the fire, I sit down and stare into the glowing depths.

      Of course, this is the next phase; the next test. It has to be.

      Why I always let these things catch me off guard, I’ll never know. You’d think after all I’ve been through already, I’d be used to it—not so naive.

      “Okay, if you’re not really here and you’re not going to hurt me…what do you want? And what should I call you?” I ask to the ether.

      ~Call me anything you want. I don’t care.

      “I have to call you something, otherwise this is just creepy,” I say, lowering my eyebrows and frowning.

      ~Then call me ‘Something’.

      “Very funny.”

      ~I wasn’t kidding. It honestly doesn’t matter. Just as good as anything.

      “Alright, if you know me, but don’t know yourself or where you are… Do you know where you were? Where you started before you were here?” I ask, trying to draw out the information I need to pass the trial.

      ~I—I remember white before this. And searing pain. Could I be dead?

      “I don’t think that’s how things work. I’ve never had a conversation with a dead person before,” I say.

      ~Then how do you know you can’t?

      “Well, I guess I don’t, but it also doesn’t mean I am,” I say, laying back and looking up. My eyes return to the sparkling blackness above me.

      ~The stars, they’re beautiful tonight, aren’t they?

      I hold my breath for a moment.

      “They really are,” I finally say.

      ~I wish we saw them more often.

      “I’ve never seen them. No one has. It never gets dark where I am,” I whisper. “Well, until now.”

      ~You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen them, either.

      “Then how did you know what they are?”

      ~I just—do. I think I read about them in a book. Maybe a lot of books?

      “Hmmmm…” I mutter, lost in thought. “Am I still on Pendomus?”

      ~Where else would you be?

      “I thought you didn’t know where you were,” I say.

      ~I don’t. I said where else would you be. Not me.

      “Convenient,” I laugh. The simple, but passive sentence reminds me so much of…

      ~Who was he?

      “Who was who?” I ask, startled.

      ~The man you were just thinking about. He—feels familiar. Like I should know him.

      “How can he feel familiar when he was just in my thoughts? I didn’t even fully imagine him,” I blush. My mind is instantly drawn to the most recent memory of the last trial. Technically, I’m not even sure it was Trae, but simply an echo of him. But the likeness was profound and I know he was meant to invoke the feelings and sensations he did.

      ~Oh, now that’s different, but—whew. Does he know how you feel?

      “Oh my—get out of my head!” I say, covering my face. I’d let my guard down and my mind wander a little too much.

      This is so inconvenient. Of all the ways a trial could test me, a stranger digging into my most private thoughts and memories really sucks. It’s not fair.

      ~Why? I just want to understand. The memory—it was, well hot, to put it bluntly.

      “For the love of all that’s holy. Those are my memories. Mine. Not yours. And he knows— at least, I hope he knows. Ugh. I don’t know. I don’t even know what I feel for certain. It’s all so new.”

      I scratch at the newly acquired symbol of achievement at my wrist. The light sparkles like the stars from the outline of the petal.

      ~You know, I think maybe he does.

      “Oh, you’re in his head now, too?” I say, laughing.

      ~I’m just saying I’d be surprised if he didn’t. With the kind of energy you both share—even the memory has power behind it. That means something.

      “Well, I’m glad to know it was special, but Trae’s off limits to you, okay?” I say, shifting in my seat.

      ~Trae?

      “Yes, his name.”

      ~Why is he off limits?

      Gosh, it’s like talking to a child. I wonder if I was this bad when Trae first found me?

      “Because, he just is,” I sigh.

      ~Do you love him?

      “Wow, you have an utter lack of understanding what the term ‘off limits’ means, don’t you,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      For a moment, there’s silence in my head and an insane urge to giggle bubbles to the surface. If anyone were to see me, I’d look stark raving mad to them. Granted, you think I’d be used to that by now.

      ~If it’s any consolation, I think he loves you, too.

      “You cannot possibly know that,” I snort.

      ~I know I shouldn’t, but I do. Energy like that—it can’t happen one-sided.

      “Well, that’s great, but I’m not even sure the memory is really of him. And right now, there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      ~Why not?

      “Because, we’re apart,” I sigh, “And don’t ask why.”

      ~Then how am I meant to know?

      I take a deep breath. Why not…

      “We’re apart because I had things I needed to take care of.”

      ~Because you’re the Daughter of Five?

      “Yes, precisely,” I say, returning my gaze to the fire.

      ~I see.

      I suddenly feel mentally exhausted from this exchange. This person, entity—whatever he is, knows more than most, but his own confusion is difficult to handle.

      “Can we just let this go for now? Why don’t you tell me why you’re here instead?” I say, mentally counting the stars. Who knows how long I’ll get to actually see them, after all.

      ~I don’t think there’s a specific reason. I just remember things going wrong. Then, I was wishing I was home and for some reason, there was you.

      “Well, that’s odd. You know, since I’m not a home. And I’m about as far away from anything resembling a home as I could possibly be,” I say, chuckling.

      ~Don’t ask me, I didn’t control it.

      I smile. I can actually relate to that.

      “Then I guess we’re both here for reasons unknown.”

      ~Guess so.

      “Well, Something… what else should we talk about?” I ask.

      A moment passes. I search the stars, waiting.

      “Something?” I repeat.

      The silence is deafening.

      As fast as he arrived, he’s gone. But that’s not the weirdest part. For a brief moment, I felt safe. Like I was talking to an old friend, not a strange new mental acquaintance.

      “There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you—”

      I blink, and I’m laying near the edge of the cliff where I last saw Traeton’s echo. The nighttime evaporated the moment I looked away and took in the sound of Ammon’s voice.

      Standing a few yards away, his chin is tipped upward as he tries to see me.

      “When you didn’t come back, I started looking for you. Do you know how hard that is when your eyes are swollen shut like mine?” he says.

      “Ammon, I—” I begin, but stop.

      What just happened? I didn’t complete a trial—but I felt like I was meant to have that exchange.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah, I think so,” I nod. “Was it just nighttime for you?”

      Ammon makes a face, “Uh—no. We’re tidally locked, Runa. Unless you want to go into the frozen depths on the other side of the planet, we don’t see nighttime. Pendomus don’t revolve.”

      “Right,” I say, shaking my head and walking toward him. “Your face is starting to look better. Not so swollen. And your cheeks have some color. The food must have done you some good.”

      Ammon’s face lights up, and he takes a seat next to me. He flops on his back, resting the same way I am, staring at the sky.

      “Runa, it’s delicious. I’ve never had such amazing foods in all my life. There’s this one dish that’s fluffy in the center with a creamy, sweet layer on top—mmmmm,” his lips stretch out broadly and he sighs in content. “It reminds me of the birthday cakes my Dad tried to make for me once, but this is waaaaay better. I wish you could try it. Have you figured out how to pass—”

      I jut out my wrist to show him the glowing petal.

      “Whoa, what happened there?” Ammon asks, sitting up and pulling my arm closer to get a look.

      “It happened after I passed the trial,” I say.

      “It looks kinda like a tattoo, only glowy,” he says.

      I nod in agreement.

      “You passed? Already? Yeesh, that was fast,” he says, then shrugs to himself.

      “Was it?” I ask, turning to him.

      “Sure seems like it. Then again, I’ve been trying just about every food I could get my hands on. Felt sick a couple of times, but it passed,” he laughs. “C’mon, you gotta try some of this.”

      He takes my hand and together we make our way back to the table of food. We push through the trees and low lying bushes. As we approach the laid out table, I clearly see where Ammon has been. The foods in front of the seat where I left him have bites and pieces removed from them in a wide berth from his location.

      I smile, “Ammon, you hardly made a dent. You had me thinking you barely left me a bite.”

      “Did I?” he asks, serious.

      I laugh, “Yes, there’s still plenty.”

      “Well, go on then, try something. See if you can eat something now,” he urges.

      I reach out, grabbing one of the lush fruits that had been dangling from the tree earlier. They rest in a heap inside a large bowl with other fruits of various colors and textures. Ammon’s eyes are on me as I grab the nearest one and pull it to my nose. I take in the fragrant aroma and sigh. My stomach grumbles in response.

      “Well, go on,” he says, nudging my shoulder.

      Slowly, I take a big bite. It’s the first real food I’ve had in days and my stomach groans loudly at the prospect. The juicy, soft texture coats my mouth and entices my tongue.

      “Oh my—it’s delicious,” I say. “I’ve never had this fruit before, but it’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

      “Oh, it gets better. You haven’t tried the cake-thing I was talking about,” he says, pointing to a large cylindrical object in the middle of the table. It has a large chunk removed from the side where Ammon has clearly made his mark.

      “Well alright, with a recommendation like that, who could resist?” I laugh, getting up to try a bite. I dip my fingers into the cake and pull out a gooey chunk. The white creamy stuff surrounds the inner fluffy bit Ammon was talking about. There are tiny red fruits placed along the edge of the cake and I pluck one off to try, too.

      “C’mon, c’mon. Try it already,” Ammon says anxiously.

      I put the entire bite, fruit and all, into my mouth and close my eyes. Ammon was absolutely right—it’s beyond delicious. The gooey outside mixes with the fluffy pastry part and the fruit adds one last burst of flavor.

      “Oh my—this is fantastic, Ammon,” I say, reaching for another bite.

      “Told ya,” he grins.

      “What else should I try?” I ask.

      “Anything. Everything,” he offers.

      Grinning I take his suggestion and start trying a little piece of everything, deciding what I like best. We spend the next few hours, eating and drinking the waters and juices; getting our fill for the first time in so long.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Runa, do you think he’ll find us again?” Ammon asks, his tone suddenly serious.

      I sigh, knowing exactly who he means. I wish I could tell him no.

      “Ammon, I’ll keep you safe. Regardless of what happens, you have me, okay?” I say, turning to look at him.

      “Yeah, I know,” he says, reaching for me and wrapping his arms around my waist.

      For a moment, I’m taken aback. The contact of affection, any affection, is still so new to me. However, I lean into his embrace and stroke his dark hair. He sighs with content, and relaxes into me. We sit on the bench at the table like that for a few minutes, just watching the breeze through the trees—the insects as they float from flower to flower—the sun’s rays as it filters through the branches.

      “You never told me how you passed the first test thingy,” Ammon says.

      Warmth creeps into my cheeks, and I take a deep breath.

      “There—um—wasn’t much to tell. I followed a wolf, or an animal who looked like a wolf. He brought me to the edge of the cliff and basically we… talked about the meaning of hunger,” I cough.

      “Talked about hunger? That’s boring,” he says. “You’d think there’d have to be more to it than that. Not much of a test. The wolf didn’t quiz you afterward, did he?” Ammon giggles.

      I laugh, too, realizing my lie does sound pretty ridiculous, but I can’t figure out a way to tell him the truth. I have trouble enough wrapping my own head around it.

      I glance down, noticing as I stroke Ammon’s hair that my fingertips have been stained an inky black.

      Ammon tilts his head up and tries to look at me, “Hey, why’d you stop?”

      “Ammon, what color is your hair supposed to be?” I ask.

      “What a stupid question. Are you the one with swollen eyes?” he says.

      “Hey—it’s not a stupid question. My hand’s turned black from running my fingers through your hair. Has it always been this color, or did you alter it?”

      He sits up, running his own hand through his hair.

      “It’s black?” he says.

      Pulling up a few strands, he makes them stand on end.

      “Yeah, it is,” I say. “It’s been that way since I found you. I take it, it’s not supposed to be.”

      “Er… I always wanted black hair, but no—” Ammon says, shaking his head.

      “Why did you always want black hair? And who did this, if it wasn’t you? Did Videus?”

      “Who?”

      “The man who kept you hostage. He—his name is Videus.”

      “What a weird name,” he snickers. “Anyway, I’ve always had light hair. Sometimes it would just be nice to have a change. I’ve seen so many people at the Lateral with dark hair—sometimes I wish I was more like them. I suppose blonde is no big deal, though. You have blonde hair, right?”

      He tilts his head, trying to get a better look.

      “Yeah, I suppose it is,” I say, glancing at my near white locks.

      “Weird about my hair, though. Wish I could see what it looks like black,” he mutters. “Bet I look awesome.”

      “You look great,” I laugh. “But I wish I could wash my hand.”

      Before our eyes, the tree behind us, the lush forest in front of us all melts away and my back is resting against a sink in an allayroom. Ammon scrambles to his feet.

      “Whoa, how wicked was that?” he says. “You wanted to wash your hands, and I wanted to see my hair. And POOF, we’re in an allayroom.”

      He stands in front of the mirror, trying to prop his eyes open with his fingertips.

      Laughing, I stand up and look into the mirror as well. He’s a full head shorter than I am, but he’s right, the black hair suits him. Though, I can’t help but wonder how the blonde hair looks on him, too. It would be weird to see him with lighter colored hair now.

      I reach forward, turning on the facet and washing my hands in the warmth.

      “So, is that how this system works?” Ammon asks.

      “How does what system work?”

      “You ask for something and it shows up,” Ammon says.

      “I’m beginning to think so,” I reply. “At least, sometimes.”

      “Ask for something really awesome—” he exclaims. “Like a mountain of books, or games, or—or—”

      “Well, why not,” I say, wiping my hands on the towel.

      “I wish my friends were here with me,” I say. It’s the only thing I really actually want in all of Pendomus.

      We both wait, expectantly, searching the room. Waiting for something to change.

      Nothing happens.

      “Hmmm…maybe you did it wrong,” he offers.

      “Or maybe I only get one wish?” I say.

      “Or maybe, you have to say thank you for this wish before you get another wish,” he giggles.

      “There are a lot of ‘what ifs’ happening here. Maybe the way we thought it worked isn’t how it really works,” I laugh.

      “Or maybe, eh—” he waves his hand dismissively, “maybe we should just look around and see where we are now.”

      I laugh, “Yeah, okay. Probably wise.”

      We walk out of the allayroom and into a large, open floor plan. It’s a main room with high ceilings and beams that look like they’re made from trees. Sunlight streams into the room and we both tentatively walk toward the windows, trying to put a location to where we are. Outside, beyond the immediate vicinity, is still a sea of sand dunes and rock outcroppings.

      “Well, doesn’t look like we’ve gone far,” I say, disappointment settling in. I had hoped that we would have been transported closer to Trae and the others, since my wish didn’t bring them here. “We’re still on the desert side of Pendomus.”

      “And we’re not near the awesome food anymore either,” Ammon points out with a frown. “Sucks, too. I was going to go back for fifths on the cake stuff.”

      “That does kinda stink,” I say. In all honesty, though, I can’t see myself eating anything any time soon. We gorged on so much, the thought of food right now isn’t even appealing.

      “Well, should we have a look at the—” I spin around, facing the interior of the house, “—the Caudex.”

      I take in the enormity of the large open room, the kitchen off to the left hand side, the hallway leading back the way we came. I left the Caudex on the food table before we were transported here. I should have had it on me, or nearer to me. I’m supposed to guard it with my life, and now—

      I don’t even know where it is.
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      ONE THING’S FOR CERTAIN, Videus and the Helix don’t know squat about the Tree of Burden and what its significance really is. Honestly, I don’t get it either, but I sure as hell know more than they have in these documents. If Videus has more details, the Helix mainframe isn’t showing them, that’s for damn sure.

      After scouring through all fourteen of the relevant searches, the only real piece of intel I glean off the data is they were certain the Tree was some kinda portal. It’s not as if we didn’t know that, but confirming it is the best damn news I’ve gotten in a long time. If the tree really was a portal, then Runa’s alive despite it being burned to the ground. The bad news is none of us have any damn clue where the portal leads, or hell—if she’ll be able to return.

      For a while, I was able to forget the gentle throbbing in my temple, but the intense pounding has returned. I try to ignore it, but it’s getting more persistent. I push off from the table and walk down the long length of shelves in search of Kani. My footsteps echo on the stone floor in a strange, haunting kinda way.

      “Kani, where’d you end up?” I call out into the vast array of ancient books and artifacts.

      “Over here,” she says, waving a hand from beside a shelf, but not fully coming into view.

      “Find anything?” I ask.

      “Depends on your definition of anything,” she calls back.

      “Anything useful?” I reiterate.

      “Nope. Not a damn thing,” she says, dusting off her trousers and leaving the book she was engaged with sprawled open on the ground at her feet. “You?”

      I shrug, “Possibly.”

      She waits expectantly for my answer, her eyebrows slowly quirking into a high arch.

      “Well, if the intel from the Helix is right, there’s a slight possibility Runa will come back. They think the Tree was a portal of some kind.”

      “A portal to where?”

      “It doesn’t say exactly,” I say, biting my lip, thinking. It has to be some place important, or safe for her. Otherwise, why else would Runa be called to it?

      “Well, it’s a start. Anything more on the vassalage? Do we have any clue where its location is?”

      “No. Haven’t gotten that far,” I say.

      “Well, let’s do some more digging on that, then,” she says, ushering me back down the corridor toward the mainframe system. “I could use a break from dusty old things anyway.”

      I nod in agreement and turn back toward the way I came.

      Fenton’s ghostly lookalike must have gone into sleep mode because when we return he’s gone. Gotta admit, I’m relieved because the last thing Kani needs is to come face-to-face with a holographic version of him right now. It would surely send her into a tailspin and we both need to stay focused and motivated.

      Kani paces back and forth in front of the table, considering the details we’ve uncovered.

      “Does it say anything about the Tree itself? Like, does she need to use the Tree to make it back? Because if she does…” she says, her voice tapping into the same worry I have.

      “I don’t think Videus or the Helix have that much information,” I say.

      “Well, I suppose it wouldn’t be real convenient if he did,” Kani nods.

      “I’m hoping whoever created the portals were smart enough to create a fail-safe. Or at least, a back door in case of emergencies. If that’s the case, Runa should still be able to make it back. Hell, maybe she’s not even far and could just walk—”

      “I doubt she’d be that close. Otherwise, why is there a need for a portal in the first place? But a failsafe would make a certain amount of sense,” Kani says in agreement. “Then again, when did any of this make sense?”

      “True,” I say, rubbing at my temple.

      The pounding in the side of my head has worsened, and I fumble for the NeuroWand, despite Kani being nearby.

      “I wonder if there’s any details in here that could explain who woulda had the ability to create portals on the planet,” I muse out loud, waving the NeuroWand near my temple.

      “Trae,” Kani warns, “you really shouldn’t be using this so much. You could overdose and then where would we be?”

      “It’s been a while, Kani. I can’t even remember the last time,” I mutter, blinking away the dark blots creeping into my periphery.

      “You better not be lying,” she says, with a sideways glance.

      “I’m not, honest.”

      “Hmmm,” she says, raising and eyebrow and crossing her arms. “If there are any details about who created the portals, I’m guessing they pre-date the mainframe, Trae. We’d be looking at books or scrolls or something and that could take ages to go though. Hell, maybe it wasn’t even humans who made the portals. Maybe they’ve always been here. This could mean ancient stuff. Who even knows if it’s here. Trust me, I was just knee deep in old histories. If you’re hoping for intel on finding Runa that way, it’s next to impossible. We don’t have that kind of time. We need to come up with a faster solution,” she pauses her pacing and stares at me. “Hasn’t that thing gone yet?”

      I stop rubbing my temple and shake my head, “Not really. They go for a bit and come right back. It’s no big deal.”

      Kani shakes her head, concern written across her wrinkled forehead. “It’s not like you to get so many headaches.”

      “I’m not worried. They’ll go. It’s probably all the stress,” I offer. “Not like this is the most peaceful of times, you know?”

      “Maybe you’re not worried, but I am,” Kani says.

      “Well, stop. We have bigger issues to contend with,” I mutter, slapping her hand away from my forehead.

      Kani strolls over to my pack and pulls out the NeuroWand. I flinch knowing what’s coming next.

      “Traeton Revasco—You’re down to thirty-eight percent efficiency. Were you aware of that? How many times have you been taking this?” she says, pacing back and forth.

      I stand up, walking to where she stands and snatch the medical device from her hand.

      “Only a few times here and there. It was already low in percentage when I got it. Like I said, no big deal,” I say, shoving it back inside the pack and wishing I could already try it again. No way in hell am I stupid enough to try with Kani hovering, though.

      “Look, I’m not about to lose anyone else close to me, Traeton. Especially by their own negligent doing. If I’m worried, you should be, too.”

      “And I appreciate your concern. I just think it’s misplaced,” I say.

      “And what if it’s not?” she says, raising an eyebrow.

      “Then you can say, ‘I told you so’ later,” I say, grinning.

      “If there is a later,” she mutters.

      “I’m sure there will be. You’re not losing anyone. In fact, the plan is to get one of us back.”

      I flinch at my words, hoping they don’t set something off in Kani. Feigning nonchalance, I walk back to the mainframe to scroll through the last entry again. As I do, Fenton’s hologram reappears. Instantly, I wish I hadn’t even touched the damn thing.

      Kani gasps and breathes out, “Whoa.”

      Her face goes tremendously white, which is saying something given her naturally olive complexion.

      “It’s just the holographic backup Fenton left,” I say, fiddling with it to try to shut it down.

      “Oh, right,” she breathes, her lips pressing together in a tight line.

      “He—ah—he’s the actual interface,” I say. “So if you don’t want to help with the vassalage stuff, I totally—”

      “Yeah, not so much,” Kani says, unable to take her eyes off the hologram. After a few awkward moments, she mutters, “He looks so…normal.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “Sounds like him, too. It’s kinda, well—at first creepy, but I suppose in the end, it’s kinda nice.”

      “No, it could never be nice. Nice would be him still here. Nice would be never having to— Nice would be not living in such a messed up world,” she says, turning on her heel. Her black and green hair spin around with her movements, as she rushes to get away.

      “Kani—” I call after her, but I know it’s pointless. It’ll be a while before I see her again.

      I look up at holographic Fenton, who shrugs. “Whatcha waitin’ fer? Do ya go’ a burning question? How ta ge’ Runa alone, perhaps?”

      I roll my eyes, “I need help finding the vassalage thing Videus is hiding.”

      “Wan’ me ta pull up all tha results fer vassalage?” holographic Fenton suggests.

      I rub my temple, trying to think through the pounding.

      “Nah, we went over those a number of times. I don’t think that’s how we’ll find it,” I say.

      Sighing, I looking into the ghostly eyes of my best friend. He looks exactly the same as he did just days ago—of course he would, he recorded the basis for this days ago. I hate that Videus was able to do this to him. Take over his mind, take him away from us. It should have been me he took over—I have the eLink embedded, after all. Why Fenton? How Fenton?

      “Search for anything related to the Helix and mind control,” I say, sitting up straighter.

      “Tha results are kinda obscure, bu’ there’s three results wit similar search parameters,” Fenton says. The three results show up on the holographic screen in front of me, and I lean in.

      The first one is gibberish. Talking about dreams, access points, and dating back into the times when we were on Earth. Shaking my head, I move on.

      The second one is closer…

      
        
        …The experiments have been inconclusive. So far, all of the subjects exhibiting schizophrenic symptoms continue with them well after the cognitive restructuring and neuronetwork has been replaced. Others continue with mild-to-extreme aggression. So far, the most exciting, albeit unnerving result has been the brain-personality alterations. A number of subjects appear to be having a personality shift as part of the process. Sometimes the results are for the better, softening the subject and making them more compliant. Others, however, have the opposite reaction. They become more agitated, harder to control. When the dosage is increased, the agitation increases. To what effect, we have yet to determine…

        

      

      
        
        …We’re finding there is a percentage of the population that is unable to let go of the people close to them, even when they know their own person is in harms way. We need to find a way to scare them into submission. All for their own good, of course…

        

      

      

      
        
        …We’ve found broadcasting a holographic illusion when a rehabilitated subject is taken over to be most effective. By wiping the facial features clean, we’re able to scare the relatives into submission. It appears the lack of what makes a person recognizable is the most effective…

        

      

      

      
        
        …We’ve managed to maintain control of Subject A for more than fifteen minutes. Her original defiant and risk-taking qualities have been effectively subdued, as to not harm herself, her son, or her infant daughter. Unfortunately, her husband was not as fortunate. Subject D was not able to handle the Neuroshift process, and it appears his heart is failing from the voltage used. I suspect he doesn’t have more than a couple of years left, maximum…

        

      

      

      
        
        …Subject D has slipped into a coma. We’re monitoring closely the effect it has on the rest of the subjects in the Living Quarters. Subject A has exhibited exemplary behavior, completely responding as she should. She’s no longer seeking to run away or demanding to be allowed to live her life the way she wants. Her daughter, on the other hand, is exhibiting familiar defiant tendencies, as we suspected may happen through her genetics. She’s of particular interest as we watch her interaction to the depletion of her father figure…

        

      

      

      I run my tongue across my lower lip. How could they do experiments like this and be so nonchalant? Watching the interactions and the imminent death of someone with such aloofness? It doesn’t even seem human. It’s as if people have never been anything more than a tool, or experimental material. Not living beings with lives of their own.

      It’s pretty clear to me, Videus does this sort of thing just because he has some sort of God complex. He has no problem messing with other people’s minds because they’re not his own.

      In a way, Ava was like this… Hell, for all I know, we were monitored. Probably my entire family, too. When I was living it, I thought it was strange to watch her tendencies, but what if the whole family was the experiment? Maybe that’s why it always felt off to me. Hell, for all I know, they were applying pressure to see how much she could handle before she cracked. Before any of us cracked.

      Disgusted, I push back from the desk and walk in circles around it. I reach my hands up and clasp them behind my head, stretching. My back groans, telling me I should really lie down and get some rest soon.

      All of this is so ludicrous. I mean, I knew the Helix was bad news—always did—but this? Why would they do all of this? Why would this Videus guy go to such lengths? To what purpose? Just to make Labots?

      The pulsing in my head begins to creep into my right eye, and I take my seat again. I need to rest soon; try to get rid of the damned thing. I really wish all this stress would just give me a break. I don’t have time for this.

      “Show me the last entry,” I tell the holographic Fenton, pinching the bridge of my nose and willing the throbbing to go.

      “Ya go’ it,” he says, the last entry flashing up on the screen.

      
        
        …Subject A-2 has begun exhibiting signs of delusions. She sees things that are clearly not there. Often, she’ll talk in nonsense. The standard Neuorshift process doesn’t seem to have any effect on her, and we’re beginning to believe she may need more drastic measures. If A-2 does not respond to those, we may need to dispose of her before she becomes a threat to the safety of the Helix…

        

      

      
        
        …The Faceless Project has been working better than expected. Subject A-2 has been able to be assimilated in the underground facility. It appears the heat does these types of subjects some good…

        

      

      

      The underground facility? Heat? Hmmm… I sit up a little more. Now we’re getting somewhere. Where could this underground facility be hidden?

      “Fenton, can you find me any more references to this underground facility?” I ask.

      “Sure thang,” he says, his holographic face going blank for a moment. “There are twelve entries.”

      They each pop up on the screen and I bend in. Sifting through the details will take some time, because each entry is pages long. Craning my neck, I stretch it, trying to get it to crack. I wiggle my jaw, hoping to alleviate some of the pressure. Nothing helps.

      Blinking hard, I lean in to read the first entry.

      
        
        …We already know the best way to deal with the difficult subjects is to incarcerate them in the underground facility until they’ve had the rehabilitation course. But there are some who seem to be beyond help, and need to be disposed of in the appropriate manner…

        

      

      

      Disposed of? What does this even mean? Why do they talk like they’re just taking out the garbage?

      I shake my head. Maybe to them, they are.

      I flip to the next one, then the next, and the next. All of the entries have similar details, and all blend into each other as I try to concentrate through the pounding in my head.

      “One more,” I whisper to myself, “Then, I need to rest.”

      
        
        …The people of the Helix seem to have given their own mythological name to the Faceless—Labots. The name has spread like wildfire to those who were aware of their presence. Seems an almost fitting name. We plan to take it on as our own. We’ve been wondering what to call them, and there’s no better way to tap into their innate fear than to use the name they have already given…

        

      

      

      
        
        …There are a number of faceless Labots who are not functioning as they should. We can’t get them to disengage the holographic image that erases their faces. We’ve had to store them in the underground facility for safe-keeping until they can be sorted out…

        

      

      

      
        
        …We have had a number of people who are in question for causing problems in the Helix. Two have been know to actively search for information they have no business digging into. They’ve all been given the standard professional appointment for disposal…

        

      

      

      The standard professional appointment for disposal? So there were people who received professional appointments to get rid of them? The Helix did a good enough job making sure the people who stayed in the Helix as part of the society were given the correct appointments. I suppose so no one would question the validity. But if there’s a standard appointment for disposal, what the hell would it be?

      I wish I would have asked more questions of Runa about her professional appointment, about why she left. I could kick myself now.

      Biting my lip, I keep reading.

      
        
        …So far, we’ve had three people refuse their professional appointment. Unfortunately, we were able to activate the eLink to initiate the Labot program on only one of them. For some reason, the other two seem to have malfunctioned, and they have escaped to the nearby woods. There’s no point in hunting for them, they will likely be dead by morning. None of them can survive out in the wild…

        

      

      

      
        
        …The heat from the facility has taken Subject F. It appears he was unable to fully compensate for being in charge of dispersing the ashes of his wife and infant. He threw himself into the incinerator, alive. This is the second time a subject has behaved in such a manner. We may need to keep them locked in their cells when they’re not taken over; or find a way to keep access to their minds indefinitely. This would be unfortunate, since there aren’t many cells for relocation. Perhaps a new project for our Labots, as we expand beneath the city…

        

      

      

      Expand beneath the city.

      The words jump off the screen. They’re beneath the Helix—and now I know where.

      “Kani, Kani— I think I figured out where the vassalage is,” I call out.

      The pounding in my head increases, pulsing behind my right eye to the point I have to close my eyes. I sit back down and set my head on the table in front of me, trying to breathe through it. The room feels like it’s spinning and there’s nowhere I can go to escape.

      In a weird way, it feels like my skull has been split apart and someone has their fingers wiggling around inside my brain.

      “Trae? Trae?” Kani’s voice is so distant.

      Though I know she’s calling my name, I don’t have the strength to answer her. I have to keep the room from spinning or I’m going to lurch. Besides, my head is so heavy…

      Consciousness departs to the high-pitch squeal of someone screaming.
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            Runa

          

        

      

    

    
      IT HAS TO BE HERE. I race back to the allayroom, seeing as it was the place we entered this new location.

      “Where are you going?” Ammon says, calling after me.

      “The Caudex. I didn’t have it on me—I don’t know if it made the trip with us to this place,” I say, pulling back the shower curtain.

      “Why would it be in the allayroom?” he asks.

      “I don’t know, I just thought maybe—” I sigh, “ugh. How could I have been so careless?”

      I rake my hands through my hair.

      “Did you expect to be transported like that?” he asks.

      “Well, not exactly,” I mutter.

      “Then stop being hard on yourself. It’s gotta turn up at some point,” he says, sitting down on a plush looking couch. “This is a nice place. I wonder if anyone lives here.”

      “Who knows,” I say, opening cupboard doors in the kitchen area, hoping the book was brought with us and just stored somewhere for safe keeping.

      “Well, if it was me transporting you around the planet, I’d make sure that your book went with you,” Ammon says, matter-of-factly.

      “Me, too. Especially since I think those wanting it to stay safe are the same ones moving us around,” I say.

      “Hey now, that’s a good point,” Ammon says, sitting up straighter.

      “What is?”

      “They transported us,” he says.

      “Yeah?” I say, turning to face him.

      “Well, I coulda been left behind, right? Someone somewhere knew I should go with you. So, maybe the book did, too. I wish I could help you look, it’s just so hard to see where I’m going,” he says, rubbing at his puffy eyes.

      I walk over and take a seat next to him. The black and blue markings across his face aren’t as angry as they were when I first met him, but his eyes can still only open in small slits. In a way, they almost remind me of the shape of Kani’s eyes at the moment. Reaching out, I run my hand across his cheek, rubbing his cheekbone with my thumb.

      “Don’t worry about it, Ammon. You need to rest and heal more. I can look around. The Caudex is my responsibility anyway,” I say, smiling, “but let’s hope you’re right.”

      “It would be kinda dumb if they left it there. Don’t you think?”

      “I would think so, but then again, I don’t always have all the information. Sometimes I wonder if they like it better that way,” I say, standing up again and looking around the room.

      Along the main wall is a fireplace that extends all the way up to the apex of the vaulted ceiling. On either side are two massive windows that cover most of the expansive wall. I walk over to the window to the left of the fireplace, holding onto the sill.

      For as far as I can see, there is nothing but sand dunes and rock outcroppings. It looks exactly the same for all of those initial days I was out in the world alone. At least we’ve got a roof over our head for the time being.

      “See anything out there?” Ammon asks, craning to see around me.

      “Nope. Nothing but more and more sand,” I say.

      “Isn’t it kinda  pretty, though? I only saw the inside of a cave—well, at home…and when that lunatic kidnapped me.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I say, shrugging, “Not very hospitable, though. Are you able to see better now?”

      “Yeah, a little. The puffiness is going down, anyway. So why do you think we—”

      I wait for Ammon to finish, but when he doesn’t I turn around, confused.

      “Why do you think we, what? Did you forget what you were going to say?” I ask.

      Ammon’s mouth begins to move, but absolutely no sound comes out.

      Bewildered, I shake my hands out in front of me, “Ammon, stop. I can see you’re talking, but no sound is coming out. Are you okay?”

      One of his puffy eyes twitches, as he gives me a funny look. His mouth begins moving again, more rapidly than before, but still nothing comes out.

      “No, stop—stop. You’re not making any—”

      Ammon pulls both of his hands apart, and brings them together right in front of my face.

      Nothing. Not a sound.

      It’s not Ammon, it’s me.

      As if a switch was just flipped, I no longer have the ability to hear.

      “Ammon, something’s happened to me. I can’t hear anything,” I say, cupping my ears as if they need to somehow be protected.

      He smirks, then mouths slowly, “Told you.”

      “Well, you stopped in mid-sentence. How I was I supposed to know?” I say, looking around again for the Caudex. There has to be answers there somewhere—if I can just find it.

      This has to be the next trial—but what does it mean? How do I overcome this? How do I make sense of anything without being able to hear?

      I go from door to door, cupboard to cupboard hunting for the book that’s been my guide. I look under tables, the couch, the beds, inside closets, everywhere I can think of. But the Caudex isn’t with us.

      Sitting down next to Ammon on the couch, I bury my face in my hands. This can’t be happening. Not only am I in the midst of my next trial—at least, I hope that’s what this is—but I’ve lost the one thing I’m supposed to guard with my life because it’s been guiding me through everything. How on Pendomus can I be trusted to be the Daughter of Five, if I can’t even keep track of one object? It’s huge, for crying out loud.

      “Ugh—” I cry in disgust, thumping the cushions beside me with my closed fists.

      Ammon’s eyes widen as far as they can, but he doesn’t try to say anything. He simply rests a hand on my shoulder, trying to console me.

      “This stinks. I feel—I feel like a failure and I’ve barely begun. How could I be so reckless, Ammon?”

      He shrugs, his lips turning downward.

      I close my eyes and pull my legs up close to my body. Resting my head in my knees, I close my eyes.

      This isn’t helping. Getting upset, berating myself over this—it’s not going to solve anything.

      I look up at Ammon, who yawns in response. Glancing around the room, I look for some way to measure the time. It must be close to when we should be sleeping, surely?

      Standing up, I hold out my hand.

      “I think we should get some rest. Maybe we’ll think more clearly when we wake up.” I say, thankful at least I can communicate, even if I can’t hear Ammon’s response.

      He nods, taking my hand and yawning again.

      I lead us both down the main hallway to the bedroom area. One bedroom has a large, massive bed in the center of the room, the other has two slightly smaller ones separated by a table of sorts.

      Ammon lifts his finger, pointing to the one with two beds and mouths, “Please?”

      Nodding, I follow him inside. He takes the inner bed, nearer the wall and I take the one closest to the door. Should anyone come back, I can protect us from this position. Well, if I can hear anything.

      Crawling into the bed, Ammon seems to instantly fall asleep. But my mind rolls over and over all of the events. The people I’m missing. Wondering where the Caudex is.

      I wish there was a way to make this trial go faster. I need to get back home, get back to—

      Yawning myself, I decide to get up for a sip of water. I scavenge through the cupboards again, finding a small cup and getting a sip of water from the sink, grateful for the running water.

      The windows in the house have begun to autodim, slowly filtering out the light from the sun, and I notice for the first time the light still shining in the allayroom. I walk back to shut it off. My hand hovers over the switch as it shuts off, but my eye catches a glint of metal near the sink. Turning the light back on I step into the allayroom. A pair of old-fashioned scissors lie across the countertop right beside the sink.

      Reaching out, I pick them up, turning them over in my hands.

      “Were these here before?” I say to myself. For the life of me I can’t remember, but then, I was pretty focused on finding the Caudex.

      I remember once being told via my eLink lessons what scissors were meant for, but I’ve never seen a pair in real life. In the Helix, we don’t overly have a need for such a primitive device. In a weird way, they remind me of my friends, as if the scissors are something I’d find on another expedition to the Archives, or something.

      Setting them back on the counter, I consider taking a shower to help me relax. Unfortunately, I have nothing to change into and the idea of putting the same outfit back on doesn’t incite any joy. Instead, I lean on the counter, looking in the mirror.

      I certainly look tired, and a bit worn down. There are dark circles under my eyes and my once white hair lays limp and disheveled and almost a burnt sienna color thanks to the sand particles clinging to it.

      Maybe I should shower.

      “What could it hurt?” I mutter, flipping on the dial and instantly feeling the warm water rush over my arm.

      I lock the door and undress before stepping into the warm mist and water droplets. I feel like I haven’t bathed in years. The water feels so good as I relax into the pounding on my back as I pull my hair to the side, letting it fall over my right shoulder. It’s the oddest sensation to feel the water, but not to hear it.

      When I’ve finally had enough, and my body feels ready to rest, I step out, grabbing the towel hanging from a hook on the wall nearby. To my surprise, resting on the side where the scissors had been lies a freshly laundered NanoTech outfit, folded and waiting. One set for me, and a much smaller set—the perfect size for a little boy.

      “Hello?” I call out, suddenly alert. “Who’s here?”

      I glance at the outfit briefly, clutching the towel close to my body as I unlock the door and step out into the hallway.

      Walking through the entire home, not a single thing looks out of place—except for the outfits. And of course the scissors.

      Maybe this is part of the trial. Ammon had mentioned I got whatever I asked for before. What if this is like that?

      I check in on Ammon, who’s sound asleep, and turned to face the door so I can see his restful face. I’m so glad he’s sleeping, he certainly needs it.

      Sighing to myself, I walk back to the allayroom and close the door. I pick up the outfit, unfolding the trousers, top, and the undergarments. Nothing seems out of the ordinary about them. In fact, they look utterly ordinary.

      “Oh, why not?” I say, grabbing the new outfit.

      As I step into the trousers, a small vial drops from the pocket, skidding across the floor. Pulling the trousers all the way on, I lean down and pick the vial up. Inside is a blue liquid, no label or instructions of any kind to give away what the contents actually are.

      I set the vial on the counter, only to find the scissors have reappeared, except on the opposite side of the sink.

      “This is so strange,” I mutter, “What am I meant to do with these?”

      I scratch my head, completely lost. It’s pretty clear by now, they’re meant for me. But why? What could I use them on? I look around, trying to figure out if there’s something to cut—but there’s absolutely nothing in the room.

      Shrugging, I look in the mirror again. My hair is no longer the reddish color, but instead a wet, tangled mess. It’s not like in the Helix where the water automatically smooths away the snarls. And I don’t see a brush anywhere in sight.

      Okay, maybe a shower wasn’t the brightest idea.

      I comb my fingers through my hair, trying to get it to lay flat, but nothing seems to work. Forget trying to rebraid the sections the way I’ve done my whole life.

      My eyes flit back to the scissors.

      My hair has been this way for so long, maybe it’s time for change? I lift the scissors to my hair, half expecting them to not work. To be a mirage, or something the way the food was. However, I bring out a section to the front and close the blades around it. The white strands fall to the ground in slow motion, almost dancing as they drop. I continue around the rest of my head, pulling the hair forward, and swiping it with the scissors. Eventually, there’s no more hair to cut and I’ve managed to make it look pretty. No longer down to the middle of my back, my hair stops just above my shoulders. It reminds me of some of the hair styles I’ve seen in the Lateral.

      Smiling to myself, I clean up the remainder of my long hair and place it in the garbage chute. In an instant, my childhood appearance is taken away from sight.

      It’s interesting how something so simple can make such a drastic change. For some reason, my hair makes me look older, wiser. I can’t say I always feel that way, but I suppose I am in many ways.

      Happier with my accomplishments, I set the scissors down beside the little blue vial and walk out of the allayroom and back to bed. I hope my hearing will be back in the morning. I want to know what Ammon thinks of what I’ve done.

      Crawling back into bed, I pull the blankets up close. As if sensing I’m in bed, the lights dim and eventually go out. The house falls into complete darkness, and I let it consume me as I drift off to a deep, dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I open my eyes to find Ammon standing over me, watching me like a hawk.

      “Ammon, what are you doing?” I ask, bolting upright and clutching my chest.

      I watch his lips mouth the words, “Can you hear me?”

      Unfortunately, silence is all I hear, so I shake my head. He frowns, and then jabs a finger at my head.

      “What?” I ask, then reach instinctively for my hair. It takes a moment, but I remember what I’d done the night before.

      “Oh,” I mutter, “yeah, I sorta …”

      He leans to one side, cocking his head.

      Then he mouths, “You did this?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I couldn’t sleep. Kinda just … happened.”

      He pushes up a thumb, nodding.

      “Thanks,” I smile.

      “What happened to your eye?” he mouths slowly.

      Instinctively, I draw my fingertips to my face, tracing the scar left by Tethys. I almost forgot it was even there.

      “The blue eye, or the scar?” I laugh. “They were both gifts from Tethys.”

      Ammon quirks his eyebrow a bit, then shakes his head.

      It’s nice to know he’s able to see more—hopefully, his eyes will be fully healed soon.

      We spend the next few days searching the house, the area nearby and all of the rock outcroppings for signs of what I’m supposed to be learning. Ammon is thankful to finally have real clothes to wear—even the strange ones from the Helix. By the third day of not being able to hear a single word, or a single sound, I’m about ready to go insane.

      We’ve tried a number of different ways to communicate. Drawing in the sand with sticks, hunting for paper and an old fashioned writing utensil, you name it. But nothing has gotten rid of my lack of hearing.

      “I’m going to bed, Ammon. I need to—I don’t know. Relax. Rest. Clear my head. Whatever.”

      He opens his mouth, but I swat at the air in front of me, not wanting him to try to give me another muted response.

      It’s gotta be near bedtime again, anyway.

      I climb in the bed and pull the covers up and over my head.

      I don’t know how much more of this I can take.
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        * * *

      

      ~Hello? Are you there?

      ~Who is this?

      I instinctively ask, surprised.

      ~It’s me again. You know, Something.

      I take a moment, remembering the last exchange we had. He’d left before without so much as a goodbye.

      ~Where have you been? You sound different.

      ~I sound like something? That’s weird. I can’t hear myself.

      ~Well, okay, not exactly. But you make sense to me.

      ~That’s sorta the point, right?

      ~Yeah, I guess. But I shouldn’t—I don’t think I’m supposed to be able to hear anything. So how can I hear you?

      ~Maybe you’re not hearing me. Not exactly.

      There’s truth in his words, because in an odd sort of way, it’s more like I see them, in my mind. But they still come fast, and my brain translates them for me.

      ~Are you going to answer where you’ve been?

      ~I had to go. For a while I was somewhere else, but I’m back now.

      ~Where was somewhere else?

      ~I’m not sure, but it was familiar.

      ~Why do you keep coming to me, I ask.

      ~I already told you, whenever I think about being home, I find you. You must be home.

      ~I’m not a location, Something. I’m a person.

      ~Well, then you are an important person to me.

      ~I don’t even know you. Not really.

      ~That’s true, but maybe we’ve met before. It would make sense, right?

      ~I doubt it. There aren’t many people I know, and even less who know me.

      ~Why couldn’t I be one of them, then?

      ~Because they’re them. They can’t be you and them at the same time.

      ~Oh.

      ~Is there something you need to say? Why are you here again?

      ~I didn’t know where else to go. Sometimes it gets hard to be in the other place. So I come here.

      ~I see. Well, I’m having a hard time here, too.

      ~What do you mean?

      ~I’m supposed to overcome this trial, but I don’t know how. It’s been three days and nothing.

      ~What’s so hard about it?

      ~For starters, I can’t hear anything. And when I mean anything, I mean zero. I don’t even hear the wind or the sound of a door creaking, or my NanoTech clothing rustling as I walk anymore. I’m frustrating Ammon—

      ~Who’s Ammon?

      ~He’s my friend.

      I wait for a response, but silence expands between myself and the analog written voice that is “Something.”

      ~Something? Are you still here?

      ~Do you like him? Ammon.

      ~Yes, he’s sweet.

      ~Oh.

      ~He’s also only eleven years old.

      I laugh. What a weird conversation, justifying my friendship with Ammon with a voice in my head.

      ~Well, good. Good then.

      ~Yes, it’s been good. He would have died had I not found him.

      ~I wish I could find my friends. They’re all so far away.

      ~Why is that?

      ~I’m not sure. They were taken from me, and I don’t know how to get them back. It’s a strange feeling.

      ~I’m sure you’ll find them.

      ~I’ve got—there’s no—it’s here—got to—
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        * * *

      

      A moment passes, and there’s no more exchanges from Something. I sit up on the bed, trying to focus to see if his presence is still with me. Instead, I can tell it’s just me in my mind again.

      Disappointment washes over me. It was the first communicative exchange I’ve had for days and it wasn’t even a real conversation. Just fragments, and strangest of all, it was all done in an old fashioned text exchange.

      I wonder how that was even done. How could it be translated in my mind that way?

      Wait a second—

      I look over at Ammon, now resting peacefully in the other bed. Could I do the same thing with him? If I can do this with someone who isn’t even in the same location, is it possible I could figure out a way to tap into it to communicate with Ammon? But does he have the necessary implants to even receive the exchange?

      Then again, I’ve never been the one to initiate the exchange. It’s always been… Something. What makes him so different? How can he access my mind in a way that I have absolutely no idea how to tap into?

      My eLink was supposed to be destroyed when I left Adrian, but—what if it wasn’t? What if in some way, it still works?

      Snickering to myself, I shake my head. If I was using the eLink, Videus would have found us ages ago. The eLink was his system, his tool for monitoring everyone in the Helix. There’d be nothing to stop him from pinpointing our location. It can’t be that. But what?

      I push aside the blanket, feeling my feet hit the cold ground. The coolness radiates up from the soles of my feet, making me feel more alert. Stepping out of the bedroom, I walk down the hall and open the door leading to outside. Light streams into the hallway, bold and bright and no longer inhibited by the daylight dimming windows.

      Taking a seat on the stairs just beyond the house’s overhang, I dig my feet into the warm sand. The sensation extinguishes the chill from the floor inside, warming the rest of my body.

      Who is this Something, anyway? Why does he keep finding me, of all people? Is he someone attached to Adrian? Is he confused because he’s having a hard time connecting? Or is it something else? Someone else?

      I’ve never got the impression that I should be afraid of him. Instead, he always feels sorta—safe. Maybe I’m just too trusting.

      I close my eyes, feeling the heat of the sun though my closed lids. I can sense it, too—even though I can’t see it directly.

      What if that’s what this is? A test in understanding or sensing something, even when its hard to get the full picture. Goodness knows, I’ve only been getting bits and pieces of what needs to be done, but I also know to trust the process. To trust that at some point, my path is going to be revealed here. It has to be.

      It doesn’t take hearing something to get information. I have a number of other senses I can rely on and I can’t sit around ignoring them all. That’s for sure.

      With more ambition and enthusiasm than I’ve had recently, I stand up, looking at the house with brand new eyes. Maybe this could be like the scissors. Maybe there’s more I’m missing, more I need to dig into. To understand.

      Why is this house here? Who’s would it have been? Is it really here, or is it an illusion?

      I run my hand along the stone face, letting the rough edges cut into the palm of my hand. It feels real enough. I walk around the outer edge in a clockwise fashion, taking in every inch of the structure, seeking something—anything—that could give me a clue to what I’ve been missing.

      Suddenly, something taps on my shoulder, making me jump. Spinning around, I come face to face with Ammon. He scratches his head, yawning. Then, with a shrug, he points back inside. It’s a question.

      “I’ll be there in just a minute,” I say, turning back to the stone facade. “Then we can start breakfast.”

      He nods, sleepily rubbing the top of his head.

      There has to be some reason for being deaf. Some reason to be tested in this way. How could it help me in the long run? It doesn’t seem to make any sense.

      I continue walking around the outside of the house, looking for any sort of clue that could help me, but nothing is evident. Nothing I see screams this is it.

      A shadow comes up behind me and I smile.

      “You just can’t wait, can you Ammon,” I say, smiling as I turn around. “I said I’ll be in in a minute.”

      I squelch a scream. This is definitely not Ammon.
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      THE MAN BEARS AN UNCANNY resemblance to Traeton, but much older; more worn. Words appear to be flying out of his mouth, but I can’t make out a single one because he’s also talking with his hands. My eyes don’t know where to focus. Bewilderment is painted clearly across the man’s face.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t hear you,” I say, backing up a bit and pointing at my ears.

      The man stops short, cocking his head to the side and narrowing his eyes. I don’t know whether to run, or to wait to see what he does.

      After a brief moment, he jabs a finger toward the house, then back toward himself.

      Slowly and deliberately he points at me and then he mouths the words, “Should not be here.”

      Nodding, I back up a bit more, “I’m sorry, we didn’t know. We found it vacant.”

      “We?” the man mouths, his forehead wrinkled with concern.

      Coming up behind him, I catch a glimpse of Ammon. He’s only clad in the boys trousers we found in the house and he sneaks up behind the man with a large wooden stick. I raise my hands to tell him to wait, but it’s too late. With arms raised above his head, he swiftly brings the stick down on the back of the man’s head.

      I feel the reverberation of the sickening sort of pop as it makes contact. The man’s eyes roll backward and he drops to his knees.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I tell Ammon, catching the man as he falls forward. “I think he was just surprised to find us in his house.”

      Ammon scrunches his face.

      “Help me get him inside. Then I’ll explain,” I say groping for the man’s arms.

      Ammon’s shoulders rise and fall, clearly disappointed that I didn’t say thank you—or congratulate him on a job well done. But he could have seriously hurt the man, and he may have the answers I need to figure out how to get my hearing back. Despite being clearly irritated, Ammon helps me get hold of the man and drag him inside. We place him on the couch in the living room area and wait for him to regain consciousness.

      Pacing back and forth, I can’t help but notice how much he looks like Traeton. The resemblance is truly uncanny. The only difference is age and his hair is dark brown with hints of gray running through it. Could this be Trae’s father?

      I shake the idea off, knowing his father and sister never made it out of the Helix. At least, I think that’s what happened. I drift back to the story Trae told me about when he left the Helix and ended up finding Fenton’s group at the Lateral. His father and sister Ava never made it to the rest of the group and he thought they were dead.

      But what if they aren’t? What if—

      I shake my head. It’s only speculation at this point. And besides, it could be I’m so desperate to see Trae again, that I’m making up correlations to make myself feel better about leaving him behind.

      Ammon sits on the arm of couch, his arms crossed over his chest, and his eyes following me as I walk back and forth.

      “Does this guy look familiar to you, Ammon?” I finally ask.

      I stop pacing long enough to see Ammon’s answer. He takes a minute to look at the man, but shakes his head no.

      He mouths, “Why?”

      Sighing, I take a seat in the middle of the room, “Probably sounds dumb, but this man looks like someone I know. I think it could be his dad.”

      The bruises on Ammon’s face have diminished a bit, and he purses his lips.

      “Oh, don’t make that face,” I say.

      Anytime I bring up my friends, particularly Traeton, Ammon gets a bit jealous. It’s cute, but he needs to understand he’s far too young to have a fixation with me.

      Suddenly, the man starts to stir. His hands immediately raise to his head, as he rubs his temples with his palms. Then his eyes fly open, and he bolts upright. His eyes roll a bit, and he grips the cushions of the couch for support.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, watching closely for his answer.

      The man stares at his boots, taking slow deliberate breaths. Finally, he lifts his head, his eyes meeting mine. He rests them with me for a moment, taking me in before turning to look at Ammon.

      He starts speaking with Ammon, but I can’t understand a word. I stand up, trying to catch what’s being said, but his head is turned to the side as he and the little boy discuss something very fast and heated. Ammon’s hands fly up and down, the way I’ve seen apes do in my eLink history downloads. Every once in a while, Ammon will look my direction, but he turns back to the conversation.

      “What’s going on here?” I demand.

      Neither of them stop talking or take time to try to fill me in.

      “Stop!” I yell.

      Both of them pause in mid-sentence, turning to look at me with quizzical expressions.

      “Please, will someone fill me in on what’s happening?” I ask.

      The man throws a significant look to Ammon, then stands up and walks to the kitchen area. He opens a drawer and pulls out a piece of paper and a writing instrument from his chest pocket.

      His hand flies across the paper, scribbling something down. Then he walks back to me, holding it out for me to take.

      I grab the piece of paper, and try to read the scribblings. Reading isn’t something that comes easy, particularly with his messy handwriting.

      
        
        You can’t stay here. Your friends are in danger the longer you’re here. You need to get back to them. Now!

        

      

      I look up from the paper. How does this man know anything about me or my friends?

      He snatches the paper back and scribbles more.

      
        
        You need to trust me. I don’t know why you’re here now, but you need to go back.

        

      

      “If you know who I am, or my friends, then you know being here is part of my trials. I’m supposed to be here. I don’t have a choice.”

      The man shakes his head.

      I snort. The audacity of this guy, thinking he knows more than I do. Worst of all, his words give rise to a panic twisting through my insides that wasn’t there before.

      “Are my friends—are they okay?” I ask.

      I watch his response closely. He fidgets a bit, licking his lip in the same manner I’ve seen Trae do. After a moment, he nods.

      “Then you need to be more specific,” I announce. “I can’t just leave this place without a good reason. I need to know why they’re in danger.”

      The man pulls the paper back again, scribbling furiously. He thrusts the paper back as soon as he’s finished.

      
        
        I can’t tell you everything. It would affect too much. You have to trust I wouldn’t lead you wrong.

        

      

      I look up from the paper. He watches me closely, his eyes following my every movement.

      I fiddle with the neckline on my NanoTech jacket and say, “How do I know you wouldn’t lead me wrong. I don’t even know you.”

      I crush up the paper into his hand and close it.

      The man pulls his eyebrows in, biting down on his lip again.

      What is it he’s not saying? I can tell there’s more, but he’s just not willing to come out with it. Why?

      Shaking his head, he stalks out of the room, making his way to the other bedroom with the large bed. He closes the door without even turning back. In a weird way, it reminds me of the way my mother would shut me out when I was in the Helix.

      Anger bubbles up inside at the thought, and I walk down the hall and bang on the door until he opens it.

      “You’re Traeton’s father, aren’t you?” I blurt out.

      The man’s eyes widen, his eyebrows tugging in. A deep frown surfaces and he eventually shrugs.

      “How do you know about me? Or about them? Have you been watching us?” I say. “Your son thinks you’re dead.”

      The man starts speaking, but I still can’t hear a word, frustrating me even further. This is absolutely absurd. I should be able to have this conversation. I should be able to understand what needs to be said, what needs to be heard. Instead, we’re fumbling around with paper and hand gestures.

      “Ugh—” I cry, raising my hands and walking away. “I can’t hear a word you’re saying. This is so ridiculous.”

      The man grabs my hand, spinning me around to face him. He pulls my face into his hands, making me stare directly into his eyes. For a moment, I consider kneeing him in the groin, but the longer I look, the more I see hidden in the depths of those brown eyes.

      Those familiar brown eyes.

      My mouth drops open, and he places my hand over his heart—a final confirmation.

      This isn’t Traeton’s father. I don’t know how or why, but this is Trae.

      As soon as the realization hits, more information starts to rise in my mind. If this is Trae, how did he age? Was he captured?

      “How?” I whisper.

      Trae’s eyes are sorrowful, but he leans in and kisses me briefly on the lips. Then, the cheek.

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” he whispers in my ear, “you’re out of time.”

      Blinking at him, I pull back.

      “What did you say?”

      He stiffens, then says, “Can you hear me now?”

      “She can hear?” Ammon calls from down the hall. “Thank the stars. It’s about time.”

      Lifting my hands to my ears, I shake my head as if it can’t possibly be true. My wrist suddenly burns and I reach down to pull back my sleeve. Sure enough, the second petal lights up my wrist. I clutch at the spot, the mystical ink burning my skin.

      “Yeah, I can hear you,” I say. “You have to tell me—how did this happen? Who did this to you?”

      I take Trae’s hand and pull him back into the bedroom.

      “Runa, you shouldn’t be here. I don’t know what’s going on, but—you need to go back.”

      “Then you’re coming with me. Look, we can go right now if you want—but we need—”

      Trae shakes his head, “I can’t go with you.”

      “Why not?” I ask, confused.

      “Because I’m meant to be here. I have to stay here now,” he says, his eyes glazing over as if he’s gone elsewhere.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. We need to be together,” I say, reaching for his hand.

      “No, not anymore. Not like this,” he says. “You’ll understand.”

      “Help me understand now, because you’re not making any sense,” I say, tears welling up in my eyes.

      Reaching up, he pulls a strand of my shorter hair forward, then lets it fall back into place.

      “You cut your hair,” he says, smiling.

      I nod, “I thought it was something I was meant to do. A part of my trials to get my hearing back. Turns out, I just wasted my time.”

      “It looks good on you,” he says, “but it won’t last.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Traeton rubs the spot just under his lip, smiling, “I’ve said too much. If I say anything else, I could damage things further. You’ve never—”

      “I’ve never?” I repeat.

      “Nothing,” he says shaking his head. “Look, you know me. You know I wouldn’t lead you wrong, Runa. I was surprised to see you here, to say the least. But you need to go back. Things have to be set right.”

      Trae’s eyes darken, and sadness emerges in their depths.

      “That’s what I’m trying to do. That’s all I’ve been trying to do. These trials—I have to pass them before I’ll be able to go back.”

      Traeton shakes his head.

      “That’s not true. If you don’t leave—if you don’t go back now, I think you’ll be trapped.”

      “No, that can’t be. You’re not making any sense.”

      “The Tree is gone, Runa. Videus burned it to the ground,” Trae says, sighing.

      “Well, that’s just—it shouldn’t matter. The others, we’ve been—it’s hard to explain, but I have help here. I think I’ll be able to get back to the Haven. They can transport me—”

      Again, Trae shakes his head.

      “Runa, no one is helping you. They’re all gone. You’re the only one now who can—” he sighs, “it’s just you.”

      I may have my hearing back, but things are no more clear than they were before. I feel like we’re talking in circles and I have no idea what we’re even discussing.

      “Trae, can you please just tell me what you have to say. Why are you being so cryptic?” I say, taking his hand.

      “Because if I say more, it may alter things beyond repair. I shouldn’t even be talking to you now. You’re not supposed to be here.”

      “You’ve said that before. But I was transported here. I know I’m meant to be here. But come to think about it, maybe you’re not?” I say, standing up and pacing in front of him.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asks.

      “Well, Ammon and I were brought here and for a week or more, you weren’t here. Where have you been? Why are you in this place? Are you being held captive?”

      “I’m not being held,” he says, looking down at his feet.

      “Then what is this place?”

      “I live here, Runa,” Trae says. “It’s my home. I built it.”

      “What are you talking about? You live in the Haven with me, Kani, and Fenton,” I make a face, and roll my eyes. “You can’t possibly live here and there at the same time.”

      “You’re right.”

      “I know I am,” I say, glancing at him. His eyes have softened, but he looks at me expectantly.

      “What?” I say, biting my lip.

      He shakes his head, but continues to look at me with the same expression.

      “Runa, I’ve been out hunting. When I do that, I’m gone for a week or more at a time. There isn’t much to eat out this way anymore,” he says, “I have to go further and further out.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Look, I can see you’re the same stubborn woman as always. Come with me for a moment. It might help make more sense of things,” he offers. Standing up, he takes my hand, dragging me toward the front door.

      “Hey, where are you guys going?” Ammon asks.

      “Wait here,” I call back to him, “we won’t be gone long. Right?” I say, turning to Trae.

      He nods, but doesn’t say anything.

      “Suit yourself, but if the new guy kills ya, I’m outta here,” Ammon snorts.

      I roll my eyes, and close the door behind me.

      Sunlight beats down on me, and I’m reminded of what it was like being left out on this side of the planet not long ago without food or water. I thought I was going to die.

      We walk for a bit in silence, but I appreciate the sounds of our footsteps; the crunching of our boots. I listen intently to the sound of the wind as it whips the sand around our bodies. I pay attention to every minute detail I’ve missed for days.

      “Where are you taking me, Traeton?” I ask.

      “Not far. Just a couple of more minutes,” he says, his eyes trained ahead of him.

      “Why didn’t you tell us who you were right away? Ammon wouldn’t have—”

      “Is that his name?” Trae says.

      “Yes, Ammon,” I say, giving him a sideways glance.

      “Tell me about him,” he says.

      “Well, he’s sorta been my companion these past few days. I found him in a cavern not long ago, shackled to the wall—”

      “Days?” he says. “Is that all it’s been?”

      “Yes, days. I know it must seem longer to you, considering…” I glance at him again. It’s odd, but I’ve already gotten used to his older appearance.

      “Why was he shackled?”

      “Videus,” I say, as if no more explanation is needed.

      Traeton nods, “You know he’s important, then.”

      “Yeah, I suppose he is,” I say, biting down on my lip.

      The fact of the matter is, I hadn’t even given a second thought to Ammon, or why he was being kept by Videus. I’d just been so grateful we’d escaped when we did.

      “Trae, do you have any idea why Ammon was kept there? When you were researching on the mainframe the other day, did you—”

      Trae snickers, but shakes his head.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask.

      “Nothing, just that word again,” he says.

      “What word?”

      “It’s better if you just see for yourself,” he says, continuing to walk.

      “How far are we—”

      We come around a large rock outcropping and I stand just meters away from what used to be the entrance to the Haven. Instead, it looks like a sunken crater with the Helix still weaving in and out in the background. The side of the Helix has a gaping hole in one section, as if something attacked it. Everything about the location is different. There’s no snow, no dead trees, only sand and piles of rocks where my friends should be.

      “How—how did this happen? How could I not have known?”

      “Runa, you’ve been gone for thirty years. You walked into the Tree and we never saw you again,” he says, turning to me.

      Despair wells in his eyes, but he looks away.

      “Traeton, I—I don’t know what to say. I’m so confused. I’ve only been gone a few days, weeks at most. How could I possibly have been gone thirty years? I mean, look at me,” I say, throwing my hands down.

      “Believe me, I know how you look. It’s what caught me so off guard when I first saw you. I thought I was hallucinating again,” Trae says, shaking his head and rubbing a hand across the back of his neck.

      “Again?”

      “Runa, we don’t have time to go over all that’s happened throughout three decades. What we need to do is find a way for you to go back where you belong.”

      My eyes shift from him, to the mounds of rock, stone, earth, and sand.

      I wave my hand out in front of me, “This was where I belonged.”

      “Which is why we need to find a way to get you back to your friends. Your time. You don’t belong here,” his eyes narrow, and he blinks rapidly. “We need you, back then. We need what the Daughter of Five was meant to be.”

      “And what’s that, Trae? I don’t even know what that moniker means yet.”

      “Runa, you’re meant to heal the world,” he breathes.
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      BIRDS CHIRP OVERHEAD and I wake up with a start. My eyelids flip open and I sit up far too quickly. The moment I do, my insides roll and I lean over to empty the contents from my stomach onto the snow beside me.

      My brain is fuzzy in texture and my thoughts are muddled.

      How in the hell did I get here?

      Where is here?

      I wipe my mouth, and squint at my surroundings.

      I’m outside, but for the life of me, I can’t remember how I got here.

      Pushing myself away from the mess beside me, I come up to my knees and take a deep breath. Something isn’t right here… I don’t feel well at all.

      My brain is an empty slate as I try to access any recent memories, hunting for a reason I’d be lying flat in the snow. No matter how hard I try, it’s as if the recent events have all been wiped from my mind.

      Slowly, I stand up, taking my time to catch my balance. My body is slow and sluggish, like it’s been asleep for far too long, or I’ve taken some sleeping agent. Actually, this feels like being hungover from one of the Langcaster twin’s special brews, but it’s been years since the last time I escaped that way. Besides, Kani wouldn’t let Fenton or I—

      Familiarity of Kani’s warnings tickles at the edges of my mind, but I can’t quite place what it was about. It isn’t about the perils of drinking, but something else. I tap my temple, hunting for the reason.

      Think, think.

      The repetitive tapping to my temple shifts something loose and the faintest glimmer of recognition slips in.

      Headaches. I remember headaches…

      I nod to myself, realizing what must have caused this. The NeuroWand.

      Kani had been warning me of using it too much, and what the effects could be. The last time must have been one too many uses and now here I am without a clue. I hate when she’s right.

      Taking a few steps, I trudge though the snow, trying to regain my bearings on where I am. It doesn’t take long, since I’m one of the few who’ve studied the topography of Pendomus. I know this particular place like the back of my hand.

      “Why on Pendomus would I be stumbling all the way out here?” I muse. “There’s nothing out here.”

      The fogginess starts to lift ever so slightly, but I still can’t come up with a reason for being outside.

      “I thought—I thought we were trying to get help,” I mutter. “Or information?”

      Blinking furiously, I hold my forehead trying to pull out the information I need.

      “I’m done with that damn NeuroWand,” I say. “This sucks.”

      A quick glimpse of putting it back into my pack at the Archives flashes through my mind and I realize I’m far from where I started.

      “What the hell?”

      I stumble a few more steps, looking around.

      “I’m nowhere near the Archives.”

      How could I blank out this badly? Why would Kani let me go in such a poor state?

      It’s going to take me a good hour to walk back to the entrance of the Archives.

      How long was I exposed out here?

      I hate that there’s never a definitive way to tell because of the sun’s locked position.

      Trudging along slowly, it takes me longer than expected to return to the entrance of the Archives. I need far more breaks than I would normally, but I know if I push it, I’ll be sick again.

      Lifting the heavy lid, I crawl down the ladder. My feet hit the ground with a muffled thud and I’m consumed by darkness as I walk into the chasm that has become the last few hours of my life. Most of the lights in the tunnel, for some reason, don’t seem to want to light up.

      When I reach the other end, I pull out the disk that opens the door and signal the wall to shift aside. A moment later, it shudders, sliding back and leaving a plume of dust in its wake.

      Still raking my memories for a reason I was outside, I walk out into the open area of the Archives, but come up short. Everything is in complete disarray—the tables where I had been sitting are flipped on end. Artifacts are strewn about and toppled over. Broken shards and papers are scattered everywhere.

      My eyes fly around the room, searching for any sign of Kani. The only sound is my own labored breath and footsteps. I squeeze my eyelids tight. I can’t wrap my mind around what I’m seeing. There’s a stillness to this space that makes my skin crawl.

      “Kani— ” I cry out, listening as the echo of my voice travels down the expansive series of rooms. “Where are you? Are you in here?”

      Please tell me she’s here, that she’s okay.

      I rake my hands through my hair, trying to think…to concentrate. But my mind is a whirling cyclone. I can’t slow it down.

      What can I do? Where should I—

      Somewhere nearby, a muffled whimper permeates the stillness. Though barely audible, my head snaps up.

      “Kani?” I repeat, stepping around the remains of a heavy book on Egypt, smattered across the floor. “Is that you? Are you okay?”

      A contained sob erupts, but stops as quickly as it began. Fortunately, it’s just enough to give me a direction, and I follow the sound with my eyes. Buried between a statue of a cat and an archaic light fixture, a large wooden crate is tipped on end—but it’s big enough for a person to hide inside.

      Racing forward, I stumble over some of the debris and land hard against the box. A scream erupts from inside, and I straighten myself, struggling to dislodge my elbow. I pull the light fixture away easily, but unfortunately the cat statue is way heavier than it looks and jammed up against the crate’s lid. I pull with all my strength, trying unsuccessfully to remove it.

      “Kani—is that you? I’m here. Hang tight, I’ll get you outta there,” I grope at the crate lid, but I have no chance of opening it without removing the cat.

      Another whimper bubbles up, clearly from inside, and I take a firm hold around the cat statue’s neck. Using my legs as leverage, I push off the box and manage to rock the statue.  I try again, this time with as much effort as I can muster and it begins to topple. Following the momentum, I narrowly miss the statue landing on top of me as it crashes loudly against the stone floor.

      The reverberation makes my ears ring and I lie motionless on the ground, unable to breathe. I roll onto my side, taking a few jagged breaths, and remove a smaller Egyptian artifact from my side.

      I need to get to Kani.

      Coughing, I push up to a stand and fling back the crate’s lid. Inside, Kani is huddled at an awkward angle—face down—as if she’d been in the box and it had been thrown. Her hands are firmly planted over her ears, and she shakes uncontrollably.

      “Kani—what happened? Are you okay? What happened here?” I say.

      My eyes leave her, searching frantically around the room for any signs the intruder is still here.

      She slinks away from me, but I help her to right herself anyway. Blood streams from a gash across her forehead and when she looks up at me, her eyes are hollow.

      “Gone…Gone…Gone…” she mutters.

      I reach in, pulling her out by the front of her jacket and forcing her to look at me, “Who’s gone? Gone where?”

      I look around the room again, hoping she means whatever did this.

      “Gone…Gone…Gone…”

      Her face is as pale as the snow outside and she presses her hands to her body in an attempt to get them to stop shaking.

      Releasing her jacket, I pace in front of the wooden crate where she stands. Without my support, she slowly sinks back down, resting inside. Muttering to herself, she pulls her knees in and begins to rock back and forth.

      How could any of this happen? I had the damn disc in my pocket. How could anyone get in here and do something like this?

      The blood drains from my face and I take a step back.

      This is how I ended up outside.

      Whatever did this must have attacked me first so I lost consciousness. I remember… I remember needing to rest. Damn, I would have been an easy target.

      This is all my fault for not being on guard.

      Had I been alert, working on finding the information we need, Kani would be fine. No, more than fine. None of this would have taken place. I would have been able to stop it.

      We have all been warned about Videus and what he’s capable of. I should have been more prepared than this. I should have—

      “We need to go, Kani. Get up. Get up,” I command, “Now—”

      She cries at my insistence, covering her ears again and rocking harder. It’s so out of character for her.

      “We need to get back to the Lateral,” I tell her, holding out my hand. “We need to find help.”

      Kani stares blankly at me, watching my every move. Eventually, she pushes up slowly to a stand and accepts my extended hand. I help her step out of the box and onto the floor. Her legs are wobbly and the lack of control she has is alarming.

      This is not the Kani I know. She’s always been a rock under pressure. Whatever caused this kind of reaction from her had to have been beyond frightening.

      I shove my right shoulder under her left and wrap my arm around her waist. Half walking, half dragging her along, we make our way to the exit. The debris on the floor makes our trek cumbersome and we each take turns slipping and sliding.

      “Gone…Gone…” she continues to mumble over and over.

      “I know, Kani. I know. We’ll find help,” I repeat, trying to reassure her.

      At the entrance to the tunnel, Kani freezes, refusing to go any further. Her feet lock in place and she starts to skid backward.

      “Kani, we’re not safe here—” I look deeply into her eyes, pleading with her. “We need to go, we need to get to safety.”

      I’m not technically sure how safe we’ll be heading back, but I do know we’ve gotta try. Waiting here to see if whatever did this wants to finish the job—not such a good idea.

      Kani shakes her head, backing away and trying to get out of my arms.

      “Kani, we need to get to Landry,” I command.

      At the sound of Landry’s name, Kani’s face twitches and she grabs my hand. Her jaw is resolute, but her eyes search my face filled with terror. Slowly, she takes a shaky step forward, allowing me to lead her down to the other end. Behind us, the sound of the stone wall closing echoes, making us both jump.

      I turn back to Kani, but in the darkness, her expression is lost.

      “Come on,” I wrench on her arm and resume our walk. “It must have just sensed that we walked through. I have the disc in my pocket.”

      With each step further from the chaos, I start to feel agitated. How could all of this have happened and I had no idea. Why would they attack the Archives and Kani, but drag me outside in the middle of nowhere? Was it so I could die of exposure? To separate us? What would be the reason?

      How do I reconcile any of this?

      Will I be putting Landry in danger by involving him now? Guilt crashes over me, chipping away at my resolve. I have no one else to turn to for answers. Kani needs to be somewhere safe right now. Whatever happened to her, she needs to get back to being herself so she can help make sense out of what happened.

      The further along we manage down the tunnel, the more control Kani regains over her legs, giving me much-needed relief. My stomach is still not well, and nausea continues to bubble to the surface. Most of the lights still aren’t working properly, but luckily they still give enough light to see where we’re going and how far we have left. Finally, we reach the end of the tunnel.

      “Go first. I’m right behind you,” I say to Kani.

      Her eyes are wide, but she doesn’t budge.

      “It’ll be okay. There’s help up there. Trust me,” I urge.

      At this point, I need to make sure she doesn’t fall down the ladder. She’s not as aware of herself as she should be. Besides, if there’s anything still down here, it will give her a fighting chance to get the hell outta here.

      Kani swallows hard, but takes a trembling step upward. I climb right behind her, watching her movements closely. When she lifts the door open, the clean, fresh air wafts down to us, stirring my senses and helping to clear my mind.

      She hesitates for a moment, but climbs out and disappears into the light above us. I lift myself out behind Kani, and flip the door closed. Kani promptly sits down in the snow, continuing her movements of rocking back and forth. Her arms clasp around her knees as she buries her face in between them.

      Holy hell. I’ve never, not in all my life, seen Kani lose it like this. It’s completely unnerving. Without her stability, well, if you can call it that—how in the hell am I going to make it through all this? I don’t have Fenton’s dumb humor, or Runa’s gentle strength—

      Coaxing Kani by the hand, I get her to finally stand back up and move onward. Our progress to the Lateral is excruciatingly slow. I have to half-walk her, half-drag her with me to get anywhere. I’m inches away from just picking up her scrawny little ass and carrying her—but this damn thumping in my head is threatening to come back and I better follow her advice to lay off the NeuroWand business. At least for a while.

      Permanently, if possible.

      A remnant of blood lingers in my mouth. I musta bit my tongue or something in my NeuroWand blackout.

      “Kani, work with me, here. Dammit, woman,” I curse. Kani’s vacant eyes haunt me as she sits down plainly on her butt, staring at me. We’re almost to the cavern system, but for now we’re still exposed out here.

      What in the hell happened in the Archives? What could have been so bad to do this to her? As far as I was aware, not many people even know about the Archives. It’s a select few of us on Delaney’s team. So the fact someone got in there at all—now, that’s something.

      If it was someone.

      Because, there’s that. I’ve seen some crazy stuff in the past few weeks. Stuff I couldn’t have even dreamed up before meeting Runa. This could have been caused by any number of things.

      Looking into Kani’s vacant expression, I ask, “Kani, what did this to you? Was it Videus? Did you see him? The others—?”

      My questions don’t even faze her. She doesn’t bat an eye or quirk an eyebrow. Instead, her face remains the same pale shade of green. Her eyes, vacant.

      Sighing, I grab one of her arms to help her stand and then pick her up. We’re getting nowhere fast and we need answers.
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      “What did you do to her?” A small kid asks as I walk by, dragging Kani behind me. I’ve got no more strength after the hours of carrying her in some shape or form, and my head is ready to explode.

      I practically growl, making the kid jump and scamper off.

      Good.

      Finally standing at our destination—Alina’s doorway—I pound on it and slump onto the steps with Kani. I hear beeps and weird mechanical noises, a loud scrape and stomping footsteps until the door flies open.

      “I thought I said I was fine, Lane,” Landry growls as he steps out, nearly tripping over my hand as he tries to miss stepping on it. “What are you doing down there, Trae? What’s—what’s wrong with Kani?”

      Kani’s expression hasn’t changed. She looks like some little girl’s doll; eyes unblinking, but wide open.

