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To my readers: I hope you love Helix as much as you loved ISAN. Thank you for continuing this journey with me and the ISAN crew.
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Rhett

“Nick, is your team in position?” I released the transmitter button.

“Yes. Ozzie is approaching with Mitch and a few ISAN female assassins. The blonde assassin has a Taser pointed at Ozzie’s back. They’ve just passed the Leviathan Hotel’s fountain. Be careful, Rhett.”

“Don’t worry about me. Keep an eye out. ISAN guards are here, trying to blend in.” Ava and I had made it to the side building of the hotel—the rendezvous point.

“Yeah. I see them. Signing out. Get ready.”

“Signing out.” I peered up at the sky to make sure the gliders were in position.

Ava tapped her foot and glanced about seeming confused and uncertain. “It’s time?” She bit her bottom lip, her eyes growing wider.

My pulse thundered out of control. I felt like I was sending my girl to be executed. “Yes. Stay here. Mitch will come get you.” I wanted to sound cold and leave her, but instead I wrapped my arms around her. “This is killing me. I don’t want to let you go, but I have no choice. Please, find a way to remember me and our past. And follow your instincts.”

I held onto Ava like she was my life line, the way I should have held her on the day of our escape from ISAN. Little did I know she would sacrifice herself so we could flee. No matter how tightly I held her now, she had to go.

Ava blinked away tears forming in her eyes. She tried to hide it by turning her head. “Rhett.”

Good. A good sign.

At least, I hoped, spending the last three days with me had made her reevaluate ISAN and what they stood for.

“I love you, Ava.” I kissed her forehead and released her.

My heart crumbled into thousand pieces. Losing her the first time was painful enough, but letting her go now was utterly unbearable. But I have to. I steeled my resolve. If I didn’t leave now, I wouldn’t be able to. Without a glance her way, I hid behind a giant geometric-shaped statue.

Mitch reached Ava and led her away.

Her first step sliced through me like a laser and I bit my tongue to keep from crying out. I have to let her go.

Meeting in a public place with innocent citizens hustling through would lessen the chance of an attack from ISAN’s formidable network.

So far, not a hitch.

A blonde assassin escorted Ozzie to the place where Ava had stood. I waited for the ISAN assassins and guards to retreat.

Ozzie remained still and quiet. I, on the other hand, jerked and nearly had a heart attack when a female hologram popped up to remind me not to touch the statue. Cursing under my breath, I politely nodded and arched my body away until it was satisfied.

Ozzie had a cut lip. No black eyes, no blood on his face, and thankfully nothing worse. From his gait, he seemed to be in good physical condition, but that didn’t rule out mental scars. I would have to examine him later. Regardless, he was alive and well.

I let out an explosive breath. I’d been half out of my mind imagining the abuse he would have endured during interrogation, but he showed no signs. Surely Mr. Novak had put Ozzie through the wringer unless my source had protected him.

“Ozzie, don’t move. Stay still.” I clenched my teeth, pained with every step Ava took from me.

“Okay,” Ozzie replied in a monotone, keeping his eyes straight ahead.

I gripped my weapon tighter. Poorly concealed ISAN guards eased through the sea of citizens. If ISAN played dirty, I would too.

All senses on alert, I hunkered behind the statue, finger poised on the trigger, praying my willpower didn’t give out so I wouldn’t take down every ISAN guard in view.

Go ahead, bastards ... shoot me. Give me a reason to fire back.

I wanted their blood, but in an exchange of bullets, the gliders above might take fire, explode, and land on the mass of people. And what would happen to Ava? She was being taken away by the enemy and the only reason I hadn’t shot the ISAN guards in the kneecaps and danced on their corpses was that I wanted her to be okay. I wanted them to treat her well and not harm her.

Who cares about gliders when my heart is being ripped out and shredded with each step she takes away from me?

With precise aim, I could switch off the laser guide and take the guards down before they knew what hit them. But we would be blamed if a glider crashed or any citizens were hurt. The ubiquitous drones flying about would have the video on the air within minutes. An outright attack would give ISAN the leverage they needed to brand the rebels as aggressive and give them the authority to put us down.

Rebels? I sneered. Couldn’t ISAN have thought of a better label?

“You’re letting Ava go?” Ozzie’s line of sight was the same as mine.

Ava glanced back over her shoulder, her face a mask of concern and somberness. She had left freely, but her gray eyes, those beautiful, soulful eyes, showed hesitation and maybe regret. Then they turned baleful and her posture stiffened when she pivoted toward the ISAN transport.

That’s my girl. Give them hell.

Ozzie’s words slithered inside my gut. You’re letting Ava go.

I let her go.

I let her go.

I wanted to shove him, punch something, tell him I had no choice. I wanted to chase her down and beg her not to leave. She belonged with me. I could help her find her father and her twin. She wouldn’t have to do it alone.

There was nothing I wouldn’t do for her, even give up my own life. She was my world. No matter how long it took to get her memory back, I would be patient. But we were running out of time.

Ava and I knew ISAN would not release her easily. They’d hunt her to the ends of the Earth and kill anyone in the way. Ava was one of a kind. She knew that, too, but she held back like she didn’t want to believe it.

To ISAN, she was a commodity. When they learned her full potential, they’d want to dissect her DNA. Experiment on her. They would push her—no doubt they’d already tried. Not just Ava, but the other girls too.

A roar reverberated inside the hollow space in my chest. My knuckles cracked as I clenched my fists. The universe had a cruel sense of humor, the way Ava kept slipping through my fingers. Even after I’d moved mountains to kidnap her. Even after I risked everything to take her to the Abandoned City. She was a gamble worth taking, even when my heart felt like it had been carved out and scorched.

I had no choice, I reminded myself for the thousandth time as she disappeared. They would’ve hunted down my team as well. The safety of all those individuals who had escaped with me, who had become my family, had to be my first priority. I had no room to be selfish, no matter how much agony ate me alive.

Giving Ava that last goodbye kiss, watching her leave with Mitch, felt like drowning. But it wouldn’t be our last kiss. I would do whatever it took to get her back. As for Mitch, I had a score to settle with him.

Soon.

“You should know me better than that, Ozzie.” I adjusted my cap and shoved my hands inside my pockets. “I don’t let a precious dove loose when she doesn’t have the intention of flying back home.”

My transmitter clicked beside my ear, and I cocked my head to listen.

“Sniper, ISAN guards left their posts.” The first captain, Nick’s voice resonated through my wireless communicator.

About twenty of my men had come with me, each with a Taser hidden under their garments. I’d instructed half my team to enter the hotel as tourists, but to be mindful of possible ISAN guards, while the other half scattered and blended with society. Some leaned against trees, others sat on benches, and the rest strolled near the water fountain.

ISAN guards wore all black. I did the same, except I added a black cap, the cap Ava had worn, so my team could spot me. Her scent, a mild hint of lavender and vanilla—ISAN soap—still lingered.

It had become my favorite smell.

They told us in ISAN training that lavender relieved stress, anxiety, agitation, and other things I didn’t care to know. It was all bullshit anyway. Nothing would make me feel better about this.

“Everyone, hold your posts,” I said into the earpiece. “Nick, when the coast is clear, guide everyone back to our station. I have something to take care of first. Command the ship. Don’t let Katina run all over you.”

“Aye, Aye, Captain. I’ll try not to let her pretty face talk me into anything. Stay safe. See you at the base.”

“You too. Stay safe. And don’t call me Captain. Over and out.”

Though I protested every time, I couldn’t make my friends stop calling me Captain. Yes, I was mostly responsible for their lives, but only because I had been their superior at ISAN. The title had somehow carried over once we escaped.

Everyone had looked to me for direction from the beginning. If Ava had made it out, we would both be helping our group. But things hadn’t turned out as planned. Becoming their leader had helped me move forward without Ava. To distract myself, I needed a purpose.

When ISAN sub-gliders soared into the air, my stomach twisted.

Ava.

Gritting my teeth, I stared at my feet to gather myself. The ache of Ava’s absence expanded and formed a life of its own.

“Is it okay to move now?” Ozzie whispered.

Crap. Ozzie’s still out there.

The effort of controlling my rage had made me forget about him.

“Yeah, the coast is clear.” I grabbed Ozzie in a one-armed hug when he rushed around the statue. “You gave us a scare. Did they hurt you?” I pulled back to examine him.

“Would you stop gawking at me? I know I’m hot, but please, Rhett. We’re friends and I don’t swing that way.” Ozzie punched my arm lightly, a goofy grin spreading.

So good to see that nerdy smile. Safe. He’s safe.

“Good to see you, dork.” I flipped up my middle finger.

As we laughed, I scanned Ozzie’s body again.

Eyes clear: check.

Body: check.

Humor: check. Sort of.

Tracker?

As I reached for the tracker scanner in my back pocket, Reyna jumped on Ozzie.

“Welcome back, dufus,” Reyna squealed and smacked his arm.

Ozzie stumbled back a few steps and rubbed his forearm. “Ouch. What the hell, Reyna? What’s that for? And why is everyone calling me names?”

“Shut up, Oz. I missed your face. You pushed me out of the way and got caught instead. It should have been me.” Reyna finished in a calmer voice, relieved tears glistening in her eyes.

Reyna and Ava had been best friends, but when we’d left ISAN, Reyna had attached herself to Ozzie. They had become inseparable.

Ava and I had wanted Ozzie and Reyna to hook up, but it had never worked out for some reason. In a different environment, maybe? Ava would get a kick out of it if they did.

If she could remember ...

Ozzie shrugged, his blue eyes lighter in the morning sun. “I would have died if they had captured you instead of me.”

Reyna let her tears fall and wrapped her arms around Ozzie once more in a bone-crunching squeeze.

Their friendship warmed me a tiny fraction, and then I thought of Ava. My heart followed her, and my chest would remain empty until she came back. It would take a while, but I would never give up. I sighed through my nose, gazing up at the gray clouds as if I could still see that damn sub-glider, then turned to Reyna.

Reyna blinked, her green eyes darkening at Ozzie. “Did they hurt you?” She swallowed as if regretting she’d asked. “They better not have touched you.”

Ozzie scrunched his face, his muscles taut. The machine hummed as Reyna scanned his body for a tracker.

No beeps. Good.

“No.” He relaxed his shoulders, but his voice sounded off. “Mr. Novak never came to see me. Mitch and I squared off, but nothing came of it.” He pointed at the cut on his lip. “I fell trying to escape at the Abandoned City. But I don’t ever want to go back to ISAN. It brought back terrible memories.”

Reyna shoved the scanner into her rear pocket and patted Ozzie’s back the way a mother would. “Well, you’re back with us now.”

I closed my eyes. None of us ever wanted to go back. I still had nightmares about the innocent lives I’d taken when I hadn’t been in control of my mind and body. The memory of friends being shot down like wild animals on the day of the escape haunted me. I’d never forgotten. Even with my eyes open, I saw images of kids I had trained, or spoken to in passing, dropping to their death.

“Are you sure that’s all they did to you?” Reyna’s eyebrows knitted together. “Maybe they made you forget.”

Ozzie scowled, tilting his chin higher. “I would know if they made me forget.” He flashed a glance at me, then back to Reyna. “Wait, I meant ...” He scratched the back of his head. “Just trust me. Okay?”

“Fine.” Reyna narrowed her eyes. “Don’t hide anything from us. You don’t have to be embarrassed, and it wouldn’t make you any less of a man if they had—”

“I’m fine. For the last time.” Ozzie squeezed her and spun her. “I’m fine. I’m in one piece.”

The way he couldn’t make eye contact with me told me otherwise. I would have a private conversation with him later.

“Put me down, bear.” She laughed.

Bear. Ava had called Ozzie a bear with a soft heart. I had to agree. He looked like he could knock you down with one swipe of his paw, but in truth his gentle soul could snap like a twig because he trusted easily. He was always looking for the good in people.

“Come on huggers, let’s get the hell out of here.” I smacked their backs lightly and pushed them along.

Ozzie kept his step with my brisk pace. “Ava?”

As I weaved around pedestrians, Reyna watched my back, her gun tucked inside a holster which she covered with her oversized sweatshirt. She had to hide her weapon from the drones hovering about. Being caught with an unregistered firearm would warrant jail time.

“What about Ava?” My words came out flat as I admired a young couple strolling by the bridge.

That could have been us. At the hopeless thought, I walked faster.

I continued to observe passersby. How wonderful it would be to live a normal, mundane life. Never having to look over my shoulder, never having to kill.

A man spoke into a chipped wireless phone, and only he could see whoever he was speaking to. From his wide smile, I figured his girl was on the other line. No one else lingered by the water, opting instead for the raised boardwalk encased in clear fiberglass.

“You didn’t give me an answer.”

If I knew him, he was blaming himself.

“We had a deal with ISAN. I couldn’t hold onto her forever.” I didn’t look at Ozzie when I spoke, walking faster as if I could outrun the vise tightening around my lungs.

“Was it because of me?” His voice lowered as he matched my stride.

Ozzie always thought everything was his fault.

I halted. Reyna ran into Ozzie’s back, spitting out swear words. Ozzie grunted and spun around to examine her forehead.

“Sorry.” He ruffled her hair.

Reyna swatted his arm and stuck out her tongue.

“No, of course it wasn’t because of you.” I scrubbed my hand down my face and exhaled heavily, my chest rising and falling to the rapid beat of my pulse. “You had nothing to do with it. When Ava found out about her father and her twin, she made up her mind to go back. I don’t blame her. I would have done the same. Besides, she didn’t remember us. There was no reason for her to stay. I wish I could’ve done things differently, but having to trade you for Ava was not the reason Ava returned. So stop thinking you’re worth saving.” I patted his cheek.

Ozzie rolled his eyes. “I knew you cared about me. Sort of.”

“What are we going to ...?” A gust of wind lifted Reyna’s voice and carried it off.

The cool ocean misted my face, reminding me of the time Ava and I had passed there. She was the ghost of my past and present. Hopefully, the future would be different.

I glanced past Reyna, and my heart stopped. Ava? For one moment, I almost rushed to the girl whose hair and frame matched Ava’s. It took me a second to process today’s events.

What the hell was I thinking? Ava was long gone.

Focus.

I shook the thought away and answered Reyna’s question.

“I told Nick to go to the base. We’re going on foot to Cleo’s, and from there we’ll head to our base using the hidden glider. The next day, we’re going to sweep through the Abandoned City and head to Zen’s. He has updates to share with us.”

“Is Zen okay?” Ozzie squinted at the sun breaking through the clouds. “I have no idea what happened to his men when Mitch found us. Were there many ...?” Ozzie looked over the undulating water.

“No. Not a single death. Tased and dazed, yes, but no deaths.”

Lucky for us, Zen was not only a brilliant scientist, but also had a military strategy background.

“Good,” Ozzie breathed, a bit more cheerful than when he’d first arrived.

Being moody would do no one any good. “Let’s see who gets to Cleo’s first. On your mark. Get ready. I’m counting down. Three. Two.” Thinking of Ava, who had never let me finish counting down to one, I bolted first.

“Cheater,” Ozzie belted over his pounding footsteps behind me. “You’re just like Ava.”

“You didn’t say one, Rhett.” Reyna’s annoyed voice faded in the sharp breeze.

“Nope, I didn’t.”

I missed Ava so much I used her tactics. Those few days she had graced me with her presence, however forced, I had been alive and happy. I’d smiled for the first time since I had arrived at the mountain base.

I’d tried to stay grounded, to not expect Ava to stay with me, but I had hoped. When she’d placed our hips together and joined our shared tattoo and then muttered WIT—whatever it takes—I’d thought I had made a breakthrough. But I hadn’t.

It had taken months for Ozzie, with Zen’s help, to crack the ISAN system. I’d hardly eaten or slept in all that time, especially once I’d found out Ava couldn’t remember me.

The code name Sniper should have gotten her attention when I messaged her, but she’d acted like a stranger. At first, I’d thought she held up her pretense not to know who I was just in case ISAN had monitored her TAB, but Ava would have at least sent back an encrypted message.

Those messages had driven me insane. I had punched the screen and broken things around me. If it hadn’t been for Zen and Ozzie, I might have done more damage, and I might have more than scars on my knuckles.

Never had I imagined a situation in which she wouldn’t remember me.

I supposed with advanced technology, anything was possible. However, I had my own theory. I believed Ava had the ability to erase parts of her own memory in self-preservation.

Her father had used a special serum on her. She had abilities none of us had, which could explain technology no one knew existed. ISAN’s mental mission technology read thoughts superficially, so they’d know she wasn’t faking. That’s why ISAN would trust her memory loss completely enough to put her back in the field. But I could be wrong.

I clenched my fists, sprinting, running from the memories of Ava and our past in ISAN.

If Ava hadn’t made herself erase her memories, then God help the person who had.

If ISAN thought Helix had transformed me into a monster, they hadn’t seen anything yet.

Hold on, Ava. I’m coming for you.
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Rhett

Ozzie, Reyna, and I slowed down when we reached the gray and red cobblestones. We past the people visiting quaint shops peppered throughout the small neighborhood. Those shops reminded me of the olden, simple days, the days when technology had been limited.

I often wondered what it would have been like to live such a life. The customers who came to this part of town probably felt the same.

A grin spread on my face when Cleo waved at us.

Cleo’s fiery red hair bounced as she strode toward me. Her smile, bright as the afternoon sun, made her look like an angel, especially since she wore a long white dress. She wrapped her arms around me, then my friends.

“I’m glad you’re safe, Ozzie.” Cleo kissed his cheek, making him blush. “Since you three are smiling and well, I assume the trade went smoothly?”

“It did.” A hint of sadness crossed Ozzie’s face.

His expression confirmed he blamed himself for Ava’s return to ISAN. I almost gave him a light punch to knock some sense into him.

Oz, stop blaming yourself. If anyone should be blamed, it’s me.

I hadn’t told Ava much about Cleo, but Cleo knew a lot more about Ava and ISAN than I had let on.

I had kept the memory of Ava to myself until Cleo began to show signs she wanted more than friendship. I could have fallen for her. Or even done the friends-with-benefits arrangement she had offered. It would have been so easy to split the last thread of my broken self and give in.

Sometimes I thought about it, to numb the pain, but that would complicate things. Not only was Cleo my friend, she was Zen’s daughter. Intelligent, kind, with a generous heart, and a sense of humor, all traits I went for. Not to mention, she was pretty. But she was not my Ava, and I was not the type to stray.

Cleo understood, of course, but it didn’t stop her from flirting.

“Are we going to stand here all day, Cleo, or are you going to give me something to eat?” Reyna drawled playfully. Even as she joked, she surveyed the grounds.

Safety was never guaranteed.

Cleo narrowed her eyes, sky blue like Ozzie’s, then she spread her lips wide.

“I thought you would never ask. Come inside. I’ve baked fresh bread.”

Cleo linked her arm with mine and led the way.

Three young ladies with flushed cheeks and smiles greeted me as I entered. The aromas of fresh warm bread, coffee, and something sweet filled the air. Six circular tables were already occupied with customers who were drinking, eating, and talking. A family sitting at the back table got up and left, giving us more privacy.

Good.

The counter displayed pastries, muffins, cookies, and bread in woven brown baskets. A side table held stainless steel dispensers for make-your-own coffee. These were primitive compared to the machines placed in shopping malls and walkways, which accepted chips and responded to voice commands.

I sat at our usual table at the far corner and looked out the window while Reyna and Ozzie ordered. My mind flashed back to Ava and me on the roof the night of her birthday, and my already ripped-up heart bled a little more.

Ava’s smile, her glowing eyes, when she saw the city lights. Her flushed cheeks when she’d wanted to ask if we’d ever had sex, and then the hunger and want in her eyes when she’d kissed me. When she had kissed me of her own free will ... that was the best feeling. It had ended too soon.

The stars had mocked me. Dangled Ava in front of me, snatched her out of my grasp, and taken away my happiness. No matter what I told myself or how I tried to deal, my heart—no—I had broken into pieces the day Ava hadn’t escaped with me.

Having her for three days hadn’t mended those wounds. Ava couldn’t heal me. I had to let the guilt and the hurt go. Until then, I would hold onto the broken pieces of myself as I searched for solace, though I wasn’t sure I would ever find it if Ava never remembered me.

“How are you?”

Cleo’s voice roused me back to reality, and the gentle hand she placed on my arm made me flinch. I didn’t reply as I continued to stare out the window.

A tray thumped on the table, compliments of Cleo. I frowned, although I appreciated the gesture. She never allowed us to pay for our meals.

I didn’t have to see what she’d made me. She knew my favorite—her freshest bread stuffed with provolone cheese and Italian meat—salami, pepperoni, prosciuttini, and cappacuolo. My mouth watered, but my body was still adjusting to Ava’s absence.

Being with Ava for three days had been a gift. I had defied the impossible by kidnapping her. In the moments without her, she seemed like a faded dream, drifting farther and farther away.

Ava had to choose, and I had to wait and see. Please, I prayed to anyone who would listen, let her pick me. And I prayed again. I would get on my hands and knees, crawl through mud, dirt, and snow. I would go hungry. Anything. I would do anything just to get her to remember.

I finally pivoted to Cleo. The sunlight lit her hair like embers, matching her fiery spirit. When she smiled, her eyes filled with genuine concern.

“It must be hard for you, to see her slip away. Since she went back, I’m guessing she doesn’t remember you?”

Cleo didn’t mean to hurt me, but her words stabbed like ice picks.

I almost told her it was none of her business, but I didn’t want to be a prick. And talking more about Ava might reinforce I was off-limits.

“It’s complicated.” I shifted from left to right and then took a slight step back. “I think she remembers bits, but not all.”

I didn’t know if that was remotely true. But what the hell. I had said it. Done. Because I had to believe—needed to believe—deep down in Ava’s obstinate mind, she remembered something of me, even if it was a glimpse.

I unclenched my jaw and released the tightness in my throat to speak, but I had nothing to say.

Cleo’s eyebrows pinched as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Oh, I see. Then why did she go back?”

Don’t ask me more questions, Cleo. You already know this is a sensitive subject. Don’t push me.

I cleared my throat to buy time to come up with a reasonable explanation without telling her too much, but she already knew about Ava’s father’s journal. She had been there when Zen and I and a few others had discussed the issue. That was when Zen had told me he knew Ava’s father, Dr. Hunt.

Zen and Dr. Hunt had met at an ISAN facility, along with two other scientists, all ready to make a difference. They had bonded before being stationed separately, Zen in the North and Dr. Hunt in the East. They all kept a common log on the TAB of successes and failures, but it was Dr. Hunt who had finally perfected the serum.

Dr. Hunt’s seventy-seventh batch had kick-started the true ISAN program. What he’d thought would help make humanity stronger and wipe out disease had turned into something else. Until Zen had read the journal, he hadn’t known about the special serum Dr. Hunt had injected into his twins.

“I love coming here.” Ozzie’s chair scraped the laminate floor, his tray grating against the table, breaking the long silence between Cleo and me. He picked up a piece of sponge cake with chocolate frosting and shoved it in his mouth. “So good.”

“Ava read her father’s journal, and she wanted to go back to find her family. I don’t blame her.” I nonchalantly took a bite of the sandwich Cleo brought me, so I had an excuse to stop talking.

Cleo didn’t ask about Ava after that. Beside her, Reyna stuffed her face with white powdered doughnuts. Though Reyna had her head down, I sensed the hurt she was hiding.

When she’d found out Ava couldn’t remember anything, Reyna had gone ballistic. Afterward, she’d put up a wall. Maybe she needed to be the stronger one for a while and help us make decisions. Clearly, I wasn’t capable of making any rational ones regarding Ava.

Reyna moaned and smacked her lips, her mood shifting from somber to light. “Oh my, Cleo. I need to have this every day.”

She took another bite, her lips and fingers smudged with white powder. Then she started to lick one finger at a time.

Smack. Lick. Smack. Lick. Smack. Lick. I became lost in the rhythm.

Reyna’s powdered lips reminded me of Ava nearly choking on her drink after Ozzie had told her she’d drunk baby formula. That had happened two days ago, yet it felt like a lifetime. I swallowed the thought and rose from my seat.

“Hey. Where’re you going?” Reyna frowned, pointing at my half-eaten sandwich. “You didn’t finish. You need to eat.”

“I’m not hungry.” I didn’t appreciate her scolding me.

“Then I’ll pack it for you.” Cleo rose so fast her chair scuffed the floor. My plate screeched across the table when she yanked at it. “You can eat it when you stop thinking about Ava. Hell, Rhett, you can’t even answer simple questions. Can you seriously not function without her?”

I went rigid at her harsh tone and parted my lips to pick a fight, but what could I say?

Cleo knew me too well, and there was no excuse in the world I could give her for my petulant behavior. But I couldn’t quell my anger.

The deadly stare and the awkward silence between us stretched longer than ever before. Then she dropped her gaze and sauntered through the double door to the kitchen, leaving my sandwich, while I slumped back down.

“What just happened?” Breadcrumbs rained out of Ozzie’s mouth when he spoke. “Sorry.” He took a sip of coffee and swiped his lips with the back of his hand.

Reyna shook her head, picked up another powdered doughnut, and nibbled it. “We need to get Ava back, or he’s going to be worse than before. I knew once Ava left he would be irritable, but I hoped I was wrong.”

“I overheard something about assassinating Mr. San at his charity function when I was taken.” Ozzie eyed a tray of pastries. “A masquerade ball in two weeks held in the West.” He tore off a piece of bread filled with raspberry cream and nibbled at it.

“Nice. Good job, Oz.” Reyna patted his hand. “Do you think two weeks will be enough time for Ava to find her father and her twin?”

Too easy.

There was no way in hell ISAN agents would have allowed Ozzie to overhear such vital information by accident.

“Who told you? I mean, did you recognize the voice?” I crossed my arms, considering the possibilities.

“Mitch was talking to someone outside the door.”

Mitch. Not an accident.

I quirked my lips to the side. “Mitch wanted you to hear, Oz.”

Reyna gulped down her drink. White powder streaked through her hair when she laced her hand through it. She had forgotten to dust the powdered sugar off her fingers. I almost laughed.

Two weeks? It might not be enough time to give Ava a chance to find her family, but she would be coming back with me. I would help her find her family. She shouldn’t do it alone.

“Why are you smiling, Rhett?” Reyna wiped her fingers on the napkin. When I didn’t answer, her eyes widened. “I’m not sure if I should be excited or nervous.” She tugged on my shirt.

I barely registered Reyna’s question, thinking of the night at the Leviathan Hotel. Ava had looked beautiful in her crimson dress, and when she’d let her dress fall, revealing a skintight outfit, I’d lost all train of thought.

“Rhett.”

A sting on my arm brought me back to the present. Reyna cocked her fist for another blow.

I jerked back. “What the hell was that for?”

“You’re not answering me. You keep spacing out. Get a hold of yourself.” Reyna snapped her fingers in front of my face.

I met her gaze. “I’m fine. I’m more than fine now.” I wiggled my eyebrows and gave her a disingenuous grin.

Reyna murmured curses under her breath and did the funny neck twist thing she did when she’d had enough. “You’re planning to go, aren’t you?”

“Go where?” Ozzie, too preoccupied with the pastries and desserts piled on his plate, hadn’t paid attention to our conversation. Or maybe he was just numb to our arguments about Ava.

I took another bite of my sandwich. “Come on. We have a lot of ground to cover if we want to make it back home before dark. Besides, I have a tux to order.” I winked at Reyna and began to stride toward the kitchen, sandwich in hand.

“Rhett, I’m going.” Reyna trailed after me, whining like a spoiled child.

“Wait up. What’re we doing? Where are we going?” Ozzie’s steps pounded behind me, his voice muffled from stuffing his face.
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Cleo, Ozzie, Reyna, and I jumped in the truck and took off early the next morning to the Abandoned City. Cleo wanted to drive, so I let her have the wheel. Reyna called shotgun. I sat in the back with Ozzie and kept watch, Taser on my lap at the ready.

Every time we traveled the desolate road, it reminded me of the destruction that had hit the former United States in the year 2035, our grandparents’ generation. Due to the reversal process of the Earth’s poles, the meteors had rained like fire hailstorms and caused catastrophic devastation.

