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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can’t this heap of metal fly any faster?” Penny Crane demanded. 
 
    The hover pilot, Agent Miles DeSanto, shot her a wry smile over his shoulder. “Don’t get your knickers in a twist girlie, we’re all but breaking the sound barrier. Just ten minutes until we reach the Isle of Exile,” he soothed. 
 
    “Bryn Wellington might not have ten minutes, Miles,” Penny snapped. 
 
    The hover’s comms unit crackled, signaling an incoming message. Miles pressed a button on the console. 
 
    “Traffic control to 4928,” a male voice said through the speaker. “Please confirm your identity 4928.” 
 
    “Agent Miles DeSanto, UNITED ID 230,” Miles replied, furrowing his eyebrows. “I have two injured civilians onboard and have already been cleared to land. A medical emergency team should be standing by to meet us, over.” 
 
    Anxiety shot through Penny. Victoria Walburton, head of the UNITED Council, had assured them that the staff on the islands would be awaiting their arrival. Why was traffic control asking for confirmation? 
 
    “We need to reroute you, 4928,” the speaker replied. 
 
    “Why would we reroute?” Miles demanded. “We have two passengers in critical condition, they need immediate medical treatment.” 
 
    “That information is classified,” the voice answered shortly. “No aircrafts are cleared to land on any of the islands. Your orders are to proceed to the States. There is an airstrip eleven miles outside of D.C. on the Virginia side. We will have a medical team standing by at that location, over.” 
 
    Penny shoved Miles out of the way and pressed the image button on the console to see the man on the other end. A holo of a guy with big brown eyes and closely shaven hair appeared. 
 
    “The hell you’re rerouting us,” Penny shouted into the intercom. 
 
    The traffic control agent widened his eyes, taken aback by the venom in her voice. 
 
    “Agent Crane…,” the man began tentatively, trailing off when something behind him caught his attention. 
 
    The internal intercom on the hovercraft screeched. It was followed by the voice of the head medic, Agent Carolyn Rice, who was treating Riley and Bryn in med-bay. 
 
    “Wellington is coding, we need to get her on the ground now,” Agent Rice insisted. 
 
    “We’re doing our best, Carolyn,” Miles growled. 
 
    Both Penny and Miles turned their attention back to the holo-screen, but the traffic control agent had disappeared. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    As Miles spoke the words, the radar screen lit up like a holiday tree. Red and green blips appeared all at once. The dots were moving steadily, all converging on one target. It happened to be the same destination that Miles was trying to reach, The Isle of Exile. 
 
    Penny and Miles exchanged nervous glances. 
 
    “Traffic Control, this is 4928, come in,” Miles barked into the intercom. 
 
    “Miles?” Carolyn called. “What’s happening up there?” 
 
    Miles muted the internal intercom and turned to Penny. “Go back there. Tell them not to panic, but I think we might have company. I’ll keep trying to get some answers.” 
 
    Penny nodded. “Okay. I’ll get my uncle on the line, too, and make sure his people are prepared for our arrival. Maybe he’ll know what’s going on.” 
 
    She hurried through the main passenger cabin and down the stairs to the hover’s med-bay. Agent Rice met Penny on the landing. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she demanded. 
 
    Sparing a glance toward the teams of medics swarming the two gurneys—one with Bryn Wellington and the other with Riley Wyld—Penny pulled Carolyn to one side by the doctor’s scrub top. 
 
    “Look, Miles doesn’t want to cause a panic, but traffic control wants to divert us.” Carolyn began shaking her head adamantly. Penny held up a hand to silence her. “I know. We told them Bryn doesn’t have that much time. They’re still insisting no aircrafts can land.” Penny lowered her voice before continuing. “We’re picking up a lot of activity on the radar. I think….” She hesitated, not wanting to voice the suspicion. 
 
    “What? What is it?” the doctor demanded, her voice raising an octave. 
 
    “An attack on the Isle is imminent,” Penny whispered. “I think we’re flying right into the danger zone. We might take some fire.” 
 
    On cue, the hover tilted sharply to the left. Penny and Carolyn both lurched a step. Medical instruments flew through the air. Without conscious thought, Penny used her telekinesis to freeze the objects before they caused any injuries. Syringes, vials, and bloodied cloths hung in midair, as did several of the medics who’d lost their footing when the hover banked. 
 
    “Miles?” Penny never spoke to the other agent mentally, but they’d spent so much time together lately that reaching his mind was a cakewalk. 
 
    “Get up here,” he returned, stress evident in his voice. 
 
    The hover stabilized, and Agent Rice let out a sigh of relief. Penny didn’t share her sentiments. They were under attack. She didn’t need Miles to tell her as much—she read the truth in his thoughts. 
 
    The hover dipped dangerously low. Carolyn screamed, arms flailing as she desperately clawed for a handhold. The gurneys were secured to the walls, and both Bryn and Riley were strapped down. Still, Bryn’s body bucked. Her back arched and head lulled to one side. The machine monitoring her brainwaves flat lined. Penny’s heart dropped. 
 
    “I need you now,” Miles roared inside her head. Somehow, he managed to steady the craft again. 
 
    Riley moaned and turned his head. He vomited, then passed out. 
 
    “Carolyn, I need you to listen to me,” Penny began, her own stomach feeling as though it was on the spin cycle. She swallowed the bile burning her throat. “Get Bryn stable. Now. That’s an order.” 
 
    Penny’s words carried physical weight. She didn’t like using mind manipulation on the doctor, but the situation was dire. And Carolyn Rice was on the verge of losing it. 
 
    “You will keep Bryn and Riley alive until we reach Virginia.” 
 
    Agent Rice nodded, her eyes wide and glassy. 
 
    “Girlie, I’m not screwing around,” Miles sent. “I can’t keep dodging shit.” 
 
    Penny took a deep breath and used her best “Talia” voice on the doctor. “Bryn and Riley are not dying today.” Without waiting for a response, she sprinted to the cockpit. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Penny demanded, sliding into the copilot seat. 
 
    On the radar, the dots had multiplied like rabbits in springtime. Penny zoomed in. Over a dozen fighter hovers were directly over the islands, represented by the green dots. The red ones were heat signatures and signified people. 
 
    “They’re so many of them.” Penny pointed to the red dots on the radar. Turning to Miles, she added. “And they’re flying sideways and upward.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re morphs? You know, like the kid—they change into birds,” he suggested. 
 
    Penny shook her head. “Birds wouldn’t show up on this screen, even human Morphers. Those are people flying.” 
 
    The radar screen began blinking. A warning siren blared through the medi-hover’s internal intercom. 
 
    “One of those fighters is coming for us,” Miles yelled, his voice barely audible over the noise. 
 
    Penny bit her lip and swore. Carolyn’s voice screeched through a speaker on the dashboard. “This craft isn’t equipped for a fight,” she insisted. 
 
    This wasn’t news to anyone. The only weapons they had onboard were the Talented. 
 
    “Secure the patients and strap in,” Miles sent back, his gaze straying toward Penny. “We aren’t defenseless, Carolyn. I’ll do my best to get us out of here quickly.” 
 
    Muting the intercom, he cut off any response Agent Rice might have made. His eyes were still on Penny, even as the alarm continued. With a deep breath, she nodded in answer to his unasked question. For good measure, she added, “I’m ready. I can do this.” 
 
    Miles turned his attention back to the controls. “I know, girlie. Believe me, I’ve seen what you can do.” 
 
    On another day, Penny might have blushed at the compliment. She had twelve talents—twelve—and knew how to use most of them. But Penny wasn’t a trained assassin like Talia and Erik, her skillset was more covert. Undercover work? No problem. Fighting to the death? Not so much. 
 
    Glancing at the radar screen again, Penny’s insides lurched at the sight of the red dots. 
 
    So many people are going to die. 
 
    “We’ll die if we try to help them,” Miles told her, fingers fiddling with buttons and knobs until the alarm ceased. 
 
    The silence was almost worse for Penny. It left her mind free to wander, to wonder, to contemplate their situation. She understood the consequences of actively joining the battle. In a way, she’d be sacrificing Bryn. Her friend needed more advanced treatment than was available on the medi-hover, and she didn’t have much time. 
 
    While Miles was correct that they weren’t defenseless, they also weren’t prepared to go on the offensive. Not only was Penny not a trained fighter, neither were the medics. 
 
    “I’m sorry, girlie. It hurts me too,” Miles said softly. 
 
    He took his eyes off the windshield for only a second, just long enough to miss the red dot zooming toward them. The attacker landed on the hover’s hood with a loud thump and a flutter of shining silver. Penny jumped in her seat, and Miles fought for control of the craft. 
 
    Poised like a sprinter about to start a race, the assailant stared up at them with dark, expressionless eyes. 
 
    You can do this, Penny thought. Filling her lungs to capacity, she summoned so much energy that several of the lights on the dash blinked out. Penny directed her power at the attacker. His mouth formed a large O as he flew backward, like an invisible hand had punched him the gut. 
 
    The assailant was strong. Penny felt his untamed power, wild as a stud yet to be broken. Large silver wings sprang from between his shoulder blades, keeping the attacker from falling to his death. He hung three feet in front of the craft, a wicked grin on his lips. His dark gaze was blank from behind a shining transparent face shield. A silver mark curved down one side of his face, stretching across his throat like the head of scythe. 
 
    What the hell? Penny wondered, blinking rapidly to make sure she wasn’t imagining things. 
 
    The boy raised his palms toward the craft, but Penny was ready for him. Their powers clashed in midair. Gold and black sparks erupted over the hood of the hover. More lights on the dashboard went dark. Screams from med-bay reached Penny’s ears as she unleashed another tidal wave of power. One of the attacker’s wings crackled and went up in flames. He dipped briefly out of view, but his head and torso reappeared quickly. 
 
    “Nice hit, girlie,” Miles said through gritted teeth. He struggled to keep the hover level. “Think you can take out the other wing?” 
 
    Sweat beaded Penny’s forehead and pooled in her armpits. She sucked in another breath, absorbing more of the hover’s electricity. The boy was quicker this time, but his aim wasn’t great. A wave of power hit Penny’s shoulder and pinned half her body to the seat. Instead of fighting his hold, she drank in the energy and replenished her own supply while depleting his. 
 
    Miles did a double take, his eyes growing impossibly wider as he stared at her. Penny looked down at her arms and chest. A soft glow coated her body, growing brighter by the second. 
 
    “Penny?” The sound of her name from Miles snapped her into action. 
 
    Raw power filled the cockpit. Penny felt drunk on her talents as she directed all her energy toward the attacker’s good wing. Her aim was true. Flames from the wing licked the nose of the hover briefly. The assailant disappeared for good but left a parting gift. 
 
    The hover’s windshield splintered, spider-web cracks obscuring Miles’ view. He swore loudly. Without thought, Penny’s fingers flew over the controls. A navi-screen appeared over the broken windshield. 
 
    Miles blew out a long breath and looked over at Penny. “Nice work. Try not to suck so much out of this bird next time.” 
 
    She managed a smile. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    On the radar screen, dozens of fighter hovers dotted their flight path. One broke away from the pack and headed in their direction. Still high on adrenaline and power, Penny gave herself over to her talents. Her mind was focused on one thing: annihilating the threat. 
 
    Talia could take down an entire craft. So could Erik. In theory, Penny was capable of the same. 
 
    The radar screen flashed with another warning. This time the alarm was only audible in the cockpit and not nearly as deafening as before. 
 
    Kinetic bombs, Penny thought as the weapons appeared in the distance. 
 
    “They’re locked in on us,” Miles said through gritted teeth. Before he could even start diversionary tactics, Penny focused on dispersing the bombs. The weapons exploded into tiny, confetti-like pieces that floated in a spiral formation. 
 
    The fighter craft was still close, though. If it rammed the medi-hover, they had no chance of survival. Miles spared a quick glance at Penny, whose face glistened with a mixture of sweat and tears. A slight tremor ran through her body. Then, he felt it. Her power washed over him like clouds parting to allow the sun to shine through. 
 
    Penny gasped and started panting. Miles chanced another look, his grip tightening on the controls. Focused, she looked like she was hyperventilating while in a trance. 
 
    “Girlie? Talk to me,” he tried. Penny didn’t respond. 
 
    As he looked forward again, a nearby explosion rocked the medi-hover. Miles’ head hit the side window. He saw stars from the impact. At least, he thought he did. The bright spots in his vision were truly there though. The fighter craft was gone. 
 
    “They’re all dead,” Penny whispered into the deafening silence. “But I can hear their screams inside my head.” Tears streamed down her face and dripped from her chin. She didn’t wipe them away. 
 
    Miles wanted to comfort her but couldn’t find the words. The truth was, Penny had killed everyone aboard the attack hover. No placation would change the fact she’d have to live with that. It was something UNITED agents learned early on—sometimes it was kill or be killed. 
 
    But Penny wasn’t trained as a UNITED agent. The coalition had trained her as a spy, not a front-line fighter. She wasn’t practiced in compartmentalizing when it came to casualties. 
 
    Finally, Miles simply reached over and patted her shoulder. Penny didn’t look at him. Instead, she gazed out her window at the Isle below. They were far enough away that the attack hovers looked like shining toy models. Except those toys had caused absolute devastation. The islands were fiery masses. More flames rolled on the waves that lapped the shores. 
 
    “We’re at war,” Miles said quietly. “Our kind is under attack from all sides. Before this is all over, we will all have to make some very tough decisions. Try to remember that what you did saved a lot of lives.” 
 
    Penny turned her face to him, expression blank. Her voice was soft and sad when she gestured to the window. 
 
    “I can hear their screams, too. So many of us will die before this ends.”  
 
   


  
 




Chapter One 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Emma Montague asked me, pointing to Kenly Baker. My former mentee was sitting cross-legged on the floor, pitching back and forth like a rocking chair on overdrive. 
 
    “I don’t…,” I started to say. Images flooded my mind, cutting off the answer. Fire. Blood. Billowing clouds of turquoise smoke. People rushed to the surface levels of the Isle of Exile as enormous chrome-winged figures descended from the heavens above. 
 
    “Alex!” I screamed to no one in particular. 
 
    “Tals? Tals, what’s wrong? Talk to me!” Erik Kelley’s voice broke through the nightmare, his jewel-toned gaze penetrating the hellish slideshow inside my head. He gripped my shoulders and shook me. At first, I was too dazed to respond. Erik shook me hard enough that my teeth rattled. 
 
    “Natalia!” he snapped. 
 
    “The Isle is under attack.” I fought to see the McDonough’s home in the real world in front of me along with the hazy scenes playing out thousands of miles away. 
 
    “You’re sure?” Erik demanded, his gaze widening. 
 
    “Noooo,” Kenly moaned from the floor. Her boyfriend, James Wellington sat behind her, Kenly’s back pressed against his chest. He stroked her hair. “No,” she moaned again. 
 
    Erik’s eyes became unfocused as his mind joined with Kenly’s. Or maybe it was mine, I wasn’t certain. The color drained from Erik’s tanned skin when he saw the same scene I was witnessing. The flying beasts—people with glider wings attached to their backs, I realized—rained down balls of flame as they landed on the islands. The attackers’ suits were apparently fireproof, because they walked through the burning wreckage and remained unscathed. Even the waves lapping the shores of the island were not immune; twisted flames danced atop the roiling sea, providing no escape for the citizens of the Isle. 
 
    Erik managed to pull free from the vision before I did. Calm determination replaced the fear leaking from his pores. “It hasn’t happened yet,” he said softly, eyes sparkling. 
 
    “What?” I stuttered. I blinked rapidly, until the McDonough’s house came into view again. 
 
    My question went unanswered. Erik was already gone. I caught a flash of movement near the kitchen. “It hasn’t happened yet.” The words played inside my head, and I chased after Erik. 
 
    “What does he mean?” Emma called after me, panic in her voice. The faint sound of her feet hurrying behind me barely registered. 
 
    “Can she see the future?” her boyfriend, Kip, asked. He sounded as scared as Emma. 
 
    With events unfolding quickly, I spared only a second to feel bad for the duo. They were from Pelia, a small island in the middle of an ocean that was untouched by our modern times. This world of war and destruction was as far from their icy sanctuary as night was from day. 
 
    You shouldn’t have brought them. They don’t belong here. I shook my head to clear the thoughts. No use torturing yourself over the past. They’re here now. It’s up to you to keep them safe. 
 
    “Talia?” Kip whispered my name. He and Emma were right behind me when I caught up to Erik. 
 
    He’d understood the significance of Kenly’s vision faster than me and was already punching in a contact on the house communicator. 
 
    I turned, my attention torn between Erik and the duo from Pelia. “Hmm? Yes, Kenly is a Visionary.” There was no point in mentioning that future-gazing was one of Kenly’s created abilities, and she wasn’t born with the gift. 
 
    “Like a seer,” Kip replied. “We have a few on Pelia, but the skill is rare.” 
 
    Already tuned out of the conversation, one word registered in my frantic thoughts: rare. Visionaries were rare. So were Teleporters. In fact, Kip was the only one I’d ever met. 
 
    “Wait,” I met Kip’s gaze, “you can take me there. To the Isle. You can tele—” 
 
    His expression crushed the spark of hope that flitted through me. The trip from London to the McDonough School had exhausted all his energy, I already knew that. It was sort of a miracle he was still upright. My desperation had made me ask the question, my frantic thoughts focused only on keeping Alex McDonough safe. Kip shook his head. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Talia…I can’t. I don’t have it in me to make another trip so soon,” he told me, looking genuinely distraught. 
 
    Erik spared a glance in my direction, terror in his turquoise gaze. I turned my full attention to the communicator in his hands. Mr. Kelley’s holo image appeared. Alex, I thought. The tiniest bit of relief mixed with my utter panic, and my stomach did flip flops. I’d never felt so helpless. 
 
    Kip opened his mouth, but I held up a hand to halt the words. I wasn’t mad or even upset with him—there was no room for those emotions, not with the panic and worry coursing through my veins. Aware of the way talents and energy worked, I knew it wasn’t Kip’s fault that he didn’t have any steam left. None of that mattered. All that mattered was getting Alex off that damned island before the attack. 
 
    “You need to evacuate!” Erik shouted at his father’s hologram. 
 
    Mr. Kelley stared at his son, mouth agape. He began to sputter a response, but Erik didn’t let him get a word out. 
 
    “There isn’t time to explain,” Erik continued, his voice calmer and more commanding. “I’m with a Visionary.” 
 
    That was all Mr. Kelley needed to know. His holo image began moving frantically around the apartment on the Isle of Exile, throwing clothes into a bag haphazardly. Darting into the kitchen, Mr. Kelley picked up a second communicator. His fingers flew across the screen. An instant later, loud blaring sounded in the apartment, followed by Victoria Walburton’s prerecorded voice. 
 
    “This is not a drill,” she recited. “Activate Evacuation Protocol Alpha. I repeat, this is not a drill. Activate Evacuation Protocol Alpha.” 
 
    My gut cramped, the sound of her voice nearly reducing me to tears. Victoria is dead, I thought numbly. Who else will I lose before this is over? 
 
    Over the alarm, Mr. Kelley yelled back to his son. “Where should we go?”  
 
    Victoria’s voice played on a loop, as though speaking to me from the great beyond. As annoying as the alarm was, I liked hearing Victoria’s clipped British accent. 
 
    She’d always known an attack on the islands was likely, I realized. Of course, she had. Victoria was the type of woman who prepared for every possibility. 
 
    “Where it all began,” Erik screamed to his father. The answer was purposefully cryptic for anyone who might intercept the comm. 
 
    Mr. Kelley paused just long enough to meet Erik’s eyes. “I’ll see you soon, son.” Then, Erik’s father disconnected. All I could do was hope the warning would provide the residents of the Isle enough time to evacuate, that it would allow Mr. Kelley enough time to get Alex to safety. 
 
    Erik turned to me as he dialed another contact on the communicator without looking at the screen. 
 
    “He’s going to be fine,” my boyfriend mentally sent to me. “They will make it off the island.” 
 
    A shaky breath slipped through my clenched teeth. Alex. Donavon’s son. The child I’d vowed to protect at all costs. Though I wanted everyone on the islands to escape, Alex’s safety was my primary concern. The fact that Erik chose to call his father, Alex’s current guardian first made me love him all the more—if that was even possible.  
 
    Frederick Kraft’s holo image appeared on the comm. Tearing his gaze from mine, Erik spoke in that same calm, authoritative tone he’d used with his father—the one that made compliance certain. “Frederick, I need you to listen to me….” 
 
    I didn’t hear what he said next. Without warning, the McDonough’s kitchen disappeared, replaced with the Isle of Exile as I was once again pulled into Kenly’s vision. This time, instead of being an omniscient observer, I was standing on the beach. It was like I was truly there. One of the winged women landed on top of me. I shrieked and punched instinctively, my fist going straight through her. My form was not corporeal, it merely felt that way. 
 
    I didn’t fight Kenly’s pull. Her emotions were out of control, and she was projecting her thoughts so loudly that it was hard to resist. Instead of struggling to return to Erik and our present surroundings, I embraced the vision. 
 
    Glancing skyward, I watched a second wave of assailants leap from hovercrafts. A third followed closely behind. Seeing the weapons in their hands, I acted on instinct and tried to yank a small blue sphere from an attacker’s grip. Pain split my skull, as though halving my brain. The small bomb flew to where I stood on the beach, invisible to everyone around me. 
 
    What the actual fudge? This wasn’t happening in current time, not to mention that I wasn’t physically there. How was it possible? 
 
    Shock made the vision fade. For a second, I was caught between the present and the future, in a no-man’s land where possibilities swirled like ghosts of events yet to happen. 
 
    Concentrate. 
 
    The island materialized once again, and the pain in my head subsided. Another wave of attackers rained destruction on Eden, the island I’d once called home. Unlike Kenly’s original vision of residents dying as they scrambled for safety, few citizens were on the island’s surface level. Instead, UNITED agents dressed in tactical gear met the winged assailants. Janelle Longpre, a friend of sorts, was leading a group through the melee toward a waiting submersible pod. An agent I didn’t recognize brought up the rear, sending off strong electrical impulses that caused the bombs to explode in midair. When an attacker—who couldn’t have been more than fifteen—grabbed the Electrical Manipulator’s arm, the UNITED agent gave him a jolt the kid wouldn’t soon recover from. 
 
    Janelle and her companion stood guard while the group boarded the watercraft, spraying cover fire at enemy combatants who dared approach. When the last man hopped into the pod, Janelle turned to signal their departure. It was a crucial mistake. In those few seconds, a shining flier appeared out of thin air. It landed on her shoulders, the attacker’s hands closed around Janelle’s neck. Again, I didn’t think before acting. 
 
    The rush of pain brought me to my knees, this time reverberating through my entire body. It was like being shot but worse. So much worse. 
 
    This isn’t real, I told myself. At least, not for me. It would be very real for Janelle. The vision was her future if I didn’t intervene. Fighting against the feeling of being ripped in two, I used telekinesis to wrench the hands away from her neck. The sickening crack of bone met my ears. The attacker wasn’t the only one who howled. 
 
    “Kenly!” 
 
    Her name echoed inside my skull. Grabbing my head with both hands, I sank to the floor and curled into myself. As swiftly as I’d been pulled into the vision, I was booted from it. Familiar fingers wrapped around mine, gently prying my hands from the sides of my head. 
 
    “Talia?” Erik’s voice was small and tight. 
 
    I couldn’t answer. 
 
    “Natalia?” He said my full name when I didn’t respond. 
 
    Slowly, the pain eased until I felt whole again. I opened my eyes and met Erik’s beautiful gaze. 
 
    “I’m here,” I said weakly. 
 
    Relief wafted from him like a pleasant ocean breeze. Erik took my hands, hauling me to my feet with ease. I was still shaky but didn’t need his support to stand, which seemed to be a good sign. He must have agreed, because Erik smiled faintly. Unfortunately, the mood didn’t last long. 
 
    “Talia! Erik!” James screamed our names from the living room. 
 
    Erik beat me there, my unsteady legs incapable of running. Emma and Kip followed at a much slower pace. Their emotions—mostly terror and confusion—radiated all around the pair. 
 
    The sight of Kenly slumped over James’ lap, her eyes rolled back in her head, nearly brought me to my knees again. 
 
    “Kenly,” I breathed, joining Erik by her side. 
 
    Pressing two fingers to her throat, James felt for a pulse. Tears streamed down his cheeks. His body convulsed, and I knew. 
 
    “No!” I screamed so loudly the single word echoed through the entire house. 
 
    This can’t be happening. She can’t be—no, no, not Kenly. 
 
    My heart turned to molten lava at the thought, searing in my chest until I couldn’t take the pain. I couldn’t lose Kenly. I’d just lost Victoria. It couldn’t happen. My mental shields dropped completely as I focused all my energy on Kenly’s mind. My skin tingled. The signal from my mentee was weak but present. 
 
    I must have gasped audibly, because every eye in the room turned to me. Even Emma, who was sobbing in Kip’s arms, looked up. 
 
    “I feel her,” I said, softly. “I feel her.” 
 
    Like me, Erik was impulsive. For both of us, it was a curse and a blessing at the same time. In our lives, we had to rely on instincts and act without thought to consequences. 
 
    That was exactly what Erik did. 
 
    He placed a hand on Kenly’s chest. Pure adrenaline shot through him and into Kenly, followed by a shockwave that knocked out all the lights in the living room. The power Erik exuded was both terrifying and exhilarating. 
 
    At first, nothing happened. I was about to insist Erik administer another jolt to Kenly’s system. The words were on the tip of my tongue, and I felt him gathering more energy. Kenly shot up, her back stiff as she flew upright. 
 
    James was leaning over her, and her forehead collided with his. The loud cracking sound made me worry that one or both might have a fractured skull. My mentee gasped, as though the air she breathed wasn’t reaching her lungs. Her eyes were wild, unfocused. The power Kenly emitted was erratic. Random parts of her body turned invisible for several seconds before reappearing. 
 
    She’s in fight-or-flight mode, I realized. Nudging Erik aside with my hip, I scurried closer to Kenly. 
 
    Contact wasn’t necessary, but I hoped my physical touch would soothe her just as much as the calm energy I was sending. James’ platinum eyes were still swimming with tears, but the look of utter despair was gone from his face. He stroked Kenly’s hair. His arms were ropes of tension, like he wanted to squeeze her but was too scared to unleash the torrent of emotions on his recovering girlfriend. 
 
    “Thank you,” James whispered. The words were meant for Erik, though his gaze never left Kenly. 
 
    My mentee still hadn’t spoken since sitting up. Her mind was a vacant lot, though faint rumblings were beginning within it. I worried the vision had done permanent damage to her psyche. 
 
    Don’t borrow trouble, I told myself. Focus on the present. Worry about that if it comes to pass. 
 
    We had enough on our plates with what was certain about the future, I didn’t need to worry about all the unknowns. Only the promise of war was known—the first shot was about to be fired. 
 
    I locked away images of Victoria’s limp body—that wasn’t how I wanted to remember her, anyway—and thoughts of Alex’s safety and the battle on the islands. It was all the beginning of many more to come. Calling upon all my training, I focused on the problem in front of me. Kenly needed my help, my full attention. I owed her that much. 
 
    “Let’s take her to my room,” I suggested, then turned to Emma and Kip. “Can you….” I trailed off at the sight of Emma, who was still a pile of crying girl in Kip’s arms. Did she get pulled into Kenly’s vision, too? 
 
    Shaking my head, I turned to my boyfriend. “Erik, will you get Kenly some water? And see if you can find anything edible? She needs calories.” 
 
    Straightening to his full height, Erik looked down at the girl he’d once nearly killed. With a quick nod to me, he strode toward the kitchen. 
 
    James lifted his girlfriend as though she were weightless. I led him to my bedroom, trying to not think about the box of pictures in the closet. All the death, and near-death, of the last hour had brought Donavon to the front of my mind. 
 
    I shook my head again, willing the thoughts to disperse. This wasn’t the time. Donavon was gone, and there was nothing I could do to change that. Thoughts of my ex-boyfriend had to be relegated to the same locked chest as those of his son, among the other things I currently couldn’t do anything about. 
 
    “I’m going to stay with her,” James said, his British accent stronger than normal. 
 
    “Of course.” I smiled reassuringly and placed my hand on his shoulder. “She’s going to be okay.” 
 
    It was a promise I shouldn’t have made. This time, Kenly was okay. Thanks to Erik’s quick thinking. But next time…and there would be a next time…. 
 
    How many more of my friends will die before this war ends? I wondered again. 
 
    Erik entered the bedroom. He set a glass of water and a granola bar beside the bed. “Sorry, it’s all I could find,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “Thank you,” James replied softly. The two words carried physical weight and had nothing to do with the snack Erik brought. 
 
    “If you need anything—“I started to say. 
 
    “I’ll let you know.” James didn’t look at me as he stretched out beside Kenly on the bed. 
 
    Erik slipped his hand in mine and pulled me gently to the doorway. We returned to the living room and our other guests. 
 
    “You guys should rest, too,” I told Emma and Kip. 
 
    Emma’s sobbing had tapered to quiet crying, tears slipping silently down her cheeks in two perfect lines. 
 
    Kip nodded, agreeing with me. “If you don’t mind. With some sleep, I’ll be able to recharge. In case…in case you need me.” 
 
    His projected emotions swept over me. The guilt over not being able to take me to Alex still gnawed at his gut. 
 
    I managed a smile and started down the hallway, gesturing for the pair to follow me. 
 
    “You guys can use Donavon’s room.” 
 
    Just saying his name aloud, inside the house we’d both called home, was enough to crack my calm façade. Entering Donavon’s bedroom nearly paralyzed me. My lungs felt like they were encased in a straightjacket. For a long minute, standing in my ex-boyfriend’s doorway, I couldn’t breathe. 
 
    Donavon is gone. There is nothing you can do for him. Focus on Alex. He’s still alive, and he needs you. 
 
    “They’re on their way,” Erik sent, reading the worries floating through my head. “Alex is on a hover with my father. Frederick and Henri are gathering the UNITED agents still in London to fight the attackers.” 
 
    His assurances lessened the guilt chewing at my insides. I was supposed to protect Alex—I’d made that promise to Donavon and Kandice—and I was sucking hard in my new role as guardian. 
 
    Then another realization hit me, bringing with it a fresh wave of guilt. Erik was reading my thoughts. He knew my heart was aching over Donavon, that the tears I refused to cry were for another guy. 
 
    Not only am I a crappy guardian, I’m crappy girlfriend. 
 
    My mental barriers fell in place as Erik reached for me, his expression and his mind unreadable. His arm curled around my shoulders. I leaned into his embrace and felt a little more in control. 
 
    “Talia?” Kip’s voice brought me from my thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I hate to ask, but I really need to eat something.” 
 
    Kip’s expression was heartbreaking. It was as though he, like Erik, knew I was nearing a breaking point. “Anything you have is good. I’m not a picky eater.” 
 
    I nodded and forced a smile. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    Erik and I left in search of sustenance, neither of us speaking until we reached the kitchen. I went straight for the pantry, finding only fuzzy bread and shriveled, greenish fruit that might have been oranges once upon a time. 
 
    Strong hands settled on my shoulders. Lips brushed my ear. 
 
    “I’m here for you,” Erik whispered, hands moving down my arms to thread his fingers with mine. He wrapped me in his comforting embrace and dropped his mental shields. 
 
    “It’s okay to be upset,” he told me. 
 
    Was he talking about Donavon or Victoria or Kenly? Or was it a general sentiment? I didn’t know, so I left my own shields in place. Opening only a narrow channel—a trick I’d learned while in prison on Vault—I allowed a thought out while keeping the rest hidden from Erik. 
 
    “So much has happened,” I sent finally. 
 
    “I know.” Erik bent and rested his head on my shoulder. “Victoria had her faults, but she was a good woman. I miss her, too.” Without looking, I knew his eyes were wet. 
 
    We’d both lost someone important to us, someone who had shaped our lives in more ways than I could count. But it wasn’t just the loss of life that cut to my core. Without Victoria, who would run UNITED? Who would deal with these so-called Privileged? 
 
    Turning around to face him, I locked eyes with Erik. As much as I wanted, needed, time to mourn my losses, there was still something that needed our attention. Someone. 
 
    “Gracia,” I sent. 
 
    “Gracia,” Erik repeated aloud. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The McDonough house was one sprawling level with a typical kitchen, living area, and dining room. There were also four not-so-typical bedroom suites. With seven people including our prisoner, space was tight. Options for a makeshift cell were limited, but the paranoia of Danbury McDonough and his wife helped with that—the master suite only opened with a blood lock. Luckily, it hadn’t been reprogrammed after Tals switched her allegiance away from TOXIC and the McDonoughs. 
 
    Talia slid her right forefinger into an opening beneath the lock-screen, wincing when the needle pricked her skin. My girlfriend’s mental barriers were still in place, but emotions weren’t as easy to shield as thoughts. Tals’ were all over the place. 
 
    “Maybe I should talk to Gracia alone?” I suggested as the security system verified Talia’s identity and the door slid open. 
 
    She stepped into the suite’s sitting room, waiting for me to follow. When the door snapped shut, she rounded on me. 
 
    “I’m fine. I can do this,” Tals snapped. Anger darkened her eyes to the color of an overripe eggplant. 
 
    Sliding my expression into neutral, I kept my tone as impassive as my features. “I know you can,” I replied simply. “But just because you can, that doesn’t mean you should.” 
 
    Tals’ temper flared, and the feelings radiated from her like a scorching sun. It burned white-hot for several seconds before diminishing to a more manageable simmer. Tears gathered in her eyes, though she blinked them back quickly. 
 
    My brain searched for the right thing to say. I wanted to comfort her, to take away some of the pain that refused to stay down no matter how hard she tried. I refrained. Tals didn’t appreciate empty platitudes, and that was all I had to offer at the moment. Victoria Walburton was the latest casualty of our war, but she wouldn’t be the last. More would die. Likely, it would be many more. 
 
    Closing her eyes and rubbing her temples, Tals breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth several times. The temperature in the room dropped noticeably as she fought to control her stormy emotions. I felt the raw heartache inside her scab over. 
 
    When she reopened her eyes, Tals mind and expression were blank. This steely-nerved version of my girlfriend was the scariest, almost more mechanical than human. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked, already walking to the bathroom door. 
 
    Her steps faltered. Talia pitched to the side. She groped at the empty air as though searching for something to steady herself. My heart plummeted, and I raced to her side. 
 
    “Tals!” I cried, wrapping an arm around her waist to keep her upright. 
 
    She dropped her head against my chest like the weight of it had become unbearable. 
 
    “It’s starting,” she whispered. “The attack is starting.” 
 
    I squeezed Tals tightly—her ribs too sharp beneath the baggy pullover from her old closet—and glared at the bathroom door. Gracia was locked on the other side. If the clone girl had answers, I’d rip them from inside her. I’d do whatever it took to find out, to spare my girlfriend from future loss and heartbreak. 
 
    Tals shrugged out of my embrace and scrubbed at her face with her hands. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s get this over with,” she muttered. 
 
    The bathroom lock also required a blood sacrifice, which seemed like overkill in a house located on a secure military base. “Verified” flashed on the sensor, and the door opened with a soft click. Bright lights powered on automatically inside the bathroom, and I met violet eyes that were identical to the ones I dreamt about every night. 
 
    There was nothing of Talia—of my Tals—in those eyes, though. 
 
    Gracia Beaumont lay at an awkward angle in the oversized white porcelain bathtub. Her wrists and ankles were bound, and one of the former director’s power ties was wedged in her mouth. The gag was purely for my benefit; there weren’t any neighboring houses and the school had been closed since UNITED defeated TOXIC. With one shitty thing happening after another, and more horror on the horizon, I had no interest in listening to Gracia whine and complain. Despite my best efforts, I could only focus on one thing at a time. 
 
    With a quick flick of my mind, I yanked the tape off and wrenched the gag free. Gracia howled as tears pooled in her eyes. She tried to wipe them away with her shoulder but only managed to knock her forehead on the side of the tub. Crimson flushed the clone’s cheeks. 
 
    “Did you know the Isle of Exile was going to be attacked?” Talia demanded. She took slow steps toward Gracia, stopping at the foot of the tub. Hands on her hips, Tals straightened to her full five-foot height. 
 
    “You don’t scare me,” Gracia sneered. Admittedly, it was a decent imitation of Tals’ don’t-screw-with-me expression. 
 
    “Are the Privileged responsible for the attack?” I pressed. Folding my arms over my chest, I leveled a hard glare on Gracia. She didn’t reply, and I repeated the question with emphasis on each word. 
 
    From a distance, Gracia was a dead ringer for Tals. Even up close, it would have been difficult for most people to tell the two apart. The doctors who’d programmed the parameters for Gracia’s facial reorg did their homework—from the slightly upturned tip of Tals’ nose to the cluster of freckles over the dent in her chin, even the smallest details were included. 
 
    “Agent Kelley asked you a question,” Talia barked. 
 
    “Agent Kelley?” Gracia repeated with a snort. Her laughter sounded forced and unnatural. 
 
    The clone’s smug smile was one I’d seen more times than I could count. It was freaky to imagine Gracia studying photos and vids to learn the mannerisms, but she’d obviously practiced my girlfriend’s expressions and gestures. Still, there was something hollow about the impression. Despite the uncanny valley of physical resemblance, the clone was simply…lesser. 
 
    It was obvious that Gracia hadn’t been nearly as committed to honing and strengthening her talents. Tals’ demeanor wouldn’t have been so impossible to emulate if she had; Talia’s powers backed up her swagger in a way that Gracia could never match. Shooting a glance at Talia, her back rigid and hands clenched tightly, I knew I’d always recognize the difference between an imposter and the real thing. 
 
    Turning back to the cheap imitation, I glared. “Yes, Agent Kelley. Is my name funny to you?” 
 
    The girl in the bathtub rolled her eyes. Okay, Gracia had mastered Talia’s flippant attitude. Even tied up, she managed a toss of her chestnut curls. 
 
    “What’s funny is that you two believe you’re in control here,” Gracia spat. “What’s funny is that you both think you’re something special.” 
 
    Struggling to sit up, the clone cracked her elbow on the side of the tub. The fire in her eyes lessened as she bit back a groan. 
 
    Tals snorted. “That was funny.” 
 
    Gracia’s nostrils flared. Her lips twitched, like her thoughts were on the tip of her tongue. The clone decided against giving voice to them. Her features smoothed, and she tried to hide her reaction behind a blank mask. As if that would work with two mind manipulators around. Only exceptional Talents could block either of us when we wanted to know what was happening in someone’s head. With little effort, I homed in on the clone’s emotional radar. 
 
    When we’d first arrived at the McDonough house, Gracia had been consumed with fear and little else, which was understandable. We’d just seen our friend’s dead body, Gracia worked for the enemy, and we were looking for revenge. Only an illiterate, agoraphobic Luddite had the luxury of believing they’d survive that encounter with Tals and me. 
 
    Yet, unless Gracia was a better manipulator than I gave her credit for, humiliation had trumped fear at some point. There was also a heavy dose of shame on the side. The depths of those emotions were unnerving. 
 
    Talia and I locked eyes. She’d clearly been wondering the same thing. 
 
    “Is she seriously not scared right now?” Tals sent uncertainly. “Shouldn’t she be a little more worried about getting out of this alive?” 
 
    “Maybe she’s projecting,” I replied. “Trying to throw us off.” 
 
    “Are the Privileged behind the attack on the Isle of Exile?” I said aloud. 
 
    It was the third time I’d repeated the question, so my irritation wasn’t fake this time. My father was already on a hover from the islands to the school with Alex, and it wasn’t a long flight. We didn’t have time for Gracia’s bullshit. I wasn’t in the mood for pithy spars and just wanted the interrogation over with; Gracia had to be somewhere far away when the hover arrived. And secure, somewhere she couldn’t hurt anyone or impersonate my girlfriend while doing heinous things. Having her in the same house as so many of our friends was already making me edgy. 
 
    “Did the Privileged attack the Isle?” Talia added a sprinkle of compulsion behind the question to speed things along. 
 
    Since Gracia had been asked several times already, her mind was primed for the manipulation. The answer fluttered to the surface before Gracia could contain it, a single word mixed in with nasty names she longed to lob my way. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “No surprise there,” Tals sent to me, never averting her gaze from Gracia. 
 
    “I have nothing to say,” the doppelganger insisted, her voice tremoring the slightest bit. Seizing the minute crack, I focused on Gracia. 
 
    The stretches of silence between Talia and me unnerved her. More than she would admit, even to herself. 
 
    Our mental manipulation powers were common knowledge among clandestine organizations, so it was safe to assume Gracia knew what was happening when we fell silent. Whenever we stopped speaking to her, we were speaking to one another mentally. And she didn’t like it. 
 
    The quiet stretched, until Gracia began to squirm visibly. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything,” I intoned, smirking. 
 
    Gracia’s cold smile was a pale shadow of the one Talia often wore. 
 
    “My mind is like hers,” the clone said, nodding to my girlfriend. “You can’t get in if I don’t want you there.” 
 
    Crossing my arms, I leaned against the sink and waited to see how deep she’d dig her smug little grave. Her violet gaze fixed on me, and satisfaction wafted from Gracia like cheap perfume. 
 
    “Like you haven’t noticed you can’t get in?” the clone added, doing her best to point to her head with bound hands. 
 
    “She doesn’t know you already were,” Tals sent, tilting her chin to one side. 
 
    I shook my head once. “I was just reading her thoughts, not digging through them.”  
 
    “I usually know when people are reading my thoughts,” she countered, her eyes searching mine. One of Talia’s dark eyebrows raised. “Don’t you feel it when you’re mimicking my powers? Or, I guess whenever, since you have your own mind powers now.” 
 
    Talia didn’t make a secret of it when she was reading my thoughts, so I had to stop and consider the question. Was there a feeling I hadn’t noticed? I almost always knew when Talia was reading my thoughts. Boundaries weren’t really a thing when mind-reading was as ingrained in a person as breathing. She often peeked at people’s thoughts without meaning to, which I’d only fully understood after my own telepathic capabilities developed. 
 
    Would I know if a random mind reader was in the area scanning my thoughts? I wondered. 
 
    “She knows we’re trying to read her mind,” Tals continued, connecting the dots for me. “She said as much. Gracia has my powers and at least some of my personality traits. She knows it’s the first thing I’d do.” 
 
    “So, she’s on high alert for mental intrusions…,” I added. 
 
    “Exactly. So why can’t she feel you inside her head?” 
 
    It was a good question, and I didn’t have an answer. We’d agreed not to invade Gracia’s mind immediately, not until we had a better sense of who she was and where she came from. After all, it was the first thing the enemy would expect us to do. An exact physical replica of Talia could not have any good purpose. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Why does Gracia believe she’s capable of blocking the strongest natural-born Mind Manipulator in decades? Why does she believe every word she says, yet her actions demonstrate a lack of self-confidence?” 
 
    “I don’t know…I hadn’t thought about it, but that is really weird,” Tals agreed as I studied Gracia through a different lens. 
 
    “I’ve been trained to withstand torture,” Gracia offered. The lie was merely to break the silence, which was raising her blood pressure with each passing second. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow but said nothing. 
 
    “Someone’s altered her mind I think,” Tals sent. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘altered’?” I replied. 
 
    Indignation floated from the bathtub like smoke from a cauldron, and Gracia’s thoughts projected loudly. 
 
    “My name is Natalia Lyons. My parents were Katerina and Francis Lyons. My parents were traitors. My parents were executed. My name is Natalia Lyons….” 
 
    I covered the distance between Tals and me in three long strides. Though I started to put my arms around her, I decided against it. Instead, I settled for resting my hand on her shoulder. Posture rigid, Tals relaxed slightly under my touch. 
 
    “My name is Natalia Lyons. I went to the McDonough School for the Talented. I am a Mind Manipulator with telekinetic capabilities. My name is Natalia Lyons….” 
 
    Tals was so still, I worried she might crumble if I squeezed her. Hearing her parents’ names spoken in the mind of a doppelganger was freaky as hell for me. It had to be exponentially worse for my girlfriend. Tentatively, I reached for her mind. What really bothered Talia was the spin on the Lyons’ deaths—Katerina and Francis Lyons had not been traitors, nor had they been “executed.” 
 
    TOXIC had murdered Tals’ parents. 
 
    Why is Tals’ clone programmed with alternative history? I wondered. For whose benefit? 
 
    Gracia didn’t have any natural talents, at least not that I could feel. Without those, the clone was likely an expendable cog in the overall machine of the Privileged. So why had someone uploaded lies to Gracia’s mind? 
 
    “What are the Privileged?” Tals asked. Her expressionless tone should’ve made the sweat on Gracia’s forehead freeze, but the girl was preoccupied with the thought loop in her head and barely seemed to notice. 
 
    My name is Natalia Lyons. I was a Hunter for TOXIC. I betrayed my adoptive family. I know it was a mistake. My name is Natalia Lyons…. 
 
    “Who are the Privileged?” Tals repeated, narrowing her gaze while keeping her tone flat. 
 
    My name is Natalia Lyons. My parents were traitors. My name is Natalia Lyons…. 
 
    “Who is in charge of the Privileged?” Tals tried. 
 
    My name is Natalia Lyons. My name is Natalia Lyons. The Dame is…. Gracia’s train of thought stopped abruptly.  
 
    “The Dame?” I sent to Tals. “Mean anything to you?” 
 
    She didn’t respond right away, but a name popped inside my head: Gretchen. Deep down, Tals and I had both suspected Danbury’s wife might be involved since learning of the Privileged. It was the only answer that made sense. Nightshade’s client wasn’t a new player; the game they were playing was too advanced. The puppet master had to be an old player with a score to settle. 
 
    Gracia’s awkward yet triumphant laughter drew my attention back to her. 
 
    “People worship you because your powers are supposedly so incredible,” the girl said with loud, forced mirth. “And yet, you can’t even read my thoughts. You two are frauds.” Gracia’s violet eyes fixed on Talia. 
 
     For the first time, I felt a trickle of my girlfriend in the doppelganger. 
 
    “The Dame promised me that I would be you, only better,” Gracia continued. “I’ll admit, I had my doubts at first. With all I’ve read on transference, the best result one can hope for is that the recipient is as strong as her source. But it seems I am the exception to the rule. I am stronger than you.” She concluded the villainous speech with a challenging look, as if daring us to prove her wrong. 
 
    I stepped in front of my girlfriend and angled my body so that Gracia didn’t have a clear view of her. Some of the smugness disappeared when Gracia’s gaze transferred to me, replaced by a softer expression that made my stomach queasy. 
 
    Gracia had Talia’s memories, or a good number of them. When she looked at me, some of those memories flashed in her mind. I felt Tals stiffen behind me. The air around us stirred. 
 
    “Easy, Tals. She’s doing this on purpose,” I sent. 
 
    “I know,” she snapped back. “That’s the problem, she’s just doing it to piss me off. If she couldn’t help her feelings for you, I might actually feel bad for her.” 
 
    Honestly, I was pretty sure Gracia really couldn’t help her feelings. I did sort of feel badly for her. To an extent. Not because she’d been programmed to love a guy she would never have, but because her only value to the Dame was her appearance. Once the Dame no longer needed a Talia lookalike, Gracia would no longer have a purpose. 
 
    “Who is the Dame?” I asked. Enunciating each word, I laced the question with a hint of influence. 
 
    The interrogation wasn’t moving along as quickly as I’d hoped, and I no longer cared as much about gauging Gracia’s abilities and treading carefully. I wanted this over and done with. I wanted to lock her away where I’d never have to look at Tal’s doppelganger again. 
 
    Gracia’s smile was meant to be coy, as though she had a secret. Like most every other facial expression, she just couldn’t quite pull off Tals’ haughtiness. 
 
    “The Dame is the leader of the Privileged,” she said softly. “She is a brilliant woman with an inspired vision of the future.” The words came forth quickly, like she’d repeated them multiple times. 
 
    “An inspired vision of the future? That’s not how I’d put it,” I sent to my girlfriend. 
 
    “Me neither. But I’m sure those unstable enough—or brainwashed enough—to follow her think so,” Tals replied. “Remember what Mac did to the TOXIC soldiers? To Kenly? How he brainwashed them into following him?” 
 
    Of course, I remembered. It was the reason Kenly had attacked Talia. Why I’d nearly killed Kenly. I also remembered how Mac had injected trackers in his TOXIC operatives. The thought made my stomach drop with a leaden realization. What if Gracia’s handlers already knew where she was? How long before they showed up? We needed to finish the interrogation and ship Gracia far from the McDonough School. 
 
    “The Dame studied you, studied all of the Talented,” the clone continued. “She learned your weaknesses and decided where improvements could be made. She chose the perfect candidates for the future generation. We are stronger than Talented. We are more powerful than Talented. We are better than Talented.” 
 
    “Brainwashed,” I agreed with Tals. “Definitely brainwashed.” 
 
    Unfortunately, there was truth in Gracia’s words. I felt it. If I were a megalomaniac, I would’ve done the same thing—convince all my minions of their superiority. Every natural-born Talent had weaknesses, if only that many of us relied on our abilities and couldn’t do much without them. If I made a drug that gave people abilities, I would definitely tweak the formula to account for those weaknesses. 
 
    Gracia’s smirk grew impossible larger. “I could break these restraints and kill you before you even say her name.” 
 
    Violet eyes flicked over my shoulder to where Talia stood as the doppelganger rattled the cuffs around her wrists. My insides twisted in anger, but my face remained passive.  
 
    “Do it,” Tals said coldly, the challenge plain in her voice. 
 
    “Easy,” I warned. “She’s finally talking.” 
 
    Talia had never been a fan of the conversational approach; I knew she wanted to pound the answers out of Gracia and be done with it. Answers given under duress were notoriously unreliable though, and we both knew it. Only that fact had stopped her from using the primitive interrogation means, but my girlfriend was running out of patience with Gracia’s bullshit. 
 
    As if demonstrating my point, Tals made a guttural noise that sounded like a growl. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a flash of bared teeth. 
 
    Gracia tried to hide the strain it took, but breaking the cuffs required more telekinetic energy than she’d anticipated. Almost more power than she possessed. Talia took advantage of the weakness. 
 
    Tals sliced through the bonds with one quick thought. When they broke, Gracia’s shoulders sprang apart and she toppled forward, hitting her forehead on the side of the tub before she could catch herself. Next, Tals broke apart the shackles on Gracia’s ankles. 
 
    Shit. It was a no-holds-barred challenge. 
 
    “Come on, Gracia,” Talia taunted. “If you’re such a badass, let’s see it.” 
 
   


  
 




Chapter Three 
 
    Cressa 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cressa shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her mind racing as she stared at the beautiful blonde woman framed in a doorway. What were the chances that Kev Leon’s plan to escape the Institute would’ve led them to the Dame herself? 
 
    “I know you,” Cressa Karmine whispered, staring. 
 
    “Gretchen McDonough.” Kev’s tone left no room for doubt. “You’re Danbury McDonough’s wife, the guy who founded TOXIC.” 
 
    “And you’re Kev Leon, the actor,” Gretchen said with an approving nod, her blue eyes sparkling. 
 
    Cressa’s eyes darted around the room, landing anywhere but on the Dame. It was like a magnetic pull drew her attention back to the woman each time. Something deep within screamed for Cressa to run. Her gaze moved to the life-sized paintings on one wall. The last two were covered with thick tarps, but the visible ones were formal portraits. Two guys and a girl looked down from their respective frames with bright blue eyes, their matching dirty-blond hair gleaming. The first one looked vaguely familiar, like she’d seen the boy in an old vid or something. The other two—a slim girl with long waves in her hair and a gangly guy around Cressa’s age—were people she’d never seen before. 
 
    As she stared without really looking, it felt like Cressa was in a trance. Her brain was muddled by the warring emotions inside. Gretchen cleared her throat, and the sound broke through Cressa’s reverie. 
 
    Hand clenched into a fist, she spoke without thinking. “Are you going to kill us?” Cressa’s gaze jumped to the woman who held all the cards, hoping for honesty. 
 
    The Dame’s expression turned serious, the smile she wore no longer touching her eyes. 
 
    “Why on earth would I do such a thing?” Gretchen demanded. 
 
    Kev wrapped an arm around Cressa’s waist, pulling her close and making her feel more grounded. After a reassuring squeeze to her, he narrowed his eyes and glared at the Dame. 
 
    “Your reputation proceeds you,” Kev challenged. 
 
    Gretchen’s hand flew to her chest, though her mouth quirked at the corners as if hiding amusement. “Of all people, I am sure you know exactly how biased news outlets these days are, Mr. Leon. Reporters twist facts to the point they become fiction.” Gretchen’s attention was solely on Cressa when she added, “You must not believe all you see on a wallscreen.” 
 
    The Dame’s words barely registered as a realization fell over Cressa. Gretchen McDonough. She’d just seen the same last name. She had also just seen an image of the boy from the first portrait, whose chiseled features hadn’t quite registered within her brain. In medical, when she and Kev had passed the clone chambers, there was a boy going through the transformation process to become a clone of someone named Donavon McDonough. Was Donavon the Dame’s son? The formal portrait in Gretchen’s bedroom seemed to confirm it. Was she truly cloning her own son? 
 
    “Why?” Cressa pursed her lips, wishing she could suck the word back in. She hadn’t meant to voice her question. Would the Dame punish her for speaking out of turn, particularly when her inquiry was so personal for the Dame? 
 
    “Why the Privileged?” Gretchen supplied. Cressa nearly sagged with relief but didn’t want to make the Dame suspicious. 
 
    “Did you know that UNITED murdered my husband, Danbury?” Gretchen didn’t wait for an answer. “They did. Do you know why?” Again, the question was rhetorical. “UNITED murdered Danbury because he was trying to save us all, the entire Talented species.” 
 
    When she spoke of her husband, the Dame’s words were flat, and her expression betrayed no emotion. 
 
    It must be too hard for her, Cressa thought. She couldn’t imagine losing her family, it would be devastating. She only hoped if the unthinkable did occur that she would be as strong as the Dame. 
 
    “Our race is a dying breed,” Gretchen continued softly, folding her hands at her waist. “Each year, fewer and fewer children are born talented. And many of the lucky ones who possess talents have very little power.” Her gaze landed squarely on Kev and Cressa, a keen gleam in her eyes. “But the world needs the Talented, they need the Privileged. Did you know that since the Great Contamination, we have had less war? Violence around the globe has been reduced drastically. That is because of those of us with powers, with gifts. We are the peacekeepers.” Gretchen shook her head, her smile almost wistful. “Danbury understood that. He understood the global crisis we would face if the Talented died out. Together, we found a solution: Make more Talents. We began gifting worthy children in the States with abilities beyond anything they could’ve imagined. 
 
    “But UNITED did not want us making more Talented. They want us to die out. UNITED purports to protect the Talented. In reality, their only objective is to make sure our kind is eradicated. 
 
    “My husband and I always knew it would come to war with UNITED, but the war came sooner than anticipated. Our forces were not ready. After UNITED murdered Danbury, it was no longer safe for me or the poor souls at our American institutions.” 
 
    Gretchen paused to smile, and Cressa felt as though someone had wrapped her in a blanket of sunshine. 
 
    “With the help of my most trusted allies, I smuggled those gifted children here, to France,” the Dame continued. “I wanted to make a home for them. A home where they were valued, where they were appreciated and looked after.” 
 
    The leader of the Privileged radiated warmth, her ice-blue eyes crinkling at the corners with a kind smile. Cressa found herself considering the words. Had the news really twisted the story that much? Did UNITED really want the Talented to die out? Cressa knew one thing for sure: UNITED had killed Danbury McDonough. Even the media had reported his death sentence and subsequent execution. And what Gretchen had done for the cadets at the American institutes, bringing them to France and giving them a home, didn’t sound like the acts of an evil dictator. 
 
    Did Cressa have it all wrong? Was Gretchen truly a benevolent benefactor? Cressa couldn’t help but wonder if indeed the Dame was simply offering a shelter for those who were cast out. They were chosen to join her family, to become Privileged. 
 
    The frog ponds. The thought flit through Cressa’s mind, and she forced herself to recall the electric cages where dismissed cadets were held. They’d looked like tortured souls, not sheltered refugees. A wave of heat engulfed Cressa, wiping the image from her mind. 
 
    Kev stiffened beside her, though the Dame didn’t seem to notice. Her focus was on Cressa alone as she continued. 
 
    “My husband’s murder was tragic, but his vision for the future did not die with him. I will rebuild the world in tribute to Danbury.” Gretchen held out her arms, gesturing to both Cressa and Kev. “The two of you are key parts to ensuring a world safe for those with talents, a world at peace,” she continued. “Our enemies are biased against those not born with gifts, and they want to kill each and every Privileged. I cannot stop them without you. Both of you, together.” She gestured down, and Cressa followed her gaze to where her hand was still laced with Kev’s. 
 
    I’m holding hands with Kev Leon, how did I get to be so lucky? Cressa wondered. 
 
    “Are you going to lock us in cages? Torture us?” Kev stammered. His grip on Cressa’s fingers curled tighter, until Kev’s knuckles paled. “Are we going to become test subjects?” 
 
    Gretchen looked genuinely aghast. “Of course not. You are the reason for everything,” she replied. “Come, I will show you the world we are creating.” 
 
    She turned and disappeared through the recessed doorway she’d appeared from. Cressa stole a look at Kev, wondering what kind of game the Dame was playing. After the demonstrations with the students found in the tunnels, were they marching to the same fate? 
 
    “Do you really think we should follow her?” Cressa hissed. 
 
    Kev glanced behind them, to the tunnel entrance. “There’s not a way out back there. I’m not sure we have much ch—” 
 
    Gretchen peeked out from the doorway. “Come along,” she pressed, gesturing them forward. “There is nothing to fear.” 
 
    Gently squeezing Kev’s hand, Cressa followed the Dame. Shuffling along, Kev stayed half a step ahead, his body partially shielding her. Through the opening lay another door that slid open. Beyond, soft light shone brightly. It took Cressa’s eyes a minute to adjust as she entered an enormous space with vaulted ceilings. 
 
    The white walls were lined with vertical notches, the blue glowing light emanating from behind each. There were no needles, no labs or test dummies, no nightmarish experiments. Instead, plush white armchairs and sofas were arranged around the periphery of a smooth, circular floor panel. A clear control box sat beside one of the chairs, and Gretchen settled in there. Cressa followed and sat on a wide couch, pulling Kev down beside her. His posture was rigid, his eyes darting around as if there might be threats lurking in the non-existent shadows. 
 
    A door opposite the one they’d used slid open, and Sir Tate appeared. Another man followed, holding a tray with a proper china teapot and matching teacups. As he set up the tea service on a low table, Gretchen tapped on the controls. The panels on the floor flickered to life, and a holographic image appeared. 
 
    The scene showed tranquil, turquoise waters. The sight of gentle waves brought a sense of peace to Cressa.  The Dame wasn’t doing wild, evil things, she was just relaxing. At least, in this room. Cressa sneaked a glance at the Dame, wondering when the nefarious acts would begin. The older woman was pouring tea and arranging small cookies on plates. She looked utterly benign, like someone’s grandmother. 
 
    When they’d been served, Gretchen turned back to the hologram’s controls. With several swipes, the scene zoomed in. What had looked like a small mark on the video feed grew larger, and the small dark apostrophe became a cluster of islands. 
 
    “Do you know what this is? Where this is?” the Dame asked, picking up her teacup and blowing gently to cool it. 
 
    Kev and Cressa both shook their heads. Cressa lifted her saucer but didn’t sample the drink. If it was poisoned, the Dame would have to be the first to keel. 
 
    “It is the Isle of Exile,” Gretchen explained. She took a sip of tea, Cressa watching her closely. “This is where UNITED is headquartered, where our enemies are based. They’ve condemned the world to an open hunting season on Talents, Created, and Privileged alike, unless they accept lifetime exile from society. It is these people,” Gretchen gestured to the screen, “who decided humans shouldn’t have to coexist with those of us who are special. They’ve voted to kill countless of our kind, some from our own ranks. This is scheduled to happen immediately. Today.” 
 
    Gretchen set down her drink and turned to face Kev and Cressa. “We need to save them,” she insisted. “We have to help. These poor souls are locked in steel cages simply for being extraordinary. This is mass murder, and I cannot abide these crimes.” 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, Cressa nodded. “It’s not right,” she agreed. 
 
    Everything the Dame said sounded good. It sounded right. The Privileged weren’t the bad guys at all; they were the heroes who’d save the day. 
 
    “What can we do?” Cressa asked. She felt strong and sure of herself. Cressa settled back into the plush couch, her side was still pressed against Kev’s. That felt right, too. Fingers fidgeting, Kev let out a long breath. 
 
    “What part do we play?” he asked. 
 
    “Right now, I simply need your allegiance to the cause,” the Dame answered. “I’ve already launched a rescue mission for the Talents and Createds who are on Vault and in containment.” Gretchen’s finger flew over the control as the video feed zoomed in further. “We are going to watch our rescue team in action.” 
 
    With the new view, Cressa could see people moving atop the islands. Though only a few were visible when the hologram first zoomed, what looked like rows of marching ants began streaming across two of the islands. The Dame frowned as a row of shore pods launched from one side of the biggest island, departing in quick succession. 
 
    “Are those the people we are saving?” Cressa asked. It seemed the mission was already underway, and it was going well. 
 
    Kev elbowed Cressa in her side and shot a warning look. When he tipped his head toward the Dame, Cressa followed his gaze. Though the pleasant facade was still firmly in place, Gretchen’s lips had drawn into a grimace. The hand that had been laying gracefully on the arm of Gretchen’s chair was grasping the fabric so tightly, it seemed her crimson nails would puncture the surface. 
 
    “Those are the people who want to kill you,” Gretchen said tightly. “They’re the ones holding our brethren hostage.” 
 
    Sir Tate dropped his china cookie plate with a clatter and leapt to his feet. “What is happening?” he asked, his voice razor sharp. He strode up to the three-dimensional images, until he was practically standing within them. 
 
    “UNITED appears to be leaving.” Gretchen tore her eyes from the wallscreen and glared at her second-in-command. “They appear to be evacuating. How long until our teams arrive?” 
 
    Though the Dame spoke slowly and evenly, her hawkish stare didn’t match the calm tone. With measured steps, she joined Tate at the edge of the hologram. 
 
    “Ninety seconds until craft one is in range.” Tate’s eyes kept darting back to the fleeing pods as he checked the comm on his wrist. 
 
    A stir of unease flit through Cressa. With their eyes fixed firmly on the Isle’s feed, Cressa took the opportunity to lock eyes with Kev. A wave of calm engulfed her, his eyes reassuring. Kev took her hand again and offered a small smile. 
 
    “Why didn’t they kill us?” Cressa whispered. 
 
    Kev’s gaze flit to the Dame and Tate. “They must need us.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “That’s the question,” he breathed. Kev’s eyes grew larger, then he pressed his thumb into the back of her hand. “Don’t let them break you. It’s not real, it will end.” 
 
    Cressa had no idea what he meant, but the room’s comm speaker crackled to life before she could ask. 
 
    “Baseline, this is Fado in Craft One. Waiting for orders to proceed.” 
 
    The model still showed people scurrying across the surfaces below. Cressa held her breath, hoping they would hurry to safety. Even if they were bad guys, Cressa knew what nightmarish fates were in store if caught by the Dame. She didn’t wish the electric containment cages and dead-eyed stares on anyone. 
 
    As more pods were launched from the islands, a gentle wave carried them quickly out to the open sea. 
 
    Gretchen answered in a tight voice. “Officer Fado, proceed with Maneuver Pattern C.” 
 
    “Commencing now,” the Privileged agent called through the speakers. 
 
    An eerie silence fell over the room, followed by a visual symphony of destruction. Hover-armory descended in a complete circle around the islands on the screen. Winged creatures emerged and jumped from the hovers. Though she’d never seen anything like it, Cressa knew she shouldn’t be surprised that the Dame had come up with new warfare tactics. Their white suits glistening in the sun, the Privileged agents hurled nano bombs onto the islands that burst into fireballs upon impact. 
 
    The structures seemed to sway in the water. Towering waves appeared off the sides of the areas most targeted, nearly reaching the Privileged craft above. In several places, the waves extinguished the flames. 
 
    “Proceed with Operation Ranks when able,” Gretchen commanded. Several minutes passed as the largest flames lost intensity. When spaces were cleared, hovers and the winged agents landed. 
 
    “Switch to Officer Fado operative visuals,” Tate ordered. 
 
    A first-person view from inside a hover replaced the aerial feed in the center of the room. The holographic scene playing out in the Dame’s lair was too real, and Cressa curled into the corner of the couch. With flames lapping dangerously close, Fado exited the craft and ran across a flat, gray surface. A burst of fire fell directly in his path, but the agent simply ran through the blaze. Cressa gasped. Fado and the others were obviously risking their lives to free the wrongly imprisoned talents. Luckily, the rest of his path was clear and open as he led a team to a covered walkway. Wide steps descended beneath the island’s surface, the hologram spinning in the Dame’s control room as Fado spiraled below. 
 
    “Vault surface breach is clean, no hostiles encountered,” the officer announced. Cressa had to close her eyes to keep from becoming dizzy at the movement on the screen. 
 
    Gretchen leaned forward. “Proceed with Operation Ranks.” 
 
    After another level down and two turns, Fado entered a room with a wide control screen. In the Dame’s sitting room, the scene split into a dozen different flat feeds playing out.  Rows of prison cells were shown on each. Two Privileged operatives moved into place at the end of every hallway, a delayed effect as the agents reached the lower levels. Other than the white-suited Privileged, the wide aisles were empty. 
 
    When the sentries were in place, Fado’s voice returned through the speakers. 
 
    “Commencing broadcast in 3, 2, 1.” 
 
    “Hello, residents of Vault.” Gretchen’s prerecorded voice boomed through the speakers and echoed in the video background simultaneously. “I am Madame de Glace, leader of the Privileged. I am here to set you free from United’s chains.” 
 
    Banging sounds reverberated from the feeds. 
 
    “All that I ask in return,” the Dame’s recording continued, “is that you join our ranks to fight back against the powers that put you in those cells. They have voted to kill you all. The Coexistence Treaty has been overturned, and you are all scheduled for execution.” 
 
    There was a long pause, likely to allow the Dame’s words to soak in with those listening. 
 
    “Will you join our ranks?” her voice posited. “Will you fight back against the corrupt and forge your own paths? Those who join us will be freed immediately, choose wisely.” 
 
    Cressa watched Gretchen’s face as the message was delivered. The Dame’s blue eyes sparkled, a wide grin stretched across her features. Should she really be happy that they’d just killed all those people caught on the surfaces of the islands? 
 
    Stop doubting, Cressa chastised herself. She’s freeing innocent people. People that UNITED locked up just for being like me. Even as the thought traversed her mind, a leaden feeling weighed in Cressa’s gut. 
 
    Gretchen spread her arms wide, basking in the scene. 
 
    “Open the doors,” she ordered. “All of them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Talia leveled Gracia with a look that would’ve melted most people. 
 
    “Is that what you want?” my girlfriend pressed. “You want me to show you exactly what the Dame couldn’t deliver?” 
 
    The doppelganger hesitated. Fear that she hated feeling spiked inside her. Tals felt it too, prompting her to offer Gracia an option that didn’t involve feeling like her skull was being crushed. 
 
    “Or, you can do this the easy way and just tell me who the Dame is,” Talia continued in an even tone. “Her name would be a good start.” 
 
    Confusion flickered in the clone’s eyes. A quick read of her emotions revealed that she didn’t understand the question; Gracia thought she’d already proudly told us who was in charge. It seemed she only knew the Privileged leader as the Dame and only addressed her as ma’am. 
 
    “Let’s try another one,” Tals said, shaking her head. She’d noticed the same confusion from Gracia. “Did you know about the attack on the Isle of Exile before it began?” 
 
    Gracia’s thoughts reverted to the static of the mental chant, her purple eyes staring vacantly. My name is Talia Lyons… 
 
    Even as she thought the name, her emotions were tinged with only a hint of jealousy. Oddly, there was very little hatred for Talia swimming amongst the other feelings. I couldn’t determine the reason for the anomaly without delving deeper into her head, and I wasn’t quite ready to take that plunge just yet. 
 
    “You did know,” I declared, answering for Gracia with faux confidence. In a last-ditch effort to avoid the minefields of an unknown mind, I decided to appeal to a baser instinct: pride. 
 
    “You knew about the attack, you must have,” I insisted. “You’re important to the Dame.”  
 
    Just not as important as you think you are, I added silently. 
 
    “As Talia’s clone, you must know what the Dame wants with her.” 
 
    After offering the challenge, I watched Gracia closely, curious what her next move would be. Talia was doing the same, her head cocked slightly to one side. 
 
    The restraints hadn’t been secured for several minutes now; Gracia could have already darted for an exit or launched an attack on one of us. Instead, the doppelgänger huddled in one end of the tub. She ran her fingertips over the red marks the ropes had emblazoned on her wrists and stared back at me. Her chest puffed some, reiterating what I already knew: Gracia craved the Dame’s attention and adoration. She also thought she was more essential to the leader than she could possibly be. 
 
    We’d barely broken a sweat while capturing Gracia. Anyone who was important to the Privileged would’ve had Nightshade agents as guards. 
 
    “What does the Dame want with Talia?” I asked, my voice silky smooth. 
 
    Gracia struggled against the compulsion but conceded eventually. “She wants Talia’s blood.” 
 
    “We already knew that,” Tals sent, annoyed. “I’m going inside her head. We can’t wait any longer.” 
 
    “No. Not yet,” I replied hurriedly. If one of us was going into Gracia’s mind, it would be me. Talia was too valuable to risk. I had a niggling feeling that delving into Gracia’s gray matter was exactly what the Dame wanted. She would’ve planned for Talia to dive in, and I refused to play into her hand. 
 
    “What else does she want you for?” I demanded of Gracia. “The Dame wouldn’t have bothered making a weird clone thing if she just wanted to kidnap Talia. She needs you impersonating her for some reason. What is it?” 
 
    Gracia’s mind registered the same confusion she’d felt when I asked the Dame’s real name. She’d never considered there was more to the plan, nor that the Privileged’s leader hadn’t shared all her intentions with Gracia. 
 
    Nevertheless, brainwashed or not, a part of Gracia understood that I was right. The Dame wanted my girlfriend for more than her blood, and Gracia was clueless about her true purpose. 
 
    From Talia’s belt, the kitchen communicator sounded. The device was in her hand by the next ring. 
 
    “Your father,” she sent me, handing over the communicator. 
 
    My father’s harried face appeared in holographic form when I punched the button to answer. Turning, I shielded his view from our captive in the bathtub.  
 
    “Where are you?” I asked without preamble. 
 
    Gracia and Tals unmistakably had one thing in common—neither wasted an opportunity. My father’s call was the distraction Gracia had been waiting for, the one she’d needed. The clone sent a wave of telekinetic power at us. It was meant to throw Tals and I backward, but my girlfriend was faster than Gracia could ever hope to be. Whatever Talia did, there was an explosion that rained sparks from the ceiling. With one hard look from my girlfriend, Gracia’s scream died on her lips. She cowered in the tub, her arms protectively cradled around her head. 
 
    “What the hell is going on there?” my father demanded. 
 
    My gaze traveled to the girl huddled in the tub, and I felt a smirk curl my lips. Talia didn’t look the least bit winded by her defensive move. Hands propped on her hips, she was practically challenging the captive. My girlfriend was incredible. 
 
     “A minor inconvenience,” I replied to my father. “Very minor. Are you en route?” 
 
    “We will arrive in less than twenty minutes,” my father replied, glancing behind him. 
 
    “How’s Alex?” I asked, my brow furrowing. 
 
    “Frightened but hanging in there,” Dad said with small smile. “He’s tough, just like you.” 
 
    Beside me, some of Tals’ anger was doused by a wave of relief from my father’s words. 
 
    “Be careful,” I said, not wanting to add to the radio chatter. Someone might be listening, and it was better to keep our messages to the necessities. 
 
    “We’ll see you soon,” I added. 
 
    “Be careful, son.” My dad wore his serious face, and I felt like a child under his gaze. 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” I promised. 
 
    “See that you do.” With that, my father disconnected. 
 
    “Twenty minutes ‘til they’re here,” I sent to Tals. “Twenty minutes to break Gracia.” 
 
    “I don’t want Alex in the same house with her,” Talia reiterated. 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    I inhaled deeply and turned to my girlfriend. “We’re out of time. I’m going into her brain.” 
 
    Tals shook her head vehemently. “I’m more experienced with psychological interrogations. You don’t know what you’re doing in there, Erik. There’s less risk for me,” she argued. 
 
    My girlfriend had a point, but I still wasn’t willing to chance it. Unfortunately, Tals played her trump card. 
 
    “We don’t have enough time for you to try if you can’t get the info,” she pressed. “I can get in, get answers, and extract myself much faster than you’d be able to.” 
 
    “Okay,” I relented when I could find no argument to combat hers. “Just get her to answer your questions. Don’t go searching for yourself, I don’t trust her.” 
 
    Tals didn’t need to be told twice. Even as she sent me vibes of agreement, Talia advanced on Gracia. The doppelgänger tried to match the intensity of my girlfriend’s stare and couldn’t manage the feat. 
 
    Kneeling, Talia wrapped her fingers around the edge of the tub and leaned forward. 
 
    “What is your name?” she asked. Talia’s voice was so low, I could barely hear her. 
 
    My girlfriend had enough experience with Mind Manipulation to start simple. Talia wanted so badly to tear the doppelganger’s mind to shreds that the feeling was palpably present in the air. Her restraint was as clear as the Mediterranean Sea, and a surge of pride rushed through me. 
 
    Lips twitching erratically, Gracia attempted to fight Talia’s compulsion. The thing was, Talia wasn’t using much force behind her questions, not by a long shot. Her words were laced with just enough suggestion that most people would have complied. Gracia, seeming to have some of the same abilities as Talia, should have been able to resist. And yet…. 
 
    “Gracia Beaumont,” the girl answered through clenched teeth. 
 
    “How old are you, Gracia?” Talia asked. 
 
    I inched closer, worried that my girlfriend was close to a feral form of power. 
 
    “Nineteen,” Gracia sputtered. 
 
    Her hand started for her mouth, as though to cover her lips and prevent more words from slipping through. Tals slammed Gracia’s arm down and pinned it in place. The cuffs may have been gone, but Gracia was still incapacitated. 
 
    My girlfriend squinted and cocked her head to one side. My mind was open to Talia, so I read the single name from her thoughts—the name Gracia was trying not to think. 
 
    “Who is Daphne?” Talia asked. A thrill ran through me; we were finally getting somewhere. 
 
    Gracia shook her head vehemently. Even as her head lolled erratically on her neck, the clone’s body began spasming. Despite agreeing with Talia that she should handle it, I widened my mental net to include the Privileged girl. 
 
    Gracia’s mind was a freaky place right then. Warring emotions within her were causing physical pain. It was almost as though she was programmed not to speak about certain things to her own physical peril. 
 
    “Don’t press,” I sent Talia. “At least not yet. It’s not her own will keeping her quiet.” 
 
    Talia shot me a flippant look but hesitated. 
 
    “You might break her,” I pressed. “You were right, her mind has definitely been altered.” 
 
    Talia gave one quick nod in response, the only indication that my words has made an impact. 
 
    “Daphne is your sister?” Tals asked, connecting spots in Gracia’s mind to form an answer. “She’s Created, too?” 
 
    Gracia stilled. Tears poured down her cheeks, and she averted her violet eyes. 
 
    “We are the chosen ones,” the girl repeated. “The Privileged ones selected by the Dame to become the world’s elite leaders.” Her voice was barely above a whisper and nearly unintelligible. Still refusing to look at us, Gracia hissed, “I’m Privileged. Not Created.” 
 
    What’s the difference? I wondered. But I didn’t pose the ask out loud. 
 
    More tears streamed down a face that looked so much like the one I loved. Somehow. Gracia still wasn’t scared. She was upset. 
 
    Mostly, the doppelgänger was upset by her own epic failure to stand against us. Tals hadn’t even come close to using her full strength, and Gracia was finally realizing that she was no match for the girl she was supposed to be. 
 
    Now that information was falling unwillingly from the doppelganger’s lips, I allowed myself to hope that a full-on invasion wouldn’t be necessary. Tals was only asking these questions, to familiarize herself with Gracia’s brain patterns, but compulsion was proving effective. My hope was both premature and naïve; the stuff Gracia knew was buried deep in her mind. Deep down, I knew that. We’d have to dig. And I should be the one to do it. 
 
    “Where’s Daphne now?” Tals asked. 
 
    When Gracia didn’t respond, Tals increased the levels of compulsion and repeated the question.  
 
    “The Institute,” Gracia wheezed, her chest rising and falling too fast. Again, she was fighting Talia’s manipulation, but it wasn’t her will. 
 
    “Where’s the Institute?” Tals pressed. 
 
    It took everything Gracia had to fend off Talia. Her all wasn’t enough. The answer popped from her pursed lips at the same time it came to me. 
 
    “France.” 
 
    Tals wasn’t surprised. Well, she was. Briefly. More accurately, it was like a puzzle piece finally fell into place and suddenly made sense from a completely different viewpoint. Oddly, that was precisely how I felt, but for a very different reason. 
 
    After Talia escaped the island of Vault, witnesses claimed to have seen her and Anya in Nice, France. Once I did a little investigating, it became clear the girl with Anya wasn’t my girlfriend. It was someone who looked just like her. And once I encountered Gracia, the situation in Nice made a lot more sense. With the final peace rally in London, and Tals likely headed there, I’d headed to England. Victoria had sent a team to look into things in France further. UNITED lost contact with the team. It included a friend of ours, Cadence Choi, and the concern for them was a constant concern in my mind. Just not at the forefront. 
 
    Focus on what you can control at the moment, I coached myself. Gracia is the key to figuring it all out. 
 
    “Where in France?” I demanded, pushing hard for the answer. 
 
    It was either too much compulsion or the wrong question. Gracia’s eyes bugged and her lips parted. It was like her tongue was stuck inside her mouth. She gagged several times, as though vomit would be spewing at any moment. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore aloud. 
 
    “I think you broke her,” Tals said, staring wonderingly at her doppelganger. 
 
    “Shit,” I repeated and ran a hand through my hair. “Permanently?” 
 
    Tals used a fair amount of mental energy trying to assess the damage to Gracia’s mind. After a minute she exhaled slowly and met my expectant gaze. “No. I don’t think so, anyway. But if we want more info out of her, we have to go into her head.” 
 
    I sighed. “No. Not ‘we’, me. I’m doing it.” 
 
    Talia straightened, ready for an argument. “I’m the stronger manipulator. It should be me,” she sent emphatically. 
 
    For a moment I wondered if she was going to turn her talents on me. It wouldn’t be the first time. Luckily, my girlfriend wasn’t that desperate quite yet. 
 
    “I can do this, Tals,” I replied. Placing a hand on her arm, I squeezed gently. “You…you don’t understand the cost.” 
 
    In typical fashion, she rolled her eyes. “I don’t know the cost? Are you serious? I’ve done a psychic interrogation, you haven’t. Believe me, I know that I’m about to give up a piece of my soul I can never get back.” 
 
    “Answer one question first,” I insisted. “If it comes to it, can you kill a girl whose face you see in the mirror every day?” 
 
    Tals hesitated. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. “Can you kill a girl with the face of someone you love?” 
 
    “She isn’t you.” My answer was automatic, and it was true. I knew Gracia was not my girlfriend. When I looked at her, I did see something like Tals. But Gracia didn’t feel like the girl I’d held in my arms, the girl I planned to spend the rest of my life with—however long that turned out to be. 
 
    Finally, Talia relented and stepped back, gesturing for me to go ahead. 
 
    “Keep her calm,” I sent. 
 
    Tals nodded as I focused. Sensing a shift, Gracia shrank away. Or, she tried to. Tals still had her hands pinned. I closed my eyes and connected my mind with Gracia’s. Starting with the surface, I sifted through the first level of memory and thought. 
 
    “My name is Natalia Lyons. My parents are both dead, killed because they were traitors to our cause. My name is Natalia Lyons. I went to the McDonough School for the Talented. My name is Natalia Lyons. I was a Hunter for TOXIC. My name is Natalia Lyons. My boyfriend is Erik Kelley. My name is Natalia Lyons….” 
 
    It was hard for me to hear. Even harder for Tals, who was tuned in via our own connection. The rage that built inside of her, swift and all-consuming, at the mention of her parents made me stagger. I reached for the tub to steady myself. 
 
    “This is why I wanted to do this, Tals. That fake version of me? He had similar thoughts.” 
 
    “What? Am I not supposed to listen either?” she demanded. A mirrored v-screen over the sink shattered. 
 
    “Tals. Please. Not now. Just keep Gracia calm. Please,” I sent, teeth gritted and sweat already dotted along my hairline. 
 
    I wanted to suggest that she leave, go check on Kenly or Emma. But I wasn’t stupid. My girlfriend would have bitten off her own tongue before she’d leave that bathroom. 
 
    “Fine,” she said aloud, though something told me I was going to pay for this later. 
 
    It looked as though Tals wanted to say more, like maybe she was going to refuse to calm Gracia while I continued rifling through the girl’s brain. Even stewing in her anger and hatred, she knew the gesture wasn’t for Gracia’s benefit but mine. It would be much easier to find information if Gracia was at ease. 
 
    When I turned my full attention to Gracia again, her wide-eyes became glassy and unfocused. Her pinched face smoothed instantly. In her head, Gracia was still playing her broken record of Talia’s life. I dug deeper, to the first level below the surface. Gracia winced, though her discomfort lasted for less than a second. 
 
    She was in a classroom, keeping watch as girls and boys of all ages practiced using light manipulation. One girl managed to make her entire arm invisible, but few others had much success. Gracia didn’t think very highly of her charges. They were all beneath her, in Gracia’s humble opinion anyhow. 
 
    In another memory, Gracia was alone in a room, staring through a window at a guy around our ages. While she watched him through the panel, it was evident he couldn’t see her. The guy was scared but trying to remain tough in the face of the unknown. 
 
    In the surface of the glass, I could see part of Gracia’s reflection. Her real face. 
 
    The nose was longer and thinner than Talia’s. The eyes were rounder and farther apart. Still, though she’d yet to undergo the physical transformation that would make her my girlfriend’s carbon copy, Gracia resembled Talia more closely in that moment than I had yet to see in person. The power coming off her was immense but still unruly. She couldn’t control it. And unlike other strong Talents, her power wasn’t alluring to me. Still, when she wielded compulsion, the guy in the other room obeyed. 
 
    “Tick tock, sweetheart,” Tals sent, her mental voice sarcastic. 
 
    Smiling—with all that had happened in the last hour or so, and her overwhelming urge to rearrange Gracia’s face, the fact my girlfriend could muster sarcasm was a good sign—I went deeper into Gracia’s mind. 
 
    I let all my remaining mental guards fall away and gave myself over completely to Gracia’s memories. It was risky, I knew. Had she wanted, Gracia could have accessed my deepest, darkest thoughts; she could have met the demon that was hellbent on taking over and making sure I had a very toasty afterlife. With Talia acting as a narcotic sedative, the Privileged girl was too out of it to do much of anything. 
 
    For several moments, I floated through more memories of Gracia’s time at a school. Institut pour les Privilegies. Institute for the Privileged. Unfortunately, she’d never seen the outside of the massive school. Coming or going, she’d always been blind to her surroundings. All I could glean was what she’d already told us—that the Institute was in France. 
 
    Then, disturbing memories flew past. 
 
    An elevator that cadets weren’t allowed to use that Gracia was very curious about. 
 
    A place nicknamed the Frog Pond, where dismissed cadets were housed when they weren’t being used as practice dummies. 
 
    A room of comatose people hooked up to machines that siphoned their blood. 
 