      “I dunno. She—we—were attacked,” I sputter through the thumping in my temple.

      “Attacked? Again? Attacked by what? By who?” he asks, rushing forward snapping his fingers in front of Kani’s face. “Kani, can you hear me? Kani?”

      “Don’t bother. She won’t answer you. I’ve been trying for hours.”

      “She’s in shock. We need to get her back to my house so I can diagnose her properly,” Landry says, heading back into Alina’s for a moment.

      “Oh, so now it’s worth seeing us,” I whisper under my breath, nodding to myself. “Just took some traumatization to make it happen.”

      “—Yes, I’ll be fine. Come with if you want, but please, don’t be on my case about this,” Landry steps out, closing the door behind him.

      No sooner does the door close, but reopens.

      “I’m coming with you guys,” Alina says, eyeing Landry. Her eyes widen when she looks around to see both myself and Kani on the steps. “Are you guys alright?”

      “Been better,” I say.

      “Come here, Kani. Let’s go to Landry’s house,” Alina says, helping Kani to stand.

      Kani seems to relax into Alina’s soft demeanor, allowing her to take her by the hand and walking her down the street.

      Landry turns to me and says, “What the hell happened, Trae?”

      I shake my head, “I honestly don’t know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Whatever happened, it happened while I was blacked out—or maybe drugged—I dunno. I woke up outside the Archives, flat on my back in the snow. I got back to an absolute disaster in the Archives and Kani trapped inside a crate. It was—mental. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Did anyone else know you were heading to the Archives?” Landry asks, his eyebrows pulled in.

      “Nah. Just you guys,” I say.

      “You blacked out you said. How did that happened?”

      “Dunno, maybe the NeuroWand. Been having headaches lately—hell, I have one now— and Kani thought I was using it too much. It’s the only thing I can think of. Well, unless someone snuck in and did it somehow,” I offer.

      “Do you remember anyone coming in?” he asks.

      “Not even a little bit. I’ve tried to get details out of Kani, but it’s pretty useless right now,” I say, “She’s just too out of it.”

      “You can say that again,” Landry concedes. “I know how she feels.”

      I turn to look at Landry, whose face has gone ashen.

      “How are you handling things? You know we’ve been worried about you.”

      “Eh—” Landry shrugs, “been better.”

      Walking up the steps to Landry’s place, he reaches for the handle, but pauses a little longer than expected. After a moment, he turns back and stares at me.

      “Everything okay?” I ask, watching him closely.

      “Look, I’ll do what I can to help Kani. I owe you and her that much. But when she’s better, I’m leaving. I can’t stay here, not anymore. It’s just not the same. I know you, of all people will understand that. But Alina—she can’t know.”

      “Why? Why can’t you just take her wherever—”

      “—Because I can’t. She deserves better than me. She deserves someone who’s here for her,” he says, scratching at the back of his bald head.

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah, let’s keep things low key. For everyone involved, but especially Kani. If I’m gonna help her, I need her to relax, not relive whatever went on.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I say, shrugging.

      “Excellent,” Landry says, nodding to himself and opening the door.

      I take a last quick glance up and down the street before heading inside.
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      HEAL THE WORLD. Yes, because that doesn’t sound daunting. I can’t even figure out where I put the Caudex, how on Pendomus am I supposed to heal the whole world?

      “Trae, I don’t—” I begin, but he lifts a finger, hushing me.

      “You don’t need to understand the healing the world part, but after everything—after this—” he sweeps his hands out in front of the devastation, “I know without prophecies, or messages from higher than we are, or whatever, we needed you. You were the one that would have stopped this from happening. And now—” he shrugs, “now, after all these years—I believe you still can.”

      Sighing, I look down at my feet. I see now why it was necessary to bring me here. I wouldn’t have believed I wasn’t in my own time. I thought for sure it was him—somehow brought here by Videus, or changed by one of his minions, something. Not this.

      How could I have? Everything has seemed too ordinary. Well, with the exception of being on the desert side—or where I thought was the desert side, I guess.

      “This is all so…” I begin, and finally sigh, “strange. I had no idea we were out of our timeline. Or that it was even possible to be out of it for that matter.”

      “I wouldn’t have believed it either, Runa. Not until—well, seeing you look—you’re just as I remember you. With the exception of your hair,” he says, reaching forward to tuck a strand behind my ear.

      I smile, taking his hand in mine and pressing it to my cheek. Leaning into it, I close my eyes. How must he have felt all this time, thinking I was—

      I open my eyes to watch his.

      “Did you give up hope on me?” I ask, unable to help myself.

      “It’s been thirty years, Runa. I came to terms with never seeing you again long ago. It was—difficult. For the longest time, I thought I’d be able to save you. Find a way to bring you back without the Tree. I even hunted for your brother, oh what was his name? Baxter?”

      “Baxten,” I correct.

      “Right, Baxten,” he nods, “I found the Vassalage.”

      “You did? How? Where was—” I start.

      He opens his mouth, but closes it again, narrowing his eyes.

      “What? What is it?” I ask.

      “I’m just not sure how much I should tell you. What difference it could make with the timelines. With your destiny,” he says, blinking rapidly as he thinks.

      “Traeton, from what you’re telling me, my destiny has me locked here while Videus destroys everything I hold dear. I’m lucky you made it out alive—I don’t even—” my voice cracks as I realize he’s alone and I haven’t even asked about anyone else. “I don’t even know if anyone else made it. Kani? Fenton?”

      Trae flinches at the sound of their names, and I know the worst has happened.

      Dropping his hand I walk away.

      How could this happen? How could any of this happen?

      “Forget the timelines, the continuum, whatever destiny you think I have, or might have. I need to know where the heart of Videus resides. If I make it back to my timeline, I’m hitting him—hard. I’m not letting any of this happen. I promise you.”

      “It’s not that simple, Runa. Not all of it—not everything happened at the same time. Or for the same reason.”

      I walk back to him, looking deeply into his sad, worn eyes. He looks tired; defeated even.

      “What are you not telling me?” I ask, watching him closely.

      “Let’s focus on the one thing you may have control over,” he says, sighing.

      “No, let’s start there. Then continue on with the rest,” I say, raising an eyebrow.

      After a moment, he narrows his eyes, but nods.

      “So spill it, where do we find the Vassalage?”

      Trae tilts his head nodding in the direction we came from, “Let’s walk.”

      We continue in silence for a couple of minutes, getting outside of visual sight of the Helix and the devastation at the cavern before he finally speaks again.

      “Do you remember your professional appointment?”

      I pull in my eyebrows, and turn to him, “Of course I do. It was only a couple of months ago.”

      “Right, I keep forgetting,” he says, running his fingertips over his wrinkled forehead, “Anyway, turns out your placement there held significance.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “In my research, I found the Crematorium was actually the Vassalage, hidden in plain sight.”

      “The—what?”

      My mouth drops open, my head spinning with the revelation.

      Trae nods and continues, “The Cremators were the ones who were turned into Labots—at least, initially. The Crematorium was where they sent the “problematic” people who they deemed a security threat to the Helix. Then, those who couldn’t be turned, would end up in the Vassalage. It started out only a couple of cells, meant to house those they were trying to rehabilitate and turn. But as the process grew, more and more people were kept there for—other reasons,” he says, turning to me.

      “What kind of other reasons?”

      “Mostly to torture for information. To find out what they knew. Then, it was as a way to study those with different abilities, for lack of a better word,” he says, his eyes falling to the ground.

      “Are you saying there are people on Pendomus who can do things? Things that aren’t normal?” I ask, holding my breath.

      If that’s the case, what does it mean? How do I play into it all? Am I not as special as I thought? Or does it mean something entirely different?

      “There are lots of people on Pendomus who have low grade psychic ability. Like my sister Ava. She was one of them, turns out. They tortured her, trying to find out how she could do it. From a very young age—and under our noses. I had no idea,” he says. “Videus wanted to learn how to control it. Master it with science, I suppose.”

      “Wow,” I mutter, more to myself than Trae, “this is unreal.”

      “Exactly,” he says, his eyebrows raised.

      “What about my brother? Did you find Baxten?” I ask.

      Trae’s lips purse. “Yeah, I found him.”

      There’s an odd silence that falls, as I wait for him to continue.

      “Runa, pulling Baxten out was the beginning of the end for us. It set off a chain reaction that led Videus straight to us. It’s the reason why he and his creatures attacked. The reason there’s a crater where our home should be and why everyone—”

      “I need to get back. I need to find the Caudex,” I say, my footsteps picking up speed.

      “What is this Caudex, anyway?” Trae asks, keeping up along side of me.

      “It’s all I have left of the Tree of Burden—and it’s my key to finding out what comes next; what I need to do. If I can just find it, or go back to where it was—maybe I can find something in there that will help me get back to my timeline,” I say. “This can’t be the way of things. I have to find a way to stop it.”

      “That’s my girl. How can I help?” he asks.

      “I have no idea. When Ammon and I were transported here, the book didn’t make it with us. I’m not sure why.”

      “How did you get here? Was there a phrase or something you needed to say? Did you walk through another portal like the Tree?” he asks.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure what caused the transportation. One moment we were sitting beside a tree, the next minute we were in your allayroom,” I say, trying to think and run at the same time.

      “Well, that’s vague,” Trae says, scratching his head.

      I stop short, looking at him for a second. “What happened to your hair? Why didn’t you keep the blue hair color?”

      Trae’s dark brown eyes widen, pain surfacing again in their depths.

      “It just didn’t—it wasn’t me anymore,” he offers with a shrug.

      Nodding, I lean in, taking his face in my hands and staring directly into those sorrowful eyes.

      “Trae, I promise you, I will do whatever it takes to make this right. There’s nothing I won’t do to make it happen. Whatever changed you, whatever made you lose yourself—I won’t let it come to pass.”

      Stepping up on my toes, I let my lips linger just in front of his. Trae’s body stiffens, as if he doesn’t know what to do.

      He may seem older—he may be older—but he’s still Trae. My Trae.

      I close the gap, kissing him deeply and letting our connection take over. Guiding his lips, he finally releases the tension in his shoulders and takes me in his arms. He presses me against his body, his lips crushing down on mine until mine tingle and my heart races. His kiss is fervent, passionate, and hungry. My mind blurs and my pulse purrs.

      It’s only been weeks since our last kiss for me, but for him—it’s been so much longer. I can only imagine what that was like for him, not knowing if I’d ever return. Not knowing if I was alive.

      After a long moment, he finally breaks the kiss, resting his forehead against mine. His breath is jagged, and his hands tremble on my neck.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” he whispers.

      “That makes two of us. Thinking of our first kiss—it’s what got me through some of the tougher days when I first went through the Tree,” I say, sighing.

      “So, how does it feel kissing an old man?” he chuckles.

      “You’re still you. That hasn’t changed.”

      I grin, lifting my hand and letting my fingertip trace his left eyebrow.

      “Not as much as you are,” he says, a hint of a smile drawing across his lips and making his dimples shine.

      “Well, not for long. I’m going to find my Caudex and get back to you. Do you hear me?”

      “How are you going to get back? What about the trials you’ve been talking about? Don’t you have to finish—” he says.

      “Not at the expense of those I care about,” I say, shaking my head.

      Nothing—not even finishing the trials is worth the loss of my friends. I take his hand, leading us the rest of the way to the small cabin.

      Opening the door, Ammon stands in front of the large table, a smile beaming from ear to ear.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, suddenly suspicious.

      “Oh, nuthin’,” he says, rocking back and forth on his heels.

      It’s the first time, his poor bruised face has been able to break into a full smile. He’s finally starting to heal, but the swelling around his eyes seems to be the last to go back to normal.

      I cock my head to the side, “It doesn’t seem like nothing.”

      “Well, how much do you love me?” he asks.

      I look at Traeton, who shrugs in return.

      “Er—I don’t know. Is this a trick question?” I ask laughing to myself.

      Unable to hide his excitement, Ammon steps aside, revealing my Caudex resting on the table behind him.

      “Unbelievable—Ammon, where was it? I was just telling Traeton that I was going to make it my mission to find the Caudex and get us out of here,” I say, rushing to the little boy.

      I scoop him up in my arms, giving him a great big hug and twirling him around in a circle.

      He giggles, and as I release him, he says, “I didn’t find it anywhere. Sometime after the two of you went off galavanting to wherever, I was sitting here wondering what I could do, and all of a sudden this bright light filled the room. Next thing I knew, the book was sitting on the table like it’d always been there.”

      “Well, this is fantastic,” I say, sitting down and pulling the aquamarine stone out from under my NanoTech jacket and undershirt. I wave it in front of the Caudex, opening it up.

      Trae walks up and stands behind me, peering over my shoulder.

      “So this is the Caudex thing, huh? Looks pretty…old,” he says, “and vacant.”

      I flip through the book, searching for any new passages that may have been added to the tome. Of course, it’s as empty as it’s always been.

      “Tell me about it,” I say, sighing.

      “Is there anything in there that’s gonna help you get back?” Trae asks.

      “Nothing so far,” I say, raking my hands through my hair.

      I don’t get it. Why bring the book to me, why have all this crypticness surrounding what I can and can’t know? Why can’t I determine when I’m ready for the next lot of information?

      This is ridiculous.

      “Ugh—” I say, slamming the book shut. “This is so frustrating. I need to find a way out of here, but this book never wants to give up its secrets.”

      “How so?” Trae asks.

      “It seems like whenever I want information, it’s never available. Then, when I’m about ready to give up, it will finally show up—just in the nick of time. I don’t understand it. Why can’t I just be given the access I need? Why can’t I be the one to determine when I’m ready for new details?”

      “Maybe it’s not about you?” Trae suggests.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if it’s about the people around you, the lesson you’re learning, or even the elements you’re surrounded in?” he suggests.

      “Like the kind of light I see the book in? Or—” I ask, eyeing the book.

      “Maybe? Has there been any time where it consistently reveals more information?”

      I think for a moment, “Not really.”

      “Well, there has to be something. Don’t you think? What about the Tree itself? When did it reveal itself to you?”

      “Not until I had my sight.”

      “Okay, and you’re certain your sight is working—erm—the way it was before?” he asks, narrowing his eyes.

      “Yes, I—I think so?”

      Suddenly, I’m unsure. When was the last time I saw the orbs of light? Or anything that wasn’t immediately obvious?

      How on Pendomus did I not notice this sooner?

      “Wait a minute—you might be on to something,” I say, getting up to pace.

      “I am?” Trae says, following me with his eyes.

      “Yeah, he is?” Ammon repeats, scratching his head.

      “We’ll find out.”

      I reach down and reopen the book. I flip to the first page I find with writing on it.

      “Can you read this?” I ask, pointing to the passage.

      “In the age of the elders, the Acropolis served as the source of foundation for all of Pendomus—long before the invasion of dying Earth. The structure was the most beautiful in the world, truly a spectacular sight. Inhabitants of Pendomus…” Trae says.

      “Okay, see what I mean? Anyone can read this. So what if—” I break off, my mind racing, “—what if my sight is missing and didn’t even realize it? What if this is another trial?”

      “What good’s the other sight gonna do?” Ammon asks, craning around to look closer at the Caudex.

      “Runa can see things we can’t. Her blue eye can somehow make out stuff—magical stuff all around us. Stuff you and I would have no idea was even there,” Trae says.

      Ammon’s eyes widen, and Trae’s eyebrows pull in as he takes a step forward.

      “Ammon, can you do that again?” he asks.

      “Do what again?” Ammon says, backing away.

      “You haven’t done anything wrong. I just want to see something,” Trae says, reaching out for him.

      “Trae—what are you?” I begin, but Trae holds up a finger to wait.

      “Where did you say you knew Ammon from again, Runa?” he asks, his voice curious and slightly amused.

      “I found him bound in a cave on the desert side of Pendomus. Well, at least I think it was. Now, who knows. Why?”

      “Ammon, can you widen your eyes again for me?” Trae asks.

      I stand up, walking closer, trying to figure out what Trae’s looking for, or what he’s seeing.

      Ammon shifts his gaze from Trae to me, and when I nod, he tries to widen his eyes as best he can. The swollen puffiness has gone down tremendously, but you can tell it’s still difficult for him to do.

      “What is it?” I ask, “What did you see?”

      “Runa, look at the color of his eyes,” Trae says.

      Moving in closer, I take a look. Under the heavy lids of his swollen eyes, I distinctly see a color similar to my own—a deep, vibrant amber in both eyes.

      Ammon watches me as I watch him.

      “Whoa—I’ve never noticed before. You’ve got—hey, what’s going on here?” Ammon says, reaching for my face.

      “I know, I have two different colored eyes—” I begin.

      “No, it’s not that, I could kinda see you had two different colored eyes before. You’re right eye, it’s the same color as mine. No one ever has the same color, not even my mum from what my dad told me,” he says. “I liked being different.”

      “My eyes were always this amber color. Well, before I was attacked. No one has ever had the same eye color as me, either,” I say, turning to Trae. “What do you think this means?”

      “I was hoping you were gonna be able to tell me,” Trae says, scratching the back of his head.

      “I honestly don’t know what to think. Could Videus have been tracking us down because of the eye color?” I suggest.

      “Could be? Is there anything special about it?” Trae says, shrugging.

      “Not as far as I’m aware. It’s just…different.”

      “Well, in Videus’ eyes, that may have been just enough to hunt for. Remember the kinda guy he is. At least, I think he’s a guy,” Trae says, making a face. “He’s after anyone who may threaten his creation. Or his way of life. If he thinks he’s found a link of some sort, he’d go after it.”

      “True,” I say, blinking furiously as I try to make sense of this new revelation. “Why would Ammon be beaten to the point where we couldn’t see his eyes? Is that relevant? Or even important? Or was it just happenstance due to what Videus was doing?”

      “I think it could be important. Then again, it could all be one big coincidence,” Trae says. “There are too many variables.”

      I make a face, and shake my head. “You of all people should know there aren’t coincidences when it involves me.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that. You and I meeting was a coincidence,” he says.

      “You’re different,” I say, getting up and walking away.

      “Not really. The only difference was you were saving him,” Trae points at Ammon, “and I was saving you.”

      “Yeah, but you were in an area you were typically in. You…you being where you were when you found me wasn’t unusual. But I was teleported—or something—to his location,” I say, trying to reason out my thoughts.

      “You weren’t teleported right to me, though. You said you had to get a bit lost first,” Ammon says, trying to be helpful.

      Trae grins, shrugging slightly.

      “Oh, don’t be so smug,” I say, sticking out my tongue and smirking.

      “Not smug, just…happily validated.”

      “Okay, regardless, I think we should be wary of it. My instincts are telling me to be cautious. Videus doesn’t seem to do things without a lot of thought. In some ways, he seems infinitely more advanced than we are. Like he’s been preparing for centuries and we’re just learning to crawl.”

      “I’ll give you that,” Trae says, nodding. “There’s obviously been a lot going on behind the scenes. More than anyone was ever aware. Hell, until I met you, I thought the biggest problem we faced on Pendomus was not wanting to live in the Helix.”

      “Until I was attacked, that was my biggest problem, too,” I say, beginning to pace.

      “Nothing is ever easy around you, Runa.”

      “That’s putting things mildly. Okay,” I say, eyeing Ammon’s grinning face, “so going back to my sight. What if I’m in the middle of a trial and didn’t have any idea? From the trends I’ve seen happening, they’re going along my senses or integral parts of me. The things that make me, me. Or keep me alive. Thirst, hunger, hearing…I don’t know. Maybe I’m reading too much into it?”

      “Until you have reason to believe otherwise, your hunch sounds pretty accurate,” Trae says.

      I nod, but bite my lip.

      “The only trouble is, if my supernatural sight isn’t working, how do I get it to come back?”
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      I’VE NEVER SEEN KANI like this before. She’s completely left the building and a blank slate appears to have taken residence in her head.

      “Are you going to be able to get her back?” I ask, “This is getting creepy.”

      “Trae, she’s in shock. She’ll come out of it when and if she’s ready. Not before,” Landry says, rolling his eyes and lowering his eyebrows. “Since when did you get so impatient?”

      “I’m not impatient. I’m just—I need to know what happened to her. To us,” I say, sinking back and taking a seat on the couch.

      “And we’ll get there,” Landry says, his tone taking a deeply serious one I’ve only heard my father use when I was a kid.

      I nod, keeping my distance from Landry as he tries for the third time to coax Kani out of a fetal position.

      For whatever reason, seeing her this way puts me more on edge than I’d like. There’s something seriously not right with it. I mean, even after she had to—well, after Fenton—she was okay. Not perfect, but okay. What could be worse than that? What in the hell happened down in the Archives?

      “What was the last thing she said to you? Do you remember?” Landry asks for the second time.

      “Landry, we’ve been over this and to be perfectly honest, who cares? She wasn’t making any damn sense. And we need sense to be made.”

      “Fine. What about you? You said you were outside? How’d that happen? Did you sleep walk or something?” he asks.

      “No idea,” I shrug, then run my hand through my hair. “If I knew, things would probably be a bit simpler, don’t you think? I don’t even remember what I was doing right before—well, before blacking out.”

      “Whatever happened, it had to have been big. Either psychologically or physically. Maybe a bio-explosion? If I can figure out what it was, I can treat it more effectively.”

      “You mean like a bomb or something?” I ask.

      “Sure,” he says, nodding, “Could be anything.”

      “Well, it did kinda seem like a bomb went off—just not the standard kind. Sure, there was stuff all over the place, but no incendiary evidence.”

      “Could be a different kind of device, though. Could have been of biological origin or even one designed to only affect the humans in a room. Like an EMP for people’s brains. You and Kani both have the eLink embedded. Could be something tied to that?” Landry mutters, shifting over to his holographic screens.

      “Sure, I guess— But that’s way your area of expertise. Besides, if it were an EMP, why would Kani be like this? Wouldn’t she just be as confused as I am? Not completely mental?”

      “Unless it malfunctioned,” Landry says.

      “Right. Didn’t think of that. Ugh, I’m way outta my depth here.”

      I don’t know how to put it into words, but there’s something I feel like I’m forgetting—something important.

      What in the hell was it?

      “Okay, right. I’m gonna—” Landry taps the center of his forehead with his fingertip.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      Landry hasn’t quite been himself since he met up with us. I can’t put my finger on it; he’s just—off. Not a ton, but enough. I take a step toward him, but he raises his hand.

      “No, Trae,” he shakes his head, “I don’t know when I’ll be okay. Shit sucks and I’ve been better—but I know you get that.”

      I nod. Nobody has gotten over what’s happened to Fenton and I don’t imagine it’ll happen any time soon. Losing people, especially those who you care deeply about—it stays with you. But we need to find a way to make it mean something. If we don’t, then what’s any of it for?

      “Trae, how about I make you something to eat? This could take a while and to be honest, it’s probably best for Landry to work on Kani alone,” Alina says, entering the main room from the allayroom.

      For the first time in ages, I entertain the thought of food. I lurched up anything that had been in my stomach, so it’s probably a wise idea. Food hasn’t had the same appeal without Fenton. He was the one who could make a meal out of damn near anything and was always making sure no one went hungry.

      I actually have no idea when I last ate.

      “Yeah, that sounds nice, Alina. Thanks,” I say, nodding.

      Getting up, I follow her into the small kitchen area in Landry’s home.

      “What can I help with?” I ask.

      Alina points to a chair at the table and smirks.

      “No offense, Trae, but the last time you offered to help and I accepted, we ended up with burnt mushrooms and a hockey puck out of our meat. I’ll handle this one alone.”

      She winks at me, and continues to take out the utensils, pots, pans, and ingredients she plans on using.

      “Hey, I could at least hand you stuff. Right?” I say, chuckling.

      “I doubt that’s wise. You have a way of trying to interject yourself and it never turns out well,” she laughs. “Remember that time when you and Fenton—”

      Alina stops short, her fingertips brushing her lips as she holds onto her memory.

      “It’s okay, I don’t mind you talking about him, you know,” I say, my eyes flitting to my interwoven fingers on the table in front of me.

      “It’s not you I’m worried about,” Alina says, her eyes flitting to Landry not more than a couple meters away.

      Whether or not Landry heard Fenton’s name, it’s hard to tell. He continues to flit between working on coaxing Kani out of her catatonic state and his holographic screens. His eyes are squinted and his nose scrunched as he searches for something in the jumbled mess on the screen.

      Something niggles at the back of my mind every time I think about what happened, and how I woke up. I feel like there’s more I should be able to recall, or something I need to remember. Well, clearly, there should be. But as hard as I try, the feeling slips further and further out of my reach. It’s like there’s something on the tip of my tongue and I can’t spit it out. I hate it.

      “What’s going on with him?” I ask in a hush, and nodding toward Landry, “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I know Fenton’s loss hit him hard. It’s hit us all hard. But is he okay—or will he be?”

      Alina’s eyes flit to Landry, then back to me.

      “Trae, it looks like we’re missing some of the ingredients we need. Wanna come to my place and help me grab them?” Alina says, her voice raised slightly. “At least that’s something you can help with.”

      She laughs, a small, forced chuckle.

      I take the hint, and nod, “Sure. Whatever you need.”

      Alina drops the spatula in her hand onto the table and walks over to Landry, placing a hand on his back, and leaning in to speak quietly in his ear.

      “Okay. Be careful and come right back, both of you. Alright?” Landry says, concern filtering though his eyes. “We don’t know what did this. Or if they can do it again.”

      “Of course, we’ll be right back,” she nods.

      “Good, good,” he says, nodding to himself and turning back to Kani.

      Alina tilts her head to the door and I follow behind her.

      “See ya in a minute, Landry. Good luck with Kani,” I say, tipping my head in acknowledgment.

      “Sure,” he says, continuing to take Kani’s pulse.

      “Bye Kani. We’re getting stuff for supper, but we’ll be right back,” I say, trying to include her—make her feel like she’s still got some stake in coming back to us. “You won’t wanna miss it. Alina’s cooking, so you know it’ll be good.”

      I turn and walk out the door, a few steps behind Alina. Her shoulder length brown hair sways back and forth as she walks, reminding me almost of Kani.

      “Hold up,” I call out.

      Alina pauses, allowing me time to catch up, but only barely.

      “Thanks,” I mutter as I reach her.

      She nods her head, but doesn’t say anything.

      “So, I assume you wanted to talk to me out of earshot?” I say, as we continue back to her house.

      “How’d you guess?” she says, raising an eyebrow and smirking, “Astute. That’s what I’d call you.”

      “So, let’s have it. Is he okay?” I reiterate my question from earlier.

      Alina sighs, but keeps walking, “I honestly don’t know, Trae. I’ve never seen him so—ugh—it’s hard to explain.”

      “Try,” I urge.

      “Volatile. Unpredictable,” she says, biting her lip, “He’s kept it together pretty well for the past few minutes. I’ve been impressed, actually. It’s almost like he’s come back to us. But honestly, I don’t know how much longer he’ll be able to keep it up. Maybe having something to do—Kani—I don’t know,  maybe it keeps his mind off of things.”

      “How do you mean? He seems pretty stable to me.”

      Alina shoots me a sideways glance and shakes her head.

      “He’s showing you the face he wants you to see right now. But he’s not okay. Not even remotely. Sometimes, he’s so—angry. I’ve never seen him like this before. It scares me.”

      “Has he tried to hurt you?” I say, concern rising.

      “No—god, no. But I think he could hurt someone else. Sometimes I worry about him trying to hurt himself,” she says.

      “He wouldn’t—surely?”

      “Trae, there have been times where I had absolutely no doubt,” she says, her expression dark. “I’ve been mentally preparing myself for weeks.”

      We reach the front to her house, and she opens the door wide, allowing me to head inside. The main room is pitch black, all of the windows are covered, and when we enter, the auto-lights are already preset to dimmed.

      “Is it always so dark in here?” I ask, stepping inside and taking a closer look around.

      “Yeah, he doesn’t usually like the bright lights. I’m surprised he hasn’t shut them all off at his place. Something about the light has started giving him migraines.”

      I spin around, “Migraines?”

      “Debilitating ones. He’s been out for days with the last round. They’re not good.”

      I lick my bottom lip, wondering if Landry’s migraines could be tied in any way to mine. Could there be a correlation? It never occurred to me someone else could be getting headaches. What could be causing them?

      “How long have the migraines been affecting him?” I ask.

      “Since shortly after,” Alina says, stuffing some food into a bag to bring back with us.

      “Do you think that’s been causing the disregulated moods?”

      “Maybe. All I know is he hasn’t been the same. There’s something rising in him—something I don’t like. Which is why I’ve been trying to stay with him. I guess it’s a protective thing. Even though—”

      She stops and sighs.

      “Even though?” I ask, trying to prod her to continue.

      “Even though we’re not together,” she finishes, raising her eyes to mine.

      My eyebrows rise, and say, “Oh—I thought you’d been able to work through—”

      “No. We’re just friends, Trae. We can’t be anything more than that. Not after—” she turns away, shaking her head and stuffing more into the bag. “I’m saying way too much. It’s just been so hard these past couple weeks. I don’t have anyone I can talk to.”

      “What happened between the two of you? No one knows. It’s like this great big mystery to everyone, including Fenton. We figured something intense musta happened since no one wants to talk about it,” I say, trying to continue our dialogue to understand things better.

      “The only reason no one knows is because it’s hard to talk about. Landry and I—we were—well, I was—” she begins, scratching her head.

      “Oh,” I mutter, recognition dawning, “you were pregnant.”

      Alina bites her lip again, tears threaten to emerge as she turns away.

      “Yeah,” she whispers, “but it didn’t work out. We, uh, lost him before we had the chance to tell anyone. I was nearly five months. Just about to show, so we knew we’d be telling everyone soon.”

      “We would have supported you both. You could have trusted us,” I say, walking toward her.

      “We know we could have, but when I found out, well—we wanted the news to be just ours for a bit. Our little gorgeous secret. Then when we lost him—well, it was devastating. We’d hoped to try again. To have another chance. Somehow, it didn’t work out that way, either. We couldn’t get over what had happened. Landry couldn’t get past it; he felt like it was all his fault. We tried for a number of months afterward, but we never—well, obviously.”

      “Alina, I hope you know we’re here for you. Is there anything I can do?” I ask, raking my fingertips through my hair. It’s such an odd revelation. Landry as a dad? Fenton was almost an uncle?

      Runa would be so much better at this than I am. What do you say to something like this? How do you help your friends cope?

      The sudden pangs that arise from the automatic thought about Runa, makes me realize how easily this type of thing can debilitate you. My stomach plummets and guilt arises because I’m not doing what I should be to help her, either. Runa and I—we haven’t even come close to this kinda relationship; to babies. Hell, I don’t even think Runa knows how babies really happen. But I’d hoped, for a moment or two, to be able to one day have a future that could open up the possibility with her. She’s awoken a place in my heart I didn’t even know existed. A life I’d never considered possible.

      “There’s nothing, Trae. It’s been a year since we ended things. We’re as healed as we’re going to be for now. The worst is over between us.”

      “Well, if you need anything, you let me know, okay?” I say, grabbing the bag Alina has packed full of foods and spices she wants to bring back to Landry’s.

      “Of course I will, Trae. Thank you for your friendship and loyalty. It means a lot to both of us,” she says, trying to smile. “Are you ready to head back?”

      “Sure,” I say.

      There’s more I was hoping to ask—about Landry and the way he’s been acting. The migraines. But somehow, I feel like the moment has passed. I don’t want to keep inundating Alina with more questions after such an exposed confession.

      I open the door leading out to the cobbled street, and Alina nods.

      “Thanks,” she says, stepping out in front.

      I follow along with her in silence, my thoughts straying back to Runa. About what she means to me. Wondering where she is—what she’s doing. If she’s okay. If I’ll ever see her again. There’s gotta be more I can do to help her.

      I swear, we were at the Archives for that reason—

      As if on queue, my head starts to gently throb and I can tell the headaches that have burdened me are starting to return. Interestingly enough, it’s been a while since I had the last one. In fact, not since before the blackout.

      I rub my temple.

      “You’re not getting the headaches, too? Are you?” Alina says, stopping in mid-stride.

      I blink back, unsure of what to say. Instead, I opt out of saying anything and instead, simply nod.

      “What’s going on with these lately?” Alina says, shaking her head. Her eyes take on a distant quality, but her jaw tightens.

      “I don’t know what it is. Probably just stress,” I shrug.

      “Yeah, maybe,” she agrees, “but you should mention it to Landry. He may find it interesting enough to look into why it’s happening to the both of you.”

      “I’ll let him focus on Kani for now. I don’t want to inundate him. My headaches are manageable and by no means migraine quality. They’re just…annoying.”

      Alina nods, “Don’t wait too long to talk to him.”

      “I won’t. Just wanna wait for the right time,” I say.

      “Okay,” she says. “I know we might not get much out of Kani, but were you guys able to find what you were looking for in the Archives? You know, before all the weirdness happened?”

      I lick my bottom lip, trying to think. What were we looking for at the Archives again?

      “I’m gonna take it that perplexed look means no?” she laughs.

      “Actually,” I start, but stop to take a moment to rummage through my mind. For the life of me I can’t recall what we were doing there. I know it was important, though.

      “Actually?” Alina repeats.

      “I—I can’t remember why we were there,” I mutter, tapping the side of my head as if it will make a damn bit of difference.

      Alina chuckles, but stops when she sees my expression.

      “Oh—you’re serious.”

      “Yeah, I am,” I say. “How in the hell could that be? I mean, did something happen to me, too? Why would I not remember why we were there?”

      “Maybe whatever attacked Kani also attacked you?” Alina suggests, “Like that EMP idea I heard Landry suggest… But maybe with you, it wasn’t as traumatic?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I say, unsure.

      I suppose it’s as good of a guess as any.

      “We need to get back to Landry. If he’s having trouble getting information out of Kani, maybe he should start with me,” I offer, picking up speed as we near Landry’s house.

      Alina nods, jaunting out in front and opening the door before I can reach the doorway. She’s always been a quick one. Opening the door, she stops just inside the entry.

      “Landry, we’re back—”

      Alina’s voice stops dead in her tracks and as I enter the main space of Landry’s home I see why.

      “Hi guys, where ya been?” Kani says, waving from the kitchen. “I’m starving.”
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      I CAN’T JUST SIT HERE waiting for my sight to come back. There has to be an answer to this riddle. Something in plain sight, so to speak. Everything else has almost come easy. Perhaps too easy.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Ammon says.

      Both Trae and I turn to face him. He sits crosslegged in the middle of the main room, his back turned to us as he faces out toward the windows.

      “What if—” he stands up, his head cocked to the side, “what if your sight isn’t working because you’re out of whack. Like, physically something is up with you?”

      “Like what?” I ask.

      “Like a cold? Or a virus? Maybe you’ve been implanted with something? Or maybe all the transporting, or teleporting stuff messed around with you,” Ammon offers.

      “Or maybe, there’s not a real use for it out here?” Trae suggests.

      I sit with all of these musings for a moment, thinking about what I’d do if I were putting someone through a trial of readiness. Would I take away their sight arbitrarily? I honestly don’t think so.

      “You may be on to something, Ammon,” I say, thinking things through.

      “I am?” Ammon smiles, “I mean, of course I am. What was I onto?”

      “You said something about the teleporting or transporting messing with it. What if that’s only part of the answer? We already know we’re not in our own timeline. What if I don’t have my sight because I’m not meant to be here at this time? What if it won’t return until I’m back in my own timeline?”

      As soon as I say the words, something inside me resonates with the message. My instincts are telling me I’m on to something, I just need to keep unraveling the ball of thread.

      “When was the last time you remember seeing with your special vision?” Trae asks.

      “You know, truthfully, the last time I know without a doubt was when we were transported out of the cavern where Ammon was held. A TerraDweller helped us to escape.”

      “Are you sure?” Trae says.

      “No, I’m not sure of anything any more. But Ammon said he couldn’t see it—so, that’s something. Right Ammon?”

      Ammon nods, then scrunches his face.

      “Then again, I can’t overly see much.”

      “Well, regardless of whether it’s the timeline, or the next trial, we need to figure out what needs to be done to get you back where you belong. We can start there. Should be easy enough, right?” Trae laughs.

      The impossible task, in truth.

      “Yeah, totally easy,” I laugh. “Any chance you have a time machine in this room?”

      “Nope, nothing like that here. I can dye my hair back to blue, but that’s as close to a time machine as you’re gonna get outta me.”

      We both laugh for a moment, but something catches my imagination. I pause, my eyebrows tugging in.

      “You can dye your hair? I would have thought the process is—well, old. I guess.”

      “It is,” Trae chuckles. “Then again, so am I. Wanna try it?”

      For a moment, I take in Traeton’s expression. It’s strange, but I’ve already forgotten he’s not my Trae. Not the man I’m in love with, not the man I know. He’s older; wiser now.

      His expression hardens, but he takes my hand gently and walks me to the allayroom.

      “Will you help me?” he asks. “It’s been years since I’ve done this.”

      “Of course. But I think you should know, I’ve never done this before,” I say, unsure of what to expect.

      “That’s okay. I’ll walk you through it.”

      Trae reaches across the counter, taking hold of the vial of blue liquid I noticed the first day I was here. I bite my lip and my spirits lift.

      Of course, it was there all along—I just didn’t know what it was. In fact, I wouldn’t have had any idea it was for Trae at the time, though.

      “What are you smiling at?” Traeton asks, his dark eyebrows pulling in, but a hint of his dimples emerge.

      “Nothing—no, that’s not true. I just think we’re on to something,” I say, taking the vial from him and turning it over in my palm.

      “And why’s that? Do you think the powers that be have always wanted me blue-haired?” he laughs, watching me intensely.

      “Maybe,” I say, “or maybe it has more to do with setting things right and this is the first step.”

      Trae takes a moment to consider.

      “Who am I to argue with that?” he finally says.

      Trae steps around me, reaching for the door handle to the allayroom. A set of eyes appear around the door frame, just as Trae goes to close it.

      “We’ll be out in a few minutes, Ammon,” Trae says as the door latches shut.

      “Doing something top secret in there?” Ammon says from the other side of the metal door.

      “Something like that,” Trae says, smirking at me. This time, his dimples cut deep.

      I shake my head, but something in his broad smile makes my heart skip a beat.

      In a swift movement, he tugs at the back of his shirt and it lands in a crumpled heap on the floor. His bare chest is still muscular, and strong—reminding me of just days ago when a younger version of him was standing naked beside me. I shiver at the thought, brushing the memory away because I don’t know what to do with the feelings it arouses. It wasn’t really Trae—and that means this man wouldn’t have any recollection.

      “Why are you blushing?” Trae asks, stepping closer.

      “I—I am?” I say, trying to sound calm and collected. My hand automatically raises to my cheek, as if I could feel for redness.

      “Yeah, you kinda are,” he says from inches away.

      “Well, you are standing in front of me without a shirt,” I say, pointing to his bare chest.

      “It would be difficult to dye my hair with a shirt on. Wouldn’t want to turn it blue,” he grins.

      I back up slightly, his proximity makes me light-headed.

      “That makes—perfect sense,” I nod.

      “I thought it might,” he laughs. “I’m nothing if not reasonable. Well, unless I’m not.”

      I clutch the vial in my hand tighter, but look up into his dark, mysterious eyes. There’s so many years of secrets hiding in their depths now. They’ve seen so much more than the Trae of my time. Part of me wants to stay here, learn all that he’s witnessed; hear his stories.

      “Well, it’s a combination of that, and honestly, I like the way your innocence makes you blush. It’s been a long time since I’ve gotten to see it,” he grins. “There’s so much I miss. So much I wished I woulda—Well, I’m sure you can imagine.”

      I blink rapidly, trying to center myself and understand what he’s trying to say without actually saying it. I suppose I do understand, in a sense. There’s a lot I’d wish I’d told him too and I’m sure there’d be even more if I hadn’t gotten the chance to see him again.

      “So, how do we—ah—How can I help you with this process?” I ask, trying to bring us back to where we were headed.

      “It’s easy really. For someone else to do, anyway. I’ll need you to use this device,” he says reaching into a drawer, and pulling out what looks like a small handheld phaser, but flatter. On the side of the silver device is an opening about the size of the small blue vial I hold.

      Trae reaches his hand out, taking the little vial and slotting into the side. The device lights up, turning a bright blue, and making a low, barely audible humming sound.

      “What do I do?” I ask, taking the device from him.

      “As simple as it sounds, you just point and shoot. The device registers the difference between the hair on my head and the tiny hairs on a human body. It dyes the ones on your head by reading the variance in size of the hair and current pigmentation. So don’t worry about getting it on anything else. I was kidding before about it getting on my shirt. It is however, damned hard to get the backside of your own head.”

      “How will I know if it’s working?” I ask.

      “You’ll know. It takes effect immediately,” Trae says, watching my every move.

      I nod.

      “Seems simple enough. Are you ready?” I ask.

      “As I’ll ever be, I suppose. Part of me’s wanted to do this for a while, that’s why the vial was lying around in the first place. The other part of me, I guess, always felt like it was a bit of lie trying to be the man I was before—” his eyes meet mine, and his brows tug downward. “You know what I mean?”

      “I think so, yeah.”

      “Alright,” he nods, “so where do you want me?”

      “Wherever’s easiest. Can you bring in a chair?” I ask, looking around for the best location to have him sit.

      “It honestly doesn’t take long. No point in getting a chair involved. I’ll just kneel.”

      Dropping down in front of me, Trae kneels on the floor facing me. He looks up expectantly.

      Taking a deep breath, I walk over to him and tip his chin upward with the crook of my left pointer finger, then pull the trigger of the device. Instantly, the dark brown hair with flecks of gray begins to turn the bright color blue I’ve associated as Traeton Revasco. It doesn’t color anything beyond the hair on the top of his head, just as he said. I fluff up different sections of his locks, with my fingertips, and Trae closes his eyes, grinning to himself.

      “Your hands feel nice,” he whispers.

      A smile creeps across my lips as well, and somewhere in the middle of my chest, my heart swells. If this man, so many years in the future can still find it in himself to feel this way about me—I know how the one in my timeline feels about me. I need to get home to him. I can’t let this alternate version of reality exist where Trae ends up alone and without those he really cares about.

      I walk around Trae, dying his hair until every strand looks the way I remember it. When I’m satisfied, I place my hand on his shoulder and smile.

      “You’re all done,” I whisper.

      Trae’s dark brown eyes widen, and his dimples emerge deeper with the years of experience now carved on his face.

      “Thank you, Runa. How do I look?” he asks.

      I grin.

      “You look like you.”

      “Well, I’d be concerned if I looked like someone else,” he laughs.

      Standing up, Trae brushes off his knees and takes the device. The blue light glows dimly on the side, but as he takes the vial out, it goes completely dormant again.

      “Trae, do you have any other colors for this?” I ask, watching as he throws the vial into the trash incinerator.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you have any other vials. Any other colors?”

      Surprise filters into his face, and he shrugs, “I—I don’t think so. The last time anyone dyed their hair it was ages ago when Kani was still here. I could check?”

      He begins to open drawers, rummaging inside to look for another vial. After a moment, he pulls out a purple vial, and holds it up for me.

      “Looks like she left one behind. It’s not green, but then again, she really liked that color. I can’t say I’ve ever seen Kani have purple streaks,” he says.

      “Perfect,” I say, taking the purple vial. “So the room with the two beds, it was for Kani and Fenton?” I ask.

      Trae flinches imperceptibly.

      “Trae?” I ask, concern creeping into my voice.

      “Kani was here, but—”

      A realization begins to dawn and for some reason it makes me feel sick. I should have guessed he wasn’t alone all these years. He would have had to find companionship somehow.

      “So you and Kani were a thing, then? When did she break up with Fenton?”

      Trae’s eyes widen and he shakes his head, his hands fly up in front of his body, “Oh, no—no, no, no. It wasn’t anything like that. Kani was here, for a while. She didn’t want to be on her own. Fenton, though…he didn’t…” his eyes take on a distant quality as he searches for words.

      “Why wouldn’t he come out here, too?” I ask, trying to understand.

      “Fenton didn’t come because he was dead, Runa,” Trae says, clearing his throat.

      My body feels like it’s sinking, or stuck in thick viscous mud.

      “How? When? How?” I repeat.

      Trae scratches at the top of his newly blue head.

      “There’s something you should know about when you left through the tree… Fenton, well, Videus—he took Kani hostage just after you entered the portal. We—there was no other way…” Trae’s sentences are fragmented. I can tell it’s hard for him to get everything out.

      “That long?” I say. It’s not really a question, it’s a statement.

      It happened just after I left.

      Trae nods.

      “We weren’t able to recover Fenton from Videus’ control. Kani—she had to—” Trae says, shrugging.

      “I see. I—Traeton, I’m so sorry,” I say, stepping forward and taking him into my arms.

      “It’s not your fault, Runa.”

      “Of course it is. You wouldn’t have ever been there if it wasn’t for me. Videus would never have used Fenton, if it wasn’t for me,” I say, burying my face in his chest. “I never should have involved you.”

      “Everyone did what they wanted to do out of their own volition. No one made us help you. The one to blame for Fenton’s death is Videus. He’s the one who took free will out of the equation, forcing Fenton to do things he would never do,” he says, tipping my chin up and forcing me to look into his eyes.

      I hear what he’s saying, I do. But a part of me feels like I should have known. Or I should have been able to prevent it somehow. There was no need for any of this to happen.

      How dare Videus do this? How dare he take someone like Fenton from us? As if taking my brother wasn’t enough? Destroying people’s lives in the Helix—

      “Videus is going to pay, I promise you, Trae. This will not go unpunished.”

      “Runa, it was a very long time ago. And there isn’t much left of anyone now. You saw the Lateral; the Haven. Everyone’s gone. It’s not just Fenton. What would you do, avenge them all?”

      “Trae, I’m in the future somehow with you. I’m not even in my own timeline. There has to be something I can do. I won’t accept anything less,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Just don’t put yourself into more danger than you’re already in,” he says squeezing me tighter.

      “I’d like to say I could keep that promise, but you and I both know who we’re dealing with. I need to get back to my timeline, find out more about the prophecy, and put an end to Videus once and for all. That’s the whole point of being the Daughter of Five, right? Setting things right?”

      “I sure as hell hope so,” he says.

      “So do I,” I say, clutching the little purple vial in my hand. It burns in my palm, and even though I don’t have the sight to tell me this vial was meant for me, I can feel it.

      “Trae, I’d like you to do me a favor—” I begin.
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      I TAKE ONE LAST LOOK in the mirror, satisfied with my new appearance. Not only is my hair much shorter now, but the bottom half of what used to be a white-blonde is now a deep, beautiful purple. In a sense, I can see why Kani never used it. The color is so deep, adding it to her already black hair would have gotten lost. Besides, the bright neon green suited her personality so much better.

      “What do you think?” Trae asks, throwing the used vial away.

      “I love it,” I say, nodding. “It’s different, but good different.”

      Trae stands behind me and places his hands on my shoulders. For a moment, he doesn’t say a word, just watches me through the mirror. The feeling is oddly ominous as I look into his worn, aged expression. His eyes are slightly sad, but they have a hint of amused sparkle to them.

      “Guys, are you ever gonna come out of there?” Ammon says, pounding on the door.

      Torn from my relatively small bubble with Trae, I smile. I’d almost forgotten Ammon was with us. In a weird sort of way, it was as if I was a part of the future with Trae now. A small piece of me wishes I could stay, but then, I’d have lost so much and this expression on Trae’s face would remain a part of his reality. If I can change it, I will. He deserves so much more.

      “Yes, we’re coming out now,” I say.

      “Good, because your book’s getting a little crazy out here,” he says in a higher pitch than normal.

      I throw a concerned glance at Trae as we both reach for the door. When we enter the hallway, Ammon jumps up and down, pointing toward the table where we last left the Caudex.

      “Has it ever done this before?” he asks, excitedly, then does a double take at my hair. “Nice color, by the way. Both of you.”

      Trae nods, and I reach for my hair, instinctively.

      “Yeah, it was sorta last minute, I guess.”

      Ammon’s eyes shift from me to Trae again in an oddly suspicious manner. There are some instances where I swear, he’s sizing Traeton up.

      Turning to the Caudex, it glows brightly, telling me there’s new information I need to be aware of. Does this mean I’ll be able to see it?

      I turn to look at Trae, who nods at me to carry on.

      Reaching for the little crystal on the end of my necklace, I wave it in front of the book, making the locks disengage.

      I give one last once over around the room, take a deep breath, and open the book.

      Quickly, Trae places his hand over mine and slams the cover shut.

      “Trae?” I say, surprised as I look up at him.

      “Before you read this, I need to tell you something,” he says, suddenly serious.

      “You can tell me after— ” I begin.

      “No, I can’t. This is important and I…” his eyes go distant, and he licks his upper lip before continuing. “We never know when things will change. If the book whisks you away from me the way it brought you here, I have to know I said my piece. Do you understand?”

      I nod, unable to blink my wide eyes.

      He breathes a sigh of relief and nods, “I need you to tell me, I mean the other me, to figure out what’s going on with my headaches. This needs to be done before any of you move forward with the Vassalage.”

      “Sure, I can do that. But…I don’t understand. Why are you telling me this now?”

      “I don’t know. I got an intense feeling in the pit of my stomach and I knew you needed to know,” Trae says, shrugging.

      “What’s so important about these headaches you’re talking about?” I ask.

      “They, uh…they cause a lot of problems moving forward. I can’t elaborate on it because it could really mess with things. All I can say is you’ll need to figure out why on your own. Don’t involve anyone else,” he says.

      I laugh. “You can’t be serious? I don’t know anything about headaches or neurology.”

      “Runa, it’s critical or I wouldn’t tell you. Trust no one. Not even Landry,” he says, his eyes burning into mine. “Promise me.”

      “Okay, I promise,” I whisper.

      “Good. That’s good,” Trae says, nodding. “One last thing.”

      “Anything,” I whisper.

      “Keep a close eye on me,” he says.

      “I’ll— ”

      Suddenly, the Caudex sears a bright, crystalline white and the pages burst open, unable to be held back any longer. The light takes over every ounce of my vision. I can’t see anything, or anyone else beyond the brightness of it. Oddly enough, though, it feels like home—as if this light is something I’ve always been a part of.

      For a moment, there are no questions floating around in my head, no wondering about what’s happening, where I’m going, or how I’m going to get back. I don’t even think about Trae or Ammon, or even regard myself.

      Slowly, however, all of the thoughts begin to pull back into my awareness and my vision begins to take in more of my surroundings. Just as he’d suspected, I’m no longer in Trae’s cabin on the edge of what used to be the frozen tundra—but instead, I’m standing inside the Tree of Burden. Only, this time, the Tree is a frozen, crystalline mass and beside me, is Ammon. On the floor by my feet is the Caudex.

      I claw at my wrist as the fourth petal is seared into my skin, leaving only one petal remaining.

      “Was that your tattoo?” Ammon asks.

      I nod, rubbing at my wrist.

      “Yeah, looks like I passed my third test. Whatever that was about.”

      “Where are we now?” Ammon asks, trying to hide an edge of terror in his tone.

      “From what I can tell, we’re inside the Tree of Burden,” I say, reaching out to touch the frozen water.

      “We’re in the whaaa?”

      Ammon makes a face and I realize I haven’t given him some of my backstory. When I have time, I’ll have to fill him in.

      “It’s an important part of who I am,” I say, picking the Caudex up from the floor.

      “Okay, but why are we in here. And how do we get back out?” he asks, knocking on the tree.

      From this vantage point, the Tree no longer looks like a tree, but rather a clear, crystalline, circular fortress. Looking up, I can see the whole sky through its branches and deep into the earth through its roots. When I look to the trees beyond, it’s almost as if we’re inside Tethys’ shield, as everything is magnified and pushed outward.

      I think back, trying to retrace my memories to see if I know how we’d get out—and where we’d even be in our timelines. Trae from the future told me the Tree had been destroyed, burned down by Videus and the Salamanders. However, when Tethys had put me in the Tree—it had been hollow and full of water. So narrowing down the timeframe by what Traeton had told me, about it filling with ice and spitting us out…

      “I think we’re nearly back to our own timeline, Ammon,” I say, glee bubbling up inside me. We’re so close, now. I’m not far from Traeton and my friends.

      “How on Pendomus do you know that?” he asks, giving me a funny look.

      “Because this Tree has a history, and a specific timeline,” I say.

      “Great for it. How do we get out?” he reiterates.

      I clutch the Caudex to my side, but instinctively know the Tree will let us out. In a weird way, it’s an extension of me. Walking to where the doorway was when I entered the Tree the very first time, I step right through the ice as if it wasn’t even there. Ammon, immediately follows, swiping at his hair and looking around wildly.

      “That was the strangest thing I’ve ever done. It didn’t even get my hair wet, or anything,” he says, his eyes open wide with wonder.

      He walks back the way he came and runs into the wall of ice.

      “What the?” he says, rubbing his nose.

      “One way door, I guess,” I laugh.

      “Swell,” he says, sticking out his tongue.

      Beside us, a familiar snort makes me abruptly turn to my left. Once again, my sight has returned as I take in the beautiful spectacle that is Tethys. I’ve missed her so much. Her invisible, iridescent body shimmers in the light in so many colors I can’t even label—all distinctly her own. Magnificent in every way.

      “What was that sound? Did you hear it?” Ammon asks, his eyes wildly searching for something he can’t see.

      I reach out, resting my hand on Tethys’ head, as she takes a step closer and leans into my touch. Every fiber of her being is thrilled beyond measure that we’ve returned. She’s waited only a short period of time for my revival through the Tree—and that’s what she calls it, a revival.

      What an odd word to use.

      “I need more details, Tethys. When are we?” I ask out loud, still resting my hand on her head.

      Moments after, is the only answer I receive.

      “Moments after what?” I question. “Moments after I left?”

      “Uh—who are you talking to?” Ammon asks, eyeing my hand, that to him must look like it’s resting in mid-air.

      Tethys guides me through her mind, allowing me to see the events of recent past for her, and suddenly it all makes sense. She means sometime after her attempt at opening my sight—and sometime after Trae ran off to bring me to the Haven. Beyond that, the timing is anyone’s best guess because she couldn’t go with me underground.

      I’m not exactly in our timeline, but much closer than I was before.

      “Thank you, dear friend. Hopefully this means there’s still time,” I mutter, running through so many different options in my mind.

      I could save Fenton, protect the Lateral. I could even save Baxten before he was taken by the Salamanders, if the timing holds true.

      I try to prioritize where I’m needed most.

      “Ah, Runa—” Ammon says, tapping my shoulder.

      “Hang on, Ammon, I’m trying to think about our next move.”

      “Yeah, but Runa—you might wanna see this,” he says, continuing to tap my shoulder.

      I turn to face him and he extends his right arm out as he points to a descending darkness in the distance.

      “We need to go, Ammon. Now—” I exclaim, grabbing hold of his extended arm and pulling him toward Tethys.

      Still too far away for Ammon to truly get a good look, but I’d know that movement of darkness anywhere. The herd of Salamanders are coming our way fast. Their bodies darken the snow, making it undulate in strange ways as they move close, burning away the snow as they race forward.

      I crawl up on to Tethys’ back, and turn to reach for Ammon. His amber eyes widen further, sparkling more than I’ve ever seen them before. It’s almost like looking into a mirror of a younger version of myself—had I been born a boy, anyway.

      “What are you doing?” he asks, pulling his hand back.

      “Ammon, you have to trust me. We don’t have time for an explanation right now,” I say, holding my hand out for him.

      “But—”

      “Now, Ammon. Trust me, what’s coming from out there is far worse than taking my hand.”

      Ammon takes one last look at the incoming Salamanders and takes my offering. I lift him up quickly so he rests in front of me. I place his hands on Tethys’ neck and he tightens his grip into her fur, despite not being able to see it. I wrap one of my arms around him.

      Instantly, Tethys’ shield goes up, protecting us from the onslaught as best she can. The ground around us shakes, as she pulls in as much moisture from the snow on the ground and in the air. Then, she shoots forward, taking us away from the incoming darkness.

      “What is this thing?” Ammon says. “Is it like an invisible rocket or something?”

      It must be strange staring at his hands, clearly holding onto something, resting on its back, but unable to see anything.

      “Ammon, this is Tethys. She’s my guardian,” I say, hoping the two short sentences are enough of an explanation because we’re about to come into trouble.

      “It’s a she—” he begins, “—where is she?”

      I open my mouth to answer, but one of the Salamanders slinks up nearby, closing in on us far more quickly than anticipated. Tethys thrusts us forward through her connection to the snow, trying to put distance between us and the Salamander. We veer away from the Tree of Burden and off into the vast woods around us.

      The Salamanders continue to advance in a strange semi-circle, herding us closer to the Helix. Ironically, the path leads us right on top of the Lateral and Safe Haven. A pack of them breaks off, running over the top of what is the cavern system, if they only knew. Blue electricity sparks between their toes and arcs back and forth between each of them as they spread out in front of us.

      Tethys grunts, as she shifts to the right. Her energy wants to draw them away from the cavern system as quickly as possible, not confront them right on top of it. Unfortunately, the Salamanders have other things in mind. The other half swings around, trying to box us in and take a stand.

      Tethys maneuvers away, gliding between a handful of them just as one of their electricity nets goes up.

      “What in the—what are those things now?” Ammon says, his voice nearly a screech.

      “They’re trouble,” I say, trying to focus on Tethys’ intentions and helping to guide her with my own.

      “They look like—I don’t even know what they look like. Well, other than creep-tastic.”

      “You’re not kidding,” I mutter, still focusing on our surroundings.

      Far off in the horizon, coming from way of the Helix is a dark cloud—most likely the juncos. This isn’t good.

      ~We need to leave, Tethys. This is going to get worse and the others are in the cavern system below the Salamanders. If we’re not careful, their energy could set off a—

      My thoughts get interrupted as recognition takes over.

      We’ve done this before. This is what was happening when the Haven experienced the local seismic activity. Fenton could never place where it was coming from, or why it had happened.

      Now I know why.

      ~Tethys, we have to draw them away. Fast. The other me—and my friends will be emerging soon. The Salamanders are already causing seismic activity in the cavern below.

      Understanding exactly what I mean, Tethys heads straight toward an opening to the far right of the clearing. It’s tiny, but it could give us enough of an opportunity to draw the Salamanders away from the Haven’s entrance.

      “Ah—why are we heading straight towards that big group of scary black things? They don’t look like they’re friendly, Runa,” Ammon says, gripping Tethys’ fur tighter and closing his eyes.

      “Hang on Ammon, I can explain everything once we’re outta this mess.”

      Tethys picks up speed, drawing as much moisture from the snow as she can to fuel our escape. Half of the added energy extends to her shield, the other half to thrusting us as quickly as we can through the fray. The maneuver seems to have had the effect we were hoping for, as the Salamanders on top of the Haven take pursuit.

      It’s good timing, too. In the distance, I barely catch a glimpse of Trae, Fenton, Kani—and a different version of myself run out of the cavern entrance that leads to the Haven.

      I can’t tell from this angle if we’re far enough out of my line of vision, but we must be, because I don’t recall ever seeing the Salamanders until one captures—

      No, no, no—Baxten!

      “Tethys, we have to turn around. We need to go back for my brother,” I exclaim.

      He’s priority number one, now that I know where in time I am.

      “Your brother? Since when is your brother here?” Ammon asks, twisting around to see.

      “He’s not here, but I know where he is. And he’s about to be—attacked.”

      Ammon makes a face, “How do you—? Oh, right.”

      He nods, understanding I’ve been here before and know where we are in our own timeline.

      Tethys, however, ignores my pleas. Instead, she makes it clear I’m not to meddle in the workings of the past. Even if that’s where I may currently be stuck.

      Shaking my head, I tear at her fur. What good is being here if we can’t change some of what went wrong in the first place?

      “Are you kidding me? We have to go back for Baxten. He’s in trouble,” I say, trying to force her with my thoughts—get into her mind the way I had with Fenton at the Tree.

      Instead, she practically chuckles, and continues to lead the Salamanders away from my friends and the Haven.

      A small group of Salamanders edges nearer, slinking in and out of the snow, but barely touching it. A small gray bird with a white beak has joined them, flying along side.

      ~Tethys, be careful. Caelum is here.

      Taking a quick direction change to the left, Tethys pulls further away from the assailants as she continues to put distance between us and the past version of me and the others. Our direction change led us directly into a large group of Salamanders as they creep out of the trees, blocking the way in front of us. Tethys gears up, deciding which direction to take next, but her momentary pause is enough time for the vultures to swoop in from the trees, beginning their attack against her shield. I know from experience, she can’t take much of this.

      Their talons scrape against the bubble that keeps us safe, causing the edges to crackle and buckle.

      “Whoa, what in the—?” Ammon screams, ducking his head and as he tries to cover his eyes. “What are those things? Why is everything attacking?”

      “They’re a part of Videus’ army. If they get inside Tethys’ shield, we’ll have to fight them off on our own.”

      “Well, that’s super. How do we do that? I’m lucky to have clothes, let alone something to fend off crazed birds and monster-sized reptiles,” he says, breathlessly.

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I don’t feel any closer to being able to protect Pendomus—or anyone else—than I was before,” I say, realizing the mark I’ve been given hasn’t translated to much of anything.

      A surge of despair bubbles up at my utter lack of advancement.

      “Wasn’t that the point of those trial thingies?” Ammon says, ducking again as another vulture swoops in, right in front of his face.

      “I’m not finished,” I mutter. “So it looks like we have to fend for ourselves.”
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      IF SOMETHING DOESN’T CHANGE QUICKLY, this could be the reason I never make it back to help my friends. The reason Trae was out in the middle of nowhere and the Lateral was decimated.

      I can’t let that happen.

      I have to do something. I can’t sit here while everything is destroyed. Giving up the reigns of control to Tethys, I close my eyes to center myself.

      All the sounds around me, the birds, the jagged breath of Tethys, the frightened inhalations of Ammon—it flitters away like snowflakes in the wind. For a moment, everything is completely silent. Then, a string of energy explodes from my chest, painting the air in pink light behind my closed eyelids. The string flows from myself, to the nearest Salamander, then the next, as it splits itself in every direction and touching each and every dark body. The energy enters the Salamanders, calming the electrical storms and fills their own energy with calm.

      I focus on the feeling the string resonates—love. Why love, I don’t really know. But love is all I feel, I’m consumed by it. And so are they.

      The Salamanders begin to back off. Some in the front drop, as if bowing their heads in reverence.

      “What the—?” Ammon begins.

      Once connected, I feel each and every Salamander’s inner essence as if they’re an extension of myself. They don’t really want to be here. They don’t want to be attacking—but they must if I let go of my embrace. It’s out of their control. Without needing to ask, they give way, granting safe passage to us. The vultures and juncos circle, clearly disrupted in their attack plan and left confused by their cohorts.

      My heart widens, and I understand something I never really grasped before. The Salamanders aren’t evil. The birds probably aren’t either, but they were made that way. They’re made to fight. To be the minions of a madman.

      Once there’s enough space between us and the Salamanders, Tethys bolts forward. She moves so swiftly I can’t feel any exertion from her. Ammon and I hang on tight as she glides along the snow, acting as one with her element.

      The route is up to her as trees blur by and scenery shifts. Holding on just a little longer, I try to use my connection with the Salamanders to send a message.

      Please, don’t hurt Baxten. Don’t hurt Baxten. Please.

      The message is broadcast through the pink energy stream and into each of them. There’s no doubt they received the plea, but now it’s up to them if they can hold onto the message once I let go.

      I try to search their minds, to find the one who will be nearing him soon. Glimpses of snow flash through my mind, pieces of clothing, people nearby. Through the support of the other Salamanders, I narrow in on the one with the mission.

      In his mind, only one thing is on repeat. As if he’s not allowed to think anything else.

      Take him. Take him. Take him.

      Trying to enter his mind is like trying to pick an incredibly difficult lock. Without proximity, my energy thread isn’t able to connect to him the way I’d like, even though I can still feel him.

      Releasing my energy string to the rest of the Salamanders, I focus solely on him. I can sense he’s getting closer to Baxten and I need to act fast. I push the pink cord from my chest, forcing it to find him and disrupt his orders.

      The Salamander falters for a moment, temporarily overcome by the sensations of connection and love. He remembers his mission, but can’t remember why it’s necessary. As if on automatic, he continues toward Baxten. Through his own eyes, I see him slinking nearby, trying not to be seen.

      ~Let him be. He’s no harm to you.

      The Salamander isn’t interested in harm. Not to himself or to Baxten. Yet, he struggles against his programming and my intentions. Despite our connection, he wraps himself around Baxten’s feet. I’m not strong enough to stop him. My connection with him is weak, as my energy slips, depleting.

      I feel light-headed, but force myself to focus. There has to be a way. I’m so close. I reach out again, but flames burst from the Salamander’s feet, consuming them both. In the distance, I can hear screaming—my own screams from before.

      My energy and connection to the Salamander fails, and I’m falling… falling. Then, suddenly back in my body, limp and consumed.

      “Are you okay?” Ammon asks, turning around.

      My eyelids droop and my limbs feel so heavy.

      I’ve failed. I was so close to saving Baxten and I’ve failed.
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        * * *

      

      Something doesn’t feel right. My insides are twisting and turning, like they’ve been chewed up and spat back together. Whatever I did, whatever power I drew on, it’s potent and isn’t easily controlled.

      “Are you okay, Runa? What happened?” Ammon asks, his eyes filled with worry.

      “I was trying to— ” I sigh. What do I say? “I was trying to do too much at once, I think.”

      “Well, whatever you did, at least it helped bust us out of that tight spot,” he says. “Do we have a plan now? What to do next?”

      My mind is fuzzy; the texture of chalk that’s soaked too long in water.

      “I’m—I’m not sure yet.”

      Tethys offers her suggestion, letting me know she believes we should lay low. Rebuild our strength for another time.

      Baxten. He’s still taken.

      I shake my head.

      ~No, Tethys. We have to get to Baxten. I need to find out what my friends know.

      It becomes painfully obvious that I can’t connect to them now. Not in this timeline. I need to find a way to gather the information I need, without them realizing I’m here. Who knows what kind of cataclysmic event I could cause, or disruption to the timeline they’re on.

      Tethys tries to sway me against going to the Helix, but a part of her knows I won’t let this go. Even if I have to go alone, I’m going to get him back.

      Tethys huffs, giving in. She knows I have to try.

      She turns, using the snow to glide us on our new trek. After a few moments, I realize we’re veering too far off to the western horizon. The Helix is more east than this.

      Where is she going?

      Tethys is serious, and quiet. Her mission is driving her, even if I’m not sure of the route.

      The area is remote, the trees giving way to a large, open field of blowing snow. In the distance, huge rocky outcroppings become apparent. It’s beautiful, as the low sunlight filters through the purplish sky. Random, natural birds fly across the sky in their oblivious voyage to wherever they’re going.

      Suddenly, the ground appears to be coming to an abrupt end in front of us. My pulse picks up as much speed as Tethys does.

      What is she doing?

      Gravity takes a moment to catch up with us as Tethys launches the three of us into the air, shooting straight off the ledge. Suspended inside her shield and barely latching on to her body, my muscles tense, bracing for the impact. Ammon screams, ducking his head down as we drop. I dig my ankles in to her sides and squeeze, hoping not to lose contact as we hit the bottom.

      I can’t take my eyes off the way the sunlight streams from behind me as it hits the tops of the snowy mountains in the horizon. The sky has pulled in a brilliant spectrum of orange to deep blue and mixes of purples. I’m mesmerized by the absolute stillness and serenity of the moment. Right now, right here, it feels like time stands still. But it only lasts for that moment.

      The explosion of ice and snow slams my body against hers and Ammon, but miraculously, we maintain our position on her back. The impact opens a gigantic crater in the ground, and we slip quickly into the black abyss of running water deep below. Tethys’ shield keeps us safe, bound by her protection, despite the suffocatingly close quarters.

      My eyes take far too long to adjust to the extreme difference in light and dark as we dive deeper into the water. The sun’s rays penetrate in strange pockets of light, illuminating a part of Pendomus I’d never even known existed. And so close to where I lived my whole life. After a few moments of gliding along to gather her strength, Tethys takes off like a rocket as she connects fully to the water around us. Just like on the snow, the water reacts to her, propelling us forward as much as her will is.

      Perhaps more.

      Everything is different here, magical. As if time has frozen instead of the water. Stone pillars and enormous outcroppings surround us, but so far, no other signs of life. As we move deeper, carved in the outcroppings, a large hand appears to be bidding us forward. A second later, we pass a monolithic face hidden in the depths. My body is barely the size of one of the enormous stone eyeballs staring blankly back as us. Mesmerized, I notice an everblossom carved in the pupil and glowing faintly.

      From somewhere to our left, the sounds of singing filters to my ears. Softly at first, but rising until the voice becomes distinctly human and tremendously loud. Tethys doesn’t seem bothered as she weaves in and out of the outcroppings with ease.

      “Do you hear that?” I ask Ammon.

      “Hear—hear what?” he says, trembling. For the first time, I realize his eyes are still shut and he’s practically crouched in a ball.

      “Everything’s okay now, Ammon. We’re safe,” I say, trying to reassure him.

      “If it’s the same to you, I’m going to just keep my eyes closed from here on out. Let me know when we’re back on solid ground.”

      I place a hand on his back, rubbing a small circle between his shoulder blades. The tension he’s holding releases a little bit.

      Tethys glides through the water, not even slowing down when she has to dodge things my human eyes can’t make out. She has a sight I simply don’t have.

      ~Where are we going, Tethys? I need to go to the Helix—to the Vassalage. Why are we underwater? Shouldn’t we be—

      Without warning, four of the rock outcroppings move of their own accord, boxing us inside an underwater cage of rock. Tethys slams against the containment, a surprised squeal emanating from her.

      She wasn’t expecting this. So much for being safe.

      Tethys fights against the containment, and worry replaces all of our previous efforts to calm down. Her shield isn’t very big and there are two of us consuming the remaining oxygen inside. It won’t be long until it runs out. She may be able to filter the oxygen from the water for us, but if the stones remove the water—

      Or worse, squash us in…

      I shudder.

      “Runa, what’s going on?” Ammon asks, his eyes still shut.

      “Hang on, Ammon—just hang on,” I mutter, searching for a way to help. Something I can do. But what can I manage from here and inside her shield?

      I can’t go out and try to use brute force on the stones. There’s nothing to mentally connect with like the Salamanders.

      Time is running out as the rocks edge closer and closer.

      Tethys pulls the remaining swells of water to her, trying to force her way through the stone, but to no avail. It continues to advance on us, mechanically and without remorse.

      My brain feels frozen.

      What can I do? I can’t come all this way only to be squashed.

      How can this even be happening?

      Frenzied thoughts race through my mind as I grasp for answers—searching for a way out.

      “What’s going on?” Ammon repeats, his voice an octave higher. His eyes are open wide now and his mouth is gaped open. “I thought you said we were safe,” he squeals.

      “I did, too,” I say, my voice quivering.

      Ammon covers his head, his arms reaching up and around his ears.

      “Nothing is safe with you,” he says, trembling.

      Tethys is trapped, no longer able to move between the four pillars as they squeeze tighter. Her shield is threatening to burst, and Ammon begins to rock back and forth like a small child. He mutters to himself with his arms still covering his head as if he’s protecting himself from a blow.

      Tethys howls, and every hair on my body stands on end.

      This time, there’s no where to go. No one to help. I don’t have any power over any of this. I’m just a human. A girl with no way of helping in this ridiculous situation.

      I bury my face in Ammon’s back, hugging him close around the waist.

      “I’m so sorry, Ammon,” I whisper to him, “so, so sorry.”

      Throwing down his arms, as if he’s had enough of everything, Ammon screams. It’s a deep, animalistic snarl. All around us, the rock shatters into millions of pieces—bursting like an exploding star as it sets a galaxy into motion. Water comes rushing back in at us, thrusting us from side to side as Tethys equalizes in the commotion.

      I close my mouth, and try to speak. Only to find it drop open again without a sound. This wasn’t me—it was him. Tiny little Ammon. The little boy who I’ve had by my side. Who’s been abused and hurt. The one who never once thought I was strange for having abilities or training to be this — Daughter of Five. All along, he’s had his own set of powers.

      “How did you do that?” I ask, bewildered and amazed.

      Ammon releases a long, slow breath.

      “I don’t…really know,” he says. “It sorta just—happened. I’ve always been able to manipulate rocks. But just little ones. Nothing like this. I just couldn’t let us get squashed,” Ammon’s voice trails off.

      I’d wager everything this is why Videus wanted him. He has abilities beyond the norm. The cavern was an experiment—testing to see what he could do, or how far he could be pushed before he snapped and used his power to try to escape.

      I lean back a bit, letting the realization sink in. All the possibilities of what Videus could manage if he could manipulate stone and rock. Ammon would be the perfect weapon.

      A weapon against—the Lateral or the Haven. Against the rest of humanity.

      Against me.

      The memory of the crater left behind from the Lateral in the future flashes in the back of my mind. I never realized how important Ammon really was. I figured he was just someone else Videus was toying with… I should have known it was bigger than I guessed.

      I need to keep Ammon safe—

      Tethys begins to move forward again, slowly pushing through the debris field and onward to our destination. The pit of my stomach starts to swell, making me feel as if I’m doing something terribly wrong.

      Maybe heading to the Helix now isn’t the answer. It isn’t safe for Ammon.

      Tethys maneuvers us through more tunnels of water and darkness, then picks up speed. We enter a larger underwater cavern and light shines through the rock above us. It streams through what looks like cracks in the ceiling, but with more geometry and patterns than should be. As I look up, the ceiling is supported by what appears to be five spokes shooting outward from the center of a main hub. It almost looks like a spider web.

      Tethys slows down, then hovers in one location. The water around us begins to boil, surrounding us and her shield. It gives her more power as she catapults us straight up.

      I grab onto Ammon, who buries his face into Tethys’ invisible back. Once again, I brace for impact as we head toward the streaming light and rock up above. Breaking through the levels of stone, we come to a halt in the middle of an empty street.

      As the debris settles, I get a good look around.

      We’re in the middle of the Lateral.

      It only takes a moment to realize that I know this street. I know this house. I’ve been here before, but it feels like it’s been so long…

      We’re right outside Landry’s door.

      As much as I wish I could run inside, trepidation begins to fill my body. As amazing as this is, we can’t stay. I can’t explain it—but being here isn’t safe for anyone. My eyes rest on Landry’s door. I wish I could go inside—maybe my friends are here. Then again, maybe the other me is.

      As the reverberations from our blast settle, people pop their heads out windows and doors. Their expressions of shock and bewilderment transform into concern and upset as they take in the mess of the street.

      Feeling terribly exposed, I stay put on Tethys’ back, staying hidden behind her shield.

      ~Tethys, I know you meant well, but we can’t stay here. We’d be putting everyone in danger. We have to go. We need to go from here, now.

      For once, she heeds my warning. Just as she drops back into the depths below, the door to Landry’s swings open.

      I capture the slightest glimpse of Traeton—my Traeton—as we sink back into oblivion. Ammon’s hands raise toward the light, squeezing his fingertips into a small fist. The gaping hole left by our arrival vanishes as quickly as it was made, cutting off the light as we descend. All evidence we were there, quickly extinguishes.

      “That was easier than I thought,” Ammon says. “I don’t know why, but it’s like I’ve passed my own trial. Or maybe I’m just getting the hang of it now.”

      I consider his words for a moment—his own trial. It certainly feels that way. It’s awoken me to a new realization of the gravity of Videus’ plans. This extends much further than just being the behind the scenes string puller. What does this mean? Are there more like him? Like us?

      Now that I’m aware of Ammon’s abilities, no where feels safe enough.

      Where in the world are we supposed to go now?

      My mind races through a million ideas as it scenario-builds.

      What if there are many of us who can do things with our minds? Or have special powers? How then, does that make me any different from them? I’m just another person who can fall in line. There has to be more to all of this.

      ~Tethys, take us to the Archives. We need to get there before the other version of me does. I need some answers.
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      GAINING ENTRY TO THE ARCHIVES was surprisingly easy. Tethys knew precisely where to go, as if she’s been here a thousand times. We leave her standing guard, our invisible lookout. With Ammon’s special powers, we didn’t need the key to open the door. It slid along easily with the wave of his hand.

      “Ammon, I have to know—have you always been able to do this?” I ask, unable to contain myself.

      He makes a face.