Fifty years of turmoil had weakened Earth’s magnetic field, resulting in the solar radiation and persistent meteor bombardments that collapsed the world’s larger governments. Smaller, regional coalitions built up local power. In an effort to reunite the former United States, the Remnant Council had formed to unify the North American coalitions.

Our perseverance and determination were just the beginning. Scientists had discovered a unique compound from the meteors, and a new world emerged. What destroyed us had also given us the ability to build flying cars and medicines to heal almost all diseases. Technology advanced faster than we’d ever imagined.

Unfortunately, the destruction would not clear itself.

The lonely road gave no mercy. Broken cement, smashed cars, fallen streetlamps, and chunks of collapsed buildings stood in our way.

This being the closest road to Zen’s hideout, we had managed to clear most of the debris during previous travels, but sometimes things got blown around and moved during storms. Sometimes, drifters stood in our way.

“Watch out!” Reyna pointed at something out the window.

A man wrapped in a dirty cloth leaped in front of the truck. I lurched into Ozzie when Cleo jerked the wheel and slammed on the brakes.

“Shit.” Cleo socked the dashboard, panting. “I almost crashed the truck.”

The front of the truck was mere inches from hitting a wrecked vehicle. When Cleo honked, the drifter didn’t move. He swayed like a drunk.

She shoved the truck into reverse and punched the gas. Dust rose from under the skidding tires.

As the drifter staggered forward, another came stumbling, face shrouded in a similar worn cloth. Cleo got out of the car before I could stop her, Taser at her side.

“Move out of the way.” She raised her arm and aimed.

Ignoring her, the drifters grumbled nonsense words and paced idly.

I sighed through my nose and shut my eyes. She could have asked me to take care of the situation, but she was still pissed at me. When I’d helped Cleo load the truck earlier, she’d told me which crates to pack but avoided eye contact.

Perhaps she was hurt I hadn’t given her the full attention she wanted. Maybe she’d accepted my heart belonged to Ava only.

A visceral warning coiled and pinpricked along my arm. Something felt wrong. Something ... something. But what? They were merely drifters, but the drifters I had encountered many times before didn’t ...

I rushed out of the car, Ozzie and Reyna hot on my heels.

Cleo shoved the first drifter back toward the debris. He stumbled but kept coming toward her. When she shoved the second, he swung her around into a choke hold and put a gun to her head.

“Rhett,” Reyna gasped.

“Don’t move.” The first drifter pointed a gun at us.

I halted with my hands in the air, saying every curse word under my breath. I should have known they were more than drifters. Their jeans looked too clean.

Where the hell was my mind? Not here, for sure.

My pulse raced, but I remained outwardly calm. Fear was a useless emotion, one that would only get in the way. Managing it was a useful tool I’d learned in ISAN.

“We have food and water in the truck.” I calculated the steps between us. How fast could I run and punch the assholes in their throats before they shot Cleo or hurt one of us?

Hopefully, they would take my offer and leave.

They didn’t respond. I tried again.

“We’re just passing through. We’re not here to hurt you. Let her go and you can take the crates. You can take all of it.”

Silence.

Take the offer, damn it.

Feet shuffled. People popped out of the shadows from the crumbled building, guns pointing at us.

What the hell?

The one in the middle unwound the cloth over his head, revealing his eyes. “Bring them in.”

One of the men snatched my Taser and smacked my back with it. I jerked forward and growled.

I imagined swiping my leg, knocking the guy behind me to his knees, and taking his gun and my Taser back. Then I would shoot the nearest man, grab his gun, and toss it to Ozzie. Though I hadn’t been handcuffed, five more men escorted me into a fallen building. Too many men. Too many risks.

My pessimism created a bunch of mental scenarios. I wouldn’t make it out alive or ever see Ava again. She’d never find out what had happened to me and think I had abandoned her. Worse, we all died.

Stop. Focus. Think of a plan.

Though it seemed impossible with that many men, I had been trained by the best. Ozzie and Reyna had too.

The first drifter held Cleo next to the man I assumed was the leader. He uncoiled the rest of the cloth to reveal dark curls and a young, clean-shaven face. He seemed to be about my age.

His jaw clenched as he pressed his lips tightly. Not a drifter. Only dressed like one. Why?

Broad shoulders, muscular build. No uniform, at least not one I recognized. It was hard to tell with him wrapped like a mummy. When a hint of something black showed underneath the fabric, I sucked in a breath.

If they were ISAN, they would have already made themselves known. Right? Organizing in small groups was one way people survived out here. Who knew how many networks there were.

“I have food and water in the truck.” I gestured behind me, stalling so I could count their weapons.

Not all held guns. Some had Tasers tucked into their waistbands. If I could get close enough to the leader, I could bring him down and take control of the situation.

As soon as I took action, Ozzie and Reyna would follow suit. With my hands free, nothing would get in my way. Stupid of them not to tie my wrists.

I inched closer. More guns cocked from behind piles of debris. Cleo released a harsh grunt when her captor dug the gun harder into her temple. A warning meant for me.

I swallowed. Glancing over my shoulder, I winked to give Ozzie and Reyna a heads-up.

Ozzie shook his head, as if to say don’t do it. Reyna blanched but gave a curt nod.

“We don’t want your food.” The leader removed the rest of the dirt-caked fabric to reveal a black uniform underneath.

Not any black uniform. ISAN.

The stakes were higher now, and I would definitely need to shoot to kill.

Reyna hissed.

Ozzie swore.

Cleo shifted and yanked, but the man held her firm.

“Then what do you want?” I marked the position of each man. I needed a distraction so I could grab the unwrapped fabric the guy had dropped to the ground. “Like I said before, we don’t want any trouble. We’re just passing through.”

The leader began to pace around me.

Good. Easier to strike.

He stopped in front of me but kept his distance. “Who are you taking the crates to?”

Don’t show fear, Sniper. Keep calm. And don’t look at the fabric. You’ll give away your ruse.

I rolled back my shoulders and slowly met him face-to-face. “It’s none of your business, but since you’ve put my friends and me in a tight spot, I have no choice but to tell you. It’s for the drifters. Have you heard of them? You certainly dress and look like them.”

The leader glared. I thought for a second he was going to punch me, but he continued with a barrage of questions.

“Are you aware of any rebel group? Is the name Zen familiar to you?”

I stiffened. He was surely trained to read my physical response. Had Ava told ISAN about Zen?

She didn’t know what role he played, but she knew his name. I didn’t want to believe she had double-crossed us, but I had to face the fact she might have.

“Nope. Like I said before, we’re just passing through to the drifters. I said it like two times. Do you need to clean your ears?”

Something hard hit the back of my leg. I grunted and slammed down to one knee. I supposed I deserved that. No doubt I would get an earful from Reyna if we made it out alive.

The leader gripped my shirt and jabbed a gun to my forehead. “You’re lying. Tell me before I blow your brains out.”

“Rhett,” Reyna whimpered.

The leader darted a venomous glare at her.

“He’s telling the truth.” Cleo let out a soft yelp when her captor squeezed her arm. “Don’t hurt him.”

Ava’s beautiful face and her killer smile flashed before me. Thinking of Ava, I made eye contact, one way to indicate when someone wasn’t hiding something. With my shoulders slumped, I grinned.

He presented a perfect opportunity.

Thanks, prick.

Down on the ground like a submissive dog, I winked at my team again. Ozzie nodded with fierce determination while Reyna’s chest rose and fell rapidly.

They knew we had no choice. It would be either ISAN or us, and Hell would freeze before I let anything happen to my friends.

“You know, smartass, yes, that’s me.”

I dropped farther to the ground, rolled, and picked up two fabric shrouds. Then I tossed them upward. Like idiots, their eyes followed as if they had been hypnotized.

After knocking a man down with a swipe of my leg, I stole his gun and pointed the weapon at the leader’s back. At the same time, Cleo jammed her head back and flipped her captor over. Ozzie and Reyna elbowed their captors in the gut, whirled, and seized their guns.

Good work.

It went exactly as I had planned it.

“Tell your men to put their guns down,” I said through gritted teeth.

When the leader didn’t respond, I rapped the weapon on the back of his skull. His head jerked forward.

“Don’t forget to raise your hands.” I mimicked his cruel tone.

His head bobbed forward a bit, his fists hardened. Then he lifted his hands in the air.

“Put your guns down. That’s an order.” Indignation and frustration roughened his voice.

“Careful.” I narrowed my eyes. “Slowly.”

The weapons thumped on the ground.

“Now, where were we? Oh, yeah. You asked if we knew Zen. I have no idea who you’re talking about. Since no harm was done, I’m going to let you and your men live. I’m going to let you walk out of here as long as I don’t see your ugly faces again. Do we have a deal?”

“You’re Rhett?” The leader craned his neck toward me. “She called you Rhett.”

Reyna had forgotten to never say our names in the presence of enemies.

“Nah-uh-uh.” I moved the gun higher against his skull and gave a little shove. “What do you want with Rhett?”

“I was told he would know Zen.”

“Who told you?” When he didn’t answer, I pressed the gun harder into his flesh and cocked it. “Which ISAN facility are you from?”

“We’re not ISAN agents.”

“Liar.” Reyna pointed at him, glaring. “You’re wearing an ISAN guard uniform.”

I stepped in front of him, dragging the gun to a point between his eyes. His mouth widened into a grin, looking too happy for a hostage. What did he have up his sleeve? More guards? Instinct tore at me to get the hell out.

“My name is Frank. I was originally at ISAN’s northern facility. I deserted a while back.”

The hair on my arms rose, but I listened.

“I’m not here to bring you in. I’m here to join forces with Zen. Zen told me to find him. He only told me he was located in the Abandoned City in the East. That’s a lot of ground to cover in one week.” He crinkled his green eyes at the corners, still looking too damn happy. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sniper. I’ve heard so much about you. Your reputation precedes you.”

Join forces? Pleasure to meet me? Sniper?

He extended his hand, but I didn’t take it.

Cleo lowered her gun.

No, Cleo. Don’t trust him.

“Frank? My father has mentioned your name before.”

His eyes lit up. “Then you must be Cleo. I see the resemblance.”

Cleo tossed me an everything-is-fine look. That’s all it took? She believed him since he knew her name? I needed to have a talk with her.

Frank shifted his outstretched arm to her. Ozzie, Reyna, and I exchanged glances, and we slowly backed away, though I had the gun ready.

The rest of his team, mostly males, picked up their weapons cautiously, keeping an eye on us, especially me. Then they peeled off the dirty fabric around their torsos. No one else besides the leader wore an ISAN uniform.

“We ran into a group of ISAN guards yesterday, and they were out of uniform. We thought you were with them. I needed to know if they had captured Zen. We were being careful. Sorry.” Frank scratched his forehead, his apology sounded genuine.

“Do we look like ISAN guards to you?” Ozzie rubbed the back of his neck and scoffed.

“Let me reiterate. The ISAN guards wore street clothes.” Frank pressed his eyebrows together. “We didn’t recognize them. A few of my men died.”

“I’m sorry.” I eased my grip on the weapon and lowered it.

It sucked to see people you cared about die in front of you. The faces of those I had left behind the day of the escape haunted me still. I would never get over that loss.

He nodded, his lips paper thin. “They were good men.”

I crossed my arms and spread my feet farther apart. “How did you get here?”

Frank dusted off his uniform. “ISAN found our rebel base. Our team had to split up. Some are still in the North hiding. Some have escaped to the West. I knew Zen personally, and knowing he would take us in, I decided it was best for my team to come here. It wasn’t an easy journey. I’ve lost men and women along the way. The drifters, you call them, actually took us in for a couple of days and directed us this way. And like I said earlier, we ran into ISAN guards yesterday. I assume they’re looking for Zen.”

As I weighed his words, I scanned his men. I hadn’t picked up any signs of nervousness from them. In fact, they all stood at ease. Some even sat, a sign Frank was telling the truth. Still, I knew better than to take his word easily. Throwing a couple of names around didn’t mean crap.

“Everyone is looking for Zen.” I heard a creak and flashed a glance behind me in search of anything unusual.

Giving his attention to Cleo, Frank grinned. “Will you take me to see your father?”

“Of course.” She met my vexed stare and turned back to Frank. “We were headed there until you stopped us.”

I scowled.

She was too trusting. But that was Cleo. She only saw the best in people. Not everyone is bad, Rhett, she had said. You just have to give people a chance.

Fine. I’ll trust your instincts this time, seeing I have no choice.

“We can’t all fit in the truck. We can only take two, at most we can squeeze a couple more.” I headed to the vehicle and stopped. “They won’t be comfortable.”

Ozzie stepped over wooden beams and kicked some broken cement off to the side to stand beside me. “Your team wouldn’t have to wait long. It takes about thirty minutes to get to Zen’s location. If we send a few trucks back, they can bring everyone in one trip. Meanwhile, if they’re hungry or thirsty, we have food and water to offer.”

I raised my eyebrows. Leave it to Oz to give them details.

“What?” His eyes rounded, innocent.

I chuckled. “Thanks for the info, Einstein.”

He flipped me a vulgar gesture, flashed a dorky grin, and headed toward the truck with Cleo and Reyna to get the supplies.

Frank grinned at the good-humored exchange and picked up the fabric he’d dropped. “Thank you for the offer. My team could use some food and water. If possible, I would like to take Hansh, Miguel, and Owen in first.”

Three men stepped closer when Frank said their names.

“I’ll leave the rest behind for now. I hate to separate the team, but it seems like we have no choice.”

I glanced around the damaged structure. “They should be fine as long as they stay hidden. They’ll have weapons, food, water, and”—I extended my arms—“a lovely home.”

Frank nodded with a light throaty sound but showed his reluctance by tightening his mouth. After he held a brief meeting with his team, we headed to Zen’s.
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The axles grated and squeaked. Occasionally, the truck teetered like a seesaw. When we went over unavoidable potholes, the crates scraped and thumped.

“The destruction is worse over here than in the North.” Frank gripped the back of my headrest when the truck took a violent dip. “I suppose you kind of get used to the view after seeing it so many times.”

“I suppose.” Reyna gave a quick glance to Frank then looked out the window.

Reyna avoided physical contact by holding her spine straight. However, to the right of her, Cleo slouched with ease as she too gazed out the window.

I wondered what Cleo was thinking and if she was still mad at me. If she was, she showed no sign of it.

“I wouldn’t know. I can’t see a thing,” one of Frank’s men griped from the back.

Frank’s three men had no choice but to lie between the opening of the trunk and the back seat.

“Just be grateful I picked you three.” Frank laughed, light and jovial. Then he looked at the rearview mirror to meet my gaze. “We’re lucky we ran into you. I would have never thought to take this wretched road.”

“Nope, you wouldn’t. It’s why Zen built his home past the destruction.” I relaxed my tight grip on the steering wheel when the road became smoother.

It wouldn’t be much longer before we would see ruins again. For now, I soaked in the peace of being the only vehicle on the desert-dry road. Aside from the plume of dust behind us, nothing but thick, pink and violet clouds stretched for miles.

Occasionally, I spotted a shrub or tree taking root, sprouting from crevices and under piles of damaged structures. It was a reminder that no matter the disaster, no matter how hard life shoved a person down, persistence and preservation would win.

Ozzie angled his body sideways from the front passenger seat. “Hey, Frank. Why do you have an ISAN guard’s uniform and your men don’t?”

Ozzie caught me gawking at him and shrugged. Though I had wondered the same thing, I was amused by Ozzie’s delayed question.

Frank cleared his throat, the leather underneath him making a farting sound when he shifted. He stiffened his shoulders and then relaxed.

Ozzie snickered quietly to himself. Leave it to Oz to laugh at the trivial things. His infectious chuckling almost made me laugh too. Almost. My still-broken heart wouldn’t let me.

“I used to be one of ISAN’s security techs. When I found out ISAN had created teenage soldiers, I knew which side I would fight for. I did favors for Zen and found a route for his escape, along with many teens.”

“Were there any complications?”

I recalled how badly ours had gone and wanted to take the question back. Had I asked to punish myself? To know I could have planned better so Ava wouldn’t have felt the need to sacrifice herself.

Stop. Can’t dwell on the past and the what-ifs. Look ahead for the future and strategize better.

Someone had ratted us out, though I had no proof. When I found out who had done it, no amount of begging would save them.

“No complications when we left, but they found our base. We had to split up. I don’t know if ISAN caught anyone with Zen’s group. I didn’t know if he was alive, to tell you the truth, until you confirmed it. He escaped first with a handful of assassin trainees. We couldn’t all leave at the same time. It would have been obvious.”

Perhaps that was our mistake. Most of us tried to escape at once. But I had seen no other way. There would have been more guards after the first group left, and our only means of escape, the trash chute, would have been sealed. As I was sure it was now.

Frank asked questions and spoke most of the way. Sometimes I wanted to shove a rag in his mouth to shut him up, but it did make the time go by faster.

When we arrived, Cleo rushed out first to greet the men on duty. She asked one of them to find her father and then sent three trucks with armed drivers to the Abandoned City to rescue the others. I didn’t feel comfortable taking Frank into Zen’s private compound without direct permission, so we waited outside.

“Zen lives here?” Frank’s eyebrows met at the center.

I didn’t blame him for the question or his confusion. Nothing to see but masses of broken buildings, worse than the Abandoned City.

“You’ll see.” I crossed my arms and widened my stance. Relaxed but ready. I learned that habit from ISAN. “You’ll see,” I repeated for no reason in particular, except I was bored waiting for Zen.

Patience was one virtue I needed to work on.

I rocked on my heels, my tolerance wearing thin. I wanted to do some research and find out more about the gala Ava would be attending. Just as I decided to go find Zen myself, he came out of a space between two collapsed concrete walls.

The passage was so narrow, he had to fold in half to emerge. Nobody would suspect a home could be built underneath. Astute old man.

“Frank! It’s good to see you, man.”

I had never heard Zen express such delight before. Sounded strange from a man of his age, one who gave orders with a commanding tone. Ozzie and Reyna must have thought the same, for they too cocked their eyebrows and directed smiles at me.

“Zen.” Frank’s eyes lit up, and he shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

They collided into a manly hug and broke apart, thumping each other’s backs.

“You remember Hansh, Miguel, and Owen?” Frank sidestepped to clear the way for his men.

“Yes.” Zen shook their hands. “I’m glad to see you, but this must mean the North has fallen?”

Frank nodded gravely. “They found the main rebel base. We had to split up.”

Zen’s face muscles strained, his body tightening. Then he wrapped an arm around Frank’s shoulders. “It’s good to see you. Come. Let me show you what I’ve built, and I’ll explain our limited resources. Maybe you can help pinpoint our weak spots.”

“It will be my pleasure.” Frank followed.

Zen crouched to enter the makeshift base, and I hung back to make sure everyone got in safely. Ozzie and Reyna shadowed me, but Cleo sprinted to her father, continuing to ignore me.

I passed a section of dank drywall that reeked of soil. The tunnel divided into three sections at the dead end—an illusion to create confusion.

Each of those passages looped back to one point where a tripwire bomb waited, ready to explode if an enemy dared to explore. Instead of entering a tunnel, I veered to the right behind a thick veil of vines, tailing Zen.

Hope City materialized behind the cloak of darkness as the cocking of guns echoed to the ceiling. Birds nesting above fluttered away.

Zen raised his hand, and his crew backed away. A handful of young men and women situated at the front returned to business. Others were scattered about, planting, cooking, washing, and doing other necessary jobs.

Like my team back at home, everyone lent a hand to get the job done. Unlike my base, where we inhabited private rooms, they lived in tents. Some were fortunate enough to have mattresses.

Countless pillars of light penetrated the solar panels carefully placed between the cracks. Hope City was flat and long, whereas my base in the mountain was constructed in tiers.

Frank raked back his dark curls and let his jaw fall slack. “Wow. You made this happen? It’s unbelievable. An underground city.”

“Not quite underground. A lot of people worked hard to build this.” Zen strolled down the uneven path. “Drifters helped with labor when they weren’t lazy. I offered them food and negotiated with black marketeers to get supplies. But I couldn’t have done it without Dr. Hunt’s preparation. He was the mastermind behind Hope City. We originally planned it to be at the Abandoned City. He doesn’t know of this place, but I believe he would’ve been proud.”

I clenched and unclenched my fists. He had never shared that information with me. I supposed it was irrelevant, but I could have told Ava. Anything to wake her, to tell her what her father had aspired to do. I ground my teeth over bitter words.

No use. Stop thinking of what-ifs.

After passing pitched tents to the left and makeshift rooms to the right, I rounded the corner to a spacious security room with high-tech TAB systems spread out on a rectangular table. Large holograms of the cities Zen monitored projected near the rocky structure, all powered by solar panels.

Frank blew a wolf whistle, his eyes bouncing from one wall to another. “You’ve got some state-of-the-art equipment, boss. How did you do it?”

Zen wrapped one arm around me and the other around Cleo—who hadn’t left his side—and squeezed us both. “Rhett and Cleo helped me.” He dropped his arms. “Let’s just say they know how to convince the black market sellers to give us what we want for a bargain. Again, I couldn’t have done this without Dr. Hunt. I gathered what funds I had, and Dr. Hunt transferred a large amount of 4Qs—our digital currency—which I stored in my chip. We knew the black market was the only way we could get our resources. We had to be extra careful.”

“I understand.” Frank nodded somberly and directed his men to the TABs. “I’ll have them check it out and make sure everything is properly secured against the latest ISAN tech.”

Ozzie, Reyna, and I exchanged glances again. They seemed to have the same reservations I did. I supposed since Zen knew Frank well, we should relax. But I’d be keeping my eyes on his men.

ISAN played dirty. Who knew for sure whose side Frank was on? He could’ve been the one who tipped off ISAN about their base.

After the tour, we adjourned to the dining room to get refreshments. Zen always stocked beer and sodas, his favorite drinks. They were buried deep in the soil to keep cool. Though Zen had mini refrigerators like the ones from the olden days, housing fresh food and preserving leftovers seemed to be a challenge.

Everyone busied themselves at the table with small talk. I snuck away when Cleo left the room, trailing her at a distance.

Cleo hiked up shattered pieces of cement—convenient stairs—and rounded the curve of the wall to her room next to Zen’s. Not a tent, but an actual room, sectioned off by collapsed sheetrock.

I pushed through the curtain and Cleo pointed a Taser at my chest. Ignoring it, I glanced about her room. Though I knew where she slept, I had never been inside.

Clean. Simple. But a bit dusty.

Next to her mattress, there were Tasers, daggers, guns, and other weapons spread out like a display on a wooden table in need of a polish. Under the table was a rickety basket covered with cloth, where I assumed she stashed her clothes. The fabric sticking out validated my hunch. No photos and no keepsakes of her deceased mother as far as I could tell.

I relaxed. “Are you deciding whether to Tase me?”

She rolled her eyes, then gave me her back. “I should, for stalking me.”

“I wouldn’t have to if you would just tell me what I did to piss you off.”

She whirled around, her eyes piercing mine as if I should have known. I released a heavy sigh.

Why did girls do that? They assumed men could read minds. We’re idiots. We’re probably missing the gene that detects a woman’s body language or something.

Her eyes softened, but her crossed arms indicated she might still be upset.

“It’s nothing. It’s just me, Rhett. Okay? Just let it go.”

“What can I do to fix this?”

I’d hurt her, and there wasn’t a thing I could do about it. I loved Ava. Love can’t be forced or coaxed. It happened sometimes in the least expected ways. Sometimes, though rare, love happened at first sight.

I reeled back through my past interactions with Cleo, and I couldn’t think of anything I’d said or done to give her the wrong impression.

Cleo quirked her lips and tapped her foot as if debating. She stopped and paced about the length of her room.

“I just need some space, Rhett.” She dipped her chin, her eyes straying from mine. “I thought maybe with Ava out of your life, you’d eventually forget her and maybe want to be with me. I gave you many signs, but you never responded. I suppose I shouldn’t have hoped. Ava didn’t seem real to me. I had never met her, though I saw her from a distance that day. She’s like a drifting phantom. When you finally found her, and then let her go, I hoped it meant we would have a chance. But Ava’s someone permanent in your life. You’re never letting her go. I saw how much you love her.” Cleo shuffled her feet, making a long streak in the dirt, and met my eyes again. “I have to admit, I’m jealous. I envy the dedication you have only for her. The way you love Ava ... that kind of love is hard to find.”

My heart dropped to my feet, and it felt too heavy to be picked back up. As I wallowed in her hurt, I lifted her chin with my finger, forcing her to look at me.

“I’m sorry, Cleo. You’re beautiful, talented, intelligent, and you deserve someone who can give you all of his heart.”

I sounded like a mom or a dad or a therapist.

Be real. Be true.

“Yes, I love Ava. Had the escape gone right, she would be with me. She is my forever.” I had to lay it out once and for all, but this was so awkward.

Ava was supposed to be here with me. She would have been by my side had she not sacrificed herself and run the other way to distract the guards. I would have changed places with her, but my hands had been tied. I couldn’t stop her in time, and I had no choice but to jump in when bullets whizzed past me.

Guilt for leaving her haunted me like a growing plague. Not knowing if she was alive had gutted me anew on a regular basis. But Ava was here with me in a way. I carried our love and memories everywhere I went, like an extra weight.

I heard her voice and saw her in my dreams. Everywhere I turned, I seemed to see her ghost. Sometimes I found myself saying the words she might have said. There were also times when the pain held me in a vise grip, and all I could do was close my eyes and let the agony of her absence ride its course.

“I know.” She tugged on the hem of her shirt. “I just need time.”

I closed the gap and embraced her. “I treasure our friendship. Please don’t hate me.”

Cleo peered up, her eyes glistening. She lightly socked my chest and said through trembling lips, “I don’t hate you. I just don’t know how to get over you.”

I knew that feeling all too well. I didn’t know what to do, so I released her. If she didn’t shake off her feelings for me soon, I would lose her friendship when Ava came back.

Ava had to come back. I wouldn’t be able to breathe if she didn’t.

“Rhett!”

At Reyna’s desperate shriek, my heart palpitated hard against my ribcage. I dashed out of there, Cleo hot on my heels.

“I’m here.” My feet pounded, dirt shifting under me.

“Rhett! Rhett!”

“I’m coming,” I shouted, practically sliding down the makeshift stairs.

My friends come into view. What was so urgent?

“What?” I panted, halting in front of Zen, Cleo at my side.

Zen’s glowering eyes and the expressions on everyone’s faces said the news was bad.

“What happened?” I placed a fist to my chest, preparing.

Frank scrubbed the back of his head, his nose flaring. “We’ve been attacked. My men, dammit, they’re all dead.” Blood drained from his face as if the words hit home for the first time.

I stared blankly.

A bitter part of me didn’t like Frank for how he had treated us from the start, and the skeptical part of me didn’t trust him, but pushing those aside, I felt sorry for him. He’d lost all of his team members except the three who had fit in our truck.

They’re all dead.

Even as the words sank in, I refused to believe.

Cleo dug her nails into my arm and sucked in a breath. Ozzie and Reyna slid closer to me, terror on their faces. As for me, I’d seen horror and death. I’d experienced loss and pain. But every time felt like it was the first.

“How? We were just there. They were safe. Who told you?” I finally got my tongue to work. Guilt slammed into me, and then reality set in.

“I was there.” One of the drivers stepped forward, blood caking his head and clothes. He was covered in white dust as if he’d been buried under Reyna’s powdered doughnuts. “I don’t know how they knew, but ISAN ambushed us with a ground assault and then the bombs dropped. We had no chance. The building ...” He swallowed and winced as if that movement hurt. “Collapsed. I managed to get out. I hid between two boulders until they left. I tried to find survivors but ... everything was destroyed. I went on foot in the direction you all drove, and that’s when Scott found me.”

“I sent Scott when the trucks didn’t arrive at the designated time.” Zen combed his fingers through his hair. “Frank was worried and so was I. We can’t travel through the Abandoned City anymore to get to Cleo’s bakery. We’ll have to take the longer route. We can’t risk leading them to Hope City.”

“How did they know?” Layla, one of Zen’s team members, asked.