    Both intrigued and disgusted by the practices at the Privileged school, I couldn’t say I was shocked. Mac had been ruthless. And Gretchen seemed intent on topping him in villainy. Was she hoping to convince the world he wasn’t so bad by showing us precisely how evil people could be? 
 
    My brain felt too big for my skull, as though Gracia’s memories were filling my head to the breaking point. Still, I pushed deeper into Gracia’s mind. I hit the first true resistance and pummeled the mental wall to no avail. Gracia bucked in the bathtub, arching her back awkwardly. 
 
    We were too connected. I was too deep in her mind. Her pain was my pain. Every time I hit the barrier, an explosion rocketed through my head. My vision went blurry. 
 
    If you don’t get through, Talia will try, I lectured myself. 
 
    I wouldn’t allow that to happen. I couldn’t. 
 
    Panting heavily, my hands tightened on the edge of the tub until it cracked, and two chunks broke off in my fists. And still, Gracia’s mental armor remained intact. 
 
    “I’m here. Use my power if you need it,” Tals sent, her voice distant and small. 
 
    Just as I worried she might be too far away to find my way back, I felt Talia’s touch. It anchored me to the here and now, which I hadn’t realized I needed until her small fingers wrapped around mine. When I’d shot adrenaline into Kenly, the outpouring of power had been tangible. The influx of Tals’ energy was no different. It was like a bullet that tore through me and pierced the wall in Gracia’s mind. 
 
    With Talia’s help, I chipped away at the mental concrete until there was a hole large enough for me to fit through. Shadows lay on the either side, calling to me. The shades vied for my attention like sirens leading sailors to their doom at sea. 
 
    “Something’s off,” Tals sent, her voice louder now. “You need to be careful.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied. 
 
    Walking through the depths of Gracia’s mind, it was like I was truly inside of her head. Even when my mind was linked with Talia’s, when there were no barriers in either of our heads, I’d never traveled so completely into another person’s mind. I finally understood how psychic interrogators lost themselves just as frequently as they lost their victims. 
 
    From a pool of night, I heard her voice. The Dame. We’d only met a few times. Only once had I spent real time in her company. Still, I knew. 
 
    “Erik, pull back,” Talia pleaded. “Please. I don’t feel good about this.” 
 
    Truthfully, I didn’t either. We needed answers, though. And I was so close. 
 
    If you leave now, Tals will end up in here, I reminded myself needlessly. 
 
    Wading through tar-like darkness that made my progress slow and clumsy, I was barely aware of my body outside of Gracia’s mind. Tals’ hand on mine was the only physical sensation that remained. Hazy outlines came into view as I reached the other side of the black pool. As I started to climb up a rocky embankment, something grabbed my ankle. 
 
    “Erik!” Talia shouted. 
 
    Like a serpent, the sensation slithered up my leg and squeezed, yanking me back into the tar. I didn’t have time to utter a word before my head dipped below the surface. Muffled shouts still reached my ears and smug satisfaction washed over me along with the tar. I swallowed a mouthful of the most foul-tasting liquid ever. It coated my lungs and clogged my throat, turning to stone inside of me. 
 
    “It isn’t real. Listen to me, Erik. It. Is. Not Real.” 
 
    I heard Talia, but her words didn’t register right away. I didn’t fight. I had no desire to fight. My mind was one with Gracia’s, and she was pleased. She’d just been waiting for me to fall into one of her mind traps. Like the novice I was, I had played right into her plan.  
 
    In no state to break the connection, I couldn’t muster the strength to feel my own emotions or think my own thoughts. Gracia’s feelings were my feelings. Gracia’s thoughts were my thoughts. Except, that wasn’t quite right. 
 
    In a battle of wills, mine should’ve trumped Gracia’s without questions. Yet there had been no contest, no chance to even try before I’d been consumed. 
 
    Not Gracia’s will, I realized. Gretchen’s. 
 
    Mrs. McDonough was one of the only other recorded Mind Manipulators currently living. She’d trained Tals to use her gift. Though she wasn’t nearly as a powerful as my girlfriend, at least not naturally. Apparently, she’d been getting high on her own supply of the creation drug; these mind traps were no joke. Nor was Gretchen’s power. 
 
    A sense of calm flowed through me, and I sighed. I was going to drown inside Gracia’s mind. I didn’t care. In fact, I was happy to oblige. 
 
    “Don’t you dare give in!” Talia shouted. “Erik! Please. You can beat this. It isn’t real,” she repeated. 
 
    Somewhere far away, back in the bathroom with my physical form, my cheek was on fire. Almost like someone had slapped me. The next blow landed in my gut. Elation gave way to panic. I couldn’t fight Talia physically, I wasn’t strong enough. A mental battle I could win, the Dame had made certain. But we hadn’t done much training aside from learning to use our privileged gifts. And this girl…this assassin hit harder than anyone I’d ever sparred against. 
 
    My feet flew out from beneath me. 
 
    “Fight me,” Talia growled. “Stand up and fight, dammit.” 
 
    Fight. The instincts were there. I had them because she had them. I stumbled to my feet, but a swift kick to my hip sent me stumbling. 
 
    “Fight or die. Your choice,” Tals snarled. 
 
    Fight. I had to fight. Or I would die. There wasn’t a choice. I had so much living left to do. 
 
    “Fight!” Talia screeched, sounding a little crazed even for her. “You aren’t real. You’re a shade of me. An imposter.” 
 
    Fight. The words, the taunts…they were for my benefit, not Gracia’s. Tals was telling me to fight, or I would die. But she needed Gracia’s fight-or-flight instinct to kick in, so that mine would, too. And it did. 
 
    As Gracia attempted to fight off Talia’s blows, I fought the tar serpent with my mind. 
 
    You aren’t real, I hissed. I am stronger, faster, and real. 
 
    I erupted from the pool, black sludge dripping from my hair and clothes. With several blinks, the tar vanished. The ground felt solid beneath my feet, as though the pit had never been there. 
 
    I knew I should break the connection with Gracia, but the Dame’s words were nearly audible. If only I went a little deeper…. 
 
    “You will never be me. You will never be anyone. You gave up your identity—for what?” Tals continued to throw snide barbs at the other girl. 
 
    To me, she said nothing. I knew why—she didn’t want Gracia to hear us. Talia was keeping the doppelganger distracted in the real world to keep me fighting and alert in the metaphysical one. 
 
    I hurried toward the memory in Gracia’s mind, my senses in a heightened state of awareness. A soft thump, thump, thump, thump to my right caught my attention. My morphing abilities kicked in. Even in the pitch blackness, I saw the boulder speeding toward me. 
 
    “Fight, you worthless imitation!” Talia hollered. 
 
    It’s an illusion. 
 
    The thought was barely complete when the boulder disintegrated. The woman’s voice grew louder, clearer. With animal-like agility, I silently ran toward the shadowy figures. Finally, only a curtain stood between us. 
 
    It’s another trap, I thought, poised to combat whatever the madwoman threw my way. Taking a deep breath, I slid the curtain aside. Two people stood in a bare, white room. One, the Dame, I’d expected to see. 
 
    The other, not so much. 
 
    Donavon McDonough’s cold, blue eyes met mine. His expression was blank, as though he was empty inside. His mother had those same eyes, though she was not mindless. 
 
    “We’ve been expecting you,” she said, the words sounding inside my head. Smile never faltering, she turned to her son. “Kill.” 
 
    Donavon lunged for me. His fist connected with my chin. I lashed out and kicked him behind the knee. He stumbled but didn’t fall. In this weird unreality, my talents didn’t seem to work. Though, neither did his, so at least we were on even ground. 
 
    In life, Donavon had been an excellent fighter. But I did have an advantage—I’d sparred with Talia enough to know her fighting style, which she’d learned from Donavon. When imaginary Donavon shifted his weight to his back leg—in a move I’d seen Talia do numerous times—I was prepared for the fake. He didn’t disappoint. It was that back leg that swung toward me, along with his left arm. I jumped to avoid having my feet swept out from beneath me, simultaneously bringing my knees to my chest and thrusting my legs forward. 
 
    Admittedly, the move was much smoother with telekinesis. Without those abilities, I landed flat on my back, but so did Donavon. I sprang to my feet first and had a knee on his chest before he had a chance to move. My first punch was to his perfect square chin, payback for his first blow. But this version of Donavon didn’t feel pain. He didn’t bleed when I broke his nose. He didn’t wince when I flipped him on his stomach and twisted his arm behind his back. He didn’t groan when I slammed his forehead on the floor. 
 
    He’s not real. This is an illusion. 
 
    Unlike the boulder, Donavon didn’t evaporate. At least, not immediately. His head spun completely around, which was freaky enough to send me skittering backward. Not my finest moment. In his mother’s voice, he said, “No, Talia. Our relationship was the illusion.” 
 
    Then, he was gone. So was the white room. Heart racing, I tried to get my bearings. I was in an office. At least, there was a sleek, glass desk with twelve holo-monitors up in front of it. Each screen showed a different news outlet. The volume was off, but I could read the tickers. This memory—if that was what it truly was—was from before the vote. 
 
    “Natalia is with Madame Pritcher right now. They will land in Nice within the hour. You will be there to meet them.” 
 
    I turned and saw Gretchen—well, a hologram of Mac’s wife—sitting opposite Gracia in a small alcove. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Gracia replied dutifully. 
 
    “Our people will escort Natalia to the Institute.” Gretchen fixed Gracia with a pointed stare. “It will be your job to convince Erik to slip away from his handlers to come see you. Once he is free from UNITED, Madame Pritcher will help explain our cause to him.” 
 
    Gracia paled, clearly unease about her task ahead. “I apologize, ma’am, but I thought Erik and Talia were ready to join us, that they just needed to sneak away from UNITED?” 
 
    Gretchen smiled serenely. “They are. They do. But UNITED has made them believe we are the enemy. They simply need to be educated. They will see the light.” 
 
    Matching Gretchen’s tone, Gracia repeated, “They will see the light.” 
 
    Holographic Gretchen stood, clasping her hands at her waist. “You do understand how vital they both are to our case, right? Do not forget, dear, I know all. I know you are nervous, reluctant even about what is to come.” 
 
    At the word “reluctant”, Gracia opened her mouth to protest but thought better of it. She swallowed hard and seemed to gather herself. “I am not reluctant, ma’am. I only worry that I am not ready. That I will let you down.” 
 
    Gretchen’s laugh was humorless. “With that attitude, you will. Natalia Lyons is never unsure. She never worries about consequences. Overconfidence is both her greatest trait and her greatest weakness. You are no longer Gracia Beaumont—that weak, pathetic girl is your past. Of all the gifts I have bestowed upon you, Natalia’s visage is the greatest. Not only do you look like her, you are her. Draw from her memories, rely on her instincts.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Gracia said, nodding her understanding. 
 
    Pacing through furniture, Gretchen’s hologram tapped her temple. “If you do as I instruct, the world is ours. I have seen the future, and it is glorious.” She stopped abruptly and turned to glare at Gracia. “Should you fail, should Natalia and Erik not come to the Institute….” She trailed off, leaving the stench of failure hanging in the air. 
 
    “I understand, ma’am.” Gracia pursed her lips, as if holding in a question dying to break free. 
 
    “Natalia Lyons is bold. She cowers before no one,” Gretchen admonished. 
 
    Gracia straightened her spine, the not-so-subtle reminder giving her confidence. “Why do we need Talia and Erik, ma’am? All those who ascend through the Privileged ranks are gifted more powers than Natalia possess.” 
 
    The holographic woman smiled, seemingly pleased by Gracia’s directness. 
 
    “You have seen our source farm.” It wasn’t a question, but Gracia still nodded. “The current harvest is weak. Not one of them is a natural Mind Manipulator, nor do we have a Mimic on hand. The source material we have from both Natalia and Erik is dwindling rapidly. We need to replenish.” 
 
    Taken aback, Gracia didn’t hesitate before asking, “So, you do not intend for them to fight with us? You believe they will become sources?” 
 
    “I do not believe they will. I know they will. I have seen it,” Gretchen corrected. The hologram smoothed her dress. “I also know they will be with us when we lay waste to the Isle of Exile, when we destroy each one of UNITED’s bases, when we eradicate the blood traitor Ian Crane, and when we place my throne upon this world. Natalia Lyons and Erikson Kelley, both the originals and the enhanced versions, will be there the day I first hold court and the current world leaders bow to my authority. And they will have front row seats to global Privileged rule, where only the unworthy will not know the beauty of power.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t hurt Gracia. Not much, at least. 
 
    She was a little bruised, a little battered, but it wasn’t anything serious. As much as I wanted to take out my aggression on the girl who had my face, it actually wasn’t my intention to unleash those feelings when I started the fight. When Erik became lost inside Gracia’s head and stopped responding to me, I’d taken a gamble not knowing whether it would work. 
 
    Thankfully, it did. 
 
    While I’d thrown my doppelganger around Mac’s bathroom—an act that was oddly satisfying on many levels—Erik’s brain seemed to disconnect with his body entirely. He’d dropped to the floor, a vacant expression on his face. I was afraid I’d lost him. I also worried that joining him inside Gracia’s mind might only result in losing myself, too. The only way I could think to save him was to launch myself at the girl, to distract her long enough for Erik to pry his mind free. 
 
    As Gracia struggled to her feet for the umpteenth time, Erik gasped loudly. The sound was terrifying, as though he’d been under water for entirely too long and just surfaced. With a wave of my hand, I sent Gracia flying into a wall. Pinning her there with my mind, I rushed to Erik’s side. 
 
    “Are you back? I was so scared,” I breathed. Letting Gracia crumple back to the porcelain surface, I knelt beside him in front of the broken bathtub. 
 
    Erik’s senses were on overdrive, putting him in a state of hyperawareness. I was scared his nerves were too raw, terrified that he might shatter beneath the slightest touch. Still, I inched as close to him as possible while avoiding contact. 
 
    “Erik?” 
 
    His breathing even slightly. As I pushed a measure of comforting energy his way, some of the tension slackened from his muscles. When I finally dared to put a hand on his shoulder, my mind was tightly closed against Erik’s. Something told me that I didn’t want to see the visions in his head. 
 
    “Erik?” I repeated his name softly. 
 
    The turquoise eyes I loved so much turned toward me. With the next breath, he shuddered slightly. 
 
    “They are going to attack UNITED’s bases,” he said robotically. “All of them. And Ian, she’s going for him too. Gretchen wants Ian dead. She’s intent on world domination. She wants to be queen.” 
 
    “I’ll call Ian now,” I said automatically, my brain already skipping to the next steps. “And Vict—” 
 
    Victoria is dead. Tears pooled in my eyes again, but I willed them back. It was not the time for sentiment. Will it ever be? I wondered. I cleared my throat. “Michael Tanaka. I’ll call him. He’ll know what to do.” 
 
    The house communicator was on the floor, where Erik had dropped it during his trip into Gracia’s mind. It was within my physical reach, yet I summoned the device with my powers. It belatedly occurred to me that I didn’t have the links to comm Ian and Councilman Tanaka. Victoria would’ve been my point of contact, I’d known her comm link by heart. 
 
    Erik must have realized the issue, because he took the communicator and began punching in a number from memory as he stood. 
 
    “We need to go meet my father and Alex in the hangar,” he said softly. 
 
    “Right. Um, what should we do with her?” I cocked a thumb toward Gracia. 
 
    A holographic image of Crane’s face projected from the communicator. “You have reached Ian Crane, Interim President of the United States, delegate to the UNITED council and Joint Nations committee….” 
 
    Erik disconnected. This wasn’t exactly the type of thing to leave in a message. 
 
    “I don’t know Tanaka’s private extension,” he said hollowly. “But Dad should have it on his UNITED communicator.” 
 
    He started for the door. 
 
    “What about Gracia?” I asked again, hurrying to catch up to him. 
 
    “Bring her. Medical has places where we can keep her contained,” he replied, without looking back. 
 
    With my telekinesis, I quickly refastened the restraints on Gracia’s hands and ankles with just enough leeway to walk. 
 
    “Come. Now,” I sent, the command stronger than it needed to be. I wasn’t sure exactly what had happened while Erik was in her mind, but I knew enough to be particularly careful of Gracia. 
 
    I waited with her in the McDonough’s foyer while Erik told the others where we were going. He left Kip in charge, since James was too distraught over Kenly to be of any use and the other girls were both asleep. 
 
    The McDonough’s house wasn’t far from the main campus where the hangar was located, but we borrowed Mac’s personal hover and drove the distance. Gracia sat in the back, shackled and silent, though she did twitch every so often. I kept her calm with compulsion but refrained from playing inside her head. Whatever Erik encountered in the dark recesses of Gracia’s brain had shaken him. He wasn’t ready to talk about it yet, and that was fine. For now. 
 
    For lack of something better to do, I redialed Crane’s number repeatedly on the short drive. Every time, I received the same message. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    I tried Frederick’s comm, too, though I was relieved when he didn’t answer. Hopefully it meant he and Henri had made it to the Isle with reinforcements. 
 
    My finger hovered over the comm’s news feed icon. The world was in chaos, I didn’t need anyone to tell me that. And yet, I couldn’t help myself. With a tap, I braced myself for an influx of bad news. 
 
    The feeds didn’t disappoint. 
 
    With the Coexistence Treaty overturned, seaports and private hover hangars were being overrun with Talented fleeing to safety. In Russia, Talents were already being rounded up like cattle and detained until the government decided whether they were dangerous. Even in the U.S., several states had declared the Talented illegal and wanted them out. 
 
    “Please don’t read that right now,” Erik said quietly. He steered the hover up the main drive and into the campus where we’d both learned to use our abilities. 
 
    “It feels wrong to just ignore everything,” I replied. Even as I said it, I tapped the feed closed. “We should be out there, helping with this crisis.” 
 
    “There are ways to fight that don’t include being on the frontlines,” he said in a flat voice. Erik spared me a sidelong glance. “Right now, this is where we need to be.” 
 
    The hover glided past the front of medical. Just the sight of the building where Dr. Thistler had “treated” my seizures made me itchy. The only thing they’d been treating were the effects of the Creation drug, stifling the effects to keep Mac’s secret. Which, of course, caused the seizures. 
 
    With Mac’s personal hover, the back landing gate slid open automatically, so we could use his private entrance. Gracia shuffling along between us, Erik and I marched her through medical’s cold, pristine hallways. We plodded down to the restricted wing, where the school had once housed disturbed students. 
 
    Ernest, I thought. The memory of my first psychic interrogation sent chills down my spine. 
 
    I looked at Gracia, who stared straight ahead without blinking. Did she know how Ernest went from a drooling, destroyed mess to a normal, functioning member of the Privileged? 
 
    We shoved her inside a cubicle with four bare walls, a twin bed, and two chairs. It was designed to hold unruly patients, or whoever Mac had wanted to lock up at any given time. 
 
    “You can’t just leave me here by myself,” Gracia snapped. 
 
    Her voice sounded eerily like mine, right down to the inflections. I wasn’t a fan. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be back,” I assured her. My devilish grin made her back away from me, and I winked for good measure. “I’m not done with you yet, Gracia.” 
 
    She straightened her spine. 
 
    “My name is Natalia Lyons. I attended the McDonough School for the Talented after my parents were murdered for—” 
 
    I shouldn’t have done it, but I slapped her with an invisible hand. A red mark blossomed on Gracia’s cheek. 
 
    “Never mention my parents again,” I growled. 
 
    “My name is Natalia Lyons…,” she began again. 
 
    “Tals, come here real quick,” Erik called from outside the cubicle, where he was attempting to program the cell to open only for our biometrics. “I think I’ve got it set for double-verification, just need your eyes.” 
 
    With her wrists and ankles still restrained, I turned my back on the girl who was trying so hard to believe she was me. Even if her limbs hadn’t been bound, I wasn’t worried about Gracia attacking me. Without much effort, I’d literally wiped the floor of Mac’s bathroom with her face. She’d only be hurting herself if Gracia decided she needed a repeat lesson. 
 
    Had she truly been me, Gracia would have wanted revenge for her defeat. Luckily, it seemed no amount of cosmetic work or genetic altering could give her my reckless nature. 
 
    Outside the room, I scanned my eyes and my hands to activate Gracia’s new cell. When prompted, I also read off a line of text to program my voice print. We decided against using a blood sample, since Gracia did have my DNA. Thousands of thin laser beams shot down from the ceiling to the floor in the single doorway, effectively locking Gracia inside. She could still see us, and we could still see her. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” I promised again, mentally disengaging the ankle cuffs. The wrist restraints stayed—couldn’t be too careful. 
 
    “My name is Natalia Lyons. I am a UNITED agent. My name is Natalia Lyons, my agent number is….” 
 
    I could still hear Gracia’s ramblings as Erik and I exited the secure area. It wasn’t until we sealed the door to the restricted wing that her words no longer reached our ears. Instead of returning to Mac’s private entrance, we turned and headed for medical’s vast public lobby and the parking hangar beyond. 
 
    Erik was silent, lost in his own thoughts. I still didn’t press him, though curiosity would eventually get the better of me. It always did. 
 
    As soon as we stepped through the lobby doors, I froze. It took Erik a beat longer to realize the change in the atmosphere. The air was heavy. Too heavy. The whole space smelled like a chem lab. My skin crawled, and an itch developed at the base of my skull. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” I sent. 
 
    It was a stupid question; Erik was already sniffing the air like a hound. 
 
    “It’s not Alex,” he sent back. “But it’s coming from the hangar.” 
 
    Erik reached for my hand. It occurred to me that it was the first time he’d touched me since going into Gracia’s head. What the hell had he seen? 
 
    “Don’t let go,” he sent, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. “I can’t keep you invisible without a physical connection.” 
 
    Our communication channels were obviously open, but his thoughts were guarded. Mine were, too. 
 
    It was weird to have a wall between us. 
 
    Our fingers laced, his power washed over me. The pleasant, tingling sensation didn’t quite overshadow the creepy crawly feeling coming from the east. We were both light on our feet, our shoes barely making a sound, as we jogged toward the hangar. 
 
    “Dad and Alex should have landed by now,” Erik sent. 
 
    I didn’t respond, but a sense of urgency made my feet move faster. I expanded each of my senses in turn. A male voice with a strong Scottish accent met my ears. 
 
    “They been lookin’ for this kid. Bounty on ‘im is enough to pay me bills for three lifetimes.” 
 
    Erik must’ve heard the man, too. “Where is he?” he sent. 
 
    I hesitated a beat before answering. 
 
    “In the hangar,” I replied, increasing my pace as my heart thumped in my throat. 
 
    Erik matched my stride easily. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. Alex and Mr. Kelley were in the hangar. I didn’t know who the Scottish guy was, but he wasn’t a friend. 
 
    “You think you can take us, old man?” The taunt came from a woman. She sounded American, but there was a tinge of British in her voice that reminded me of Victoria’s snotty accent. I smiled wistfully, despite the situation. 
 
    “How many?” Erik asked. 
 
    Though he could’ve answered his own question, I was more adept at counting minds. It only took a moment and practically no energy to take a mental tally. 
 
    “Five,” I answered. Shaking my head, I yanked hard on his hand to halt our forward progress. “Wait. I’m wrong.” 
 
    Erik stopped abruptly and stared down at me. Desperation to reach Alex and his father was conflicting with his hunter training. They’d drilled into us the importance of never walking into a situation blind. His brow furrowed. 
 
    “You’re wrong?” he repeated, managing to sound both annoyed and amused. 
 
    “It happens,” I replied dryly. 
 
    Anxiously, Erik’s turquoise gaze flicked toward the hangar. “How many then?” 
 
    “Five inside the hangar, I’m right about that,” I sent. “But Erik, that feeling we both got as soon as we walked out of medical? It’s not coming from the hangar.” 
 
    It was true. Now that we were closer to our target, it was easy to feel two distinct groupings of minds. One grouping of five people was inside the hangar. They had Talents with them, though none were exceptionally strong. It was the other grouping, the one approximately thirty yards to the northwest, that gave me pause. I closed my eyes and concentrated. 
 
    “The student dorms,” I sent. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    I shook my head even though Erik couldn’t see me. 
 
    “A lot. Their energy is too strong. I can’t get a good read on it.” 
 
    Beside me, Erik stiffened. His hand squeezed mine harder as he focused on the outpouring of power coming from the dormitories. Letting my barriers drop completely, I gave into my mental talents. 
 
    Pinpricks of light came from the hangar. One was pure gold, and so bright that it hurt my retinas. 
 
    Alex, I thought. 
 
    The others were like specks of dust in comparison to Donavon’s son, and all but one had a brown taint. Created. Or maybe Privileged? 
 
    When I turned my attention to the dorms, there weren’t individual dots—it was one large ball of orange light with that same brownish ring around the circumference. There was no way all that power was coming from a single person. It was too much to contain in one body. But I’d also never seen minds converge like that. 
 
    “Should we go get the others from Mac’s house?” I asked. 
 
    There wasn’t time, though. The people inside the hangar intended to take Alex and deliver him to Gretchen. I would die before I let that happen. Erik must’ve known I’d already answered my own question, because he ignored it. 
 
    “Can you create a distraction?” he asked. “Maybe make some noise? Something that draws a lot of attention?” 
 
    “You want me to blow something up?” I asked dryly, already looking for options. 
 
    “That would do it. Then I’ll go stealth mode, stay invisible, slip inside and grab Alex and my dad. I can get the three of us out, but….” 
 
    There was no need to finish the sentence. Once we separated, I would be exposed. 
 
    “I can take care of myself. Just let me know once you’re clear of the hangar. I’ll morph and meet you back at the house.” As far as on-the-fly plans went, it wasn’t bad. Still, there was one major issue. “Those people will come looking for Alex. The McDonough’s house isn’t hard to find. Emma and Kenly can’t fight. James is solid. I really don’t know about Kip. But if something happens and we lose….” 
 
    I let the worst-case scenario hang in the air between our invisible bodies. We both knew the stakes. If we lost, the people inside that hangar would be collecting several bonus bounties. Even if Gretchen wouldn’t pay for my dead body, she’d still get four of the Nightshade targets in one fell swoop. 
 
    “Once I have my dad and Alex—” 
 
    “I’ll blow the bunker,” I finished for him, nodding my agreement. 
 
    It pained Erik to ask this of me. I’d killed for TOXIC. I’d killed for UNITED. Those countless deaths would remain on my conscience until my last breath. But I’d also killed for Erik. Those lost lives weighed on me, too, though I would do it again without question. The same was true for Alex. There was nothing I wouldn’t do to protect that child. 
 
    “The dorms, too,” I added. Whoever was lurking inside those halls was the real threat; the power was inhuman and terrifying. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked. 
 
    I released his hand by way of answer. Erik blipped into being beside me, just long enough to give me a quick kiss. “Be careful. I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    With that, Erik disappeared. 
 
   


  
 




Chapter Six 
 
    Cressa 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you like to return to your parents? To your friends?” 
 
    “Umm, no?” Cressa guessed. It seemed like an absurd question for the doctor to lead with. 
 
    “It’s okay if you do,” the woman assured her. “You can go back to them if you want.” 
 
    “I-I don’t want that. I want to be part of the Privileged.” Except, Cressa had never meant it less. Hands clenching the sharp edges of the chair, she focused on sorting through the thoughts and images racing through her mind. 
 
    Cressa was in a physician’s office, perched on the edge of a hard chair with severe angles, after being booted from the Dame’s lair. Once she’d given the order to open the prison’s doors, Gretchen hadn’t turned away from the hologram. Not even when Tate called for someone to escort Cressa and Kev out of the room. Instead, her eyes had been glued to the mayhem playing out on the enormous model once the cell doors of Vault were opened simultaneously. At first, only a head had popped out, or a waving arm. Slowly, the prisoners had emerged from their cells to see the Privileged agents. 
 
    The individuals melded into chaotic huddles. Shoving and cheering, they’d dashed to the staircases that led to freedom. When violence erupted on the lowest levels, the Privileged quickly moved to break it up. Stunners held high, the agents repeatedly zapped a group they were supposed to be saving. 
 
    “You two are dismissed,” Gretchen had said without turning. 
 
    Tate had pressed a button and barked for escorts, but Cressa’s attention remained glued to the feeds from Vault. The stunner attacks had sent several prisoners running for the stairs with their hands up, but others weren’t giving up so easily. An enormous man had one brawny arm wrapped around the neck of a Privileged. His other hand gripped the agent’s stunner and aimed it at the ceiling. Even as the Privileged’s face turned a sickly shade of purple, he tried to wrestle the weapon free. After a few long seconds, the man’s body slumped like a rag doll. The former prisoner grinned. Kicking the white-clad form to the side, the man scooped up the fallen stunner. 
 
    Kev had tugged Cressa’s hand, tearing her eyes from the horror. Two attendants in silver suits were trying to usher the cadets out without drawing attention from the woman in charge. The enormous man bellowed something the silent feed didn’t register, and Cressa had been dragged from the room. 
 
    As the door had slid closed behind them, the Dame barked an order. 
 
    “Lethal force authorized, shoot at will.” 
 
    Cressa had barely noticed when Kev brushed his lips over her cheek. 
 
    “I will find you. Just wait for me,” he whispered before pulling away. 
 
    It seemed like exactly the wrong moment for a romantic interlude, but she’d realized what he was doing as the escorts pulled them apart. 
 
    “Come on, lover boy,” a tall Privileged with a full beard said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    Cressa hadn’t even registered what was happening before she’d been guided down one of the sterile corridors and Kev down another. She’d been taken to a medical office with a plaque reading Dr. Masterson on the door and led to the highly uncomfortable chair. Then the doctor asked if she wanted to go home, like there was a chance that wasn’t precisely all she wanted. 
 
    So, yeah, maybe she did want to leave. Away from the fear and the violence. Every time she thought she had a handle on what was happening, something had been thrown at her from nowhere. The 180-degree turns were causing mental whiplash. Cressa wanted to be left alone, that’s all. 
 
    The Doctor stood, drawing her thoughts back to the plush modern office she’d been dumped within. “It’s truly your decision, Cressa,” she said. “I know Kev will miss you, along with the Dame and all the rest of us. But I do understand if you are scared and cannot go forward.” 
 
    Did the elegant doctor just call me a wuss? Cressa wondered. 
 
    Still, Kev’s glittering eyes came to her mind, soulful and kind. 
 
    “What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Tell me what you can do.” The older woman leaned back in her seat and leveled a glare. “Better yet, show me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maybe it was because we shared a connection that went beyond even our understanding, but I was able to see the shimmery blur of invisible-Erik as it sped toward the hangar at lightning speed. 
 
    Fully visible and feeling vulnerable, I darted between two administrative buildings. From there, I had a clear view of the hangar and Erik’s translucent form. He was halfway to Alex and his father when I focused my mental talents on a hideous fountain that Mac had received as a gift from some foreign dignitary. The statue’s bulbous head exploded, the shards flying skyward before raining marble all over the ground. 
 
    “Nice,” Erik sent. 
 
    For my next trick, I sent the dingy water from the basin dancing into the air as the statue’s midsection burst open. By the time I set my sights on the little marble guy’s legs, three people burst from the hangar to investigate the commotion. 
 
    “I thought you said the area was clear,” snapped a woman with a pink ponytail. Two men rushed out behind her, and she leveled them with a glare. 
 
    Just behind the group, the blur of Erik slipped through the open hangar door. 
 
    “It is,” one of the guys sputtered. He scratched one thick, green sideburn. “I checked. I didn’t get no feeling off nothing.” 
 
    The woman jabbed a finger at the huge ball of water bouncing above the destroyed fountain. “Really? Because that isn’t natural. There must be a Talent here.” 
 
    Sideburns met the woman’s gaze evenly. “I ain’t feelin’ nothing.” 
 
    Inside the hangar, a loud bang reverberated. Sideburns, Pink Ponytail, and their companion, a young guy with too much gel in his silver-tipped locks, all turned. 
 
    “Go!” Pink Ponytail snapped to Sideburns. 
 
    I didn’t need Erik’s warning inside my head to know that freeing Alex and Mr. Kelley wasn’t going as stealthily as planned. Without a second thought, I blew out all the windows on the front of the surrounding buildings. Glass shards flew toward the three combatants, landing neatly in the earth around their feet. 
 
    Sideburns screamed and dropped to his knees, covering his head with his arms. The woman was pissed. She stood her ground, unafraid of injury.  
 
    “Diesel, go!” she screamed at the younger guy. “We can’t let that brat get away!” Pivoting in a circle, she cupped her hands around her mouth. “Come out now, and we won’t hurt you!” Her voice projected eerily, in a way that shouldn’t have been possible in our surroundings. 
 
    “What’s going on in there, Erik?” I sent. Diesel attempted to open the hangar door, which was suddenly stuck in place. 
 
    Another series of loud bangs sounded from inside the hangar. Diesel yanked on the door again, throwing his weight to one side. It still didn’t budge. When he raised his gun to shoot at the sensor lock—useless move, since the door was bulletproof—I tore the gun from his hands and made the barrel hover beside his temple. 
 
    “Open the door, Tals!” Erik shouted inside my head. 
 
    Releasing my hold on the door, I gently bumped the gun barrel against Diesel’s head in warning. He sank to his knees and closed his eyes, bracing for his last moments. A lengthened blur sped past—Erik was extending his visibility to shield both Alex and his father from view as well. 
 
    “We’re clear!” Erik sent, his voice carrying from somewhere behind me. 
 
    “Come out! Now!” the woman hollered. I thought for sure she was going to stomp her foot. 
 
    “Meet you back at the house,” I told Erik. 
 
    “Be careful, Tals.” 
 
    “I always am.” 
 
    My relief was palpable. Erik and Alex were safe, though they’d only remain safe if I did my part. The two assailants who’d remained behind in the hangar were no longer an issue—Erik had seen to that. 
 
    Three against one, great odds, I thought with a small smile. 
 
    “Too scared to show yourself?” Pink Ponytail sneered. Still circling, she searched for me. 
 
    Maybe I should turn the gun on her, I thought. Instead, I cocked the trigger. The guy with gelled hair, Diesel, bowed his head. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I strolled from the shadows. 
 
    You want a fight, lady? I’ll give you one. 
 
    Though I could have incapacitated all three with my powers, after my day, I was spoiling for a good, physical fight. My emotions were erratic, and I needed an outlet. 
 
    The woman cackled when she saw me standing there. 
 
    “You’re a child,” she sneered. 
 
    I strode toward her, the earth rumbling with each step. The ripples knocked the woman off balance, but she didn’t fall. Sideburns curled further into himself on the ground, seemingly still afraid more glass might come shooting down from the sky. Thinking I was distracted, Diesel reached for the gun pointed at his head. I slapped his hand away. Adding insult to injury, I broke the gun into thousands of useless pieces that fell in a puddle beside him. 
 
    “What’s your name, girl?” called Pink Ponytail. 
 
    The giant water ball was still swirling above the broken fountain. With a single thought, it arced through the air. When it formed again, the liquid sphere hovered above my enemies’ heads. 
 
    “Fun parlor tricks,” the woman said conversationally. 
 
    I continued my advance, measuring my steps. Outwardly, I hoped I appeared calmer and more collected than I felt. The power surge coming from the dorms was still present and making me nervous. A part of me couldn’t help but focus on the unknown entities. 
 
    Why aren’t they intervening? I wondered, even without knowing who “they” were. Are they with these fools? 
 
    Returning my focus to Pink Ponytail, I made sure my grin was off-putting. I didn’t need to try hard; most people found all my expressions off-putting. 
 
    “Who are you?” repeated the woman, her tone no longer so confident. 
 
    Cheeks aching from the effort, I widened my smile. 
 
     “My name is Natalia Lyons.” 
 
    Diesel staggered to his feet. The coward with the sideburns darted for the hangar. I slammed the door shut just as he reached it. He bounced off the reinforced metal and landed flat on his back. 
 
    The woman was no longer laughing, though I did feel a jolt of elation run through her when I said my name. Her thoughts projected loudly: I can retire for good with her bounty. 
 
    When I was only ten yards from the woman and her companions, I stopped and cocked my head to one side. 
 
    “Are you Privileged?” I asked. 
 
    The look on her face answered my question; she’d never heard of the Privileged. 
 
    Then who the hell are you? I wondered. 
 
    Apparently, I was projecting my inner commentary. Two words popped into the woman’s head: Bounty hunters. 
 
    All three of the people in front of me had powers. They were weak, but still. 
 
    They had yet to use them, which put my hypersensitive senses into a state where even the slightest disturbance in the air was tangible. My hearing was so acute that I caught the pitter patter of feet inside the dorms. 
 
    Four sets of feet? Maybe five? Why did they seem like one large ball of energy? 
 
    “Talia, where are you?” Erik sent. 
 
    I didn’t respond, my gaze locked on the woman with the pink ponytail. 
 
    “Who is offering the bounty?” I asked. It was Gretchen, I was positive. But she’d obviously called in Nightshade—a mercenary organization that would do absolutely anything, for the right price—and I wanted to know who was behind the legendary shadow society. 
 
    The woman remained stubbornly silent. I poked around inside her head. 
 
    She doesn’t know who’s in charge, I realized. Pink ponytail was useless to me. 
 
    “Tals, we’re back at the house,” Erik sent. “Where are you?” 
 
    Though I didn’t respond, I did open my mind to him. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” he demanded. “This isn’t the time for games.” 
 
    Erik was right, of course. And I was done playing. I knew what I needed to do. 
 
    Casting a net with my sensory energies, I closed my eyes and collected my power. Pink ponytail, Sideburns, and Diesel all clutched their heads and fell to their knees. 
 
    There were several ways I could handle the situation. Killing them in cold blood felt wrong, but no one could know where we were hiding. Letting them go wasn’t going to happen either. 
 
    In a spontaneous verdict, I decided on a third option: locking them up with Gracia. 
 
    Just as I made my decision, I heard it: the rustling of leaves; the faint crackling of a branch; the footsteps hurrying toward me. 
 
    As I spun, a ball of energy smacked me in the chest. I flew backward. The reinforced steel of the hangar didn’t give an inch when my body slammed against it. 
 
    That’s gonna leave a bruise, I thought as I stumbled to my feet. Through blurred vision, I saw my attacker sauntering across the school’s courtyard. The newcomer moved like she had all the time and confidence in the world. Eyes the color and shape of olives focused on me. 
 
    Pink ponytail raised a hand slowly. This time, I was ready for her. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” I projected. Even as I sent the warning, I dove to avoid her next attack. 
 
    Somersaulting to my feet, I sent my attacker careening toward the dorm. She hit the brick façade just as I’d done with the hangar. 
 
    A splash to my right temporarily drew my attention. My three captives were still under my mental hold. Concentrating so much of my energy on the new attacker, I’d let my control of the water sphere slip. Pink Ponytail, Sideburns, and Diesel were now soaked in the icky fountain water. 
 
    Whoops. 
 
    “The great Natalia Lyons,” the woman called. Climbing to her feet, she wiped a smear of blood from one side of her face. She advanced toward me, limping slightly but trying to ignore the pain. “What are the odds that you would be here?” 
 
    She laughed, wincing slightly as though the act hurt. 
 
    “Actually,” she continued, “I’ll tell you the odds. Did you know there are bets on whether you’ll be captured? The odds are slimmer than a man with string bean legs.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I called back, muscles primed for another attack. 
 
    “No one of consequence,” she replied. “Though I suppose you deserve to know who bested you. You can call me Eighteen.” 
 
    Eighteen had more power than my three captives combined, yet I couldn’t feel her talent energy. I hadn’t felt it approach, and I still couldn’t feel it now. 
 
    Why can’t I sense her? 
 
    “I’m on my way,” Erik sent. 
 
    “You’re Nightshade,” I replied to Eighteen. She’d limped close enough that I could see she wasn’t much older than I was. Twenty-four or twenty-five, maybe? 
 
    Eighteen clapped, though one of her arms didn’t move very well. 
 
    “Bravo,” she drawled. “Most of my targets have never heard of us.” 
 
    With that brief exchange, I should’ve been able to access her mind. Instead, Eighteen’s head appeared empty to me. I couldn’t hear her thoughts. It was like there was nothing there to control. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have left you,” Erik said, clearly reading my thoughts about Eighteen. 
 
    “She’s injured. I can take her in a physical fight,” I sent back. “But Erik, I can’t feel her. There may be more of them out there that we simply can’t feel. Be careful.” 
 
    “You be careful,” he countered. 
 
    “So how does this work?” I asked aloud, keeping my tone conversational. “How do you take me in and collect your reward?” 
 
    Eighteen was an unknown. I didn’t like unknowns. I wanted to keep her talking until Erik arrived. We’d already screwed up with Gracia today; we were just lucky Erik was too stubborn to succumb to Gretchen’s mind traps. 
 
    The girl’s devilish grin should have been a clue. 
 
    Black light shot from Eighteen’s chest. It happened so fast, I had no time to react. What felt like electric snakes coiled around my body, trapping my arms against my sides. When I tried to break the hold with my mind, nothing happened. 
 
    Where are my powers? Why aren’t they working? 
 
    Eighteen sneered as the three bounty hunters stopped moaning, no longer under my mental control. 
 
    “Not so tough are you now, Natalia?” 
 
    I’d underestimated the Nightshade girl, and it had cost me dearly. But I wasn’t about to let her know that. I slapped on my haughtiest expression. 
 
    “You have no idea what I’m capable of,” I said softly, an eerie lilt to my voice. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Eighteen replied. “But those power dampeners make you much less dangerous.” 
 
    As she limped closer, that stupid grin was still plastered across her features. We were face-to-face, her olive-like eyes appraising me. 
 
    “You’re all hype,” she declared, running a black-lacquered nail down my cheek. 
 
    I didn’t flinch, though I wanted to. In the distance, a raven cawed. 
 
    Erik. 
 
    From her hip, Eighteen pulled a small pistol-shaped object with a thick needle on the end. She held it to my temple as the raven’s caw sounded again. 
 
    She wasn’t going to kill me. I knew for certain she wouldn’t, even without access to her mind. I wasn’t afraid of that threat. 
 
    Still, Eighteen would hand me over to Gretchen. 
 
    Mac’s wife would use my blood to make more foot soldiers. She’d make more Mind Manipulators. And they’d be able to control most of humanity. Maybe all of it. 
 
    The thought pissed me the hell off. 
 
    Eighteen was so close, I did the only thing I knew would be effective; I cracked my forehead against hers in a dizzying collision. As I did, the raven darted over the courtyard. Eighteen stumbled backward. Raven-Erik targeted her. 
 
    Instead of attacking in bird form, Erik flipped through the air to land on his feet. He lunged for Eighteen. She was faster. 
 
    Bullets started flying. 
 
    “Erik!” I screamed, struggling against the power dampening coils holding me captive. 
 
    The bullets froze midair. I spared a glance at Pink Ponytail, who was one of the people shooting. Or, she had been. Her weapon laid at her feet in tiny pieces. 
 
    Eighteen used the distraction to shoot another set of power dampeners toward Erik. He dove backward, arching his spine and flipping his feet over his head. He landed on four paws, a sleek black panther with turquoise eyes. Erik and Eighteen weighed one another. Bound and unable to move, I felt more useless than ever. 
 
    Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 
 
    Erik bared his teeth as he and Eighteen circled. Pink Ponytail and her friends ran to Eighteen’s side, joining the fight. 
 
    “We’ll get the bounty on all three, right?” Pink Ponytail hissed. 
 
    Without taking her eyes from Erik, Eighteen snapped, “We don’t have all three. Yet.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I caught movement. When I turned to look, there was a shimmering mass hovering near the dorm entrance. The power coming from that direction was awe-inspiring, even if it was tainted. I couldn’t tear my gaze away. 
 
    For just an instant, a teenage appeared in the center of the mass. She met my gaze squarely. After raising one finger to her lips, she was gone again. 
 
    My mental abilities were dormant, but Erik’s weren’t. I concentrated on the panther, who stood alone against four assailants. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” I sent. 
 
    “Friend or foe?” he asked. The turquoise cat eyes never strayed from Eighteen. 
 
    Diesel made the first move, darting forward like a python. He was no match for Erik. The panther clamped down on Diesel’s leg and tossed him casually to one side. 
 
    “You stupid beast!” Diesel shouted. Clutching his bloody calf, the guy cursed up a storm. 
 
    The shimmering cloud of light moved from the dorm toward Erik and his attackers. 
 
    “I don’t know if they’re on our side,” I sent to Erik, my tone apologetic. “They haven’t attacked us yet, so….” 
 
    “They haven’t attacked the other side either,” Erik pointed out. 
 
    Breath fanned the back of my neck as a wave of energy made my head spin. Panic spiked over the link when Erik felt my reaction. The panther’s eyes darted my way. 
 
    “Hold still, I can get these off,” a girl whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Friend,” I sent Erik. “Hopefully.” 
 
    With deft fingers, the girl began unfurling the coils. While she worked—and my ego deflated—Sideburns decided to take a crack at Erik. The guns were gone, but the guy still had a pole with a large loop in the end. Sideburns pressed a button on the handle, and electricity crackled up the length of his weapon. 
 
    Move faster, I thought, wishing I could will my savior to step up the pace. 
 
    “I’ve got this, Tals. You don’t need to worry,” Erik sent. Sideburns lunged forward. 
 
    Coward that he was, Sideburns hesitated too much. The loop didn’t come close to Erik’s head. In one impressive leap, the panther opened his mouth and closed his teeth around the electrified circle. 
 
    Even though I knew what Erik was doing, watching him bite a live wire gave me heart palpitations. When Sideburns realized the electricity wasn’t affecting the panther, he increased the voltage. Being an Electrical Manipulator, one of Erik’s many created talents, he reversed the flow. The jolt that ran through Sideburns was like a bolt of lightning. He tried to drop the stick to break the flow, but the metal was melted into his palms. 
 
    The girl behind me was still working on the dampening binders. “I’ve almost got it,” she promised. 
 
    Erik held on to the loop until Sideburns started convulsing and fell to the ground. Not one of his companions went to him. Instead, Eighteen, Pink Ponytail, and Diesel advanced on the panther as a collective. 
 
    “Just a sec…I got it!” exclaimed the girl. 
 
    The power dampening straightjacket fell away. A surge of power shot through me. Every inch of my skin vibrated from the sudden rush of adrenaline. 
 
    “Go!” the girl called. “He needs you!” 
 
    Sprinting toward the attackers, I summoned my morphing talents and shifted mid-run. I rarely morphed. When I did, I almost always became a bird—just like Erik. Over time, I’d become accustomed to the change, and nearly immune to the pain. But panther was a first for me, and the process hurt like hell. 
 
    My bones cracked as they realigned. The pain fueled my rage. Tendons tore and muscles spasmed. My temper reached the red zone. Two front paws landed with a thud, followed by the back ones. Pink Ponytail was closest. Teeth bared, I snarled to shift her attention from Erik. 
 
    Pink Ponytail did a doubletake. She was kind of a shitty bounty hunter, not even realizing I was free until I was panthered up and ready to maul her face. Though, to her credit, she did stand her ground. 
 
    Stupid woman. I lunged for her midsection. 
 
    My bite was just hard enough for my canines to pierce her camouflaged jacket and break the skin. She was too shocked to struggle. When I used telekinesis to throw her across the courtyard, the bounty hunter let out a scream that made my ears ring. 
 
    Diesel was back on his feet, the injured arm dangling to one side. With his good hand, he jabbed a spear at Erik. The Nightshade girl reached for her vest. I leapt but she’d already deployed the dampening coils. 
 
    “Erik!” I screamed. He snapped Diesels’ spear in two and crunched on one half. 
 
    A shimmery form darted between Erik and Eighteen. The coils slithered and snapped closed, seemingly around empty air. An instant later, a thin boy appeared inside the dampening coils. Geometric patterns were shaved on all sides of his skull, and his eyes were huge black irises around white pinprick pupils. 
 
    Eighteen’s hand darted out and the boy flew to the side. Teeth bared, my canines snagged her vest. I yanked, and the lightweight, metal-like material tore with a sickening crunch. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Eighteen shrieked, hitting the button one last time as the vest fell. She spun as dampening coils shot in random directions. 
 
    I pounced on the vest. My claws scraped across the front, where six smaller holes surrounded a larger circular opening. Sparks erupted, burning small patches of fur on my paws. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Erik’s panther form ram Diesel in the stomach. Diesel fell backward. Erik pinned him to the ground with one large paw. The panther snarled, teeth poised to tear out Diesel’s throat. Instead, Erik slapped Diesel across the face hard enough to knock him out and leave deep scratches on the man’s cheek. 
 
    Even without her vest, Eighteen was a force to be reckoned with. Now that I could feel her power, it was enough to make me cautious. Erik and I began to circle the Nightshade girl. 
 
    “I want to take her alive if we can,” I sent. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” he replied. 
 
    Eighteen didn’t show any outward signs of fear. Given the fact she had two angry panthers circling her, it was rather impressive. She was a professional. 
 
    Still, the tendrils of panic that did reach me betrayed her. Erik and I together were more than she’d anticipated. 
 
    “Draw her attention,” Erik sent. 
 
    I snapped at the air in Eighteen’s direction. Backing up to keep both Erik and me in her sights, the girl turned slowly to face off with me. When she tried to use telekinesis, I was ready. Using talents in animal form was tricky but possible. I met her power surge with one of my own. Our energies collided in the space between us, the twinkling golden-orange light spraying in complete disorder. 
 
    “You are no match for Nightshade!” Eighteen hollered. Another telekinetic burst of power shot from her palm. 
 
    This time I let it get closer to me before I derailed her attempt. The flicker of hope I felt from Eighteen didn’t last long. 
 
    “Now!” I told Erik. 
 
    Another shower of golden-orange stars exploded just two feet from where I stood. Using his own telekinesis to give himself a boost, Erik soared through the air. His front paws smacked into Eighteen’s shoulders. She cried out as she fell backwards. I closed the distance between us. Eighteen’s head hit the earth, her body splayed out like she was about to make snow angels. 
 
    Erik hovered over her, paws pinning her arms down. Either of us could have killed Eighteen in that moment, but answers were more important. For now, at least. 
 
    Modesty be damned, I thought. 
 
    I was too pissed to care. The change happened fast, and the pain was an echo of my previous transformation. Crouched beside the panther and Eighteen, naked as the day I was born, I glared at the woman on the ground. Her head was turned to the side, her cheek pressed against the dirt. 
 
    “I don’t know about all of Nightshade, but we certainly beat you,” I said calmly. 
 
    The olive-like eyes rolled in their sockets. 
 
    “Who hired you?” I demanded. 
 
    I’d already screwed up once with Eighteen, and I was determined to not repeat the mistake. Once we got our answers from her…well, I wasn’t sure what we would do with her. 
 
    “You know the answer,” Eighteen sneered. 
 
    I levelled her with a blank stare. After a long moment that made Eighteen’s pulse race—she was positive her release from this earthly life was imminent—I smiled sweetly. 
 
    “If Gretchen McDonough wanted to catch up, she could have just called,” I said flippantly. “What is it she wants to discuss?” 
 
    Eighteen didn’t know. Nightshade never gave their bounty hunters client information. And yet, Eighteen knew Gretchen was the client. 
 
    “How do you know Gretchen McDonough’s name?” I asked as though Eighteen had answered verbally instead of merely thinking. 
 
    Either the Nightshade girl was feeling chatty, or she figured there was no point in withholding information from a mind reader. Whatever the case, she stared up at me with defiant eyes and smirked before answering. 
 
    “Let’s just say she’s a frequent customer.” 
 
    “You’ve delivered other victims to her,” I said, nodding. 
 
    “Ding, ding, ding. One point for the condemned girl,” Eighteen replied with false bravado. 
 
    “Who did you capture?” I demanded. 
 
    Eighteen was stubborn and strong-willed. Her molars ground as she fought my compulsion. When she thought she had me, I sent a second wave of compulsion her way and repeated my question. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    In that moment, Eighteen knew true fear. She didn’t attempt to hide it. Though the Nightshade agent had been in tight situations before, death had never felt so certain. 
 
    Through slightly parted lips, the name slipped out. “Kev Leon.” 
 
    It sounded vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t say why. Erik’s ears perked up though. 
 
    “Who else?” I demanded. 
 
    “Beth Larson,” Eighteen hissed through clenched teeth. 
 
    That name I did know. Erik and I exchanged glances. We’d met Beth during the last round of Talent testing, when all five-year old children were evaluated for abilities. We’d taken her away from her mother and her home, then handed the little girl over to TOXIC. 
 
    It was an enormous regret of mine, ever helping Mac abscond with innocent children. Beth must have escaped during the chaos of TOXIC’s demise or returned home when the school closed. Of course Gretchen hired Nightshade to tear her from her family again. It was exactly the sort of screwed up shit I expected from the McDonoughs. 
 
    “Who else?” I snarled, sort of hoping she didn’t have any more names for me. 
 
    “Viry Illy. Norton Jain. Haakon Crisp.” One of Eighteen’s eyes spasmed. It looked like it hurt, but she was too focused on her impending death to register the pain. She no longer actively fought my compulsion, but I still held her mind captive. Just in case. 
 
    “That’s it. I swear,” Eighteen added. 
 
    I believed her. The truth was plain in her head. She didn’t believe giving up the names would do me any good or Gretchen any harm. And, honestly, she had no loyalty to Nightshade. Eighteen was a true mercenary; she only worked for the organization because the money was good. 
 
    As I was deciding what else I might be able to scrape from Eighteen’s head, six children suddenly appeared in a circle around us. They wore matching smocks in varying states of filth and wear. A girl who looked a few years younger than me stepped forward with a thin blanket in her hands. 
 
    “I thought you might want this,” she said in a small voice when I looked her way. 
 
    Eyes following her every move, I accepted the blanket and wrapped it around me like a sarong. 
 
    “Thank you. You’re the one who freed me, right? Thank you for that, too,” I said, acutely aware of the four other very strong, very young children surrounding us. 
 
    The girl in front of me smiled shyly. “You’re welcome, Natalia.” 
 
    “How does she know your name?” Erik sent. 
 
    “I kind of announced it to everyone in earshot earlier,” I sent in reply, cringing a little. 
 
    The panther rolled his turquoise eyes. 
 
    “Will you tell me your name?” I asked the girl. 
 
    There was nothing seemingly remarkable about her, no distinguishing features that branded her as Talented. Her hair was dishwater blonde, and her eyes a shade of brown that was found frequently among norms. 
 
    She’s like Riley, I thought. A pang of sorrow hit me in the gut when I remembered that he was in critical condition. 
 
    Tentatively, as though afraid of me, the girl took two steps closer and held out her hand. 
 
    “You can call me Alpha.” Her small hand felt dry and cracked, though the skin appeared perfectly smooth. 
 
    Alpha’s glance strayed to Eighteen’s pinned form. “What do you plan to do with her? Are you going to kill her?” 
 
    With the level of emotion in her voice, she might as well have been asking about my breakfast. My stomach growled at the thought of food. Everyone at the house needs to eat, I reminded myself.  We need to deal with that before going back. 
 
    I met Erik’s panther eyes. His nod was subtle. 
 
    “No,” I answered. “We aren’t going to kill anyone.” 
 
    Alpha gave me a small, knowing smile. “Then you might want to stop her before she swallows the fake tooth in her mouth.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My teeth bared down on Eighteen’s windpipe, preventing her from swallowing the suicide pill. Nothing was going down the hatch, including air. Talia pried the girl’s clenched jaws apart and reached inside Eighteen’s mouth. The Nightshade girl bucked and twisted. When that didn’t work, she tried to use her talents against us. I sank down until I was sitting on her. Between the loss of oxygen and my considerable weight—my panther form was solid—Eighteen was rendered immobile. 
 
    Spurts of telekinetic power burst from the Nightshade agent in her desperation to breathe. Tals combated each one easily, gaining a certain amount of satisfaction each time she squashed the girl’s feeble attempts. 
 
    “I think she already swallowed it,” Talia sent. 
 
    “Wouldn’t she be dead?” I sent back. 
 
    “Well, there’s a hole in the back of her mouth with fresh blood and a hole where a tooth had been,” my girlfriend replied, annoyed. 
 
    “Reach down her throat. It can’t have gone far.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Talia asked aloud. 
 
    I nosed her thigh. 
 
    Grimacing, Talia pulled her hand back and summoned the suicide pill with her mind. Eighteen retched several times, and then the fake tooth shot from the Nightshade girl’s mouth to Tals’ waiting hand. Eighteen heaved several more times before finally passing out. 
 
    “Is she dead?” Alpha asked in a small voice. 
 
    Tals shook her head. “Just unconscious.” 
 
    Alpha gestured to one of the other kids in the circle, a guy with an interestingly shaved head and inverted eyes. He walked toward us, electric coils dancing around him as though they were snakes and he was their charmer. When he reached us, he turned his big, black animal eyes on me. “Excuse me, Erik.” His accent was faint, sort of German-sounding but also possibly South African. 
 
    “They did save our asses,” Tals sent when I looked her way. 
 
    Slowly, I moved off Eighteen. As soon as I was clear, the boy sent the coils toward her limp form. They bound her torso, including her arms, which were pinned to her sides. Once in place, the coils formed one solid straightjacket but still hummed with electricity. 
 
    “She probably has dampening cuffs, too,” Alpha said hesitantly. “We could use them for the others.” 
 
    Talia smiled at the younger girl. “Good thought.” 
 
    The panther form wasn’t my favorite morph, but I didn’t entirely trust the children. They’d watched the fight with Eighteen and only intervened at the last second, so I didn’t morph back to human right away. 
 
    Tals summoned the dampening restraints with her mind. When the cuffs fell at their feet, Alpha and the boy with the shaved head bound our other attackers. 
 
    “Should we store them with Gracia?” Talia sent. 
 
    Though I nodded my head in answer, my focus never left Alpha. Of the small group of kids, she was clearly the leader. The collective power emanating off them was so enticing, I found myself drawn to them despite my misgivings. 
 
    “Are you thinking of keeping them with the clone?” Alpha asked. 
 
    Tals smiled, though I felt her trepidation. She’d taken an instant liking to Alpha. It was interesting, since my girlfriend wasn’t big on making friends and generally mistrusted new people. 
 
    “How do they know about Gracia?” she sent me. 
 
    It was a great question, one I really wanted answered. 
 
    Our mental channel was supposed to be closed, but Alpha’s keen gaze made me wonder if maybe she wasn’t eavesdropping on our conversation. 
 
    Alpha lowered her gaze, inclining her head slightly toward Talia. In the animal world, it would have been a show of submission—a small gesture to recognize Talia as top dog. 
 
    Just beneath the collar of her graying smock, a tattoo peeked from Alpha’s neck. It was the same eye that was on Gracia’s neck. It was also on Ernest Tate’s neck. 
 
    Tals stiffened when she noticed it, too. Adrenaline surged through her veins. Those friendly feelings were fleeing fast, and she tightened the blanket she wore like a toga. With her curls wild and her violet eyes blazing, she looked like a Greek goddess of legend. 
 
    Damn, she’s beautiful, I thought. 
 
    “Who are you?” Talia asked Alpha, the command heavy in her voice. 
 
    I inched closer to my girlfriend, slinking slowly to her side. Tals patted my head absently. 
 
    “My name is Alpha,” the girl repeated. She gestured to her group of misfits. “We are from the Clearwood Institute.” 
 
    Talia’s power washed over me as she readied for another fight. My hackles raised. I’d never worried before whether Talia and I alone were strong enough to defeat a foe, but Alpha had so much untamed power that her body practically vibrated. 
 
    Eyes still downcast, Alpha added, “We mean you no harm, Talia.” 
 
    What is the Clearwood Institute? Are these children privileged? Where are their parents? 
 
    Though the thoughts belonged to Talia, they bounced intensely through my mind. 
 
    “How do you know who I am?” Tals asked. 
 
    The boy with the shaved head moved to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Alpha. 
 
    “My name is Epsilon,” he began softly. “Everyone knows who you are. I mean, you’re sort of famous.” 
 
    If only panthers could snicker. 
 
    The kid’s black gaze fell on me, almost like he sensed my amusement. “You, too, Erik. We’ve been following your peace rallies on the screens.” He shrugged sheepishly. “When we can, anyhow.” 
 
    Talia’s gaze narrowed. “Are you Privileged?” she asked softly. 
 
    The other children moved closer to Epsilon, who wrapped an arm around one girl’s thin shoulders. Alpha lowered her head before replying. For just a second, I thought I saw tears shimmer in her eyes. 
 
    “We were supposed to be,” she said softly, eyes still downcast. 
 
    Hand resting on the back of my panther neck, all my girlfriend’s emotions flowed freely into me. An overwhelming sadness filled us both. 
 
    “They were left behind,” Tals sent. “Gretchen left them here.” 
 
    I growled. Alpha peered at me, her eyes wide beneath damp lashes. 
 
    “After the battle of D.C…,” the girl began, trailing off as her voice tightened. She hiccupped, then continued. “All the American institutes were shut down. Most of the students were taken overseas. We didn’t make the cut.” 
 
    “Gretchen abandoned you?” Talia asked incredulously. 
 
    If she hadn’t already wanted Gretchen’s head on a platter, this would’ve put her over the edge. 
 
    Alpha nodded, the tears reappearing. This time she couldn’t hold back. “We’ve been on our own for over a month now.” 
 
    The shift in my girlfriend was visible. She glanced from Alpha to Epsilon to the other three children huddled around their leader. 
 
    “They are so thin,” Talia sent. “Have they been eating?” 
 
    It was true, except for Alpha. She was average-sized for someone her height. But the harder I stared at her, the more it felt as though something about her appearance was slightly off. It was too perfectly middle of the road. As though reading my mind—maybe she was, with so much energy coming from every direction it was hard to tell—Alpha dropped the visual façade she’d been projecting. 
 
    Tals gasped. Alpha’s arms and legs were like twigs, and her smock nearly swallowed her thin frame. But it was her scars that drew my attention. They covered her arms, legs, and neck and varied in states of healing and scarring. 
 
    “This is why I’m constantly morphed.” Alpha managed a small shrug as she gestured to her battered body. “This isn’t so pretty.” 
 
    Torture, I thought. The scars were similar to ones on my body. 
 
    Tals’ fingers curled into my hair. She pulled a handful subconsciously, recognizing the scars for what they were too. 
 
    “We can’t leave them,” she sent. 
 
    I hesitated, my heart tugging at the ragtag group of kids who’d been abandoned.  Their combined power was a hell of a lot more than our combined power, and I didn’t like those odds. Still, Alpha and the others obviously hadn’t eaten in a while. They needed help. 
 
    “Do you really think we can trust them?” I replied finally. 
 
    “I do. They didn’t need to assist us, but they did. That means something.” 
 
    After several long moments, I nodded. Again, I got the impression that Alpha was listening in on our conversation. Her next comment practically confirmed it. 
 
    “We would have come to your aid sooner,” she said. “But…if we had, things would have gone differently. Epsilon determined the right moment—the one with the most favorable outcome.” 
 
    “Great. Another Visionary,” Tals sent. Her eyes were wide as dinner plates, even as her mental voice was sarcastic. 
 
    “Kenly’s vision saved a lot of lives,” I reminded her gently. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” she replied. 
 
    I did. Visionaries and visions were dangerous. Not like Talia and I were dangerous, but knowledge about the future could be tricky. Visions centered on one possible outcome of the future, one that would only come to fruition if everything else in the world remained on the same track. Unless a Visionary was concentrating on a specific event, it was extremely rare to have more than one vision about the same future point. 
 
    Alpha’s comment played back to me. 
 
    Epsilon determined the right moment—the one with the most favorable outcome. 
 
    That meant Epsilon had viewed multiple outcomes of our fight with Eighteen. It didn’t quite seem like a vision from a visionary, so what talent did he actually have? 
 
    “If you trust them….” I trailed off, not wanting to argue with her about whether to bring them back to the McDonough house when she’d already made up her mind. I didn’t trust them, but I did trust Talia. 
 
    Talia inhaled deeply and turned to Alpha. 
 
    “Will you help us get these assholes over to the medical building?” she asked, gesturing to Eighteen and the three bounty hunters. 
 
    Alpha nodded eagerly. “Of course.” 
 
    With the help of Alpha and Epsilon, Tals used her telekinetic talents to float the unconscious Nightshade girl and the others toward medical. Stalking along behind them, I remained in my panther form. The other children stayed in the courtyard, seemingly due to a silent directive from Alpha. 
 
    We locked our captives in rooms as we’d done with Gracia. Just as I was about to morph to human, Epsilon took the helm to program the cages. He used Talia’s biometrics to seal the captives inside the rooms, not even attempting to use his own or Alpha’s. 
 
    “Have you been staying in the dorms?” Talia asked as we exited medical with our new allies. At least, I hoped they were allies. 
 
    “For about three days now,” Alpha replied. She shrugged sheepishly. “It’s the best accommodations we have come across.” 
 
    “What have you done for food?” Talia followed up. 
 
    “Berries and edible plants mostly. We’ve found a few abandoned houses and raided the pantries. So, we have a decent supply of canned foods and dried meats.” Alpha hesitated. “It’s hard with so many of us.” 
 
    Talia nodded. “Have you tried the cafeteria?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Alpha’s eyes flicked to Epsilon. “These aren’t the first bounty hunters to visit, we’ve been staying out of sight.” 
 
    My girlfriend’s steps faltered. “We aren’t safe here,” she sent me. 
 
    “No, we’re not,” I replied. “But Kenly and Emma are in no shape to travel yet. We’ll have to stay the night at least.” 
 
    The knowledge that these weren’t the first round of bounty hunters to come to the McDonough School was troublesome. Gretchen must have known Talia would be there at some point. We were acting too predictably. 
 
    The tension in Talia leaked through to me. She was desperate to return to the McDonough’s house and hold Alex. But her heart was torn—she couldn’t leave Alpha and the others to fend for themselves. 
 
    “Others will come,” Epsilon said quietly. “In three days, more will come.” 
 
    We followed them into the dorms. The Clearwood children had set up camp in student housing, all six taking up only one of the largest rooms. None of the other children had spoken yet, but their fear was so overwhelming that I had a hard time breathing in their presence. 
 
    Alpha kept up a stream of babble, telling us she was the oldest at sixteen. Epsilon was only a few months younger. Delta and Theta, twin boys who looked nothing alike except for their shared gauntness, were fourteen and extremely shy. And then there were the two young children, Phi and Zeta. Phi couldn’t have been more than ten and Zeta looked even younger. 
 
    Still in panther form, I remained by Tals’ side, close enough that my fur always brushed her leg as we sat in the kids’ dorm room. 
 
    “Do you plan to stay here until the bounty hunters come?” Talia asked. 
 
    Though she still wanted to help them, my girlfriend still hadn’t invited the kids back to the McDonough house with us. Even without asking, I knew she wanted to spend a little more time with them first and get a better gauge on their abilities. Alex was her top priority, and his safety trumped all. 
 
    Alpha looked to Epsilon, who ran a bony hand over his shaved head. 
 
    “We will stand with you to fight them when the time comes,” he said, his proclamation sending chills down my spine. 
 
    Theoretically, I could see the future. Sort of. Of all my abilities, it was the only one that scared me. The future was fluid, like a river, and could change course at any moment. It was too uncertain to derive anything reliable. 
 
    And yet…Epsilon wasn’t like most Visionaries. His control over his talents was impressive, to say the least. 
 
    Tals met my gaze, and a silent questioned passed between us. “Do we stay to fight a new threat?” 
 
    It was too big a decision to make without consulting the others. Talia wanted to press Epsilon for details of the fight yet to come but held her tongue for the moment. Like me, my girlfriend worried that putting too much stock in visions was dangerous and naïve. 
 
    Then again, Kenly’s prophecy about the attack on the islands had saved countless lives. 
 
    “We changed Kenly’s vision,” Talia reminded me as she glanced around the room. 
 
    Alpha, bright eyes shining with hope, stood tall beside Epsilon. Delta sat on the lower bunk of one set of beds, his head bowed. Long pale-blond hair obscured his face, but his gaze peeked through heavily. Theta and Zeta were downstairs keeping watch for new threats. 
 
    Phi huddled in the corner of the top bunk opposite Delta, knees drawn to his chest and his chin tucked. His fear was the worst, though his expression was hard. Something about his large eyes and high, sharp cheekbones was familiar. I glanced at Alpha. 
 
    They’re related, I realized. 
 
    “Will you stay and fight?” Alpha asked, her tone betraying none of the feelings swirling inside of her. 
 
    “She knows Epsilon’s vision,” Tals sent. 
 
    With her hand still on the back of my neck, I nodded my response. 
 
    My girlfriend met Alpha’s questioning gaze. “I want to know more about the Clearwood Institute,” she said. 
 
    Alpha and Epsilon exchanged pointed stares that made me believe they were speaking over a closed mental channel just like Talia and me. I considered pushing my way into their heads but refrained. The more time we spent with the Clearwood children, the more sure I was they were truly on our side. Still, I couldn’t help wondering if I was beginning to trust them simply because I was drawn to their power. 
 
    “Can we talk at the McDonough’s house?” Alpha asked after a long moment. “Just Epsilon and myself. The others will stay here for now.” 
 
    Talia hesitated only a beat. “Of course.” 
 
    She appreciated the offer to have four of the six children stay at the main campus, away from Alex. 
 
    Someone’s stomach growled loudly, Phi’s if I had to guess. The boy whimpered and curled further into himself. I looked up at Talia, whose violet eyes held a question that I hadn’t considered until that moment. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do that? I can go alone,” I told her. 
 
    Tals shook her head. “These kids are starving, Erik. And Kip, Emma, and Kenly need protein. There isn’t a choice.” 
 
    She turned to Alpha and Epsilon. “Can you both morph?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Cressa 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The lilac canopy draped above her held an innate serenity, and its long silken drapes assured Cressa she was exactly where she belonged. Soft white pillows nestled her in the little hole her father called a nest. Kev Leon’s dimples greeted her from a v-screen on one wall. She sat up, her eyes darting back and forth. 
 
    “Call Julie.” 
 
    Another v-screen flickered to life beside the one of Kev Leon, and a petite girl with raven hair appeared. Clad in pajamas, she had a gaming v-screen paused in the background. 
 
    “I just crushed Chance the Whapper!” Cressa’s best friend declared with a grin. 
 
    “Awesome,” Cressa replied automatically, her mind racing. 
 
    Julie’s fingers pinched at the air, zooming in. “Are you okay? You look weird.” 
 
    “Yeah, I just had the worst nightmare. I feel really out of it.” Cressa swiped beads of sweat from her forehead. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Julie plopped onto a couch, and Cressa’s v-screen followed her automatically. 
 
    “Kev Leon was there…,” she started. 
 
    The dark-haired girl’s features wrinkled. “That doesn’t sound like a nightmare.” 
 
    “There was also an…Ice Queen?” Cressa tapped on her forehead, as if willing the information forth. “No, Dame de Glace. She was…saving people? I don’t know, but I was Talented. I mean, she made me Talented. No, Privileged. I was Privileged.” Cressa’s heart was racing. It wasn’t coming out right, the words sounded so benign. 
 
    Julie evidently agreed. “That all sounds like a good time, Cressa. Your Ice Queen adopting anyone else?” 
 
    “No,” Cressa insisted. “It was terrifying. There were these secret tunnels. A frog pond. A little bird…I saved her from dying.” 
 
    Swinging her legs off the couch cushion, Julie straightened and leaned forward. Swiped the game screen aside with a toss of one hand. 
 
    “Who did you hang out with last night?” she demanded. “And why wasn’t I invited?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You were obviously shiny. If it brings dreams of Kev Leon and talents and privileges, sign me up. Were you with Rickon?” 
 
    Cressa pushed herself out of bed, her feet moving automatically into her mem-socks waiting beside it. The camera panned out as she paced on the carpet’s bright threading. 
 
    “I told you, I said no when Rickon asked me out,” she insisted, turning around at the far wall. “This wasn’t shining, it was a dream. I was Privileged. My parents sent me there.” 
 
    “Sent you where?” Julie’s forehead wrinkled. “Like, they sent you away?” 
 
    “To the Institute. It was sort of a boarding school, but they make you Talented. We were supposed to save the other Talents. UNITED voted to kill them all, we had to save them.” Even to her own ears, Cressa sounded like a ranting banana. 
 
    “It was just a dream, Cress,” Julie soothed. The worried expression disappeared as her eyes lit up. “Where did Kev Leon come into it? Like a ghost?” 
 
    Right. Kev Leon had died in an accident. 
 
    “He wasn’t dead,” Cressa explained. “The Dame faked his death and kidnapped Kev. He’s Privileged, too.” 
 
    Cressa stopped walking and closed her eyes. She swore she could still feel a trace of his touch on her hand, a hint of the kiss he’d brushed across her cheek. The thrill of standing beside him, united. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Julie asked with a giggle. 
 
    “It felt real,” Cressa insisted. “He kissed me. He saved me. More than once.” 
 
    Her best friend snorted. “Doesn’t sound real, but I’d sure like it to be.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cressa agreed. 
 
    Her friend’s face slowly drained of color. 
 
    “You look weird,” Julie said again, backing away from the screen. 
 
    “Some friend you are,” Cressa replied with a laugh. “I need to go get ready for school, see you soon.” 
 
    The v-screen disappeared with a flick of Cressa’s thumb. She looked at the other one, the one with a life-sized Kev Leon smiling back at her. Maybe it was finally time to get rid of him, she didn’t need the ghost of a movie star haunting her dreams. 
 
    “Swap poster one,” Cressa said aloud as she strode to the attached bathroom. Glancing back when she reached the door, Cressa frowned. Another image of Kev Leon had replaced the first. 
 
    “Swap poster one.” 
 
    Those piercing blue eyes still stared at her, this time from atop a horse. 
 
    “Swap poster one, no Kev Leon. Anyone else,” she called, shutting the door behind her. The bathroom v-screen automatically flickered on when she entered, Kev’s devilish smile taunting her. 
 
    “No Kev Leon,” Cressa repeated slowly. “Put up the Sec—” 
 
    The words disappeared on Cressa’s lips as her eyes fell on the mirror’s reflection. Her hair was still blonde, though the shade was now cool and light instead of strawberry-kissed. Steely blue eyes stared back. Cressa held one hand to the glass, sure that the v-makeover feature had somehow activated. Instead of sliding through the image, her fingers connected with the cold, hard surface. She traced the faint wrinkles beside her eye, and the slightly deeper ones beside her mouth. Lines like that came from decades of laughter that never reached a person’s eyes. 
 
    A lightbulb exploded somewhere behind her, but Cressa’s eyes were fixed on her hand. There was something wrong with it. The skin wrinkled slightly at the joints. They weren’t the hands of a fifteen-year-old. Cressa held the other one up to compare and found a thick golden band around one finger. Mounted in the center was an enormous blue stone. Ice blue. Like her eyes. Cressa’s mouth formed a silent scream as she stepped back and took her in reflection. 
 
    Dame de Glace. 
 
    Cressa didn’t look the age the Dame had in person, but a bit younger than her holo-image. Even with the tighter features and only a hint of aging, she was unmistakably seeing Gretchen in the mirror. 
 
    The scream that ripped from Cressa’s throat was an inhuman sound. The lights around the mirror exploded in tandem. Items from her vanity joined the glass and flew through the air. 
 
    Cressa didn’t know how long she’d been standing there when the bathroom door slammed open. 
 
    The tears welling in her eyes spilled over at the sight of her mother. The whirlwind of items tumbled to the floor, and she pitched herself into the arms that had always kept her safe. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Cressa pleaded. 
 
    Mrs. Carmine gently pulled away to study her daughter’s face. Tugging her hand, she guided Cressa back to face the mirror. Her mother’s reflection joined that of the Dame. Delight radiated from her at the sight. 
 
    “What’s wrong, darling?” 
 
    “What happened to me?” Cressa demanded. 
 
    “You’ve become Privileged, of course.” 
 
    Pulling at her skin, Cressa sobbed. “I don’t want to be the Dame’s clone. I don’t want to be anyone’s clone.” 
 
    Her mother’s voice was tight when she replied. “That’s terribly selfish of you, Cressa. What would your father say?” 
 
    “He would never have let them do this!” 
 
    With a scoff, Mrs. Karmine turned on her low heel and stomped from the bathroom. When she reappeared a moment later, her husband trailed behind. 
 
    “Tell your daughter that she’s being selfish,” her mother insisted. 
 
    Cressa whirled to face her father. Clinging to his arms, she refused to look at her reflection. 
 
    “Make it stop,” she pleaded. “I want to be me again.” 
 
    Instead of the comforting words and reassurances she expected, Cressa’s father held her out to arm’s length and scrutinized her face. 
 
    “Stop being so selfish, Cressa,” he intoned. “Not that she needed my permission, but I told her she could do whatever she wanted. Have a little gratitude for this honor.” 
 
    Every ounce of her being screamed in protest. She grasped for a way to make it stop, to make it all go away. Just as she thought her heart would give out, Cressa’s world turned black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hunting was already in my blood to a degree. I’d spent nearly half my life training to track and capture prey, though it was always of the human variety. Animals were new for me, and I didn’t much care for the sport. 
 
    You have no choice, I reminded myself as I sniffed the air with my lioness nose. Erik, sill in panther form, slinked beside me. His keen, feline eyes surveyed the area for wildlife. Alpha too had taken the form of a lion, while Epsilon had morphed into a hawk and was circling overhead. 
 
    I did believe the Clearwood children meant us no harm, but I also had misgivings about opening my mind to them. Unfortunately, we were sort of in a bind; we needed to feed a lot of people and hunting the wildlife in the woods around the school was our best option. Hesitantly, I opened a channel between the four of us and tried to block the rest of my mind from Alpha and Epsilon. 
 
    “Three deer to your nine,” Epsilon sent. 
 
    “I see them,” Erik replied, slinking forward through a thick crop of trees. 
 
    Alpha and I followed, with me flanking Erik’s right and her on his left. I’d never killed an animal, and seeing the large, majestic creatures gave me pause. 
 
    Feast or famine, I told myself. 
 
    Erik darted toward a large buck with impressive horns. His paws barely made noise as he flew over fallen tree branches and rocks. 
 
    There was no contest. Erik’s jaws were around the deer’s neck before the creature saw him coming. The other two deer darted for the woods. Alpha gave chase to a small buck, outrunning him with ease. I hesitated, but thoughts of Alex invaded my mind. I let my animal instincts take over. 
 
    The third deer was the largest. While fast, it was not fast enough. I was on the creature before I knew it. The kill was bloody and sort of gross, but also extremely satisfying. 
 
    “Tals, you okay?” Erik called. 
 
    “Yeah, I got him. Now what?” 
 
    A part of me, the part that was the lion, wanted to hunker down and gnaw at the raw meat. My mouth salivated, wanting just a taste. The human part of me wasn’t so keen on the idea, and the two halves battled with one another. Just when I thought the lion would win, I felt Erik nuzzle my side. His touch, even in panther form, was enough. Though I felt the lion instincts recede, I didn’t morph back to human. 
 
    “Take them to the house. I’ve got this,” Erik sent. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I retorted. 
 
    The panther rubbed his head against mine. “You’re not. And that’s okay. I can handle the deer.” 
 
    “How are you so calm?” I asked. 
 
    It was weird. Erik was eerily calm, his temper more in check than I’d felt since he’d received the creation drug. It was possibly the calmest I’d seen him ever. And that worried me. 
 
    “I’m just doing what’s necessary,” Erik replied vaguely. 
 
    The hawk dove toward us with a loud caw. As it dipped below the tree line, the bird’s massive wings wrapped around its body like cocoon, and Epsilon spun through the air in a blur of feathers. With each rotation, black ribbons unraveled around him until a thin human boy materialized above me. The transformation was beautiful, almost magical, and I wondered whether I would ever achieve his level of grace. 
 
    Epsilon tumbled to the ground, landing perfectly on his feet as Erik had done early. Completely naked and unashamed, the Clearwood boy stood with his hands on his hips. 
 
    “I’ll help Erik if you want to return to the McDonough’s house,” he said, surveying the dead animal with mild interest. 
 
    Then, Alpha joined us, still in lion form. Her muzzle was covered in blood and specks of crimson dotted the space between her eyes. 
 
    “I can help, too,” she sent. “Survival training was part of our curriculum.” 
 
    Though I had so many questions for the kids, I didn’t ask any just then. The interrogation of the Clearwood children could wait. 
 
    Erik nudged me gently with his nose. “Go. Make sure Alex is okay.” 
 
    The mention of Donavon’s son was all I needed, which Erik knew. 
 
    “Be careful,” I told him, and then set off toward the house. 
 
    My own muzzle and chest were coated with fresh blood. I couldn’t let Alex see me like that, so I took a short detour to the nearby pond. I dove into the water as a lion. Once I was submerged, I morphed. The water felt good on my hot skin. I scrubbed my face and neck and watched the water around me turn crimson. The sight made me queasy. 
 
    Who else will die before this ends? I wondered yet again. 
 
    The faces of those I cared about, both living and dead, flashed in my mind: Erik, Alex, Penny, Victoria, Henri, Kenly, Frederick, Emma, Donavon, Crane, Kip, James, my mother and father, Mr. Kelley, Erik’s brothers…Mac. I hated myself for feeling anything but disgust for him, but I couldn’t help it. Mac had been such a large part of my life, such an influential force. I didn’t miss him. It was more that things with Mac felt…unresolved. 
 
    Will stopping Gretchen give me closure? I wondered. 
 
    I emerged from the pond, naked and clean, and started toward the house and Alex. Sharp branches lashed my bare feet as I sprinted through the woods, a few scrapes and bruises were nothing after the way Eighteen threw me around. Several times the small rocks lining the dirt path made me stumble, and I twisted my ankle but managed to stay upright. When I reached the clearing, running on pure adrenaline, I picked up the pace even more. 
 
    My lungs burned, and my legs were lead. I’d used too much energy holding the four-way connection, which would’ve been hard enough in human form. As the lion, the power I’d wielded had drained me. 
 
    I reached the door, my legs feeling weak. Before I could open it, someone on the inside did the honors. Erik’s father, who looked so much like an older version of his son, opened his arms, and I fell into them. 
 
    “Talia, sweetheart, are you okay?” he asked. Stroking my wet hair, he politely ignored the fact that I had no clothes on. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I breathed, letting him hug me tighter. It had been a long time since I’d felt the arms of a parental figure. In Mr. Kelley’s embrace, I felt safe. Loved, even. 
 
    “Erik…is he—” 
 
    “He’s fine,” I said quickly, admonishing myself for not saying something immediately. 
 
    Reluctantly, I pulled free of the arms that held me. “He’s gathering food for everyone. How are you? What about Alex? I want to see him.” 
 
    Mr. Kelley held up a hand. 
 
    “Slow down, slow down,” he chuckled softly. “Alex just fell asleep. I think it might be best to let him rest right now.” 
 
    I glanced down. “Yeah, of course.” A quick read of Alex’s emotions made my lips curve into a smile. He was at peace. For now, at least. 
 
    “Why don’t we talk first, and then you can peek in on him?” Mr. Kelley asked gently. 
 
    “Okay, yeah.” Tears welled in my eyes. I willed them away. I didn’t even know why I felt like crying, but now was not the time. 
 
    Mr. Kelley put an arm around my shoulders and guided me toward the house. I cleared my throat, needing to fill the silence. 
 
    “How are Edmond and Evan? Did they make it off the island?” I asked. 
 
    Mr. Kelley’s smile was sad. “The boys weren’t on Eden when it was attacked. Edmond is with Ian, in D.C., and Evan is with Brand in California. Let’s get you some clothes and then I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
    He started to turn away. 
 
    “Wait!” I exclaimed, grabbing ahold of Mr. Kelley’s shirt. He turned with wide eyes. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to yell. It’s just, I need to talk to Crane but can’t seem to reach him. Erik thought you might have Michael Tanaka’s contact info. Or maybe even Amberly’s?” 
 