      “Not exactly. It’s been getting stronger the older I get,” he says. “And obviously, today.”

      “How did you know? When did it first happen?”

      My questions come flooding out, and I’m unsure how to stop myself. I need to know everything if I’m going to figure this out. It’s like pulling a string in the middle of a tangled mess to find out where it leads.

      “The first time it happened was a couple of years ago. I was playing with my Dad…” Ammon eyes drop to the ground and his lips turn downward. “Anyway, we were playing with a ball at the Lateral, but it hit some rocks above his head. They were about to crash down on him and I covered my face because I couldn’t watch him get hurt. Only, the rocks never hit the ground.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “When I realized there wasn’t a crash, I looked up. My Dad’s face turned upward and—well, above him, all the rocks were floating in mid-air. Only—” Ammon sighs, swallowing hard.

      “Only what?” I prod.

      “Only, when I stopped to look at them, it must have broken my concentration. I was too surprised about the whole thing. Plus, I didn’t know it was me. At least, not really. I suppose a part of me did,” he says, his eyes distant.

      Tears well up, and he bites his lower lip.

      “Oh, Ammon—” I whisper, taking him into my arms, “I’m so sorry.”

      “I didn’t know,” he says, trying to restrain a sob, “Had I just learned sooner. Or realized it was me… I mean, he was safe. For a moment, he was safe. He could easily have walked away before I dropped the rocks. But we were both just too shocked, I guess. I’ve never tried to use it. Well, until today. I was too mad about it. Like it was a curse or something.”

      “Is that why you didn’t tell me about it?”

      He nods, and says, “It’s why I wasn’t scared of what you can do. I knew we weren’t all that different.”

      “We aren’t,” I say, messing up his hair. “In all the commotion, I didn’t get the chance to thank you. What you did was incredibly brave. I wish I had the ability to move stone.”

      “How do you know you don’t?” Ammon asks, raising his eyes to mine.

      “I guess I don’t, but everything I’ve been able to do so far is more mental. At least, that’s how it feels when I connect to it,” I say, thinking back. There have been a few times when it felt like there was more I could do, hidden under the surface. But it has never really transpired into much.

      “Well, we make a good team then,” Ammon says, trying to smile.

      “We sure do,” I say, nodding. “C’mon, we need to see if we can get more details about us. I need to know if there are more children like us who have powers. If so, where are they?”

      “Who’s Baxten?” Ammon asks as we head to the small mainframe Fenton and Trae used—or will use soon, considering.

      “He’s my brother, the one I was talking about before. He was taken by the Salamanders and I have to get him back.”

      “Hey, at least now we have a mission. Well, beyond just getting weird tattoos that glow.”

      “Very true,” I say, sitting down in front of the mainframe.

      “Wow—I’ve never seen one of these so old,” Ammon laughs, leaning in. “How long has this been sitting here?”

      “I honestly have no idea. It could be centuries. My friends said it’s left over stuff from the colonization,” I say, placing the Caudex beside me as I take a seat.

      Ammon’s amber eyes widen.

      I turn to the holographic screen, then back to Ammon. “Any chance you’d know how to use one of these?”

      Apprehensively, Ammon shakes his head.

      “Not even a little bit. If it was a Physics simulator, I’m your guy. But then again, how hard can it be? I think between the two of us, we can figure it out.”
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        * * *

      

      Ammon and I have sat in the Archives for what feels like forever. So far, with Ammon’s help, we’ve been able to get inside the Helix. Unfortunately, we’ve come up empty handed on the few searches I’ve been able to manage. There’s no indication there are children like me, let alone others—like Ammon. Either the information is here and hidden in a different format, or there isn’t anything to be found.

      “Can I try something?” Ammon asks, pointing toward the holographic screen.

      “Be my guest.”

      I back out of the way and let him take control for a bit.

      “Runa, do you mind if I look up your hProfile from the Helix?”

      “No, go for it,” I say, pacing behind him.

      “I thought it might be a good place to start, just to see how the Helix classified you and your brother. Did you know this?” his little finger points at the screen.

      
        
        MOTHER: Absala Cophem

        FATHER: Genetic Match Unknown

        

      

      “What in the—?” I lean in closer. “This makes no sense. I was there when my father died.”

      “That’s odd? Wonder why it says this?”

      “It must be a glitch. Or maybe when someone dies, they erase them so they’re no longer in the database?” I say, trying to make sense of it.

      “Could be, I guess,” Ammon shrugs. “But you’d think they’d keep better records of the stuff.”

      “I agree.”

      I suddenly get a mental warning from Tethys. The others are coming. I barely have time to log out of everything on the mainframe before I hear the heavy metal hatch slam shut at the other end of the long hallway.

      “Ammon, we have to hide. Now—”

      Picking up the Caudex and racing to another section of the Archives, we hide behind a large shelving unit out of the way just in time to see the large round door roll to the side. One by one, my friends, walk into the entry—followed by a different version of me.

      “Whoa,” Ammon mutters under his breath. “I’ve gotten used to your short hair with the purple underneath. Almost forgot you used to look like that.”

      He points toward the other me as she says, “This place…is beautiful.”

      I didn’t notice before, but the entire time, Trae had his eyes trained on me—not the Archives. He mutters something under his breath, but we can’t hear from here. I vaguely remember him agreeing with me at the time, but now I’m not so sure.

      “We can’t stay here, Runa,” Ammon whispers.

      Watching my friends, knowing all that’s about to transpire is a strange experience. Everyone was on edge, humming with a tension I couldn’t place at the time. I’ve learned so much since this moment. For instance, Trae was pushing me away because he was afraid to get too close to me.

      Glancing back at Ammon, I see little orbs dancing along the walls…bobbing up and down as if leading me in another direction. It’s been a while since I experienced the orbs. So long since I’ve seen them. I’d almost forgotten about them.

      I poke Ammon, just to be sure.

      “Do you see those?” I ask.

      Ammon turns around, looking over his shoulder cautiously, “See what?”

      He turns back, his eyebrows pulling in.

      “I see little orbs of light dancing down that dark hallway. I think they want us to follow them.”

      “Of course they do,” Ammon mutters, a hint of consternation fleshing out his meaning.

      “We can’t stay here anyway. The others will be all over this place soon, digging through books and artifacts. We need to give them some space to work or we’ll be caught. Maybe the orbs are trying to lead us out of here?”

      Standing up, I start following the dancing light as they lead the way to a deeper, darker extension of the Archives. I never made it down this far, but there was enough to look at where we were. The large open hallways go on for a long ways, and in many smaller side halls.

      “Runa, where are we going? What are the orbs doing now?” Ammon continues to whisper, as he slides his arm under mine, linking them together.

      “Just stay with me and I’ll lead the way. Trust me, we’ll be okay.”

      I have never been able to put a finger on why I trust the orbs, even when I first saw them. I just always have. There’s a peacefulness around them. Serenity.

      The orbs lead us from the dark hallway to a smaller opening, then to a doorway at the end of a tiny circular room. If I had been looking at the space without guidance, I’m not even sure if I’d notice it was here. The walls are adorned with paintings of landscapes, flowers, and sunlight. In the center is a circular table covered in ancient looking books, not unlike the one in my arms. I pick one of the smaller ones up out of habit, blowing off the dust and running my hand along its cover as I set it back down.

      “Well, so much for your orbs. They’ve led us to a dead end,” Ammon scratches the top of his head, and for the first time, I realize his dark hair is starting to grow out. A thin light blonde line has appeared at his roots.

      Pushing the book back in place, I smile.

      “Actually,” I tip my head toward the little door, “you may be mistaken.”

      He turns his head, following me as I head to the door. The faintest outline of its existence is hidden between the paintings with no handle or obvious way to open it. The orbs settle along the surface, spreading out like a blanket over the entirety. Their light grows brighter and as the rays interconnect, the doorway begins to dissolve in front of my eyes. I can clearly see into a hidden area beyond.

      Reaching for Ammon’s hand, I say, “C’mon, let’s go.”

      My smile falters as he makes a face and jabs a finger toward the doorway, “Go where? Through the wall?”

      His eyes are wide as his eyebrows shift upward.

      Turning back to the entry, nothing has changed for me.

      “Are you saying you can’t see the next room?”

      “There’s a room?” he snorts.

      “Hmmm…” I walk forward, my hand out in front of my body. I extend it beyond the space where the door or wall should be, and it easily continues on.

      Ammon inhales quickly, “That’s the most bizarre thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Your hand just disappeared. Like, it’s gone. Or more like your hand’s stuck in the wall and you’re protruding out of it.”

      Returning my hand to my side, I bite my lip.

      “Ammon, try touching the wall. Maybe this is a Daughter of Five sight thing.”

      He drops my other hand and walks to the door. He raises his hand, as if to knock on it, then waits. Taking a deep breath, he proceeds to tap the door.

      “It’s solid,” Ammon says.

      Ammon’s lips tug downward as he looks around the room.

      “Guess I have to stay here,” he mutters, taking a seat on the floor. “Just hurry, would ya. I don’t want to be out here all alone.”

      I nod, then walk over to him. Dropping to one knee, I kiss the top of his head.

      “I’ll just be a minute.”

      “I sure hope so,” he says, then points at the large tome in my arms. “Want me to watch your book?”

      “That would be great. I’ll hurry.”

      I hand him the Caudex, and he hugs it in tight. Messing up his hair, I stand up and walk through the open doorway without any problems. As I enter the hidden room, bright light streams in, illuminating the entirety of the space, and flooding in from every direction. A white, see-through curtain flows from the ceiling on either side of a large stone directly in front of me. Stepping forward, I push through the curtain to fully take in the location. It’s a large, pentagonal shaped room. Decorations, etchings, paintings, and more flowing see-through curtains adorn the room. There are vases with white flowers—real, live flowers—set on tables throughout the space, though they’re wilting and clearly past their prime. On every window is a frosted, etched design of what I can only describe as the Everblossom. I walk to the center of the room, taking it all in.

      What was this place for? Why is it here?

      There’s something both magical and mysterious about the aura here. Powerful.

      I turn, realizing the large stone I walked past is actually an ornately designed chair made of white marble—or something very similar. Jewels and gems of all shapes, sizes, and colors adorn the whole thing from the very top, down to the armrests, and on to the floor. In the center of the backrest is a delicate, five-petaled flower. Again, the Everblossom.

      “What is this place?” I say aloud. My voice carries, echoing against the walls.

      I can’t be sure—but I’d swear the light dances with my voice. It vibrated somehow, and the energy of the room amped up to a level of…anticipation? Though I’m not sure who or what’s anticipating something.

      I thought this was simply the Archives—or a place for knowledge. At least, that’s what my friends had told me. But this—it’s like being in a different world entirely. As unusual as it is, there’s something familiar about this place I can’t quite put my finger on. Almost as if I’ve been here before, though I don’t know how I could have. We never ventured this far into the Archives when I was with my friends. Besides, the feeling of this place is different. As if it looks similar, but not the same.

      I trace my hand along one of the stone arms, letting my fingers caress the gems and stones. Each of them glows faintly upon my touch. Then, as if noticing sounds for the first time, I hear a low, soft humming. It touches at the edge of my cognition, but gets louder the longer I focus on it.

      Drawn by the sound, I find myself walking toward a small, round table illuminated in a beam of light as it pours in through the window. In the middle of the table is my Caudex, the one that should have been outside with Ammon. Its binding is open wide as it displays delicate writing which scrolls along slowly and simply:

      
        
        Locked within space and buried in blood, the keys to creation anew bide time. They linger in wait for when the wheels of Pendomus are set in motion and the threads of existence begin to unravel. Through intentions and fear, safeguards become the Captor’s demise. The Daughter’s deliberate agreement to deliver her life’s Burden will liberate the Five and reconstruct time in its accordance. Through human blood and ultimate sacrifice, the Acropolis will rise and all balance shall be restored.

        

      

      Without any second thoughts or doubts, I know what this is.

      The Prophecy.

      I stare at the words, partly dumbfounded, partly in awe. The words make no sense, yet I know they mean everything. It’s what I’ve been waiting for. The direction I’ve needed to know my next move. Only, nothing is any clearer.

      I read and reread the words over and over again. One sentence stands out above all others.

      The Daughter’s deliberate agreement to deliver her life’s Burden will liberate the Five and reconstruct time in its accordance.

      All of this, being out of my timeline—Videus’ attempts to stop the prophecy—it’s all here. I’m in it. We’re in it already.

      “Deliberate agreement to deliver her life’s Burden,” I whisper. “Blood and sacrifice.”

      My heart sinks. Does this mean what I think it means?

      I can’t bear to bring myself to say the words, or even think them. It’s too much.

      Grabbing the Caudex, I take a final look around the room and rush back the way I came—through the wall and into the small alcove where Ammon stands, befuddled. The Caudex still clutched in his hands.

      “Well?” he asks, “Whatcha find?”

      I look down, realizing the Caudex I had in my arms is gone. Was it ever really there?

      “I—uh, let’s go,” I mutter, grabbing his hand and pulling him behind me.

      “Wait, what about the other you?” he asks, dragging his feet.

      I need to get out of here. I need fresh air to think properly. Being trapped inside the Archives with another version of myself suddenly makes me want to crawl out of my skin. The prophecy swirls in my mind, making me realize everything I’m doing is leading me on a suicide mission.

      “We need to go. Now— ”

      As we edge nearer to the way out, and the other version of myself and friends, the less I care about being seen or caught by them. At this point, I’m not sure I care what happens. My emotions and thoughts are swirling up into a potent, angry mixture and it’s threatening to bubble over.

      Is this all I am? A sacrifice?

      The thought invades my mind and I bite my lip. Rushing toward the door, I let go of Ammon, instinctively knowing how this all plays out. I’ve been here before, after all.

      As I get to the door, Ammon uses his ability to move the rock aside as we rush past. I know a few seconds behind us, the other me is about to follow through—heading toward the Helix as I try to escape Trae’s insinuations.

      I’ve been here, in this time, before. Ammon and I were the reason the other me had such tremendous luck when I wanted to get away. It was all in the timing. I continue on in whatever direction I feel pulled, knowing the other me never once had any inclination we were here. Instinctively, I know it will be the same now as history—or future—repeats.

      I throw open the hatch, and the cold winter air assaults my senses. Tethys is instantly at our side, ready for whatever is necessary.

      Shaking my head, I run my hand along her face.

      ~Not this time. You need to be ready for me. The other me. You have to make yourself known. It’s time.

      Knowing there’s a minute at most between us and the other me, I continue onward with Ammon’s hand interlocked in mine. I yank him behind a tree, just in time to see myself escape the Archives to head to the Helix. I witness the moment when I realize Tethys isn’t the monster I thought she was. The epiphany hits my eyes and cascades through my entire being as I remember my guardian for who she was. Then, I vanish before my own eyes as her shields engage.

      “Whoa. Is that what we look like?” Ammon stutters.

      I nod, “I suppose so.”

      “Weird.”

      “Yeah,” I say, crumpling down in the snow.

      “What’s going on, Runa? What happened back there?” Ammon asks. “Are you okay?”

      Without a word, I flip open the Caudex to check if the prophecy is still here. When I find the page, and see the words written in black and white—I spin the book around for him to read. He reads silently, his face solemn and still until the very end.

      “Through blood and sacrifice?” he whispers.

      “Yeah.”

      “What does that mean?”

      I raise my eyebrows, “Exactly what we’re both thinking, I’m guessing.”

      “That can’t be right. I mean, what’s the point of all this trial stuff if it’s just to sacrifice yourself at the end of it? Why not just open a big hole and ask you to jump in it?”

      “Maybe there was never a point, other than to serve the purpose of the prophecy.”

      Ammon sits quietly for a minute.

      “What if you didn’t do it?” he asks, finally breaking the silence.

      I look up into his serious face.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what if you called it quits? Like, okay, ‘I’ve had a good run, but I’m done now’ sorta thing,” he says, closing the Caudex and handing it back to me.

      I shrug. It’s not something I considered because everything that’s happening feels out of my control. As if it’s all playing out the way it’s meant to and there’s nothing I can do to change it.

      “I don’t know if it works that way, Ammon,” I whisper.

      “Why not? You’re the Daughter of Five, right? It says right here you have to deliberately agree to deliver your life—or whatever. What if you deliberately didn’t?”

      Suddenly, Trae lunges out of the hatch, scanning wildly around. I tug Ammon against me, covering his mouth so we sit silently together and wait.

      When Trae is nothing but a small dot in the distance, I release his mouth.

      “Was that—?” he says without finishing.

      I nod.

      “He looks young.”

      I smirk slightly at the obviousness. It’s a welcome relief in the midst of my inner turmoil.

      “It’s not like I was always in love with someone old enough to be my father.”

      Being with Trae and everything we share feels so right, yet so far away. Like it was a fleeting moment in my short life and I may never get that back.

      I may never get him back.

      I swear, if it’s the last thing I do, I will find a way to get back to him and let him know how much I love him.

      With that thought, the Caudex bursts open and white light consumes us both.
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      WHEN THE LIGHT PULLS BACK, my brain can’t process what to take in first. The visual information is brutal. From the strange way the light penetrates, to the heavy ironworks around us, to the way the stone walls, floors, and ceilings are full of etchings that make no sense—it’s all too much.

      “Where are we now?” Ammon asks, edging close to me so he can slide his hand in mine. I shift the Caudex to my left hand, propping it against my hip.

      This shifting back and forth is starting to weigh on him.

      For the first time, I’m taken aback at both his strength and willingness to join me on this strange mission I seem to be on. It’s not his burden, yet, he’s come along so willingly.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper.

      Walking to the nearest wall, I trace some of the etchings with my fingertip. I’ve never seen this type of drawing before. Perhaps it’s writing. I’m not even sure.

      Every time I feel like I know where my mission is and my next plan, the Caudex seems to have a different one for me. As if everything I’m experiencing isn’t even for my own benefit. It’s more like I’m merely an observer, rather than a participant.

      The room is relatively small, and cold. Gripping Ammon’s hand, we walk tentatively down a short hallway to a larger, open room. The etchings are gone, but the stone walls and strange decor remain.

      I’ve never seen a room built quite like this, but in some strange way, it reminds me of the cavern system of the Haven and Lateral. Its dark, stone encasing is similar, I suppose. To the far end of the larger room is a broad, wooden and iron door. Without a word, we walk to it and I push the door open.

      Instantly, my senses are assaulted by the cold, bitter wind of winter and intensity of the sun’s light on snow. Though the sun isn’t nearly as high in the sky as it was on the desert side, it’s still higher than what I’m used to.

      Taking slow, deliberate steps, Ammon and I wordlessly consume our surroundings. Completely treeless, and devoid of life, the stone walkway in front of us opens to a large courtyard of crimson colored statues. They appear to rise out of the pure white snow, red blemishes that don’t belong. As we edge closer, I stand at the foot of one and look up into its wide open eyes and gaping mouth.

      “How peculiar,” I whisper to myself.

      “Are those what I think they are?” Ammon says, backing up.

      I turn to face him. His eyes are open wide and he steps back.

      “What do you think they are?”

      “They look like people sculpted in blood,” he says.

      I shake my head.

      “No, that can’t be right. I’m sure they’re just colored red—”

      I reach out, touching one of the ice sculptures with my fingertip. The crimson ice melts at my touch, painting my skin red. It crackles between my fingers, sending off sparks of blue light. Smoothing the liquid between my thumb and pointer finger, I bring my fingers to my nose. The sweet, oddly metallic smell of blood is evident.

      “It is, isn’t it?” Ammon asks, then biting his lower lip.

      I nod.

      “Knew it.”

      “Why on Pendomus would anyone do something like this? Why use blood to create ice sculptures?”

      “Who knows. Probably sick and sadistic, by the looks of it,” he mumbles, taking a step back.

      There’s only one person I know who’s this sick and sadistic. Only one whose moral compass is clearly broken in this sick kind of way. It just so happens he’s also the reason I’m being transported through time.

      “We need to get out of here,” I say, turning to Ammon.

      “Well, thank the planet for that,” he sighs. “How do we get outta here?”

      “You don’t,” a voice calls out.

      Stepping out from behind one of the statues, a tall, dark skinned woman with long wavy hair emerges. Her eyes glow with a tinge of purple around the edges, but beyond that, they’re completely white—matching the color of the soft flowing gown that contrasts her skin.

      “Your destiny is deeply tied to this location. Before anything else, you must first understand the meaning behind this place,” the woman continues.

      “Who—who are you?” the words stumble out.

      She smiles softly.

      “This form is one that’s borrowed. It’s taken me a while to get it in the right place and time to follow you. The fabric of space and time is unraveling, and it won’t hold for long.”

      “I don’t understand?” I blink, trying to place why her demeanor is so familiar.

      “You know me by Adrian, Runa. Though I was in my natural form when we last spoke. Please, both of you, walk with me. I don’t have much time,” she says, grabbing both my free hand and Ammon’s.

      With each of us on either side, we walk back the way we came, passing the crimson sculptures. Their gaping mouths and eyes a bit more ominous.

      “So, you’re like, what? Runa’s guardian?” Ammon asks.

      Adrian laughs, “No my child. I don’t have the form to protect Runa. That’s Tethys’ job. I am merely a guide. I have waited millennia for her.”

      “Oh,” Ammon says.

      “And for you.”

      “Huh?” Ammon sputters, stopping in mid-stride.

      Adrian smiles, squeezes my hand and turns to him, “Have you not wondered why you’ve been brought along with Runa this whole time? Why you were the first encounter she had when her quest began?”

      “Well, yeah, I guess. Sorta. I just figured she was protective of me. Or that she didn’t have time to—”

      Adrian touches his cheek, then turns to me, “And you, Daughter of Five. Has it never occurred to you why Ammon has been your companion through all of this?”

      “I—well, I’ve been grateful for him. I guess I’ve never looked at it as something to question,” I say, my thoughts flickering to all the things we’ve been through together.

      “Runa, darling, when we last spoke, you had a mission that was going to be higher than the rest. This little boy, he’s the one you were meant to be searching for. He’s the one you were meant to recover.”

      Adrian waits, letting this revelation set in a moment.

      “What are you talking about?” I finally sputter. “You told me I needed to save my brother. That his link to me would make things dangerous if he wasn’t found. I haven’t even had the chance to find Baxten yet. Every time I get close, I’m shifted away. Ammon here, he can’t possibly—”

      “I’m afraid Baxten’s course is his own, my dear Runa. It’s best to consider him gone,” she says.

      My heart sinks.

      “You, you’re saying he’s—?” I sob.

      “It’s what Videus does. Look around you,” she waves a hand in front of her, motioning toward the statues.

      All this time, I thought I could actually save him. All this time I thought I was put on a mission to bring him back.

      “What you’re implying, though— it’s preposterous. Ammon isn’t my brother.”

      I look into Ammon’s amber colored eyes. His dark dyed hair growing out, revealing a half-inch of light blond roots.

      “He…he can’t be. Can he? How—” my voice drops off as my entire world spins inside my head.

      Not Baxten—Ammon?

      Adrian’s expression softens, as she waits for me to process.

      “If Ammon’s my—” I say, flicking my glance to his face and giving it another once over, “then why all this? Why continue on with the trials? With everything? Why drag him with? I got him away from Videus.”

      Adrian smiles softly, making her glowing eyes look slightly ominous.

      “Not everything makes sense simply because it’s explained. Sometimes, it needs to be experienced to fully grasp its magnitude. You needed to continue on your mission for many reasons. It needed to play itself out. To draw out your abilities, to draw out his. To bring you and Ammon together. To give you glimpses of what was and what is yet to pass. To show you you’re not alone in the power you hold.”

      She rests her final word, letting it linger on her lips like something needed to be consumed slowly.

      Ammon blinks at me, cocking his head to the side. His eyes pierce my own, as if it’s the first time he’s really, truly taken me in.

      His eyes narrow, but he exhales and says, “I remember my dad once talking about my sister. It was before the accident. He’d had a rough day and wasn’t making much sense. He was talking as though I needed to find her. That she and Mom should never have left. At the time, I thought he’d just drank some of Selphior’s home concoction again—and maybe he did. But now…”

      He bites his lip, blinking rapidly.

      “Runa, I’ve always felt comfortable with you. In a way, it was like having Dad back. I always sorta knew with you I was safe. At first, I thought it was because you saved me,” he whispers.

      I turn to Adrian, “How could this have happened? How could Ammon be my brother? I grew up with my mother. With my brother Baxten. I remember my father. He died when I was four.”

      “Much will be revealed, but this is as much as I can tell you. Videus has been tracing your bloodline back for ages, trying to uncover your lineage. He’s hunted centuries for the one who he believes would set everything into motion for his downfall. Look around you. This is his trophy hall. The place where he keeps the pieces of the puzzle to his survival. With their own blood, these statues have been sculpted in the likeness of those he’s eliminated on his way to you. They’re drained completely, and their shells destroyed in the flames of the Crematorium. Your family knew the risks and did what they thought was their only option. Your mother and father separated to keep you and Ammon concealed.”

      My mind is swirling in a sea of too much information. It’s as though everything I’ve ever known about myself, my family, and life has always been a mirage.

      “Has anything about my family ever been true?” I ask, my stomach suddenly feeling uneasy.

      Adrian nods, “Your mother is your own.”

      “Well, that’s a relief,” I mutter.

      “But she is also Ammon’s,” Adrian finishes.

      “How—how on Pendomus did Ammon happen? My mother and I were never in the Lateral. He’s younger than me, I think I’d know if my Mom got pregnant when I was seven.”

      Adrian takes my hands into hers, folding them in prayer, “Runa, if you’ve learned anything on your recent voyages, it should be that time is irrelevant. You are both outside your normal times, but exactly where you should be at this moment.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, more confused than ever. Everything is beginning to feel surreal, as though part of a dream.

      “If time were a line, Ammon would be the same age as you. But because Videus found a way to pluck him from his timeline to dispose of him, we had to put you on target to find the younger version of himself before he died of starvation and thirst. It took us many tries before we knew exactly where and when he was.”

      Ammon’s head snaps up, “You mean—I’ve been dead?”

      Adrian nods ominously.

      He scrunches his face. “Wow, that sucks.”

      “Indeed,” Adrian says, “it put the rest of the prophecy in jeopardy. We knew you must be found at all costs.”

      “The same age?” I finally whisper.

      Adrian watches me closely with those glowing eyes, “Yes.”

      “Does that mean—we’re?” I glance at Ammon again, his face a painting of confusion.

      “Twins, yes,” Adrian acknowledges.

      “Whoa,” we both say in unison.

      “If we’re twins—then what makes me so special? Why not a Son of Five?” I ask, turning to her.

      “Though you may have similar genetic makeup, it was foretold that a daughter would be the one to save us. Your experiences Runa, your choices are what make you who you are. Not chance, not genetics. Ammon is important because of his blood tie to you, but he can’t replace you.”

      “What about Baxten?” I say.

      “He was your half brother. While he still held some importance by way of blood, his loss spurred you to keep pushing forward. It was an unfortunate necessity.”

      “Who gives you the right to play with our lives like this? Deciding who lives and dies.” I sputter. “Baxten was still my brother. He was the only brother I’ve ever known.”

      “And you would have lost both of them. At least one could be saved,” Adrian says softly.

      A thunderous crack makes Ammon and I both jump. Before our eyes, as though massive claws are ripping open the curtain of reality, the sky tears in two.

      Adrian calmly looks over her shoulder, “My time with you is coming to a close.”

      “Not yet. I have so many questions. What happens next? What do I do with all of this information? I feel so—”

      “What you need to do now, Runa, is in your blood. Now that you know who and what you are—and that there are others, you need to find them all,” Adrian says as the vortex begins to pull her backward. “Once you do, you will be unstoppable. Videus will be thrown out of existence and Pendomus will be saved.”

      “How will I even find the others? It’s not like there’s a special alarm that goes off, telling me they have powers. I didn’t even know Ammon—”

      With a soft pop, the tear closes itself and Adrian is gone.

      “Dammit,” I mutter. It feels as though a heavy weight has been placed on my chest.

      I can’t breathe.

      How do I do this? How do I find the others Adrian is talking about? What makes her think any of it will matter once I do? All of this seems to hinge on me being this special Daughter of Five, but right now, I feel anything but.

      Ammon grabs my hand, “Runa, it’s time you do what you’ve done since I’ve known you.”

      Taking a deep breath, I look down at his wide eyes, “And what’s that?”

      “Consult your big book there and keep moving forward,” he says.

      Glancing at my white knuckles as I clench the binding of the Caudex, I nod in agreement.

      “You’re right, Ammon,” I say. “Thank you.”

      I nod, giving him a hug. My twin—

      My mind is a blur of unintelligible thoughts. We need to get out of here. Away from the blood sculptures. Away from anything remotely associated to Videus. I need to get Ammon to a safer place and I need to figure out how to find the others.

      Dusting off a spot on the frozen walkway, I kneel down and open the tome. Flipping through the book this time reveals pages and pages of new information. More than I could even consider reading in one go. Especially here.

      “Wow, it’s nearly filled up,” Ammon says in surprise.

      “I’m not seeing what we need, though. We have to know how to get out of here.”

      Half expecting the right page to jump out and consume us, I continue flipping the pages relentlessly. Nothing happens.

      I shut the Caudex, clutching it to my chest as I look up into the snow covered hills in the distance. I have no idea how far away from the Lateral and Haven we are. Or if I’m even in a timeline that matters.

      “We need to go,” I say, standing back up.

      “Go where?” Ammon asks.

      “Anywhere is better than here. This is Videus’—I don’t know, lair? Sanctuary? All I know is, this isn’t our territory and if we don’t get moving, things could get far, far worse for us.”

      “Okay, then I’m more than with you. Let’s get outta here,” he says.

      Grabbing his hand again, I take a final glance at the sculptures all around us. Videus has captured and killed so many people in his search for me. Or my blood line. I wish I understood why. What are his motives for any of this? My brain simply can’t wrap around the desire of one man to want to destroy the lives of so many people, the entire planet, in fact. For what? Power? Because he can?

      We follow the row of statues to the furthest end of the walkway as it leads out over the undisturbed snow drifts. Glancing up at the final two sculptures, my mouth drops open. On one side is a man, his face stern, and eyes wide. But on the other side, the woman’s face is all too familiar. The way the bloody snow shapes the curls that line her face, and the perfectly mimicked badge for a RationCap Chemist.

      My hand instinctively flies to my mouth.

      “What is it? Runa? What’s going on?” Ammon asks, tugging at my arm.

      I blink wildly.

      The last time I saw my mother, she’d been transformed into a Labot. Perhaps she’d always been one, I don’t honestly know. Even though we’d never had the best of relationships, I’d never wish this for her. Never—

      Ammon looks from me to the sculpture again.

      “Is this…? Your mum?” he whispers.

      Unable to speak, or remove my eyes from her crimson gaze, I simply nod.

      Of course he’d do this. It makes perfect sense. Once he knew for sure I was the Daughter of Five, he had his lineage to go after.

      Deep inside, lamentation takes root.

      Unable to stop myself, I step forward, reaching out for her. I never meant for any of this to happen. More than anything, I wish I could undo it all. Bring her and Baxten back. Make Videus pay.

      I place my hand on the curve where her hand meets her wrist, sliding my fingertips in the cold palm. The warmth from my hand begins melting hers on contact.

      Even in death, she recoils at my touch.

      Pulling my hand back, I stare into my palm as her blood pools in the center. As if a drain has been pulled, the blood soaks into my palm and light shoots out of my fingertips.

      Ammon sucks in a breath and steps back.

      “Whoa,” he whispers.

      Very slowly, the light pulls back into each one of my fingers. Lingering behind is a new sense of serenity. And an odd sense of power.

      I turn to Ammon, seeing the wonder and fear hidden in his features. But it’s more than that—across the iris of his amber colored eyes is the lighted outline of a five-petaled flower. I inhale quickly, taking a step back. Blinking once, I look back to find the flower has all but dimmed. With my right eye closed, however, and focusing on it with my left—I still see it there. Hiding in plain sight.

      Literally.

      “Well, my little Everblossom and her pet. It’s wonderful of you to join me,” Videus says from beside us. “Just the two people I’ve been looking all over time and space for. You have no idea how difficult it’s been to track you down. And here you’ve come to me. Who could ask for anything more?”
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      MY JAW DROPS OPEN and both Alina and I stare at Kani for longer than we should.

      “Guys, why the hell are you staring at me like that? It’s giving me a complex,” Kani says, running her hand through her hair.

      “They’re just surprised to see you feeling better, Kani,” Landry says, entering from the allayroom down the hall.

      “Understatement of the year,” I say, glancing at Alina. Her eyes are wide, but she doesn’t say anything. Instead, she turns to Landry and tips her head toward the bedroom.

      Kani notices the exchange and snorts.

      “It’s okay. Alina and I just need to talk a minute. Trae, you’ll stay here with her, right?” Landry says.

      Blinking away my own confusion, I nod, hoping to hell Landry plans on filling me in, too.

      “Sure,” I hear myself saying.

      I scratch the top of my head and take a seat on the sofa and try to act normal.

      Kani sits down next to me once the two of them close the door.

      “What in the hell is that all about?” she asks, clearly unaware of the precarious situation she was in only moments ago.

      I lick my lip.

      “C’mon Trae. Really? It can’t be that bad,” she glances at the door and back to me. “Can it?” she adds.

      “Well, I—” I begin. I honestly don’t know what to tell her. How much is too much? What does she think is going on? “What’s the last thing you remember?” I offer.

      “What kind of stupid question is that?” she snickers. But after a moment, her expression fades as her eyebrows knit together. “You know, I have no idea. I mean, it’s all kind of fuzzy. I remember being here and being safe, though.”

      That’s an odd thing to say, even for Kani.

      Safe.

      It must be an implanted emotion from Landry in an attempt to keep her calm.

      “Good. Safe is good,” I mutter, nodding.

      “Yeah, except I’m getting the distinct impression there’s something going on. So spill it, Traeton. I don’t have all day.”

      I shake my head, “Kani, I would if I knew what was going on myself. I’m kinda in the dark here, too.”

      Creeping slowly up the back of my neck, like a snake uncoiling and ready to strike, I sense my headache surging. I wish to hell I could get rid of these damn things. They’re coming with more frequency and the NeuroWand isn’t doing a damn thing to stave them off anymore.

      I rub my temple, willing it to fade away.

      “Headache? Do you need a NeuroWand?” Kani offers.

      “I, uh—” I stop myself. How far back are Kani’s memories fuzzy? “I better not,” I mutter.

      “Suit yourself,” she shrugs.

      Landry and Alina open the door and Alina’s expression is stone cold. Not a single emotion is readable and I stand up.

      “Alina, I need to—”

      She nods without hesitation and points to the bedroom.

      “Thanks,” I say, giving Landry a what-the-phug is going on glance.

      Once inside, he closes the door behind us.

      “Sorry, I didn’t know she’d take the reframing so easily,” Landry begins.

      “What’s going on with her? She doesn’t remember anything and is acting completely—normal. Well, kinda,” I say.

      “That’s the point, Trae. I was able to pinpoint some of the memories, well, more accurately, the timeline in her memory. I restructured it, trying to erase the emotional drama that surrounded whatever happened. Very complicated stuff,” he says.

      I run my hand through my hair and give it a tug, wishing it could alleviate some of the pressure building up in the back of my skull.

      “Landry, as happy as I am to have Kani up and operational…should we be messing with her mind like that? I mean, hell, I didn’t even know you could get in there and do that sorta thing. Were you able to see what freaked her out?”

      Too many questions are flooding in all at once.

      “Nah, it’s not like that,” he shakes his head.

      “What is it like then?”

      Landry paces from one end of the small room to the other.

      “It’s kinda like hunting for a thread that’s linked to a series of memories in her timeline and then, unraveling the way it’s housed in her brain. There are pathways that disintegrate, though, and you have to be careful to pick the right ones. I just got lucky, really. I pinpointed the area and sorta…scrambled it.”

      “Scrambled it?” my eyes widen as I picture an egg and whisk situation happening inside her brain.

      “Well, more like muted it, I guess. I had to blank out the section so she could let go of the trauma.”

      “Will her memories ever go back to normal?” I ask, not sure if it would be a good thing or not if it did. “Will they ever come back?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Oh,” I mutter.

      “Look, it wasn’t invasive. It was just a slight reframe so she feels safe and secure. In a way, it’s like she was in one of those meditation sessions with Jordan—even though Kani wouldn’t have been caught dead in one. It just relaxed her mind enough to reset and forget about whatever trauma she just went through.”

      “But we still don’t know what happened. What if whatever’s out there decides to—”

      “We weren’t going to get anything out of her regardless. Our best bet to uncover all that is you.”

      “Does she remember anything? Fenton?” I say, pacing now, too.

      “I don’t know yet. I haven’t had much time with her to find out where her memories are at. Or how far back the muted memories go.”

      “Well, then let’s go find out before we freak her out with something we say,” I mutter, shaking my head and walking out.

      Sometimes, the things Landry can do are borderline frightening. I know it’s a good thing in this case, but in some ways, it’s not far off from the way the Helix handles situations like this.

      “How’s everything going out here?” I ask as we walk back into the main open space of Landry’s small abode.

      “Gettin’ weirder by the minute,” Kani says, side-eyeing everyone.

      “Look Kani, we need to talk,” Landry begins.

      “No, really?” she says, thick with sarcasm.

      I exchange a glance with Alina, who shrugs.

      Landry takes a deep breath and says, “There’s no easy way to say this, so here goes. You and Trae were recently out to the Archives and something…happened.”

      Kani’s expression turns grim. “Happened?”

      I nod.

      “Like?” she asks.

      “Well, we don’t really know,” I say. “I blacked out and found myself outside when I came to. When I got back to the Archives, the place was a mess. Like someone or something had attacked us. You were hiding and…well, kinda out of it.”

      “We needed to sedate the memories so we could get you back,” Landry finishes.

      “Mkay,” Kani’s eyebrows could touch the tip of her nose if they drop any further.

      “What do you remember? About anything recently? Do you remember Runa?” I ask, trying to prod some of the memories from her without actually bringing up Fenton.

      Kani’s face scrunches, “Well, duh. I’m not lobotomized.”

      “Then you start us off. What do you remember?”

      “Runa’s gone. We’ve been…she’s—” Kani’s eyes go distant as she tries to recall the details.

      There’s a moment of awkward silence as we wait.

      Landry takes a deep breath, “What about Fenton?”

      “What about him?” Kani asks.

      We all exchange a significant look. Here we go.

      Landry clears his throat as he walks to her and says, “Well, he’s on a mission. We’re not sure when he’s going to be back.”

      I shoot a glance at Alina, who pins her lips together in a thin line. She doesn’t approve.

      Can’t say I blame her.

      “Where in the hell did he go now?” Kani sighs.

      “Not sure. We just know it’s important,” Landry says. He turns around and widens his eyes, hinting that we need to play along.

      If we lie to her and she finds out what really happened…she’s likely to kill us. It would devastate her all over again. Is this really wise? It seems like a dangerous line to cross.

      Instead of playing it out, I stand up and walk to the allayroom for the NeuroWand. My head is pounding now and I know there’s no amount of discussion I can add that will make this situation better.

      Everything feels so messed up. Confused and muddled. Wrong.

      I know there’s stuff missing from my mind, too, and it worries me. There’s something I’m supposed to be doing and now I’m not sure what the hell it was. Did I have my mind messed with, too? If so, who’s had their fingers in it and why?

      “Everything okay?” Alina asks, nodding at the NeuroWand in my hand.

      “Yeah, headache. Just gotta get rid of it so I can focus on what to do next,” I say.

      “Do you need to lie down?” she asks, nodding toward the bedroom again.

      “Yeah, I think laying down is a good idea. Thanks, Alina. Let me know if you need me,” I mutter, taking the NeuroWand and closing the bedroom door behind me.

      Something’s not right here. With all of it. Me, Kani—the Archives. I shouldn’t be this confused. Maybe a little sleep will help me regain some focus. Hell, even if all it does is get rid of this thumping headache, I’d be happy.

      I hear Alina and Landry continue the conversation with Kani, but I can’t seem to muster the strength to care what’s being said. Or how they’re handling it. White searing light is filtering into my vision, despite the pitch-black room. I flip the NeuroWand to transmit the medicine, rub it across my forehead, and lie down. My back sinks into the comfort of the bed’s embrace and I let go.

      My last thoughts before I drift off surround the missing time, all the missing moments before the attack on us. I wish I could remember something; anything. I need to figure out what I was meant to be doing—or where I should be going. I feel like there’s an urgency to it, but I can’t place where. Or why. I know if I can unlock that piece, the rest will come.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The air rushes in and around my body as I fly above the trees. There’s a freeing relief when you’re so far above the fray. Part of me knows this isn’t normal for me, but I feel like I’ve done it a thousand times before. It’s natural. Innate.

        I circle the sun and its halo, dancing in the sky as if I own the entirety of the space.

        Life is simpler here. It’s beautiful. Even if I know I have to reengage eventually. Part of me wants to stay here, in the air, forever. Letting the pains of humanity flood the world below, leaving me untouched all the way up here. But I know there’s so much more I need to do. More that has to happen before letting go is truly possible.

        Deep below the tree line, I sense the girl somewhere buried in the underground. I don’t know why I can sense her, but I can. She’s important, but I can’t place a reason on why. There have been hundreds of girls who have come and gone over the years. But she has power. More than she realizes even. I’m unsure if this is for good or bad. In more ways than one, I feel drawn to her.

        Suddenly, I feel myself being called back. A muscle memory buried somewhere deep in my mind. He doesn’t have a name, I only know I must answer. If I don’t, unspeakable things will happen.

        My body shifts, taking me to where the pull draws me. To where I’m meant to be. The call is powerful and even if I wanted to, I know I couldn’t ignore it.

        The structure rising in and out of the ground floods the horizon and I’m soaring towards it. I enter the narrow gate near the upper arch. Darkness surrounds me as I continue my descent into the depths of his lair.

        I perch upon the door of the human boy most recently captured. His dark hair is matted to his head in this heat and I find myself wishing I could escape it myself. I’m meant to check on him. Ensure he’s still where he’s meant to be.

        My mind relays the information without my own effort, and I’m released from my mission as quickly as it came. Relief foods my body and I retrace my flight and escape the heat as swiftly as I can. I know I’ll be called again. I always am.

        But for now, I’ll go see the girl. For some reason, I need to see the girl.

        It takes only a few moments and I enter the small cavern system to wait. I go in as far as I dare. The TerraDwellers wouldn’t be happy of my presence if they knew.

        I need to see her.

        I claw my way deeper, but my powers of flight are diminished the further I go. I can feel myself getting disoriented.

        Then, suddenly, miraculously, I’m in her gentle hands.

        A dark-haired girl nearby says, “Don’t you even tell me this is the bird you were delirious over when we first got here.”

        

      

      

      My eyes pop open and the contentment of being in Runa’s hands dissipates. I shiver, still feeling the immensely powerful urge to remain there forever. Her hands had given off an energy, a power of love and joy. Peace. The sensation was so strong I didn’t even know I could feel those emotions so powerfully.

      Now I feel disjointed. As though I was really there, really flying. My mind doesn’t completely feel like my own, as I integrate the dream into the memories I already own.

      I’m not sure what to believe anymore. Am I losing my mind?

      On the upside, I remember what it was we were looking for and why it was urgent.

      The sweaty face of Runa’s brother Baxten lingers in my memory. I’d remember it anywhere. After he’d perished, we’d even looked him up and discovered information about Videus’ Vassalage.

      Perhaps the odd dream was an answer to my silent prayers as I fell asleep. That has to be it, right? I wanted to remember what I was doing and why. This is what Kani and I were working on. That’s about the only thing I’m certain of.

      I’m not sure why my brain would twist everything around in the way it did, but I’m grateful for the guidance. In a weird, abstract kinda way, it felt natural for me.

      The headache I laid down with is thankfully gone and I sit up on the bed, stretching. Landry’s home is silent, except for the rhythmic breathing of someone on the other side of the door.

      The rest of them must have gone to sleep, too.

      I open the door to find Kani asleep on the sofa. Neither Landry or Alina are in the house, which leads me to believe they’ve gone back to Alina’s. Suits me just fine. I have to collect my thoughts anyway.

      Shaking the sensations of the dream is harder than it should be. I pace the floor in front of the kitchen counter. What starts as retracing my steps, or flight as it were, starts to morph into formulating a plan. I don’t remember what happened to us in the Archives, but knowing where we were heading is the next best thing.

      “What are you doing?” Kani asks, rolling onto her side.

      Startled, I let out a quick gasp.

      “Wow, there’s a first,” she laughs. “Never thought I’d ever get a girly squeak outta Traeton Revasco.”

      She chuckles, and sits up.

      “I remember what we were trying to do at the Archives,” I say, taking a seat across from her.

      “Which is?” she asks, flipping her hair behind her back.

      “With Runa gone, and Fenton—er, you know. We were there to do the one thing we knew would help everyone. We were searching for more information on the Vassalage. And I think before we got attacked, we’d stumbled on where the Vassalage is located.”

      Kani sits up straighter, her eyes wide as she waits for me to continue.

      I bite my lip, hoping to hell I’m right.

      “We need to break into the Helix. The Vassalage is a part of the Crematorium. I vaguely remember some information about why Runa may have been given the role she was before she left. They were trying to eliminate her.”

      “Wait, what? Are you saying the people who were Cremators are actually marked for death?”

      “I didn’t think of it like that,” I say, “but yeah, I think some of them are.”

      “Where did you get this information?”

      “Well, before, I think it was information we found on the mainframe at the Archives. But I just had a dream about everything, and it sorta reminded me where the Vassalage was. I know it sounds shifty, so I get it if you don’t—I just know what I need to do. Where I need to go.”

      I tap my head, still trying to release the dream’s memories enough to be present.

      “Look, Trae, I trust you. But if we’re headed to the Helix, we’re gonna need to be sure. And to be honest, if we were both attacked after you found out this little detail, aren’t you at least a little bit concerned this could be why?”

      I blink, surprised. The thought hadn’t occurred to me yet.

      “You’re right. This could be the reason. Which lends even more credibility, don’t you think?”

      “Maybe?” she shrugs.

      “Then, let’s be sure. We need to sneak into the Helix, tonight. We’ll have a look around and one way or another, we’ll know for sure. You with me?”
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      IF THE CREMATORIUM houses the Vassalage, then that makes life a helluva lot easier.

      “All we need to do is blow the Helix up,” I say, pushing back from the holographic screen.

      “Suuuuure,” Kani mocks, “once we know it’s truly the Vassalage, something has to be done. But as much as I hate the place, I’m not about to go in there and kill a bunch of innocent people. And what about tonight? How do you propose we go forward? It’s not like we can just waltz in and say, ‘Excuse me, never mind us. We’re just here to hunt for your hidden prison you’ve got buried in the Crematorium.’ We need to have a reason to be there. Hell, for all we know, you’re flagged from the last time you broke in. The moment we get within a meter of the place, alarms are probably going to go off.”

      With my middle finger, I tap the space in the center of my forehead.

      Think, think.

      “Do we have plans or blueprints for the Helix?” I ask. My dream showed me a possible entrance that lead from the top, but the space wasn’t much wider than a single person. It was barely enough for a small bird’s flight to make it in and out of. I shudder at the thought of trying to use that as our path.

      “How the hell would I know? I’m not Fenton. Stupid man. I can’t believe he’s not here.” Her words hang in midair and we lock eyes.

      “I know, I was just…” I mutter.

      “Yeah, well, I have no clue,” Kani recovers, turning her back to me.

      “Well, let’s see what we can dig up here. There has to be a weakness in the structure, or a way to get into the Crematorium that doesn’t involve waltzing through the thick of the Helix.”

      “And if there’s not?”

      “Then we deal with the scenario as it plays out,” I offer, as my fingertips command the search on Landry’s mainframe. He’s always held a fascination for the Helix. Maybe he has details we’re not aware of for the structure?

      “Fine by me,” Kani mutters, walking away. “I’m gonna go for a walk. Been cooped up here too long.”

      “Don’t go too far,” I say, “we’ll need to head out soon.”

      “For phug sake, should I just take one of Landry’s ComLinks so you can stay in touch?” she says, walking back and snatching a ComLink from the desk. She throws her black curtain of hair over her shoulder and places the link against the flesh behind her right ear.

      I pause, unsure if it’s wise, considering what happened to Fenton. But I can’t bring myself to say anything. I nod, picking up the other link and doing the same. The electrical tickle of the device connecting to the electrical impulse of my body always makes me want to itch at it. I resist the urge and go back to hunting for something that will give us a more detailed plan.

      Kani reaches for her safety blanket of choice, her knives, but her hand hovers over the table where they rest. I pretend not to notice, but we briefly share a glance.

      “Not sure why, but I don’t feel right about these today,” Kani says, clutching at the smallest blade and shoving it in her hip holster.

      My eyes flick to the ground. I know exactly why, but I can’t bring myself to tell her.

      “Be careful,” I offer instead.

      She nods and taps her ear, “If anything comes up, let me know. I’ll come back and we can get started.”

      “Alright,” I say, but she’s already out the door.

      I start the search, locating a few sketches and diagrams Landry has. They’re not very detailed, but they offer a glimpse into ways to get in. I notice some areas where the information of the Helix is incorrect, as if whoever drew it was given old, outdated schematics. Even I could have given better details than this, if anyone had ever asked.

      After what feels like days of searching, it becomes pretty clear there’s no good way to get into the Helix’s Crematorium. It’s heavily fortified, and secured. According to everything I know and the diagrams I could find, there’s only the one way in.

      I wonder if the best way in may be by attempting the descent from my dream—assuming the tunnel even exists. I start flicking through images and recon photos of the outside of the building, hunting for the small opening.

      The more I think about it, the more idiotic it sounds, to be honest. It was a dream. A really vivid dream, but a dream nonetheless. And I was flying, as if I wasn’t human. Yeah, not strange at all.

      Absently, I flick through the photos, not really paying attention. Instead, I’m more in my head, focusing on the location and how it looked in my dream. It felt so real. Everything did.

      I rub my temple, realizing the headache has been silently creeping back in. I wish I could figure out what’s causing them, but I’m almost afraid to find out. There are so many things that could go wrong with a person’s brain and body. We’re really such fragile creatures.

      My mind flits to my sister Ava and the way her mind deteriorated. What if it runs in the family? What if it’s something more serious?

      I shudder, pushing the worry from my mind. No good will come from that line of thought. What matters now, is trying to do as much good as I can while Runa’s still gone.

      “Whoa,” I mutter, flipping past a photo, then returning to it.

      There, in an image clear as day, is a bird flying toward the Helix. Any other time, I wouldn’t have even cared or noticed it in the picture. They were always around. But this time, it’s the location in which it’s heading that makes me sit upright. The little black dot is on a mission, heading straight toward the Helix—and the tiny opening on the upper side.

      The location looks exactly like it did in my dream.

      “Gotcha,” I whisper. “I may be taking crazy leaps, but at least they seem to still pan out.”

      Standing up, I walk to Landry’s closet and grab anything resembling climbing equipment. Getting into the Helix from off the ground won’t be easy. Hell, it could be damn near impossible not to be seen. But at least we’ll have equipment—and we’ll be outside and away from the Labots.

      Once I feel satisfied I’ve packed as much as I can, I take a moment to call on Kani through the ComLink. Once she accepts the exchange, something inside me clenches.

      Should I even be taking her? Could she jeopardize the mission with her scrambled mind?

      ~Trae, you there?

      Why didn’t I think this through? I suppose she’ll have to come with now.

      ~Yeah, sorry. Was looking for a carabiner.

      ~So, I assume that means you’re ready, then?

      ~Should be. Wanna get back here so I can fill you in?

      ~On my way

      She abruptly ends the exchange and opens the door.

      “Guess you weren’t that far, eh?” I laugh.

      “Nah. I was just sitting on the step outside,” she says. “Couldn’t think of anywhere to go.”

      I scratch my head, “Well, you coulda just stayed in here.”

      “I suppose,” she mutters, her eyebrows knitting together.

      “What’s up?” I ask, taking a seat next to her.

      Kani shakes her head and sighs, “I don’t know. I feel off. I know you and Landry said something happened and I needed to have my brain unscrambled or something. But I feel like a whole big piece of me is missing or something. Does that sound stupid?”

      “Not at all. Look, maybe it’s best not to go digging through your mind anyway. Whatever happened, it didn’t leave you too well off. It messed with you in a way I’ve never seen.”

      “What do you mean?” she asks, her narrow eyes meeting mine.

      “Well, I don’t know if incoherent is the word, but close. We couldn’t get anything to make sense. You just kept repeating ‘Gone, gone, gone’ over and over again.”

      “Don’t you think that’s scary, though? I mean, whatever it was—it was bad. Like, way bad,” Kani whispers. “Do you know when Fenton’s supposed to be back?”

      I make a face before I can stop myself, then try to recover, “You know, I’m not sure—”

      “What was that?” she asks, pointing at my face.

      “What was what?” I ask, innocently.

      “Don’t give me that shit, Traeton. What was the wince for?”

      I don’t honestly know why Landry didn’t tell Kani about Fenton. To me, it feels like something that could seriously come back to bite us in the ass. Especially if she finds out it was something we kept from her.

      I press my fingertips to my mouth, waging an internal civil war.

      “Spit it out, Trae. Don’t make me get my knives,” she says.

      Again, I wince without trying. Her eyes narrow further.

      On the upside, when everything went down, she handled it. I can’t say it was easy, but knowing she was the one who put a stop to Fenton didn’t throw her over the edge.

      “Look Kani, I’m sure Landry had his reasons—” I start.

      Kani opens her mouth to protest, but I hold a finger up, silently asking her to allow me to finish.

      My right temple throbs, and I place a finger to it, pushing in hard. My vision feels off—as though it’s gone almost telescopic.

      “We—we struggled with,” I start again, “Fenton wasn’t meant to…”

      As if shifting from the front seat of my mind, to the forgotten and unused back seat, I witness myself continuing. But oddly, I’m acutely aware that I’m no longer the driver of the bus.

      My neck crooks to the side briefly, as if stretching itself into new bones.

      “The yellow-haired boy is gone,” I hear myself say.

      I can see through my eyes, hear the words and my surroundings, but as much as I struggle, I’m not in control. Everything is tinted an odd wilted color, as if all hues are slowly being leached out.

      “Yellow-haired boy?” Kani snickers. “What the hell, Trae? Why are you being so cryptic? This isn’t funny.”

      “You put an end to his life,” my hand reaches forward, tapping the knife strapped to her thigh.

      Kani’s face goes from open, to irritated, to horror in a few microseconds.

      “What are you talking about?” Kani whispers, her eyes distant as she tries to hunt for information in her clouded memories.

      “Truth,” I hear myself say, “and now we need to get you to the Helix to rectify it.”

      Tears well in Kani’s eyes as she tries to reprocess this new information. I want to break out of this mental cage, reach for her. Tell her everything is okay. Tell her this isn’t me—it’s not how I’d handle it. I want to tell her it wasn’t her fault and no one blames her. Inside, I’m screaming all of it—but it doesn’t seem to matter at all. I’m completely locked out of myself.

      How in the hell did this happen? And what do I do now?

      “I knew there was something I was forgetting. I could feel it, down deep. I just didn’t think it was this—” Kani says, tears steadily streaming now. “I remember now—the Tree. The fight. Oh god—”

      She didn’t even cry the first time.

      Why hasn’t she slapped me? Or told me to go to hell? Why isn’t Kani fighting?

      Kani—don’t you dare let this slide. Don’t lose the spark. You have to fight this. Fight me. Everything is all wrong, and you’re the only one who can stop it! Can’t you tell this isn’t me?

      I scream in my head, trying to force my way out. Force my thoughts to spill into words.

      “There is nothing you can do now. We need to get to the Helix. Then we can sort everything out,” my voice says.

      Kani takes a moment, allowing the sadness to consume her, before she sits up a bit straighter.

      “Alright. You’re right, Trae. Let’s find the Vassalage and put an end to this,” Kani says. “Who cares how we get in. Without Fenton, none of it matters anyway.”

      “Very well,” I hear myself say.

      Her eyebrows pull in, and she makes a face.

      “Can you knock off the stoic crap. I get what I did hurt you, too. So this should make you happy,” she says.

      “I very much doubt there’s anything you can do or say that will make amends.”

      Kani takes a deep breath.

      “I suppose not.”

      Whoever—or whatever—has possession of me stops to take a beat. It’s an awkward kind of silence, and annoying at the lack of control I have. It’s as if there’s a wall between whatever it is and me. I sense they’re in here running the show, but I can’t hear their thoughts or interact at all. It’s as though I’m enclosed in a panic room where no sound I make can escape—and nothing from their side can enter.

      After a moment, I hear myself say, “Let us go to the Helix. We shall worry about the rest later.”

      Stumped for a moment at the almost calm and detached manner my captor is delivering, I wait for the next shoe to drop. Instead, I start to feel an enclosing sensation—as if the box I’m in is being shut. I can’t tell if it’s a deliberate door being closed, or if it’s simply the way things work when you’re not in charge of your own mind. Before I have the opportunity to travel that train of thought, everything goes completely dark.
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        * * *

      

      Self-awareness is a tricky thing. I never questioned it well enough before. I didn’t know my actual consciousness was separate from my body until being forced to take a back seat. Who would, I suppose?

      It feels like ages since I was last attached to anything. Sometimes this nothingness is overwhelming and I have to escape. I have to find a new home. If I don’t find an attachment somewhere, I know I’ll go mad. I have to be—Something.

      Maybe I’ve already lost my damn mind.

      There are moments…moments when I feel connected, other times when I feel so very lost. Without my body, I keep slipping out of self-recognition. Like I’m melding into a universal energy. Or maybe I’m just being erased. Maybe both.

      As hard as I try, I can’t always hold on. Sometimes, I relax into the abyss and let go. Who knows how long it’s been. Then, something always pulls me back. I don’t know why. Could be myself, hunting for a way back in. To take back control. Or maybe it’s just the way a soul searches until it’s able to inhabit a body. I don’t know anymore.

      Glimpses of speaking with Runa—finding her beside a fire in the dead of night rushes into my mind and it pulls me from my slumber in the abyss. I can’t tell if the conversation with her was real or an illusion. I guess I’m not sure of anything anymore. I just know I needed to feel safe. I needed to be home. Then, magically, there she was. I could see her as if I was standing right beside her. How does that work? Am I a ghost?

      I never gave much thought to ghosts before, but I suppose it’s as good a description as any. I keep forgetting who I am. Where I am. What I am. Did I think that already?

      See what I mean?

      A tug slowly pulls me from the darkness of the abyss, drawing me closer to the forefront of consciousness. Once again, I regain a sense of purpose. I regain some of my orientation, even if only momentarily. These are the moments I cling to, otherwise, what else is there?

      Like waking up groggy, I can suddenly see through my own eyes—but I’m still not in the driver’s seat. Whoever’s taken over my body still has control. Either they’ve granted me awareness, or I’ve somehow found a way back to myself.

      Either way, the situation is now the same. I’m locked out of my own body, and watching the world through a viewer’s eyes only.

      Almost as if pushing my way through a series of satin curtains, I finally understand my surroundings. No longer in the Lateral, instead, I’m nearing the Helix. By my side is Kani.

      Her lips are moving, but my senses haven’t caught up yet—I have no idea what she’s saying.

      Dread pours into my awareness, and I realize she’s trusting someone—she’s trusting me on a mission that will not have the results we originally intended. For all I know, it’s Videus himself who’s taken over my body. He did it with Fenton, after all.

      How the hell does Kani not realize?

      Pieces of my personality, my passions, the simple way I am start to thread back into my being and I feel more complete than I have for a long time. Almost as though, I have a chance at taking myself over again.

      I focus intently, trying to get an idea of what’s happening. Of what Kani’s even saying. Locked out of my own body is a torture I never imaged enduring. Especially when you can see the imminent threats, but can’t hear or speak to warn anyone.

      Oh my god. I’m trapped in my own body.

      The realization slams against me with such force, I feel I’d be knocked over if I was actually the one standing.

      “Kani, Kani—you need to get away. You can’t trust him—uh, me. You need to go,” I scream in my head.

      It’s no use, there’s no voice to connect it to.

      I watch as my own hand points to the main access point of the Helix, the doorway on the side of the building.

      They aren’t going to just walk up to the Helix, are they?

      Memories flood my consciousness—though I’m not sure how that even works. But we were looking for the Vassalage. I can tell you, whoever’s using my body isn’t doing it for the fun of it. Or to help Kani find the Vassalage. They’re leading her to something far more nefarious.

      Suddenly, it occurs to me. All this time, all the headaches—the blackout at the Archives.

      Holy shit.

      Did I attack Kani? Well, not me—but whoever this thing is? No, it can’t be—can it?

      How long has this been happening?

      I search my memories, but they’re dark. Abyss dark.

      As quickly as it came, the awareness to my body slips away again. Darkness descends, consuming everything as I lose grasp on everything I’m clinging to.

      Remember this thought process, Trae. Hang onto it.

      Remember.
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      ENERGY SPARKS IN MY HANDS as I open them wide. Without overthinking it, I embrace the surge, allowing it to wash over me like a collective storm. Turning around, Ammon and I face Videus again.

      For the second time, I come face to face with the man himself. His bird-inspired headdress once again shields us from his face, and he’s alone, for now. A solitary man, dressed in blacks and reds and in deep contrast with the snow outside. His cloak drapes majestically over his shoulders and caresses the ground.

      Alone, and dressed this way, he doesn’t look as intimidating as he did taking over Fenton. Or even as he did in the cavern where I found Ammon. Instead, he looks as though he could be easily overwhelmed under our capabilities.

      Perhaps I could end this. Right here, right now?

      There are a great many things I’ve been in the past—naive, inexperienced, incapable. Now doesn’t feel like one of those moments. The travels I’ve been through, the things I’ve seen so far—they’ve all led me to a place where I know I can make a difference. If Videus thinks he’ll take me or Ammon without a fight—well, he’s in for a rude awakening.

      Ammon stands straighter, his shoulders mimicking my own. Whatever I feel or think about my new sibling revelation, I’m so happy he’s here. And proud to have him by my side. I know what he’s capable of, and I hope we can use that knowledge to our advantage.

      “I’m going to take a wager and guess you understand more of where you fit into all this,” Videus starts, his usual toying manner, as he tries to put us on edge.

      Without a doubt, his minions won’t be far behind and if we’re to make a difference, we have to strike fast.

      “It’s starting to make sense,” I say, matching his passive, nonchalant tone.

      “Oh, I highly doubt that,” he mocks.

      His voice reminds me of something, though I can’t put my finger on exactly what. It’s a strange combination of tech and humanity. But it’s almost lost between the two.

      I feel the power of this place coursing through my veins. It could be coincidence. Or it could be truly the connection I have to all these people. The bloodlines.

      Turning to Ammon, I swear he feels it too. His eyes are glowing again with a bright, five petaled everblossom.

      “Well, if there’s more I should know, feel free to enlighten me,” I say, calmer than I should.

      Videus watches us silently for a moment. Perhaps sizing the situation up. Perhaps biding his time.

      “What makes you so special?” he finally asks.

      “You should know,” I say. “It’s because of you the Daughter of Five prophecy even came into being.”

      Videus waves a hand dismissively.

      “I don’t care about old literature and misunderstood dialogues.”

      “Then what do you care about? What in the hell does any of this matter?”

      “It wasn’t personal, you know. But now— You think everything should magically work for you, don’t you? That the world revolves around what you think and do. But I’d like to know why you think you could possibly save any of them.”

      “Any of who?”

      “Humanity. Your friends. Your brothers. Take your pick.”

      Involuntarily I flinch at brothers and clutch the Caudex to my body.

      Pulling Ammon behind me, I step forward, “My brothers are none of your business.”

      Videus laughs. His deep, near maniacal chuckle.

      “Oh, Runa. Dear, disturbed, confused Runa. It’s been my sole purpose to make your brothers my business,” he says.

      For the first time since he arrived, a shudder creeps up my spine.

      “I thought your sole purpose was to screw up the planet. To mess with the natural order of things,” I spit.

      “Yes, of course you would see it that way,” he says, taking to a slow, deliberate pace in front of us.

      “What else should I be thinking?”

      “I’d expect nothing more of you, Daughter of Five. Still so naive. So unobservant. Everything I’ve done has always been for a sole purpose. For one desire and one desire only,” Videus says, turning to me and getting right up into my space.

      He’s inches from my face, but I hold my ground, peering into his mask’s bloody face. I wish I could see what’s really hidden behind it. Look into the face of the man who hates me so much. Hates us all.

      “To control all of humanity,” I say.

      Taking a step back, Videus snorts.

      “Humanity is not my concern. Not in the least. It’s a means to an end, that’s all,” he says. “No, ironically, my desire is exactly as yours. So why should you matter? Why should your desires trump my own? Why should you be offered salvation, or the opportunity to save your brothers when I have never been able to save my own?”

      His words linger in the air. A strange mixture of truth and trepidation.

      For the first time since I left the Helix—since I started this journey, I feel as though Videus has been honest. Exposed.

      He’s lost his brother, and this is what’s become of him.

      Suddenly, the ground beneath Videus begins to rumble. Confused, I look for the source of the commotion—and find Ammon focusing on the ground with his eyes, his hands splaying open. I’ve seen this look before.

      “What are you—?” I begin, but before I can finish my sentence, the ground splits, opening up a crevasse of split rocks around Videus’ feet.

      Videus stumbles, straddling the broken fragments of earth as they break apart in large chunks, shifting forward and back—upward and down. I watch him intently, surprised by his own humanity. His natural ability to be hurt, or lose his balance. It doesn’t seem like something he should be capable of.

      Ammon’s hands fly outward, and with it, the stones beside Videus’ feet open up into a chasm. For a split second, I swear, Videus is completely caught off guard as he tries to regain his balance without falling in.

      I try to shake off my own surprise, but instead, realize what Ammon’s done is the absolute right thing. I let my guard down and Videus was toying with it. I let him appeal to my own humanity and it could cost both of us our lives. What was I thinking? He probably wasn’t even telling the truth. Just luring me in until I couldn’t act.

      Inhaling, I join in, commanding the power and energy I felt moments before. I allow the presence of the bloodlines to meld into me as I pull on their weight and send the snow and sculptures crashing inward. They meld into one powerful, crimson snow serpent, throwing Videus aside as though he was composed of nothing more than air.

      The blood serpent pushes him down, forcing him into the opening Ammon’s created. Within microseconds, Videus reclaims his composure—commanding some power of his own as he bursts into flames and disappears before the chasm can collect him.

      Stepping back, I release my connection and the serpent bursts into a flurry of red flakes that blanket the ground.

      Ammon slams his hands together, closing the chasm.

      Turning to him, I say, “Thank you, Ammon. I—I don’t know why I hesitated.”

      “Because he knows what makes you tick,” Ammon says. “That’s what makes him so dangerous.”

      For a child, he understands more about people and their motivations than I ever have. I don’t know if it’s the difference in his upbringing, being raised in the Lateral—or the fact he was Videus’ captive for so long.

      I nod, “You’re right. I just—I wasn’t expecting him to seem so—”

      “Normal?” Ammon finishes.

      “Yes, exactly. He’s always been so illusive—superhuman almost. As though he’s untouchable. I wasn’t expecting him to appeal to my humanity by showing his own.”

      “Well, whatever he’s done in the past is apparently not working. He’s gotta try something else, right?”

      “Yeah, probably,” I say. “We better get out of here. There’s no telling what’s on its way, or if he’ll be back to finish the job.”

      “Think you can command the snow like that again?” Ammon says, looking out over the vast sea of snow in front of us. We have two choices. Move through Videus’ building, or continue on through the landscape. It’s pretty clear which one Ammon’s chosen.

      “I’m not sure, but I can try,” I say.

      Tethys has always been my answer in the snow—she’s fast and capable. Her protection has always been unwavering.

      I stop, holding my breath for a moment.

      Where is Tethys? Whenever she could, she’s always been where I needed her. We’ve been linked, she and I. Since the very beginning, before I knew about any of this. She was there to have my back.

      I peer out over the undulating snow, but there’s no sign of her. Only drifting flurries and the sky-locked sun.

      Taking a deep breath, I focus on the snow, spreading out my consciousness the way I’ve felt Tethys do so many times before. At first, nothing happens, but as I focus on the crimson snow at my feet, it begins to resonate. Ammon steps closer, grabbing hold of my arm as if he’s afraid he’ll be left behind.

      For the first time, I engage with something deeply innate within myself. The ability to connect to the snow—or water—floods me, making me realize this power has been here all along. I’d simply never tapped into it.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I say, taking Ammon’s hand as the snow melds into a shield around us, exactly as Tethys’ does.

      Before we know it, I used the energy of the snow to propel us forward. Connecting to the snow myself feels both familiar, but far more powerful. Every particle, every snowflake makes up the whole as though it’s connected directly to me.

      In a way, it’s as though it has its own collective consciousness. Or its own sense of direction. With my thoughts I’m able to send out the visualization of where I need to go, where I want to be, and effortlessly, our course begins to alter. Like the way birds always know which direction to fly, even if they stray too far.

      There’s a lot at stake and if I’m meant to find the others like Ammon and myself, there’s only one place I want to start. Once place with a connection to both Ammon and myself.

      The Lateral.

      Being there will put everyone in danger—but we already are. Videus will be back and he won’t stop. I need my friends by my side. I need Trae.

      The moment I think it, the crystal around my neck burns brightly. Still clutched under my left arm, the Caudex bursts open dropping to the floor of our shield. Both Ammon and myself, along with the shield around us gets sucked into it. It’s like being minimized to the size of a keyhole, then expanded back out to normal, all within a matter of microseconds.

      As the expansion to our normal size ceases, a shockwave spreads out over the snow. The trees tremble, causing snowflakes clinging to the branches to flitter to the ground. Disengaging the shield, I take a look around. We’re not at the Lateral, but I know exactly where we are.

      Standing in a pool of ashes, the Tree of Burden is at my feet. The Caudex suddenly fuzes itself together and drops to the ground. Grabbing Ammon’s hand, we move back as the book morphs from the large tome, to a seedling, to a small tree, to the magnificent, ancient tree it was before—with one exception.

      For the first time, tiny buds have appeared on the ends of its branches. Tightly bound, they cling to themselves as if huddling for warmth.

      It’s a sign from Pendomus.

      We’re on the right path now, and back where we belong.

      “Wow—” Ammon whispers, “Did you see the way your big book just turned into a Tree?”

      I smile to myself.

      “Yes, Ammon, I certainly did,” I say.

      “Whew, that was cool. But where are you going to get all your information now?” he asks.

      I don’t even need to worry, I already know the answer. Ever since being in the presence of my bloodlines, information, energy, and power course through me. In a way, they’ve passed on their own knowledge. The Tree of Burden obviously felt the Caudex was no longer needed.

      “I think I have all the information I need, Ammon,” I say.

      “Really? What about the trials? You still have one more left?”

      “I can’t worry about the trials right now. Besides, we both know I’m meant to help the others like us. Adrian herself told me. We don’t have time to stop and contemplate another trial anymore. Now, it’s time to take a final stand against Videus,” I say.

      Ammon frowns, but shrugs. His bruised face looks so much better now, but his skin is still so discolored and his eyes are still puffy.

      Stepping forward, I take his face in my hands.

      “I know we both had an enormous revelation dropped on us. And I want you to know, I don’t take any of it lightly. From the moment we met, I felt immediately bonded with you—” I sigh. “Now I know why. We also know why Videus took you, why he did this to you.”

      I rub my thumb across his cheek.

      “I never expected to become this Daughter of Five. And I certainly never expected to find out I had a twin. But—in this weird twist of fate, I’m actually really grateful. I would never have known you otherwise.”

      Ammon’s amber eyes are large and tears threaten to spill. He bites his quivering lip, but keeps silent. Instead, he nods—his silent agreement.

      “Whatever happens next—whatever we come up against, it’s not going to be easy. I want you by my side,” I say. “Not only for your abilities, but so I can learn from you. I want to know what our father was like.”

      I smile.

      “I’d like to know about Mum,” he whispers.

      “And I’ll tell you everything I know,” I say.

      Ammon takes a deep inhalation, blowing it out in a puff of air. He scratches the top of his head and looks around.

      “So, where to next?” he asks.

      “We’re in my normal timeline now, I can feel it. In order to launch an attack on Videus, I’m going to need help. The Vassalage is inside the Helix and I want to be as prepared as possible,” I say.

      “We’re heading to the Lateral for the blue-haired guy, aren’t we?” he says, smirking.

      “Yeah, yeah we are,” I nod.

      “Well, he’s not in the Lateral,” Ammon says, his eyebrows raised.

      “And how on Pendomus would you know that?”

      He raises his hand and points.

      “Isn’t that him?”

      I turn around, looking toward the direction of his finger.

      He’s right. Off in the distance, a man with bright blue hair trudges through the blaring white snow and trees.

      “What’s he doing ya think?” Ammon asks.

      I shake my head, and say, “I’m not sure. Beyond the tree line that way is the Helix. I don’t know why he’d be coming from there. Maybe he was doing recon? Let’s go find out,” I say, grabbing Ammon’s hand.

      Ammon and I tread carefully through the snow and trees. We both keep watchful eyes, to make sure there are no birds or Salamanders in the vicinity, or tracking Trae.

      As we get closer, something is off about Trae’s stature. His mannerisms are stiff, and jarring. Almost as if his knees and elbows are in pain. He walks with purpose, but also in an oddly zoned out kinda way.

      “What’s up with him?” Ammon asks, throwing the words out of the side of his mouth.

      “I was just wondering the same thing. He doesn’t look right, does he?” I say.

      “He looks like he has a stick crammed up his—”

      Suddenly, Trae’s body drops. First to his knees, then face down into the snow. The entire time, his arms remain at his side, as if he has no intention of bracing his fall.

      Releasing Ammon’s hand, I race forward to Trae. Behind me, I hear Ammon calling my name, but I can’t take it in—I can’t respond. There’s something really wrong with Trae and I need to help him.

      As I reach Trae’s side, I slide to my knees, rolling him over in the snow. Clumps of ice cling to his face and hair and his eyes are wide open.

      Letting out a squeal, I fall back in the snow.

      “What is it? What’s happened?” Ammon says, dropping down beside me. As he looks at Trae, he shivers. “Eeeesh. Why are his eyes open?”

      Regaining my composure, I get back up and shake Trae’s shoulder.

      “Trae, Trae—are you okay? Can you hear me?” I say, watching for signs from him.

      Resting my head on his chest, I listen for his heartbeat.

      “Is he—? You know. Is he—” Ammon asks, standing up and backing away.

      I hold up a finger, asking him to give me a second.

      I can’t hear with him talking.

      Through his clothing and the wind, it’s near impossible to make out a thing. But I do feel my head bobbing up and down with Trae’s shallow breaths.

      “He’s alive,” I say, sitting up and exhaling in relief.

      “Oh, thank god. I thought things were really gonna start going screwy with the timelines,” Ammon says.

      “Help me get him up. We need to get him back to the Lateral. Landry will know how to help him,” I say, grabbing one of Trae’s arms.

      As I pull Trae up, Ammon slides beneath his other arm and we get him to his knees.

      “How on Pendomus are we going to get him to the Lateral?” Ammon asks. “He’s too heavy and awkward for the both of us to carry there.”

      “You’re right, but luckily, we won’t have to,” I say.

      “Huh?” Ammon asks, quirking his face.

      Right beside him, Tethys snorts, making Ammon scream.
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      I’VE ALWAYS WANTED to know what it felt like to fly. To soar incredibly high above the trees, no cares in the world. Riding the currents and clouds, knowing I was able to rise above it all.

      I find myself floating and flying with such speed there’s no way I could be disconnected from the air. I am the air. The colors and sights below make complete sense, greens and blues intermixed with the white of the clouds as I disappear through them.

      When I have spent enough time in the clouds, I swoop in lower, enjoying the fragrance in the air of the Everblossoms as the scent mixes with the dew on the grass. Settling myself on a sturdy branch, I see a woman below; her feet kicking playfully at the waterside.

      Beside her sits a large animal with brilliantly colored light fragmenting in every direction as the sunlight passes through it. There’s a name for this animal, but my mind can’t seem to recall it as easily as it did with the flowers. I know its my friend though. A fellow creature of this planet.