Zen pressed the heel of his palms on his temples as if to relieve an ache in his head. “Lucky guess and the right timing.” He locked his eyes with mine.

I knew that look. A question.

“No. Not Ava,” I said with conviction.

Ava wouldn’t have told. She couldn’t have. Sure, she might have been confused, but I had gotten through to her. She knew ISAN’s motives.

They might have gone back to sweep the area around the spot where they had captured Ozzie, hoping to find our base, and stumbled on Frank’s group. There had to be a reasonable explanation.

“What do we do now?” a man in the back asked.

“We stay low. Let them think they’ve destroyed our base.” Zen placed a hand on Frank’s back. “We’ll go to the Abandoned City at first light tomorrow and search for survivors. Everyone, go back to your duties. Tonight, we’ll plot our next move. After we get our revenge, then we’ll mourn the loss of our fellow comrades.”

Zen always said, “When shit hits the fan you don’t have time to grieve. You move forward to make things right, and then grieve later.” These were the same words drilled into all of us in ISAN. And that was what Frank and his men would do.

People began to stir and drift away, and I did the same. I needed to get to Zen’s computer to message Ava that I was fine. She’d be devastated, or at least I hoped. It had taken me six months to be sure she was alive. Like hell I would make her wait that long.

Someone grabbed my arm. When I whirled, I locked eyes with Zen.

“She didn’t squeal.” My belligerent mood caused me to raise my voice.

Zen had been against Ava’s kidnapping from the get go, but I had convinced him she would be valuable to our team. I wondered if he regretted helping me.

“I’m not accusing her, Rhett. But I need you to hear me out.”

I matched his intense stare and listened.

“I know you want to message her, but you can’t.”

“Why?” I glared.

“ISAN is monitoring her in every possible way. They have to know of the messages on her TAB by now.”

“How do you figure?”

“It’s what I would do.”

I released a sharp sigh, clutching a handful of hair. “Then what do you suggest I do? I have to let her know. We’ve come this far. She might give up, or ...” I couldn’t finish the thought.

Zen slid his eyebrows together uncertainly. “One message and that’s the last. But it will put her in jeopardy, and besides, they think they’ve destroyed us. We can’t let them know they’ve made a mistake. I’ll let you do this, but you have to wait one week. We need to keep low.”

“Fine.” I gnawed at my bottom lip, annoyed at the compromise. “One week. I’ll wait one week and no more.”

My racing pulse started to slow, and I released a pent-up breath. Zen was someone I admired and respected, the father figure I’d wished for during my adolescent years, but if he wanted to accuse Ava of snitching without evidence, I wouldn’t hear it.

Zen grabbed my elbow again, swinging me back around to face him. “You have to be encrypted. What are you going to say?”

I knew the perfect words. Whatever it takes. That was our mantra, but I didn’t disclose that to Zen. He didn’t need to know.

“I’ll think of something. Something short.”

Zen examined me as if he would find the message on my face. “One more thing. Ozzie mentioned a charity gala in the West. Let’s talk.”

I nodded and gave him my sly, up-to-no-good grin. “I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it.”

He patted my shoulder, his eyes sparkling with calculation and interest. “Try me.”
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Ava

Eight Years Ago

Mom caressed my cheek, and then pointed to the test scores on the screen. “You did very well. I’m so proud of you.”

I smiled and tilted my head onto her shoulder. “Thanks, Mom.” I felt hesitant to say what was really on my mind, but I said it anyway. “Do you think Dad is proud of me, too?”

Mom’s head jerked when I asked her about Dad. Perhaps the grief was buried so deeply she still hadn’t healed, even after ten years.

“Of course, he is,” Mom finally answered, but her tone was wrong. Like she’d forced the words.

“I understand why you don’t want any pictures of Dad, but I still don’t understand how it’s possible none exist.”

Pictures were stored in every person’s chip, so they can be preserved a lifetime. Unless Mom went to great lengths to somehow delete them because the memories were too painful.

“I already told you, Ava, and I’m not going to explain it again.” Mom’s face flushed and her tone grew sharp. She sighed. “Please, I already feel guilty for not having any.”

“Okay. Sorry.” I dipped my head. I had pushed too far. “I won’t ask about the pictures again.”

The crease on Mom’s forehead eased.

“I have to get back to my studying.” I tried to sound cheerful, but failed. It broke my heart watching Mom pretend everything was fine. I blinked away my frustration and rubbed the tears forming in my eyes.

I had opened an old wound and for what? For selfish curiosity? I’d never ask Mom questions about Dad again.

Mom tenderly cupped my face. “When life shoves you down, you get right back up. Be strong. Be brave, Ava. Be someone important. Remember my words.”

Present Day

I did remember them, for those words were tattooed in my mind. Back then, I hadn’t understood why she’d said them, but now all was out in the open—my father’s journal and the video. I knew she had forewarned me of hard times to come.

She’d known ISAN would come for me one day. I wished she had given me the truth. She should have told me about my father and what he had done. Even if she didn’t have all the facts, she should have prepared me better.

But what had she truly known? She hadn’t even known her firstborn lived.

Oh, Mom. They took so much from you too. What Dad had done was wrong on many levels. I didn’t care if he thought he was doing right by his children. He had played with our lives, and he would answer to me.

A little girl holding her mom’s hand as they strode out the door of the hotel squeezed my heart.

Not now, Ava. Focus.

They reminded me of what I cherished and missed. My mom was gone. I had been innocent and bubbly like that little girl once, but I wasn’t little anymore. ISAN had turned me into a weapon.

I blamed ISAN for her death, my memory loss, and Rhett. He was the reason for my confused but blissful heart. He’d flipped my world upside down and sideways.

Payback’s a bitch.

“Ava.”

Payton’s harsh whisper reeled me back. It was my first mission without a superior. Ours, who happened to be Mitch, had another assignment with his second team. His job was to pick us up.

Payton gestured at a man wearing a black trench coat and matching fedora—our target—as he entered the restaurant at Grayson hotel. Though I had spotted him several minutes earlier, I gave Payton a thumbs-up to let him believe he had.

I curved out of the snow-white pillar, my arm linked with Payton’s, and strolled in behind the man, keeping enough distance between us to avoid notice. We looked like a normal couple waiting to be seated.

“Good afternoon,” the pretty waitress chirped, her red lips curving a bit too high. “For how many?”

I arched my eyebrows, examining her fluffy skirt and skintight top.

Seriously? Stupid question.

“Table for two.” I brought my face close to hers. “One. Two.” I pointed at Payton and me and held up two fingers. “Him and me. That makes two.”

Payton poked my waist, warning me to behave. I jerked sideways and gave him the evil eye. My brooding mood had me on edge. Everything and everyone pissed me off lately.

Rhett hadn’t messaged me in a week. Did he not care anymore? It wasn’t fair to assume anything. I had no idea if his friends had been hit in the explosion.

I only knew he was alive because of his message—Whatever it takes. It had to be him.

The waitress gave me a nervous smile and escorted us to a table near the corner.

“Wait.” I glanced over to our trench-coat guy, and then back to her. “I’d like to sit by the window if you don’t mind. I much prefer the sun.” I offered her a wide smile, flashing my pearly-whites. But to her, my smile might have seemed more like do it or I’ll make your life miserable.

Her eyes widened and she flinched. Then she squared her shoulders and her lips twitched nervously.

“Sure, not a problem.” The waitress guided us to a table for two. “The menu will appear when you are both seated. You can order whenever you like.” Then she dashed to the next customer as if she couldn’t get away from me fast enough.

Good. You should be afraid. I can gut you easily. I sighed. What the hell, Ava? She’s not ISAN. Watch your temper.

I sat, placed my fabric napkin on my lap and observed my surroundings like a good, obedient assassin. A family of four sat to my right. Behind us, two friends clinked wine glasses, celebrating a birthday. To my left sat a single man, reading a newspaper while eating a sandwich. Just a peaceful, ordinary Sunday afternoon if you weren’t the property of ISAN.

In front of my table, the target—a political figure named Roth Palmer—laid his hat on his lap. A long mop of blond hair hung past his shoulders. After speaking quietly into his chip, he clicked it off and sipped his drink.

With Helix, my acute senses homed in on his blue eyes, the heavenly scent of coffee in his mug, and the words only someone like me could hear. “Beep me when you’re ready.”

The target peered up from his chip and locked eyes with me. I turned my head first toward the menu projected from the center of the table and ordered two drinks. When I glanced back to him and our eyes met again, I gave him my most seductive leer.

He did a double take, ogling me from my red wig and my heavy makeup, down to my business-like attire. I slowly curled my lips into a coy smile the way Diana had taught me. She would be proud, even though flirting made my skin crawl.

My mind drifted back to Ozzie. Ozzie had beautiful ocean blue eyes as well. He looked like a bear, but he had a warm heart. I missed his proud smile and the way he spoke with such earnestness and care.

Not now.

“Should we order something else besides drinks?” Payton leaned closer, his expression worried.

The sunlight in his hair reminded me of the time Rhett had offered me oranges. My mouth watered at the memory, how tenderly Rhett had wiped my cheek.

Citrus and an earthy, male scent filled the restaurant, overpowering the aroma of BBQ chicken and braised beef. On that rooftop, Rhett had embraced me like he never wanted to let me go, and I had combusted with intense desire.

The warmth of his strong arms cracked my armor, and like dandelion seeds, I had floated blissfully into the air when he kissed me.

No, I’d kissed him. Amazing. Fireworks. Everything a toe-curling kiss should be. My insides tingled, blazing and overwhelming all at once.

I wanted more than what he had offered that night, and when I thought Rhett had died from the blast, my world had crumbled. But then he’d sent me that message. The message had given me new hope and turned me into a raging storm, ready to do what I must.

I realized on that rooftop; I’d found love under the night sky, among the stars, in the moonlight, with Rhett.

“Ava?”

Rhett faded away like morning dew.

“Ava.”

Payton’s sharp tone snapped me alert. His amber eyes, like Rhett’s, came into focus. Though Rhett and Payton looked nothing alike, there were similar features I couldn’t ignore. The way Payton’s hair hung low over his forehead, that perpetual smirk and strong jawline, made me think of Rhett all the freakin’ time.

Palmer stood, swiped his chipped hand over the table to pay the bill, and hurried off.

Memories of Rhett had bad timing.

“Pay.” I slammed my chipped arm on the table. After the red laser beams crossed over, I scurried after Palmer, Payton at my side.

Palmer got into the elevator, and Payton and I waited to get on the second.

“Mr. P is on the move.” I repeatedly tapped the front of my flat shoes, anxiety consuming me.

“What took you so long? Having a full meal on the job?” Justine’s sardonic voice passed through the transmitter behind my ear.

If I had, what are you going to do about it?

I ignored her. No time for a petty argument as Payton and I rode the elevator. Besides, Justine hated when I ignored her. The thought of her face scrunched up with narrowed, peeved eyes made me gloat.

“Shut up, Justine. That’s something you would do, not Ava.”

Brooke’s voice, however, sharp or not, made me smile.

And ... I had my own personal guard. I could always count on Brooke to speak in my defense. Sometimes I wished she wouldn’t, but I wasn’t going to stop her ... not today at least. I had more important matters at hand.

Justine had no retort, but the sharp hiss through my transmitter told me plenty.

As the elevator ascended, I took a moment to admire the beautiful view of the city. Beyond it, the remnants of the collapsed destruction waited to be cleared.

“What room?” Carefully, I brushed my dark gray pearl necklace, one of Kendrick’s inventions.

“Palmer’s room is 5026,” Brooke said. “We’re set and ready.”

Brooke’s voice tamed my anxiety for a second, but my heart thudded faster the closer we rose to the fiftieth floor.

“Kendrick’s new contact lenses show too many bodies on the other side of the wall.” Tamara released a heavy sigh. “Maybe we should abort.”

“No. We’ll be fine.”

The contact lenses picked up body heat, even through walls. Yet I didn’t need them, as my ability had strengthened, and I now saw hologram figures on my mental map.

Instead of praising Kendrick, I secretly resented the gadget. I wanted to be special, the only one with that unique skill. At least I was still the only one with a map.

Even after a week of mental training for this mission, Tamara still had a difficult time suppressing her fear. Russ had told me once, he believed Tamara also had a special gift besides heightened senses, though no one seemed to know what that was. But I knew—Tamara had the ability to sense a situation before it happened—almost like a clairvoyant. I had realized it the second she’d told me she felt too hot when we’d been on the trail maze, running from Mitch.

Sure enough, when we’d rounded the bend, fire blasted. I’d never told anyone about it. Tamara might not be aware of it herself. Some secrets were mine alone.

Justine, Brooke, and Tamara had checked into the suite next to Palmer’s while Payton and I tailed him, ensuring we didn’t lose him before he went to the hotel room and finished his transaction.

Palmer had a list of Remnant Council representatives that was not disclosed to the public, and he planned to sell it to the highest bidder. How much of this was true, I had no idea. All I knew was ISAN had been instructed to capture Palmer for treason. Considering ISAN’s habit of lying about our missions, the man could be innocent. But I had to play ISAN’s game until I found my family.

The elevator pinged. I looped my arm through Payton’s and we moseyed down the hall, several yards behind Palmer. When Palmer glanced at us over his shoulder, Payton backed me into the wall and we pretended to make out.

For a moment I let him rub his cheek against mine, let his hands roam my body. Except it wasn’t Payton or his hands. I’d escaped again to the rooftop. Rhett’s warm breath brushed the tip of my ear and I moaned.

I imagined Rhett kissing me that night under the stars, but then the image shifted. It wasn’t recent or made up. My mind zoomed through a tunnel of white in a flash, and then as if a lingering fog had vanished, it presented a clear scene.

An old memory trickled out of my slumbering mind, like a flashlight winking on and off. Rhett gently pressed me against the wall, like Payton had, and everything seemed right with the world when our lips locked.

Rhett’s kiss—deep and passionate. I wanted more as his fingers crawled under my shirt and idly circled my back. Then I was shirtless and so was he. Our hands explored every curve and angle of each other. The electrifying heat between us charged, crackled, and ignited. We could have set my room on fire.

His musky cologne surrounded me. Musky? No. Wrong. So wrong. Rhett smelled like citrus and earthy things.

Not Rhett’s smell.

Not Rhett’s.

Not Rhett.

As fast as the memory came, it threw me out.

I pushed Payton off me, harder than I meant to. “Don’t touch me like that again.”

Payton flew, back curving, and slammed against the opposite wall before he crashed to the carpet.

Crap. Get it together.

Payton had pretended to kiss me to throw off Palmer, not to mess with me. He had never flirted or given any signs of interest. In fact, he’d been nothing but kind and supportive.

“What the hell, Ava?” Payton sprang up. Raking his hair back, he craned his head down the hall after Palmer, who had already entered his room.

“Payton. I’m sorry.”

I had no time to explain and no explanation to give. My mind wasn’t on the mission. Some leader.

“Ava, I see movement. They’re coming down the opposite hall.” Tamara’s panicked voice startled me.

I corroborated through the transmitter that I saw the same thing. Payton and I crouched low as bullets whizzed by us. We had been found by Palmer’s bodyguards.

I activated my ISAN suit. My baggy black pants tightened around my legs to a snug fit, and my dressy blue blouse did the same.

Kendrick had designed a perfect outfit, clothes we could wear in public for surveillance and not have to change if the situation required an assassin. For guys, it was the same. With a quick command, the fabric became a perfect bulletproof suit.

“What’s going on?” Brooke asked in my ear. “Do you need our help?”

I ignored her, aimed the small Taser I pulled out of my pants pocket and fired. Pellets rained. Payton did the same. Every hotel had a security system, but Kendrick and I had gotten through because the metal used to construct the Taser wasn’t detected.

Fools. They should run. They’re no match for me and my team.

When they closed in, I yanked off my pearl necklace and tossed it at them. The pearls, designed to follow body heat, detached from each other and began to roll. They attached to the bodyguards’ feet and detonated in clouds of smoke, causing chaos and confusion.

I had my special gift, but Payton wore Kendrick’s contact lens, and he too could see the hologram bodies through the veil.

Thump. Thump. Several guards fell to our Tasers.

I approached and punched one in the face, spun and high kicked another square in the chest. Then I swiped my leg along the ground and dropped bodyguards flat on their backs.

My hits were powerful, precise. It only took one strike to bring down any guy that came against me.

Payton tugged the buttons off his jacket and hurled them at the second round of guards. They too found targets, but instead of smoke, electricity zapped through them and knocked them out cold. Still, as they fell, several men reflexively twitched their trigger fingers, and bullets rained down the hall.

Damn it to hell. Too many.

A bulletproof suit could only handle so much.

Using my surroundings as a tool, I hiked up the wall and flipped over the stream of bullets.

The door banged open and my team jetted out, firing their undetectable Tasers. With our Helix-boosted precision, the rest of Palmer’s men dropped.

Justine kicked open the door to Palmer’s hotel room.

I had expected his bodyguards to attack, but there was no one there ... except a man tied up and gagged, sitting on a chair. And on the sofa, Palmer’s trench coat and hat were neatly laid out.

The man tilted his head toward a closed door.

I whirled and rammed the door with my shoulder, my team behind me, pointing the captured guns. No Palmer. No guards. No signs of a struggle. Only the wind howling through a precisely cut oval in the glass, big enough for a body.

My team and I exchanged glances and ran to the window. Sure enough, Palmer and a handful of his guards skydived toward the adjacent hotel’s roof.

“Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.” Tamara paced, a fist in her mouth.

Running short on patience, I almost slapped her.

“It’s going to be fine.” I locked eyes with Tamara and squeezed her shoulders. “I’m the one who’s afraid of heights, remember? If I can do it, so can you. I’ll go first, then you jump. The rest will follow after you. I’ll need you to watch my back, okay?”

I dropped my voice to calm Tamara’s nerves. Giving her a specific responsibility usually helped.

Tamara nodded, apprehension in her eyes.

Without a second to waste, I positioned my chipped arm to activate my flyer suit. Thanks to Kendrick again for the newly designed outfit. Fabric sprang out like wings, and I leaped through the window, a hawk after its prey.

I’m coming for you, little mouse.

An icy gust slapped my face, pushing back my hair. My wig was lost to the relentless wind that almost flipped me over. The tight fabric whooshed, and I dove like a missile.

The ground blurred as I homed in on my target. When the guards noticed me, they shot over their shoulders, bullets ripping through the air. They missed. Their bodies twisted awkwardly in the gusts and spoiled their aim.

Palmer landed, and then his guards.

One of Palmer’s bodyguards continued to shoot at me. I’d had enough. Releasing my special armlet—another of Kendrick’s gadgets—I chucked it at the firing guard. It opened in the air to three feet of rope and coiled around his body like a snake. He dropped, unmoving, just when my feet touched the ground.

“Something is coming.” Tamara thumped beside me.

With no time to respond, I moved cautiously forward. Palmer gawked and staggered back when he realized I landed, untouched by bullets. My feet slid across the gravel until the wings on my back sprang back inside, and then I shot at Palmer’s men with my Taser, my team beside me.

That fool. Where does he think he’s going?

Palmer sprinted to the other end of the roof and traversed to the next building, his men following suit.

One by one, his men fell, zapped by our weapons.

“Hurry.” Brooke waved a hand. “We need to get him before he gets to that door.”

But I couldn’t. A savage wind slapped me fiercely, as if someone had switched on a giant fan. Where had it come from?

“It’s here,” Tamara shouted over the roar.

Something is coming.

I wish Tamara could be more specific when she had her prophetic moment.

Sure enough, a fancy glider materialized right above Palmer. He smirked. No citizen owned such a transporter, but Palmer wasn’t an ordinary man. Of course, he would have backup, especially once he went airborne. I cursed out loud, but I didn’t give up.

Palmer’s smug grin—that same grin Mr. Novak had given me when he’d called me a hero for bringing down the rebels—ignited something in my core. A monster snarled inside me, a thing wanting retribution.

Grabbing a mini remote from my pocket, I pushed forward through the violent air and triggered the Taser-like device, which sent an EMP—electromagnetic pulse—toward the aircraft. Thanks to Kendrick’s genius mind, I carried with me something to disrupt technology. It produced what he called an anti-tech wave.

The glider swayed and dipped, but didn’t fall. It seemed our enemy had some kind of device to counter it.

My team moved around me to get to Palmer. Our assignment was to bring him in alive, or I would have already terminated him. ISAN wanted to find out his motive for selling the list of names and to whom. Again, I wondered how much of what ISAN told me was true.

Maybe Palmer wanted to bring down ISAN. If it were true, that was a good thing, but I was helping the wrong group.

The glider door opened, and three young figures appeared with weapons—two girls and one boy. They looked to be about twelve or thirteen. The first girl reminded me of myself at that age—scroungy and brave looking, with Asian features.

I blinked in disbelief as the savage wind tried to distort my view, but I knew what I saw. From their attire, they weren’t an ISAN team. I would have known ahead of time anyway if other troops had come to our aid. Perhaps they were rebels from other territories.

Rhett hadn’t disclosed such vital information to me. He had every right not to. But they looked so young. And I caught a glimpse of the word “Renegades” on the boy’s cap.

Were they rebels?

The boy pointed a long metal thing I had never seen before, but he didn’t shoot. Not a weapon perhaps. The first girl pointed a Taser toward me. Then a second girl aimed a black device resembling a gun at Palmer.

Palmer blanched and bolted.

Okay, so they weren’t here to rescue him. Did they know Palmer held vital information? They must, unless there was another reason to kidnap him.

Something black flung out from the second girl’s weapon and wrapped around him like a net. Palmer shook and slackened. He had been electrocuted.

Mr. Palmer soared through the air before I could stop him. If I shot the device from the little girl’s hand, he would plummet to his death or be seriously injured. I couldn’t take that risk.

If they were with a rebel team, I wouldn’t want to interfere, but I couldn’t have my team see me just standing there.

My intentions didn’t matter. Nothing shot from my weapon. My team kept shooting, and their jaws fell.

Then I knew the guy’s device worked like my EMP device. Clever. Another Kendrick was out there working for the rebels. I secretly smiled. But I kept swearing and pointed my Taser at the airborne glider. After all, I had to give Mr. Novak a believable show.

The glider veered and rocketed away.
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Ava

“What happened?” Russ asked in his calm voice, his green eyes filled with rage.

Mitch and Lydia sat on either side of Russ, poised with astute attention.

A team of twelve-year-olds took us by surprise.

I debated whether to report their age. No, not now. My gut told me to hold on to the information. For some reason, I felt the need to protect them. More so because they weren’t ISAN.

“Everything was going according to the plan until that glider showed up. You saw what happened.” I stole a glance at my team, who sat to the left and right of me. Had they noted how young the other group was?

They nodded in agreement.

“Ava’s telling you the truth.” Payton sounded stern as if he had the power to override Russ.

“Stupid anti-tech thing.” Justine scowled and tossed back the curtain of blond hair that had cascaded across her face. “We couldn’t shoot back.”

“User error,” Brooke muttered under her breath so only I could hear.

A chuckle rose up my throat. My lips trembled. When Russ shook his head, I yawned and straightened my spine to distract myself. Releasing a sigh, I half listened to his lecture about being more intuitive, wishing I was somewhere else.

“It surprised us.” Tamara curled her shoulders inward, almost cowering.

Russ glanced at the screen behind his desk. The screen freeze-framed the glider with three bodies poking out, but luckily the camera’s angle made it hard to detect how young they were.

Russ didn’t zoom in on the boy’s cap. I wondered if he would have commented if he’d seen the word. I also wondered if he had seen it but didn’t think enough of it to bring it to our attention. After all, it was just a cap.

Then, at a wave of his hand, the video continued at low volume.

“Did they say anything to you?” Russ asked.

If they had, I wouldn’t tell him. I didn’t want to put him in an unfair situation. It was better if he didn’t know what I knew. But he definitely knew more than he wanted to tell. He’d told me to “look within myself” when I asked him if ISAN had the capability to suppress or delete memories.

If I pushed him for more information, it might put his life in jeopardy. I considered Russ my friend. Until he proved me otherwise, he would not be on my hit list.

“No, they didn’t.” I picked at my neatly trimmed nails just to do something with my hands.

My murderous hands, so clean. No blood staining them. How many had I killed in the name of ISAN? How many more would I kill until I found my family and escaped?

“Well ...” Lydia swiped her fingers across her handheld TAB, her dimples prominent when she twisted her lips.

Her glittering, polished nails caught my eye. She wore a black pencil skirt and a pink sweater that softened her face. She also had her hair down in long curls. The whole package made her look stunning, and I wished I could dress like her.

I scratched an itch above my nose and cleared my throat. “It’s obvious they’re not with ISAN. We would have been informed. Regardless of their identity, Mr. Palmer is not in our possession. What’s our next plan?”

Mitch rose from his seat, his shiny black shoes rapping against the floor as he paced in front of us. I shot my eyes to the ceiling in annoyance and inhaled the scent of lavender that always permeated Russ’s office. Hoping it would help my restlessness, I breathed in more, especially when Mitch stopped right in front of me.

Hello, monster. I know your true face. Better watch out, Mitch. You are on my hit list.

“Yes?” I drawled lazily, giving him my perfect fake smile.

“Did you recognize them?”

My gaze bored into his eyes, and I waggled my eyebrows. “No, but they told me to say hello to you.”

Silence.

Even the air drifting out of the vent seemed to freeze.

Tamara stiffened beside me, and I could have sworn I heard someone swallow. Mitch’s annoyed huff sounded like a roar in the quiet. His eyes shot daggers at Brooke when a tiny noise squeaked out of her.

With a ghost of a patronizing grin, he said, “Well then, make sure you tell them I said hello the next time they make a fool out of you and your team.” He leaned his face close to mine, his breath brushing over my mouth. Way too close for comfort. Slowly, ever so slowly, his lips curled, and his eyes darkened with a challenge. “You failed your assignment, Ava. Or ... you let them escape. Which one will you admit to?”

I swallowed a nervous lump, but indignation coursed through my body like a raging storm. As I dug my fingernails into the armchair, my balled fists begged to be released on any part of Mitch’s body.

Steady, Ava. That’s what he wants you to do.

If I could kill him with my stare, I would. But I knew how to play his game.

I crossed my legs and folded my arms like a perfect lady. “It’s not my fault ISAN was incompetent and didn’t foresee that someone else might have an anti-tech device and use it against us. Technically I didn’t fail the mission. We had him. Now, had your glider been there just a tad earlier, you might—no—you would have brought the other glider down. So, you failed the mission, not I, nor my team.”

Russ coughed like he was going to keel over and took a sip of water. My team gawked at me. Brooke nudged me with her elbow. Lydia’s eyes widened, and she uncrossed her legs to sit taller.

Yeah, well, I might have crossed the line, but Mitch couldn’t do anything to me anyway. And his mission recapping sucked. He needed to attend Diana’s etiquette class—which was where we were headed next, according to our agenda.

Mitch retreated a few steps. His baleful stare could have burned a hole through my shirt. My chest expanded to take a full breath. His eyes lingered. Either he wanted to kill me, or my boldness turned him on.

I really didn’t give a damn, and he could go to hell for all I cared. But I should care. He had ways to carry out sweet revenge against my big fat mouth.

After a few seconds too long, Mitch smacked his lips and nodded.

What have I done?

“After Diana’s class, your team will report to me. We need to work on physical combat.”

There it was. The only weapon he could use against me. He planned to work us until I was broken, bleeding, or begged him to stop.

Justine leaned forward and craned her neck, ensuring I saw the disgust on her face. “Thanks. Next time, keep your insolent mouth shut.”

I ignored her like usual and shrugged, though I would’ve liked to say the same to her. The time I’d punched Justine during a mental mission, Russ and Lydia had reprimanded me privately. That had been a week ago. A small slap on the hand. No big deal. If Justine got out of hand, I would do it again.

Scolding be damned.

“They have mental missions with me at that time.” Russ curled his fingers on his desk.

“They did. I just changed it.” Mitch took a quick glance at me, and then my team. “Adjourned.” He swaggered toward the door with his chin held high.