    Mr. Kelley wasn’t stupid, he knew something was up. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, checking over his shoulder as though worried little ears might be listening. 
 
    No point in lying, I thought. 
 
    “Gretchen McDonough is behind the Privileged and the attack on the Isle,” I told Erik’s father. “She plans to attack all the UNITED bases.” 
 
    His emotions didn’t change. Mr. Kelley wasn’t surprised. 
 
    “I’ll get my communicator and some clothes for you. Why don’t you wait in the kitchen?” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, he hurried toward my bedroom. I scanned Kenly and Emma’s emotions while I waited for Mr. Kelley, systematically checking on everyone in the house. Kenly was slightly agitated, but her heartrate and blood pressure were within normal levels. Emma was sleeping like the dead. 
 
    Alex was still calm, and I took a minute to bask in that peace. For those sixty seconds, the tension fled my body. My mind quieted. Then Erik’s father returned, as did reality. Mr. Kelley handed me an old pair of McDonough School sweatpants, a plain, gray t-shirt, and a hoodie. I dressed as quickly as possible and then held out my hand for Mr. Kelley’s communicator.  
 
    Michael Tanka’s contact information was already up on the screen. 
 
    “Talia?” Mr. Kelley asked as I was about to hit connect. 
 
    “Yeah?” I replied, sparing him a glance. 
 
    “You mentioned Amberly earlier….” He sighed loudly, and I knew. 
 
    Unlike Victoria, Amberly and I truly despised one another. From the first time she’d laid eyes on me, the councilwoman had been determined to put me in a cage. To be fair, I’d sort of wished she’d fall down a deep well. Still, the news of her death hit me in the gut like a sucker punch. 
 
    How many more will die before this ends? 
 
    “How?” I asked around the lump in my throat. 
 
    Mr. Kelley shook his head. “The how is not important. I just thought you might like to know.” 
 
    “How?” I repeated with more force, though no compulsion. Even I had limits when it came to my more insidious talents. 
 
    “Call Michael first,” Mr. Kelley replied. 
 
    I hit connect on the communicator. Eight rings later, Michael’s harried holographic image appeared. I sagged with relief. He nearly jumped when he saw me. 
 
    “Natalia, you are alive,” he breathed. 
 
    “I could say the same,” I said pointedly. 
 
    “You have heard about Victoria and Amberly, I presume.” Michael bowed his head and closes his eyes. “Their deaths are terrible losses for us all.” 
 
    An image of Victoria’s limp body flashed in my mind, and I cringed. 
 
    Now is not the time for sentiment, I lectured myself. 
 
    “Yes, terrible losses,” I agreed, surprised to find I meant it. Of course Victoria’s death was awful, but so was Amberly’s. She hated me because I was powerful, and she only liked power UNITED could control. My well-documented impulsive nature and penchant for recklessness probably didn’t help either. But I could see why someone devoted to protecting the Talented wouldn’t want someone like me on the loose. For all her flaws, Amberly had truly been devoted to helping the Talented. Just like Victoria, even if they’d rarely agreed on the best path forward. 
 
    Victoria. 
 
    My head shot up. Mr. Kelley had specifically mentioned Amberly earlier but made no mention of Victoria. Had Michael’s comments about her death been the first Mr. Kelley was hearing? 
 
    What an awful way to learn the woman you’re dating is dead, I thought. Fully prepared to break my own rule, I considered using my manipulation to soothe him. 
 
    Judging by his stoic expression, my talents weren’t needed. 
 
    He knew, I realized. 
 
    “Michael and I spoke on the way here,” Mr. Kelley explained, noticing my reaction to his nonreaction. 
 
    “Again, Earon, I am so sorry for your loss,” Michael interjected. 
 
    Mr. Kelley nodded but said nothing. 
 
    Michael refocused his attention on me, a small smile on his lips. “You are a wanted criminal, Natalia. You must know that contacting me is unwise.” 
 
    “Oh, I do.” I swallowed unshed tears for Victoria and grinned at Michael’s hologram. “But I have some information that will hopefully prevent you from tracing this comm.” 
 
    He chuckled. There was a knock on the door of what could’ve only been Michael’s home office. A man I hadn’t noticed lurking in the corner went to answer it. 
 
    I hesitated, unsure whether to speak freely with eavesdroppers. Michael must’ve noticed my reluctance. 
 
    “Sato is my most trusted companion,” he assured me. “And please know that I have no intention of tracing this comm. You are alive and free, and our kind is better for it.” 
 
    Michael folded his hands on the desk in front of him as Sato closed the door and resumed his post in the corner. “Now, you said you have information for me?” 
 
    I nearly teared up again at his kind words. It felt like adults only ever pointed out my faults or gave grudging compliments on rare occasions. Hastily, I blinked back the wetness and answered him bluntly.  
 
    “Gretchen McDonough has plans to attack all the UNITED bases.” I waited for his reaction. When none came right away, I plunged forward. “She plans to kill Crane as well. She’s also behind the attack on the Isle.” 
 
    Silence stretched for long enough that it became uncomfortable. Both Mr. Kelley and Michael were processing my warnings, but the councilman was doing something more. I couldn’t read his thoughts, so I watched his eyes. They darted from side to side erratically. Though my grasp on Higher Reasoning talents was lacking, if Kenly was any indication, Michael was cataloging the new information and cross-referencing it with the data already stored in his head. Once he was done, he’d spit out an answer. 
 
    A moment later, Michael proved me wrong by asking a question. 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    I squirmed in my chair. For some reason, it hadn’t occurred to me that I’d have to divulge my source. A part of me had believed Michael would just act on the intel which. In hindsight, it was a ridiculous notion. With UNITED’s forces busy overseeing the mass relocation of our kind, there weren’t really agents to spare. For Michael to divert resources, he had to be positive. 
 
    “A Privileged girl,” I said after a very long pause. 
 
    Michael cocked an eyebrow. Even Mr. Kelley narrowed his eyes suspiciously. 
 
    “We have several Privileged in custody,” Michael began, leaning forward so his dark holographic gaze wouldn’t be missed. “Our very best psychic interrogators have been unable to withdraw any useful information as of yet.” 
 
    His tone wasn’t necessarily accusatory, almost curious. 
 
    “Am I to assume you also have one of these so called Privileged in custody?” he asked me. 
 
    “That would be correct,” I replied slowly. 
 
    Michael shook his head and hid a smile. “You have been quite busy since your escape from Vault. My dear, am I also to assume you extracted this information from your prisoner?” 
 
    Extracted was a nice way of saying “took it by force.” 
 
    “Erik entered her mind. He saw Gretchen McDonough in Gracia’s memories,” I replied, growing annoyed with the twenty questions. “Gretchen is behind this. You need to take precautions.” 
 
    Michael was silent for a long moment. Finally, he nodded slowly. “I will inform President Crane.” 
 
    What? Why wasn’t he more concerned? Where were the tactical teams? 
 
    But I didn’t ask any of those questions. Instead, I asked, “Crane? What about the head of the UNITED council? We need troops.” 
 
    “President Crane is our new council head,” Michael replied. 
 
    “Then where the hell is he?” I demanded. After his careless dismissal of my information, I was agitated. 
 
    “London. With the Joint Nations committee,” Michael said. He pursed his lips. “President Crane will likely be unreachable until tomorrow morning at the earliest.” 
 
    My mounting ire receded. What could possibly be important enough to make Crane go dark during the most crucial time in our kind’s history? And if he wasn’t running the country, who was there to stop an open hunting season on Talents? 
 
    “I am acting head of the council while President Crane is away,” Michael continued. “Penelope is handling his duties in America.” 
 
    I snapped out of my thoughts. “Penny? She’s okay? She wasn’t on the Isle?” 
 
    Relief flooded through my muscles like the best massage ever, and I slumped against the back of the chair. There had been so many worries occupying my mind, but thoughts of Penny had always lurked in the background. 
 
    “Penelope is alive and well, yes,” he confirmed, showing the hint of a smile at my slightly dramatic reaction. 
 
    “And Frederick and Henri?” I pressed. 
 
    When Michael’s brow furrowed, I remembered not all my friends were on a first name basis with the council. 
 
    “Frederick Kraft and Henri Reich,” I elaborated. “They’re both UNITED agents. They were supposed to be taking reinforcements from England to the Isle.” 
 
    Sadness filled Michael’s dark gaze. “I have a list of the known casualties, if you would like me to look?” He held up a hand in warning. “Natalia, remember the list only contains names of those found and identified thus far. We only just secured the Isle two hours ago.” 
 
    Two hours ago? How long had the attack lasted? 
 
    What time is it there? I wondered. What time is it here? 
 
    We’d left London early in the morning. Because of the time differences, we’d teleported five hours backward when we jumped to western Maryland. The math hurt my head, and I rubbed my temples. 
 
    “Yes, please look,” I answered Michael in a small voice. 
 
    He turned and began typing on a portable. Mr. Kelley cleared his throat, drawing my attention his way. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to know?” he asked me softly. “This means nothing right now, nothing is certain.” 
 
    Did I want to hear Michael say my friends were dead? Of course not. But worry consumed my gut like a virus. Knowing whether Frederick and Henri were alive would slow the spread of the disease. 
 
    “I can’t not know,” I told him honestly. 
 
    We stared at one another, empathy radiating from Erik’s father in suffocating waves. It took Michael less than a minute to search the casualty list, but it felt like I aged decades before he finally looked up. 
 
    “Neither of your friends has been reported on the casualty list,” he said with measured words. 
 
    Michael phrased his response to remind me not to get my hopes up. I couldn’t help it, though. Next to learning Penny was alive and safe—if she’d stepped in for her uncle, she also had a guard detail—learning Frederick and Henri weren’t dead was the best news I’d heard all day. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to Michael, my smile genuine. 
 
    He gave a small nod and deftly switched gears. “Is there anything else you can tell me from your interrogation of the Privileged girl?” 
 
    I started to shake my head and then remembered something. 
 
    “France,” I blurted. “Gretchen is based in France.” 
 
    Michael’s expression turned pensive, though I couldn’t tell whether the admission surprised him. 
 
    “We did lose contact with a team of agents sent to investigate events in rural France,” he muttered. Then, as if worried he’d said too much, Michael met my gaze squarely. “I will look into the matter personally.” 
 
    The conversation was ending. I’d left out several important details about Gracia. Like the fact she was my doppelganger. And the traps Gretchen had placed inside her head—traps meant for me. Erik hadn’t said as much, but I knew Gretchen well enough to know she would’ve made them personal. She was thoughtful like that. 
 
    And she knows you, I reminded myself. 
 
    “Natalia?” 
 
    My name drew me from my thoughts. I refocused on Michael. “Yes?” 
 
    “What are you not telling me?” He spoke softly, soothingly. Coaxingly. If he’d been a Mind Manipulator, I would’ve sworn he used compulsion. 
 
    I swallowed hard, nearly choking on the truth. 
 
    “She’s coming for me.” 
 
    The whispered words bounced off the kitchen walls and smacked me across the face. Expression blank, I stared into Michael’s dark eyes without really seeing him. My mind was lost in the past, in memories of Gretchen teaching me to use my powers. 
 
    “She wants us all. Erik, Alex, Penny, and all the others on Nightshade’s list.” My voice was hollow, robotic. Mr. Kelley and Michael exchanged glances. 
 
    “She needs our blood for her army of idiots,” I continued. Leaning forward, I focused my gaze directly on Michael’s holographic eyes. “It’s different with me, though.” 
 
    It took several swallows to get words past the lump in my throat. 
 
    “With me, it’s personal.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Cressa 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It was a sim,” Kev said for the fourth time. “It wasn’t real, it didn’t happen.” 
 
    “But it felt real.” Cressa was curled into herself, hearing her parents’ scathing words playing over and over again. Was it possible they really thought she was selfish? 
 
    Kev patted her knee, as if reminding Cressa what real felt like. “They were just trying to scare you into activating your latent talent. You haven’t truly seen your parents, you were always here.” 
 
    “I was Gretchen,” she stuttered. Cressa’s sapphire eyes overflowed with tears, adding a new rivulet to the ones streaming down her face. “They made me into her clone.” 
 
    Swiping at her nose to curtail the snot, Cressa shuddered at the memory. Kev slid an arm around her back and pulled Cressa into his lap. She was shocked by the contact but immediately felt calm. 
 
    “That’s how the Dame’s tricks work,” he soothed. “You were physically here, just run through a sim. She must be desperate to find out what you can do.” 
 
    Cressa leaned her head in the crook of Kev’s neck, inhaling his pine-tree scent. How could she trust her own brain to know what was real if the Privileged could trigger such real experiences? One of her fingers brushed against the bare skin of Kev’s collarbone. It was definitely there, the current of the contact was palpable. As if sensing her thoughts, he pinched her arm gently. 
 
    “See?” Kev asked. “You’re here, I’m here.” 
 
    Before Cressa could reply, the door swung open. She scurried back from Kev’s embrace in time to catch Leslie Abbott’s amused expression. Leslie was an older, higher-ranking cadet and a clear favorite of the Privileged Institute. She was also a former child star, like Kev, though most of her roles had been nearly a decade before. 
 
    “Cadet Karmine, you’re needed in testing room four,” Leslie announced. 
 
    “I have an advancement exam?” Cressa looked at Kev uncertainly. “Now?” 
 
    “Sort of,” the 8P replied, waving a hand dismissively. “Come on.” 
 
    Kev tugged Cressa’s arm, locking her gaze with his.  
 
    “I’ll be right here as soon as you’re done,” he assured. “You’ve got this.” 
 
    Pushing herself to her feet, Cressa trudged out the door and followed the 8P to another med cube. Leslie handed her a green cotton jumpsuit. 
 
    “I can’t just wear my uniform?” Cressa asked, confused. 
 
    “What you can’t do is ask questions.” Laced with contempt, Leslie’s tone halted further protests. 
 
    She threw the gown on a small metal table, and then yanked the privacy curtain closed. While Cressa changed, her heart sped like galloping horses. Dread seemed a sunny and pleasant emotion compared to the emotions warring within Cressa. 
 
    Leslie led her to a mostly darkened exam room, similar to the location of her 1P advancement. Cressa couldn’t believe it was already time for the 2P exam. She’d barely thought about her new powers since receiving the second talent signature injection. Cressa had been a little busy with other things and had barely practiced using electrical manipulation. Did the Institute really expect her to have suddenly mastered them? Was she expected to just become invisible without any help? 
 
    Cressa turned to her escort and waited for instructions. With a long, pitying stare, Leslie turned on her heel and exited the room. The door slammed shut behind her, followed by the unmistakable click of a lock engaging. She’d left Cressa alone with no instructions, no information, no words at all. 
 
    Given the room’s shadows, Cressa wondered if she was supposed to turn the lights on and off. Not by flicking a switch, like the 1P exam, but controlling the flow of electricity instead. She’d successfully done that in the tunnels, though there was a lot more pressure then. Still, a spark of optimism shot through Cressa. She could do this. 
 
    That hope was dashed when all the room’s bulbs illuminated without her help. The sudden brightness was disorienting. Cressa blinked rapidly. That’s when she realized there was a bench in the middle of the room with a small pile of random items atop it. 
 
    She crossed the concrete floor and sat on the bench, wondering exactly what her testing task would be. Were they wanting to see her telekinetic progress? Cressa hadn’t had any time to work on that either, though she felt more confident than she would’ve if it were a light manipulation exam. 
 
    An urge to lay down overtook her, and Cressa stretched out on the bench. She was painfully tired. Why hadn’t the Dame allowed any time for her to rest? Between the escape attempt, watching the rescue mission in the Dame’s lair, and the sim to discover her latent talent, it felt like years had passed since Cressa last slept. She closed her eyes, feeling like the weight of the past week had compounded into exhaustion all at once. 
 
    Laughter woke her. The room was still empty, and there hadn’t been any indication someone was on the room’s speaker line, no exam instructions yet. 
 
    Where was the noise coming from? 
 
    Once she knew the answer, Cressa desperately wished she didn’t. One of the mirrored walls switched to view mode, the glass clearing into an ordinary pane. A whole room of Privileged sat on the other side of the glass, most looking amused by her impromptu nap. 
 
    Why on earth would the Dame use a 2P advancement exam as a demonstration? Cressa’s whole body tensed as she took in the dozens of eyeballs fixed on her. This was going to be so embarrassing. What if she failed miserably? They were already laughing at her for closing her eyes, what would they do once she proved she had no mastery of light manipulation? 
 
    Cressa sat up and picked up a small, blue ball from the pile of items on the bench. Was she supposed to make it disappear? Climbing to her feet, Cressa stood on the bench and tossed the ball back and forth. When would the instructions begin? Though she wasn’t prepared, Cressa wanted to get this over with. Idly, she added another ball to the first in her hands. 
 
    Leaning over, she picked up a hat from the bench and placed it on her head. The movement was already done before the truth dawned upon Cressa. She was standing on a bench with a full audience, juggling the two balls while wearing a ridiculous hat. The jumpsuit she’d been given was green. 
 
    Green like a frog. 
 
    “No!” Cressa screamed. The sound was cut short, her mouth closing until only a muffled shriek could be heard. 
 
    Shame flooded Cressa. The looks of contempt from the other side of the glass came into focus, and she realized what they were seeing: a dismissed Privileged being used as a guinea pig because she was unworthy of continuing within the program. 
 
    How did this happen? Cressa wondered frantically. 
 
    Was it because her latent talent never showed? Cressa focused inward, praying she could somehow find her natural talent. Would they allow her back as a cadet if she pulled it from within? Would the Dame change her mind about Cressa’s frog status? What had gone so wrong? 
 
    Her racing thoughts were so consuming, Cressa became aware of a presence in her mind. It was pushing, threatening to overtake her. Fists balled tightly, she fought the urge to hop on one leg. As if her legs were leaden, she struggled to step down from the bench. A glance at her audience tapered Cressa’s resolve. They were all rooting for the person who was invading her mind. Did anyone care that she’d been one of them just hours before? 
 
    Realizing that she’d only managed to step down with one leg, Cressa focused her energy on getting the other one next to it. Her brain screamed for her body to comply. When it did, Cressa ended up in a wilted crouch on the floor. 
 
    You look like a frog, she thought, tears springing to her eyes. 
 
    As the streams overflowed, Cressa’s shoulders heaved. Roaring laughter ripped from the watching classroom. Just when she thought her humiliation had peaked, two of the other walls switched to viewing mode. 
 
    There were three entire rooms of people watching her. 
 
    Why? Her brain screamed. 
 
    The giggles were coming from all directions, surrounding her. She clapped her hands over her ears, praying for it to stop. 
 
    Sobs racked her body. Cressa curled up on the ground, making herself as small as possible. When the final wall adjusted to show who was on the other side, she wished she could simply disappear. Was this her punishment for not wanting to be Gretchen’s clone? Cressa just wanted to be herself before. Now, she wanted to be anyone else. 
 
    Kev was standing only inches from the glass, his look of disdain palpable. A hot knife sliced through Cressa’s heart. Pity would’ve been better. Anything would’ve been better. Would this be the last time she saw Kev? Would Gretchen throw her in an electric cage with the other discarded Privileged, only being trotted out to be used as an experiment? 
 
    Nothing else to lose, Cressa climbed to her feet. The presence was still there in her mind, but fainter. She shoved it aside. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” she roared. Anger overtook everything else, and Cressa straightened her back. “Just tell me what you want!” 
 
    A tittering sound drew her attention away from Kev, to the room full of cadets she was trying to ignore. Using her rage, Cressa shot a stream of energy to the controls for the walls. The glass went from clear to opaque, then darkened to an impenetrable black. Several of the overhead bulbs shattered, and the room fell into shadows again. 
 
    People were no longer visible in three of the four spaces, though she’d left the last one clear. Cressa approached the window to the last room. Holding her palm flat against the glass, she locked eyes with the movie star. 
 
    Though Kev’s mouth didn’t move, Cressa heard his voice. Was it in her mind? The presence was back. 
 
    Is that you? She thought the words, wondering if that was how it worked. 
 
    Of course, he replied. 
 
    What is happening? How are you doing this? Why was I dismissed? How do I fix this? 
 
    Cressa’s thoughts fired so quickly, she simply shoved them all his way. 
 
    You simply aren’t Privileged material. Kev shrugged, an apathetic expression on his gorgeous face. 
 
    What happened to him? Cressa wondered. She realized too late that he would hear that as well. 
 
    I just became Privileged. I am going to help the Dame save the world. First, I just had to pass the manipulation exam. 
 
    Bile rose in Cressa’s throat. As if her humiliating status wasn’t enough, the Dame had used her as Kev’s test dummy? She leaned over, willing the vomit back down. Tears spilled down her cheeks, and Cressa watched the small puddle forming on the concrete. This wasn’t how the Institute was supposed to work. She was supposed to be part of the new world order, not a prisoner with no future. 
 
    From her hunched position, Cressa met Kev’s eyes through the glass. 
 
    Just tell me what you want from me, she pleaded. 
 
    His expression was cold as Kev shrugged again. 
 
    I don’t want anything from you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dad,” I breathed. My father stood from the kitchen table, and I walked straight into his arms. 
 
    I hadn’t realized how worried I was about him until that moment—once I knew he and Alex were off the islands, I hadn’t been able to allow the mental energy for it. 
 
    My father clapped me on the back and squeezed tightly. 
 
    “Evan and Edmond?” I asked. 
 
    I’d barely seen my brothers since we’d moved to Eden. Both had taken positions with UNITED, so they weren’t home when I’d returned to the islands for brief stints between peace rallies. 
 
    “They’re both fine,” Dad promised, pulling back from the embrace to look me over. 
 
    “Stay in touch, Natalia,” said a soft voice. 
 
    I glanced over and saw Michael Tanaka’s holographic image hovering over the table. He gave me a small smile. “It is nice to see you are well, Erik. “ 
 
    “You too, sir,” I replied. 
 
    With a quick look at Alpha and Epsilon, Talia said her goodbyes and disconnected. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, son.” Dad beamed at me, relief plain in his expression. He glanced to where Alpha and Epsilon stood with large coolers. “Who are your friends?” 
 
    Alpha walked forward confidently and extended her bony hand. 
 
    “Alpha One, sir,” she said politely. 
 
    “Earon Kelley,” my father replied, his expression carefully blank. 
 
    Tals stood and came over to me. I wrapped an around her thin shoulders and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “How’s Alex?” I sent. 
 
    “Sleeping,” she replied. 
 
    “He’s tough, Tals. And he’s young, he’ll get through this,” I told her. Before she could dwell on everything he’d been through in his short life, I quickly changed the subject. “Did you tell Michael what we learned from Gracia?” 
 
    “Yeah. He wasn’t as proactive as I’d have liked,” she sent back. Her obvious annoyance gave way to surprise over other news she’d learned in our short time apart. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” Talia promised. She nodded toward my father and Epsilon, who was greeting Dad just as politely as Alpha had. 
 
    “Did you both attend the McDonough School?” Dad looked back and forth between Alpha and Epsilon curiously. 
 
    “They are from the Clearwood Institute,” I interjected. 
 
    The detail was supposed to help my father understand or calm his worries. Instead, his guard flew up, since Dad had never heard of the Clearwood Institute. 
 
    “Guess you didn’t tell them about our new allies?” I guessed. 
 
    Tals shrugged. “Didn’t want to give Michael any additional reason to track our location.” 
 
    “And Dad?” I asked. “What about him?” 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance,” she replied. “I also hadn’t come up with a good way to tell him yet.” 
 
    “What about now?” I asked. “Have you come up with a good way now? Because we sort of have to tell him something about the ragtag kids we just brought home….” 
 
    “They weren’t relocated when Gretchen took the children from the American institutes to France,” Talia said aloud, choosing her words carefully. 
 
    “Super helpful,” I sent, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. 
 
    “I see.” Dad smiled at Alpha and Epsilon. “Well, it is very nice to meet you both.” He nodded to the coolers. “What do you have there?” 
 
    “Venison and some canned vegetables we found in the cafeteria’s stock room, sir,” Alpha replied. Her back was rigidly straight, as though the young girl was standing at attention. 
 
    “Well then, let’s see about feeding all these mouths.” 
 
    I craved alone time with Talia. Since the announcement of the vote, there hadn’t been a minute when we weren’t putting out fires. I was so determined to keep my head, to hold onto the small amount of control that I could still muster. But now that we weren’t in an immediate fight or flight situation, it was harder to compartmentalize. I needed Tals. She was my great equalizer. 
 
    Still, I wasn’t leaving my dad in a room alone with Alpha and Epsilon. Luckily, a solution arrived in the form of James. He entered the McDonough’s kitchen, his eyes widening at the group gathered. 
 
    “Hello,” James said awkwardly. Kenly’s boyfriend glanced around the room at the newcomers. “I heard you all, figured I would come see about it.” 
 
    I made quick introductions, and everyone shook hands. Then I pulled James into the hallway. 
 
    “Look, I know you want to stay with Kenly right now, but—” 
 
    “Take a break, mate,” James said with a wave of his hand. “Kenly’s asleep, and she seems peaceful right now.” 
 
    “Just a quick break,” I promised quickly. “We’ll just be in the master bedroom if you need anything.” 
 
    “I can handle things here,” James assured me. 
 
    “Thanks, man. There’s food for everyone, just needs to be cooked.” 
 
    The Brit nodded. “Not a problem.” 
 
    As I gestured Tals into the hallway, James put a hand on my arm. 
 
    “Any word on my sister?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    Tals’ hand slipped into mine. 
 
    “Her medi-hover landed safely,” she told James, phrasing her response carefully. 
 
    A quick search of my girlfriend’s most recent memories turned up no new mention of Bryn Wellington. Talia wasn’t lying, more like bending the facts. Penny was obviously alive and well, at least enough to be in charge for Ian while he was in London. The medi-hover flying Bryn and Riley must’ve landed somewhere safely. 
 
    Still, Talia was quick to add, “I’ll see if I can get an update from someone.” 
 
    “Thank you,” James replied, too polite to insist she start making inquiries immediately. 
 
    He returned to the kitchen, and I led Tals toward the only unoccupied area of the house. 
 
    The master suite contained two small offices and a sitting room along with the bedroom and bathroom. By unspoken consent, we chose the sitting room, and both collapsed on the couch in an exhausted tangle of limbs. 
 
    My hands reached for Tals without conscience thought, lifting her into my lap by her waist. Small palms cupped my cheeks as her intense gaze locked on mine. The increase in her heartrate was instantaneous. The pounding of her pulse filled my ears, setting me as ease.  
 
    I slid my hands beneath worn cotton and over soft skin. Desire made Talia’s violet eyes sparkle as my fingers skimmed her spine and over her ribs. Her mind grew unfocused as she gave in to more primal instincts, and the kiss we shared was heady. 
 
    I’d planned to use our alone time as a break from the reality, but escape wasn’t what I found. Each kiss made my mind sharper and my senses more refined. Each touch focused my talents. 
 
    Unfortunately, my amplified brainpower zeroed in on the last thing I ever wanted to think about while making out with my girlfriend: Donavon McDonough. 
 
    More specifically, the version of him inside Gracia’s head. Like the other obstacles, I’d thought Donavon was Gretchen’s way of safeguarding her evil plans. From a strategic standpoint, it was smart. One prisoner with vital intel could cripple a movement more effectively than mass casualties in battle. 
 
    But what if the purpose wasn’t to keep Talia out? What if Gretchen’s plan was to imprison her inside? 
 
    It made sense, and yet my gut said there was more to it. 
 
    What am I missing? 
 
    “Seriously?” Tals demanded. She crossed her arms and glared down her nose. 
 
    Shit. How much did she hear? I wondered. I knew a drama-loaded minefield when I was about to step in one. 
 
    “Your brain activity is through the roof,” she retorted suspiciously. “I can feel you using your higher reasoning abilities. What were you thinking about?” 
 
    “Natalia, don’t,” I snapped. 
 
    At least she hadn’t realized I was thinking about Donavon. I still hadn’t shared exactly what had happened in Gracia’s mind, there hadn’t been a chance. As soon as I found the right way, the right time, I planned to tell her about the mindtrap version of her ex-boyfriend. This was not the right way. And definitely not the right time. 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me?” Tals whispered. Though she didn’t try to compel the truth from me, the pleading in her gaze was just as persuasive. “What’s so bad you think I can’t handle it?” 
 
    Nothing, I thought. There’s absolutely nothing you can’t handle. 
 
    I wasn’t protecting her, I realized. I was protecting myself. I didn’t know if I could deal with her heartbreak when she heard Donavon’s name, the rush of memories and emotions that always came with just the mention of him. 
 
    Talia was still on my lap, my hands resting lightly on her hips. 
 
    “Can we not do this right now?” I asked, expression and tone perfectly neutral. 
 
    It seemed prison had taught my girlfriend some patience. 
 
    “Sure,” she said after a moment. Talia swung her legs to one side. “Whatever you want.” 
 
    “Tals, c’mon.” I tried to draw her back. She scooted to one end of the couch and stared in a way that never meant good things for me. 
 
    She pierced me with her icy purple stare. “I thought we were done keeping secrets from one another.” 
 
    And I thought Donavon was in the past. 
 
    A shadow crossed Talia’s expression just before fury ignited. She’d heard the thought. Her tone was icy when she threw my own words back at me. 
 
    “Can we not do this right now?” she snapped. 
 
    I knew I should apologize. My temper had risen when hers did, though. I wasn’t feeling very apologetic.  
 
    Focus, or you will lose this war, I lectured myself. 
 
    I inhaled deeply. “I don’t want to fight, Tals.” 
 
    She studied me for a long moment, and I half expected random items from the McDonough’s shelves to begin hurdling at my head. Finally, her expression relaxed. 
 
    Talia shook her head. “I don’t want to fight either.” 
 
    The mood was friendlier but still far from our earlier make-out session. 
 
    “What now?” I ventured. 
 
    Talia’s annoyed expression faded. Fear of the looming unknowns made it hard for her to think straight. Suddenly, she seemed so tired. 
 
    You’re an ass, I told myself. I considered coming clean about the imaginary version of Donavon, just so she wouldn’t use her energy worrying about me when there were worthier candidates. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tals admitted, rubbing her temples warily. “Get Gracia and the other prisoners to a more secure location, I guess.” 
 
    Though not my top priority, moving the prisoners to a facility better equipped to hold them was important. It was also logistically tricky, since we didn’t want the world to know our location. 
 
    “Kip could teleport the prisoners,” Tals suggested. 
 
    “Where?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Vault?” 
 
    It wasn’t a bad plan, supposing Vault was still intact. Michael hadn’t offered up much information about the state of the islands, and Tals hadn’t asked. She let her head fall into her hands. 
 
    “Why did Crane have to go radio silent now?” she moaned. 
 
    The question was rhetorical. Tals and I both knew Ian wouldn’t have gone to a sequestered meeting with the Joint Nations in the middle of a crisis unless there was no other choice. Still, it got me thinking. 
 
    “Ian would be ideal right now, but maybe one Crane is as good as another?” I suggested. 
 
    “You mean Penny?” Tals asked, looking up with renewed hope. “Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    She stood from the couch and headed for one of the two home offices. I followed a step behind, and the comm was already ringing when I caught up. An unfamiliar male voice answered. Tals and I exchanged uneasy glances. 
 
    “Who is this?” Talia demanded. 
 
    “Who is this?” the voice countered. 
 
    “I want to speak to Penny Crane,” Talia responded. 
 
    “Agent Crane is very busy meeting with the wounded.” 
 
    “I don’t care if she’s performing brain surgery—” 
 
    I yanked the comm from Tals’ hands with my mind before she said started yelling. 
 
    “Tell Agent Crane that Erik Kelley needs to speak with her,” I snapped. “Do it now.” 
 
    The voice didn’t respond. Several seconds later, the hologram function turned on, and Penny’s pale worried face appeared. 
 
    “Holy shit! You’re both alive!” she squealed, glancing from me to Talia, who’d moved to stand beside me. “I’ve been so worried. You have no idea. I’ve had half the crypto banks chasing down sightings of you guys and the other half chasing leads on the Isle attack. Did you guys hear about it? It was so awful.” 
 
    Never thought I’d find her rambling so endearing, I thought with a smile. Her words and the haunted look that passed over her features hit me after the amusement. 
 
    “Were you there, Penny? During the attack on the Isle?” I interrupted. Talia and I watched as the shadows in her expression darkened. “You were. You’re okay, though? And the others?” 
 
    “We’re all okay. Well, we’re all alive,” she amended. Penny lowered her gaze. “Bryn’s not in good shape.” 
 
    “How bad is it?” Talia asked. 
 
    The dread I felt over breaking the news to James was mirrored in Talia’s gaze. 
 
    “Bad. Her chances are…low.” Penny’s eyes narrowed in steely determination. “But she’s beaten the odds once today, so don’t lose hope yet.” 
 
    “Riley?” I asked. 
 
    Penny’s smile held genuine warmth. “He’s good. Well, not good, you know. But stable. He just needs rest and fluids. The doctors say he’ll be strong enough to leave the hospital in the morning.” 
 
    Well that’s something, I thought. 
 
    “Where are you guys?” Penny asked. She peered behind us, surveying our surroundings. “Looks fancy. Wait, why is there a super creepy painting behind you?” She squinted and cocked her head to one side. “Is that Mac? It looks like him, but like if his face melted. Or maybe like Mac and Uncle Ian went halfsies on an offspring.” 
 
    “That’s not how genetics works,” I said, scrutinizing the painting. It was creepy, like the man was all-knowing. 
 
    Talia looked behind us too. “That’s not Mac. It’s his grandfather, or maybe his great-grandfather. Whatever. Not important.” 
 
    She waved a hand dismissively. 
 
    “Mac’s grandfather? I thought evil was like spawned into being.” Penny’s green eyes lit up with understanding. “That must mean—” 
 
    She cut off abruptly and glanced in both directions. When Penny continued, her voice was low. “Are you at the McDonough School?” 
 
    “Got it in one guess,” I replied dryly. “Give the girl a prize.” 
 
    “Where are you?” Talia asked her. 
 
    “Virginia. Reed Jackson Memorial Hospital, to be exact. Best trauma doctors in the country are here. The most severely injured survivors from the attack on the Isle have been transported over.” Penny seemed to age a decade with the admission. “I deployed as many medics as I could to help with the search and rescue efforts, but with everything else happening there aren’t many to spare.” 
 
    Talia and I looked at each other briefly. It seemed Penny had her hands full. Was it fair of us to ask her to send a team for Gracia and the others? Maybe it really would be better to have Kip teleport them away instead. 
 
    “Are you calling for help with your clone problem?” Penny transitioned from one topic to another without taking a breath. “I’m dying to see the power dampening coils the Nightshade agent had. That tech is really advanced.” 
 
    I studied Penny carefully, searching for any detail of her appearance that was off. Aside from the large amount of dried blood on her clothes and in her hair, she looked like the same Penny I’d traveled with for a month. The same girl who’d befriended Talia at Elite Headquarters. 
 
    But if she was our Penny, how did she know so much about what’d happened at the school? 
 
    “I see you’ve been talking to Councilman Tanaka,” Tals said without a hint of suspicion or accusation. 
 
    Penny’s brows furrowed. “Yeah. I mean, of course I have. But what does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. I just assumed he was the one who told you that we have Gracia and the Nightshade agent.” Talia shrugged, as though the mysterious source of Penny’s intel didn’t matter. 
 
    Penny wasn’t fooled. She laughed shortly. “You think I’m a clone?” 
 
    “Don’t look so surprised, Tals,” I sent my girlfriend. “She went undercover with TOXIC for years; subtle information gathering is more her thing than yours.” 
 
    “Oh, so now you don’t think she’s a clone?” Tals shot back. 
 
    “Undecided,” I admitted with a bitter laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Penny asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I insisted. “I was just wondering when this became our life—we called you, but we actually need to consider that we might be talking to one of Gretchen’s Privileged clones.” I shook my head. “The world gets crazier by the day.” 
 
    “Gretchen?” Penny zeroed in on the name, oblivious to everything else I’d said. “Gretchen McDonough? Are you serious?” 
 
    Something in the periphery caught her attention, and Penny motioned over a man with graying hair and a trim goatee. He handed her a tablet, and she gave him a thumbprint as authorization. 
 
    “You have a call with the council in—” 
 
    “I know,” Penny cut him off. “I’ll be there.” She waited for the man to leave before resuming the conversation. “I’m not surprised. About Gretchen. She’s as batshit as her husband was. And I know about your clone problem because we intercepted some chatter that suggests someone who isn’t UNITED is missing one freakishly short brunette with mind powers. As soon as the cryptos worked out the message, I was pretty sure I knew what had happened to the clone. Or, well, who had happened to her anyway.” 
 
    The answer made sense. I also knew Penny well enough to feel confident I would be able to spot an imposter in person. Just like Gracia was so clearly not Talia to those of us who knew my girlfriend, a Penny lookalike still wouldn’t be Penny. But the hologram was trickier. I couldn’t feel Penny’s essence the way I could in person. 
 
    Talia didn’t share my reservations, though. Something in the mannerisms and speech patterns had convinced her we were speaking to the real Penny. 
 
    Am I being paranoid? I wondered. 
 
    In my defense, in the last twenty-four hours I’d killed a guy with my face and invaded the mind of girl who was physically identical to my girlfriend. It wasn’t farfetched to believe Gretchen would’ve remade one of her Privileged in Penny’s visage. 
 
    “What’s up with you being in charge?” Talia asked her best friend. “Where’s Ian?” 
 
    “This thing with the Joint Nations couldn’t be avoided,” Penny said, her shoulders slumping. “UNITED can’t hold the ports without help from domestic militaries and police forces, and most of those are refusing aid. Uncle Ian went to plead with the council to order local authorities to help UNITED.” Penny raked a hand through her fiery hair. “He’s also asking for an extension of the evacuation period. We have to figure out where to put all the exiled Talented now that the Isle isn’t an option.” 
 
    “How bad is it?” Talia asked quietly. 
 
    “Penny,” I interjected before the conversation went any further. 
 
    Tals might’ve been convinced we were talking to the real deal, but I wasn’t totally onboard yet. “Where’s Brand?” I asked. 
 
    He’d surely know if his girlfriend had been replaced by a pod person. 
 
    “Huh? Oh, Brand. He’s…,” she checked the time, “landing on the Isle as we speak, actually. He wanted to personally oversee the few prisoners we recovered from Vault.” 
 
    “Prisoners?” Tals asked, turning a sickly shade of green. She answered her own question, though. “Right, because who better to recruit than a bunch of super dangerous Talents who are already pissed at UNITED for locking them up. Did she tell them about the execution order, too? Because that would’ve really helped any holdouts see the genius in her evil plan.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s creating chaos,” Penny agreed, shaking her head ruefully. “I don’t care what Michael says, the Privileged are behind a lot of the incidents at the ports. I know it.” 
 
    “What exactly is happening at the ports?” I asked. 
 
    Penny’s lime-colored eyes narrowed. “Have you not seen a wallscreen today?” 
 
    “No,” Tals and I replied in unison. 
 
    “Really? So…you guys don’t know, do you?” Penny looked supremely uncomfortable. 
 
    “Know what?” I demanded. The sinking feeling was all consuming, like my entire body was in freefall. I had a feeling I was about to have a very hard greeting with the ground. 
 
    Tals felt it, too. For a moment, I considered telling Penny to forget it, that we didn’t want to know whatever “it” was. 
 
    Eyes full of compassion, Penny looked from Talia to me and then back to Talia. 
 
    “Victoria Walburton was found dead in a secret bunker below Pure Bliss in London,” she said slowly. 
 
    Tals sagged with relief. “Oh, yeah. We know. We—” 
 
    “Were there?” Penny supplied pointedly. “Yeah, I know. Your DNA is all over that bunker. Both of yours. So is Kenly’s.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Tals said uneasily. 
 
    But I did. 
 
    I knew what Penny was so reluctant to say. What Michael Tanaka didn’t think to mention. What only the people inside the McDonough house knew to be untrue. 
 
    I locked eyes with Tals, knowing the fury I’d see there once she realized. 
 
    “They think we murdered Victoria.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The council’s working theory wasn’t that Erik and I killed Victoria. Nope, they thought I killed Victoria. Possibly with help from Kenly. That UNITED would’ve leapt to such a conclusion didn’t surprise me. In fact, it was probably something I should’ve considered sooner. 
 
    “Why didn’t Michael say anything to me?” I wondered aloud, over the sounds of the wallscreen playing quietly in the background. 
 
    Erik and I were in Mac’s office searching for intel on the Privileged, specifically plans for Gretchen’s world domination. It was the only thing to do while we waited for Penny to organize an extraction and relocation for our prisoners and friends alike. It was still unclear whether I would remain at the McDonough School or move with everyone else. My mere presence put my friends in even more danger, particularly Alex. Still, there was no safer place for him than by my side. 
 
    Damned if I do, damned if I don’t, I thought wryly. 
 
    Erik glanced up from Mac’s computer, one hand massaging the back of his neck. 
 
    “Because he knows you didn’t do it.” 
 
    “He still should’ve told me that I was public enemy number one.” I gestured to the wallscreen, specifically the ticker at the bottom where my name appeared. Next to it was a list of countries and the globe amounts they were each willing to pay for my capture. “Someone really should’ve warned me about this.” 
 
    Empathy filled Erik’s turquoise gaze, though not entirely for me. On the wallscreen behind me, a biased, Talent-hating reporter was live in New York—Dana Duval. I barely listened to her words, focusing instead on the scene unfolding in the background. 
 
    UNITED agents in full riot gear attempted to keep order as a line of bedraggled people disembarked from a commercial pod. These were the Talents attempting to find sanctuary. The crowd on the docks screamed obscenities. Some even threw handfuls of dirt and gravel in the newcomers’ direction. Most of the Talents appeared too scared to respond, and the UNITED sentries were avoiding conflict. Even if they’d wanted to retaliate, a uniformed agent using talents against norms on camera would be a public relations nightmare. 
 
    “Would it have changed anything?” Erik asked absently, eyes still glued to the wallscreen. “Or maybe Michael thought you already knew?” 
 
    I shook my head. Whatever. It didn’t matter. 
 
    At least the new info explained why so many bounty hunters were after me. Half the world had guaranteed very large sums of money to the person or organization who captured me, dead or alive. 
 
    “Is it just me, or is it odd that most of the countries offering bounties are notoriously anti-Talented?” I spat. “I mean, what would they care if I did murder the head of the UNITED council?” 
 
    I didn’t really expect Erik to answer and was a little surprised when he did. 
 
    “It’s not that odd,” he said with a sigh. “It’s an excuse to get the entire world hunting you, both norms and Talented. Which probably means Gretchen is somehow behind the accusation.” 
 
    “It does ring of her convoluted logic,” I hedged. “But she couldn’t have known Victoria would go to meet Gracia in your place. She also couldn’t have known UNITED would automatically assume I killed her.” 
 
    Even as I said the words, I knew they sounded naïve. Gretchen had manufactured her very own Mind Manipulator, why not a Visionary, too? Or even something else, something more like Epsilon’s ability to examine multiple paths and outcomes. 
 
    “It could’ve just been luck on her part,” Erik suggested. I cocked an eyebrow and he shrugged. “What? I’m not saying she doesn’t have a Visionary on her payroll. I’m positive she would, actually. But you know how unreliable visions are. I doubt Gretchen would rely on them, particularly when you’re involved.” 
 
    “Me? What’s wrong with me?” I asked. 
 
    Erik still had one eye on the wallscreen and one on me. Suddenly, he did a doubletake and focused his attention entirely on the news. 
 
    “You’re impulsive. Hard to see the future of someone who makes snap decisions,” he murmured, tapping a volume control button for the wallscreen located on Mac’s desk console. 
 
    “Amberly Azevedo, Portuguese delegate to the UNITED council died tragically this morning….” Duval began. 
 
    My head whipped around as images of a nice neighborhood with large houses came on screen. One sprawling home filled the screen, surrounded by a high, iron fence with ivy wound around the posts. Ordinarily, the yard was probably idyllic. But the mob of angry norms with clubs and metal rods gave off a very hostile vibe. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I breathed, confident I knew what was coming. 
 
    It was so much worse than I could have imagined. A dozen men and women breached the gate and stormed Amberly’s front door. Several minutes later, the councilwoman was dragged onto the front lawn, along with a man and two little girls I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can watch this,” I said. Still, I didn’t look away, not even when my empty stomach began churning. 
 
    “Viewer discretion is advised,” Duvall said almost gleefully. Her image was inset at the top of the screen, conveniently allowing a clear view of the carnage about to take place in the main frame. “The following is not suitable for young children.” 
 
    I was positive the following wasn’t suitable for anyone, not if this was how Amberly met her end. 
 
    The club-wielding mob forced the man and the little girls to their knees. Amberly remained on her feet, defiance in her dark gaze. Amberly had been a lot of things, but a coward was not one of them. Even outnumbered, she wasn’t going down without a fight. Pride made my chest swell, if only because I wanted to think the kindest thoughts possible for those who’d died fighting for Talent equality and freedom. 
 
    “What do you want?” Amberly demanded in Portuguese. Without thinking, I translated for Erik. 
 
    “Your head!” someone yelled from outside the fence. 
 
    “Justice!” another screamed. 
 
    “Die abomination!” cried a third. 
 
    A tall woman with a geometric tattoo covering her left arm stepped closer to Amberly and farther from one of the little girls. 
 
    “We want you freaks out of our country,” she told the councilwoman. 
 
    “The Talented plan to leave,” Amberly replied evenly. 
 
    “No, no.” The woman shook her sadly. “That’s not good enough. You don’t belong among the norms. You don’t belong among the living.” 
 
    Without warning, the unmistakable sound of a gunshot pierced the air. I gasped loudly, and Erik swore even louder. Amberly’s face contorted in rage, which was when I realized she wasn’t the intended target. To her right, the man on his knees fell forward as if in slow motion. 
 
    Amberly’s scream of anguish was inhuman. 
 
    She dove for the shooter, morphing midleap and sinking sharp canines into the man’s throat the instant she made contact. Then, the lioness turned her rage on those closest to the little girls. Though I didn’t want to see any of it, I found it impossible to tear my eyes away. 
 
    The councilwoman killed three more people before the woman with the large arm tattoo finally took down the beautiful lioness. With Amberly out of the way, the two little girls would be next. Sure enough, the tattooed woman strode toward the little girls. 
 
    I really hoped that even Dana Duval was above using children’s deaths for ratings. 
 
    “Turn it off!” I exclaimed, squeezing my eyes shut. I couldn’t watch, the terror on their faces was too much. 
 
    “I have your daughters, Madam President,” the woman said before Erik silenced the wallscreen. “If you want them back alive, you will order all the abominations out of Portugal.” 
 
    The scene reverted to Dana Duval in New York. Erik moved to stand beside the chair where I sat. 
 
    “The girls must be Amberly’s nieces,” he said quietly. “Her sister is the Portuguese president.” 
 
    “So Amberly wasn’t even the target?” I asked incredulously. The man on his knees was dead. Amberly was dead. Yet they were just useless casualties. 
 
    “Probably not.” Erik massaged his temples, eyes closed. “Amberly has no authority in Portugal, not really. She couldn’t order the Talented to be exiled even if she wanted to. Her sister, though….” He trailed off with a shrug. 
 
    We both knew those little girls were as good as dead. Even before the Great Contamination, hostage-style situations were common in war, and it didn’t typically end well for the hostage. The practice had grown in popularity during the promising time just after the Coexistence Treaty first passed. Children and spouses of prominent decisionmakers in Joint Nations member countries were often kidnapped and ransomed for the small price of removal of our kind from the area. Was the world really reverting to those barbaric ways? 
 
    “First the islands, now Portugal,” I said. “Where’s next? How many hate groups are going to use this as an example?” 
 
    “The President might not acquiesce to the demands,” Erik pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe not,” I agreed. “But when she doesn’t, and those two little girls die, other leaders will give in.” 
 
    “Tals…,” Erik began gently. 
 
    His hand was on my shoulder, and he squeezed. A calming wave passed from his body to mine. The problem was, I didn’t want to be calm. The world was going to shit. I didn’t want to sit safely in the middle of nowhere while little girls were stolen from their beds and murdered to further political agendas. 
 
    Erik backed away from me, his temper rising faster than mine had. Eyes shut tightly, he held one hand toward me. 
 
    “You need to calm down, Talia,” he growled. 
 
    Had I not been so worked up myself, I would’ve realized his emotions had spiked into the danger zone. 
 
    “Don’t,” I warned, suddenly on my feet and advancing toward him. “Don’t tell me to calm down when that—” I gestured angrily to the wallscreen “—is our new reality. The only safe haven for Talented was destroyed today. I should be out there! We should be out there!” 
 
    Turquoise flames twisted in Erik’s eyes. We were face to face, his towering inches above mine. The anger and hostility surrounding him was staggering, but I stood my ground. 
 
    “Not even you can fight off all the people gunning for you, Natalia,” he snapped. A muscle near his eye twitched, and a vein in his neck bulged. 
 
    Erik shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. They were dark, terrifying thoughts that made me swallow my retort. The shadows that often lurked in the corners of his mind came to the forefront. For just a second, I saw the memories he worked so hard to hide from me. 
 
    Flashes of light. Wisps of movement. Bursts of pain. 
 
    My body was on fire, and my mind was mush. Something inside of me was…off. It was too primal to be human and too cognitive to be animal. Then, darkness engulfed me. Erik’s memories vanished as quickly as they’d come. 
 
    It took more effort than I could’ve imagined, but I finally spoke with forced calm. 
 
    “I can’t sit around and do nothing, Erik,” I told him slowly. As I enunciated each word, Mac’s office came back into focus. 
 
    A million emotions played across Erik’s features in the span of several long seconds. The air was thick with tension. It was the first time since our reunion that Erik’s control had truly slipped, and I felt the tremendous amount of will he’d needed to regain composure. 
 
    He did, though, I told myself, forcing my expression to remain blank. I didn’t want him to know how much the brief lapse worried me, not when he was already fighting so hard to keep me from witnessing his increasingly volatile nature. 
 
    “Why?” Erik asked finally. His tone was eerily even. 
 
    I squinted up at him. “Why, what?” 
 
    “Why are we here, Talia? At the McDonough’s house? What is it you hope to find?” 
 
    Good question, I thought. 
 
    “Answers,” I said aloud. 
 
    “Answers to what questions?” 
 
    Neither Erik’s tone nor his emotions suggested that he was anything besides curious. Still, only the very recent slip in his control kept me from taking offense. Well, much offense, anyway.  
 
    “Come on, Talia,” Erik prodded. “You didn’t hesitate when Kip asked where to teleport us. So why here? What’s here?” 
 
    I turned my back to him and started pacing. 
 
    “I don’t know, okay? Happy? I don’t know why we’re here. I made a mistake, obviously.” 
 
    “You didn’t make a mistake.” His words weren’t friendly but also weren’t hostile. “Why?” he pushed. 
 
    “Selby Masterson.” I whipped around to face him and saw satisfaction in his gaze. “Her name was in a report Victoria gave me, but I knew I’d seen it before. Here, in this house.” 
 
    Erik eyed me as he made a get-to-the-point gesture. I shot him an annoyed glare but continued anyway. 
 
    “Selby Masterson is part of Gretchen’s operation in France, but their acquaintance goes back much farther than that.” I ran a hand over the messy knot of damp hair on top of my head. “There’s evidence of that relationship here, which probably means there’s other information about the Privileged, the clones, and Gretchen’s messed up plans for an evil utopian society. 
 
    “The place in France where Gracia came from, where Gretchen probably is—it didn’t just spring into being,” I continued. “The processes that went into making Gracia didn’t develop overnight. There must be records of…something.” It was a lame ending to my impassioned speech, but I was still working through the thoughts myself. 
 
    My gaze locked with Erik’s and held. I expected him to challenge me, to poke holes in my reasoning. Instead, irritatingly smug satisfaction shone on his face. I fought the urge to sigh with relief. 
 
    “So, you think we’ll find intel here that will help us defeat Gretchen?” he asked, though it didn’t sound like a question. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Erik reached me in three long strides. “Then you—we—aren’t sitting around and doing nothing, Talia. For right now, until we hear back from Penny about the extraction plan, searching for intel is the only thing we can do.” 
 
    He reached for me, and I let him fold me into his arms. The mood swings were dizzying. 
 
    It’s not his fault, I reminded myself. In time, he would learn to control them just as I had. Or maybe he won’t have to. 
 
    Truly, Selby Masterson had played a part in my decision to return to the McDonough School. It was also the first place I’d ever felt safe. And the last place I’d really been innocent. I genuinely believed Mac’s personal records would have something that might help us in the war to come. 
 
    But that wasn’t the intel I longed to find. I wanted to know if there was a way to reverse the effects of the creation drug.  
 
    My most recent glimpse inside Erik’s deepest memories only solidified the desperation that had swirled in my gut like liquid cement since I found my boyfriend inside of Tramblewood. What Mac had done to him—the physical torture Erik had endured—was nothing compared to the overabundance of power that he fought to tame every day. 
 
    Crane’s people were trying to reverse engineer the creation drug but hadn’t made much progress. I needed a way to speed up the process. 
 
    Because Erik needed that cure before he lost something worse than his life. If nothing changed, he’d lose his mind. And I’d lose him forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Cressa 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cressa’s entire body fired in excruciating pain. It was like the talent signature implantations, except it wasn’t abating and she’d gained consciousness instead of passing out. Was she getting another procedure? Another talent? Were they giving all six of the remaining ones simultaneously? Would it ever end? 
 
    Why the hell didn’t you run? What do they want from you? 
 
    Panic set in, deep and cold and spiraling through her veins until there was nothing else left of her but the fear. The last thing she remembered was Kev’s look of contempt, then nothing. Her eyes felt glued shut, like they’d been closed for an extended period of time. 
 
    Building the courage to open them, Cressa’s mind conjured the darkest possibilities for her location. The fact she could feel pain was enough to know she wasn’t in the horrifying sensory deprivation gel. Was she confined to an electrified cage? It felt like she was laying down, not floating weightlessly. Strapped to a metal table? Moving one arm a few inches took immense effort, but only the radiating ache restrained her movement. 
 
    With a deep breath, Cressa pried her eyes open and peeked through her lashes. 
 
    Instead of a cold, sterile room, she was in a simple bedroom decorated in shades of buttercup and gold. The bed was large and soft, and she was propped up on a pile of memory cushions. Pain shot through her neck when she tried to move it, so Cressa settled for staring at the brass chandelier that hung from above. Nothing about her surroundings justified the anxiety she felt, but Cressa’s heart continued to race. Every inch of her body was wrapped in a deep ache, like she’d been competing in physical trials for a year. 
 
    “I’m here,” a sleepy voice called from somewhere to her left. 
 
    Cressa’s head snapped to the side instinctively, but she wrenched it back when she registered the owner of the voice. The fire in her muscles screamed at the movements. She didn’t want to look, didn’t want to see Kev’s disgust again. When she tried to ask why he was there, only a low moan came out. A moment later, she felt the mattress dip on one side as he sat down. 
 
    “No,” she groaned. Cressa had a lot more words for him, but her body wasn’t cooperating. Every movement, however small, sent another wave of anguish. 
 
    “No to what?” Kev’s worried face came into her line of sight. His beautiful eyes were crinkled in the corners, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “You,” Cressa snapped. “No.” 
 
    Despite her protests, Kev moved closer. He put one hand on Cressa’s arm while the other pushed the stray hair from her forehead. A heavy thundercloud darkened the sunshine in his gaze. 
 
    “She used me in your test.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. Flames of anger radiated from Kev as he gently stroked one of her cheeks. “It wasn’t real, Cressa. Whatever happened, it wasn’t me.” 
 
    Somehow, his closeness seemed to abate the agony in her body. Without thinking, Cressa slumped onto one side and curled into Kev. Everywhere they touched, she felt cool relief. He was so close, so beautifully close. 
 
    She couldn’t get the idea of being his test dummy out of her head. She tilted her head back, so she could see the planes of his face. Kev slung an arm over Cressa’s hip and pulled her until their faces were only inches apart. 
 
    “Cressa,” he began, his voice cracking. “It wasn’t me. Whatever she did, it wasn’t me.” 
 
    He rested his forehead against hers. The pain fled from her body. Kev’s touch was all she needed, nothing more. 
 
    “You hated me,” Cressa murmured. “I was a disgraced and discarded Privileged. You used me as a test dummy.” 
 
    Tears pricked the back of her eyes. She fought them unsuccessfully. “I was a frog, and you used me as a test dummy.” 
 
    Kev brushed away a stray tear. “I could never hate you, Cressa,” he whispered. 
 
    The way he said her name sent a thrill down Cressa’s spine. She suddenly became aware of how close Kev was, his body flush against hers. The relief from the pain had been the reason she’d pressed against him, but Cressa no longer had that excuse. Kev traced small circles on her back, touching her skin where her shirt had ridden up. A shudder went through her. 
 
    Just when she thought she could bask in the feeling forever, Kev closed the distance between them. His kiss was impossibly soft at first. Only after his lips had brushed hers several times, testing and teasing, did it become more intense. The hand on Cressa’s back pulled her tight against his hard chest. 
 
    Those movie star muscles are everything they’re cracked up to be, she thought, fighting a giggle. 
 
    Kev pulled back, his eyes twinkling. 
 
    “What are you smiling about?” he whispered. 
 
    “You,” Cressa answered, pulling him back to her. He laced their fingers together, drawing a slow line of kisses across her cheek. 
 
    The rattle of a door opening barely registered with Cressa. She was in a Kev Leon haze. The Kev Leon was kissing her. The rest of the world could wait. 
 
    The person cleared their throat. 
 
    No, Cressa thought. No, no, no. Not now. 
 
    She willed the intruder to go away, hoping they’d simply leave if ignored for long enough. Closing her eyes, she breathed in Kev’s scent. Cressa prayed their bubble of seclusion could last just a little longer, just a few more minutes. 
 
    The door closed, the unsubtle hint signed, sealed, and delivered. Cressa peeked over his shoulder and confirmed that the person left. 
 
    The heat of Kev’s body moved away slightly, until he was propped up on one arm. 
 
    “I could never hate you, Cressa,” he whispered again. His voice was thick, and the sound of her name sent a thrill down Cressa’s spine. 
 
    Kev traced small circles on her back, touching the bare skin. She sighed as he closed the distance between their lips again. The kiss was impossibly soft, and more hesitant than she’d expected. The hand on Cressa’s back pulled her tight against his firm chest. 
 
    Those muscles, Cressa thought, giggling at the thought. 
 
    Kev pulled back, his eyes questioning. 
 
    “What are you smiling at?” he whispered, kissing the end of her nose. 
 
    “You,” she replied, pulling him back to her. 
 
    When his fingers laced through hers, Cressa sighed with satisfaction. Kev brushed gentle kisses along her cheek, sending new chills through her. 
 
    When the door opened again, Cressa wasn’t surprised. The intruder was bound to come back at some point. A pointed clearing of the person’s throat made Cressa finally sit up and look. 
 
    “We’re ready for you, Cadet Karmine.” 
 
    It was Leslie, and just the sight of her filled Cressa with dread. “You too, Leonard,” the 8P added. 
 
    Cressa instantly felt better. If Kev was going, she’d be fine. 
 
    “Get yourselves together and meet me in the hallway.” With that, Leslie left the room again. 
 
    Kev rolled back onto the bed and slid his arm around Cressa again. Cupping her cheek, her gave her a slow, lingering kiss. 
 
    “I would much rather stay here,” Kev whispered. 
 
    Cressa’s smile was genuine. “Me too,” she replied. 
 
    Though she hesitated, Cressa realized there was something she had to ask him, even if she didn’t like the answer. She wasn’t even sure what was real anymore, though her first make-out session had certainly felt real. Their fingers were still threaded together, and Cressa stared at them as she found the courage. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” she whispered. 
 
    With a single finger, Kev gently lifted her chin until their eyes met. There was no disdain in his eyes, as she’d feared. No intrusive thoughts of disgust, merely warmth radiating from the movie star. 
 
    “Everything,” Kev replied softly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t exactly the bonding time I’d envisioned, but at least Tals and I were alone while we searched the McDonough’s home office. The former TOXIC director had been cautious with the privacy of his work, verging on paranoid. Most of the physical files we found were written in code, and everything else was electronically encrypted. My crypto skills were okay but not nearly good enough to get through the endless layers of protection. 
 
    “I think we need Kenly,” I said after a while. I was trying to decrypt a folder labeled with a string of numbers that Tals swore was the former Director’s TOXIC identification number. We figured it was important because of that, but the task was beyond my capabilities. 
 
    “She’s not exactly available,” Talia replied. “James hasn’t even gotten her to eat yet, Kenly just keeps going right back to sleep.” 
 
    “She’ll be okay, she just needs to rest and recharge,” I assured Talia. Gesturing to the screen behind me, I looked up into my girlfriend’s dejected gaze. “I’m sorry, Tals. This is just far too advanced for my skill level.” 
 
    My girlfriend didn’t answer right away. The look in her eye and glance to the door of the room told me what she was considering without having to read the thought. 
 
    “Do you really think that’s a good idea?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
    She ran a hand over her curls. “No, not really. But I’m a little desperate here. The Clearwood kids might be our only option.” 
 
    “Right now,” I replied carefully. “Alpha and Epsilon are the only option right now. Kenly will be up and moving soon, though. Or, Penny could probably have this entire computer decrypted in like an hour.” 
 
    Worried she might explode at the thought of waiting a few more hours, I studied Talia. After my slip earlier, my girlfriend was careful to temper her emotions. To her credit, she even took a minute to consider the suggestion. 
 
    Finally, Talia shook her head. “Alpha and Epsilon are here and capable. I’m willing to take a chance on them.” 
 
    Did I think she was being reckless? Yes. But it was a facet of her personality I shared and happened to love about her. 
 
    Still, the idea of working with so many unknown factors made me uneasy. After Alpha swore Epsilon would be the better choice for the job, I stood at the door and never took my eyes off the boy. His shaved head only inches from the screen, Epsilon’s fingers flew over the keyboard. As views popped up and disappeared in succession, I realized he was trying to decrypt the entire drive instead of just the file I’d been working on. 
 
    Unable to sit still, Tals wandered to Gretchen’s office. While I stood watch over Epsilon, I dialed Frederick and Henri repeatedly to no avail. From Mac’s personal super secure communicator, I tapped into UNITED’s network—my crypto skills weren’t totally lacking—and accessed the casualty list from the Isle attack. Though it was morbid as hell, I’d never been so relieved not to find something. With their names still missing from the list, I held hope that our best friends were somewhere, alive and safe. 
 
    Minutes stretched into hours with no tangible progress on the decryption and no word from Penny. Eventually, my father knocked on the bedroom door to let us know dinner was ready. Tals protested taking a break, but I insisted she needed sustenance. It wasn’t until Alex appeared behind my father in the open doorway that my girlfriend relented. 
 
    Donavon’s son ran straight into Talia’s waiting arms. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much,” she murmured into his ear, rubbing a hand over his blond hair. Alex hugged her fiercely, his little fists grabbing handfuls of Talia’s dark curls. 
 
    My heart felt heavy as I watched them. We will never have that. We will never have a child that she loves like she loves Donavon’s kid. 
 
    Before Alex, I hadn’t seriously considered whether I wanted children. Our lives weren’t conducive to kids. But seeing Tals with Alex…. He filled a hollow space inside of her that she wasn’t aware of before the little boy came along. 
 
    Alex darted from Tals to me. Wrapping his arms around my leg, the boy pressed his small body against me like an adorable leech. 
 
    Just like that, my irrational jealousy of a toddler vanished. I grabbed Alex under the arms and scooped him up. He smelled sweet, like my father had plied him with candy in the pod to keep him calm. Alex rested his head on my shoulder and threw his arms around my neck. Squeezing him to me with one arm, I held out the other hand to Talia. She stood and hugged us both. 
 
    For a second, with one arm around my girlfriend and the other around Alex, I felt something unfamiliar. I was surprised that I even recognized what it was: peace. 
 
    In that moment, I could truly imagine a life where children weren’t trained as assassins. A life where parents didn’t experiment on their sons and daughters, where Talented and norms coexisted not because of a treaty but because people didn’t inherently fear what they didn’t understand. 
 
    Even as I basked in it, I knew the moment couldn’t last. That wasn’t our lives. We were fated for something else. 
 
    A subtle vibration made the ground move ever so slightly beneath me. Tals’ body went rigid as she felt the shift in air. Epsilon immediately sat up straight, eyes bulging like an insect. He dropped into a trance-like state. Alex squirmed and then began tracing a pattern on my neck with his small finger. James was behind my father in the doorway in an instant. We had company. 
 
    “How many?” I sent Talia. 
 
    Though she met my gaze, her eyes were unfocused. 
 
    “Two fighter hovers,” Epsilon mumbled. His head rolled in an awkward circle. 
 
    Alpha burst into the office. Kenly, looking unsteady on her feet, Emma, and one very tense teleporter were on her heels. 
 
    “Phi!” Alpha shouted her brother’s name at Epsilon. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Emma asked no one particular, putting on a brave face. 
 
    “We’re under attack,” Talia said bluntly. “There are two fighter hovers. Five, maybe six Talents in each craft.” Her gaze found Kip. “You need to take Alex. Now.” 
 
    “Yeah. Okay. Where?” he stammered Kip rolled his shoulders as though warming up for a swim. 
 
    Talia turned back to me, her shoulders shrugging helplessly. Where did we send Alex? Where would he be safe? A neon-purple spark of hope flashed in her eyes. 
 
    “Mac’s office!” she shouted. “In the admin building. It has a saferoom. Behind the bookcases.” Kip darted toward us, arms reaching for Alex. 
 
    “I need a visual,” Kip demanded, sparing a mournful look at Emma. “Show me.” 
 
    The Director’s office formed inside Talia’s mind, but she’d never been inside the saferoom. Kip placed a hand on Alex’s back. The little boy clung tighter to me. 
 
    “You need to go with Kip now,” Talia murmured as she placed a kiss on Alex’s head. “I will be there as soon as I can. Okay?” 
 
    “We need you safe, buddy,” I told him, giving his little body a comforting squeeze. 
 
    My father was suddenly beside us. “You’re going to be fine, kiddo.” 
 
    Braver than any child his age should ever have to be, Alex finally let me hand him over to Kip. 
 
    “How do I get into the saferoom, Talia?” Kip asked, sweat forming on his brow. 
 
    My girlfriend swore. “It’s a blood lock. You’ll need…,” she trailed off, a grim realization settling in. 
 
    Talia rolled up her left sleeve and a thin red line appeared on her forearm without the aid of a knife. She grabbed Kip’s free hand and dragged it along the smear of crimson. “Mine should work, it’s worked on all the others. Go.” 
 
    “I’ll come back,” Kip promised. 
 
    “No,” I said with only a minor dose of compulsion. “Stay with Alex until we come for you.” 
 
    Kip and Alex winked out of existence. 
 
    “What’s happening, guys?” James demanded. “What should we do?” 
 
    “I can try to block you guys again,” Emma offered. Her voice shook, but she was determined. 
 
    “They already know we’re here,” Talia said, shaking her head. 
 
    “The twins are coming,” Epsilon announced suddenly. When I looked over, he appeared more present than before. 
 
    With a deep breath, I let my training take over. 
 
    “We have the numbers on our side. Unless I’m mistaken, we also have more power between us.” I locked eyes with Talia. “We fight. We win. Then, we get the hell out of here before their next team arrives.” 
 
    My confidence wasn’t false bravado. The odds were in our favor. We’d fought our way out of worse situations. Eyeing the assembled troops, I tried to formulate a plan. Alpha’s expression made my blood turn cold. 
 
    “What?” I demanded. 
 
    Talia answered for him, her voice small. “Waves. They’re coming in waves.” 
 
    “Is it more of the Privileged?” James asked. His gaze ping-ponged around the room, trying unsuccessfully to figure out all the mental communication. 
 
    “No,” I said slowly. I looked to Tals for confirmation. 
 
    “Norms,” she answered. “I mean, I think. I don’t feel anything from Talents yet.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Alpha agreed. 
 
    “How many in total?” I asked Tals. “Do you know?” 
 
    “Three more fighters behind the first two.” Closing her eyes, she pinched the bridge of her nose. “The ground vehicles…I can’t be sure. They’re still some distance away. Norm minds don’t have a strong enough pull for me from this far out.” 
 
    “How long do we have?” I asked. 
 
    “The first fighters will be here in…maybe three minutes.” 
 
    “Do we have time to get to that saferoom?” Emma asked hopefully. 
 
    Did we have time? No. But the group in that house wasn’t the type to hide, even now that the pendulum of luck had swung the other direction. 
 
    “I can help you, Talia,” Alpha said. He seemed to be answering something my girlfriend hadn’t shared with the rest of us. 
 
    Tals’ mind was open, and her most recent thought was in the forefront. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked her. 
 
    “Two minutes,” Epsilon announced. 
 
    “Son,” my father interjected. “If you have a plan, now would be the time.” 
 
    Talia fled the room in a blur of flying curls, Alpha directly behind her. 
 
    “Find the weapons stash, McDonough must have one here,” I told Dad. My gaze landed on Emma. “Can you shoot?” She nodded jerkily. “Good. Go with my dad. Everyone else with me.” 
 
    When I reached the front door, my girlfriend and the Clearwood girl stood on the lawn. Their hands were clasped tightly. 
 
    “One minute,” Epsilon said behind me. His voice was way too calm for the legion of Talent-haters headed our way. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” I sent Talia. 
 
    Her violet gaze, full of sadness but devoid of regret, found mine. 
 
    “Us or them, right? Even one of your lives is worth all of theirs,” she told me. 
 
    Two fighters appeared over the tree line to the west. The energy Talia summoned sent a shockwave through the house. Fighting to stay upright, I stumbled onto the lawn from the reverberations. Alpha joined Talia’s efforts. The air crackled from their combined energy. When I inhaled, pure power filled my lungs. The sensation spread through my body until I felt drunk on it. 
 
    “Talia?” Kenly’s whispered word was in both my ears and my head. It was in the air and on the wind, carried by the energy my girlfriend and Alpha were drawing from the universe. 
 
    Overhead, a barrage of projectiles careered toward the house ahead of the fighters. Scattering mid-air, not even one came close to its mark. It was impossible to say who brought them down. It could’ve been me. Or Kenly. Or Epsilon. Or Alpha. Or Talia. 
 
    One of the fighters banked sharply to the right, as though yanked by an invisible hand. The second craft plummeted an instant later, spinning against the starry backdrop like an out-of-control top. Both burst into flames upon impact with the ground. 
 
    “Holy shit!” James yelled. A fire ball erupted in woods between the McDonough’s house and the school’s main campus. 
 
    The rumble of engines was faintly audible in the distance; the next wave of attackers wasn’t far behind. 
 
     “Survivors,” Epsilon said. He pointed to the wreckage of one the fighters, his pale hand ghostly in the moonlight. 
 
    “Talia, Epsilon, with me,” I shouted. “Alpha, Kenly, James—check the other crash site!” 
 
    My feet were already carrying me into the woods. Three people dressed in camouflage ran full-speed in our direction. 
 
    The trio of attackers fired on us. Talia deflected the bullets with an unnecessary wave of her hand. I released a wave of telekinetic energy. All three flew high into the air before crashing back to the earth. One man struggled to his feet just as we reached him. He raised a strange-looking pistol. I didn’t give him a chance to fire it. One good punch to the gut, and the man was on his knees. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” I screamed in his face. “What do you want?” 
 
    An explosion from farther in the woods made the ground shake. 
 
    The man kneeling before me spit blood and possibly a tooth. 
 
    “Your kind aren’t welcome here anymore,” he said with a sneer. “Once your precious interim-President is ousted, hunting freaks like you will be legal in America.” 
 
    Disgust radiated from his entire body. 
 
    “You’re a bounty hunter?” I demanded. “Here?” 
 
    The man sneered. “Bounty hunters just feed the problem. I don’t want you freaks as slaves or pets any more than I want you as neighbors. I don’t want you breeding and making—” 
 
    My clenched fist connected with the side of his head. 
 
    “How’d you know we were here?” Talia’s rage made her words eerily calm. 
 
    Another tooth tumbled from the man’s mouth when his bloody lips parted. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
 
    Compulsion on norms was tricky. It took a lot of finesse to get it right while safeguarding the person’s sanity. Just then, Tals wasn’t concerned with getting it right. She wanted answers. 
 
    “How did you know we were here?” she repeated. Her short, clipped tone made the man’s jaw go slack. 
 
    “We didn’t,” the man wheezed. 
 
    I shook my head. “That makes no sense. If you didn’t know we were here, why did you come?” 
 
    “One survivor,” Alpha sent. “We have her under our control. What would you like for me to do with her?” Like Kenly’s earlier, her voice was heard in both my head and my ears. The effect might’ve been a result of so many minds connecting at once, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Find out why they came here, why they attacked,” Talia replied. 
 
    Another series of explosions started in the distance, somewhere near the school’s main entrance. 
 
    “Is that the twins?” I asked, unsure if they were on this mental conference call. 
 
    “Negative,” Alpha replied. “RAVs are breaching main campus, they’re destroying the school buildings.” 
 
    Talia and I exchanged glances. RAVs—Road Attack Vehicles—were the dinosaurs of warcraft. Slow-moving and hard to transport long distances, RAVs had been rendered obsolete when the Talented revolutionized warfare. But just because they were antiquated, that didn’t mean they weren’t destructive. 
 
    “I can’t reach Kip! Why can’t I reach Kip?” Talia shrieked. “We need to get down there now!” 
 
    Thoughts of Alex clouded her judgment. Talia morphed and took flight without another word. 
 
    “Dammit,” I muttered. As I leapt skyward, my arm bones cracked and realigned to form large wings. 
 
    “Alpha, with me. The rest of you, tie up these assholes and take them to the house. See what they’ll tell you,” I sent. Then, from my new bird-vantage point, I spied yet another problem. “Keep an eye to the north, there’s a line of ground lights coming up the mountain.” 
 
    “Affirmative, sir,” Epsilon replied. 
 
    I caught up with Talia over the woods, halfway between the McDonough’s house and main campus. Alpha was only a heartbeat behind me. 
 
    “Where are the twins?” I sent her. “Are they okay?” 
 
    “They’re almost to the house,” she replied. 
 
    “Can they both morph?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Send one back to the house. Tell the other to join us,” I ordered. 
 
    A moment later, a fourth raven took to the sky. There was a soft snick inside my head when Delta’s mind linked with the group. I took the lead as our foursome sped through the treetops. Tals and Alpha flanked my sides, and Delta brought up the rear of our diamond formation. Even before we reached the clearing, my bird eyes could see the camo-painted RAVs converging on main campus from every direction. One of the instructors’ dorms was on fire. The building where primary classes were taught had a smoldering hole carved out of the top. 
 
    Talia’s anxiety spiked. I followed her thoughts to Medical, where five RAVs had surrounded our makeshift prison. They were about to blow up the building and bury our detainees beneath tons of rubble. We couldn’t let that happen. Gracia and Eighteen were valuable hostages, and even evil clones and mercenary bounty hunters didn’t deserve such a horrible death. 
 
    But Medical wasn’t the only building in crosshairs. 
 
    Divide and conquer, I thought. 
 
    Ravens weren’t pack animals like wolves, but our minds connected in such a way that my thoughts became the group’s thoughts. My intentions were the group’s intentions. I didn’t need to dole out orders. Instead, everyone simply reacted as though we’d carefully choreographed the assault ahead of time. 
 
    We broke formation simultaneously. I dove and took aim at the RAVs around Medical. Talia went left, towards the admin building. Alpha sped for a line of RAVs on the road between the school’s front gate and main campus. Delta went after the RAVs intent on destroying a storage hover hangar. Those vehicles were our only way out of the area aside from Kip. 
 
    Explosion after explosion rocketed through the campus. RAVs burst into flames, while the buildings we couldn’t protect crumpled under heavy artillery fire. Anti-Talent soldiers burst from RAVs that had yet to reach the center of the action. They ran on foot to join the devastation. 
 
    We can’t hold them off much longer. 
 
    Talia’s thought drew my attention from the second wave of RAVs intent on leveling Medical. Her small bird form circled above the admin building, cawing as though beckoning the next challenger to her kingdom. The wreckage of the RAVs we’d already destroyed blocked the courtyards. More and more of the attacks on the buildings were coming from foot soldiers. 
 
    “Converge with Talia,” I sent to the group. 
 
    Alpha and Delta also zoomed toward admin as I went to Tals’ aid. Losing Medical and our prisoners were all easy sacrifices when the alternative was losing Alex. 
 
    The attackers realized that we weren’t ordinary birds, that we were protecting the admin building for a reason. Their troops must have been redirected our way, because they streamed down the pathways below our hovering bird formation. 
 
    Individually, Alpha, Delta, Talia, and I were all capable of taking on dozens of norms at once. We would’ve needed to take on hundreds each to win this battle. We were all using so much energy already. Between sustained morphing while wielding telekinesis and linking our minds, I didn’t know how much longer any of us would last at the power-draining levels we’d reached. Pushing ourselves would only exhaust us faster. 
 
    “Trust in the collective,” Alpha sent. 
 
    The collective? I didn’t know what she was talking about. 
 
    There wasn’t time to dwell on it, not with the army marching toward us and the snipers trying to shoot us down. A bullet whizzed so close to my head, several feathers were singed. I dipped sharply to the right, flying perpendicular to the ground to avoid fire from a shooter on the roof of the practice arena. 
 
    Above me, Talia continued to circle, sending wave after unrelenting wave of telekinetic power at the advancing soldiers. Too late, I realized one of the bullets meant for me was on a collision course with my girlfriend’s underbelly.  
 
    Talia! I shrieked her name inside my head at the same time my beak opened. A strangled caw tore through the campus. 
 
    She wrapped her wings protectively around her body and twirled through the air like an avian ballerina, performing feats no real bird or simple Morpher would be capable of. The vice squeezing my chest loosened too soon. The bullet struck her shoulder and sent her spiraling.  
 
    Too far. Too far. I dove, as though there was a chance in hell I could catch her. 
 
    I watched, heart in my throat, as my girlfriend plummeted like a stone. 
 
    As soon as I heard the thud of her limp body hit the roof of the admin building, the mental connection broke. It must have been Talia linking our minds so completely. 
 
    “We’ll hold them off as long as we can,” Alpha sent. The distant, crackling thought reminded me of our early days in the Hunters, when Talia had fought tooth and nail to link our team’s minds. 
 
    I touched down on human feet and fell to my knees beside Talia. Blood slicked her neck and chest, flowing freely from the hole in her shoulder. Brushing her hair back from her face, I whispered her name like a question. 
 
    “Talia? Can you hear me? Please, Tals, I can’t…you can’t….” 
 
     She didn’t respond, but her life force was strong. 
 
    Alive. She’s alive, I thought with relief. 
 
    “Hey! Freakshow!” a voice screeched. “Just because you bleed, that don’t make you human!” 
 
    The heckler was on the roof, ten feet in front of where I huddled over my girlfriend’s still body. I met his gaze squarely. He raised his gun, aimed the barrel between my eyes, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Time slowed. My overactive crypto brain kicked into analysis mode, giving me more than enough time to analyze the entire scene. 
 
    Above us, Alpha and Delta continued to circle. Fatigue was setting in, and they were both running on desperation-fueled adrenaline. Below, anti-Talent soldiers busted through the front doors of the admin building, nearly trampling each other to be the first inside. In the distance, RAVs were plentiful for as far as the eye could see. 
 
    We can’t win, I realized. 
 
    Even with Talia at her best, the four of us alone wouldn’t last the night. 
 
    These are just norms, I thought with a bitter shake of my head. Had this been Gretchen’s army, we’d already be dead. Or, worse, she’d have us all in chains. 
 
    Just when I thought the situation couldn’t get any worse, a dozen shimmering orbs appeared amid the smoke wafting in the night sky. The invisibility shields dropped in tandem. A large, unmarked craft hovered directly overhead. Thirteen single-occupant fighter air pods ringed the campus. 
 
    My hand reached for Talia’s. I closed my eyes and resigned myself to the end. The doors on the main hover’s underbelly slid open. A thin, lithe figure with flaming red hair leapt through the opening and landed on the roof with feline agility. 
 
    A smile slowly spread across my face. The bullet, only a foot from my forehead, exploded midair. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I called. My eyes burned with unshed tears, and my hand clutched Talia’s tighter. Penny strode across the rooftop with a sort of awkward confidence. 
 
    “I think the words you’re looking for are ‘Thank you for saving my ass, Penelope’.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Cressa 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cressa took a seat in the curved back row of the auditorium, close to the stage. Kev plopped down beside her. This wasn’t the same space where they’d watched Gretchen’s movies of Privileged destruction. Instead, it was brand-new, state-of-the-art, and gleaming white. They’d been led through a series of hallways, also the color of snow, that were separate from the part of the Institute where cadets lived and attended classes. Cressa couldn’t fathom how big the Institute was, but she’d had no idea there was a separate space for the full-fledged Privileged agents under the same roof. 
 
    The other seats were filled with people who were dressed identically in structured tops and matching pants. The garments were so white, they practically glowed. Cressa felt like she was surrounded by scores of futuristic pod people. The thought sent a shiver through her, and she scooted as close to Kev as the armrest between them would allow. He was staring at the other people, too, and looked as uneasy as Cressa felt. 
 
    The lights dimmed, and the crowd quieted. The Dame walked onto the stage. A spotlight followed her, gleaming off her floor-length coat woven with silver strands. It was stiff and wide at the shoulders, like the Privileged uniforms, but the difference in fabric visibly conveyed that she was in charge. 
 
    “Hello, my chosen ones,” Gretchen began. “I am so pleased you are all here to witness this momentous event in Privileged history.” Turning to the side, she made a beckoning gesture. 
 
    Perfectly straight lines of people streamed onto the stage. They arranged like a choir behind Gretchen. The group’s uniforms matched the audience’s but had clear patches in varying locations. Cressa leaned forward, wondering if her eyes were playing tricks on her. It looked like the see-through areas were showing off tattoos in gleaming silver and gold. The markings were all in different shapes, sizes, and placements. Was Cressa going to receive a tattoo, too? 
 
    “These are the newest members of our ranks,” the Dame announced when everyone was in place. The entire stage was illuminated now, and the tattoos shone brightly. “Each of these brave souls was captured by UNITED and incarcerated, simply for being who they are.” 
 
    A murmur went through the crowd, growing louder until the Privileged audience was practically booing. They fell silent when the Dame held up one hand. 
 
    “I know, it has been a tragedy,” she soothed. “But we have rescued our brethren in a stunning victory.” Sweeping one arm to the side, Gretchen motioned to the new ranks on stage. “Some were already Privileged, captured while carrying out goodwill missions. Others are here for the first time, but they’re eager to set the world right. Each and every one of these brave soldiers is committed to keeping the Talented, Created, and Privileged safe from the same torture they endured from UNITED. Whether saved from the Vault prison island or the Created Containment facility, each one has received marks of honor upon joining the Privileged. Every scar they endured has been displayed instead of hidden. We cannot forget—we will not forget—the wounds inflicted by those who wish us harm.” 
 
    Seeing the shining golden and silver gleams, Cressa absorbed the Dame’s words. The scars were worn like badges of honor, highlighted for the world to see. Every mark, every gleam, made Cressa feel like she and Kev were on the right side. Surely a benevolent UNITED wouldn’t have tortured each of the prisoners. The organization also voted to kill them all. It wasn’t right. 
 
    Propping her elbows on her knees, Cressa surveyed the studied the faces of UNITED’s former prisoners. The youngest of the group looked closer to Daphne’s age. She thought of the little canary, her fellow 2P. Where would she be? 
 