      Sensing my presence, the woman turns to me, her shoulder length hair with deep blue and purple streaks on the underside blows about in the breeze. Her eyes light up with joy as she sees me and I find myself floating down to her to take in her face more clearly.

      Getting lost in her gaze, I realize there’s more to this woman than I can recall. More than I can even describe. She’s unimaginably gifted and has a radiance not unlike that of the creature beside her.

      Reaching through the depths of the atmosphere, I hear her thoughts as if they were my own. As if I were somehow a part of her.

      I missed you.

      I realize I feel the same. This woman and who she is belongs to me as I do to her. Bound by something more powerful than time and space.

      She strokes my chest as I lean closer to her. Her touch sparks something inside me. The memory of a cold, barren place where this one should be. It jolts me from this beautiful world where I can fly and anything is possible.
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      I must still be dreaming.

      The weight of someone next to me, their rhythmic breathing, it’s jarring. I open my eyes.  Beside me, Runa is curled, beautifully—blissfully asleep. As if these past few weeks have only been a dream. Or perhaps a nightmare.

      I try to recall what happened before this. What I’d been doing, or why I don’t remember her return.

      As I slowly regain consciousness, I realize we’re back at Landry’s and laying on his bed. Runa’s resting beside me, just as she had before in the cavern, with one exception. I’m a bit more exposed than I was before. For some reason, my NanoTech jacket and shirt are open and she’s laying directly on my skin, her right hand resting over my heart.

      Curiosity of how I got into this situation plays at the edge of my mind, but I can’t keep my focus. My memories are so fuzzy and jumbled. I can’t seem to hold onto my thoughts for very long. Partly because of the intense headache shooting through the back of my skull and partly because of Runa.

      “You’d better be careful. I might get used to waking up like this,” I whisper, trying not to wake her.

      I squeeze her tight and lift my right hand, playing with the ends of her hair. It’s shorter now. Didn’t I dream that? Again, something I need to figure out. When did she cut it? My insides twist and my heart clenches.

      Despite the confusion, I smile to myself. Here she is again, resting with me, so oblivious to what her touch does to me.

      Even something as simple as this.

      But this is a different day. We are different people now. It feels like forever since I last saw her. Since I last felt her body near mine. I’d forgotten how reassuring her presence is.

      Her eyes open, eyelashes gently brushing my skin before she lifts herself and props on her elbow.

      Relief flashes through her eyes and her face lights up. The next thing I know, she’s kissing me as she flings one leg over and straddles my body. Both her hands press against my chest as she bends forward. The spot where our skin touches feels like it melds together, and I like it. I shudder in response, lifting slightly as I return her kiss.

      Scratch the previous thought. I could get used to waking up like this.

      All at once, a number of things happen. I’m suddenly blinded by an insanely bright light just as Landry comes rushing into the room. Runa abruptly sits up while Landry surveys our situation, but shrugs it off. He continues forward, medical instruments of some kind in his hands. An annoying beeping off to the left enters my consciousness and I realize I have electrodes connected to my body and the alarms are sounding.

      That explains my chest being exposed. One question answered.

      Oddly enough, my headache feels better than it had when I first woke up. A little laugh escapes before I can stifle it.

      Must be the endorphins.

      “Well, that worked better than I expected,” Landry half-chuckles, shifting his gaze to me and raising his eyebrows in approval. Taking a seat, he turns to watch my vitals on the screen. “Your pulse is a bit erratic, though.”

      Thus the alarms.

      Still straddled across my body, hands still burning into my chest, Runa holds my gaze surveying me closely. Her face is a beautiful shade of crimson and I can’t help but laugh.

      She looks more embarrassed now than when her mother walked in on us.

      Clearing her throat quietly, she asks Landry, “What worked, exactly?”

      Landry turns around and answers with a smirk, “I knew I’d be occupied with Ammon for a while and I needed to know as soon as Trae was up. Figured the heart monitor would alarm if you were nearby.”

      His grin deepens as he meets my eyes, cocking his head slightly to the side.

      I can’t help but roll my eyes at his double entendre.

      He’s just like Fenton. Only with ten years more experience.

      She misses his double meaning, as he knew she would. Thank the stars for that.

      Sliding off me slowly, as if it wasn’t a choice she wanted to make, she takes a seat to my right.

      “Will he be okay? It’s a good thing, right? That he’s finally woken up?” Runa says.

      Landry and Runa exchange a significant glance before Landry nods.

      “Yeah, of course it’s a good thing,” he says, returning to the monitor.

      “Finally? How long was I out? And who’s Ammon?” I ask.

      The two of them exchange another round of glances. Concern creeps in, and I shift to a seated position.

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Landry reassures me, but worry is hidden behind his eyes. He leans forward and removes the electrodes from my skin.

      “Okay…” I say slowly.

      Evidently, something’s not right with me.

      Runa places her hand over mine and whispers, “We aren’t quite sure what’s happened to you. You’ve been out of it for a while. And Kani’s—well, she’s missing.”

      “What do you mean? Missing? How could Kani go missing?” I say, lowering my eyebrows.

      “We’re hoping you could tell us. You’d both gone through some stuff, but seemed to be better. You lost time, she lost—well, she had issues that needed to be resolved. Do you remember any of this?” Landry asks.

      Everything he says rings a vague bell, so I nod.

      “Yeah, I think so. I remember Landry had to wipe pieces of her mind,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck.

      “Well, we’re wondering if not all the pieces were put back together properly. You were found out in the woods, but no one knows where she went. Do you have any idea?” Runa says.

      For the life of me, I can’t remember much after Kani’s memory restructure.

      I shake my head, “Nah. Everything is pretty muddled after that.”

      “Landry thinks he may have a theory about that,” Runa says.

      “Oh yeah?” I say, my gaze shifting to him.

      “What did you call it again?” Runa says, turning to Landry.

      “I think it may have been the Seize Scanner,” he says, eyebrows pinched.

      “Right. Seize Scanner,” she frowns before meeting my eyes again. “I keep forgetting.”

      “Why would you think my loss of time stems from that?” I ask, confused.

      It’s been ages since I was attacked by the Labots inside the Helix.

      “Because you’ve been off since then. Headaches and whatnot. I figure that’s when it all started. It’s likely a side effect or a deliberate defense mechanism the Helix cooked up to make sure there were lasting effects of those they seized. For instance, if they got away, they’d at least be sure to cause lasting neurologic damage.”

      He’s right. The headaches started after Runa and the Helix. After the Tree and—after Fenton.

      Landry meets my stare and adds with a shrug, “It’s what I would do if I were inventing it.”

      Shocked, I ask, “What does that mean? You’d want people to suffer?”

      “No, not that,” he shakes his head. “If I felt the need to stop someone, or protect myself, I’d want to put in a fail safe. Not all people behave, think, or physically operate the same. So I’d want assurances.”

      “You know, man. I can’t tell if it’s awesome or creepy that you can make sense of the crazy shit the Helix does,” I say.

      Landry, shrugs again, accepting the burden of being dangerously smart.

      I take a breath, and pinch the bridge of my nose. My eyes are sore, but my head feels like it’s beginning to clear.

      “Anyway, no one has seen Kani for a while. Ammon and I found you unconscious in the woods. Near the Tree of Burden. We brought you back here to get help. You’ve been out for days. When Landry and Alina told me what happened before, I went to the Archives to see if there was anything there I could make sense of. But everything was a mess. Tables knocked over, stuff everywhere. The mainframe has been destroyed.”

      My eyes wide, “Wait—what?”

      Memories of what happened at the Archives are still fuzzy. I remember getting Kani out of the box and getting her to Landry. I remember the mess—but not the mainframe. Then again, I guess I never really took a moment to take in the extent of the damage.

      Landry interjects, “The way Runa tells it, the mainframe is in a million pieces. Doubt we’ll be able to get it operational again. On the upside, I’m close to being able to untangle the memories I extracted from Kani on the the event. We should be able to get to the bottom of things soon.”

      “You can do that?” I say, astounded. “Do you think Kani’d be happy with this?”

      Kani was always the one against Landry’s fascination with meddling in the mind. From the beginning, she fought him, trying to get him to reconsider his techniques. I suppose it was the inner medic in her.

      But if she knew Landry had removed memories and was going through them, she’d be pissed.

      Landry makes a face but says, “I don’t think she was really in a place to argue. Right now, they’re our only lead.”

      “Do you think this is a good idea?” I ask, turning to Runa.

      She takes a moment, her multicolored eyes going a bit distant as she considers, “At this point, I think Landry’s right. We need answers. But more than that—if you were attacked by Videus, which is the likeliest of explanations, then we need to know what was worth attacking Kani, or destroying the mainframe over. Or even hurting you.”

      Suddenly, the memories about the vassalage, Baxten, and the strange feeling of possession come flooding back.

      My eyes widen and I lick my lower lip, “I think I know exactly what was so important.”

      Both of them turn to me with quizzical expressions.

      I take a moment, weighing what to tell them and what to leave out. Until I know what’s going on for sure, I don’t want to worry anyone. Hell if I want to become Landry’s next lab rat.

      “It’s the Vassalage. I found out where it is.”

      “It’s in the Helix,” Runa says.

      “How’d you—?”

      “It’s not important,” she says, dismissively.

      “Well, if we can get inside, I think I can find Baxten,” I say.

      Runa slides off the bed, standing with her hands on her hips. Her face is ashen, and her eyebrows tug in.

      “What do you mean?” she asks, frowning. “That’s not going to be possible, Trae.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I’ve been told he’s gone.”

      “By who?” I ask, indignantly. Deep in my bones, I know there’s more to the Helix and the Crematorium than any of us thought.

      “It doesn’t matter. He’s gone.”

      My heart breaks for her as her sorrow becomes palpable in this small room. I know how she must feel, taking the responsibility onto your shoulders. It’s a heavy load to carry.

      “Listen to me. We need to be sure,” I say. “And like you said, you need a place to start. Kani and I talked about the Crematorium before all this happened. Maybe she went there looking for answers—or vengeance.”

      Something flickers in Runa’s eyes and I see a hint of determination creeping in as she stands a little straighter.

      Landry sighs, “We’ll get this all figured out soon. But no one is going anywhere anytime soon. You need to rest and get your health back. I want to watch your brain scans for a bit to make sure you’re not still suffering any of the effects of the scanner.”

      “How long?” I ask, suddenly agitated and antsy.

      “Trae, your vitals look good for now. But even Runa needs some rest. She hasn’t slept much since she got you all back here.”

      “You all? There’s someone else?” I say, vaguely remembering them talk about someone else.

      Confused, I throw my legs over the edge of the bed and walk into the kitchen. Curled up on the couch is a small boy, no more than eleven years old.

      “Who’s this?” I ask, pointing in the direction of the sleeping child.

      Runa shifts slightly, her eyes wide, “Traeton, this is my brother, Ammon.”

      Silence falls for a few moments as I take in her words.

      “You have another brother?” I finally say.

      She nods.

      Thinking back to the information Fenton and I discovered about Runa, I’m suddenly not surprised. There was something off about her family. The Helix didn’t have her father’s information down. I’ve always thought that was a bit odd.

      “There’s a lot I need to tell you, just not right now. We really should—” she begins.

      I step forward, placing my hand along her jaw and my thumb against her lips, silencing her words.

      “Okay, Runa. I trust you. We’ll figure this out—tomorrow,” I sigh.

      I reach my arm around her back to pull her closer. I kiss her forehead and she sighs as she relaxes into my body. It feels so good to finally hold her in my arms again and I find myself wondering why I ever fought this.

      Because it’s what I’ve always done.

      As I release her from my embrace, I take her hand, “Landry’s right. We should both rest. You need your sleep. We’ll be better prepared to take on whatever comes next.”

      “I’ll get out of your hair and go see Alina. Come get me when you’re ready and we can work out a plan of action,” Landry says, making his way to the front door.

      With all that’s happened today, my brain is working overtime to make sense of it all, shifting the data around. I’m sure the Seize Scanner hasn’t helped. If that’s what the weird feelings of possession are, then it’s far worse than even Landry believes. Maybe it was just a dream? That has to be it, right?

      With Runa’s hand in mine, I walk with her back to the bedroom and take a seat on the edge of the bed. I’m suddenly so tired.

      Together, we curl back up in bed. I know after days of being asleep, I should be sick of it, but my brain feels like sludge. A little deliberate sleep might be exactly what we both need.

      Runa rests her hand over my heart again, and I allow my body to meld together with hers. There’s so much to discuss. So much to sort out and make sense of. Not only will I have some explaining to do, but I want to know where she’s been. How she got back. Tomorrow will be a full day.

      I allow the mixture of memories, thoughts, and desires to wash over me as I settle into a restless sleep.

      The dreams that ordinarily fill my headspace turn ominous.

      
        
        I meander a hallway so hot and stifling I can barely breathe. In the rooms branching off on either side, there are people held captive to the walls. Some are huddled in the corners, hiding their heads. Somehow, I’m unconcerned. Almost as if it’s a normal, everyday occurrence. Like it’s a good thing.

        There’s a loathing that washes over me and I find I can’t stand any of them. They’re all so pitiful and weak. So incapable of redeeming themselves, utilizing their innate ability—it makes them easy to control and it makes me sick.

        I turn into one of the rooms, moving swiftly to the latest prisoner. Kani’s face is gray and her body depleting. When we’ve achieved the outcome we’re looking for, she will be assimilated into our legion. This I know for a fact, and I am again, unconcerned.

        As she slowly raises her head, struggling to lift it level—I let out a laugh. Her suffering amuses me. Beside her, in the same room is the boy we took earlier. The Daughter of Five’s brother.

        “We’ve located her,” I cackle. “When she comes, and she will—everything will finally be over.”

        

      

      

      Abruptly, I’m pulled from my sleep, cold sweat dripping off my body. Runa has shifted slightly, but is still curled up beside me.

      I can’t stop shaking. My insides are coiling tight, making me feel sick. There’s a deja vu in this dream, in the events, and even in the feelings everything aroused. I can’t shake the suspicion I’ve been to this place. That this was no dream, it was a memory resurfacing. If that’s the case, then I know what happened to Kani. I was the one—

      What the hell is wrong with me?
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            Runa

          

        

      

    

    
      AFTER EVERYTHING WE’VE BEEN THROUGH, it all comes full circle.

      I fought hard to escape the reality of the Helix; to become a different person on a different path than they wanted me to be. Who would have thought everything would prepare me for the eminent reality of breaking back into the Crematorium? Yet, here I am.

      At least this time, it’s under different circumstances—and with friends by my side.

      “How are you handling this plan, Runa?” Trae asks, placing his hand on my shoulder. “I know it’s a little crazy, but—”

      I shake my head. This is exactly what we needed.

      “I’m good. We don’t have much time, if Kani is inside. We have to get to her before she’s tortured, exterminated—or converted. Videus needs to be stopped. Putting an end to the Crematorium—or the Vassalage—whatever it is, is the best chance we have at hitting him where it hurts. He’s done all he can to ensure no one even knows he exists. It’s time to make sure it stays that way,” I say.

      The remainder of the plan goes unspoken, but neither of us are taking it for granted. We know what needs to be done and who has to do it.

      With every passing day, it feels as though the memories outside myself are getting stronger. I’m not sure where they come from—Adrian, the bloodlines, the Four Pillars. All I know is my calling—my purpose is getting stronger. More persistent. It’s almost as if I have no control over it any more. Honestly, I’m not sure I mind.

      I take a seat on the edge of the large wooden table inside the Archives. We’ve been studying the digital paper schematics we were able to find of the Helix, trying to suss out the best way back in for hours now. The ones Landry had were far too old to provide the level of detail we needed.

      “Ammon, do you think you’d be able to use your powers on metals? Or are you limited to stone?” I ask, turning to him.

      Ammon raises his head from the table, groggy and disoriented.

      “Huh? Did you say something?” he asks.

      I realize this is a bit much for a young kid like him to handle—even someone as smart as Ammon.

      “Can you manipulate metal the same way you manipulate rock?” I repeat.

      Ammon’s small shoulders shrug, “Dunno. Never really had a chance to try.”

      “Maybe it’s something worth trying. It would certainly come in handy if you can,” I say.

      Trae nods, “And all that comes second to what Landry’s working on. If we can get the EMP ready, we can shut everything down. It should at least buy us enough time to get inside before the system’s repair can kick in.”

      Tapping the table beneath me, I nod and bite my lip.

      “I wish there were better guarantees, but I know we’re well beyond that. We don’t have the time or the resources to launch anything bigger than a small surprise. I hope it’s enough to get Kani back, at the very least,” I say.

      “Runa, I know you don’t think Baxten’s alive—but I think we should still try to look for him when we’re in there,” Trae says, rubbing his temple.

      “Adrian told me he’s too far gone. I have no reason to believe otherwise.” I say, shaking my head. “Besides, we’ll only have time for one search and rescue.”

      Accepting this truth has been a hard one, but necessary.

      Trae nods, his mouth flattening into a thin line as he sits with my decision.

      I know he doesn’t understand, but I’ve tried saving Baxten—and nothing I’ve done has ever led me to his rescue. Even if he is alive, I have a feeling his timeline is tied and can’t be meddled with. For some reason, I understand that now, even if I don’t understand why.

      “How long do we have before Delaney and her team are ready?” I ask.

      Trae raises his eyebrows and leans back in his chair, “Hopefully soon. But getting everyone on the same page takes time. We might be better off getting into the swing of things and letting them catch up.”

      “That might be a good idea,” I say.

      I feel agitated, like I need to be in motion soon or my insides will make an escape for the outside.

      “Guys, we’ve been going over all of this forever. Are we ever going to eat?”Ammon asks, eyeing the food pack.

      “If you’re hungry, help yourself, Ammon,” I laugh, forgetting how uncomplicated things are for someone his age.

      Ammon may be my twin, but he’s lost years by being pulled from his timeline and brought ahead into mine. He’s also extremely intelligent for his age, but he isn’t able to grasp all the nuances Trae and I have to consider. In some ways, it reminds me of the way I was before I left the Helix. It’s only been a few short months, but it feels like I’ve added years into my life experience.

      Ammon digs in, happily engaged with finding his latest snack.

      I turn back to Trae. His eyes are on the virtual map, but I can tell his mind is elsewhere. He’s been this way since I came back. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but something isn’t quite right with him. He seems unhappy, discontented—disconnected. Perhaps he’s grieving still. Losing Fenton was a blow to all of us, but I think it was harder on Trae than he allowed himself to feel.

      Landry still suffers, too, but his grief is more outward. Easier to understand. Trae seems to have gone in deep, pretending as though nothing has changed. With Kani missing, and feared captured, I’m afraid it’s thrown Trae into a tailspin.

      Every time I try to bring it up, he quickly changes the subject. There’s also the headaches. From what I understand, they began after I left. I don’t know what the correlation is, perhaps stress, but he’s not the same Trae I left behind.

      The haunted warning of Trae from the future timeline isn’t far from the forefront of my mind, though.

      “Keep a close eye on me.”

      That’s what he told me before we were whisked away from him and found ourselves inside a crystalline version of the Tree of Burden. His warning makes sense because the longer I’m around my Trae, the more I worry about him.

      Future Trae also warned me not to trust anyone. Kani, and Landry, in specific. For obvious reasons, I haven’t been able to assess Kani, but Landry seems no different than before. He’s as helpful as ever, even though the loss of his brother is still palpable in the bubble around him. He’s been putting together an EMP device to help us shut down the Helix’s computerized system so we can find our way to the Crematorium. With Fenton gone, I don’t know how we’d ever find someone else with the ability to do something like this.

      “Runa—”

      I look up, realizing I was as much in my head as Trae has been lately. He watches me closely, concern mapped across his features. The worn expression ages him beyond his years and his brown eyes look so tired. Dark circles cut groves beneath his eyelids and I reach out, touching his cheek with the palm of my hand.

      “Sorry, I’m here,” I say.

      His eyebrows pull in, but I don’t remove my hand. Instead, I allow my thumb to caress the place where his dimple usually shines.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I smirk, “Funny, I was going to ask you the same thing. You look like you need some sleep.”

      His eyes drop to the table, then flit back up to me.

      “I—yeah, I haven’t been able to rest much lately. I guess I don’t understand why I didn’t try harder to stop her. Or remember what the hell was happening during all of it.”

      “Kani’s a big girl, Trae. You both made the decision to go to the Helix together. Whatever happened during the lost time isn’t your fault. She’s good at taking care of herself.”

      “Then why are we launching a mission to get her back?” he chuckles.

      “Because she’s our friend. And it just so happens that where she went and where we need to be going coincide,” I shrug. “Have any more of the memories come back to you from that time?”

      Trae shakes his head and stands up.

      “They’re so goddamn fragmented. Like someone took the pieces and smashed them like glass. I catch glimpses and then they’re gone,” he says. “I remember Kani and I entering the Helix. I remember walking through the long hallways, but that’s it. I don’t remember seeing anything. Getting caught by anyone. I don’t even know why we woulda just walked in like that. Seems reckless.”

      “Could it have been a trap?” I ask.

      “Maybe? I dunno. Nothing else makes sense, does it? Then again, with these damn headaches, nothing is jiving the way it should,” he says, pacing the way he does when he gets agitated.

      “It’s okay, one step at a time,” I say, raising a hand and dismissing the conversation. The last thing I need is for his stress levels to rise and the headache to come on full strength. The last one put him out for days and as much as I hate to admit it, we don’t have time for that now.

      “Guys, seriously… This has been going on for hours. Can I do something different yet?” Ammon asks, his face full of crumbs.

      “Any chance you can practice your mojo on some metal stuff?” Trae offers, pointing down the hall of the Archives. “But practice down there—away from anything important, okay?”

      Ammon makes a face and catches my eye, “Do I have to?”

      I bite my lip. Truthfully, I don’t think practicing is wise in here. There’s so much history and I’d hate for any of it to be broken.

      “Why not try small?” I suggest. “Find an old knife or fork and see if you can bend those the way you can move the stones. If you can, then we at least have something more to go on. If you can’t, well, it seems pretty unlikely then, right? I think I saw some down the hallway, a few meters that way.” I point in the direction.

      Ammon shrugs, wrinkles his nose at Trae as if he smells bad, and walks off in the direction I pointed.

      “Cute kid,” Trae says. “Are you sure you’re related?”

      I suppress a chuckle. In some weird ways, Ammon reminds me a lot of myself when I was his age. It would have been so amazing to have grown up together the way twins normally would.

      I can totally see the resemblance, even if Trae can’t. Granted, he never knew me as a child.

      “Pretty sure,” I say instead.

      Trae shakes his head and flicks his eyebrows. Taking a deep breath, he crooks his neck—a sure sign his headache is attempting to return.

      “Do you need anything?” I offer.

      His eyes widen, and his body stiffens slightly. He hates that I notice when something’s wrong.

      “No, erm—I’m good. Thanks, though,” he says, running a hand long his neck.

      “You don’t have to do that, you know,” I say.

      “Do what?”

      “Pretend it doesn’t bother you. Pretend that you’re okay. Whichever. We’ll figure out what’s going on with your headaches, but in the meantime—you can trust me, Trae. I only want you to be okay.”

      His face hardens, and his irises go darker than normal. It’s like he’s not even the same person sometimes.

      “You worry about your part of the plan, and let me worry about what’s going on with me. Okay?” he says. The words come out harsh, a jagged edge taunting my pulse to pick up speed.

      Before reacting—as I normally would have—I hold my breath and wait. I watch his movements. I listen to his breath. Then, something strange begins to happen.

      A high pitched mechanical noise enters my perception—almost like the sound of interference on a radio. For a moment, I hold completely still, trying to put a place on where it’s coming from. The sound squeals, fluctuating in and out.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” Trae asks, not even trying to hide his flare up of irritation.

      “Shhhh—” I say, raising a finger and continuing to listen.

      Just when I think I have a grasp on what it is, like water through a sieve, it slips away. As I try to hold onto it, Trae takes a step back, surveying our surroundings in an odd way. His eyes are wide, calculating. He doesn’t say anything at all, but for a brief moment he looks disoriented.

      “Guys—guys,” Ammon shouts, bounding towards us. “I did it. I can’t believe it, but I did it.”

      He comes to a halt between the two of us, a fork—or what’s left of it, held high, the tip of it bent backward and kissing the back of his hand.

      Trae’s eyes narrow, his lips pressed tight.

      Hopping off the table and grabbing Ammon by the elbow, I say, “That’s amazing Ammon. Come, you’ll have to tell me more about it. Trae, you’ll stay here and do some more digging right?”

      I watch his movements, his mannerisms. His eyes kiss the top of the table, but content in surveying the room, Then he nods without saying a word.

      Tugging Ammon along, we walk for a distance before he pulls his arm back.

      “Runa, what’s—”

      “It’s—something’s not right with Trae,” I confide. “I don’t know what it is, but he’s not…he’s not in his right mind.”

      “Well, he’s been through a lot since you left. I know it’s only been a few weeks for him, or whatever, but he’s lost his best friend, then your other friend, whatsername. Couldn’t that be kinda normal for him now?” Ammon asks, a fair reasoning coming from this ten year old.

      “Yeah, you could be right,” I nod. He’s been through so much and maybe I’m just reading more into it than necessary.

      I bite my lip, unable to shake this gnawing sensation in the pit of my stomach.

      Ammon watches me the way I watched Trae. I feel the weight of his stare, but focus on my intuition until I come to a resolve.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head, “that’s not it. I know it should be. I know that makes a certain amount of sense, but it doesn’t feel right. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s to trust myself when I feel something is off.”

      Ammon stands on his tip toes and leans to look over my shoulder.

      “You know, I think you should go with your gut,” he says.

      I turn around, following his gaze to where Traeton is. Instead of continuing any kind of research in the books we’d been looking at, Trae stands beside the table with a shovel in his hand. Taking a long swing, he starts whacking the floor. The first reverberation clatters loudly, echoing against all the walls and ceiling.

      “What is he doing?” I mutter.

      “Digging, by the looks of it,” Ammon says.

      “We need to figure out what the hell is going on with him,” I mutter, my head racing. “Whatever you do, don’t confide in him. In fact, don’t trust anyone. It’s not wise to involve Trae with the rest. I think we’ll handle this mission together—you and I. Okay?”

      Ammon nods, “Fine by me. Can’t say I overly liked the guy from the get-go anyway. Remember the way he was in the future? Dodgey.”

      Trae was a little strange, I’ll give him that. Very hermit-like. But he was nothing like this.

      “Give me a minute. I’ll find a way to distract him so we can make our way to the Helix alone. I don’t think any more digging, research, or preparation is going to help us anymore. The plan hinges on us anyway. What we have—I hope—is the element of surprise. I’d like to keep it that way.”

      “Do you really think you’ll be able to keep him distracted?” Ammon asks.

      “I don’t know, but I have to try. Right?” I say. “Great work on the fork, by the way. That’s awesome. Now, if only we can get you working on bigger things, we’ll be in good shape and won’t have to resort to Plan B.”

      “Yeah, I was surprised it didn’t take that long. Took a few tries to concentrate on it, though. Manipulating the metal was different from moving rock,”

      “How so?” I ask, starting to walk back toward Trae.

      “Moving stone feels like a piece of me travels to the stone—or maybe through it—to make it shift. With the metal, it was like being outside myself, pushing on it from the outside with an invisible hand or something,” he says, his eyes distant as he tries to put the experience into words.

      “Interesting. Well, keep working on it. When it’s time to go, I’ll signal you. Keep an eye out, okay?”

      “Oh man, is this going to be another one of your covert escapes? Remember last time we had to leave here?” Ammon says, rolling his eyes.

      “I remember. And I don’t know yet how it will play out. Just cut me some slack, would you?” I say, eyeing Trae again. “I’m doing the best I can.”

      Ammon flicks his hand, telling me to go and I turn back the way we came. I keep my eyes trained on Traeton, witnessing the efforts he puts in, trying to dig a hole in the floor. This isn’t the first time something has completely short circuited in Trae’s mind. I wish I knew who to ask, who I could trust. With Fenton gone—it feels like no one is truly safe any more.

      No, these mental lapses of Trae’s are something I definitely need to figure out on my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Traeton

          

        

      

    

    
      I HAVE NO IDEA WHY I am meant to be digging here. It is such a menial task. Could not the young offspring be doing this? My host’s brain is the texture of dried paint, and pieces are beginning to flake away. I am meant to blend in. Keep the status quo. Field the intel. I am unsure how much longer I will be able to fully garnish the cooperation my master seeks.

      “Thanks, Trae. You can stop digging now,” Runa says, a curious smile caressing her face.

      Somewhere deep inside me, I feel a strange stirring. It is as though I want to touch her. Or perhaps, be touched by her. A part of me is unsurprised, the other is oddly aroused by the desire. It is disconcerting, and I am unsure what to do with the sensation.

      For a moment, we gaze at one another, each being unwilling to be the first to look away. Then she steps closer, taking one of my hands in hers. Radiant energy pulses between us at the place where her skin touches my host’s. It is a strange sensation, yet also oddly welcomed.

      A loud, gnawing rip tears at my consciousness, as pieces of my own awareness shift aside for the host. I can’t control it, I know that now. He will eventually push me out yet again. He is strong, this boy. But there is nothing either of us can do about the situation. We are bound now.

      The energy from the Daughter of Five builds from the palm of my newly acquired hand and travels up my arm, into my shoulder, then neck. Eventually, it rises like a viscous, warm liquid pooling at the base of my host’s spine where his neck and head connect.

      The disorienting disconnect subsides, and the rough texture shifts to one of moldable clay.

      I rest for a moment.

      Closing my eyes, I cling to the things making sense in my brain. The touch of her hand. The way her energy feels. The way it makes me feel.

      “Trae, you seem so tired,” Runa says. “I think maybe you need to rest. Like Ammon said earlier, we’ve been at this for hours. I know things haven’t been easy for you, especially with Kani missing. Why don’t you take some time to get some sleep? We could all get some rest, then head out afterward.”

      Sleep does sound like a welcome change of pace. But there is something I should be doing—or paying attention to. I just cannot remember what.

      Glancing around the room, I do not even know where we are. Or where I would find rest. Should I be this confused?

      My gaze rests on the beautiful face of the girl in front of me. Her multicolored eyes and scarred cheek are mesmerizing, though I cannot place why. I could get lost in their depths, though. Her eyebrows pull in, but her face is open.

      Runa, that is her name. Runa.

      How could I forget?

      “Come on, I’ll lie down with you,” Runa says, smiling softly.

      Taking a firm grip on my hand, she leads me away from the tables of maps, away from the shelves full of artifacts and books, and down a narrow hallway ending in a small, circular room. Inside is only one bed large enough for the two of us if we huddle close.

      Releasing my hand, she takes a seat and kicks off her boots. She scoots to the side of the bed and pats the space beside her. Everything inside me is screaming to lie down with her—except for the one irritating sensation twisting and writhing around in my temple.

      “I do not know if—” I hear myself begin.

      “You don’t need to know anything or worry about it, either. This is where we’re both meant to be. You know it, and I know it. After everything that’s happened and the way we were separated, I don’t ever want to be apart. If I have the opportunity to be close to you, I’ll take every chance I’m given. I hope you feel the same,” she says, her eyes drawing me to her.

      Relinquishing all of my worries, I lie down beside her. As our bodies touch, the energy radiates like a wave rolling across my entire being—wrapping me in a warmth of security and peace. I cannot explain it any other way. She takes one hand, running her fingers through my hair and electrifying the nerve endings in my scalp.

      I relax into the overwhelmingly peaceful sensations, and close my eyes. Even if I was not tired, it would be difficult not to fall asleep under these circumstances.

      It reminds me of when she held me in the palm of her hands…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Everything in this place is a goddamn maze. Shouldn’t I be the one in control of my own damn mind? Why in the hell does it feel like I’ve lost the reigns completely and someone—or something else has taken command?

        My surroundings are a mixture of grey slab stones, and large steel bars. Or is this just a conjuring in my mind? I’m having trouble determining fact from fiction lately.

        Whatever, I’ll roll with it. What else is there to do?

        The way out is blocked. A door with an interesting mixture of metal and electricity keeps me detained here. I’ve tried to break through a hundred times before—with no such luck. At least, not until whatever holds me captive gives itself up, or is needed elsewhere. I’m not sure if I’m meant to know, or hear them speaking, but I’ve caught snippets from time to time. It’s the most bizarre sensation to be hearing conversations when no one else is around.

        Is this what it was like for my sister Ava?

        Once I was able to regain control—only for a moment or two before I was pushed back into this room. But it was something. Kinda gives me hope that I’m not completely done for. At least, not yet.

        The last thing I overheard was the command from whoever’s controlling the creep who’s taken over my mind. It’s strange—like my brain has been hacked and has a brand new, albeit  temporary, resident. But that resident isn’t even the one in control. It’s someone else; someone more powerful. Even in this disjointed state, I’d know who it is anywhere. Who else could it be?

        Of course, it’s Videus.

        He’s up to plans and schemes. Behind closed doors and familiar faces. He’s far more insidious than we even gave him credit for. I thought he was just some jerk who had a god complex. Now, I know he does.

        I’m almost certain he doesn’t realize I’m still here, though—that I’ve been catching glimpses into their plans. And that gives me hope that I can carry it with me and maybe reverse this situation. I hope I can. No goddamn way I’m staying trapped like this forever. I’d go outta my mind.

        I’d snicker, if I had a body.

        I’m already outta my goddamn mind.

        It’s strange, here in this place everything is fresh—seared into my memory and consciousness. I know what’s happening and I know who’s responsible. I understand my lack of control and that I need to find a way to get it back. But outside—once I’m released, I know I’ll forget. Happens every time.

        It’s like a strange haze takes hold of me and as much as I try, I’m unable to hold onto the threads of this place. At first, I figured it was just a dream. But I know better now.

        With everything that’s happening to me—with what’s happened to Kani—I know time is of the essence. My one problem is staying clear enough when I’m back in my body to either warn Runa, or find a cure for myself. So far, every attempt has been completely unsuccessful. It’s excruciating.

        One of these times, though, I know I’ll be able to break through the barrier. I’ll be able to uncover more—or get the help I need. Perhaps even now, Runa’s looking for a cure. She’s not stupid. She has to know something isn’t right with me.

        I take a breath, trying to uncover conversations elsewhere in the real world. Where my body is. Am I still with her? She wouldn’t leave me, right?

        Sucks that this joker is with Runa and I’m stuck in here. Sick joke, actually. It’s been so long and all I want in this sick, sad, stupid world is to touch her. To hear her voice and stare into those amazing eyes.

        But it’s no use. I try for ages, but can’t connect to the audio of my own life. My intruder has too strong of a hold right now. However, I catch glimpses of his actions. Digging for something. Why the hell is he digging in the Archives?

        Then it happens—I slip into my body, right beside the intruder. It’s a strange sensation. I can see and hear everything as myself, but I have no control whatsoever. I’m a casual observer of my body and its surroundings.

        Runa is there—taking my hand and bringing me to a place alone.

        “Runa—Runa, you have to hear me. I’m trapped—” I scream inside my prison, trying to do my best to break the bubble holding me captive.

        My body lies down with her and I can feel the sick pleasure of my intruder radiate through my body.

        He’s happy to be with her like this. Happy to be beside her and have her warmth radiate through him.

        It’s sickening and the intense desire to rip him limb to limb emerges. I swear it—if he hurts her, I will come for him. Even if it means ending myself to do it.

        She places her hand on my head, stroking my hair and the lines between the intruder and myself begin to blur. Warmth circulates from where she touches, and for the first time in forever, I feel something real. I have no description for it beyond magical. The bonds keeping me captive begin to break down, little by little, and I sense him struggling to hold on to my body. For whatever reason, her touch—or his happiness—maybe both, is causing him to lose his connection with me.

        I take every advantage I can to push him out with my mind—trying to consume as much space again as possible.

        Suddenly, the irritating disturbance in my mind I’ve caught glimpses of—almost like the eLink connecting, clicks into place.

        ~It’s no use Traeton. It’s taken me a while in this incarnation to find you. But I know what you are to the Daughter of Five. I know everything. You’re going to be the reason Runa fails. You’ll be her downfall and she’ll never see it coming. Stop fighting it. There’s no way you can break these chains, they’ve been prepared especially for you.
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        * * *

      

      I awaken to the faint hum of the lighting system inside the place they call the Archives. I have never realized how loud electricity can be until now. How do they not hear it?

      My host’s mind is fuzzy again, and trying to gain clarity is difficult. I have never been here for this process with a human. Rest comes much differently for me when I am in my own body.

      Rolling over, I find the bed empty—

      The Daughter of Five has left the man she is endeared to. This is unexpected.

      And not good. My master will not be pleased.

      Swinging this body to a seated position, I blink away the disorientation. Everything in this human body is groggy, still tired. How do humans handle this? No wonder my master chose to eliminate sleep. It is cumbersome and odd.

      My mouth—his mouth—why do I do that? I am not him. And this body is not mine.

      His mouth is dry, like all the moisture has been sucked from inside. I must find some water. Then, I must find the others.

      ~Where did you go, dear friend? I’ve been trying to reach you.

      Is this what awoke me? My master, calling?

      ~I was told I needed sleep. I complied as to not draw attention to myself.

      My response sounds reasonable to me, but I know better of my master. He will want me to return.

      ~We have the girl. Your job has ended. It’s time for you to return. I need you here.

      ~As you wish.

      As my master leaves our connection, there is an emptiness left behind in my host’s mind. Perhaps it is beginning to lose its integrity after all of the meddling we have done.

      I almost feel sorry for him. This was not his fight, nor his struggle. It was not for any of us, I suppose. But this degradation—he is simply an unfortunate casualty.

      I know my master will want me to return instantly, but my heart is inexplicably heavy about this news. As much as I know of my master’s plan, there is a small part of me that wants to cheer for the Daughter of Five. If she is truly the girl of the prophecy, we could all be freed. No more cages, captures, mind games, or control. Free to live our lives as we had for eons before humans. Before my master.

      I do so miss the grass, the trees in full bloom. The sweet smell of the Everblossoms.

      Walking out into the main part of the Archives where the humans have spent the majority of their time, I take a final look around. I cannot place why—but this location has a familiarity to it, though I do not believe I have ever been here before. Perhaps it is simply residual feelings in here from my host’s memories. It is hard to say.

      A feeling of sadness arises in me—perhaps in us both. The man’s mind has bled through a couple of times as I tried to restrain him. If he is able to understand the situation, I am sure he will not be happy. I rest my eyes on the long hallway and the ornate arches in the ceiling.

      So very familiar—

      Then it becomes all too obvious.

      Instantly, I regret having stayed because what I see could get us all killed.

      It has been so long since I have pushed my mind to the time before humans. I should never have pushed my thoughts back that far.

      This place—the Archives—I thought it was simply an underground hideaway the humans had built to house these histories. But it is not. It is far older, with a very special purpose.

      Deep conflict arises within my being—not my host’s—mine. Clenching hold of my better senses, I struggle with what to do next. I wish I had the others to discuss this with, but to do that would put everyone at risk. It would be treason.

      Perhaps the prophecy was right—perhaps the girl really is the Chosen. If this should be true, I cannot allow my master to learn of this place.

      What I am saying is anarchy and I will likely pay with my life.

      Turning to the only one I can, I open the floodgates on the man named Traeton. We will need to devise a plan together.

      The wall between us drops like a curtain and anger rushes at me like a desperate wind. My consciousness is pushed to the back as the man regains control.

      He drops to his knees, groping at his head.

      “Stay out,” he cries.

      I try to hold on, try to keep control of some pieces of this information so I can relay what is so necessary, but he’s much stronger this way. Stronger than I anticipated.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve never had my brain split apart in fragments, but I’m pretty damn sure it would be like this. The headaches I’ve had before are nothing compared to this.

      The lights—they’re so bright and so loud. How can the lights be so damn loud?

      I shield my eyes, dropping to my knees to keep from being sick. Everything is overwhelming and disorienting. I’m not sure why. It’s like I’m seeing things with two different sets of eyes and neither one are in focus.

      I didn’t think I’d ever be back where I belong. Back in my own mind, my own body. It’s been so long since it was just me in here.

      What caused my intruder to release me?

      Like a tickle in my brain, I realize he hasn’t. Not fully—he’s still here with me.

      Dammit.

      “Phug you. You hear me. You’re not going to spy on Runa and the others through me. You’re not using me anymore. I’m done with being your damn slave—” I spit, looking for something—anything I can use to put an end to this.

      I have control now, and only one choice. If he’s still here, there’s only one reason for it. Which is nothing good.

      I hunt for Jayne—my sonic resonator—or any other way to end my own life. If I have control now, I need to act. I need to remove any more harm that can come to Runa  through me.

      Suddenly, my feet are solid weights, making it impossible to move forward. Slowly, the thoughts from my captor creep in, but they’re nowhere near as strong as they were. I understand only pieces of what the intruder is trying to relay.

      Protect. Daughter of Five.

      I don’t know why, but he feels scared shitless.

      What in the hell would cause Videus’ crony to be afraid? Doesn’t that run in opposition to the rules they’re used to enforcing?

      My anger and bloodlust dissipate as curiosity takes its place.

      On same side. Please.

      The thought is clear, but does nothing to quell the skepticism coursing through every vein in my body.

      “Same side? Oh, now we’re on the same damn side? Give me a break. It’s been months—months, dammit. You’ve wiggled your way into control, spying on Runa, gathering intel and sending it back to Videus. Why in the hell would I believe you now?” I spit. “Just because you’re now the one who’s scared? What did you do? Forget to call in?”

      Silence.

      “Come on, what happened chatty? Where are you now? What are you really up to? Talk to me—” I yell.

      Suddenly, I look around the Archives and chuckle.

      I really have lost my ever-loving mind.

      Still, nothing. It’s like whatever power he had over me has completely diminished, but he’s still here for fun.

      “Screw you,” I sputter.

      Until I can find a way to get this thing out of my head completely, I need to at least warn Runa and the rest of the team. I know she’s planning to hit the Vassalage, and she needs to be aware I’m compromised.

      “Runa—” I call out, “Where are you?”

      Only silence greets me.

      It’s everywhere.

      I walk over to the table flooded with maps. Beside a stack of books is a note.

      

      
        
        Traeton,

        Ammon and I have gone to take care of Videus. I’m sorry we left you behind, but it’s best if you stay here. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I feel as though you need to rest.

        Trae, if the worst happens—if I get captured, and you are able—warn the others. We need to move on to phase II of the plan. We can’t let Videus win.

        We cannot let desperation and despair sweep us up and swallow us whole. We need to stand together and fight this until our dying breath. I know I will.

        I wish we had more time. We never got the moments I’d hope to have with you, or the future I could envision. But I want you to know this—it’s only you. You’re the one I wanted to see forever with.

        Stay safe,

        Runa

        

      

      Dammit.

      Anxiety rips at my insides. She already knew I wasn’t myself.

      Her note is cryptic, but I have no doubt she’d never go unless she felt it was absolutely necessary to leave me behind.

      One thing bothers me, though…it reads like a suicide letter. Like she doesn’t think she’s gonna be coming back, but I’ll be dammed if I’m gonna let that happen. I throw the note down, slamming my hand into the stack of books. They clatter to the floor, spilling out their pages. Kicking them for good measure, I stop.

      One of the books doesn’t look familiar. It’s locked front face is beautiful. Bound in some form of leather, with a large tree burned to the front of it. Etched within the side of the trunk is a large door, reminding me of the Tree of Burden Runa had gone into.

      Interesting

      I pick the books up and place them back on the table.

      What’s my next plan of action? What can I do with the least amount of casualties?

      Then it comes to me. I know exactly what I need to do.
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      EVEN THOUGH WE’VE ONLY just met a few weeks ago, I feel as though I’ve known Ammon my whole life. His blood runs through my veins, and mine through his. We’re connected in a way no one else can truly claim. At this point, not even my brother Baxten—and definitely not my mother. Perhaps it’s the similarities in our abilities. Or because we’re twins. Maybe both. Whatever it is, I’m thankful I have him by my side.

      Especially with Trae being compromised.

      We’ve been apart for so long, and now, even though we’re near each other—we’re still in separate worlds. How did everything get so messed up?

      “Are we going to get that EMP thing from Landry?” Ammon asks, ripping me from my internal anguish.

      “No, there isn’t time. If we’re going to act, we need to act fast,” I say, adjusting my pack.

      “Alright, I hope you know what you’re doing,” he says, grabbing his supplies and following after me.

      When we reach the end of the tunnel and ascend the ladder leading outside, Tethys is ready and waiting. Ammon still hasn’t gotten used to her without the ability to see her, but there’s no other creature on the planet I trust more. Having both of them by my side fuels me with the energy I need to accomplish this dangerous mission.

      Best case scenario, I’m able to gather information on the Vassalage and find a way to destroy it. Worst case…well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.

      Grasping onto Tethys’ fur, I pull myself to her back and reach for Ammon. He takes my hand and before I know it, the trees are a blur as we make our way to the Helix. My insides twist like serpents of excitement. It’s all so irrational—heading there this way. No backup. No real plan. Yet, irrationally, I know it’s how it needs to be.

      “So, erm. What’s your plan for getting in this thing?” Ammon asks, reading my mind.

      I shake my head, “I’m not sure. I’m kinda hoping the pathway will reveal itself as we get closer.”

      Tethys snorts, clearly not as certain about my plan as I am.

      I look over my shoulder as the trees become a blurred memory in the distance. The Helix rises before us, a monstrous structure full of ominous double meanings. When I lived inside, I had no idea how much I’d truly come to despise this place.

      “Whoa,” Ammon mutters. “I’ve never been this close. I—I’ve heard other kids talk about it, but…being here is kinda—whoa.”

      I nod, sympathizing with his shift in perspective as he sees the Helix for the first time. I’m sure, in a reverse kind of way, it was the same for me when I’d seen the Lateral for the first time. It’s a whole different world hidden inside the one you’re used to.

      Tethys brings us as close as she dares, instinctively veering toward the doorway she’d been waiting at when Trae and I had gone in before.

      “How will we know which hallway we’re in and where to go? Do you remember the layout of this place?” Ammon asks, his nerves suddenly getting the better of him.

      “I remember this place like the back of my hand. I also have something Videus will wish I didn’t—the visual schematics for how to get to the Crematorium, the passcode, and who’s in charge,” I say, finally putting to words what I had been holding onto.

      “What?” Ammon says, his mouth dropping open. “How do you know all that? I thought the mainframe was destroyed? And why are you waiting to tell me this now?”

      I bite my lip, unsure how much I should burden Ammon with.

      “I kept it to myself because of what’s happening with Trae. Future Trae warned us—”

      “Warned you, ya mean,” Ammon corrects.

      “Warned me, then. I have to heed that warning,” I say.

      “So, how did you acquire all the information?” Ammon says, scratching his head.

      Tethys comes to a halt, and I drop off her back. Ammon follows suit and his feet hit the floor. We remain safe and unseen inside her shield, and I walk around to face him.

      “When I was still a part of the Helix, they offered me a professional appointment as a Cremator,” I say, aware of the irony in it all.

      “Wow. So, what—what the heck does that mean? They wanted you to what? Work there?”

      I shake my head, “No—they were trying to dispose of me. But because they had to make me believe this was where I was meant to be, they had to follow protocol. I was automatically given all of the details when I was appointed.”

      “So, you’ve had all these details? Why the heck were we looking at the maps for hours?”

      “Because I wanted to be sure. I can’t trust everything I’ve gotten from the Helix. What if it was wrong? I needed to verify their authenticity. Well, if I could.”

      “So, they just handed you everything? Huh. Kinda dumb on their part,” Ammon says. “What happened after you were told to be a Cremator, then? Wasn’t that supposed to be, like a good thing? I remember a friend saying professional appointments are a big deal in here.”

      “They are,” I shrug. “But I never went in. I couldn’t believe Cremator was the role they’d assessed for me. I just—I wasn’t about to do that for the rest of my life. So I left the Helix.”

      “Wow,” he says, his mouth popping open. “I can’t even stand up to my best friend, let alone walk away from something like that.”

      “It’s not as dramatic as you make it sound. I just knew I wasn’t meant to be there. Well, until now. We just need to hope things haven’t changed. Otherwise, that’s where my plan will fail us,” I say, trying to smile as reassurance, knowing it’s failing miserably.

      Ammon’s eyes widen.

      “Don’t worry,” I say, “I’ll keep you safe. I wouldn’t have brought you if I didn’t think we could protect ourselves. Unfortunately, I think we’ll need your abilities at some point.”

      Ammon straightens his shoulders, “I know. This is just a lot to take in, ya know?”

      “I do,” I say, placing a hand on his shoulder. “But we got this.”

      I smile at him, and turn to Tethys. Her energy is peaceful, and calm. At least on some level, she agrees with what I’m doing. That gives me a boost of encouragement, because I know what I’m about to do won’t be popular with anyone else. Delaney and the team won’t be pleased. Landry will think it was completely reckless. When Trae finds out, he’ll come looking for us—

      Running my hands along the side of Tethys’ neck, and to her shoulder, she leans into me. She’s been through so much as well and she seeks a time of peace. For so long, Pendomus has been in complete disarray. The Four Pillars—AirGliders, TerraDwellers, Salamanders—and even my beautiful Waterbear—the last of her kind. None of them ever wanted any of this.

      I may never understand Videus’ motives, but I do know it’s time to set things right.

      “Come on,” I say, taking Ammon’s hand.

      Tethys snorts, but releases her shield, leaving us exposed to the elements and in full view of the Helix. Moving quickly, we make it to the obscured doorway as it blends into the building.

      Ammon puts his hand out in front of him, and gently pulls it back toward his body. The door unlatches of it’s own accord and swings open from the wrong side.

      “Whoops,” he says, smiling sheepishly. “Still getting used to metals. Mechanisms are hard.”

      “We could have just opened the door. They aren’t locked,” I laugh.

      “Oh,” Ammon’s face falters. “How was I meant to know that?”

      “It’s okay,” I laugh, messing up his hair. “Just wait for my signal next time. You’re in my territory now.”

      The sterile fumes of the hallway assault my senses—and for the first time, it reminds me of the stench of death and decay.

      “Ugh,” Ammon says, holding his nose. “Do you smell that?”

      I nod.

      “Why does it smell like rotten meat?” he asks, keeping his hand in place.

      “I’d never noticed that before—but you’re right.”

      My eyes search the quiet corridor as we enter slowly. The backlighting flickers softly, almost imperceptibly. Everything is silent, too quiet. If I wasn’t aware of the time of day, I’d almost be worried they knew we were here. But this is top production time and everyone has to be productive.

      The weirdest part of this trip is the lack of new information coming at me. Before I went into the Tree of Burden, my eLink connection would have been triggered walking into the Helix. But the passage into the portal destroyed its relay. In a strange sort of way, I feel like a ghost—able to walk these halls without a constant barrage of information streaming my way.

      Luckily, I’m still able to access any of the downloads I’d been privy to before I left because they’re stored in memory.

      I walk quickly, with purpose, knowing Ammon is right behind me. I keep my mouth shut, but direct him instead with a hand gesture as we turn down a side corridor to the right. The long tunnels seem to go on forever and for someone who’s never been inside, it would be so easy to get lost. They all look the same.

      Meters away from the doorway leading to the lower level, the influx from a checkpoint flickers like waves across the entrance. In the past, I could roam these hallways fairly unabashed, thanks to the eLink in my brain. Whenever you get within a couple meters, it would log you in and allow you to pass. Shutting down all the security features and disabling the shield. But now—

      Ammon must notice my hesitation, because he grabs hold of my hand and squeezes. As I turn to him, his eyebrows are knit together in worry.

      I bend in, whispering, “This is a checkpoint. If we go through without at least one of us actively connecting to the eLink, the forcefield will slice us into plaid chunks. The doorway we need to take is on the other side.”

      “Of course it is,” he exhales. “Please tell me you have a plan.”

      “Of course I do,” I breathe. It’s a lie, kind of.

      I know we have to act quickly, before any of the heat sensors or cameras trigger a warning of us. Seconds maybe.

      “Why don’t you use your Daughter of Five mental connection thingy to distract the system?” Ammon suggests.

      I shake my head, “I don’t think that’s how it works. I’ve only ever connected to living things.”

      “Well, how do you know unless you try? Isn’t that what you said to me about the metal bending?”

      My eyebrows flick upward. He’s right, I did say that.

      “Let’s give it a go,” I say, nodding.

      Ammon turns toward the checkpoint, his eyes wide and watchful.

      I close my eyes, trying to envision the inner workings of the checkpoint. The electrical connections, the lines of communication that bring its signals to the main hub in security. Oddly enough, the sensations take hold and instinct takes over. Manipulating the electrical currents and information from the Helix’s mainframe system isn’t all that unlike digging around inside a mind.

      The currents of it feel alive, as alive as any brain or creature I’ve connected with so far. Suddenly, the data breaks off, separating into strings of code. Though I’ve never looked at code in my life, I know I can mold it—shape the information to read what I want it to. See what I want it to see. And it’s not just this checkpoint, either. They’re all connected.

      For a split second, I push the details I need into the code. Asking it to flip into routine maintenance, pulling down the shield, pausing the live feed cameras and sensors, and allowing us to pass unnoticed.

      I hear a soft mechanical sound hum and come to a stop as the shield across the hallway dissipates.

      Turning to Ammon, I grab his hand and without a word, we make for the doorway across the checkpoint. I don’t know how long it will hold—seconds, minutes…but whatever it is, I know we need to cross before it flips back.

      I hold my breath as we cross the threshold, half expecting something to give us away. When it doesn’t, I race with Ammon to the Crematorium’s stairwell door. It’s unmarked, and barely noticeable if one wasn’t aware of its existence. There’s no label. No sign saying Crematorium. There’s not even a handle.

      Instead, there are small markings etched on the right hand side. I’m suddenly aware of how similar the etchings and unlocking mechanism are to the chains that shackled Ammon to the cavern.

      I place my hand on the markings and push once on the bottom, once on the top, then twice in the middle. Before our eyes, the door dissolves and the stairway unfurls before us. It’s an oddly ornate spiral staircase, leading straight down, rather than the typical forward descent. The lighting changes from the sterile, cool backlit light of the Helix hallways to a more warm, natural golden light. Under other circumstances, I would have loved it. But here, inside the Helix and where we’re heading—it’s ominous.

      On the walls are strange etchings and framed body parts, with temperatures marked along side them.

      “What’s with all the creeptastic decorations?” Ammon asks, mirroring my sentiment.

      “Pretty sure they’re meant as a subtle reminder about how long it takes everything to burn,” I say, taking a tentative step into the stairwell.

      “Yeck,” Ammon mutters, sticking out his tongue.

      Behind us, the doorway seals itself with a soundless shift. Amber darkness falls upon us and turns my stomach as the cool light is extinguished.

      We walk slowly, refusing to touch anything unnecessary, including the railings. The lights begin to switch from warm electrical to full-on wall torches. I can’t tell if they’re holograms meant to look that way—or if they really are fire. Either way, it doesn’t bode well.

      The descent takes us a couple of levels down—to an open landing. It’s not very big—ten meters by ten meters, maybe.

      The walls are thankfully blank, but remind me of the place we entered when we found the blood ice sculptures. I glance over at Ammon.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” he says.

      I nod, walking into the landing and trying to assess what to do next. There are three walls and the stairway where we came. It appears to be a dead end, but I know better. This is the way. But for some reason, there’s more security protocols happening. Perhaps since I left. Maybe it’s always been this way. I don’t know.

      I squint, trying to access the part of my memory that dealt with the direction of the Crematorium. Closing my eyes, I start on the left-hand side. I reach out with my left hand, running it along the blank walls as I walk in slow, deliberate steps.

      “Runa, what are you doing? Shouldn’t we be looking for a way outta here, not wiping your fingerprints all over the place?” Ammon says, getting nervous.

      “Ammon, I need you to use your abilities. Sense which one of these walls is a holographic mirage.”

      “How do you mean?” he asks, stepping into the landing and walking forward.

      “In order to move the rocks, you have to sense them, right? Dig deep into their makeup? Well, one of these walls isn’t real. We need to figure out which one so we can understand how to go through it,” I say.

      Ammon shakes his head, blowing out a puff of air.

      “Well, I’ve never had to do something like this before, but I’ll try.”

      “That’s all I’m asking,” I say, continuing to feel the stones with my hand as I walk along the walls.

      I try to sense with my hands which is the fake one, but they all feel the same to me. Solid.

      Ammon closes his eyes. For a moment, his expression going completely blank—almost peaceful. Then he tips his head to the side.

      “Strange,” he says.

      “What is?” I ask, walking to him.

      “All of them are fake.”

      “How do you know?” I ask, taking in the space around us.

      He shakes his head, “None of them feel real. Like you said, when I go to move them, it’s like I’m a part of the rocks. Like they’re an extension of my hand or something. These, though—they feel like air. Tuffs of nothingness in the middle of long arms extending outward. Except that one.”

      He points to the wall directly in front of the stairway, “That one feels like it’s close.”

      “I don’t think I follow you. Long arms? Close? Shouldn’t they all be close?” I ask.

      “No, no. The two on the side feel like they’re different. Unworldly. Long arms or tunnels reaching out in opposite directions. Like they burrow through the planet as far as I’ve ever reached out to, anyway. I can’t tell you where they lead. But the one in front. That’s the one connected to this place,” he says, opening his eyes.

      “Okay, well, we’ll have to figure the ‘arms’ out later, if we can. For now, we need to stay focused on why we came here,” I say stepping forward toward the wall Ammon believes is connected to the Helix.

      Everything about it is the same. It looks like it’s a solid wall made of concrete, or stone. To the touch, there’s nothing that stands out. Nothing that makes me believe we should be able to go through it.

      “What if we try to walk through it? Remember that wall in the Archives? You were able to go through that,” Ammon suggests.

      I shake my head, “That was different. It was a part of the trial. Besides, do you remember how you weren’t allowed through? This feels solid to me. There, the wall didn’t. I could tell I could go through it.”

      “Bummer. Well, I got nothin’. I can’t move it aside because it’s not there,” he says, scratching his scalp. The dark hair is growing out to the point where his blonde roots are making more of an appearance. It’s been weeks since I found him in that cave, and I’m amazed at how quickly he’s filled out and his hair has grown. He looks so much healthier now. And a lot more like me.

      “Maybe we need a key?” I say. “The Archives usually needs a key to move the wall aside. And there have been others. Maybe I’m missing something in my memory downloads.”

      Then it hits me.

      The Crematorium badge they’d tried to hand me when they’d offered me the professional appointment. I’m so stupid. I left it behind. When I was told I’d be a Cremator, I walked out without a second thought. I can still recall the badge sitting on the counter as I left.

      “Oh no—what have I done?”

      “What?” Ammon asks. “Why are you ‘oh noing’? C’mon, there’s no time for ‘oh noing’,” he says, his voice cracking slightly.

      “There’s a badge. Everyone with professional appointments has one. I should have remembered—I should have…” I say, shaking my head. “Think Runa, think.”

      “Better think fast. I don’t want to get stuck down here,” Ammon says. “You know nothing good’s gonna come from that.”

      “Maybe I can manipulate the inner workings again? If it’s a badge, there’s a mechanism, right? That means there has to be a connection to something.”

      Once again, I close my eyes and try to find a connection to the doorway—hoping the same principles will apply to this security feature.

      Behind my eyelids, the code in the workings begins to stream—but nothing makes sense. It’s all garbled nonsense. I’m not able to catch anything to focus on or stop it long enough to manipulate it. I sit with it for as long as it’s comfortable.

      Pulling back from the connection, I open my eyes. Before me is Ammon, his eyes brimming with tears.

      “Told you nothing good,” he says.

      My eyes shift beyond him to the two Salamanders climbing the walls and heading toward us.

      And the man beyond them, with the Ibis headdress.
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      WHY COULD I NOT HEAR AMMON calling to me? Was I really so focused on the inner workings of the doorway? I tug his arm, dragging him to me as I position myself in front.

      “It appears we keep meeting in the most opportune ways,” Videus says, drawing his words out slowly and deliberately.

      “And so far, how’s that worked out for you?” I spit.

      I bite my lip, my mind racing through scenarios of how I could get us out of this mess. We’re trapped like animals down here—with no perceivable way out—at least not yet. Not without some time.

      Videus considers for a moment, walking silently forward, “This is true. I keep running into you, yet you keep managing to slip away. We’ll have to remedy that.”

      “Let Ammon go. It’s me you want,” I say, trying to be reasonable.

      It’s true, though. Videus has always been after me. Everything he’s done has been to track me down, or try to coerce me out.

      A bubble of laughter erupts from Videus’ throat.

      “My dear Runa, always the sweet, docile saint, trying to protect others. But we’ve been over this before. Why would I let him go when I have you already? The two of you together is a far better prize than simply the Daughter of Five alone.”

      Roaming closer, Videus’ dark cloak sways ominously, caressing the floor. I force myself to look up into the place where his face should be. I take a breath, reminding myself the pool of blood hiding his face is simply a hologram—just like the walls around us. It’s not real. Beneath it, somewhere, is a real man. A sick, twisted man—but a man nonetheless.

      I take a deep breath, unafraid of the creatures beside him. If there’s one thing the trials I’ve passed changed, it was my perception of all of the creatures of Pendomus. They’re held as captive as I am. Besides, if I can reach them—I may tip the scales.

      Keeping my eyes open and centered on Videus, I extend my consciousness out to the Salamanders. Almost like sending out feelers, I touch the edges of their minds, trying to find a way in. Unfortunately, they’re able to block me out. I turn my attention to Videus, attempting the same thing. His mind, however, is like an underground vault. Impenetrable.

      “Don’t bother, Everblossom. Do you think I wouldn’t have taken precautions after all this time? After the many times we’ve been through this dance. I’ve been preparing for this for ages. Far longer than anyone has ever anticipated any confrontation throughout the dawn of time,” he says, waving his hand and taking another step closer.

      “Are you going to actually do something, or are you just going to talk us to death?” I say, defiance building in me.

      This has gone on for far too long. I feel my powers rising, my abilities getting stronger. But more than that, I no longer question who I am. Or what I’m doing and why.

      “Runa—I don’t think it’s wise to taunt the creepy guy in the cape. Do you?” Ammon says, tugging at my arm.

      I feel his trepidation. I know what this looks like to him. But the feeling I had before we came hasn’t left me. This is all part of the process somehow. This capture.

      I need to lean into it and see where it leads.

      Videus takes a step closer—his face inches from mine. As he leans in, I focus on the way the blood dripping from his Ibis headdress flows downward. As he bends in, the droplets fall, exploding into red splatters as they hit the floor.

      Surprised, I suck in a breath.

      “Oh, the things I plan to do to you, dear Everblossom. Dying is too easy. No, there are bigger plans for you and we’re going to have to get started,” he says, waving his hand out in front of him.

      The walls around us vanish, unveiling the three pathways. Ammon was right—to the right and left, dark tunnels appear with no apparent end. Turning around, behind us are enormous metallic double doors with rivets the size of my fist. With the flick of Videus’ wrist, the doors open wide.

      Intense heat rolls toward us, thrusting against us like a wall all its own. It’s not a wet heat, instead it’s a dry, smoldering heat that immediately parches my lips and leaves me thirsty.

      The Salamanders, edge forward, sliding off the walls and surrounding us. Their movement is intended to make us move, but both Ammon and I hold our ground.

      “You’ve grown brave, Daughter of Five. It’s almost a pity it won’t last. Now, move,” Videus says, his voice turning gruff.

      Huffing loudly, the two Salamanders push forward. Electricity arches between them like an electrified blue rope. Videus takes a step back, letting them do his bidding.

      Ammon and I stand immobile, but as the electrical arch gets close, it sears the air and the edge of my trouser leg. I stumble backward, pushing both of us toward the open doorway.

      Between the heat of the tunnel and the blue electrical arcs of the Salamanders, the pressure is extremely oppressing. It’s hard to breathe—and sweat instantly pools at the small of my back, only to dry out and start all over.

      The Salamanders push us onward, and Ammon and I continue to stumble down the hallway. To the right, a large half-moon desk comes into view. The check-in station for those who work here. It’s the entry point for the Crematorium. The desk is vacant and no one else is anywhere in sight.

      Is this intentional?

      How much advance warning did he have that Ammon and I would be here? Did Videus ensure he’d be alone?

      To the left is a series of large loops with old-fashioned keys dangling nonchalantly. Almost as though they’re decor for a place in a torture chamber…and I suppose they are.

      The Salamanders continue herding us down the hallway—past the desk, past the keys, and on to a series of doors. Each door is like the others, large and see-through, with an electrical current pushing through them in a very similar way to the checkpoints in the Helix. With one difference—a large clear keyhole hovers in the middle of the open space.

      “You won’t be able to manipulate these doors, Everblossom. If you try to escape, you’ll be incinerated down to your DNA. I kinda hope you try, but then again, where’s the fun in that?” Videus says, his voice oddly cheerful for a place like this.

      I try to slow us down, to take the time to peer into each cell as we pass by. Sunken faces, wide eyes peer out—but none are familiar from what I can tell. In one cell, a man sits crouched down, hands huddled in front of him as he cradles handfuls of his own hair.

      I keep my eyes open wide, taking every nuance I can in. Videus has to be keeping Kani here somewhere.

      “Keep moving it along,” Videus says. “There’s no need for stalling. This is the beginning of your new life.”

      I shiver away the thought. Any length of time in here would seem like an eternity.

      We walk for a couple hundred meters and suddenly the series of doorways and cells branch off in a large honeycomb-like maze. No longer are the cells buried in rock, but divvied up into glass cells as far as the eye can see.

      I stop short, looking at the sea of bodies as they meander aimlessly inside their confinements. The heat is unbearable, as if the source of the intensity is here—but all I see are people.

      “What have you done to them?” I say, turning around to face Videus.

      “What I’ve had to. You still don’t get it. You don’t understand how you’ve destroyed everything. How all the suffering leads back to you. All these people—you’re the reason they’re here. In my hunt for you, they’ve been the casualties. I’ve tried to make them useful. To turn them into something I can endure. But these ones—they’re the ones who refused to break for one reason or another. So instead of regaining their freedom by working for me as a Labot, they’re stuck here. They’ve been most useful in my studies toward understanding what makes the Daughter of Five so goddamn special.”

      My eyes widen and Ammon tugs at my arm. His fingernails dig into my skin.

      “They’re not all here,” I say, jutting my chin out.

      “Of course they’re not,” Videus spits. “I’m not stupid. I know which are better suited elsewhere. Take your little pet, for instance.”

      Ammon whimpers, hiding completely behind my body. I feel his small frame begin to shake uncontrollably.

      “What about him?” I prod, searching for my own information.

      “Well, for starters, he was a pet project of mine. One of utmost importance—so I kept him elsewhere. Consider it a diversified investment of sorts. I had to be assured he’d be safe. Granted, I didn’t know you’d go looking for him. But all’s well that ends well,” Videus sneers. “Synchronicity is a funny thing.”

      “Why keep him in the cavern like that? Why did you need to starve him, or beat him, and shackle him?”

      “Oh, my dear, Everblossom, all will be clear in time.”

      “Comforting,” I say, channeling Kani.

      I glance around the space, looking for Kani’s trademark long black hair and green streaks. She’s no where to be found. At least, not anywhere I can see in the sea of bodies in front of me.

      “Now, this is how things are going to work,” Videus says.

      His Salamanders take their queue, circling around us and penning us together.

      “I’m going to take the boy and return him to where he came from.”

      “No—” Ammon screams. “No, I can’t go back there. Please, please Runa—don’t let him put me back in there. I—I can’t go back to the cave. Please.”

      My mind races, trying to find a way out of this. A way to keep Ammon here.

      “Why would you need to do that? You said it yourself. You have what you really wanted—me. What difference would some small little boy make to you now? Look at him, he can barely stand and you’re scaring him senseless,” I say, trying to tug at some threads of reason, hoping one might lead to something.

      “Nice try, Daughter of Five. But this little boy, as you put it, has some very interesting capabilities. In fact, if I didn’t know better, I would say he’s more dangerous than you are. It’s just a pity the prophecy was about a girl—a daughter. Otherwise I would have pegged it on him to be the one to try and stop me.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” I say, “Maybe Ammon is more special than I am. But he wouldn’t hurt anyone. And he’s no threat to you. Let him go.”

      “Because you say so? Oh, Everblossom, I’ve been through this so many times in my head. I know exactly what I’m doing. And why I’m doing it.”

      I snicker.

      “Enlighten us then—you’re just going to kill us anyway.”

      Videus chuckles and raises a hand, pointing to the sea of people beyond.

      “Do you see them? Really see them? Mothers, fathers, daughters, sons. Some as old as ninety. Some as young as two. Take a good, long look for me,” Videus says.

      Giving a backward glance at Videus, I turn around and look again. Not a single person has glanced our way. Not a single one has offered acknowledgement in Videus’ direction. They continue on their strange, broken patterns. Some shuffle from side to side. Others walk in circles inside their cells. A few are on the floor, hands in their heads or holding their ears. He’s right, too. Young, old. They’re all here and separated by thick sheets of glass. Not a single one of them is trying to get out. None are yelling, screaming, hitting the glass. It’s like they’ve all given up.

      In one of the cells a few rows back, a small child, no more than three lies on the ground. Such an odd thing, because they’re so active at that age. At first, I can’t tell if she’s still alive, except when you watch her for a few moments, you can see her arms move. They flop suddenly, almost as if she’s seizing. Then stop again.

      “Help her—that little girl needs help,” I cry, pointing her direction.

      “She’ll be gone soon enough,” Videus says, a hint of amusement in his voice.

      I swallow down the bile that arises. This man is so sick. He’s torturing people here. He’s killed those in my bloodline just to get to me. Crafting his blood snow statues from their dead corpses. The blood mask he wears is simply another symbol of his obsession.

      I turn back to him.

      “What happened to you? What could possibly make a person do this?” I say, suddenly overcome with a fierce sense of sorrow.

      Videus snickers.

      “We’ve already had this little chat, Everblossom, dear. It’s time to stop stalling.”

      With a flick of his finger, five of the cells ignite into a set of searing hot blue flames. I know the intensity of the heat instantly because it hits us where we stand. The screams of pain that escape those in the cells lasts no more than seconds before they’re snuffed out completely. When the flames cease, nothing remains in the cells except for a thin layer of gray on the floor—ash.

      A silent scream erupts and I cup my mouth. The little girl—the three year old girl is gone.

      “Let’s make something perfectly clear. You will be going into one of these cells made especially for you. Once I have the information I require, you will greet the blue flame. If I don’t get what I require, five more of these—” Videus stops, his blank bloody face staring out over the room, “people will be incinerated.”

      Distain drips from his voice and a shiver creeps up my spine, coiling like a snake.

      If I give him what he wants, I’m dead. If I don’t, innocent people will die.

      I take a deep breath, turning to Videus, “And if I give you what you want. What will become of them?”

      Videus laughs, “Why would that be your concern?”

      “Well, there isn’t much incentive in your offer,” I say, trying to be more brave than I feel.

      Ammon whimpers, sinking to the floor at my feet.

      “You’re not overly in a position to bargain for anything,” Videus says, still laughing.

      “If you want me to cooperate—I need your word. You need to promise me that everyone will be let go. Give them new NanoTech clothing and set them off on their own. If they make it in the woods, at least they aren’t here. If they don’t—then the onus is on them,” I say.

      “And why would I do that? What difference would that make?” Videus says, distain dripping in his voice.

      “Because if I don’t get what I want, you won’t. I already know when you do—you’ll kill me. Then you’ll kill all of them. So what difference would it matter to me that you’re taking them out five at a time? At least those are the lucky ones. They have less time to endure this hellish place,” I spit, my loathing for this man bubbling to the surface.

      Videus paces, hopefully considering what I’ve said.

      The Salamanders huff menacingly, waiting for an order from their master.

      “Very well. You have my word. Once I have what I’m looking for, I will release them all,” Videus says slowly.

      “And how do I know you’ll keep up your end of the bargain. I’ll be gone, after all. I need assurances,” I say, jutting my chin out.

      “Runa—” Ammon warns. I know he doesn’t want me to push Videus too far, but I have a plan now and I need to see it through.

      I’m met with silence, and just as I start to think Videus will simply kill us—he grunts. Walking to me slowly, he places his forefinger and middle finger between my eyebrows, touching the center of my forehead. It’s not what I expected, but the results are almost the same.

      Suddenly overwhelmed with images given to me from Videus, I see everyone being released. I sense his admission and promise to follow through. There’s no hidden agenda in it. The people here simply don’t matter more than the information he seeks. I see them being released, to fend for themselves—but still free of their confinement. I see Ammon being let go to find his way back to where he belongs. Before he removes his fingers, I get a flash of something else—perhaps something he didn’t meant to transmit, but something important just the same.

      I see a flash of a boy. No more than ten years old, laughing, and playing. His golden hair dancing in the sunlight as he runs and hides behind a snow covered tree. The feelings connected to it are so overwhelming, they bring tears to my eyes, and a heaviness to my heart. This is why—what it’s all been for. On some level or another, Videus once loved this golden haired boy, full of light and laughter.

      He removes his fingers, taking a step back.

      “I assume that’s sufficient,” Videus says, clearly unaware of the additional details he’s passed along.

      Swallowing hard, I nod.

      “It is,” I say, my mouth suddenly dry.

      “Runa—you can’t possibly trust this guy,” Ammon says, groping at my arm, his voice a higher octave than before.

      I bend down, looking Ammon in the eye. I understand now, why I was meant to find this brother of mine. Ammon is tied to Videus’ desire for vengeance and the deep seeded pain he feels. He’s searching for recourse—and a ghost that’s all. After witnessing the memory, Ammon has a similar build and is of similar age to the boy in Videus’ mind. Of course, this is who he’d use against me, he’s an archetype in this sick man’s mind.

      It’s also why I know he’ll be safest if I cooperate now—at least in some form.

      “Ammon, everything is going to be alright. Nothing bad is ever going to happen to you,” I say, trying to reassure him.

      Shaking his head, he keeps repeating, “No, no, no…”

      I stand up.

      “I want him to be the first let go. If you release him, I’ll cooperate fully. Right now,” I say.

      Videus takes a deep inhalation, and begins pacing again.

      After a moment, he turns to me and says, “Done.”

      Immediately, the Salamanders surrounding us shift around, herding Ammon away from my grasp and back the way we came.

      “No—Runa, no! You can’t possibly trust him. Please, don’t do this—” Ammon screams as he’s pushed further and further away. “I need to stay with you. I need—”

      Videus grabs hold of my wrist and drags me along the corridor. A squeal of surprise erupts from my lips, as I’m forced to leave Ammon and follow along. I claw at his hand, trying to pry away from his grasp.

      “Let me go—I’ll follow you,” I say.

      Videus drops my hand and stops moving. Swooping his hand out in front of his body, he motions for me to take the lead.

      “Your new home is up ahead,” he says, jabbing me in the side to continue on.

      Lamenting not getting a proper goodbye, I realize I can use it to fuel my cause. I need to get out of this—to get back to him and be a part of his life. To make sure he’s safely gotten away from all of this.

      Passing by glass cage after glass cage, the people inside are devoid of their innate spark. I don’t know what Videus has done to them, but it’s as if no one is taking up residence inside their own bodies anymore. None of them look our way, nor show any kind of sign they are afraid for their own lives. It’s like they simply—exist.

      “What have you done to everyone?” I ask, unable to help myself.

      “When you play with people’s minds in order to search for something you seek—this is what you get. Now, it seems they’re nothing more than flesh and bones…and blood,” Videus says.

      It occurs to me, a sudden flash of insight, this is why he agreed. This is why they mean nothing to him. They’re no longer here—no longer inside their own minds. They’ve vacated and who knows if they’ll be able to be brought back.

      Oh—what have I done?

      I take a deep breath, suddenly overcome with a mixture of anxiety and despair.

      “Welcome to your new home,” Videus says as we come to a final glass cube.

      Raised up higher than the others, the cage of glass is vacant. As we near, a set of three glass steps appear, granting us access to the space.

      “Get in,” Videus says, jabbing his finger into my side.

      I take a final glance at the people surrounding me.

      It’s all my fault they’re here, just as Videus said.

      My mind starts spinning in all various directions, and I feel the ancestral blood coursing through my veins begin to ignite. With a simple glance, I can distinguish those here who are blood tied to me, and those who are not.