Russ shot out from his seat, but his tone remained neutral. “The meeting ends when all three of us decide, not you.” Russ glanced toward Lydia. She stood with her arms crossed and her eyebrows pinched at the center. “Besides, we need to investigate the third party.”

Russ standing up for himself and proving he had a backbone had my lips tugging into a gratified smile.

Mitch flicked his eyes to the ceiling and sighed as if he couldn’t be bothered. “The third party are the deserters from the South. I believe the word Renegades on the boy’s cap should have rung a bell. I don’t know how, but they stole an ISAN glider.”

I snickered to myself, then recalled how young they were. Mitch had confirmed they were rebels.

Then it hit me. Really hit me.

ISAN had been recruiting kids younger than sixteen. I didn’t want to believe, oh, God. I stopped thinking. Nausea rose to the surface, and I gripped the chair. I concentrated hard on the plain gray wall to stop myself from puking.

Russ gaped at Mitch but didn’t say a word.

“There. Now we can end the meeting.” Mitch sauntered away.

Russ’s nostrils flared as he watched Mitch exit his office.

Lydia shut her eyes for a second and turned to Russ. “Effective meeting as always.” She let out a quick sigh, then shifted her attention to us. “Ladies and Payton. Diana awaits.”
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Diana had instructed us to meet in the training room. Mats had been removed, and the exercise equipment and weapons had been relocated along the walls. The massive, square room with a cavernous ceiling looked larger than life as I stood in the middle.

“What’s going on?” Tamara asked warily, glancing from wall to wall as if expecting something to come out of them.

Brooke inched closer to me. “You might as well be her mother since she goes to you for everything.”

“Brooke.” I poked her cheek, even though Tamara hadn’t heard.

She jerked to the side, chuckling. “That tickles.”

“What’s so funny?”

Justine’s question came out snooty. She had been staring at Payton, not quite ogling, before Brooke distracted her.

“Your face, that’s what’s funny.” Brooke burst out laughing, folding her arms into her middle.

Though Brooke’s jab was uncalled for, I approved. Justine balled up her fingers, her cheeks flushing in rage. I challenged back by angling my body toward her, fists at my sides. I hiked up my eyebrows. Justine got the point and backed away, snarling.

Justine slid next to Payton, who stared blankly at the tiles on the ground. He seemed to be a world away in thought until she nudged him with her shoulder.

“Hey.” Justine dragged out the word.

“Hey.” Payton sounded indifferent.

Justine ran a hand down his toned arm and offered a friendly sideways glance. “You okay?”

Leave it to Brooke to make me snicker. She stuck a finger in her mouth and gagged. Justine flinched. Tamara giggled, her cascading hair covering her face.

Brooke nailed it. As attractive as Justine was, she needed to work on her flirting. Something seemed off about the way she moved and spoke, like it had been rehearsed. Actually, come to think of it, Diana had shown us that move.

Justine threw a glare at Brooke and turned back to Payton. “What’s your story? Why are you here?”

Payton dragged his fingers through his hair. “One of the ISAN agents knocked on my foster parents’ door. After she drew a blood sample, she offered a place for me in ISAN.”

“Why did you leave?” Tamara’s eyes danced with curiosity. “Did you not like your foster parents?”

“My foster parents were great.”

I noticed Payton never raised his voice. Like Russ—always steady, a boulder set in a river.

“I also got along with my foster sibling, but I turned eighteen and needed to make a life for myself.”

Brooke scrunched up her nose. “But why ISAN? Why become an assassin when you can be something else?”

He shrugged and looked at each of us before speaking. “Like you all, I was lost. I thought I would find a sense of belonging in ISAN.”

“And have you?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I’ll give you my answer later.”

The door banged open.

“I’m sorry I’m late.” Diana strode toward us, her onyx curls bouncing with her steps. She wore a long, patterned skirt and a formfitting tank. “I was teaching the other groups and oh boy, it took a lot longer than expected. Hopefully, your team is—shall I say—more coordinated.”

“What’re we doing?” Tamara’s words came out in a panic.

Diana waved a hand as if Tamara should have known. “Why, dancing of course. Your team is going to San’s charity masquerade ball, right?”

“Right,” Payton answered for us.

Clap—clap—clap. Diana waved us onto the training floor.

“Come on. We don’t have all day. Let’s pair up.” She began to shuffle us around. “You go with her. And you go with me.” Then, to me she said, “You go with him.”

I sighed at my partner. Brooke and Justine just glared at each other. Tamara released a tiny yelp when Diana grabbed her waist.

“Now. Start with the lead’s left hand taking the follower’s right hand, the follower placing the left hand on the other’s shoulder, and the lead placing the right hand at the follower’s waist.” She paused to wait, then scowled. “Brooke, you’ll have to get a lot closer. Justine isn’t going to bite.”

Lady, you have no idea.

“Yes, she will.” Brooke contoured her face awkwardly, making a funny expression.

“Can we change partners? I’ll be Brooke’s.” I raised my hand to get Diana’s attention.

“No, Ava. During the masquerade ball, you’ll have to dance with the partner that stands before you. That’s the rule. You won’t know what your partner looks like because everyone will have a mask on, but regardless, you have no choice. So, suck it up, Brooke.”

“Yeah. Suck it up, Brooke.” Justine placed her hands on her hips and raised her chin as if she’d won a fight.

Brooke made the most hideous face as she cursed under her breath and inched closer to Justine.

After Diana explained the music choices we could expect at the ball, she demonstrated the dance movements. She would concentrate on the first dance until we got it right, she said.

An hour later, Diana beamed proudly and started the music from the beginning.

The soft instrumental music owned my heart as the harmony and bass swirled and dipped. The upbeat tune carried me away to a paradise where happiness lived.

Payton and I moved across the floor with ease—gliding, spinning, and laughing—like we’d been dance partners all our lives. We had perfect rhythm. I matched Payton’s affable smile as he twirled me around. When I landed back in his arms, Payton was no longer Payton. The memory of Rhett invaded my present.

The instrumental music had been replaced by another song with lyrics, and I was in a room I didn’t recognize. Rhett’s room, perhaps? Another lost memory had unmasked, and I let it unfold with open arms.

Look within.

Show me what I have hidden, locked away. Open that door.

Eight Months Ago

Rhett and I swayed to the music in his room. My lips were wide, my heart bursting. After he placed my hand on his chest, he sang to me.

“Put your hand on my beating heart as we dance under the stars. I’ll sing you a love song, mending all time’s scars.”

Then I sang, meeting his eyes lovingly. “It was clear and simple, you see. We fell in love with just one glance.”

He held me closer. “We knew it was special when we took a chance. A gamble worth taking, true love in the making. We are forever. You and I.”

Then he kissed me fervently. His hands roamed everywhere, and no matter how hard and passionately he kissed, it wasn’t enough. I want more. More. More. More.

Something warm tingled inside my heart and expanded as if thousands of butterflies were locked inside, begging to be unleashed. I pulled back from Rhett’s kiss, breathless. His eyes, darkened with desire.

“Yes.” My heart beat as fast as hummingbird wings.

Rhett’s triumphant grin undid me. When he lifted me up, I anchored my legs around his hips. He kissed me and gently placed me on his table. And then ...

Present Day

My mind became an empty canvas, leaving me flustered, and air forced out of me like I had run a race. I burst away from Payton as if he had slapped me and stared at him blankly.

“Sorry. Did I do something wrong?” He extended his hand in an apologetic gesture.

Poor Payton. Twice I had spooked him. Twice he paid for my torrential downpour of memories.

“No. I-I’m ...” I blinked.

What just happened?

I remembered. Oh, I remembered Rhett. I hadn’t expected us making out to be the first clear thing I recalled. It was longer this time. Not a glimpse, but a pure, real memory I had coaxed my mind to give up.

It was the first giant step, and perhaps if I practiced or tried it again, I’d dig up more. And if I reached deeper, I was certain to regain all my lost memories I hoped. What other truth had I hidden to protect the ones I loved?

“Sorry. My fault. I’m just tired.” I rubbed my eyes for emphasis, but secretly, I shouted with elation. My heart soared and I wanted to burst into song.

A clapping noise interrupted. Diana’s tan skin glowed with sweat, and she dabbed the liquid beading her forehead.

“That was wonderful. I love this group. Come back tomorrow. Same time. I’ll teach you the next dance—the tango.”

“Oh joy,” Justine sighed, wiping the sweat streaming down her temple.

“I can’t wait. That was fun.” Tamara smiled and flapped her shirt to cool down.

“Maybe I’ll pretend to be sick.” Brooke thumped her clammy head on my shoulder. “Take me to my room, Mother. I want to puke.”

I patted Brooke’s head. “Sorry. We’re due in the other training room with Mitch, remember?”

Brooke snapped her head up and socked my arm. “I’m all for making nasty comments to Mitch, but do it when you’re the only one getting punished, yeah? And why are you smiling like an idiot?”

“Because ...” I trailed behind Payton, who had passed us in a hurry.

My good mood seemed incongruous. While everyone else dragged their feet, I bounced like an eager rabbit.

Rhett. My hottie TAB invader and kidnapper. I will find a way to remember you.
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Ava

After the grueling training with Mitch, we had a break before dinner. I headed for my room, but Brooke followed. I had no choice but to let her in. My initial plan to check my TAB for a message from Rhett would have to wait. It had been a week. Another few hours wouldn’t matter.

In one week, we would travel to West ISAN and be paired up with their assassins to train for the San mission. It would be my chance to find my twin, but I wasn’t sure about finding my father.

A few days earlier, Brooke had caught me snooping near the restricted area. She wanted to know what I was doing. I had broken my promise and told Brooke everything.

At first, she’d thought I was joking. When I’d shared more, she’d gasped and insisted I tell her every detail. I’d told her about Rhett, Ozzie, Reyna, and the other kids at the rebel hideout. Though I couldn’t remember anything about the escape, I told her what Rhett had told me.

I also told her what I’d experienced during the kidnapping, and how I wanted to take her there with me. She agreed.

“You promised you wouldn’t wander the halls by yourself,” Brooke whispered harshly.

I shoved my fists to my hips and scowled playfully, pretending to be mad. “I wouldn’t be wandering by myself if you didn’t catch me, now would I?”

“Huh?” She scratched the side of her head.

I threw up my hands and plopped on my chair. “I have no idea what I said. I think Mitch’s exercise session fried my brains.”

“Not just the brain.” Brooke flopped on my bed, which I hadn’t bothered to push back into the wall this morning. “My muscles. I don’t think he’s worked us so hard in at least a month.” Her voice was muffled by my pillow.

“Sorry. It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have taunted him, but he makes me ...” I growled and scrunched my face. “So mad.” I hissed through my teeth. “If he gets in my way when we escape, I’m going to do whatever I have to do. You know that, right?”

I tried to sound sensitive, but my words came out harsh and vicious as if Mitch was an object and not a person.

Brooke flipped over and placed her arms behind her head for support. “I know. I will too.”

I eased my shoulders and hung my head low. “I can’t believe talking like that comes so easy to me now. My mother didn’t raise a killer.”

“Be someone important, Ava.” Mother’s voice echoed in my head and I felt ashamed.

Sorry, Mother, I strayed. I had to survive first and get out of juvie. I will make this right.

Brooke whipped upright. “Hey.”

Her sharp tone forced me to look up.

“When life shoves you down, you get right back up. Don’t think too much, okay?”

I stiffened, and something in me crumbled at the ghost of my mother’s words.

Brooke added as I stared at her, “Things will happen the way they’re supposed to happen. My wise quote for the day, thank you very much.” She bowed like she’d won a prize.

“Be strong. Be brave, Ava. Be someone important.” I finished the rest in my head.

“You’re right, Brooke. What would I ever do without you?”

She bounced on the mattress and kicked up her feet like an excited child. “I’m not sure, but I hope you never find out.”

“No. I won’t. We’re going together.” I meant it with every breath in my lungs.

“Yup, together. I’m hungry. Ready for dinner?” Brooke slid off the bed and waited for me.

I didn’t reply. Instead, I commanded the door. “Please open, door.”

“You’re so polite. I just say open door or I’ll shut you down and break you into tiny pieces of scrap metal.” Brooke snorted and stepped forward, right into Tamara.

“Ouch.” Tamara rubbed her forehead.

“Tams.” Brooke stretched her mouth wide and stroked the side of her cheek. “Don’t stand so close to the door. I could’ve hurt you. I have a hard head, filled with lots of important knowledge and dirty thoughts.”

“Sorry. I figured you two were here together. Justine isn’t good company. She only talks about herself.”

“Well, what else is new?” Brook arched her eyebrows, swung her arm around Tamara, and led the way. “Come on, Tams, you can eat with us.”

My heart warmed at the sight of the two of them. Friends. I finally have friends. Mom would be ecstatic.

After I got my meal—chicken breast, string beans, broccoli, and brown rice—I waited for Tamara and Brooke before searching for a place to sit. No matter how much time passed, an eerie chill gripped me when I strode by the table where Roxy used to sit.

Roxy’s entire team had died on a mission, and we had been told Roxy was sent to her foster parents’ home. Others might have believed it, but not me. Though, I had only suspicions with no facts to prove Roxy had been terminated, I was no idiot.

Sorry Roxy. I hope you’re in a better place. Even though I didn’t like you, you didn’t deserve to be treated like crap. Nobody does. Humans are not objects.

I spotted Justine sitting with another team. I contemplated whether to sit with her or with Payton and a table of guys. When Brooke strolled toward Justine, my decision was made.

“Hey.” Brooke jerked her head by way of greeting to the girls at the table. “Chelsea, right?” she asked the girl next to her.

Brooke plopped down her tray, getting Justine’s attention. Brooke’s food swooshed and some rice shifted onto the tray.

Justine hitched a breath and frowned. “My crazy team.”

“Yup, I’m Chelsea,” the girl answered after Brooke settled.

My ears perked at her lovely British accent.

“Your team has an impressive score.” Chelsea retied her shoulder-length auburn hair into a ponytail and looked my way. “Ava, right?” She sliced her chicken with a knife and fork, just the way Diana had taught us.

Perfect student.

“In the flesh.” Brooke cocked a hand at me.

I tossed a piece of broccoli at her. “Brooke likes to speak for me. She thinks she’s my PR or something.”

“I’m her everything.” Brooke winked. “She can’t live without me.”

“I can’t live without my team, either.” Chelsea smiled at her friends. “That’s Kim. Trish. Maria. And over at the guys’ table is Hector. We’ve just been informed we scored the second highest and we’ll be joining you at the masquerade ball.”

“That’s fantastic.” Tamara set down her protein drink after taking a gulp and grimacing.

Chelsea’s friendly expression changed to a serious one. “We’ve had an assignment, but it wasn’t deadly. Nothing like what your team had to do yesterday. I have to admit, we’re a bit nervous.”

Tamara’s eyes lit up. “Don’t worry. Ava will be there. She’s our map and everything else. She’s never afraid. You’re in good hands.”

I sipped my drink, embarrassed. “Tamara meant to say, we all work as a unit. As long as we stick together, we’ll be fine.”

“Unless you get lost and Mitch activates your chip to release your cyanide.” Justine flashed a cynical smile, and then returned to picking at her rice.

I glared at her, and then softened my expression when I faced Chelsea. “Just stick to the plan and you’ll be fine.”

Chelsea nodded and exchanged glances with her team. “Russ told us we’ll be doing some mental training together tomorrow.”

Really? He hadn’t said anything to me.

“That’s great.” My voice pitched higher than I intended.

I wanted to sound cheerful, but when Justine hiked an eyebrow at me, I figured it came out fake.

“That should be interesting,” Brooke added after she swallowed a bite of chicken.

I glanced at Payton and the other guys. The boys didn’t talk as much as the girls. The sight of them reminded me of my time with Rhett, when we’d been in the eating area at the rebel base. Most of the people there were male.

So far, the new boys in ISAN had not shown any of the aggression Rhett had told me about. But Mitch hadn’t given them double dosage yet—that I knew of. I wondered what would happen if he did. I also wondered why Payton had been spending private time with Mr. Novak lately.

I never asked Payton about it, nor had he mentioned it. Either he was spying for Novak, or Payton had some kind of special ability I wasn’t aware of.

Brooke poked my ribs, interrupting my observation. She gazed at me inquisitively. If her eyes could talk, they’d say, tell me later.

“Do you agree, Ava?” Justine waved her spoon at me.

I had no idea what she was talking about.

“What?” I swished the protein drink in my mouth and swallowed.

“Why aren’t the boys and girls sitting together? Why isn’t Payton sitting with us? He’s on our team. Do you think Mr. Novak told them not to sit with us?” With each word, Justine’s face flushed darker, until she looked like she was going to explode.

Brooke mimed hanging herself with a noose.

“Justine.” My tone was low but calm, though my tolerance level with her had just reached its peak. “First of all ...” I held up a finger. “They’re probably sick of the girls staring at them like they’re some kind of dessert.” Girls like you, I wanted to say, then I flexed a second finger. “Second, they probably want to hang out with themselves, like how we want to hang out with ourselves.” I released my third finger. “Third, I bet they’re shy. After all, they are the newbies. I’m pretty sure if you sat at their table, they would welcome you.”

You would fit right in. You can talk all you want, and they would just pretend to listen.

“Oh.” Justine’s facial tension eased, as if I’d put the missing pieces to a puzzle together.

“And Ava is smart, too. You can add that to the list of things I told you about her.” Tamara poked her fork in the air toward Chelsea.

“Well ...” Brooke sighed, her shoulders slumping. “That wasn’t what we were talking about, Tams, but you know Justine, she just blurts whatever the hell she wants, whenever she wants.”

“Hey.” Justine rose abruptly and almost knocked over her cup.

Why is my team the one to always cause problems? Why can’t they be like the other teams?

“Sit down before the guard comes over.” I shook my head. “As you can tell, Chelsea, I have a lovely team. We get along so well.”

Chelsea’s squint suggested she wasn’t sure if I was being sarcastic.

“Kind of,” Tamara added with a soft voice.

I sighed in annoyance. With life and death on my mind, every topic seemed insignificant and boring. But our conversations were limited because we weren’t exposed to the outside world. We had no idea what went on outside of ISAN.

With most of us being from juvie or having grown up with foster parents—who hadn’t cared if we learned etiquette—we talked about childish, foolish things.

Mr. Novak and our trainers spoon-fed us what we needed to know, which wasn’t much. I had no idea if ISAN told us the truth. There was so much at stake. My friends had no idea a war was coming.

Instead of speaking my mind, I found myself staring over Hector’s head.

Something. Something about the gray wall tugged at me, like invisible hands coaxing me to reach deeper into my head. To that slumber part of my brain.

Surrendering, I let my mind flow. I was surprised how easily I slipped into the darkness, a void that promised memories. I pressed harder, urging my senses to take me to that wall.

“Helix is already in you,” Rhett said.

The clanking of utensils, kids muttering, and the dull gray walls faded away. Impossible. I must be hallucinating, but it felt so real. Then a hazy light blinked.

Blurry images came to focus. Kids I recognized from Rhett’s hideout frantically waited their turn to throw themselves into the trash chute.

Rhett and I stood together. His eyes were wild with concern as bullets whizzed by. One hit the back of Rhett’s backpack as I shoved him away. Bullets rained faster, and the guards were nearing. As Rhett tossed one kid after another into the hole, I stupidly ran the other way to distract the guards.

Rhett had no choice but to jump into the trash chute. I had glimpsed this image once before, when I’d thought Rhett was dead. But now, my vision was clear as day. And this time, I made myself remember.

With this new revelation, perhaps I could glue the missing pieces together. Perhaps Rhett’s theory was correct after all. I had erased my own memories to protect the ones I loved. I had no proof, but if it was true, I would eventually remember how I had done it and why.

I craned my head to examine the trash chute by the exit door. Too small for a body. Even the smallest of us couldn’t fit through. Then where was ...?

I inhaled a deep breath and closed my eyes. Think of something good, I told myself. Fear and negativity caused Helix to shut down. I’d learned that from my father’s video and confirmed it through experience.

A warm, tingling sensation stroked my skin from the inside, then my muscles and bones. Ever since I’d learned I had a special ability from my father’s journal, I had practiced alone in my bedroom to learn to control Helix. Sometimes nothing happened, but sometimes, like right now, Helix came strong.

I tuned out the noises and conversations in the room as the colors around me became vibrant. We were all wearing white, black, or gray. But that gray wall, that square outline I didn’t see without turning on Helix ... something was there.

I rose.

“What are you doing, Ava?” Justine yanked my shirt. “You’re acting crazy. I think you’re in over your head as team leader. You need to get help.”

Shut the hell up, Justine. You’re going to need help if you don’t stop bitching right now.

I didn’t look at Justine as anger at her burned through the Helix I’d carefully called. As much as I wanted to knock her down, I had every reason to keep my composure. Nothing good would come from violence. So instead, I grabbed her cup and calmly dumped it on her hair.

You need to cool it.

“Ava.” She heaved a breath, her greenish protein drink dripping from her hair.

I stalked purposefully toward the wall. You can thank me later. You hate that stuff.

“Ava. You come back right now.”

I tuned out Justine. On my way, I heard whispers from the farthest tables.

“What is she doing?”

“That’s Ava, right?”

“Maybe she sees something we don’t see.”

“Is she crazy?”

“Maybe having too much Helix makes you hallucinate.”

“Will we become like her?”

I bared my teeth even though I had my back to them and they couldn’t see my expression. Stupid girls. If only you knew what I knew.

“Ava. What are you doing? Come back.”

I barely heard Brooke, too focused on the line no one else could see, which seemed out of place on the perfect gray wall.

“Ava?” Payton’s voice boomed in my ear.

When a hand came near me, I sensed the shifting of the air and shoved outward with flat palms. Someone landed on the ground hard. Someone else tried to put a hand on me with the same outcome.

“Stay back.” The guard’s voice echoed distantly. “Ava, go back to your seat.”

The top line on the wall started about my chest level and went down below my knee. A perfect square. Big enough to fit a body through. I traced the outline, visible to me where they had patched the hole. My mind zoomed through a white tunnel.

The same memory flashed, but this time I saw a bit more.

“Ava!” Rhett had no choice but to jump in as bullets shrilled. His cry boomed like a raging storm lashing out.

I raised my hands to surrender and Mitch knocked me out with his gun.

Then the memory disappeared. My heart stopped beating, and Rhett’s desperate cry lingered in my ears.

I did this. I broke us apart.

When Rhett told me how much he’d suffered without me, I’d imagined it, but when I heard his scream and felt it through my memory, I almost dropped to my knees and sobbed.

My heart shattered into a thousand pieces all over again.

For a fleeting moment, I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. I felt like I had died and come back to life. It was the second true memory I’d recovered on my own. A small victory, but a victory nonetheless.

Then something cold and dark replaced my moment of grim triumph.

Mitch.

He’d known me then. I ground my teeth until my jaw hurt. I’d known there was something fishy about Mitch. My instincts served me well.

You’re so dead, Mitch. So dead.

My pulse roared in my ears. Who else needed to go on my list? What if Russ, Lydia, and even ... no. Not Brooke. I darted my gaze to her. I found her closer to me, baffled and worried.

“Ava.” Her mouth formed my name, but it never reached my ear. She came closer and reached out a hand to me.

Please don’t be a bad guy, Brooke. I won’t be able to bear it.

I clawed at the wall, digging like a dog retrieving a bone. Pain speared through my fingers and shot up my arms as I sliced with my neatly trimmed nails. I wanted to rip off the plaster and find the evidence on the other side. But the plaster wouldn’t give.

“Ava, this is your last warning.” A guard’s Taser clicked, ready to fire.

I ignored him. They knew who I was and what I was capable of. They had seen how easily I’d thrown the others who tried to touch me. But the walls spun and collapsed around me, and my world tilted.

Bile burst from my stomach and rushed up my throat. Backing away, I gave the guards my middle finger and then threw up my dinner on their boots.

Twice.
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Ava

My team was flawless in the mental mission, breaking record time. We knew each other’s strengths and weaknesses.

Our success in MM had come from the fire I needed to burn. The pain and grief I had to release. In every MM and real-world mission, I concentrated on one thought—to tear ISAN apart piece by piece. If I could have done it in one blow, I would have already.

A handful of times, I wanted to punch Justine in the face, but I worked to keep my cool. A leader showed patience and tolerance, as Russ reminded me when I came close to Tasing Justine myself. So I tried ignoring her, pretending I didn’t hear her insults.

The next day, I commanded a joint MM with Chelsea’s team. Guiding eight people through the mental mission proved to be a challenge, but I got them through on time. Barely. While everyone else was excused, Russ summoned me to his office.

“Yes,” I drawled as I shouldered in. “Did you ring for me?”

“I didn’t ring for you. You’re not a servant.” Russ frowned.

Instead of sitting behind his desk, he sat on the front edge. I eased into my seat, wondering what he wanted.

I arched my eyebrows. “Are we going to have a staring contest, or are we going to finally have a conversation?”

Russ blinked as if coming out of a daze. “Finally?”

I propped my elbow on the armrest. “Well, yeah. You’ve been ignoring me. You said your door is open, but you’re not around.”

Russ burst out in a laugh, catching me off guard. I straightened and glanced behind me to see if I’d missed something.

“What?” I perked my lips and crossed my legs.

“You threw up on the guard’s boots?” His eyes twinkled with amusement.

I shrugged and twisted my mouth. “His fault. He shouldn’t have been that close to me. I thought he was going to Tase me.”

Lydia had purposely shot a Taser at me during the first week of training when I’d been a newbie to give me an idea of how it felt. My body had jolted and shaken violently. It hurt like hell. I rubbed at my chest, recalling the ache.

Russ scooted to the middle of the desk and rested his hands on his lap. “Care to tell me what happened yesterday?”

I glanced at the ceiling. “Nope. Not much to tell.”

He tapped the table repeatedly as a breath hissed out of him. “Then tell me why you stood in front of a wall and tried to dig through it. Did you see something?”

I saw the truth, I wanted to tell him. Open your eyes, Russ. But he couldn’t. My eyes had been shut, too, until Rhett forced them open.

“No. I walked over there to talk to Payton.” I was surprised at my composure and how easily the lie had left my mouth. “Then I kind of spaced. Maybe it’s a Helix side effect? Did anyone else experience that?”

Russ crinkled his nose and narrowed his eyes. “Somewhat, but not like you.”

Yup, he knew I was lying. No matter my neutral expression, no matter how steadily my eyes locked on his, no matter how convincing my story, he could always tell. My mind raced with ways to get out of this situation.

“Anyway,” he continued while scrutinizing me, “I’m going to dismiss this incident. Next time you want to stare at a wall, go to your room.”

“Fine,” I scoffed, playfully. But I released my breath and eased my pounding heart.

Russ sat behind his desk and waved to open up the screen. “Do you like working with Chelsea?”

I leaned closer and rested my crossed arms on his desk. “Why? Is this a trick question?”

Russ hiked up his eyebrows. “Do I give you a lot of trick questions? Why would you ask me that?”

“No.” I pushed back into my chair and cleared my throat. “Anyway, Chelsea and her team are fine.” Unlike Roxy’s team, I wanted to say.

Roxy and her team were never mentioned by anyone, like she had never been in our lives. It showed me how nobody would care if we disappeared. The truth was, we were all replaceable. Except maybe me.

“Good.” He lit a half grin. “As you already know, I’m sending two teams, yours and Chelsea’s.”

A shot of a massive room with ornate furniture popped on the screen.

I blew a wolf whistle. “That’s a nice bedroom. It’s huge. More like a living area. You can fit like five people on that bed.”

“Maybe he does.”

Russ’s words stunned me to silence. I almost gagged at the image of Mr. San and whoever.

“Why are you showing me his bedroom? I don’t have to ... please don’t tell me—”

Russ flushed a dull red. “Ava, calm down. No. You know I wouldn’t. ISAN has strict policies. We would never put you in that kind of predicament. I wanted to show you the rooms ahead of time since you’re the team lead.” He swiped his hand in the air and another photo replaced the previous. “A source informed us this living room is specially equipped with advanced tech, and there are several ways you can escape without leaving through the front door. Understand?”