    The last time Cressa had seen the younger girl, their class was lined up to receive the rest of the Privileged’s talent signatures. Kev had shocked Cressa, and then their unsuccessful escape event had happened. Cressa wasn’t sure how much time had passed since then; the attempts to bring out her latent talents were disorienting. She peered through the dim lighting of the auditorium at the other audience members, wondering if Daphne was among their numbers. She hoped so, since she didn’t know what would happen to those who couldn’t withstand the procedures. 
 
    “Among those rescued are two of our number who I am particularly pleased to welcome home,” the Dame said, drawing Cressa’s attention back to the stage. “Shall we hear about their time away?” 
 
    As the audience cheered, a tall man with an impressive blond mohawk left his place in line and joined the Dame. He welcomed the applause with a broad grin and open arms. 
 
    “Thank you for the warm welcome, brothers and sisters,” he called, grinning. 
 
    The guy looked familiar, though Cressa was sure she’d never met him before. Was he another vid star? She racked her brain, a leaden feeling in her gut when she realized where she’d seen him. 
 
    “I am Yari.” He gestured to a girl who crossed the stage to join him. “And this is Svetlana.” 
 
    When the silver-haired girl joined Yari, the audience of Privileged leapt to their feet with thunderous applause. Cressa’s fears were confirmed; this was the pair who’d destroyed the CN Tower in Toronto. Her heart pounded at the memory of destruction. Kev yanked Cressa to her feet, shooting a warning look. 
 
    “These two brave Privileged demonstrated our strength to the world,” Gretchen praised, clapping along. 
 
    Cressa remembered the event vividly, they’d watched it in the Institute. The tourists were simply visiting an old monument. Did they all die? She also remembered the wild spinning of Yari’s eyes as he’d recovered the camera from the wreckage. When Svetlana turned and bowed to the Dame, a long gold scar shone in the stage’s lights. It ran from her ribcage down to her ankles. Was that from the tower’s collapse? 
 
    “Dame de Glace rescued me from UNITED,” Svetlana said to the audience. “She could’ve left us there to die, but the Dame is merciful and kind.” 
 
    “The Privileged deserve to stand above the rest of humanity,” Yari said with conviction. It almost sounded like they were giving a rehearsed speech. “We have to show the norms that we are taking charge of the world. Without us, the planet lies in chaos. Our resolve for a better system will overcome their will to kill us all.” 
 
    “Each one of you is part of this new world order,” the Dame continued. She scanned the audience as if projecting her words to every white-clad audience member. “We are all Privileged, and we have overcome a great deal to be here together. The norms have declared war by voting to overturn the Coexistence Treaty. So, war they shall have.” 
 
    The Dame stepped back and gestured to the rescued prisoners on the stage. “Will you join those who’ve already sacrificed for our cause?” 
 
    She made it sound so noble, Cressa found herself nodding along. How would the Talented and Created survive if the Privileged didn’t intervene? The genocide of those with powers was wrong. Sneaking a glance at Kev, Cressa couldn’t read his expression in the dark. Was the speech affecting him as well? She couldn’t tell. 
 
    Yari wrapped an arm around Svetlana’s waist and pulled her close. 
 
    “We reaffirm our commitment to the mission of Dame de Glace,” they said in tandem. It was almost creepy the way their voices blended. “We are the Privileged, and it is time for the world to bow to our command.” 
 
    The dozens of scarred Privileged behind them took a step forward together and repeated the oath. Their words tugged something deep within Cressa. It was time for the Privileged to take charge. 
 
    The Dame walked to the very edge of the platform and nodded once. 
 
    “We affirm our commitment to the mission of Dame de Glace,” Cressa said without thinking. Her voice joined the chorus of the entire audience. “We are the Privileged, and it is time for the world to bow to our command.” 
 
    Cressa felt a wave of both calm and strength. This was right. This was the best thing for the world. When she turned to Kev, a contented smile on her face, a frown flitted across his. He reached up and stroked her cheek, looking sad for a moment. Back straightening, Kev’s expression transformed to match hers. 
 
    “We belong here,” Cressa assured him, wishing he could feel the same resolve that flooded through her. 
 
    “Sure,” Kev replied quietly. 
 
    The Dame held up one hand and the auditorium quieted. Yari and Svetlana had stepped back to rejoin the first line of Privileged on stage. 
 
    “We have a critical mission in the coming days,” Gretchen declared. “This is most personal to me, and I need each of you to play a part.” 
 
    A holo image of a little boy appeared beside her. His angelic blue eyes stared vacantly, though his expression still conveyed fear. 
 
    “UNITED agents have kidnapped my grandson.” The Dame turned to look at the blond cherub, and Cressa’s heart dropped. Who could be so evil to involve a child in the war and genocide? 
 
    “We must rescue him,” the Dame continued. When she returned her gaze to the audience, tears welled in her ice-blue eyes. “Will you help me save my grandson’s life?” 
 
    Cressa nodded vehemently. She was on the right side in this war. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took ten seconds of alertness to remember what happened. The attack, the fight, the fall. 
 
    “Alex!” 
 
    I bolted upright, leapt from the bed, and made it all the way to a door before I realized nothing in the room was familiar. The door I yanked open led to a closet. Alarm sent my senses into overdrive. My vision adjusted to the darkness, and I started cataloguing the surroundings. The closet, devoid of clothes; oil paintings of septuagenarians; window seat and reading nook, curtains drawn; skylight with only scant moonlight coming in; wardrobe, also empty; bed covered in a burgundy comforter with— 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” I moaned. I backed away from the bed and the TOXIC emblem emblazoned on the comforter. 
 
    A different door, not the one to the closet, opened. I didn’t hesitate. The visitor went flying backward, slamming against a wall in the hallway. I ran for the rectangle of light now seeping into the room, fully prepared for a daring escape to freedom. 
 
    As I ran past, I saw who was lying on the floor. 
 
    “Erik!” 
 
    “I was just coming to check on you,” he said warily, staring up at me through watering eyes. 
 
    “What’s going on? Where are we? And why,” I flung my arm toward the open door behind me, “is there a TOXIC symbol on the blanket in that room?” 
 
    Erik got to his feet, a small smile on his lips. 
 
    “Penny,” he said simply. His expectant expression made me uneasy. 
 
    “What?” I asked, glancing down. 
 
    My attire was a navy t-shirt, gray cotton pants, and mismatched striped socks. At least I had clothes on. Why was my boyfriend giving me that weird, bemused expression? Definitely wasn’t the outfit. 
 
    “What?” I repeated. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Erik asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Fine. I mean, I’m stiff. That bed must be super hard.” 
 
    “Sure. Either that, or maybe it’s from the super hard rooftop you landed on.” Erik’s turquoise eyes narrowed. “Do you remember falling?” 
 
    “Of course. I was shot—” 
 
    I was shot. 
 
    I yanked the neckline of the t-shirt to one side and then the other, searching for an injury that wasn’t there. 
 
    “You had a few broken bones, too,” Erik informed me. 
 
    “Had? How long have I been asleep?” 
 
    He smiled. “Few hours.” 
 
    I considered that. A few hours later, and I was completely restored other than stiffness that could’ve been from a hard mattress. There was one other time I’d been knocked unconscious while injured and come to uninjured. 
 
    “One of the Clearwood kids can heal?” I guessed. 
 
    Erik nodded. “Phi. He’s a natural healer, apparently. He patched you up on the flight here.” 
 
    “Where exactly is ‘here’?” 
 
    “Virginia,” Erik said, holding out a hand. “Let’s get you something to eat and I’ll explain everything.” 
 
    I laced my fingers with his. “Alex? Is he…?” 
 
    “Sleeping. He’s fine.” Erik refused to meet my gaze as we traversed a long, oak-paneled hallway with strange lamps on the walls. He cleared his throat as though stalling for every second he could get. 
 
    I grabbed his arm, stopping in front of a set of glass doors. 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me?” I demanded. 
 
    “Alex was a little shaken up on the hover,” Erik started. “They had to give him a sedative.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Was that really necessary?” 
 
    “Yeah, Tals. It was.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. No way was it necessary. He’s been through worse than what happened today, and he never needed something like that. I mean, his mother was killed in front of him.” 
 
    “True,” Erik conceded. “Which is probably why he lost it when he thought he was going to lose you, too. He’s okay, I promise. Alex will be very excited to see you when he gets up.” 
 
    I swallowed thickly. On Vault, I’d spent a lot of time thinking about how my actions affected other people, particularly Alex. I’d promised both his parents that I would keep him safe. I’d vowed to protect him with my life if necessary. It sounded so noble, sacrificing myself for him. But I’d never stopped to consider the toll it would take if yet another person in his life died. 
 
    Erik tugged my hand gently as he pushed open the double doors. We stepped onto a pentagon-shaped landing with four other sets of double doors that seemingly led to more wings. It was an enormous house. 
 
    “Hmph!” I yelped in surprise as a tall, gangly shape collided with me. Thin arms yanked me from Erik and pulled my body into a crushing hug. 
 
    “Good to see you too, Penny,” I wheezed. 
 
    “You’re awake! I was just coming to check on you. How’re you feeling? Does it still hurt? I’ve never seen someone healed before with a talent. Did you feel him doing it? Do your bones hurt?” 
 
    “Easy, Penny,” Erik teased. “Let her breathe.” 
 
    “Sorry. Sorry.” Penny pulled back and held me at arm’s length. Scrutinizing me, she seemed certain she’d find some remnant of my previous injuries. 
 
    Finding none, Penny grinned. The expression reached her eyes, contrasting with the painfully dark circles underneath. The past twenty-four hours hadn’t been easy on any of us, though Penny probably hadn’t slept at all. 
 
    “We were headed to the kitchen, wanna join us?” I asked. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Can’t. I’m already late for a meeting. Actually….” Her grin grew impossibly larger. “You guys should join me. I’ll have some of that venison you guys made brought up. Or not,” Penny added when I blanched. “I mean, Uncle Ian has one of those household robots to cook and take care of this place. Robo Gentry will make you whatever you want. Just please say yes. Politics this early in the morning makes me nauseous. It’ll be easier with friends.” 
 
    I glanced up at Erik, who nodded. “Um, sure.” He looked from me to Penny and back to me. “But do you really think it’s a great idea for Talia to be there? She’s kind of a wanted fugitive?” 
 
    Penny waved a hand. “Trust me, this guy has no interest in reporting you. I don’t even know who you’d be reported to, anyway. I have it on good authority that the UNITED council is much more concerned with Gretchen McDonough and the Sons of After.” 
 
    My best friend started for the spiral staircase in the center of the landing. 
 
    “Um, the Sons of After?” I called after her. 
 
    “One of the things I was going to explain over breakfast,” Erik told me. 
 
    “Patience, Talia,” Penny sang over her shoulder. “We don’t want to keep the doctor waiting any longer, we’ll get you caught up once we’re done with him.” 
 
    Doctor? Ugh. 
 
    I hated doctors almost as much as I hated rules. 
 
    It turned out Erik and I weren’t the only people Penny had talked into this predawn meeting; Miles DeSanto was already sitting on the sofa in Crane’s study when my friends and I entered. Like Penny, Miles clearly hadn’t been to bed—or shaved—in a while. Possibly days. 
 
    “Damn it’s good to see you,” Erik said, dropping my hand to give Miles what could only be described as a manly hug. 
 
    “You too, kid.” Miles clapped him on the back. “You too.” The guys separated, and Miles offered me a small smile. “Natalia, glad to see you looking…not so bloody.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think,” I replied awkwardly. 
 
    I didn’t know Miles well, but he and Erik had become extremely close during my incarceration. Miles had been part of Erik’s security team, and he’d managed to keep my boyfriend safe for an entire month. For that reason alone, I liked the guy a lot. 
 
    “Any word from your uncle?” Miles asked Penny. 
 
    Penny checked her wrist comm and shook her head. 
 
    “I’m starting to get worried. Should I be worried? Please, tell me not to worry,” she all but begged. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Miles said obligingly. “You worry more than a new mother,” he added around a yawn. 
 
    “I should’ve heard from him by now. And Brand.” Penny checked her comm again. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re both fine,” I told her, backing my promise with a dose of calm to ease her nerves. 
 
    “Your uncle and Meadows can take care of themselves,” Miles agreed. He opened the study doors and gestured us all inside. 
 
    “I guess. No, I mean, I know. Obviously. But…it’s just….” Penny trailed off as she made herself comfortable behind her uncle’s holo-desk. 
 
    Erik, Miles, and I took seats across from her. The sitting area was easy to picture Ian Crane in, drinking his nightly scotch or holding afternoon tea. If he was the type who held afternoon tea, anyhow. 
 
    “So, who’s this doctor we’re meeting with?” I asked brightly to change the subject. 
 
    With a mischievous smile, Penny tapped a button on the holo-desk. A full-sized hologram of a middle-aged man in green scrubs appeared in the space between Crane’s desk and the sitting area. 
 
    “Dr. Patel?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    He turned to face the sitting area and smiled. “Natalia how are you, dear?” 
 
    “Good.” The doctor’s knowing expressing made me reconsider. “Well, you know, relatively,” I amended. 
 
    “Dr. Patel is going to update us on his progress with the creation reversal drug,” Penny announced. “Our primary objective is to undo all of the manufactured talents, so we have a smaller population to protect off the bat.” 
 
    “You’ve made progress, then?” I asked. 
 
    My heart sank as quickly as my hope had risen. Which was also when I realized the files I’d recruited Epsilon to decrypt—the ones I was positive held answers that could lead to a cure—were back at the McDonough house. 
 
    “Let’s say I’m cautiously optimistic,” replied the doctor, his voice thin and strained. 
 
    “Have you had any successful trials?” Erik wanted to know. 
 
    Dr. Patel nodded slowly. “We have,” he held up a hand, “but only in patients with a single foreign talent signature.” His dark eyes were sympathetic. “And only in patients who were not born with abilities.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether the conflicted feelings were mine or Erik’s. Or maybe even Penny’s. The additional power was becoming harder and harder to control for both. 
 
    Erik had me, someone able to share the burden of the darkness swirling inside of him. And the darkness wasn’t new for him. Or for me. We were killers. We’d taken lives in the name of the greater good—whatever that meant. Penny, though, was a different story. Her soul was pure. At least, it had been before Mac got ahold of her. 
 
    “Have you given this version to a natural born Talent?” Erik asked quietly. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Erik ignored my protest. I knew what he was about to offer. I wasn’t going to allow it. 
 
    “Not yet,” Patel answered. “I only give test versions to volunteers. I do have three detainees—all are natural born Talents—who are ready and willing to receive the newest version of the reversal drug.” Dr. Patel met Erik’s gaze, his own eyes sad. “I am afraid you, Erik, are not an ideal test subject.” The doctor’s features hardened. “My team will find a way to reserve what has been done to you, we just need more time.” 
 
    “What about me?” I asked. It was Erik’s turn to protest, and my turn to ignore him. “I’m a natural born Talent with one created ability.” 
 
    Dr. Patel shook his head. “You are an odd case, since you didn’t receive an injection to create your abilities. A transfer of blood makes it a different situation, indeed. I am afraid you are not an ideal test subject either, Natalia.” 
 
    The doctor cocked his head to one side and studied me. I squirmed in my seat. “Do you truly want to be rid of your created powers, Natalia?” he finally asked. 
 
    Of course, I wanted the foreign genetic material out of my system. 
 
    It’s Donavon’s blood that gave you the ability to morph. 
 
    Alex wasn’t the only part of Donavon I had left. In a way, my first boyfriend was always with me. Was I ready to give that up? Truth be told, I liked having the ability to morph. No, I loved it. It gave me a freedom I’d never enjoyed before the talent. 
 
    I glanced at Erik, who refused to meet my eyes. He knows exactly why I want to keep my abilities, I thought. Did it bother him? I couldn’t tell because Erik’s shields were suddenly in place. 
 
    “We may have information that could help you,” Penny interjected. Her interjection saved me from lying to protect Erik’s feelings. 
 
    The doctor turned to face Penny, an eyebrow cocked. “Is that why you insisted we speak so early? You do know it is the middle of the night on the west coast, yes?” 
 
    With a toss of her red hair, she ignored the jab. “Last night we recovered Danbury McDonough’s personal records.” 
 
    “Did you?” Dr. Patel asked. His eyed widened, and he suddenly looked alert despite the answer. 
 
    “Did you?” I echoed, relieved. Then, turning to Erik, I added in a flippant jab. “Something else we were going to talk about over breakfast?” 
 
    He shrugged. “You’ve been awake for all of twenty minutes. When should I have mentioned it? Before or after I explained about your miraculous recovery? Sorry I was worried about getting you some nourishment before bombarding you with info.” 
 
    He definitely knows I want to keep my powers because of Donavon, I thought. 
 
    “Enough, children,” Miles scolded softly. 
 
    “The data is encrypted, but we have a team working on it,” Penny informed the doctor. 
 
    Though I wondered if her “team” consisted of Alpha and Epsilon, I didn’t ask the question aloud. If they were our best hope, I was happy to have the Clearwood children working with us. 
 
    “I should have at least some of it decrypted by the end of the day,” Penny continued matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Wonderful. As I am sure you are aware, I have been eager to see those files for quite some time.” Dr. Patel’s excitement was palpable, even with the thousands of miles that separated our coasts. “Please, inform me as soon as you have the data decrypted. And if there is nothing else…?” 
 
    “No, not right now,” Penny replied. 
 
    “Oh, wait.” The doctor’s expression turned grim. “I actually have some information for you, as well.”  
 
    His hesitation gave me a sinking feeling in my gut. Without thinking, I reached for Erik’s hand. Dr. Patel met each of our gazes in turn. 
 
    “Many of the critical victims from the attack on the Isle have been brought here, to West Bank Medical & Research Facility,” he began quietly, clasping his hands and bowing his head in a show of respect. “Frederick Kraft was brought in an hour ago. I am so sorry to tell you all, but his chances of surviving the day are not good.” 
 
    “Have him transferred here, to Mclean General,” I said without thinking. 
 
    How many more will die before this ends? 
 
    “Natalia, a transfer right now would be inadvisable,” Dr. Patel said, raising a hand in protest. “Besides, what do you believe you could do for him that we cannot?” 
 
    A part of me knew it was wrong to want special treatment for my friend. There were so many other hurt and dying people out there. Asking this of a little boy made me as exploitative as Gretchen. Nevertheless, it was exactly what I planned to do. 
 
    “I can call in a favor,” I said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Frederick had been my friend longer than I’d known Talia. His work with the movement that ferried Talents to Coalition territory during TOXIC’s regime was legendary. The news of his imminent death was heart wrenching. 
 
    I refused to accept it. 
 
    That was why I understood Talia’s decision to ask Phi to heal Frederick. I also understood the guilt she felt over it. Who were we to play with life and death this way? Who were we to decide who was worthy of saving? Another question made her feel even guiltier. What if she needed to call in this one-time favor to save my life? What if she wasn’t able to because she’d used it on Frederick? 
 
    A knock on the study door pulled me from my thoughts. Robo Gentry, Ian’s butler droid, entered without waiting for prompting. 
 
    “I have Senators Garkus, Linthicum, and Eienhold on holo-outlets five, twelve, and sixteen for you, Ms. Crane,” the droid informed. He set a tray of coffee, tea, and biscuits on the coffee table in front of us. He directed his eerily lifelike gaze on Talia. “Ms. Lyons, it might be best if you step out now. Allow me to serve you some breakfast, perhaps?” 
 
    “It gives advice?” Talia asked, eyeing Robo Gentry as though he might kill her once they were alone. 
 
    “I provide council on all affairs,” the droid told her. 
 
    “You’ll get used to him,” Penny said tiredly. “And he’s right, you probably shouldn’t be here for this next call.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably not.” Tals gave my hand a quick squeeze. “See you in a little.” 
 
    Penny waited until Talia was in the hallway before continuing. “Put them through,” she ordered. 
 
    The U.S. senators, two male and one female, appeared in full hologram from their respective locales. 
 
    “Senator Eienhold, report,” Penny said without preamble. 
 
    A woman in her late thirties wearing black-and-green fatigues stepped forward as information from her personnel file appeared in holo-text beside her. 
 
    _________ 
 
    Name: Stace Clarice Eienhold 
 
    Age: 37 
 
    Position: U.S. Senator from Georgia; Chief Commander in the United States East Naval Services 
 
    Talent(s): None 
 
    _________ 
 
    “All containment transports have returned from the Isle, Ma’am,” Eienhold barked. The tone was the same favored by career military everywhere. 
 
    I didn’t know much about the Naval Commander. Of Ian’s twelve cabinet members, she was one of five holdovers from Danbury McDonough’s regime. Penny had given her the task of recovering and relocating all the Created who’d been in containment on the Isle at the time of the attack. 
 
    “And?” Penny prompted. 
 
    Eienhold’s dark gaze flitted briefly toward me but quickly returned to Penny without comment. 
 
    “Twenty-two containees, Ma’am.” 
 
    Penny exhaled slowly. “And the other three hundred and seven?” 
 
    Again, Eienhold’s eyes drifted my way. 
 
    “Yeah, that is Erikson Kelley you see. Get over it,” Penny snapped. 
 
    Eienhold blushed. “My apologies, to both of you. I did not see a news blast of Agent Kelley’s recovery.” 
 
    “That’s because he wasn’t ‘recovered’. Agent Kelley’s whereabouts have been classified for his safety. And they will remain the same until I decide otherwise.” 
 
    I smiled to myself. Penny was clearly taking cues from her uncle, artfully mastering the combined role of political and military leader. 
 
    “Now, what can you tell me about the other three hundred and seven individuals who were in containment on the Isle prior to the attack?” 
 
    Standing impossibly straighter, Eienhold cleared her throat. “We have reason to believe that a portion of them were captured. Another portion seems to have escaped, ma’am.” 
 
    “So, what you’re really saying is you don’t know where our prisoners are?” Penny asked. Except, it wasn’t a question. “Where are the twenty-two leftover prisoners now?” 
 
    “They have been securely transported to the West Bank Medical & Research Hospital. Just as you requested, ma’am,” Eienhold replied. 
 
    “Have you made Dr. Patel aware of their arrival? I just spoke with him and he didn’t mention it,” Penny said flatly. 
 
    “Right away, ma’am. I have five of my teams on a hunting and recovery mission and should—” 
 
    Penny held up her hand to cut off the other woman. “Not a priority right now. Recall and redirect your teams. I want all currently contained Created relocated to either the West Bank or McLean as soon as possible. I am also going to need additional security at both facilities. It is only a matter of time before someone decides to target them.” 
 
    “I will send two fighter crafts to each coast immediately,” Eienhold said quickly. 
 
    “Shoot down all unidentified crafts that come within range. All of them, no exceptions,” Penny ordered, her jaw set in a hard line. “I do not want to hear that we’ve lost another individual who was in containment during the attack. Am I making myself clear?” 
 
    Eienhold gave Penny a short, sharp nod. “Yes, ma’am. I will make sure of it.” 
 
    “Dismissed,” Penny replied. Her only moment of awkwardness came when she returned Eienhold’s salute. 
 
    “You’re a natural,” I sent her reassuringly. 
 
    “I feel like a fraud,” Penny sent back. Her attention turned to Senator Garkus, Ian’s Chief of Armed Offensives. 
 
    “Senator, how are the evacuations coming along?” Penny asked. Her tone was beyond no-nonsense, almost challenging someone to waste her time. 
 
    It was a loaded question from what she’d told me the night before; the evacuations were proving bloodier than the attack on the Isle. 
 
    “Permission to speak freely, Ms. Crane?” Senator Garkus asked. 
 
    “If that means speaking honestly, then permission granted,” Penny replied, barely suppressing a groan. “Don’t even think about sugar-coating things, I don’t have time for it.” 
 
    “Our forces are holding Hernston Island currently,” the senator explained. A female soldier appeared in the holo-scene. “But we will need reinforcements to make it through the evacuation period.” 
 
    “Four casualties. Nineteen injured, sir,” the solider informed Senator Garkus. “Hudson Regional says they’re out of space. Where should I send them?” 
 
    “Lower Manhattan,” Garkus said. Turning back to Penny, the senator apologized for the interruption. She waved it off. 
 
    “Just tell me what’s happening.” 
 
    “Sons of After are turning out in full force,” Garkus said pointedly. “And they’re heavily armed.” 
 
    In our time with Penny, I’d learned about the Sons of After; the acronym stood for the Society of Normals Against Freedom for Talent Equal Rights. It was the same anti-Talent group who’d attacked the McDonough School. It was also the same group who would’ve been responsible for our deaths if not for Penny. Apparently, seeing so many hovers appear out of thin air had freaked them out to the point the Sons of After had ordered their people to retreat. 
 
    Still, quite a few of the Sons didn’t make it out alive. Quite a few more were currently in custody at an old TOXIC prison in Western Kentucky. 
 
    “Heavily armed with normal guns?” Penny asked pointedly. 
 
    “Yes, but you know the risk….” Garkus trailed off, his eyes trained on Penny. 
 
    “I’m well aware of the risk,” she snapped. Her anger wasn’t directed at the senator, though. She knew as well as I did that engaging with these groups was bad publicity. The news outlets would spin the story, they’d turn us into monsters. And yet, after coming this close to killing her closest friends, Penny wasn’t sure she cared about public perception. 
 
    “Four casualties, you said? Ours or theirs?” I asked. 
 
    “Ours, Agent Kelley,” Garkus replied. 
 
    “I really wish Uncle Ian was here,” Penny sent. “Dammit.” 
 
    “But he’s not. The decision is yours,” I told her. 
 
    “What would Talia do?” 
 
    I smiled, drawing strange looks from Garkus and Linthicum. For Talia, it wouldn’t have been a question. Despite her dislike of authority, my girlfriend’s goals mirrored the purpose of UNITED: Protect the Talented. We wanted to protect our kind from those intent on eradicating an entire race. It would be an easy decision for my girlfriend. 
 
    “The United States is a talent-friendly country,” Penny began slowly. I felt the weight of a nation sitting on her shoulders, and I was still impressed with her ability to keep her cool. “We have a duty to protect all citizens. I want the ringleaders of Sons of After in McLean, Virginia by the day’s end.” 
 
    She sounded so much like her uncle. I couldn’t say for certain what Ian would have done. Nevertheless, he would be proud of his niece’s leadership ability when he returned. I was certain of that. 
 
    Raising his hand to his forehead, Garkus gave Penny a small smile as he saluted. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    With Eienhold and Garkus gone, we all turned our attention to Linthicum. He was another holdover from TOXIC’s reign. 
 
    “What can you tell me about New Mexico?” Penny asked, getting straight to the point again. 
 
    Linthicum was Chief of International Liaisons & Threats, so I wasn’t sure why Penny was asking him about a U.S. state. 
 
    The senator looked as exhausted as Penny. “Not much, I’m afraid. It does appear they are using the mountaintop facility as a base of operations. So far, we can confirm flight patterns from Lisbon, Copenhagen, St. Petersburg, and New South Wales, all to Alamogordo. From there, RAVs are used to transport people up the mountain to a Dome that’s been supportive of our cause.” 
 
    “Wait, did you say ‘RAVs’?” I interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, Agent Kelley. Why?” 
 
    “It might be nothing,” I replied, realizing belatedly I might’ve said too much. “But last night we were attacked. The attackers had RAVs. They’re just not that common anymore.” 
 
    “Sons of After, right?” asked Senator Linthicum. 
 
    Maybe I hadn’t truly said too much; it seemed he was already aware. 
 
    “Sorry, let me explain,” Penny interjected. “Have you heard about what happened in Portugal? The kidnapping of the President’s daughters?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Tal—” Shit, shit, shit. Normally I wasn’t so careless. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Penny interjected. “He knows Talia is with us. The Senator is an old friend of Uncle Ian’s. The original spy for the Coalition, I guess you could say. You can trust him.” 
 
    Eyeing Penny and weighing her statement, I didn’t continue right away. Who were we supposed to trust when everyone around us was lying? 
 
    “You were saying?” Senator Linthicum prompted after a moment. 
 
    “Um…Talia and I saw the kidnapping on the news yesterday. It’s awful. What they did to Amberly, too. It was hard to watch,” I said honestly. 
 
    “It was Nightshade,” Penny said bluntly. 
 
    “What?” I countered. “No. I saw the mob. I saw them go inside Amberly’s house and—” 
 
    “The mob was real. Sons of After wants Talents out of Portugal,” the senator interrupted. “But the people who went inside, the people who actually took the President’s daughters? They were definitively Nightshade agents.” 
 
    “We got a positive ID off facial recognition for one of them,” Penny confirmed. 
 
    “The agent you apprehended, Eighteen, alerted on the pictures of several individuals in the videoclip of the kidnapping,” Senator Linthicum explained. “We’ve had her in interrogation since you all arrived in Virginia.” 
 
    It was a lot to wrap my head around. In truth, I couldn’t say I was surprised. The more I thought about the kidnap and ransom demand, the more it sounded exactly like something Nightshade would be behind. 
 
    “So, who hired Nightshade? Sons of After?” I asked, looking from Penny to the senator to Miles. Miles was uncharacteristically silent. 
 
    “We don’t know for certain,” Senator Linthicum hedged. 
 
    “What’s your best guess?” I asked dryly. 
 
    “Sons of After,” replied the senator. 
 
    At the same time, Penny offered her own perspective. “Gretchen McDonough.” 
 
    “I see,” I hedged, keeping an eye on the senator. 
 
    I did see both as viable options. Kidnapping the children of political leaders to force those leaders to exile Talents wreaked of the McDonough brand of fucked up. Gretchen would then offer the displaced Talents refuge and revenge, a perfect savior complex that would work out for the McDonough matriarch. 
 
    Of course, Sons of After seemed like the logical culprit. 
 
    “The other cities you mentioned…,” Miles began, finally getting involved in the conversation. “Same thing that happened in Portugal? Children taken? Demands to kick out all the Talented?” 
 
    Linthicum nodded. “Yes. In all cases, young children were taken.” 
 
    “Where does this mountain in New Mexico come in?” I asked, attempting to bring this discussion full-circle in my own mind. 
 
    “We believe Nightshade is currently using it as a base. It’s likely that’s where they’ve taken the hostages,” Linthicum answered. 
 
    I glared at Penny. “You didn’t think to mention this last night?” 
 
    Now I understand how Tals felt earlier, I thought. 
 
    Penny didn’t dignify my question with a response. I didn’t blame her. She was dealing with a lot, including saving our asses from angry Norms who were hellbent on killing all the Talents in existence. 
 
    Penny really deserved a break. 
 
    “Are you planning a rescue?” Miles asked. 
 
    Senator Linthicum sighed. “This is Nightshade we are dealing with.” 
 
    I was on my feet. “Seriously? The hostages are innocent children,” I countered. 
 
    “We can’t get any readings off the compound. It’s inside the mountain. If we were to send a team, they’d be going in blind,” Linthicum argued. His posture suggested he wasn’t comfortable with the decision. 
 
    “Inside the mountain?” I looked at Penny, the unspoken question evident in my expression. 
 
    “Yes, it’s an old Coalition stronghold. We haven’t used it in over a decade, but our ally, Doug, still owns it,” Penny said. 
 
    “How much can the structure of a facility built into a freakin’ mountain really change in a decade?” Miles pointed out. 
 
    “I’d feel better sending in a team if we had better intel. Give my people some more time with Eighteen,” Linthicum replied. “She might know something useful.” 
 
    It was probably the best compromise we were going to get out of him at that moment. Nevertheless, I still didn’t like the idea of doing nothing when we had actionable intel. Even if the details were sort of vague. 
 
    “Those hostages don’t have much time,” I reminded the senator. 
 
    “I’m aware, Agent Kelley. Believe me, I’m aware.” 
 
    Penny’s sigh was pure exhaustion. “Report back as soon as you finish your next round with the Nightshade girl.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” Like the others, Linthicum saluted Penny as she dismissed him from the briefing. 
 
    The instant the holograms were gone, Penny slumped on her uncle’s desk and hit the top with a closed fist. After three hits, all sorts of files and images popped up. She groaned loudly. 
 
    “Clear all,” she mumbled, waving a hand while her face was still planted on the desk. 
 
    “Where is he? Why hasn’t my uncle come back yet?” Penny asked no one in particular. When she sat up and looked at me, her lime-colored eyes were swimming. “Erik, I can’t do this. I can’t make these decisions…I’m not…this isn’t….” 
 
    She began sobbing openly. Miles and I exchanged uneasy glances. I’d seen Penny cry before, but this was different. Every feeling she’d kept bottled up inside of her for the last month burst forth in a thunderous storm of emotion. 
 
    “You did well. No, you did great. You did great,” I told her, sending her calm vibes that had no effect. 
 
    Tears streaming down her cheeks, Penny slammed the top of the desk with an open palm. Again, Ian’s files appeared in holo-form. They swirled together, creating a funnel cloud of electronic documents that sizzled and popped. It sent sparks flying in every direction. 
 
    “You’re stronger than this,” I told her. 
 
    “Come on, girlie. Keep it together,” Miles urged. The holo-desk burst into flames. 
 
    I leapt toward Penny and pulled her back from the inferno. Miles shouted obscenities and tried to douse an electrical fire with water from a pitcher. 
 
    Wrong move. 
 
    “Might I suggest a calming tonic?” Robo Gentry had reappeared in the doorway, likely alerted by some alarm in the holo-system. 
 
    The cool, calm, confident girl who’d stepped into her uncle’s shoes effortlessly was gone. Penny curled into herself, both physically and mentally. Her mind was a million puzzles pieces scattered in the wind. I tried to break the connection between us, but Penny’s thoughts were a vacuum sucking me in. 
 
    “Get out of here,” I growled to Miles. “Get Talia. Now. And you,” I pointed at Robo Gentry, “do something about this fire.” 
 
    Turning my attention to Penny, I heard the door open and close. I knew help was on the way. On the ground, Talia’s best friend—one of my best friends—was in the fetal position, hugging her knees to her chest. She sobbed so hard, she was choking on her tears. 
 
    It had happened so fast. One second, she was the very definition of control. The next, she was in the throes of a full-on breakdown. 
 
    While comforting Penny, barricading my mind was impossible. At least, it wasn’t possible to block it off entirely. I was able to keep out the most debilitating of her emotions, the ones that made it feel like my soul was being crushed. The images that haunted her in both the waking and sleeping worlds were even more painful. I still experienced an overwhelming sadness that gave me the urge to curl up alongside Penny on the floor. 
 
    The study door burst open. Talia hurried forward with Miles on her heels. 
 
    “Can you pick her up?” Tals asked me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I hedged. 
 
    Physically, of course I was capable of lifting Penny. She barely weighed more than Talia despite the eight-inch height difference. That wasn’t what my girlfriend meant, though. Touching Penny at all when she was in this sort of in-between state—not quite catatonic but not quite present in the moment either—could draw my mind too far into hers. 
 
    “Let go. Close off your mind completely,” Talia instructed. “I’ll keep her calm.” 
 
    She knelt beside her best friend. “Penny? Can you hear me? Nod if you can hear me.” 
 
    Jerkily, Penny’s head moved back and forth on the carpet. I closed my mental channels and shut down my emotions. Once I felt ready, I slid two hands under Penny’s side and cradled her in my arms. 
 
    “Her bedroom?” I asked Talia. 
 
    “No, let’s put her on the couch for now.” 
 
    I laid Penny on the sofa where Miles had been sitting earlier. Talia covered her with a quilt. She took Penny’s hand in hers and concentrated. 
 
    “Again, I might advise a sleeping tonic,” said Robo Gentry. 
 
    “That might not be a bad idea.” Tals looked up at me for confirmation. 
 
    “Great, we’re all following the heap of metal’s medical advice now?” Miles grumbled. 
 
    “Penny has a full day of meetings and shit,” I said, glancing around the study uneasily as though an alternative might be sitting in plain view. “If we give her something to sleep all day, who’s going to take charge?” 
 
    “I have a tea that will induce a peaceful rest for a given time,” offered the droid. “Might I suggest two hours?” 
 
    Domestic droids weren’t uncommon, and most families could afford a base model. That one, the most rudimentary, was the kind that only listened to commands and replied with “yes, ma’am” or “no, sir”. Butler droids with advanced intelligence were only for the wealthy. And the politically connected, apparently, since Ian wasn’t actually rich. 
 
    A part of me agreed with Miles’ hesitancy to follow the droid’s instructions. The butler was programmed. That meant it could be reprogrammed. While I was sure Ian thought he could trust those around him, money was a powerful motivator. Talia’s reluctance earlier had nothing to do with traitors and conspiracy theories; she just found Robo Gentry creepy. 
 
    “You can force her to sleep,” I told Talia. She stroked Penny’s back and sending calm energy into her best friend’s body. 
 
    “I have Agent Meadows on screen one,” the droid interjected. 
 
    “Put him on,” I said immediately. To Talia, I added, “Just keep doing what you’re doing. I’ll deal with Brand.” 
 
    Brand Meadows, Penny’s boyfriend, appeared in the same spot the senators had. He spun in a circle, looking for his girlfriend. 
 
    I moved to Ian’s desk and called out to him. “Hey, Brand.” 
 
    “Oh, hey,” he replied, sounding as though he’d swallowed a handful of gravel. “What are you doing there?” 
 
    “Long story. Where are you?” 
 
    “Over the Atlantic, about an hour out from McLean. Is Penny around?” 
 
    At the sound of her name, my eyes darted to the sofa. Our hesitation was noticed. 
 
    “What happened?” Brand demanded. He no longer looked as exhausted as I felt. 
 
    “Penny is fine,” I began. 
 
    “Fine?” Brand snapped. 
 
    “The stress is getting to her,” I admitted. 
 
    Brand nodding knowingly, running a hand through his dark hair. 
 
    “I knew leaving that her in charge was a bad idea. She’s too….” He trailed off as he searched for a word besides fragile. Because Penny wasn’t fragile. It was almost more that her hard drive was on the fritz. The energy overload from her created talents had combined with the ugliness in the world, and it was an explosive mix. 
 
    “What should we do?” I asked Brand. 
 
    He’d been through this before with Penny. Several times that I knew of. 
 
    “Is your girlfriend there?” Brand spun in another circle. “Okay, yeah, I see her. If Talia can get Penny to sleep for a while that’s best.” He swallowed hard and turned back to face me. “There’s not much else anyone can do. Ian and I will both be back soon.” 
 
    “How is Ian?” I asked. “Have you spoken to him?” 
 
    Brand laughed shortly. “Just finished a call with Ian. Physically, he’s fine. But he’s pretty pissed off.” 
 
    “Joint Nations denied his requests?” I guessed. 
 
    “Not exactly.” Brand sighed as he rubbed his eyes with the thumb and forefinger of one hand. “They agreed to the extension, but the council also refused to order member nations to have their police and military forces aid in the evacuation efforts.” 
 
    The compromise was better than I’d expected. 
 
    “Okay…,” I said slowly. 
 
    “That’s not why he’s pissed.” Brand shook his head as though unable to believe what he was about to say. “Gretchen McDonough made a formal request for her husband’s seat on the Joint Nations.” 
 
    “What?” I shot back. I wasn’t the only one to reply. 
 
    Miles stomped over and pushed me aside with a hip. “Are you freakin’ serious? On what grounds? What nation does she represent?”  
 
    Only Talia didn’t register surprise. “I should’ve expected this. It’s such a Mac thing to do.” 
 
    Brand’s holo image shook its head. “She’s arguing that Danbury didn’t just represent the Eastern half of the U.S. She said he represented the American Talented, and Gretchen wants to do something similar. The crazy part isn’t that she asked for his seat; it’s irrational that the Joint Nations is actually considering allowing it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Crane landed on the estate’s helipad exactly forty-nine minutes after Penny’s breakdown. Brand arrived ten minutes after the commander-in-chief. With Penny fast asleep on the sofa, and Miles watching over her, Erik and I went meet the choppers. Mr. Kelley and Alex were both awake, and they joined us on the roof to greet the men. 
 
    Alex seemed to understand the severity of the situation. Still, his round little face lit up when he heard the whirring of air. In moments like that, I realized there could still be joy in the smallest of things. 
 
    “Can you see the helicopter?” I asked, pointing at the growing dot in the distance. 
 
    Alex’s milky blue eyes didn’t move, but he nodded and clapped his hands together happily. I shifted his weight on my hip. 
 
    “Want me to hold him?” Erik asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I got him.” 
 
    The wind picked up speed. Alex snuggled closer for warmth, resting his head on my shoulder. Mr. Kelley rubbed his back soothingly. Strands of hair whipped my cheeks as the first helo finally touched down, not ten feet from where we waited. 
 
    Two years ago, if someone told me that I’d ever be this excited and relieved to see Ian Crane, I would have laughed in their face. Nevertheless, when Crane’s tall form climbed from the doors, my heart felt lighter. He came straight for me. 
 
    “Talia,” he said, wrapping Alex and me in an all-encompassing bear hug. “I can’t tell you how good it is to see you.” 
 
    Though it was weird—Crane and I didn’t really hug—it felt right to be in his arms. It felt like when Mr. Kelley hugged me, like I imagined a father’s embrace would feel. 
 
    “You, too,” I told Crane as he stepped back to look at me. 
 
    He must have been pleased with what he saw, because Ian nodded approvingly. “Victoria promised you were being well looked after on Vault.” 
 
    I grimaced. “I mean, if you call a twenty-four-hour prison guard being ‘well looked after.’” 
 
    “A lot of prisoners are skin and bone when they’re released,” Crane informed me. He waved a hand, cutting off any protest I might have made. “None of that’s important right now. Right now, we need to talk about the pressing matters at hand.” He turned to Mr. Kelley and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Earon, good to see. I’m so sorry for your loss. Victoria was a great woman.” 
 
    Mr. Kelley gave a weary smile, his eyes sparkling with moisture. “She sure was.” 
 
    The helicopter pilot saluted Crane before lifting off. He was making way for Brand, who’d flown himself back from the Isle. Penny’s boyfriend was out of the cockpit within seconds of touching down. 
 
    “How is she?” he called. 
 
    “Resting,” Erik called back. “Glad you’re here, man.” 
 
    “Did Penny have another episode?” Crane asked me. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, just like an hour ago. Erik said it came on really fast. One minute, she was fine. The next, not so much.” 
 
    “That’s the way things have been going.” Crane looked pointedly at Brand. “It’s why I left you in charge. I worried the pressure might make things worse.” 
 
    “Erik said she did really well with the senators,” I said. Even though I agreed that the pressure was too much for her, I was still quick to defend my best friend. Penny was doing an amazing job, she’d held up through so much. 
 
    “Of course, she did.” Crane grinned, brimming with pride for his niece. “She’s a great leader. It’s the toll it takes on her that concerns me.” 
 
    Our group started for roof access door, Brand taking the lead in his desperation to reach Penny. 
 
    Crane ruffled Alex’s blond hair as we walked. “How you been, kiddo?” 
 
    Alex smiled shyly. “Good, Mr. Crane. Thank you for asking.” 
 
    His polite response made me smile. 
 
    “You are welcome, sir,” Crane replied. His voice didn’t contain a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    I smiled at Mr. Kelley over Alex’s head. “Thank you,” I mouthed. 
 
    The rest of us were silent on the return trek to Crane’s study. Only Alex was interested in chatting, and he spoke mostly about some jungle gym. I tried to make the appropriate faces and give the right responses, but my brain was wracked with everything else going on. Alex seemed satisfied regardless, because he grew more and more animated as the story progressed. 
 
    Robo Gentry greeted us outside the study. 
 
    “President Crane,” the robot began. “Your travels were safe, I assume?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ian replied. “Thank you, Gentry.” 
 
    “Ms. Crane is scheduled to speak with the UNITED council at 9:00 a.m.,” the robot reported. “Followed by an appearance at the hospital at 9:30 a.m. Senators Branch and Radcliff are set for briefings at 10:45 a.m.” The droid continued to talk, but I stopped listening. 
 
    No wonder Penny’s so stressed, I thought. Just hearing her morning appointments made me anxious. Until then, I hadn’t truly appreciated just how much she was taking on during her uncle’s absence. 
 
    “Talia, does that sound okay with you?” Ian asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    I’d tuned out of the conversation and missed the question. 
 
    “I could use you and Erik today,” Crane explained. “Gretchen McDonough has got her tentacles in the Joint Nations. I can’t take the chance that her reach extends to my organization as well. It would be incredibly advantageous if you could accompany me for the day.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “But I thought I was supposed to stay under the radar? You know, for all those people who think I’m a traitor or whatever.” Bitterness laced my voice, though the annoyance wasn’t directed at Crane. The whole situation with Victoria’s murder was just something I didn’t need to deal with. 
 
    “I can take care of that.” Crane winked. His features slowly smoothed into those of a much younger man. In fact, he looked just like Brand. 
 
    “Perception Manipulation,” I said with a small smile. “I should’ve figured.” 
 
    Alex’s arms were around my neck, and he squeezed tighter as we walked down a short flight of stairs. Being in the middle of things was in my nature. I liked action. All this downtime was driving me crazy, but I didn’t want to leave Alex for the day. We’d just been reunited. Even with all Crane’s security, I couldn’t be sure that Alex would be safe without me. 
 
    He wasn’t all that safe with you, either, I reminded myself. 
 
    “This place is a fortress,” Crane told me quietly, correctly guessing the reason for my hesitation. “And, I believe Brand will be here?” He posed it as a question, raising an eyebrow in his protégé’s direction. 
 
    “He’ll be safe,” Brand swore. 
 
    Even though I didn’t particularly like Brand, he was formidable in a fight. Alex would be safe with Penny’s boyfriend as a guard. 
 
    “I found some toys in the old nursery,” Mr. Kelley added, placing a hand on Alex’s head. “That bouncy horse will keep us busy all morning, won’t it, buddy?” 
 
    “Talia, the horsey flies!” Alex told me excitedly. 
 
    “Hover enabled,” Mr. Kelley whispered in my ear. 
 
    I hugged Alex tighter and smiled at Crane. “Let me get dressed.” 
 
    “I’ll check on Penelope.” Crane checked the time on his comm. “Meet me here in an hour.” 
 
    Sixty minutes to change my clothes was wholly unnecessary. Instead, I used the time to hang out with Alex and the bouncing hover horse while Erik and Mr. Kelley talked. I did spare fifteen minutes to check in with Kenly, Alpha, and Epsilon. None of them had been to bed yet because they were too busy decrypting Mac’s files. The other children from the Clearwood Institute were already at the hospital being looked over. So was James, who’d spent the night with his sister. Emma and Kip were still sleeping, so I left them a short note telling them where I was going. 
 
    Before I left, I poked my head into the crypto bank on the basement level of the estate. “Any progress?” I asked. 
 
    Kenly glanced up at me with round, bloodshot brown eyes. “Some progress, not much. We’ve identified several folders pertaining to the creation drug trials. We’re still trying to get through the encryption on the individual files. It’s…it’s….” She shook her head. “Like nothing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “We found something else. Blueprints that we believe are for the Privileged Institute in France,” Alpha piped up. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, my mind elsewhere. 
 
    When I transferred my attention to her, Alpha dodged meeting my eye directly. 
 
    “Of course.” Alpha offered me a tentative smile. “We will have more to report when you return from the hospital.” 
 
    I waved goodbye and headed upstairs to meet Erik and Crane. The two men were waiting outside the study when I arrived. On the ride to the hospital, Crane told us about his meeting with the Joint Nations. It sounded like hell made from red tape and bureaucracy, but I didn’t say so aloud. 
 
    I gave him a quick rundown of the battle with Sons of After at the McDonough School. After Erik’s recap of the senators’ briefings, the whole situation made a lot more sense to me. Apparently, the super organized band of Talent-haters was actually an international conglomerate of assholes who liked to kidnap children. 
 
    Charming. 
 
    “Wait…Linthicum knows where Amberly’s nieces are, but he doesn’t want to get them?” I demanded. “Ian, seriously? You aren’t just going to let the hostages die, are you?” 
 
    “It’s not that simple, Talia,” Crane replied patiently. He navigated the hover into a spot directly in front of the hospital entrance with a sign that read “Reserved for President Crane.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I snapped, annoyed. “It is exactly that simple.” 
 
    “Tals, come on,” Erik implored. “You know that going in there blind is dangerous. We could lose more than we save.” 
 
    I glared at him but didn’t press the issue. It wasn’t the time. And Erik wasn’t wrong. Raiding that mountain facility without sufficient intel was dangerous. Still, things were off between us. Part of me felt like he was arguing with me simply for the sake of arguing, though I had no idea why. 
 
    Crane glanced between us. “Let’s wait until we hear back from Senator Linthicum before we make any final decisions.” 
 
    It was nice not being recognized as we walked through the heavily guarded entranceway. I didn’t know what I looked like to the soldiers, but it wasn’t my long, dark hair and purple eyes they saw when our trio passed by. 
 
    “I’d like to see Bryn Wellington first, if that’s okay?” I asked Crane quietly. Nurses and hospital staff swarmed us in the main bay. 
 
    Crane waved them off. “I will meet with all of you shortly. There is a patient I’d like to see immediately.” He glanced at me. “Bryn Wellington, she was brought in yesterday. Where is her room?” 
 
    According to her nametag, the nurse’s name was Carroll. She offered to show us to Bryan’s room personally, which Crane accepted. As we walked, Carroll gave Crane a rundown on the patients who’d been admitted in the time since the vote. Most were Talents from America who’d been injured in riots around the country. Some were refugees who’d been hurt trying to leave their home territories. Only the most severe cases were being brought to McLean. Other than Patel and his team in California, the best medical personnel were in Virginia. 
 
    “Has Frederick Kraft arrived?” I asked Nurse Carroll. “He’s coming as a transfer from West Bank.” 
 
    The nurse gave me a long appraising look, almost like she was trying to see through Crane’s manipulation of my appearance. 
 
    “Frederick?” Crane raised an eyebrow. “Was he on the Isle?” 
 
    “He was on a team of reinforcement agents going to the aid of those on the islands,” Erik explained quietly. “We don’t have the specifics yet.” 
 
    “Henri?” Crane asked. 
 
    Erik shook his head. “No word yet. But no news is good news, right?” 
 
    “Kraft, Frederick,” Nurse Carroll muttered, looking down at a portable. “Ah, yes, I see the transfer order. The medi-hover is due to arrive within the hour.” 
 
    “Let me know as soon as it does,” Crane told her. 
 
    “Of course, sir. And, here we are.” Nurse Carroll stopped in front of a private room in the intensive care wing. “Ms. Wellington is inside. You may stay five minutes. Typically, only family is permitted in the ICU, so please keep it short.” 
 
    When I entered Bryn’s room, I expected to see an unconscious girl lying in a hospital bed with her solemn brother camped out beside her. Instead, she was awake. And laughing. 
 
    “Bryn,” I breathed, hurrying inside her room. 
 
    She smiled up at me. “How’s my dress?” she asked, referring to the so-not-my-style outfit I’d borrowed before the fight at Pure Bliss. 
 
    Behind me, Erik laughed softly. 
 
    “We owe you a new one,” he told her, coming to stand beside me. 
 
    Bryn’s smile widened. “As long as it was ruined in the pursuit of a good time, we’re good.” 
 
    James’ laughter was music to my ears. I’d never seen him this happy. 
 
    “How’s Kenly?” he asked me. 
 
    Wait, they see us, I realized. They know who we really are. 
 
    Crane was outside talking to Nurse Carroll, but I was able to catch his eye. He smiled at me with a mischievous wink. He was as skilled with his gift as I was with mine, I often forgot that fact. 
 
    “Good. She’s working with Alpha and Epsilon on the files from the McDonough house.” I shrugged. “That’s where she’s in her comfort zone.” 
 
    “Glad to see your injuries weren’t as bad as they looked.” James gave me a once-over. “There was so much blood.” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably. He didn’t know Phi had healed me. Was it supposed to be a secret? 
 
    “I’m not the only one who made a miraculous recovery,” I said, hurrying to take the focus off me. 
 
    “Bryn, how do you feel?” Erik asked. “You look good.” 
 
    “I feel good.” James squeezed his sister’s hand, and she grinned at him. “Thanks to you guys.” 
 
    Erik and I exchanged glances. 
 
    “I think you mean despite us,” I said with a short laugh. “We are the reason you were shot.” 
 
    Bryn shrugged. “That’s technically true, I suppose.” 
 
    “I hate to break this up,” Crane interjected from the doorway, “but we have other patients to see.” 
 
    I gave Bryn a quick, gentle hug, which she returned with a tight squeeze. 
 
    “We’ll come back,” I promised her. 
 
    “You better.” Brin grinned cheekily. “You owe me that much.” 
 
    Once we were in the hallway, I turned to Crane. “What about Riley?” I asked. 
 
    Penny said she was having him sent to Crane’s estate, but I hadn’t seen him there. 
 
    “Mr. Wyld was released about twenty minutes ago,” Nurse Carroll informed me. “Per Ms. Crane’s instructions, he was sent to your estate, Mr. President.” 
 
    “Of course, thank you for taking care of that,” Crane replied. 
 
    Our next patient was a man who’d lost his arm in a riot in St. Louis. He was clearly in pain, but his eyes lit up when he saw Crane. The man shifted in his bed to sit up straighter. 
 
    “Mr. President?” the man asked. His tone conveyed that he wasn’t sure whether it the drugs were making him hallucinate Ian Crane in his hospital room, or if the leader was truly there. 
 
    Crane extended his hand. “Mr. Douglas, it is nice to meet you.” Gesturing to Erik and me, he added, “These are my associates.” Crane chuckled. “Bodyguards, if I’m being precise.” 
 
    Mr. Douglas smiled at us but showed no signs of recognition. Crane’s magic is working, I thought. 
 
    “Can you tell me what happened?” Crane asked. He nodded toward the bandaged stump that had been Mr. Douglass’ left arm. 
 
    The man looked down at his missing appendage, his expression falling. 
 
    “I took my family to watch the vote at City Center. My daughter is only seven, so she’s never seen one before, you know? My son’s eleven, but he doesn’t remember the last time. He was too young.” Mr. Douglass swallowed thickly, tears glistening in his eyes. “Biggest mistake I’ve ever made.” 
 
    I wanted to comfort him, provide him some sort of relief, if even for a short time. I tried to catch Crane’s eye but couldn’t. So, I held off. 
 
    “My children aren’t Talented,” Douglas continued unevenly. “They were just protecting me because I am.” The tears fell down his stubbly cheeks. “I can’t believe they’re gone.” 
 
    It took a tremendous amount of willpower to hold back my own tears. When Douglas broke down completely, I didn’t hold back my talents. The change in his demeanor was gradual as calm spread through him like sunshine illuminating the shadows. 
 
    “Careful, Tals,” Erik sent. “Don’t take too much of his grief. It will cripple you.” 
 
    I knew the risks better than Erik did. But Erik knew me better than I did. He understood I often didn’t understand my limits, or simply didn’t care. I used my powers with reckless abandon and frequently paid for crossing the line. 
 
    Sort of like Penny paid for taking on so much responsibility, I thought. 
 
    Crane gave me a sad smile as he shook his head. He was also worried I was going to consume too much pain and grief and sorrow. In turn, the emotions would consume me. 
 
    “Do you know who attacked you and your family?” Crane asked once Mr. Douglass had collected himself. 
 
    “They were just norms.” The man shrugged. “One of them had been sitting at the table next to us. Even offered us his sugar for my coffee. Then the vote was announced, and he learned I was Talented. The guy just turned on me.” 
 
    “How did he know?” I blurted out the question without thinking. 
 
    Mr. Douglas wasn’t a particularly strong Talent. I felt his power, but it was subtle. More like a tickle at the base of my spine, as opposed to overwhelming allure of someone like Alex or Alpha. 
 
    The man shook his head. “Couldn’t say. I used to work for TOXIC, before the Lyons girl rained hellfire on D.C.” He smiled, and I blanched. 
 
    Hellfire? That seems a little strong, I thought. 
 
    “I wasn’t big time or anything. I worked border patrol between Missouri and Iowa. After TOXIC fell, I went through the tests to prove I hadn’t been infected with the creation drug.” Douglas sighed heavily. “Went back to work a week after you became president, sir. A few norms were there, and we worked side-by-side. Never had a problem.” 
 
    “Is it possible that your attacker saw you at the border?” Crane asked. 
 
    “Could be. I honestly can’t say. So many people come through in a day, I only remember the oddballs,” Douglas admitted. 
 
    Crane looked at us and raised an eyebrow. Erik and I both shook our heads. Crane thanked Mr. Douglas for his time, and we trooped out of his room. When we returned to the hallway, Nurse Carroll was waiting to escort our trio to the next patient. The nurse immediately continued to drone on about life-saving measures and all the incredible tech at the hospital. 
 
    “Let go, Natalia,” Crane said under his breath.  
 
    It was a command. Using my full name made that very apparent. 
 
    “Tals, stop,” Erik snapped inside my head. 
 
    With the two of them barking orders at me, I felt like a disobedient child. 
 
    “He needs my help,” I hissed back to both men. 
 
    “The other patients do, too. All the Talented out there fighting for their lives need your help, too, Natalia,” Crane argued. His inky blue-black gaze was hard when it landed on me. “Right now, I need you at your best. I need you to do what you do best.” 
 
    “Kill.” The single word shot from my lips like a bullet. I hadn’t meant to say it, but we all knew that was my best skill. It was what I’d been trained to do after all. 
 
    Crane stopped walking and stepped in front of me. He placed his hands on my shoulders. “Hunt, Talia. I need you to hunt down the people threatening our survival. I need you to find Gretchen McDonough and stop her before she takes any more steps in her grand plan.” 
 
    “And what is her grand plan, Crane?” I asked, exasperated and on the verge of losing it. I was still siphoning Mr. Douglas’ pain, both physical and emotional. Like Erik predicted, it was crushing me. 
 
    “I only have a theory,” he admitted. 
 
    Erik’s hand was on my waist. Nurse Carroll had stopped, too. She was still talking as though oblivious to our conversation. She truly seemed to be, thanks to Crane’s manipulation. 
 
    The invisible string that connected me to Mr. Douglas began to fray. Erik’s doing, of course. 
 
    “What’s your theory about Gretchen?” Erik prompted Ian. 
 
    “I believe she used Nightshade to buy the treaty vote,” Crane finally replied. “Once she has our kind in seclusion, confined in known locations that she can attack with her Privileged army, she will offer the Talented the option to join her. Our kind is in chaos. I am barely holding on to my interim presidency. UNITED is in disarray without Victoria. We’ve already lost five of our council.” Flames twisted in Crane’s midnight eyes. “Many will join her, Talia. The Talented are angry. People like Mr. Douglas, those who have lost family members, they’ll join her to get revenge on the norms.” 
 
    I shook my head vehemently. “No, she’s crazy. People won’t follow her.” 
 
    Even as I said the words, I knew they weren’t true. Gretchen was using the same tactics that Mac had used to bring me into the fold. He’d killed my parents and blamed the Coalition, and then given me the option for revenge. 
 
    I’d opted in without a second thought. 
 
    “All of this…it’s what she wanted,” I said softly. “She wants the Talented and the norms fighting to deepen the divide.” 
 
    Mr. Douglas’ emotions were no more than a trickle. Erik knew better than to sever the tie in one clean slice. Not for my benefit but for the man who’d lost his family. The despair that had felt like an elephant on my chest was no longer present. My tears dried up and a renewed determination hardened my soul. 
 
    “You think she’s behind the kidnappings, don’t you?” I demanded. “You think Gretchen hired Nightshade. That it wasn’t the Sons of After.” 
 
    “Linthicum seems to think it’s Sons of After,” Erik pointed out. 
 
    For a long time, Crane and I stared at one another. I considered reading his mind. It would’ve been easy. He probably would’ve let me. But the trouble with reading a mind like Crane’s—a mind full of dark memories and personal demons—was it couldn’t be unread. It would be impossible to forget. 
 
    “I think Gretchen intends to birth order from chaos,” Crane said finally. 
 
    “Send a team to get the hostages,” I spat, biting off each word. 
 
    “Tals….” Erik sent. 
 
    “You know it’s the right thing to do,” I shot back. 
 
    “No, I know you feel helpless and you’re desperate to do something.” 
 
    Crane couldn’t hear our conversation, but it was obvious from our heated glares and tense body language that we were fighting. 
 
    “Mr. President?” Nurse Carroll called cheerily. 
 
    “What?” Crane, Erik, and I snapped in unison. 
 
    “Frederick Kraft was just admitted.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unlike with Bryn, we weren’t pleasantly surprised when we entered Frederick’s hospital room. He was barely alive according to the monitors and not at all alert. Aside from a few scrapes on his face, there were no visible injuries. Still, Frederick looked so fragile beneath the thin hospital blanket. I sat on one side of the bed, Tals on the other. Ian stayed in the hallway to speak with the two medics who’d flown with Frederick from California. 
 
    There was a lot of talk about “keeping Frederick comfortable” and “extensive internal damage”. Neither medic knew how he’d sustained his injuries, only that he was found in the water near the wreckage of a hovercraft. 
 
    Henri was still missing in action. No one was even certain that he’d actually left London with Frederick. Comm channels were being jammed—I assumed it was one of the groups after us and not a coincidence—and it was becoming harder and harder to reach people. 
 
    “Brand may know more,” Ian said when he joined us inside the hospital room. “He was on the Isle all night, so he has a better handle on the rescue and recovery efforts.” 
 
    Tals’ teary gaze flitted to me briefly before focusing on Ian. She cleared her throat. 
 
    “There’s a little boy…,” she began, uncharacteristically nervous. “He came from the McDonough School with us.” Talia trailed off, biting her lower lip. 
 
    She’s having second thoughts. My heart twisted for Tals. 
 
    My girlfriend wanted to save Frederick’s life and knew Phi was the best chance to do so. Probably his only chance. And yet, faced with the actual deed, Talia wasn’t sure she could go through with it. To her, asking Phi to heal just one person in a hospital of thousands of injured and dying felt wrong. 
 
    “He can heal,” I said to save Tals the trouble. 
 
    That got Ian’s attention. “Really?” Realization sparked in his dark eyes. “Is that why you had Frederick transferred?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted. 
 
    “What were we supposed to do?” Talia demanded. “Let him die? You heard the medics. Dr. Patel told us the same thing earlier. Frederick might not live until the end of the day. We don’t know where Henri is. We can’t just sit here and do nothing. Our tears won’t make him better, but Phi can.” 
 
    The look on Ian’s face mirrored the pain in my soul. He put a hand on Talia’s shoulder. “I understand how you feel. I do. But you must realize that healing is a very, very slippery slope.” 
 
    “I do,” she said stubbornly. 
 
    Ian’s expression turned impassive as he glanced between us. I didn’t look into his mind, I didn’t need to. No matter his personal and ethical views on the subject, he wouldn’t forbid us from asking Phi to heal Frederick. He could deny Talia nothing. Ian also knew better than to try and stop either of us once we made a decision. Still, I found myself holding my breath as I waited for him to say something. I respected Ian and cared about his opinion of me. 
 
    What’s more important, Ian’s opinion or Frederick’s life? 
 
    It should’ve been an easy answer. It was. Though, only in a way. Of course, one man’s life mattered more than another’s opinion. Like Talia, I would never forgive myself if we didn’t ask Phi to heal Frederick. Still, it wasn’t for us to decide who lived and who died. 
 
    “Frederick’s vitals are stable enough for now,” Ian began. 
 
    Talia opened her mouth to protest, but he stopped her with a pointed look. 
 
    “For now,” he repeated. “We have a few hours. Let’s see if there’s another solution.” 
 
    “But Dr. Patel—” Talia started to say. 
 
    “Doesn’t know everything,” Ian interrupted. “He’s a brilliant doctor, but trauma isn’t his specialty.” He shot meaningful glances at Tals and then me. “Let the doctors here at least take a look at him first. If they can’t do anything more for Frederick, I won’t stop you.” A small smile crossed his face and he amended the concession. “At least, I won’t try to stop you. Fair?” 
 
    “Do you really think a second opinion is going to change anything?” I asked, annoyed but trying to hide it. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” Ian conceded. “But I do know we can keep him alive for a few hours while we find out.” 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked Talia. 
 
    “I think if Frederick dies before….” A sob welled up in her throat and she nearly choked on her grief. 
 
    “We can keep him alive for a few hours,” Ian repeated firmly. 
 
    “You can’t promise that,” I challenged. 
 
    “With our resources, we can keep his heart beating indefinitely,” Ian said carefully. 
 
    While that was true, it wasn’t Frederick’s heart I was worried about. It was his brain functions that concerned me. Once those started breaking down, the process couldn’t be reversed. Then, even if Phi healed his body, it wouldn’t matter. 
 
    The sound of a throat clearing in the doorway drew all our attention toward a newcomer—an older woman wearing clean scrubs and a tired smile. Assuming Talia and I were Ian’s security, the woman gave us a quick nod but barely glanced at our faces.  
 
    “Dr. Icaria, thank you for coming so quickly,” Ian said by way of greeting. 
 
    “Of course. I reviewed Mr. Kraft’s medical file from West Bank, but I would like to examine him myself. Do you mind waiting in the hallway?” Dr. Icaria asked. 
 
    “I’ll be right outside,” Ian told her, starting for the door. 
 
    Tals and I followed, albeit reluctantly. Neither of us wanted to let Frederick out of our sight, even for only a few minutes. 
 
    Nurses, doctors, and military personnel hurried up and down the corridors of intensive care. Most acknowledged Ian in some way—a quick nod or a salute—but not one recognized Talia or me. After my month of celebrity, being just another face in the crowd was nice. 
 
    The three of us didn’t speak as we waited for Dr. Icaria to call us back inside Frederick’s room. There was nothing left to say. Talia’s gaze kept darting nervously back and forth between the ends of the hallway. Her anxiety wasn’t helping my own. 
 
    She’s searching for something, I realized. 
 
    “Where is he?” I sent. 
 
    “Not sure,” she replied. “There are too many people, too many strong Talents. Three areas of the hospital have extremely high concentrations of energy. I’m guessing Phi is in one of them.” 
 
    “President Crane?” Dr. Icaria called. 
 
    All three of us looked up. 
 
    “May I speak with you privately?” 
 
    “You can speak to all of us,” Talia interjected pointedly. 
 
    “This matter is—“ Dr. Icaria started to say. 
 
    “Our business,” I finished for her. 
 
    The doctor looked understandably confused and extremely miffed. Maybe being just another face in the crowd wasn’t that great after all. At least when people recognized me, they didn’t try to shut me out of important conversations about my friends. 
 
    “Why don’t we all speak inside the room?” Ian offered, sounding very diplomatic. 
 
    Dr. Icaria wasn’t pleased, but she also wasn’t going to argue with the President. Once inside, Ian closed the door. The doctor gasped, and I realized he’d dropped the perception manipulation. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Dr. Icaria demanded. 
 
    “It’s a long story that none of us have time for,” I told her. 
 
    Dr. Icaria opened and closed her mouth several times. Finally, she nodded. 
 
    “Fine.” She turned to Ian. “I agree with Dr. Patel’s assessment; the internal damage is extensive. At West Bank, they were able to stop the internal bleeding and stabilize Mr. Kraft’s vitals.” 
 
    “Can you help him or not?” I snapped, fighting the urge to shake answers from the doctor to speed up the conversation. 
 
    Exhaustion always made me short-tempered, and I hadn’t slept at all the previous night.  
 
    “I can try,” Dr. Icaria said cautiously. “There are a few treatments that might help Mr. Kraft. But,” she held up a finger in warning, “there’s no guarantee. It could potentially worsen his condition.” 
 
    “How much worse can he really get?” Talia asked. 
 
    “It is extremely unlikely that Mr. Kraft will ever recover on his own.” Dr. Icaria looked at each of us. “Though, there’s always a small chance. Talented generally heal faster and differently from those born without abilities, so I am not ruling out the possibility that he may pull through. Every minute he breathes without the aid of technology, the patient’s chances improve.” 
 
    “And some of these experimental treatments could kill him? Is that what you’re saying?” I asked, only slight less hostile than before. 
 
    “Yes, Agent Kelley. That is exactly what I’m saying.” 
 
    “I’m finding Phi,” Talia sent. Without an audible word, she spun on her heel and stalked from Frederick’s hospital room. 
 
    I ran after my girlfriend. She was right. It was time for some non-medical intervention. Maybe it was wrong to ask this of Phi when so many others in that same hospital were probably in danger of dying as well, but I could live with that on my conscience. 
 
    “Pediatric wing,” Ian announced when he caught up with us. “Follow me.” 
 
    He didn’t try to talk us out of our decision. Nurse Carrol insisted Ian had other victims who needed his attention, but he waved her off and said there would be time for that later. We found the pediatric wing easily. Phi, Delta, Zeta, and Theta were assigned to a large suite. It was usually meant for two, but they’d apparently requested to stay together. Only the twins were there when we arrived. 
 
    “Where’s Phi?” I asked. Belatedly, I realized I should’ve started with something a little less abrasive. Like “hi” or “how are you?”. 
 
    The twins exchanged uneasy glances. 
 
    “What?” Talia demanded. 
 
    Delta averted his eyes to his lap, where he pulled at the corner of his hospital gown. “Testing,” he muttered. 
 
    “Testing? What sort of testing?” I asked, not sure I wanted to hear the answer. 
 
    “It appears Mr. Phi is having his blood drawn,” Nurse Carroll informed us helpfully. 
 
    “Where? Take me to him. Now,” I snapped. The dose of compulsion with my words was so intense that the nurse turned and began marching from the room with military precision. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Tals sent. 
 
    “Pretty sure we’re not the only ones who know he can heal,” I replied. 
 
    “You don’t think…what do you think, exactly?” 
 
    “Phi can heal. His blood likely has healing properties, too,” I told her. 
 
    Ian sighed, his annoyance verging on pissed off. Given everything we’d been through with TOXIC, exploiting a child’s abilities was not something he’d abide. 
 
    Fury left an iron tang in my mouth as we hurried to find the little boy. Taking his blood to distribute to patients in critical condition wasn’t that different than asking him to heal Frederick. Still, I exploded into the room. A man in a nurse’s uniform was siphoning a vial of Phi’s blood. I threw him against a wall and away from the kid. 
 
    “How dare you?” I growled, taking in the sight of the small child hooked up two machines. 
 
    “Who—what—” stuttered the nurse. “How did you find us?” 
 
    “Phi? Are you okay?” Talia bent over the boy’s bed, trying to figure out how to disconnect the machines without hurting him. 
 
    “Talia?” The child sounded sleepy, like maybe he was drugged. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” the nurse insisted. 
 
    I slammed his spine against the wall a second time. 
 
    “There are more injured here than we can treat,” the nurse pleaded. “We’re just trying to save lives.” 
 
    Nurse Carroll stepped in to help Talia with Phi. Ian walked over and put a hand on my shoulder. He glanced at the nurse’s nametag. 
 
    “Nurse DeWayne, is it? Who ordered the child’s blood drawn?” Ian demanded. 
 
    “It’s okay, Talia,” Phi said behind me. “I’m used to having blood taken.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder just in time to see Phi sit up, sway, and nearly faint. 
 
    “It’s just routine,” mumbled the little boy. 
 
    “Save lives?” I shoved Nurse DeWayne a third time. “At the expense of his? How much blood have you taken?” 
 
    Seeing the child lying there—pale and clammy with marks up and down his arms—brought back memories I didn’t want to relive. Memories of my time at Tramblewood and the days I’d spent hooked up to machines just like Phi was now. The fourth time I slammed the nurse, he bit down so hard on his lip that blood poured from the wound. 
 
    “Erik, easy,” Ian said softly. 
 
    He wasn’t concerned that I would hurt the nurse. Ian was concerned that I’d hurt the nurse before the man told us who else was involved. 
 
    “Go get the patient some cookies or a juice or something,” Talia ordered Nurse Carroll. To Phi, she spoke in a much nicer, calmer voice. “You’re gonna be okay. I’m so sorry. We never thought this would happen.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Phi replied. “Dr. Icaria says they just—“ 
 
    “Dr. Icaria?” I whirled on Ian, my glare made of daggers. “Like the woman who’s treating Frederick?” 
 
    Nurse DeWayne spit blood at my feet. “That child could heal everyone in this hospital.” 
 
    His feverish eyes pleaded for understanding. A part of me did get it. It was the part that was still desperate to save Frederick’s life. But then the jackass added, “Isn’t one child worth the lives of thousands?” 
 
    Ian was already off in search of Dr. Icaria when DeWayne’s head hit the wall hard enough to knock him unconscious. The nurse crumpled to the ground. 
 
    “Erik?” Tals’ voice was so small and distant. 
 
    I didn’t trust myself to speak. How could anyone justify killing a little boy? At least Talia and I had planned to ask Phi for help with Frederick. We weren’t going to trick him or sacrifice his well-being. That fact made me feel only slightly hypocritical for hating Nurse DeWayne and Dr. Icaria. 
 
    “It’s different,” Talia said to me softly. “I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but it is different.” 
 
    Is it? 
 
    Weren’t we just as bad as Gretchen? Exploiting Talents for our own agenda? 
 
    “It’s different,” Talia repeated firmly. 
 
    She wasn’t inside my head, likely afraid of what she might find in that moment. My girlfriend just knew me well enough to know where my mind had gone. And, well, maybe she was feeling just as guilty. 
 
    I heard Ian and Dr. Icaria approaching long before they entered the room. They were arguing, with the doctor pleading nearly the same case as Nurse DeWayne. Listening to her rationalize her horrendous behavior sent me over the edge. Dr. Icaria sounded just like Danbury McDonough as she spouted nonsense about all the shit she could do, all the cures she could make, with just one Healer’s blood. It nearly mirrored the words the former TOXIC director had said to me about my own blood. 
 
    I spun as Ian and the doctor reached the doorway. Vials of Phi’s blood were lined up in refrigeration units of each machine he’d been connected to. So many vials of necessary lifeforce that had been siphoned from one little boy. 
 
    Destroy. As the thought crossed my mind, someone screamed. 
 
    “Erik! Don’t!” 
 
    In that moment, it was the only voice that could have stopped me. I met Phi’s frightened, somewhat dazed eyes. 
 
    “What’s done is done,” he said. “Don’t let it go to waste.” 
 
    “Mr. Kelley, I beg of you to listen to him,” Dr. Icaria interjected. She hurried into the room and placed herself between me and the vials of crimson liquid. “You do realize that your friend Mr. Kraft could live if he receives the child’s blood?” 
 
    “The child has a name,” I growled. 
 
    Dr. Icaria had enough sense to be scared. But, like most fanatics, she was convinced she was in the right. She was willing to die for her beliefs. I didn’t bother to hide my disgust for the doctor. I wanted her to know just how much the sight of her made me sick. 
 
    “Frederick wouldn’t want to live at the expense of another,” I spat. “Especially a little boy who’s already been through so much.” 
 
    Nurse Carroll returned with a package of goo for Phi that was supposed to help restore his strength. He accepted it with a small frown and finished the greenish paste quickly. 
 
    “I want Phi and the other three children in his suite discharged and transported to my estate immediately,” Ian instructed the nurse. 
 
    Two uniformed soldiers appeared in the doorway, neither of whom I recognized. Ian gestured to Dr. Icaria. 
 
    “She’s all yours,” he told them. 
 
    “Ian, don’t do this. You need me,” she protested. “You’re short staffed as it is.” One of the soldiers slapped restraints on the doctor. Her expression hardened, became more defiant. “Are you sure you want me interrogated, Mr. President? What if I say something….” 
 
    Her eyes landed on Talia. Dr. Icaria cocked her head to one side, as though giving serious thought to how she wanted to end the sentence.  
 
    “Incriminating,” Icaria finished. 
 
    Without looking at Talia, I felt her tense. 
 
    Ian’s laughter masked his fear for my girlfriend. He didn’t care about himself. Harboring a fugitive wasn’t a big deal, not when he’d intended to give Talia asylum long before she showed up in the States. Nor did Ian believe UNITED agents would dare breach his estate and try to take her by force. He was the council leader, after all. 
 
    Still, if Dr. Icaria told people that she’d seen Talia at the hospital, it was only a matter of time before the world knew she was in Virginia. UNITED might respect Ian as their leader, but the Sons of After definitely wouldn’t think twice about storming the home of a Talented President. If only to prove they could. Then there was Gretchen…. 
 
    “You assume that I intend to have you interrogated,” Ian countered, his voice calm. “There’s no need for that. We are a nation at war, Dr. Icaria. I am commander-in-chief of the armed forces and head of the UNITED council.” The look he levelled on the doctor was pure triumph. “You have committed a heinous crime against a Talented child. It will be a very long time before anyone cares what you have to say. If they ever do.” 
 
    With one solider flanking each side, Ian’s men marched Dr. Icaria from the room. I watched her go, fists balled at my sides. Talia’s touch was light on my arm. 
 
    “Come on, let’s take Phi to his sister.” She had one arm slung protectively around the boy’s shoulders. 
 
    Letting her take my hand, I found solace in her warm skin against mine. I tried not to dwell on the leaden feeling in my gut, the one that promised we’d just made a critical error with Dr. Icaria. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hearing Dr. Icaria’s frantic ramblings about the sacrifice of one being worth the lives of many drove home Crane’s point about abusing power. Guilt ate away at me the entire ride back to Crane’s estate. Phi rode with Erik and me. The other kids from the Clearwood Institute traveled in a medi-hover under the watchful eyes of Crane and a team of his most trusted soldiers. 
 
    I couldn’t bring myself to ask Phi to heal Frederick after Dr. Icaria had practically drained the poor child. Instead, I did the next best thing and asked Crane to have Frederick brought to the estate. At least he would be surrounded by his friends there. The only thing left was to pray Frederick would hang on long enough for Henri to be located. 
 
    I refused to give up hope, though. Dr. Icaria might have been crazy, but she was right that Talents healed differently than norms. Injuries considered life-threatening to a norm would not necessarily kill us. Dr. Patel knew all of this and still believed Frederick wouldn’t recover, but he wasn’t a trauma specialist. Bryn had recovered, after all. Why not Frederick, too? 
 
    Erik barely spoke on the ride back. Once we arrived at the estate, he muttered something about needing to rest and disappeared into one wing of the mansion. He was still so angry, I suspected he was really going to find somewhere to blow off steam. I almost offered to join him but worried my presence might just make his mood worse. 
 
    Instead, I visited Penny in her bedroom, which was quite possibly the strangest place I’d ever seen with my own eyes. Which was saying something. 
 
    “President Guidemore’s third wife was apparently super into themes for the rooms,” Penny informed me. I’d been caught with my mouth agape while looking at the décor. 
 
    “I see. What exactly do you call this theme?” I gestured to the pastel pink wallpaper that was scattered with rainbow sprinkles. “Ice cream sundae?” 
 
    Penny laughed. “Wait ‘til you see the bathroom. The tub looks like a banana boat.” 
 
    “Terrifying,” I said. 
 
    My best friend’s color had improved, and she no longer resembled a vampire. Sleep had done wonders for her dark circles and bloodshot eyes. In fact, her messy red-orange hair was the only part of her that still looked amiss. Penny’s hair was often out of control, so it was somewhat reassuring to see her sloppy ponytail. 
 
    Crane had asked me not to mention the episode or any other topic that might cause Penny unnecessary stress. I understood the logic, yet that left me with very little to say to my best friend.  
 
    “Knock, knock.” 
 
    Never before had I’d been so relieved to see Brand. The feeling didn’t last long as I noticed his grim expression and even grimmer mood. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Penny asked, immediately sitting up a little straighter. 
 
    “Have you found Henri? Oh, my god. Is it Frederick?” I demanded. “Has he…is he….” Tears welled up in my eyes and I couldn’t finish. 
 
    Brand appeared touched at my emotional reaction and more than a little shocked that I had the capacity to care for another person. He was such an ass. 
 
    “Frederick is fi—” He halted, realizing the word wasn’t exactly right for our friend’s situation. “Frederick is alive. Henri is still unaccounted for. We’ll find him, though. The good news on the front is that he never left London. Henri wasn’t on the same hover as Frederick; one of the other agents on it has confirmed as much.” 
 
    “If he’s at one of the ports helping with evacuations, wouldn’t there be a record of that?” Penny asked. 
 
    “There should be,” Brand agreed. “But everything is so chaotic, and things aren’t running as they should. Frederick’s name is on UNITED’s wounded list now. Once Henri sees it, he’ll reach out to one of us.” 
 
    Where are you, Henri? I wondered. 
 
    “So why do you look like they stopped making your favorite brand of hair gel?” I asked. 
 
    He scowled, but Penny giggled. 
 
    “Epsilon found something he thinks you might want to see,” Brand told me. I was already to the door when he added, “Not you, Pen. You need to rest.” 
 
    I expected a protest, but Penny nodded bleakly. She dutifully settled back against two pillows that were shaped like scoops of ice cream. With a wave and a promise to return, I followed Penny’s boyfriend from the room. 
 
    The home crypto bank was packed when we arrived. In addition to those I expected to find there—Alpha, Epsilon, and Kenly—Crane, Erik, Mr. Kelley, Alex, and James were present. 
 
    I forced a smile. “Must be important news. What’s up?” 
 
    “Epsilon wanted to wait for you,” Erik replied. 
 
    “I thought it most efficient that way.” Epsilon sat at a desk in the center of the room, several documents up on the holoscreen. 
 
    We all huddled around him, and I stared at the first document curiously. A web of decorative lines connected names to one another. 
 
    “Is this a family tree?” I asked, my forehead wrinkling. We were a little busy for genealogy time. 
 
    Epsilon nodded and enlarged the document. “All the files in that numbered folder you were interested in? They are family trees. This one belongs to the McDonoughs, as you can see.” 
 
    Starting at the top, I scanned the names. Some I recognized, some I didn’t. Most notable was the timeframe it covered—only the last one hundred and twenty years. 
 
    “Margaret Anne McDonough,” James read, pointing to the first name on the page. “She founded the McDonough School, right?”  
 
    “Yeah, she was President,” I replied. “She started the school because of her grandson, Daniel. He was the first McDonough born talented, part of the first generation.” 
 
    Epsilon clicked on Daniel’s name, and another document opened beside the first. It read like a TOXIC operative bio but was intensely comprehensive. There were columns for abilities, physical description, and strength levels—all standard nowadays—but also observational notes, diet plans, and blood test results. Most of the science stuff was over my head, so I focused on the notes. Daniel had been an incredible Talent, with exceptional power and mind manipulation capabilities that far surpassed my own. And he’d exhibited talents as young as two weeks after his birth. 
 
    Mind manipulation…. 
 
    I mulled over the phrase, bothered for some reason by the wording. Erik realized the issue before I did. 
 
    “When was this report made?” He directed the question to Epsilon, whose fingers began flying over the keys. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Mr. Kelley wanted to know. 
 
    “Because Daniel McDonough was born before TOXIC was established. Before UNITED was established—” Erik began. 
 
    “Before classification terms had been established,” I finished for him. 
 
    Epsilon rattled off a date approximately thirty years before. It was long after Daniel was dead. 
 
    “So, this isn’t an original record?” I asked, though it wasn’t really a question. 
 
    Someone had clearly observed Daniel and kept a very detailed record of his life and abilities. Then…what? Mac had tracked down those notes and made a new file? 
 
    “I cannot say,” Epsilon told me. “But I can tell you that this particular document was opened often and updated not infrequently. All the way up until two months ago.” 
 
    “Not long before D.C.,” I commented. It made sense; the school was shut down and Mac was arrested after the battle. “Okay. Can we go back to the main view of the family tree?” 
 
    Epsilon obeyed, and I continued perusing the McDonough lineage. Though I didn’t know what I was looking for, I hoped something significant would jump off the screen and bite me on the nose. There was a reason for the family tree and its frequent updates, I was certain. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have been encrypted if it wasn’t important,” Erik sent, confirming my suspicion. 
 
    With my thoughts on safer topics than Donavon, I’d left my mind vulnerable. Erik was taking advantage. Honestly, I was just glad he was talking to me. It felt lonely inside my head without him sometimes. 
 