      Videus was so close—more than not are somehow tied directly to my bloodline.

      I step into my glass cage and Videus follows.

      Once we’re both inside, the cube seals itself, then the glass frosts over—an opaque white.

      A glass chair rises from the floor, along with several tables covered in metallic tools of various shapes and sizes.

      “Shall we get started?”
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      IF I GOTTA DEAL with this damn intruder in my head, I’m gonna at least make the most of it.  Let’s just see how Videus likes me knocking at his door. Gathering up the tools I need to back Runa up, I start by stuffing everything into a pack. I’m well aware there are a ridiculous number of ways this could go sideways. How could it not? But that’s not really the point. I need to do something while I’m still me. If Videus gets close enough, I’ll need something to take him out. Something small and discreet.

      I walk the aisles of weapons and grab an electric blade. It’s god knows how old, but I’ve got no doubt it’s effective. Plus, it’s different in that it only becomes a blade when you grip it tight. Hell, it could even come in handy if I need to throw a wrench into the Helix’s electrical system. Nothing like a good power overload—as long as I’m not attached to the damn thing.

      The intruder continues attempting to break back into my mind. Desperation fills his pleas and I stop for a moment in the spirit of gloating.

      “Yeah, how does it feel? Knowing you want to say something, affect change, and you’re trapped in there?” I say, my own pain bleeding through my words.

      There’s one difference between the two of us. Curiosity is stronger than any direct order. At least for me. Always been that way—just ask Delaney.

      I take a seat for a moment, closing my eyes, and resting my head on the table. As much as I hate it, I need my own intel.

      “What can I expect when I get into the Helix? Has Videus amassed his army of Labots?” I ask, quietly trying to hear the answer that comes.

      It comes like static, bits of words at first.

      Better…stay…torture…

      “Torture? Torture who?” I growl.

      If he’s hurting her—so help me, I’ll kill Videus the moment I lay eyes on the bastard.

      The separation between the intruder and I is ironically cumbersome. If I can’t get rid of him, I wish I could at least interrogate him properly. This is bullshit.

      “Come on—answer me, dammit,” I yell, standing up and pushing the chair out from beneath me. “If you’re gonna hide in there, the least you can do is be useful.”

      “Who are you talking to?”

      I spin around to find Runa’s brother, Ammon—at least I think that’s his name—entering the Archives. I’ve gathered snippets here and there during my time being trapped, but at least I caught that much.

      Tears stream down his face, and his face is darkened with ash and snow.

      “Nothing—never mind,” I say.

      But I warn you, you better find a way to get your damn messages clear, or get the hell outta my head. You’re not welcome here.

      “Ammon, what’s happened to you? Where’s Runa?” I say, dropping to my knees and grabbing onto his arms.

      His little body releases, and he crumples into a ball on the floor.

      “He has her—the man with no face,” he says, his little ten year old body quivering.

      “Dammit. Are you hurt? How’d you get away?” I say, my mind racing.

      Was the intruder telling the truth? Trying to warn me of what Videus was doing?

      “Runa—she promised to give him whatever he wanted. But he had to let me go,” Ammon sobs, his shoulders sagging. “Why? Why would she do that? She has to know he can’t be trusted. He’ll play the part—be whoever works so he can get close enough to break her. I should know.”

      My eyes widen.

      “What do you mean, Ammon? Play the part? Can he take on different faces?”

      “I don’t know, maybe. I just know one minute he’s calm and understanding. The next minute, he’s hitting your face so you can’t see. He’s insane.”

      “When he had you, what information did he try to get from you?” I ask.

      “It was all about blood and siblings. I didn’t even know I had a sister until—well, until recently. Oh, god—I can’t lose her now, too. I just found her,” he sobs.

      Taking him in my arms, I hold him close. I can’t imagine the kind of psychological pressure this would put on an adult, let alone a child.

      “Ammon, it’s okay. We won’t lose her. We have to find a way to get her outta there. I have a plan, but I need your help,” I say.

      “Runa already has a plan,” Ammon says simply, pushing back and wiping his face.

      “She does? Why didn’t you say that sooner? What—what’s her plan?”

      Ammon’s face goes stone cold. He wipes the tears from his face and he places his calculating eyes on me.

      “I—I don’t know if I can trust you,” he finally says.

      I sigh, knowing he has no real reason to. Hell, I don’t even know if he should.

      I nod.

      “You’re right. I don’t know if you can either,” I say honestly.

      Surprised, Ammon twists around, looking deep into my eyes.

      “Do you know? Is it the real you again?” he asks.

      I hold my breath. He knows.

      “Yeah, for now,” I nod, “but I don’t know for how long. Dammit, maybe it’s best to trust Runa’s plan and don’t involve me in it. I have a plan of my own, but I can follow through alone.”

      In all honesty, who knows how long I’ll have control of myself. For now though, I feel better than I have in ages—since well before Runa and I went to the Helix. But if Videus could hack my brain once, I wouldn’t put it past him to do it again. Especially when he realizes his crony isn’t responding to him.

      Ammon nods quickly.

      “Okay, that’s okay,” he mutters.

      Suddenly, from the pile of books on the table, bright white light radiates out, filling the room. Ammon gasps, walking away from me and toward the source. Grabbing the book with the tree on the cover, he clutches it to his chest. His eyebrows drag downward, as do his lips.

      “What is it?” I say, walking toward him, and shielding my eyes.

      Backing away from me, the light streams out of the large tome like a beacon.

      “I—I was supposed to check on this and take it someplace safe. But I don’t know now,” he says.

      I step toward him, and he takes another step back.

      I hold my hands up, trying to will to him that I’m not going to attempt anything.

      “What is this book? Why does it matter where it is?” I ask.

      “Runa needs this,” Ammon says. “It’s important.”

      “How do you know?” I ask, confused.

      The book is hers? Where did she get it? How is it important?

      “I need to go back,” Ammon says, stiffening. “I need to get this to her.”

      His little body begins to quiver again, but he doesn’t move, and he doesn’t set the book down.

      “Look kid, you’re very brave. You really are. But this isn’t your burden to carry. I’m on my way to the Helix to help bust her out. If it’s as important as you say, let me take it to her,” I say.

      Ammon shakes his head, his eyes wide.

      “Walk me through this. If you go—you take the book to her, right? How do you plan on getting it to her? What’s your strategy?” I say, trying to reason with him.

      He blinks rapidly, searching his mind for a remedy to this issue.

      “I—I’d have to go back in. Use the same door as before,” he mutters.

      “And then what? How did you get past the checkpoints?” I say, trying to draw out the conclusions for him.

      He sighs, “Runa.”

      “Have you ever been in the Helix before? It’s pretty easy to get turned around in that place,” I say.

      Ammon slowly shakes his head, and bites his lip, “Just the once.”

      “I spent most of my childhood there. I know my way around. Let me help. I’ll get it to her, I promise,” I say.

      I’ll get it to her, or die trying. Either way, I’m good.

      Ammon takes a deep breath, his eyes cast to the floor. Slowly, he extends his arms, holding the book out for me.

      I take the book, running my hand over its cover.

      “The Caudex is sorta her compass. It gives her important information now that her connection to—I don’t know who—her guide I guess, has been severed. If it’s glowing, it means there’s something new she has to be aware of,” Ammon says, eyeing me closely.

      “Would it be safer to open it and relay the information to her directly?” I ask.

      “So you can steal the secrets of the book?” Ammon says, skepticism and distain edging into his voice.

      “No, look, it makes more sense is all. What’s more conspicuous? A large, glowing book? Or information stored in some guy’s head?”

      “What does conspicuous mean?” Ammon says.

      I laugh. I almost forgot he’s just a kid.

      “What would call more attention? That’s what it means,” I say.

      Ammon’s face flickers and he rolls his eyes.

      “Well, obviously, the book would be more conspicuous,” he says, “but there’s one problem.”

      “And what’s that?” I ask.

      “The Caudex can’t be opened without the key. And I don’t have it—Runa does,” Ammon says.

      “The key?” I say.

      Of course.

      I look down at the large book. The leather binding, the burned tree into its cover.

      “This is the Tree of Burden’s latest incarnation, isn’t it?” I say with wide eyes. “Her stone—it’s what opens it. Am I right?”

      Ammon’s eyes widen, but he nods once.

      “Okay, I guess there’s only one way forward then. I’ll have to find a way to hide the book from view—or camouflage it. I might have to get it close to the Helix, then hide it,” I say, my brain going off on various courses of action trying to come to the best conclusion.

      “No—no hiding it. If you’re taking it, you bring it straight to her,” Ammon says, his eyebrows pulled in and his lips tight.

      “Alright, kid. Straight to her,” I nod.

      “Maybe I should come along—” he says, concern hidden in his tone.

      “Believe me kid, this isn’t my first time breaking into the Helix. Probably won’t be my last. If the hardest thing I have to do is smuggle in a glowing book, I think I’ll be alright,” I say.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, the intruder is flailing about—frantically trying to get my attention. Everything’s so damn important with him. Too bad he can’t just spit it out and communicate properly. I ignore him for now, not wanting to call any more attention to my compromised mind.

      Ammon eyes me closely, but nods.

      “I’m going to pack up the rest of the supplies I need and I’ll get going. Are you going to be okay? What’s your game plan?” I ask.

      “Need to know, remember?” Ammon says. “And you don’t need to know. Runa and me worked out our own plan. I know what to do from here on out.”

      “Alright then, let’s get to work,” I say, nodding back to him.

      I gotta hand it to the little guy, he’s tougher than he looks.

      I set the Caudex down, the light still shining brightly from its edges. Digging into my pack to make room, there’s no chance in hell of fitting it in there. The pack is too damn small.

      Carrying it is my only option, but I’ll need to figure out what to do with it before I head inside. I can’t risk bringing it into the Helix. I know the kid wants it to go straight to her, but I gotta make an executive decision and nix that one right now. It’ll be way too noticeable and I have a pretty good chance of getting caught—

      “Be careful with the Caudex, Trae. It’s very special to Runa. She protected it wherever she went,” Ammon says. “She didn’t want the man to get it.”

      “I will, kid,” I promise. “I’ll do my best to make sure nothing goes wrong, and Runa’s able to get whatever she needs from her book.”

      “Okay, good,” Ammon says. “I’m gonna head out now. There’s more I need to do. Good luck, okay?”

      Walking over to him, I place my hands on his tiny shoulders. They fit easily into the palms of my hands, but they’re sturdy and sure of themselves—even with the extra weight of both my hands, and his new task.

      “You’re a good kid, Ammon. Runa’s lucky not only to have you on her team, but as a brother. You need to know that,” I say.

      Tears threaten to well up in his eyes, as they glass over. He puffs up his chest and nods.

      “Now, get outta here and get that next phase initiated,” I say, turning him around and walking him toward the Archives door.

      When we reach the entry to the hallway, Ammon stops and turns back to me.

      “You be careful, too,” Ammon says. “Runa—she doesn’t quite know how to say it, but she loves you.”

      I inhale quickly, my heart tripping over a beat.

      “Why would you say that?” I say.

      “We—she’s been through a lot. But her trials, and everything she’s gone through—you were a big part of them. She worries a lot about you. She didn’t say so, but I know it’s why we went into the Helix so soon. She wants to cure you, or find a way to fix whatever was going on. But she knew she couldn’t do it from in here,” he says. “Don’t you dare let her down.”

      My eyes widen with surprise, and I lick my lower lip.

      “I won’t,” I say.

      “Good,” he says, walking out, and entering the long tunnel to the surface. “Then, I’ll catch ya soon.”

      He holds up his right hand and waves without turning back.

      The corner of my mouth quirks upward. He reminds me so much of Fenton when we were younger, it’s uncanny.

      “Bye, kid,” I mutter under my breath.

      Turning around, I head back to my pack, and the insanely bright glowing book.

      “What in the hell am I going to do with you?” I say.

      A grin slowly spreads across my face. I know exactly what I need to do, and its genius. Well, as long as I can hold onto my body, anyway. If I can’t—well, things could go sideways in the worst way. But it’s a risk I’m willing to take to get to Runa and give her the tools she needs to defeat Videus once and for all.

      I look around for anything I could use to wrap the Caudex in.

      ~Do not bring the sacred Caudex anywhere near the Helix. It would be the worst mistake of your life.

      The intruder’s voice rings out in my head as if he’s standing right beside me. Or as if an eLink connection opened up and I wasn’t aware I gave my permission.

      My footing falters for a split second, but I regain my balance. I pat my chest—so far, still me. Too bad my heart’s outside my body now.

      “Why would bringing the Caudex be such a bad gig?” I ask. “If it helps Runa, I need to get it to her.”

      ~Throughout the centuries, Videus has been searching for the secrets held in the sacred text. He has tortured and enslaved many of us, desperate for the details buried in there. If you walk in with it, you will be handing those secrets directly into his hands.

      “Aren’t you here because of him? What difference is it to you? Isn’t this what you both want, then?” I ask, playing devils advocate.

      ~Nothing could be further from the truth. Being inside of your mind—the longer I was away, the more control over myself I found I could exert. I do his bidding, but not of my own volition.

      “Oh, come on. You’re trying to sell to me that you’re the victim here? Kani—we—I—she’s gone now because of us. You were here to bring Runa down. To spy on her intentions, and find a way to break her—use her—or deliver her to Videus. I was in there. I could hear what you two planned from time to time.”

      ~For many centuries, my kind has been enslaved to do his bidding. The control he has, it extends far and should not be overlooked. It is very unfortunate I was consumed in such a way. As hard as you try to fight him, eventually, you succumb.

      I walk to the nearest set of shelves holding garments, bags, and other objects possibly capable of carrying a big, glowing book.

      “Let’s say I believe you. Sure, why the hell not? Why are you willing to break ranks now?” I say, scratching the back of my neck. “And don’t tell me you had a change of heart.”

      ~As I said, the longer I was inside your mind, the more capable I have been at taking back my own volition. It was not until I realized where we are, than I knew what I must do.

      “Where we are? We’ve been in and out of the Archives multiple times since you took me over—what’s different this time?” I say.

      My head’s spinning. I honestly don’t know what the hell to believe. Then, the memories of my intruder’s final moments in control of me start to filter in. As if they bleed together, I’m aware of not only the juxtaposition of my body and mind’s position, but also his mind—but more than that. I actually experience his memories, as well.

      They flood in backward order from the moment before he gave me back control—then extending as far back as we have time for. Centuries, maybe.

      I know exactly who I’m dealing with now.

      “Whoa,” I say. “Shit—this, this changes things.”

      Wetting my lips I realize just how far this goes. How far everything with Runa, the planet, the birds—Videus. It’s ingrained in the entire fabric of reality. We’re all pawns in the game Videus has been playing to get what he wants—but only he knows what that is.

      This place, the Archives, is a beacon of hope for the planet. It’s not even meant to be underground.

      “Alright—if you’re serious about keeping this information from Videus, we’ll need to work together. Because, like it or not, I have to get it into the Helix to help Runa. I owe her that much,” I say.

      Hell, I owe her so much more.

      ~But the sacred Caudex—

      “Don’t get your trousers in a bunch. We’ll keep it safe somehow. We have to.

      ~And if we fail?

      “Then it won’t overly matter one way or the other, will it?” I say.

      ~I suppose it would not.

      This place—I knew it was unique, and held so much of the treasures of Earth. But I had no idea it was here before humans colonized. That something else built it with such magnificence. I look around at the artwork and craftsmanship with new eyes.

      “This place is part of the prophecy?” I say. “Are you sure?”

      ~I have never been more certain. In the battle to come, it must be preserved so it may rise again.

      “Battle? Who said anything of a battle?” I say, walking back to the pack I plan on still taking with me.

      ~It has been foretold. Long before your kind came here, a prophet of the Four Pillars described the impending darkness. Unfortunately, his teachings went largely unnoticed. We lived in utopia, it was a hard seed to swallow.

      I grab the Caudex and place it inside a small child’s blanket. Folding it around the book, the light dims, but still glows faintly.

      “Dammit,” I mutter, grabbing a second blanket to wrap it in.

      “Four Pillars? What are those?” I ask.

      ~We were—are the guardians of Pendomus. Without us, the planet cannot revolve the way it should. The world will find no seasons of change. No peace in growth. No leaves, no grass, no Everblossoms.

      “How did Videus take control of you? Why would you follow him?”

      ~It is in our nature to help. We were a peaceful planet. No hate, no evil. We had not experienced these emotions before. It was not even a consideration.

      “So you got duped?” I say, tying the dimmed Caudex to the outside of my pack.

      ~Yes, I suppose you could say so.

      I nod. It’s how it always happens. You trust someone you shouldn’t have given a second thought about and—bam! You’re in shit. Seen it a hundred times before.

      “How’s he controlling you?” I say, trying to find a way to help Runa on her path, but protecting us both on this mission.

      ~His mind control is beyond anything I have ever dealt with. The creatures of Pendomus have always communicated telepathically. Somehow, he found the path of our connections, and used them to control our will—we could hear his voice, and no longer each other’s. As our connection faded, we also began to lose our own voice, our own volition. I do not know how he does it, only that he does.

      “Alright, I have a plan, and I’ll need you on board. So buckle up.We’re gonna phug up his plans,” I say, grabbing my pack and walking out the door.
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      I STAND IN HORROR, unsure which direction to go, or how to avoid any of this. Words wash off Videus like water, and my abilities don’t have any effect on him directly.

      “Take a seat, Everblossom,” Videus says, a scowl hidden in his words.

      I step backward awkwardly, taking a seat in the glass chair. Watching every move Videus makes, I focus on the dark color of his blood mask, and the contrast of him to the white light in this glass cube.

      “Alright, shall we get started then?” Videus says, his words taking an odd cadence as he holds his a’s slightly longer than he should.

      Swallowing my fear, I sit up straighter.

      “Not that you have a choice, mind you,” he laughs. “I will get what I need, one way or the other. So, please, test me. It’ll be so much more fun.”

      Out of nowhere, clear straps of energy arch over my wrists and ankles, binding me to the chair.

      I clench my jaw, and tighten my fists. I refuse to give Videus any satisfaction.

      “This is such important, and delicate work. Not meant for a man’s hands,” Videus begins, running his fingertips over the series of instruments and knives on the table. “I have important questions I need answered and I need assurances I’ll get the truth.”

      I lower my eyebrows, assessing every move.

      “I already said I’d cooperate. Now, let’s get on with it,” I spit.

      My anger to the injustice of it all runs in the undercurrent of my emotions. Anger Videus will torture me for whatever end, only he really knows. Anger he feels I’m somehow responsible for his suffering. Anger before I even knew who, or what I was, he was hunting me. Anger everything I thought was true has a ring of fantasy.

      My thoughts land briefly on Traeton. Will I ever be able to help him? To restore his mind? Was this plan to come here too half-cocked to be successful?

      Videus nods, the Ibis on top of his head bobbing slightly, “I know, but this is so much more fun.”

      He chuckles. It’s oddly comforting, and completely mortifying as it twists into something menacing. Suddenly, the door behind him opens.

      “Ah, just in time,” Videus says.

      Waving a hand, a Labot enters the enclosure. Her face is wiped—as they always are. Dressed in standard NanoTech, down to the boots on her feet. Her long black hair drapes down her back, with hints of green peeking through.

      “Kani—Kani, is that you?” I scream, without thinking.

      Videus chuckles, “I suppose to you she would be, yes. You should realize, she can’t hear you. The woman inside now is merely an instrument.”

      I glare at him, grinding my teeth and wishing I could make them both understand. But how would you ever help someone this insane understand? Or someone who’s mind is being controlled? Logic no longer applies.

      I close my eyes, trying to reach out to Kani—break into her mind, and sever the connection. But I’m met with static and disrupted, erratic energy.

      When I open my eyes, Videus tick-tocks his pointer finger from side to side.

      Something oozes from my nose, and there’s nothing I can do to wipe it away.

      “See, we picked this cage especially for you, Everblossom. We knew you’d try some of your…mental acuities,” he says, snickering.

      “We?” I spit, keeping my eyes locked on both of them.

      “Why, yes. We,” Videus says, pacing, “See, before Kani became a faithful servant, she was most helpful. She explained a lot of details I hadn’t fully understood before. She helped me pick this one out so we could keep you focused.”

      My heart sinks. I know Kani and I were never best friends, but I considered her a friend, nonetheless. Would she really have done this to me? To the rest of the planet? Surely she knows there’s more at stake than just her own pain or dislike of me?

      Maybe she did and it didn’t matter.

      Kani steps forward mechanically, choosing an instrument from the table. Even in her Labot state, old habits die hard. She chooses a knife, similar to the one she’s always had strapped to her leg.

      However, without her signature snarky expressions, my blood runs cold. This, cold, calculated machine is absolutely terrifying.

      “Why don’t you ask your question already?” I say, ripping my eyes off of her, and placing them back with Videus.

      “Haven’t you gotten more brave? Good for you, what fun would it be trying to get this out of a sniveling, crying Daughter of Five?” he says, smirking. “Though, I have to admit, I’ve fantasized it that way a number of times. I cannot tell a lie.”

      I keep my eyes fixed on him, refusing to look away.

      “Alright, you want to begin, let’s begin,” Videus says, peering over his shoulder at Kani.

      A silent command passes between them, and within seconds, she’s at my side, knife drawn and ready. Then, she slowly kneels down, keeping her facelessness pointed at me. She grabs hold of my right hand, and deliberately digs the tip of the knife beneath the fingernail on my pinkie.

      Biting down hard, I refuse to scream—though the pain is unbelievable. Lightening sparks through my whole body, recognizing the point of entry as a source of intense agony.

      “Now that I’ve got your attention, I need you to know I’m not unwilling to go here. I want you to remember this moment. Remember the feeling of your friend’s blade twisting into your body. There are thousands of spots like this all over the human body. We don’t need to cut huge gashes to be effective. Just know next time, it won’t be so pleasant. And if you lie, consider an eyeball to be next. Perhaps that pretty blue one,” he says, stepping forward. “Now then, how do you do it?”

      “Do what?” I spit, trying not to focus on the blood escaping through my fingertip and the sound it makes as it hits the floor.

      “Move through time,” he says, simply.

      “I—I’m not,” I begin.

      Stinging discomfort lashes out as Kani twists the knife slightly.

      “I mean, I’m here. This is my time now,” I say, backtracking to the truth.

      “Are you so certain?” Videus says, bending in.

      The bloody mask looks so real—and perhaps it is. All this time I thought it was another elaborate hologram, but now I’m not so sure.

      “I—I—” I stumble for words, unsure where he’s going.

      “When I came back, everything made sense again. I could tell I wasn’t in the loop any longer,” I say.

      “Loop? Is that what you’re calling it. Interesting,” he tips his head to the side, “Not quite what I’d call it, but alright. I can go with that. How did you get into it?” Videus demands.

      My mind races, there’s information I don’t want to give over to him—but will he know if I don’t? Where is this all leading? And how long can I stall him until I have a plan?

      “The Tree of Burden. When I entered, it took me through and dumped me into an alternate timeline,” I say.

      Not a total lie.

      “And where exactly did it start? Were you in control of it?” he asks, leaning in closer.

      “No, at least, I don’t think so,” I say, my finger throbbing. “At first I wasn’t even aware I was out of my timeline. I was sheltered from anything that would have given it away.”

      “Peculiar,” Videus says, scratching his chin. Blood leaks from his mask to his gloves, but he takes no notice or care.

      Kani’s Labot form hovers in wait, her knife centimeters from my finger. The tip pulsates, but I can already feel my blood coagulating, wanting to make me whole again.

      From somewhere nearby, an alarm blares, and the lights dim, then red lights blink furiously.

      “Sort that out,” Videus commands to Kani.

      She nods, spinning the knife in her hand as she stands up. Then she flings it to the table as she heads out the way she came. The knife lands with a soft thud beside the others like it as its tip digs into the table, swaying goodbye to its wielder.

      “Happen often?” I ask, quirking an eyebrow.

      Videus snorts, “It’s none of your concern.”

      His demeanor doesn’t change at all. It’s hard to determine if he’s rattled, or simply feels unconcerned about the change in ambiance.

      “The Tree of Burden,” Videus begins again, as he meanders toward the table of knives and other instruments, “what was it like? Inside it?”

      My eyes narrow as I try to follow his direction to a final conclusion.

      “Answer me,” he snaps.

      “It was like a tree—any other tree on Pendomus,” I say.

      “Except?” Videus prods.

      “Except for when I left my friends behind. It held the gateway to the time loop,” I say.

      “How did you know what to do?” he continues.

      I’m unsure how much I want to explain about Adrian and the voices. Or the others I assume are out there, helping me in some way. I’ve never really met them, I’ve only felt their presence.

      “I didn’t,” I say. “I followed my intuition, mostly. I did whatever I felt was the right thing to do at the time.”

      “So, you went into the Tree of Burden on a hunch?” Videus snickers.

      “I guess I did,” I say, pressing my thumb to my pulsating pinky.

      “What about the information?” he says.

      I narrow my eyes, “What information?”

      “Don’t play coy with me, Everblossom,” Videus says, suddenly inches from my face. His breath is stale—like a room closed off for centuries.

      “I—I—” I stumble for words, “I don’t know what you’re referring to. What information? You need to be more specific.”

      Videus’ ibis twitches almost imperceptibly.

      He’s closer than I thought to exploding. Unrest—or hatred—maybe both, is running under the surface of this calmer demeanor.

      “Videus, I went in on a hunch because what choice did I have? The information I received was minimal, but you’d backed us into a corner. I didn’t have time to extrapolate anything else. I trusted in my ability to figure things out, that’s all,” I say.

      Clenching a hand in front of him, Videus’ fingers tighten—as do the electrical restraints around my wrists and ankles. I’m thrust into a blinding pain as electricity courses through my veins without him ever lifting a finger to the knives. I close my eyes, trying to wield the energy—to subdue it.

      Suddenly, I hear screaming—it starts low and grows louder and louder. Red and white light blinds me behind my eyelids until everything abruptly stops.

      I close my mouth—cutting off the scream.

      Silence falls, and I open my eyes.

      Videus is gone.

      Darkness consumes everything.
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        * * *

      

      What must be hours later, I open my eyes feeling groggy and disoriented. I’m still attached to the glass chair—the restraints still intact, digging into my skin, but without sending their electricity through me. The table full of instruments has vanished, but I know without a doubt, Videus will be back for more. Perhaps when he’s more restrained, himself.

      My head lolls to the side, unable to hold itself just yet.

      Come on, Runa. Get control.

      I have to work quickly. I don’t know how much time I have until Videus comes back for more—and I don’t plan to waste this opportunity.

      I take a deep breath, and allow my eyes to close again. If anyone is watching me—it will simply appear like I’ve passed out again.

      Taking slow, deliberate inhalations, I center myself, and call upon the energies in the bloodlines. Alone, I may not be strong enough to do this—but together—embracing the energies of those who came before me—I hope I have a chance to succeed. Kani didn’t know anything about the bloodlines, so there’s a chance Videus doesn’t fully understand either.

      The energy builds slowly, awakening inside like a sleeping cat stretching. My body shudders, and clarity strikes my consciousness without any effort on my part. Connected to the source of all—my ancestors and those who made me possible—I lean on their leverage to push my mind out toward those in cages alongside me. I hope like hell their connection to the bloodlines—to me—will allow me the access I need—even in this place.

      At first, my consciousness creeps slowly, hunting for a way out of the glass enclosure Videus put me in. It’s true, his efforts would certainly keep me in check—if I hadn’t had my bloodlines backing me up. It’s funny—all this is possible because Videus kept trophies of his victims. I still don’t completely understand why. I guess I don’t overly have to. His sick fascination with the bloodlines will be his downfall, I swear it will.

      My mission now is about protecting the rest of us, and getting everyone out. With a little luck, I’ll find something to help Trae.

      Reaching out further, pushing my mind to find a way, the energy of it melds with the glass box. I push through it, rather than find a place of least resistance. As my consciousness passes through the glass, it scatters, disorients. Whatever this is, it’s no ordinary glass—it’s something more.

      It’s still not capable of containing me, though. Once my consciousness pushes past the box, I see everything. I’m connected to each and every one of the people here in a way I’ve never imagined being connected to anyone. Not only can I see them as my consciousness hovers overhead, but I can feel them all. As though each one of them are simply an extension of myself.

      Casting out a distress call, of sorts, I wait to see if anyone responds. To see if they’re still there, trapped inside their own heads—or if they’ve been released through the suffering they’ve endured.

      At first, nothing happens. But then, like a slow tickle across my brain, I sense the awakening of…something.

      What is it?

      I focus on it, sending out the message that I’m here. That they aren’t alone.

      Then it comes to me, what the something is.

      Hope.

      For the first time in a long time for most of them, the inklings of hope arises. It’s small—the energy of it overall. But it’s there. And it gives me something to latch onto. Hope means they’re still alive—Videus hasn’t broken all of them. And that alone gives me something worth fighting for.

      ~Hello?

      One voice calls out in my head.

      ~Hello? Is someone there?

      Another.

      ~It’s been so long. Am I dead?

      ~Please, please—I’m trapped.

      ~Hello?

      The flood gates of voices in my head begin to open. The awareness of their minds, their souls all awakening to my presence fills me with such relief. I’d half expected them to be as broken as they appear from the outside.

      ~I’m here. I need you to know you’re not alone. Not anymore. I respond.

      ~Who are you? How are you doing this? That—that man. He’s tortured me. I didn’t think I’d ever hear anyone again.

      ~How can I hear all of you?

      Another voice.

      ~Can everyone hear each other?

      I ask the question. I need to know if this connection pushes the limits of what I’ve ever done before.

      ~I can, yes.

      ~Me, too.

      ~Yes.

      Good. This is good.

      ~Listen everyone, I don’t know how yet, but we will find a way out of here. I have friends on the outside—and I’m working on a plan.

      ~Who are you?

      ~My name is Runa. Runa Cophem.

      ~Runa?

      One voice calls out, desperation clinging to my mental projection.

      ~Right, Runa.

      ~Oh my g—Runa. It’s so good to hear you. I—I thought you were dead.

      I push my consciousness further, pinpointing the source of this voice. Like zooming above the sea of bodies, it finally rests on the body of a man, crumpled in the corner of his glass cell. His dark hair has grown out and shaggy, extending over his ears. The skin on his hands have taken on a grayish quality.

      ~Baxten? Baxten, is that you?

      My heart skips a beat. I’d been told he was lost. But here he is.

      Suddenly, my resolve falters slightly.

      How can he be here?

      ~Yes! Runa, yes! It’s me. I don’t know where I am. Or what the hell is going on. A man—he has a—I don’t know what’s wrong with his face. I’ve never seen—

      Someone else chimes in.

      ~I’ve seen it too. What is that?

      ~Me, too. Oh, god, what is he?

      The voices start flooding in, and they’re hard to control—hard to piece each one out so I can make sense of them all. But the sentiment is the same. They’re scared as hell and they’ve seen Videus personally.

      ~Baxten, did he do anything to you? What has he done?

      I ask, needing to understand more about the nature of everyone’s capture.

      ~When I first got here, I was so disoriented. I—I remember looking for you, but then, I swear Runa—I swear on all my life, a giant creature came out of nowhere. It wrapped itself around my legs and burst into flames. I thought I was gonna die. The next thing I know, I’m here. Alone, strapped to a slab of glass. What is this place?

      ~We’re in the Crematorium—all of us are.

      ~The Crematorium? Why are we here—?

      ~Crematorium?

      Panic builds in those connected to the conversation and I know I need to dampen it quickly or it will get us all killed.

      ~Yes, but it’s not just the Crematorium. It’s used as something else. A holding cell for all of us. Videus—this man—he wants information from us. More from me. So, if you want to stay alive, do as he asks. Do you all understand? It will keep you alive until I can get us out.

      They each begin talking at once, some making sounds of acknowledgement, others of protest.

      Suddenly, a searing pain rips me from the connection and my consciousness promptly returns where it should be—a girl in a room, bound to a chair.

      My eyes pop open.

      Beside me, Kani’s disturbing faceless form hovers just to the right, in my periphery. Suddenly, pain floods my consciousness. Buried in the back of my right hand is a long knife. My fingers are splayed open, without my conscious effort to do so.

      Videus stands before me, a little bird resting on his shoulder—Caelum. His mask of blood and the headdress look oddly appropriate beside that traitorous bird.

      “Ah, there she is,” Videus says. “I have a surprise for you.”
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      HIDING THIS BOOK should really be priority. Not only is it getting damn heavy, but the Caudex seems to glow brighter, the longer it’s ignored. Pretty soon, it’s gonna be a mini-sun bursting from my arms. There’s no way I’ll be able to bring it directly to Runa without setting off some major alarms and I’m pretty sure getting caught with it will be worse than hiding it now.

      Trudging through the deep snow, I play out what will happen next. What my plans will be, heading into the Helix. I need to get to Runa—if I can convince Videus I’m still being controlled by—whoever this is—then maybe I stand a chance. He might just let me in, or allow me to stay. Whichever. At least, that’s the plan.

      Of course, the opposite could always happen, too. Could be a stupid plan. So, I can’t rely on any of Videus’ generosity to get me through this. I need a backup as well.

      ~We could wait for the Daughter of Five to escape on her own.

      The intruder is back.

      “You’re kidding, right? Who knows how long that could be. And what could be done to her in the meantime. No thanks, I’ll pass,” I say aloud.

      ~If my master gets even a hint you are not me, things will not end well for either of you.

      “They’re not ending well now. We can’t just sit and wait for things to happen. Or let Runa do all the heavy lifting. She needs help, and I’m not about to sit here. We need to go in,” I say. “You got a better idea?”

      Silence greets me.

      Of course he doesn’t have a better plan. His plan is to stand back and see what happens. Some plan. No, we have no choice but to head in and hope for the best.

      ~Where will you hide the Caudex? It’s power will not be contained for long.

      “Hell if I know. You gotta bunch of clever hiding spots here on Pendomus, oh great Pillar?”

      ~All of my hiding spots are now dead.

      My footing falters slightly, “Well, that’s morbid. So, you’re pretty much no goddamn help.”

      ~It would appear not.

      I scan the surrounding area. Without heading all the way back the Lateral, there’s really nothing but trees, and more trees.

      “Come on. You’ve been on Pendomus for how long? You have to know some better spots to hide this than me. Any dead trees? Another small cave? Anything?” I say.

      Maybe this isn’t a good idea.

      ~There is one spot which may work. However, it is more open than I would like. It could still be found, if someone were to look close enough.

      “Well, it’s better than what I got. Where do we find this mystery spot?” I say.

      ~Turn right and follow the sun’s halo. I will let you know when we get close.

      It occurs to me I’m putting an awful lot of faith in someone who, just days ago, had been taking over my body upon Videus’ command. I hope like hell I’m not misplacing this trust in the name of saving Runa.

      ~I will not betray the Daughter of Five. She is our last hope to restore the balance to our planet. I realize this now.

      “Don’t read my mind and then answer my thought. It’s creepy. And you better damn well keep Runa safe. So help me, if you turn on me I will hunt you down,” I say.

      ~You would not have to look far. I am stuck here with you.

      “You know what I mean,” I spit.

      ~I do not.

      “I mean, I’ll figure out who you really are and how to end you. Hell, I’ll end myself, too, if I have to. Just to get rid of you,” I say.

      ~That does not make much sense. You would die.

      “Yeah, that’s the general consensus,” I say.

      It should probably phase me, but it doesn’t. If it meant saving Runa, or eliminating a threat that I could harbor, I’d do it in a heartbeat.

      ~You are an odd man, Traeton Revasco.

      I snicker.

      “From you, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      ~Take it as you will.

      I scan the trees around us. It’s eerily quiet out here today, and I can’t help but feel an ominous forboding about this adventure. Where’d all the damn birds end up? They’re usually so damn cheerful as they flutter about.

      ~They are most likely congregating about my disappearance. I have missed my check-in point. We will need to deal with this if we are to be welcomed inside the Helix.

      “One issue at a time. We can suss out how to handle that on the way in.”

      ~If you would like.

      “I would. Alright, where’s this hidden spot you speak of?” I say. “I’d like to get a move on.”

      ~Not much further. Continue toward the sun.

      After what still feels like forever, it occurs to me where we’re headed.

      “Wait, wait,” I say. “We’re not going back to the Tree of Burden are we?”

      ~It is the only place I know where Videus will not be able to find it.

      “There isn’t even a goddamn tree anymore. It’s burned to the ground. Your pal made sure of that. How in the hell are we going to hide the book in a bunch of ash?” I say.

      Anger wells up inside me. I should have known better. Talk about a gigantic waste of my time. Every minute wasted is another minute Runa has had to endure inside the Helix.

      ~You may be surprised at what you encounter when we arrive. Please, it's not much further.

      I shake my head. I must be insane, or stupid. Hell, maybe both.

      Damned if he isn’t right, though. As we get closer, instead of the pile of ash I expect, a crystalline tree stands in its place. I approach slowly, taking in the sight. The branches extend upward, touching the blue sky and reflecting the sun’s light in fractals across the snowy ground.

      My mouth drops open as I walk in full circumference. It’s breathtaking.

      “How—how did you know it would be here?” I ask.

      ~I knew if Runa was truly the Daughter of Five, the Tree was not lost to us. It must reemerge in order to bring us her light.

      “Yeah, okay. Don’t get all spacey on me. You’re starting to sound a lot like the guys in the Lateral who've been smoking too many leaves.”

      ~I am not sure what that means.

      “Forget it,” I say, shaking my head. “What now? Where am I supposed to put this thing? I don’t see the opening from before.”

      ~You will have to rest it upon its roots.

      “Are you kidding me? Out in the open?” I gasp.

      ~The Tree will protect its own, masking its energy. Very few on Pendomus will be able to see it.

      “Well, that’s very reassuring. Who are those few? Others like you?” I say.

      ~Technically, yes. But they would have to be looking for it.

      “And you don’t think Videus will be looking for it?” I say, rolling my eyes.

      ~Good point.

      I wipe my hand across my face. How in the hell do I get into these messes?

      As if sensing the Caudex, the Tree begins to pulse light and hum softly. It’s a soft, low energy at first—but grows louder the longer we’re near. Suddenly, the beautiful crystalline branches bend down, snatching the Caudex from my grasp.

      Bending back up to the sky, the book is cradled in its embrace, nearly hidden in broad daylight, thanks to the reflective light of the Tree.

      “Well, I guess that’s that.”

      ~It would appear so.

      “I sure as hell hope Runa knows how to get it back from the Tree,” I mutter.

      ~I am sure the Tree will deliver it to her when it is time.

      “Oh, now you’re sure about something. Figures. C’mon. Let’s get our asses over to the Helix and get this over with. I have to know Runa’s alright,” I say, turning around.

      I throw a final glance at the Tree. It truly is magnificent.

      The crunching of the snow drones on for a few moments, as I lose myself in my thoughts. There’s so much at stake here—and I can’t let anything go sideways.

      “Alright—if I’m going into this, you need to tell me who the hell you are. I can’t expect to pretend being you if I don’t even have a name,” I say, unsure I really want to know.

      ~I am Caelum.

      My heart drops and I stop walking.

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me. The Caelum. As in, Videus’ right-hand—er, shoulder—bird?” I say, gasping.

      ~Is there another?

      God, I hope so, but I’m not that lucky.

      I should have guessed he’d only send his most trusted on a mission like this. Of course, it’s him.

      My jaw and fists clench.

      Caelum. Shit.

      ~I will not betray you.

      “Yeah, okay. I’m sure you said that to Videus, too. No offense, but I’m not all that convinced at this particular moment in time.”

      And he knows exactly where the Caudex is. How stupid—how goddamn stupid.

      I run my hand through my hair, curbing the impulse to pull it out.

      Well, we’ve come this far—no real chance of turning back now. I can’t escape him, even if I wanted to. He knows too much now, anyway. The Caudex’s location, the Archives and what it is—I have to follow this through to the end and hope it all turns out well.

      ~I would feel the same, if I were in your position.

      “Well, gee, that’s really comforting.”

      ~I simply mean it is okay to be leery. But we will need to work together if we are going to make a passable impression upon my master.

      “Yeah, okay. Whatever,” I say, swiping my hand in the air. “Let’s get on with this. How do I pass as you without drawing attention to myself?”

      ~For starters, you must not let your emotions show. You are much too controlled by them and it will be an immediate warning.

      “Emotions, check. What else?”

      ~Do not speak until spoken to. When you enter the Helix, the safeguards will automatically give way. Enter like you belong there, and you will be accepted.

      “That’s good news, I guess,” I say.

      ~Once approached, tell them the connection was compromised and you were unable to rendezvous. That will explain the need to come back in person. I have been able to block all communication from the others, so this will seem believable to them.

      “If you’ve been able to do that, why didn’t you do it sooner?” I say, making a face.

      ~It was not until I was in your Archives that I realized what was going on. It was as if being in a trance. I may have had the ability, but it never occurred to me to use it. Does this make sense?

      “Yeah, I suppose. Kinda like an indoctrination. Or maybe you were just asleep at the wheel,” I say.

      ~The wheel?

      “It’s an old expression. Not even sure what it was meant to mean. I just like the way it sounds.”

      ~Odd.

      “I suppose. Okay, what else?” I say.

      ~Whatever happens, it is imperative you go with it. Your natural instinct will likely be to fight it, but do not. You will give yourself away and everything will be lost.

      “Can you explain? What will I want to fight? Any advance warning will help me prepare.”

      ~Keep your face still as stone when you see Runa—or any other who you may know. Do not let your expression flicker, or it will give you away. If my master asks something of you, go with it until you have succeeded.

      “What if he asks me to kill someone?” I say, anger coursing through my veins.

      ~In all my time with him, there has never been a need for such one-on-one violence. He has other methods in place to handle those necessities.

      “Reassuring,” I lament.

      ~It may not seem it, but it should be. Do you think you will be able to manage this?

      “We’ll find out,” I say, tipping my head to the side and shrugging.

      It doesn’t take long until the Helix’ structure looms in front of me. I pause momentarily to take it in. It’s a beautiful building, if only it didn’t symbolize everything that’s wrong with the world right now.

      ~Do not linger. You are being watched. My master has eyes on every square inch of this building.

      My eyes widen. Runa and I didn’t know that last time.

      I take a deep breath, flatten my facial expression, and square my shoulders. Walking with purpose to the door on the side of the building, I enter in like I own the place. It’s an odd feeling—being the imposter for a change.

      As I walk in, the sights and smells of the Helix make me want to gag. Everything so forced, and artificial. How in the hell do people not realize this?

      ~It’s all they know. How would they expect something different?

      Stop doing that.

      I roll my eyes, keeping my mouth clamped shut.

      Yeah, okay, I suppose stopping isn’t gonna happen. It’s still odd to have someone talk to you in your own mind. Especially when they’re responding to something you think—and not something you say. Not sure I’m gonna be able to get used to that.

      ~Continue down this hallway for a meter or so. When you come to the checkpoint, you will need to allow the retinal scan. It will recognize you—and will also alert my master you are here.

      I take a deep breath.

      Swell.

      My footsteps echo off the boring gray walls. The hallway is devoid of anyone else—an oddity, but not completely unheard of. My best guess on time is the middle of the day. Most everyone will be at their professional appointment stations.

      As I reach the checkpoint, I deliberately keep my face stone cold, and my arms at my side. I envision Caelum moving like a robot, so it helps me alter my innate mannerisms. I step forward to the retinal scanner and allow it to verify my identity.

      As promised, the safety features release and I’m allowed to continue on.

      I never thought about it before—but it’s strange that the Helix needed so many safety features. Was there ever a problem with safety or order? In all my time here I can’t say there ever was. Maybe it was in anticipation of these moments.

      ~My master has an obsession with invulnerability. These checkpoints also allow for the flow of data—keeping track of the comings and goings of his flock.

      I snort. Is that what we’re calling people now? A flock?

      ~It seems a fitting description.

      Struggling to keep my face flat, I can’t help but snicker. I suppose to a bird, that would be an apt descriptor.

      ~You will take the door to the right.

      I follow Caelum’s direction, making my way to the door. As I approach, it swings open for me.

      ~This is a sensored door. It will recognize those with authorization.

      I keep my gaze focused straight ahead of me, but it’s damn hard not to stare at my surroundings. The decor of the place shifts entirely from the cold, sterile environment I’m used to and into a warmer, darker light. Walking down an ornate staircase, I keep my movements almost mechanical. Flames—or at least sconces with the appearance of flames—flicker on the walls. They cast deep shadows, giving an intensely ominous vibe.

      Creepy decor, Caelum.

      ~I must admit, this is the first time I’ve come from this direction. It is the first time I would have used your human form to enter.

      Not even when we—I mean when you helped Kani be taken captive?

      ~No, I had no need. Videus took her and I was told to return to my post.

      Oh.

      The thought that it was my being, even if not technically  me, that allowed Kani to return to the Helix—to be taken captive—it’s not something I overly want to think about.

      I enter an open square, with no apparent doorway, but as we approach, the wall directly in front of us dissolves. Beyond, Videus stands in waiting.

      ~Do not move. Simply wait for instruction.

      I stand like a statue, arms at my sides, and my gaze softly focused in front of me. Videus walks forward, an odd mask covering his face with a strange looking bird atop his head. It takes everything I have not to laugh at the ridiculousness of it. I mean, what does he think he is, part of a cliche horror movie from back on earth? He even has a damn cape.

      Circling me like a predator, Videus moves wordlessly. His hands are clasped behind his back, making his cape float outward at the floor.

      “Tell me, where have you been?” Videus asks.

      Without turning to him, I slowly blink and say, “My connection was severed. When it became apparent, I made my way back to you.”

      Standing just off to the side, not directly in front of my gaze, I feel the weight of his faceless stare. His assessment is clinical in the way he watches me. Any wrong move, and I may as well kiss this whole thing goodbye.

      ~Do not move at all. Do not look at him. It’s what he’s waiting for.

      I cast my gaze in the distance, seeing the long tunnel of stone with doorways on either side. Trying not to dwell on what they are—or who may be in them—I soften my gaze, clear my mind, and wait.

      After what seems like forever, Videus says, “Very well. I had wondered. You were meant to check in two hours ago. Thank you for returning to me.”

      I tip my head, in lieu of words.

      “Do you have any news for me?” Videus asks.

      ~Tell him the Daughter of Five left while you were asleep. He knows that already and wants you to verify.

      “Yes. R—The Daughter of Five left while we were asleep. I am unsure where she went,” I say.

      “I am aware of this,” he says, moving to the other side of me.

      I keep my gaze straight ahead.

      “She and the boy were looking for ways inside the Helix. It is possible they were going to attempt to break in.”

      ~Tell him that is all you remember from this last round. End with the word, omega. It is his secret code word, for instances such as this. It is meant to assure him it is I talking, and not someone else.

      “That is everything I remember from this last round,” I say. Tipping my head slightly, I end with, “Omega.”

      Videus’ shoulders straighten perceivably. Confidence of some sort restored to him with the final word.

      “Very good, Caelum. Now, I need you to do something for me,” Videus says. “Come, follow me.”

      As I turn to follow, the last thing I see is the blunt instrument in his hand as it comes down on my face.
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      BEING ABRUPTLY PULLED from the connection with everyone else is disorienting enough, but the knife buried in my hand sends tendrils of agony throughout my limb. An intense urge to vomit surfaces, and I struggle to hold it back.

      “You doing okay, there, Everblossom? You’re looking a bit green,” Videus says, chuckling slightly.

      I clench my teeth and make myself look into the space where his eyes should be.

      “I’m fine,” I say.

      “Wonderful,” he says nonchalantly. “Now, where was I? Oh, right—surprise.”

      Videus steps to the side, revealing the crumpled form of Traeton. His blue hair, matted to his head with blood. The side of his face is swollen and bruised.

      “Rise,” Videus commands.

      Trae doesn’t move, instead, he takes a deep breath and flashes his tongue across his lips.

      “I said rise,” Videus says, using his left hand to create a quick hand gesture.

      Whatever the gesture was, Trae’s hands fly to his head and he crumples over in agony.

      “Stop—stop! Why are you doing this?” I scream.

      “Well, for starters, because I can. Don’t ever forget that,” Videus says, turning his empty face toward me.

      Taking a few deep breaths to regain my calm, I say, “You don’t need to torture him. He’s not going anywhere.”

      “Hmmm,” Videus says. “You have that part right. The rest is just a perk.”

      He closes his fist, and Traeton cries out in pain.

      “Now then, I’m sure you know why I’ve returned. Well, beyond the obvious gift,” he laughs.

      “I’ve been cooperating with you. You promised me—you told me everyone would be let go if I cooperated. Just let Trae and the others go. You can have me,” I say.

      “Runa—no,” Trae says, his speech garbled and disjointed. He looks up through one good eye. The other is completely swollen shut. His nose bends at an awkward angle, clearly broken.

      Anger builds from the base of my spine, coursing through my veins. Everything in the room rumbles, as I focus on Videus and ending him.

      Trae’s hands fly out, seeking balance, despite being so close to the ground. Videus, merely laughs.

      “Ah, I knew you had more buried in there,” he says.

      Surprised, the anger dissipates as curiosity replaces it temporarily.

      Was that me? Did I actually do that?

      “See, I’ve been tracking people like you, Runa. People with special…abilities…to do things no one else can do. There’s something special about Pendomus. It’s done something special to humanity that we never anticipated,” Videus says.

      “If humanity is so special, why are you trying to cage and kill us all?” I spit.

      “No, no my dear. You misunderstand. Humanity isn’t special. No, humanity is incredibly unremarkable. I said Pendomus has done something special to humanity,” Videus annunciates the words slowly. “I merely need to harness it.”

      “Look around you, Videus. You already have. What more could you want?” I say, the anger beginning to mount again.

      Videus rushes forward, his blank, bloody face inches from mine. Caelum grips his shoulder tightly, and chirps in surprise at the sudden movement.

      “I want to end this all,” Videus says slowly.

      My pulse throbs behind my ears, and I try desperately not to take in the stench of his presence.

      “End this? I don’t understand,” I say.

      “Runa—don’t listen—” Trae starts, but Videus abruptly cuts him off with another hand gesture. Trae’s battered form drops to the ground completely.

      “Traeton—” I cry. “What have you done to him?”

      “Don’t get your wires in a twist. He’s alive,” Videus says, “for now.”

      “You’re sick. You need serious help, you know that? If anything needs to end—it’s you,” I spit.

      Videus begins to back away, perhaps out of anger with my words. But he returns, his face once again close to mine. He takes the hilt of the knife digging into my hand, and twists.

      I can’t hold back the scream erupting from my lips.

      “Don’t you think I’ve tried? You’re a fool. You’ve always been a fool,” Videus says. “This place, Pendomus, it’s like a maze. Only those who know the game can enter and leave. Some of us are stuck. Others, ripped from us. So you either play the game, or you become part of it.”

      “You’ve started the game,” I say, confused. “All of this—all the pain and suffering. This is all you. Don’t you understand that? You could hop off at any time, you could do whatever you wanted and no one would be the wiser. Why do you stay here? Why continue with this loop?”

      A deep, maniacal laugh bubbles from deep inside Videus’ chest.

      “Loop. There it is again. Such a fine word, and so fitting,” he says. “Which brings us back to you. Let’s stop playing coy, shall we?”

      I narrow my eyes, wishing I could look into his.

      “Where is the book?” he says, slowly.

      My heart skips a beat. I know exactly what book he’s referring to.

      “What book?” I say, innocently.

      Videus twists the knife again, sending blinding pain through my whole body, short circuiting all of my thoughts momentarily with the agony.

      “I’ll ask you one more time,” Videus says calmly, “Where’s the bloody book?”

      The calm demeanor he’s taken on is far more chilling than the absurd, angry man. It’s like his humanity slips from his grasp and something else takes over completely.

      What could he possibly gain from finding the Caudex? What secrets does it hold that he shouldn’t be privy to? For the life of me, I can’t think of any. However, the book still has pages yet to be revealed to me. There’s no knowing what could still be concealed. Adrian told me to keep it safe…

      “Times up,” Videus says, flicking his hand toward Trae.

      Instantly, Trae wakes up, a high-pitched scream escaping his lips.

      In reflex, my body tries to stand, despite the restraints.

      “Stop,” I beg, “please, just leave him alone. I’ll tell you how to find it, I promise.”

      “Good girl. I knew you could be persuaded,” Videus says, returning his empty gaze to me.

      Helping him find the Caudex would jeopardize more than the book. I know this. Adrian and my trials—they’ve drilled into me the importance of it not getting in Videus’ hands. But perhaps if I can lead him differently…maybe I can at least protect Trae from being further tortured.

      “The Caudex is near the Tree of Burden,” I say, slowly.

      It’s not a complete lie. Technically, the Archives is out that way. But if I steer him toward the Tree of Burden, at least I know he’ll need my help.

      “Release Trae and I’ll take you to it,” I say quickly.

      Maybe, just maybe I can lure Videus from here and save Trae.

      “The Tree of Burden is ash,” Videus says, his words slow and deliberate. He raises his hand again toward Trae, but it hovers there, waiting for more information.

      I rest my eyes on Trae—his broken and beaten body. Even after all the strangeness with him since my return, the bizarre outbursts and odd behaviors—the true him, the true man…he has my heart. I can’t get around it, and I need to find a way to protect him, so I can get him back.

      “It’s not in the Tree, only near it. Please, let me show you,” I say.

      If I can get Videus away from all of this, perhaps I have a chance at getting the upper hand somehow. Tethys is out there. And if Ammon was released, as promised, he should be on his way to alert Delaney and the rest of the team at the Lateral. Who knows, maybe they’ll—

      Videus laughs, but it’s not a convincing one. Instead, it’s more like a condescending chuckle meant to intimidate.

      “There’s nothing you could possibly do to get me near that tree again, dear Everblossom. Whether resurrected or not. No, we’ll just have to do this the hard way.”

      He stands near me, his bloody face undulating. I can’t tell if he’s thinking, or frozen when there’s no eyes to gauge expressions.

      Then I feel the odd tingling sensation creep over the back of my skull. It starts at the base of my spine, spreading out over the top of my head, like tendrils. Goosebumps rise over my body as I wait. As quickly as it started, the sensation dissipates.

      “Then you’ll never get the book. You won’t be able to see the Tree to gauge where I hid it. It might look destroyed to you, but it doesn’t to me. My vision allows me to see it as it truly is. Perhaps it’s the Tree that once was—maybe it’s resurrected, I don’t know how it works. I just know it’s hidden from you for a reason. Just as it was before,” I say.

      “Then going out there would be futile for me, would it not?”

      “Not if you take me with you. I can bring you to the Tree,” I lie.

      I have no interest whatsoever in helping him open the Caudex. I’d die first. But if I can gain his trust—

      Videus springs to life again, “Tell me, what do you know about the planet, Everblossom? In all your adventures as the Daughter of Five, what have you uncovered. I’m truly intrigued. Tell me everything—”

      His change of subject is unnerving.

      “What difference would any of that make? It won’t bring back your brother—isn’t that what everything’s been about?” I say, trying to understand.

      How can everything be linked? The past, the future, the present? How can Videus be so heartless and cold? How could the planet be put in peril thanks to a man who didn’t exist when humanity first arrived on Pendomus? Instead, his time travel escapades have caused all of this.

      My mind can’t wrap around the technicalities and subtleties of what he’s done.

      It’s all so confusing.

      “It has everything to do with my brother—everything to do with bringing him back,” Videus says, his teeth grinding.

      Trae mumbles, grabbing hold of his side as he tries to sit up.

      Videus flattens his hand, and Trae drops to the floor like an empty vessel. His eyes closed, his breathing slow and unfettered.

      “The Caudex won’t bring him back, it’s not that kind of book—” I bite my lip.

      Instantly, Videus is millimeters from my face.

      “Don’t you dare tell me what it will or will not do. If it were under my control, I’d erase you and your friends before you were all born. Keep that in mind. My brother’s death is on your hands. If that book can’t help me, there’s no point in keeping any of you around. I simply don’t understand why I can’t—” he says, pulling the knife from my hand to hold it at my throat. Then he takes a deep breath, dropping the knife to his side and standing up straighter. “The Caudex is the key to making things right.”

      “His death is on my hands? Has it ever occurred to you it was simply your bother’s time to go? For whatever reason, the wheels set in motion, both future and past—demanded his sacrifice?” I say, through gritted teeth.

      Energy in my fingertips starts to bleed from my hands, rising up my arms. As if tapping into something beyond myself, I embrace the shift, allowing it to occur. My hand throbs, gently closing itself up before my eyes.

      “If it weren’t for you, he’d still be here,” Videus spews.

      “If it weren’t for you—there would have been no need for a Daughter of Five in the first place. I’d just be some girl living on Pendomus. Maybe everyone else would be normal, too. Your brother may even still be here, if it wasn’t for you,” I say, power rising with each word of truth uttered his direction.

      “Lies. I’ve tried thousands of ways to ensure his safety. Each time, I fail. I can’t keep doing it without the book—every time I reset time, I lose memories—making it much more difficult to try again,” he says. “I need a more direct path now.”

      I narrow my eyes, wondering if this really is what it’s all about. Just a man, trying to save his brother from death—and failing over and over. It’s driven him completely mad.

      “What I want to know is how you were able to affect change in the continuum when you were in the past. Don’t try to say you didn’t, I felt the ripples of time shift,” he says, clutching the knife tight.

      I blink at him. I honestly have no idea what he’s even referring to. What was I able to change?

      “Why wouldn’t you just ask for help dealing with your brother’s death? There had to have been people you could turn to,” I say, oddly empathetic. I know I shouldn’t be—but a piece of me can’t help it.

      “You don’t understand. You know nothing,” he says. “Just a child, playing at grown up games.”

      “Then help me to understand. I know this can’t really be you. This man you’ve become—you can’t make me believe deep down, you’re not still a man in there. I’m sure your brother would never have wanted—”

      Searing hot pain flashes across my left eye, as my scars burn. My head rocks to the side from the brunt force of his punch. The knife in his hand, is unforgiving in its resistance.

      “Enough. You have no right to assume you know what was in my brother’s mind,” Videus says, taking a calming inhalation. He adjusts his robes, and squares his shoulders.

      A Labot man with enormous muscles opens the glass door. He takes a wide stance and rests his arms behind his back. No words necessary.

      “Take him to lockup. I need some time alone with him. It’s pretty clear I won’t get the information I want from the Daughter of Five—at least, not yet. Let’s see what I can glean from her lover. Maybe then it will encourage her to be more cooperative.”

      With that, the Labot grabs hold of Trae’s limp body and removes him from the room.

      “What are you going to do with him?” I ask, panic seeping into my resolve.

      Would he kill Trae? Or does he have some kind of torture planned? Trae doesn’t know anything—at least, not enough to satiate Videus even if he did talk. He’s never seen me with the Caudex, let alone know how to find it—even though it’s right there with him in the Archives. At the time, I felt badly for not sharing that side of me. But he wasn’t himself and I knew it. Now—now, I don’t know whether to be relieved he knows nothing—or worried.

      “Please—please don’t hurt him,” I plead.

      Videus doesn’t even look back or answer me. He simply follows after the Labot and Trae.

      The door closes behind them, frosting over and sealing itself, with me still trapped inside.

      I need to find a way out of here. Now.

      Closing my eyes, I focus the energy I felt rising earlier and directing it at the restraints of the chair. I may not be able to dig into the inner workings of wiring, or coding—but perhaps I can overload the energetic hub.

      ~Are you still there?

      ~Will you help us?

      ~What has he done?

      The voices come flooding in as I tap into the bloodlines for help. It’s hard to tune them out—allowing my own energies to focus to the level of precision I need. The barrage of data intruding my brain is overwhelming.

      ~Everyone—everyone, please. You have to stop.

      I say in between comments.

      ~I can’t help anyone locked in this room. I need to focus—find a way to get out of this chair. Either give me your ideas, or stay silent for a few minutes so I can think. Please.

      After a moment, the voices settle down. Although I can still feel them all as they stand by.

      I try again, focusing my mind and energy on the chair, trying to break free from my restraints. As I do, the restraints tighten further—cutting off circulation to my wrists and ankles. Whatever Videus used to bind me, it’s worked like a charm to keep me as contained as possible.

      Damn. How am I going to get out of this before he comes back?

      ~I have a suggestion to try. I think it may be of help.

      One of the voices says. His voice and his mannerisms, even here in my mind are so familiar. It’s like I’ve talked to him before.

      ~Be my guest. I don’t think I can muster enough strength.

      ~I do not believe it is about strength. I have been here a while. If there is one thing I have learned, it is that the Ibis man wants compliance. That is all. Perhaps if you did not fight against them at all—they may release?

      ~It’s worth a try, I guess.

      Closing my eyes, I turn my focus to relaxing. Allowing non-confrontation to well up inside me, and letting go of as much inner struggle as I can muster. I’m able to hold onto the sensation for a fleeting second or two, but it’s so hard. Anger continues to bubble up unexpectedly. How do I relax and comply with everything I’ve been put here to fight against?

      It’s infuriating.

      In fact, the more it infuriates me, the more the restraints are fueled, burning brighter and more intact.

      ~You need to let go. Forget who you are. Forget where you come from and where you have been. Try to erase it all from your mind and just…be.

      ~How? How do I let go of all that I am?

      ~You simply do.

      His words of wisdom resonate with me on a core level. There’s more to his words than meet the eye and I’m not sure why.

      ~Who are you? What’s your name?

      ~I am no one.

      I nod to myself. It reminds me of the man who would come to me in my mind when I was going through the trials. Perhaps the same man? Or is he simply leading by example?

      ~Okay, no one. Let me try this again.

      I blow out a deep breath, feeling the air pass through my lips. Closing my eyes, I free my mind of everything. My path. The time loops. Videus. Fenton. Trae— I let it all go until all that’s left is darkness. I sit with it, allowing the darkness to simply be.

      I feel its weight, only I don’t recognize it as such. Instead, it feels more like floating. Or being in the birthing chamber with fluids supporting my body all around.

      I release all of my troubles. My birth right. The bloodlines.

      Suddenly, I feel my face flicker—like a large feather flitted over it. The sensation brings me quickly back to my body—but it was enough. The restraints are gone and I’m free within the confines of the glass cage.

      ~Thank you, no one. It worked. Now I just have to figure a way out of here.

      ~You better do it quickly. It’s almost time for the raining fire again. Now that you’re out, you’re fair game.

      With that, he’s gone, the connection severed between us.
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      AS MUCH AS I’D HOPED Videus would greet me—us—with open arms, I hadn’t expected to endure such a beating in the name of shock. He’s a sick, twisted man.

      “Alright, what now?” I whisper.

      I should probably simply ask the questions in my head, but I feel like if I keep doing it—I’ll lose all sense of myself. I need to keep whatever grasp on reality I can find in this hell.

      ~Videus will expect a more detailed report of what happened while we were away. We were lucky he had not the time when we first arrived.

      My hand rises to my swollen cheek, “Yeah, lucky.”

      ~The beating was unfortunate. I am sorry you had to be aware for it. My master cares not for the face. It is always the first thing he will go for when he needs information, regardless from whom.

      “Well, isn’t that super?” I say, spitting the last dregs of blood from my mouth. “What’s he got against faces?”

      ~I am not sure. It has always been this way.

      “Maybe he can’t stand seeing the humanity in their eyes?” I offer, standing up.

      It’s been five minutes since we were ushered out of the cage where Runa’s being held. Other than being restrained, she looked mostly okay. Which, truthfully, is both as much a relief as it is surprising.

      “Why’s Runa still okay? I mean, not that I’m not grateful, but why hasn’t he hurt her?” I continue to whisper.

      ~My master is oddly superstitious for a man of science. Now that he knows he has the Daughter of Five, it is my belief, he will tread very lightly until he acquires what he needs.

      “Which is?”

      ~He is hunting for the true prophecy before he proceeds. He wants to ensure his steps forward will be most effective.

      “Effective for what? He already has world domination,” I say. “I mean, what more could a guy really need?”

      ~I do not believe that was ever the core of his motivations. It is far more difficult to parse out than this. He is a complicated creature and I feel at his very core, many of his insights may be compromised.

      “Well, that’s a no brainer. He’s out of his goddamn mind,” I say more softly than before.

      I really need to keep my voice down. The walls could have ears for all I know. With my good eye, I try to gander at the walls and ceilings to get a better look—but it’s hard to tell if there could be any listening devices. If he really wanted, Videus could hide cameras or mics just about anywhere and I’d be none the wiser.

      ~When my master arrives, I will need to take the forefront. He is most concerned about many things I have had in the works. If for some reason you falter with the dialogue, he will become extremely suspicious. It is the last thing we need at this moment. He will not hesitate to kill us both.

      I nod—sounds like a good idea anyway. At this point, any civil dealings with Videus and I’ll likely find myself squeezing his throat closed—or die trying. That was my favorite way to dispose of him outta all of my daydreams, anyway.

      The door to the vassalage cell opens, and in steps Videus—his mask made of blood and the idiotic looking bird headdress. I want to point out how ridiculous he looks, but mentally take a step back—allowing Caelum to do his thing before I make a mess outta everything.

      “Caelum?” Videus asks, stepping inside the room. His dark cloak drags on the floor ominously—like it’s meant to sweep along the dark aura around him. It does a good job of it.

      “Yes, my master,” I hear myself say.

      So weird being in here, but deferring to someone else.

      “Explain to me something. Why did you not come back to your body when I called upon you? Even without hearing me, I would have thought you’d have sensed the calling,” Videus says, taking another step inward.

      “I did not hear the call at all. There is something wrong with the man’s mind, perhaps his nervous system is compromised. I am not sure why, but I was unable to be released at all,” Caelum says. “It may be due to the brain degradation we have spoken about. I fear that it may become increasingly more difficult to evacuate.”

      There are truths mixed in his words that I feel resonate, but definite falsehoods as well. I’ll hand it to him, he’s a convincing liar.

      Walking on by, Videus takes his headdress off and places it on a counter behind us. For a moment, his back is to us and it’s hard to tell what he’s doing. His bald head drops slightly and a slow sigh escapes him. Perhaps he’s more of a man than I gave him credit for.

      “We’ll have to get you on the diagnostic table if this continues to become a problem, Caelum,” he says. “I can’t afford having you—”

      “Would it be so bad if I were in this body instead of my own?” Caelum asks.

      “I would hate to lose your ability to see from above. With the new weather controls I’ve been working on—you’re the only one I trust with some of my most sensitive missions,” Videus says, turning his head to the side and speaking over his shoulder.

      I’m not sure why—but his silhouette looks so familiar. Could I have seen him before?

      “I understand, master. I shall continue to try. I will let you know if I am unsuccessful. Have you perfected the white elephant technology?” Caelum says, continuing to stand as still as a statue.

      Weather controls? White elephants. What on Pendomus are we talking about? And is it normal for such obedience? What the hell kinda master does that—erases any thought of free choice? What in the hell is Videus so afraid of?

      “Not yet, but I’m very close,” Videus mutters. He raises a hand to his head and his fingertips graze the skin on his forehead.

      Videus straightens his shoulders, and replaces his headdress. With his back turned, he looks almost weak.

      I have to admit—this is not entirely the way I envisioned this meeting to go. At least, not after the last one. That—yeah, that was more like what I expected, I suppose. But this? It’s almost as if he’s tired of everything and he’s willing to let his guard down, just a little bit with Caelum.

      ~Caelum—listen to me, we could end this. Right now. His back is turned to us. He wouldn’t be expecting you to jump him.

      Why wouldn’t we take this opportunity? It’s practically handed to us on a platter.

      ~What is it you expect me to do? This is not in my nature. I oversee things, hear things. I am not the brute force.

      ~Well, I am. If you’re not able, move over and let me handle this.

      I can feel the trepidation creeping into my body, arising because of Caelum. As much of a crony as he has been—he’s right. He’s not a fighter. He’d much prefer hanging back from the fray and being a casual observer. I can’t blame him, but I can’t sit here and do nothing.

      ~Alright, if you must. But he will not be as easily overcome as you may think.

      Then, just like that, my consciousness is pushed out front and Caelum’s has taken the rear. My hand slips to my back, as I reach for the electric blade I stashed earlier. I grip the hilt lightly, sure not to trigger the blade just yet.

      I take a deep breath, preparing to lunge, but Videus turns around just as I’m about to flip the switch on the blade. I freeze in place, trying not to let my emotions and motivations show. There’s no way I can attack him head on and win. I’m not that stupid.

      Videus slowly walks toward me again, his movements once again slow, and deliberate. As if the headdress gives him more clarity than simply being himself alone. He takes a deep breath, watching me for a moment. The dark, bloody space where his face should be is unnerving. I suppose it’s meant to be. Still, too bad he didn’t turn around completely when he had his mask off. I would have loved to have seen the face of the real man.

      “Hello Traeton. I figured you would make your appearance sooner or later. You do have a way of continually popping up, unwanted. No patience in you whatsoever,” he finally says. “It’s predictable.”

      I pull the weapon out, gripping it tightly as the ten inch blade of electricity flares to life.

      Videus instantly laughs.

      “Do you even know how to use one of those, boy?” he taunts.

      “How about we find out,” I say, widening my stance.

      Videus takes a step forward and opens his arms wide, inviting any attempt.

      I lunge forward, hoping to catch him off guard with an immediate response. Videus holds still, not moving—not even flinching. As I jab the knife into his rib cage, the electricity scatters, shooting off into random particles in the air. What’s left is a rather awkward attempt at an uppercut.

      A deep, boisterous chuckle emanates from Videus’ core as he tosses me aside without even breaking his stance.

      My body slams against the wall, effectively knocking the wind out of me.

      “Do you honestly believe there’s anything that could stop me? After all this time, all the attempts? And of all things, an electric blade? Sloppy, Traeton. Simply disappointing,” he says.

      Struggling to regain my breathe, I grimace at him. Safe to say this plan between Caelum and I wasn’t one of my smartest. On the upside, at least we know Runa’s still alive. And now, if I make it outta here in one piece, at least I know where she’s being kept.

      Crawling up onto all fours, it takes effort to stand. In a movement so fast, I’d say he wasn’t even human anymore, Videus is at my side. He grabs my throat, his fingers digging into the side of my neck as he squeezes and pulls me to my feet. He slides my body up the wall, my feet dangling inches from the floor—all with one hand.

      Personally, I’m amazed at the show of strength. If he could do this—why bother with taking over Fenton’s body?

      Without being able to see Videus’ expression, it’s hard to tell if he even cares. Could he crush my windpipe with one hand? Seems like he could.

      “Why? Why are you doing this?” I spit, my words garbled and labored.

      “I can’t allow you—or the Daughter of Five to destroy everything I’ve worked so hard to accomplish,” he says simply.

      “What’s that?” I fire back, struggling to breathe. “Your pretty face?”

      “Everything I’ve done—everything here that you see—it’s all to get him back. I have tried for centuries to repair the damage I’d—” he pauses for a brief moment, “The only way now is to push through,” he says, squeezing my neck tighter. “Keep moving forward.”

      “Get who back?” I say each word slowly, trying to pull in as much air as possible.

      “Do you not understand the nature of the delicate balance we cling to?” he says, ignoring my question. “The prophecy—if I don’t stop the prophecy now, all will be lost. Everything. There will be no way to keep trying. Look around you. Do you know how many times I’ve been to the past to help this ant farm progress to the level it is now? They owe everything to me,” Videus says. “And you want to take it away from me?”

      His switch in motivations is confusing. Is it about some guy he wants to bring back? Or his pet project of the Helix. Anger floods Videus’ words with more emotion than I’ve heard him display since we met face to face.

      “What are you talking about? You aren’t making any sense,” I say through gritted teeth.

      Either Videus has truly lost his marbles, or his entire grip on reality. Maybe both.

      Suddenly, the lights go out and emergency lighting engages. The ominous red lights take this Crematorium to a whole new level of hellish appearances.

      “What’s happened now?” Videus snarls, tipping his head to the side and his grip loosening enough to allow me to rest on the floor.

      In the background of my mind I make out most of Videus’ mental alert to the Salamanders and the rest of his cronies—thanks to Caelum still being connected.

      ~Find source. Make sure Daughter of Five locked away. Alert me…problems. Do not disturb me…ridiculous, mundane things. Much to do…expect not to be disturbed.

      Salamanders flood the hallway outside, running in the direction of the rest of the vassalage cells and where Runa is being held. The sea of black creatures is in deep contrast with the washed out grey walls as the lights flicker back on.

      Turning back to me, Videus says, “It’s fortunate for you, keeping you alive is worth more to me at the moment. As soon as you become more of a problem than you’re worth, I have no qualm in ending you. Even if—”

      “I won’t help you. Whatever you have planned, I’ll do everything I can to get in your way,” I say, his lighter grip easing my words.

      “Well, that’s unfortunate of you. Good thing I already have a man—well, a bird, actually—on the inside. I’ll simply have to get rid of your consciousness completely and give your body up to someone I trust,” Videus says slowly. “Would you like that instead?”

      Inside, Caelum’s fear is almost as palpable as my own. If Videus tries to extract my consciousness—he’ll have full access to everything housed in our memories. That includes the location of the Archives as the Acropolis. For reasons still beyond me, it has a heavy relevance to the brewing war and I feel a need to protect it.

      “Your man isn’t in here anymore,” I say, trying to throw him off. “I’ve destroyed him.”

      “You lie,” Videus says, his eyes narrowing, “Caelum is more powerful than you’ll ever be, boy. His awareness spans millenia, handed down through those who came before. No boy would put a stop to him. Certainly not you.”

      However, something falters in Videus’ words. It’s a split second flicker in inflection, but it’s enough for me to play on.

      “How else do you think I was able to regain control of my body? Do you think your crony would allow me to try and stab you?” I say, trying to sound reasonable.

      “Alright. How were you able to destroy him then? Spare no details,” he says, mockingly.

      “Once I realized what was going on, it was like flexing a muscle,” I say. Not entirely a lie. In some ways, I’d been working on expelling Caelum from the moment I became aware of what was happening. I just hadn’t gotten complete control over everything. Sure, I’d been able to throw a wrench into things, I suppose.

      “And this muscle—it did what exactly?” he says, his hand loosening a little more.

      “I was able to regain control of my mind—take it back from him slowly until I could overwhelm him. From there, I was able to lock him away.”

      I cringe. That’s not the way I should have described it.

      “So, he’s not destroyed? Just locked away?” Videus says, considering.

      “Same difference. You’ll never see him again,” I say, shrugging.

      “Perhaps,” Videus says, wheels obviously turning in his mind. “Perhaps I’ve underestimated your mind, Traeton. If the SeizeScanner’s frequency wasn’t enough to open up your mind completely, perhaps we simply need to up the dosage.”

      My eyes widen.

      The SeizeScanner? That’s how this was done to me? How he was able to take control of my mind and insert Caelum.

      I had no idea how this all started, or when. But now it all makes sense. The last time we were inside, Runa and I—when I pushed her out the door— I got tagged by the Scanner. All I could think about was protecting her. I thought I was done for until I woke up at the Lateral. But it was all just a ruse, I was meant to go back home.

      “So that’s how you controlled my mind? The SeizeScanner?” I lament. “Was it meant to take over immediately? Or were you pissed your guy wasn’t able to spy right away?”

      “Oh—why not. You won’t remember any of this once I’m done with you. The Scanner only allows me access to your coding so I could slip Caelum in. It wasn’t immediate. So to answer your question, I was happy with the results. Up until now, that is,” he says, leaning in close. “Oh, you fought me—fought Caelum. But I knew in the end the headaches would be overwhelming enough for you. I was, of course, right.”

      My eyes widen.

      The headaches. Of course—it’s all part of it. They started right after the Seize Scanner and only worsened over time. No wonder the NeuroWands did nothing to help. They weren’t normal headaches. Why didn’t I think of that? It’d never occurred to me they were connected, either. Even after realizing Caelum was in here.

      I’m an idiot of epic proportions.

      Dropping his hand from my throat, Videus takes a step back.

      “None of this would have to be necessary if people would simply comply. Instead, they and are such resistant creatures, believing they know better than their fellow man. It’s not true, you know. Some are not worthy of higher level thinking. There are some who are far too stupid to make intelligent decisions. They can’t see the bigger picture and they don’t know what’s best for them.”

      “It’s called free will, you should try it sometime,” I spit.