“Oh.” I offered a demure smile. “So, then the room has secret compartments or switches to open another room or—”

“Yes.” Russ formed a fist, elbows on the table. “I’m wondering if you can see through walls with Helix.”

Blood drained to my toes. A trick question, after all. Someone wanted to know if I could see through walls. No doubt Mr. Novak. Russ’s question might as well have been, “Did you see the trash chute we sealed up so no one else would escape that way?”

“No, I can’t.” I reprimanded myself when I dipped my head. No eye contact signaled withholding the truth.

I needed to protect Russ and myself, so I lied. Hopefully I gambled correctly that Russ was unaware of the trash chute, or at least hadn’t been told much.

“I see.” Russ untangled his fingers and rested his hands by his sides. “Then we have a problem. I’ll talk to Kendrick. Maybe he can rig up a special scanner.”

“Will you be going to the gala?” I asked.

“Yes. And so will Mitch. We’re taking a detour to ISAN West first. We’ll be joining forces to bring Mr. San in.”

Mitch. Maybe I can accidentally shoot him there.

In my mind, I stabbed him with a knife. “Great.” I lit a wry smile.

Russ closed the screen and came around the table. “Come on.” He beckoned me to follow.

“Where are we going?” The chair retreated into the floor when I slid off.

“To get our masks fitted with Lydia.”

“Mask?” I realized the answer after I asked.

“You need a mask for the masquerade, silly.”

Indeed. But I already have one on.

I giggled. “Of course. Silly me.”
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White-peaked mountains materialized when the sub-glider zoomed out of ISAN. The tinted window revealed a river snaking around the hills and valleys. Submerged in green, this part of the terrain had not been touched by the meteors. Breathtaking. I marveled at the splendor of my view.

The spell broke when grand trees emerged. I turned to my team, all either mesmerized or deep in thought.

I scowled at Mitch’s back and then kicked my backpack underneath my seat. I had been instructed to pack toiletries and a change of clothes, since we would stay overnight at the West ISAN compound. My ball gown and mask had been neatly boxed and placed inside the sub-glider’s storage compartment and would be given to me shortly before the ball.

Butterflies swarmed in my gut. I would finally get a chance to find the twin my father had spoken of in his journal. The last he’d heard, my twin had been stationed to the West.

Did ISAN know I had a twin? My father’s journal indicated he had separated us at birth and told no one. This was going to be more complicated than I’d thought.

The sub-glider’s tinted windows swallowed us into a dark world again, and I prepared for landing. The transporter smoothly cruised like a bird soaring on the docile wind, then finally stopped.

My seat belt automatically released me, and I filed in line to exit after grabbing my backpack. Brooke glanced over her shoulder at me and smiled, then faced forward. The front of Tamara’s boots bumped my heel when the line halted.

“Sorry.” Tamara placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Are you as nervous as I am?”

“Very.” Not really, though. I only wanted to ensure she didn’t feel alone in her insecurity. “But we’re going to be fine. We have each other.”

Those words seemed to pacify her.

Rows of people dressed in gray ISAN uniforms saluted when the last of us stepped out. They were mostly male.

Where are you, my twin?

I cast a quick glance at every face, looking for my mirror image, but no one stood out. Of course, no one would. My twin might be fraternal. Would we look alike at all? Being twins didn’t guarantee we would recognize each other.

“Welcome, ISAN from the East. My name is Agent Sabrina. We are honored to have you here.” Agent Sabrina shifted to face Russ.

Sabrina’s hair—black with highlights of ash—was a stark contrast to Russ’s, and her beaming smile friendly.

“Thank you.” Russ shook Sabrina’s hand. “We’ve spoken many times, but it’s nice to meet you in person.”

“Likewise.” Sabrina smiled curtly, then turned to her fellow agents. “Agents Mark, Courtney, and Alonzo.” Then she set her eyes on Mitch with a knowing smile. “Mitch and I have met before. Welcome back.”

The sly exchange made me curious about those two.

“Thank you. It’s always a pleasure.” Mitch cupped Sabrina’s outstretched hand.

“Agent Courtney will take you to your rooms,” Sabrina said with a quick glance at us. “Please settle in and get comfortable. I’ll see you during dinner.”

Agent Courtney smiled and led the way. Her gait, graceful and poised, reminded me of Diana.

I trailed her through the sliding double doors, down the gray halls, and curved left into a grand room. Thanks to my ability, I saw the layout was identical to our facility, down to the ISAN symbol on the gleaming floor.

Hologram figures formed on my mental map, informing me others were coming. My muscles tensed but eased when friendly young faces appeared. Five newcomers marched in perfect sync and halted next to Courtney.

Brooke elbowed me to get my attention and arched her eyebrows. “They’re as stiff as robots. They walk like bad computer animation.”

“Hush.” Justine kicked Brooke’s boot.

“I would like to introduce you to your team.” Courtney focused her attention to us. “Russ sent me your names and profiles. I’ve analyzed your strengths and weaknesses and paired you up with a partner. Your partner will take you to your room. You’re all in one designated wing, except for Mitch and Russ. Now ...” She opened her handheld TAB. “Chelsea.”

“That’s me.” Chelsea raised her hand and stepped forward.

“Nick is your partner.”

Nick shook Chelsea’s hand and guided her down the hall.

“Payton, your partner is Ethan. Tamara with Gene. Ava with Drew.”

“Your partner looks like he has a brick up his ass,” Brooke murmured.

I was on the verge of cracking up, but I pursed my lips to keep a straight face.

“Brooke and Vince, and ...” Courtney continued.

I tuned her out when Drew approached me.

“I’ll take you to your room. Please follow me.” Drew’s eyes met mine with intent.

He waited for me to step beside him to proceed down the hall. Though someone else was directing me, I felt as if I hadn’t left the ISAN I knew.

“How long have you been here?” I admired the two-tone color of his hair and his hazel eyes.

“A couple of months.”

“What?” My voice came out harsher than I intended. “I mean, are you ready for the mission? How much have you trained? Only training for two months can’t possibly prepare you.”

Drew’s lips quirked slightly, and a groove intensified on his brow. Though he didn’t give me a full smile, his eyes twinkled with amusement.

“Relax, Ava. Let me rephrase that. I’ve been training for about six months, but ISAN has injected me with Helix for only two months now. It seems ISAN has finally perfected the serum for males.”

Not ISAN. My father.

It told me two things: ISAN had predicted my father would perfect the serum and began recruiting. And we, ISAN in the East, were a bit behind the West, having only recently gotten male recruits.

Perhaps with the new serum, they didn’t have to be injected in utero to hold on to the effects. Maybe they didn’t need special DNA. I thought about the rebels who had taken Mr. Palmer. They were so young. What else was ISAN doing?

With many having died, they’d need replacements. A nasty coil looped through my gut and something bitter rose to my throat.

I held my tongue and pretended to be ignorant to extract what information I could from him. I had become a good actress.

As we rounded a corner, Payton acknowledged me with a nod, then I passed Tamara entering her room.

“Isn’t that wonderful? HelixB77 is finally working on the boys. Who knew?”

“No. HelixB88.” Drew stopped in front of a door and placed his hand on the scanner.

HelixB88? Of course, the serum would be called something else.

“Oh, silly me. I’m so used to calling it HelixB77.”

I giggled and wrung my hair behind my ear. Yup, I was flirting, kind of, but only to get more information.

Drew grabbed my hand and placed it on the scanner without permission. I hissed through my teeth but kept a smile.

Touch me again, and you can see exactly what I’m capable of.

“Sorry.” Drew patted my hand and let go, as if he read my thoughts. “I almost forgot the scanner needed to take your handprint immediately after mine to activate your handprint ID. That way, you can enter without me. Courtney rebooted the scanners on this wing. You distracted me with your questions.”

The door slid open.

“Next time, just ask me.” I shrugged with a wink. “I hope HelixB88 won’t make me forgetful like that.”

I snorted and lightly patted his biceps the way Diana had taught me to distract an opponent.

The room was set up like mine. So much for originality. Bed already slid out and made with a crisp sheet and gray blanket. Blank walls. Table to the side with no TAB. I frowned. Customer service sucked around here.

He narrowed his eyes when I spun to him, and then he eased the crease on his forehead. “Well, I hope you don’t get injected with HelixB88. From one top officer to another, I assume you’re aware 88 has brutal side effects for females.”

My blood ran cold and I swallowed hard. “Of course I know.”

I flipped my hair the way I’d seen Justine do and tapped his rock-hard chest. Either I was doing this all wrong, or Drew really did have a brick up his ass.

The males from ISAN West had bulkier muscles, like they had been training longer. Payton had recently joined our team. Though he wasn’t skinny, he didn’t fill out his T-shirt like Drew. If Drew had only been there six months like he claimed, I could imagine the intense exercise and training he had undergone to be ready for 88.

Brutal side effects?

Russ hadn’t shared that, but then again, why would he? Maybe he didn’t know. Drew seemed to know much more than anyone in my group. Perhaps ISAN West disclosed information among all.

“It’s too bad 88 makes the girls sick. It would be easier to administer the same serum. I would hate to see someone accidentally get the wrong one. In fact, I recall hearing something about it.” I had no idea if that had ever happened, but I figured Drew would confirm or correct me.

I held my breath when Drew drilled his eyes into mine, then he walked away and planted his palms on the table. His shoulder muscles bulged under the tight shirt, and he released a deep breath.

“You’ll be informed during our meeting, but I’ll tell you now since we’re talking about it. A member of my team was given HelixB88. Courtney assured us it was an accident, but ... Anyway, during a mission, she just dropped to the floor. Luckily the mission had been completed. I carried her to the meeting point because you know what happens when you don’t. She fell into a coma and she’s no longer with us. You remind me of her.”

My heart hammered faster.

No. Please don’t let her be my twin. Was she my sister? Please. No.

“What do you mean I remind you of her? Did she look like me?” My question came out in a frantic rush.

He shrugged like he didn’t care. “I don’t remember. I want to forget her. It’s hard losing a member of your team, or anyone you know. You should know since your ISAN division has the highest record of deaths.”

It’s not my ISAN. Never mine. Never will be mine.

I hadn’t known we had the most deaths. Why would I? No one told us anything. Mr. Novak didn’t want us to know. We were his weapons, his soldiers. Utterly replaceable, one young, female body for another.

There was obviously a definite male hierarchy. Why did these newish male recruits know more than I did?

“It’s difficult. I know.” My voice dropped, and I placed a hand on his shoulder.

I should have known better than to console anyone from ISAN, especially someone I barely knew.

Drew flashed his eyes to my hand and glared. He yanked my arm down. “Don’t mock my pain. And don’t think we’re friends because I shared some information with you. There is no room for friendship, no room to care in ISAN. By the way, we’ve been studying your mental mission videos. I know your weaknesses and strengths.”

I widened my eyes, surprised by his sudden sharpness.

What a piece of work. Still, a part of me felt sorry for him.

Drew leaned in closer, trying to intimidate me by locking me between him and the wall. “There can only be one leader in a mission. That’s me. And cut the bullshit. Stop trying to flirt to get information, because I can tell if you’re lying or being dishonest. Yes.” He nodded. “I have a special gift too. You’re not the only unique one around here.” He leaned even closer, his breath brushed my ear. “I’m going to be nice and tell you something you don’t know. Payton is just like me. See you at dinner, Ava.”

I didn’t like the way he emphasized my name, and I certainly didn’t like the way he rammed me against the wall. I had come so close to shoving him back, but I wanted to keep him talking.

Drew shouldered out the door, leaving me speechless. Frosty air replaced the unwelcome warmth of his body. Then I felt like an idiot.

I cursed every nasty word from the dictionary, and I even made some up. Immobile, I stared at a closed door as if he would walk back in and I would have a chance to give him hell like he deserved.

No wonder he hadn’t taken to my flirting. He had known I wanted something from him. At least I could take comfort in knowing it might have worked on someone without his ability. All that training wasn’t for nothing.

Regardless of his bad manners, it seemed he had been through tough times. I had no knowledge of his past before ISAN, but it was clear ISAN had taken him to a darker place. ISAN was not a home. They worked us like machines.

What I hadn’t anticipated—no, what I had closed my eyes to back then—was every one of us would be broken, if we weren’t already. I hoped most of the kids weren’t too far gone before I got them out. I would help every last kid find safety so they wouldn’t have to kill ever again.

I had no right to judge Drew, but he’d treated me with contempt. My face burned and my body trembled.

Prick.

But Payton ... I had known. I’d sensed Payton had a special gift, and my hunch about him was on the bull’s-eye. He had never shared it. Perhaps Mr. Novak had told him not to, so he could be his secret pet. Or spy.

Payton is just like me.

I felt sick. What had Payton discovered among us and what had he disclosed to Mr. Novak?
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Ava

I flinched when someone poked my back as I walked down the hall to the cafeteria.

“It’s just me. You’re kind of jumpy today.” Brooke stepped beside me, matching my stride. “So weird. I feel like we’re still back home. This place looks almost identical to ours, though it’s bigger here.”

“I feel the same way.” Tamara slid to my other side.  

“How do you like your partners?” I asked.

Tamara shrugged. “Gene is nice, but kind of smug. Not that I expect us to be friends—”

“Tamara meant to say he has a stick up his ass,” Brooke cut in.

Tamara snorted. “Yeah, I did.”

Brooke waved her hand dismissively. “We’re not here to make friends. Besides, I don’t want to get to know cocky people. They make me feel so tiny. My partner Vince, he’s okay, but I could do without him.”

We stopped talking when the double doors slid open, revealing a cafeteria double the size of ours. Meals on trays had been set on the tables. The officers sat to the right, while the rest sat to the left.

Russ smiled by way of greeting, and I smiled back but disregarded Mitch. Whether he even looked my way, I didn’t care. I was stabbing his heart in my mind.

“Good evening.” Alonzo, one of their agents, stood by the door, greeting those entering. His dark hair gleamed under the light and his brown eyes appeared lighter. “I’m happy to hear you’ve all settled in. Please, take a seat and enjoy your meal.”

“Thank you,” we said in accord.

I directed Brooke and Tamara to the table behind the officers. Sitting close to them gave me better hearing range to eavesdrop, and no one else was sitting there. The fewer people to talk to, the better.

I spotted Justine and Payton at another table. Justine and I exchanged glances, but I turned away. Then someone—no, not one, but two someones—bumped into me on either side.

What the hell?

“Good evening.” Drew had squeezed between Brooke and me, forcing Brooke to scoot down.

The boy named Gene shoved in between Tamara and me. “Excuse me.”

I flicked my eyes to the high, domed ceiling and sighed, and then looked down at the ISAN compass logo on the polished floor. The design of the compass, same as ours, seemed hand painted. The brown and gray texture gave it a 3D feel.

“I hope I didn’t intimidate you earlier.”

Seriously? I came so close to giving him the bird, but I tamed my temper. Actually, I had no choice. We were in a room full of our superiors.

Drew slapped Brooke’s hand when she tried to lift the silver lid from her tray.

“What the f—” She stopped herself and pressed her lips together.

“You need to wait until the highest-ranking officer does it first.” He angled his eyebrows. “Weren’t you taught any manners?”

Brooke’s cheeks flamed. Sabrina, standing on a platform and wearing a sweater as red as Brooke’s face, tapped the mic clipped at her neckline. Had it not been for the officers standing beside the podium, I was sure Brooke would have socked Drew, and I wouldn’t have stopped her.

“Good evening everyone.” Sabrina gave a curt nod. “I’m pleased we’re able to have this time to enjoy a meal together and each other’s company. Mr. Novak and I are in constant communication. Though he’s unable to attend dinner, he will try to stop by tomorrow, but no promises. He wanted me to inform you how proud he is of all of you.”

“Bullshit.” Brooke coughed softly.

I cast a glance over to Payton’s table when a jovial chuckle caught my attention. It sounded like Rhett’s. My insides somersaulted, and I found myself missing him.

My mind flashed back to the time when Ozzie, Reyna, Rhett, and I sat in the cafeteria. I had spat out a mouthful of liquid when Ozzie said the powdered milk was baby formula.

Tune Rhett out. Not the time to be thinking of him.

The clink of glasses resonating throughout the room broke my reverie. The officers had toasted with each other.

“Now to all of us.” Sabrina raised her glass higher.

I had missed parts of her speech. I had no idea what she had just said.

I lifted my glass like everyone else and drank.

“Please, enjoy your meal.” Sabrina flashed a beautiful smile and sat.

Then the aroma of roasted chicken, rice pilaf, and steamed vegetables spiraled through the room when silver lids were set aside.

“Yuck. While the officers get wine, we get—” Brooke shuddered.

“Protein drink. ISAN sure knows how to celebrate.” I set down my glass and saw Drew staring at me.

“What?” I held no annoyance back in my tone.

His eyes widened with surprise, replacing the disapproving frown. Maybe he was surprised I had a backbone.

“Didn’t you just turn eighteen?” Drew asked.

“What’s it to you?” Brooke threw a sidelong glance at him. “Didn’t you?”

“I’m almost twenty.” He picked up a fork and knife and sliced through the breast.

Twenty?

I had been ignoring Gene to my left until he accidentally bumped my elbow with his. He and Tamara seemed to be in a deep conversation and getting along fine, despite her thinking he was arrogant.

“Sorry.” Gene’s soft silver eyes met mine.

“It’s fine.” I smiled and gave my attention back to Drew after biting a carrot. I’d almost picked it up with my fingers but thought better of it. “So, Drew. Explain to me how you’re almost twenty and most of us are around eighteen or younger.”

Brooke tilted her head to get a better view of Drew. “Yes, Mr. Know-It-All, do tell.”

Drew finished a spoonful of rice and rolled back his shoulders. “I don’t have a sappy, forlorn story like most of you. Courtney didn’t take me out of juvie or rescue me from horrible foster parents. In fact, I was selected based on my grades and high achievement. I suppose ISAN is tired of hiring idiots.”

“Hiring?” I pointed my fork at him but kept my voice lower when the officers glanced my way. I faked a coy smile to let them know all was well. Perhaps sitting a table behind them hadn’t been a good idea. “You’re getting paid?”

Drew carefully pushed down my hand. “Yes. I’m helping my parents financially. Therefore, ISAN is technically paying them. We signed a contract not to disclose any information publicly. I have free room and board. Eventually, I plan to move up to be an officer and have a place of my own.”

“That’s not fair.” Tamara’s soft, timid voice reached my ears.

“Nothing is fair. You should have negotiated your contract.” He shrugged. “Oh, wait. You didn’t have that luxury.”

I lunged behind Drew to keep Brooke from stabbing him with a knife, though I wanted to do it myself. Giving her a pleading look, I shoved her back just in time. Drew turned to check out the commotion behind him just as Brooke and I faced forward and dug into our meals. I released a sigh of relief and let out a quiet laugh when Gene and Tamara snorted.

Drew got paid for doing the same work the rest of us did for free? How many of the kids in ISAN West were paid? But why? Had they stopped injecting the serum in pregnant women? That had to be the reasonable explanation. HelixB88 must be powerful, and obviously the outcome much different. I had to find out.

I swallowed a bite of chicken and whispered, “Gene, are you getting paid too?”

“No. Courtney and Alonso reached out to me about a year ago. They said I had special DNA they were searching for. I figured they got the information from my chip record. My next-door neighbor’s daughter also got asked. She’s sitting next to Justine.”

I shot my eyes to the girl next to Justine, wondering if she could be my twin. Her hair and eyes were the same color as mine. My heart raced. Could she?

“What’s her name? How long has she been here?” I asked, trying not to sound too conspicuous.

Gene gulped his drink and dotted his mouth with a cloth napkin. “Her name is Aubrey. I believe she’s with one of the first groups to have started here.”

I stored that information in the back of my mind. Aubrey and I needed to be friends. My next target. So much for sitting closer to the officers’ table. Their conversation lacked any useful insight.

After dinner, the twenty of us and the officers continued the getting-to-know-you party in another room. The room had been already set up with lush sofas and tables. There were plenty of sitting areas to mingle, and soft instrumental music drowned out conversations around me.

Chelsea’s team sat at the back, next to a table stocked with water and neatly stacked pastries. The other ISAN team had joined them. Though the lights had dimmed, everyone was visible.

“What a prick.” Brooke’s nose flared.

I searched for a place for us to sit, but we huddled around a tall, round table instead.

“Who?” I placed my water bottle and untouched cupcake on our table.

“Drew. He’s so full of himself. If he doesn’t watch it, I’m going to—”

“Going to what?”

Brook stiffened and blanched like she’d seen her worst nightmare.

Perfect timing as usual.

I didn’t blame her. Like a ghost, Drew seemed to appear out of thin air. With his hands in front and legs slightly apart, he stood ready but at ease—a perfect ISAN soldier—though he was holding a cupcake.

She whipped around. “Do you mind? For someone who’s all about manners, you stick your nose where it doesn’t belong too often.”

Drew stopped with his cupcake halfway to his mouth and frowned.

Tamara spluttered out pink frosting. Gene handed her his napkin. I imagined them dating and acting sweet to one another. They would make a cute pair.

Stop thinking silly thoughts, Ava.

But I couldn’t help myself. When Gene gave Tamara a familiar longing look, a memory hit me right in the heart.

Nine Months Ago

Rhett’s heated gaze extended across the room to me, causing me to burn with desire. He swaggered toward me, cool and confident.

“You did well today, Ava. No team has ever beaten my time before in MM. Tell me, how did you do it? Tell me your little secret and I’ll tell you mine.”

I almost rolled my eyes, but his grin disarmed me. “You want me to tell you my dirty secret?”

He leaned closer, his scent engulfing me, teasing me. “The dirtier the better.” He pulled back and winked.

I brushed my body against his, playing his game. “Let me show you, then. We should, you know, get dirty together and test our abilities ... through MM.” I licked his ear and spun away.

“Touché.” Reyna gave me a high five, although she had no idea what words Rhett and I had exchanged.

The smirk on my face revealed I won.

But Ozzie had heard. He dropped his jaw as I passed him. Talking to my superior like that warranted several point deductions, but Rhett wouldn’t act upon it. After all, he flirted with me first.

Present Day

“Earth to Ava?”

A light shove lurched me back to the present. “What?” How long had I drifted?

“This is Aubrey.” Drew tilted his head to her. “She’s on my team, and she’s going to the gala with us.”

I formed her name on my lips as if that would cause me to jolt with recognition. My heart kept the same beat. My pulse stayed steady as the summer breeze. Nothing. Perhaps she wasn’t my sister.

Maybe I wouldn’t feel a thing. Then I wondered why she wasn’t assigned to any one of us. I answered my own question. We had fewer team members present, and they had their entire facility.

“Hey.” I took her extended hand and shook it.

“Ava. I’ve heard so much about you. Well, we all have. It’s a pleasure.” Her tender smile, reminding me of my mother’s, warmed my heart. “And your team, too.” She nodded at Brooke and Tamara and then locked eyes with Justine, who was coming toward us.

“Thank you.”

I searched her face for any sign. Though she and I didn’t have any resemblance outside the color of our hair and eyes, maybe she took after our father.

“I wish there were more female assassins here. I could use a friend, or two, or three.” Aubrey snorted. “I mean, ISAN wants us to be a team, but at the same time, they don’t want us to get attached to our team members. Kind of an oxymoron, don’t you think? But I shouldn’t be expressing my feelings.” She cowered a bit, looking over her shoulder at our superiors.

“Funny you should say that,” Brooke chimed in. “I wish there were more guys in our facility. We should trade.” She snickered and stuffed her mouth with a white-frosted cupcake.

“Isn’t that your third?” Tamara chomped into her first confection.

Brooke muttered with a full mouth, “I’m going to eat as many as I can. Who knows when we’ll get to eat sweets again?”

“So true.” Aubrey cackled lightly.

I would trade her for Justine, who lurked next to me.

“What’s going on?” Justine’s eyes roamed to Drew and Gene. “Sounded like you were talking about something fun. That group is too boring.” She gestured at the group she’d come from by the sofa.

Brooke halted, a scoop of frosting halfway to her mouth. “I’m sure it’s not them. It must be you.”

I glared at Brooke. She had promised me she wouldn’t give any reason for Mitch to punish the team or put her in a detention by herself. If given too many warnings, she would be booted. Being let go meant death.

Justine’s cheeks turned a shade of dangerous red. She could have scorched Brooke with her hateful glare.

“Trust me, Aubrey.” I stepped in front of Brooke, hoping to cool the killer exchange. “You’re safer where you are.”

“I see.” Aubrey nodded, eyeing the two girls.

“You don’t want to be with a bunch of flying hormones, Aubrey,” Drew added. “Especially Brooke. She seems off the chart today. I’m sure she’s not the only one. You have an unpredictable team, Ava. You need to get a better handle on them. I’m surprised your team can complete an MM, let alone a real mission. Luck must have been on your side. I question your officers’ ability to evaluate and execute what’s best for ISAN.”

Fire blazed like a wildfire through my bones. It took every ounce of my will not to ram my fist into his chest. But I could always count on Brooke to get riled up.

“What did you say?” Brooke leaned closer, a wild beast emerging in her eyes, dark as midnight.

Drew held up his chin, angling his chest forward. “You heard me. You need to get your attitude in check.”

“Mine?” she said through gritted teeth. Then her expression softened. “You’re right. Perhaps I’m tired. After a good night’s sleep, I’ll check my attitude.” Brooke tripped on her own feet and slammed her cupcake on his forehead. “Oops, I’m sorry. See how tired I am?”

“Nobody talks to Brooke like that except for me.” Justine smashed her cupcake on his head. On her way out, she tugged Brooke’s arm.

“I’m sorry for doing this, but my team sticks together, good or bad.” Tamara grimaced and placed her cupcake on top of Justine’s. She scurried after Brooke and Justine.

Oh, sweet Tamara. I gave her kudos for trying.

“My team might not have the attitude you expect from yours, but know one thing: we will fight tooth and nail to make sure every one of us makes it out alive. And no one gets to talk shit about my team except for me.” Then I smeared my cupcake on his face and dumped water on him, too.

Thankfully, the music drowned out his roar as water dripped from his hair.

“Goodnight, Aubrey. If you ever want to transfer to my team, ask Russ.” I leaned closer to Drew, who was frozen as an ice sculpture. “See you tomorrow at MM. Mark my words, Drew, my team will have the best score.” Then I marched away.

My team drove me nuts and they didn’t get along, but moments like this when they stuck up for each other warmed my heart. If only they could carry this kind of unity every day.

“Ava!”

The door closing behind me drowned out Russ’s voice as I raced out of there. Damn it to hell! He was always watching. Better Russ than Mitch, though. I could always sweet-talk my way out of trouble with him.
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Ava

During breakfast, Drew and his team stayed clear of us, ordered by Drew no doubt.

Mitch and Russ kept glancing over to me. Mitch hiked up his eyebrows but didn’t say a word about last night’s incident. Russ must have told Mitch not to bring it up, that he had it handled.

Drew should feel lucky that dumping cupcakes on him was all we’d done. No, it wasn’t cool. However, we hadn’t hurt anyone, and I had to admit it felt amazing to shoot down Drew’s fat ego.

After breakfast, the four teams going to the ball were paired up. As I already knew would happen, Chelsea’s team went up against Vince’s, and Drew’s against mine.

When I sat on the leather chair, it automatically settled me into a reclining position. Then my seat shifted and hovered off the ground and realigned with my team in a half a circle.

Instead of having tags placed on me, my head was perfectly placed onto a headrest, and a thin, cool material automatically strapped my forehead to lock me in. The officers sitting in their seats raised above came into view, then the wall opened up to a room.

“Why don’t we have this, boss?” Justine murmured to Russ when he stood in front of her.

He had made his rounds, checking the ten of us, ensuring all was well.

“The West is testing out this tech first. If there are no glitches, we’ll get them soon,” he replied, and moved on.

After he examined us, he went out of the room and appeared on the other side of the see-through glass wall next to Mitch.

“Ready, Team East?” Sabrina’s voice vibrated through my head from the headset. “Give me a thumbs up.”

I flicked up my thumb. Justine next, followed by Tamara, and then Payton. Brooke signaled last but then switched her thumb to the middle finger. Tamara and Justine snickered. Payton ran a hand down his face. I about choked on my own saliva.