    “Agreed,” I sent back. 
 
    “What do you know about Daniel’s kids, Denna and Darin?” he asked me. 
 
    “Only that Darin is Mac’s father. I didn’t know there was another child in that generation,” I admitted. Turning to Epsilon, I switched to vocal communication. 
 
    “Will you click on Daniel’s kids? I want to know what their talents were,” I told him. 
 
    Again, the links led to very detailed reports on Denna and Darin McDonough. Denna was another Mind Manipulator and extremely powerful. She’d died young in some sort of accident that also claimed her father, according to her file. 
 
    “Is there more info on the accident?” I asked. 
 
    Epsilon shook his head. “Not in this file. I can look into it, though,” he offered. 
 
    “No need,” Crane interjected, speaking up for the first time. All eyes turned on him. He crossed his arms and cleared his throat. “Denna was a very strong manipulator. She was also…,” he waivered, glancing in my direction before continuing. “Unhinged.” 
 
    His midnight eyes held mine, and my heart started beating faster. 
 
    “Denna was reckless, in every aspect of her life,” Crane elaborated. “She loved partying and relished being out of control. One night, while the family was on vacation, she had a little too much fun. Denna’s father confronted her. It didn’t end well for either of them.” 
 
    The story was tragic. It also didn’t make much sense. I shook my head, confused. 
 
    “Alcohol should’ve made her abilities weaker. Or, at least, made her unable to wield them effectively,” I said. “It takes so much concentration.” 
 
    “Not always,” Erik pointed out. “Heightened emotional situations can lead to large outpourings of power. You know that.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly a dig, but it felt like one. I recalled finding Donavon and Kandice together in his cabin. That hadn’t ended well either. 
 
    “I wasn’t drunk,” I said flatly. 
 
    “Neither was Denna,” Crane said. “Alcohol, drugs—those weren’t her vices. Not exactly. Power was what she craved. She started using boosters to enhance her natural abilities at a very young age. Eventually, it was too much. 
 
    “From what I’ve been told, the night she died, Denna had used so many injections that she didn’t even know her own name by the time her father confronted her.” 
 
    I swallowed around the lump in my throat. Erik. Penny. They hadn’t been whooping it up and using boosters, but all the talent signatures Mac had injected would produce the same result. In fact, they were already producing the same result. My best friend and my boyfriend were both headed toward breakdowns of epic proportions. 
 
    Was I? I wondered. Was that why Crane looked like he wanted to lock me in a bubble and pump me full of suppressant? Did he believe that my power would one day kill me, too? 
 
    “What about her brother? Um, Darin?” I asked to change the subject. 
 
    “He’s the first Morpher in the family,” Mr. Kelley noted, looking thoughtful. 
 
    I shook thoughts of Denna from my mind and focused on her brother. 
 
    It wasn’t unusual for talented children born to talented parents to have different powers. Still, it felt somehow important that Darin was a Morpher. He also happened to be a very skilled one. According to the reports of whoever was watching him, Darin started morphing into other people at the age of two. That was unheard of. Even in the early generations, human morphing was a learned skill. No one did it automatically, and it was never a first form. 
 
    “Go back,” Erik said. “Let’s look at the mother.” 
 
    At some point during Crane’s story, Erik had picked up Alex. The little boy reached a hand in my direction, and I scooted closer to the two people I cared most about in the world. 
 
    Epsilon clicked on Darin’s wife, Caralyn McDonough. Her personal information populated the screen, including her full name. 
 
    Caralyn Montague McDonough. 
 
    The birth name gave me pause. Montague was Emma’s last name. I glanced around at the others. They all wore blank expressions, except for Erik. He’d noticed the last name, too, and understood the significance. Or maybe he’d read it from inside my head. 
 
    “She was a dual threat,” James commented, breaking into my thoughts. 
 
    Still contemplating the potential familial connection between Emma and the McDonoughs, I had yet to get past the name. James was correct; the report listed Caralyn as both a Morpher and a Mind Manipulator. Had Darin married her in the hope of reintroducing mental powers into the family? 
 
    If so, it hadn’t worked. Mac was a strong Morpher, but he didn’t possess any mental abilities. 
 
    “Gretchen does, though,” Erik reminded me. 
 
    And so did I. 
 
    Donavon had all but admitted that his parents forced him into a relationship with me. I’d thought it was because Mac wanted to keep me close. Which, I supposed, was probably true. But was the real reason Mac wanted me to date Donavon because he hoped our offspring would inherit my abilities? 
 
    I didn’t know how to feel about that. I suddenly understood why Mac didn’t push Donavon and me to rekindle our romance after I returned from Nevada. Because of my injuries there, I couldn’t have children, even with reproductive technologies. I could no longer give him a kid with mental powers. 
 
    But why? Why would Mac want that? 
 
    I had no answers, though a lot of crazy theories swirled around my mind. Epsilon returned to the screen with the main family tree, and we continued to go through the names. I already knew a lot of the information in the other files, since they belonged to Mac, Gretchen, Donavon, and— 
 
    “Wait, Alex?” I demanded. “That’s not possible. They didn’t know he was part of the family until right before everything in D.C.” 
 
    “Maybe we should take a break?” Mr. Kelley interjected pointedly. 
 
    “That’s a good idea, Earon,” Crane chimed in. “I believe Gentry was working on lunch for everyone.” 
 
    Alex still had hold of my fingers and didn’t want to let go. His free hand was wrapped around Erik’s neck, and his little legs clung to my boyfriend as though his life depended on it. I didn’t want to take a break. I wanted to see what else was in the files. I still didn’t know how or why this mattered, but it did. 
 
    Resting my free hand on Alex’s back, I put my head against his. 
 
    “It’s lunchtime, buddy, okay? Mr. Kelley is going to take you to eat,” I said, meeting Erik’s father’s gaze. 
 
    “What ‘bout you?” Alex asked in a small voice. 
 
    “I have some stuff to finish. Erik and I will find you very soon. Okay?” 
 
    For a long minute, Alex refused to let go of us. Finally, after I promised to see him before he went to sleep again, he relented. I kissed his forehead, and Mr. Kelley pried him away.  
 
    “Why don’t you three get something to eat, too?” Crane said, nodding to Kenly, Alpha, and Epsilon. “Maybe take a nap?” 
 
    Kenly started to protest, but James didn’t let her finish. 
 
    “Food is fuel, and we need fuel,” he said, holding up a hand. “Besides, Riley was awake a bit ago. He’d love for you to stop by.” 
 
    She looked to me, and I nodded. 
 
    “Go. James is right. You’re no good if you don’t take care of yourself.” I smiled at Alpha and Epsilon. “You guys, too. Phi, Zeta, and the twins will be excited to see you.” 
 
    Alpha seemed uncertain. “I am close to unlocking more files,” she hedged. “We believe they might involve the creation drug.” 
 
    I wanted to tell her to stay and finish the decryption. If there was information inside those files that could help with the cure, I wanted Dr. Patel to have it as soon as humanly possible. Yet Alpha was visibly exhausted. 
 
    A few hours won’t make a difference, I told myself. Even as I thought it, I wasn’t sure the statement was true. 
 
    “Go. Really. The files will be here after you’ve rested,” I said with considerable difficulty. I obviously didn’t sound as sincere as I’d hoped, because Erik chimed in. 
 
    “We can’t have you burning yourselves out now,” he said. “We’re going to need you.” 
 
    “If you are sure, Talia?” Alpha asked. 
 
    “Positive.” My smile was strained but passable. 
 
    Alpha and Epsilon both gave me polite nods, then followed Mr. Kelley from the room. Kenly stood to leave as well but hesitated when James followed suit. 
 
    “Why don’t you stay and help Talia?” Kenly suggested. “I’ll be okay. I’m just going to get something to eat and nap, you don’t need to come.” 
 
    “Go head, James,” Crane insisted. “I’ll stay with Talia and Erik.” 
 
    I suspected that he was worried about what we might find in Mac’s files. He probably wanted as few people around as possible until we knew what we were dealing with. It almost seemed like Crane knew, or thought he knew, more about the reason behind Mac’s detailed records. 
 
    “Want me to stay, Ian?” Brand offered. 
 
    “No need. Spend some time with Penny. Check in with our people about Henri, please. See if anyone’s got a lead on his location,” Crane instructed. 
 
    “Of course. Let me know if you need me.” With that, Brand was out the door. 
 
    “Let’s split the rest of the family trees,” I suggested once only Erik, Crane, and I remained. Erik had taken Epsilon’s seat in front of the main screen. “How many are there?” I asked him. 
 
    “Ten different family trees,” he replied after a few taps. 
 
    I blew out a breath. “Guess we’d better get started.” 
 
    The holoscreen split in three, with a different image projecting in each direction. Crane and I pulled chairs over to the desk and settled in. 
 
    “Anything special we’re looking for?” Erik asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I mean, Mac kept these hidden under layers of encryption for a reason, right? There must be something special about them, some reason for all of this data.” Looking at Crane, I tilted my head to one side. “Any thoughts?” 
 
    He sighed. “A few. Danbury was a complicated man.” 
 
    “Care to elaborate?” I asked when Crane didn’t continue. 
 
    “For now, let’s look for connections,” he said carefully. “A common thread between the ten families would be telling about the motives behind them.” 
 
    By luck of the draw, the first graphic on my side of the holoscreen belonged to the Bordeaux family. I clicked on the patriarch, Jacques Bordeaux.  
 
    And my jaw dropped. 
 
    No, no. This can’t be right. 
 
    My heart raced like a thundering herd of animals fleeing a predator. I felt like someone had punched me in the gut. My chest was too tight, my lungs too constricted. 
 
    It wasn’t possible. I must have read the date wrong. Or maybe it had been entered incorrectly. I stared at Jacques’ birthday, willing the numbers to change. They didn’t. 
 
    My world started to crumble around me, each piece of rubble crashing on my head. 
 
    Jacques was a teleporter. A teleporter born before the Great Contamination. 
 
    Erik’s head jerked toward me. “Are you sure?” he blurted. 
 
    Crane looked up. “What?” he demanded. “What did you find?” 
 
    I cleared my throat, impressed that my mouth worked. “According to this, there was a Teleporter born before the nuclear spill,” I explained. With two taps, I sent Jacques’ file to the other screens so they could read the truth of my words. 
 
    Silence descended as we each read the scant information on Jacques Bordeaux. He was born on a small island off the coast France. His parents must not have been anyone of consequence; aside from their names, there wasn’t much information on either. Unlike the previous records we’d seen, the observational notes on Jacques were light. There were also notations in shorthand. 
 
    “Do you know what these notes mean?” I glanced between Erik and Crane. 
 
    My boyfriend shook his head. Crane didn’t answer. He appeared lost in deep, dark thoughts. 
 
    “Ian?” Erik prompted. 
 
    Crane still didn’t say anything. He didn’t look the least bit surprised. 
 
    “You knew?” I demanded angrily. “You knew there were people born prior to the Great Contamination who were Talented?” 
 
    My harsh tone got his attention. Crane met my questioning stare. 
 
    “I have heard rumors, yes,” he said carefully. “I know that some, Danbury being one, believed that Talents existed prior to the nuclear spill.” 
 
    “And you?” Erik pressed. “What do you believe?” 
 
    “I believe in facts,” Crane replied. “I believe in evidence. Until this, I’d never seen any proof that our kind existed before the contamination.” Crane shook his head and gestured to the holoscreen. 
 
    “I’m not even sure this is proof,” he continued. “History is full of accounts of the supernatural. Most of those are fabricated. Maybe not intentionally, but they’re still fiction. Just because it has been written, that doesn’t make it true.” 
 
    Erik tapped the holoscreen and a name at the bottom of the Bordeaux family tree lit up. “Okay, then how do you explain that?” he demanded.  
 
    Vester Ozolos. 
 
    “Kip’s last name,” I breathed. “Kip is Jacques’ great-great-great grandson.” 
 
    Silence fell over the room, each of us considering the ramifications of this new development. The Great Contamination wasn’t definitively responsible for the birth of the Talented. Kip was a descendent of a Teleporter born before the spill. I couldn’t decide which was more shocking. 
 
    I wrung my hands, unsure how my next words would go over. 
 
    “I don’t know if we should tell Kip just yet. We don’t really know what this means. And like you said,” I looked at Crane, “this might not be proof of anything.” 
 
    “Don’t you think he has a right to know?” Erik asked me gently. “Wouldn’t you want to know?” 
 
    “Talia’s right,” Crane interjected. “For now, let’s just keep going.” 
 
    When I met Erik’s eyes, he looked away but nodded in agreement. He didn’t like keeping Kip in the dark any more than I did. At the moment, there simply wasn’t a choice. This news was huge. Not just for Kip, but consequential for our entire kind. If talents had existed before the Great Contamination, did that mean everything we’d been told about our origins was a lie? 
 
    “Do you think Jacques is like Patient Zero?” I asked Crane. “You know, the original Talent?” 
 
    He smiled indulgently. “No. I don’t think one man is responsible for our entire race. However, I do have a guess about the what the connection between these families.” 
 
    I was pretty certain I knew, too. Even before a sharp gasp from across the desk drew my gaze to Erik. 
 
     “What is it?” I demanded, mentally preparing myself for more life-changing information to be thrown my way. 
 
    “I think I found your family, Tals,” Erik said softly, gaze still locked on the holoscreen. 
 
    He sent the document to my screen, and I stared at the names of my ancestors. A hollow feeling permeated my gut. It was my father’s family, the Lyons. I didn’t start at the top this time. Instead, I started at the bottom. My parents’ names, Frances and Katerina, were linked by a horizontal line. A vertical line between the two led down to my name. 
 
    “Don’t do this to yourself, Tals,” Erik sent. Ignoring him, I clicked on my own name. 
 
    “I need to know,” I sent back. 
 
    He didn’t press, but Erik didn’t leave my head completely. I didn’t mind, though. Having him with me meant I wasn’t alone, and that was comforting. 
 
    “Talia, I don’t know if you should….” 
 
    Crane’s words fell on deaf ears. I needed to know. Maybe that was hypocritical after I’d just said that we should wait to tell Kip about his family. Still, it wasn’t the most hypocritical thing I’d done or said that day. 
 
    The file opened on my holoscreen, my name and talent classification at the top. No surprises there. The data had even been updated to include my created morphing ability. There were several columns devoted to blood test results, but the information was written in science jargon. I passed over the section with no more than a cursory glance. Scrolling, I reached the observational notes. 
 
    That was when I lost it. At least I would have, if my boyfriend hadn’t interceded. In our time apart, Erik had mastered the ability to control minds. 
 
    “It’s not that big of surprise, Natalia,” Erik sent. His words were heavy, yet they made me feel as though I were floating comfortably. “You knew the Director killed your parents, partially to get you. It only makes sense that he would have been observing you before then.” 
 
    Of course, I thought. A part of me has known for a while that Mac must’ve been watching me from a young age, observing my abilities and documenting my power. 
 
    It took me a minute to realize the thoughts and feelings didn’t really belong to me. At least, I wasn’t the one who’d conjured them. I shook off Erik’s control with considerable will and glared at him across the desk. 
 
    “Really?” I demanded. 
 
    He offered me a half smile. “Letting you lose your shit was the better option? I did what I did for everyone in this room.” His brow furrowed as he reconsidered. “The entire house, actually. You’ve destroyed larger structures.” 
 
    Erik’s tone was light and teasing, clearly an attempt to calm me further. But his comment reminded me of Denna. Her loss of control had killed two people. 
 
    I took a deep breath. Compartmentalize. Emotions aren’t your friend right now. You can feel something later. 
 
    My hunter’s training took over. I read the rest of the notes with a detached curiosity. There wasn’t anything unexpected, just creepy. Mac had put a tail on me from birth. 
 
    With that same cold calculation, I reviewed my parents’ files. Several times, Erik tried to stop me. He pleaded with me but didn’t use his talents. 
 
    I needed to know. I needed to know all my parents’ secrets. Apparently, there were a lot. Starting with the fact they were both talented. 
 
    “You didn’t know?” Erik’s question wasn’t a question at all. He knew the truth. Still, I felt the need to respond. 
 
    “Um, no. I guess I should have. I mean, I can sense other talents, right? So, it seems like I should’ve known. How did I not know?” I sounded hysterical and didn’t care. 
 
    “It’s okay, Tals. You weren’t trained to use your abilities until you came to the McDonough School, right?” Erik soothed. He wasn’t using compulsion, just his normal talking-down-Talia-when-she-gets-into-one-of-her-moods voice. “Besides, you were around them all the time. You probably figured whatever you felt in their presence was normal.” 
 
    “Or my mother, a fairly strong Mind Manipulator according to this, masked their essences around me,” I retorted angrily. 
 
    For so long, I’d held my parents on a pedestal. I’d believed they were innocent saints when they died. Learning about their involvement with the creation drug had cracked that façade. Discovering that they were Talented and never told me, even as my talents grew beyond my control…that shattered the illusion entirely. 
 
    “It’s not that simple, Talia,” Crane said quietly.  
 
    I rounded on him. “Yes, it is. They told me not to use my abilities. They told me to hide what I was. They knew what I could do, how much I struggled as a child.” I had to bite back a sob. “And they lied to me.” 
 
    “You’re being too hard on them,” Erik insisted. 
 
    “You don’t understand what it was like, Erik.” I shook my head, fuming. “They kept me—“ 
 
    “Safe,” Crane finished. “They kept you safe, Talia. If you had been born in the States, things might have been different. But you weren’t. If you had been a Morpher, things might have been different. But you weren’t.” His dark eyes blazed with anger. “You saw what happened at the hospital today with Phi. How Dr. Icaria thought it was okay to hurt a child simply because he possessed a quality she wanted. Mind Manipulators as powerful as you are just as rare as Healers. Don’t forget that.” 
 
    “I was going to say hidden,” I grumbled. 
 
    Crane sighed. “They loved you. Remember that.” 
 
    My parents had loved me. They’d also died because of me. Maybe that was why I often chose anger when I thought of them, because the guilt was too much. It was easier to be mad at them for lying and keeping secrets. 
 
    “I can’t deal with this right now,” I stated flatly. “Can we please just not? Okay?” 
 
    “Why don’t we take a break?” Crane suggested. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, we should keep looking through this stuff. I just don’t want to talk about my parents. Okay?” 
 
    Heavy concern was visible in Erik’s turquoise eyes. He nodded slowly, but I read his conflicting feelings as plainly as a tattoo on his forehead. Erik realized how unhealthy it could be to shove things down, to suppress your emotions instead of dealing with them. He thought this stuff with my parents was something I should take time to process, but he wasn’t going to say so. 
 
    “Okay. For now,” Crane agreed. He studied my face with too much scrutiny for my liking. “But we do need to talk about your family, specifically Ferdinand Lyons. Do you know anything about him? Looks like he was your great-great-great grandfather.” 
 
    I recognized the name but knew nothing about the man beyond the fact we were related. 
 
    “Not really, why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because he was married to Marie Bordeaux,” Erik replied. 
 
    My eyebrows shot up. “Bordeaux? Like Jacques Bordeaux?” 
 
    “They were twins,” Erik confirmed. 
 
    I flipped back to the Bordeaux family tree. There was no mention of Marie. 
 
    “Why isn’t she on Jacques’ tree?” 
 
    No one had an answer. 
 
    “There are two other siblings. Gaston and Charlotte,” Erik announced. Fingers flying over the keyboard, his eyes were glued to the holoscreen. “Looks like Gaston passed away without marrying or fathering children. Charlotte married a woman named Marsha, and they adopted two kids.” 
 
    I mulled over the information. Based on what Erik told us, it didn’t seem that we’d find either Gaston or Charlotte on any of the other family trees. Clicking on Marie’s name, I found an in-depth record that was similar to the others we’d seen. One observer noted that Marie exhibited “a strong control over others” and “appeared to force her will upon another”. 
 
    I would’ve written off Marie as a Mind Manipulator, until I read an entry by an observer who’d tailed her when she was in her twenties. It was around the time Marie married Ferdinand. “At her birth, Marie Bordeaux was said to have violet eyes. She currently possesses brown eyes”. A footnote explained that standard alterations were a possibility, until further inquiry made clear that the girl he’d been following “bore no resemblance to Marie Bordeaux”. 
 
    Erik and I exchanged glances. Both our gazes finally landed on Crane. 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed, nodding in response to our unasked question. “Marie was likely a Perception Manipulator. Or something akin to that. Some first generation had capabilities that were vastly different than those we see today.” 
 
    “Marie wasn’t first generation, though,” I said flatly. “As Jacques’ twin, she would’ve been born prior to the contamination.” 
 
    So was Ferdinand, I realized. 
 
    My family—my family—was…what? Descended from witches? Okay, witches might’ve been the wrong word. But my ancestors did have powers prior to the Great Contamination. 
 
    I hurried to click on Ferdinand’s name, desperately needing to see his birthdate with my own eyes. The most interesting thing about Ferdinand wasn’t the year he was born; it was his talent. Ferdinand was a healer. 
 
    “Is this right?” I asked. 
 
    Crane and Erik had no answer, which was expected. Would anyone alive really know the truth? It was unlikely. 
 
    “Healing was rare, even in the first generation,” Erik said cautiously. “It’s possible the observer was wrong. Maybe….” He trailed off and looked to Crane imploringly. 
 
    “Ferdinand wasn’t first generation,” I finished. 
 
    “No, he wasn’t,” Crane agreed. 
 
    Is that why Gretchen truly wants me? I wondered. Why she wants Kip? 
 
    Clearly, she knew about our familial ties. She must have. If Mac knew, Gretchen knew, too. 
 
    “All the people at the top of these charts were documented as having powers before the spill,” Erik announced, trying to catch my eye. 
 
    He was in my head, worried about my reaction to this bombshell news after my reaction to my parents’ names. Honestly, I was too stunned to freak out. When we’d learned Jacques had abilities before the Great Contamination, that was earthshattering. A part of me had been convinced he was an outlier. Erik had just crushed that hope. 
 
    “Wait, is that including Margaret Anne McDonough?” I asked curiously. 
 
    Surely a public figure like the President wouldn’t have been able to conceal abilities, right? 
 
    “No, she wasn’t Talented,” Erik confirmed. “Whoever made these family trees probably started with her because she was born around the same time as Ferdinand, Jacques, Marie, and the rest of them.” 
 
    I saw the spark in his turquoise eyes at the same time realization dawned on me. 
 
    “But the McDonoughs knew about all these people somehow,” he added slowly. 
 
    We both turned to Crane. 
 
    “That’s the connection we still need to find,” he told us. “We know what nine of these ten families have in common. Or, at least, one thing they have in common.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “You think there could be something more?” 
 
    Crane closed his eyes and massaged the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “I’d stake my presidency on it,” he finally answered. 
 
    All the files were in front of me, and I rearranged them to see all the names at the tops of the trees simultaneously. In addition to my father’s and Kip’s lineages, the Montague family was also among those in Mac’s files. So were the Rossi family, the Rodriguez family, the Tao family, the Larson family, the Delmore family, and— 
 
    “Holy shit,” Erik muttered. 
 
    Crane’s eyes were perfectly round. 
 
    “You didn’t know?” I guessed and watched his reaction closely. 
 
    Of all the adults in my life, Crane was one of the few who’d never flat out lied to me. Withholding information was technically different, but he looked genuinely surprised by this revelation. 
 
    “No,” he replied. “I…wow. Bradford was my great-great-grandfather. I did know that much. He never mentioned the fact he was Talented, though.” 
 
    I clicked on Bradford Crane. Besides finding the man was born before the Contamination, his talent gave me pause; some observer noted that Bradford had the ability to alter time. 
 
    “Alter time?” Erik asked dubiously. 
 
    As Crane explained about Rewinders—a talent so rare that some believed it never existed at all—I scrolled down the screen and nearly choked on my own spit. 
 
    Bradford Crane had married Hattie Vasseur. Vasseur was my mother’s maiden name. I was pretty sure Hattie was my mother’s great-aunt twice removed or something. 
 
    Crane and I were…related. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mom,” I whispered. 
 
    Talia’s head popped up. Even Ian’s eyes went wide. I touched my mother’s name on the holoscreen, shocked to see it on one of Danbury McDonough’s family tree files. For a moment, it seemed like the small act might transcend the worlds of the living and dead. The existence of my mother was something I never thought about, I couldn’t. It had been so long since I’d heard her name, and even longer since I’d seen it written.  
 
    “Erik,” Tals breathed, her right hand covering her heart. Her eyes widened. “I didn’t know your mother’s maiden name was Aris.” 
 
    “Get out of my head,” I snapped, the anger flaring up inside of me so fast that the outburst was unavoidable. 
 
    The intrusion shouldn’t have bothered me as much as it did. Like it or not, Talia just couldn’t help using her abilities in certain situations. 
 
    “Your emotional outputs spiked, I was worried,” Talia shot back. Her anger was more controlled than mine but bubbled just below the surface. 
 
    “Easy, everyone,” Crane said calmly, hands raised to show he at least was no threat. 
 
    I ignored him, but Talia’s glare held so much heat it was a wonder Ian didn’t burst into flames. Had I not been so worked up, I might have noticed then that I was not the only person on her shit list. 
 
    Things went downhill from there. Everything I’d pushed down in the last thirty-six hours—all the emotions from one disaster after another and another—clawed to the surface and spewed from my mouth. 
 
    “For as much time as you spend in other people’s heads, I’d think you might understand people better,” I spat, suddenly on my feet. Adrenaline coursed through my veins as though readying for a fight. 
 
    My words were barbs meant to inflict pain, and they did. Talia bristled. Her hackles rose, both figuratively and literally. A part of me wanted to apologize, while another part craved the inevitable fight on the horizon. I didn’t think about the other inhabitants of the house in that moment. The animal inside of me screamed for release, bloodlust consuming me from the inside out. 
 
    Then, my girlfriend did something so unexpected, my shock quieted the rage. Instead of yelling back, Tals stood and plastered a forced smile on her face. 
 
    She stood and looked between Ian and me, acid green venom in her violet gaze. 
 
    “I need some air. Maybe by the time I return, I’ll know a little more about people,” she said calmly. Too calmly. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    With that, Tals strode from the room. Awkward silence trailed in her wake. 
 
    Nothing else left to do, I turned and punched the closest wall. I needed physical release. I needed to feel a physical pain that would temporarily distract from the emotional agony I’d just inflicted on the love of my life. Needing to quiet the voices demanding blood, I hit the wall again. The skin over my knuckles split. My hand throbbed when I flexed my fingers to assess the damage. Nothing was broken. A part of me wanted to pound on that stupid wall until a bone did crack. 
 
    You’re stronger than this. Control the talents, don’t let them control you, I lectured myself. It was something Penny had said to me while we were on our failed peace tour, the reassurance I’d needed in one of my weaker moments. 
 
    “Maybe, instead of banging your fist, you should try talking to her rationally?” Ian suggested. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow in his direction. 
 
    “Have you met my girlfriend?” 
 
    Ian smiled wryly. “We can’t fight with each other, Erik. This war will divide the Talented. Many of our kind will side with Gretchen, particularly now that the treaty is no more. The Poachers are coming out of hiding. My sources tell me they’re already planning to hold an auction after the grace period expires. Sons of After have declared open season on Talents. Even those of us who don’t agree with Gretchen’s methods will still fight with her, because it beats the alternative. The only way we win this war is together.” 
 
    “United we stand, divided we fall,” I muttered. 
 
    It was clichéd but true. Now, more than ever, Talia and I and the rest of our friends needed to put on a unified front. We couldn’t let stupid shit get in the way. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t think I’m the only one who needs to talk things out with Talia,” I said pointedly. 
 
    Ian’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean? What did I do?” 
 
    I laughed humorlessly. “No clue. But all that ire wasn’t just for me.” 
 
    After a long moment of eyeing Ian, I did go after my girlfriend. I didn’t even know why exactly I was trying; any attempt to approach Talia after I’d bitten her head off wasn’t going to end well for me. 
 
    I knew I should be thankful she’d walked away. Tals thought that I, with my created abilities, was the more dangerous of the two of us. It was probably true. Uncontrolled power was more dangerous than controlled power. 
 
    But her controlled power was far more lethal. 
 
    Locating Talia in an estate the size of Ian’s presidential palace didn’t prove easy. I ran across Epsilon and Kenly on my way up from the basement. They were both more alert after refueling with Robo Gentry’s cooking and ready to dive back in to decryption algorithms. Neither of them had seen Talia since leaving the crypto bank earlier. 
 
    Penny and Brand were in Ian’s study talking to Tanaka about Henri’s last known location. Reportedly, it was somewhere in Germany. The councilman swore he was doing everything in his power to find Frederick’s boyfriend. 
 
    “Thank you. Just remember there isn’t much time,” I said before exiting the study. 
 
    Next, I tried the room where Talia slept the night before. That was a bust, too, though I did find Frederick and Riley both resting in nearby rooms of the same wing. Riley was awake and eating something that looked like a bowl of gravy with carrots and celery. It smelled good enough to make my mouth water. 
 
    “That Gentry fellow is a right good cook, eh?” he asked when I sniffed the air like a dog. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I hear,” I said, realizing I hadn’t yet eaten anything the droid had made. 
 
    After the fight with Sons of After, I’d been near collapse from using so much energy and ate a venison steak on the hover ride from the school. No point in letting our hunting or my father’s cooking go to waste.  
 
    Riley set the bowl on a tray in front of him, the clattering bringing me back to the present. 
 
    “Have you any news about Willa?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    Willa was Riley’s girlfriend. I’d spent even less time with her than I had with him, which wasn’t much at all. After Bryn and Riley were injured at Pure Bliss, I’d sort of lost track of Willa. 
 
    “I thought she was going with you on the hover?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “No, mate. Penny thought it was possible she was on another, headed for the Isle. But….” He trailed off. A faraway look settled in his oddly ordinary brown eyes—being a highly skilled Morpher, Riley almost always wore a different appearance. 
 
    I was pretty sure I’d never seen his real face. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find out,” I promised him. With those departing words and small wave, I left him to his lunch. 
 
    As much as I did want to patch things up with my girlfriend, I couldn’t resist the urge to spend time with Frederick when I came across his room. The space was dimly lit with electronic candles that gave off a soft orange glow. Quiet orchestral music played through unseen speakers. Machines monitored his vitals, keeping his heart pumping and his muscles from stiffening. 
 
    Swallowing thickly, I pulled a chair over beside the bed and sat. Even though he couldn’t hear me, I felt the need to talk to him. It wasn’t that I had any burning secrets to confess or parting words for him. It was more that I was willing to try anything to reach the part of him that was still tied to this worldly plane. 
 
    “Talia’s pissed at me.” I laughed shortly. “What’s new, right?” I paused as though waiting for an answer. “I guess I sort of deserve it. Sometimes I wish she would just stay out of my head, though. She doesn’t need to see what Mac did to me.” I exhaled slowly. “How thin the line is between sanity and insanity these days. That’s why she’s pushing the decryption of these files. She thinks I don’t know. But she wants the cure so badly. For me.” 
 
    I sat back and dropped my head into my hands. 
 
    “I don’t if I’m going to be able to hold on that long. Penny’s cracking. I don’t think she has much time, which probably means I don’t either.” I sniffed, a little surprised to realize tears had collected in my eyes. “I really am an ass, sitting here talking to you about time when—“ 
 
    “When I’m dying?” 
 
    “Ahhhhh!” 
 
    My scream could have woken the dead. Maybe it had. Frederick’s brown eyes were open and staring up at me. I jumped up so fast, the chair flew backward. I tripped over it in my shock. 
 
    Blinking rapidly, I tried to decide whether I was hallucinating. 
 
    “I see,” Frederick croaked. “Now you’ve got nothing to say?” 
 
    Stumbling to my feet, I scurried to his side. I was too afraid of hurting him to touch him. Frederick started to sit up, but I shook my head. 
 
    “No. Don’t. Let me get someone.” 
 
    Frederick’s long fingers encircled my wrist. 
 
    “Where am I, Erik?” he demanded. 
 
    “Ian’s estate in Virginia,” I told him. 
 
    “Virginia?” He shook his head, clearly confused. “How did I get here?” 
 
    For a long moment, I stared down at him and considered how much to say. Finally, I settled on nothing and went with deflection. 
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember?” I asked. 
 
    Frederick’s eyes became unfocused. I felt how hard he was concentrating, as well as the blank space in his memory. My last peace rally—that was as far back as he could recall. 
 
    “You know what? Right now, let me get someone to check you over. We can talk about how you got here once that’s done, okay?” 
 
    Uncertainty wove lines on his face. 
 
    He knows it’s bad news. 
 
    “All you need to know is that you’re safe. I’m here. Talia’s here. And you’re alive.” I got a little choked up, and he smiled. 
 
    “Never knew you cared so much,” he teased. 
 
    It turned out my shriek earlier had drawn quite a bit of attention. I didn’t even make it to the door before three medics I vaguely recognized came rushing into the room. They all seemed as shocked as I’d been to find Frederick conscious. 
 
    “You need to leave, Agent Kelley,” one woman told me, her tone curt. 
 
    “I was just coming to find you guys,” I stammered. 
 
    She was no longer listening. No one was. At least, they weren’t listening to me. 
 
    “Agent Kelley. Now,” another medic barked. 
 
    Under different circumstances, I wouldn’t have obeyed some jackass’s orders. But it was a miracle Frederick was alive, and I wanted it to stay that way. Slowly, I backed out of the room with a reassuring smile for my friend and a promise to return soon. 
 
    I should have gone straight to Talia. Not just because I hated the thought of her sitting somewhere stewing in her own anger, but also because she was going to be even more pissed when she learned Frederick was awake and I didn’t reach out to her immediately. Still, there was one person I needed to see first. 
 
    The Clearwood children were much easier to pinpoint in Crane’s house than my girlfriend, probably because she was actively hiding from me. Four of the six were together in the master suite of the same wing of the house as Riley and Frederick’s rooms, though in a different hallway. 
 
    When I entered the suite, the twins were gaming on the nicest console I’d ever seen.  Zeta sat in the corner, reading a book and watching them with longing. Phi sat alone at a small table with four chairs and plates piled high with ribs, three different kinds of potatoes, glazed cabbage and beet salad, and four slices of pie. One of the pies must’ve been cherry, because it was all over his happy face. 
 
    “Hi Erik!” Phi waved enthusiastically, sending bits of potato flying. 
 
    “Hey. Got enough to eat there?” I teased but felt bad instantly. 
 
    The children were starving when we found them. Or maybe they’d found us, still wasn’t sure about that. Still, between healing so many people and the excessive blood loss, Phi needed all the calories in front of him. 
 
    “This stuff is so much better than the food at Clearwood,” he mused. Pointing to a free chair with his fork, he added, “Want to sit?” 
 
    “Um, sure.” I sat across from him but waved off his silent invitation to share the feast. “Thank you,” I said simply. 
 
    He looked at me curiously. 
 
    “For helping Frederick,” I elaborated. “And Talia last night, too. And I’m guessing Bryn Wellington, though I don’t quite understand how you got involved there.” 
 
    Phi grinned, exposing a mouth full of food that should never mix. He swallowed quickly. “It was what Talia wanted,” he said simply. 
 
    “Right….” It was what Talia wanted, but I still wasn’t clear on what had happened. “How did you know that? Did she come talk to you?” 
 
    I studied him closely as I waited for an answer. The Clearwood children were still unknowns for me. I trusted them more and more, yet I wasn’t ready to read too deeply into their minds. Talia could delve into another’s thoughts while keeping hers hidden, but I hadn’t practiced enough to prevent a curious kid from taking a peek if he really wanted to. Alpha and Epsilon both possessed incredible mental talents, so it was possible Phi did, too. 
 
    “She didn’t need to tell me.” Phi shrugged and took a large bite of pie with gooey purple filling. 
 
    “What do you mean? Can you…read her thoughts?” I asked carefully. 
 
    He shook his head and shoveled a beet in his mouth along with the pie. I nearly gagged. 
 
    “Sort of,” he said around the mouthful of food. “Only when she thinks really hard. Like when she’s blue or red. When she’s yellow, I just hear flies.” 
 
    Is that a riddle? I wondered. 
 
    “She’s red a lot when she’s with you,” Phi continued. 
 
    Ah. Emotions. 
 
    “Red, just like when she’s mad.” I laughed. “Can you hear her now? I bet so.” 
 
    Phi set down the fork and picked up a rack of ribs with his hands. He tore tender chunks of meat with his teeth, taking the time to chew and swallow before answering. 
 
    “Maybe if I tried. Alpha says it’s not nice to listen to people’s thoughts. She says, ‘if they wanted you to know, then they’d say it aloud.’” 
 
    I chuckled softly. “Your sister’s right.” 
 
    I watched him eat half the rack he was holding, which Phi then chased with chocolate milk. Again, things that should never go together. Several minutes passed with only the twins’ banter and the sounds from their game to drown out Phi’s chomping. 
 
    “Sometimes you can’t help it though, right?” I asked finally. 
 
    “I don’t mean to,” he said, looking sheepish. “Talia can be a really loud thinker.” 
 
    Yes, my girlfriend certainly is a loud thinker. 
 
    “Did you hear her thoughts about Frederick when we were in the hover?” I asked. Despite my best efforts, it was starting to sound as though this was an interrogation. 
 
    The boy didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe he just didn’t mind. Either way, Phi shook his head. “Nope. At the hospital. In the hover, she just wanted to hurt the doctor. Worse than you hurt the nurse.” 
 
    “Right. That makes sense.” 
 
    “Hurt” probably wasn’t the word that had been floating in Talia’s head. More likely, she’d been contemplating painful ways to kill Dr. Icaria. 
 
    “So, what about Bryn?” I continued. “How did you know about her?” 
 
    “Who’s Bryn?” 
 
    There wasn’t a trace of deception in Phi’s expression or his essence. 
 
    “Bryn Wellington. The girl you healed at the hospital.” I hesitated, my forehead wrinkling as I tried to puzzle it all out. “You did heal her, right?” 
 
    A spark ignited in Phi’s eyes. “The girl with the brother. Yep. It was what Talia wanted.” 
 
    Though I wasn’t sure how I’d expected this conversation to go, I definitely hadn’t anticipated it being so roundabout. 
 
    “Right,” I said, drawing out the syllable. “How did you know that, though? You weren’t around Talia long before that. Just those few minutes in the dorms.” 
 
    Had Talia and I even known then just how badly Bryn was hurt? I tried to remember, but so much had happened that the details were escaping me. 
 
    The look Phi gave me suggested I was an idiot. 
 
    “When I healed her,” he replied. “I could see everything. I could feel everything. That’s why I must stay close. She knows that one of you is going to die before this is all over.” 
 
    My heart dropped into my stomach. I had no words. 
 
    “But if I’m here,” Phi continued, “I can stop that. Talia should never be sad.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I left Erik and Crane in the crypto bank, I didn’t have a destination in mind. All I knew was that I needed to get away from my boyfriend before I said or did something we’d all end up regretting. I wandered the wings of the presidential mansion and tried not to dwell too much on storm headed our way. There were any number of people I could have visited under the same roof. Nevertheless, in my mood, I thought it best not to subject anyone to my temper. 
 
    I actually considered finding Brand, just so I could be mean and not feel bad about it. But Penny needed her boyfriend more than I needed a verbal punching bag. Eventually, I found myself in an area with real punching bags. It looked like a training facility, not all that different from the ones at the McDonough School and Elite Headquarters. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one needing to work out my feelings. A very unlikely trio of people were already there: Kip, James, and Alpha. 
 
    “Talia, what are you doing here?” James asked, giving the punching bag a well-placed kick. He stepped aside deftly so it wouldn’t hit him on the backswing. 
 
    “Same as you, I guess.” I shrugged. “Where’s Kenly?” 
 
    “She went back to the crypto bank after we ate. I’m no help with all that rubbish, so I figured I’d come down here,” he replied. 
 
    “Have you seen Riley yet?” I felt bad that I hadn’t stopped by to check on him, but I had a lot of other things on my mind. 
 
    James nodded. “Briefly. I’m headed back up there after this.” 
 
    I looked toward the target range at the far end of the large, arena-like room. Kip was throwing pointy objects at moving droids. Pitching my voice higher, I called to him. 
 
    “And what about you? You have awful aim by the way.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha.” Kip spun, a spear in his left hand. He released it at just the right second, and the long, thin metal rod sailed straight for my chest. “How’s that for aim?” 
 
    I caught it, only inches to spare between my nose and the tip and laughed. “Okay, right. I forgot you were a fisherman on Pelia.” 
 
    Alpha was halfway up a climbing wall—no ropes or carabiners in sight—and turned to look at Kip. “Sorry to interrupt, but did you say Pelia?” 
 
    “You’ve heard of it?” I asked, genuinely shocked. 
 
    Pelia was remote, isolated, and sort of stuck in a different era. Like the ice age. 
 
    “My family is from the region,” Alpha said. She leapt to the mats with feline grace. 
 
    Scars were visible on her arms and legs, and I assumed she’d dropped the perpetual morph in favor of her other talents while working out. I tried not to stare at the angry welts. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Kip said. Even as the words left his mouth, he sounded uncertain. 
 
    “Well, not Pelia precisely,” she amended, walking over to where I stood with James. 
 
    Kip moved closer, too, so we weren’t all shouting at each other across the vaulted space. 
 
    “Paradis,” Alpha continued. “It’s a sister island to Pelia.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Kip repeated, giving Alpha a strange, appraising look. 
 
    James and I exchanged glances. I’d never of Paradis. Clearly, neither had James. Having been to Pelia, I was somewhat confident Kip was correct; there wasn’t another island anywhere near the frozen tundra he called home. 
 
    “Paradis was destroyed in—” 
 
    “In the earthquake and subsequent tsunamis,” Alpha finished for Kip. 
 
    “Yes. That was over a century ago,” Kip stated flatly. 
 
    Alpha smiled thinly. “I said my family was from Paradis, not that I myself was.” 
 
    Kip still looked a little…spooked. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded, feeling very out of the loop. 
 
    After Erik’s rebuke, I was hesitant to invade anyone’s thoughts for the time being. Still, the urge was hard to resist when I knew I could just pull answers to my questions. 
 
    “Paradis de Fou,” Kip said. He turned slowly to face me. “It was a sister island to Pelia.” 
 
    “Paradise of Fools? That was the name of the island?” I asked, worried my French was rusty and I’d mistranslated the words. 
 
    Kip smiled wanly. “Yeah. Legend has it that hundreds of years ago, when pirates ruled the high seas—” 
 
    “A pirate story? This just keeps getting better,” I said, dropping to the mats so I could sit and give him my full attention. 
 
    History being one of my least favorite subjects in school, I was only mildly curious about these two islands and the legends associated with them. At the moment, though, I’d take any distraction. 
 
    Kip scowled. “Do you want to hear it or not?” 
 
    James eased down beside me, and I gestured for Kip to go on. 
 
    “Anyway,” he began. “Yes, this is back when pirates were a thing. It’s rumored that, at first, Paradis was this beautiful, tropical island that many of them aspired to find. It was said the soil was rich. All sorts of crops and wildlife thrived there. Plus, inside the volcanos, diamonds, rubies, and emeralds grew.” 
 
    “That’s not how that works,” James interrupted. “Volcanoes have lava inside of them. The others are just rocks from the ground.” 
 
    “It’s a legend.” Kip rolled his eyes and joined us on the floor, leaving only Alpha standing. “So, these pirates wanted to find Paradis to claim the riches or whatever. The few who actually located Paradis claimed that there were all sorts of treasures, just like the stories. They also said the island itself was cursed.” 
 
    Intrigued, I interjected, “Cursed how?” 
 
    “Like, weird stuff happened to the pirates while they were there,” Kip answered. 
“One guy claimed that his ship levitated. Another said his captain saw a mermaid and then ran their ship into rocks. Others swear it was the people, the natives, who were cursed. That they were witches. Crazy stuff.” Kip shrugged like these types of stories were normal. 
 
    They were, sort of. But I’d just had a discussion with Crane about people throughout history reported to have bizarre abilities. Our conversation had even made me wonder if I might be descended from a family of witches, since Ferdinand Lyons had powers prior to the Great Contamination. 
 
    “When the pirates returned home to Europe,” Alpha picked up the story. “They would tell tales of their travels to this island paradise but warn of the curse. Or, rather, the cursed people who inhabited the island. Even still, others wanted to go. Monarchs sent explorations in search of this treasured land. Few returned. Those who did were supposedly never right in the head again.” 
 
    Chills ran up my spine, and I wasn’t entirely sure why. 
 
    “Exactly,” Kip confirmed with a nod. “So, the Europeans started calling the island Paradis de Fou, since only fools were stupid enough to seek out a cursed paradise.” 
 
    “You said Paradis was tropical? That doesn’t make sense,” I pointed out. “Pelia is frozen. It’s in the arctic.” 
 
    “It’s not in the artic, and it’s not always frozen,” Kip volleyed. 
 
    “The two islands were supposed to be like yin and yang,” Alpha said. “It has to do with currents and the winds from—“ 
 
    I held up a hand. “Witches. Curses. Pirates. Levitating ships. Even mermaids. That I can follow. Let’s just skip over the science, okay?” 
 
    Alpha offered me a small smile as she bowed her head slightly. “Of course. My point is that the two islands were on differing sides of the Strait of Opposé. On one side, the waters were warm and the land tropical. On the other, the sea was icy and treacherous, and the was land frozen.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” I mused. 
 
    It really was. I still felt like I was missing something, though. 
 
    “As a more modern world developed, and air travel became a thing, more and more rich people began visiting Paradis,” Kip went on. Clearly, he was sensing that I wasn’t really getting the point of this story. “They built homes and flew their yachts out. They spent summers vacationing there. Few ever came over to Pelia, because it wasn’t nearly as enticing. Only those who thought themselves adventurous or brave would swim the strait or visit to climb the mountain.” 
 
    “The natives, however, were simple people,” Alpha continued seamlessly. “They worked the docks or ran markets. They made clothes and toys, that sort of thing. Like my family.” 
 
    “And mine.” Kip looked up at Alpha. “My family is originally from Paradis. We escaped to Pelia just before Paradis was destroyed. I thought we were one of the few, and I know all the others. They, too, live on Pelia. That’s why I am confused. How did your family get off the island? More importantly, how did they get to the States?” 
 
    Alpha shook her head. “I only know what my parents told me,” she hedged. 
 
    “Which is what?” I asked. “And please sit down, you’re making me nervous.” 
 
    She grinned, visibly relieved. It was almost as though she’d been waiting for the invite the entire time. Alpha sat cross-legged across from me, the four of us forming a circle. 
 
    “My great-great-great grandmother on my father’s side, she was a dressmaker on Paradis,” Alpha explained. “She caught the attention of a married man. He said he would leave his wife for her, but she did not want to leave Paradis. Still, she was pregnant with his son when the storms came. Supposedly, he made arrangements to fly her and his unborn child off Paradis before it was destroyed.” 
 
    “Supposedly?” James asked. “So, you don’t know for sure the story’s true?” 
 
    “I have no proof,” Alpha said uneasily. “The man did not leave his wife, he remained with her in France. Bindi, my ancestor, and her son started over in Athens, Georgia. Really, for all I know, it is just as much an urban legend as the tales that surrounded Paradis.” 
 
    “You think it’s true,” I said. 
 
    It wasn’t a question. Alpha clearly believed the stories about both Paradis and her family. Honestly, so did I. There was something about the strange story that resonated with me. Not that I’d heard it before or anything like that. Just…I couldn’t place my finger on it. 
 
    “What is it, Talia?” James asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Did I tell them about the family trees? Did I tell Kip that his family—the one from Pelia’s sister island with all its mystical legends—had people with documented powers prior to the spill? It didn’t seem like the right time to bring it up. 
 
    “Kip,” I started. “You said you know the other families who escaped from Paradis to Pelia?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Is Emma’s family, the Montagues, one of them?” I asked. 
 
    Alarm made Kip’s eyes widen. “How did you know that?” he demanded. 
 
    Pieces began clicking into place. There were a lot of holes in the puzzle still, but I felt like I was onto something. Something huge. My gaze found Alpha’s. She was looking at me so strangely. 
 
    “What was the man’s name?” I whispered, locking her eyes with mine. 
 
    A part of me hoped that I was wrong. Another part prayed I was right. The theory forming in my mind was farfetched, but it also explained the message that Emma’s father received when I was on Pelia. It explained why he would be in contact with Nightshade. It explained who would have known to reach out to him and why they did. 
 
    Still, I wasn’t entirely prepared for Alpha’s answer. 
 
    “Ferdinand,” she said softly. “Ferdinand Lyons.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I finally tracked down my girlfriend that evening, she in Alex’s room. I felt Talia inside, her emotions swirling from one extreme to another. She was so agitated, I almost didn’t go in. Then, laughter met my ears. Alex’s sweet, infectious giggles were a sharp contrast to Tals’ mood. With a deep breath, I entered the room. 
 
    My father stood with his back to me in the doorway to the attached bathroom. A proud smile softened his face. I joined him, Talia’s back to me. Alex patted soap foam on her cheeks. 
 
    “Do I look better like this?” Tals teased. 
 
    Giggling like he was the funniest child ever, Alex scooped more foam from the bathwater and painted her eyebrows with it. 
 
    “Better like this!” he exclaimed. 
 
    His milky blue gaze never strayed toward the bathroom door, yet I knew he sensed me there. Talia was also aware of my presence but chose to ignore it. 
 
    “I look better with half my face covered in foam?” Tals asked with faux indignation. Her hand flew to her chest. “Little bit of advice, kid. Never tell a girl she looks better when most of her face is hidden.” 
 
    Alex wasn’t deterred. 
 
    “You’re not a girl,” he laughed, adding more bubbles to Talia’s foam beard. “You’re just Talia.” 
 
    “No? How do you know? You don’t even have adult teeth,” she pointed out, fighting a smirk. “If I’m not a girl, am I a boy?” 
 
    “No,” Alex replied dramatically, drawing out the single word. “You’re a Talented.” 
 
    It sounded so obvious when Alex said it. Of course, like me, the child didn’t know to stop while he was ahead with Tals. 
 
    “A Talented pyconnut!” Alex clarified and dissolved into a fit of giggles. 
 
    “What’s a pyconnut?” I whispered to Dad. 
 
    “It’s this sort of mini coconut that grows on long, curly vines on the northwest corner of Eden,” he explained sheepishly. “The fruit inside is purple. They’ve always sort of reminded him of Talia.” 
 
    Using her control over the elements to form two baseball-sized orbs of swirling bathwater, Tals guided one to either side of Alex’s head. 
 
    “You have mouse ears,” she declared. “Guess that makes you a mouse. A Talented mouse.” 
 
    “I’m not a mouse!” Alex squealed. 
 
    “No? What are you then?” Talia challenged. 
 
    “A wolf.” To prove his point, Alex curled his fingers into claws and bared his teeth. The watery mouse ears changed from round to triangular to accommodate the switch. 
 
    Talia’s sudden emotional shift was swift and not entirely unexpected. The wolf had been Donavon’s favorite morph form. Was Alex aware of that? 
 
    “So ferocious,” Tals said. She managed a teasing tone, refusing to show pain in front of Alex. 
 
    She studied the little boy with a critical eye. An instant later, there were three thin lines of foam on either side of his mouth in the shape of whiskers. Next, Talia formed a snout over Alex’s real nose with the bubbles, followed by claws made of water over his tiny nails. 
 
    “Now you’re a wolf,” Talia corrected when she was finished. 
 
    The look she gave Alex, as though he was the sole source of good left in the world, nearly broke me. I started to walk away, but my father’s hand on my shoulder stopped me. When our gazes locked, he didn’t need to say anything, I knew exactly what he was thinking. 
 
    There was no time for jealousy, no time for petty bullshit. Dad slung an arm around my shoulders and pulled me in close. 
 
    “She needs you more than even she knows,” he whispered. “Talia’s hurting, son. Victoria’s death has brought up a lot of unresolved feelings for her. And, well, I think there might be some other stuff going on that you two should talk about.” 
 
    Victoria’s death. 
 
    Talia wasn’t the only one suppressing emotions. My father had been close to the councilwoman, too. Closer than I liked to think about. 
 
    “She’s known more loss than most, remember that,” Dad continued. Talia rinsed all the soap and foam off Alex. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I told my father. 
 
    Tals wrapped Alex in a towel and scooped him up, contagious laughter echoing throughout the large bathroom. Dad and I moved aside, and she carried the little boy through to the bedroom. 
 
    My girlfriend had yet to acknowledge me. Still, I could feel that she was no longer mad. Upset, but not mad. Alex brought her peace. He gave Talia hope for the future. For her, he represented a possibility for life without chaos. A life without anger. A life without death. To Talia, Alex was pure. I knew she wanted me to be a part of that life, but I was tainted. 
 
    Darkness lived inside of me. Shadows surrounded me at every turn, not all of them born of my created talents. I’d killed. Many times. Before this was all over with Gretchen, I would take more lives. 
 
    Alex was life. I was death. 
 
    Dad and I sat in the sitting room while Talia read Alex several books. To his delight, she morphed into the different animal characters of one, his small hands running over her fur and feathers. He giggled uncontrollably. 
 
    Once Alex fell asleep, she curled up next to him in the bed but didn’t close her eyes. 
 
    “You two should eat,” Dad insisted in a low tone. 
 
    “I know,” I replied absently. 
 
    My mind was on a million different things, and dinner was the least of it. 
 
    “Talia’s expending a lot of energy, so are you,” Dad continued, leaning forward in his armchair. “We need you at your best, Erik.” 
 
    I exhaled deeply. “You’re right. As soon as she’s done in there, we’ll go eat.” 
 
    Dad was quiet for a minute. Had I not been so consumed with my own thoughts, I would’ve seen his question coming. 
 
    “Son, what did you find in Danbury’s files?” 
 
    I snapped to attention. “So far, just family trees,” I said carefully. 
 
    He needed to know I’d seen Mom on one of them. I had to tell him. Soon. I would tell him soon. Once we knew more. 
 
    “You saw your mother’s name on one of those trees, didn’t you?” Dad asked. 
 
    Shocked, I blurted, “How’d you know that?” I hadn’t meant to sound suspicious, but the question came off like an accusation. 
 
    “Your mother liked genealogy,” he replied slowly, gaze narrowing as he gauged my reaction. I had recovered from the initial surprise and gave him a blank stare. “Lillian traced her line back to before the Great Contamination.” 
 
    “You knew?” I demanded, the anger from earlier rearing up inside of me like a cobra ready to strike. “You knew, and you never told me?” I hissed. 
 
    Dad shook his head, eyes pleading. “It was a fairytale, Erik. A myth. Your mother didn’t believe it and neither do I.” 
 
    I glanced toward the bedroom door. It was open just a crack, but I was careful to keep my voice low so as not to wake Alex. 
 
    “But it’s true,” I said softly, staring directly into my father’s eyes. “The Director’s files include pretty detailed notes documenting my ancestors using powers before the Great Contamination.” I took a deep breath as a question popped into my head. “Is this really the reason you hid me from TOXIC?” 
 
    To my dad’s credit, he didn’t avert his gaze. 
 
    “Your mother and I never believed the stories,” he repeated firmly. “But we also knew there were people out there who wanted children like you, descendants of the originals.” 
 
    “What about Edmond and Evan?” I asked. “They’re both descendants, too, right?” 
 
    Dad looked at me pointedly. “You know the answer to that; you bought their freedom with your own.” 
 
    I shrugged. “So? Director McDonough and his nutty ass wife experimented on kids, do you really think they wouldn’t go back on their word if it benefited them?” 
 
    “Son,” Dad placed a hand on my knee, “your ability is exceedingly rare. Believe me, Danbury wasn’t interested in common talents. He only wanted the exceptional ones. That retrieval team you were on? Did you ever notice they only wanted to ‘retrieve’ children with extraordinary powers?” 
 
    His question caught me off guard. I’d been retrieved, as had Talia and Alex and Beth Larsen. All of us had rare abilities and incredible power. Still, there must have been others with common talents who’d been reported to TOXIC and retrieved. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Talia’s soft voice infiltrated my thoughts. I turned to find her standing behind the sofa where I sat. How long has she been there? Normally I knew the instant she was in the vicinity. 
 
    “Hey,” I replied cautiously. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” she asked. “Kip, Emma, and Alpha are just down the hall. Robo Gentry—not his real name, by the way, it’s just Gentry—made lasagna. Penny, Brand, and Crane were going to come up and eat, too. We all need to talk.” 
 
    It’s because of Emma, I thought, realization dawning. Her talent masked other talents, and she wasn’t great at controlling it. Hopefully that’s why it had felt like Talia was hiding from me all afternoon, instead of her purposely dodging me. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. I could eat,” I replied evenly. “Have you seen Frederick? Did you know he was awake?” 
 
    She nodded, a genuine feeling of warmth washing over her. “I spent some time with him.” 
 
    “Did you know Phi healed him?” I wasn’t trying to start another fight, but Tals stiffened. Her expression went blank. 
 
    “It’s sort of one of the things we need to talk about,” she said evenly. 
 
    “Yeah, definitely,” I agreed. Something told me that the reason I wanted to talk about the healing and the reason she wanted to talk about it were not the same. 
 
    “I’m just going to stretch out on this couch,” Dad interjected. He looked at me. “Let me know if you want to talk more.” 
 
    I nodded at my father and stood to join Talia. We waved goodbye to Dad and made our way to the door. Our friends were gathered in a glorified cafeteria, where Robo Gentry and a droid named Arnold were serving dinner buffet-style. Each wall was a giant wallscreen, though all were turned off. As badly as I wanted to know the global news, I also didn’t want to see the bloodshed in such high resolution and larger than life. I didn’t even look for a control panel to turn them on. 
 
    Emma, Kip, and Alpha already had plates and were seated on cushy sofas. The room was silent except for Ian speaking to Robo Gentry in a low tone. They all looked over when Talia and I entered. 
 
    “Did Alex get to sleep okay?” Ian asked brightly. 
 
    Talia smiled. “Yeah. He’s doing better.” 
 
    “Good. Ah, there is my beautiful niece.” Ian gestured behind us. Penny and Brand joined the group, holding hands and looking as exhausted as I felt. 
 
    “Beautiful is not the word I’d use,” Penny grumbled. 
 
    Honestly, it wasn’t the word I would’ve used either. She looked like the living dead. Only her green eyes were alert, if not a little haunted. Brand pulled her closer and led her past Talia and me. 
 
    No one said much while we filled our plates with layers of meat, cheese, and saucy vegetables. The atmosphere was tense. With Emma there, I had a hard time gauging the source of all that unease. Finally, once I’d devoured three pieces of lasagna without tasting any of it, Ian stood and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Brand, why don’t you start?” 
 
    It felt like I was back in school. Ian was our teacher, and the rest of us were pupils tasked with presenting reports on political alliances or something equally boring. Except, nothing any one had to say that night was boring. 
 
    “We’ve located Henri,” Brand announced without preamble. 
 
    Beside me, Talia perked up. I wasn’t quite as excited. Brand never showed much emotion—unless it was negative and directed toward Talia—but his grim face didn’t inspire confidence. 
 
    “Well, where is he?” Talia demanded. 
 
    Brand rolled his eyes. “Switzerland. There’s a small town at the base of the Alps, called Interlaken. It’s been deserted for some time, and UNITED has been relocating Talents there.” 
 
    He hesitated, and Talia jumped on the opening. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” she pressed. 
 
    “UNITED lost all communication with our agents in the area,” Ian answered gravely. “It seems they might be under attack.” 
 
    “Might be?” I asked. 
 
    “Thanks to your interrogation of the clone,” Brand began, looking between Tals and me, “we evacuated UNITED headquarters in Bern and left only the most essential personnel. They reported there was hovercraft activity in the area. Radar indicates the crafts were headed for Interlaken.” 
 
    “We issued warnings,” Ian continued. “But we have not received any response from agents stationed in the area.” 
 
    “We saved Frederick only to lose Henri?” I snapped. “Unbelievable.” 
 
    “Not so fast, Erik.” Ian sighed heavily. “I don’t believe the Privileged have killed any of the Talents in Interlaken, even the UNITED agents. Yet.” He ran a hand through his thick hair, leaving several strands mussed. “As of right now, Interlaken has the largest concentrated population of Talented in the world.” 
 
    He didn’t spell it out. He didn’t have to, at least not for me. This was what we’d talked about, the reason Ian said we couldn’t fight amongst ourselves. Gretchen hadn’t sent her minions to Interlaken to kill. She’d sent them to recruit. 
 
    “What are you doing about this?” Talia demanded. “I want to—“ 
 
    “No, Natalia,” Ian said firmly. “I won’t risk you. Not like this.” 
 
    “Risk me? Risk me?” Her voice cracked. “Henri is one of my best friends.” 
 
    “And if Gretchen McDonough gets you—“ 
 
    Tals cut Ian off midsentence. “Then at least I would’ve died doing something.” 
 
    She meant it. Like me, my girlfriend wasn’t afraid of death. Instead, she feared what would happen to Alex and everyone she loved if she wasn’t left standing at the end of this war. 
 
    “Dammit, Talia, you don’t get it!” Brand shouted. “Do you ever think of anyone besides yourself? Ian isn’t afraid she’ll kill you. He’s afraid of your powers in the hands of Gretchen McDonough. Do you understand what she could do if you were under her control?” 
 
    “Brand,” Penny said sharply. 
 
    “It’s true. And she needs to realize that. Over and over again, she thinks it’s okay to run headlong into danger. Talia doesn’t seem to understand that she is the real danger.” 
 
    The room was quiet enough to hear the wings of a fly. Brand looked to his boss imploringly. “Ian, say something.” 
 
    Even with Emma so close, I felt Ian’s confliction. It was true that Talia’s powers were too dangerous for our enemies to possess. Yet that wasn’t the entire reason, or even most of the reason, that Ian didn’t want her to go to Switzerland. He was terrified of losing her. He also wasn’t stupid enough to believe he could keep her locked inside his estate forever. Risks and rewards had to be weighed. In this case, he didn’t feel the potential risks were worth the possible rewards. 
 
    “We are sending teams,” Ian said after a long, awkward silence. “I’m sorry, Talia. I won’t authorize you to go on this mission. Brand is right, the risks are too great. Until your name is cleared in Victoria’s murder, even our own people are a danger to you. You’d be more of a distraction than an asset. I am sorry.” 
 
    It was possibly the only thing that could have made Talia back off. Then, in a move that reminded me of something Victoria might’ve pulled, Ian continued. 
 
    “That’s not to say I don’t have a mission for you.” His gaze transferred to me. “Both of you. And a team of your choosing.” 
 
    “New Mexico?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    The smile he offered didn’t reach his eyes. “New Mexico.” 
 
    “When?” Talia demanded. 
 
    Ian actually laughed. “Patience, Natalia. Not today. There’s still intel we need to go over and strategizing to be done. We will get to that after,” he held up a hand to halt her protests, “we discuss Paradis.” 
 
    I wasn’t the only person in that room with a blank stare, though I was in the definitive minority. Only Brand seemed as confused as I was. 
 
    “That weird little island in the middle of nowhere?” Penny asked uncertainly. “Where the mermaids used to sing songs and lure shipmen to their deaths?” 
 
    Obviously, Penny was also confused. Either that, or she needed sleep more any of us realized. To my surprise, my girlfriend didn’t react to Penny’s bizarre statement the way I’d expect. 
 
    “You’ve heard of it?” Talia asked her. 
 
    “Yeah, my mom used to tell me these bedtime stories about that place,” Penny replied. “I thought it was her way of keeping me out of the ocean when I was little. It worked. I was terrified. It’s not real, though. I mean, mermaids aren’t real. And the island is not on any maps.” She laughed, but no one joined in. Penny glanced around uneasily. “What am I missing?” 
 
    Talia surveyed the room, her gaze falling on me last. It was the first time since our fight in the crypto bank that she’d actually looked at me. I sort of wished she hadn’t; the pity in her expression was too much. 
 
    “We figured out the common bond between all the families. Well, besides the fact all they all had powers before the contamination,” she told me. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Penny interrupted. 
 
    Talia ignored the question and pressed on. “They all either lived on Paradis or spent a lot of time there. There’s something about that island, maybe Pelia, too. I don’t really know what, but it seems the lands gave our ancestors their powers.” 
 
    With the help of Kip, Alpha, and Emma, Talia wove the tale of the twin islands. At first, the story seemed nothing more than bizarre fiction. It started to make more sense the longer they all talked. From their combined knowledge, and Kenly and Epsilon’s ongoing research, they’d determined that the nine families represented at the top of the trees had all owned homes on Paradis. 
 
    Most, like Ferdinand Lyons and Jacques Bordeaux, inherited vacation homes on the island from their parents. Those homes had been passed down through generations. It was most likely how Ferdinand Lyons met Marie Bordeaux, since Kenly and Epsilon had yet to find any other way the two might have crossed paths. Brand pointed out that both lived in France and might have attended the same social functions. 
 
    Aside from the Lyons and Bordeaux families, none of the others ever lived remotely near one another in their day-to-day lives. The only connection between them, other than the fact they all seemed to marry one another, was Paradis. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to scrub those links from existence. 
 
    “Kenly is good,” Penny mused. She was reviewing the research that Talia’s mentee had done, which Ian had put up on the wallscreens. “This was buried deep. Whoever erased the data was good, too. Mac really didn’t want information about the island getting out. Why, though? And how did he know about it in the first place?” 
 
    Ian selected a file folder labeled McDonough. 
 
    “Danbury knew because his family vacationed on Paradis as well,” he shared. “That’s how whoever made these observational notes learned, or at least suspected, there was something different about these people.” 
 
    “But none of the McDonoughs were Talented prior to the Contamination,” I pointed out. 
 
    “True,” Tals agreed. “I doubt all the people who ever visited or even lived on Paradis were Talented, though. Not every child born right after the spill was Talented either.” She looked over at Kip and Emma. “Not everyone on Pelia has powers, right? A lot do, but not everyone?” 
 
    “Not everyone,” Kip confirmed. 
 
    Emma’s response was a little less confident. “Not everyone has powers like you guys do,” she corrected her boyfriend. “We are all stronger and healthier than norms, though. Our senses are better. Our reaction times quicker.” 
 
    “Were people on Pelia Talented before the Contamination?” I asked her. 
 
    “Not that I know of.” Again, Emma didn’t seem confident in her answer. 
 
    “There are stories, but not like the tales of Paradis,” Kip told us. “It’s more stuff about people like Andromeda. You know, people who mix up healing potions or teas that let you see into the future. That sort of thing. My dad always said they were just really advanced doctors.” 
 
    From what Talia had told me of Pelia, nothing there could be considered advanced. I still understood what Kip meant. 
 
    Our abilities came from within. They were powered by our blood and our will. Someone who mixed healing potions didn’t need any special abilities, just knowledge of the human body and the plants, minerals, or whatever else went into the concoctions. If there was any truth to these rumors, the inhabitants of Pelia prior to the spill were more like scientists and doctors than Talented. 
 
    “Okay, so there were two islands divided by this Strait of Oppose. Only one had Talents before the Contamination. What does that mean?” Penny asked. 
 
    The subtle but rapid back-and-forth movement of her eyes was a telltale sign that Penny’s brain was processing the information. She was likely forming theories at a rate thousands of times faster than a computer could. No one answered her question, we just waited for Penny to provide insight. 
 
    “If we assume the Great Contamination did create Talents on a global level,” she said finally, “there must’ve been some similar event on or near Paradis before that happened. More contained, though.” Wrinkling her nose and pursing her lips, Penny tipped her head to one side. “It would’ve been much more contained, since Pelia’s residents weren’t affected.” 
 
    Talia’s brow furrowed as she thought it through. “Right, but for visitors who weren’t procreating with Paradis natives, to have children born Talented….” 
 
    She was onto something. I could feel it. Neither of us were able to wrap our minds around the entire scope, and the answer remained just out of reach. 
 
    “You are saying that these people, such as Ferdinand Lyons, did not receive their abilities genetically?” Alpha asked for clarification. 
 
    The Clearwood girl hadn’t said much aside from filling in gaps during Talia’s explanation of Paradis and its bizarre history, and I’d nearly forgotten she was there. How did she even know so much about the island? When I started to ask, one look from Talia silenced my curiosity. The two of them were holding something back. 
 
    Later, I thought. When I finally get Tals alone, I’ll ask her what’s up. 
 
    “Are we sure about that?” Brand wanted to know. “Maybe Jacques and Marie Bordeaux’s parents were Talented.” 
 
    Ian nodded, as though Brand made a fair point. 
 
    “It is possible,” he said. “Kenly and Epsilon can’t find any evidence of that, but perhaps there isn’t any evidence to be found. It doesn’t mean that their ancestors weren’t Talented, just that no one followed them around and observed them.” 
 
    “In my opinion, the island caused their Talents,” Penny announced. 
 
    Given her abilities, the theory was more than a simple belief or guess. It was the most probable scenario given the facts we had. 
 
    “I think so, too,” Talia agreed. “For what it’s worth.” 
 
    She turned to Ian before continuing. “These aren’t the only families who owned property or lived on Paradis. We only have knowledge of the ones Mac knew about and those known to possess powers.” 
 
    “What makes them so special?” I asked, picking up on Talia’s train of thought. “Are they notable because they had powers? Is it their specific powers? Or is it how they came to have those powers?” 
 
    “They were born with abilities,” Penny continued, sitting up a little straighter. 
 
    Even with Emma’s presence dampening my ability to read people, Talia, Penny and I were on the same page. Everyone in the room was looking between the three of us as though hanging on our every word. 
 
    “What are you guys saying?” Kip demanded, too impatient to wait. 
 
    I directed my next words to him. “So, it isn’t these people—Ferdinand, Jacques, Marie—we should be looking at.” 
 
    “No, it’s their parents,” Tals agreed, taking my hand. Her smile was soft and sweet. In that moment, I wanted so much to kiss her. That could wait until later, too. 
 
    I squeezed her hand. “The parents are the ones who were exposed to whatever caused the talents in the children. The McDonoughs were looking in the wrong place.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was well after midnight before the briefing with Crane ended. Though I wanted to dive right into the intel about New Mexico and Nightshade’s mountain facility, I was in the minority. Crane promised we could start early the following morning and sent instructions to those involved with the mission to meet in his study before dawn. I relented, but only because I was craving some alone time with Erik. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” he sent as we exited Crane’s house through a basement passage. 
 
    Penny had tipped me off about a treehouse on the back of the property. It had supposedly been built by none other than Margaret Anne McDonough for her grandson, Daniel. I didn’t plan to tell Erik that part. The details weren’t important and had no bearing on why I chose it. 
 
    Crane’s house was so big that we could’ve found any number of places to be alone, including the bedroom we were sharing. But there were so many people roaming the halls, and I just wanted one hour of uninterrupted time with my boyfriend. 
 
    Is that so much to ask? I wondered. Immediately, I felt guilty and selfish for thinking I deserved quality time with Erik when children like Amberley’s nieces were being held hostage. 
 
    “Should I be nervous?” Erik amended when I didn’t respond to question about our destination. Excited, I was moving quickly up the path. He lengthened his stride to catch up with me. 
 
    When I smiled, even in the darkness, Erik’s superior eyes noticed. 
 
    “You should be very nervous,” I replied, slamming my mental shields down so he couldn’t read the plan from my thoughts. 
 
    “Good nervous or bad nervous?” Erik pressed. 
 
    I darted off the walking path. He followed me through a narrow passage between two trees, down a ravine and into the stream. Icy water swirled around my thighs as I turned and grinned at Erik. 
 
    “Let’s play tag,” I sent. 
 
    “Tals, really? This isn’t the time for games,” he replied, torn between amusement and exasperation. 
 
    Afraid of his reaction, I considered my next words carefully before sending them. He’d freaked on me earlier, and that anger—no, it was fury—still simmered just under the surface. One wrong move, and the powder keg that was my boyfriend might explode. 
 
    “We both need this, Erik. Just an hour. I’ll settle for half that.” I waited for his reaction. When he didn’t protest, I continued. “Let’s blow off some steam. We’re no good to anyone if we’re not focused.” 
 
    My lower extremities were numb from the frigid stream, but I refused to move. From where I stood, I could see Erik still standing on the bank. Silence stretched between us. It felt like eight lifetimes passed as I waited for him to say something. 
 
    “Is it that bad?” he asked finally. 
 
    It took me a minute to understand his meaning. Again, I chose my words with caution. Erik was calm on the surface, and I didn’t want to disrupt those still waters. 
 
    Inhaling deeply, my shoulders sagged. “I just don’t want it to get ‘that bad.’” 
 
    A blur of motion disappeared into a mass of shimmering light. Erik vanished completely. I spun in a circle, my hunter’s training kicking in. 
 
    “Where are you?” I sent. 
 
    “That’s not how tag works,” he said. His response echoed in my ears, as though coming from all around me rather than inside my head. 
 
    That’s just an illusion, I told myself. He agreed before we left, only mental communication on this adventure. 
 
    A whoosh to my right had me throwing punches destined for nothing more than air. Erik’s laughter danced through the trees, filling the quiet night. 
 
    “Come and get me, Tals,” he taunted. 
 
    Again, the words pierced the darkness and engulfed me. Kicking up a spray of chilly water, I wrapped it around myself like a shield. I morphed into a small black bird and dove into the stream to wash away my scent. 
 
    The air beneath my wings ruffled my wet feathers. It was liberating, a feeling of freedom I desperately needed. As I flew through the trees at dizzying speeds, it felt like each droplet of water I sprayed was a problem being whisked away. That feeling wouldn’t last, so I reveled in it. 
 
    Relying on my heightened senses, I followed Erik. He zoomed between trees, looped branches, and alternated between deep dives and hairpin turns. Though he was much faster, I was sneakier and better acquainted with the layout of the property. Plus, I knew Erik. 
 
    By unspoken agreement, neither of us left the cover of the woods. It was simply a precaution, in case one of the soldiers patrolling the estate’s perimeter               got trigger happy. The guards knew we were out there; Crane had told them to prevent a friendly-fire incident. That still didn’t mean two highly intelligent ravens might not draw suspicion and create a shoot-first-ask-questions-later scenario. Our boundary restrictions made it easy to anticipate Erik’s path, and I quickly gave up following him in favor of cutting him off. 
 
    Only one problem remained: he was invisible. 
 
    Only a shift in the wind and a gust that swept through the trees alerted me to his scent. He wasn’t moving, I realized. Erik was perched on a tree branch, watching me fly in circles as I tried to locate him. I heard the whoosh of air a millisecond before a yank on my tailfeathers sent me tumbling backwards. 
 
    “That’s cheating!” I cried. 
 
    Erik cawed nearby. I righted myself and darted toward the sound. Laughter filled my head. Big mistake, buddy, I thought. 
 
    Minds were easy for me to track, and his was the easiest of all. Erik had chosen a different tree. Once again, he was watching me chase nothing. I played along a little longer, allowing him time to get comfortable and let his guard down. Abruptly, I changed directions. Flipping backward midflight, Erik was caught by surprise when I snapped his perch with my mind. 
 
    His yelp was entirely human as he plummeted to the forest floor. Using telekinesis, I slowed his descent and landed beside him on bare feet. 
 
    I tapped him on top of the head. “I win,” I said softly. 
 
    Erik grabbed my hand and pulled me down into the dirt and leaves. His lips found mine in the first moment of true harmony we’d experienced all day. 
 
    “I’m sorry about earlier,” I sent. His hands ran up and down my sides. 
 
    “Me, too. I overreacted.” 
 
    His mind wasn’t really on our fight, and he barely knew what we were talking about. I let it go. There wasn’t really anything left to say. Promising I wouldn’t read his thoughts without permission would’ve been a lie. We both knew I was too curious to exercise such restraint. 
 
    I also wanted this time to be about us. There was still a lot to discuss, most of it touchy subjects that were going to set off one or both of us. Instead, for those few minutes, I only thought about the way his hands felt on my body. The way Erik always took his time, even when we were both desperate to lose ourselves in one another. 
 
    When Erik’s mouth moved to my neck, I pulled back slightly and wiggled out of his grip. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing. We’re just sort of out in the open. Come on, follow me.” 
 
    I morphed, knowing he’d follow. Never one to disappoint, Erik was on my tail immediately. The treehouse wasn’t far. We flew in through one of the open windows instead of climbing the ladder. There wasn’t a bed or any other furniture, but blankets and pillows were spread across the wooden floorboards that had stood the test of time. Vanilla scented candles and red roses were scattered throughout, and I tried not to think about the reason Penny kept the treehouse decorated like a romantic hideaway. 
 
    Despite the late hour and exhausting few days, there was nothing lazy about our one-on-one time in the treehouse. If anything, it seemed we both understood how dangerous the mission to New Mexico would prove. After that, the inevitable battles with Gretchen and her army of Privileged. We both considered that every chance to be alone could be our last, and both knew how precious our time was together. 
 
    How many will die before this ends? 
 
    “We’re alive now, Tals.” Erik’s fingers trailed up and down my spine. Laying on his chest, I stared down into his beautiful, calm face. 
 
    “I know.” I leaned down and kissed him lightly. “But for how long?” The words were murmured against his lips. 
 
    Erik smiled wryly. “Tomorrow isn’t the day you die. Me neither.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked, feigning suspicion. “Been talking to Epsilon?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “I’d rather not know if he’s seen our deaths. I know because I just do. Our story doesn’t end on some mountain in New Mexico. It doesn’t end on a mission or in some obscure fight with norms.” 
 
    The whispered promises were dangerous to make. They were even more dangerous to believe. 
 
    “How does our story end?” I asked softly. 
 
    Erik’s turquoise eyes sparkled. “Probably in a totally random cooking incident where you set fire to our house.” 
 
    I laughed. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    “You’re good at a lot of things, Tals. Cooking and minding your own business aren’t two of them.” 
 
    It was meant to be a joke, but I didn’t find it funny. Not after earlier, where failing to mind my own business had nearly sent Erik over the edge. 
 
    “I am sorry,” I said again. 
 
    “I know.” He squeezed me tightly. “So am I.” 
 
    The silence that followed was comfortable and held none of the tension that had been building between us. It couldn’t last forever. It wouldn’t last forever. Before Dr. Patel found a cure, Erik and I would probably have fights that were even more explosive. We both knew that. I just prayed there was a time for us after the doctor figured out how to reverse created talents. The fights would likely be just as bad—we were both passionate—just not as likely to cause Erik to lose his mind. That was all I wanted—a time when Erik and I could fight over normal stuff like my atrocious domestic skills. 
 
    “So…,” Erik started, twirling a piece of my hair around his pointer finger. “Want to tell me what secret you and Alpha are hiding?” 
 
    It was only a matter of time before he asked, I thought with a sigh. My thoughts of mundane bliss dissipated. 
 
    The “secret “was one of the reasons I’d wanted to talk to him alone. It took me several long minutes to choose my opening words. Once I started talking, I couldn’t stop. Alpha’s claim that she and Phi were descended from Ferdinand Lyons didn’t bother me that much, even though it raised questions that might remained unanswered forever. Even if we captured Gretchen and took her into custody, she was never going to tell us everything. 
 
    She’s never going to let you capture her, either, I thought. 
 
    The only way to end this was to kill Gretchen McDonough. I had no problem having her blood on my hands. 
 
    Alex. The doubt brought an image of the angelic little boy skirting through my mind. Could I kill the only relative he had left? 
 
    She isn’t, though. I assured myself. Emma and Alex are related. In fact, through distant and tenuous connections, we were all sort of related. The intermarrying between the nine families was pretty crazy, like a cult keeping its bloodlines contained within the group. 
 
    “You think that’s why Phi can heal?” Erik asked after I finished conveying what Alpha had told me. 
 
    “Yeah, I do. I think there are probably other healers in his family, whether he knows it or not.” 
 
    “Do you think Gretchen knew what his talent was when she took him to Clearwood?” 
 
    It was one of the few questions I had an answer for. 
 
    “Definitely,” I said, nodding. “He’s so strong. The testing would’ve identified him easily. Though, I doubt she had any clue about his familial roots. None of Mac’s files indicate that Ferdinand had a mistress. Even if he did, there would’ve been a record if she and her child escaped Paradis before it was destroyed.” 
 
    “Yet, you believe Alpha?” Erik asked. 
 
    “Why? Don’t you?” I countered. 
 
    Erik considered the question. “I do, actually. The connection would explain why they’re both so deferential to you. You should have heard Phi when I asked why he healed Frederick and Bryn.” 
 
    I sat up. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He did it just because it was what you wanted. Tals, the kid sounded like he would do anything for you.” Erik shook his head in amazement. “He basically worships you.” 
 
    “Worships me?” I raised both eyebrows and gave him a doubtful look. “That’s a little intense, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Phi is more than a little intense,” Erik answered. 
 
    “I doubt it has anything to do our common relative,” I said, my forehead wrinkling. “That connection is in the distant past. It’s probably just….” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to finish the sentence. Was it just that Phi looked up to me? Maybe Phi and Alpha admired me because I’d stood up to Mac? Maybe…. 
 
    Erik held up his hand, and I threaded my fingers with his. He pulled me close again and kissed me softly. 
 
    “I think we need to have another talk with Alpha,” he murmured after several minutes. “There’s something—something besides the fact you are related—that she’s holding back.” 
 
    “Yeah? And you think if I ask her nicely, she’ll spill her guts?” I teased. “Or you’re suggesting we interrogate her? Dive into her mind and rip the answers from her head?” 
 
    His mouth moved over to my collarbone, his lips just below my ear. Erik’s breath on the sensitive skin sent a pleasant shiver through me. 
 
    “If she’s anything like her brother,” he whispered. “Alpha will say and do anything you want.” 
 
    It was a dangerous power to have over another. Particularly without even trying. Thinking of Brand’s comment about my talents in Gretchen’s control, I hated to admit that he’d made a good point. More than that, I hated that she sort of already had my abilities because she had my blood. 
 
    Finally, I understood why she really needed me. Not just because her supply of my genetic material was likely dwindling. Gretchen needed someone to wield my powers. Having the ability to do something and actually doing it were very different things. Gracia was proof of that. In theory, she was genetically superior to me. But what good was the talent and all that power when she didn’t know how to use or control it? Gretchen could inject as many people as she liked with my talent signature, and she’d still never find someone as proficient at manipulation. 
 
    How does she plan to get me to go along her power trip? I wondered. 
 
    Gretchen McDonough was playing the long game. She had a plan. She’d also have a plan B. Hell, she probably had an entire alphabet of them. Somehow, we just needed to stay one step ahead of her. Trouble was, I had a horrible feeling we were already ten steps behind. 
 
    Instead of falling further into analysis mode, I let the thoughts be overcome by the feeling of Erik’s bare skin against mine. If this was the last time I would ever be with him, I wanted to fully experience every moment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Talia and I stayed in the treehouse that night. She slept. Mostly, I watched her sleeping. My newfound insomnia could’ve been a result of the world going to hell or my mind descending into madness, it was impossible to pinpoint. 
 
    I thought a lot about my mother’s family, both her ancestors and descendants. My family, I realized. My mother, Lillian Aris, had been part of the Delmore line. She was a descendant of Rudolph Delmore and Crystal Karmine, whose daughter Millie married Jordan Aris. None of the names in the older generations were familiar, though I thought Crystal Karmine might be part of the Karmine Pharmaceutical dynasty. 
 
    Are there a bunch of relatives out there that I never knew existed? 
 
    Did it matter? Not really. I had family. A father, two brothers, and Talia. Alex, too, sort of. Still, maybe finding my mother’s relatives would bring me closer to her memory. It was often hard to think about my mother. She’d died because of me. Had Danbury McDonough known who I was when he’d sent his retrieval team after me? That I was a mimic? Did he know who my mother was? 
 
    With the sky still blanketed in stars, I woke Talia and we flew back to the house. We dressed quietly. Talia was still groggy from sleep, and I was still hung up on thoughts of my mother. By the time we reached Ian’s study, everyone else involved with the mission was already waiting, including Michael Tanaka. His hologram was there, anyway. 
 