      Who does this guy think he is, really? The more he speaks, the more nuts he sounds. Sure, there are some pretty dumb people out there, but there are worse things to be—a homicidal maniac for one.

      Placing a hand on one of the large stones of the wall, it lights up, scanning his palm. The wall dissolves, revealing a large arsenal of SeizeScanners, sonic resonators, and a myriad of other weapons for the choosing.

      Videus grabs the largest SeizeScanner within reach.

      “It’s time to get this moving along. Don’t you agree?” he says.
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      DO I FOCUS ON THE ELEMENT OF SURPRISE? Or do I try to break out of here and be long gone before anyone comes back for another round?

      I trace my hands over the point where the seams of the door should be, but nothing stands out. It looks like one solid pane of glass. If I try to break it, would it set off alarms?

      ~Don’t do it. The last person who did was consumed by the rain.

      A woman’s voice enters my mind.

      I don’t know if it’s reassuring to have so many people here to help, or downright creepy that they can answer my thoughts in this manner. The lack of privacy is unsettling at the very least. I need to learn to control the flow.

      ~Alright, so what do you suggest. Based on the information you’ve already attained—is there a way out? How does Videus make it work? Has anyone been able to ascertain that?

      ~There is a connection in his mind and the mind of the Labots. It’s as if they can pass through simply by thinking it.

      ~So it’s attached to the eLink in some form or another. Am I right?

      ~Perhaps. Unless it’s on its own frequency. It’s certainly possible, considering the length at which he’s gone to keep us all here.

      ~You’re right. I wouldn’t put it past him to create a security all its own for this place.

      Think Runa—you have to be able to get out of this mess. There has to be a way to trigger the opening. Maybe a failsafe? In case something went wrong with the mental programming?

      I look around the glass room. The only thing left is the glass chair. Otherwise, the room is utterly vacant. However, we already know Videus likes a good mirage—he’s nothing if not consistent with that. Perhaps there’s a button or panel hidden behind a holographic screen of some sort?

      Walking around the cube, I run my hands over everything. The seams of the floor. The corner of the room. I drop to my hands and knees and test out every tile on the floor.

      There has to be something here, I can feel it. Even someone as insane as Videus would have his clever moments. He wouldn’t want to be stuck in a room like this without a way out if his programming stopped working, or the power cut out.

      I run my hands over the back of the chair, the arms, the seat. Everything I can think of. Nothing.

      I’m just about to give up when my right hand falls through a tiny space on the floor by the back wall. The veil of the holographic image doesn’t lift, but inside I feel the lever. It’s a simple pulley—rather than anything electronic. Probably because he knows I’d be able to manipulate it.

      Well, this works just as well, too.

      ~Here goes nothing guys. I sure hope this is what I hope it is and not the ‘incinerate’ button.

      I pull hard, shifting the lever from the up position to the down. The cube quakes, clearly not used to this mechanism being used. The door shudders, then shifts aside in a more mechanical, arduous way. Not the smooth gliding aside like when Videus does it.

      Without a second thought, I’m out the door and running along the other glass cage units.

      I chuckle a little bit as I run.

      I guess I chose being long gone.

      But I can’t leave without setting everyone else free. It’s my job—it’s part of why I came here.

      ~The switchboard is near the back of the complex. You might be able to cause a mass shortage that will open the doors.

      One girl says.

      ~How do you know?

      ~Because I’m next to it. The Ibis man didn’t think I was paying attention, but I was. I let him think the torture had broken me.

      I cringe. Torture. How could someone do this? How could anyone become this?

      ~Can you guide me? Can you sense where I am? I have a general sense on you—but it’s vague.

      I’m not sure how this connection between us all works, but if we could amplify it, it would be helpful.

      ~What do you mean? I—I can’t sense where you are. Just that you’re close. Maybe if I focus on showing you where I am?

      ~How do you mean?

      ~I don’t know, I’ve never tried anything like this before. Let’s find out.

      Suddenly, without any additional information, a pillar of blue light shines from her location.

      ~I got you. On my way.

      I race down the pathways, toward the beam of light. When I arrive, I rest my eyes on her glass cage. Its frosted glass is filled full of blue light, as well as shooting the beam toward the ceiling.

      ~Okay, I’m here. Now what?

      The light extinguishes. I look around, trying to find the panel she referred to.

      ~It’s on the back wall, toward the left hand side.

      I run to the wall, my eyes flitting from one end to the other. There’s nothing obvious on the left hand side.

      ~I don’t see it. Videus probably has it hidden. What does it look like?

      ~It’s a panel with a bunch of command sensors on it.

      ~Okay, thanks. Give me a second.

      I walk the back wall on the left, running my hand over the wall to try to find the panel. Suddenly, little orbs of light—the ones that have helped me in the past—filter out of the wall and circle around one spot in particular.

      It looks like more of the same sterile, grey wall.

      How am I going to control the panel if I can’t even see the commands? If I just start hitting them randomly, I’m sure the opposite of what we want will happen—lockdown.

      The orbs begin to circle tighter, now that I’m focused on the right place. Sliding my hand inside the holographic image, I let their light guide my fingertips. Trusting them to lead me to the right place seems like the only option I have left. Especially if we’re going to get out of here alive.

      The orbs stop fluttering about and concentrate over one location. Without any time to lose, I tap the sensor, hoping it’s the one we need.

      Everything in the wide open space of cells shuts down, including all of the lights. Plunged into darkness, the people around me start to panic.

      ~What’s happened?

      ~Oh no, we’ll never get out of here now.

      ~The man will be back—he’ll kill us all.

      Their sentiments echo in fear and border on despair.

      The orbs of light flit to another location on the board, then hover in waiting. I tap the next sensor.

      Backup lighting kicks in from the floor—an eerie flame-like deep orange.

      Then, the orbs quickly go to one more location. Without hesitation, I tap the next sensor. Unfortunately, this time alarms blare and the lights switch from orange to bright and flashing. The way they spin is disorienting, but I catch one good thing in this—assuming we can find a way out. The doors of all the cages dissolve, allowing people the ability to escape.

      Some stumble out of their cells, carefully exiting with eyes open wide.

      ~Baxten? Baxten where are you? Are you able to get out?

      ~Yes, I’m out. Where are you?

      ~In relation to you, I don’t know.

      I look around the space, realizing if we’re going to all get out of here alive, we need to work together.

      ~Everyone—please, we need to be smart about this. I need everyone to come to the back wall of the vassalage.

      ~The back wall of the what?

      Someone says.

      The woman who guided me to the wall steps out of her cell, instantly finding me. She has dark circles around her eyes, but a smile still breaks across her face.

      “Oh thank goodness, I didn’t dream you,” she says.

      I smile in return, “You didn’t. But we aren’t out of the woods yet. We need to get everyone out of here. Can you do another beam of light? Can you help us corral everyone together?”

      “I can try,” she says. Without another word, she closes her eyes and her entire body is consumed by the blue light. It comes out the tips of her hair, her fingertips, everywhere. It’s brilliant and utterly amazing.

      ~Does everyone see the blue beam of light? Can you come to it?

      There’s a sentiment of mass agreement, and I sense everyone moving in.

      “Have you always been able to do this?” I ask her.

      She shakes her head, “Not like this. It has always been small things. Flickering lights, throwing holograms. Things like that. This didn’t start until a month or two ago.”

      About the same time I stepped into the role of Daughter of Five, I imagine.

      “What’s the plan now? The man will be back very soon,” a tall, blonde man says, reaching us first. He has the same sunken, haunting eyes.

      “Once everyone gets to us, we’ll find a way out together. I’m not leaving anyone behind,” I tell him.

      “Who—who are you?” he asks.

      The girl creating the beam of light looks my direction, as well. Her eyes bright white sockets inside the beam of blue.

      “My name’s Runa. What’s yours?”

      “Rendan,” he says.

      “What about you?” I ask of the girl.

      “Antricia,” she says.

      More people filter in, some rushing to join us. Others a bit more apprehensive as they gather. Baxten rushes toward me, his dark hair standing on end and his face as dark as the others. But the smile launching across his lips as he gains sight of me is enough to brighten the room.

      I’ve never seen him happy to see me. Emotions were never his strong suit, being a faithful citizen. He followed the rules of the Helix to the letter.

      “Runa,” he says, reaching out and embracing me for the first time I can remember.

      I sink into his arms, relieved to see him in one piece.

      “Baxten,” I say, pulling him close, “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

      “Never mind that— Everything’s better now that you’re here. What’s the plan? How are we getting out of here?” he asks.

      “This is as far as I’ve gotten. I’m open to suggestions,” I say, looking around at the mass of people collecting.

      “Well, whatever it is, we need to do it fast,” he says, his eyes wide.

      “As far as I’m aware, there’s only one way out—the way we all came in,” I say. “My guess is we need to go back that way.”

      “I don’t remember anything about coming in here,” Baxten says.

      “Neither do I,” another man says next to him.

      “Me either,” two other people say at the same time.

      “Alright, then it’s up to me. Look, we’re going to move as a group. If Videus comes back for us, we’ll all need to be ready to attack. He’s strong when he has us all alone, but we’re stronger together,” I say. “If you have any kind of power, or special ability—be ready to use it.”

      There’s a flurry of responses, but we don’t have time to debate them all.

      I place a hand on Antricia’s shoulder and say, “Thank you for your help. Let’s all get moving.”

      She nods, dimming her blue beam of light. It pulls back from outside of her, as if soaking up through her fingertips. Then, backing up through her veins until it finally fades in the darkness of her pupils.

      Grabbing hold of Baxten’s arm, I position us out front of the pack of people. Getting them to the point where they can find their way outside is critical. Videus won’t want to deal with all of us, and Tethys. No matter how strong he believes he is.

      After all, he’s only a man and whether he realizes it or not, his team of Salamanders and Airgliders have been compromised—by me.

      We move quickly and deliberately, stopping to help others out of their cells who are unable to move—or unable to walk. Suddenly, plumes of fire rain from the sky in random intervals. They burn through the cages and with the doors open, the flames spill into the walkways.

      Chaos threatens to break our ranks and our resolve. Screams erupt.

      “We need to move quicker,” I yell.

      Baxten pulls me in close, “I’ll keep the crowd moving your way. Just keep going.”

      He pulls me into a tight embrace and runs off into the group.

      “Keep moving—you gotta keep moving,” he yells over the screams.

      We race along the vast set of cell corridors until we come to the entrance to the main hallway. The access point is significantly smaller, and it’s like trying to thread a needle with a large piece of yarn.

      “Come on, keep going,” I yell over the shrieks of people scared out of their minds. “Keep going this way, follow the corridor all the way to the stairs. Once you’re up there, run—run like mad. Get outside and head for the tree line.”

      I don’t know if I can make contact with any of them using only my voice, so I take a breath and broadcast it again. This time, on the frequency hopefully they’ll all hear me on.

      ~Everyone—I know this is frightening. But you have to stay calm. Follow the group to the stairs. Once you’re in the main corridor of the Helix, find a way outside. I know that might sound scary, but trust me. You need to make it to the trees. I’ll join you there in a few minutes. I need to make sure everyone’s out. If the man comes back, use everything you have to fend him and the others off. I know I will.

      The barrage of responses come flooding in, but it’s mostly an overwhelming signal of relief. They have a goal or a plan of action. It’s more than they had hours ago.

      I stand by the doorway, ushering people through, and pointing them down the hallway. Hands start reaching through the bars of the massive doors in this corridor. The people inside weren’t let out the way the others were.

      Racing forward, I pull at the handles, trying to find a way to open the doors. They’re locked, firmly closed tight.

      “Let me help,” says a small man, no bigger than me.

      Stepping aside, I have no idea how he’d be able to do much more than what I did—which is nothing.

      For him, however, the door simply opens wide, then promptly falls off its hinges. He turns and smiles, a lopsided kind of grin. Then, he works methodically, opening the rest of the doors in the same manner.

      My eyes open wide, realizing all of these people—every single one of them connected by the bloodlines truly is special somehow. It’s not just me.

      Why am I the Daughter of Five when everyone here is so innately powerful?

      Is this what Videus knew? Is this what he was trying to shield the Helix—or all of humanity from realizing? We each have our own powerful ways to do things? We’re each special in our own ways?

      “Runa—” Baxten calls, taking up the rear of the people streaming past me. “I think that’s everyone. At least, everyone who made it.”

      He frowns, clearly shaken by the things he’s seen.

      “Okay, lead everyone to the tree line. I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I say, searching through the rooms nearby.

      “What are you doing? You have to go, too. If that—creature comes back—he’ll…”

      “I need to find my friends,” I say, continuing to search the empty cells nearby. “I can’t leave them behind.”

      “Who?” he says, grabbing hold of my arm.

      “Let go of me, Baxten. I can’t leave them here.”

      “You have a lot of people depending on you to get them to safety. Are you sure your friends aren’t already in the group?” he says.

      In all honesty, I hadn’t thought of that. Trae could have been in any number of the cells and on his way outside with everyone else. But Kani—

      “You’re right,” I nod. “One of them could be out there.”

      “See? I know stuff sometimes. Come on, let’s get out of here and to safety. If I never see this place ever again, it will be too soon,” he mutters.

      As we run, I spread my awareness through the building trying to locate Trae or Kani. But I don’t even get a blip on any radar I have. Without some guidance, I’d be here for ages just trying to find the right spots.

      I’ll have to get everyone else to the Lateral—if Kani and Trae aren’t with, and I already suspect Kani won’t be, then I’ll make another plan to save them.

      We race up the steps, just behind the last few people in the rear of the group. As we spill into the hallway, everyone is clambering out the side of the building. A huge, gaping hole five meters wide has been ripped sheer through the structure.

      “That’s one way of getting around the checkpoints,” I say, tipping my head in surprise and acknowledgement.

      Whoever has the ability to blast a hole that size has some serious power behind them. It almost reminds me of Ammon and his ability to move stone and rock.

      God, I hope he got out safely.

      To no surprise, the hallways begin to flood with Salamanders. The sound is deafening as they race toward us, paying no attention to gravity, as they race along the walls, ceiling, and floors. Their electrical arcs zap back and forth between the advancement of darkness.

      “Run— Jump out of the Helix, now!” I yell at Baxten.

      The remainder of people still inside the building jump out the hole, as Baxten and I do the same. The cold air hits us like a wave of clarity and I take in the scene of people racing toward the tree line, just as I’d instructed. Unfortunately, further off, a conglomeration of birds begins to glide our way. The AirGliders.

      I grab Baxten’s hand and we both take off running for the trees. Some of the Salamanders throw themselves from the building, while others simply continue out the walls, running along the side of the glass until they reach the snowy ground.

      When we make it to the trees, panic is breaking out in  this group of misfits. Everyone has been through so much already, I can hardly blame them.

      “Everyone, we need to make a stand. We’re too far from safety. We have to work together,” I yell, trying to speak over the cries.

      “What do we do? There are too many of them.” Baxten says, his eyes wide.

      “If you have an ability, use it. I don’t care how—just make it work to protect you,” I say.

      Turning to Baxten I search his eyes. The only thing he ever wanted was to lead a normal, boring life. As far as I can tell, he has no powers, nothing strange within him. He was merely sucked into all this craziness because of me.

      “Baxten, keep your eyes open and prepare yourself. Do whatever you can. I can’t promise how this is going to go down,” I say.

      His eyes widen, but he nods. He knows there’s not much else he can do.

      I pat his shoulder, and step around him. Facing the onslaught of Salamanders as they stream out of the Helix toward us, I sense the girl from earlier—Antricia—begins to set off beacons of light, blinding the birds from up above. Others take her lead and begin working whatever skills or powers they possess.

      One man runs around, touching the trees and they begin to come to life—sweeping the sky and knocking the birds to the ground.

      Another woman works the snow, shifting it out from underneath the Salamanders—pushing them back toward the Helix like a rug being pulled from their feet.

      Suddenly, Tethys is at my side and I know it’s time for me to call upon my own gifts.

      “Wish me luck, Tethys,” I say, closing my eyes. “We’re going to need it.”
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      VIDEUS TAKES HIS TIME, methodically tightening the restraints himself. Clearly, no longer willing to leave the rest to minions who may not do his bidding properly.

      “What is it you plan on doing?” I say, watching him closely.

      Videus looks up, his bloody holographic pool of a face staring blankly my direction.

      “I’m going to ensure Caelum has all the space he needs,” he says, without much concern in his voice at all.

      “If I could be rid of him once, don’t you think I’ll be strong enough to do it again?” I ask.

      “Oh, no. Not once I’m done with you,” he says, brushing off his legs as he walks away.

      My eyes widen.

      “And what does that entail exactly? I mean, if I’m gonna end up gone anyway, what harm is it to share?” I say, narrowing my eyes.

      “Why do you think the faceless ones are called Labots, Traeton?” he asks, drawing his fingertips together in front of his body.

      “What difference does that make?” I say, my eyebrows pulled in.

      Is this just to buy time, or is he really so far gone he can’t even pull coherent conversations together?

      “Answer the question,” he urges.

      “I don’t know, because they’re your robot slaves?” I say, making a face. I vaguely remember reading something about it before in the mainframe—but I’d been having those damn headaches and for the life of me, I can’t remember what it specifically said. Not that it makes a helluva lot of difference anyway.

      Videus tilts his head to the side, “Come on Traeton, you can do better than that.”

      “I don’t know, you’re sick—”

      “Tsk, tsk,” he says, tick-tocking a finger. “No, they’re called Labots because they’re no longer themselves. Their brains—their identities—have been completely handed over to me. Their consciousness, their essence—whatever you want to call it—has been lobotomized. Gone. Surely it occurred to you when their faces were wiped.”

      “I—I thought the faceless thing was simply a hologram so you could see from their eyes. Or so those of us who see them are scared shitless,” I say.

      “Well, there’s that, too. But it’s not the driving force. You know, I’m not a complete monster. I didn’t do it to everyone. Just the ones I knew would be,” he pauses for effect, “helpful.”

      “Helpful with what?”

      “With intelligence, stupid. Clearly it’s not your strong suit,” Videus says.

      I roll my eyes.

      “So no loss when I get rid of you completely and grant Caelum a new body.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that maybe your crony is happy with the body he already has?” I say.

      Videus pulls up short, turning slowly to face me.

      “Has he said something to you?”

      “Yeah, he says you’re a helluva ass,” I say.

      A sigh drifts from his lips and his shoulders sag. Evidently, I wasn’t convincing enough. Caelum, on the other, wasn’t happy with my words. I feel him struggling inside my mind, reminding me that toying with Videus is the last thing we should be doing. We need to be engaging in an escape plan.

      Though I’m not sure what the hell kind of plan we could come up with, strapped to a chair.

      “What the hell would have turned you into this…thing? I bet once you were the smartest guy on the block. Now, you’re nothing but an ass. How the mighty have fallen,” I say, ignoring Caelum’s suggestion.

      Without hesitation, Videus raises a hand. His fingers ball into a fist and he lands it squarely in my jaw. Instantly, I see stars.

      As if kicked inside my head, an intense throbbing swells at my temples. I close my eyes, trying to shut it out.

      ~You must step aside, Traeton. It is for the betterment of all. I must take this over from here.

      Caelum is adamant, but he has an intense amount of nervous energy around his decision.

      ~What about the Archives? Will you be able to hide that from him?

      ~Not if you allow him to lobotomize you. Trust me, your consciousness is the only thing keeping both of us from total annihilation.

      ~I don’t get it. Why would you be in trouble over this?

      ~When we get out of this mess, I will explain more. But for now, know that with the Acropolis destroyed, there is nothing left for Videus to overturn. No more ways to attempt revenge—or revival. Whichever. We must stop him.

      I feel like I’ve been wrapped up into a war I have no place in being. I don’t understand the rules, or the history involved. Yet here I am, smack dab in the middle with the fate of certain aspects resting on my shoulders.

      This must be how Runa feels.

      ~Alright. Do what you need to do. But I’m trusting you here. If you screw me over—

      ~I will not betray you. You have my word.

      ~Yeah, okay. Not so sure how far your word extends. But I don’t see much of a choice. So, how do we do this then?

      As quickly as he had pushed my consciousness out front, I’m back in the rear—witnessing events through the eyes of Caelum. It’s such a strange sensation. Almost like looking out of windows, while you’re inside. You can see the outside, but you’re not yet a part of it.

      My head slumps forward, more for effect than anything else, I sense. Then, Caelum lifts his eyes to rest on Videus.

      “Master, I have returned. It took some rewiring, but I believe I have caged Traeton. He should no longer be a problem,” my voice says in Caelum’s strange, monotonous tone.

      Videus stands still, his blank face staring our direction. I assume under that mask, he’s scrunching up his nose or something.

      “Is that so?” he says.

      “It is,” Caelum says.

      Videus watches my every mannerism with piercing discernment.

      After a moment, he finally says, “Prove it.”

      “There is much to discuss. I believe the Daughter of Five has a plan in place,” Caelum says.

      I can tell he’s buying time, but bringing Runa into this mess isn’t the way to go. At least not to me.

      “And what of this plan?”

      “She has been looking for the root of everything. I believe if you are not careful, it will lead directly back to your origins.”

      Videus shakes his head, “That will never happen.”

      “I understand, master, but I would be leery. If the truth were uncovered—”

      “Hmmm…” Videus strokes the place where his chin should be, “it’s been so long since I was that man. So long since I thought about how the timelines played out when he was—it hasn’t occurred to me they’d dig so far back.”

      “Perhaps the timelines have taken their toll. You have jumped in and out so many times, your brain must still be trying to make sense of all that you have seen and experienced.”

      Timelines? Jumping in and out?

      Caelum is pulling information in that I’d have no clue about to give validity to who he is, but what in the hell does any of it mean?

      Videus’ shoulders relax slightly.

      “You’re quite right, Caelum. Things don’t always make complete sense the way they used to. Time is no longer a linear event, but a very fluid, ever moving animal. It’s hard to gain a good handle on it at times. The people who at one point mattered are nothing but a blip on the screen of a sea of people who’ve come and gone. It’s hard to cast much care for them when I know their ethereal nature.”

      “What would you like me to do now? I do not feel it wise to let Traeton go back into the field without me present,” Caelum says, peering down at our bound wrists.

      “Your mission is over, dear friend. Now that I’ve captured the Daughter of Five, all that’s left is learning the secrets on how she’s been able to alter time. I suspect she’s clueless about her connection to the Pillars,” Videus says.

      “What makes you believe this is so?” Caelum asks. “Would the Caudex not have given those details first?”

      Videus snorts, satisfied he’s truly talking to his second in command. He reaches down, undoing the restraints he so diligently tied moments before.

      “It has always been the downfall of the Pillars to withhold information until the last possible moment. It poses such problems. Yet, they never learn. It’s fortunate for me that I have pieced together the pattern. Besides, she still knows nothing of the Acropolis. If she did, she wouldn’t have wasted her time coming here. It would have been the first place she went.”

      Caelum massages my wrists, and stands up.

      “You are very right. The Acropolis rising would initiate the Beacon. It would be the end of everything you have worked so hard for. She was consumed with needing to save her friend. Kani, I believe her name was,” Caelum says. “There was no talk about the Acropolis of any kind.”

      “Ah, yes. Kani,” Videus nods. “She’s made an excellent Labot. Her medical training and propensity for knives has made her quite useful. As a bonus, Kani was all too willing to be one of ours. Guilt was killing her—as it should have. That’s why I’ve left a piece of her inside. So she can feel the torment of becoming a Labot, but remembering everything she’s done. I even gifted her with memories once sealed shut.”

      “What memories are you referring to?” Caelum asks.

      “Do you remember the first time you were able to fully possess this meat suit?” Videus says, waving a hand toward my body.

      “Of course. I only managed to get partway to the Helix before I lost the connection with his mind.”

      “Very right,” Videus nods. “It was also the day I paid my first visit to Kani—as the young me from her own timeline. I’d had the intention of taking her out, but Trae was still there. He—well, we fought. Then you must have gained control of him, and looking back, your mission must have taken over. Blue hair here, turned and walked out. I was surprised, because at that point, I thought you were still Traeton. The younger me doesn’t have all of this—” Videus gestures to his own brainspace.

      “I am sorry master,” Caelum says. “I do not remember seeing you.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he waves a hand dismissively. “What matters is Kani jumped me. She had her knife on me—and manage to get off my mask. It wasn’t as secure as it is now. I had to strike back. She was astonished of course, but something—short circuited in her mind. I took advantage of her shock and horror. I nearly had her, when something in the stacks of the Archives began to… I don’t know how else to describe it, and it sounds moronic—but it began to fight back. Objects began throwing themselves at me. To this day, I still have no idea how. We should probably investigate. At first, I thought it was some sort of booby trap. Or perhaps Kani has a latent power I wasn’t aware of. Regardless, having only been in the Archives once or twice before, I fled. Over the years, I haven’t really gone back. I have everything I need here—”

      He splays his arms open to suggest all of the Helix.

      “You gave her back the memory of the real you? Would not that have jeopardized your plan?” Caelum says, trying to draw him out further.

      “The plan didn’t exist. Not then. I was simply driven by blind rage and my own grief. I needed someone to pay and she seemed like the perfect one to do it. Then again, it wasn’t exactly her fault— it was mine. At least the first—” Videus says, waving his hand dismissively. “Granted, none of it mattered in the end. Here we are now. I’ve never been able to accept…his loss. I won’t.”

      A sudden surge of energy and the thunderous sound of flesh hitting the walls and floors permeates from the hallway. Salamanders flood the room, exhibiting signs of alarm. Electricity zaps between their bodies, surging from their feet and connecting one another. Their sides have illuminated with blue bolts of lightning.

      “What—” Videus cries. “How could you let this happen? Get out of here— Stop them.”

      The Salamanders take their leave immediately, squeezing through the small door. They race over one another, squashing each other as they clamber out.

      Videus turns to us, “Caelum—it appears I will need your assistance after all. The Daughter of Five has escaped.”

      Surprise and relief floods my body. I can’t tell if it’s coming from me, or Caelum.

      “How can this be?” Caelum asks.

      “That doesn’t matter now, what matters is there isn’t time to waste. You need to go to her. Find her. I need someone I trust to be there with her. I know she’ll be looking for you—well, Traeton. She’s taken some of the other subjects. I can’t let this happen. It could bring about the—”

      “The beginning of the prophecy. Yes, I understand the gravity of the situation, master. What would you like me to do with the Daughter of Five?”

      Videus paces, thinking. Finally he turns back to us, “Nothing. I want you to slide in line. Be her confidant again. Find out as much as you can, so I can come up with a plan. I’ll take them all out, if I have to.”

      “As you wish,” Caelum says, making for the door.

      “And Caelum,” Videus calls.

      “Yes?”

      “If she uncovers the Acropolis, end her,” he says. “You have my permission.”

      Caelum nods solemnly.

      Without another word, Caelum leads us out of the vassalage tunnels. He doesn’t look back to see where Videus has gone, nor does he even question to do so in his mind.

      ~Caelum, buddy. Are you still with me?

      There’s no answer, only stillness and purpose of mission.

      Shit. Shit.

      ~Caelum. We gotta warn Runa. We gotta help the others.

      The lapse of conversation is unsettling, and despite myself, I begin to panic.

      How do I get him to snap out of this?

      My body moves forward on autopilot, not much of anything else going on inside. I don’t know what flipped this switch, but it needs to stop.

      I try to calm my nerves enough to reach out again.

      ~This isn’t you, Caelum. Remember? The Acropolis? The prophecy? We have a chance at ending this hell for everyone— you included. Let me take over if you’re not able to control your damn self.

      It takes a moment, but I feel a shift occur. It’s a tiny stirring at first, but it’s more than I was getting a moment ago.

      Caelum slows his steps, leans up against the cold wall, and takes a deep breath.

      ~Yes, I am sorry.

      He finally says.

      ~What in the hell was that?

      ~Videus has abilities to override much. I am not sure of how it all works. Had it not been for the intrusion, I am quite sure he would have questioned us further and I would not have been able to stop the answers from coming.

      ~Shit. Damn good thing we got away when we did then, huh?

      ~You are quite right.

      ~So, Runa’s managed to escape. What’s the plan? We need to find her now.

      ~You would know better than I where to find her.

      ~If she’s got others she’s protecting, there’s only one place she can go. The Lateral.

      ~You will have to lead us. The underground and I do not work so well together.

      ~Fine by me. Just get us out of here first.

      Caelum nods and continues onward through the twisting turns of the Vassalage. It spills into the actual Crematorium, and it occurs to me—this could be our one shot.

      ~Caelum, we need to do something about this place. Destroy it or something.

      ~I am physically locked from doing harm to the Helix. Even in bird form. I would not be able to assist in that manner.

      ~Alright, then move the hell over. We can’t let this opportunity pass.

      ~My master will hunt for the perpetrator and will show no mercy.

      ~Then let’s make sure we’re far from here when this thing blows.

      Without any further fight, Caelum steps aside, allowing me to take control again. Sliding back and forth seems to get easier each time. In a strange way, I’ll almost miss him when we find a way to get him outta my head. Almost.

      The Crematorium is a labyrinth of rooms, hallways, and strange machines. I’m not entirely certain what any of them do. If Fenton were still here, he’d figure out how to take things down by following it to the smallest wire or some damned thing.

      A pang of guilt twists sharply in my chest. Holy hell. How did everything get so messed up? Fenton should be here with us to set all of this right.

      ~Caelum, do you have any suggestions? You said you can’t physically do harm—but do you at least mentally know how? I could use some advice here. I don’t know what any of this shit does.

      ~It has never been my intention to destroy the Helix, nor any part of it. But I would believe if the fires of the Crematorium were turned up, and the venting valves shut—

      ~Pressure would build up. That’s good. It’ll buy us some time to get the hell outta here before shit hits the fan.

      ~What does that mean? I am not familiar with this term?

      ~It means things get messy. Nevermind. I read it once and thought it was funny.

      I shake my head. As much as Caelum isn’t as bad as I originally thought, he’s also been extremely sheltered. Granted, it’s an old expression, but still. Read a book.
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      CALLING UPON THE ENERGIES of the bloodlines for support, I feel a newfound sense of purpose and energy as I spread my awareness out across the snow. I tap into every living thing around me. The trees, the Salamanders, the people, the birds. Everything becomes an extension of who I am—and they’re a part of me. Even without having the completed mark on my wrist from the trials, I’ve gained so much more strength. Perhaps it’s because I’m surrounded by so many people connected to me. Perhaps it’s simply time.

      With my awareness heightened like this, I sense who each person is, their powers, and their identity. What’s more, I sense every soul still inside the Helix—and buried deep inside the Lateral. I can even feel the people throughout the planet I had no idea until this very moment existed. There are thousands of others like us out there, with a slightly different genome.

      Instantly, I know Trae is still inside, but he’s not currently himself. I knew something wasn’t quite right with him, but I couldn’t figure out what. There’s someone else there with him—occupying his headspace. It’s an odd sensation because they’re both deeply familiar.

      Kani’s body is still inside, in some sort of hibernation, awaiting commands from her new master. I realize now, she’s lost to us. Whatever Videus did to convert her to a Labot has rendered her consciousness inert. I feel nothing inside her, just a blank, haunting nothingness. It breaks my heart, but there’s nothing I can do to help her wake up. Nothing from this point in time, anyway.

      The first of the Salamanders are almost upon us, and I start by tapping into their mind. Like an electrician tinkering with the wiring to make something work, I sense their misfiring and work to set things right. I’m not sure how I know how to do it, I simply do.

      Disconnecting the control Videus has over them, the Salamanders suddenly halt. I leave Tethys to catch them up, swaying them to a new purpose, should they choose to help us. Continuing on in waves with the rest of the Salamanders, I work as quickly as I can to illuminate them all.

      When I feel satisfied I’ve managed to help each of them, I turn to the AirGliders nearby. Understanding their history, I almost feel sorry for them. They were the first to try to help Videus—help humanity. They were the first to make connection and they were used like weapons.

      A squadron of the little gray juncos dive at my head, as they conclude I’m the source of the confusion with their brethren.

      Ducking down as they narrowly miss me, Tethys breaks ranks with the Salamanders to come to my aid. The Salamanders, in turn, begin turning on their feathered friends. Before I know it, the Salamanders and AirGliders have completely turned on themselves. Chaos breaks out as both sides defend their convictions.

      The next wave of AirGliders—the large vulture looking birds arrive on the scene, instantly adding backup to the tiny engagement of the juncos.

      Full on war erupts between the two groups—and I realize I have to get everyone else out of the way. Electricity and fire burst from the Salamanders and the clap back from the AirGliders throws the energy around like a lasso on the loose.

      In all the commotion, I didn’t even notice as Delaney and her team arrives to add human back-up. Relief floods my system, as this means Ammon was able to get out of the Helix safely and complete his mission. However, it quickly abates when I see him amongst Delaney’s team.

      “Ammon—” I call out, running to his side. “You shouldn’t be here. You should have stayed— Things are dangerous here.”

      “Are you kidding? You need all the help you can get,” he says, widening his arms to the scene in front of us.

      Without hesitation, his hands swing in front of him as he maneuvers his hands in correlation with his desire. The ground beneath us begins to move, then shifts aside, creating a wall of stone separating the humans from the fray of two of the Four Pillars.

      Delaney runs up to me, her eyes wide.

      “Are we too late?” she asks. “Where do you need us?”

      I shake my head, “No, your timing is impeccable, actually.”

      I turn to Ammon.

      “Listen, I need you and Delaney to lead everyone away. Bring them to the Haven or the Lateral as quickly as you can. Can you do that for me?” I ask.

      I know this is something he’s completely capable of, and with Delaney’s team helping—everyone should be able to get out of here mostly unscathed.

      Ammon’s eyes flit from the destruction on the field behind me, back to me.

      “But—” he starts, shaking his head.

      Delaney nods, “Look kid, we don’t need to get in the middle of a civil war. If getting the innocent bystanders out is the best option we have, we take it. C’mon.”

      She pats him on the shoulder, then quickly surveys the scene.

      “I’m going to fill Ash in so we can get moving out. Stay safe,” she says, then leaves to talk to Ash. Together, the two of them run off, yelling for others to follow.

      “Please, Ammon. Not everyone knows how to get there. Now’s our chance while the Salamanders and AirGliders are fighting. You’re one of the only ones I trust right now. You need to help protect everyone so they can get to safety.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” Baxten asks, suddenly at my side.

      “Both of you—corral the people together. Follow Delaney and Ash’s lead—those two over there. Make everyone listen and get them to safety,” I say, grabbing onto Baxten’s forearm. “Follow Ammon here, he’ll lead the way.”

      Baxten turns to the small frame of ten-year old. I see the skepticism on his face, but for once, he trusts my call.

      “Okay, kid. You heard the woman. Let’s go,” he says, patting Ammon on the shoulder without a second thought.

      Relief floods through me as the two of them start to jog away together.

      Ammon slides me a sideways glance, his face scrunching in irritation, but he does as he’s asked.

      “Everyone—this way. Follow us, we need to get out of here,” he calls out.

      The two of them run off, corralling as many people as possible, along with Delaney and her team.

      ~Everyone, you need to get out of here. Let me handle the rest. It’s important you each get to safety. Follow Ammon and Baxten, or Delaney and her team. They’ll lead the way to a safe place.

      I broadcast the message, knowing it will be far more effective than everyone trying to yell over the crowd. I also push out images of who Baxten, Ammon, Delaney, and Ash’s are. They don’t need any further confusion on who’s whom.

      Instantly, the group as a collective turns their heads, searching for those I’ve described. As the masses pinpoint Ammon and Baxten, or Delaney, they begin to move like one giant unit. My brothers, along with Delaney and her team manage to make their way to the front, leading them away from the fray.

      Tethys stays by my side, ready to unleash her protection. But I dismiss her attempts to engage her shield. I know I need to be out in front—vulnerable, if need be. I have to connect to the rest of the AirGliders and disconnect their link with Videus. I can’t do that as easily when Tethys’ shield surrounds me. It muddles things up and makes it slightly more difficult to sense them all.

      ~Just stay by my side and keep a watch.

      I pat her on the back, and smile. Tethys grunts in acknowledgement. She doesn’t like it, but she doesn’t question it, either. I close my eyes, trying to silence out all of the beings who are not the controlled AirGliders. I want to engage only with their frequency—no one else.

      After a moment, the others begin to fall silent—not gone, but simply muted. Interestingly enough, I can still sense Traeton—which makes me pause. What’s happened to him? Has an AirGlider gotten to him? Has Videus taken control of him?

      I try again to disengage Trae from whoever, or whatever is inside his mind. But I’m instantly shut out. It’s almost as if he wants the intruder there.

      Shaking off the surprise, I refocus my intentions on the AirGliders. I filter my consciousness from the one inside Trae, to the others nearby. I work on each, disengaging them from the commands of Videus. As they’re freed from his direction, the birds stop fighting in mid-flight—taking to the tree branches, confused and dazed. They begin to chatter amongst themselves, trying to make sense of what’s happened.

      Pausing, I don’t know whether to follow everyone to the Lateral, or to head back to the Helix for Trae.

      What would Trae do?

      He’d tell me to take care of the others. To get them to safety first.

      But if roles were reversed, he’d go inside after me, of course.

      Tethys warns me this is not the wisest of decisions. She keeps close to my side, unwilling to leave me to the chance of anything Videus may have planned now.

      If he captures me again—I doubt he’ll let me live. And yet…it’s a chance I have to take. I can’t leave Trae behind.

      “Tethys, we need to get Trae out. What more can I say? Are you going to help me?” I say to her.

      She grunts, shaking off the extra energy and adrenaline from the fight, and gearing up for another one. I pat the side of her head, and pull myself up onto her back.

      Everything inside her is screaming to get as far away as possible. But she pushes through it, engaging her shield and propelling us toward the Helix. I keep my senses locked on Trae, tracking where he is so I can get a better idea of how to get him out.

      He begins to move, though—making his own way from the Vassalage, toward the stairwell leading out. As we get closer, I realize he’s making his own escape.

      Relief floods my body. After everything, he’s still Trae. If he makes his way out of the Helix, he won’t have to escape alone, but luckily, we’ll be here to get him out.

      Tethys reads my mind, following the signals I give her on Trae’s whereabouts. As we reach the Helix, Trae bursts out of the hole we created. He jumps out, hitting the snow in a roll, then getting up and running.

      My first instinct is to race to him, but for some reason, I hesitate.

      Where is Videus? Surely he knows the others are missing by now. Perhaps the disengagement of the Salamanders and AirGliders has set him back? Maybe he’s trying to find a way to get them back online?

      The disconnection for them is permanent, I felt it. But if I’m not careful, they could be manually returned to the flock. If Videus captures any of them, he could start all over again. I need to find a way to unite them to our cause.

      Shaking away the thoughts, I say, “C’mon Tethys, let’s get Trae—”

      She takes off, pulling the snow’s energy and shooting us toward Trae at high speed. He’s running as fast as he can, as if he’s being chased. It makes it more difficult to pull him into Tethys’ shield with me.

      Behind us, an explosion rocks the Helix. I look over my shoulder to see fire blast out the hole and a portion of the Helix fall in on itself. The explosion sets off a chain of reactions throughout the building, collapsing sections as they go. The devastation is worse than just the building itself. I feel every life as it’s extinguished in the destruction. I gasp as I realize Kani is one of them.

      Trae falters, stopping to witness the destruction. His body and face are so mangled, and he holds his side as he catches his breath. His wrists have marks from restraints and there are more cuts and bruises across his handsome face.

      Tethys takes the opportunity to pull him into her shield. I slide off her back, walking up to him slowly. He twists around, blinking wildly when he realizes I’m by his side.

      “How? Where? Where in the hell did you come from?” he asks.

      Tethys urges me to do something to subdue him.

      I ignore them both.

      “Did you do that?” I say, pointing back to the smoldering Helix.

      Trae’s good eye opens wide, but he nods.

      “We—I had to do something. Couldn’t just let him keep torturing people—” Trae says, shaking his head. “But I didn’t mean for the whole thing— There were innocent people in there. I just wanted the Vassalage to blow.”

      “I know, Trae. We need to get out of here. I need you to trust me,” I say, leaving his side to climb on Tethys’ back.

      “But we need to help the innocent—”

      “We have to let them go, Trae. Those who can, are already finding their way to safety,” I say.

      It’s true—I can feel the energy of the place. It’s as though a common cause has united them and awoken them from their slumber.

      Trae’s eyes widen further and he looks as though he’s about to lose it. Tethys urges me to use my gift—the one she gave to me. To pass it on to him. She relays information of how her bloodline—the Waterbears—they’re a part of me as well. Confused, I pause.

      What does she mean? Her bloodlines?

      Another explosion bursts from the side of the Helix and I realize we don’t have time for any of this. We have to get out of here.

      Without further hesitation, I slide off her back and touch Trae’s forehead. I only wish I could take away the physical pain he’s enduring. Remove the bruises, and broken ribs. But this is the next best thing for our situation. I feel the veil lift from his eyes and he steps back, slamming against the bubble of Tethys’ shield. I’m not sure what’s changed—why I can do so easily for him what Tethys had to do so brutally. Perhaps it’s the trials? Or the mixture of all the bloodlines. Whatever it is, I’m grateful.

      “What—what is this?” he asks, taking in his surroundings inside Tethys’ shield.

      Then, something shifts inside of him. His shoulders unclench and he relaxes slightly.

      “She’s my guardian, Trae. I don’t expect you to understand, but—”

      “She’s the last Waterbear,” Trae finishes, his eyes flooding with wonderment.

      “How did you—?” I say, quirking my eyebrow.

      “Runa, I have something I have to tell you—but we need to get out of here first. Videus won’t be far behind. Can—Tethys—get us to safety?” he asks.

      “How? How do you know her name?” I say.

      “I just sorta knew,” he says, shrugging. “Didn’t you say it?”

      “I—don’t know. Maybe I did. Well, c’mon. We need to get out of here. And yes, she’ll get us to safety,” I say, pulling myself up on her back, then lean over, offering a hand to help him.

      His tongue slides across his lower lips, drawing my attention. So much has happened these past few months.

      I miss him. I miss being just us, stumbling through what I thought was life. It was messy and there was so much I didn’t know—but those lips. They felt like home to me. In a strange way, they showed me what it was like to be me—just me.

      Shuddering away the flood of emotions, I flick my fingertips to urge him up. Trae grabs my forearm, and places one hand on Tethys. He pulls himself up, sucking in a sharp breath. Without a second thought, he slides his arms around my waist, taking a moment to let his body rest. Then, he takes a closer look at Tethys, and shakes his head.

      “This is so—she’s so—wow, amazing actually,” he says.

      “She is,” I agree. I don’t know what I’d do without her.

      Tethys takes off, propelling us quickly toward the Lateral’s entrance. By now, I hope everyone else has at least managed to get to the safety of the cavern system.

      “Runa—I’m so sorry I couldn’t protect you in there,” Trae says after we’ve cleared the vicinity of the Helix.

      Looking over my shoulder, I tug my eyebrows in.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about,” I say.

      He shakes his head, but falls silent.

      I know there’s more he wants to say. More he needs to discuss, but I don’t want to pry him open. I want him to finally talk to me. To finally open up and tell me what’s been happening on his own.

      Tethys begins to internally debate the best route to get us to the Lateral. Oddly enough, she finally decides on the Haven’s entrance, rather than the small outlet by the Archives.

      “The entrance is blocked, Tethys. Remember?” I say out loud.

      “What’s that?” Trae says.

      “Sorry, I was talking to Tethys. She wants us to go through the Haven’s entrance, but I’m not sure how. Has anyone dug it out after it collapsed?” I say, trying to look over my shoulder.

      “Not as far as I’m aware. It’s been pretty much useless.”

      Tethys just chuckles internally at the fact I don’t understand her abilities better. Then I remember the last time we were trying to get to the Lateral. She’d come up from underneath, breaking through stone, ice, and much more to get us there.

      “Actually, come to think of it—why not bring us that way again?” I say.

      Tethys shakes off the suggestion. She sends the impressions of Videus, and the need for discretion— for some reason we need it, even in the Lateral.
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      WITHIN A COUPLE MINUTES of silence, we arrive at the entrance to the Haven. Instead of pummeling through the way she had when we broke through the channel, Tethys pauses. Taking in the scene around, her body is tense and alert as she spreads her own consciousness through the snow, making sure the coast is clear.

      Then, the snow rumbles from the base of her shield, making a direct path all the way to the packed snow filling the entrance. As if exposed to a flash of heat, the snow in the entrance boils itself away. The water that remains pools on the floor of the entrance. It curls itself up like a wave, crashing down on the remaining boulders blocking the entrance. Then, Tethys calls the water to herself, rebuilding her shield and taking in the extra elemental nourishment.

      A couple of smaller rocks and rubble remain, but nothing so large that we couldn’t manage to squeeze our way through.

      I slide off Tethys’ back and Trae immediately follows after.

      “Are you ready?” he says.

      Standing at the entrance, the irony isn’t lost on me. In a way, this is where my connection to everything began. Because of Trae’s selflessness, I was introduced to this side of the world and became part of the prophecy.

      Sighing, I nod at Trae, and take his hand. I push my own consciousness out to the immediate vicinity, sensing any energy signatures or consciousnesses nearby. Deep in the ground, the Lateral lights up in my mind like a bright focal point. But the Haven is now a barren, isolated place.

      “Yeah, let’s go,” I say.

      Tethys releases the shield, sending a warning to be careful and be swift. She reminds me the actions I take now affect not only me and Trae, but the entire planet. Too much has been set into motion. The longer I stay in the Lateral, the more I put at risk. There’s more to the story somehow and I need to find out what I’m meant to do next.

      Trae remains stoic as we make our way to the entrance. We climb over the rocks and boulders, slowly working our way to the main tunnel of the Haven. A few yards from the entrance, Trae pulls up short. His lips purse and his eyelashes flutter quickly.

      “You okay?” I ask. “Being here for me it’s—So, what about you? Are you going to be alright?”

      He sighs slowly and nods.

      “Yeah, I just—I guess I didn’t expect to feel like this. We’re just a few meters from Fenton’s mainframe room. Being back here—it’s like nothing happened. But everything’s changed. It sucks.”

      “I know what you mean. I wish there was something I could do. All this,” I say, waving my hands at my body, “the Daughter of Five stuff—and I can’t do anything that truly matters to us. I can’t bring Fenton back.”

      “That’s not your burden to bear, Runa. It is what it is. People live, people die. You can’t save them all,” he says, his eyes gazing at the floor.

      “Come on,” I say, grabbing his hand, “Let’s get through this together.”

      We walk slowly, taking our time. When we finally open the door to the Haven, I suck in a breath. Everything—everywhere—it looks like the whole space was tipped upside down and shaken. Fenton’s mainframes are smashed. Books, candles, pots and pans—papers, it’s scattered everywhere.

      “Videus’ doing?” Trae says. “Looks like the Archive’s—and that was his doing, turns out.”

      “I—I don’t know?” I say, looking around. “It doesn’t look targeted. It looks more like a fit of anger. Is anything missing?”

      Trae shrugs, “Hell if I know. Doesn’t matter now anyway. This isn’t home anymore.”

      We move through the rooms, checking each to assess the damage, not for how to fix it—but for our own curiosity. Kani’s room is the worst. Her swaying fabrics and paintings are ripped to shreds and crumpled in heaps across the room. Frames are broken into shards and lying in scattered sections.

      “Whoever the hell did this has a serious grudge against Kani,” Trae says, swiping his hand out in front of him.

      My brain is pinging back and forth, trying to play out more scenarios than I could possibly consciously work out. It feels like it’s going backward and forward in time, trying to sort out different versions of the past and present. The energy is almost overwhelming, and I feel myself start to sway.

      It’s been a long time since I felt like passing out from the energy bombardment.

      “Runa, you okay?” Trae says, grabbing hold of my wrist.

      I suddenly get flashes of the Caudex. No words, no advice. Just flashes. The wave passes, and my head starts to clear.

      “Yeah, I— I think I need to get back to the Archives.”

      “What? Now? I thought you wanted to—What about all the people in the Lateral now? I thought you needed to check on them?” he asks.

      “I know, but I have to get back. My guides—they’re telling me—I need to get something,” I say, sitting down on Kani’s bed.

      Trae’s face lightens, his eyes open wide, “You mean the enormous book?”

      I stare at Trae for a moment, unsure what to say. I’d hidden the Caudex from him specifically—but now I don’t know—it’s almost like he’s back to being his old normal self.

      I nod.

      He nods in return, his tongue skating across his lower lip.

      “It was glowing. When you left, I woke up confused. Then, Ammon found me and the book, it started glowing so bright. I hid it for you, in case anyone came back to the Archives to finish the crazy destruction. Kinda glad now, since Videus was the one who was there.” Trae says.

      “How do you know it was Videus?” I ask.

      “When I was in the Helix—when he thought I was— he let it slip that he was the one who messed with Kani, and my mind.”

      My gaze softens, as I think about the consequences. This mess at the Haven could very well be his doing…

      “Why would he want to hurt Kani—or mess with your mind?” I say.

      Trae shrugs, “I suppose to get intel on you. Runa, I have something I need to tell you about—”

      “Where did you hide the Caudex?” I blurt out.

      Trae sighs, his gaze flitting around the room.

      “You know, maybe you’re right— let’s ditch this place. I’ll show you where it is,” he says, grabbing my hand.

      I’m inexplicably nervous. Why would the book shine when I wasn’t around? Why didn’t Trae tell me about this before now? Is it simply because it didn’t get brought up? Or is there more to it than that?

      Should I be suspicious after everything that’s happened? He was inside the Helix, after all. What if he’s an agent for Videus now? Could that be why I sense the AirGlider energy?

      So many thoughts ramble around in my head and it occurs to me, I need to ask something I’ve been wondering about for a while. It will confirm or deny my suspicions.

      “Trae, I need to know what’s been going on with you. How did you know about Tethys being the last Waterbear? And what’s with all the strange behaviors since I got back?” I ask, staring him directly in the eye.

      Trae’s tongue slides across his lip—a signature move of his and I realize it’s a bit of a tell. Part of who he fundamentally is.

      He shifts awkwardly, then takes a seat next to me.

      “There’s not really an easy way to say this, so I’m just gonna spit it out,” he says. “I’ve—I’m not the only one inside my mind. There’s someone else in here.”

      He taps the side of his head.

      I inhale sharply. It’s one thing to contemplate and even conjecture about this being the case, but it’s a whole different animal when it’s confirmed from the man himself.

      “I kind of assumed. Well, no, more than that actually, I sense something else. I didn’t at first, but I do now,” I say.

      “What do you mean?” he says, his dark eyes surveying mine.

      “I sensed something in you—not long ago. I wasn’t trying to pry, I was just trying to connect mentally with the AirGliders,” I say, casting my eyes to my hands folded in my lap.

      “I see,” he says, licking his lip again. “So you know it’s not human.”

      “Do you know a name?” I ask, suddenly curious.

      Trae pauses for a moment, holding my gaze, then shakes his head.

      “No, no idea,” he says, shaking his head. “They’re just kinda there. I’ve managed to take back control, though. I can sense them—but that’s about it.”

      “I suppose it would be difficult, knowing who they are when they’ve taken over?” I offer.

      “Yeah,” he nods, “I know I’m not in control at times, but things are hazy. Kinda like being in a dream, I suppose. Then, when I am myself, I can’t remember what I’ve done when I’m not me. I think I have it under control now, though. At least, I hope.”

      He runs a hand along the back of his neck as he scrunched his face.

      “We need to find a way to get whoever it is out of there. We can’t allow Videus access to our plans, regardless of how much control you think you have. I wonder if Landry could help?” I say, thinking out loud.

      “He’s been pretty damn preoccupied. Dealing with Fenton’s death and the EMP situation. If we can figure this out without him, that’d be better,” Trae says.

      “That’s true,” I say, remembering the warning from future Trae.

      Was this what he was referring to?

      Regardless, Landry’s been through so much, he needs a little respite.

      I take a deep breath.

      As much as I want Trae by my side, is it really wise? Am I putting everything in jeopardy, just being near him right now? What if this AirGlider can access everything we say and do, even if Trae’s in control?

      “Trae, maybe I should go alone. Can you tell me where you hid the Caudex?”

      Trae shakes his head, “I don’t think that’s a smart idea. What if Videus shows up and you’re alone?”

      “What if whoever’s inside controlling you makes a reappearance and it’s you who attacks me?” I counter. “Could you live with that? What if I have to stop you? How could I live with myself the way Kani’s had—”

      “I really don’t think that’s likely to happen,” Trae says, shifting slightly. His eyes drop to the floor.

      “How could you be so sure?” I say. “Who knows how Videus controls them? Or how much he sees even through your own eyes? What if he’s able to record everything?”

      Trae stands up, and begins to pace. His eyebrows flicker upward as he considers.

      “Look, if you really don’t want me to continue on with you, all you need to do is say so. I don’t want to jeopardize your mission, or put you in danger.”

      I stand up, taking his hands in mine.

      “I know you don’t. Which is why I think it’s best to go our separate ways for now.”

      As soon as I speak the words, I get a flash of Trae being on the ground, surrounded by blood.

      Rubbing a hand across my face, I realize there’s no good answer here. No good way to handle things. If Trae’s on his own, he’s vulnerable. If he’s with me, I’m vulnerable. At least with me, I can control my actions and reactions. But if he got hurt—especially because I sent him away—I don’t know I’d be able to live with myself.

      “Alright,” I say, “I’ve changed my mind. Maybe it’s better we stick together.”

      “But what about everything you just said?”

      “Well, if Videus is doing those things, he already has enough information to make a move. Don’t you think? We just need to make sure we’re faster than he is,” I say, trying to be optimistic.

      “Alright, but I’m grabbing Jayne,” Trae says walking to the room he shared with Fenton. He tugs a box from beneath the bed, and lifts out the sonic resonator. Cradling it in his hands, he takes a deep breath.

      Then he hands it to me.

      “Take this. I want you to be in charge of her. If anything happens, even if it’s me, I want you to pull the trigger,” he says.

      I shake my head, “Trae, I have my own way to fight. I don’t need this. It’s better left here or with you.”

      I try to hold it out to him, but he pushes it back at me.

      “At least hang onto it for me,” he says, “just to be safe.”

      His eyes glisten with concern.

      “Alright,” I agree. “Let’s get back to Tethys.”

      We take our time, slowly walking the tunnels that lead us outside, lost in our own thoughts. Will it be the last time I see the Haven? It feels like everything I’ve gone through has been preparing me for the next few big moments. The time of reckoning is almost here.

      As we pass the kitchen, I linger in the doorway, remembering my first encounter with food. The trip to the Oasis that interrupted the barrage of insults from Kani. Fenton’s teasing and references that didn’t make sense at the time. But they’re starting to now.

      I miss both of them. I may not have liked Kani at first—and I’m certain the feeling was mutual—but I know now she was just protecting herself and the men in her life. She always was a true badass.

      I smile, but it fades as quickly as it arises. I wish I could have saved Kani—brought her back with us. Taken her away from everything. How did this all get so messed up?

      Trae stands by my side, silent and strong. I feel the energy rolling off of him—like a mixture of agitation, anticipation, and excitement. The AirGlider inside him is dormant, quietly sitting in the background. I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something so familiar about his or her energy.

      We continue down the main passage, past the common room, the mainframe, and to the main door. Trae locks everything up and we continue to the exit in silence. Both of us lost in our own thoughts.

      As we leave the tunnel together, walking out into the snow, Tethys is instantly by our side. One moment, my feet crunch across the snow, the next, we’re inside her bubble.

      We both climb up on her back, and she senses we’re on the mission for the Caudex. Her mood lightens, as though this is something she’s been waiting for.

      My mood on the other hand—it’s quite different. Closer to Trae’s, I suppose. I want this over. I want to put things right and—move on.

      Is that even a possibility? Moving on?

      With Trae’s arms around my waist, I think about what it would have been like for the two of us. If we were allowed to simply follow the normal course of time, of humanity, where would we be?

      “Where did you hide the Caudex, Trae?” I ask.

      “It’s with the Tree—your tree,” he says. “I figured it was the safest place for it. Videus couldn’t see it before.”

      My eyes widen, and I gasp. Had Videus taken me up on my offer to get the book—it would have been right where I said it was. And I had no idea.

      “You okay?” Trae says.

      “Yeah, I just—it’s nothing,” I mutter, shaking my head.

      That was a close one.

      We sit in silence for a moment or two, while Tethys course corrects to the Tree of Burden.

      “What are you thinking about?” Trae asks.

      I sigh.

      “I’ve been wondering what things would have been like for us—you and I…if we were allowed to be ordinary humans. No prophecies or crazy sociopaths controlling things. Where do you think we would have been?”

      I look over my shoulder, and Trae’s cheeks flush slightly.

      “What is it?” I ask, my eyebrows tugging in.

      “Nothing,” he says shaking his head, “I guess I could see us together. You know, like Kani and Fenton,” he pauses for a moment. “Maybe one day, having kids. Have you ever thought about kids? I can say honestly I haven’t…until I met you.”

      My eyes widen.

      “Until you met me?” I say, surprised.

      Trae shrugs, “I could just see it, I guess. Like it became a pathway I could travel down, if we wanted to. You know?”

      “Hmmm,” I say, considering.

      What would it be like having children with Trae? I only have a few memories with both of my parents and in all honesty, my mother wasn’t the best. Though I do understand her motivations a bit more, now that I’ve met Ammon. It was a survival instinct for her. Knowing now she was also a Labot in disguise… I’m not sure what her distance would mean for me. Would it impact the way I handle things? What kind of mother would I be?

      My mind follows the logistics of things, but it occurs to me I’ve never seen the necessary equipment at the Lateral to support the reproduction of humans.

      “Trae, how are the children born outside the Helix? Does the Lateral have an incubation lab?” I ask, looking over my shoulder.

      Trae sucks in a quick breath and a hand flies across the back of his neck. Once again, his face flushes.

      “Ahhhh,” clearing his throat, he finally says, “When two people—well, when they—See, Runa, humans…”

      He struggles to search for the right words, and I wonder why. Is it something bad?

      “What is it?” I ask, casting my gaze out at the snow in front of us. The trees zoom past with amazing speed, and I know we’ll be at the Tree of Burden soon.

      “Runa, do you feel anything with me? When I kiss you—does something stir inside you?” he asks, his eyes searching mine when I look over my shoulder at him.

      I smile, “I do. But what does that have to do—?”

      “Humans, in order to have babies in, I don’t know what you’d call this—nature, I guess. It’s not just about babies, either. But that’s the purpose, I guess. Ugh, this is all coming out wrong. Our bodies are meant to connect, yours and mine. Men and women. Hell, sometimes men and men, women and women, too—but that’s not the point. Uhm, to make babies, our bodies sorta intertwine. Genetic code is passed from,” he clears his throat, “are—are we there yet?”

      “Nearly,” I say, hanging on his words, “Genetic code is passed how? For what purpose? How does this connection take place? Is there some sort of port?”

      He scratches the top of his head, and snickers slightly.

      “Kinda, I suppose,” he says.

      It’s nice to see him more himself, but I can’t place why it’s such a difficult conversation for him. Children are a logistical component of continuing the population. Family units seems to be more complicated out here than in the Helix, but that’s to be expected, I suppose.

      Trae takes a deep breath, then something shifts in his demeanor. His shoulders release a bit and he takes another cleansing breath. Deeper than the first.

      “In order for an infant to be born, genetic code is passed from the male to the female by way of sexual intercourse. It is a mating ritual occurring across all species of mammals. The combination of the male genetic code with the female code melds together to create a new human child,” he says in an oddly monotone voice.

      “Okay? How does sexual intercourse work? Why do I get the impression it’s uncomfortable?”

      “It is not uncomfortable—quite the contrary. However, it is difficult to explain, yes,” Trae says, biting down on his lip.

      We arrive at the Tree of Burden, and Tethys comes to a halt. Her energy is beginning to border on excitement again. I look around, wondering if there’s something she senses out here that I can’t see.

      She drops her shield and Trae drops off her back, making his way through the snow. He edges toward the Tree of Burden, his eyes on the sky.

      I slide off as well, walking over to Trae to finish our conversation. Raising an eyebrow, I wait for more.

      Shaking his head, almost as if he’s struggling with himself, he holds a finger up.

      “Give me a moment,” he says, walking away.

      I stand beside the Tree of Burden more confused than ever. I thought it would be a simple question, but instead, I’m met with even more questions.

      After a few long moments, Trae walks back. His awkward demeanor has returned as he points up at the Tree. He runs a hand along his neck, his cheeks flaming.

      “You know, I really think we should just get the Caudex,” he says, his lip darting out and running along his lower lip. “We can revisit this later.”

      I take a deep breath, shaking off the curiosity, and confusion. He’s right.

      “Where is it, then?” I ask.

      “It’s sorta…up there,” he says, pointing up to the top of the Tree.

      My eyes flit from him, following the trunk of the crystalline Tree, up to the very top branches. Cradled in its upper most embrace is the Caudex.

      “How—?” I say, my mouth dropping open.

      Trae shrugs, “The Tree sorta took the book from me. That’s where it ended up.”

      “Let’s hope we can get it back down,” I mutter.
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      LIGHT REFRACTS FROM THE TREE, sending cascades of iridescence in all directions. The low sun makes everything seem magical, as I take in the Caudex hidden in the Tree’s upper branches. It’s amazing none of the AirGliders spotted the book—surely they’ve been on the lookout for the Tree of Burden since my talk with Videus.

      “Maybe if you get close enough, the Tree will give the Caudex back?” Trae suggests.

      “Maybe,” I say, walking closer.

      From here, I can see it’s pages glittering brightly, but it’s masked well within the light from the Tree.

      “Was this your idea?” I ask, turning to Trae.

      He makes a face, “Not exactly.”

      His right hand runs along the back of his neck, as he squints his eyes.

      I watch him, waiting for more.

      After a moment, he finally says, “The AirGlider—the one in my head, he’s not so bad. He’s actually helped a couple of times.”

      My eyes widen, and I turn to square up with him. “You’re not seriously saying you’ve been talking with him, are you? You know they can’t be trusted until their connection to Videus has been severed.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know that. But I think his already has.”

      “Why do you think that?” I ask, watching his every micro expression as they flit through his face in rapid succession.

      “Look, Runa, you’re gonna have to trust me a little bit.”

      “You, I do trust. But I don’t trust the AirGliders who have free reign and are tied directly to Videus. Here—let me help, maybe I can,” I begin.

      Trae steps back, his hands up as he shields himself from me.

      I stop moving toward him, throwing my hands up in defeat.

      “Look, if you’re happier with the AirGlider in there—”

      “It’s not that, I just don’t think it’s a wise idea to remove him just yet. There’s a lot we don’t know and he’s been very helpful so far.”

      “This is ludicrous. After the conversation we just had—and now you want to defend one of Videus’ programs being in your head? Do you not understand how crazy that sounds? We should be working to get it out, not hang on to him for further exploitation. He has his own body, Trae. He’s disembodied,” I say, emphasizing the last word.

      “Technically, what we should really be doing is getting that damn book down from the top of the tree,” Trae says, jamming his finger up into the air.

      “Fine,” I say through gritted teeth.

      Turning on my heel, I reach for the Tree’s trunk. It’s cold and smooth to the touch. As soon as my hand comes into contact, the aquamarine crystal at my neck glows brightly. The branches of the Tree twist in a dance all their own, as they work to gently carry the Caudex back down to me.

      I reach up, taking the glowing book from its embrace, and step back in awe. This Tree has been through so much, but it’s still a wonder all its own.

      Taking a cleansing breath, I tug the aquamarine crystal from behind my top. It glows and hums at a frequency only I can hear, I think, as it prepares to unlock the Caudex.

      “You said this was glowing before you left the Archives,” I say, glancing up at Trae’s wide eyes.

      He nods.

      The lock disengages, and I slip open the heavy cover. The pages fly open to the one with new insights.

      It takes a moment for the light to subside so I can read the information. Trae hovers to the side, close but granting enough space for privacy.

      “Can you see anything? What does it tell you?”

      “Just a second,” I say, holding up a finger.

      The dark writing reveals itself, one word at a time— as if it’s being written by an invisible hand.

      
        
        Daughter of Five, the moment to end Videus’ reign grows near. The next move will be the igniting of the Beacon. This will set a chain reaction to allow the Acropolis to rise once again. The Pillar factions need only a cause to unite them. The Acropolis will stand as a clear message to all that the prophecy is true and the process has begun.

        

      

      I take a deep breath. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard about the Acropolis, but everything is always so vague. How do I ignite this Beacon? And where is it even located?

      As if answering my questions, the book keeps going.

      
        
        The Beacon’s location is hidden under humanity’s feet, ready to engage whenever the prophecy is initiated. Upon proximity to the Beacon, the Daughter of Five’s blood and the mark of completion will act as the key.

        

      

      “What’s it saying?” Trae asks, curiosity getting the better of him.

      Instinctively, I rub my wrist where the partial mark is hidden. Will the Beacon still ignite if I only have a partial mark?

      Shaking my head, I look up at Trae.

      “It’s saying I need to ignite a Beacon. It sets off some sort of chain reaction to rise something called the Acropolis,” I say.

      Trae’s eyes widen.

      “The Acropolis?” Trae repeats.

      I nod, “My only problem—well, there are a few actually. For starters, I have no clue where the Beacon is, let alone the Acropolis.”

      Trae shifts slightly, his eyebrows scrunched together in thought.

      “And, well, it says the mark I was meant to receive through my trials would ignite the Beacon. But the final trial was never revealed. I don’t know what happened.”

      “Can I see it?” Trae asks, moving closer.

      I hold out my wrist, pulling back my jacket cuff. The glowing, blue ink glitters like sunlight in water.

      “It’s a flower?” he says.

      “The Everblossom,” I say, sliding the cuff back into place.

      “Wasn’t that the flower that was said to have been everywhere when humanity first arrived? Even in the snow?” he asks.

      I nod.

      “Thus the name, I suppose.”

      “So, if this mark was meant to be the key to ignite the Acropolis, how do you finish up the final trial? Is it something you can just hop back into quick and—”

      “No Trae. It doesn’t work like that. I was told if I left before I was finished, I would not be able to get back.”

      “Then why did you leave?” he says, taking a seat in the snow next to me.

      “I had to get back to you. Something big was going to happen and I couldn’t let you believe I wasn’t going to return,” I say, thinking back to the future crater where the Lateral used to be.

      “Okay, so what do we do now?” Trae asks, “Are we back to square one?”

      I push myself up to a stand and take a short walk to engage my mind. Trae follows, keeping pace with me.

      After a few minutes of silence, I say, “I don’t understand. If the mark was the key, why wouldn’t they tell me before I left? Why didn’t the Caudex deem it more important then? Everything is hinging on it now. Without it, I’m basically inert.”

      Trae shrugs, “Maybe it didn’t occur to them?”

      I lower my eyebrows and make a face.

      “After everything I’ve been through, that’s not likely,” I say. “I don’t know why it matters, I don’t even know the location of the Beacon or the Acropolis. Maybe they put their faith in the wrong person?”

      Trae clears his throat.

      “If it helps, I know the location of the Acropolis,” he says.

      My eyes widen as I turn to look at him.

      “You do?”

      Scratching the back of his head, he nods sheepishly.

      “Okay, where?” I say, raising my eyebrows.

      “It’s the Archives,” he says.

      I blink rapidly, taking in this new information. At first, I want to laugh. To tell him the AirGlider in his head has done a number on him. But the more I think about it, the more I realize he could be right.

      The place was much larger than I gave it credit for. And Ammon and I stumbled on that massive room. It didn’t look like the rest of the Archives, filled with relics of humanity. It was elegant, beautiful, and full of power.

      I turn to Trae, and say, “How do you know this? Did the AirGlider tell you?”

      Trae shakes his head, “Not so much told. I sorta sensed it when he realized.”

      Sucking in a sharp breath, I say, “Does this mean Videus knows? We should go. We need to get a step ahead of him”

      I turn on my heels to head back to Tethys.

      Trae chases after me, grabbing hold of my wrist.

      “No, Runa. Stop. Videus doesn’t know. The AirGlider, he—when he realized, that was when things changed with him. He knew he couldn’t bring the news back to Videus.”

      “Didn’t Videus have control over him?” I say.

      “This—revelation, it’s what broke the connection,” Trae says. “That’s what I believe.”

      I bite my lower lip, thinking.

      “Okay, good. That’s good,” I say, beginning to pace. “A relief, I guess. But we still need to find the Beacon.”

      “Well, I’d imagine it can’t be too far. Can you? I mean, everything’s been kinda going on here on this side of the planet.”

      “Plus the Caudex says it’s under humanity’s feet. Could it be in the Vassalage somewhere?” I say, thinking out loud.

      “I doubt it. That was all Videus’ creation. Did you sense anything like that when you were down there?” Trae asks.

      I shake my head, “No. But it was difficult to discern much. Many of the people—they have powers of their own.”

      Trae’s eyebrows flick up, “Really?”

      “That’s why Videus wanted them. Their bloodlines are connected to mine. It gives each of them their own special gifts.”

      “Wow, handy,” Trae says, shrugging. “You know, if it came down to a fight with Videus.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. They’ve been through hell. What Videus did to them—it’s unconscionable,” I say.

      “What about the Lateral?” Trae says, his tongue skating across his lower lip.

      “What about it?” I ask.

      “Could the Beacon be there somewhere?” he says.

      I shake my head, “No, I really don’t think—” I begin.

      But the memories of being underwater with Tethys as she brought me to the Lateral flood back. There were gears and other machine-like qualities under the floor of the Lateral. What if it actually is the location for the Beacon?

      “We need to go,” I say, grabbing his hand.

      “Go? Go where?” Trae says, surprised.

      “To the Lateral. You might be right, but I need to be sure.”

      “What happens if you can’t get it to ignite? You know because of the mark thing?” Trae says.

      “Then, I guess I only have one choice left,” I say, frowning.

      “And what’s that?” Trae says.

      “I have to do whatever I can to get rid of Videus before he destroys everything.”

      I tuck the Caudex under my left arm, and make my way to Tethys. She stands up, stretching slowly, and shaking the snow from her fur.

      “Whoa, do you ever get used to seeing her?” Trae says startled.

      “From the moment I made the connection with her,” I say, smiling, and petting the fur on the side of her head. “It’s like I’ve known her my whole life.”

      He shakes his head, eyeing her.

      “That doesn’t bode well for me.”

      Tethys bends down, allowing me to climb on first, then Trae follows. Without hesitation, the bubble of her shield surrounds us and we take off for the Lateral. She already knows the mission before I have to tell her. The snow is an extension of her—it allows her to feel, sense, hear things.

      Making our way through frozen trees and snow dunes, Tethys maneuvers us to take the underground waterway again. I need a closer look at everything to know if Trae could be right.

      The cliff’s edge is nearing. The sky is a beautiful shade of purples, oranges, and golds thanks to the locked sun and its halo casting its illumination in the sparse clouds.

      “Hold on tight,” I say to Trae, knowing what’s about to come.

      Trae grabs hold of my waist.

      With that, Tethys throws us all over the edge of the cliff. We shoot downward at such a velocity, yet it’s odd—just like last time, in the moment, it’s as if time stands still. My hair rises as gravity gives way, and my stomach turns. Trae howls, gripping me tightly.

      We crash through the ice and snow, then slowly submerge into the watery depths below.

      “What in the—?” Trae says, opening his eyes and releasing his grip a little.

      “There’s a channel of water underneath the Lateral. I’m not sure if anyone else realizes it’s there. The last time Tethys brought me this way, I remember seeing things. Statues, and a strange structure under the floor,” I say. “I remember thinking it was odd.”

      “Okay, I coulda used a little warning before we cliff jumped, though,” he says, taking a deep breath.

      “Sorry, it didn’t occur to me until we were coming up on it,” I say, gripping Tethys tightly and peering into the blackness of the water.

      Tethys moves surely through the depths, allowing the water to guide her to where she needs to be. Both Trae and I remain silent, waiting for a glimpse of the Lateral.

      Light streams into the water at large intervals, casting shadows and illuminating some of the underwater sculptures. I can’t tell if the light comes from outside, or the Lateral itself, but I’m happy for the visual disruption. The intensity of darkness becomes disorienting after a while.

      As we get closer, I claw at my wrist, holding it tightly to my body as the skin starts to burn, like it’s searing away. Soon, the sensation becomes unbearable. I grope at the fabric of my jacket, pulling it back and exposing the partial mark.

      As though it had a mind of its own, the light of the mark floods outward from my wrist, painting the walls with the same shimmering blue light. The light embeds itself into markings etched into the stone and statues. It starts off bright, casting away the darkness. But after a few moments, the light begins to dim.

      “Guess it knows I haven’t completed the trials,” I say, frowning.

      “But at least we know we’re in the right place. That’s gotta mean something, right?” Trae says.

      “Yeah, I guess. But if I can’t ignite the Beacon, I don’t know how much good it is,” I say.

      “Well,” Trae begins, but sighs. “That’s why we have a Plan B. If we can’t get this thing to work, then we take Videus out.”

      “Maybe there will be more in the Caudex soon,” I say.

      Tethys begins hunting for the best way into the Lateral. The last time she burrowed through the middle of the street, but this time, she’s more restless. Not only because the stake of our planet lies within these moments—these actions, but also because there are more people milling about in the streets now. She doesn’t want to hurt anyone.

      After what feels like forever, she finds her entry point.

      “Hold on, things are going to get a little bumpy,” I say, pulling Trae’s arms closer.

      Tethys swerves, guided by something I can’t see.

      Suddenly, the mark glows again, casting the blue light across a series of stone steps along the left. They spiral along the wall of the cavern system, heading upward toward the Lateral.

      “Are those stairs? How would they even—? Who would have built those?” Trae asks.

      “One way to find out,” I say, as Tethys gets us close.

      Once we reach the stairs, it becomes clear Tethys won’t be able to follow. The stairwell is far too narrow—built for a person to walk up alone. But for as far as I can see, it’s under water.

      “Can you swim?” I ask Trae.

      “I think I can manage. How about you?” he says.

      “How hard can it be?” I say, shrugging.

      Trae takes a deep breath, but coughs.

      “If we’re going to try this, we need to get moving. Tethys’ shield will eventually run out of oxygen. Are you ready?” I ask, keeping my eyes trained in the glowing stairs.

      “Let’s do it,” he says.

      “Follow the light of the stairs. If anything goes wrong, swim back to Tethys. She should be able to help,” I say.

      Trae nods.

      I take my own deep breath, trying to fill my lungs with as much air as possible before we give this a try. I grab hold of Trae’s hand and clutch the Caudex with the other.

      “Okay, ready? 1…2…3.”

      On the count of three, both Trae and I inhale deeply and Tethys releases her shield. Water rushes in at us from all directions, throwing us about like rag dolls.

      I struggle to hang on to Trae. The vortex pulls us apart, our fingers slipping away from one another. I try to open my eyes to see where we’re meant to go, knowing he’ll be doing the same. The blue light is beginning to dim, but I vaguely make out the steps.

      Pushing myself as hard as I can with my legs, I make my way slowly to the stairs. As I reach them, I scramble with my free hand, trying to find something to grab onto to pull myself up and out. The stones are slippery, covered in some sort of growth. I try the walls, finding a hand hold wide enough to slip my fingers inside and push me upward with my free arm.

      I continue along the wall, searching for my next hand hold, and kicking myself upward through the water. The blue light finally goes out completely, and I’m plunged onto darkness as I scramble to get myself out.

      Panic starts to claw at my chest as the last dregs of oxygen dwindle and carbon monoxide is bursting to get out. I fight the urge to inhale, but I’m losing the battle.

      Just when I think I can’t take it anymore, I push myself through the surface. My inhalation is loud and sloppy, and I scramble, desperately trying to find something to hold onto. The steps above the water are no longer slippery, but dry and solid.

      I throw the Caudex up onto one of the stairs. With wobbly arms and legs, I pull myself completely out of the water. Spinning around the way I came, I stare into the darkness, waiting for any sign of Trae.

      “Come on, come on,” I say, shivering.

      I’m met with complete silence.

      “No, no, no,” I say, shaking my head. “Come on, Trae.”

      This can’t be it. After everything we’ve been through, all that we still need to accomplish. This can’t be how things end.

      “Trae—” I scream.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Traeton

          

        

      

    

    
      LOSING RUNA’S HAND sucks both of us into the dark abyss without any sense of direction. Not only is the motion and water completely disorienting, but so is the lack of oxygen and lack of time.