“Very funny, Brooke,” Courtney cackled. “Team East has a sense of humor.”

Mitch shook his head. “Watch it, Brooke, if you know what’s good for you.”

“Better yet, you need to watch for each other.” Alonzo swiped a finger in the air. “The first team to find the briefcase with the bomb and get on the sub-glider successfully wins. The winning team lead gets to command the group at the ball. You’ll be provided with a Taser. If you’re lucky, you might find one or two of Kendrick’s weapons along your way. Your destination is the department store. Good luck.”

I couldn’t see Drew’s face, but I was certain he wore a gloating smirk.

You haven’t won yet.

After Team West agreed they were ready, I swallowed a hard knot. Never knowing where I would land coiled my stomach in tangles. Before my thoughts ran too wild, an electronic hand detached from the chair and a needleless syringe dosed me with serum in the upper arm.

An electric current zapped through me. Not in a painful way, but a sharp, brief tingle shocked me awake. Everything went dark, and then ...

I landed with my knees tucked to my chest. My fingers dug into the wet soil. The scent of grass whiffed through my nostrils. When my team thumped around me, I stood.

“Where are we?” Brooke surveyed the surroundings.

“A park.” Payton drew his Taser from his waistband.

Behind me, a wall of trees blocked my view. At a short distance, children played on a jungle gym in a giant sandbox as parents on benches watched. In front of me, tall buildings reached for the sky. Though I’d never been in this park before, something tugged at my heart. So familiar. Why?

My father’s video.

I’d been at a park with my foster family. My foster father’s dark curls and malevolent stare flashed in my mind. He had yellow-stained teeth, some missing, and a scar on the right side of his mouth as if someone had sliced his lip.

A man ... no, my father, had stopped me to ask a question at the park. He had been there at the same time as me. It happened shortly after my mom had passed away. I answered and ... why couldn’t I remember what he looked like?

Dr. Hunt doesn’t exist to you. Do you understand?

What had he done to make me forget? Or perhaps I’d done it to myself. But why, if that theory was correct? If I could erase certain parts of my memory, then why would I do it? Had Father asked me to?

My father had called me Pumpkin in one of the memories I’d recalled. I couldn’t remember what he looked like, but I knew his voice.

What did you do, Father? How did you make me forget you and why?

“Ava.” My name sounded muffled as if the person had their hand over their mouth.

“Ava.”

This time loud and clear. I nearly twisted my ankle when someone shoved me, but I righted myself.

“What the hell?” I barked at no one in particular.

“Daydreaming again.” Justine blew out a breath, and a strand of her blonde hair shot up and fell.

I snarled, convinced she had pushed me.

“She was thinking.” Tamara faced Justine with a scowl. “Can’t you tell she’s pulling out her map?” Then she dipped her chin and shuffled her feet on the grass to avoid confrontation.

Good girl, Tamara. Look her straight in the eye. Well, you did, sort of.

Had it not been for Tamara, I might have pounced on Justine.

I willed the blueprint of the buildings to the forefront of my mind to find the department store. Blank. It was too far, but I faked my finding. I could home in on the target once I was closer.

“There. I’ve got it.” Casting a glance to the trees, I let go of the ghost of my father and my foster father and dashed to the busy street, wondering where Drew’s team had landed.

I weaved and dodged the gliders landing in front of buildings.

“Will I get hit by a glider if I stop in front of one?” Brooke charged behind me.

“Don’t stop to find out.” Payton pursued behind Brooke.

“I dare you to do it.” Justine snickered.

The blue sky seemed too perfect while the gliders cruised overhead in an orderly fashion. Advertisements flashed on skyscraper walls, and hologram people spewed directions and spoke to citizens. So lifelike, but too bright and too loud, thanks to Helix.

After crossing another street, I turned right, past a coffee shop and bakery, and zigzagged around pedestrians. Being out in the city, albeit virtual reality, distracted me momentarily, reminding me of the time I’d gone to Cleo’s bakery shop.

Jealousy had clenched me in a vise that day. Rhett had told me there was nothing going on between them. I believed him, but from the way Cleo had looked at him, she felt otherwise. I was sure of it. I might not have experience in relationships, but I knew desire when I saw it.

Ugh. Get out of my mind, Cleo and Rhett.

Now in the core of the city, I pulled up my map.

“Here.” I entered through the sliding door to a department store. Had it been real, the poles on either side of the doorway would have scanned my chip.

“Perfect place to hide one.” Payton’s gaze followed computerized families talking and walking past him.

“Now what?” Brooke tilted her head to the dome ceiling and then to the escalator.

“What is this?” Justine pointed at something shiny. A necklace. “Would that be something Kendrick might invent? It doesn’t belong with all this makeup stuff.”

I examined it closer. “Good find, Justine.” I picked up a gold chain choker and tucked it behind my waistband.

“Hey. Why do you get to keep it?” Justine slapped my arm lightly.

“Because I’m the leader.” My brazen gaze and tone shut her up.

“Something feels wrong, Ava.” Tamara’s eyes darted from one wall to the other.

I broke away from Justine. No one except me knew Tamara had a special gift.

I yanked Tamara to the side. “What do you feel?”

Tamara scrunched her face and rubbed at her arms. “I’m not sure, but I think ... Drew.”

Being surrounded by computer-generated people, I saw no hologram bodies in my mental map except for my own team. As soon as she said that one dreadful word, I spotted them coming from the far end of the store.

“Thanks, Tamara.” I whirled to my team. “Let’s go. They’re here.”

I raced up the escalator with a Taser in hand, my team shadowing me. Their pounding footsteps reverberated.

I flashed a glance behind me. “Brooke, do you hear the timer? Which floor?”

We had another advantage. Brooke had extra sensitive ears. After a few long heartbeats, she said twentieth. As resilient as we were, I didn’t think we could race up that many flights of stairs. We’d have to take the elevator.

After three flights, I flinched and pulled back my hand. A Taser pellet had missed me by a hair.

“Watch out.” Payton dove to the side of the wall and jolted up.

More pellets rained toward us, clipping the walls and the handrail.

Computerized people screamed and ducked for cover. I glanced over the side, and sure enough, Drew’s team was two flights below us.

“Your team sucks.” Brooke fired at them but missed.

She took the words right out of my mouth.

“We’re just warming up.” Drew’s voice flickered in and out, bouncing off the walls of the escalator. “I’m coming for you, all of you. You’re all dead. The briefcase is mine.”

Not if I get it first.

Using my map to my advantage, I had a clear shot of not one but two members of his team. If I were to analyze the situation and calculate the risk, my logical side would tell me to get the hell out of there, put more distance between us and them. But what was the fun in that?

“Cover me.” I leaned against the rail and engaged my targets.

They fired as soon as I appeared.

With perfect aim, perfect precision, I shot. Bodies tumbled down the escalator.

Two down. Three more to go.

Then I dashed up a couple of more flights, pushed through the door, and raced for the elevator.

Faster. Move faster.

I frantically pushed the button when I reached the elevator.

Hurry.

The door slid open.

Too slow.

The door moved too slow.

I waited for my team to enter. Justine trembled and thumped to the elevator floor.

Shit.

A pellet had hit its target and knocked her out.

“Hurry up and close it.” Brooke punched the wall.

Drew, Aubrey, and Gene dashed toward us. From Drew’s smirk, I figured he’d been the one who shot Justine. Just before the door closed, I pointed my Taser at Drew and pulled the trigger.

The pellet hit true, but he didn’t budge. He didn’t even flinch. He kept coming like some kind of invincible force.

Drew tugged at his shirt. Something was different about his shirt.

Lucky find.

The door closed and the elevator soared.

“What do we do?” Tamara kept pushing the button as if that would make it ascend faster.

“Get the briefcase, what else?” Payton released an agitated sigh and raked his hair back over and over as if to calm himself.

I didn’t appreciate his sharp tone, and he was not the team leader.

I inhaled a deep, calming breath. “That was not what she was asking.” I gripped Tamara’s shoulders, more to steady myself than her. “It’s no big deal if they’re Taser proof. I’ve got something better.”

I tapped at the gold choker Justine found at my waistband to ensure it was still tucked safely, even though I could feel it. “Here’s our plan. Let’s leave Justine here. Get the briefcase. Take the same elevator up to the roof.”

The door dinged. I squeezed through before it opened all the way. Pulling up my map, I cautiously advanced as I scanned the room. Thankfully, there were fewer customers on this floor.

Where is it, Ava? Find it. Hurry.

Drew’s team would exit the adjacent elevator at any second.

I swung left and passed the men’s clothing and shoe department. Around the bend were the briefcases, neatly stacked in line, some displayed open on the tables.

“Which one?” Tamara squeezed my wrist.

I was her steady boulder in the grip of anxiety. We all needed someone, an anchor, to keep us from breaking apart. My someone had been Brooke, and now I could add Rhett to that list.

Brooke hastily opened and closed one after another. “I lost the sound. The timer, it’s ... it’s dead. Gone. It’s freakin’ gone.” She released an animalistic growl.

Payton and Tamara searched the opposite table.

“There’s no bomb.” Payton tossed aside the ones he’d checked. “Are you sure we’re on the right floor?”

“I know what I heard.” Brooke hurled one aside in anger. It hit a pillar and bounced with a loud thud.

There.

Smack in the middle of the display sat a table with an open, black leather briefcase. No one would expect an open one to be the one. I ran my fingers inside the cool, soft lining, and along the sides where I found a bump.

A while back, Lydia had held a week-long course on the types of bombs. She had showed us a specific bomb that was hard to detect—the kind small enough to be inside the lining of clothes, purses, or a briefcase.

Bingo!

Sabrina had tricked us. There was no bomb inside a briefcase. The briefcase was the bomb.

I shut it and grasped the handle, and then I picked up another one identical in size and color. “I’ve got it. Now. Let’s all carry one to confuse Drew’s team.”

“I knew I liked you for some reason.” Brooke showed me her perfect teeth and then blanched.

I didn’t have to ask her what she saw. Pellets darted my way.

“Get down. Follow me.” I dropped to my hands and knees, crawling from one display case to the next.

An upright briefcase exhibited neatly on the table clattered to the floor, its smooth leather mutilated by the pellets. Hiding behind a tall metal stand, I waited to get a shot. When I glanced back to search for my team, Payton and Tamara were close to me, but where the hell was Brooke?

“Come out, little mouse, and give me the briefcase. It’s three against three now. And I doubt you’ll make it to the roof with me right behind you.”

Three? Brooke?

No matter how many times I repeated this wasn’t real, knowing Brooke had been shot wrenched an emotion in me. I let go of the briefcase with the bomb and peered to calculate the distance to Drew.

“Look who I’ve got?” Drew sang haughtily. “I’ll trade.”

He propped an unconscious, listless Brooke in a standing position. She slumped in his arms. Wrath seethed through my veins.

“Fine.” I loosened my white-knuckled grip on my Taser. “Let her go and I’ll slide it to you. I’ll even give you a five-second head start to the roof because you’re going to need it now that you’ve really pissed me off. Is it a deal?”

Silence.

Perhaps he thought my offer was too good to be true.

“It’s a deal.” He carefully lowered Brooke and rose.

I showed myself with my hands raised in surrender and pushed it over with my foot. “Go before I change my mind.”

Drew gestured for Gene to open the briefcase.

Gene did as he was told.

“It’s empty.” Drew growled.

“The briefcase is the bomb, idiot,” I snarled. “Either you can give it back to me or get the hell out of my face. I’m counting now. One ... two ...”

Drew and his team ran with it.

Funny thing, not only had he taken the wrong one, I had a clean shot. I concluded that though they wore Taser-proof shirts, their pants were not. And as Rhett always accused me, I didn’t finish counting.

I flung the gold chain choker I’d pulled out from the back of my waistband. It stiffened into a stick and clobbered Gene’s back, dropping him. Then I scored clean shots to his and Aubrey’s legs, disabling them.

Pop. Pop. Bye-bye.

Drew raced for the roof without looking back, like he had no care in the world but himself.

Tamara and Payton propped up Brooke, I grabbed the briefcase, and we got back on the same elevator. Justine’s body was gone.

We would have to find her later. But a little voice in the back of my head asked, When? You have no time.

Whipping wind pushed me back when I stepped on the roof. The sub-glider had arrived, and Drew was yards from boarding.

Tamara screamed when Brooke suddenly disappeared, looking horrified. Payton stood there with his jaw open.

“Where is she?” I didn’t mean to raise my voice.

“I don’t know.” Payton shook his head, his fingers latched on to his hair. “I don’t understand. She just disappeared.”

Sometimes during MM, when a computerized soldier died, Russ deactivated them and they were no longer players. I wondered if that was happening now. We had never experienced it before ourselves, but this MM was run by Sabrina.

Brooke had been taken out of MM, the only reasonable explanation. That was why Justine’s body was gone, too.

The door didn’t open for Drew when he placed the briefcase on the platform. Drew was a piece of work. And a fool to think I would hand it over.

“You might want to step aside for the real winner.” I crept closer but kept my distance, Taser pointed at him.

Drew bared his teeth, eyeing the briefcase in my grasp. “Give it to me.”

I scoffed, inching closer. “You’ve got some nerve. Why should I just hand it over? I found it first. Besides, you’re surrounded. Three against one. I’m counting to three. Drop your Taser and get on your knees.”

“I don’t think so. I’d rather get Tased than admit defeat.”

“You’re such a pain in my ass.” Forget one and two. “Three.” I pulled the trigger, hitting his knee.

Drew crashed to the ground, but the Taser didn’t faze him. He should have been electrocuted and lost consciousness.

I gasped. What the hell? Tamara and Payton shot one after the other on his thigh. He jerked but it didn’t affect him.

Still on the ground on one knee, he spread his lips wide and positioned to fire. “Sorry, Ava. Nothing personal. I do like you, but there can be only one winner.”

Pellets shot out from his Taser. Not at me but at Tamara and Payton. They collapsed. I became lightheaded. Then I narrowed my eyes at him, rage came fast and hard, overpowering me.

I wanted him dead. He had knocked out my team, and my pride would not stand for it.

For the first time, I’d be the only one crossing the finish line. If I found a way to defeat him. Sure, everything I had experienced in MM was all in my head and my team was untouched in their chairs, but my heart felt as though pieces had been sliced away, leaving bleeding chunks on the ground.

MM was designed to fool us. We couldn’t stop our emotions and body from reacting as though it was real.

Drew pointed the Taser at me.

Something burst—a zap of electricity that intertwined my nerves and muscles. I thought he had shot me, and I was good as dead, but that wasn’t the case. This new sensation had resonated somewhere deep within, a place I didn’t know I could reach.

What I felt was Helix working through my system. What usually happened in a blink seemed to take several long moments. But Helix didn’t explain how I saw that one pellet coming toward me from Drew’s Taser in impossible slow motion.

Helix made me move and think faster, but I had no advantage over Drew. We were equal in every way. Even though I had the mental blueprint, he had his contact lenses that spotted the bodies. What was happening to me?

I twisted at the waist to dodge the first pellet. Then I ducked and somersaulted when two more fired my way. I flattened to the ground, rolled to my right, and then jolted up when more whizzed by, one after another in rapid succession. After shifting awkwardly to my left and right, I arched my back, and one missed me by a hair.

Drew stopped firing, his features a mask of confusion. He looked at his Taser, most likely wondering if he should even bother with it, and then watched me walk toward him to close the gap between us.

“How?” His chest heaved and anger seethed in his eyes.

I swaggered the last few steps with a smirk. “I guess Helix likes me better. You’ve got the wrong briefcase, as you know ... and this is personal. You messed with the wrong team.”

I slammed the heel of my palm into his chest. The unforgivable blow caused Drew to fly off the roof to likely splat on the ground.

Oops. My bad.

I placed the right suitcase on the platform of the sub-glider. It whooshed and clanked open.

A welcoming, wonderful sound.
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Ava

The sounds of hands clapping filled the room as the strap over my forehead released and my chair reformed into a sitting position. All of our chairs had shifted to one straight line, and the officers in the center stood waiting for us to come back to reality.

Russ’s clapping lingered, his lips tugging with a prideful grin.

Mitch pinched his brows, a hint of amusement in those blue eyes.

“Wow.” Sabrina rubbed her chin. “That was intense. Congrats to Ava’s team.”

What team? I failed them. A team isn’t just me.

“What are you feeding Ava?” Alonzo chuckled.

Lies. They feed me lies.

I let out a phony, disgusting giggle.

“Whatever it is, let’s not give her more of it,” Courtney added to the humor in the mix of conversation.

“Well done, everyone.” Sabrina tapped her handheld TAB and met our gazes. “You have a half-hour break before we begin the physical training. You’re welcome to visit the garden or take a dip in the swimming pool. You’re dismissed. Courtney, Alonzo, prep the next teams.”

I bolted out before anyone could say a word to me. I was in no mood for questions or spurious discourse, especially with Drew.

Brooke caught up with me, and then Tamara did too.

“Why’re you headed out so fast?” Brooke poked my arm.

I rounded the bend, then another, and then halted when I thought no one could hear us. Brooke and Tamara nearly collided into me.

“I need air,” I breathed. “I don’t like the feeling of leaving you all behind and moving on by myself.”

“Awww. That’s so sweet of you to care, but we’re fine.”

Tamara’s tone soothed me for a second.

A new scenario hit me like a slap to the face. When I found my family, I would escape ISAN. Brooke would come with me, but what about Tamara? Would she? And how about Justine? Did I just leave Tamara and Justine behind or risk telling them, hoping they wouldn’t squeal?

My heart told me to trust Tamara, but my gut shot a warning tug. Justine was a flat-out bitch. She hid nothing. I questioned whether Tamara, with her sweetness and innocence, was genuine. I hated to have such suspicions, but when I recalled the memory of Mitch pointing a gun at me, I questioned everyone.

“I understand.” Brooke dipped her head slightly. “It was your first time leaving people behind, but it won’t be the last.”

Brooke’s eyes held mine and her words meant something different between us. She understood. As long as Brooke came with me, I would be fine.

I pushed all thoughts aside. “We have some time before we have to kick Drew’s butt again. Let’s go find the garden.”

Courtney had talked about the garden at breakfast during a private conversation. I shouldn’t eavesdrop, but no one knew I could. I didn’t see the harm in it. At first, I’d thought she was joking, but Sabrina’s comment confirmed there was one, even a swimming pool.

Why didn’t we have those luxuries?

“Garden?” Tamara looked over her shoulder when footsteps squeaked closer. “Did I miss something? I thought Sabrina was joking. We’re underground, I think, right? Where would—”

I took off, Tamara’s words lost behind Brooke’s boots, which pounded to match my pace. Tracing the scent of lilies and roses, and with Courtney’s directions, I veered left into a long hall.

Doors skidded apart from the center when I neared the sensors. I gasped in awe as color drenched the open, wide space. Rose bushes adorned the fringes of the pathway. Pink peonies and twining yellow honeysuckle crowded near the front entrance, and sweet scents percolated through the air.

Apple trees ran through the center, casting clawed shadows on the walkway. The painted blue sky ceiling and puffy clouds looked lifelike, and the soft breeze caressing my hair reminded me of summer.

Light as intense as real sunbeams poked through from the ceiling, highlighting the scorched-orange and molten-red leaves that had fallen to eternal rest.

Mother would have loved it here. Just like anything in life, if you tend to your garden with love and care, the flowers will blossom and flourish to their full potential. It will return to you everything you put in. Mother’s words were true. I hadn’t understood her lesson at age thirteen, but I did now.

“Wow.” Brooke spun in a full circle. “It’s beautiful.”

Her jaw still on the ground, Tamara remained quiet, soaking in the view.

“I wonder why we don’t have one.”

I flinched at Justine’s voice. She’d followed us?

Brooke’s smile faltered. “What ... how did you ... why are you here?”

Justine gently rubbed the red rose petal, brought her nose closer to it, and inhaled. “I love the smell of roses. The garden doesn’t belong to you. Besides, Aubrey told me about it and I was going to tell you.” She met my gaze, and I saw she wanted to tell me something. “Russ and Mitch should tell Mr. Novak we deserve a garden too.”

“Perhaps you should.”

I cringed and ground my teeth at Drew’s voice. Why must he be everywhere I was? At least he hadn’t come alone. Maybe he’d keep his mouth shut.

Tamara lit up a shy smile at Gene, and he returned it. I was surprised to see Payton with them, but I was glad he’d come. Then more trickled in, Chelsea’s and Vince’s teams. They mingled about with one another.

“I’ll be back,” I whispered to Brooke, who was admiring butterflies fluttering about the small water fountain.

“Where are you going?”

Her accusatory tone told me she knew I was up to no good.

“I’ll tell you later. Do me a favor and keep an eye on Drew. Make sure he doesn’t follow me.”

With Brooke’s agreement, I scrambled away. I had no idea where I’d go first, but I was determined to find answers, especially about my twin and my father.

Being dismissed with time to roam freely gave me a perfect opportunity. If anyone questioned me, I could pretend to be lost even though the facility was almost identical to ours. Closing my eyes, I inhaled a deep breath and put my mind at ease like one would during meditation.

In the quiet space of my core, I saw my mother’s beautiful smile. She wrapped her arms around me with unreserved love. “I love you,” she said and kissed my forehead.

My blood tingled and Helix bloomed from my own making. Summoning Helix became easier with practice. Sometimes, it worked through my body on its own, like in the MM with Drew. Then I opened my eyes.

I raced down the gray halls one after the other, the most vibrant gray I had ever seen. The scent of the garden lingered even though I had put enough distance behind me to lose it.

Soft voices resonated in closed-off chambers, but the thick wall made it impossible to distinguish words. I slowed at a “Restricted Area” sign on the wall, but the door slid open at my approach.

Strange. Too Easy. Go back, Ava, before you get caught. Not worth it.

Sometimes my inner voice unnerved me. I shut down that timid voice and passed through. More doors and more hallways. I frowned, but crept along, pulling out my map. A few hologram bodies appeared inside the left door.

I hooked right at the dead end and stopped when murmurs reached me. I made out a few sentences and words but couldn’t understand the context. For sure one was a female and the other—Sabrina.

What I would give to be the fly on the other side of the wall. A dose of Helix, mixed with my own, would be an advantage right about now.

I planted my ear against the cold plaster when voices grew urgent.

Female speaker: “HelixB88 has proved to be successful.”

Sabrina: “ISAN from all regions have confirmed?”

Female: “Yes. Also, others confirmed using HelixB88 on females proved disabling or lethal.”

Sabrina: “Same symptoms?”

Female: “Yes. Blood pressure drops. A few have had a heart attack or stroke, and some fell into a coma.”

Sabrina: “It will be unfortunate if 88 is given to the wrong gender and we lose a soldier. Please inform the assembly team to label with care and send the serum in different containers according to the number. I will hold you responsible to carry this out.”

Female: “Yes. What about Dr. Hunt?”

My heart jumped out of my chest. My dad was alive. Was he here?

Sabrina: “Dr. Hunt is my concern, not yours. Besides, his hands are full. Though I will give you credit for helping him refine HelixB88.”

Female: “Thank you. We failed numerous times, but we finally perfected it. As you know, the HelixB77 binds with testosterone. HelixB88 destroys testosterone levels and drops them to almost nonexistent state. Therefore it eliminates aggression on males.”

Sabrina: “Amazing.”

Female: “And how about Abby? It’s remarkable how much Abby is like Ava. Their DNA is very similar. They might as well have been twins.”

My stomach and heart crashed in the middle, and the ring of my name sounded wrong and dirty. My twin?

Sabrina: “What do you mean? Clarify.”

Female: “She’s like a compass. Her genetic makeup is similar to Ava’s. I verified the finding through her blood sample and her DNA structure.”

Sabrina: “Is she new? How old is she?”

Female: “She recently turned eighteen, but she’s been in the network since the beginning.”

My heart pounded faster and faster.

Sabrina: “How was she not found earlier?”

Female: “She never led a team. She’s not a star like Ava, doesn’t have her drive.”

Where? North or South?

The clicking of shoes. Crap! Too close. I peeled away from the wall and froze. My muscles locked. The familiar, disgusting scent blasted a warning. Too late. Too engulfed in Sabrina’s conversation, I’d been impetuous and sloppy.

I’m an idiot. Think of something.

“Ava?”

His deep, menacing voice rumbled in my ear, prickling like tiny ice picks jammed through every pore. Slowly, ever so slowly, I rotated with my head downward.

I blinked as black, spit-polished dress shoes came into focus. His dark trousers came next, and matching suit jacket, silver tie, and then the hideous smirk and murderous dark eyes. I shivered. My foster father’s face flashed in my mind.

Hold it together, Ava. You’re not that little girl. You’re an assassin. Helix is already in you.

I swallowed the nervous lump. Rolling back my shoulders, I straightened my spine and held up my chin.

“Mr. Novak.” I gave him my biggest fake smile, my tone so cheerful I wanted to gag. “I’m glad you found me. I mean, not that you were looking for me. I was in the garden with the others and I went to look for the bathroom. Gosh, the halls on this side are like a maze. If I’d had an extra dose of Helix, I would have found my way out.”

Mr. Novak kept silent, studying me with his hands in his pockets. His eyes drilled through mine for what seemed like eternity. “Did you fail to read the sign posted?”

“What sign? There was a sign?” I widened my eyes. “I ran so fast I must have missed it. The doors opened right up. I mean, if it was restricted, it wouldn’t have let me pass, right? Are you sure there was a sign?”

Wrong choice of words. Sometimes I need to learn to keep my mouth shut.

Mr. Novak’s eyebrows were so high, they could have slid off his forehead. His clenched jaw told me he wasn’t buying my story. Which I figured he wouldn’t, but I planned to keep up my charade.

“I was just about to knock on all the doors to get someone’s attention to help me, but I’m glad you’ve come to my rescue.”

Had he just rolled his eyes?

Mr. Novak adjusted his tie as if he needed air. It would be so easy to yank at either end of that fabric and choke the life out of him. But I was no cold-blooded murderer. How would that help me find my family? If I got caught, I would most likely be executed.

“Apparently, Sabrina doesn’t have a trust issue with her teams. Lying doesn’t suit you, Ava. There’s nothing here for you. I’m not sure what you’re looking for, but I suggest you run along before I change my mind and reprimand you in front of your team.”

That tone, like a teacher lecturing, irritated me.

He wouldn’t dare. Maybe when we got back to our facility, but his ego and pride filled up this space and then some. Mr. Novak would never give Sabrina any indication he couldn’t control someone like me.

“Just in case you need a little hint.” He pointed in the direction he’d come from. “Take the first left. Then you’ll see the door. Not so hard is it, Ava?”

I shrugged in passing and murmured, “I still need to use the restroom.”

So close.

I clutched my chest and released the breath I held. Easing my shoulders, I shoved my trembling hands inside my front pockets. A close call. Why the hell was he here?

“Oh, Ava.” Mr. Novak’s voice ricocheted in my mind when I neared the garden door. “Be careful which guard you aim at. Shooting at or killing ISAN guards is a crime. Punishment is death.”

Seeing him brought back the awful memory of the moment I’d aroused from MM to have him gawking at me. Novak knew. I’d thought by some miracle ISAN guards had failed to mention I’d been at the Abandoned City with Rhett, but of course, they would tell.

Whether Mr. Novak believed the story I had told Russ, I didn’t know, but I knew one thing for sure. He was holding on to the information I had shot at the guards to use it against me. He would have killed me already if he didn’t need me. But what did he want with me?

Nausea bubbled in my gut. My blood ran cold. My hands were not the only part of my body trembling now. Regardless, the information I’d uncovered was worth the price of Mr. Novak discovering me there.

Hold it together. Breathe. You’re okay.

I dashed back to my friends, needing to put a healthy distance between Novak and me. When our break ended, we were paired up for physical training. Afterward we practiced the ballroom dancing with partners, and then the directors went over the itinerary.
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Ava

A fiery red full moon glowed like the sun, backed by the canvas of night. A rainbow of colors twinkled and glittered across the city as our sub-glider zoomed over a titanic edifice that looked like the Great Wall of China. The wall served to block the view of the destruction left by the meteors.