    “You’re late, kid,” Miles called over the rim of his coffee mug. 
 
    Talia scoffed. “No way. We have,” she searched the room for a clock, eyes finally landing on an antique monstrosity in the corner, “two minutes.” 
 
    Brand glared as he walked by on the way to the coffee bar Robo Gentry had set up. “Too busy sleeping in while the rest of us were here double-checking intel so you don’t die on your mission?” he sneered. 
 
    “Brand,” Ian warned. He didn’t look up from his desk. 
 
    My girlfriend’s smile was so wide that I wondered if her cheeks hurt from the effort. “Actually, I was busy defiling your love nest. But thanks for asking.” 
 
    All the color drained from Brand’s face. Miles spit hot coffee all over Janelle Longpre, who’d arrived at the palace to join our mission while Tals and I were away. Ian looked up and raised an eyebrow. It was hard to say who was most embarrassed in that moment: Brand, Ian, or Penny. 
 
    “Is that why you spend so much time out there, Penelope?” Ian asked. 
 
    The question had tumbled from his mouth without thinking. Penny’s hand was frozen in midair, a piece of toast clutched between her fingers. 
 
    “No. Don’t answer that.” Ian shook his head vehemently. “Let’s just get started.” 
 
    The briefing last over three hours. It wasn’t that long yet felt like forever. Of those in attendance, only Talia, Miles, Janelle, Brand, and I were going to New Mexico. Talia and I had chosen the team from the limited group of individuals who were both trusted by Ian and uninjured. It was a small pool of candidates, but I was mostly happy with the team. 
 
    Brand, though one of my girlfriend’s least favorite people, would do anything to keep her alive and out of enemy hands. Plus, Perception Manipulators were always handy on a covert mission. Miles was the best pilot I knew and someone I trusted implicitly. Janelle had been Talia’s choice, which wasn’t unexpected. She’d been with Ian and the Coalition for a long time and fought TOXIC alongside us. 
 
    We’d all agreed it wasn’t a great idea for Penny to go out on a mission so soon after one of her episodes. Reluctantly, she agreed to run comms from the estate. Epsilon and Kenly would assist her, since both planned to live in the crypto bank until they finished decrypting all of Danbury McDonough’s files. Despite how helpful they’d been in the fight against Sons of After, enlisting any of the Clearwood children for the actual mission wasn’t an option. No one argued against the decision, though it was clear Alpha would’ve liked to go. 
 
    “It’s best for you to stay here,” Talia told her. “Your brother, Alex, even Crane—they all need protection.” 
 
    Alpha didn’t protest or complain. She also didn’t mention the fact Crane had a houseful of soldiers and UNITED agents at his beck and call. Instead, Alpha nodded. 
 
    “Of course,” she agreed. “Whatever you believe is best.” 
 
    There wasn’t any sarcasm in her answer. She didn’t even use a snarky tone. 
 
    “Are you sure that you guys are related?” I asked my girlfriend. 
 
    Across the room, Penny laughed. “Yeah, Talia. She’s far more obedient than you are. Maybe we picked the wrong family member to be friends with.” 
 
    “I hugely dislike the two of you ganging up on me,” Tals sent, the corner of her lips twitching. 
 
    The only point of contention with our mission plan came when Kip asked to go. It was almost a demand, surprising all of us. 
 
    “You know I’d be an asset,” he pointed out. 
 
    It was true; a Teleporter was always an asset. At least, it had seemed to be in my short acquaintance with the one and only Teleporter I’d ever met. When it came down to it, Kip really had just as much right as any of us to go after Nightshade. After all, the organization was helping Gretchen hunt him. 
 
    “You’re a child,” Talia said flatly. “You’re not going.” 
 
    “We’re like the same age,” Kip replied. 
 
    My girlfriend glanced at me, and I shrugged. “He’s got you there.” 
 
    “It’s different,” she insisted. Talia crossed her arms over her chest defensively. “We’re different.” 
 
    “How so?” Kip demanded. 
 
    Even Ian—who knew better than most that Talia had never really been a child—looked interested in the reasoning she’d come up with. 
 
    “For one, I’m a trained assassin,” my girlfriend sputtered. She couldn’t seem to find anything else to say, and there was no number two reason to follow up the first. 
 
    “This is a rescue, not a hit,” Kip argued stubbornly. 
 
    Talia sighed and turned to me. A moment too late, she realized I wasn’t on her side. “Really? You think it’s a good idea to bring an untrained civilian on a risky mission?” 
 
    “He’s a Teleporter, Tals,” I said. Honestly, it was that simple for me. “I vote that he comes with us.” 
 
    “No.” Talia shook her head. “We aren’t voting. He’s my responsibility, and I say no.” 
 
    “I agree with Talia,” Brand interjected. “The kid has no training. Teleportation won’t help him in an ambush.” 
 
    “It would help him,” Janelle pointed out. “Just not the rest of us.” 
 
    Everyone turned to Miles for his input. Even Talia, despite her insistence that this wasn’t a democracy. 
 
    “Look,” Miles began, turning to face Kip. “You seem like a nice kid. No offense, but my issue is that we don’t know if we can truly trust you. The rest of us,” he made a circle with his finger meant to encompass everyone else in the study, “we’ve been through it together. All I know about you is that you’re from some island where Little Miss Jailbird crash-landed.” 
 
    “Do you trust him?” I asked Talia aloud. 
 
    My girlfriend rolled her eyes and scowled at me. “That’s not my issue.” 
 
    “Do you trust Kip?” I repeated. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, her tone annoyed. “Okay? I do trust him. I still don’t think he should come to New Mexico.” 
 
    I turned to Kip. “Can you fight?” 
 
    “Every male on Pelia is taught survival skills,” he replied, sounding more than a little offended. 
 
    Kip’s reaction was nothing compared to Emma’s. She’d been silent the entire briefing, more interested in listening to the conversation than contributing. That ended with her boyfriend’s comment. Emma smacked Kip on the arm hard enough that he winced. With a Talia-worthy glare, she focused on him so intently that even I would’ve backed away. 
 
    “Every male?” she demanded. “I’m sorry, were there no girls in your classes? Because I was one of twelve females in mine.” Emma straightened her back and squared him with a piercing gaze to drive the point home. “I might not be able to kill a man with my bare hands, but I’m not helpless.” 
 
    Kip’s expression was like a frightened deer. He glanced around the study as if seeking support. Or an exit. It could’ve been either. Unfortunately, he made the mistake of looking at Tals first. Her violet eyes were narrowed. Still, Talia was more teasing than angry when she challenged him. 
 
    “Does Pelia not believe girls are worth training? Or is that just you?” Only a few of us, the ones closest to Talia, would’ve caught the amusement dancing in her expression. 
 
    When Kip turned to me, no blood remained in his face. 
 
    “Sorry, man,” I said, holding up my hands. “Talia is the kill-a-man-with-her-bare-hands type. You’re on your own.” 
 
    “I was just saying that I can fight,” Kip stammered, glancing between Emma and Talia. “So can Em.” 
 
    “No.” Four voices spoke in unison, one of them mine. 
 
    “Emma isn’t going,” I added, in case our chorus wasn’t clear.  
 
    “Why not?” Emma asked. The question wasn’t directed to anyone in particular. 
 
    Unlike Kip, Emma didn’t actually want to go to New Mexico. She only asked because everyone was against the idea. 
 
    “You’re definitely too young,” Tals told her. Though her voice was firm, Talia’s voice wasn’t unkind. 
 
    “Your talents would be more useful here,” I added. “No one’s going to attack the estate unless they think Ian’s here. With you around, no one will ever know since his signature will be hidden.” 
 
    Strictly speaking, it wasn’t entirely the truth. The sheer size of the estate made it impossible for Emma to block the whole place at all times. The energy required for that would drain her too quickly. But Emma could stay close to him and concentrate her power, so it wasn’t entirely a placating statement. Though, I wasn’t so sure about the second part of that equation. Emma was so new to actively using her abilities, I wasn’t sure how adept she’d be at using them purposefully. 
 
    “I want to help,” she answered, her expression brightening. Emma nodded enthusiastically, relieved I’d given her way to assist without thrusting herself in the line of fire. 
 
    Ian smiled at her indulgently, though the shrewd gleam in his eye suggested that he really did believe she could be useful. 
 
    “I could really use a girl with your talents,” he added. 
 
    “So, it’s settled?” I caught Talia’s eye. 
 
    She sighed dramatically. Then, to everyone’s surprise, my girlfriend’s gaze landed on the person whose opinion she valued least. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked Brand. 
 
    Penny’s boyfriend focused on Kip and mulled it over. 
 
    “You will follow orders,” he said finally. “My orders. Talia might be the loudest and the bossiest, but I am in charge.” 
 
    “Um, that wasn’t the deal,” Talia retorted. She shot Ian an intense glare—the one she only used when she desperately wanted to compel someone but knew she really shouldn’t. “You said it was my mission.” 
 
    “I said I had a mission for you, not that it was yours,” he replied calmly. “This isn’t up for a discussion or a vote. Brand will lead the mission. He’s the most familiar with the intel and the least…” Ian squinted as he wracked his brain for the right words “…emotionally motivated.” 
 
    My snort quickly morphed into a cough. Penny shot an icy glare my way. It sounded to me like Ian was calling his protégé heartless, but Brand clearly thought it was a compliment. 
 
    Flashing Talia a triumphant grin, he returned to Kip and his lecture. “As I was saying, you follow my orders. No questions. No talking back. No opinions of your own. Do you understand?” 
 
    Kip nodded jerkily. 
 
    “Then you can come,” Brand said. “We leave at nine.” 
 
    The meeting broke up after that. Penny left for the crypto bank to join Epsilon and Kenly. Kip and Emma wandered toward their rooms. Brand, Miles, and Janelle stayed with Ian for his morning briefings from various senators and military leaders. Tanaka, who’d shared intel during our meeting but stayed out of the bickering, returned to overseeing evacuations throughout Asia. 
 
    “I want to have breakfast with Alex,” Tals announced as we left the study together. 
 
    “Want to talk to Alpha first?” I nodded toward the Clearwood girl walking up ahead of us beside Penny. “She’s right there.” 
 
    Talia sighed. “Yeah. Guess we better.” 
 
    Alpha overheard and turned. She gave us a shy smile. 
 
    “Would you mind if we spoke upstairs, maybe in the same room where we met with President Crane last night?” she asked. “I would prefer to let the others rest, unless you need them as well?” 
 
    Personally, I thought talking to all the Clearwood children at once was more efficient. They hadn’t so much lied before as skirted the truth. In fairness, we’d never asked the nature of their abilities. I’d just assumed none of them were born Talented. In Phi’s case, at least, that was incorrect. 
 
    Before I could weigh in, Talia answered. “Just the three of us is good.” 
 
    We relocated upstairs. When Talia sat on a sofa, I chose an armchair. I didn’t want Alpha to feel like we were ganging up on her. The Clearwood girl looked uncertainly between me and my girlfriend. Tals gestured to the opposite end of the couch and Alpha hurried to sit. Folding her hands in her lap, she gazed at them. 
 
    Proving he was as competent as advertised, Robo Gentry appeared with coffee, tea, and muffins and set them on the table in the center of our sitting area. 
 
    “Perhaps I might suggest—“ 
 
    “No, thank you,” Talia interrupted. “This is great, it’s all we need.” 
 
    “He’s everywhere at once and always knows things,” Tals sent. She shivered, like the droid gave her the chills. 
 
    Alpha chuckled softly as Robo Gentry bowed and exited the room. Talia and I exchanged glances, passing an unspoken agreement to avoid side conversations during our talk with Alpha. The girl was mentally tuned in. I wasn’t sure if was because her abilities were so strong or because she couldn’t entirely control them. Or both. Most likely both. 
 
    “You want to know about the Clearwood Institute,” Alpha guessed, twisting her hands in her lap. “Where would you like me to begin?” 
 
    “Let’s start with how you ended up at the institute,” I answered. 
 
    “Of course.” Alpha nodded. “I was born Talented.” She started to reach for the china teapot but changed her mind at the last second. With a deep breath, she continued. “I am a Telekinetic naturally. At five, I reported for testing and was declared Talented. That was eleven years ago.” 
 
    “Did you come to the McDonough School originally?” Talia asked. Alpha reached again for the tray, this time eyeing the muffins hungrily. And again, she let her hand fall before taking anything. 
 
    Alpha looked first to Talia and then to me. “No, I was taken directly to the Clearwood Institute on Collection Day. They told me that my talent was too weak to be cultivated normally, but I had been selected for enhancement. I became a test subject,” she stated flatly. 
 
    Her emotions were even, detached. As though she’d learned to distance herself from all she’d been through. Alpha’s stomach grumbled. 
 
    “You should eat,” Talia insisted, pushing the tray toward Alpha. 
 
    “Thank you.” Snatching an apple muffin, she devoured it in three bites and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “I apologize. The month on our own was very difficult.” 
 
    “You’re getting enough to eat here, right? I can ask the droid to make something else if you’re still hungry,” Talia offered. 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    So polite. I thought. So…obedient. 
 
    “Do you know how many kids were in your…year?” Talia asked, striving for a delicate way to word the question. 
 
    “Twelve, including Epsilon and myself,” Alpha replied. “But the Clearwood Institute was not the only facility of its kind in the United States. It was the first, though.” 
 
    “Of the twelve of you, how many are still alive?” I asked. 
 
    “Erik,” Talia snapped. She shook her head, annoyed. 
 
    “It is okay.” Alpha forced a small smile. “Only Epsilon and I survived our first year. Statistically, we were told that only one of us would complete the program and become Privileged.” 
 
    Her answer was not unexpected. Still, it made my temper flare. The nerve of the McDonoughs was astounding. What made them they think they had the right? 
 
    Across from me, Tals’ desire for Gretchen’s blood was so strong that I had to erect a solid barrier to keep her thoughts and emotions from influencing mine. I couldn’t handle any additional rage at the moment. 
 
    “You were given additional talents at the Institute?” I managed to ask. 
 
    “Eventually, yes. In my first year, I was given injections to enhance my telekinetic abilities.” Blood rushed to Alpha’s cheeks, and she stared down at the empty muffin wrapper. “I became extremely capable, able to move large and heavy objects easily. Every day, I spent hours practicing. The doctors monitored and regulated my meals, vitamins, and exercise.” 
 
    “When did you start receiving additional talents?” Talia asked. Leaning forward, she hung on every detail of Alpha’s story. 
 
    Alpha didn’t hesitate or need to think about the response. “Eighteen months after my arrival. I received the ability to morph, as well. My advanced telekinetic abilities did not remain on their own and neither did the morphing talents. I was given regular injections to continually boost my power.” 
 
    She chose her words carefully, and I didn’t need to read her mind to know why. The scars on Alpha’s body that she kept hidden were the result of the methods the Clearwood Institute had used to assess the full strength of her abilities. In short, she’d been tortured to determine the maximum range of her talents. 
 
    I knew exactly what that felt like. 
 
    While I still had my reservations about the Clearwood children—whenever the McDonoughs were involved, I never ruled out the possibility of a trap—Alpha had been through enough. I wouldn’t ask her to relive the horrors. 
 
    “How many abilities do you have?” I asked her instead. 
 
    “Eight, technically. Only five that I am able to use with any proficiency.” 
 
    Talia started counting on her fingers. “Telepathy, telekinesis, morphing…what am I missing?” 
 
    “Light manipulation and perception manipulation.” Alpha shrugged sheepishly. “I was never able to do much with electrical manipulation or true mind manipulation. Though I do not possess any Higher Reasoning abilities, I have a high IQ and a lot of training with computers.” She swallowed hard and averted her gaze. “Despite being given my brother’s blood, I have never been able to heal another.” 
 
    Another? Does that mean…? 
 
    “Can you heal yourself?” I asked in amazement. 
 
    “To an extent, yes,” she admitted. “Cuts and scrapes mend almost instantly. Broken bones take a few days to fully repair themselves. My body is able to fight off any pathogen introduced to my environment, though some take longer than others to eradicate.” 
 
    Talia’s lips parted, and she started to ask for more details. I shook my head vehemently. “Let it go,” I sent. 
 
    Alpha could hear my mental command to my girlfriend but pretended otherwise. Still, she sent a wave of gratitude my way. 
 
    “Was Epsilon born Talented, as well?” I asked, shifting the focus of the conversation. 
 
    “Yes, a Morpher,” Alpha confirmed. “His path to Clearwood is similar to my story. They’d tell us we weren’t supposed to discuss life before the Institute, but we all did. Epsilon is naturally a gifted Morpher, but they chose him for Clearwood over the McDonough School because morphing is such a common ability. Now, his strongest talent is future gazing.” 
 
    I felt a trickle of deception. Alpha wasn’t lying, she just wasn’t telling the entire truth. 
 
    “He’s not a normal future gazer, is he?” Talia guessed. 
 
    “No, not exactly. Epsilon can see a multitude of outcomes given a set of circumstances,” Alpha explained, sounding as though she was leading a class. “If the circumstances change drastically, he will see the new potential futures as well.” 
 
    I didn’t want to ask too many questions about that ability; Alpha might tell us something that might inadvertently influence a future decision, and we didn’t need the additional complication. 
 
    “The twins and Zeta? Do they have natural talents?” Talia asked, also avoiding talk of the future and whatever Epsilon may or may not have seen in his mental crystal ball. 
 
    Alpha hesitated momentarily. “All three were informed they’re Talented, but only after the results of their blood tests were known. Like Epsilon and I, they were given boosters in their first year at Clearwood to enhance their talents. Unlike the two of us, none of them exhibited any abilities beforehand.” 
 
    That only left one. 
 
    “And Phi? I know you told me that he was born with the power to heal. Was he always as strong as he is now?” I asked. 
 
    Talia and I had both taken for granted that Phi was naturally an extraordinarily powerful Talent. After hearing about the repeated boosters, I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “Yes,” Alpha said. “Always.” 
 
    Again, there was that trickle of deception. Maybe if I hadn’t been so tired, I might’ve realized the reason sooner. The math didn’t add up. 
 
    “Wait. How old is Phi?” Talia asked. 
 
    Alpha laughed a little uneasily. “Ten. To answer your real question, I never met my brother before he was brought to the Clearwood Institute.” 
 
    “Which was when?” I asked. 
 
    “Last year. After I was taken, I wasn’t allowed contact with our family. My parents worried the same would happen to Phi, so they hid him successfully for years. He was reported when he healed a child who was badly injured in a fire.” 
 
    “I have one more question,” I began. 
 
    Between waking up early for the briefing and reliving painful memories, Alpha was exhausted. Though I didn’t want to keep pressing her for information, I wanted confirmation one way or another about a theory. It had been forming in my mind ever since Alpha told us that Phi’s blood gave her the ability to heal herself. 
 
    Talia beat me to the punch. “Gretchen didn’t leave you behind, did she?” 
 
    “No, we ran away,” Alpha admitted. “I do apologize for lying. I only want to protect my brother.” 
 
    “Protect him from what, exactly?” I asked, confident I knew the answer. 
 
    “By experimenting on me, those at Clearwood realized that my brother’s blood could be used to create soldiers who could survive bullets, exposure to chemical and biological weapons. They’d be able to fight through just about any injury.” Sucking in a deep breath, Alpha glanced from Talia to me. “Not only was Phi in danger, but the Privileged army would have been unstoppable.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex and Mr. Kelley joined Erik and I not long after Alpha left to spend time with Phi and the Clearwood children. Robo Gentry brought us a larger assortment of muffins, along with several egg dishes and pitchers of juices. At some point, Erik fell asleep on a couch. I considered letting Alex draw on him but decided against it. We didn’t need my boyfriend in a bad mood for the mission to New Mexico. 
 
    After we ate, I took Alex to visit Frederick. Erik was still sleeping, with strict instructions to Robo Gentry that he wasn’t to be disturbed. Mr. Kelley followed us into the hallway. 
 
    “Want to come with us?” I asked him. 
 
    “I have some things I want to check on,” he replied. “You two go ahead.” 
 
    Frederick was awake when we got to his room. Alex wiggled free from my arms and ran to the bed. Planting his hands, the little boy launched himself over the railing on the side. 
 
    “Be careful,” I called. “Not too rough.” 
 
    He curled up beside Frederick and propped his head on his hand. 
 
    “Henri is hiding,” Alex whispered. 
 
    My blood ran cold. The smile on Frederick’s face evaporated. His brown eyes peered at me over the top of Alex’s blond hair. I hurried over to join them. Placing a hand on Alex’s back, I fought to keep my voice even. 
 
    “Have you seen Henri?” 
 
    Alex nodded enthusiastically. My heart pounded, and Frederick sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    “When did you see him?” 
 
    He shrugged. “When I woke up.” 
 
    “Can you still see him now?” Frederick asked. 
 
    Alex closed his eyes and scrunched his face. 
 
    Deep breaths, I thought. The advice was for me as much as it was for Frederick. 
 
    “Henri’s still hiding,” Alex announced after a moment. 
 
    Though I felt bad about asking a child for a favor, I did it anyway. 
 
    “Can you draw a picture of him right now, Alex?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Using a house comm, I called Crane and asked for paper and pencils to be brought to Frederick’s room. He and Brand arrived five minutes later with the art supplies. Alex laid on his stomach on the carpet and started sketching. Crane, Brand, and I huddled around Frederick’s bed to watch. 
 
    “If nothing else, this means he’s alive,” Crane told Frederick in a low voice. Henri’s boyfriend looked like he’d swallowed razorblades. 
 
    “We’ll find him,” I added, sounding far more confident than I felt. 
 
    Even with Alex’s drawing, there was no guarantee we’d located our lost teammate. If Henri was hiding, the picture really might just be a dark space somewhere. 
 
    “We just talked to the agents in charge of the rescue in Interlaken,” Brand said softly. “An army of Privileged has taken the town. Aside from the initial attack, only a small number were injured.  As far as we know, no one is seriously hurt.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” I demanded. Belatedly, I realized how that sounded. “I just mean, shouldn’t there have been a fight? Didn’t the UNITED agents try to stop the takeover?” 
 
    “The ones who were there did fight back, but there were only a few. They’re the same few who were harmed,” Crane replied warily. “Intel suggests the Privileged are holding them separately in an old jail outside of downtown. Right now, we don’t know what Gretchen has planned for them.” 
 
    “What about the evacuees?” I asked. “Are they locked up too?” 
 
    “From what we understand, they’ve only detained the troublemakers,” Crane said. “The Privileged have set up a perimeter. As long as people stay within the confines, they’re allowed to wander freely within Interlaken.” 
 
    “Gretchen’s demonstrating how wonderful and misunderstood her people are,” I grumbled. Thinking of her husband’s tactics, I tried to anticipate the Privileged’s next move. “She’s just buttering them up. The brainwashing will go down better that way. She won’t do anything horrible to the agents until she has won over the evacuees. If she can’t win them over, she’ll use the agents to scare the rest into following her.” 
 
    It wasn’t any great revelation; we were all thinking this was her grand plan in Switzerland. It wasn’t a terrible plan, either. If I were going to take over the world, I might have used similar tactics.  
 
    Except, you wouldn’t need any convoluted schemes, I thought. 
 
    Brand’s warning about the dangers of my powers in Gretchen’s hands came back. I couldn’t let myself be caught in New Mexico. Maybe it was best that Brand would be in charge. He was the only one cold enough to do what might be necessary to keep my talents from our enemies. 
 
    “Where were all the other agents?” Frederick’s question interrupted my morbid thoughts. 
 
    “Transporting evacuees to Interlaken,” Crane replied. “The ports are overrun with groups like Sons of After, and our resources were already stretched thin. The majority of those stationed in the area were busy keeping order or transporting people safely when the Privileged attacked.” 
 
    “It seems that the timing was deliberate,” Brand added. “We believe Gretchen McDonough only sent a small portion of her army to Interlaken. They struck when UNITED’s numbers were lowest.” 
 
    “She would have wanted as little resistance as possible and few casualties.” Crane’s dark gaze landed on me. “Just like you were saying. She wouldn’t want to turn the evacuees against the Privileged from the start by killing the agents. She may need them as leverage later.” 
 
    “Done!” Alex announced. 
 
    Scrambling to a sitting position, he held up his drawing. Brand was closest. His gaze raked Alex’s work, expression unreadable. When Brand turned the picture around so the rest of us could see it, my hopeful mood deflated a little. Henri wasn’t hiding in a dark room, but the image wasn’t much more helpful that. He was somewhere like a canyon or ravine with water rushing over rocks and no distinctive landmarks. 
 
    “You did great, sweetie,” I told Alex. He toddled over to me and held up his arms. After picking him up, I settled Alex on the bed beside Frederick and then turned to Crane. 
 
    “Is there a chance…?” I asked, leaving the end of the question unspoken so Alex wouldn’t think his drawing was unhelpful. 
 
    “Interlaken has two mountains nearby, this could be any number of places,” Brand said. His voice trailed off at the end, as if there was something more he might say. 
 
    My hope flickered. Contrary to his words, Brand was optimistic. I jumped on his moment of hesitation. 
 
    “But?” I prompted. 
 
    Brand blew out a breath. “But UNITED scouted the area pretty thoroughly over the last month. We were looking for ghost towns to relocate Talented in case the treaty failed.” 
 
    I smiled. “Sounds like Victoria. Prepare for every potential outcome.” 
 
    Brand looked at Frederick. “I don’t want to get your hopes up, but I’ll show Alex’s sketch to the agents who were involved with the scouting. One of them might recognize something.” 
 
    Placing my hand over Frederick’s, I squeezed and nodded encouragingly. “Henri’s alive and safe. We’ll find him.” 
 
    Brand and Crane left to go meet with more important political people. I offered to stay with Frederick for a while longer, but he wanted to be alone. He didn’t need to explain his reasons to me, though I suspected he was going to try viewing Henri for himself. With a promise to visit again as soon as we returned from New Mexico, Alex and I left Frederick’s room. 
 
    Unsure how to entertain Alex, I took him to visit with my other friends around the palace. Since he’d never met Riley before, I started there. As hoped, he was delighted by Riley’s accent and animal impressions. Like everyone he encountered, Alex charmed the Brit right back. With Willa still missing, Riley needed the cheering up. 
 
    “Have you heard anything?” Riley had waited until the end of our visit to ask. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I wish I knew more.” 
 
    Unlike my vow to Frederick about Henri, I didn’t promise Riley we’d find his girlfriend. I wasn’t sure we would. Maybe it was naïve to believe that Henri was going to be okay, especially when I was basing that belief on a feeling that might’ve been nothing more than desperate hope. Regardless, I didn’t feel the same way when I thought about Willa. 
 
    Is that a sign? As the thought crossed my mind, I fought against giggling inappropriately. A sign, really? When did I start relying on signs? It was as ridiculous as relying on a Visionary’s predictions. 
 
    How many will die before this ends? 
 
    When we left Riley’s room, Alex and I stopped by the crypto bank for a progress check. Kenly, Penny, and Epsilon were all silently working through more of Mac’s files. Their brains were moving so fast, it gave me a headache as soon as I entered. Alex had ahold of my hand and squeezed my fingers tightly. A soft whimper escaped him, and I picked the child up. 
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    Gaze unfocused, he glanced toward Penny, Kenly, and Epsilon. One of them was upsetting him. I was confident I knew which one. 
 
    “It’s okay.” I stroked Alex’s silky hair. “That’s Epsilon. He was with us at the school? Remember?” 
 
    Alex squirmed. “I know,” he mumbled. 
 
    Shifting Alex’s weight, I hugged him to me. 
 
    “Not trying to interrupt you,” I called over to the trio. “Just wanted to see how things are going?” I stayed close to the door since Alex was clearly uneasy. 
 
    Penny joined us, giving Alex’s leg a squeeze. 
 
    “We haven’t found anything helpful just yet,” Penny said. “But I have an idea based on something in McDonough’s notes and Emma.” She frowned. 
 
    My eyebrow arched. “Emma?” 
 
    “Yeah. I need to talk to Dr. Patel, but…. “ Penny’s lime-green eyes studied Alex. “What’s wrong, little man?” 
 
    He clung tighter to my neck and squeezed my waist with his legs. 
 
    “I think he’s just being shy,” I said. “He doesn’t know Epsilon and Kenly.” 
 
    Penny’s gaze narrowed. 
 
    “I don’t think they’re the ones making him nervous,” she said quietly. Forcing a smile, Penny shooed me away. “Go. Frolic. Play. Do whatever it is that you do before a big mission. After I touch base with Dr. Patel, I’ll let you know if we have cause to celebrate. Either way, it wouldn’t be like a big celebration. Not with cake. Or champagne. Well, maybe champagne. But only one glass.” 
 
    My best friend often rambled. It didn’t usually mean much, it was just part of Penny’s personality. But Alex wasn’t the only one out of sorts. Something was off with Penny, too. I’d have written it off as a residual effect of her episode the day before, yet this was the first I’d noticed the odd behavior. 
 
    Penny made another shooing motion with her hands. “Go. You’re distracting me.” To show she was teasing, Penny stuck out her tongue. The more she tried to act like things were normal, the more I believed they weren’t. 
 
    Still, Alex was shaking like he was cold, and Penny clearly didn’t want to discuss the source of her nervous energy around so many ears. 
 
    “Okay, well, I’ll say goodbye before we leave tonight,” I promised. Alex and I left, heading for the nursery. 
 
    Once we were alone, I set him down and crouched to his face level. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Can we play horsie?” he countered. 
 
    For someone so young, he was really good at changing the subject. 
 
     “Sure. But you know you don’t need to be scared of Epsilon, right?” 
 
    “Mr. Brand says you can be a horsie, too,” Alex countered. 
 
    “Did he?” 
 
    “Yep. That’s why he doesn’t like you. Why doesn’t Mr. Brand like horsies?” 
 
    Standing, I groaned inwardly and started walking again. It was a sure bet that whatever conversation Alex overhead had been more colorful than the child realized. 
 
    “Brand is a horsist. He probably hates teddy bears and cute bunnies, too,” I grumbled as we entered the nursery. 
 
    Alex and I played with blocks, read stories, and drew more pictures. My artistic abilities were sorely lacking, and my little stick version of Alex looked like he had a broken neck. 
 
    “I have to go away,” I said after a while. “Just for a few hours, though.” 
 
    Alex nodded, using green to color the sun in his drawing. 
 
    “But Mr. Kelley and Mr. Ian and Penny will be here with you,” I continued. “If you want, I bet some of the kids from Clearwood would play with you.” 
 
    He stiffened, the point of his pencil cracking under too much pressure. I gently pried the pencil loose and gave Alex an undamaged one with the same hue. 
 
    “You know,” I tried again, voice way too cheery. “Most of them can morph. If I ask, I bet they’ll put on a show for you before bedtime. That’s fun, right?” 
 
    “Pete the Platypus?” Alex asked hopefully. 
 
    I had no idea what he was talking about but hated to disappoint him. So, I sort of lied. To a child. I was horrible at this. 
 
    “Um, yeah. Totally. I’m sure they know that one.” 
 
    When Alex drew a scene he was viewing, his pictures were phenomenal. Extremely lifelike, they were basically hand-drawn photographs. Otherwise, his art skills weren’t as detailed. So, when he showed me his drawing, I was impressed yet a little weirded out by the image. 
 
    Sure, the sun was green, the water was yellowish-orange, and the flowers in my hands were like none I’d ever seen. But the people in the drawing were terrifyingly realistic. Erik and I stood to one side, each of us holding one of Alex’s hands. Henri and two people I didn’t recognize were off in the distance. Crane and Brand sat at a table with wine glasses of purple liquid. 
 
    At first, I assumed the girl coming up behind them must be Penny. When I looked closer, there was no mistaking the choppy black hair and inky eyes. 
 
    “Cadence?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “She’s hiding,” Alex said. “Like Henri.” 
 
    It took me a minute to recall the last time someone had mentioned Cadence’s whereabouts. UNITED had lost contact with that team of agents after they went to investigate Anya’s last known location in France. 
 
    “Have you seen Cadence?” I asked Alex. 
 
    He shook his head. “Too dark. She keeps to shadows.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s Cadence then?” 
 
    I didn’t know much about the mechanics of remote viewing. Strong Viewers—like Alex and even Frederick—could view people they’d met or formed a connection with. Alex had spent time with Cadence, and she’d been an integral part of getting him away from TOXIC and Mac. Yet, I didn’t understand how Alex knew Cadence was the one he was seeing when it sounded like only shadows and a silhouette. 
 
    “Just do.” Alex shrugged one shoulder, as if it were really that simple. 
 
    Maybe it was. Maybe I was just overcomplicating things. I ruffled his hair and he giggled. 
 
    “Hopefully we’ll see Cadence soon,” I said. 
 
    “We will,” Alex promised. He tapped the picture. “She helps us get here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s perfectly normal. Everyone experiences it,” Janelle assured Kip. It sounded like she was discussing the changes the body goes through during puberty, and I snickered. 
 
    “What if I mess up?” Kip’s leg was bouncing up and down so much, it made me queasy to watch. We were on the flight to New Mexico, and he wasn’t handling his nerves well. I tried to be understanding, since it was his first mission. 
 
    “Don’t mess up,” Talia teased from the back of the hover. She was raiding the cache of new tech gadgets that Ian’s weapons experts had developed. 
 
    “Ignore her,” Brand intoned. “Talia messes up all the time. Miraculously, she’s still alive.” 
 
    “I do not,” Tals fired back. 
 
    “No, but she did mess up her first mission,” I told Kip in voice low enough that Talia might not hear. 
 
    “Really?” Kip asked. 
 
    “Really?” Talia echoed inside my head. So much for her not hearing me. “That’s a horrible story to tell him right now.” 
 
    “What happened?” Kip pressed. 
 
    I’d intended to make him feel better by sharing the experience. In hindsight, it was a horrible tale to tell Kip. Talia had been stabbed on her first mission. My own inaugural mission wasn’t much more inspiring; I broke my ankle jumping from too high and Henri had to carry me. 
 
    “If you just follow orders, you’ll be fine,” Brand interjected. He knew the disastrous outcome of that first mission and probably didn’t think it appropriate with Kip’s anxiety. “That goes for all of you. No mission is easy, but this one is going to be more difficult than any you’ve been on.” 
 
    Talia poked her head through the doorway separating the main cabin and the weapons area. “That’s unnecessarily dramatic, don’t you think?” 
 
    Brand rolled his eyes. “Are you going to argue with everything I say?” 
 
    She pretended to consider the question seriously. “Until we jump out of this hover.” 
 
    “It’s not dramatic,” Janelle interjected suddenly, her face unusually pale. 
 
    I slid my feet into a pair of shiny black boots and stopped short when I realized the laces and buckles were merely decorative. 
 
    “She’s right,” Miles called from the cockpit. “You didn’t see it, kid. We were close enough to the Isle to see the beginning of the attack, and the girlie insisted on watching the rest on the onboard screen.” 
 
    “That was the Privileged,” Talia pointed out. “This is a Nightshade facility.” 
 
    “With Privileged security,” Brand reminded her. 
 
    Intel suggested Gretchen had sent a small contingent of her people to help Nightshade guard the hostages. Personally, I thought it was more speculation than fact, since all we really knew was that the guards were Talented. Just because Gretchen and Nightshade were in bed together on certain matters, it didn’t mean they were now her own private black ops team. 
 
    I glanced up at Brand. “We’ve been in battle. You know that. The attack on the islands looked a lot like other attacks we’ve seen. The Privileged are good. So are we.” 
 
    “You saw the battle?” Janelle asked, but she wasn’t looking at me. Her question was for Talia. 
 
    Miles’ next comment from the front of the hover interrupted Tals before she could respond. “It’s the way they attacked. It was like they were all on the same page, hell the same damn line, of the book. Like they shared a single thought, a single brain.” 
 
    “They’re organized,” I said slowly, hoping to curb the terror building inside of Kip. Examining a small screen on the heel of the right boot, I scanned my finger. Nothing happened. “Any well-trained army should have that level of coordination.” 
 
    “This wasn’t coordination. It went beyond that.” Janelle pointed at the boots. “Toggle the switch on the sole. That turns on the screen. Then you can enter your data and the boots will shrink down to the size you need.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Nightshade tech could be a different story, though,” Talia said, emerging from the storage bay. She fastened a small belt around her waist and tightened the straps. “The girl we fought at the McDonough School had this vest thing that shot dampening coils. My powers didn’t work at all once those suckers were around me.” 
 
    Brand’s gaze transferred from Talia to Kip. “See? She screws up all the time, and she’s still alive.” 
 
    “How did you guys see the attack on the Isle?” Janelle pressed. 
 
    Visions of the future made most people uneasy. They made me uneasy. Aside from telling a select few, none of us who’d been there during Kenly’s vision had divulged the source of the warning. 
 
    “Kenly saw it. In a vision,” Kip replied. On Pelia, gazing into the future must not have been a touchy subject. 
 
    Janelle swallowed thickly. “What sort of vision? Was she viewing the attack?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Palming a short steel blade to test the weight, Talia looked between Janelle and me. “More like watching the future.” 
 
    “She’s a Visionary.” Janelle appeared lost in her thoughts for a minute. “So, you both saw the battle in a vision inside Kenly’s head?” she finally asked. Her eyes shot back and forth between me and Talia. 
 
    “Why so many questions, Longpre?” Brand cut in. “This really isn’t the time.” 
 
    “Right. Sorry.” She studied Talia for a few more seconds. “It’s just, I could’ve sworn I saw you there during the attack. I must’ve been hallucinating.” 
 
    My girlfriend laughed uneasily. “Weird,” she mused. 
 
    Talia’s reaction was peculiar, like there was a chance Janelle had in fact seen her somehow. 
 
    “Five-minute arrival warning,” a voice informed us through the craft’s comm system. “Secondary cloaking shields engaged. Autopilot engaged.” 
 
    A moment later, Miles came through the opening to the cockpit. He leaned in the doorway, arms crossed over his chest. “Don’t forget, we only have a sixty second window once we reach the drop zone.” He jabbed a finger in Kip’s direction. “Talking to you, kid. No hesitation. No time for second thoughts. Got me?” 
 
    Kip nodded as Talia tossed him a vest from the storage bay. He slid his arms through the armholes and patted the pockets. “Why don’t I have any weapons? At the very least, I need a gun.” 
 
    “Do you know how to use a gun?” Brand asked him. 
 
    “I know how to hunt,” Kip replied defensively. 
 
    “You don’t need a gun or any other weapons, they aren’t necessary for your job,” Talia interjected. “You have everything you need in that vest. Don’t use the boosters unless necessary. The adrenaline shots alone should be enough.” 
 
    Boosters had been just as controversial as Kip’s involvement in the mission. After the story Ian told us about Denna McDonough, Talia was firmly against letting Kip use boosters to enhance his abilities. I tended to agree. If everything went as planned, he would only be making a set of short jumps from inside the facility to escape pods around the mountains. 
 
    Still, nothing ever went as planned. This mission, more than most, had a lot of unknown variables. Having the boosters on hand, just in case, was a smart move. To prevent a nasty argument between Talia and Brand, I’d suggested adrenaline as an initial alternative. Depending on the reason Kip needed additional power—fatigue, transporting a group of individuals, needing to jump farther than the pods—the adrenaline might work. In the end, even Tals had admitted he should have the boosters as a backup. We had to be prepared for every scenario. 
 
    But Talia didn’t know that Kip wasn’t the only one using them. 
 
    “Two minutes until arrival,” the mechanical voice informed us. 
 
    “Line up. Erik, you ready?” Brand asked me pointedly. 
 
    With a curt nod, I stood. Talia was busy helping Kip with his chute and harness. I used the opportunity to nab a booster for myself and pocketed several more for later. Just in case. My girlfriend was going to kill me when she found out, but that was a problem for later. 
 
    Even with an entire storage bay of tech, most of which wasn’t even available on the black market yet, I chose to rely on my abilities instead of weapons. I did throw a few gadgets in my pack, though. Brand slid a kinetic gun into the holster on his belt and a parachute onto his back. Then, we joined Talia, Kip, and Janelle at the rear doors of the hover. 
 
    “Ready?” Talia asked everyone. 
 
    Brand squirmed at the sound of her voice inside his head. He was still uneasy about forgoing comms units in favor of our natural approach to conversing on missions. I clapped him on the back. 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” I sent. 
 
    He didn’t look any more pleased to hear my voice rattling around inside his mind. The doors opened with a wave of Talia’s hand. She interlaced her fingers with mine on one side and Kip’s on the other. Janelle flanked my other side, with Brand on the far left. Summoning my power, I felt a hum of electricity as my body turned invisible. The others weren’t far behind. 
 
    “One, two, three, jump!” Brand commanded. 
 
    As one, the five of us leapt. The chutes were only a backup precaution for the three who couldn’t morph, in case we were separated during the jump. Together, Talia and I used telekinesis to control our group’s descent. Brand and Janelle were nervous, which was expected on any mission, and the telekinetically regulated skydive was new for them both. Kip, however, was terrified. This was all new for him. 
 
    I blocked his emotions from the entire group to keep us all from drowning under the weight of uncertainty. 
 
    “Impact in five, four, three…,” Brand started the countdown. Wind rushed in my ears, and the bright blue spot that was our target grew larger below. 
 
    The entry was our greatest risk of detection. Even invisible, our bodies made a large splash when they broke the water’s surface. The pond wasn’t supposed to be under constant surveillance, I just hoped the intel was accurate. 
 
    “Breathing masks on,” Brand barked. 
 
    Despite his earlier wariness at using mental communication, he enjoyed feeding orders straight into our minds. 
 
    I broke contact with Tals and Janelle to fit the mask over my nose and mouth. Both girls appeared beside me instantly, followed by Kip and Brand’s forms. I dropped my own invisibility to save the energy for later. Even with boosters, I’d expended a lot of power already. We weren’t even inside the facility yet, when my abilities would be paramount. 
 
    Once I had the breathing mask in place, I reached inside my pack and found one of the gadgets I’d taken from the storage bay: a power tether. Though it wasn’t the device’s official name, it was the most apt description. I slapped one end on my chest, beneath the adapti-suit. 
 
    “Everyone alive?” Brand asked. I swam to Talia and attached the tether to her belt. 
 
    Four affirmative responses answered Brand. I also hooked the tether to Janelle, Kip, and Brand before giving him the all-clear to proceed onward. According to Ian, the synthetic pond was built as an emergency escape route in case the facility was ever attacked. UNITED’s surveillance had registered no pods coming or going via the pond. So, either Nightshade didn’t know about the escape route, or they just didn’t use it. 
 
    “Okay, everyone on me. Talia, Janelle—take the sides. Erik in the back. Kip you stay in the middle,” Brand instructed. 
 
    “Erik, save your energy. Invisibility isn’t as important now as it might be later,” Brand continued. We swam deeper, down into water untouched by sunlight. 
 
    My friends were nothing more than shadows moving ahead of me. I followed the stream of bubbles coming from each of their breathing masks and barely noticed the fish that ambled past me. The water grew colder against my face and neck—the skin covered by the suit remained neutral and dry—and visibility diminished at the deeper depths. Thanks to my morphing talents and my hunter training, my eyes adjusted quickly. 
 
    Not everyone was so lucky. 
 
    “Erik, switch with me,” Brand ordered. “I can’t see anything.” 
 
    With a few powerful kicks of my legs, I dove below Kip and swam to take the lead. Brand remained stationary, waiting for everyone to pass him. Focusing my energy to my eyesight, I started searching for a tunnel entrance. The stone side of the pond basin didn’t have any openings, at least none large enough for more than a hand to fit through. 
 
    “Isn’t one of the entrances supposed to be right here?” I sent. 
 
    “Where the side meets the bottom,” Brand sent back. 
 
    I dove deeper still and extended my hands in front of me. Running the tips of my gloved fingers down the wall, I found nothing. 
 
    “A little help,” I called to my girlfriend. 
 
    Talia swam up beside me. She expelled all the air from her lungs before pressing her small body flat against the rocky slope. Her gloved hands felt along the surface, but it was her the toe of her boot that finally found what we were looking for—a button that opened the entrance. 
 
    “Got it,” she sent. 
 
    “Take the lead, Talia,” Brand ordered, albeit grudgingly. 
 
    My girlfriend’s tiny feet were just inside the tunnel when waves rippled through the water, knocking us all off balance. The portion of the tether connecting Talia to me snapped. 
 
    “Erik!” Her shriek reverberated inside my skull. 
 
    “Don’t turn back!” I shouted. A second wave slammed me against the rocks, and an explosion turned the water an odd shade of greenish-orange. My back arched painfully, and I groaned. 
 
    “Brand? Janelle? Kip?” I managed. Thank goodness we weren’t using normal comms, since I had no air left in my lungs to speak. 
 
    “Fine,” Brand said. “I think I’m the only one still connected to you, though.” 
 
    “I’m here,” Janelle confirmed. A moment later, I saw her swimming toward me from above. “I hate to state the obvious, but I think we’ve been spotted.” 
 
    A piece of something metallic floated by me and I reached for it. One side was charred to a crisp, but the other bore a pattern that looked vaguely familiar. 
 
    Not a pattern, I thought, my heart filling with dread. An emblem. The Coalition emblem. 
 
    “Miles!” I screamed frantically. 
 
    “Erik? What’s happening?” Talia demanded. 
 
    “They shot down the hover. Miles was still on it!” 
 
    “I’m coming back,” she insisted. 
 
    “No,” Brand snapped. “Janelle and Kip, go with Talia. The three of you wait for us inside the tunnel. Don’t go into the facility until I say so.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Talia snapped back. 
 
    “Look for Agent DeSanto. The first wave suggests he might’ve jumped before the hover crashed. Come on, Erik.” 
 
    I made the two of us invisible as we set off in search of Miles. The first wave hadn’t been as big as the second. If it was the impact of a person, that person would’ve had to hit the water hard and fast. When I saw the lone figure treading water, cheeks puffed out as though storing a small reserve of air, my heart nearly beat through my chest. 
 
    “Miles.” I started for him, but a hand on my shoulder pulled me back. I couldn’t see Brand, though I felt his proximity. 
 
    “Not so fast. We’ve got company,” Brand sent. 
 
    Sure enough, ten divers armed with spear guns descended on Miles from above. His arms and legs flailed as he looked for an avenue of escape. Without a breathing mask, he wouldn’t last long. 
 
    “We have to help him,” I growled. 
 
    “We can’t. We’re outnumbered and outgunned,” Brand shot back. 
 
    “I’m not leaving him.” 
 
    “They won’t kill him,” Brand insisted. “Not yet. They’ll want to interrogate him first. We have time. We’ll make a plan and get him out along with the hostages.” 
 
    Logically, I knew Brand was right. Still, I couldn’t just sit by and watch while Nightshade pointed their guns at a man I considered one of my best friends. 
 
    “If I can reach him now, I can make him invisible, too,” I retorted. “I can swim us both out of there.” 
 
    “No,” Brand snapped. “Too dangerous.” 
 
    One of the divers fired a shot at Miles. The spear lodged into his shoulder just above the armpit. His lips parted to scream as a crimson cloud blossomed in the water. 
 
    Brand’s grip on my shoulder tightened. “We won’t leave here without him. I promise.” 
 
    A second spear hit Miles in the thigh. His body jerked. I yanked free from Brand as a third diver fired on Miles. This time, an electrified net shot out, surrounding Miles like he was a particularly aggressive fish. The Nightshade divers started dragging him away, back toward the surface. 
 
    “Come on, Erik. These masks don’t have much air left. You can’t help him if you drown.” 
 
    I dropped the invisibility long enough for Brand to get a good look at my face. “If he dies, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Brand’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “You’re as bad as your girlfriend, you know that?” 
 
    “I don’t consider loyalty a bad thing.” With that, I turned and swam back to the tunnel entrance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Allowing Erik the day to sleep had done wonders for his mood. Ten minutes alone with Brand had destroyed all of that. The duo emerged from the water and onto pebbled shore inside the tunnel. Both were angry and wanting to hurt one another. Since I always felt that way when I was around Brand, I empathized with Erik. I also knew how much Miles meant to him. They had a cute sort of bromance that I didn’t entirely understand, mostly because I could never decide whether I liked Miles. 
 
    But I did know that I loved Erik. If he was determined to make sure Miles made it out of New Mexico alive, then I was going to do everything I could to make that happen. 
 
    The tunnel was dank and smelled stale, like the same air had been trapped inside those stone walls for decades. According to Crane, the passage would lead to the housing area and open directly into the room he’d used when staying at the facility. From there, we were sort of on our own. Though it was possible the blueprints were outdated, I’d memorized the location and most expedient path to the Coalition’s holding cells from them. For all we knew, the interior had been gutted and redesigned to accommodate Nightshade’s needs. 
 
    A loud groan echoed down the tunnel. We all froze. A few seconds later, an even louder moan filled my ears. 
 
    “Maybe it’s Miles,” Kip sent excitedly. “Maybe they’re—“ 
 
    “It’s not Miles,” I cut him off. 
 
    “But it sounds like—“ Kip started again. 
 
    “Talia, go. Check it out, Brand interjected. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” I gave him a mock salute as I jogged past. 
 
    My boots were silent on the wet stone as I darted up the passage. My breathing was quiet and even. From the opposite end of the tunnel, an odd assortment of noises became progressively louder. I picked up the pace, only slowing when I felt a swell of energy behind the stone. 
 
    Placing my hand on the wall, I closed my eyes and concentrated. 
 
    “Did you hear that, Thommy?” a female voice asked. 
 
    “You’re paranoid,” a second voice grunted. That one was male. 
 
    “If someone catches us in here…,” the woman began. 
 
    “No one is gonna catch us, Dory. They just shot down a rogue hover. Everyone’s busy figuring out where it came from. Now come over here.” Springs squeaked faintly. “We don’t get a lot of opportunities to be alone.” 
 
    “Report,” Brand demanded. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Two people. One male, one female. Female is Talented.” 
 
    “Armed?” Brand fired back. 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of. We’ll have to break through the wall, though. I don’t see an actual entrance,” I sent. 
 
    “We’re coming. Don’t destroy anything just yet,” Brand ordered. 
 
    The sound of their collective footfalls was faint even to my ears. Still, Dory caught them too. 
 
    “Tell me you heard that, Thommy?” demanded the woman. 
 
    “I don’t hear anything,” Thommy replied. His tone was soft and soothing, like he was trying to placate her. 
 
    “It’s coming from inside the walls,” the woman insisted. 
 
    “Hurry,” I sent to my friends. 
 
    With Erik in the lead, all four materialized a moment later. Kip was breathing heavily, but the other three had barely broken a sweat. 
 
    “I say we bust a hole in the wall,” I told Brand. 
 
    “That would draw unwanted attention,” he countered. 
 
    “They shot down our hover,” Erik snapped. “They have Miles. It’s a little late to worry about unwanted attention. Our best chance of success is to get in and get out as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Brand glanced back and forth between Erik and me, dozens of alternative plans running through his mind. He considered having Kip teleport to the other side of the wall. We could also search for a lever or button that would open some hidden door like the pond. Neither were as fast and easy as letting me blow a hole in the wall. 
 
    “Fine. Do it,” he hissed, clearly annoyed. 
 
    Before he could change his mind, I concentrated on a section of stone just large enough for us to fit through. The wall blew outward, sending chunks of jagged stone and puffs of dust in every direction. I didn’t wait for Brand’s next order. Instead, I marched straight through the hole and into the bedroom on the other side. 
 
    A man and a woman in stages of undress stood beside a cot, frozen in one another’s arms. Wide, shocked eyes turned my way. With a flick of my mind, the pair flew apart like magnets with opposite polarizations. The man, Thommy, landed on the floor in front of a wooden chest. Dory crashed onto the bed. 
 
    A maniacal grin on my face, I wiggled a gloved finger at Thommy. 
 
    “You really should listen to your girlfriend.” I turned to the woman. “It’s Dory, right?” 
 
    “You have no right to come in here. Who are you?” the man thundered, using the chest as leverage to stand. 
 
    “I have no right?” I snapped. “You want to talk about rights?” 
 
    “Easy, Tals,” Erik sent. 
 
    He was just as pissed as I was. Maybe even more so because of Miles. Erik didn’t actually want me to take it easy on anyone; the warning lacked any real heat. 
 
    The man’s gaze flicked behind me, where Erik stood with the others. A sneer curled Thommy’s lips. 
 
    “You have no idea who you’re messing with.” Thommy shook his head, feigning sadness on our behalf. “We will kill you.” 
 
    Unable to help myself, I laughed. “Do you think we stumbled across your evil lair by accident?” 
 
    Erik moved so fast, all I saw was a blur of motion. He twisted an arm around Thommy’s throat. 
 
    “What do you want?” The man’s smugness had dissipated enough that his voice trembled. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the woman reach for something. I slammed her hand against the wall and pinned it behind her head. Janelle rushed over and kicked a pile of clothes on the floor toward Dory. 
 
    “Get dressed,” Janelle snapped. 
 
    “Take us to the hostages,” I ordered Thommy. “Now.” 
 
    The slow, satisfied smile that spread across Thommy’s face like an irritating rash wasn’t a surprise. No matter the agency, we’d all been trained to be cocky and defiant. The sinking feeling in my gut didn’t come until he spoke. 
 
    “Natalia Freaking Lyons. You are so much smaller in person.” 
 
    Erik’s grip tightened. Thommy’s face turned purplish-red as he fought to suck in a breath. 
 
    “You’re just as predictable as they said you’d be,” he choked out. 
 
    Brand groaned audibly. “The hostages aren’t here, are they?” he asked. 
 
    Thommy cackled. “You all are here, so the hostages have arrived.” His eyes shifted, trying to find Erik in his periphery. “Now, why don’t you let me go. Maybe we can negotiate.” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “You’re in no position to make demands. Tell us where they’re holding Agent DeSanto. Maybe you’ll live to see tomorrow.” 
 
    “Not gonna happen,” Thommy growled. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I caught Brand’s eye over my shoulder. His nod was subtle, swift, and entirely for Thommy’s benefit. Never taking his green gaze from the half-naked man, Brand reached for the gun tucked at the small of his back. 
 
    “No!” Dory shrieked. 
 
    Erik released Thommy and stepped away. 
 
    “Last chance,” Brand offered, his tone flat and unaffected. 
 
    “He won’t do—“ 
 
    The bullet hit the man between the eyes. Kip sucked in a sharp breath, the only one besides Dory to show any reaction to the violence. I wasn’t heartless, and I had regard for human life. I just wasn’t in the mood for assholes and egos. When it came down to it, I would do anything to keep my friends and teammates alive. 
 
    Arms crossed, I turned to Dory. Her shrieks were becoming so irritating, I made her think that her lips were glued shut. It was the easiest way to handle the situation, though not the most graceful. 
 
    “Are the hostages here?” I asked her. 
 
    She started to nod. I felt deception and read the real answer out of her head. 
 
    “They are,” she pleaded when I dropped the compulsion. “I swear. I’ll take you to them.” 
 
    “You sure she’s lying?” Brand sent. 
 
    “Positive,” I replied. “We need to get out of here. Now. I don’t know why, but this is a setup. They wanted us to think Amberly’s nieces and the others were here.” 
 
    “Not without Miles,” Erik insisted. “I won’t leave him.” 
 
    “Please, I can show you where they’re being held,” Dory cried. “And your friend. The one on the hover that crashed in the pond.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just tell us?” I said. My tone was sweet, inviting, and impossible to resist. 
 
    “Because I don’t know.” Dory slapped her free hand over her mouth, eyes rounded in surprise. 
 
    Brand holstered his gun. Under the impression she was safe, Dory sagged with relief. I released my grip on both her mind and her arm. With two steps forward, Janelle punched Dory so hard that the other girl’s head bounced against the wall like a ball. 
 
    “Is she dead?” Kip asked, nearly choking on the question. 
 
    “She’s fine,” I lied. 
 
    Dory was still alive, but we’d be dead if we didn’t get the hell out of there. I turned to Brand. 
 
    “What now, fearless leader?” I asked, impressed with my ability to limit the sarcasm. 
 
    “Kip, take Talia to one of the escape pods,” he ordered. 
 
    “What?” I backed away from Kip, who was reaching for my hand and preparing to teleport both of us. “No. That’s not—“ 
 
    “Hands up! Now!” someone shouted from the doorway. 
 
    My head swiveled, counting the gun barrels pointed at us. They pointed at us from both the real doorway and the one I’d made between in the tunnel. 
 
    “Kip. Go, now.” Erik backed his command with so much compulsion, it was a wonder the teleporter’s mind didn’t break. 
 
    At the same time, Brand shoved Kip in my direction. The sudden movement made someone’s trigger finger twitchy. Bullets flew. Erik ducked, diving for the Nightshade agent closest to him. Brand’s elbow connected with the nose of the woman behind him. In such a small space, redirecting bullets was too dangerous. Instead, I sent a wave of power in either direction, knocking everyone off their feet. 
 
    Kip reached for me as he fell, fingers closing around my wrist. The room vanished. More accurately, we vanished. I materialized an instant later inside the confines of a small escape pod. 
 
    “Take me back,” I demanded. 
 
    “Talia, I can’t. I’m sorry.” Kip’s expression was so conflicted, I almost felt bad for him. “I promised I’d obey orders.” 
 
    “I am ordering you to take me back,” I snapped. 
 
    Kip shook his head. “I promised. I promised Brand and Erik I would keep you safe, no matter what.” 
 
    “They aren’t safe without me,” I shouted at him. 
 
    He reeled in the face of my wrath but refused to back down. “Erik said you—“ 
 
    I slammed my fist on the dashboard, and the controls came to life with several flashes of light. “I don’t care what Erik said!” I screamed. 
 
    “Talia?” Penny’s voice was coming through the onboard comms. “Oh, thank the heavens! Where are you?” She sounded frantic. 
 
    “It’s a trap, Penny,” I cried. “The hostages aren’t here. Erik and Brand and the others are—“ 
 
    “We’re under attack,” she interjected. 
 
    All the blood drained from face and my head started to spin. 
 
    “Wh-wh-what?” I stammered. 
 
    Surely, I’d heard her wrong. 
 
    “The Privileged. They’re here,” she hissed. 
 
    “Alex?” I asked, afraid of the answer. 
 
    “He’s safe. For now.” Penny’s voice tremored. “Gretchen’s people haven’t breached the house yet, but it’s only a matter of time. We can’t hold them off much longer.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. 
 
    Think. Be logical. Be rational. Think. 
 
    I couldn’t think straight. Hell, I could barely see straight. We’d walked into a freaking trap. Erik was in Nightshade’s hands. Crane, Penny, Emma, and the Clearwood children were fighting for their lives in Virginia. And Alex was in the thick of it all. 
 
    My entire body trembled. This was why Gretchen had made sure to feed us false intel. To divide our resources. To separate us. She’d made it easier to take us down. Nightshade had Erik. If the Privileged made it inside the presidential estate, they’d capture Penny and Phi. They’d kill Crane. I had no idea what they’d do to Alex, but I didn’t want to find out. 
 
    “Talia?” Penny’s voice was quiet but firm. “Don’t come back. You can’t. Brand is right. With Erik and me, Gretchen can make more Privileged. That’s bad enough. With you, she can control the world. Do. Not. Come. Here.” 
 
    I looked over at Kip. Tears pooled in his eyes, and his expression was pure disbelief. 
 
    No, don’t lose your nerve now, I thought. 
 
    “Can you get out of there?” I asked Penny. My gaze never left Kip. 
 
    The explosion was deafening. Static crackled over the comms system. 
 
    “Penny? Penny?” I shouted. 
 
    “I’m…here…fine…. Don’t worry…you…safe.” 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    My hands shook so badly, I sat on them so Kip wouldn’t see. 
 
    Get a grip. You can’t panic now. 
 
    Easier said than done, but I was the only one of my friends not in immediate danger. I was the only one who could see the bigger picture and make somewhat reasonable decisions. Alex was my highest priority. Where would he be safe? 
 
    Then, I realized. The best chance would be to take him to the place that was already attacked. The Sons of After already destroyed most of the school, there was no reason to target it again. 
 
    “Look at me, Kip,” I demanded. 
 
    His teary gaze met mine. 
 
    “Take out a booster shot and use it. Now.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Kip followed my instructions. Maybe it was wrong to use so much compulsion on him. Later, I would probably feel bad about my actions. In that moment, I didn’t care. Alex was in danger. Nothing had changed to alter Epsilon’s vision, and I’d been naïve to believe otherwise. 
 
    “You are going to jump to Crane’s home, get Alex, and then jump to the McDonough School.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kip replied robotically. 
 
    “The moment you drop him off, you come back here,” I continued. “You will get me and take me to him. Finally, you will get our team out of that mountain.” I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes. “You will not tell anyone where you took me and Alex. No one, no matter what.” 
 
    “Okay,” he repeated. 
 
    I knew that I might be walking into a trap. I knew that I might be turning myself over to a woman who wanted to use me to control the world. I also knew this was the way it had to be. 
 
    I didn’t have a plan beyond reuniting with Alex. I didn’t know whether I’d live to see tomorrow. I did know this was my fate. Alex needed me. The next fight in this war would be a battle of wills. Gretchen was smart. She was calculating, and she knew me better than I knew her. But I had an iron resolve. 
 
    Can you say the same, Gretchen? I wondered. Guess we’ll find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    Cressa 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the hover fleet veered to the left, leaving a single plane behind. Cressa watched through the window, wondering why theirs wasn’t following the others. Peeking down the aisle at the other passengers, no one else seemed alarmed by this development. The Dame’s posture was straight, though her eyes were closed. One palm rested atop the hand propped on the armrest beside her. 
 
    It belonged to a guy a little older than Cressa with shining blond hair and endless sky-blue eyes. She probably would’ve found him attractive if she didn’t know who he was. Or, who he was supposed to be. The clone of Donavon McDonough sat beside the Dame. 
 
    Kev’s fingers squeezed Cressa’s, and she felt a wave of relief. Sure, she was riding on a hover plane with the Dame, a clone of a dead son, and Sir Tate, but Kev’s presence made her feel a million times better. 
 
    For the life of her, Cressa couldn’t work out why she was on the craft with them, why she was suddenly within the highest echelon of the Privileged. Her latent talent attempts had all failed, there was nothing special about Cressa. Kev was a movie star, so at least his presence made a bit of sense; his rampant fanbase was a boon for the Privileged. 
 
    Did the Dame simply want to keep Cressa as a pet? Or…a clone? 
 
    She was smart enough to not pose the question aloud. Or maybe it was the fear, an instinct for self-preservation. The reason for Cressa’s inclusion wasn’t going to be something good, and she’d had enough world-ruining surprises to last a lifetime. 
 
    “Why aren’t we staying with the fleet?” Kev asked. Cressa shrugged and shook her head. Her gaze darted back to the Dame again, worried about disturbing the weird trance. 
 
    Tate was across the aisle but must’ve overheard the question. He moved to join the cadets, swiveling a chair from the next row to face them before sitting. 
 
    “The Dame’s oracle has conveyed a specific plan for successfully retrieving the child,” Tate explained. “We are simply following that.” 
 
    The words didn’t entirely comprehend to Cressa. An oracle? What was an oracle? And why was Tate telling them about it? Privileged cadets were told not to ask questions, so she’d expected to be reprimanded for the forwardness. 
 
    Tate removed his glasses as he answered. “An oracle is a talent who can foresee all iterations of decisions and determine the best course of action for a desired result.” 
 
    Cressa’s jaw dropped. He’d read the question from her mind. Think about kittens, think about kittens. She focused on the words, her fingers trembling. 
 
    “Why are we here?” Kev demanded. “Why are we part of this plan?” 
 
    Cressa sucked in a breath. For a moment, Tate looked amused. His face quickly resumed its deadpan expression. 
 
    “You are part of her larger plan for the Privileged,” he answered, swiping the lenses with a cloth from his pocket. “Dame de Glace wants you to see why we do what we do.” 
 
    “But why us?” Kev pressed. 
 
    “You are a movie star, beloved by the world,” Tate replied, his eyes hawkish. He shifted his gaze to Cressa. “And you are more part of this new world than you could possibly imagine.” 
 
    A cold finger of dread traced a shiver down Cressa’s spine. 
 
    “Actually,” Tate continued. “I’ve been meaning to speak with you about your latent talent.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about it,” Cressa said in a rush. “I promise, I would tell you if I did. Please don’t test me again, I can’t bear it.” 
 
    Sir Tate shook his head as he replaced his glasses. His mouth pulled down at the sides, his gaze intensely serious. 
 
    “I know exactly how unpleasant the process can be. We are quite puzzled by you, that’s for certain.” He jiggled one foot and stared out the window. “You see, we know that you have a latent talent—your DNA testing confirms a signature. Yet it is not one that we have been able to identify, even with every ounce of talent data we possess. You are quite an anomaly.” 
 
    “What’s she going to do to me?” Cressa whispered the words before she could stop herself. 
 
    Tate’s eyebrows raised impossibly high. “The Dame would never physically hurt you. I can assure you, she is much smarter than that. Your father would never abide it, ev—” He stopped speaking abruptly and shook his head. “Dame de Glace will not hurt you, that is all you need to know right now.” 
 
    Kev leaned forward. 
 
    “What don’t we know?” he pressed, his voice low. 
 
    “A lot,” Tate said. “Patience, Kevin.” 
 
    With that, the Dame’s second-in-command swiveled his seat to face the front again. 
 
    “Prepare for landing,” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    Cressa leaned her head on Kev’s arm, wishing they could speak privately. Were the Dame and her father truly in contact? Was that even allowed at the Institute? Did her father know what she’d been through? Did he know she’d disobeyed orders and snuck around in the school’s tunnels? Or that she’d tried to escape with Kev? Was her father aware of the terrifying sims the Dame had been putting Cressa through? Did he approve? 
 
    All those questions were shoved from Cressa’s mind when they disembarked from the aircraft. Mountains rose high on two sides, bigger and greener than anything she’d ever seen before. They’d been taught to fear nature in school; lush landscapes and deep bodies of water held innumerable toxic possibilities. The Dame spread her arms wide and inhaled deeply, clearly not sharing Cressa’s fears. The older woman turned to the proxy for Donavon with a wide smile. 
 
    “Son, we are finally home again.” 
 
    The clone crossed his arms, a vein pulsing in his neck, but he nodded stiffly. Faux-Donavon had been the last to board the hover, arriving just before takeoff, and Cressa still hadn’t heard him speak. 
 
    “Where exactly are we?” Kev asked quietly. 
 
    “In Maryland,” Gretchen said. “This is my late husband’s legacy, the McDonough School for the Talented.” 
 
    Without another person in sight, Cressa felt like she was missing something. Weren’t they supposed to be rescuing Alex McDonough from the evil clutches of UNITED? Why would the Dame’s grandson be at an abandoned school? 
 
    “Come along,” Gretchen said, gesturing for the odd assembly to follow her. “This way.” 
 
    The Dame headed down a dirt pathway with Donavon on her heels and Tate trailing after. Cressa and Kev followed, his leisurely pace matching hers. It felt like ages since she’d been outside. Never in her life had Cressa seen such a large space that wasn’t filled with buildings and people and traffic. Her wide eyes darted, taking in the rugged, scenic views. A deep breath of crisp air cleared Cressa’s head. Tilting her head back, she basked in the warm sun on her face. 
 
    With a gentle tug of Kev’s hand, she started walking again. Around a bend, Tate waited alone on the path. What appeared to be a large rock had a sliding façade that led into a dark space beyond. With one gangly arm, he gestured Kev and Cressa through the hidden entrance. 
 
    It was significantly cooler once they’d passed through the opening, like the temperature had dropped by twenty degrees. The space reminded her of the hidden openings in the tunnels of the Privileged Institute. A short walk and two turns later, their group entered a room and saw a computer set up that rivaled any Cressa had seen before. The long low desk had actual keyboards, with screens mounted above that were coming to life. It was the most antiquated set-up that Cressa had ever seen, though the facilities didn’t look particularly old. There were over a dozen feeds represented when all the screens were on. The Dame selected one and zoomed it in larger. 
 
    “The team has landed in Virginia,” she said to no one in particular. Gretchen consulted her watch face. “Precisely on time.” 
 
    Sir Tate’s posture was rigid as he stared intently at the screen, hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    “I’m going to stay here,” he said. “I want to keep an eye on this.” 
 
    The Dame waved her hand indifferently. 
 
    “You may do as you wish.” She turned to face Cressa, Kev, and Donavon. One hand clutching her chest, a wide grin spread across her face. “My family will be together again soon. Come this way.” 
 
    Cressa’s heart pounded. The Dame sounded like she was starting to lose her grip on reality, but the group didn’t have a choice other than to follow her. They emerged from the underground tunnels into what looked like an ordinary basement. Up two flights of stairs, Cressa found herself in the living room of an immaculate house, the sun shining through large windows. She swallowed thickly. 
 
    The Dame said “home”, Cressa thought. The furniture and décor were the same shades of ivory and blue as the Privileged leader’s private quarters at the Institute. Her teeth ground as Cressa looked around at the surreal setup. With Donavon’s doppelganger perched on the edge of a sofa, it was like Gretchen was playing a creepy game of house. 
 
    “Make yourselves comfortable,” the Dame said. Her gaze landed on Cressa and lingered a beat longer than comfortable. “I’ll just see what we have in the kitchen.” 
 
    The door swung shut, and Kev grabbed Cressa hand tightly. 
 
    “You have to stop thinking about how weird this is,” he hissed. “She can hear you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Cressa asked. 
 
    Your mind is wide open. Work on that. 
 
    As the thought flit through Cressa’s mind, her jaw dropped. It wasn’t Kev’s voice invading her mental space, he didn’t have that ability. She glared at the clone. 
 
    “Work on what, exactly?” she snapped, her lips tightening until they were nearly white. 
 
    Was he supposed to be so surly? Cressa wondered. Had Donavon McDonough been a pompous pain in the ass? 
 
    “I have no idea,” faux Donavon replied. “Last week, I was thrilled to pass my 4P exam and avoid the frog pond. I was supposed to be fighting bad guys and impressing girls. Instead, I’m suddenly this lady’s dead son.” 
 
    Kev held up a hand. 
 
    “Not now. Cressa needs to focus.” When he turned to her, Kev’s palm cupped the back of her head. “While I adore how open and unassuming you are, you must work on shielding your mind, particularly when the Dame and Tate are around. Or anyone who received the 8P injection for mind manipulation.” 
 
    Instead of fear or anger, a thrill of excitement ran through Cressa. Kev Leon adored something about her.  
 
    “You should’ve been an actor,” he said. “Your face expresses everything.” The billion-dollar smile flashed for a moment before Kev turned serious again. “Think of how angry it makes you to have someone invade your mind. Do you want to have the Dame controlling your mind?” 
 
    “Of course not!” Cressa exclaimed. Leaning forward, she lowered her voice. “Has she been doing that?” 
 
    “Just some propaganda, nothing serious,” Kev said, shaking his head. “Still, take that anger and pull it into a shield. Or start with a fence. Just imagine that there’s a barrier there, something to keep you with us and dull her influence.” 
 
    “Avoid the Kool-Aid,” Donovan added unhelpfully. 
 
    The Dame strode back into the room, a tea tray in her hands. The three guests watched while she set out five teacups, then Gretchen added a small cup of milk in front of a child-sized chair at the end of the table. Donovan might have had his mind shield on lock, but he needed to work on his poker face. Cressa leaned against Kev. When was the last time she’d slept? Maybe she was hallucinating the odd scene. 
 
    A clap of her hands brought everyone’s attention to the Dame. As if it hadn’t already been there. 
 
    “Cressa, my dear, are you becoming acquainted with your brother?” She gestured to Donovan. “We cannot tell you how pleased we are that you’ve joined our family of Privileged.” The Dame nodded to Kev. “And of course, we are so very pleased to have you with us, Mr. Leon. Your charismatic powers are unparalleled. You belong here, with the most honored of the Privileged. Our compatriots are establishing order among the rebels from UNITED.” 
 
    Silence fell over the room when her speech ended. 
 
    Shield, she thought, holding on to the wish like it was her last v-credit. Shield. 
 
    The Dame checked her timepiece again, then nodded vehemently. She stood and signaled for the others to do the same, as if they were greeting a new arrival. Cressa’s eyes darted to the door, dread filling her. 
 
    It never opened. Nevertheless, a teenager with wild, darting eyes appeared in the sitting room. Clutching his hand was a small, angelic boy. Somehow, the child radiated calm. It wasn’t a situation that warranted calm. Not by far. 
 
    The Dame’s grandson. Where the hell did he come from? One minute, the welcoming party was staring at a blank space. The next, there were two additional people in the room. 
 
    Gretchen stepped forward and crouched to face the child. Even though he couldn’t see the hand moving to his shoulder, the little boy pulled back to avoid her touch. 
 
    “Alex,” Gretchen said gently. She gestured for Donavon to join her. His face drained of color, but the clone complied. “Alex, my dear. You remember your father?” 
 
    The teenager blinked from existence, leaving Alex’s hand empty. He dropped it to his side and tilted his head. The boy didn’t seem to be scared but still hadn’t said anything. The Dame shot Donovan a pointed look, nudging him toward Alex. 
 
    “H-hello,” the clone said. 
 
    Alex shook his head. “You’re not my father.” 
 
    As suddenly as the scraggly teenager had disappeared from the room, he materialized again. An arm darted out and pulled Alex backwards, away from the Dame. 
 
    Purple eyes firing ultraviolet, Talia Lyons glared at the older woman. Cressa would’ve shrunken like a shriveled flower under the seething rage. But Gretchen didn’t seem the least bit affected by the newest attendee. 
 
    In fact, she clapped. 
 
    “Now that we’re all here, let’s get caught up.” 
 
    “You’re way more deluded than your husband was,” Talia spat. “And you know exactly what happened to him.” 
 
    For the first time ever, Cressa’s second talent signature worked. Evidently, simply wanting to become invisible was enough to make it happen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sweaty, disheveled, and practically vibrating from all the energy he was expending, Kip reappeared inside the mountain facility several minutes after leaving with Talia. Several of the Nightshade agents were stirring after my girlfriend’s blast had knocked them off their feet. Unfortunately, that same energy wave had also rendered some of our people motionless. 
 
    In the corner, Janelle groaned loudly and cradled her right arm. Brand was flat on his back, but his eyes were open and staring up at me. I offered him a hand and helped him to his feet. 
 
    “Get Janelle out of here,” I barked to Kip. 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” she protested as she used the wall to help her stand. “I’ll help you find Miles.” 
 
    Movement in my periphery caught my attention. One of the Nightshade agents had her weapon raised, and it was pointed at Janelle’s chest. In one fluid mental motion, I grabbed the gun with an invisible hand and slammed her against the ground. The impact held so much force that her eyes rolled back in her head. She may or may not have still been breathing. 
 
    “You’re injured. Go,” Brand snapped. 
 
    “And don’t come back for us until I tell you to,” I added. 
 
    Kip grabbed Janelle’s good arm. Before I blinked, they were gone. 
 
    “You’ll never make it out of here,” a voice rasped near the doorway. 
 
    A large man with three horizontal streaks of silver down each of his cheeks peered in our direction. He was badly injured, likely a broken back by the weird angle of his body. A large chunk of the stone wall had crushed his leg, yet he seemingly felt no pain. 
 
    Brand stepped over him without a word. When I followed, fingers caught hold of my ankle. Instinctively, I snatched Brand’s gun from his waist and pointed it downward. The man with the silver claw marks laughed, blood trickling from one nostril. 
 
    “The Dame knows all,” he wheezed, licking his lips. “She sees all. You can’t run from her. You can’t hide from her. We, the Privileged, the chosen ones—“ 
 
    “Gretchen McDonough is just a woman,” I snapped. 
 
    Confusion washed over his face. Like Gracia, it seemed he had no clue who his leader truly was nor the significance of her identity. He shook it off quickly, though. 
 
    A sneer curved his lips as more blood trailed from his nose, staining his teeth a pinkish-red. “Call her whatever you like, she knew you’d come here.” 
 
    “No, she assumed we’d come,” Brand said dryly. He nudged my arm. “Come on. Let’s find Miles and get out of here.” 
 
    I holstered Brand’s gun on my belt and yanked free of the dying man’s grip. Though he wasn’t completely beyond medical attention, something told me Gretchen McDonough had little use for wounded soldiers. Putting him out of his misery would’ve been the humane thing to do. Nevertheless, after walking into an ambush, I wasn’t feeling very humane. 
 
    “She knew I’d die in New Mexico!” the man hollered as Brand and I walked away. “I made the sacrifice willingly. I would die a thousand deaths for the Dame!” 
 
    “I’ll make you feel like you died a thousand deaths,” I muttered under my breath. It wasn’t an empty threat. I just had better things to do than follow through on the promise. 
 
    “Who says shit like that?” Brand wondered. 
 
    Despite the gravity of our situation, I smiled at his words. It had been a long time since I’d spent time with Brand, and I’d forgotten how much I liked his company. If only he and Talia could reach some sort of understanding. Like maybe they’d agree to only fight on days of the week that started with S. 
 
    “Don’t believe me?” called the Privileged man. 
 
    I felt his eyes boring into the back of my head like needles. 
 
    “Where’s that crazy-ass girlfriend of yours?” he sang in a lulling voice. “I know. Do you?” 
 
    My steps faltered. Even Brand stopped short. 
 
    “Tals? Where are you?” I sent. 
 
    Brand met my gaze over his shoulder. 
 
    “Natalia,” he snapped inside my head. 
 
    “Not answering? Maybe her mental shields are up—that is what you call them, right?” The man’s laughter quickly turned into a coughing fit. For one terrible second, I thought he might die before telling me Talia’s location. 
 
    I strode back toward him, Brand on my heels. Rage sent my powers into overdrive. Electricity coursed through my veins. It swirled around my arms, legs, and torso in twists of blue and white. 
 
    “Maybe she’s too far away to reach in your super special way.” The man tapped the side of his head with one finger. “How far is too far? A few thousand miles, perhaps?” 
 
    We’d walked into a trap by launching the rescue mission in New Mexico; we already knew that. But how elaborate was Gretchen’s plan? Was this bigger than just capturing our team? 
 
    Apprehending three Talents who were on the list she gave to Nightshade wasn’t trivial. Either she’d gone above and beyond to stage the scene so UNITED would believe the hostages were really at the facility, or Anya wasn’t the only double agent Gretchen employed. Between Nightshade, the Privileged, and advanced warning of our arrival, capturing us should’ve been easy. Well, easy-ish. Easier still without Talia present. 
 
    But where would Talia have gone? There was only one reason she’d have left the mountain facility with her team in trouble. 
 
    Alex. 
 
    The answer was so obvious. Other than me, Donavon’s son was the only person that Talia would do something stupid to protect. 
 
    “Where are they?” I demanded. 
 
    “Are you going to kill me if I don’t tell you?” taunted the Privileged man. 
 
    I smiled. This time, it was the same off-putting smile I’d seen on Talia’s face. Kneeling beside the dying man, I shook my head. 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me,” I said softly. “I have other ways of finding out what I want to know.” 
 
    Something in my expression must’ve finally triggered the man’s fear. Panic flashed in his eyes and made his body quiver. 
 
    “What’re you going do?” the man squeaked. 
 
    I cocked my head to one side. “Gretchen didn’t tell you? Hmmm. Weird. Guess I’m not as predictable as she thinks.” 
 
    Instead of using the fury that clawed for release beneath my skin, I reached for his mind and siphoned the entire cache of memories. 
 
    “You may or may not die here today,” I told him honestly as images flooded my mind. “If you do survive, you’ll be of no use to Gretchen McDonough. Whenever you do pass on, your life won’t flash before your eyes; you won’t remember anything that happened before today.” 
 
    The process was painful for both of us but more so for him. It was also cruel. And dangerous. And sort of unnecessary. Kip knew where Talia was; only a Teleporter could’ve transported her thousands of miles in the span of two minutes. Still, it wasn’t a move that Gretchen—or, more likely, the Visionary she had on retainer—would’ve anticipated. Probably. Hopefully. 
 
    It was Brand’s voice that brought me out of my thoughts and the Privileged man’s memories. 
 
    “Where’s Talia?” he asked me. 
 
    Legs like rubber, I stood and faced Brand. 
 
    “Kip, Janelle, can you guys hear me?” Talia was usually the apex of the multi-person conversations. I wasn’t sure I could pull it off without help. Brand nodded and two voices I recognized echoed inside my head, so I knew it was working. Temporarily, at least. Making the connection and holding the connection were very different. 
 
    I projected an image to the group, one I’d stolen from the man’s head. 
 
    “Will that work? Can you get him?” I asked Kip. 
 
    “Yeah. I can do that,” he sent back. 
 
    “Go. Now. Then come get Brand and me.” 
 
    I heard their boots only seconds before agents converged from both ends of the corridor. Brand’s gun was still in my hand, so I opened fire without fully appreciating the narrow space. Bullets ricocheted off the stone walls, both mine and those of our attackers. 
 
    Brand dove low to avoid an errant shell. The power tether still connected us, and I was yanked off balance. The tether, I thought, relieved. 
 
    One of the assailants aimed for Brand. I summoned my energy and turned us both invisible. I leapt toward my friend, landing on top of him and rolling us out of the bullet’s path. We crashed straight into a wall. 
 
    My shoulder slammed into the rock and I swallowed a groan. Climbing to my feet, I felt a tug on the tether from Brand doing the same. 
 
    “Where’d they go?” someone shouted. Bullets whizzed around us. 
 
    “Go left. Keep low,” Brand sent. 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    As we headed for the gap, agents ran toward us from both sides. Hindered by their inability to see us, the soldiers fired blindly. One bullet hit my boot and lodged in the sole. A second struck me in the side, piercing the suit and lodging between two ribs. It stung but didn’t really hurt. Still, I felt the energy leaking out of me immediately. 
 
    Head spinning, I fired one wave of telekinetic power in each direction. My eyes began to water, and my legs felt weak. 
 
    No, this isn’t right, I thought frantically. The damage is minimal. 
 
    Another wave of Nightshade and Privileged fighters flooded the corridor. They trampled their companions to get to Brand and me. 
 
    Brand? I blinked several times. I could see his outline. He was becoming more corporeal by the heartbeat. 
 
    Shit. Then, another form materialized out of nowhere. The attackers were closing in on us. 
 
    “Aim for the young boy!” a woman shouted. “He’s their only way out!” 
 
    My powers might’ve been waning, but I wasn’t about to let Gretchen’s people capture us or kill Kip. Even if he was only a few years younger than me, he was just a kid. Using the last of my power, I launched myself toward Kip and shielded him with my body. A barrage of projectiles hit my back. One landed right below my ear. 
 
    I bit my lip to keep from screaming out in pain. When Brand collided with us, I didn’t hold back. 
 
    “Kip! Now!” 
 
    Then, we were gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The scene inside the living room of the McDonough house was odd. No, it was more than odd. It was unsettling and creepy. I wanted to snatch Alex and run. Yet, my boots were glued to the floor. I couldn’t have moved if my life depended on it, which it probably did. 
 
    It’s not him. It’s not. It can’t be. Donavon is dead. 
 
    “Hello, Natalia, darling,” Gretchen said. She gestured to the only open seat in the living room. “Would you care for sugar and cream?” 
 
    I barely heard her invite me to the world’s most bizarre tea party. All I could do was stare at the boy on the arm of the couch. Just as Gracia was my identical down to every freckle, this boy was a physical twin for Gretchen’s son. Donavon’s cheekbones. The exact shade of blond hair. Eyes the same color as the sky. A part of me knew that his mind would show me this was not the guy I’d loved if I dropped my mental defenses. 
 
    It was too great a risk, though. With Gretchen so close, I couldn’t leave my mind vulnerable. She’d been the one who taught me to use my talents, the one who’d trained me. No one knew me and my talents as well as Gretchen McDonough. 
 