      ~This is not an ideal situation.

      ~Thanks, Caelum. I didn’t realize.

      Is sarcasm lost on him? Seems like the kinda guy who wouldn’t get it.

      I take a moment to allow the water around me to settle, trying not to let panic set in. If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s being under this kind of pressure. It’s the only time clarity comes. When the pull of the water subsides, I search for the illuminated stairwell. The bluish light is fading, but at least I have a direction to move towards.

      It’s much further than it was, so I’ll have to make up ground quickly. As I start kicking my legs, trying to propel myself toward the stairwell, I get a gentle nudge from behind. Tethys tries to aid me in getting there quicker.

      I reach the stairwell, only to inhale accidentally. Water floods my lungs, burning inside my body. I need to cough desperately, but I know if I do, I’m in for a much worse fate. Clenching my torso tight, I try to grab hold of the stairs, but they’re completely covered in algae, making it impossible.

      My lungs feel like they’re going to burst into flames, and I’ve reached the point where Tethys will no longer fit. I know I’m on my own here, but I don’t know if I’ll have the energy left to make this happen.

      I reach out, trying to find something—anything—to grab hold of. There has to be something in here. A railing perhaps—-

      ~If I knew we were going on a suicide mission, I think I may have risked going back to my own body.

      ~Not helping Caelum.

      ~I was not trying to help. I was merely pointing out a fact.

      ~Wonderful. How about you just keep your mind shut and let me worry about getting us out of here.

      I’ve barely made it to the stairwell, and all of the blue light vanishes. Plunged into darkness, the one thing I can be grateful for is at least I’m not lost in the open water without direction.

      My body searches for another way to cough, bursting at my already painful side. The broken rib from Videus’ attempt at gaining information makes it difficult to not only hold my breath, but reach out for anything.

      I use my legs, trying to kick the water and push myself up that way.

      Dizziness starts to set in as the oxygen in my body begins to fail. I need to breathe—

      Scrambling for the stones, I try to find a railing, or something—anything to give myself an edge upward. Who knows how far I have before I find the surface of this thing. Hell, there’s no guarantee there’s even a surface. What if we go up these stairs, only to find a locked door at the top?

      What in the hell were we thinking? Why would we do this without at least testing out the scene first? Caelum’s right. This was a suicide mission.

      Without warning, the water begins to rush past me in a flurry of bubbles. Almost as if a drain has been pulled, all the water in the stairway recedes. Air floods into the space, and I take a deep breath, coughing and sputtering out the water in my lungs.

      “Trae—Trae are you okay?” Runa yells from somewhere in the darkness, relief in her voice.

      I bob up and down in the water, unable to clear my lungs enough to catch a good enough breath to respond.

      Suddenly, the stairway is illuminated with the immensely bright light I’ve only seen coming from the Caudex. Looking up the stairwell, I’m a good five meters away from Runa—much too far to have swam in my current state.

      Gratitude floods my body, as I rest in the water, allowing it to hold me for a moment.

      “Trae, are you alright?” Runa repeats, an air of panic edging back into her voice.

      “I’m okay,” I say, my voice harsh and scratchy.

      Rushing down the stairs, Runa nearly slips and falls as her feet hit the algae covered rock.

      “Everything’s so slippery—will you be able to make it up the rest of the way?” she asks.

      “I’ll have to,” I say, trying to work out the best scenario on how to do so. I don’t really have any other choice.

      Runa takes a deep breath, kneeling down and touching the stones at her feet. The algae beneath her fingertips turns a flame orange, then spreads out, burning it all away.

      “How’d you do that?” I ask, my eyes wide with awe.

      Runa walks tentatively down the stairs as they’re cleared away.

      “I don’t know…it’s sort of evolving,” she says reaching out.

      I offer my right hand and she pulls as hard as she can. Every muscle in my body screams, and mustering the energy to pull myself out of the water is nearly impossible.

      ~You are very lucky to have been in the Daughter’s proximity. You nearly got us both killed.

      ~Oh shut up. I don’t overly need your verbal assault right now.

      Caelum sulks in the background of my mind, but very clearly happy we both made it out of that situation. I’ll admit, it came far too close for either of our liking.

      With Runa’s help, I scramble up the steps on my hands and knees, then stop for a breath. She wraps her arms around me, and I sink into her embrace.

      “I—was so worried. I thought I lost you,” she says.

      Sucking in another deep breath, I turn to her and say, “There were a couple times I thought that too.”

      She shakes her head.

      “That was so stupid. I should have just had Tethys—I don’t know what I was thinking. I mean, really?”

      “Runa, forget it. You can’t second guess your decisions. You made a call and we went for it. Now we’re here,” I say looking up the stairs. “Where is here anyway?”

      “I’m not sure. By the time I got to the top, it was so dark. When the Caudex lit up, I was focused on you,” she says glancing up the stairs, unwilling to let me go just yet.

      “Well, should we check it out?” I say, feeling like I could get most of my body to cooperate.

      She nods, releasing me enough to fumble to a stand. Then she grabs hold of one of my arms gently helping me. My body feels like it’s been sent through a meat grinder, but I manage to stumble up the remaining steps. We walk slowly, making sure everything is dry before taking the next step.

      When we reach the top, Runa leans down to grab to the Caudex—but just as she reaches the book, she freezes. Her eyes are trained in the darkness beyond her.

      “What is it?” I say, leaning into her.

      She lets my arm go to point the Caudex’s light into the darkness.

      “What in the?” I step forward, waving a hand in front of the motion light sensor.

      Lights flickers to life, turning on a series of lamps in a large room. To the right is a large table with one chair. To the left, a small kitchen space. And in the back, a bed and small door  to what I can only assume is an allay from here. There are smattering of books shelves and small tables around the room, each with a lamp.

      “What is this place?” I say.

      Runa’s eyebrows flicker upward mimicking the same surprise I feel, and she shakes her head.

      “I honestly have no idea,” she whispers.

      She walks into the room, her right hand brushing against the surface of the table. There’s not a spec of dust as she places the glowing Caudex in the center. Without a word, she moves on to the back of the room. I prop a hand on the table, resting for a moment.

      Her eyes take in the bed, and she points.

      “Would you like to rest?” she says.

      I look down at my soaking wet clothes.

      “I’d love to. But probably not the wisest until I dry off,” I say.

      She continues on to the small doorway on the far end of the room. A light flickers on, and sure enough, it’s an allay.

      “No stairs outta here?” I call to her.

      Walking back into the room, she shakes her head, and drops onto the foot of the bed. Then she buries her face in her hands.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      Walking over to her, I place a hand under her chin and tilt it upward.

      “It’s a dead end, Trae. Why are we in a stupid dead end? We’re going to have to go out the way we came.”

      Tears swell in her eyes and she bites her lip to hold them back.

      Shivering, I look around. There has to be a reason we were led here by the light from her mark. At least, I have to believe that.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing in the allay? A ladder?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Just the allay, a shower, and a closet of towels and clothing.”

      “It’s like someone was meant to stay here. Live here. But who? And why? Have you checked your book? Does it say anything?” I ask, pointing at the glowing monolith on the table.

      Taking a deep breath, she wipes at her eyes.

      “I haven’t. But it’s not glowing because it has new information,” she says.

      “Then why is it—? Oh. You did it. Got it turned on like a flashlight,” I say, realization dawning.

      “It was all I had. I needed to see,” she says, shrugging.

      “Your powers are definitely getting stronger. Too bad you weren’t given the ability to heal,” I say, wishing I could get rid of this annoying swollen face and sharp pain in my ribcage.

      Runa’s forehead wrinkles.

      “Tethys has the ability to heal, but it was associated with her saliva. I should have had her—”

      I hold up a hand, “Pass.”

      She chuckles.

      “I could try licking you if you want?” she says, jokingly.

      The images that conjures are unexpected, considering our circumstances. I shudder away the feelings it arouses.

      ~How can you possibly be thinking about procreation at a time like this?

      Caelum’s sudden words in my head make me jump. I’d almost forgotten he was there.

      ~I—I wasn’t. God, get outta my head, would you?

      ~You most certainly were. I saw—

      ~Yeah okay. Enough. My procreation thoughts are private. For phugsake.

      Runa’s eyes watch me closely, concern sparking in their depths.

      “Are you okay,” she finally asks.

      Clearing my throat, I nod.

      “Mind if I check the shower? If it works, I could really use the warm up,” I say, rubbing my arms.

      “Of course. You do that and I’ll,” Runa blinks rapidly, then points to the table, “I’ll consult the Caudex.”

      “Great,” I say, nodding.

      I take a moment, realizing it’s a bit selfish to leave her—to take all the hot water for myself. Maybe it has a limited supply.

      I turn back to her, “You know, you’ve gotta be frozen, too. You could always—join me.”

      Her eyes widen, and she bites her lip.

      “I…I better consult the Caudex first. Like you said,” she whispers, her cheeks suddenly a beautiful shade of pink.

      I nod, trying to hide the jab of disappointment, as odd as it is. Turning around, I take a deep breath, hobbling along to the allayroom. As I walk in, the lights flicker back on. The space isn’t overly big, but still large enough. I turn the shower on, dialing up the temperature to where I like it. Then I walk over to the small closet. It holds the towels and plenty of clothing in drawers along the back wall. Men’s and women’s clothing are all mixed together, as if it makes perfect sense to have them in this small room beneath the Lateral.

      Who was this place meant for? And why is the only access point through the water? How the hell did they get everything in here? The bed, and tables? Hell, the electricity and water.

      “I’ve found the heat,” Runa calls from the other room. “It should regulate the temperature while we’re here.”

      “That’s a relief. Thanks,” I call back.

      Grabbing a towel and some fresh clothing I hope will fit, I head to the shower. Glancing at the open allay doorway, I take a deep breath.

      Guess putting in an actual door didn’t occur to the people who built this place, huh?

      I peer out the opening and find Runa sitting at the table, her face illuminated by the lamp nearby.

      “Suck it up, Trae. It’s no different than the Oasis. Right?” I say to myself.

      ~Are you afraid of getting undressed?

      ~Shut up. I’m not afraid.

      Nevermind what I told Runa, I can’t wait to be the only one in my head again.

      Peeling off my wet jacket and shirt, I set them aside hoping the auto dry will kick into gear. Bending down, I take off my boots and place them beside the wall. Then I undo my trousers and let them drop to the floor. Standing in the allayroom naked, I feel more than just exposed. I feel oddly—alive.

      It’s like every cell in my body is humming, and I can’t stop it.

      “Okay, Trae. Get a grip,” I whisper to myself.

      My eyes slam shut. That’s exactly the kind of thing Fenton would have said. Only it would have been meant as a double entendre. He would have loved to watch me squirm over it, too.

      Is it sad I kinda miss that?

      I open the shower door and step inside. The instant steam assaults my senses, then the hot—damn near scalding—water. After everything I’ve been through lately, I don’t think anything has felt so good.

      I stand in the water, letting it pound my back and cascade over my body for a few moments without moving a single muscle.

      A knock on the glass outside makes me jump. Then the glass door slides aside and Runa steps in.

      Do I cover up? Do I care?

      “Runa? What are you —” I say, realizing she’s as naked as I am.

      Runa’s eyes don’t leave my body, and mine don’t leave hers.

      Turn about is fair play, I suppose. No time for dignity.

      She steps forward, concern creating lines across her face. Her eyebrows tug inward, but her lips play upwards. Placing her left hand over my swollen eye and her right hand across my broken ribs, she closes her eyes.

      The water cascading around me begins to glow a brilliant, pure white. It pools under her hands as if she’s commanding it the way her Waterbear can. Inside my body, my broken ribs snap back into place with very minimal pain—just enough to know they’re repairing. My swollen eye instantly feels better.

      The water continues to pool under her hands, glowing to the point where I can even see the bones in her hands through her skin. When she’s satisfied, she releases her hands and meets my gaze.

      “How did you know that would work?” I begin.

      She smiles softly.

      “When you were in here alone, it got me thinking about all of the trials I’ve been through. Then it got me thinking about my connection to each of the four Pillars. I didn’t know it would work, but I hoped,” she says.

      “So you’re saying the trials are what gifted you these powers?” I say, trying hard not to focus on the way her skin felt and how exposed we both are.

      “Maybe? Something like that…maybe they just made them stronger,” she says, placing her hands on my chest. Water flows from my body to hers, as it cascades down her arms and escape at her elbows to the floor of the shower.

      A shiver runs through my body and I’m extremely aware of the space where her fingertips touch my skin. And how little separates my naked body from hers—

      I bend down, kissing Runa’s lips gently. An undercurrent of passion threatens to sweep me up. I could very easily give in to its energy, if I’m not careful.

      I take a deep breath, and shiver.

      Runa stands on her toes, pressing her lips to mine. Her scent of vanilla wafts gently around us, but it’s more potent now—mixed with something else. Electricity? Power? Maybe both.

      Her kiss is soft at first, but something ignites between us—just like it had before—and it’s as though the months apart—everything keeping us from being together—they all melt away. The worries of Caelum, Videus—it all vanishes from my mind as I’m consumed in the moment with her.

      We may never have a future. Hell, if things go as planned, and the Beacon thing is ignited—it could end everything we know. Even if it puts Videus in his place.

      My hands wrap around her face, pulling her in to me, allowing the fire to consume us both. No fear of rejection, no fear of hurting her down the line—this moment is literally all we have. We nearly died in the water. We could die at any moment. And I have to let her know how I truly feel.

      Her body presses against mine, and she kisses me with such force, such ferocity. God, I’ve missed her. Not even just this—but her. Everything about this—its all so unfair.

      My heartbeat picks up, pounding through my veins—working its own sense of magic on me. Making me wish things—want things I have no place in wanting. Not now. But I can’t help it. I need her and I hope like hell she needs me too.

      I may not have been able to explain things in words—but I could show her.

      I place my hands on her neck, then gently run them along her bare shoulders. She shivers, but her eyes twinkle, and her lips curve upward.

      Taking in her naked body adds fuel to the fire already burning intensely inside me. Her hands add their own dimension, soft and oddly sure of themselves. I’ve envisioned how this could go down before—how could I not? But I’d always anticipated more awkwardness. From her, from me. I’m not sure why. Maybe because I assume that’s how I would have been fresh from the Helix. I also assumed it would be a more appropriate time…

      Runa takes a step closer, her body inches from mine as she steps into the stream of hot water along with me. I search her eyes, wanting permission to keep going.

      Without any words, after a moment of silence, a slow, sexy smirk slides across her lips. God, if she only knew what she does to me.

      “I want you to teach me, Trae. Teach me what it’s truly like to be human. To embrace all this. I need you to,” she says breathlessly.

      I hold still, taking in all of her—the soft skin of her torso, the curves of her body. I’m not even ashamed to take it all in. I don’t feel embarrassed for myself or for her. It’s like everything has led us to this point.

      I’ve never wanted anything more than I want her, and it’s been that way from the beginning. There’s a connection with her and it’s not just about sex. It’s everything about her. Her warmth and comfort. Her strength and resilience. Her beautiful smile and body. I want every single piece of her. And I want to hand every piece of me over to her.

      I run my fingertips down the silhouette of her exposed torso until they rest on her hips. Then, I draw them forward until her hips touch mine. She watches me closely, her multi-colored eyes wide with anticipation. Her breath is slow and deep, and her face flushed with excitement.

      “Are you sure about this?” I ask, pausing for a moment to catch my breath. “The intruder, you know he’s still here with me somewhere and—”

      She answers my warning by placing her hands on my buttocks and squeezing.

      “I know,” she says. “But I also know it’s you with me right now. I can sense he’s taken a back seat…That’s what matters.”

      My heart races, threatening to thump right out of my chest. It’s done its job, though, preparing me for what comes next. My body is humming with my own sense of anticipation.

      With neither of us wanting to be apart any longer, I reach for her, pulling her body even closer to mine. I press her against me, and bend down to place my mouth to hers. The sensation of her skin on mine sends electricity through me. My skin’s vibrating, my blood pumping.

      Runa’s fingers intertwine through my hair, tugging and pulling it in movement with her mouth as she kisses me. Her tongue teases mine in a way I’ve never experienced before. She makes it all flow so easily, so uninhibited.

      Flashes of kissing her before, in a lush, green place permeate my mind. White, five-petaled flowers hug her body as we entangle together on the ground. Like this is something we’ve done before—hundreds of times, millions of times. Her touch is the same.

      A groan escapes my lips, and I give myself permission to explore. To let her know she gives me strength to love. She’s my light—my own personal beacon home. She was from the first moment I met her. I couldn’t explain it then, and I can’t explain it now.

      Runa arches her back as I drag my fingertips up the soft skin along her sides. The hot water steams around us, adding a multi-sensory dimension I can’t even explain. Her head tilts back, and she closes her eyes. I caress her back, pulling her close to kiss her neck.

      “You’ve always been the one, Runa,” I whisper in her ear, my voice gruff. “I wish I had the sense to tell you that sooner.”

      Runa opens her eyes, and softly grins. She places a fingertip to my lips.

      “You don’t need to apologize for anything. Or justify anything. Be here with me—now. Just us. No past, no future to worry about. Only right now,” she says.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cuddled up next to Runa’s naked body, I can’t imagine a more blissful place. Deep down, I know this is how we should have been. How our lives were supposed to be entwined. Perhaps how they once were in a different life.

      I’m also acutely aware of what’s hidden in the silence. If I’m not careful—if we don’t watch ourselves—this could be more than our first time. It could be our goodbye.
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      TRAE’S HAND STROKES MY BACK, warm and steady. I never knew this place—this feeling—was something to be experienced between two people. There was an entire piece of humanity I’d been missing. How could I go so many years and not know?

      The memory of Trae’s body sends electric currents up my spine. It’s like we’re magnets and even despite everything that’s going on, I can’t control this urge to be together. To let these problems of the future, the past—let it all go, even for a while. This desire to be with him, to give myself to him is almost illogical and reckless—but it’s also there and I can’t deny it.

      “What are you thinking about?” Trae whispers.

      I lift my head from his bare chest, gazing into his beautiful brown eyes. His blue hair stands on end, a byproduct of our entanglement. His eyebrows tug in as he searches my face.

      “I was just thinking about how much you’ve opened my eyes to all that I’ve been missing. I thought—I thought I knew what it meant to be human, but—” I shake my head.

      “Everyone’s in the dark at the Helix. I can’t say I understand the motivation from Videus, but I can relate to how you feel,” he says, his gaze soft and open.

      I bite my lip, thinking.

      “How long did you know?” I ask.

      Trae quirks his head slightly, “Know?”

      “How you felt about me. That it could lead to this, if we just—”

      Trae chuckles, shaking his head before laying it back on the pillow.

      “Runa, as much as I hated to admit it to myself, I knew there was something about you from the moment we met. I couldn’t explain it. Hell, still can’t. Sometimes, you just know. It’s like an energy or an air binding you together before your logical brain can catch up. ”

      “When we met, I was covered in blood and unconscious,” I say, raising an eyebrow.

      “Hey, I didn’t say it made sense,” he laughs. “You’ve always felt like home.”

      I can’t help but smile, but his words suddenly remind me of the exchange I had while on my trials.

      “I feel like home?” I reiterate.

      Trae’s eyebrows tug in, but his dimples flash, “Well, yeah.”

      “It was you—” I gasp.

      “Me? What was me?”

      “You were, Something, weren’t you? The one who visited me in my mind while I was on my trials.” I say.

      His eyes widen, “That—that was real? I thought it was just made up; something in my head while I was stuck there.”

      “It wasn’t—you found a way to reach me.” I say.

      My heart warms at the thought of Trae realizing the connection between us before I even knew connections like this existed—and he even found a way to reach me when his mind wasn’t even his own.

      Trae slams his eyelids shut, and shakes his head.

      “Are you okay?” I say, lifting myself up.

      “Yeah, I’m—it’s okay Runa. I just,” he licks his lip, “I still have this—intruder in here. Mostly he’s locked away, but sometimes he—I don’t want him to taint anything. Not now.”

      Ever since Trae came out of the Helix, he’s been the man I remember. There’s been none of the previous signs of strangeness. It’s been so easy to forget he’s still struggling with the AirGlider inside him.

      “Are you—are you alright? Is he fighting you?” I ask.

      “No, nothing like that. He’s just acting like my conscience and I don’t need one of those right now,” he says, rolling his eyes.

      I tug my eyebrows in, concerned.

      “Don’t make that face. It’s nothing bad. He just—he thinks we’ve spent enough time away,” Trae says.

      “Do you hear him all the time? Did you—during?” I ask, unable to help myself.

      Trae sits up completely. The soft blanket falls to his waist in the motion as he twists to look me in the eye.

      “No. He—we were alone,” he says.

      “How do you know?” I ask.

      “Because I do. It was,” he raises a hand and scratches the back of his neck, “it was a request of mine. I needed him to get the hell outta the way and stay there.”

      Trae’s brows pull in as his lips tug downward. His eyes plead with me and I know he means what he says. Taking a deep breath, I nod.

      “He’s not wrong, though. As much as I’d like to stay here with you in this beautiful bubble, we need to figure out our next move,” Trae says.

      Taking a deep breath, I let all my air out slowly. I hate to go—we haven’t had nearly enough time together. And if what comes next is as big as I fear—

      “Okay, how about we get dressed and we figure out our next course of action. There has to be another way out of here,” I say trying to hide the disappointment welling up inside me.

      Trae leans forward, kissing my cheek. Without a word, he slips out of the bed and disappears into the allayroom.

      Laying back in the bed, I take another long inhalation and blow it out.

      The more I try to push Trae’s naked body from my mind, the more it becomes front and center. The memory melds with the moments in the trial where I felt him behind me. Giving in to this urge is what allowed me to pass the first trial. Hunger. Desire. It fueled everything from the start.

      So why does it feel so unyielding now?

      “I’m sorry, Runa. I didn’t even say thank you for healing me,” Trae says as he enters the room. He buttons the top of his new shirt, sauntering to the table with an air of confidence about him. He’s always been strong and confident before—but it’s slightly different now. I don’t know that I have a word for it.

      “You don’t have to thank me. I wish I’d been able to do it sooner,” I say.

      “So, did you see anything new in the Caudex?” he says, taking a seat.

      I clutch the blanket for a second, unwilling to let the moment fully pass. Nodding to myself, I push up to a stand in one quick motion. The blanket falls from my body and I walk to the doorway where my clothing lays in a heap on the floor. Trae inhales quickly, and I smile to myself before grabbing them and turning around.

      “No, nothing new, but I was looking over what it was saying about the trials. Trying to piece together what the trials meant. Or what they were leading up to before I deviated from them,” I say, walking to the allayroom with the still damp pile in my arms.

      “And?”

      “And I think everything was tying in elements from the five factions,” I say, finding some dry clothes in the allayroom closet. I pull on my undergarments and walk back into the other room?

      “Factions?” Trae asks, his eyes caressing my body the way his hands had not long ago.

      Tugging on my new trousers, I say, “The Four Pillars, and humans. I think its about embracing pieces of each. That’s why they’re giving me power. I’m also beginning to think Videus knew more about the prophecy than he originally let on.”

      Trae’s eyebrows flick upward.

      “Really? Why’s that?” he says.

      I slide into my new top, a soft, pleasant button up shirt with a neckline that accentuates my collarbone. The purple fabric feels like a second skin—so smooth. Placing my crystal necklace on is the finishing touch.

      Trae watches my every move, those handsome dimples emerging.

      I grin at him, and take the seat beside him.

      “When I was in the future, at least I think it was the future—Ammon and I stumbled on a garden of sorts. There were snow sculptures in the courtyard. Only, it wasn’t really snow. They were made from blood. People Videus had killed who fit the profile in the bloodlines leading back to me,” I say. “The Caudex has mentioned in a veiled way—something about buried shards. I think that’s what it means. Something gifted through the bloodlines.”

      Trae scratches the top of his blue head.

      “Interesting theory.”

      I tip my head to the side, “You don’t believe me.”

      “It’s not that. It’s just— doesn’t it seem a little implausible? I mean, how does one send ‘shards’ through bloodlines?”

      “How do I have powers? Why do others Videus has captured have powers?” I say, thinking back to the group that escaped the Helix.

      Trae shrugs, “I honestly got nothing. Point taken.”

      I crook an eyebrow in appreciation for my reasoning, though I can’t fully explain it. It’s something I simply feel—a knowing since the snow sculptures.

      “Thanks,” I grin. “Now, if I can just figure out what I’m meant to do with all of this power—It’s obviously been gifted down to do something important. But the trials are what determines the Beacon. Without the mark, the Beacon doesn’t ignite. So, the powers…They have to be something else. A fail safe?” I say, brainstorming aloud.

      “What if it’s just a side-effect?” Trae says pragmatically.

      “So you don’t think it was meant for anything?” I sit up straighter.

      He shrugs.

      “It’s not so much that I don’t think it’s meant for something more. Just that humans, we don’t have any kind of power on our own. But these, what did you call ‘em again? Pillars? Those guys did. If their essence, or shard, or whatever is in your blood, maybe it’s just a simple reaction to it.”

      I bite my lip.

      “That makes a certain amount of sense, I guess,” I say.

      “You sound disappointed?”

      “No. Well, yes. Maybe a little. It’s just—I have this gift, so to speak, and I have an incredible urge to make sure it’s used. But for the right reasons. You know?”

      “Sure,” he says, nodding.

      “Really?”

      “Don’t sound so skeptical. I get it. You’re looking for meaning in all this. It makes sense.”

      “I hadn’t thought of it that way before,” I say, grinning.

      “Leave it to me, I make mud—uh, clearer mud,” he says, scrunching his face.

      I can’t help but laugh. It’s been so long, and feels so good. Even in the midst of all this chaos. In the middle of—who knows what comes next. It’s nice to have someone near who can still make me laugh.

      “Okay, so what else?” he says. “You were saying Videus might be aware of the prophecy. Is it because he was hunting the bloodlines?” Trae asks.

      “Yes. I don’t think he has all of the pieces, though. Otherwise, he would have done something to stop the Beacon. And wouldn’t he know where the Acropolis is?” I say.

      “From what I’m gathering—he knows about both, but like us a little bit ago, he’s just unsure of where they are. Maybe he was hoping you’d—”

      Trae’s face goes white, and his smile drops.

      “What? What is it?” I ask, standing up.

      Traeton goes completely unresponsive—his face like stone.

      I grab hold of his shoulders and shake.

      “Trae? Traeton Revasco—”

      After a moment, he blinks wildly.

      “We—we need to go, Runa. There’s—”

      Suddenly, the rocky cavern wall shivers, and a hologram hiding a stairwell on the right disappears.

      “Traeton? Runa? What are you doing down here?” Landry asks, shock written across his face as he takes a step into the room. His forehead wrinkles as he recovers, and his hands are filled with supplies.

      Trae’s mouth drops open, but no sound comes out.

      “Landry, we could ask you the same thing. You surprised us,” I say.

      I feel the urgency rolling off Trae. He received a message, or something from the AirGlider—but now’s not the time to discuss it. We need to go.

      Landry shoots a glance from Trae, to me, and back to Trae again.

      “Well, I built this. So—”

      Trae’s eyes widen.

      “This is your place?” he finally says.

      “What’s gotten into the both of you? C’mon, guys. What’s going on? You shouldn’t be here. It’s not ready yet.”

      “Ready? Ready for what?” Trae asks.

      “Habitation, obviously,” he says, making a face. “How’d you get in here? Did Alina let you in?”

      Trae blinks back his surprise, and begins to nod. “Yeah, Alina said it was a surprise and to check it out.”

      I turn to Trae, my cheek twitchy as I narrow my eyes, trying to follow his reasoning. I feel as though there’s information lost in translation happening. It’s been a long time since I felt like this.

      “It’s definitely a nice, uh, place. What made you think to create it?” I ask, trying to keep the mood light.

      “I needed to get away from everything. I don’t know—after Fen—,” his eyes drop to the ground, and his shoulders stiffen, “after losing him, nothing felt right anymore. Everywhere I looked, I saw him. I needed a place I could go that was devoid of his memory. Something new. You know? I needed to tinker.”

      I nod, “Makes total sense.”

      I look around the space. The attention to detail, the amount of work that would have been necessary to make a venture like this happen—it wouldn’t be possible in the mere months since Fenton’s death. This has been in the works for much longer.

      Taking a calming breath, I grab Trae’s hand.

      “Well, I guess we should really be going. We have some people we need to see,” I say.

      Trae nods, “Yes, people.”

      “C’mon guys. I just got here. The least you can do is stay. Have a drink or something. Let me know what you really think of this place. It’s my first attempt at creating something on this scale. Did—er—did you use the bed?”

      Trae’s eyes widen and he turns to me, his mouth open to say something.

      “We did. It sorta happened—um, I’ll just—” I get up, retrieving the blanket from the floor and making an attempt to lay it back the way it was before we arrived.

      “Yeah—I think we’re better off just washing those, Runa. But thanks,” Landry says, placing the items in his hands on the counter.

      “Sure,” I say, pulling everything off and laying them in a crumbled ball.

      Trae places a hand over his face, his red cheeks peeking through his fingers.

      I can’t help but want to laugh. Honestly—I can’t even find it in me to try to hide anything. The absurdity of the situation is too profound.

      Trae grabs hold of the Caudex, shoving it toward me and stepping between Landry and I.

      “We’d really love to stay Landry, but we need to go,” he says, taking a strong, solid stance.

      Landry watches our every move with skeptical eyes.

      “Be my guest,” he finally says, swiping his hand out toward the way he came. “I suppose I should get back to working on that EMP. It’s really been a tough one to crack the right frequency. The builder of the Helix really thought of everything.”

      “Yeah, you’ll have to fill us in on that one soon,” Trae says, oddly agitated. “Sorry, really wish we could stay longer.”

      He takes my hand and starts walking toward the newly revealed exit. Tucking the Caudex under my left arm, I grip his hand tightly.

      “Yeah, no worries. I guess,” Landry mutters, shaking his head.

      We walk the small stone stairwell as it curves slightly to the right and we end up at a small, wooden door. It’s simple, and nondescript. I reach for the handle and push it open.

      The room is dark, but as we enter, dim lights flicker to life.

      “This is Alina’s place,” Trae says. “We’ve been right underneath her house.”

      “What’s going on Trae? Why did you want to leave so quickly? It seemed Landry wanted us to stay and talk. Isn’t that a good thing considering how he’s been?”

      “No, now’s not the time to chat with Landry. You’ll just have to trust me,” he says.

      Trae takes the lead, having been inside Alina’s before. The house isn’t big, but it’s still nice to maneuver through it without needing to orient ourselves. We walk through a small kitchen, which unlike Landry’s house, is a room all to itself. Then, on to a hallway which leads to the main entry.

      Trae’s breath is shallow as he guides us through each room.

      “I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me. Please, what’s going on?”

      “I just—got a bad feeling about hanging out down there.”

      “A bad feeling? How?” I ask, tugging his arm and making him stop. “It was the AirGlider, wasn’t it? Did he say something to freak you out?”

      “Runa—I know you’re skeptical. Hell, I’d be too. But Caelum really does want to help,” Trae says.

      “Caelum? Are you kidding me?” I say, dropping his hand.

      Laughter bubbles up, a strange, almost maniacal laugh.

      “He just wants us to get somewhere safe,” he says, his gaze shifting to his feet. “Something’s not right and he—”

      “Safe? You think anywhere is safe? I knew—I knew you were compromised, but I figured it was just some miscellaneous AirGlider. Videus is coming for us. From every angle. Every timeline. Every direction and we don’t even know how we can stop him. All I’m supposed to be—this Daughter of Five— it’s all useless if his number one in command is inside your head. Why didn’t you think to tell me this sooner? Why the hell did you keep this from me?”

      “I knew you wouldn’t understand,” Trae says, his voice low. “And I didn’t want to worry you. Honestly, Runa, I have this under control.”

      “Like hell you do,” I say, glaring at him.

      All this time, he knew who was inside his head—he knew it was Caelum and chose to keep it from me. How could he do this?

      “Do you think I like this? Having some damn bird inside my mind, invading my thoughts whenever he wants? It’s obscene, that’s what it is. Especially because of us—and everything we’ve just—but I’m making the most of it. And look, he warned me, warned us, right before—” Trae takes a step back, taking a deep breath and lowering his shoulders that had risen.

      “Right before?” I say through tight lips.

      Trae blinks, his dark eyelashes rapidly fluttering across his cheeks.

      “Look, we can talk about it elsewhere. We really need to go. It’s not safe here,” he says.

      “Because Caelum says so? Of course not. We’re in the Lateral—with friends.”

      “Runa, please,” Trae pleads. “We need to leave. Something is coming, if we don’t. Lets go, then I’ll tell you everything.”

      I search his eyes. Desperation clings to their inner reaches, and despite my anger, I hear myself say, “Fine, let’s go.

      Trae exhales and reaches for the door handle.

      “Guys, what are you doing in here?”
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      BOTH OF US JUMP, startled at the voice from the darkness of the room. Trae flings the door open, and light floods into the entryway.

      Alina enters the light; her eyebrows tucked in.

      “Guys?” she repeats.

      Trae grips the door handle tightly, but doesn’t move.

      “We were looking for you and Landry,” I say, stepping toward her.

      “Well, Landry’s not here. I think he’s over at his place. He’s still trying to come up with the EMP you guys need,” she says, her shoulders relaxing a bit.

      “Oh, great. That’s—great,” I say, turning to look at Trae.

      His eyes widen and he tips his head toward the door.

      “We’ll just go check in with him to see how that’s going,” I say with a smile.

      I start backing toward the door. Alina’s eye twitches slightly, and she shakes her head.

      “Okay, well, if you need anything else—knock next time,” she says.

      I nod, “Yes, you bet.”

      Trae’s out the door before I even turn back around. I race out of the house and down the steps into the cobbled streets of the Lateral. My eyes widen as I take in the sheer number of people milling about. They’re all walking around, their eyes wide as they take in their new surroundings. Most of them are slightly emaciated, and look as though they haven’t seen sunlight of any kind for years.

      Perhaps they haven’t.

      “We need to find someplace quiet. Somewhere we won’t be spotted by someone else we know. Keep your head down, I have just the place,” Trae says, plucking a hat off a kid on the street and covering his bright blue hair.

      I initiate the hood from my NanoTech jacket and drag it up over my head. Keeping our heads down, we meander through the crowded streets. Intense energy rolls off each person we pass connected through the bloodlines. I sense their connection to me, and I have no doubt they sense mine to them. No hood or hat could hide that.

      Some of them lift their heads as we pass, searching for something they can sense, but not physically see. I want to reach out to them, tell them we’re here to put things right. But I know now is not the time or place. I need to regroup and figure out how to initiate the Beacon without Videus being alerted through Caelum.

      Yet, as we continue on, like being drawn to a magnet, we start being followed. It starts with one confused straggler, and continues to expand.

      I grab Trae’s hand, “Trae, stop. We need to stop.”

      He turns around, confused. His eyes widen as he takes in the large crowd gathering behind us.

      “What! How’d they follow us?”

      I shake my head and say, “Instinctively. I could feel it, too.”

      “Feel what?” he says, his eyes wide.

      “Each of them. The ones who share the bloodlines.”

      He licks his lower lip, nodding to himself.

      “Trae, we need to face this head on. Time’s running out. There’s no place left to hide and we both know it. Without the mark, we have to take a stand. Maybe they’re part of it,” I say, sweeping my hand out to the sea of people.

      “Runa, you do what you gotta do. At this point, I’m just here to back your play.”

      “You’ll tell me what you needed to say later?” I ask.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I take a deep breath. It feels like I’ve been made for this moment. That everything I’ve been through was leading me to this point.

      Turning to face the crowd, I look into each of their faces. Despite everything they’ve been through; the isolation, the torture, they all gaze back into my eyes with hope written across their faces.

      Stepping up onto the ledge of the fountain in the middle of the Lateral, I take a moment to watch the gathering crowd.

      “You’ve spent the last few days, weeks, months, or maybe even years wondering what you’d done to deserve the treatment you’d received. You’ve probably wondered if there was something different about you—or maybe wrong with you. Maybe you already knew,” I begin. “Now is the time where we lay everything on the table. The hands we were dealt have been difficult. But they’re nothing more than circumstances. They don’t define us, even if they’re a part of who we’ve become. What defines us is the direct actions we take in our lives. The way we move through those circumstances we’ve been given.”

      I take a deep breath, searching for the words. There’s so much to say, but without threatening to overwhelm them, I need to relay what’s most important.

      “Things are about to become dangerous. The man—Videus—that’s his name, he’s going to be coming for me—coming for all of us. I wish I could tell you being here was the end of your suffering, but I don’t know what’s in store yet. I just know whatever he has planned, I’m going to stand and fight him. This is my life. They’re your lives. I’m not going to give Videus any more pawns to play with. You each have power inside you. I know you’ve felt it. Maybe you even know what that power means for you. You need to tap into it now. It’s what you were captured for. It’s what Videus is most frightened of. He kept everyone separate because he didn’t know which of you would lead him to me. Little did he know, together we’re stronger than one person.”

      I look out into the sea of confusion and understanding. Those who are with me begin explaining to those around them.

      “If we rise together, standing against his tyranny and violence, we can take back our lives. I have a plan. I can’t promise it will be easy. I can’t promise I can keep you all safe. But I do promise that if you’re with me, I will do everything in my power to break this cycle and give you your lives back,” I say. “We need to come at Videus head on. We can’t sit back, waiting for him to come to us. That’s what he’ll expect. Instead, we leave at dawn to retaliate. Think about it for a moment. Talk about it with those you love before you decide.”

      Everyone erupts in chatter, drawing attention to our crowd by the rest of the Lateral residents. Some begin to leave their homes, making their way to us.

      “What’s going on here?” Delaney says, walking up beside Trae.

      “Lane, we’re all in danger—I’m sure you’re well aware. We need to take a stand and put an end to all of this. Everything we hold dear is at stake,” I say.

      Without a second thought, Lane tips her head and says, “We always knew it would come to this. The records are old, but still clear. Whatever you need, the Council is at your disposal.”

      “Council?” Trae says, taking Delaney by the arm and pulling her aside.

      I step down from the fountain, and follow.

      Lane points to me and says, “She’s the Daughter of Five, is she not?”

      My eyes widen.

      “How do you know that name?” I ask, suddenly cautious.

      Delaney inhales slowly, then straightens her jacket. Her dark, curly hair is piled on top of her head, the way it was when I first met her. She looks calm and put together. Not like someone who should know anything about the Daughter of Five.

      “I’ve been a part of a group inside the Lateral called the Council. There are four of us and we’ve been seated by those who came before us. We’re meant to watch for signs of the prophecy,” she says.

      My head is spinning, and I step away.

      A secret group of humans who knew about the prophecy? How could this even be possible?

      “Who are the other three?” I ask, turning around to face her.

      Trae glances from me to Delaney and back again.

      “You won’t know them,” she begins.

      “Try me,” I say.

      “They’re from different cities on Pendomus. So unless you’ve been to the outskirts of Kanlantia or the highlands of Franish, I highly doubt it will matter. What matters is we need to sound the alarm. I knew—I knew from the moment you told me you were attacked by the Morph,” she says.

      “What about the Morph? You told us the Morph was fabricated—Oh, right,” Trae says, his eyes widening in recognition. “You already knew about the Waterbear.”

      Delaney nods.

      Thoughts swirl around in my head like a wild current.

      The Morph was designed deliberately based on Tethys. Delaney has known all along about the Waterbear and other Pillars. She’s known about the propaganda of the Daughter of Five. It was all right here, under our noses the whole time.

      Shaking away the surprise, I say, “Look Lane, if you’re aware of the prophecy, then you know we need to find a way to get the Beacon initiated so the Acropolis will rise. We need to release Videus’ control on the Four Pillars so they can choose for themselves who they support.”

      “If you’re the Daughter of Five, you know you’re the only one who can get the Beacon initiated. Do you have the mark?” she asks.

      I hold out my arm, allowing her to lift my sleeve. The glowing Everblossom with its missing petal shimmer under the surface of my skin.

      “It’s not complete?” Delaney says, lifting her eyes to mine.

      “It’s not,” I say.

      “Then it’s no good to us,” she says shoving my arm back to me.

      She begins to pace.

      “How can you only have a partial mark?” she says, crossing her arms.

      “I didn’t finish the trials. I needed to come back,” I say. “I got word my friends were in danger.”

      “Of course you did,” she says, rolling her eyes. “They’re always in trouble. That doesn’t negate the importance of what you were meant to be undergoing.”

      “Look, are you going to back me up, or are you going to second guess my judgment?” I say, anger welling inside of me. “We don’t have time for petty squabbles and second guessing. What we need now is direct action. By now, Videus could know where we are, and how to get to us. With or without the Beacon, we need to find a way to join everyone in a common cause.”

      Delaney’s face is unreadable, even as she cocks an eyebrow and glances toward Trae.

      “What exactly do you have in mind?” she finally says.

      “I was thinking—the Beacon is meant to be partially a symbol. It’s a way to alert the Pillars the prophecy is true and is in action. To me, that means it’s time to stand up and do what’s right. It gives them all a reason to break ranks with Videus, if they can, and fight for their independence again,” I say.

      “You realize that’s easier said than done. Many of the Pillars have been enslaved and had years of mental and physical conditioning to keep them in line. If it were as easy as you say, to just—break ranks—many would have done it before now. What about all those who can’t do it on their own? The Beacon was meant to be more than just an alert system—it’s meant to amplify your power. That’s how the Acropolis will rise again.”

      I take a seat on the edge of the fountain.

      “Well, that’s news to me,” I say, biting my lip. “I didn’t know.”

      Why does everything have to be so mysterious? Trickling in at the most inopportune times? Why can’t they just spell it all out and say, Runa—get your butt in gear and make this, this, and this happen?

      Why can’t I just be omnipotent or something? Ugh.

      “Alright. Here’s what I think we need—”

      High above the city, the lights flicker, immediately followed by a rumble knocking debris loose from the cavern ceiling.

      “What was that?” I say, looking up.

      “Nothing good,” Delaney says. “Trae, stay here with everyone. I’m going to fill in Ash and the team. We need to be ready. By the looks of things, dawn just came early.”

      Delaney rushes off, maneuvering through the crowd of people until I lose sight of her.

      Another loud crack above us rumbles the very fabric of the Lateral. One of the large lights hanging high above the city crashes to the ground, leveling the roof of a smaller house on its descent.

      Someone nearby screams.

      “It’s started,” I say, eyeing the group of people beginning to lose their calm.

      “Everyone—everyone listen to me. We can’t panic,” I yell over the sounds of crying, screaming, and shouts.

      The volume settles only a little, so I close my eyes, trying to connect with each and everyone in the Lateral. Bloodline tied or not, we all have a stake in what comes next.

      I push the boundaries of what I can do, searching each molecule of this place for sentient life. When I’m satisfied I’ve found everyone I can, I open my eyes.

      Above each them is a bright white and blue light—letting me know they’re online with me. In a strange way, they remind me of the orbs of light I first saw when my vision was adjusting to this new power inside me.

      ~Everyone, we aren’t prepared. None of us are, but that’s the thing about life. Things shift and change all the time without our permission. Things are never clear. Never one-hundred percent concrete. What matters is what we do when things shift. Videus is coming. He’s already here. It’s time to take our stand and protect those we love. Are you with me?

      With that, the ceiling of the Lateral itself tears apart like someone opening a metal can. Large boulders launch as debris, landing all around us. Snow from outside careens inward, splattering around in odd places, bringing the outside into the Lateral.

      Flashes from the future of the gaping hole where the Lateral used to be instantly come to mind. Everything is beginning again—and even though I’m here, I’m not able to stop it.

      Large holes rip through the cobbled streets, revealing the large, open water below. Screams erupt as a young boy loses his balance and falls into the water.

      I rush forward, unable to help myself. If something isn’t done he’ll die and I can’t have that on my conscience. I reach out to Tethys, knowing she’s nearby, still circling somewhere in the watery depths below.

      As I reach the massive hole’s edge, another huge chunk of the cavern ceiling comes crashing down, leveling a nearby home to its foundation. A huge chunk of ice and snow skitter across the floor, landing near my feet. More screaming.

      There’s so much screaming.

      The pitch digs at my core, and my body begins to shake from the rush of adrenaline.

      I need to get the boy—get the boy, and then focus on the rest.

      Staring into the depths, I push my consciousness into the water. As much as I’ve connected to the inner realm of Tethys’ watery magic, I don’t have the kind of strength she does to push him out. This will have to be done from beneath.

      Tethys acknowledges she’ll protect him and get him to safety. I sense her as she hunts beneath the Lateral, searching for the boy. After a moment, the water below turns a bright blue and begins to boil. Just as she had done before with me, she bursts upward.

      I scramble back as she widens the hole and delivers the boy. As her shield disengages, his limp body flops to the floor. An older woman, his mother most likely, rushes out, searching in the air for what just lifted him from the water. Tears stream from her face as she pulls him close.

      A man beside her rips the boy from her arms and begins a maneuver to remove the water from the boy’s lungs. After what feels like forever, the boy sputters and coughs. So much water comes spewing from his mouth, it’s unreal.

      I blink away the moment, realizing this same scene and many more are playing out all around me. People everywhere are suffering, and I’ve let it all happen.

      There are no ranks, no orders. Just complete chaos and everyone fending for themselves.

      I waited too long—spent too much time reveling in my own humanity with Trae. I should never have let myself forget, even for a moment, how dangerously close to annihilation we all are. For all I know, he was biding time to warn Videus about where we were.

      “Runa—we need to get everyone out of the Lateral or this is about to be a massive grave,” Delaney says, rushing back to me.

      I look around, regaining my senses.

      “Where’s Trae? Have you seen him?” I ask.

      Delaney shakes his head, “No, not since the attack.”

      My heart drops.

      Did he use me? Has Caelum taken over again? Did he ever really leave?

      “I need to find him and Ammon. He’ll be able to help protect everyone as they’re getting out. Is the path to the Haven open? Can people go that way?”

      “I assume the entrance is still blocked, but—”

      “It’s been reopened. Have everyone head that way for now. It’s our safest bet. Unless you have a hidden set of ships that can go under water,” I say.

      Delaney shakes her head.

      “Alright, look for Ammon, and I’ll search for Trae.”

      “Are you sure? Runa, there’s so much going on here. We need to be helping the others, not hunting for your brother. I’m sure he’s a nice kid and all, but there are more pressing—” she begins.

      “Trust me, he’s your best hope— he can move stone and rock with his mind. He wants to help,” I say, trying to center myself in the midst of all the chaos. I need to reach out to him mentally because there’s no way either one of us will find him in all this chaos.

      “Runa, we’re wasting time. Look at everything going on—” Delaney says.

      I shoot her a sideways glance and she stops whatever she was going to say.

      “Runa, you do what you need to do. I’ll do what I need to. If I find Trae, I’ll send him your direction. I’m sure he’s off helping someone who’s been hurt.”

      Delaney takes off, not waiting for a response from me.

      So much for my Daughter of Five status. I can’t even command a leader of a secret group who had intel about me and the prophecy. This truly is a one-for-all kind of mentality.

      Deep, rolling clouds billow overhead. They look like purple pillows as they circle into enormous balls. Here and there, pieces of the clouds break off, detaching and careening through the sky toward us.

      Those who notice the oddity, stand back in shock.

      “Oh my god. What is this?” I say, my mouth gaping open wide.
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      IN THE DISTANCE someone screams, “White elephants.”

      I turn to find the source of the scream, but meet a sea of faces with eyes wide in horror. Returning my gaze to the sky, one of the white blobs from the clouds careens directly at me, as if it had a specific target and just found it. Before I can move out of its path, it latches onto my arm, howling and screeching like a feral animal. For a moment, I’m awestruck. I’ve heard of elephants before—from the Earth downloads—but this is no elephant. Instead, it looks more like a human infant made of mist; only it has weight and mass.

      The white elephant’s empty eyes peer into mine with a triumphant grin spreading across its eerie face. Then it tips its head back, and howls. Quickly, its face slams forward as its teeth sink into my flesh. Blood gushes from the wound, painting the ground and coloring the face of the white elephant. To my horror, the white elephant begins to change color completely as it pulls the blood from my body and ingests it. Before it can morph completely, a group of random people from the Lateral come to my aid. They grope at the small cloud infant, wrenching him from my arm and disrupting his feast.

      I stumble backward, dazed and horrified, as I grope my arm in an attempt to stop the bleeding. My skin itches, my veins burn, and my vision tilts. Someone nearby offers a shirt to tie against it, but I shake my head and reach down to a snow chunk on the floor beside me. It begins to rumble, then melt, pooling at my feet the way I’ve seen Tethys do so many times before. The snow creeps up my arm, entering my open wounds and flushing out a white, viscous fluid before coagulating my blood and sealing the wound. In seconds, my arm looks as though the bite had been ages old, as only a vicious scar remains.

      Some of the white elephant children flee back to the clouds; some soaked in blood, others as white as before. I glance around at the band of miscreants by my side. The air hangs heavy with a mixture of horror and happiness at their retreat.

      Another scream erupts, dissipating the relief like the vapor they’re made of. The world around me feels as though it halts as those closest to me point again to the sky. Directly in front of us, a large cyclone appears darkening the sky as it widens in an eerily horizontal fashion—rather than facing toward the ground the way I’ve seen of the tornados of Earth.

      From inside, masses of white elephants erupt like a swarm of bees, raining down on us without discrimination.

      Far off in the distance, cannons of some sort shoot off, aimed at the sky, without much thought. One of them, while taking out a few of their targets as they descend, also takes out a large wall of stone and ice beyond. Water erupts from the hole, pouring into the city.

      “Who’s firing the cannons?” I yell.

      Someone nearby shrugs, and yells back, “Probably someone on Delaney’s team.”

      Some of the white elephants flee upward, backing away from the onslaught of water flooding in on us. Others, don’t seem bothered, latching on to their victims, turning red, and holding tight. We need to get everyone to higher ground. The water rushes in fast, flooding everything as though it was a captive animal that had been waiting to be unleashed.

      The flood gives no opportunity for any to escape, it’s far too quick as it consumes us all. I crouch down, bracing for the tide of water, only to find myself engulfed in a shield as I rise to the surface. I open my eyes, finding myself floating around the upper walls of houses. Tethys, able to finally move freely in the water, has taken some of us in. But many others aren’t so lucky.

      “Tethys—the others, we need to save the others,” I say, edging on the air of a panic.

      This is all wrong. This shouldn’t be happening.

      My mind swirls around all the details. How can any of this be happening? Nothing prepared me for these creatures—no record, no warning. I’d never even  heard of them before. Clearly others have known about them, though. What’s the point of the Daughter of Five, any of it, if my friends and the Lateral are still wiped out in the end?

      No, it will not end this way.

      “Take me back, Tethys,” I say. “I have to go back. People I care about are still down there—Trae, my brothers. So many innocent lives. I might be the only one who can do something about this.”

      Tethys grunts, clearly torn between her mission to protect me, and knowing what I’m here to do. All around us, people flail about, trying to stay above the rising water.

      “There’s no time—I have to try,” I say, patting the side of her neck. “This can’t be the end. It just can’t.”

      Tethys maintains our position and relinquishes control. I close my eyes, letting go of the panic and mayhem around me. I reach out, finding each and every soul who struggles in the water. Much the way it did with them before, as if they come online with me, I see a bright white or blue light hovering over each of their heads. I feel their pain, their panic.

      Instead of trying to communicate, I focus on gifting them the power to save themselves. To use the water around them to create their own personal shield, to use the power of the water to heal themselves and protect them.

      All around me, small bubbles pop to the surface, surrounding the others and protecting them one by one. Many continue to flail in the water, trying to find a way to save themselves—those without innate power in their blood. Quickly, I send out the urgent response to save those who don’t have our bloodline ties.

      Somewhere in the distance, I sense Trae, trying desperately to stay afloat.

      I give the same command to Tethys, who takes in three people nearby before darting to Trae’s location. The family we picked up scream wildly, clutching on to one another.

      “What is this thing?” The man asks, his voice nearly a screech. “Who are you?”

      I don’t have time to answer, needing instead to focus on Trae’s location and giving Tethys the most accurate coordinates.

      The white elephants dive in and out of the water, undisturbed by its effects as they search for their victims. The small shields of water are strong, summoned by the water itself. They keep out most attempts the white elephants make, but the shields won’t hold forever. I know all too well how the limited amount of oxygen the shields can pull won’t hold. There’s too much CO2 to filter out. Eventually, the oxygen will need to be replenished.

      Tethys veers around screaming people, knowing we can’t take on more than five of us inside her shield. All around us, people are flailing, screaming. Some are being helped—some are not. My heart aches watching it all, knowing there’s not much else I can do.

      We finally reach Trae, and his body is beginning visibly to tire from exhaustion. Without any fanfare, Tethys absorbs him into the shield and dives deep, taking off like a rocket.

      Trae sputters and coughs.

      “Took you long enough,” he says, reaching for my hand.

      He grabs my forearm and climbs up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist.

      “We need to get everyone out of the Lateral. I don’t know how he’ll do it, but Videus is about to level it,” I say, realizing I’m powerless to stop the inevitable.

      “How could you possibly know that?” the other man asks.

      “Someone once showed me,” I say.

      “Say what?” he says, his eyes wide and almost blank.

      He’s in shock.

      “Nevermind. What’s important is I know what’s coming and we need to get to safety.”

      “And where do you propose safety is? Have you looked around you? I’ve never seen these creepy baby things in all my life. And with the Lateral underwater—what’s safe anymore?” the other man cries.

      “Hey, if anyone can do it—it’s this woman right here,” Trae says.

      My mind is going a million miles an hour as I try to formulate a plan quickly. With the water rising, it will eventually flood everything. There will be no where left to go but up through the ceiling. But I doubt the water will ever get that high.

      While half of me is trying to come up with a plan, the other half of me is wondering how Videus managed to create those abominations. Has he expanded his powers? Has he brought in reinforcements since I liberated some of the Salamanders and AirGliders?

      What kind of power does it take to rip apart the Lateral’s cavern ceiling like it was nothing?

      A deafening, high-pitched squeal pierces my brain and my hands instinctively fly to my ears, trying to shield them from the sound. Everyone in the immediate vicinity is doing the same.

      ~It didn’t need to end this way. Still doesn’t. For those of you who cherish the breath in your body, I only ask for one thing and I’ll let you all go. I don’t care that you escaped. I don’t care that you demolished my vassalage. I only ask for a simple deed to be done and I’ll stop this onslaught. Bring me Runa, the Daughter of Five’s head. A simple task and you’re free to live out the rest of your days in peace. You have my word.

      Videus’ words broadcast, clearly tapping into the eLink network for some, and finding a way to get through to those of us without it. Everyone begins to look around them.

      “This is not good—Runa, with a bounty on your head, you need to run. Get as far away from all of this as you can,” Trae says, clutching me closer.

      I shake my head. Surely no one will take this madman’s request seriously?

      “You can’t be saying I give up? Do you have that little faith in people?” I say, surprised.

      “I know exactly how people are. They’re gullible and fallible. Give them the choice between their own lives and the life of someone else, they’ll choose their own. Wouldn’t you?” he says.

      My jaw slacks open. Tethys grunts a warning to others inside and the man holds up his hands.

      Would I make that same choice? I’m not so sure.

      “No, I wouldn’t. I’d stand for what’s right,” I say, defiantly.

      “Then you’re the exception to the rule. Maybe that’s why you’re special,” Trae says.

      Tethys shoots another warning grunt to the others, but they just huddle closer.

      The water level has risen to the tops of the houses, and continues to climb. Without accepting a command from me, Tethys descends into the water, rather than rise with it. We plunge into the depths as she searches for a means of escape.

      Around me, people inside the safety of their bubbles stare wide-eyed as we pass. A look of both acknowledgment and conflict scatter across their faces. The man is right. They’re fighting with their internal instincts.

      I hang my head, disappointed. After everything, the connection I know they feel with me, some would be willing to turn me over to Videus—just like that.

      Clutching Tethys’ fur with my hands, I clench my jaw and allow her to take us away from all of this. I can only hope they’ll be able to find their own way out. Maybe Videus will even allow them to survive as they hunt for me.

      Within a few moments, Tethys finds one of the large gaping holes in the street, and propels us downward through it. She maneuvers us swiftly, aptly weaving in and out of the statues and large rock outcroppings deep beneath the Lateral.

      “Where are you taking us?” the woman asks.

      I shake my head and softly say, “I’m not sure where we’re going. But we’ll be safe.”

      Right now, I can’t say I care where we go. Disappointment and disbelief wash over me.

      How could this happen? How could I let this happen? I should have stayed and finished the trials. If I had, none of this would have happened. I would have been able to initiate the Beacon ages ago and set everything right. Instead, I’m running away when I should be standing up and fighting. I should be making things right—not worse.

      In her own way, Tethys tells me I’ve done everything I could.

      “You and I both know this is all my fault. I should have been ready. I should’ve had the mark. But I let myself get in the way. I thought I knew what was best. Stupid,” I say to her.

      Tethys ignores my irritation and travels quickly, propelling us through the underground currents as quickly as possible. My wrist aches, and I lift the sleeve of my jacket, revealing the partial mark as it glows beneath my skin. It burns and itches like crazy, almost as if it has a mind of its own. In a way, it’s like it senses we’re near the Beacon and it has a purpose to serve.

      We follow the tunnel we came in, eventually popping out onto the surface. Her shield disengages to release the family—Tethys trusts them as much as she trusts Videus at this point. But at least she was willing to get them to safety.

      The family stumbles out into the snow, surprised. Tethys doesn’t stop long enough for me to say goodbye, or give an offering of where to go to find safety. She’s done her part, now on to the next.

      We plunge back into the depths of the water and disappear.

      After a couple of minutes, Tethys slows down, searching for something I can’t see. Light filters from the ice above, illuminating some of the large statues buried in the water. For the first time, I realize not all of the statues are human-like. Some of them are in the shape of Waterbears.

      “Are you taking us to your—?” I begin.

      “Take us where?” Trae asks, echoing my sentiment. “I can’t see anything.”

      I shake my head, but as we continue on more evidence of the Waterbears arise. Large, cascading homes in the shapes of bubbles cling to the side of the underwater rocks.

      We pass an enormous statue of a Waterbear, holding its young on its back. Much the way we are with Tethys now.

      She careens around the statue, finding a location near the surface to slow down and stop. As she gets closer, the Caudex lights up inside the pouch on the side of Tethys’ shoulder. We rise out of the water, as she glides across a large icy walkway toward a cavern made of pure ice.

      Tethys releases her shield and the cold air assaults my senses. Instantly, I begin to shiver as I grab the Caudex and slide off her back. Trae slides off behind me, following.

      “What is it? Is there something new?” he asks.

      I sit down on the cold ground, and pull the aquamarine crystal from my neck.

      My eyes flitter first to a paragraph that’s been here before. The prophecy itself.

      
        
        Locked within space and buried in blood, the keys to creation anew bide time. They linger in wait for when the wheels of Pendomus are set in motion and the threads of existence unravel. Through intentions and fear, safeguards become the Captor’s demise. The Daughter’s deliberate agreement to deliver her life’s Burden will liberate the Five and reconstruct time in its accordance. Through human blood and ultimate sacrifice, the Acropolis will rise and all balance shall be restored.

        

      

      I read it twice, before I realize there’s nothing in the prophecy about the Beacon. Absolutely nothing.

      “Why does the prophecy mention the Acropolis, but not the Beacon?” I say. “The Caudex elsewhere gave instructions on the Beacon. So it needs to be ignited in order to raise the Acropolis but it’s odd that it’s not at least mentioned.”

      “Is that odd?” Trae asks.

      “Maybe?”

      Tethys grunts.

      I shake my head, “Nothing at all…”

      Human blood and ultimate sacrifice.

      I’d almost forgotten about that part.

      I run my fingertips across my lips, staring at the page.

      My heart skips a beat. I know what needs to be done. In a weird way, I think I’ve always known.

      My eyes pause over a different portion of the paragraph, “Deliver her life’s Burden…”

      It solidifies my belief that I’m coming to the end. I’m not meant to survive this.

      Once the Beacon is ignited, how do I deliver my life’s Burden? Where?

      “What do you think it means?” Trae asks, a hint of worry hidden in his tone.

      “I don’t know,” I say out loud. “But it doesn’t sound good, does it?”

      I take a deep breath, and meet his gaze. His eyes are wide and the corners of his lips tug downward.

      “You can’t possibly—“ he begins.

      “I don’t know,” I repeat.

      Regardless, I need to figure out for sure what it means. He and everyone else back at the Lateral are in danger—real, immediate danger. And those who aren’t, they’re going to be hunting for me now thanks to Videus.

      I set the Caudex down beside Tethys and stand up.

      “I’ll be right back. I need—I need some time,” I say.

      Trae looks as though he’s about to protest, but thinks better of it.

      “Okay, I’ll be right here,” he says instead.

      “Thanks,” I whisper.

      Turning my back on him, I head deeper into the ice cavern to clear my head.

      There has to be more. More to everything and it’s staring me in the face, but I just can’t see it. Does it really want me to sacrifice myself?

      My mind plays over the prophecy again and again. I stop walking, mulling over two words that give me hope that perhaps everything happening might be avoidable. Or at least fixable.

      Reconstruct time—

      Is the whole point of this to set all of the timelines right? To unravel the time loop Videus has begun? Something inside my soul vibrates and I know I’m on the right path. I don’t know how yet, but it’s all wrapped up in this.

      What will resetting time mean for everyone? Will they even remember me when it’s all said and done? My eyes flit down the tunnel to Trae, then to Tethys. Then past her to the wall of ice beyond.

      What would resetting the timeline mean for Trae and I? After all we’ve shared, and become…will he even remember I existed? What if my sacrifice means he’ll never know of me? That we’ll never come back to this place with each other?

      If I make it to the other side, will I even remember him?

      What about everyone else? My mother? Fenton? Kani? Could setting the timeline right mean saving them all?

      My mind escapes back to a time when I dreamed my mother and I could have been close. Where life is simple and my friends are happy and safe.

      Casting another gaze at Trae, I stop and take a deep breath. If it’s even a possibility to gain all that back—it’s worth the risk of not knowing.

      I’ll do whatever it takes to deliver my Burden in whatever form it might take. I’ll lay it all on the line. Wherever I need to go, whatever it costs, I’m ready to pay the price.
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      SUDDENLY THE GROUND BEGINS TO RUMBLE.

      My wrist sears with pain, and I drop to my knees, clawing at my jacket. As I pull back my sleeve, light streams from the mark, and I watch the final petal slowly appear. As it does, each of the five petals fill in with a crystal white light—so pure and unadulterated I have to shield my eyes. Light travels up my arm, flooding my body, filling into my irises. It streams out my fingertips and ends of my hair.

      Before I know it, Tethys and Trae are by my side. Their presence is a safety blanket as I tread into unknown territory. Trae wraps his arms around me as all of the information once trapped inside the Caudex floods my consciousness, granting me access to everything written and unwritten. The waves of energy are intense, and I grope the sides of my head, trying to move with it—to allow it to do its job. In a strange way, I’ve become the Tree of Burden’s vessel.

      The mark does more than simply allow the Beacon to ignite, it’s a gateway between what is, what was, and what will be. Within my mind, I can clearly see distinct threads of timelines and each of their subsequent tangents created by Videus. We’re so off track and it all stems back to a single location in time.

      The location is still fuzzy—not able to fully open up to allow me to see the what and why with clarity. But there’s no doubt this is the moment that broke Videus. The moment where he left his humanity behind and became something completely contorted.

      As the light subsides, it settles itself in place, illuminating only the mark. The five-petaled Everblossom shimmers under my skin a gentle white, with subtle hints of blue.

      I take a moment to let the intensity of the energy settle.

      “Runa—are you—are you okay?” Trae asks, breathless.

      I nod, taking a deep breath. My body trembles, the adrenaline and energy finally dissipating. There’s so much to do—so much to undo.

      Standing up, I take in our surroundings once more—this time, with different eyes. I understand why Tethys brought us here. I know what this place was before it was hidden and completely enveloped with ice. I also know what needs to be done now.

      The ground around us continues to rumble, and Tethys leans in, steadying us both.

      “We need to go—” I begin.

      Suddenly, the ground beneath us shifts. I feel Tethys’ excitement—she knew this would happen. She knew the choices I’d make—even despite the direness. It’s why she brought me to the outskirts of the Acropolis. The energy, the molecular memory— everything would lead me to the conclusion she expected.

      “We need to get back to the Lateral,” I say, rising to my feet. “I need to ignite the Beacon.”

      “Are you sure? I mean—what the hell just happened? There’s this light, and—” Trae says, pointing from me to the cavern. “Is there even a point now? Hasn’t Videus won?”

      I take his hand, but hold his gaze.

      “Trae, you have to trust me. I have work to do, and I’ll need your help,” I say.

      These next few moments are what I was made for. I understand what needs to be done in order to set things right. I need to ignite the Beacon. Once accomplished, the energies of the Five will be ready for their sacrifice in order to open the timelines to alteration.

      Even in the midst of all this chaos, I can’t help but smile to myself.

      I finally realize why I’ve been called the Daughter of Five. You wouldn’t think it would matter, but it does.

      The Four Pillars buried shards of themselves—their genetics, their essence, their powers—in the one place they felt would be safe until the time had come. In the bloodline of my ancestors. Four separate people on the planet were gifted the unique qualities only the Pillars could bestow—and it’s taken this long for all four to combine into one. I have the pieces of each of the Four Pillars—along with my own consented humanity—buried inside my blood.

      The Four were biding their time until they could provide insurmountable pressure and change the time discrepancies Videus posed. My bloodline back to the first four people, who knows how far back, made everything possible. That’s why Videus was after them all. He knew somewhere, somehow, Pendomus itself was gearing up to fight back.

      Stepping forward to Tethys, I slide the Caudex back into the pouch on the side of her body. No longer necessary for the information it holds—instead, the Caudex has become a key. My life’s Burden is simply this, the Caudex. Once I place it inside the Beacon, timelines will reset, and the Acropolis will rise. Things will go back to the way they were meant to.

      Glancing up at Trae, I smile.

      Trae’s eyes narrow and he tips his head to the side, “What comes next?”

      “I need your help, but you aren’t going to like it,” I say.

      Trae rolls his eyes, and takes a breath, “I don’t like it already.”

      “I need you to go back to Videus,” I say, holding his gaze.

      “What?” he snorts. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I need you to go back to him and tell him I fled. Make him believe the attack on the Lateral was effective.”

      Trae huffs, twisting in a circle with his hands clasped behind his head.

      “Dammit,” he mutters.

      “If you go as Caelum—he might believe you.”

      “Dammit,” he repeats. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

      “Thank you, Trae,” I say, taking one of his hands in mine.

      “This is goodbye, isn’t it?” Trae says, his eyes searching mind.

      “I don’t know,” I say.

      That much is true. Once the timelines are reset, it’s anyone’s guess how things will end up.

      Trae nods, considering. We stand in silence for a moment, not quite ready to go our separate ways.

      “Before you go, I need to tell you—” Trae says.

      I look up into his gaze again.

      “Caelum, he’s happy you know. He wants me to tell you—he never meant to be a part of Videus’ schemes. He wishes you luck,” he says.

      Smiling, I say, “I know. I’ve always known.”

      Trae pauses again, looking as though there’s more to say.

      “Okay,” he sighs, “I guess we should get going.”

      “I guess we should,” I nod.

      Taking a final look around the ice cavern—the Waterbear lair—I look forward to returning it to its original glory. Without another word, I climb on Tethys’ back, and Trae does the same. She saunters off, choosing not to engage her shield, but to walk us to the water’s edge. Just before she jumps, her shield engages, and we plunge into the water.

      ~Tethys, we need to get Trae to the surface. He’s going to buy us some time.

      Understanding, she veers to the right, finding an outlet not far from the Archives—or the Acropolis. After a few moments of silence in the water, we come to the end of the line. Cautiously easing out of the water, Tethys guides us as close as she dares to the tree line.

      As we come to a halt, Trae slides off her back. Tethys keeps watch, her shield still engaged as he takes my hand. I slide off her back, facing him.

      “How can you be so brave?” he asks, his dark eyes serious and solemn.

      My eyes drift to the floor as I consider his words.

      Is it brave to accept what is? I suppose maybe it is. It’s an act of rebellion, in a sense to embrace reality rather than run from it. Even if this reality wasn’t meant to be.

      “Trae, we can’t let Videus continue to destroy everything. We both know he needs to be stopped, and together, we’re the only ones who can do it.”

      Trae’s eyes widen. He swallows hard, but eventually nods.

      “I know, you’re—you’re right,” he says. “But I still wish there was another way. I don’t—”

      “I know, I do too,” I say, shaking my head.

      “I need you to know—” Trae begins, trying to find the right words. “I need you to know how much I wish things had been different. That we’d been able to have our time together, just you and I. Without any of this shit that’s kept us from truly being together. I wish we were given the time to see how our relationship could play out. Maybe we’d even grow old together. Have a couple of kids,” he grins, his dimples flashing briefly.

      “Kids,” I smile, my eyes threatening to tear up, “I wish we’d had our time together, too. Maybe, once this is all said and done, we’ll still get our chance?”

      “Runa, if we don’t—if we don’t see each other again—I want you to know that I lo—”

      I step forward and stop his words with my fingertips. This can’t be the way to hear this—on the brink of destruction.

      “Don’t say it,” I whisper. “Show me instead.”

      I lift my face to his and he presses his lips to mine, putting his hands along my face and pulling me close. In this mess of existence, Trae’s been the one thing to be happy about. Even in all the darkness. He may not realize it, but his strength gives me strength, too.

      My lips tingle, my body pulses with energy. He’s shown me what it can mean to be a woman, to be human. To be more than just a person alone on her own mission.

      After a moment, I break our connection, leaning my forehead against his chin. He wraps his arms around me, pulling me in tighter.

      “So this is it,” he says, “We’re really doing this.”

      A moment of silence passes, and I say, “We are.”

      Trae takes a deep breath and his shoulders relax.

      “Well, let’s get it done,” he says.

      Tethys releases her shield, and Trae gives me one more gentle kiss.

      “See you soon,” he says with a hint of smile. His dimples appear briefly, and he releases my hands.

      Without further fanfare, Trae walks off, leaving me standing beside Tethys. When he’s a few meters away, he turns back just in time to see Tethys engage her shield. He watches us for a moment, then he nods to himself as he walks towards the trees in search of Videus.

      My heart thrums loudly in my chest. I could be sending Trae off to his death. If things don’t go the way I hope, the way they’re meant to, I could be dooming us all to death.

      I take a deep breath to calm my nerves, and climb back onto Tethys’ back.

      She doesn’t linger, as she takes off through the snow and reenters the underground river.

      Everything feels different. I feel different. Let’s hope it’s enough.

      Faster than ever, Tethys propels through the water, making her way as quickly as she can. She knows she’s on the clock now, having precious cargo to deliver. At least, that’s the way she describes me. In a way, this is her mission as much as it’s mine. We’ve been connected from the very beginning, she and I.

      This time, as we travel, everything around us illuminates brightly and stays lit. The blue light we saw before ignites in all the scribing, the etchings, and special marks of the statues and walls. Gears I didn’t even see before begin to spin, setting off a system of levers and pulleys. They seem oddly mechanical for the magic they begin to work. Tethys maneuvers us quickly, making our way back to the Lateral to finalize the process.

      I need to be in proximity to the Beacon in order to deliver the Caudex and set everything in motion. Once it begins, there’s no way to stop it. I already know the devastation the Beacon itself will force. It’ll level everything around it once it gains the energy from the Pillars. Everyone still in the Lateral will die.

      Before gaining the mark, I never would have taken this risk. It means ending people’s lives—but when the timelines reset, none of it will matter. At least, not if everything goes according to plan. It’s the one thing I couldn’t bring myself to say to Traeton—if I’m successful, all of this goes away. Even us. Maybe we get to start over. Or maybe my work here is done and I’ll never be born.

      As Tethys gets closer to the Lateral, the large gears from beneath the city light up and spring to life. The massive mechanisms begin to rotate, building power. The water around us hums with anticipation.

      “This is so beautiful” I whisper, taking in the mysteries underneath the city. I’m the only one who will ever see this and it’s such an odd splendor to witness.

      It’s been a while since I was first here—and I noticed the gears, but thought nothing of them. They were simply a part of what I thought was a city now long gone. Or perhaps part of the Lateral’s initial construction. But now, they’re stunningly ancient.

      Tethys continues to maneuver us up through the flooded floor of the Lateral. Thankfully, there aren’t many people here anymore. Either they found a way to use their shields to get out. Or perhaps Videus—

      I shake away the thought.

      Tethys brings me to the center of the city. The absolute middle. As we hover over the location, my mark begins to burn, and the water beneath us and around us begins to boil.

      As the gears below do their work, beams of light travel upward from beneath the city. They flood the five structural posts outside the city and they begin to glow a bright, sky blue. My job here is done for now.

      The Beacon’s process will continue to do the rest on its own and I need to be clear when it erupts.

      Tethys leaves the confines of the Lateral’s inner city, heading to the surface of the water. Since we left, the water has swollen up through the better part of the enormous open cavern, nearly reaching the exit toward the Safe Haven. More than likely, it’s how the others escaped.

      Tethys shoots through the water, making quickly for the exit as the energy in the Lateral builds to a crescendo. Just as we reach the landing, the light from the five posts bursts from their ends, conjoining in midair in a single beam of light. As the light extends upward, a large dome of energy bursts through the water, encompassing the city.

      The shockwave that follows, thrusts the water—and us with it— toward the exit. Tethys rides the wave as far as she can allow, but as the water settles, it pulls back, leaving us in the dry tunnel leading back toward the Haven.

      Disengaging her shield, Tethys lets me know she’ll find her own way out—but that I need to head to the topside and deliver the Caudex to the Beacon.

      I pat her head, gathering the Caudex from its pouch.

      “Thank you, Tethys. For everything. Stay safe, okay? I’ll see you soon,” I say, running my hand through the fur at the side of her neck.

      She grunts in acknowledgement as she turns and disappears into the watery depths. I follow her descent as far as my eyes allow, and finally take in the scene beyond.

      The Lateral’s dome shimmers under the water, a shield of sorts—not all that unlike the Waterbear’s shield. Perhaps that’s what it’s meant to mimic.

      “I hope everyone was able to get out safely,” I whisper to myself. “Sure looks beautiful from here, though.”

      Even with all the devastation, there’s a miraculous beauty in all of it. We’re coming to the final steps—the final few moments testing our truth. The Beacon is set to ignite fully, and the Acropolis will rise. We’re almost done.

      I turn around and run through the tunnels toward the Haven. I pass the Oasis first, then on toward my first home beyond the Helix. As I reach the Haven, I’m flooded with a strange mixture of nostalgia, excitement, and even sadness. The quiet stillness of this place is all wrong. Being here without Trae, without the others—it feels wrong.

      If the timelines are reset—all of this will never have happened. Leaving the Helix. Being taken in by Traeton and his friends. They may not even exist. With the timelines as they are, it’s hard to tell how the decisions humans have yet to make will play out. There are gray aspects in the timeline; areas needing to fill themselves in once I do what I’m meant to.

      I slow down, walking through the Haven in silence. I know this will be the last time. Unable to allow any remorse to reach me, I continue on with my mission. The Caudex needs to be destroyed in the Beacon. It’s the only way to set everything right.

      Closing the heavy door to the Haven is like closing out a final chapter of one of Trae’s books. Bitter sweet.

      As the exit to the outside comes into view, I break into a full run.

      When the cold, outdoor air hits my body, I’m surprised to find some of the others huddled in small groups. Relief floods my body, as I see Delaney, Ash, and those from the vassalage—Antricia and Rendan—amongst many others.

      My eyes flit to the trees around me. I’ll need to be careful without Tethys’ protection. Videus’ numbers are down, but I don’t know how many he had in his control before. And after the Lateral—who knows what else Videus has up his sleeves. Those white elephants were a surprise.

      Jogging up to Delaney, the others begin to chat and point at me.

      “Lane, I’m so glad to see you,” I say, embracing her as I approach.

      She returns the hug, a sigh escaping her lips.