On the damaged side, ocean water waved over the eroded coast. The debris was too massive to be bothered with. So many homes and lives gone in one day. A reminder that every second of happiness was precious.

Like in the East, skyscrapers stretched to the sky. The city lights dazzled, and every structure had a platform for the gliders. I prepared for landing, but the sub-glider soared higher instead, and the beguiling view faded.

I thought Mitch had raised the window shield when the world became pitch black, but that wasn’t the case. We had drifted away from the city.

After a short distance, white lights danced and twinkled in one specific area. Then smoke rose from a frosted chimney. Milky dots sprinkled about the sub-glider’s window as ooooohs escaped all around me.

“It’s snowing.” Brooke’s rose-pink ball gown swished when she spun, and she pressed her silver mask against the window. The crystal studs on her mask sparkled like the ones across her bodice and her heels.

The tall, black feathers on Tamara’s stunning mask brushed against Justine’s gold, glittery ones when she glanced out. Justine frowned and tucked her fluffy gold gown to the side.

“It’s beautiful.” Audrey pressed her face against the window, her excitement infectious.

Everyone turned to the window, captivated.

My heart soared. Because of stupid snow? No. Something warmed inside me. A tingle. Then a crackle. Then ... Rhett. My mind reeled into the past.

Seven Months Ago

At the Fun Zone, Rhett and I hid behind a structure where they hadn’t cleared the snow.

Snow floated around us, soft and light like the breeze. I let it fall on my face, and I stuck out my tongue to catch the flakes as Rhett did the same.

I giggled when Rhett grabbed me and spun me around. He twirled so fast we collapsed, and he landed on top of me. My laughter died when our eyes locked and the heat from our pressed bodies was enough to melt the snow.

Time ceased to exist, and our breaths mingled in the little space between us. I leaned closer to his mouth, permission to crush his lips to mine.

He tasted like breakfast—eggs and ham—but it was Rhett all the same, and I gobbled up everything he offered.

The kiss would have happened sooner or later. The playful gestures, flirting with words and gazes, and accidental touches built up to an irrepressible explosion. And here we were. The inevitable kiss.

Rhett plopped on his back next to me, panting, mist floating out of his mouth. Then something frosty tickled my eyelashes. Snowflakes rained and danced about. I reached up to touch them, velvety like silk.

“Ava. It’s ...”

Rhett seemed hesitant, and I knew why. The truth was, we shouldn’t kiss. We shouldn’t be together this way. Though ISAN never said outright that relationships were forbidden, the words “no physical contact” meant exactly that. And no one dared to show outward affection in front of anyone.

I didn’t let him finish. “We should get a dandelion tattoo to remind us of this moment. Our first kiss.”

His amber eyes widened and glowed like a sunburst. “We are at the Fun Zone, after all. I know of a place near the virtual reality game room. But why a dandelion?”

“Dandelions are unpretentious but beautiful. They put down deep roots and are impossible to destroy. It reminds me of us and what we stand for.”

“How do you know so much about them?”

“My mom told me. She knew everything about flowers and plants. She said dandelions are strong and memorable. A reminder for us to be the same. Be resilient.”

Rhett pulled me up and looked at me in awe. “You are the epitome of what dandelions stand for. You are invincible, you know that, don’t you?”

I shrugged sheepishly.

Rhett kissed my forehead and took my hand. “Come on. Let’s go before I chicken out.”

“You afraid of needles?” I wiggled my eyebrows.

“No. I’m not afraid of anything.” The playfulness gone, replaced by a somber one. “Except of losing you.”

“Rhett ...”

Present Day

“Ava.”

“Ava.” Rhett sounded mountains away.

“Ava.”

Not Rhett’s voice.

I sat with my elbows on my thighs, hunched over, my fingers threaded in my hair. Dark pants and a tuxedo jacket with a red bow tie came into focus. Then I searched his handsome face. Green eyes and brown hair, all too familiar.

I sat taller and bristled. Had I said Rhett’s name out loud? Was that the reason Russ sat kneeled before me? Then I rubbed at my right side by my hip. I had once thought the mark was just a burst of distorted streaks.

It wasn’t a scar, but a tattoo. Not just any tattoo, but a meaningful one, one I shouldn’t have forgotten. I had thought it was a snowflake. How wrong.

Rhett and I had gotten a tattoo together. We’d split one image to express we were halves of each other. When I placed my image to his, mine had the W and half of I, while his was half of the I and T. Together, our tattoos read: WIT. Whatever It Takes.

“Are you okay?” Russ’s tone dripped with concern.

I glanced around. Everyone had their faces glued to the window. I shifted in my seat, my skintight suit itchy under my puffy ball gown. I felt like a balloon.

“Yeah. Just going over things I need to do in my head.”

Guilt crawled under my skin as the lie left my mouth. This was Russ, my friend, and I wanted to tell him so much, but couldn’t. I didn’t know if I could trust him.

I adjusted the black feathers on my scarlet mask with silver trimmings, the same colors as my dress, which was in the style of a traditional Chinese ball gown.

The flashback left me gutted, broken, and shaken, and I needed to do something with my hands. I still hadn’t heard from Rhett, and I didn’t know if he’d been hurt or worse. I tried not to think about it, but he occupied my mind almost every second of the day. It was hard to concentrate on anything.

“Are you nervous?” Russ asked.

I wrinkled my brow. “Am I nervous? Do you know who you’re talking to?”

He gave me a dashing grin and leaned closer so only I could hear. “My mistake. How could I ever forget? You are unforgettable.”

I dismissed his words as a compliment rather than something more.

Soon after, the sub-glider dipped to land and he pulled back to his seat. The door opened with a whoosh, and Russ went first onto a platform. I went next, and the scent of pines overwhelmed me.

A frigid breeze stung to my bones and locked my muscles. Ghost-like mist puffed out of my mouth, and I shivered as I stepped into the land cruiser adjacent to our transporter.

Immediately the warm air enveloped me, and the door shut when the last member of our team got on board. The land cruiser coasted two feet over the vast blanket of white snow. High-beam lights projected from the front of the cruiser, providing a clear view of pristine snow below.

Encroaching pine trees came into view, and the lights twinkled brighter the closer we approached our destination. The enormous edifice became visible, frosted like a gingerbread house.

After the land cruiser parked, I paced behind Russ onto an elegant, carpeted walkway. Spherical, floating heated lamps about the size of basketballs flanked either side of the carpet leading to security. After the intense security check and my chip scan, I entered an enchanting world of elegance and grace.

White lights hung like streamers from the ceiling, highlighting the grand, gold-veined marble floor. Water drizzled gently down either side of the walls and pooled around the base before being recycled back up.

Upbeat instrumental music filled the air as guests in beautiful costumes mingled about the floor. So strange to see so many people in masks, their faces blank as if they were merely eloquent dolls. What a glorious sight indeed.

“Go do your thing and report back to me. I’ll be right here. Stay focused.” Russ did a quick survey, and then his eyes floated back to mine.

Stay focused?

“Really?” I gave him a cheeky glare and noted ISAN teams were splitting up.

It was hard to read his expression under the mask, but I saw a hint of humor sparkling in those emerald gemstone eyes just before he walked away.

“See you soon.” Brooke showed me her back, cozying up to the gentleman nearest to her.

Tamara and Justine did the same, chatting and fitting in with the party. I reminded myself to walk like a lady and not an assassin, so I gracefully swayed across the floor.

In passing to the dining hall, I acknowledged Gene and Aubrey, who were pretending to be a couple. I’d thought Aubrey might be my sister, but finding out about Abby gave me a reason to think I’d guessed wrong.

Casting a glance over my shoulder, I spotted Chelsea and Vince and their teams.

In the dining hall, tables covered in black velvet lined the walls. Three-tiered trays were garnished with finger sandwiches, cheese and crackers, bite-size desserts, and much more.

We had already eaten dinner and had been ordered not to touch the food, but my eyes and mouth watered. I wanted to devour the puffy, cream-filled doughnuts and key lime pie.

In the center, people sat on ornate furniture, drinking, eating, laughing, and conversing.

I scanned the room, the guests, and every little detail of the space. Though I had seen the physical blueprint, Russ had instructed me to use my special gift once injected with Helix to confirm the mapping.

ISAN still didn’t know I didn’t need Helix to project a layout. My secret.

I wandered toward a dessert table as I concentrated on the massive interior and compared every minuscule detail to the map shown to me earlier: how many rooms, how many exits, and stairs leading to the second floor.

A robot with mechanical hands holding wine glasses forced me to jerk. It detected my body heat, but the stupid thing hadn’t accommodated for the size of my bulging dress, and had nearly run over the fabric. I cursed at it and grabbed a glass of wine from one of the extended hands.

A sip wouldn’t hurt. After all, I had turned eighteen. Perhaps a little present to myself. I glanced around, ensuring none of ISAN team was watching. They shouldn’t be in this room anyway. Their duty was to observe, make small talk, and blend in.

Mr. San’s team no doubt expected assassins to try to finish the job. They would be watching with keen eyes. With everyone in masks, distinguishing the guests from Mr. San’s guards was impossible.

I’d just brought my glass closer to my nose when someone yanked it out of my hand, splashing sparkling liquid on the floor. What the hell? I twirled to the rude person and scowled.

It was the first time I’d been alone with Mitch since I’d been kidnapped. I had purposely tried to avoid him, unsure what I would do to him after finding out how he’d betrayed me. But I had to play this smart. If I told him what I remembered, he might ... no, he would report me to Mr. Novak.

So many lies between us. I could never trust him.

“I wasn’t going to drink that.” I dropped my arm to my leg. “I just wanted to smell it.”

His unwarranted action made me want to take him down right then and there. My Taser itched to be triggered.

Mitch gave me a you-don’t-fool-me look and gulped it down.

Ass.

I wanted to rip that cane from his grip and whack him with it. “You get to drink, whereas, I’m not allowed to touch it?”

“Of course. I’m your superior, and besides, you’ve never drunk wine before. Drinking is prohibited. You already know that. Why are we having the same conversation as we did at the Leviathan Hotel? I don’t want to know what alcohol can do to you combined with Helix. You certainly don’t want to shoot an ISAN soldier by accident.”

He knows, too. Of course, he knows. Does that mean Lydia and Russ also do? Does he know I lied to his face?

I placed one fist on my hip and brushed my fake, scintillating diamond necklace. Still there. “No, I don’t. Don’t worry, I certainly wouldn’t accidentally shoot you.”

I wished I could see his expression, but the ridiculous silver mask covering half of his upper face made it impossible. But I imagined him narrowing his eyes from the way they darkened.

“Did you at least complete your task?”

I crossed my arms and perked my lips, my fake diamond bracelet catching the light flowing down from the ceiling like streamers.

“What do you think?”

“I think you need to keep your attitude in check.”

I was just about to say something snarky when the music stopped. Our cue to get ready.

“Good evening, everyone. Welcome to Mr. San’s charity masquerade ball.” A voice boomed into the room. “We are so pleased you are all here, despite the snow. Come. Come. Come closer. Without further ado, your host, Mr. San.”

Cheers erupted. I lifted my dress and swiftly followed Mitch to the foyer, trying to walk gracefully. I nearly tripped but righted myself and adjusted my tilted mask.

A man dressed in a black tuxedo and a blue mask stood in the center of the balcony where the two stairways on either side met on the second floor. Mr. San himself.

“Welcome, everyone.” Mr. San glanced about the guests. “Wow. You all look marvelous. I’m ecstatic to see you all. You’re here to support Hydro Water Home System, and it means the world to me. I thank those who have traveled long distances to come to support this special cause. Aside from your presence, I am humbled and honored to have the Remnant Councils represented tonight. Please join me in giving a round of applause to Ms. Sylvia Martinez from North, Mr. Timothy Jones from South, Josephine Chang from West, and Pierre Verlot from East.”

Another round of clapping filled the room as the four Council members came out of the shadows and removed their masks. The two women waved like queens, and the two men bowed slightly. After they made their individual, fake speeches about how happy and humbled they were to be there, they were flanked by their guards and moved to the sides of the balcony. Then Mr. San spoke again.

“After the welcoming dance, the Councilors will greet you on the first level and answer any questions. Pictures can only be taken by the professionals. Please do not attempt to take your own. The photos will be sent to your chip as soon as they are taken. Now, it’s time for the welcome dance.”

At his cue, a section of the floor from the far back groaned and lifted six feet off the ground. On the raised platform, an orchestra began to play.

The lively tune from violins, flutes, clarinets, saxophones, and horns bounced from wall to wall as everyone formed into lines, women in one and the men in the other. I followed suit and eyed Brooke doing the same toward the front.

With my right hand slightly raised, I matched to my partner with a smile. We made a circle around each other and moved on to the next. Then I did the same with several more partners.

One thing good about having a mask on, it was easier to trick others into thinking I was paying attention to them while I scanned the perimeter. Mr. San remained where he had made his speech, with guards surrounding him.

When I spotted a familiar man down the line, I forgot to breathe. My heart ricocheted and no amount of air in my lungs seemed enough. There was always a possibility, but why take the risk? Was I just seeing what I wanted?

The man, a crisp, black tuxedo hugging his muscular form, held my attention. Fitted over his sleeked-back hair was a unique black mask with a layer of complex embellishments—sharp angles, gears, and knobs. The half-face mask revealed high cheekbones, the masculine curve of his jawline, and lips that would make any woman jealous.

I swayed to the side with my current partner and as we turned, he delivered me to my next. My pulse raced faster. The mysterious man was next, but he didn’t seem to notice me. My heart sank at the thought that he might not be Rhett.

Maybe I had imagined the similarity. Maybe I wanted that man to be Rhett, even if his being here would be a disaster.

The tempo slowed and harps played the lead. My partner bowed and backed away to give space to the next. The man with the cool mask bowed, and I curtsied. My palm touched his, and a warm, electric tingle traveled through my center.

His earth-and-citrus scent filled me when our bodies touched after one complete turn. We pulled apart, and then I dared to look at him directly. Those amber sunburst eyes locked with mine.

I stared and stared, afraid if I blinked he would disappear. It seemed perhaps he felt the same from the intense way he looked at me.

My pulse quickened, and I forgot the dance and why I was here. I had felt this before—so raw and powerful—it knocked the breath out of me. The ache began in my chest, growing, stretching, tearing through every layer until it robbed me of sight.

Rhett’s final cry after he jumped into the trash chute without me echoed in my ear, and I felt the depth of his pain, for it was mine too. Rhett was here. My Rhett was here.

My face flushed. I shuddered a breath and almost sobbed with relief. He was fine. Alive and well. I wanted to hold him tight and never let go, but the other part of me wanted to slap him for making me worry.

Oh, Rhett, I’m so sorry. I understand why you were mad at me. I understand everything.

Then another memory flashed of his signature sexy smirk. Quick as lightning, but it was enough. It was the first time I had laid eyes on him in ISAN. He had captured me with just one look. And I’d wondered if it was possible to love someone you’d just met.

Oh, Rhett. I remember you.

I remember when we first met, I wanted to say, but I couldn’t get the words to form. The room spun. No, not the room. When I came out of my daze, we were twirling together to the symphony.

“You look absolutely breathtaking.”

Rhett’s voice flipped my world sideways.

“You don’t look bad yourself. Why are you here?” I whispered in his ear when the dance required us to be closer.

“Huh. Not bad? How about ‘you look handsome and I can’t keep my eyes off you.’ Why do you think, Ava? To get you out. Come with me.”

“I can’t. I’m not ready.” What the hell was I saying? He shouldn’t be here. I had to tell him to get out while he had the chance. “They think you’re dead. Use that to your advantage. It isn’t the time to reveal yourself.”

“Yes, they think I am. That’s why I can be here. I wouldn’t miss this chance to see you all dressed up. Besides, you know I didn’t come alone.”

The lump in my throat melted, but I pushed back the tears of relief.

“Then Ozzie and Reyna are fine, too?”

“Yes.” He gestured to a couple several spaces down.

Ozzie wore an almost identical mask to Rhett’s, looking debonair, and Reyna’s gorgeous silver gown had a similar theme. Weapons were probably hidden in their masks. As if they had sensed I was looking at them, both gave me a knowing smile and a nod.

“We make our escape when the song ends.” Rhett’s hand slid lower and tightened around my hip, over my tattoo.

Not a snowflake. Dandelion. I almost told him but decided to save it for another time.

“I can’t.” The hurt and disappointment in Rhett’s eyes matched my own. “Who died? I thought you were ...” I swayed from side to side.

“I know.” His somber features drilled a hole in my gut. “That’s exactly how I felt when I thought you were ...”

The music drowned out his voice, but I knew what he meant to say.

“I’m not going with you today. I need more time. I think I know where my sister is, but I don’t know where my dad is.”

“You have a sister?” Rhett smiled, his cheeks pushing his mask upward. “Is she beautiful like you?”

I poked his arm. “It isn’t time to joke. You’re crazy for being here.”

Rhett pulled me to his chest. “I shouldn’t have let you go in the first place. I promise I’ll help you find your family. You’re playing a dangerous game. Mr. Novak’s gotta know you fought alongside me when we shot the guards at the Abandoned City. I can’t handle knowing your life is on the line and there’s nothing I can do to help you. Please, Ava, come with me.”

The music ended. Couples separated, moving to the outskirts of the dance floor in search of a final partner. From afar, I spotted Russ glancing my way. Then Mitch and my team headed upstairs.

“I need to complete my mission. My team is counting on me. The other reason I went back was so I could take my friend Brooke with me—remember? I’m not leaving her behind.”

“Fine. You can bring as many friends as you want, but you’re coming with me tonight. I’m not leaving without you.”

“No, I’m not,” I stated with finality, then parted from Rhett.

The empty and cold air stole his warmth. The painful thought of leaving him again made my gut clench. Arms wrapped around my waist and leaned me off balance, and then I swooped backward in an arc. The waterfall decorated with a festoon of flowers came into view and then the ceiling until Rhett’s face was before mine.

“Yes. You. Are.” He crushed his lips over mine, and every fiber of me sizzled in the most euphoric way.

We shouldn’t be doing this, and yet I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back. It felt good to hold him.

Yes, I am. I’m going with Rhett.

My body buzzed with compliance, but my mind slapped me out of my daze when Rhett brought me upright. Only those nearby seemed to know what had happened, approving with smiles and clapping. Others in the room had already begun to dance.

I straightened my mask, shuffled my dress, and froze. Drew pointed at me from the second floor. I turned to Rhett, but he had disappeared into the crowd. Gone with the wind. I snorted and raced upstairs. I had seconds to make up. Time was crucial.
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Rhett

“It’s so cold. Why here?” Ozzie’s breath puffed out like dragon’s fire.

“Because Mr. San is an idiot. No, we’re the idiots for following Rhett here.” Reyna scowled, shivering.

“I told you not to come.” I waited for the perfect opportunity to file in line as we hid behind the pine trees closest to the massive structure.

Reyna glared, her teeth chattering. “You wouldn’t make it out alive without us, so you leave us no choice. If Ava doesn’t come with us, this mission will be for nothing.”

I ignored Reyna and answered Zen through the button on my tux coat. “We’re almost in.”

Zen had found a private spot to land, away from other gliders, but we’d had to get to the house on foot. The hostile wind burned through my bones, and I was sure my body had turned to ice. I had been in the snow before, but adding the frigid night air, I didn’t blame my friends for complaining.

“Be careful.” Zen’s voice faded in and out. “The glider is invisible, but we’re in their zone and they’ll most likely detect us soon if they haven’t already. If Ava won’t come, you get out. I don’t want you in the crossfire. That’s an order.”

“Yes, sir.” I sounded genuine, but Zen knew me too well.

“I mean it, Rhett. Don’t make me send Frank to drag you out. And don’t put the rest of us in danger.”

When Zen and I had discussed the gala, his goal had been to find information regarding Dr. Hunt’s whereabouts. I had a different agenda. Zen had been against getting Ava out. He’d thought she needed more time, but I had convinced him it had to be done now. Her life was on the line.

The charity ball was a perfect opportunity.

The plan was simple. Go in with the fake invitation Zen had duplicated from an inside source, convince Ava to come with me, and get the hell out. The countless people in masks would help with the escape.

“I’m going in.” I tapped my transmitter.

“Hurry.”

I jerked my head to my team to get in line and trailed behind a couple. Warm air from the floating lamps engulfed me and I sighed in relief. I flexed my numb fingers and dusted snow off my pants. Adjusting my tux and mask, I swaggered down the red carpet and past the grueling security check.

Music filled me with a sense of bliss, and I soaked in the festive atmosphere. Entranced by the luxurious old-world decorations and the people in costumes, I paced slowly to the open foyer.

I could truly enjoy myself there. The atmosphere, the crowd, the food, made me forget my worries. I understood why people would go to such an event. To escape from life, even if it was for an evening.

“Wow. This is my kind of party.” Reyna bopped her shoulders to the music, already in a festive mood.

“Where’s the food?” Ozzie peered over me.

“Listen, we need to split up, or it’ll take forever to find Ava. Ozzie, go to the dining hall where the food will be served. Reyna, stay here. I’ll go to the second floor. We need to find her before Mr. San makes his appearance.”

With nods from my team, I meandered upstairs, taking my time as I searched the sea of people. This was going to take forever.

Where are you, Ava?

I gave polite nods to women in passing. They smiled and giggled. I had a better view on the second floor, but no sign of Ava so far.

After the music ended, a round of applause echoed, and then the music started up again. I shifted to the other side and spotted a blonde with a gold ball gown, then a girl dressed in black, another in rose-pink, and then scarlet.

Though it was difficult to make out her face under the mask, I knew the person in the scarlet traditional Chinese ball gown. I knew that figure. My pulse thumped out of control. My mind might not know for sure, but my heart did. Ava looked utterly stunning.

Her strapless dress had layers of cascading ruffles, each puffed out more than the last. Her mask was just as elegant with a single black feather peeking from one side. Her slim neck was adorned with a fake diamond necklace, no doubt a weapon, matched by her diamond stud earrings.

Accompanying Ava’s team was Mitch and another guy, whose eyes lingered on Ava. I frowned. Not just at that guy, but at other men turning their heads after her. Ava had no clue even as she craned her neck every which way, absorbing her environment.

Then I saw more ISAN assassins, recognizable by their controlled gait. How many did they need to accomplish this mission? No doubt ISAN guards were at standby and inside their sub-glider, too.

Ava seemed a bit lost, wandering by herself. No, not lost. Most likely she had been instructed to compare her more accurate mental blueprint to what they had been given by their source. When Ava went to the dining area, I descended to the first floor.

After the speeches, I spotted her in the dance line and estimated how many partners she would have. Wanting to be her last, and therefore get the longest dance, I squeezed in opposite a lady dressed in blue.

I tried not to give myself away, but Ava kept staring down the line at me. She knew or suspected.

When I stepped in front of her at last, I wasn’t prepared for my heart to explode out of my chest. My tongue twisted into knots as her beauty enraptured me. I bowed, and she curtsied. I raised my hand to connect our palms, but just the simple touch melted me into a puddle.

Get a hold of yourself, Rhett.

After the dance, I gathered Ozzie and Reyna and sneaked behind Ava on the second floor. I went down the hall, following Ava’s turns. Then she went into a room next to Mr. San’s.

Before I had debarked from the glider, Zen had shown me a map of the structure, the escape route, and Mr. San’s room, where I had suspected ISAN would terminate him.

“What do we do?” Ozzie adjusted his mask and stroked his feather.

“We should go to the room next to Ava’s.” I removed the tiny, handheld Taser Zen had built into my mask. Not only was it undetectable through the scanner, the feathers had covered it.

“How? We don’t have the key.” Ozzie unclicked the Taser from his mask as well.

I didn’t have time to answer before Reyna extracted a circular metal gadget from her bodice and placed it on top of the scanner.

“Like this, Ozzie.” Reyna smirked and patted his shoulder. “Just be glad Zen is inventive.”

I pulled out the small, handheld dagger from the inside of my dress shoe and followed Reyna in.

“Why are we in here?” I paced across the length of the costly wool rug. “Shouldn’t we be out there?”

My mind on Ava, I had forgotten the plan. Did we have a plan?

“You mean in the hall?” Reyna picked up a classy-looking bottle filled with alcohol. “Can I take a sip?”

Not an ounce of worry. So calm, like Ava. Maybe women had something in their DNA we didn’t.

“No. No drinking.” I narrowed my eyes at her.

She shrugged, picked up another bottle, and sniffed.

“Rhett’s right. Why are we in here?” Ozzie examined the bookcase, tapping on the fixtures.

I almost tripped on my own feet when I marched toward him. “Don’t touch those, Oz. Now it has your fingerprints all over it.”

Ozzie spat out a chuckle.

I frowned.

“I sprayed on ‘no fingerprint’ before I left. Didn’t you?” Ozzie spun a wheel of a model car.

I hiked my eyes to the ceiling, annoyed I had forgotten. Before we left, Zen reminded us to spray a chemical solution that temporarily covered our fingerprints. Thank God, because Ozzie and Reyna couldn’t keep their hands to themselves.

“I don’t know, but this is ...” Reyna attempted to hug the clear bottles filled with alcohol. “Jackpot.” She opened one, poured a small portion into a glass tumbler and downed it. Then she keeled over and coughed. “That burned down my throat. How can people drink that stuff?”

I almost cackled, but there was no time or room for humor. “I told you not to touch it.”

“Well ...” She fanned her face. “I wanted to try it, and now my curiosity has been served. I’ll never touch it again. Hard liquor is not my thing.”

“What’s taking so long? Why aren’t they out yet?”

Ozzie took the words right out of my mouth. Then the floor vibrated.

“Did you feel that?” Panic choked my words.

Reyna placed her ear by the door, her Taser by her side. “Ava’s team isn’t out yet. Maybe something went wrong.”

I ran out and punched Mr. San’s door, but the thick wall prevented anyone on the other side from hearing me. The blow barely made a sound. What trap had Ava fallen into?

“What now?” Ozzie brushed his hand over the steel door, as if he could somehow find a way in.

Reyna pulled back. “Something is happening in there. I can’t tell what it is, but it’s not good.”

“Zen.” I spoke to my communicator.

“Rhett?” Zen’s worried voice projected.

Ozzie and Reyna stopped to listen.

“I need another way into Mr. San’s room.”

“I was able to pull up the blueprint. You won’t be able to get in without being let in. Not even a bomb can blow up that room. This mansion has been built above the debris of a metro line long forgotten. There is a secret path to those tunnels from outside. It’s your only chance. Come back out and I’ll lead you to it. Hurry. You’re running out of time.”

No secret there. I’m always out of time.
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Ava

Having Rhett here was a huge distraction. Hopefully, he’d taken my suggestion and left. Nope, he hadn’t.

I released an agitated breath. Three hologram bodies tailed me, but they kept their distance. I placed my hand on the scanner and the door clicked open. The people in masks threw me off when I first entered. I’d thought I was in the wrong room, but the color and design told me who they were.

“It’s about time, slowpoke.” Brooke tipped her head, a questionable look on her face.

I would explain later.

Justine placed her Taser on the tea table and then helped Tamara strip off her dress to reveal one of Kendrick’s skintight suits. While Payton examined the buttons on his tux, Drew and his team huddled to the side, discussing.

Mitch closed the secret compartment on the sofa where an inside source had stashed our weapons and gave me a once-over. Russ on the other hand, his tight lips softened when he met my eyes.

Brooke rushed to me and tugged at my zipper. “Let me help you.” Her feather brushed my face, tickling me when she leaned closer. “The guy you danced with last was Rhett, wasn’t he? He’s here, right? That means Ozzie’s here, too.”

My heart skipped a beat. Had anyone else figured it out? A part of me wanted to deny it, but this was Brooke. I had to tell her, especially when I planned to take her with me when the time was right.

I nodded, letting the dress pool around my feet. After shoving the pile of fabric aside, I gathered with the rest of the team by the entrance, where Mitch injected each of us.

“Saved the best for last.” Mitch waved the syringe in my face and then injected me.

A cool sensation spread down my arm from the injection site. “I hope you gave me the right Helix.”