    Small, warm fingers slid against my palm. Alex wrapped his other arm around my leg. 
 
    “That’s not my father,” he whispered. 
 
    I closed my eyes, and tears spilled down my cheeks. “No, baby. He’s not.” 
 
    Anger flashed in Gretchen’s blue eyes. She recovered quickly, and her expression was terrifyingly pleasant once again. “Sit, please.” 
 
    I didn’t move. My brain quickly considered and rejected the idea of taking Gretchen out, or even blowing up the house entirely. I had no idea what would happen to Alex and me if I killed their leader on the spot, but I doubted the group of Privileged would just let us walk out. And I couldn’t take out an entire houseful of people—some of whom might not deserve to die—while ensuring Alex remained safe. I’d never forgive myself if he was hurt or killed in a skirmish, particularly one I started. 
 
    “Now, Natalia,” Gretchen began sweetly, “where are your manners? Did I not teach you better than that? I would like to introduce you to my friends. I do believe they will be your friends soon, too.” 
 
    “You’re troubled. Like in the head,” I replied. Eyes wide, I took in the entire scene and studied the people in the room. Most were familiar. Their blank, practiced stares were meant to appease and conceal. I’d once mastered that look, but it felt like a lifetime since I’d last used it. 
 
    “You, of course, know Donavon,” Gretchen continued as though I hadn’t spoken. Alex gripped my leg tighter. I squeezed his hand reassuringly. “I do hope you can put your differences aside finally. All the unpleasantness with that harlot can be forgotten, if not forgiven.” 
 
    “She wasn’t a harlot,” I growled. “You have no right to speak about her.” 
 
    Kandice had been a lot of things, and I’d certainly called her worse than harlot. Still, I wasn’t letting Gretchen McDonough disparage the memory of a woman who’d died for her small child. Especially when he was standing beside me. 
 
    “My son has always had a weakness for pretty girls.” Gretchen laughed as she gazed at Donavon’s clone adoringly. 
 
    For just a moment, I did feel bad for her. She’d loved Donavon, and he’d died tragically and too young. Plus, Gretchen had lost her only child and her husband in very short time span. 
 
    The son she experimented on, I reminded myself. The sympathy dissipated like ashes in the wind. 
 
    “I’m sure you recognize Kevin Leonard,” Gretchen went on. She waved graciously to a boy around my age who was almost too attractive. “Maybe you know him better as Kev Leon? Yes, he’s a world-renowned vid star.” 
 
    The name was only vaguely familiar. Famous or not, I had no interest in sipping tea and making small talk with Kev Leon. 
 
    “Let’s get on with it, Gretchen,” I said. My voice was measured, even though every fiber of my being was screaming for me to run. 
 
    Why did I stay? I couldn’t risk Alex. A part of me believed that she wouldn’t hurt him—he was her grandson and only living blood relation. Still, she’d hurt her own son over and over again for years. After seeing all the family trees and the observational notes on my ancestors, I thought I understood a little better why Gretchen wanted Alex. He had a rare talent and was stronger than any Viewer I’d met, but he was also the child of a created Talent. From scientific and research standpoints, it made him fascinating and valuable. 
 
    “Manners, Natalia,” Gretchen snapped, losing her cool, confident demeanor for only a split second. She smoothed her hair and smiled at the girl sitting beside Kev. The expression was so warm, it made me uncomfortable. “Allow me to introduce Cressa Karmine.” 
 
    You poor girl, I thought. 
 
    I knew that look. Not so long ago, Gretchen looked at me that way. All the while, she’d been manipulating me and plotting ways to use my powers to her advantage. My heart went out to Cressa Karmine; her carefully schooled façade showed cracks. 
 
    Against my better judgment, I lowered my mental barriers enough to allow Cressa’s emotions through. Confusion mixed with unease, and both were chased by…fear. Yet, I didn’t get the impression she was afraid for herself. Not entirely. Was it Alex? Was it me? 
 
    “Hello, Cressa,” I said softly. Though I desperately wanted to read her mind, I was afraid to leave my own vulnerable to Gretchen. 
 
    She knows you too well, I reminded myself. Gretchen knew curiosity was one of my greatest weaknesses. There was no way she wasn’t waiting for me to succumb. Is that why she chose these three as the welcoming committee? 
 
    Gretchen turned her attention to Alex, who snuggled impossibly closer. He bit his lip, yet a soft whimper escaped. Tears pooled in his eyes. I wanted to force him to stop using his talents, to stop him from watching the maniacal farce his grandmother was putting on. 
 
    “Hello, Alexander.” Gretchen extended her hand. To my shock, Alex’s grip loosened. He stirred, like he might really go to her. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “What do you want Gretchen?” I snapped, failing to disguise the sudden terror making my heart race. 
 
    Icy blue eyes appraised me. “I already have what I want, Natalia. You came here, to join me. My grandson has, too. Erikson will follow.” Gretchen cocked her head and stared off into space. “Not here, though. He will try, but Erikson will arrive too late. I have seen this future. I know it will come.” 
 
    “You’re not a Visionary,” I said flatly. Alex’s fingers slipped through mine, and he took a step around me. “The only visions you have are the drug-induced kind.” 
 
    Alex took another step toward Gretchen. Fake Donavon, Cressa, and Kev watched with rapt attention. I dropped to one knee. 
 
    “Alex, look at me, baby,” I pleaded softly. 
 
    “Good boy, Alexander,” Gretchen cooed. “Come, have some milk.” 
 
    “Alex, please. Fight her,” I begged. 
 
    She was inside his head, drawing him to her with an invisible string. I worried that adding my own, conflicting compulsion would break him. Not because he was fragile, though. Alex was one of the strongest people I’d ever met. Still, he was a child with a brain not yet fully developed. Contradictory manipulation could easily cause an incurable rift in his mind. 
 
    With every step he took, my anger and hatred for Gretchen became harder to control. I reached for Alex, intending to physically restrain him. His small hands curled into fists, and he punched my face and chest. The blows didn’t hurt physically, but they bruised my soul. His lip curled into a snarl, and his body twisted violently in my arms. My heart shattered into dust. 
 
    I let him go. Alex ran straight into Gretchen’s open arms. 
 
    “You bitch,” I hissed through clenched teeth, wiping tears from my face. 
 
    Cradling Alex against her chest, Gretchen wiggled a finger in my direction and made a disapproving clucking noise with her tongue. “Have you forgotten all that Danbury and I taught you? Like calls to like, Natalia. Alexander is my blood.” 
 
    Controlling both my temper and my talents proved to be too much. I no longer cared if Gretchen invaded my mind. 
 
    Try it, I silently dared. As soon as I dropped my shields completely, the fear and loathing that engulfed me was all-consuming. It was crippling, and it was coming from behind me. I spun to face Ernest Tate. 
 
    “I told you I would see you soon,” he said softly. 
 
    One gloved hand darted out and closed around my throat. He squeezed, just hard enough for stars to obscure my vision. My skin started to sting, like thousands of bees were targeting my neck. 
 
    “Ernest,” I wheezed his name. 
 
    He lifted me off my feet and threw me to the ground. I landed in a heap, gasping for air that refused to fill my lungs. Then, Gretchen was standing over me. She smiled serenely. 
 
    “You cannot fight fate, Natalia.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The compulsion Talia had used on Kip was impossibly strong.  Breaking through without damaging him required a lot more skill and finesse than I possessed. Luckily, the Privileged man whose memories I’d stolen was better informed than Gracia, and prying information from Kip wasn’t necessary. Instead, I searched through the memories I stole from the silver-streaked man. 
 
    “Take me to the McDonough School,” I ordered Kip. We were safely inside an escape pod with Janelle, Miles, and Brand, and on our way back to Virginia. 
 
    He stared at me with wide, frightened eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “I…I can’t,” Kip stammered. 
 
    “Take another booster,” I growled, annoyed. “I’m not letting her face Gretchen alone.” Yanking Kip by the vest, I pulled him closer. He had no choice but to look me in the eyes. Then, I snatched one of the boosters from my own pocket and shoved it in his face. “Take it.” 
 
    “Kid, you need to ease up,” Miles barked. “Look at him. He’s a mess. You can’t make him do this. It could kill him.” 
 
    I nearly said I didn’t care but stopped myself at the last minute. In a choice between Talia and anyone, I would always choose Talia. I could’ve forced Kip to transport me to the McDonough School, the risk to his own life be damned. 
 
    “Erik, even if he gets you there, he won’t be able to jump back,” Brand interjected. He was using the patient tone he usually reserved for Penny when he thought she was being unreasonable. “He’d be a liability. Logically, it doesn’t make sense. Let him go.” 
 
    I released my hold on Kip, who scrambled backward as far as he could go in such a small space. 
 
    “Leaving Talia alone with Gretchen makes sense to you?” I shouted, rounding on Brand. “You,” I shoved a finger in his face, “you were the one who said her powers are too dangerous in Gretchen’s hands.” 
 
    “They are,” Brand agreed. “But if you and Kip go after Talia now, Gretchen McDonough will have all three of you. That is the only thing worse than her having Talia.” Inhaling deeply through his nose, Brand sat back and crossed his arms. “If you want to help your girlfriend, the best thing you can do is calm the hell down.” 
 
    He stared at me pointedly, assuming he’d played his trump card. In a way, maybe he had. Still, I would’ve thought all the time he spent with Penny would make him realize that telling me to calm down wasn’t the best idea. I didn’t bite his head off, literally or figuratively, so that was something. 
 
    “We need to get back and talk to Ian. We can make a plan and—” 
 
    “I’m confused about something,” Janelle interrupted Brand midsentence. 
 
    His scoff was audible, and he appeared nearly as annoyed with her as he had been with me. “What?” Brand asked with exaggerated patience. 
 
    “Why did Talia have you take her to the McDonough School?” Janelle’s question was for Kip, but I was the one who answered. 
 
    “Alex,” I said simply. 
 
    No longer in an immediate fight for our lives, I finally realized how strange the whole scenario truly was. I sank back in my seat and closed my eyes, sifting through more of the Privileged man’s memories for answers and understanding. It wasn’t long before I sprang upright and started pressing controls at random on the pod’s dash. 
 
    “What?” Brand demanded. 
 
    I ignored him and focused on the onboard comms system. 
 
    “Erik, what’s going on?” Brand demanded. 
 
    “Brand? Oh, my god! You’re okay?” Penny cried. 
 
    Her high-pitched voice was music to my ears. 
 
    “Yeah.” Brand glanced over his shoulder at Miles. Nightshade had patched him up just enough to stop his wounds from gushing blood, but he was in pretty bad shape. “Some better than others,” Brand added uneasily. 
 
    “What about you guys?” I asked hurriedly. “Is everyone okay? Is it over?” 
 
    Brand turned on me. “Is what over?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s over,” Penny replied. “UNITED teams came down from New York and Baltimore, and one flew up from Miami. Gretchen’s people took off as soon as the cavalry arrived.” Penny paused to take a breath before hurrying on. “Guess someone heard my SOS, which is weird because they cut all lines of communication as soon as the attack started. The only message I got out was to Talia.” 
 
    “Are you hurt? What about Ian?” Brand demanded, unsure whether he should be upset or relieved. 
 
    That made two of us. This scheme of Gretchen’s was becoming wilder and more complex by the moment. From the conversation I’d witnessed during my trip through Gracia’s mind, I knew Gretchen wanted Ian dead. Yet, she’d recalled her forces as soon as UNITED reinforcements showed up. Why? 
 
    If Gretchen had a Visionary dictating her every move—and I was certain she did—she should’ve known Kip would get us all out of New Mexico. Except, Nightshade and the Privileged soldiers inside the mountain hadn’t just let us go. They’d fought hard to prevent our escape. Was it a ruse? A distraction? 
 
    Was this entire plan all to get Talia? Were the rest of us unnecessary to her? Or was my girlfriend just the most important piece? 
 
    Penny was assuring Brand that the casualty numbers weren’t horrible on our side. With UNITED’s help, they’d even managed to capture a handful of the Privileged. 
 
    “We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Brand promised his girlfriend. 
 
    “I’ll have medics standing by at the house. Be careful,” Penny pleaded. 
 
    “Always am,” Brand said. He went to disconnect the comm, but I batted his hand away. 
 
    “Hey, Penny? Is Epsilon okay?” I asked her. 
 
    “Um, yeah. He’s fine. Maybe shaken up, but no one inside the house was injured. Why do you ask? And where’s Talia? I figured she’d be the first to reach out. I mean, she was, but you know what I’m saying.” 
 
    I sighed heavily, suddenly too exhausted to carry on the conversation. “I’ll explain when we arrive.” 
 
    “Ominous….” Penny trailed off, clearly hoping I’d fill the silence. When I didn’t, she pressed, “Is Talia okay?” 
 
    Glancing sidelong in my direction, Brand raised his brows in question. I waved my hand as if to say, “Whatever.” 
 
    “Have you noticed Alex is missing?” Brand began. 
 
    I tuned out of the conversation, already feeling too ill to stomach a recap. Honestly, the nausea was partially due to two impending conversations I couldn’t avoid. Relying on a Visionary was such a bad idea. Under different circumstances, I wouldn’t even consider asking Epsilon to tell me all he’d seen. But these were not ordinary circumstances. The only way to win a war against one Visionary was with the help of another, I realized. 
 
    Did you see this coming, Gretchen? I wondered. Do you know how far I’ll go for Talia? Is that what you’re betting on? I hope so. Because I want you to see the end coming. I want you to know there is nowhere you can run, nowhere you can hide. There is no way you will escape death this time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Cressa 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kev’s gentle snores were audible through the open door between their rooms. The sound comforted Cressa as she rolled over for the third time in as many minutes. Kev had somehow stayed awake on the return trip, which was probably the only reason Cressa had felt safe enough to fall asleep then. After they’d arrived back at the Privileged Institute, Cressa and Kev had been unceremoniously escorted to rooms decorated like the Dame’s wing. His rhythmic breathing had begun less than a minute after Kev’s head hit the pillow. Despite the aching exhaustion, sleep eluded Cressa. 
 
    Would she still be in the real world when she woke up? Or would she be in a sim? Or maybe what she thought was the real world was really a sim? It was impossible to know what was real anymore. Flying to the Dame’s old home to have tea and retrieve a kid had certainly felt like a dream, and that was supposedly real. 
 
    Stomach growling, Cressa realized she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. There had to be a kitchen nearby. Cressa pushed herself from the bed and tip-toed from the room. The long hallway had two doors on one side and two on the other. Around the corner was the door to the Dame’s suite of rooms. Cressa turned in the other direction, stopping when she came to a door that was slightly ajar. 
 
    “Hello?” Cressa called softly. If she could just find Tate or someone else who worked there, they could direct her to the kitchen. 
 
    When there was no reply, she peeked her head through the opening. The same muted color palette and soft fabrics filled the room. It looked just like Cressa’s new bedroom, except for one large difference. Instead of a sprawling bed in the middle, there were two large, rectangular troughs arranged about five feet apart—sensory deprivation tanks. Cressa darted into the room. Eyes wide, she trudged closer. 
 
    Swirling brown curls formed a medusa-like halo in the gel that filled the tubs. Though the girl’s eyes were closed, Cressa could envision the swirling purple rage when they did open. 
 
    Talia Lyons was utterly incapacitated. 
 
    Wherever they’d taken her, Cressa expected the talent to be fighting tooth and nail. The raw power that had emanated from her was intimidating, and it’d seemed impossible to staunch for even a moment. 
 
    A small television screen drew Cressa’s attention. Her finger lost invisibility when she reached over to tilt the screen. A gentle breeze swept by, as if someone else had entered the room. Seeing no one, Cressa focused her attention on the video playing. The screen was hooked to a single long wire that dipped below the surface of the gel in the tank with Talia. The cable appeared to be hooked into the silicon band wrapped around Talia’s forehead. 
 
    With a faint squeak of the hinges, the bedroom door opened again. Cressa leapt back from where she’d been leaning over Talia and whirled around. The Dame stood with a hand on the doorknob. 
 
    “I was looking for something to eat,” Cressa blurted. “I’m so sorry, I was lost.” 
 
    Gretchen dismissed Cressa’s apology with a wave of her hand.  “This is your home,” she said. “We are family here at the Institute, including our new guests.” Gretchen gestured to Talia and Alex. “I want you to get to know them.” 
 
    Cressa inched away from the tanks, wondering what kind of game the Dame was playing. As if sensing her hesitation, Gretchen held her palm up in a placating way.  
 
    “You don’t want an audience,” she said with a nod. “I understand. Would you like to get to know Alex?” 
 
    Truthfully, Cressa didn’t understand how she would get to know a five-year old in general, let alone one who was unconscious.  As an only child, she’d never been around younger kids. Nevertheless, she nodded tightly. 
 
    When Gretchen crossed the room, Cressa scurried back from the makeshift med bay set up. The Dame turned on a screen that was attached to both tanks via thin wires that attached to the captives’ forehead bands. The wavering image that appeared seemed stuck between two feeds, like a radio dial between stations. Gretchen adjusted a small dial beneath the screen while Cressa stared at her feet. 
 
    “I will leave you to become acquainted,” the Dame said, gesturing to a nearby chair. “I will also have something sent over for dinner, I apologize for the oversight.” 
 
    Holding her breath, Cressa waited for the other shoe to drop. She’d been found sneaking around the upper echelon’s private quarters in the middle of the night—surely this wouldn’t be abided. 
 
    “We have much to talk about, you and I,” Gretchen added, one hand on the brass doorknob. “Try to get some rest tonight.” 
 
    Cressa exhaled deeply when the door clicked shut behind the older woman. For the first time, she leaned over the room’s second tank. In the sensory deprivation gel, Alex McDonough looked like a doll. His body seemed even smaller with all the extra space in the adult-sized tank. The forehead band had slipped to almost cover Alex’s eyes, and Cressa pushed it back. His dark lashes fluttered against pale skin, as if he were dreaming. 
 
    Flickers of images drew Cressa’s attention back to the screen positioned between the tanks. Though it had been laced with static before, the screen was now clearer and steadier. A tree with massive branches fazed in and out, a bit blurred at the edges. A few blinks later, the tree became a hover. This was followed by a stuffed bear, a red balloon, and a terrifying group of uniformed men. When the scene landed on the smooth surface of a ceiling, a chandelier’s shadows morphed into the tree. This time, the picture was crystalline, as if in billion-pixel definition.  
 
    A slim girl stomped past the tree, her blonde hair whipping in the wind. The screen glided seamlessly to follow, like the input was a bee bot programmed to tail her. She walked up a short path to the door of a rustic cabin, then pounded on the door. 
 
    It was flung open by a shirtless Donavon McDonough. Eyes narrowed, he leaned against the doorway and blocked the opening. Behind him, the sparse cabin was tidy. Donavon’s lips moved, but no sound came from the screen. Engrossed in the scene, Cressa fiddled with the controls to increase the volume. 
 
    “You need to get your shit together,” the girl spat. As her face reddened, her forehead knit into tight lines. 
 
    Donavon shook his head vehemently. “You can’t be here! Kandice, I told you not to come here.” 
 
    “We need to talk, sparky.” Kandice narrowed her eyes. “It’s an in-person sort of thing.” 
 
    Donavon’s head whipped right and then left. Tugging the girl’s forearm, he pulled her into the cabin and closed the door behind them. 
 
    “Why would you come back here?” he insisted. “It’s kind of hard to hide you and Alex from my parents if you’re parading around the Hunter’s Village, you know? Why did I even bother?” 
 
    Kandice’s expression softened. “I want out of TOXIC territory. There’s an underground….” 
 
    Donovan tugged a hand through his wet hair as she trailed off. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” he said gently. “They will kill you just for showing up in Coalition territory. Particularly if anyone finds out Alex is Donavon McDonough’s kid. I can’t let that happen.” 
 
    As if he’d poked a pin into her balloon of hope, Kandice visibly deflated. 
 
    “You also said it’s not safe to be around your family,” she pressed. “Tell me, where is it safe?” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Tell me. Please.” 
 
    When Donavon wrapped his arms around Kandice, she melted into him. He rubbed her back and made soothing noises. The picture dimmed and flickered before reappearing, though it was paused on a single still frame. The shot showed the same cabin, mid-destruction. Planks of wood flew through the air. A petite girl’s violet eyes flashed, the source of the chaos. Talia. She’d caught them. 
 
    Only a moment later, the feed switched to another interior scene. Kandice had Talia’s hand clutched between hers. 
 
    “Please, take care of Alex,” she begged. 
 
    Cressa slammed the button to turn the screen off. Alex’s mother had begged Talia to take care of the child. They’d said Donavon’s family couldn’t know about his son. 
 
    She’d been part of a kidnapping. But what did the Dame plan to do with them? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My earliest memory wasn’t actually my own, though it was about me. Sort of. It belonged to my mother. I’d I often seen it play inside her mind when I was young. Though, I hadn’t thought about it in a very, very long time. In truth, I hadn’t thought much about my mother in a very long time. When the memory came, it was like a dream, though much sharper and more detailed than ever before. 
 
    She stood on the rocky beach, staring out at water the same shade of turquoise as Erik’s eyes. Sunlight threaded bronze highlights through her long, chocolate waves. Her eyes were closed, face upturned as she basked in the last warmth of the day. She rested her palms on her rounded belly and began to hum softly. 
 
    I knew the tune but had long forgotten the actual words. When my father emerged from the ocean a moment later and started singing, I found the lyrics weren’t as lost I’d thought. 
 
    “Come and see, what could be,” he sang loudly and offkey. “Treasure abounds, if only you’ll agree. Dreams are like memories, when you sail the seas.” 
 
    My mother laughed loudly as my father, dark hair dripping water all over her, kissed her cheek. “I hope Natalia doesn’t inherit your singing abilities,” she teased. 
 
    He stepped back, hands over his heart as though offended, and continued to belt out. “In lands afar, the magic will fade. But always know, the journey you made.” My father dropped to his knees on the rocks as he sang the last words of the verse. “Is real!” 
 
    “Get up, Frances,” she giggled. “I know that hurts.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not until you admit you like my bad singing.” 
 
    “I never said I didn’t.” She crossed her arms over chest and winced noticeably. 
 
    My father leapt to his feet. “Kat? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Your pitchy voice hurts her ears,” she tried to joke. Even as she said it, she placed one hand on her lower back like she was in pain. 
 
    He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and began leading her away from the water. “Did she tell you that?” my father asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” she wheezed, squeezing her eyes shut. They stopped walking so that she could catch her breath. “I feel it. She’s so strong already. Do you…do you think we made a mistake?” 
 
    “No. God, no. Of course not, Kat. It’s no different than our ancestors.” He rubbed her stomach and began to hum. 
 
    My mother’s breathing grew even, and her expression was no longer contorted in pain. She smiled serenely and rested her head on his shoulder. Her voice was soft when she told my father, “That’s better. Despite your awful singing, I think our little Natalia is going to be a daddy’s girl.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
    With that single word, Ian put a major kink in my plan. Not that it was much of a plan to begin with. 
 
    “Why? Why can’t I talk to Gracia again?” I demanded. 
 
    Ian sighed. He rubbed his temples with one hand and refilled his crystal tumbler with the other. 
 
    “Because.” He sipped his drink and studied me briefly.  “You’re too emotional. And, honestly, I don’t believe that any information we get from Gracia can be trusted.” 
 
    I slammed my fist on the arm of the chair. “I don’t plan on asking her nicely and just trusting she tells me the truth!” I shouted back. 
 
    “Erik, Ian’s just being—” Brand began. 
 
    Ian held up a hand to silence him. “It’s fine. He has every right be upset. Erik, you’re welcome to shout at me all you like.” 
 
    “What’s the point if you’re not going to yell back?” I grumbled. 
 
    A half-smile crossed his lips but disappeared almost immediately. “Look, Gracia may or may not have useful intel on the Privileged Institute in France. If she does, it’s buried deep and difficult to access. She’s been in interrogation almost nonstop since she arrived.” 
 
    “But your interrogators aren’t me,” I protested, still pissed but not quite ready to kill anyone. At least, I didn’t want to kill either of the men in the study with me. 
 
    “No, they aren’t,” Ian agreed. “They’re trained. They interrogate people like Gracia for a living. They know what to ask and how read her reactions.” He raised his glass in my direction when I opened my mouth to argue and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Erik. I really am.” 
 
    “Ian’s right and you know it.” Brand fixed me with a hard gaze. Neither of us had changed after returning from New Mexico, and dirt, blood, and bits of greenish-brown water plant still clung to his face and hair. “Everything we’ve gotten from that girl is tainted. Even the intel you accessed after navigating mindtraps.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. It made me want to hit something that would hit back. I’d been positive that Gretchen would anticipate Talia going inside Gracia’s head if the clone was captured. But maybe Gretchen had known all along that I would insist on doing it instead. Maybe that was what she wanted, since Talia would’ve realized the conversation between Gracia and Gretchen wasn’t real. 
 
    I let my head fall into my hands. How had this all gotten so out of hand? Not that long ago, I’d thought my girlfriend’s arrest was the worst thing ever. Then, the treaty failed. Before I could even decide whether that failure might be for the best, Gretchen and her Privileged destroyed the Isle. Now, Talia and Alex were the hostages of a madwoman. It has all happened so fast…. 
 
    “Here. Take the edge off.” I looked up at Brand and the glass of golden liquor he offered. “Just drink it,” he pressed. 
 
    I swallowed the contents in one gulp and sat back in the armchair. Guilt spread through me along with the warmth of the alcohol. 
 
    “She’s strong, Erik. There’s nothing Gretchen can do that will break Talia,” Ian said after a long moment. 
 
    My laugh was hollow. “Yeah? After what her husband did to me? You really believe that? If so, you’re a fool. Maybe you don’t deserve to keep your presidency.” 
 
    “It’s not Ian’s fault your girlfriend is a—” 
 
    “I’d choose your next word very carefully if I were you,” I snapped. 
 
    Proving he wasn’t a complete idiot, Brand clamped his lips shut. 
 
    “You didn’t break,” Ian pointed out, ignoring the squabble between Brand and me. 
 
    “Yet.” I summoned the liquor bottle from his desk and refilled my glass. “I haven’t broken completely yet. It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    “You could’ve given up Talia’s location to Danbury. But you didn’t.” Ian crooked a finger. With a wave of my hand, I sent the liquor back to him. “Why?” he asked, tone deceptively light. 
 
    “Why?” I asked incredulously. “Because I would never betray her. I would endure anything to protect her.” 
 
    Ian leaned forward in his chair. “Exactly.” The rage and fear he’d been trying to push down flashed across his expression for just an instant. “You would do anything to protect one person. Imagine what Talia would go through to protect billions.” 
 
    He was one of the few people who knew the extent of what I’d been through at Tramblewood. He knew all the ways Danbury McDonough had tortured me, humiliated me, and tried to kill every ounce of humanity I possessed. So did Brand. Because TOXIC had done the same to Penny. Really, none of us needed to imagine anything; we all knew what Gretchen would do to Talia. 
 
    Or, so I thought. 
 
    “Gretchen isn’t like Danbury,” Ian began. He took another sip of his refilled nightcap. “She’s more cunning. She’s more manipulative. She’s more patient.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” I retorted. 
 
    “Gretchen has been studying Talia a very long time. If the last few days have proven anything, it’s that she knows Talia extremely well,” he continued, brushing over my question and rude tone. 
 
    “I told you, she’s got a Visionary helping her,” I insisted. “She has to be using one, that’s the only way she would be able to remain one step ahead of us. Hell, nine steps.” 
 
    “Yes, and I agree,” Ian placated. “But it’s more than that. Talia’s too impetuous to track, even for a highly skilled Visionary. Oftentimes, her rationale only makes sense to her. I believe Gretchen used her observations of Talia through the years to guide her Visionary. Together, I think they devised a plan that would lead to the desired outcome.” 
 
    I’d said something similar to Talia about her impulsive tendencies making it hard to trust any vision involving her future. Still, it was hard to stomach the idea that Gretchen McDonough knew my girlfriend well enough to predict her actions. 
 
    Finishing my second drink, I set the glass aside and clasped my hands in my lap. “What do you think they’ll do to her?” I asked. 
 
    Brand and Ian exchanged glances. Neither met my eyes right away. 
 
    “What? Just tell me. I can handle it,” I pressed. 
 
    “Gretchen will likely try to reprogram her, so to speak,” Ian said finally. 
 
    The warmth from the alcohol vanished, and I just felt numb. The bottle was in my hand before I knew it. I didn’t bother with the glass. 
 
    “It’s just a guess,” Brand cautioned. 
 
    “Exactly,” Ian chimed in. “Based on what Gretchen was able to do with Ernest Tate, it seems she has developed an effective way to implant memories, personality traits, and opinions. It’s normally very dangerous to even attempt, with a very low success rate.” 
 
    I took another drink and licked my lips. “First, they’d need to wipe her mind, though. Right? That’s what Talia did to Ernest,” I said dully. 
 
    It was also what I’d done to the guy in the cave, but Brand and I hadn’t shared that with Ian yet. 
 
    Again, my two companions looked to one another.  Ian nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Though, as I said, Gretchen is patient. Reprogramming Talia won’t be easy, and she can’t run the risk that Talia’s talents are rendered useless in the process.” 
 
    Right, because having power and wielding power are very different, I thought. 
 
    “Also….” Brand trailed off, indecision making him hesitate. 
 
    I drank more from the bottle. 
 
    “It’s just a theory,” Ian warned. 
 
    For the first time since learning Talia was gone, I didn’t want to break down and cry. Both men exuded something dangerously close to hope. I looked between them. “Don’t keep me in suspense.” 
 
    “Gretchen has done a lot to get to Talia specifically,” Ian began. 
 
    “You don’t say.” I finished the bottle and sent it flying toward a waste chute in the corner. 
 
    Ian frowned but didn’t admonish me. “I don’t just mean recently. Katerina and Frances went to great lengths to keep their daughter hidden. Particularly from Danbury and Gretchen. But it wasn’t always that way. At one time, Talia’s parents did trust the McDonoughs.” 
 
    “I certainly hope her parents trusted them at some point. Tals’ father did invent the creation drug.” I searched Ian’s bar and summoned a bottle of expensive gin. Removing the crystal stopper with a flick of my finger, I swallowed the piney liquid and tried not to make a face. “Even good gin sucks,” I muttered. 
 
    Brand marched over and snatched the bottle, which I was making dance beside my chair. 
 
    “We think Talia might have information Gretchen wants. Information the Lyons’ kept from her and Danbury,” he informed me. 
 
    I glared up at him. “First of all, you were the one who told me take the edge off. So, yeah, you don’t get to take away my alcohol.” 
 
    “I think you mean my alcohol,” Ian interjected. 
 
    “And B, what information? The McDonoughs discovered the missing ingredient.” I cocked both thumbs toward my chest. “My blood. Penny’s blood. Mimic blood. So what information could she possibly still need?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ian conceded, dark eyes meeting mine squarely. “But I do believe it has something to do with those family trees. I’m also positive that Gretchen won’t do anything to damage Talia’s memories until she has what she wants.” He smiled with genuine glee. “Maybe Gretchen will finally regret having Dr. Wythe obscure Talia’s memories of the first ten years of her life. Irony can be so cruel.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My family traveled a lot, supposedly for my father’s job. Recently, I’d begun to wonder if the real reason we moved around so much was to hide my abilities. The first time I’d used them in public, there was a nasty fight. It was one of the few arguments I could recall between my parents. 
 
    I was three years old, and we were checking into a London hotel. My mother and I stood off to the side with our luggage, while my father went to the counter alone. 
 
    “I apologize, Mr. Lyons, but it seems the reservation is for next week,” the clerk informed my father. 
 
    “No, I am positive we booked for this week. I have a meeting with—I have a meeting that I cannot miss.” My father ran a hand through his dark curly hair and glanced at my mother and me. “My wife and daughter must stay here.” 
 
    “I am sorry, sir,” replied the man behind the front desk. 
 
    “Do you have another room available? It doesn’t need to be a suite. Anything will be fine,” asked my father. 
 
    The desperation in his voice was not lost on me. Nor was the fact that, despite looking through his database, the front desk man knew the hotel was booked. 
 
    “Daddy’s upset,” I told my mother. 
 
    She squeezed my hand and bent to look me in the eye. “Your father’s meeting is very important, Natalia. That’s all. Everything will be okay.” 
 
    “That’s not why daddy’s upset,” I replied. 
 
    My mother forced a smile. “No, you’re right. I shouldn’t have lied to you. But we’ve talked about this. You’re only supposed to listen to what people say with their mouths, not their minds.” 
 
    “I know. But daddy’s mind is yelling. How do I not hear it?” I asked, eyes wide and innocent. 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. “Guess we’ll have to tell daddy to use his quiet mind voice, huh?” 
 
    A man in a tuxedo passed by, a woman in a pretty pink dress on his arm. My mother stiffened and straightened to her full height. She pulled me close and wrapped her arms me, gaze focused on the couple as they boarded an elevator. 
 
    “I am sorry, Mr. Lyons. We are fully booked. We do have a sister hotel in Kensington, only a short distance from here. They appear to have a room. I would be happy to—” 
 
    “It has to be this hotel,” insisted my father. 
 
    Safety concerns. That was why my mother and I needed to stay at a specific hotel. People were going to watch us while my father went to his big important meeting. If we went somewhere else, how would our watchers find us? 
 
    “I want to speak with Cornelia Whitman,” my father demanded. 
 
    “Ms. Whitman is not available, sir. She is on a call at the moment.” 
 
    “I’ll wait. Just let her know Frances Lyons is here.” My father didn’t sound like himself at all. Normally, he was kind and patient. Now, he was angry. 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Lyons.” The clerk nodded curtly and turned away. He didn’t go far. One hand on the door sensor behind the front desk, he smiled broadly at my father over his shoulder. Then, he snapped his fingers and pointed to two men in funny-looking uniforms with even funnier-looking little hats. “Please show Mr. Lyons and his family to the Winston Suite.” 
 
    My mother’s grip on me tightened. She groaned and muttered, “Natalia”, under her breath. 
 
    The men in the uniforms loaded our luggage onto a cart with real wheels, and we followed them to the elevator silently. No one spoke until we reached our room. My father handed the two men several globes each and declined their offer to put away our belongings. 
 
    As soon as the door shut, my father turned on me, fire in his eyes. 
 
    “You. Know. Better,” he said slowly, making sure I didn’t miss a single word. 
 
    “Frances,” warned my mother. She pulled me close to her, as though to shield me from my father’s anger. 
 
    “You needed help,” I said defiantly. 
 
    “We have told you time and again; it is too dangerous to make people do things, Natalia,” my father snapped. One hand on his hip and the other on the back of his neck, he turned away from me. 
 
    “I didn’t want mommy to die!” I shouted. 
 
    The tension in the air was thick. I knew what I’d done was wrong. Forcing the man downstairs to do what I wanted was not okay. It was never okay to make someone else do what I wanted. But I didn’t want my mother to get hurt. I didn’t want to get hurt. That was my father’s true worry. If the watchers couldn’t find us, my mother and I would get hurt. My father feared it would be the last time he saw us. 
 
    “She can’t help it,” my mother whispered. 
 
    “She needs to, Kat. That,” my father gestured wildly at the suite door, “can’t happen again. The wrong people will notice.” 
 
    Kneeling beside me, my mother hugged me tightly. “Go to the bedroom, sweetheart. You need to rest now. Using your powers must have made you very tired.” 
 
    Suddenly, I was tired. I nodded, refusing to cry until I was alone in the bedroom. Whenever my mother used her serious voice, I always followed her orders. Even when I didn’t want to. But that day was the first time I’d learned I could defy my mother. So, I did. I laid awake on the bed and listened to my parents argue about me. 
 
    “You can’t yell at her,” my mother snapped. “She’s too young to control her abilities. Which, need I remind you, we don’t know the extent of. She could be volatile.” 
 
    “She needs to understand, Kat. You need to understand,” my father hissed. 
 
    “I do!” she shouted. Then, in a much lower voice she continued. “I do. I understand how hard it is for both of you, but she’s only a child.” 
 
    “A child who just compelled a grown man,” my father retorted. “Kat, that’s…that’s not normal. She’s more powerful than anyone I’ve encountered. Ever. And she’s still so young….” 
 
    “What did you expect, Frances?” my mother demanded. “Honestly, I want to know. What did you think was going to happen? We knew Natalia might be like this. Using her powers is natural to her. It’s as natural as breathing. Asking her—no, ordering her—to not use them is only going to backfire on us.” My mother sighed, exhausted. “It already has.” 
 
    “What do suggest then? We tell her it’s okay? We send her away to be trained?” 
 
    “No, of course we’re not sending her away. Those types of abilities are too rare, and I don’t trust anyone enough to share all she can do. But maybe…maybe we should let her use them in private. So that she can learn. Plus, I think it calms her. Last week, I caught her putting on a dance recital with her dolls without touching them.  It’s the happiest I’ve ever seen her.” 
 
    It was my father’s turn to sigh. “I don’t know. At least, not yet. Once she understands how powerful she is, how much danger she is really in—well, then maybe we can let her use them. Teach her to use them ourselves.” His next words were quieter, as though he’d moved closer to my mother. “We did this, Kat. We are her parents, and we must protect her.” 
 
    “Why did we do it?” she asked softly. “To prove the stories were true? If we’re just going to hide her away and teach her that having abilities is wrong, what was the point? She’s our daughter, Frances, not a science experiment.” 
 
    “Don’t,” my father warned. “Don’t look at me like that. Don’t act like I don’t love her. Natalia means everything to me. That is why I want to keep her safe.” 
 
    “You thought she would get healing abilities,” accused my mother, sounding awed and disgusted at the same time. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” he protested. 
 
    “Yeah, well, neither is yelling at our daughter for wanting to protect her mother.” Her footsteps were impossibly loud as she stomped away. “What just happened is your fault, not hers. If you kept your thoughts to yourself, she wouldn’t have intervened.” 
 
    A door slammed. 
 
    Under his breath, as though afraid my mother would hear him even though she’d left the room, my father muttered under his breath. 
 
    “What have I done?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I was wondering when you would come by,” Epsilon said without looking away from his holoscreen. 
 
    It was early, and he was alone inside the crypto bank. 
 
    “So, you knew?” I asked simply. “This conversation we’re about to have, you’ve already seen it?” 
 
    He smiled shyly and shook his head. “Not exactly. Penny said you wanted to speak with me.” 
 
    “Oh.” I almost laughed, but I’d barely slept, and nothing felt funny with Talia gone. I held up one of the two cups of coffee in my hands. “Caffeine?” 
 
    “Thank you.” Epsilon accepted the mug. Wrapping both his hands around the ceramic, he blew on the steaming contents. 
 
    I sat across from him and sipped my own black coffee, praying it would clear the alcohol haze still clouding my mind. It was sort of a stretch to call it hangover; I was pretty sure I was still drunk. 
 
    “You want to ask if I knew that the mission in New Mexico was a trap?” Epsilon guessed. 
 
    I hesitated. Of the many questions I had for our resident Visionary, that was one of them. Yet, staring into his strange, all-knowing eyes, I wasn’t sure anymore. Relying on visions was dangerous, I truly believed that. Would knowing, or thinking I knew, the future help anything? 
 
    You aren’t asking about the future, I told myself. You’re asking about the past. 
 
    Epsilon could’ve read my thoughts. Maybe he did, but he still waited for me to nod before answering. 
 
    “I saw the Dame and her Privileged army here as well as the McDonough School,” he said carefully. 
 
    “You’d already had the vision of that when we first met you, didn’t you?” I took another sip of coffee. The hot liquid burned my tongue and made my stomach roil, but it did wonders for my fuzzy head. “‘In three days, more will come.’ That’s what you told us.” 
 
    “When I made the prediction, there were still a number of factors in play,” Epsilon replied, once again choosing his words with care. “I saw several potential scenarios.” 
 
    “Such as?” I prompted. 
 
    Though it didn’t really matter, I was curious. 
 
    “I did not see the Sons of After coming. Whoever made the decision and ordered the assault did it in haste. Prior to the attack, prior to meeting you and Talia, I saw two distinct paths forward. One was the scenario where we all remained at the McDonough School until the Privileged arrived, including Penny. Of course, the other was where we all relocated here, to President Crane’s home.” 
 
    “In both scenarios, you saw Gretchen and the Privileged coming to the McDonough School?” I pressed, trying to make sense of it all in my muddled brain. 
 
    “Yes. To both the McDonough School and here. Whether we were here or at the school, I did know Talia would send Alex to the other location.” Epsilon looked down into his mug as though fascinated by the swirls of steam. Guilt wafted off him in waves. “I also knew Talia would follow Alex. I knew they would both be captured because of it.” 
 
    He tensed, anticipating my temper would rear its ugly head. Since his admission came as no surprise, I was able to keep it in check. Talia’s spontaneity might have made her future hard to track but sacrificing herself to keep Alex safe was a no-brainer. In fact, I would’ve been more shocked if Epsilon hadn’t seen it coming. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked him. It wasn’t an accusation, merely a question. Though I still wasn’t sure how much I trusted the Clearwood kids, I didn’t believe they’d intentionally screw us over. 
 
    “It is the only way forward in order to end the Privileged. There are things we do not yet understand. Things Talia must learn before it can be over.” 
 
    Ian’s right, I thought. There was some bit of information Gretchen wanted from Talia’s mind. If Epsilon was right, Talia needed to unearth that intel as well. Why, though? What did Talia need to know? 
 
    “Also,” Epsilon continued uneasily, “this path that Talia is on now…it has the least number of casualties. I know that you think the Privileged are evil. To many, the Created are unstable, too, and a threat to society. But they all—we all—do not deserve to die, Erik. There are many Privileged who, in their hearts, do not agree with the Dame’s philosophies. They only wanted the opportunity to have what you were born with. Is that so wrong?” 
 
    “If they are willing to murder innocent people to get what they want? Yeah, it’s wrong,” I snapped. “Besides, not everyone can handle talents. It’s just biology. Do you know how many will die or go crazy trying to become Talented or Privileged or whatever?” 
 
    Epsilon smiled sadly. “I know better than you. The majority of those brought to Clearwood in my year did not survive. We were not given a choice. But had we been given one…wouldn’t it have been our choice to make? Our lives at risk?” 
 
    Maybe it was the alcohol, but I couldn’t think of an intelligible argument. Instead, I took the conversation in a different direction. 
 
    “What about those who don’t want to be Talented?” I challenged. “I’m not talking about the haters, like Sons of After or whatever. I’m talking about norms who like being norms. What will happen to them in Gretchen’s Privileged world? Hmm? I’ll tell you. They’ll be lesser. They won’t be treated as equals.” 
 
    “I do not disagree with you. I believe the Dame’s vision for our world is wrong. The way she is going about it is horrible. Still, all I am saying is that all Privileged don’t deserve death. All they wanted was to possess abilities. While I do not doubt some agree with her ideals, most are never given the choice to decide what they believe.” 
 
    “You’re saying that she brainwashes them?” It wasn’t really a question, but Epsilon had a formal way of talking that involved using a lot of words when only a few were necessary. Normally, it was fine, and I had no trouble following him. But my thoughts were racing, and I wanted to make sure we were speaking the same language. 
 
    “Yes. Using compulsion mostly, as well as classic cult mentality. With the chaos she has created, those tactics will not be necessary in the future,” Epsilon replied. 
 
    “No, they won’t. She’s making it so norms hate us. Now, we hate norms for hating us,” I said flatly. 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    Epsilon stared into his mug once again, and I stared off into space. The conversation had been illuminating, just not in the way I’d hoped. I couldn’t decide if I still wanted answers to the questions I’d come to ask. 
 
    “I will tell you, if you want to know,” he said softly. “Though, I cannot say you will like my answer.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “When you put it like that….” 
 
    “I do not know, Erik. I do not know if Talia survives. I have seen many outcomes where she does.” Tears welled in his eyes, the first true emotion I’d seen him express. “And many where she does not.” 
 
    Again, I wasn’t surprised by the admission. Still, it suddenly felt as though the walls were closing in on me. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think, except that I needed to get away from Epsilon and his predictions. Away from his visions of a fate I couldn’t accept. 
 
    I stood and started for the door. Just as I started to leave, I turned back to him.  “What about me?” I asked. “Do I survive?” 
 
    “There is a difference between surviving and living,” he said. “Your future is as uncertain as Talia’s, because they are tied to one another. Though, there is a third who’s destiny has been written and will influence both.” 
 
    God, I really hate Visionaries, I thought as I walked out of the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The last time I was on Capri, in the house I called home, I was nine. Our family had been traveling more and spending less time on the island. My parents fought so much. They rarely agreed on anything except their love for one another and their love for me. 
 
    When we returned to the island, those were the good periods. The days, the weeks, sometimes even the months where my parents forgot their disagreements and we were a family. My father’s work didn’t get in the way, my mother didn’t live in a constant state of panic. And I was allowed to use my powers. 
 
    The moment the hover touched down on our private landing pad, I knew this trip would be different. Our normal household staff didn’t come to greet us. Soldiers did instead. A pretty woman with long red hair and midnight blue eyes hugged my mother, while the man beside her shook my father’s hand. 
 
    “You’re late,” the woman chastised my mother. Her tone was sharp, but her relief was palpable. “We’ve been worried.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry, Ellen.” My mother squeezed her friend tightly before letting go. “We ran into trouble in Florence.” 
 
    “TOXIC?” Ellen guessed. 
 
    Mom nodded and patted my head. “Luckily, someone is crafty.” She winked at me and nudged me toward her friend. “Natalia, you remember Ms. Ellen, right?” 
 
    I smiled politely. “It’s nice to see you again, Ms. Ellen,” I said. 
 
    She knelt to my level. “You, too, darling. You’re getting so tall. Just like Penelope. She’s a weed. You’ll never recognize her.” 
 
    “Where is Penelope?” asked my father. 
 
    The man shook his head. “At the cottage, with Ellen’s brother.” His lime-green eyes flitted to me and he grinned. “She’ll be sorry she missed this trip. She’s going to be so jealous when I tell her you have a pool and your own playground and tennis courts.” 
 
    Propping one hand on my hip, I held up my index and middle fingers on the other. “Two pools. One inside. One outside. The ocean’s better, though.” 
 
    The man laughed as he tugged one of my curls. “How are you? Your dad tells me you’re fluent in French, is that true?” 
 
    “Not fluent. But I know a little,” I replied. “Je parle un peu francais.” 
 
    Another man, a younger soldier with short hair and a very serious expression, stepped forward. “Pardon me, but we should really take this inside. Just in case.” 
 
    My mother wrapped an arm around my shoulders. She guided me toward the house with Ms. Ellen on my other side. My father and the man with the green eyes, who Dad called Geo, walked a few steps behind us and spoke in purposefully low voices. They thought I couldn’t hear them, but my parents always thought I couldn’t hear when adults whispered. 
 
    “How’s Ian doing?” my father asked Geo. 
 
    “Same. It’s been rough. TOXIC’s been relentless. The council is still refusing to step in. They want proof,” Geo muttered. 
 
    “Proof?” scoffed my father. “How are we supposed to get that?” 
 
    “Kidnap one of the children, I suppose,” Geo replied. 
 
    “From where? The graveyard? Whatever institution Danbury locked them away in?” my father countered. 
 
    “Why don’t you go play in your room, baby?” my mother suggested. She used that voice that made my eyes cross and my thoughts run into one another. 
 
    “Okay,” I replied, even though I wanted to listen to the adults’ conversation. 
 
    I stayed in my playroom until the sun went down. Though I pretended to read, I really eavesdropped on my parents, Ms. Ellen, and Mr. Geo. It wasn’t hard; my father was such a loud thinker. Through him, I could hear most of the discussion. I understood very little. 
 
    They talked about “the boy” and said he was likely the proof they needed. They weren’t positive, because he seemed normal. My mother kept wondering whether to tell Ms. Ellen and Mr. Geo something that she worried would upset them, something my father didn’t want anyone to know. Mr. Geo suggested planting a spy at some school. Ms. Ellen volunteered, but my father thought she’d be recognized. If she was recognized, everyone agreed the people in charge would kill her. 
 
    Once the soldiers left, my father brought dinner to my room. I pretended to be asleep. I wanted my parents to talk more, so that maybe I would understand why my mother was so scared and my father thought this was the last time we’d see our house. 
 
    I waited until my parents went to their bedroom, then I crept down the long hallway and sat outside the door. Listening through my father was fine in a pinch, but I always heard more when I hid in the shadows. Mom’s orders had expired, so I didn’t feel obligated to stay in my room. 
 
    “We need to tell them, Frances,” she insisted. 
 
    Closing my eyes and leaning my forehead against the wall, I could see her sitting at her vanity in white silk robe. My father stood in front of a large open window, peering out at the dark sea below. 
 
    “We can’t tell anyone. That’s why I destroyed all my research.” My father tapped his temple. “The formula only exists up here.” 
 
    Mom sighed loudly and rolled her eyes in the mirror. “Danbury has most of the formula, he’s only missing one ingredient.” 
 
    “One key ingredient,” he retorted. 
 
    “Don’t you trust Ellen and Geo? I do.” My mother turned on her stool and stared daggers at Dad’s head. “It affects their daughter.” 
 
    “And I’m trying to keep ours alive and out of a cage,” he snapped back. 
 
    “Natalia isn’t a Mimic. Penelope is. If anyone finds out—” 
 
    My father spun. “No one will find out. And it has nothing to do with trust, Kat. I do trust Ellen and Geo. But the fewer people who know the truth, the better off we all are.” His expression softened as he walked over to stand near my mother. “Penelope is safer this way, too. Ellen and Geo venture into TOXIC territory all the time. If one of them is caught and interrogated, there is nowhere their daughter will be safe.” 
 
    Dad placed his hand on her shoulder, and she covered it with her own. 
 
    “What about our daughter, Frances? Danbury knows about her,” my mother whispered, her voice cracking. 
 
    “He suspects, that’s all,” he promised. 
 
    “Is it?” Mom pressed. 
 
    “Kat, have a little faith in your own abilities.” He kissed the top of her head. “You are the reason we’ve been able to keep Natalia safe for all these years.” 
 
    “She’s too powerful to mask completely. Even commoners know she is different. You’ve seen the way they look at her.” Tears pooled in my mother’s eyes. “I don’t know how much longer I can keep it up. And I won’t be the reason they take our daughter from us.” 
 
    “Kat, sweetheart. Stop. Please.” He took both her hands in his and knelt in front of her. “No one is going to take Natalia away. Okay? Do you understand me? I will not let that happen.” 
 
    My mother shook her head, openly sobbing. “It’s not just TOXIC I’m worried about. UNITED will consider her dangerous if they find out how strong her powers are. They’ll say she’s a threat. They’ll lock her away. It’s our fault. I won’t be able to live with myself if something like that happens to her.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Stop saying you won’t let it. The vultures are closing in. I can feel them breathing down our necks. It’s only a matter of time. We need to do something.” 
 
    “Like what?” He stood and started pacing. “If you have a solution, I’m all ears.” 
 
    “I think we should make a trade with Danbury.” She swallowed thickly, afraid of how her suggestion would be received and yet confident she was in the right. 
 
    My father was incredulous. “You want me to give him the formula? Are you crazy? Do you think our daughter is going to thank you for her freedom when it came at the expense of other children’s lives? Even with the full formula, not every person can handle the power. You know that.” He stomped back to look out the window. “I regret the day I agreed to work on the creation drug.” 
 
    My mother was on her feet. She was still crying, but her voice was steady. “You’re right. The creation drug, even the perfected version, is too dangerous. Few who aren’t born with abilities can handle the power. That will always be true.” 
 
    He didn’t turn to look at her. “You want to give Danbury a way to make sure children are born with abilities.” Dad didn’t sound angry, maybe disappointed. 
 
    “He already knows there is one. The McDonoughs have been studying descendants for years. You know he worked with Karmine Pharmaceuticals to develop the prenatal vitamin.” 
 
    “The prenatal vitamin that didn’t work,” my father pointed out. “The few offspring of the mothers who were given the drug that actually were born with abilities—they’re not very strong. And a lot of them have issues.” 
 
    “But it could work. If we give him the lake water from Paradis. Karmine can isolate the radioactive isotopes, just like we did. They can make a vitamin that works, just like we did. Natalia is living proof that the stories are true. She is the strongest Talent born since Paradis was destroyed.” 
 
    My father finally turned to face his wife. “You would give Danbury—a man we know experimented on his own son simply because he couldn’t live with the shame of having a non-Talented child—that sort of power? The ability to play God? To decide who is worthy and who is not?” 
 
    “To save our daughter? I would do anything.” She spoke without hesitation, but I felt her conflicting emotions. “Why won’t you?” 
 
    “Do you hear yourself? If we tell Danbury what we did, if we use Natalia as proof it worked, do you honestly believe he’ll just let her be?” He placed his hands on her shoulders. For a second, I thought he might try to shake some sense into her. Instead, he looked deep into my mother’s eyes, his full of sorrow. “You’re right. Our daughter is the strongest Talent born since the destruction of Paradis. And she has the ability to control others. Wars could be won or lost depending on the side she chooses. Some will want her dead, if only to eliminate a threat. If we tell anyone how powerful she is, what she is capable of…Natalia will never be safe. She will never know peace. Is that what you want for our daughter?” 
 
    Her laugh was brittle as she stepped out of his grip. “Natalia will never be safe. She will never know peace. We sealed her fate the day I took that drug. If we strike a bargain with Danbury, at least we might be able to buy back her childhood.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I spent the morning feeling helpless and adrift in a sea of uncertainty. While everyone was convinced Gretchen had taken Talia and Alex to the Privileged Institute in France, no one felt confident launching a full-scale attack without more intel. The information we did have was spotty at best. 
 
    For over seventy-two hours, a rotating team of psychic interrogators had been trying unsuccessfully to extract useful information from Gracia. Even if they did manage to find anything in that messed up mind of hers, we couldn’t trust that the intel was real. 
 
    The Privileged who were captured during the attack on the Presidential Estate were also proving uninformed and unhelpful. It seemed only those in Gretchen’s inner circle actually knew anything about the Institute. We still hadn’t even determined its precise location, safety protocols, or defensive capabilities. The members of her inner circle weren’t definitive, either, though we all had our guesses as to those names. 
 
    I sat with Ian in his study and watched parts of the interrogations live between status meetings with senators and UNITED councilmembers. None of the reports were good. While the Joint Nations had agreed to extend the Talent evacuation period, some countries didn’t feel obligated to honor the extra time. The Joint Nations also refused to enforce the mandate. Sons of After were ramping up the violence, particularly in less Talent-friendly countries. On top of that, we still had the problem of where to put all those in exile who’d been slated to relocate to the Isle. 
 
    Then, there was the issue of the hostages we’d thought were in New Mexico. We still had no viable leads on their whereabouts. At least half the politicians whose families had been threatened were prepared to capitulate to the kidnappers’ demands. Which left us with the likelihood of even more displaced Talented and nowhere for them to go. 
 
    “For now, let’s continue to bring everyone intended for the Isle to the States,” Ian told what was left of the UNITED council. He rubbed his eyes tiredly. “I’ve already sent scouts to rural parts of Texas, Montana, Wyoming, and the Dakotas. There’s a lot of uncultivated land. There are also some ghost towns that may be options until we can find a more permanent solution.” 
 
    “Any news on the situation in Interlaken?” asked Charlene Prinsloo, the councilwoman from South Africa. 
 
    Ian gestured for Michael to answer. 
 
    “We are still unable to contact our agents in the area. Drone surveillance indicates the Privileged are in charge. Beyond that….” Councilman Tanaka held up his hands, palms facing the ceiling. “We have a lot of Talented in nearby towns awaiting the decision about where to go next.” 
 
    “Interlaken could hold many more Talents than we originally allotted.” Charlene looked to the other nine councilmembers, all of whom appeared in hologram. “Not comfortably, of course. But we could erect tent cities there.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting we retake the region?” asked Alexi Astakhov, the Russian delegate. 
 
    “I don’t believe we have another option,” Charlene replied pointedly. “Switzerland is the only country entirely under UNITED’s control. Interlaken is, or was, the safest place for our kind.” 
 
    The councilmembers continued to debate whether to launch a raid on the Swiss town to drive out the Privileged and the various issues involved with coordinating such a massive undertaking. I was over politics, and I only half-listened to the conversation. My main concerns were Talia and Alex. I knew better than to mention their rescue in front of the council, though. 
 
    After a lot of hemming, hawing, and two votes, the council finally agreed that taking Interlaken was a priority. They decided to send in another round of surveillance drones to monitor the situation over the next twenty-four hours. Hopefully, the footage would provide us adequate intel to do just that. 
 
    “Why don’t we send surveillance drones to the general area of the Privileged Institute?” I asked Ian. The meeting was over, and the two of us were finally alone in the study. “Wouldn’t that provide us with the intel we need for a rescue?” 
 
    Resting his elbows on the desk in front of him, Ian laced his fingers and set his chin on his joined hands. He studied me for a long moment. Then, choosing his words carefully, he said, “We can certainly try sending surveillance drones.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, more than a little surprised he’d agreed. 
 
    He chuckled softly. “Why’d you ask if you didn’t think I’d say yes?” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know. I’m not even sure I think it will work. But I can’t just sit here while she’s….” I trailed off, unsure how to finish the sentence. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t believe it will provide us with enough intel.” 
 
    It felt like an iron fist had reached down my throat and ripped out my heart. 
 
    “But it doesn’t hurt to try,” he finished. 
 
    “Thank you.” I swallowed around the lump in my throat. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “No need to thank me. I want her back, too.” 
 
    Robo Gentry appeared with lunch trays for Ian and me. I wasn’t hungry but managed to eat some of the sandwich on my plate. The ham and cheese could’ve been sawdust for all I tasted. Ian made a series of calls while we ate. The first was to UNITED headquarters, ordering surveillance drones to circle a one-hundred-mile radius near Besançon, France. When that was done, he commed Penny and asked her to set up a live feed on the wallscreen in the study for both the drones in France and the ones in Switzerland. 
 
    Several minutes later, she arrived with Brand in tow. I hadn’t spoken to Penny since returning from New Mexico, mostly because I didn’t know what to say. She loved Talia as much as I did, and it didn’t take a mind reader to know that my girlfriend’s disappearance was taking a heavy toll on her too. 
 
    Penny and I rarely hugged; our relationship just wasn’t the touchy-feely kind. Nevertheless, she walked straight over and threw her arms around my neck. I patted her awkwardly on the back at first, but then squeezed her tightly. Penny’s frail body trembled against mine. I wanted to comfort her, but I had no comfort to give. 
 
    “They’re gonna be okay,” she told me, wiping her nose as she stepped back from the embrace. “They’ll definitely be okay. Right? She won’t…I mean, Gretchen needs them alive. So….” 
 
    “Yeah.” I forced a smile. “She does.” 
 
    Ian cleared his throat. His dark eyes flicked pointedly toward the wallscreen. 
 
    “Right.” She walked over to his desk and shooed him out of the way. “Okay, just give me one minute.” Penny brushed her hair back from her face, flexed her fingers, and set to work. 
 
    Brand made himself comfortable on the couch, while I resumed my seat in the armchair. It took Penny all of thirty seconds to pull up the feeds from five separate drones in Interlaken, and five traveling from Bern, Switzerland to Besançon, France. There wasn’t much to see on the latter, so I focused on the ones flying over Interlaken. 
 
    The images were crystal clear. From one vantage point, snow-capped Alps surrounded a lush green basin. Two different colored lakes glistened on opposing edges. Small dots darted back and forth below, but the drone was too high to make out any detail. 
 
    “Can you zoom in?” I asked Penny. 
 
    “I can,” she hedged. “Not much, though. Want me to fly them lower? They might be shot down.” She shrugged. “But UNITED has like a whole fleet.” 
 
    Ian was standing behind his niece’s chair and scoffed. “Those are expensive pieces of tech, Penelope.” 
 
    She stared up at him with wide, guileless eyes. “I said ‘might’. If I switch to control them, I can probably dodge some bullets. Besides,” she waved at the wallscreen dismissively, “this view isn’t going give us much intel. I’ll engage cloaking.” 
 
    “Fine. Go ahead,” he told her. 
 
    Penny didn’t need to be told twice. One of the drones took a nosedive, speeding toward the earth below. The moving shapes came into sharper focus, and it wasn’t long before I could make out road vehicles weaving in narrow streets. Simple wooden structures lined dirt pathways. Large canvas tents were set up in grassy clearings. 
 
    Most of the figures milling around were dressed in white. They all wore blank expressions. 
 
    “Privileged soldiers,” Penny muttered. An involuntary shudder ran through her. 
 
    “What are those silver markings on that guy’s face?” Brand asked. 
 
    With a few taps, Penny grabbed a closeup shot of an iridescent gash across the guy’s chin and one on his earlobe. 
 
    “Scars,” Ian answered. “My guess is Gretchen puts a great deal of value on wounds received in combat. They prove the solider is battle-tested. They look like badges of honor.” 
 
    “What’s going on with drone four?” I pointed to the wallscreen, where one of the images showed a caravan of buses rounding the bottom of a mountain passage. 
 
    Penny overrode the autopilot and switched to manual control of drone four. She navigated it closer to the caravan. The image switched to thermal briefly, and then dozens of red dots appeared inside each of the buses. 
 
    “That’s a lot of people,” Brand mumbled needlessly. “More soldiers, maybe?” 
 
    “Can you fly next to the bus windows?” I asked. 
 
    “Yep.” She switched back to normal imaging and smoothly piloted the drone. It was quickly flying evenly beside the last bus. 
 
    “They’re not soldiers,” I mumbled. Leaning forward in my chair, I examined the faces peering through the windows. “Those are refugees, and they don’t look so great.” 
 
    Without warning, the feed from drone four turned to static. 
 
    “Damn. Guess they saw through the cloaking.” Penny wrinkled her nose and shot her uncle an apologetic look. “Sorry.” 
 
    Ian shook it off. “Pull up the last frame, if you can.” 
 
    Penny complied, and four faces appeared on the screen. 
 
    “Try to run facial rec. I want to identify as many of these people as possible,” Ian instructed. “Let’s see if we have any allies on the ground.” 
 
    “No problem. Might take a while, though. Without knowing where they’re from, I’ll have to check them against all civilian databases,” Penny warned. 
 
    “I know,” her uncle replied. 
 
    She engaged manual flight for drone one again and flew the tiny hover toward the buses. This time, Penny made sure to keep an adequate distance to avoid detection. The four of us watched as the buses wound through the dirt pathways to the tent encampments. 
 
    Ten white-clad Privileged soldiers stood in a perfectly straight line atop a raised dais in a clearing at the center of the camp. Behind them, three flags flapped in the breeze. 
 
    “Can you get closeups of the emblems on those flags?” Ian asked. 
 
    “That depends. Are the shots worth losing another of UNITED’s expensive toys?” she grumbled. 
 
    “As long as you get the faces of the soldiers on the platform, too,” he said wryly. 
 
    Penny smiled. “Not a problem.” 
 
    Sure enough, the drone only managed one sweep past the dais before the feed dissolved into snow. True to her word, when Penny pulled up the stills, there were clear images of each soldier’s face and all three flags. 
 
    “That can’t be good,” Brand groaned when a familiar emblem filled the screen. 
 
    “Why do they have the UNITED flag?” I asked. Turning to Ian, I raised an eyebrow. “Did we put that there?” 
 
    He shook his head and sighed loudly. “Enlarge the other two and put them all side by side,” he told Penny. 
 
    With a flick of her finger, she sent images of all three flags to a separate part of the wallscreen. In addition to the UNITED flag, there was one with a decorative eye drawn in black on a white background. 
 
    “It’s just like the tattoos,” I remarked. “Ernest Tate has one on his neck. So does Gracia. And the Clearwood kids, too.” 
 
    “It must be the symbol Gretchen is using for the Privileged,” Ian agreed. 
 
    “The Eye of Horus,” a tinny voice interjected. 
 
    We all turned as Robo Gentry slipped through the study doors. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked. “The eye of who?” 
 
    “The Eye of Horus. It is from Egyptian times and represents sacrifice,” Robo Gentry explained. 
 
    “Weird,” Penny mumbled. Her tone was so low, I was the only one who heard her. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I mused. “It’s sort of fitting.” Pointing to the third flag, I directed my question to the droid. “What’s that one mean?” 
 
    Robo Gentry studied the dark gold symbol of interlocking, twisted flames set against a black canvass. “It is not in my database. Would you like me to posit a theory?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Why not?” I replied. 
 
    “Unity and rebirth. The joined circular shapes are frequently associated with unity in many cultures. Flames or fire are most commonly used to represent rebirth.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gentry. That will be all,” Ian dismissed the droid. 
 
    On the wallscreen, there were still three live feeds from the remaining drones in Interlaken. According to the location stamp in the corner of each of the other five drones, they had crossed over the border into France. So far, the images coming in were only of rural pastures. 
 
    I focused on drone two in Interlaken, which had the best aerial view of the encampment. Penny directed it slightly closer to the platform, then she zoomed in. The buses had parked. Dozens of men, women, and children were streaming from the open doors. Privileged soldiers organized their charges into neat, single-file rows in front of the dais. 
 
    The ten soldiers standing on stage all had their hands behind their backs, feet shoulder width apart. Penny inched the drone closer, and we could see the soldiers’ gazes move in unison as they watched the exiled Talents. 
 
    “Put up the shots of the ringleaders’ face,” Ian instructed Penny. 
 
    Using several swift hand movements, she reconfigured the drone inputs on the wallscreen. Decreasing the size of those from France, Penny made room for the still shots of the men and women on the dais. My gaze landed on a girl’s face. I’d once found her green eyes vibrant and beautiful, but now they turned my stomach. 
 
    “Anya,” I grimaced. 
 
    After the initial shock wore off, I realized that I’d known I would see her again. There was a thin line between love and hate. Anya’s feelings for me had crossed that line and sent her running to Gretchen. A part of me felt bad for driving to her to such extremes. Another part, a larger part, hated Anya for her role in Victoria’s murder. 
 
    “Oh, my god. Is that…,” Penny jabbed a finger toward the wallscreen. “Janet?” 
 
    “Janet?” I parroted. 
 
    Sure enough, Janet Evans, former Headmistress of the McDonough School for the Talented, stood in the center of the dais. Her reddish-brown hair was pulled into a tight bun at the nape of her neck. At nearly six feet, she was several inches taller than the man beside her. 
 
    Tals is going to be crushed, I thought numbly. Janet had been something of a mentor for my girlfriend, though she’d also been very close to the McDonoughs. 
 
    “Do you know any of the others?” Brand asked. 
 
    I surveyed the eight remaining soldiers, and none were familiar. I shook my head. 
 
    “Me neither,” Penny added. 
 
    “Run facial rec,” Ian started to say. 
 
    “One step ahead of you,” Penny interjected. 
 
    “Do these things have audio?” I asked. 
 
    “If we can get one close enough without it being shot down,” Ian replied. 
 
    Penny cocked an eyebrow in her uncle’s direction. He made a go-ahead gesture with his hand, and she brought drone two closer to the action. Soft murmuring filled the study. The drone’s mic picked up random bits of conversations here and there, but there wasn’t anything useful. Then, the man beside Janet stepped forward. 
 
    “Welcome, my brethren,” he called, his voice booming across the encampment. The crowd quieted instantly, though many looked around uneasily. “Please, I know you all are scared. These last few days have been trying for our kind. I promise, you have nothing to fear from us.” 
 
    “Who are you?” shouted a woman in the third row. 
 
    “My name is Sir Ronan. I come with a message from our savior, the Dame,” he announced. With a flourish, Ronan turned and gestured behind him. The other soldiers onstage rotated in unison as Gretchen’s larger-than-life hologram appeared. 
 
    “Greetings to you all,” she said warmly. 
 
    Some muttered a greeting, but most of the crowd looked baffled. 
 
    “Some of you may know me as Gretchen McDonough. My late husband, Danbury, was Director of TOXIC until his murder.” 
 
    That statement got people’s attention, not all of it positive. 
 
    That’s a relief, I thought. Still, by the time Gretchen finished what was surely a carefully planned spiel, I had a bad feeling there would be some converts. 
 
    “I am sure you have heard many things about Danbury,” Gretchen began. Her icy blue eyes surveyed the crowd. “I am sure you heard a great many lies about his alleged offenses. In time, the truth will come out. For now, I want you all to ask yourselves just one question: Would Danbury have allowed the Coexistence Treaty to fail?” 
 
    Again, she panned the crowd with that intense gaze. 
 
    “The answer is no. UNITED, the same organization who claims to protect our kind, they are the ones responsible for our exile. Ian Crane, the traitor, is responsible.” 
 
    Oh, she’s good, I thought. 
 
    Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one thinking it. Already, some of the people in the crowd nodded along. Several even cheered. I glanced over my shoulder at Ian. He shrugged and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “The McDonoughs have always had charisma, I’ll give them that,” he said. 
 
    Gretchen smiled serenely. “However, I am not here to lay blame.” 
 
    I snorted. “She’s a piece of work.” 
 
    “I am here to offer you all an opportunity; the chance to join my soldiers and take back this world from the unworthy.” She paused as though expecting applause. Only a smattering of claps came from the crowd. Gretchen wasn’t deterred. “The norms have sent our kind into exile. They’ve driven us from our homes and destroyed the one place we could truly call our own.” 
 
    I leapt to my feet. “Are you serious?” I shouted at the wallscreen. 
 
    “Despicable organizations like Sons of After are not satisfied with exile. No, they want to see our kind eradicated.” Gretchen shook her head sadly, and more people in the crowd began to nod in agreement. 
 
    This is how it begins, I thought. 
 
    “I ask you, my brethren, why should we stand for this? Are we not the genetically superior beings? Are we not the next step in human evolution?” Gretchen curled her hand into a fist, shaking it to punctuate each statement. “We should not have to live in poverty, in squalor. I intend to fight for what is rightfully mine. I implore you all to join me!” 
 
    As far as fanatical speeches went, hers was pretty good. She’d said all the right things to rile up an already angry crowd. The smug smile on her face was proof she knew it, too. 
 
    “War is scary,” she continued. “I understand. So, I do not ask you to make this decision lightly.” Gretchen spread her arms wide. “Take the next forty-eight hours and speak with my ranks. Make an informed decision. Should you elect not to join the rebellion, you will still receive what is yours when we succeed.” 
 
    Long after Gretchen finished speaking, her holographic image remained. 
 
    I didn’t recall where the butter knife came from or how it ended up in my hand. When I hurled it at the wallscreen, it wedged between her feverish eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-One 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My parents’ faces floated above me like clouds in an impossibly blue sky. I reached a finger toward my mother’s cheek, wanting to touch her one last time. She extended her hand down to meet mine. Instead of a nice, loving squeeze, she grabbed my wrist and yanked. Hard. 
 
    “Talia,” a raspy voice snapped. It didn’t belong to my mother. It barely sounded human. 
 
    Memories flooded my mind with places, people, and things I hadn’t thought about in years. Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to block the pain in my head. The fingers wrapped around my wrist were too strong, and the nails bit into my flesh. It hurt. After another hard tug, I sat upright and gasped for air. 
 
    “Talia, what are you doing here?” 
 
    I recognized the voice. Sort of. 
 
    “Open your eyes, dammit.” 
 
    My head spun, and I thought I might be sick. 
 
    “Natalia Lyons,” the voice hissed. “Look at me.” 
 
    Suddenly, my cheek was on fire. “Owwww,” I moaned. 
 
    The second slap was even harder, like maybe a few teeth were knocked loose. Still, it had the desired result. I opened my eyes and looked up into a face. While not my mother’s, I did know the features. Kind of. 
 
    “Cadence?” I mumbled, tilting my head to one side. My neck muscles didn’t work right, and my head flopped awkwardly onto my shoulder. “You don’t belong here,” I slurred. 
 
    “Neither do you,” she snapped. “Now, come on. We need to get you out of this tank.” 
 
    “Tank?” Once again, my speech was off. “What’s wrong with my mouth?” 
 
    Cadence rolled her eyes. Looping my arm around her neck, she slid hers beneath my back. 
 
    “Am I naked?” I asked, sounding like my mouth was full of cotton. When I looked down, my chin hit my chest. 
 
    With a groan, Cadence lifted me in her arms. “For someone so tiny, you’re awfully heavy,” she complained. 
 
    “Thanks, jackass,” I muttered. 
 
    She snorted. “Oh, good. You’re in there. I was worried Gretchen might’ve zapped the snark out of you. Or maybe I was just hoping she would.” 
 
    “Gretchen.” Her name brought my mind into sharper focus. This time, the flood of memories was from recent events. 
 
    “Alex. Where’s Alex?” I demanded. 
 
    Cadence put me on my feet, keeping her arm around my back to support my weight. She nodded to a clear glass tank full of blue goo. A small body was suspended inside. I started toward him but only made it two steps before my knees buckled. 
 
    “I think you need to wash this crap off before your body will work right,” Cadence said uncertainly. We stumbled to a shower in the attached bathroom. 
 
    The frigid water washed away the lingering cobwebs inside my head, and I felt more like myself. Once the thin layer of blue gel was off my skin, my motor functions returned to normal. 
 
    “Where am I?” I asked. 
 
    Cadence had her back to me as she rummaged inside a supply closet. Hopefully she was looking for some clothes. Because, yes, I was naked. 
 
    “Gretchen McDonough’s messed up cult compound.” She turned and tossed me a pair of black scrubs. “Get dressed. Now.” 
 
    I eyed her suspiciously. “Are you the real Cadence? Or a pod-person Cadence?” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. She looked at me like I’d finally lost my last threads of sanity. 
 
    I put one hand on my hip. “Seriously. How do I know you’re not like Gracia?” 
 
    She stared so hard that two deep grooves appeared between her eyebrows. “Did you hit your head? We don’t have time for this. Someone will be by to check on you soon. We have to go.” 
 
    “Tell me something first.” I studied her face. She looked like Cadence. Well, she looked like a filthy, bloodied version of Cadence. She also felt like the snippy Light Manipulator I’d come to know. Still, I had to be sure. 
 
    “What?” she demanded. 
 
    “Why don’t we like each other?” I asked. 
 
    She didn’t miss a beat. “Because you’re an entitled brat. Will you please put on the damn clothes, so we can get Alex and leave?” 
 
    “Pod-person Cadence would probably say the same thing,” I muttered, sliding my legs into the scrub pants. 
 
    “I will slap you again. Happily,” she warned. 
 
    While I slipped the scrub top over my head, she hurried over to Alex’s tank. Gently, she pulled him from the vat of weird blue gel. Cradling him in her arms, Cadence rushed over to the shower and placed his small body beneath the running water. 
 
    He shot up like dart, clinging to Cadence’s arm with both hands. 
 
    “Talia,” he wheezed my name and reached in my direction. 
 
    I plucked him from her arms and squeezed him. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?” 
 
    Alex shook his head, and then buried his face in my shoulder. Cadence returned to the supply cabinet and grabbed the smallest pair of scrubs inside. I finished wiping the gel from his body with towel and dressed him quickly. 
 
    “Ready?” Cadence asked, one hand on the door. 
 
    “Not quite yet.” I held Alex tighter. “I need answers first.” 
 
    She rolled her dark eyes. “Don’t make me sorry I risked my life to save you.” Shifting uncomfortable from one foot to the other, she tapped the side of her head. “We should probably, you know, talk up here.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I shouted inside her mind. 
 
    Cadence winced and grabbed hold of my wrist. As soon as her fingers touched my skin, all three of us turned invisible. Easing the door open a crack, we slipped into the hallway. 
 
    “I was part of the team sent to investigate the location where Anya dropped off a rental hover,” Cadence answered. “We decided to do a little recon, since this is a pretty remote area of the French countryside. My team was ambushed. Next thing I know, I’ve got a hood over my head and Gretchen McDonough wants me to pledge allegiance to her cult.” 
 
    The corridor was brightly lit and felt sterile, like the medical building at school. Cadence kept a firm grip on my wrist, and I kept a firm grip on Alex. He sat on my hip with his legs wrapped around my waist. My bare feet were silent, but Cadence’s boots made a soft tapping noise as we hurried to a set of doors at the end of the hall. 
 
    “Do you know where you’re going?” I asked. 
 
    “Sort of. This place has a maze of tunnels and secret passages with hidden entrances,” Cadence responded. She pushed on one of the doors, inching it open just enough to peer through the slit. 
 
    “How did you get free?” My curiosity was piqued. I was about ninety-nine percent sure she was the real Cadence; she just didn’t feel like the other clones I’d encountered. Still, I wanted to make sure this wasn’t some elaborate ruse.  
 
    The door opened wider. Cadence pulled me through. A reception area was to the left, and elevators were on the right. After a moment of hesitation, we headed toward the latter. 
 
    “I’m a Light Manipulator,” she finally answered, like it was a silly question. 
 
    “Okay, well then what? Have you just been living here invisibly for the past…week?” 
 
    Though I couldn’t see it, I felt her eyeroll. “It’s not like I haven’t been looking for a way out.” We halted in front of a set of steel doors. “Open them,” she insisted. 
 
    “Um, okay.” When I reached for the sensor, Cadence swatted my hand away. 
 
    “With your telekinesis. There’s a ladder. We can climb down the shaft into the tunnels.” 
 
    “You must be joking,” I shot back. Even as I sent it, I forced the doors apart with my powers. 
 
    “What? Did a month on Vault make you soft?” she quipped. 
 
    Alex’s arms tightened around my neck like he had me in a chokehold. 
 
    “Do you want to climb down a ladder holding a child?” I shot back. “What if he falls? It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “It’s our only play. He won’t fall. You won’t let him, I know you won’t.” She hesitated. “I can’t keep you invisible, though. Not unless we’re touching.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know how this works,” I grumbled. 
 
    “You go first. I’ll cover you.” Cadence’s hand slid up my arm to rest on my shoulder, and I swung Alex from my hip to my back. 
 
    “Hold on tight, okay?” I whispered. 
 
    His chin bobbed against the back of my neck. Saying a silent prayer to whoever was listening, I took a deep breath and leapt across the empty elevator shaft to the ladder on the back wall. Cadence’s touch slipped away, and my hands materialized in the darkness. My fingers curled around a metal rung. 
 
    Alex’s body slammed against my back, his knees digging into my kidneys. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked him softly. 
 
    “Uh huh,” he mumbled in my ear. 
 
    With my bare feet, climbing down was easier than I’d anticipated. After I’d descended a bit, the ladder shook as Cadence made the leap herself. I looked up to make sure she was okay, and rust shavings floated into my eyes. 
 
    “Go already,” she hissed. 
 
    “You’re awfully cranky,” I sent. 
 
    “You would be too if you’d been living here for the past week,” she snapped. “I’m freaking starving.” 
 
    “I spent a month in a maximum-security prison,” I countered. “Don’t talk to me about malnourishment.” 
 
    The ladder ended five feet above the ground. In one motion, I released the last rung and grabbed Alex’s legs. Landing on the balls of my feet, I quickly moved aside for Cadence to follow. 
 
    “They might serve gruel on Vault, but it’s at least full of nutrients,” she sent back. 
 
    It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. When they did, I looked left and right. To the left was a dead-end. To the right, a long, sloping passage descended into blackness. 
 
    Cadence crossed her arms over her chest. “Want to tell me how you ended up here?” 
 
    Alex shimmied down my back. He stood on his own but still clung to my hand. Pulling him close, I stroked his damp hair. 
 
    “It is a long, complicated story,” I told her, gazing pointedly down at Alex. 
 
    Cadence started walking, and she gestured for me to follow. The ground was smooth beneath my feet. I wanted to save my strength in case I needed to run with Alex in my arms, so I let him walk beside me. 
 
    “I’m guessing there aren’t cameras down here?” I kept my voice low, figuring mental communication wasn’t necessary. 
 
    Cadence shook her head. “Not in this passage. Other areas are under surveillance, though. I’ll need every ounce of energy I have to keep all three of us invisible when necessary, just taking a quick break.” 
 
    “Hey.” I reached out and grabbed her shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I am so glad to see you. Honestly.” Surprising us both, I hugged her. Cadence patted my back awkwardly, but she did hold on longer than necessary. 
 
    “You, too.” Her lips curved into a half smile that grew wider when she looked down at Alex. “And I am definitely happy to see you.” 
 
    “I saw you down here,” he told her. “In the shadows. ‘Member, Talia? I showed you.” 
 
    The drawing. I’d almost forgotten. 
 
    “Yeah, baby. I remember,” I promised. 
 
    Cadence started walking again, and we fell in step beside her. 
 
    “Guess there’s not much news down here, huh?” I asked tentatively. 
 
    “Is that your coy way of asking if I’m aware that the world in basically on fire?” she replied dryly. 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah, guess so.” 
 
    “Being inside the world’s least fun funhouse does have its advantages. If you want to call them that.” 
 
    The sloped ground became steeper and the air grew colder. Alex shivered, so I rubbed his arm to warm his skin. 
 
    “Have you been spying on Gretchen?” I asked Cadence. 
 
    “Not on purpose. Well, not at first.” She sighed, clearly exhausted. “Really, I just wanted to find a way out of this place. It’s built like a giant maze that’s meant to trap people inside. That’s the way it seems, anyway. I still haven’t found an exit, but I did find Gretchen’s secret lair.” 
 
    I couldn’t keep the skepticism out of my voice. “Secret lair? That’s sort of…intense.” 
 
    “She keeps a bald man in a corner and forces him to future gaze. All day, every day. That’s intense,” Cadence countered. 
 
    “I knew it,” I declared triumphantly. “Not the bald guy in the corner thing. The Visionary thing. She’s been one step ahead of us the entire time. I knew I wasn’t that predictable.” 
 
    “Let’s not celebrate yet. In case you haven’t noticed, we’re stuck in a dungeon. Hold up.” Cadence motioned for me to stop walking. Her voice was pitched much lower, when she added, “This tunnel opens into a bigger room up there. Let me go first and make sure it’s clear.” 
 
    Nodding, I knelt to Alex’s level and wrapped my arms around him in a tight embrace. “Everything’s going to be okay, I promise. We’re going to get out of here. You believe me, right?” 
 
    His face was buried in the crook of my neck, and I felt him nod. 
 
    “Are we gonna go to the island?” he asked in a small voice. 
 
    “What island?” 
 
    “The one where the man and the lady live. The ones who look like you.” 
 
    Was he talking about Capri and my parents? Was it possible he’d somehow seen the dreams—no, the memories—I’d experienced while in the weird goo-filled tanks? 
 
    “How do you know about the man and the lady on the island?” My tone was light, but I was terrified. Those memories must have been buried so deeply. Even now, they didn’t feel real. They felt like they belonged to someone else, to some other little girl named Natalia. 
 
    “I saw them. On the wallscreen. On the flight here, to Granny’s house.” 
 
    I was cold all over and it had nothing to do with the temperature in the tunnels. Alex called her Granny. Back at the McDonoughs’ house, he’d also chosen Gretchen over me. How could I protect him if her influence was stronger? 
 
    “You were awake in the hover?” I asked him, fighting to keep my voice from shaking. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I held him at arm’s length, staring at his adorable cherubic face that was so much like his father’s. “Was I asleep? Was I in a tank like the ones where Cadence found us?” 
 
    Alex nodded again. “She said she wanted you to remember. That your mommy and daddy died when you were little, just like me. She said that you couldn’t remember them, and that’s why she made me a new daddy. Granny doesn’t want me to forget him.” 
 
    Sick, twisted, bitch, I thought angrily. 
 
    “He’s not really my daddy,” Alex whispered. “I don’t want him to be my daddy. Don’t make me go with him.” 
 
    “Oh, no. No, sweetheart.” I hugged him fiercely. “You don’t have to go with that man.” 
 