      “Runa, we’ve lost so many—I hope you have good news,” she says.

      “It’ll all be over soon. The Beacon has been initiated.”

      As if in response, the ground shudders again. As I turn around, large chunks of snow and ice crack apart and slide off the side of the broken dome that used to house the Lateral.

      The locked sun with its halo smiles down on me while snowflakes kick up and flitter through the air. Even though it’s been the symbol of our locked planet, the sundog has always been a reminder to me—even in stillness, there’s beauty.

      I’ll actually miss it.

      “But—I thought you didn’t have the mark?” she says surprised.

      “I didn’t,” I say, lifting my sleeve, “but I do now. The process has been started.”

      “So the city—it’s intact?” Delaney asks, her eyebrows tugged inward.

      I nod, “For now it is. There seems to be a shield of energy protecting what’s left.”

      Delaney’s eyes widen and she shakes her head.

      “You saw a shield of energy surround the city?”

      I nod, “Yes, it pulled itself up from the five posts around the city.”

      “Runa, that’s no shield. The Lateral is about to blow—we need to move everyone out. Now,” she says, spinning on her heels. “Ash, get everyone back—”

      The hillside behind us explodes—sending everyone hurtling through the air with the rest of the debris.
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      WALKING AWAY FROM RUNA feels like I’ve ripped pieces of myself outta my body and left them behind. I know this is the right thing to do—but I can’t stand the thought of her doing what she needs to do alone. Heading into the Lateral again to ignite the Beacon—raising the Acropolis. Whatever that means. What does that even mean? Does the building have lifts under it or something? Or is it all metaphorical? This’s all something straight outta one of my fiction novels. Yet, here I’m living it. Crazy.

      ~I never believed I would be alive to witness the arising of the Daughter of Five and the return of the Acropolis.

      Taking a deep breath, I ease into the conversation with Caelum. I’m never ready for his initial contact, even though I know he’s still lingering with me.

      Ever since my time with Runa—our time together—I’ve wanted desperately to be the only one in my head. To cherish the moments we had together without the casual onlooker of Caelum.

      I take a deep breath and sigh it out.

      “Well, bud—time not only to witness the Acropolis, but put an end to Videus’ tyranny. Do you think he’ll buy us coming to find him?” I say.

      Caelum takes a moment, considering all we’ve seen—all that’s yet to come.

      ~I am not sure. He is not a stupid man, quite the contrary. In order to seem believable, we may have to do things we would otherwise not do.

      “What in the hell does that mean?” I ask, climbing a drift of snow up toward the top of the small hill leading to the Archives.

      ~Simply that it may mean going along with Videus’ plans momentarily. He is not always a nice man.

      I snort, “No kidding.”

      Suddenly, the ground I’m climbing on begins to rumble. The snow in my grasp crumbles through my hands and I lose balance, sliding downward a meter or so. Shifting and cracking beneath my feet, I struggle to find a good hold onto anything as everything around me breaks apart.

      ~The Daughter of Five must be getting close to igniting the Beacon.

      “No really? What gave it away?” I say, searching for a way out of this mess.

      ~It was the breaking apart of the ground. Did you not notice?

      I shake my head, and just about see my brain with the eye roll that follows. These AirGliders seriously need to get themselves a clue. They’re smart, but so stupid at the same time.

      Leaping from one rock to the next, I barely miss careening down into an abyss as the building buried in the snow begins to unearth itself. I knew the Archives was big—but until now, I had no idea the true extent of it.

      Large turrets and towers are the first to rise up out of the ground, aspects of the building I had never even seen while I was inside. The outer building is much more ornate, and artistic than I gave it credit for.

      “How is all this possible?” I say out loud to myself.

      It’s hard not to stare in awe of it all.

      ~The building was hidden for its own protection. It has centuries old mechanisms to allow for it to—

      “Thanks, genius. I wasn’t actually needing a lesson on it. I’m just surprised,” I say, scrambling to solid ground and running away from the commotion of the Archives—the Acropolis as it rises from the ground.

      When all is said and done, this place is going to draw some crowds—that means Videus too. As I get to the tree line, and feel far enough away, I turn around and take it all in.

      The enormous building looks like a medieval castle from the history books of Earth. Only more ornamental, and embellished. Large birds, Salamanders, Waterbears, and a creepy looking spider adorn the four outer towers and various aspects of the building.

      “What in the hell are those?” I ask to Caelum, pointing at the spider. I involuntarily shudder at its size.

      ~They are TerraDwellers.

      “Well, thanks. Glad you cleared that up,” I say sarcastically. “What in the hell are TerraDwellers?”

      ~They are the last of the Four Pillars. No one has seen them for a very long time. I am not even sure they are still on the planet.

      “Well, we better sure as hell hope they are. They need to make it here in time to help Runa with the Beacon,” I say.

      ~Indeed.

      “Alright—any sign of Videus? Can you sense him or anything?” I say, surveying the scene.

      He has to be here somewhere. No way he’d let something this huge happen without noticing and developing a plan of attack. I know I wouldn’t.

      Caelum takes a moment. I swear I can hear his wheels turning as he tries to connect and figure out what Videus is up to.

      ~I am not sure where he is. It feels as though he is guarding himself from me, though I am not sure why.

      “Dammit. I’ll bet I know,” I say. “He’s worked out you’ve been compromised—probably saw footage from the Helix. He knows I’m the one who blew up the vassalage—which means this plan of Runa’s has just gone down the allay.”

      I search the tree line. If Videus can hide himself from Caelum, could he still locate him? Or are they both operating blind? Somehow, I’m guessing Videus knows exactly where we are. I wouldn’t get that lucky.

      How did everything get so phugged up? How could one man lose himself the way Videus has? I just don’t get it.

      ~My mast—Videus—has bound things too tightly. He can no longer see the lines of reality clearly. He has been in and out too many times and he has forgotten himself. He only knows he cannot save his brother, and in turn, he refuses to allow anyone else to be happy. Especially the Daughter of Five. She became his obsession to keep from feeling.

      “Feeling what?” I snort.

      ~Anything.

      “That’s a shit plan.”

      ~I didn’t say it was otherwise.

      “Okay, so if he knows his second in command has been compromised—what then? He’d fly solo to stop Runa?” I say, musing aloud.

      ~That would be my assumption as well.

      “Then we’re in the completely wrong place. We need to find Runa now,” I say.

      “Oh, that would be a grand idea, Traeton. Do that, won’t you?” someone says behind me.

      I spin around quickly, coming face-to-face with Videus. Adorned again with his headdress and dark cloak, I realize who he has chosen to embody—the Egyptian god known as Thoth.

      I don’t know why the insight hit me—something in the irony of this all. Or maybe the absurdity.

      How did he learn about Egypt? Did he have books, too? Kani and I only learned by the books in the Archives, and even then, it wasn’t easy to understand at first. Their culture and way of life was so different from ours. It took Landry to explain it to us in a way we could understand. Granted, we were pretty young.

      I swallow hard, unsure of my next move.

      How do I bide enough time for Runa to do what she needs to do?

      “Videus,” I say, finally acknowledging his presence. “How are you?”

      “Cut the pleasantries, boy. Where is the girl?” Videus says.

      “Screw you. How about you cut the pleasantries. If you’re going to do this, drop the act. Let go of this Videus persona—and lose the Thoth complex. You’re not as clever as either of them.”

      “Big words for such a small, fragile being,” he says in a low voice, “I could snap the arteries to your brain in half if I wanted. You’d bleed out inside your skull until your body completely shuts down. It’s not pleasant, but I would still enjoy it so,” he says.

      For the first time in a long while, fear rushes through me. Could he honestly do something like that? Hell if I know. Wouldn’t put it past him, though.

      “If you were going to, you’d have done it already. It’s not going to get you to Runa,” I fire back.

      Videus stands motionless, a dark tower of a man in the midst of the sea of snow.

      “Where are the rest of your cronies, by the way? No birds or Salamanders to come to your aid? Is that why you had to send the spectacle show with the clouds? Nice touch, by the way. They were creepy as hell,” I say.

      “The white elephants are more than a spectacle, but I don’t expect a simpleton like you to understand. You have yet to see their beauty, but you will,” Videus say, his voice now low and smooth.

      “What does that mean?” I snort.

      “Only that you’ve yet to discover what they’re capable of, boy. Now, why don’t you tell me where to find my little Everblossom.”

      The way he says ‘my little Everblossom’ makes my skin crawl. It’s like a creepy old man, lurking in wait to do unspeakable things. I suppose he is.

      “No clue where Runa is,” I shrug nonchalantly. “She had her own mission and I wasn’t about to get in her way.”

      “She didn’t want you screwing things up for her, eh?” Videus says.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “She sent you on your way so you weren’t a detriment to her. You’re a liability, Traeton.”

      I swallow hard. That wasn’t why she sent me off on my own, was it?

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say.

      ~Do not play into him, he’s baiting you.

      Caelum’s warning both pulls me back to the present and solidifies my tactic. He’s right, I can’t take what he says personally, but I can make Videus think I do.

      “Oh, I think I do. Did you tell her about Caelum? Does she know how hard you’ve been working to keep him in there, despite knowing who he was?” Videus says.

      My insides recoil, but I keep hold of myself.

      “Yeah, actually, she does,” I say, my eyebrows raising.

      “Hmmm,” he says, pacing slightly. “And she was fine with all that, was she?”

      “Of course not—she was pissed.”

      “Ah,” he goads.

      “Not at me, you imbecile. She was pissed at you,” I spit.

      Okay, so in truth she was sorta pissed at me…but we’d worked passed all that, right?

      Damn, come to think of it—I never got the chance to talk to her about it. I never got the chance to warn her about the impending doom I sensed from Caelum when we were in Landry’s bunker.

      ~Do not begin second guessing yourself. It is what he wants.

      “Oh, I’m quite sure she was upset with me, that’s a given. But I wasn’t the one who betrayed her. Am I right?” he says.

      “Screw you. You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say, anger arising, despite my best efforts to keep under control.

      Videus chuckles.

      “You know, I always thought if the Acropolis rose, it would mean the end. Yet, I find it oddly satisfying,” he says, beginning to pace. “You see, everyone’s close—very close to being able to destroy everything I’ve worked so hard at. Yet, right at the eleventh hour, I’ll be able to sweep the rug from under your collective feet.”

      “And just how do you suppose you’re going to do that?” I ask, calling his bluff.

      If he had more, he would have done it by now. All of this is just a way to bide his own time until he’s able to take out Runa. I know it, he knows it.

      “Do you see a Beacon anywhere, Traeton?” Videus asks, a small chuckle escaping him again.

      I look over my shoulder. The Acropolis darkens the entire horizon, but beyond that I don’t see anything standing out. Though, to be fair, I have no idea if I’m even supposed to.

      “You don’t,” Videus answers for me, “because it’s not fully ignited. It’s weak and dissipating without the proper strength. It won’t ignite until the Five offer their support—in blood.”

      I turn back to face him, “What are you getting at?”

      “Well, Traeton, your little lover will have blood on her hands in order to make this work. More than she already does, that is. The Pillars—and her own. But I can stop her—and you’re going to help me, of course,” Videus says.

      “And why the hell would I do that?”

      “Because you no longer have a choice,” he says, simply.

      With that, Videus raises his arms to the sky, and a cluster of those cloud-like abominations split apart and careen toward me at an ungodly speed.

      There’s nowhere to run—nowhere to hide out here in the space of dead trees. At least, no where close enough. The cluster of white elephants latch onto my arms, my legs, and torso. The pain is absolutely excruciating as their bizarre cloud teeth bury into my skin. My veins tense up, as something foreign oozing into my blood stream ignites a burning sensation throughout the rest of my body. Dropping to my knees, my back seizes up, but I still try to pry them off of me with the little strength I have.

      It’s no use.

      Whatever this is—whatever he’s doing, it causes the white elephants to turn red, the longer they’re latched on.

      “You may be wondering,” Videus begins, “what makes these little guys so beautiful.”

      I glare at him.

      “Not overly top of mind,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Well, let me enlighten you anyway. See, blood is such a pesky thing. Who needs it really? I have something far more productive to replace it with,” he says.

      “What in the hell are you talking about?” I say.

      “Very soon, you won’t have to worry about growing older, about dying. In a few moments, you’ll be fully synthetic. Of course, you may experience side effects such as complete loss of  mental control—but I’m sure you can handle it,” Videus laughs. “I’m sorry, Caelum, unfortunately it means you’ll be annihilated as well. Turns out, I can only trust myself to get things done right.

      Videus slowly unhooks his ibis mask, and lets it fall to the ground. My energy and consciousness begin to slip. I watch, helpless, as the mask lands softly in the snow, a bizarre remnant of his hidden identity no longer needed.
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      MY BACK SLAMS AGAINST A TREE, knocking the wind out of me. I land in a heap in the snow. The Caudex flies from my hands, landing a good few meters away. All around me, people, rocks, snow have been thrust backward.

      The energy expelled by the Beacon bursts through the hole already created in the ground by Videus, and huge plume of blue light thrust into the sky. White double spirals rotate around the blue light, reminding me of the way the Helix looks in the distance.

      Gasping for air, I push myself to my hands and knees. My body aches and it’s extremely difficult to gather air into my lungs. Cries of pain, surprise, and suffering erupt all around me.

      “What’s happened?” someone wails nearby.

      “Not again,” someone else cries. “It’s the girl—the one with the white and purple hair. This is all her fault.”

      People nearby shout their agreements.

      Scrambling to my feet, I survey the scene. Trees are toppled on their sides, some hanging onto the ground at odd angles. Blood spatters the ground of some of the people who weren’t so lucky with the blast. Survivors attempt to get back up, some struggling to stand while others hover over the people they’ve lost.

      “Lane?” I call out, my voice a raspy whisper. “Delaney?”

      I spin around, looking for any sign of where she may have landed. A meter or so from my location, I catch a glimpse of her dark curls buried in the snow. Rushing forward, I drop to my knees beside her body.

      “Lane, are you okay?” I ask, gently turning her over. Blood begins to darken the snow beneath her. Half of her face is missing—ripped from her in the blast.

      My eyes close, and I release her body. Sitting on my heels I cover my face. I knew people could be hurt in this timeline, but I never considered I’d be here to watch those I care about perish.

      Returning to a stand, I realize I have two choices. I can be consumed by the pain here in this place, or I can do something to change it.

      I don’t have the luxury of letting any of this matter. It can’t deter me from what needs to be done. Walking past the suffering, the cries for help, and the angry shouts my direction, I make my way to the Caudex. My heart tugs, screaming at me to help them here and now—but my instincts tell me I need to finish what I’ve started. Otherwise, this is all these people have. I won’t let that be true.

      Lifting the heavy tome from the ground, I clutch it to my body. The wind whips my hair around, and I stand dazed in the field of trees and wounded people. I stare at the tower of energy venting high up into the sky. Even from here, the intense energy rolls off it in waves. The power of it, evident to anyone with eyes. They certainly don’t need my enhanced vision.

      The mark on my wrist burns, calling me forward; calling me to the light with the rest of the Pillars. Do the others feel the same pull?

      Amidst screams and cries for me to do something to help, I leave everyone behind, walking for what feels like ages. Eventually, I reach the decimation, climbing over the rubble of what used to be the cavern system. The entrance to the Haven has completely caved in—and a huge crater has opened up where the Lateral used to be.

      It looks exactly as it had in the future—and I’m suddenly acutely aware if I don’t make the right moves, this will still be the future.

      I reach the precipice, the energy of the Beacon pulsates, drawing me in closer.

      “Not so fast, Everblossom, dear,” a voice calls over my shoulder.

      I pause for a second debating on whether to turn and face him, or run onward anyway.

      Slowly, I turn.

      Of everything I’d envisioned Videus to be, nothing could have prepared me for this moment. I’d given in to his faceless game—playing the part that while he was human, he wasn’t a man. Not really.

      But he is. And far worse than that.

      He’s my friend.

      “Landry,” his name escapes my lips, but I can only stare.

      His features contort. Aged through more years than I dare count, and far more angry.

      Beside the man wearing Landry’s face, Trae stands at attention. His blue hair flickers in the wind, but his eyes are vacant and devoid of their sparkle.

      My heart tightens.

      “Are you surprised, Everblossom? Shocked to see the man behind the mask, here to bring you down?” Landry says through his teeth.

      “I—I—” I stumble for words. “Why? Why you?”

      “Who did you expect? Someone hideous? Scars, perhaps?” he points at my face and the slash marks covering the left side of my face.

      “But we—we were friends,” I say, searching for the words.

      All of my anger and hatred for this man feels displaced, and I struggle to meld the two worlds together.

      “Friends?” he says, “That’s a funny way of putting it.”

      His calculating blue eyes narrow, as he begins to pace in front of me. For a moment, I’d almost say there was a hint of surprise hidden in those eyes.

      Doesn’t he remember? Why doesn’t he remember?

      I shift, glancing at the ground, trying to work things out.

      It all suddenly makes so much sense. The technology. The connection to me. He’s always meddled with minds. Always taken an interest in things he could control and connect to.

      His brother—

      Recognition dawns.

      The vision was of a young boy—one laughing and playing. It wasn’t the age he lost him. It was the age Videus admired most. It was the unraveling threads of happy memories he’s had of his brother. Of Fenton.

      He blames me for his death.

      It’s one of those strange paradoxes—which came first? My connection to Fenton? Or Landry’s decision to lose his humanity?

      I try to wrap my mind around it all. Make sense out of why Landry would do this—why he’d go through such an elaborate plan when he could have simply taken me out when we first met. He could have destroyed me then, and no one would have been the wiser.

      Why go through all of this?

      “Hand over the book,” Landry says, pointing to the Caudex in my hands.

      “Bite me,” I fire back, indignation forming in the pit of my stomach.

      How dare he blame me—he was the one who gave Kani no choice.

      “Ooooooh. Interesting selection of words. Where did you hear this archaic diatribe?” Landry says mockingly.

      I hold still, standing my ground, acutely aware I’m one woman standing against Videus, and his second in command. I glance again at Trae’s handsome face, knowing he’s gone. I don’t sense his humanity rolling off him—nor the AirGlider who was inside. Instead, he’s something completely mechanical.

      I take a deep breath, exhaling my heartache.

      There’s nothing left for me here. Nothing left to fight for in this version of reality.

      “Alright, don’t speak. I’ll speak,” Landry says, turning to Trae and placing a hand on his shoulder. He takes a long pause, allowing his hand to linger there, as a sly grin slides across his lips.

      He tips his head to the side and says, “You care about this one, right? I can understand why. He was smart, strong, and generally loyal. It took a while to break him and get access to his mind. Ages, actually. Now, no matter what you do, he’s mine. You can’t do a thing.”

      Rather than listen to his diatribe, I focus on the worn lines beside his mouth. The wrinkles carrying weight near his eyes.

      This isn’t Landry. At least, not my Landry. The one I’ve known, talked to, stayed at his home with my friends. This is an older version—years older. Worn and warped.

      My mind begins to whirl through all the questions surrounding Videus and Landry. Why are there so many inconsistencies? Why didn’t he take me out when he first met me? If he can time travel, why hasn’t he taken me out yet?

      Traeton as an older man. He has the same vibe.

      Is this why the Landry I know didn’t attack me? Is it the course of an older man? Did this shift happen after we met? I push my mind to the furthest reachings in understanding of time travel and keep coming up with the same conclusion. Younger Landry should have known. He should have carried the memories with him and found me far sooner. With far less casualties.

      None of this is making any sense

      I tune back in.

      “…But he doesn’t matter to me. See, all it takes is another jump on time to wipe out his lineage before they even make it to Pendomus. He’ll never exist. Not now, not ever.”

      I watch his mannerisms closely as he steps behind Trae, trying to taunt me out. It may have worked before the mark, it may have worked before the bloodlines. But I see through him now.

      “If you wanted to take out Trae, you would have done it already. The simple fact you haven’t been able to change the one thing that matters to you—saving your brother—it speaks for you. See, when you jump through time, I don’t think you have access to the editing program. You know enough how to tinker, to set off the dominoes and see what happens, but you have no idea how to access the parts you really want,” I say, bound with the energy surging around me from the Beacon, the Caudex, and the mark.

      Landry’s eyes minimize to slits as he glares at me.

      “I may look like a single girl, standing in the snow, but I’m much more than that. I’m the one who’s going to finally put an end to Videus. I have the keys to the editing software, so to speak,” I say, taking a step forward. “So this is how things are going to play out. All it takes is one wrench thrown into this time line tangent and you’ll never exist.”

      Landry laughs.

      “Not likely. There’s only one way that would ever happen and, honey, if I can’t make it happen—you can’t,” he says.

      I watch him shift slightly—almost imperceptibly. He doesn’t believe what he’s saying.

      And he obviously hasn’t wanted to jeopardize his earlier timeline in order to take all of humanity out. Had Landry never gone dark, there would be no Daughter of Five. Had Fenton not gotten involved, he wouldn’t have died. So where did it really begin?

      Suddenly, the energy around me shifts. I can’t put my finger on it exactly, but I know the tides are turning.

      “Then what are you so afraid of?” I ask, smirking.

      “Me? Afraid? What would I have to be afraid of? I have the upper hand here,” he says, snorting.

      “Do you now?” I say, raising my eyebrows.

      Behind Landry, the scene in the field has changed to a very different one from when I walked away. A sea of people have begun to rise out of the debris, making their way to us. They stand shoulder to shoulder—ready to fight.

      Videus looks over his shoulder and returns his gaze to me, “You realize, they’re here for you.”

      “Perhaps they are. But then again, maybe they’re here for you. Where are your other minions?” I counter, turning my head toward the sky.

      As if on command, the sky fills with birds as the flocks make their way toward us. Large and small—both the juncos and the vultures. Beyond, in the snowy filled trees, Salamanders crawl out of the woods. Their electrical storm no longer blue, but the color it was meant to be—the color of fire.

      At first, Landry smiles—a hopeful grin.

      I shake my head, reminding myself not to underestimate him. He may look like Landry—he may even be Landry—but fundamentally, something has broken in him. He’s not the same man.

      As the large spiders known as the TerraDwellers crawl out of the crater, reality sets in and Landry’s smile drops. These are not his minions. They’re free to do as they please. And they’ve been called here to help me.

      Tethys joins in, making her way from the river’s opening near the Acropolis. She’s seen it, she relays—and it’s more beautiful than she remembered.

      “What is this?” Landry asks, narrowing his eyes and edging closer to Trae.

      “You should know,” I say, “Isn’t this what you wanted all along? This moment when the world takes in all you’ve done and fights back? Because it’s here.”

      “And just what exactly do you think all of you are capable of?” Landry says, a hint of fear bleeding into his words for the first time.

      “Everything you aren’t,” I say. “We’re going to stop you. Not here—not now, in this place. But from the very beginning. Are you ready to be wiped from the face of existence?”

      His eyes widen, but he holds himself taller than before.

      “You’ve always been an impetuous one, Everblossom. Are you so sure you have everything you need to get this little—spellwork—done?”  he says, flicking a hand toward me.

      Trae immediately lunges forward, racing at me with lightening speed. Before I can stop him, his full weight is thrown on me and I land face first in the snow. Trae’s body stumbles, and he rolls in the snow beside me. The Caudex skitters from my hands, landing a meter away. As Trae pushes up to a stand, I grab his ankle, dropping him back to the ground.

      Suddenly, Trae’s foot lands squarely in my face and all I can see are stars. I hear him scrambling in the snow—and I know I’ve lost the Caudex.

      Videus’ laugh is deep and foreboding.

      “It all comes down to this? A fragile, insignificant book. And this—this is why civilizations have fallen before us. This is why the good guys never win. Because you never learn from past mistakes. This technology—” he taps the side of his head, “my technology—is the way of the future. It was the way to preserve everything and keep it sacred. But no one would believe me. Now look around. This prophecy, the Daughter of Five business—it all hinged on the final flaw of this book making its way to the big tunnel of light over there.”

      I open my eyes in time to see him jab a finger at the Beacon’s light behind me.

      “Pretty soon, this Beacon will wane. It can’t output this kind of energy forever. And when it does, nothing will be left of your beloved city, and the people you care about. You’ll be all alone in this world, just as I am.”

      “I’m not alone, look around you, Landry. I didn’t ask for this, and yet here they are. You, on the other hand—you’re not alone, either. You’re adamantly opposed. You’re the reason everyone is here, coming together,” I say, climbing to my feet.

      “Touching, isn’t it?” Landry says, shrugging nonchalantly.

      My eyes flit to Trae, who has returned to Landry’s side, standing completely still—a machine in sleep mode.

      The wind whips my hair across my face and I know no reasoning will ever work on Landry. He’s too far gone. He doesn’t just hurt, grieve, and get over it. Fenton’s death consumes him. And it has planetary consequences. All the time loops, all the tangents—he’s smart enough to be dangerous, but he’s emotionally and empathetically stunted. Unstable.

      Action is what has to happen now.

      Quietly, I center myself and send out the signal to those around us who’ll participate. It’s a simple countdown, but I know they’ll understand.

      I need to create enough chaos to get the Caudex to the Beacon.

      As the countdown reaches the end, the AirGliders are the first to respond, swooping in from the trees and barreling towards Landry.

      The liberated Salamanders move next, forming a semicircle around Landry, and Trae. Their feet glow brightly and the orange lightening breaks in large arcs, connecting them as a group. A true force to reckon with.

      Landry spins in a circle, taking it all in.

      The people in the field behind also move closer. Those with powers at the front—the others still willing to fight, just behind them. They hold their ground, waiting until an opportune moment to do their work.

      Landry sends a signal and Trae’s body springs into action. Jumping forward to protect him, he slams onto one of the vultures as it swoops in. Grabbing it by its wings, he promptly snaps them off and discards the body to flop about on the ground. Trae then returns to an alert, but oddly disconnected version of himself. Landry hovers just behind him, speaking something under his breath.

      My eyes flit to the Caudex.

      Before I make the conscious decision, my feet are already propelling me forward. I race to the Caudex, sliding across the snow and ice to reach it.

      Trae moves quickly, springing into action and thrusting me back. Sliding backward in the snow, I hit a tree trunk with force—much more force than any man should be able to provide. Electrical energy from his action shocks my system, leaving my muscles stunned and useless.

      Tethys springs into action, slamming herself against Trae’s body. He spirals up, recoiling against the pain in midair. The conductive energy between the two of them ignites, sending a shockwave that extends through the entire scene. Tethys wails in pain, surprised Traeton could carry this kind of energy. She spins around, grabbing Trae by the leg, then slamming him against the ground.

      My stomach rolls and I feel like lurching at the sight.

      Nothing Tethys does works though; Trae simply flops about and keeps coming for her. With a swift, sudden movement, Trae releases some sort of electrical blade, slicing open Tethys’ side. Blood swells outward, coloring the snow and all around it.

      Even if no one could see her before, they certainly see her blood as it sprays them.

      “Tethys—” I scream, unable to move.

      The TerraDwellers spring into action, walking over my body to stand as a wall between Tethys and the Salamander. They push her body aside, one spinning her gently in its long legs as it uses its web to bind her wound.

      Videus laughs.

      “Even with all of this, the Daughter of Five is no match for me,” he says. “Some savior. You can’t even save yourself. Pathetic.”

      Commanding the energy from the snow around me, I tap into the gifts from the Waterbears to aid my healing. The ground begins to shake and the snow hovers a couple inches off the ground. Suddenly, it melds itself into one large liquid ball and forces it’s way into my body. As it moves through, the grounded water soothes out any of the electrical charge. My muscles begin to relax and I’m able to get up on my hands and knees.

      Taking a deep, centering breath, I rise to stand.

      Those who Landry had kept trapped at the vassalage move in, surrounding him and Trae. He clutches Trae’s body closer to him, acting as a shield while their power builds. The energy in this space, in the snowy field, is enough to make hair and goosebumps rise.

      “Just end this, Landry. There’s no where else to go. You can’t stop the inevitable. It was foreseen, for godsake,” I say. “You don’t have the upper hand here.”

      I allow my mind to travel, extending itself to Landry for the first time. I don’t know if it will work, but I have to at least try to defuse this situation so I can finish the job.

      Landry’s mind at first is like a steel trap; cold and empty. Unlike the AirGliders and Salamanders who wanted liberation, Landry holds his secrets in tight.

      Watching me closely, Landry takes a step forward, dragging Trae along with him.

      “I can’t believe that —” Landry says.

      “Believe what?” I ask, momentarily pausing my assault.

      “That this is all inevitable. Whatever happened to freewill? What happened to the opportunity to change things? Isn’t that what this is all about?”

      “I’m trying to change things right now. You just have to step aside,” I spit.

      “Do you even know what this will do? What happens when you throw the gigantic book into the Tree? What then?” he says.

      “Time is reset,” I say simply.

      He waves a hand dismissively, “Sure, sure. But to when? To what end?”

      I stare at him blankly, blinking slowly as I consider. I honestly have no idea to when. Or how the book will decide what to do in order to restore Pendomus and all its creatures. Most likely, it will wipe him out before he’s even born. I simply know that’s what it’s meant to do. I have faith in its ability to set things right.

      “When doesn’t matter. What matters is setting the planet back on course before you interfered. Did it ever occur to you how much damage you’d do tidally locking Pendomus? Our planet is a wasteland because of you. We’re all dependent on the Helix’s stupid RationCaps, your guidance and acceptance. We think it’s all our destiny, but it’s just you pulling strings behind the scenes while we’re none the wiser.”

      “Silly stupid girl,” Landry says, ducking an incoming dive from three vultures. “You think that’s the worst of your problems? I’m ready to die, my dear Everblossom. I don’t care about the planet, about me, about you. The only thing I care about now is smiting the powers that be who turned their backs on me. The rest is all cupcakes and sparkles.”

      Behind him, Ammon steps forward, his eyebrows scrunched together. His lips are tugging down and he raises his hands as though he’s commanding an orchestra. A large boulder covered in snow sails through the air, smashing into Landry’s side. With a look of surprise on his face, his body sails through the air. The rock narrowly misses Trae, and I know Ammon did it specifically.

      Landry hits the ground hard, snow flying in the air as he lands. It flitters about in the air, carefree and sparkling in the sunlight.

      Others take Ammon’s lead, stepping forward to add their gifts into the mix.

      The energy swells and I hold up my hands, “Wait, wait.”

      All eyes turn toward me, the blood lust evident in all of them. They’ve been through so much, and I know this is more than I should ask of them, but I have to.

      “Stop,” I say, “Don’t become him. Don’t you dare let Landry destroy the humanity you have left just because he lost his. He’s down, we can take things from here.”

      Landry chuckles. His eyes flick away for a moment; an insignificant look, really. But with damaging consequences.

      Without hesitation, the rogue Salamander huffs forward, clutching the Caudex in his large paws. Blue flames ignite at its feet, and instantly, the Caudex is consumed in a plume of fire.
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      A MANIACAL, GIDDY LAUGHTER fills the field while everyone else stares in horror.

      With the Caudex smoldering in ashes at the Salamander’s feet, Trae being controlled by Videus again, and Tethys bleeding out in the snow—I blink back my own horror and surprise.

      How can we get this far—to the very end, only to fail now? It’s not possible. Is it?

      The scene feels like everything has been put on hold. No one dares move—we all know what was at stake. Some of the people behind Landry hold their fingers over their agape mouths. The Pillars by my side stand in stunned silence.

      “You know, when I first learned of the prophecy, I knew it was the one thing I could overcome. Don’t ask me why. I may not have been able to save Fenton from his fate, but I knew I would have control over this,” Landry says, getting up and wiping snow from his robes. “The Beacon will die out. The Acropolis will be mine—a fitting place for a ruler, don’t you think?”

      He looks over at me and cocks his head. The smug look of pleasure cast across his lips makes me ball my fists.

      “Okay, maybe you don’t find this as ironically pleasing as I do,” he shrugs.

      I think about the Acropolis becoming his, and bile builds at the back of my throat. There’s no way I could allow this beautiful remnant of the past—the structure meant to signify peace, tranquility, and the unity of the Pillars to fall into his hands. Not after all that he’s destroyed. Nothing is sacred to him anymore—nothing.

      How could I have been so stupid? I practically handed everything over to him as a present. My eyes flick to Trae, who stands stiff at Landry’s side. His face blank and devoid of his normal intense expressions.

      It’s all come full circle in a way. As I stand here now, a changed woman, but still the same trusting, naïve girl. I should have been wiser by now. I already knew Landry wasn’t to be underestimated, yet here we are.

      I shake my head in disgust.

      “You know, Runa—I can call you Runa now, can’t I?” Landry says, holding a hand to his chest in a false gesture of sincerity. “Just to really drive this situation home for you, I want you to know how really screwed you are. See, this guy here—he’s always been a go-to guy for me, but Caelum, he’s had to manage himself between inhabiting Trae and being in his own body, too. It’s taken a toll on the poor thing. I think it’s time to put an end to his back and forth suffering.”

      Pursing his lips, a high-pitched whistle pierces the battlefield. From high up in one of the trees, as if keeping surveillance, a little gray junco flies to Landry’s shoulder. It’s white beak opens and closes of its own accord, but no sound escapes it. The bird rests motionless, devoid of any sign of sentience—in a weird way, much like Traeton.

      Landry pats Trae’s shoulder and stands a little taller.

      “Since the chances of completing the Beacon’s mojo have been flushed down the allay—I think it’s time to remind you—and everyone standing here—I’m the one in control. Not you. I decide who lives and who doesn’t. Who controls whom.”

      His hand lifts up, gently taking the junco with a white beak onto his outstretched finger.

      “See, this here is an empty vessel. Sure, he flies like a bird, acts like a bird. But the essence of this bird—it’s stuck in here,” Landry taps the side of Trae’s head. “Remember all the way back to when you entered my Helix and stole from me? Well, let’s see if you like me stealing from you.”

      With his right hand, Videus snaps the neck of the junco and tosses the limp body at me. I step back, horrified.

      “Why would you—?” I say, aghast.

      “Fun fact,” Landry says, holding up his pointer finger, “Now that you’re trapped here like the rest of us, I won’t kill you. No, I have a much worse fate in mind. You’ll get to live every day knowing I took your love from you. You’ll get to see him, talk to him, interact with him every day—but Trae’s gone. Instead, I have full control of loverboy’s body and that’s the way it will stay. And if you think I can’t do the same to each and every one of you, you’re sorrily mistaken.”

      My eyes flit to the limp gray body of the junco with a white beak. The one I’d connected with early on—the one I thought was trying to help me. Rowan was the name I gave him before I knew better. Perceptions, they can be so deceiving. Maybe Caelum won’t ever be able to leave Trae’s body, but he hasn’t always been the second in command Landry thinks he is. He’s loyal to his ancestry—and he’s even been loyal to me. I hope he still is.

      “Traeton—please, you can fight this. You have to fight this,” I say to him, wanting a reaction. Any reaction. Something that lets me know they’re both in there, fighting.

      When he doesn’t even blink, Landry chuckles.

      “I told you, he’s not in there anymore. Well, nowhere he’ll ever escape from. He’s kinda in his own personal hell right now, thanks to my White Elephants. Right, Caelum?” Videus says, smiling in Trae’s direction.

      Trae tips his head in acknowledgement. The movement is odd for him, certainly more mechanical than Traeton.

      “The boy is bound,” Trae’s voice says.

      My heart slams against my ribcage. I can’t let this be the end of things. I can’t let Landry win. Maybe it’s not the end I’d envisioned, not the result I’d wanted—but I refuse to simply sit by and allow him to do what he’s saying.

      The Beacon’s energy behind me begins to waft outward in waves. I feel its dense, demanding call as if it’s a part of my body. It tugs at me, beckoning for me to come closer. To touch the light.

      I look around, but no one else seems to notice the shift.

      As if a string were pulling me from the center of my body, it takes all of my strength to fight it and stand still. A few yards away, Tethys cries, her blood soaking the ground, despite the TerraDweller’s best efforts to contain her wound.

      She also pushes me toward the Beacon’s call. She doesn’t want things to end this way—the others will protect me, she says. They’ll give their support.

      ~The Caudex, it’s destroyed. There’s nothing left to throw into the Beacon.

      Suddenly, flashes of insight take over my vision. It’s like seeing a few moments into the future. I witness myself running away, toward the enormous tunnel of light, and throwing myself inside. The rest of the Pillars guard me from any attack, ensuring I do what I came here to do. Their own bloody and battered bodies, shielding mine.

      Then, Tethys’ energy falters and her life force wanes from her body. The vision is pulled back and I’m still standing in the field in front of Landry.

      Of course —it’s all so clear. As soon as the mark was transferred to me, I became the Caudex. The Burden became mine and mine alone. I’m meant to deliver my life’s Burden to the Beacon—

      How did I not realize, it’s meant to be me. It’s always been meant to be me.

      I cast my gaze over the scene, realizing for the first time the meaning behind this all. Blood and sacrifice.

      It’s my life the Beacon needs. My sacrifice.

      Swallowing hard, I stand up straighter, preparing to make a run for it. Through my mind, I alert the others of my intentions. I need them to be ready.

      Their energy instantly perks up. Many questions are thrown my direction, but I can’t take the time to answer any of them. I need to finish this once and for all.

      “—so the question really is, where shall I relocate you to?” Landry says, finishing whatever tirade he was on.

      In an instant, two men tied to me in blood jump Landry, grabbing him around the neck and subduing him to the ground.

      I turn on my heel and run— racing for the Beacon like I’ve never run in all my life.

      “Really? Really? You’re that much of a coward you’re going to run away? There’s nowhere to hide, Everblossom. This is mine—all mine,” Landry yells.

      I scramble over the large boulders and rocks of the caved in cavern system, making my way to the top of the crater so I can get to the Beacon.

      Behind me, I hear screaming and commotion as the battle to protect me begins. Even from here, my hair rises and I feel the electrical energy of the Salamanders as they take up rank. I don’t stop to worry about it, or see what’s happening. I know they’ll do whatever it takes to ensure I make it safely to the Beacon—it’s their job. Their birthright.

      This is mine.

      As I get closer to the Beacon, every cell in my body vibrates, and feels as though it separates from the whole of who I am. Even if I wanted to stop, to change my mind and go back—the energy wouldn’t allow it. It knows I’m near and it wants my blood, my sacrifice. I feel it like it’s alive.

      The wind whips at my face, and my fingers are frozen as I climb up through the debris. Cold air billows out of my mouth—my last few breaths. Everything I am is about to end.

      I can only hope it’s enough to set everything right. I hope Trae and the others will live a long, happy life. That the planet will be saved and the Pillars free to do what they please again. I wish for peace for everyone.

      Near the mouth of the crater, the wind cyclones around the Beacon of light. As I reach the point of no return before making my descent into the center, I widen my stance, digging into the snow so I can turn to look back. One final goodbye.

      The scene is a mess of people and remaining Pillars. Trae still stands guard over Landry. I don’t know what’s being said to Landry or what’s happened since I ran, but I take a moment to reflect on everything that’s transpired. All I had. I’ll be gone soon.

      “I love you, Trae. I wish you so much love and joy. Take care of everyone for me,” I whisper.

      I swallow hard, fighting back tears.

      “Okay, Runa—let’s do this,” I say, shaking off the emotions welling up.

      Sliding into the crater, I climb down to the lowest point where I can get inside the Beacon. Racing forward, I stop a meter or so away, gathering my nerves. The pull is intense, and I take a step forward.

      “Took you long enough,” someone says from behind me.

      I spin around, coming face to face with Landry. Our Landry. After all the devastation inside the Lateral, he must have found his way back.

      Glancing around, I search for signs of accomplices. As far as I can tell, he’s completely alone.

      “What are you doing here, Landry?” I ask, playing the naïve one again. “You shouldn’t be here. It’s too dangerous —”

      He chuckles, the same exact chuckle Videus did moments before. It gives me goosebumps. My heartbeat thrums rapidly in my chest, as I prepare to either fight or run. I look at the Beacon, knowing I could easily make the leap, but for some reason, I stall. There’s something in his face that makes me question why he’s really here.

      “I know what you’re doing,” he begins, taking a step forward.

      I watch the conflict in his face as he gets closer.

      “And what’s that, Landry?” I say, watching his every move.

      “You’re meant to fix time somehow. This thing—” he points at the Beacon, “it’s meant to correct all the damage I’ve done,” he says.

      I stand motionless, not sure what to say. Instead, I nod.

      “If you do this—please do something for me. I need you to do the one thing I’ve never been able to do. Please. Save Fenton. From what little the other me has shared, this guy—Videus—whatever you want to call him—he’s been chasing you for years, maybe even jumping back and forth over centuries trying to find a way to you. From what I’ve pieced together, his time travel is spotty at best. It never puts him where he really wants to go, but he still manipulates stuff in the hopes it will change things. He wipes memories, changes them. He manipulates people to his end goals, in whatever means necessary. The only thing he’s never been able to change is Fenton’s death. But one thing’s for sure—he always felt you’d be the one element that could change that.”

      “I don’t understand. Why focus on me and chase me through the timelines? If I was the one who could change things, why not just let me?” I ask.

      “No, it’s more complicated that that. He didn’t want you to change things. He wanted to use you to change things. You were the missing piece he thought he needed to harness. Videus believes this planet has magic. It’s what he harnesses to travel back and forth, but it works against him—us. Every move he makes, the planet seems to counteract him. For some reason, he’s connected you with the magic and energy of Pendomus. Since he can’t control the way he time travels, he waits—watching to see what will happen, what changes. But every time Fenton dies; again and again. Then he goes back, trying to change something again, and every time—I think—losing a piece of himself. I mean, he has to watch Fenton die over and over and in different ways, different times. It’s no wonder he’s—I’ve—gone insane. If you can do this—if you can set time right, please, please find a way to save Fenton. I don’t care if you have to take me out, do it.”

      “Landry, I don’t think that’s how this works. I don’t know if I have any more control than Videus once I go in there,” I say, pointing to the Beacon’s light.

      He takes a moment, considering.

      “Okay. Then you need to kill me here, now. I need assurances I won’t become—” his voice drops and he casts his eyes to the ground. “You need to stop me in this timeline.”

      “But what if it doesn’t —”

      “I don’t care, Runa. Don’t you see, everything I’ve ever loved is gone. Fenton—my daughter—Alina. She died in the flood. There’s nothing left to tether me to anything good. I can’t live with this anymore. End it.”

      He raises his arm, and in his hand is the same blade Kani used on Fenton.

      I raise my eyes to his.

      “Please, Runa. Please.”

      I shake my head, “Landry, I can’t—”

      “You know, I originally came here to kill you. To stop you from going in. That’s what the other me wants. When he’s in our timeline, he’s always in my head. Telling me things. Constantly whispering. But, I don’t know, when I saw you walk in, I knew it needed to go down differently this time. This can’t keep spiraling out of control. I have to acknowledge that; take responsibility for it,” he says, holding the hilt out for me.

      I take the knife from Landry, holding it in the palm of my right hand. It’s heavier than I thought it would be. It’s sad to think this one small piece of metal extinguished the life of my dear friend.

      “Landry,” I sigh, “I know you’re in pain, but killing you won’t help. Not me, not you. Not when I’m this close to resetting time. And if I make it through the Beacon, something like that will stick with me. You’re not Videus, and you don’t have to be. I know right now it doesn’t seem like it, but you have a choice. You always have a choice. The only one you have control over is you, and that’s how it should always be. Don’t you see? That’s what the universe is telling you. Don’t worry about the others. Focus on your inner state without trying to control everything else.”

      I fling the knife into the snow and rubble behind us. It clatters as it hits the ground, the sound reverberating around us as it disappears.

      Landry blinks away his surprise, as anger and tears well in his eyes.

      “I don’t know how to live anymore,” Landry admits, cupping his face with his hands.

      “If this changes nothing with Fenton, you need to take things one day at a time. Stop expecting so much from yourself. Life isn’t going to go back to normal. You’ll need to find your way again. Fenton would want you to be happy,” I say, reaching for his arm, “I want you to be happy.”

      Landry drops his hands, looking at me with surprise.

      “After all of this? After all the pain I’ve done as Videus, you actually want me to be happy?” he says, his eyebrows pulling in.

      “I do. Landry, you’re a good man who was led astray. You have a chance at a redo. I know you’ll make the right choice next time,” I say, smiling.

      “I just—I’m surprised,” he says shifting his gaze from me to the Beacon. “I thought you’d happily kill me—that you’d want me to suffer. In fact, I banked on it.”

      “That’s the difference between the two of us,” I say.

      He shakes his head, and I turn to face the Beacon.

      For what it’s worth, I’m no longer afraid to make this final leap. This resolution with Landry—the revelation that I don’t want him dead, I never really did—it’s enough to give me peace.

      “You have to go inside it?” he asks, standing beside me.

      As we stand shoulder to shoulder, the irony washes over me. Who would have thought I’d be standing here at the edge of the abyss and at my side would be the man who started it all?

      “Yes,” I say taking a deep breath.

      “Is there anything you need from me? Anything I can do to help?” he asks.

      I shake my head, “No, it’s up to me now. But I do want your promise that you’ll do better. That you’ll push through the pain to see the other side.”

      “I’ll do my best, Runa,” he says. “I really will.”

      “Good,” I say, patting his shoulder. “Goodbye, Landry. Take care of yourself. You’re not alone.”

      Before he can respond, I leave his side and run into the beam of light.
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      THE LIGHT SURROUNDS ME, blinding disorientation from every angle. I’ve felt like this before—as though I’m no longer me, but instead, part of the light. My consciousness is still oddly separate, though. It’s a strange sensation.

      After a moment, the searing white light subsides, and I feel myself pulled from the abyss as pieces of me slowly meld back together. No longer completely shattered, or dismantled—instead, I’m becoming whole again.

      The wind whips and howls loudly. My hair dangles, occasionally splashing up against my face. It’s odd how I can feel my body, but am still slightly removed from it. Unable to move, unable to open my eyes—it’s as though my soul is pouring back inside this vessel one drop at a time.

      For a moment, it’s nice to remain in this space—calm and waiting. My body sways from side to side in a movement very familiar, though I’m not sure why.

      I never expected to feel myself again. I expected to enter the abyss and never come back. To allow the nothingness to wash over me and swallow up everything I was in order to make Pendomus whole again.

      Suddenly, as if flicking on a light, memories of all I’ve done—what my friends and I have accomplished—our newly found comrades—the chance we have to heal Landry and prevent him from becoming Videus—each memory comes flooding back in rapid succession.

      I open my eyes and lurch forward. The white light around me is as blinding, if not more so, than before. My physical eyes and body feel drained—tired beyond measure and I sink back into my cocoon. The air rushes up to meet me as I plunge downward, suddenly aware I’m not alone. I’m in someone else’s arms. Once we’ve dropped, I feel a hand along the side of my face.

      “I’m taking you to get help. Hang on for me, okay?” the man says.

      I reopen my eyes, following his attempts to guide my gaze toward him. I take in all of his beautiful glory. His blue hair, his dark, concerned eyes.

      My heartbeat quickens and elation washes over me.

      I never thought I’d see him again.

      And yet…things are still not fully righted.

      The timelines are trying to repair themselves, to set things right. Flashes of the past, the present, and the future begin to jumble in an odd juxtaposition. It suddenly becomes hard to stay focused, as I try to sense which version I’m really in. Where I need to attend. Who I need to be.

      “Runa, are you with me?” old Traeton from the future asks, blood running down the side of his head. His face is smattered in blood, ash, and dirt. Behind him, the forest burns. Everything burns.

      “I’m so sorry, Runa. I’m sorry we couldn’t stop this,” he says, holding onto my limp body. “I need you to know that. And I need you to know how much I love you. I know things have always been difficult for us. Everything has gotten in the way. But I do. With all of my heart.”

      As the timelines flit back and forth, repairing and restoring themselves, I oscillate between the future and my past as they shift and realign. Trae’s face changes each time I blink between bloody and damaged, to the man I first met in the woods.

      I reach out, placing my hand along his jaw and running my finger across his lip. He doesn’t know it yet, but when the timelines heal the way they should, he’ll never experience this pain. This future will cease to exist. I can already feel it.

      “You don’t need to be sorry,” I say, my voice barely a whisper. “I understand.”

      Searching his eyes, there’s so much pain and angst hidden there. He has to know there’s nothing to be sorry for. He wasn’t in control of Caelum. Caelum wasn’t even in control of Caelum. They tried—they tried until the end.

      The one thing in all this world I know to be true is how much his presence means to me. How much I need him to be okay. How much his words send shockwaves through my soul because I know we can change everything and make a difference.

      His dark eyes watch my every move, and I concentrate on them as the surroundings begin to flash between a fiery backdrop and the frozen wasteland. I try to hang on, needing him to know in his core how much I need him.

      “I love you too,” I say as the timelines seal together, resting on the day Traeton found me in the woods for a second.

      My body feels so heavy, so disoriented, but I hope he understands.

      Instead, he looks so confused—but I can’t worry about that now. One day, maybe he’ll understand.

      Then this moment, too, slips away. The light consumes me and I’m thrust back further, beyond anything I’ve seen in my own lifetime. I flash forward and back, bouncing from one event to another. As I do, the landscape and scenery on Pendomus shifts slightly—becoming just a little less civilized—a little less built up.

      I watch the Helix go from the fully formed building, to slightly smaller, to being under construction. Then, completely missing.

      The power in the bloodlines sends a message we’re heading to one final stop. One mission I need to complete before stepping aside and letting it all go.

      As the light pulls back, I’m laying on my back in the snow. It looks like the same old Pendomus, with a small exception; the sun is held higher in the sky. Not by much, but still noticeable.

      I wipe the cold dampness from my face and sit up. The trees surrounding me look the same, but in the snow are inklings of white flowers buds. They’re everywhere.

      “It’s over here. Ya gotta see it,” a voice says nearby.

      I search for the source and see two young men walk in the direction of the Tree of Burden. They’re dressed differently, in bulkier clothing and hats on their heads. It’s hard to tell anything else from here, but I get the distinct impression they’re my mission.

      I pull myself up to a stand and follow them. Surprisingly, there are others outside. In the distance, a group of children are building a snowman. Not far to my right is a couple kissing. The woman’s back is against the tree, as the man leans in—both consumed by each other and oblivious to the rest of the world.

      The younger man stops, surveying the area.

      “Please tell me you aren’t lost,” the older one says.

      “No, uh—just need to orient myself here,” the younger says.

      I shake my head and smile. Kneeling down, I pluck one of the little flowers from the ground. Twirling it between my fingertips, I’m mesmerized by its five white petals. They glimmer in the sunlight, giving off a subtle, but noticeable energy.

      “What is it you want to show me?” the taller man says. “You could just tell me.”

      “You’ll see,” the other laughs. “Ah yeah, this way.”

      I hold the flower between my fingers and continue after them. My feet crunch loudly in the snow. I’m surprised it hasn’t alerted them to my presence, but they continue on undeterred.

      “It’s the craziest thing. Every time I go out adventuring, I’m always finding new, amazing things. You really gotta get outside more often,” the younger one says.

      “Sure, I’ll keep that in mind. There’s a lot to do with getting this new technology I’ve been working on developed, but yeah—I’ll get out and play in the snow with my little brother,” the older one laughs, grabbing the other’s hat and wrapping his arm around his neck. He pulls him in close and runs his knuckles across the top of his head.

      “Hey, quit it, man,” the younger one says, grabbing the other’s arm and breaking free.

      He stands tall, straightening out his jacket—his golden hair shining in the sunlight.

      “C’mon Landry, I’m not twelve anymore, for phugsake,” Fenton says.

      “You sure? Ya kinda look—”

      “Do not finish that sentence if you want to keep your toes,” Fenton says, pushing Landry aside.

      The two of them laugh. The sound is so carefree, and it’s oddly unsettling, considering.

      “Alright, we’re almost there,” Fenton says, his signature accent clearly missing.

      I shake my head, not totally surprised. He always said it was just to impress the girls. Maybe he was telling the truth.

      “God, I hope so. My feet are frozen,” Landry chuckles.

      “You’re such a baby,” Fenton says, leading the way.

      We walk past the Tree of Burden, to wherever we’re going. I stop to run my hands along its bark, then turn a full circle around its trunk. The gaping hole is missing. Instead, the enormous tree is completely solid.

      “Hello old friend,” I whisper, patting its trunk and continuing on.

      The two of them walk all the way to the entrance of the Safe Haven’s cavern system. No longer sunk in or destroyed, it looks almost the same as it had before. The only change is the entrance is closed off by two large boulders, rather than being open wide. A narrow walkway, barely wide enough to squeeze through is all that exists.

      Hiding behind a tree, I pause, getting as close as I dare.

      “Whaa-la,” Fenton says, flourishing his hands.

      Landry stops and makes a face. His eyebrow quirks up and he says, “Really? You brought me all this way for a cave?”

      “Yeah. How cool would it be to build our home away from home in this? The temps would remain consistent, it’s got great protection, plus, I like the darkness,” Fenton says.

      Landry stands still, a stoic look of almost boredom spreading across his features.

      “C’mon, ya gotta come inside. Give i’ a try, bro. Ya won’ beyes dissapoin’ed,” he says, a hint of his accent bleeding through.

      “You’re ridiculous,” Landry laughs.

      “I learned from the best,” Fenton says, patting Landry’s shoulder and heading inside.

      “Don’t ever do that accent again, and I’ll check it out,” Landry laughs.

      “Deal,” Fenton says, a gigantic grin spreading across his face.

      With that, Fenton turns on his heel, clamoring over the boulders and through the tight squeeze.

      Landry follows him in, shooting one final glance around the snow covered woods before ducking inside completely.

      Torn, I wait for a moment, debating whether or not to follow them further. Surely they’d notice me if I did? The question is, would it matter?

      Finally, I take the risk, acting on the hunch I’m meant to be here. To see something, or do something.

      The darkness as I enter the cave is consuming the moment I walk in. Far in the distance, the ambient light from their handheld microLights are all I can see as they explore further on. Reaching into my pocket, I find it empty of my own.

      “Looks like I’ll be sticking to the shadows,” I mutter under my breath.

      The two of them explore the cavern, but it’s far more rough than I’ve seen it. The tunnels lack their moulded shape, and all of the built in lighting is absent.

      As we reach the area of the Haven, Fenton stops.

      “Check this out, Landry. I could see this being a mainframe room,” he says, holding his hands out and creating a square with his fingers.

      Then he turns and looks in another offshoot.

      “And over here, this could be a kitchen or something. Oh, wonder if there’s another offshoot for a bedroom or two. I could get Trae in here with me. I’d need my own space, though. You know, for when I’ve got the ladies back at the locale,” he laughs, jabbing Landry with his elbow. “We all know Trae’ll be celibate until he’s an old man. So I’m sure he’ll need some book shelves or something for his virginity to collect dust.”

      Landry snorts, “Look, Fenton, this is great and all. But I really don’t think it’s necessary to have another home. I mean, c’mon, the Helix is nearly finished after all these years. We can finally get outta the Lateral and into someplace above ground. Why would we want to develop another cavern?”

      My eyebrows shift downward—as confusion consumes me.

      Helix is nearly finished?

      I thought we’d been on Pendomus for centuries?

      Then it occurs to me—that was the story of my timeline. One of the tangents Landry had taken us on.

      “Why do you always gotta do that?” Fenton says, frowning. “I just want something to look forward to for once. Besides, maybe it connects to the Lateral. How awesome would that be?”

      “I’m not meaning to disappoint you. But you have to know it’s just a pipe dream. We need to get out of this planet’s natural habitat in into our own. The locals could be hostile. Did you see those gigantic spiders the other day? They came outta nowhere, and tried to, I don’t know what. They were damn scary. Not to mention the rumors floating around about an invisible beast. Pendomus isn’t safe,” Landry says, heading my direction.

      I lean back, pressing my body against the cold stone, trying to remain hidden.

      Fenton follows, his head hung in disappointment.

      “It would be really cool, you know.”

      “I know,” Landry agrees.

      Not wanting to draw attention to myself, I hold as still as possible. I even hold my breath as they walk past me. Neither of them notice I’m here, both probably lost in their own thoughts.

      When I feel there’s a safe enough distance, I leave my current location and follow them, sure to hang back in the shadows as we exit.

      “Maybe I’ll just go ahead and develop it on my own,” Fenton mutters.

      “It’s up to you, I suppose,” Landry says. “Lane likes it here, too. She keeps talking about how she’d like to remain in the Lateral,” Landry says as they exit the cave.

      “Well, I hope they do. It’s not that there’s anything wrong with the Helix—it’s just, I dunno. Too sterile,” Fenton says.

      “I know it’s not for everyone,” he says, “but trust me, it will be great.”

      As I reach the cavern exit, in the distance is a herd of Waterbears. An actual herd.

      My mouth drops open and I stare in awe. They’re absolutely beautiful.

      “You say that, but—c’mon Landry, look around you. This place is practically paradise,” Fenton says, opening his arms out wide.

      “Shhh—did you hear that?” Landry says, suddenly serious. He draws a finger to his lips, signaling to be quiet.

      Fenton looks around, trying to see the source of Landry’s concern—but it appears he doesn’t see what he’s looking for.

      “What is it?” Fenton says, leaning in toward his brother.

      “There’s something here with us. It’s those invisible monsters—I know it is,” he says.

      My eyes flit to the herd of Waterbears, not far from where they both stand. None of them are giving a second thought to the two men, crouched nearby. They lazily munch on the grass and sip water from the stream. Off to the side, two cubs wrestle playfully.

      “You’re hearing things, Landry—honestly, there’s nothing here but us. I’ll prove it,” Fenton says, standing up and heading out into the clearing where the cubs play.

      He swings in circles, “Hey—hey, anybody out here? Monsters? Are ya here to eat us both?”

      As he makes another full circle, he trips over a rock, falling back on top of the two cubs, who cry out in surprise. Instantly, two of the Waterbears, probably the mother and father, come charging from the stream. Fenton scrambles to his feet, his face white and eyes wide.

      “I just landed on something,” Fenton says, putting his hands out in front of him. “Animals or something—they were soft.”

      “I told you,” Landry cries, “I told you they were out here.”

      He whirls around, wildly trying to locate what he can’t see. The two of them gather together, back-to-back, surveying the scene.

      The mother and father charge—one veering off to help the cubs, the other butting in between the cubs and the two men. The howl the father releases is terrifying—and believe me, I know what it’s like being on the brunt end of that, not knowing how gentle they really are.

      Landry is the first to lunge forward, his fist connecting squarely on the male’s muzzle. He recoils his hand, shaking out the shock.

      “Holy hell—whatever it is, it’s huge,” Landry says.

      The male takes offense, roaring again, and leaping forward. His front paws pin Landry to the ground—ripping open his trouser leg, and splattering blood in the snow. Instantly, Landry screams out in pain as he arcs back from the weight.

      This is why the Waterbears were all but wiped out in my reality.

      The realization hits almost too slowly as I watch Fenton clamber over his brother to attack the Waterbear. He swings wildly, trying to find the source of the attack.

      The Waterbear rears up, its claws engaging for a fatal swipe.

      In an instant, I know if I don’t do something—if I don’t act immediately—this will be the beginning all over again.

      Racing forward, I reach out mentally to the Waterbears—letting them know to stand down. I use whatever form of persuasion I can, sending memories of Tethys, myself, and my friends. At the same time, I push out my gifts as far as I can—doing for Landry and Fenton what I did to Trae before. Only this time, I have to do it from meters away.

      I gift them the sight.

      The men recoil, blinking away the surprise of being able to see the Waterbear herd in all their glory. The shock is enough to stop the entanglement, as they scramble backward.

      The male snorts, glancing briefly toward me, before leaving the men to check on the cubs. No longer interested in a fight.

      “Who are—” Fenton begins. “What are—”

      Before he can say the rest, I’m consumed again by the intense white light—I’m back in the mix of it all and no longer a part of history. I meld with the restructuring of time, allowing it to do it’s magic on me as well—changing whatever necessary—and allowing me to keep the rest.

      As the light pulls back again, I open my eyes and find myself sitting against the Tree of Burden.

      With one simple, phenomenal change.

      No longer are the trees completely barren. Or the woods filled with mountains of snow. Tiny buds unfurl from the branches—little bursts of green and gold.

      At the base of the trees, large circles of brown grass is matted to the ground, with tiny green shoots making their way to the surface. From everywhere the eyes can see, unfurling from beneath the snowy blankets are thousands of white flowers. Their five petals tilt up toward the sunlight. The beautiful sun no longer locked in the sky, but currently located high up in the distance on the opposite side from where it had always been.

      We did it. I did it.

      Whatever may come now, whatever may be—it could only be made possible through these acts of rebellion and…revolutions.
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      WALKING THE GROUNDS OF THE ACROPOLIS, I’m still amazed at the sheer number of flowers blooming here. I’ve seen so many seasons come and go, but these hardy little white petals refuse to fade. Something about them has always impressed me. Maybe it’s their hardiness. Or maybe even their iridescent colors. They just have a special kinda power rolling off of them.

      I bend down, plucking one from the ground. I’m not sure why, but they’ve always seemed oddly familiar to me. I’ve lived here for the past five years, so you’d think it would be that. Hell, maybe it is—but it doesn’t feel like it.

      Keeping the flower pinched between my fingers, I continue to walk the grounds. The enormous trees sway in the breeze, their leaves gently tossing aside to allow the midday sunlight to stream through the branches.

      Who would have thought humans would ever have been so lucky to find this place? Pendomus is like a heavenly variation of what Earth had become. I’m still so grateful, every single day my family decided to take the risk of coming here. Who knows what would have happened to the four of us if we woulda stayed. We’d probably all be dead.

      Among the trees, birds flit in and out. Little gray things we call Juncos because they remind us of the birds we had back home. But they call themselves AirGliders.

      The grass out here is so green and the little white flowers definitely contrast against it.

      “Though’ I migh’ find ya ou’ here,” Fenton says, coming up from behind me.

      “You know me. There’s something about being out here. It’s not something I’m able to take for granted,” I say.

      “True dat,” Fenton nods, then takes his yellow glasses off to clean them.

      “Where have you been, anyway?” I ask, pushing him in the shoulder. “I thought you said we were going to go exploring again today. Did you and Kani get lost in your bedroom again?”

      I laugh, knowing it’s probably true. The two of them are practically inseparable. I’d never have pictured the two of them as a couple, but yet, here they are. Honestly, they’re a good match until you have to listen to one of them going on about their prospective professions. If I have to hear one more talk about the sterilization of scalpels or how to tie in a mainframe to the planet’s soul—I think I might puke.

      “Well, as a matter o’ fact, there mighta been some of tha’ going on. When are you gonna put yerself ou’ there an’ find someone to smooch up to?” Fenton laughs, making a kissy face.

      I roll my eyes.

      “Not all of us are as obsessed as you are with the opposite sex,” I say, chuckling.

      “Sure, sure. Yer jus’ repressed. Wha’ ya need is a good romp wit—”

      “Gentlemen,” Delaney says as she approaches.

      Fenton clams up, knowing his jab at my non-existent sex life was just ruined by the appearance of Delaney. Internally, I’ve never been more thankful to see her. Knowing Fenton, our entire conversation would deteriorate into a lesson on dating.

      “Hi Lane, what’s up?” I ask, turning from Fenton’s disappointed face.

      “Beautiful day, isn’t it?” she says, deflecting.

      “Lane,” I warn.

      “Alright, I need your help, Trae. Do you have a moment?” she says, eyeing Fenton.

      Both she and I like to keep my arrangements with her separate from my ordinary life. While it’s sorta a job, it’s not at the same time. So it’s nice to keep it all in separate baskets.

      Fenton gives her a once over, raising an eyebrow and pursing his lips.

      Lane’s dark skin contrasts the cream colored top she has on today. It gives her a regal appearance, especially with the way she piles her dark curls on her head. The air about her is all business and I know better than to turn her away.

      “Sure, whatcha need?” I finally respond.

      I shoot Fenton an ‘I’ll come find you’ glance and continue to walk with her. Fenton takes the hint and turns stiffly on his heels. He raises a hand in the air, flicking me off as he heads back toward the Acropolis.

      I can’t help but grin.

      “Yep, tha’s fine. Wan’ed more SEX, anyway,” he mumbles as he heads off.

      Delaney watches him depart and waits until he’s out of earshot before she smirks at me and shakes her head.

      “He’s never going to let you live alone, you know. He might be right. Get out and date once in a while,” Lane says.

      “Not you, too. C’mon Lane. Get to why you came out here to find me,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      “Alight,” she nods, “Traeton, I know you’ve been at a bit of a loss lately. The Pillars and I need some help and I’m wondering if you’d be interested in an adventure,” she begins. “Humans have been here for a while now and we’re ready to expand our reach. We’re interested in scouting out more of Pendomus and I think you’d be a good fit for this type of mission,” she says. “You’ve never shied away from getting involved in the larger picture. I’m hoping I’ll be able to count on you now.”

      I consider her words for a moment. This could be the exact change of pace, I need. Leaving the confines of our encampment here could be amazing. As much as I love it here—who knows what’s out there. Exploring our boundaries has been an interest of mine, that’s for sure.

      “How long are you thinking the mission would last?” I ask, considering my sisters. I’ve never been away longer than a few days at a time. Though I’m no longer living with them, we’re still so close.

      Delaney shrugs.

      “However long it takes. Could be days, or months. Honestly, it’s really up to you. We’re just wanting to learn more about what’s beyond this place. We need topographical maps created and I can get you the equipment you need. Of course, Ash could go with you. Or perhaps I could find a lady friend?” she says, smiling.

      I lower my eyebrows.

      “Think about it. I’ll get back to you in a couple of days. Sound good?” she says.

      I nod, “Sure, Lane. I’ll think about it. Might be fun.”

      “Excellent,” she says, nodding back.

      With that, she pats me on the back and continues on her way.

      I walk away, my thoughts swirling around my new choice.

      Who wouldn’t love to explore more of Pendomus?

      I’d be a fool if I said the thought wasn’t utterly enticing. I’ve been hanging around Fenton on and off for nearly three years now and he’ll manage just fine without me. Besides, he and Kani have their thing going now. They need a third wheel about as much as I need to be one. That’s probably why he’s been trying so hard to hook me up with random women. He wants the flat all to himself.

      Maybe this could be for the best? It’s not like I’d be gone forever.

      Then again, my sisters won’t like it—but they’ll have to learn to live with it. Especially Ava. They’re both getting older now and with my parents working with the Council, it’s not like they don’t have plenty of people to talk to.

      I continue my walk, taking in the sights and enjoying the way the AirGliders flitter back and forth through the trees. Their chirping is cheerful as they follow me on my path. Fenton would never have let me take in the sights and sounds this way. He would have been talking the entire time, so I guess it’s kinda a godsend that Lane interrupted.

      Twirling the flower between my fingertips, I catch myself smiling. This day has turned out far better than I anticipated. New adventures on the horizon and all that.

      Maybe this is the very reason I haven’t found someone for me. Going on this mission, traveling the world. Who could do that sorta thing with someone left behind? I know for damn sure, I couldn’t keep my mind in the game if that was the case. It would be too much.

      I pass a large tree with wide, open branches that look like they could wrap around you with a massive embrace. Many of the trees here are ancient—far older than most of the trees that existed back on Earth. From what I hear, they’re millennia old.

      Walking up to the edge of the large stream that runs the circumference of the Acropolis, I take a seat on the grass and cross my legs. I unfold the small snack I’d packed and look out over the water. There’s something calming in the effect—watching the sunlight glitter across its moving surface.

      “Alright, Trae—so what do you think? Should I go, or should I stay?” I say out loud.

      A small junco flitters down from one of the trees, and begins to scritch in the dirt beside me. Its white beak pecking for something I can’t see.

      “Hunting for the unknown,” I say, “Good idea, little guy. Head out on the trip it is.”

      Of course it was going to go that way.

      “Hey, mind if I join you?” Landry says, walking up beside me.

      His bald head reflects the sunlight and I shield my eyes.

      “Suit yourself,” I say, motioning to the spot next to me.

      “Alright, so Lane just told me she let you in on the adventure. Whatcha thinking? You haven’t told Fenton yet, have you?” he asks.

      I shake my head, “No, just talked with her thirty seconds ago. Why?”

      “Well, I don’t want to spoil anything, but I think Fenton might take it kinda hard. He considers you to be like a brother, Trae. You know that,” he says.

      I snicker, “Sure, but it’s not like I won’t be back. He’s not gonna care. He and Kani—”

      “Are pregnant,” Landry finishes.

      “Say—say that again?” I say, my mouth dropping open.

      “Yeah, he doesn’t know yet. Kani asked me to keep it quiet for a few days while she figures out the best way to break the news. But, I thought you better know before you make a decision. He’s gonna want someone to lean on, I think.”

      I blink my eyes, my mind suddenly flooded with images of Fenton changing nappies and running after kids. It’s scary, and oddly appropriate. He’s like a gigantic kid himself.

      “Wow,” I say.

      “I know. Crazy, right? I’m going to be an uncle,” Landry nods, a satisfied sort of sigh escaping his lips.

      “You’re actually happy about this, aren’t you?” I say.

      “Well, yeah. Then Liana will have someone in the family to play with. I mean, unless Alina and I end up having another. I suppose that could happen. She’s already hinting at it,” Landry says, shrugging.

      “What? Lia’s only a year old. How can Alina already want another? Doesn’t she realize all the kid does is eat, poo, and sleep?” I say, chuckling.

      “Women, man. Who knows? Something about how she misses the ‘baby phase’ now that Lia’s walking and chucking her food at the walls. I don’t see it,” he says, grinning.

      “Sure. Whatever, man. I see it in your face. You’re totally on board,” I snicker, shaking my head.

      “Seriously, though. I never knew how awesome being a parent was going to be. How fulfilling and amazing. I hope one day you’ll know what that feels like, Trae.”

      My eyebrows raise, and I shake my head. I can’t say I’ve given it any thought whatsoever. Kids? Me? I’ve got enough on my plate just keeping Fenton out of trouble. And now—with a miniature Fenton on the way, things are about to get far more interesting.

      “I don’t know. Not ruling it out, but I just don’t see it happening. At least, not any time soon,” I say. “But I’m more than happy to support all of you. Just call me uncle Trae.”

      “Speaking of which—think you could babysit tonight?” Landry asks, a big cheshire grin spreading across his lips.

      “Yeah, sure,” I say, my eyes attempting to roll around in their sockets. “You Tabet men think you’re so clever. Don’t think I don’t know the manipulation techniques you’re applying here.”

      Landry holds a hand to his chest in mock surprise.

      “Why, Traeton Revasco, I have no idea what you’re talking about.Whatever do you mean?” he says, blinking his eyes innocently.

      “Yeah, yeah. Get outta here before I change my mind. I wanna spend a few hours in solace before getting covered in baby food and juice—while you and Alina have a nice night out,” I say, smiling.

      Landry stands up and pats my shoulder.

      “Thanks, man. See ya at seven.”

      He walks away, knowing better than to say anything else. Just in case I change my mind.

      I inhale deeply, taking a bite of my apple.

      Wow. Fenton and Kani are pregnant, too. It’s happening all around me. There must be something in the air. In my left hand, I twirl the everblossom again, watching it spin.

      Circle of life, I guess. Good for them.

      This doesn’t change anything though, if anything, it makes more sense than before to take Delaney up on her offer. They’ll want to use my room as a nursery. I’ll go, explore, and find another place to stay when I get back. Simple.

      With my mind made up, I finish my apple and chuck the core into the stream. One of the animals will enjoy the rest of it.

      Pushing up to a stand, I walk the stream, straying further from the Acropolis. Out this way, it’s usually so peaceful because only a handful of others will venture this far. Human curiosity only goes so far for some people, I suppose.

      The light filters in just right, bouncing up from the floor of the stream, allowing me to see a small herd of Waterbears walking slowly, along the water’s edge. Because of their iridescence, they can be hard to spot. They’ve got a tendency to blend into their surroundings with a natural camouflage, but they never travel far from water. Thus their name, I suppose. They’re beautiful creatures and so unique. Nothing like them ever existed on Earth. Well, not that I know of, anyway.

      Smiling, I follow the stream, watching the sunlight sparkle on the moving water. The stream itself weaves gently in and out of trees, meandering its way through the forest before looping back around to the base of the Acropolis.

      As I continue walking, I notice a shoulder poking out from behind a tree. A young woman is sitting at the base of one of the more enormous trees. Surprised to see another person this far out, I walk toward her. I’m curious to know who she is and why she’s willing to travel so far from the beauty of the Acropolis’ courtyard.

      “I’m going to head back. See you at home?”

      A young man, roughly the same age as the woman stands up and begins to walk away. His hair is the same color as the woman’s and their features are extremely similar as well—clearly siblings.

      “Okay, Ammon. See you at home,” she says. “Tell Dad I’ll be there in time for dinner.”

      The young man nods, and then spots me. He tilts his head, and quirks an eyebrow, but continues walking, clearly unfazed. Guess I’m not too threatening holding my lunch sack.

      The young woman sits still, her head down as she flips pages of a large book in her lap. The tree behind her has an aura all its own. The massive branches extend outward in all directions, with beautiful leaves of green, gold, and red. The dark trunk enhances the contrast of her light hair. It’s so light it’s practically white. Woven into the braids on the side of her head are bright purple strands of hair.

      Nice.

      I thought I was the only one these days who liked the more unusual colors for hair. Instinctively, I run my hand through the darn brown tuft at the top of my head.

      I continue to follow the stream, throwing glances toward the girl. I don’t know what it is about her that keeps drawing my attention. She’s completely engrossed in her book—not once has she even looked up. The girl also has an aura around her, not at all unlike the regal stature of Delaney, or the subtle energy of the Waterbears. It’s a gentle power, if such a thing exists.

      Unable to help myself, I deviate from my course along the stream and make my way to her. As I get closer, I catch the iridescent light of a lone Waterbear sitting by her side.

      The mysterious girl looks up at me, setting the book down in her lap. She gasps and her mouth drops open with a sense of surprise. She recovers quickly, though, setting the book aside and standing up.

      Something in my core shifts, and it makes me feel uneasy. There’s something about this girl. Something I can’t quite put my finger on. Have I seen her before? Do I know her? No—I don’t think so. I’d remember a girl with hair as white as snow.

      I’d remember her.

      “Hello, Trae,” she says. “I’ve—I’ve actually been waiting for you.”

      Brushing aside her long white hair, she tucks a strand behind her ear and smiles the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen. For a moment, I can’t stop staring at her beautiful, flawless face. My heart skips beats and I take a step back.

      Who is this girl? How did she know my name? Why was she waiting for me? Do I know her? Because I feel like I do—or I should.

      All of these mysteries circle in my mind, but I can’t take my eyes off her unwavering gaze. She stares at me with the most intense, scrutinizing eyes.

      One amber, one blue. Both incredible.

      

      The End.
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        Did you love Revolutions or the entire Pendomus Chronicles? If so, please kindly leave a review. It helps others like you find this crazy, beautiful series.

      

        

      
        Many thanks!

        Carissa
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        Leave a review here: Amazon Reviews

        Revolutions will be available on audiobook September 2018!
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        Download a map of Pendomus today!

        http://carissaandrews.wishpond.com
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        Carissa Andrews

        Sci-fi/Fantasy is my pen of choice.

      

      

      Born and raised in central Minnesota, Carissa Andrews has always loved books, regardless of genre. When not immersed in her latest fictional realm, Carissa is busy adventuring with her husband, Colin, and her brood of kids.

      
        
        To find out what Carissa’s up to, head over to her website and sign up for her newsletter:

        www.carissaandrews.com
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            Also by Carissa Andrews

          

        

      

    

    
      The Pendomus Chronicles

      Pendomus: Book 1 of the Pendomus Chronicles

      (audiobook available now!)

      Polarities: Book 2 of the Pendomus Chronicles

      (audiobook available August 2018)

      Revolutions: Book 3 of the Pendomus Chronicles

      (audiobook available October 2018)
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      Oracle: A Diana Hawthorne Psychic Mystery

      (audiobook available November 2018)

      

      The Final Five: An Oracle & Awakening Bridge Novelette

      (found exclusively in the Angels & Magic Boxed Set)
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      Coming Soon…

      Awakening: The Rise as the Fall Unfolds

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nonfiction by Carissa Andrews
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      Author Impostor

      Getting Over Impostor Syndrome So You Can Reclaim Your Power & Start Writing

      (audiobook available December 2018)
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