    “Granny scares me,” he whispered. Alex’s mouth was right next to my ear, like he was afraid of being overheard. “She makes me do things I don’t want to do. Maybe if we go to the island where the man and the lady live, Granny won’t find us.” 
 
    I squeezed him one last time and wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “Then maybe that’s where we’ll go.” 
 
    It was a promise I had no business making. Capri was the first place Gretchen would look for me. By unlocking my memories, she’d found what Mac and his ancestors had been searching for. With Paradis destroyed, Gretchen would only be able to get the radioactive material that made me so powerful if there was still some left at my family home. 
 
    I would just have to kill her before she had the chance. 
 
    “Talia.” Cadence’s voice echoed up the passage. “I, um…I think I might’ve found us a way out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Well into the evening, I sat in Ian’s study and watched the live feeds from the drones in France. They’d located Gretchen’s Institute for the Privileged, though it looked more like a medieval castle. 
 
    Complete with a wicked queen and trapped princess, I thought, staring at the turrets. 
 
    “Any activity yet?” Penny asked from behind me. She’d been so quiet, I hadn’t heard her enter. 
 
    “Not a peep,” I replied without turning around. 
 
    “Want company? Or is Uncle Ian’s vodka keeping you entertained?” The derision in her voice was hard to miss. 
 
    “It’s rum. And this is my first drink. Don’t judge.” 
 
    She flopped beside me on the couch. My head rested on the cushion behind me, and I rolled it to the side to look at Talia’s best friend. “Care for a drink?” 
 
    Penny shrugged. “Why not?” 
 
    “Wine?” I guessed. “I think he’s got a bottle of that peach crap you like.” 
 
    In our month-long peace mission, Penny occasionally drank a glass of wine with dinner. It was always something sweet, fruity, and kind of gross. I poured it without using my hands. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said when I sent the glass to her waiting fingertips. 
 
    “Where’s your lesser half?” I asked. My gaze turned back to the wallscreen and stared at a scene that hadn’t changed in hours. 
 
    Penny smiled. “New York. Sons of After torched the UNITED embassy in Manhattan. He went up to help put out the fire.” She sipped her sickeningly sweet wine and sighed with satisfaction. “Have you left this room all day?” 
 
    “Briefly, to check on Miles,” I admitted. 
 
    “He’s such a baby when he’s injured,” Penny remarked. 
 
    “He was harpooned,” I pointed out. 
 
    “It’s a flesh wound. I mean, I’m sure he’s had worse.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. “Have you ever been shot with a spear gun? It looked like it hurt. A lot.” 
 
    “Of course, I haven’t. I’m not a dolphin.” 
 
    “That’s not what people use spear guns for. I’m pretty sure dolphins are docile,” I told her. 
 
    Penny looked at me with mock incredulity. “You’ve clearly never met Tippy. He lives near Uncle Ian’s cottage.” She shook her head. “He’s so mean. He bit me when I tried to ride him.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond but realized there was nothing I could say to that comment. Instead, I sipped my drink. 
 
    “I still have a scar,” Penny continued. 
 
    “This is an absurd conversation, and I can’t tell if you’re lying.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Does it really matter if I am? You’re like twenty percent less broody than when I walked in. That’s what counts.” 
 
    I raised my glass and, Penny toasted me. “Touché,” I said. 
 
    “We’re going to get her back. Both of them,” she assured me. 
 
    Are we? I wondered. What had Epsilon said? “There is a third whose destiny has been written and will influence both.” The third could only be Alex. If something happened to him, Talia wouldn’t be able to go on. I couldn’t go on. 
 
    “Have you talked to your father?” Penny asked tentatively. 
 
    My stomach clenched. No, I hadn’t. I was too much of a coward to face him. What would I say? Was I supposed to make him promises that I had no way of keeping? 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Erik.” Penny stared at me with her intense lime eyes. “At least Talia and Alex are together. And I know Gretchen has sort of lost it, but she won’t hurt Alex. He’s the only family she has left.” 
 
    On the wallscreen, lights came on in one of the castle’s towers. I watched the window closely, willing Talia to appear. Hell, I would’ve settled for Gretchen. Or anyone in a Privileged getup, so we’d be certain it was the right place. 
 
    “Donavon was her son. She hurt him,” I said flatly. 
 
    “Donavon is dead, and Gretchen is alone. She might not have been the world’s best mother, but she loved Donavon. I think she just wants a part of her son back.” 
 
    “Her and Talia both.” I hadn’t meant to sound so bitter, so jealous. 
 
    “Don’t do that.” Penny shook her head and angled to face me. “You can’t keep blaming Talia for dating Donavon. She isn’t with you because he died. She’s with you because she loves you.” 
 
    I knew she was right. Maybe that was why I felt so guilty for getting upset. I wanted to be there for Talia, to help her work through her feelings over Donavon’s death. To deal with the grief she didn’t know how to accept. Yet, just hearing his name made me want to hit something. 
 
    “If you let him, Donavon will always be between you. It doesn’t have to be that way. You can choose to get over it. I mean, I’ve been with other people, and Brand doesn’t care.” 
 
    “I haven’t had enough to drink to have this conversation with you,” I grumbled. “It’s different, too. Talia was dating Donavon when….” 
 
    “When you fell in love with her?” Penny guessed. Batting her lashes, she made some weird puppy face. 
 
    I might’ve blushed. Maybe it was the alcohol. 
 
    Penny laughed. “Why does that even matter? Actually, it’s not that different from Brand and me. We’ve always sorta been together, but I dated other people while I was undercover.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I held up a hand. “You cheated on Brand?” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t call it cheating,” she said quickly. “We had an understanding. When I left home, we went on a break. When I came back, we’d be together.” Blood rushed to Penny’s cheeks and she hurried gulped her wine. 
 
    “Does he know about your ‘understanding’?” I teased. 
 
    “Totally,” Penny said, eyes wide. “Not the specifics or anything, though. We agreed not to talk about it.” 
 
    I refilled her wine glass. “And he doesn’t care?” 
 
    She smiled affectionately. The faraway look in her eyes made me glad we weren’t having this conversation mentally. 
 
    “No, he doesn’t care. I’ve been in love with Brand for as long as I can remember. He knows that. He also knows he’s the only person I will ever be in love with. That’s all that matters to him.” 
 
    “What about you? Do you care that he might’ve been with other girls while you were away?” I asked. 
 
    “Why, what did he tell you?” Her eyes grew impossibly wider, expression suddenly deadly serious. “I’ll gouge her eyes out.” Penny couldn’t keep a straight face. She dissolved into a fit of giggles. “Kidding. No, I don’t care. Brand has always been mine. He will always be mine.” 
 
    She stood, taking her wine glass with her. “I’m gonna go get something to eat. Don’t stay in here all night. And please, go see your dad.” 
 
    “Yeah, I will. In a little while,” I promised. 
 
    Penny left, and I turned my attention back to the wallscreen. My thoughts had already begun to wander back to Talia and the things Gretchen might do to her. The sound of a glass shattering rang out, followed by a dull thud. I leapt to my feet. 
 
    “Penny!” 
 
    Vaulting the back of the couch, I dashed to where she’d collapsed in the doorway. Her thin body bucked, her head hitting the wood floor repeatedly. I didn’t want to touch her and make it worse. I didn’t want to leave her to get help either. 
 
    “Help! Ian, help!” I screamed. “Anybody! Help!” 
 
    I rolled Penny onto her side. Tearing my shirt off, I wadded it into a ball and stuffed it beneath her head. 
 
    “What happened?” Ian demanded, sprinting from the opposite end of the hallway. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I stammered. “We were just talking. She said she was hungry, and she got up and…I don’t know. She just collapsed.” 
 
    “There’s a cherrywood box on the bookcase behind my desk. Get it,” he barked. 
 
    “Of course.” I summoned the box and opened the lid for him. 
 
    Ian grabbed one of the syringes inside. His hands were surprisingly steady as he plunged the needle into her neck. The convulsions slowed but didn’t stop. Blood dripped from Penny’s nose. Ian stuck a second needle into his niece’s upper arm. With one last horrifying shudder, Penny’s eyes rolled back in her head. She went limp. 
 
    “Is she…?” I couldn’t say the word. 
 
    “No.” Panting and visibly shaken, Ian sank down beside his niece and stroked her hair. “No. She’s breathing. For now.” 
 
    Trembling, I ran a hand down my face. “Tell me the truth; how long does she have?” 
 
    Ian shook his head. “Not long. The neurological damage is permanent. Even if Dr. Patel finds the cure tomorrow…we’d only be able to slow the progression.” 
 
    “Does she know?” I whispered. 
 
    “I haven’t told her how bad it is, if that’s what you’re asking.” Ian sighed. The lines on his weathered face seemed to deepen before my eyes. “But yes, I think she knows.” 
 
    I felt like I’d swallowed a sock. Though I wanted to ask if this was my fate, I already knew it was. 
 
    “You should get some rest, Erik. I can take it from here.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” Feeling his desperation, I stood on unsteady legs and left. 
 
    When I glanced back, Ian was stroking his niece’s hair with tears running down his scruffy cheeks.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Three 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When you said you found a way out, I thought you meant an actual exit. What am I supposed to do with him?” I demanded, gesturing at the man laying on the ground at Cadence’s feet. In a softer voice, like there was a chance Alex wouldn’t hear me when he was standing right beside me, I added, “Did you hit him over the head?” 
 
    Cadence sighed, annoyed. “How else would I have knocked him out? He saw me. I didn’t have a choice. Don’t act like you wouldn’t have done the same thing,” she hissed. 
 
    “Do you know who that is?” I stabbed the air angrily with my pointer finger. “And I repeat, what am I supposed to do with him?” 
 
    “Of course, I know who he is. I had therapy sessions with him for two years.” 
 
    “What? Why?” I asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “They wanted to make sure I didn’t become a traitor after my brother was locked up in Tramblewood.” Cadence poked the unconscious man on the ground with the toe of her boot. “Dr. Wythe diagnosed me with anger management issues and a chronic bad attitude.” 
 
    I smirked. 
 
    “Oh, shut it. You have no room to talk. Didn’t you see him for years, too?” she countered. 
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted. “Though, I think he messed me up more than helping.” 
 
    Dr. Wythe, the head-shrinking doctor Mac had made me see regularly, groaned and rolled onto his back. He stared up at us with his weird, colorless irises. 
 
    “Cadence, what am I supposed to do? How is he our way out?” I squeaked. 
 
    Dr. Wythe had always made me uneasy, and not just because he liked to play inside my head. There was something off-putting about him. Considering he was in league with Gretchen, maybe it was just an evil vibe I’d always felt. 
 
    “Read his mind. Compel him to show us how to get out of here. Do whatever it is you do. Just hurry,” Cadence insisted. She glanced over her shoulder, toward a passage opposite the one we’d down. “More might be coming. The observation cavern is down there.” 
 
    Observation cavern? There wasn’t time for questions, but I had so many. I didn’t want to read Dr. Wythe’s mind. It just seemed like it would be a creepy place. 
 
    “Talia? Do something,” Cadence pressed. 
 
    The doctor chuckled, which quickly turned into a hacking cough. 
 
    “Natalia Lyons, I was just on my way to see you,” Dr. Wythe wheezed. 
 
    My lip curled involuntarily. The doctor tried to sit up, but Cadence placed her boot on his chest. I took a deep breath and met his eyes. 
 
    “Is there an exit on this level?” I demanded. 
 
    “This level?” He cackled like he’d just told a joke. “We’re twenty stories below ground.” 
 
    He was telling the truth, though not entirely. There was a way out. Against my better judgment, I dove into his mind. Cadence had said it was like a maze down in the tunnels, we needed the info. If Dr. Wythe knew of a passage that led to an exit, he’d also have a map stored somewhere inside his thick skull. I just need to find it. 
 
    “You are no match for me, Natalia,” he said softly. “I know your mind much better than you do.” 
 
    Cold fingers crept up my spine, but I refused to show him my fear. He’d taken enough from me already. Instead, I smiled smugly and was rewarded with a trickle of unease from the man at my feet. 
 
    “Maybe you do,” I conceded with a lazy shrug. “But I don’t care if I break yours.” Without taking my eyes off Dr. Wythe, I spoke to Cadence. “Take Alex toward the observation cavern. Wait halfway up the passage. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate. Alex held up his arms, and Cadence scooped him up. 
 
    “It’s okay, Alex. I’ll be right behind you,” I promised him. 
 
    Once Cadence’s footsteps grew faint, I stood over the doctor with one foot on either side of his torso. “You’re the reason that my memories of my parents are muddled.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, because I already knew the truth. 
 
    “You’re the reason I didn’t remember Penny or her parents.” 
 
    “How is Penelope?” Wythe asked, a knowing glint in his eye. “Twelve abilities must be very difficult for a Mimic. You know, it is not very different from giving a norm that much power. Mimics do not actually have their own talents, so they have a very hard time coping. Tell me, how advanced is your friend’s deterioration?” 
 
    Control. Focus. Breathe.  
 
    He was trying to get a rise out of me, and I couldn’t let him. I had one goal: find the exit map inside his head. Slowly, carefully, and painfully, I peeled back the layers of his mind like an onion. The doctor resisted. I pushed harder. Instead of taking his memories, I erased them. One by one. 
 
    Maybe it was cruel. Maybe it would’ve been more humane to kill him once I’d found what I was looking for. Maybe he should’ve considered the consequences of torturing a teenage girl and then leaving her to slowly lose her mind. 
 
    “Penny is doing well,” I half-lied. “Much better than you’ll ever feel again.” 
 
    Almost there, I thought. The complicated labyrinth of tunnels started to form in his mid. 
 
    “You don’t have it in you, Natalia.” Sweat coated his face from the effort of trying to keep me out. His cheek twitched. And still, he fought me. 
 
    “You overestimate my character,” I replied dryly. 
 
    “No, no,” he wheezed. “Killing is much different than torture.” 
 
    So close. Focus. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t plan on torturing you, Dr. Wythe.” I waved a finger in his face. “I plan to leave you with just enough partial memories that you’ll spend the rest of your life torturing yourself. You’ll spend every hour of every day feeling as though simple things are on the tip of your tongue. You’ll never truly remember any of them, not even your name. You’ll know you’ve lost something, but you won’t know what it is.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth and clenched his fists in a last-ditch effort to keep me from the final pieces of the maze. 
 
    “Although, you’re sick, right?” I taunted. “That’s why you’re having trouble breathing. You’ll remember that.” 
 
    The doctor’s eyes bulged as I extracted the last bit of information I needed. 
 
    “You will also remember her name. Penny. Say it.” 
 
    His lips trembled as they formed my best friend’s name. 
 
    “Every strained breath you take will be filled with guilt and shame for what you did to her,” I finished. “As tormenting as that will be, it is far better than you deserve.” 
 
    I walked away, leaving the doctor on the dirty stone floor trapped in his own mental hell. I wasn’t proud of myself, but I did feel some vindication for Penny. For myself, too, and the childhood memories he’d robbed from me. I could live with what I’d done, because it was a favor to the world. Even if we didn’t defeat Gretchen, at least her sadistic doctor would never harm another person again. 
 
    “Did you get what we need?” Cadence called. I jogged up the passage toward her and Alex. 
 
    With a rush of relief, I nodded. “I got what we deserve, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Four 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Erik? Hey, time to get up.” Dad shook my shoulder. “Ian’s mobilizing the troops. If you want to be part of this fight, you’ve got to get up.” 
 
    I rolled over and groaned loudly. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Time to get up,” he repeated. 
 
    “Just a few more minutes,” I mumbled. 
 
    My father swatted me lightly in the back of the head. “Now, Erikson.” 
 
    Full name. He was serious. I stretched, and all my joints cracked. Barely opening my eyes, I tumbled out of bed and trudged to the bathroom. 
 
    Five minutes and a very cold shower later, I was more alert. I followed my father through the house to the helipad. We’d stayed up late talking, which was a better use of my time than sitting in Ian’s study getting drunk by myself. All I had to deal with was exhaustion and not a hangover—a good thing considering the next few days promised to be long and arduous. 
 
    The helipad was packed despite the predawn hour. Most of my friends were going to Switzerland with us, though not all would take part in the raid on Interlaken. Even Dad was coming, since he wanted to be as close when we figured out how to free Talia and Alex from Gretchen’s castle. 
 
    Still, there were a few people I was surprised to see. 
 
    “Penny, what are you doing here?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    She and Brand, who clearly hadn’t slept, were huddled together off to one side. Penny shot me an anxious glance. 
 
    He doesn’t know about her most recent episode, I realized. 
 
    “Please don’t say anything to him,” she sent, a note of pleading in her voice. 
 
    “Do you really think you should be coming?” I asked in lieu of an answer. 
 
    “Talia and Alex are in France. I want to be there when we get them back.” 
 
    I didn’t know how long it would be before Ian decided there was sufficient intel to raid Gretchen’s Privileged Institute, or if I could wait for him to make that decision. I did that know that only a small team would go on the mission, since Talia was still a fugitive from Vault. She was also still wanted for Victoria’s murder, which was ludicrous. My presence in Switzerland was going to be dicey enough. Penny could prove crucial in freeing Talia. 
 
    “Your uncle is okay with this?” I asked Penny. 
 
    “He agreed to it,” she said carefully. 
 
    Which, of course, wasn’t the same. And we both knew it. 
 
    I caught Ian’s bloodshot eye. He was a man on the edge. The stress of running a divided nation and the pressure of being responsible for the protection of our kind were both things he could handle. Losing Penny was not. It was killing him to see her struggling so much. Oddly, he did seem to be in better spirits than when I’d left the study the previous night. 
 
    “Erik? Please don’t say anything? Brand doesn’t need to worry about me right now,” Penny sent. 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I agreed after another moment of hesitation. 
 
    Penny smiled at me and slipped an arm around Brand’s waist. 
 
    Talia’s best friend wasn’t the only surprise on the rooftop. Both Kip and Emma were there, too, dressed and ready to go. While Ian had agreed to Kip’s participation in New Mexico, that had been a very specialized mission where his skillset was a huge bonus. Reclaiming Interlaken wasn’t the same. 
 
    As for Emma, her talents were more of the defensive variety. A girl with the ability to block and mute other’s powers was neither necessary nor advantageous in this scenario; she couldn’t control it. Plus, Emma was so young. 
 
    “Hey, Earon. Glad to have you along.” Ian clapped my father on the back. “From what I hear, this is going to be a family affair?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, confused. “Are Edmond and Evan in Switzerland?” 
 
    “On their way now,” Ian replied with a nod. “Our most recent intel suggests Gretchen is sending even more soldiers to Interlaken. Just two hours ago, another ten buses of refugees were brought in. It looks like she really plans to use the town as her main recruiting grounds. We need all the help we can get if we’re going to retake it.” 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about my brothers being a part of the fight. They were capable, and they’d been working with UNITED for a little while. Still, I’d always think of them as my little brothers in need of protection. 
 
    “Is that why you agreed to let the children come play?” I asked. With a jerk of my head, I gestured to where Emma and Kip stood with Alpha, Epsilon and the other Clearwood children. 
 
    “Only Alpha is coming with us to Switzerland. The others are going to West Bank. They’ll be safest there while we’re away.” Ian hesitated, clearly having more to say but not sure he should. 
 
    I didn’t press the issue. Whatever they were, Ian would’ve had good reasons for withholding the information. 
 
    “I’ll look after ‘em,” a gruff voice interrupted. 
 
    “Yeah, who’s gonna look after you?” I asked Miles. 
 
    He chuckled softly. Clutching his left shoulder, he winced. “That doctor friend of yours…Patel, I think? He’s gonna fix me up.” 
 
    “There’s your ride now.” Ian pointed to the sky, where the first in a fleet of choppers was just crossing over the property line. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” I told Miles. 
 
    “Yeah, you take care of yourself out there, kid. Don’t let me hear you did anything stupid,” he replied. 
 
    I laughed. “Me? Never.” 
 
    The chopper landed. Alpha hugged her little brother tightly, whispering something in his ear that made Phi smile. Five of the Clearwood children and Miles climbed onboard. 
 
    “Wait, one more,” Ian called as the chopper doors started to slide shut. 
 
    Riley rushed across the roof from the access door. 
 
    “I’m here. I’m here.” He had a knapsack slung over one shoulder and a somber expression on his face. With a little wave and a nod to me, Riley jumped onto the chopper. 
 
    “Riley’s going to West Bank?” I asked, frowning. “I thought he was doing okay? Are Kenly and James going, too?” 
 
    My father and Ian exchanged glances. 
 
    “Physically, Riley is fine,” Dad told me after a pause. “It’s his girlfriend, Willa.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked, trying to recall the last information I’d heard about her. When had that been? 
 
    “Search and rescue found her off the coast of Eden,” Ian replied. 
 
    “Is she alive?” After days lost at sea, it seemed unlikely. 
 
    “In the loosest sense of the word,” Dad confirmed. “She’s not going to make it. Riley wants to take her home to London.” There was an unspoken “to bury her” at the end of his statement. 
 
    “That’s awful, I can’t imagine how much pain he must be in.” I’d met Willa once and barely knew Riley, but the loss hit hard. A lot of people had died already. There would also be a lot more casualties in the future. Still, this was the closest tragedy had come to our friends recently. 
 
    How much longer can the luck last? I wondered. 
 
    “To answer your other question, Kenly and James will be joining them to California,” Ian informed me. “They’re flying on a medi-hover with Bryn. She’s doing fine, but there have been a few complications with her recovery,” he added before I could ask. “It’s nothing serious, but the staff at the hospital thought it best she travels with medics.” 
 
    “Why are they moving her to West Bank?” I asked. 
 
    “I had her transferred, actually. Kenly asked me to; she wants to go out and see if she can be of any assistance with the search for the cure,” Ian answered. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “Kenly? How is she going to help? And isn’t she afraid they’ll contain her?” 
 
    Talia had gone to prison for letting Kenly go instead of turning her over to UNITED. It seemed odd that Kenly would willing to even visit a major containment facility after all that was done to keep her free. 
 
    “West Bank isn’t under UNITED’s control, technically.” Ian shrugged sheepishly. “I am head of the council, so I pulled a few strings. In return, Kenly promised to stop hacking UNITED’s databases. I figured it was a fair tradeoff.” 
 
    I smiled thinly. “That was nice of you. Talia will appreciate it.” 
 
    The chopper departed to make room for the next in line, but Kip and Emma were still on the roof. 
 
    “Kip’s going to teleport them out to West Bank,” Ian said when he noticed me looking at the duo. “Emma isn’t a big fan of flying.” 
 
    The couple started walking toward us. Kip extended his hand to first Ian, then my father, and finally me. “Thank you, for everything.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” I told him. “You’ve really helped us out a lot.” 
 
    Kip smiled at Emma. “Our work on the mainland isn’t done quite yet. When it’s time to get Talia back, you know where I’ll be if you need me.” 
 
    “Thanks, man,” I told him. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Ready, Em?” Kip asked his girlfriend. 
 
    Emma nodded and slipped her hand in his. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, Erik.” With that, they were gone. 
 
    The next helicopter landed, and my father, Janelle, Alpha, Brand, and Penny boarded. There was no reason for goodbyes with them. We were only going to the nearest military base to catch hovers for the flight to Switzerland, and we all had the same destination. 
 
    Three more choppers took turns collecting the soldiers and trusted UNITED agents who served as Ian’s protective detail. Finally, it was just Ian and me, and three of his bodyguards. 
 
    “Don’t you dare leave without me,” a voice called as I was strapping into a seat. 
 
    I grinned. “You’re cutting it close, buddy,” I called to Frederick. 
 
    Using the side of the chopper for leverage, he hoisted himself onboard gracefully. “Ian wanted clearance from the doctors before he’d let me come on this trip.” 
 
    “I guess everything checks out?” Ian raised an eyebrow in Frederick’s direction. 
 
    Frederick sank into the seat opposite mine and pounded on the divider between the passenger compartment and the cockpit. “We’re all good for takeoff,” he called. To Ian, he added, “Just like I told you, I’m good as new.” 
 
    “Really? Nothing’s off?” I asked curiously. I knew Phi had healed him, but it was such a new ability. Well, it was new to me, old in general. Still, I’d thought there might be some residual issues. Frederick had been nearly dead. 
 
    “I haven’t felt this good in years,” Frederick boasted. “I’ll feel even better once we get Henri out of those mountains.” 
 
    “Have you seen him?” I asked. 
 
    Frederick smiled. “Yeah. On and off. Sometimes he’s harder to view, I’m not sure what that’s about.” 
 
    “Emma, most likely,” I informed him. “Was she nearby when you were trying to view?” 
 
    Frederick nodded. “Emma? She’s the Interceptor, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. And she’s not really in control of her abilities,” I replied. 
 
    “How is Henri?” Ian interjected. 
 
    “Good.” Frederick seemed to reconsider. “Well, good as can be expected. They have plenty of water where they’re hiding. Some rations, though they’re running low. Tempers are getting heated, which is to be expected with a group in a confined space.” 
 
    Ian leaned back in his seat. “Won’t be long now.” 
 
    A nauseating churning in my gut told me that he wasn’t talking about Henri. Battle with Gretchen’s Privileged army was on the horizon. I, for one, was ready. The more of her soldiers we defeated in Switzerland, the less people who stood between Talia and me. 
 
    Gretchen could make more. And she undoubtedly would. But it would take time. Time that we could use to bring Alex and my girlfriend home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Five 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even with a mental map, finding our way out of the tunnels was no joke. It took forever to locate the exit thanks to several hidden doors that could only be opened using telekinesis, a ravine with no obvious way across, and our physical limitations—my bare feet, Alex’s age, Cadence’s extreme fatigue from lack of food and sleep. At least, it sure felt like forever. 
 
    Because my luck was terrible, getting out of the Institute was only half the battle. Maybe less. The day still wasn’t over. 
 
    We emerged from the dark underground maze to find a dark night sky and acres of nothingness. 
 
    “How far did we walk?” I asked, peering at a hulking, shadowy mass that loomed in the distance. It was the only structure as far as I could see. Unless the Institute was entirely beneath ground, the faraway building was the only option. 
 
    Cadence was panting heavily, bent over at the waist with her hands on her knees. She needed increasingly frequent rest stops as the day wore on. I hated to keep pushing her, but we needed to keep moving. At least until we found shelter or even some trees to hide under. Gretchen had to know by now that Alex and I were gone. That meant there would be a hunting party after us. 
 
    Alex was on my back, his arms around my neck and head resting on my shoulder. We were both tired, and I had carried him most of the way through the tunnels. Still, we were in a better condition than Cadence. 
 
    “No clue,” she wheezed. “Feels like a marathon.” 
 
    “Cadence…,” I began. 
 
    She held up a hand. “Yeah, I know. We can’t stop out here. Just give me a minute.” 
 
    One minute passed. Then two. Then five. Twenty minutes later, I was too antsy to give her any more time. I had an idea, one that might help or might kill us all. If we stayed there any longer, Gretchen’s minions were going to come kill us all for sure. Well, maybe just Cadence. I wasn’t sure what she would do with me, and I didn’t want to wait around to find out. 
 
    “Think you might have enough energy left to make us all invisible for fifteen minutes?” I asked Cadence. 
 
    We sat across from each other on the ground, Alex in my lap. Cadence looked at me with dark, pained eyes. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” she asked, too tired for one of her snarky replies. 
 
    “I could morph,” I offered. “Into a large bird. Not the easiest to ride, but we would cover more ground that way. One tiny issue, though. I’ve spotted several surveillance drones while we’ve been sitting here. They’re circling the area. I’m guessing they haven’t seen us yet, but….” 
 
    “If they had, we’d already be caught,” she finished the sentence I left hanging in the air. Inhaling deeply through her nose, Cadence blew out a long breath and nodded. “Yeah, I can do it. The invisibility, at least,” she clarified. “I don’t know about riding a bird. It’s sort of weird.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You’ll be fine. I ride Erik all the time.” I wrinkled my nose as blood rushed to my cheeks. “In bird form, I mean,” I added quickly. 
 
    Cadence actually laughed. “That’s between the two of you.” 
 
    I picked a handful of grass and threw it at her. “You know what I mean. On missions.” 
 
    “Like I said, your business.” She sighed and got to her feet. “Alright, let’s try it.” 
 
    Cadence and Alex waited while I shed my clothes and gave them to Cadence to hold for later. Then, I morphed. “Can you hear me?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I hear you,” Cadence sent back. “Are you sure you can carry us both?” 
 
    “Totally,” I lied. Honestly, I wasn’t certain. Cadence was bigger than I was in human form, and my energy was on the lower end of the spectrum. But desperate times and all that. 
 
    She helped Alex climb on my back, his little knees wedged beneath my wings. Once he was settled, she followed suit. Cadence wasn’t that heavy, but I wasn’t used to carrying so much extra weight. Takeoff was…tricky. Once we were airborne, my confidence began to soar. I could do this. We could do this. Just not for very long. 
 
    “Keep your eyes open for any shelter,” I sent. 
 
    Cadence was shaking badly, but her grip on my feathers was tight. 
 
    “Believe me, I am,” she sent back. 
 
    My initial guesstimate of fifteen minutes wasn’t far off. I spotted a cattle farm after not too long. There were lights on inside the small house, but the barn appeared empty except for a few animals. The moment we landed, Cadence’s light manipulation failed her. She slid from my back and collapsed in the dirt. 
 
    After morphing back, I dressed in record time. Then, I dragged her into the barn with Alex at my side. It wasn’t an ideal accommodation, but the hay was soft and there were blankets. The smell wasn’t awful, since I was adept at shutting down my individual senses. Cadence didn’t seem to care about anything except sleeping, and Alex was as easygoing as always. 
 
    I made beds with the hay and blankets, and then helped Cadence over to lay down. She could barely keep her eyes open, and I used the opportunity to look her over. There was quite a bit of bruising on her face and neck that I hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    She needs medical attention, I thought. For now, food was best I could do. 
 
    “Can you watch over Cadence while I find us some dinner?” I asked Alex. 
 
    Curling up beside her, he nodded stoically. I tucked the blanket around them both and brushed Alex’s hair back from his face. 
 
    “I’ll be back so soon,” I promised, kissing his forehead. 
 
    Being a cattle farm, there was an abundance of fresh milk and cheese. An apple orchard provided fruit, and I found carrots, onions, and potatoes in a small garden at the rear of the house. When I brought all the goodies back to the barn, I made a fire, much to Alex’s delight. I also made a semi-decent stew, much to my own delight. 
 
    “Hey, you should eat something,” I said, shaking Cadence gently to wake her. 
 
    She managed to sit up, and we all ate in the makeshift bed in silence. Cadence passed out after again after three bowls of my concoction. She was so still, I kept checking for the rise and fall of her chest to make sure she was breathing. 
 
    “Are we going to Erik now?” Alex asked as we lay in the barn, staring up at the stars through a hole in the roof. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said tiredly. His head was on my chest, my hand rubbing his back. “We’ll have to make a few stops first, though. Like this one.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    How was I supposed to answer that loaded question? Because we were thousands of miles from Virginia? Because I was a wanted fugitive, and we couldn’t be seen in public? Because his grandmother was chasing us? Because the world had turned against the Talented and we were more likely to find harm than help anywhere we went? Or, because I said so? 
 
    “It’ll be a fun adventure,” I told him, deciding avoidance was best. “You can ride more birds, maybe even a horse. We’ll camp, hunt for food, and take baths in lakes. It’ll be a good time.” 
 
    Honestly, none of that sounded enjoyable to me. Not that I minded roughing it. It was the fact I was alone and responsible for two other people while we ran for our lives that I wasn’t super keen on. 
 
    Alex giggled. “You’re the bird, silly,” he told me. 
 
    “Am I? I had no idea,” I replied, deadpan. 
 
    His little finger started tracing a pattern on my arm. 
 
    “We’ll get you some paper and colored pencils,” I promised. 
 
    Where I would get the art supplies, I didn’t know. I’d likely steal a lot more before this adventure was over, so I wasn’t above a little thievery to make him happy. 
 
    He didn’t respond, and the movement on my arm became faster. More deliberate. 
 
    “Alex?” I whispered. “Are you okay?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Overhead, two hovercrafts whipped by. That makes seven, I thought. It was a lot for a hunting party. Where were they all going? Was Gretchen sending her entire hover fleet out for us? Or were they headed to battle? 
 
    With his free hand, Alex turned my arm over as though his picture required a larger canvass. 
 
    “Alex? Sweetheart are you okay?” I repeated. 
 
    “Don’t you want to go to Erik?” he whispered. “We can all go to the island where the man and the lady live.” 
 
    Tears welled in my eyes. I blinked them back. He kept saying “live” and using the present tense. Like he thought my parents were still alive. He knew they weren’t, so I could only assume that he didn’t understand what it meant for someone to be dead. 
 
    The whole life versus death as it pertained to my parents didn’t bother me much. It was the larger implications I worried about. He knew Kandice and Donavon were dead. So what was I going to say if he asked to go where they “live”? 
 
    “Don’t be sad, Talia. Look, I drew Erik.” 
 
    For some reason, I looked. Like there might something to see. There wasn’t. Should’ve given the kid a stick and let him draw in the dirt, I thought wryly. Since I didn’t want to upset Alex, I pretended like I could see his picture. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s at Mr. Ian’s house,” I said, forcing a smile. 
 
    “No, he’s not.” Alex sat up and shook his head emphatically. “You just don’t see it ‘cause it’s invisible. Like Cadence makes things.” 
 
    I couldn’t decide if I was more impressed that he pronounced invisible correctly or that he’d connected Cadence’s talent to his inkless drawing. Truly, it was a tossup. 
 
    “Where is Erik? Can you tell me?” I asked Alex, since it seemed like he wanted me to know. I did want to know where my boyfriend was, though I seriously doubted Alex would be able to describe the location in words. Looking inside his head was an option, but not a guarantee. 
 
    Apparently, I should’ve given the kid more credit. 
 
    “He’s with Henri,” Alex told me proudly. 
 
    I sat up. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Is Henri in the same place he was the last time you drew a picture of him?” I had to stop myself from lumping too many questions together, I didn’t want to overwhelm him. 
 
    Alex nodded. “He’s hungry. He doesn’t like eating cold fish.” 
 
    “Henri and Erik are together?” I asked again, just to make sure I understood. 
 
    “That’s what I said,” he insisted. 
 
    Right, silly me. 
 
    “Frederick, too,” Alex continued. “They’re happy. Erik’s sad, though.” 
 
    Crane approved the rescue mission, I realized. 
 
    The wheels spun inside my head. Switzerland and France shared a border. It would be much easier to get to Interlaken than Virginia. Plus, Switzerland was a pro-Talented country. I’d just need to worry about UNITED agents. 
 
    “Is anyone else you know with them?” I asked. 
 
    Alex considered the question before nodding. “Brand. He’s sad, too.” 
 
    If you mean pissed off, that sounds about right, I thought with a slight smile. 
 
    “Can we go see Erik now and go to the island?” Alex asked hopefully. 
 
    “What’s with you and the island?” I teased, ruffling his air. Seriously, he’d mentioned it a lot. 
 
    “The man and the lady live there,” he insisted. 
 
    And there it was again: “live” not “lived”. Once this was all over, maybe I could join a support group for ex-assassins who suddenly found themselves in charge of a child they were in no way qualified to raise. How did you explain the finality of death to a kid? 
 
    “You’ll be happy if you can see the man and the lady again,” Alex continued, sounding so cheerful. “Just like when you were little, like me.” 
 
    This time, I couldn’t keep the tears at bay. My parents were dead. I knew that with absolute certainty. I’d seen them murdered with my own eyes. Dr. Wythe might have been able to alter that memory some, but it wouldn’t be enough to make me forget that. Still, for an irrational second, I dared hope that Alex knew something I didn’t. 
 
    Alex yawned dramatically. He curled up beside me and closed his eyes. I laid back down and stared up at the sky, my arm around his shoulders. 
 
    “Talia?” he asked sleepily. 
 
    “Yes, baby?” 
 
    “When we go to the island, can I have a horsey?” 
 
    Tears still streaming down my face, I smiled and pulled him closer. 
 
    Sure kid, I thought. If we make it through this alive, you can have as many horseys as you want. 
 
    “Go to sleep,” I said instead. “In the morning, we’ll go find Erik.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Six 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By dawn on the morning after we arrived in Switzerland, most of Gretchen’s forces were assembled in Interlaken. At least, we assumed it was most of her forces. 
 
    Credible intel suggested that nearly three-quarters of the Vault prisoners had joined her cause. The rest had apparently taken their freedom and ran. That was roughly three thousand Talented who all had reason to hate UNITED fighting for Gretchen. There were also the Created she’d liberated from containment, who also had good reasons to hate UNITED. Estimates on the number varied widely, but there were at least a few hundred of those. We had no clue how many Privileged were in her army before the attack on the islands. 
 
    Given how recently the creation drug was perfected—and her limited supply of Mimic blood—I was shocked she had enough Privileged soldiers to call it an army. Then again, Gretchen really only cared about blind obedience; mental impairment caused by early versions of the creation drug probably didn’t matter much to her. As long they had the ability to fire a weapon, I doubted she turned anyone away. 
 
    We also didn’t have a handle on how many of the exiled Talented would fight for the Privileged when the time came. They were being taken in by the busload, so it was possible the army could swell even more. Penny and a team of cryptos kept sending surveillance drones, but they were usually shot down before getting close enough to overhear the chatter at the encampment. 
 
    We did know that many of the exiled were angry. Gretchen’s impassioned speeches were also doing a lot to persuade them to join her numbers. How long it would take for those same people to realize she was nuts was anyone’s guess. If Gretchen’s plan to reprogram Talia and use mind control to enforce obedience actually worked, the new recruits would never realize the extent of her lunacy. 
 
    UNITED set up our own base camp in a deserted fishing village about twenty miles north of Interlaken. Gretchen’s forces knew we were there, since they would’ve seen us from the hovers that kept flying over. 
 
    “We should just shoot them down already,” I grumbled when another hovercraft flew past. It was the third in the last hour. 
 
    “You know why we can’t,” Henri replied quietly. He took a large bite from the dehydrated chicken strip he was holding. His mouth full, he added, “It’ll make us look as bad as Gretchen is claiming.” 
 
    We were on lookout duty, hidden high in the Alps with long-range binoculars and heavy artillery. Henri and the team of UNITED agents who’d been stuck in the ravine together were all fine, though extremely hungry. Several of the civilians they’d been escorting to Interlaken were hurt, but nothing more serious than a broken leg. Medics were tending to the injured at base camp. 
 
    Both Frederick and I suggested that Henri rest and maybe even leave Switzerland. He refused numerous times, insisting that he wasn’t going to miss this fight. 
 
    “Don’t you think they’ll feel like we’re the bad guys when we rain fire on them?” I countered. 
 
    “Not if everything goes as planned,” Henri replied patiently. 
 
    He was the one who’d been stuck on a mountain for days with limited food, and I was still the grumpy one. 
 
    I knew why we were in Switzerland. Between Interlaken’s proximity to UNITED headquarters and the space it provided for exiled Talented, losing the town would be detrimental to us. On the other hand, with so much of Gretchen’s army there, a win for us would slow her progress on the road to world domination. 
 
    I just wanted my girlfriend back. As anyone unlucky enough to encounter me would attest, my shitty mood wouldn’t improve until that happened. 
 
    “You don’t really believe that Ian going over there with a megaphone and an ultimatum will work, do you?” I asked. 
 
    Henri shook his head. “Of course not. It’s a political move, you know that. Ian makes the offer to let them vacate, or we attack. They say no. Ian counters by asking them to at least let the exiled go free.” 
 
    “Think they’ll go for that?” I asked. 
 
    Henri shrugged. “I don’t know. I can see it playing out either way.” 
 
    Through my binoculars, I caught sight of a small hover headed our way. 
 
    “Looks like our relief is here,” I told Henri. “Maybe you can get some real food when we get back to camp.” 
 
    “This is real food.” He held up another chicken strip. “So much better than raw fish. I hate eating when I’m morphed. It’s good at the time, but I always feel sick later.” 
 
    The two people who arrived in the hover weren’t our relief; it was Frederick and Alpha. Henri’s boyfriend had been strangely protective of the Clearwood girl. It wasn’t terribly strange, since her brother did save Frederick’s life. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” I called. 
 
    Fredrick was piloting the hover, Alpha beside him. They didn’t get out. Instead, the window rolled down. 
 
    This can’t be good, I thought. 
 
    “Ian wants you both back at base camp right now,” Frederick informed us. “Get in.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait for our replacements?” Henri asked. 
 
    Frederick shook his head. “No. This is too important.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, refusing to move until someone answered my question. 
 
    “I think I should let Ian tell you.” Frederick’s expression was distinctly uncomfortable. He kept tapping the controls with his fingers. 
 
    “I’d rather hear it from you,” I said pointedly. 
 
    It was Alpha who answered. “They’ve intercepted communications that suggest Gretchen McDonough is on her way to Interlaken.” 
 
    “Really?” Henri rubbed his chin. “Interesting.” 
 
    I met Alpha’s gaze, since she was the only one being candid with me. “What aren’t you saying?” 
 
    “They believe Talia might be with her,” Alpha admitted. 
 
    “Might be. Not definitely,” Frederick added quickly. 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether this was good news or bad news. 
 
    “Likely bad news,” Alpha said. She blushed. “Sorry. Your thoughts are unusually strong today.” 
 
    “I’ll work on that,” I replied dryly. 
 
    The back doors of the hover opened, and Henri and I climbed in. I was in no hurry to return to base camp, and I definitely wasn’t looking forward to the upcoming conversation with Ian. Alpha was right that it was likely not good news about Gretchen having Talia with her. My mind conjured a million ways the next few hours could play out, each one worse than the one before it. 
 
    I met with Ian alone in his operations tent. Though I’d asked my friends to wait outside, I was a little surprised none of the other members of the UNITED council or even Brand was waiting with Ian when I entered. 
 
    “They told you?” he guessed when he saw my face. 
 
    I nodded, and Ian gestured to one of the seats in front of portable wallscreen. He’d been watching the feeds from the surveillance drones in France but turned them off as I eased down in a chair. 
 
    “Do you really think Talia is with her?” I asked flatly. 
 
    He studied me for a long time before responding. “Honestly, no. I think, for whatever reason, Gretchen wants us to believe that. Maybe she’s hoping it will prevent us from shooting down her hover. If so,” he shrugged, “she’s right. Like I said, I don’t believe Talia is with her. But I also won’t authorize an attack on the hover just in case she is.” 
 
    “Not sure everyone on the council would agree with that decision,” I replied stiffly. 
 
    “Probably not,” Ian agreed as he sat across from me. “But they aren’t in charge, I am. This isn’t a topic that needs to be put to a vote, either. Really, it isn’t only Talia’s possible presence that is preventing me from issuing a takedown order.” 
 
    “You’re afraid too many people already agree with her agenda,” I guessed. 
 
    He nodded in agreement. “Gretchen may be a fanatic with a very skewed idea of reality, but she’s done a brilliant job orchestrating the perfect chaos. Our people are angry. They want recompense for what’s been taken from them, for the way we’ve been treated.” 
 
    “I don’t blame them,” I replied truthfully. Talented had been persecuted since the Great Contamination. Our kind had been caged, hunted, created, and experimented on. We’d also forced into exile. Of course we were upset. 
 
    “Me neither.” Ian rubbed his temples. “That said, I don’t believe that more violence is the answer. I want to end this with Gretchen McDonough now. Then, we can focus on cleaning up the mess she’s crafted.” 
 
    “Um, okay….” I narrowed my eyes. “Are you saying you do want to take down her hover?” 
 
    “No. No.” Ian shook his head. “She needs to land safely. We need for those who agree with her to see Gretchen for who she really is.” 
 
    “We could just tell them,” I suggested. 
 
    “We could. Except, few will believe it,” Ian hedged. “The average civilian doesn’t know about clandestine organizations like Nightshade. They’ve never heard of an island called Paradis that was destroyed decades ago. Saying that the treaty vote was rigged vote to fail? It’ll sound like a conspiracy theory.” He leaned forward and propped his elbows on his knees. “For now, I’m betting that Gretchen won’t let the exiled Talented leave. Hopefully, that will help turn public opinion against her.” 
 
    I agreed with the assumption. But, like Henri had said earlier, it could really go either way. I could see the rationale for either decision. What I didn’t understand was why Ian was telling me any of this. 
 
    “What’s your point?” I finally asked. 
 
    He fixed me with a hard stare. “I don’t know if we can defeat her army. Our people are better trained, but she has numbers on her side right now. If we lose this battle, people won’t care that she held thousands of refugees hostage. Gretchen McDonough will spin the facts to fit her narrative. Those of us who are left standing will be branded liars and traitor.” 
 
    Finally, I understood why he chose to see me alone. “You want me to kill Gretchen. Done.” I sat back and crossed my arms over my chest. “You could’ve just led with that.” 
 
    Despite the exhaustion weighing him down, Ian gave a bark of laughter before turning serious again. “I want you to understand what I’m asking and why it’s so important.” 
 
    “I get it,” I said. “Even if UNITED loses the battle, Gretchen will be dead. It’ll be like winning the war regardless. I’m in.” 
 
    “Once the attack begins, Gretchen will have to be your only target,” Ian pressed, as though his meaning wasn’t clear before. 
 
    Suddenly, his true meaning hit me all at once. “You don’t want me to fight.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Ian said without hesitation. “I want you to find Gretchen, and I want you to kill her.” He was so matter-of-fact, so emotionless. Not cold, though. It was more like he’d shelved his personal feelings for the time being. The ability to do just that was why he made such a good leader. 
 
    “No matter what you see, no matter who needs help, this is your singular mission. Nothing else matters. We might not get another opportunity to take her out,” he continued. 
 
    Blowing out a deep breath, I prepared to assure him I was up for the task. Instead, the words that left my mouth were a question. “Why me?” 
 
    The silence stretched for so long, I started to wonder if he was going to answer at all. Ian sighed and let his head drop into his hands. When he met my gaze again, his eyes were wet. 
 
    “Gretchen will be well protected. She’ll be surrounded by the strongest and most skilled of her people. They will have multiple abilities and no regard for their own lives. There are very few people who even have a prayer of getting close enough to Gretchen to kill her. Actually, only two people who are here might have the chance.” 
 
    Me and Penny, I realized. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Erik. Using that much power…,” he pursed his lips as a single tear rolled down his cheek. “It will speed up your mental deterioration. Frankly, it would kill Penelope, and I’m just not ready to let her go.” 
 
    There were several snarky, jerky responses I could’ve made. I didn’t, though, because I understood. Had our roles been reversed, I would’ve done the same thing. 
 
    Ian watched me closely as I stood. He was clearly nervous that I might refuse now that I had the full truth and scope of what he was asking. Giving him a tight-lipped smile, I swallowed the fear of losing my sanity. 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” I insisted. “I’m in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Flying all the way to Interlaken with Alex and Cadence on my back was not going to happen. I wasn’t physically strong enough, and I refused to put their lives in danger by attempting the trek. Plus, the last time I’d attempted to fly somewhere with only a vague idea of where I was going, I was struck by lightning. I’d also almost drowned, and then I nearly froze to death on the icy shores of an island nowhere near my destination. 
 
    Stealing a hovercraft seemed like a much better option. The farm owners had a rec hover in their garage. Though it was older than I was, it did have navigation. There were no cloaking abilities, but my talents were all we needed to get through border control. Loaded up with pilfered apples, cheese, and milk, we set off before sunrise. Alex slept most of the way, and Cadence nodded off several times. 
 
    I used the quiet time to think. Mostly, I thought about my parents. I considered how different my life might’ve been if my father hadn’t invented a prenatal drug, if my mother had refused to take it, if either had been honest with me about my abilities, and what might’ve happened if my father had agreed to give Mac the completed formula for the creation drug or the radioactive lake water from Paradis. 
 
    Did the lies bother me? Not as much as I’d anticipated. Would knowing the truth as a child have truly made a difference? Unlikely. Were my talents only so strong because of what my parents had done? Probably, but I’d never really know. Did any of it really matter now? No. 
 
    The past was the past. 
 
    I tried reaching out to Erik several times; he was either too far away or blocking his mind. That was okay, though. I’d see him soon enough. Of course, if I’d know what was waiting for me in Switzerland, I might’ve tried harder. I would’ve also stolen some shoes. 
 
    “Hey, where are we?” Cadence mumbled, rubbing her bleary eyes. 
 
    I glanced at the navigation screen. “Fifty miles out from Interlaken. I’m thinking we should stop soon, though. Maybe you could stay with Alex while I do recon? I have no idea what we’re going to find down there.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” She stretched her arms over her head and yawned. “There are a lot of old ski lodges in this area, most of them abandoned or unused.” 
 
    “Good call.” I peered out the window at a snowcapped mountain to my left. “Hope you don’t mind the cold.” 
 
    “As long as there is a shower with running water, I couldn’t care less,” Cadence replied. 
 
    It turned out that ski lodges in Switzerland were super nice. Owners also kept entire cold weather wardrobes in the closets, allowing us to change. Not only did the one we pick have running water, the water was hot. There wasn’t much food but enough for lunch. I also planned to be back for them long before it became an issue. 
 
    There was a playroom with a few toys and games to occupy Alex. I left him there while I raided the closest and Cadence showered. Packing a bag, I included a change of clothes, good quality snow boots for when I landed, and a few cans of soup from the pantry just in case. 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as possible,” I promised Cadence. “A few hours at most.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” she assured me. 
 
    I hesitated. “If I’m not back—” 
 
    “Talia, don’t,” Cadence cut me off. She forced a smirk and nudged my arm. “You’ll be back. You’re not that easy to get rid. You’re like mold. Or a plague virus.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Tomorrow. If I’m not back by tomorrow—” 
 
    She started to protest, but I talked over her. “Go to Bern,” I continued. “Take Alex to UNITED headquarters. They’ll help you both get somewhere safe. Cadence, I need you to promise me….” I trailed off, fighting back tears that I didn’t have time to cry. 
 
    She placed a hand on my shoulder. “I won’t let anything happen to him.” She held up her index finger and jabbed it in my face. “But you have to promise me that you’ll take care of yourself. Come back to him.” 
 
    “Promise.” I managed a weak smile and leaned in for a hug. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Saying goodbye to Alex was harder. It was temporary, and I kept reminding myself of that. It would be just a few hours. Then, Erik and I would come back together. We’d take Alex…somewhere. That’s what I told him, too. 
 
    “Will you look after Cadence while I’m gone?” I asked, squeezing him to me. “Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Alex nodded. “I’ll make sure she eats and sleeps and takes her baths.” 
 
    I laughed softly. “Good, I won’t worry about her.” Pulling back from the embrace, I studied every detail of his little face and committed them to memory. “Alex, while I’m gone, don’t try to see me. Okay?” 
 
    There was no telling what I would find in Interlaken. Between Gretchen’s Privileged soldiers and the UNITED agents, I wasn’t sure which side posed a greater threat to my safety. Either way, Alex didn’t need to witness it. 
 
    He wrapped one little fist around a chunk of my hair, stroking the strands like I was a family pet. “You’ll be back today?” 
 
    “Tomorrow at the latest,” I promised. 
 
    “Okay. Hurry.” Throwing his arms around my neck, he whispered in my ear, “I love you.” 
 
    My heart melted into molten lava. “I love you, too.” 
 
    Before I changed my mind and stayed on the snowy mountaintop with Alex forever, I left. 
 
    With my bird vision, I saw the hovercrafts from miles away. There were so many, I couldn’t have missed them in human form either. It seemed the entire UNITED fleet was converging on Interlaken. I didn’t dare get too close and risk being spotted on radar, but I was close enough to observe the action. 
 
    The hovers traveled in a diamond formation with the largest at the center. 
 
    Worker bees protecting their queen, I thought. 
 
    In this case, it was their king. Crane, and most likely Erik, were on that middle hover. The crafts were moving at a slow, steady pace. It wasn’t a sneak attack, most likely not an attack at all. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    Battle had a certain smell. It was a bitter taste, a tangible quality that warned of its impending arrival. The air was always still in those moments, like mother nature was holding her breath. Even the animals felt the calm before the storm. They feared it. They fled from it. They hid from it. If I’d been smart, I might have run too. 
 
    Not much longer now, I thought. 
 
    As if on cue, the fleet came to a standstill. The lake between the two mountains surrounding Interlaken shimmered. Then, the largest hologram I’d ever seen appeared. Crane, one thousand times larger than life, stood over the encampment. He wore the formal UNITED military uniform with a half-dozen medals pinned to his lapel. Awe-inspiring was the only term that came to mind. Judging by the thousands of upturned faces, mouths agape and eyes wide, I wasn’t the only one who thought so. 
 
    “My name is Ian Crane,” he began, tone somber but kind. “I am the current head of the UNITED council, Interim President of the United States, and the American delegate to the Joint Nations.” 
 
    Way to title drop. The corner of my lips twerked with the thought. 
 
    “Many of you believe that UNITED has failed our kind,” Crane continued. His arms hung loose at his sides, his posture rigid. Keen, midnight blue eyes stared down at the crowd he addressed. “In many ways, you’d be correct. We failed to anticipate the ruthless and devasting attack on the Isle of Exile. It was perpetrated by those of our own kind, no less.” 
 
    Though he pointed a finger in Gretchen’s general direction, Crane was careful not to go after her directly. He’s smart and diplomatic. Very much like Victoria, I thought. 
 
    “We failed to realize that, should the Coexistence Treaty cease to exist, the true threat to our survival would come from within.” His voice was pitched low, designed to convey the seriousness and sorrow he felt about the oversight. “We failed to appreciate the depths to which some would sink to advance their own agenda.” 
 
    Crane straightened to his full height and tilted his chin up. When he continued, he no longer sounded humble or apologetic. “Our shortsighted outlook does not change the fact that we have always have been—and always will be—dedicated to the protection and safety of the world’s Talented population.” Strength and confidence practically oozed from his holographic pores. “It is why UNITED has claimed dominion over towns such as Interlaken. We must create safe places for our kind, so that we may regroup, rebuild, and move forward as one, unified people.” 
 
    Crane’s hologram flickered as though the signal had been interrupted. 
 
    Gretchen, I thought. A moment later, his form solidified. Crane went on to his grand finale. 
 
    “To those who call themselves Privileged, you are trespassing on UNITED lands. This will not be tolerated. Like all with abilities, you are welcome to remain here and avail yourselves as citizens. Violence, and inciting others to commit violent acts, is prohibited in all such areas. You are ordered to either vacate the area immediately or lay down your weapons if you wish to stay.” 
 
    I expected Crane to provide a timeframe for Gretchen to either comply or not, like UNITED did with Mac in D.C. Maybe that would’ve happened, but Gretchen didn’t give him the chance. Her hologram appeared beside his. Gretchen’s arms crossed defiantly over her chest, and she stared down Crane with frosty blue eyes. 
 
    “Hello, Ian,” she greeted him coolly. 
 
    “Gretchen,” he replied cordially. 
 
    Watching them face off, I wished that the end battle could be as simple and neat as two leaders in a boxing ring fighting to the death. Fewer lives would be lost. 
 
    “I will not withdraw my forces,” Gretchen stated bluntly. 
 
    “Those who wish to leave should be allowed to.” Crane arched an eyebrow, as if to say the ball was in her court. 
 
    Most of the people standing at the feet of Crane and Gretchen’s holograms ran. Privileged soldiers ringed the perimeter of the encampment and closed ranks, refusing to let the civilians pass. 
 
    Gretchen shook her head. “No. If you choose to attack, you will do so at the risk of thousands of innocents. You claim to protect them, so how will you proceed?” 
 
    Crane’s visage winked out of sight. A smug smile curved one side of Gretchen’s lips in triumph. She opened her mouth to address the crowd, but her words were drowned out by sirens. 
 
    Then, all hell broke loose. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I watched from a ledge at the very top of the mountain that overlooked one of the lakes as UNITED agents poured from the hovers above Interlaken. Some innocent civilians ran for shelter, while others fought alongside the Privileged. It was expected and yet still unwelcome. Ian’s speech was good, but it might not be good enough. 
 
    “Erik?” Penny’s voice interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here,” I sent back. 
 
    “I have a rough location, but I’m still trying to lock down the exact coordinates,” she replied. 
 
    Using the giant hologram was a little showy, but we’d all known there was no way Gretchen could resist joining Ian if he did it. It had been Penny’s idea to use the broadcast signal to track Gretchen. She wouldn’t be in the action, since there was too much risk with all the power flying around. Gretchen hadn’t flown down to Interlaken for nothing, though. She was close by. 
 
    “What’s her rough location?” I asked. 
 
    Penny hesitated. “Ugh, it looks like someone is scrambling the signal. Otherwise, she’s in the lake.” 
 
    In the lake? Unlikely. 
 
    “Can you unscramble the signal?” I demanded. 
 
    “Yeah, of course. Just give me a minute.” 
 
    Standing there, high above the action, I felt completely useless. Ian had told me nothing else mattered except finding and killing Gretchen. That was true. Still, having me twiddle my thumbs while Penny worked her crypto magic wasn’t helping anyone. 
 
    “I’m going to do a little recon,” I sent back. 
 
    “Erik, just wait. I’ll have it in sec,” Penny insisted. 
 
    “Tell me when you do,” I relied. “In the meantime, I’m going to spread my wings.” 
 
    Stepping back from the ledge to get a running start, I morphed as soon as my feet left solid ground. Below, the fight was quickly escalating. Dressed in crisp white, Gretchen’s soldiers were a sharp contrast to UNITED’s agents in their black battle gear. 
 
    The Privileged may have received multiple rounds of the creation drug, giving them numerous abilities, but none were strong enough Telekinetics to bring down a hover. Instead, they launched kinetic bombs from the ground. Fliers took the skies, landing on UNITED’s crafts. They hurled balls of energy and fire at the windshields. 
 
    “Any luck, Penny?” I asked. Circling the encampment, I dipped lower and lower each time. 
 
    A female flier with magenta hair whizzed past me. She must’ve realized I was no ordinary raven. Somersaulting to flip back around, the girl sent a ball of bluish silver light straight at me. I dodged it easily, only to have another hurdled my way. 
 
    “Just another minute,” Penny sent. I caught sight of a second flier out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    Energy orbs came at me from both directions. Diversionary tactics weren’t going to cut it for much longer. I needed to get out of there, but I’d waited too long. Four fliers surrounded me like compass points. They fired in tandem. I deflected the first round. And the second. By the third, I only managed to rebound two of the orbs. One clipped my right wing, knocking me off balance. The second skimmed my back. 
 
    White hot pain shot down my spine. A screeching caw escaped my beak. I’d barely righted myself when four more orbs converged on me. I didn’t have time to react. They hit me in tandem. 
 
    Stars exploded in my line of vision, and then everything went dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the fliers filled the skies, UNITED’s hover fleet made a tighter grouping around the center craft. Crane’s still onboard, I realized with alarm. I didn’t hesitate. 
 
    Small and quick in bird form, I had no problem zipping through the Privileged soldiers gunning for Crane’s hover. Still, I wasn’t prepared for the explosion and subsequent shockwave. I tumbled through the air. Chunks of metal rained down around me. Dark gray smoke made my eyes water and obscured my vision. 
 
    A sharp pain just under my ribcage made me gasp. When I looked down, my feathers were with slick with blood. A razor-like shard of metal protruded from my side. I tried to shake it loose, but the shrapnel refused to budge. I couldn’t reach the sliver with my beak, either; wings weren’t great for gripping anything. 
 
    The smoky haze cleared enough for me to get my bearings. The explosion hadn’t knocked me as far off course as I’d assumed originally. Quite a few fliers were still aiming for Crane’s hover, and even more had dropped from the sky. 
 
    Pinning my wings to my sides, I used my own energy to catapult myself toward the target. Five fliers were busy prying the hover’s side doors apart. I knocked two aside with my mind and ripped a wing from a third. The remaining two Privileged slid inside the craft, and I followed closely behind. 
 
    The sight that met my eyes nearly gave me a heart attack. One of the fliers had a guy with dark hair and vibrant eyes pinned on his back. Blood coated one side of his face, stemming from a gushing head wound. Rage overshadowed reasoning, and I morphed back to human. 
 
    “Erik!” I screamed, his name tearing from my throat. The flier looked up at me over her shoulder. 
 
    She’s so young, I thought. 
 
    It was true, but her dead eyes invoked no sympathy. She lunged for me. It was no contest. I batted her aside with my mind and rushed to Erik’s side. 
 
    Except, the boy on the ground wasn’t my boyfriend. 
 
    “Evan?” I choked, feeling only slightly guilty when relief flooded my system at the sight of Erik’s brother. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He stared up at me with unfocused eyes. 
 
    “Talia?” he asked. Evan reached for my face. The boy reached for me as though I wasn’t really there. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s me. Don’t try to move.” I pushed him gently back down. “Just stay put. I’ll find help.” 
 
    Lifting one trembling finger, he pointed over my shoulder. “Behind you,” he wheezed. 
 
    I spun as the young girl flew at me feet first. The heel of her boot connected with the shard wedged between my ribs and drove it deeper. With a howl of pain and fury, I tore the wings from her suit and heaved her through the open doors. 
 
    “Talia?” Crane emerged from the passenger cabin, his gun raised and posed to shoot. He lowered the weapon as he ran to my side. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I breathed. One hand covered my wound, and I tried to grip the metal sliver. Between my shaky fingers and the blood, I couldn’t pull it free. “Just help Evan. He needs a medic,” I insisted. 
 
    With a deep breath, I shoved the metal loose with my telekinesis. 
 
    Crane knelt by Evan’s side. Erik’s little brother was no longer conscious, but we had more immediate problems. Ten fliers torpedoed straight for the open doors. As I slammed them shut with my mind, Crane dragged Evan’s limp body into the passenger bay. At least one of the Privileged hadn’t been able to stop in time. A dull thud echoed inside the hover upon his impact with the doors. Breathing heavily, I followed Crane and Evan. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” Crane asked me. His relief was palpable. 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    He glanced at the hand I used to staunch the blood from wound. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “I’ve had worse.” I shrugged. “Nothing compared to a bullet.” 
 
    Crane pursed his lips. “We don’t have any medics onboard; they’re all back at basecamp. Take Evan and one of the pods. Go back, now.” 
 
    Incredulous, I shook my head. “No damn way that’s happening.” 
 
    Screeching from the cargo bay assaulted my ears, and I winced. With no time for arguments, the remaining fliers had reopened the outside doors. They’d be inside the passenger cabin any second. Several UNITED agents rushed in from the other end of the cabin. 
 
    Brand did a double take. “Talia? What happened to you?” he demanded. 
 
    Did I look that bad? 
 
    “Cooper, Elway—get Agent Kelley on a pod. Now!” Crane barked. 
 
    Two of the agents nodded. Slinging Evan’s arms around their necks, the UNITED guys dragged him back the way they’d come. 
 
    “Ian, we all need to get out of here,” Brand interjected. “They hit one of the engines. We’re leaking fuel. I already gave the plane evacuation order. We’re flying on auto.” 
 
    A resounding boom from the cargo bay made the ground shake beneath my feet. The doors burst open, and the fliers charged in. 
 
    “Get her out of here, Brand!” Crane hollered. 
 
    Penny’s boyfriend was a better soldier than I was. He obeyed without question, dragging me by the wrist to the front of the hover. 
 
    “We can’t leave him,” I growled, twisting out of his grip. 
 
    “He’ll be fine, come on.” Brand grabbed me a second time as the hover dipped to one side. “Now. Talia.” 
 
    More agents rushed passed us to Crane’s aid, and I let Brand drag me to one of the pods. He pushed me inside gruffly and jumped in after me. Seconds later, we zipped from beneath the main hovercraft. When I turned to look back, the ship crashed into the mountain and erupted into a mass of flames. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The signal keeps scrambling, but I think I’ve got her.” Penny’s voice woke me with a start. “Erik? Erik, answer me!” 
 
    “I’m here,” I grunted. 
 
    “Are you okay? What happened?” Penny demanded. 
 
    “Not important,” I groaned, struggling to sit up. My body ached all over. When I flexed my fingers and tried to move my legs, everything worked. Good sign. No broken bones. 
 
    I looked down and blinked. 
 
    How hard did I hit my head? My body was…glowing? Seriously? Electricity crackled along my arms and legs, the same blueish-silver hue as the orbs that had knocked me down. 
 
    “Erik?” Penny snapped. 
 
    “Yeah. I heard you. You’ve got Gretchen’s location? Where is she?” I sent back. Crawling to my feet, I stared at the weird swirls of light.  
 
    “She’s running,” Penny informed me. 
 
    “Running, where?” I demanded, suddenly much more alert. Which was a good thing; I had company. 
 
    Privileged soldiers running in perfect unison came at me from the left and right. Behind me, there was only water. You’re on the edge of a lake, I realized. I’m cornered. Awesome. 
 
    I was about to morph, since my only real option was to flee up. Then, I remembered the fight with the bounty hunters at the McDonough School. When the idiot had poked me with an electrified cattle prod, I’d absorbed the electricity and reversed it back on him. 
 
    Is that why I’m glowing? Did I absorb the energy from the orbs? 
 
    There was only one way to find out. I held out one hand in either direction and sent pulses of telekinetic energy toward my attackers. It was like bowling. With human pins. When I used my talents, it was intoxicating. 
 
    “Gretchen’s getting away!” Penny shrieked inside my head. “I’m going after her.” 
 
    The buzz of from my powers had gone to my head, and it took me a minute to appreciate Penny’s words. 
 
    “Penny! Don’t! Just tell me where she is,” I sent back frantically. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Penelope. Listen to me. Don’t go after her.” I backed the command with enough compulsion anyone would’ve obeyed. 
 
    It was too late. Penny had shut me out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-One 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean Penny went after Gretchen?” Brand snapped. He was yelling into the pod’s comm system. “She went where?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Frederick hesitated. “She’s been trying to get a lock on the hologram transmission. Five minutes ago, she said she had it. She said she was passing it along to Erik.” 
 
    “Erik?” I interjected. 
 
    “Talia?” Frederick asked uncertainly. “Are you with Brand?” 
 
    “Yes. Don’t ask. It’s a long story. Is Erik okay?” I demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think so,” he rambled, clearly frazzled between dealing with Brand and me. “Penny kept talking to him. So, yeah, most likely.” 
 
    Our individual tempers were bad enough. Combined, they were a nightmare. 
 
    “View her,” Brand growled. He was speaking to Frederick but glaring at me. 
 
    “It doesn’t really work like that,” Frederick replied uneasily. 
 
    “Make it happen.” Brand’s fist slammed into the window beside him. 
 
    We were flying above the battleground in the escape pod. Until Brand got Frederick on comms, we’d been planning to land and go in search of Crane. The crash was bad, but a few survivors had emerged from the wreckage. 
 
    I closed my eyes and reached out to Erik. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Talia,” he replied, his voice heavy with emotion. “Oh, thank God. Are you with Gretchen?” 
 
    “No, Brand, actually,” I replied. 
 
    “Gretchen fled—” 
 
    “I know. Frederick just told us. Where did she go?” I interrupted. 
 
    “Penny wouldn’t say. She’s blocked me. Where are you? I’ll come meet you.” 
 
    “One of the escape pods,” I told him. As I said it, something—or someone—landed on the roof. With one concentrated burst of power, I shoved the Privileged soldier off. I’d learned my lesson with the little girl, though; knocking these people down wasn’t enough. They’d just come back. When I saw the would-be attacker tumble past my window, I hit him again. 
 
    Maybe it was my worry over Crane any Penny. Maybe it was just an adrenaline rush. Either way, the telekinetic wave was so intense that the flier dropped like a stone. He tumbled straight into one of the lakes. 
 
    “I see her!” Frederick exclaimed. “She’s in a hover. Flying over water. The ocean, I think. Yeah, it’s definitely the ocean.” 
 
    The ocean? That didn’t make any sense. There wasn’t an ocean between Interlaken and the Institute. 
 
    “You’ve got to do better,” Brand insisted. “A landmark. Something.” 
 
    “Are you hearing all this?” I asked Erik. 
 
    “Yeah. Does Gretchen have another hideout somewhere? Maybe she’s going to New Mexico?” Erik suggested. 
 
    Through our bond, I felt a spark ignite in Erik. Images—or maybe memories? —flashed through his mind. Either way, I was pretty sure they’d come from someone other than Erik. 
 
    Then, I saw Gretchen. A hologram version of Gretchen, anyway. She was addressing a room of Privileged. These weren’t the young kids I’d seen flying mindlessly around Interlaken; these were higher-ups. Some of them had more silver on their skin than pigment. I recognized a few of them from TOXIC. 
 
    “Natalia must be brought to me alive,” Gretchen told the group. 
 
    “Forgive me for asking, ma’am,” Anya Pritcher began. “But Natalia is going to be very difficult to capture. She’s slipped through our fingers multiple—” 
 
    “She slipped through your fingers, you mean to say,” Gretchen snapped, eyes blazing blue fire. 
 
    “Of course, that is what I meant to say.” Anya blushed but continued. “Maybe it is time to eliminate her. Permanently.” 
 
    “Did I ask for your opinion? No. Because you do not have one, unless I give it to you.” Gretchen was so calm, it made her words even more chilling. “That goes for all of you. Inflict whatever damage you’d like to her body, but her mind must still function. The key to our survival is inside of that girl’s head.” 
 
    It took effort. A lot of effort. Still, I pulled from the vision. 
 
    I glanced at Brand, who was watching me closely. 
 
    “I know where Gretchen’s going,” I told him confidently. 
 
    “Where?” His concerned expression was heartbreaking. It was also a little terrifying. It was more than a fear of Penny confronting Gretchen alone. 
 
    Did she have another episode? 
 
     Instead of asking, I simply typed the coordinates into the navigation system. Then, I sat back in my seat and whispered the next words. 
 
    “The island where the man and the lady lived.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Henri and I flew beside the pod with Talia and Brand. My girlfriend wasn’t in a chatty mood, so I pulled the details of her time with Gretchen from her head. It was hard to know who to feel sorriest for—my girlfriend or Penny’s boyfriend. Before the day was through, I was certain I’d feel sorry for all of us. 
 
    The trip to Capri, Talia’s childhood home, seemed to last a lifetime. Brand kept the comms system on, and Frederick kept us up-to-date on the latest developments from Switzerland. None of the news was good. 
 
    My youngest brother had been rushed to a UNITED medical facility in Germany that specialized in head trauma. Janelle was found mumbling incoherently about spiders with wings and red toadstools, which I assumed was the result of mind control gone awry. Three councilmembers, not including Ian, were confirmed dead: Councilwoman Prinsloo, Councilman Neumann, and Councilman Belaire. 
 
    There was no word on my brother Edmund, but he was believed to have been on the same hover as Ian. The one that crashed into the mountain. In general, our agents were not faring well against the Privileged. 
 
    Though, as the battle wore on, it seemed Gretchen’s young soldiers didn’t have the endurance or training to fight for much longer. Many dropped from exhaustion. Others simply couldn’t handle possessing or using so much power; they were their own worst enemies. The real tragedy was their ages, though. I hated that I felt sorry for them, but I did. Maybe it was because their futures were limited, like my own. Even those who survived the battle wouldn’t live to see adulthood, so I refused to dwell on it. 
 
    “We’re here,” Talia sent. 
 
    Lost in my own thoughts, it took those two words for me to see what was right in front of us: Capri, Italy. It was a gorgeous island in the Tyrrhenian Sea with pebbled beaches on one side and pink-orange sand on the other. Talia’s family home was massive, though age and time had taken their toll on the majestic stone structure. 
 
    Two hovercrafts were parked on the beach at the base of the bluffs. One bore the UNITED emblem, while the other was larger and unmarked. 
 
    “You think Gretchen knows we’re coming?” I asked Talia. 
 
    The lightning…that’s what I saw first. Twisted spikes of gold and blue shot from the back wing of the house like cannon fire from a ship’s hull. 
 
    “Erik! Watch out!” Talia screamed inside my head. A stone chunk careered toward me. 
 
    I banked right, narrowly avoiding a collision. Coughing and sputtering from the dust particles, I flew through the storm and toward a gaping hole in the roof of the house. 
 
    “Penny!” I screamed. There was no answer. 
 
    I dove, morphing mid-tumble to land amid the rubble. Penny was in the center of what had been a library. Her eyes, shiny and feverish, glowed. Electricity crackled and popped, so thick I could taste it. Blue sparks shot from her hands like lassos to coil around the necks of two people kneeling before her. 
 
    Ernest Tate and Gretchen McDonough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gretchen’s cackles were the first thing I heard as I leapt from the hover into the destroyed room. She struggled to her feet, brushing a strand of blonde hair aside that had come loose during the explosion. A thin trail of blood dripped down her chin from the corner of her smirking lips. It was the rope of electricity around her neck that caught and kept my attention. 
 
    “Penny?” I whispered, not wanting to startle her. 
 
    Gretchen’s eyes narrowed on my best friend’s face. Slowly, she curled the fingers of one hand around the lasso. I knew a split second before it happened. 
 
    “No!” I lunged for Gretchen, knocking her backward. 
 
    At the same time, she sent a burst of telekinetic energy that hit me square in the chest. I gasped and stumbled, falling to my knees. She fired again but not at me. The last burst of power was too much for Penny. Her bloodcurdling scream made my ears bleed. And then, silence. Deafening silence. Penny swayed on her feet. The light in her eyes winked out right before she collapsed. 
 
    Time came to a screeching halt. Those last two minutes played on repeat. It recurred over and over and over again. Like I was caught in a nightmare. Eventually, I couldn’t stand it any longer. 
 
    Stop! Please, someone make it stop! 
 
    As though my will alone was enough, time started moving again. I wished it hadn’t. Desperately, desperately wished it hadn’t. Those few seconds where Penny fell, she was still alive. I didn’t need to see Brand’s stricken expression as he leaned over her broken body afterwards. I also didn’t need to see the mix of horror and terror on Erik’s face. I didn’t need to feel Henri’s complete shock. 
 
    Because a piece of me was gone, too. One that reminded me the world wasn’t all ugly or evil. There were good people who would stand beside you. They’d fight for you and sacrifice for you, even when you didn’t deserve that kind of loyalty. 
 
    My hands were around Gretchen’s throat. Using my powers didn’t cross my mind. Leaving her a hollow, empty shell like I’d done to Dr. Wythe wasn’t an option. I wanted her to suffer. I wanted her to look into my eyes and know she was going to die. 
 
    Gretchen managed to laugh despite barely being able to breathe. 
 
    “You won’t do it,” she taunted, her face turning red. “Taking a life with your bare hands, up close and personal…it isn’t like killing from a distance.” 
 
    She was right, of course. It was much harder. Her racing pulse began to slow. Even still, Gretchen’s icy eyes still looked smug. Those eyes were Donavon’s eyes. They were Alex’s eyes. I released my hold. Gretchen started to sit up. Her lips parted as if to speak, but I never gave her the chance for one last dig. There was a lot I wanted to say to her. A lot I wanted her to know. But more than any of that, I wanted revenge. 
 
    The sound of her neck snapping was sickening yet so satisfying. Then, the darkness crept in, like at the end of a vid. The screen faded to black and the credits rolled on Gretchen’s life, detailing all her crimes once more. Guilt would come later. But regret never would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Four 
 
    Erik 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you going to kill us?” a boy asked. I recognized him but didn’t know who he was. 
 
    The girl beside him sobbed into his shoulder and kept repeating, “I thought I could save her. I thought I could save her.” Though she wore the white uniform of the Privileged, she wasn’t talking about Gretchen. She was talking about Penny. 
 
    My arms were around Talia, who sat on the floor beside Gretchen’s dead body. Her eyes were open but unseeing, her mind in a place I couldn’t follow. 
 
    “Not right now,” I told the pair uneasily. They weren’t like the other Privileged; neither seemed the least bit upset about Gretchen’s death. If anything, they were relieved. 
 
    “You’re Erik Kelley, right?” the boy asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Who are you?” I replied. 
 
    “Kev Leon.” His eyes flicked to the girl beside him. “This is Cressa Karmine. And that’s—” 
 
    “I know who he is,” I said flatly. I followed Kev’s gaze to where Henri had Ernest Tate tied up. 
 
    “What happens now?” Kev asked me. 
 
    Overhead, the sky blackened. Rain began to pour in fat droplets. Talia’s emotions were manifesting. Ten winged shapes appeared above, hovering over the hole in the roof. Adrenaline surged. 
 
    It’s not over yet, I thought. 
 
    I was wrong. Yes, the newcomers were wearing fliers. But they weren’t Privileged. Frederick, my father, Edmund, Kip, Emma, Kenly, Alpha, Epsilon, James, and Ian had arrived. 
 
    I wanted to apologize. Ian had asked me to kill Gretchen, so Penny wouldn’t have to. I’d screwed up. It was my fault that she was dead. His niece, Brand’s girlfriend, and Talia’s best friend was dead. 
 
    As I watched Ian kneel beside Brand, both men cried tears that would continue to fall for weeks to come. It was as though my tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth. 
 
    Long, thin fingers rested on my shoulder. I looked up into Kenly’s big, brown eyes. 
 
    “You couldn’t have stopped this. It was Penny’s destiny. I saw the vision earlier today.” 
 
    She hesitated, not sure whether she should say more. 
 
    “I tried to warn her.” A sob welled up in Kenly’s throat. “I scrambled the signal, so she wouldn’t find Gretchen. When I finally reached her on comms,” she shook her head as the tears started to fall, “she told me this was the way it was meant to be.” 
 
    My gaze found Epsilon’s. 
 
    “Penny was the third person,” I said. 
 
    Even though it wasn’t a question, he still nodded. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me? You knew I thought you were talking about Alex,” I snapped. 
 
    “All futures are fluid. Except for hers.” Epsilon surveyed the room uneasily, and then continued. “I saw this day, this outcome in my very first vision. The details varied over the years. No matter what, even before I met Penny, I saw that her life would end today. In this house.” 
 
    His words should’ve made me feel better. They didn’t. Nothing did. It felt as though nothing ever would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Five 
 
    Talia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You sure you’ll be alright here by yourself?” Erik asked. The same concern was in his turquoise eyes that had been a constant in the sixty-three days since we’d lost Penny. 
 
    Staring out at the sea, I wiggled my toes in the orange-pink sand. He wrapped his arms around me from behind. 
 
    “I’m hardly alone here,” I replied. 
 
    Erik kissed my neck. “Yeah, about that…is this commune living situation a permanent thing?” he asked, a teasing note in his question. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Isn’t it nice having them around? Your father and Cadence are so much better with Alex than I am.” 
 
    “Nonsense. Alex loves you,” Erik insisted. “That whole jungle gym thing was just…well, the point is, he’s fine. He fell. Kids fall. Kids get scraped knees. It was a baby tooth. It would’ve fallen out anyway.” 
 
    I smiled, and the gesture felt foreign. For two months, I’d believed I might never smile again. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about Dad. Don’t Kenly and James want to go back to London? Don’t they want to hang out with Bryn?” Erik suggested. “I know Alpha and Phi are sort of family—” 
 
    “They aren’t here all the time,” I interrupted him, turning in his arms to look up into his eyes. “Aren’t they going to West Bank with you today?” 
 
    “Alpha is.” Erik kissed me softly. “Once the construction is complete on your house—” 
 
    “Our house,” I interjected. “It’s our house now.” 
 
    “Once the construction is complete on our house, maybe the builders could make some of them their own houses?” He kissed me again, longer and deeper than before. “Then we could swim naked and no one would complain,” he murmured against my lips. 
 
    “With your dad here?” I asked skeptically. 
 
    “Maybe he could get his own house, too,” Erik conceded. 
 
    Someone cleared their throat behind us on the beach. I turned and saw Alpha and Epsilon standing together looking more than a little embarrassed. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Alpha began. “Erik, we’re ready to go. President Crane and Brand don’t want to make the announcement until we arrive.” 
 
    “And Talia, Alex is done eating breakfast. He would like to know whether it is time to ride horsies,” Epsilon added. 
 
    “We’ll be right up,” I told them. 
 
    They both smiled politely and turned to leave. 
 
    “Duty calls,” I said, giving Erik a quick kiss on the cheek. 
 
    He caught my wrist as I started to follow the Clearwood children and pulled me back into his arms. 
 
    “I don’t have to go.” Erik nuzzled my neck, his hands running up my back. “We could do something that involves just the two of us.” 
 
    “You do have to go.” I forced a smile. “No matter what happens, it’s for the best.” Tears filled my eyes, but I blinked them back. “I can’t lose you, too.” 
 
    “What about you?” He stared deep into my eyes. “I don’t want to lose you either.” 
 
    “You won’t,” I promised him. 
 
    “Tals,” he began, shaking his head. 
 
    “Stop.” I put a hand on his chest. “It’s different for me. I was born with these abilities.” 
 
    “Not the morphing,” he countered. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “It’s not the same. Morphing doesn’t affect people the way the mental talents do.” 
 
    “It’s the creation drug that worries me. Without the cure, you’re still at risk.” Erik touched his forehead to mine. “Is reading my thoughts that important to you?” 
 
    “You know that’s not it. My talents are a part of me.” I bit my lip, and then admitted, “I don’t know who I am without them. Besides, Dr. Patel even said that I handle the drug better than most because of my natural abilities. I just need to be careful.” 
 
    Erik’s eyes closed, and he nodded slowly. “The risk that you’ll lose your mental abilities is low,” he tried. 
 
    It was the same argument he’d been making for days, ever since Dr. Patel informed us that he had a working cure. The breakthrough was largely due to Phi’s blood and something Penny had found in Mac’s files. The only problem was nearly twenty percent of his test subjects lost their natural talents along with the created ones. Sure, the risk was sort of low. Not low enough for me, though. 
 
    Maybe it was selfish. Maybe it was stupid, especially after what had happened to Penny. But the drug wasn’t what killed her. It was ultimately the power. It was too much. My issue was the opposite. I could handle the power because I was born with it. The creation drug had caused deterioration in my brain, but nowhere near as much as others. Dr. Patel said it was because I was an oddity, an outlier. 
 
    I had a different theory. 
 
    The reason I was different was likely because of the radioactive isotope from the lakes of Paradis that my father used to make the prenatal vitamins for my mother. I was no scientist, so I didn’t really understand the how. I just knew it was the reason. 
 
    My father’s research was still in our house—my and Erik’s house now. I could’ve given it to Dr. Patel. He could’ve told me precisely the how. But no one was ever going to see that research. No one would ever get their hands on the remaining vials of water from Paradis. No one should have that sort of power. 
 
    Crane worried if anyone ever found out what my parents had done, they would come after me. Just like the McDonoughs had. My blood was the only chance of isolating the isotope ever again. UNITED destroyed the supply Gretchen kept at the Privileged Institute in France, though no one aside from Crane knew just how crucial that destruction was. The only place to get my blood now was straight from the source. 
 
    I wanted to say it was the reason I couldn’t risk losing my powers. I needed to defend myself, after all. But that wasn’t really true. I loved being Talented. 
 
    Erik and I walked back to our house hand-in-hand. His trip to West Bank was his last official duty for UNITED. Dr. Patel was more than happy to visit Capri to give my boyfriend the cure. Crane and Brand flew down every weekend, so they could’ve brought it with them. Really, Erik’s trip wasn’t medically necessary. It was symbolic. 
 
    As a continuing effort to rebuild relationships between the Talented and the norms, Crane planned to announce the cure live on international television. And Erik, as UNITED’s favorite poster boy, was going to receive it with the eyes of the world watching. 
 
    As for me, I would do the same thing I’d done every one of the last sixty-three days. I would take Alex horseback riding on the trails near our home. We would eat lunch on the highest bluffs of Capri and watch for dolphins in the sea below. Then, we would visit the lemon orchards on the back of our property and lay a single flower on each of the three gravestones. 
 
    There, beneath the largest tree is where the man and the lady live. As of sixty-three days ago, it’s where my most loved friend lives, too. 
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