“I hope so, too.” He raised his eyebrows. Then he shifted his attention to the teams. “Once we’re inside, Ava will map out the room. She will inform us where the traps and exits are. Don’t forget, you’ll have one hour before your cyanide releases. The team downstairs will do their best to keep the guards from coming upstairs. Let’s finish our mission quickly and get out.”

“They’re coming.” Russ had his ear pressed to the wall. He had forgotten I could hear the pounding footsteps before he could.

I tuned out the shuffling and whispers and listened. Mr. San and his team entered his room. Our only option for entry was the front door.

“They’re in. Let’s go.” Blood rushed to my ears. No matter how many missions, my nerves always got the best of me. Helix helped tame the fear, but knowing Rhett and his friends would be in the crossfire didn’t ease the adrenaline.

Russ confirmed with a nod, and I walked out after him.

Mitch unclipped one of his tux buttons and placed it on top of the scanner. When the door whooshed open, I released a breath and readied my Taser. My team’s steps quieted behind me as we scattered about the massive room.

Not a peep from Mr. San and his guards.

“Ava, where are they? Find them quickly.” Mitch directed the others into position, pointing.

“Something’s wrong.” Tamara frantically moved her Taser over the wall from paintings to the flat TV screen, and then to the bookcase that held figurines of miniature soldiers and cannons.

My projected map flickered in and out, and still no sign of Mr. San. I caught Russ staring at me. A warning. He had told me the room might be different and my mapping might not detect Mr. San and his team.

Mr. San was probably laughing at us behind the impenetrable wall. This had to be a setup and we’d fallen right in.

“Ava.” Payton pressed his back to mine. “Do something.”

My team relied on me, and I wasn’t going to let them down. I tugged and yanked at my gift. I searched, reaching deeper and deeper into the layers of my complex mind.

Come on. Where are you, Mr. San?

Bingo.

Countless holograms appeared, faintly outlined against the other side of the wall. Yup, they were watching. We were outnumbered, but we had been before.

I halted and spun. So as not to give away that I knew where he’d hid, I faced the wrong wall.

“Ava?” Justine inched back to me from the abstract metal statue she had examined.

If Mr. San didn’t have a name to trace before, he did now.

Why was Mr. San taking his time to attack? To see what we would do? If we left, would he let us go? I doubted that.

ISAN had tried to assassinate him once before and failed. We were back again, and we seemed desperate to finish the job, desperate enough to dive into his trap if need be.

The figure in the center, whom I assumed to be Mr. San, held up something that pulsed like a heartbeat.

“Get down!” I dove behind an ottoman.

Taser pellets poured on us, but instead of embedding in the walls, they ricocheted until they hit a soft target. A handful of pellets hit me, but Kendrick’s new, improved bulletproof suit kept me protected.

The men’s tuxes were bulletproofed, and the pellets ended up trashing the upholstered furniture nearby and the walls. Too many. Even our special suits wouldn’t hold up under that kind of fire.

I yanked off my necklace and tossed it at the bookcase where the shots had come from. My team followed my lead. The fake diamonds split apart, attached to the cannons, and blew up.

Clever disguise. The firing stopped.

Tamara called my name just as my map beeped in warning, sensing change. Orange light lit from the ground, right under ...

“Watch out!” I reached for Justine, but I was too late.

Aubrey, Justine, and two of Drew’s teammates plummeted into the pit that opened beneath them. The floor sealed back up.

“Justine. Justine.” I dug and slapped at the floor as if that would bring her back.

Get yourself together, Ava. You can’t break apart. You’re their leader.

What had happened to her? Buried alive? Fallen to her death? My mind whirled. I stopped when Brooke wrapped me in her trembling arms.

“She’s gone.” Panic struck Brooke’s eyes. “But we need to get out of here. Get us out, Ava.”

I nodded. I had to break through that barrier. Think. But I didn’t have a chance. The floor trembled and shifted. It rotated until we were no longer in the room.

Streaks of rainbow light brightened the space around us like something out of this world as if we were players in a virtual reality video game.

“Good evening.” Mr. San’s voice vibrated all around us, bodiless. Not even a hologram. “I do not wish you harm, or you would have already died by fire. I’m aware of your bulletproof suits. Yes, I knew you would come for me after the first botched attempt on my life. So, I decided to put on another charity event just for you. Well, not all for you, but a perfect opportunity to bring us together. As you already know, the man you killed was not the real Mr. San. Had you given him the chance to speak, he would have told you what I’m about to say.”

“If you do not wish us harm, then where’s my team? What did you do to them?” I clenched my teeth, my fist tight on my weapon, ready to fire.

“They’re safe underneath us in an unmapped tunnel. This makeshift mountain was built in the destruction over what was once a metro station.”

“What do you want?” Mitch glanced about the room, looking for the source of the voice.

“To have the opportunity to explain who we are. Have you heard of SAN? SAN was an acronym for Superhuman Advocacy Network. Our organization was created first, but soon after, one faction of SAN was reformed into ISAN. We are trying to stop ISAN before more children are turned into weapons. We renamed ourselves ANS—Advocacy Network for Superhumans.”

My father’s journal came to mind. He had thought he was helping people, but he’d realized there was much more to his tests. He was afraid for the children.

“This war between us began before you ever started training,” San continued. “One of the Remnant Council is the creator of ISAN, and that is all you need to know. Surrender and I’ll let you walk away.”

Brooke’s mouth fell open. Payton massaged his temple. Tamara looked at me for reassurance. Drew and Gene gave me a bewildered, wide-eyed stare. Russ and Mitch and I exchanged glances.

“What do we do?” Mitch whispered.

“We can’t abort.” Russ looked at me for confirmation.

As if on cue, the room rumbled and the floor opened up like before, but in pockets that swallowed Gene, Brooke, and Russ in turn.

I jumped on the sofa, and Tamara followed. I didn’t freak out like the last time.

If Mr. San told the truth, then everyone below was fine, but I wondered what waited for them. I imagined them captured with a wall of guns pointed at them.

When the floor shifted again, I yanked a feather from my mask. Pointing upward, I pushed the tiny release button and a thick cord unspooled to anchor in the ceiling. Tamara did the same. It reeled me up and I dangled in midair as the floor opened and shut like a flytrap.

Mitch and Drew jumped on the table. Mitch pointed his cane, which Kendrick had converted into a rifle, and fired. And Drew, with a Taser in one hand, unclipped a tiny dagger from his mask.

“Ava, are they here?” Mitch stopped, a trickle of sweat dripping down his forehead.

“I don’t know. I can’t detect them.” I twirled to get a view of each wall. Nothing.

The floor stopped opening and all was quiet.

Too quiet.

The walls groaned, getting louder. The room began to spin.

“Hold on, Tamara.” I reached for her with my outstretched arm, but our hands missed.

Tamara screamed, holding onto her rope for dear life. Mitch and Drew slid off the table. Mitch stabbed his cane at the wall and steadied himself, but Drew fell right into the hole that had opened up.

The walls spun faster, changing direction every five to ten seconds. My cord kept me grounded as I swung to the adjacent wall, leaped into the air, and dodged the open floor. Sweat drenched my forehead, my muscles ached, and even with Helix, my reflexes slowed.

Dizzy. So dizzy.

I jerked back. A thick barrier shot up from the ground to the ceiling, dividing me from Tamara.

Bam. Bam. Bam.

More slammed into place like a knife on a chopping block. One nicked my back, and I collided with another wall as it soared to the ceiling. Blood soaked through my suit. The barriers were sharper than they seemed.

I twisted and threw myself awkwardly to avoid getting crushed. Swirling to keep another from boxing me in, I rammed into the metal statue in the middle of the room and collapsed on top of it.

The statue trembled. Something inside must have been triggered. I felt it before it happened.

The explosion slammed me into the wall. A gust of air whipped around me. Then a tornado formed in the center of the room, uplifting furniture and everything in sight. My cord unleashed from the force, but I held onto the bookcase.

Tamara’s screams died when she got zapped. Then Mitch fell in. The beast of a tornado slowed, returned into the open space.

I ran to a hole in the floor and caught a glimpse below. Gunshots echoed and red Taser beams flashed across the darkness. I had no choice. My team needed me.

I jumped in just as the floor sealed.
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Ava

My feet thumped on solid ground, one floor down. Pebbles dug into my palms.

Though I twisted my ankle in the drop, I hadn’t sprained or broken it. But my shirt, wet with blood, clung to my back. I pushed the dull ache away. The wound on my back couldn’t be all that bad unless Helix numbed me to pain.

I yanked my mask halfway off my face and bolted toward the sounds of bullets, and Taser light beams streaming. Ducking behind wreckage, I searched for my team, but clouds of dust blocked my view.

For an underground tunnel, it wasn’t as dark as I’d expect. Electrical lights hung bright enough to see the surroundings.

I pulled up my map. There. In the darkness beyond lay the exit. Or so I hoped. Any compound with defined walls was easier to pull up than a half-collapsed tunnel. My map appeared distorted and hazy.

I still had thirty minutes of Helix left. Not that I worried about me, but I did about my team. I had to get them out of here. Mitch was here somewhere. Perhaps he would buy my team more time before he triggered the cyanide.

Bastard. How would he like it if I had that kind of power over him?

Where are you, Brooke?

I thought about yelling her name, but that would draw attention to myself. An idiot move I’d resort to if I got desperate.

I spotted ISAN guards to my left shooting at a group I didn’t recognize, and then another.

Rebels? ANS?

Stealthily, I moved from one pile of debris to the next. To my horror, I almost tripped over a body. I gasped and slapped a hand over my scream.

Vince’s team. They were bloodied and ... I reached to feel their pulses. Nothing. All five of them. ISAN guards wouldn’t have killed them. The ANS group had done this. It had to be them.

They had claimed to be on our side. Liars. They were all filthy, dirty liars. I didn’t trust any network. Not today, not ever.

Vince’s team should have been on the first level. What were they doing here? No time to analyze. Just get the hell out.

I crouched low and ran behind ruined concrete, trying to reach the section with battered trains. They were off the track, tipped over, windows shattered, and damaged beyond repair.

Almost there. Run faster.

I ran again, but I had to veer right and hide behind what had once been a pillar. Doubling over, I nearly vomited. Chelsea’s bloody body lay crooked in my path, with her arms and legs twisted and awkwardly bent.

Chelsea. No! What happened?

A few yards over lay the rest of her team, bloody and most likely dead.

I shivered and my heart squeezed as I trembled with rage and guilt. I really liked Chelsea. She was a good person, and her team had been good too. But right now, I couldn’t be grief-stricken. I had to find my team. The need to survive overrode any emotions.

Chelsea’s group should have stayed on the first level like Vince’s. Who had changed the plan? Chelsea’s face became Brooke’s, Tamara’s, Justine’s, and even Payton’s.

My team. It could have been them.

Pull yourself together, Ava. Find them and get out.

I raced to the pile of bricks and stone. To make matters worse, I spotted Rhett, Ozzie, and Reyna. Like me, their masks were off. I heaved a breath and blood roared in my ears. I’d told Rhett to leave and he hadn’t listened. He was going to hear a mouthful from me. Now I had to worry about them, too.

Rose-pink feathers peeped out from the wrecked trains, and a shuddering breath of relief escaped me.

Get down, Brooke.

At least I knew she was safe and well.

When Brooke popped up to fire at someone shooting at her, our eyes met. She flashed a smile and then dropped back down. Knowing Brooke, she would come to me. I wanted to tell her to stay there, but too late.

Brooke raced across the track and ducked behind a flipped train. Then to my surprise, Tamara did the same. As they both rushed to me, I fired blindly to give them cover. I didn’t care if I was shooting at ISAN guards.

“That was close.” Tamara crouched behind the boulder, panting, wiping her forehead and leaving a dusty smudge behind.

“I’m so glad I found you.” Brooke lowered to my other side. “It’s crazy. I don’t know who I’m shooting at or who’s shooting at us. For all I know, I could be shooting at Justine. I have no idea where she is. Can you find the exit? We need to get to our sub-glider.”

“I can.” I bit my tongue against telling them what had happened to Chelsea’s and Vince’s teams. Not a good time, especially when we were on the run, too. “We have to make it across there.” I pointed toward the darkness where there seemed to be less crossfire.

“Great. That’s not too far.” Tamara lowered her shoulders and inhaled a deep breath as if a brick had been lifted off her chest.

“First, let’s take these off.” I pulled off Brooke’s and Tamara’s masks and dropped them. “You don’t need those. Second, get ready to run.” I turned my back on them to peek around the side of my makeshift shelter. “We’re going the way you came. The trains will cover us. Ready?”

No answer.

I sighed and spun to see a weapon pointed at me. I crossed my arms and glared at Rhett. Even in the chaos, as mad as I was at him, his presence made me giddy. But I made sure my expression didn’t show.

Brooke’s cheeks glowed as her eyes stopped on Ozzie. Tamara stood stiff as the chunk of cement behind her, her lips tight.

“Really?” I pushed down Rhett’s Taser. He wanted me to go with him, but he wouldn’t Tase me, would he? “You wouldn’t dare.”

He quirked an eyebrow. His answer.

“What’s going on? You know them?” Tamara seemed confused, her gaze darting to Reyna, Rhett, and then Ozzie. “Isn’t he the guy Mitch brought in? Why are you talking to them like you know them?” She reached for her Taser.

Reyna bumped her gun against Tamara’s temple. “Easy. No one needs to get hurt. But if you shoot, I shoot. My gun hurts more than yours. Actually, mine will kill. You choose.”

I had no time to explain, and Tamara asking questions complicated things. She would no doubt demand answers if I asked her to go with them. Great. More lies to make up. More chances of ISAN finding out about Rhett and me, though it seemed like Mr. Novak already knew or assumed. So what did it matter anyhow?

“I have to go back. I already told you.” I couldn’t look into his eyes. I pivoted to my team. “Let’s go.”

They looked confused and kept glancing between us.

“No,” Rhett breathed.

One word had never been so soft and filled with so much pain.

I gauged the distance to the wrecked train and ran, assuming my team trailed me. Thumping footsteps confirmed it.

“Ava.” Rhett’s voice blended in with the gunshots.

My heart sank to my feet, despair taking over me. Despite myself, I cast a glance to Rhett. Why? Guilt, perhaps, for leaving him now that I recalled parts of our past. Or maybe to twist the dagger already in my gut.

My breath caught in my throat.

Behind you, Rhett. Watch out. No.

Words failed me. When they did, I took action.

My heart leaped out of my chest as I ran back to Rhett, pointing my Taser at him. His eyes grew wider. Shocked. He held out his Taser, looking baffled, but didn’t point at me.

“Duck.” I halted and positioned myself, ready to fire.

Rhett flashed a glance behind him and squatted at the same time. Why didn’t he defend himself?

I shouldn’t even think about harming my superior, but all I saw was Mitch’s smirk and him jabbing the butt of the Taser at my head when I’d tried to escape. The need for revenge replaced my better judgment.

I scowled and fired at Mitch, but he dodged every pellet. He moved incredibly fast. Too fast. Mitch had excellent reflexes, but they couldn’t have matched mine. I should have been faster than him, for he was merely human.

He had dosed himself with HelixB88.

In one swift move, Rhett lunged at me, stole my Taser, and pinned me under his arm with my back to him. I could have easily broken away, but I didn’t fight him when Tamara and Brooke pointed their weapons at Rhett. Ozzie and Reyna pressed weapons against Tamara’s and Brooke’s backs. A chain of confusion.

Then ... Click. Click.

Tamara and Brooke dropped to the ground, their bodies convulsing. Even knowing they’d only been Tased, the fact I had to see it made me furious.

How was I supposed to get them out now? Mitch was still here. He could help me, and hopefully he wouldn’t trigger the cyanide. But why the hell had he just Tased my team?

“Why?” I twisted and kicked to release myself.

Finally, Rhett let me go.

“Why?” My eyes burned into Mitch with hatred and the need to wipe him off the face of the Earth.

“They’re fine, Ava. Let me explain.” Mitch held out a hand, palm facing me, an offer of peace.

“Mitch tries to shoot you, and you grab me?” I socked Rhett’s arm, my breath heaving. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Let me explain.” Rhett raked his fingers through his hair.

“Fine.” I surrendered and relaxed my taut muscles, bewildered by Rhett’s action. I reached down to my friends to check their pulses and got back up. “What the hell is going on?”

Rhett could start with why Mitch stood beside him as if they were friends.

“Mitch isn’t going to shoot me. He’s my brother. Half-brother.”

“What?” Shock slammed into me. “Say that again, because I remember clearly you saying, ‘I was brought up by foster parents like you.’”

“I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you, but I couldn’t until I knew you were on our side.”

I understood, but it still hurt he’d lied to me. I backed away when Rhett inched toward me. He didn’t get to think he would make things fine with a hug.

“You’re a fool to trust him.” I tapped my Taser against my leg, debating whether to shoot Mitch even after what Rhett had told me. Every word left my mouth with a venomous strike. “Not only did Mitch point a gun at me, he hit me with it on the day of our escape. He must be the one that squealed. He’s the traitor.”

“Traitor? He did what?” Rhett glared at Mitch. Then his tone softened, turning back to me. “You remember?”

“Yes.” I had never sounded so sure.

Rhett beamed a smile, too happy considering our situation, but his grin died when I leaped at Mitch like a wild beast.

Rhett caught me before I tore Mitch into dust. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Sometimes I want to kill him, too, but you need to know all the facts.”

I swung my arms as if swimming for dear life, my fingers clawing to reach Mitch. “Let me go, Rhett. Let me go.”

I wanted to break Mitch, destroy him, shatter him to tiny pieces so I could grind his ashes into the ground as if he were nothing, worthless.

“I’m going to kill you,” I spat at Mitch, shoving Rhett away to no avail. “You’re a traitor. You’re a monster. You made me do what I had to do. I had to ... You made me forget Rhett. Forget Ozzie. Forget Reyna. This is all your fault. My father. My sister. My mother ...” My lips quivered as the words died on my tongue, and I couldn’t hold it any longer. I choked on my words and sobbed.

Tears streamed down my face as the memory of Rhett jumping into the trash chute replayed in my mind and the pain latched onto me—clinging and heavy. As if the ache was an entity of its own.

I pulled myself together and locked up my emotions. I had no room to crumble. ISAN couldn’t find out what I knew and how I felt. Losing my memory of Rhett, finding out I had a twin, my own father experimenting on his children, and then my mother possibly being murdered was too much. It was all too much to bear.

I finally settled when Rhett’s face came in to focus and his soothing voice told me to calm down. My body simply could no longer sustain the rage.

“He’s on our side, Ava.” He didn’t sound so sure.

I found myself again in Rhett’s arms, but tender this time.

“We couldn’t all leave. Mitch volunteered to stay behind. He played the role of double agent. You knew this. It may seem otherwise, but I wouldn’t have been able to kidnap you at the Leviathan Hotel if it hadn’t been for him. He was the one who erased all of our conversations via the TAB. Mitch has been trying to find your father since I got the word to him. We keep communication as minimal as possible.”

Ozzie and Reyna left the conversation to keep an eye out, watching our backs.

I recalled Brooke stating Mitch had told everyone he searched for me in the restroom, found my dress was on the floor and that I was gone. He’d thought I’d gone down to our meeting point without letting him know. I would have never done such a thing due to ISAN protocol.

My intuition told me not to trust Mitch when I’d first met him. Perhaps in the back of my mind I knew the game he had to play. But he was a good actor and performed his role perfectly.

I reeled back my memory to the times he’d scrutinized me and tried to intimidate me. All an act. Or maybe not. Who else was acting? Who else was a double agent? Russ? My team? No, Brooke and Tamara weren’t hiding anything from me, or Mitch wouldn’t have Tased them.

I had to stop thinking.

Mitch gave me a slight nod to confirm Rhett’s words. For once, he kept his lips sealed.

Regardless, my nostrils flared, and I scowled at him. “Is that why you Tased Brooke and Tamara?”

Mitch’s charming personality prevailed. He dusted the dirt off his sleeve, rolled back his shoulders, and closed the space between us. His ever-so-cocky true face emerged.

“I wanted to tell you, but my little half-brother wanted me to wait.” He emphasized the word half-brother with a sneer.

“And you think I’ll be nicer to you now?” I glared back. Why were Mitch and I bickering right on the battlefield as if no danger existed?

“You two can argue later. It’s time to go. Ava, come with me.” Rhett tugged my arm.

“If you go, you can’t come back.” Mitch locked his eyes on mine. “Getting taken twice will increase suspicion. Kidnapping Ozzie last time was a good ploy to get Ava back in ISAN, thanks to my genius, but I do recommend you go. Novak knows you shot at ISAN guards.”

“Mr. Novak can kiss my ass. He needs me—that’s why he hasn’t killed me yet.” I shook my head, peering down at Brooke and Tamara. I had promised Brooke we would leave together. “I can’t leave unless I take Brooke with me.”

“Brooke stays.” Mitch took a quick look at her. “I can’t let two escape. That would make me look bad.”

“I don’t care.” I jabbed a finger against his chest.

“Hurry,” Ozzie said without looking back at us. “The guards have moved closer.”

Mitch twisted to Rhett, disregarding me. “Is Ava going with you or not? This might be her only chance.”

“I’m not,” I said.

“She is,” Rhett said at the same time.

Then Mitch raised his Taser. “Sorry, Ava, but Rhett is my half-brother. Family comes first.” He smirked.

I quirked an eyebrow and scoffed. “Really? My suit is Taser proof, remember?”

Mitch curled his lips mischievously. “Oh, I do remember, darling. But I’m just a distraction.”

“What?”

Something cold pressed on the back of my shoulder. Not a Taser. The ground tilted under my feet and the world slowly began to fade.

“Sorry. I’m doing this for your own good.”

“Ozzie, no.” Rhett’s voice.

Ozzie?
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Rhett

“Go, go, go.” Frank shut the door as soon as I entered with my team.

After Mitch expressed his concern about the possibility of Mr. Novak terminating Ava, I hadn’t wanted to take any chances. He was closest to ISAN, and I had to take his word for it. I also didn’t want to take the choice from her.

I didn’t know Brooke, but she obviously meant a great deal to Ava. I had to respect their friendship.

No matter how many ways I had planned to kidnap her again, in case she refused to come with me on her own, I couldn’t do it. ISAN had taken too much from her. She had the right to make up her own mind. But I hadn’t expected Ozzie to step in.

I placed Ava across the seats, strapped her in securely, and examined the shoulder where Ozzie had injected her with Zen’s sleeping serum. That’s when I noted her back was slightly damp.

Blood. When? How? She seemed fine. But Helix dulled the pain.

“I need help. Ava’s hurt.” My voice came out more desperate than I had intended.

Gunshots in the distance, closing in, grabbed my attention, and I peered out the window. Frosty mist coated it, making it difficult to see out. The imposing pine trees bucked in the howling wind.

“I’ll take care of her. Go help Zen.” Reyna pushed me to get me going.

“Check her back. Be careful.”

Reyna creased her brow as if I had said something to offend her. “I will. And why aren’t we off the ground yet?”

“I don’t—” I jerked and would’ve slammed into Ozzie had I not grabbed onto the seat strap.

The sub-glider rocked from the impact of an explosion.

After I righted myself, I stood behind Zen at the driver’s seat. “Why aren’t we flying?”

The sub-glider swayed as bullets pelted it like hail. It groaned under the abuse. Thankfully, no bullets could penetrate, but we needed to get off the ground.

“Fly.” Zen cursed at the machine, punching the monitor.

Frank sat next to Zen. “Give it a second. Even machines can’t tolerate such unforgiving weather.” He rubbed at the monitor as if it were a precious treasure and cooed. “Come on, baby, fly.”

I almost choked on my laugh.

“You—” Zen didn’t get to finish.

Something exploded in front of our sub-glider. The sub-glider slid back in the snow. Then another explosion to our right.

“Let’s not die today.” I held onto the headrest, my pulse thrumming as I glanced over my shoulder.

Reyna and Ozzie sat on either side of Ava, ensuring she was safe.

Zen’s fingers skimmed across the monitor, and the transporter shot upward. More explosions blasted. Fire blazed in the trees. Men ran across the frigid snow with guns. ISAN guards I knew for sure, but who were they shooting at if not us?

“Idiots,” Zen groaned. “They’re shooting at their own.”

“No. Not at their own,” Frank said. “ANS. The splinter group I told you about. They’re here. Go.”

Frank’s urgency made me tighten my grip on the seat. He had told us about ANS. Their one and only mission was to get rid of ISAN. Unlike our group, they would take harsh measures.

Frank had also told us they wanted Ava since ANS knew her father was the inventor of the serum. Hell no.

The sub-glider finally leveled, but the unrelenting wind buffeted the machine, causing it to teeter like a seesaw. That wasn’t the only problem. Light streaked across my view—laser targeting beams. Flames of red and orange blasted when the missiles hit the trees and the snow.

“We’ve got company.” Frank checked the monitors and focused out the window.

The monitor showed eight transporters tailing us.

No shit, Sherlock.

“Do something.” I punched the back of his headrest, needing to release some adrenaline.

The next missile nicked us in passing, throwing the glider sideways.

Zen banked sharp right, heading straight for the city. Beautiful, glistening lights twinkled. So peaceful, yet alive, filled with people out and about.

Gliders flew in an orderly fashion. Though going over the city seemed hazardous, it was a good tactic. Hopefully, they would back off or at least hold their fire.

Wrong.

“Go up. Go up.” I waved as if somehow that would cause it to ascend.

The monitor showed a missile barely missed us. Had I not given that warning, we would have been hit. Zen was good at many things, but flying was not one of them.

“Go left.” I rapped at his arm, directing.

“I’m trying.” Zen bared his teeth.

Not fast enough, old man.

“Let me fly it.” When the words left my mouth, the glider plunged. Whatever was left in my stomach almost dumped on Zen’s white hair.

“Good idea.” Zen slid off his seat and made room for me.

As the seat belt locked me in place, I did my thing. My fingers moved about the control panels and I released the manual drive. Grabbing the handle, I swerved right into the heart of the city.

“Are you crazy?” Frank craned his neck toward me.

I gave him only a second of my time. “You want to live or die?”

He didn’t respond.

Shut the hell up and let me fly this baby.

Frank kept quiet. He knew what I’d done was smart, and there would be consequences. But I had no choice. Thankfully, the other gliders stopped firing at us for now.

ISAN or not, they wouldn’t want to draw attention and risk being found. But if they continued to hover over us, it would trigger an alarm to the Council guards.

Streaks of color flashed by. Lights from the building-sized advertisements for video games, fashions, and high-tech entertainment items caused me to squint. Foreign words from all over the world flashed as well. Voices from commercials boomed into the air. I smoothly filed in line with the citizens’ gliders.

Half of the gliders chasing us disappeared from the monitor. Most likely ANS had decided to back off. But ISAN remained hot on my tail.

Four left.

My knuckles turned white on the handle. How long would they follow us? I needed to cause chaos or do something to alarm the Council guards. Their interference was our only chance of survival.

“Hold on tight. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.” I veered a sharp left.

“Rhett!”

Reyna’s annoyed tone faded when I flipped the glider upside down and took it to hover over the ISAN glider nearest to me. When it realized I was above, it took the shot. Predicting what it would do, I yanked to the right, and the ISAN glider angled toward a citizen’s glider.

It would have hit, but the sensor on the citizen’s glider stopped the transporter, causing the ISAN craft to skid along the building to its right from the momentum.

Sparks and light exploded. The talking ad went pitch black. Another ISAN glider grew bold and fired at us, only to shoot the building instead when I yanked our transporter to dodge their beams. More ads went down, bringing chaos into a perfect world. Then sirens wailed through the dark sky.

Finally.

A swarm of Remnant Council gliders came out from their slumber.

“This is the Remnant Council guard,” a voice boomed. “You are in violation. Pull over.”

I strayed off course, rounding the building, but ISAN continued to close in on us. I plunged us under a bridge and into what looked like a tunnel.

“Do you know where you’re going?” Frank heaved, looking pale like he wanted to vomit.

“Nope.”

I prayed my spontaneity would pay off. Then I snickered from the image of Frank puking on himself. But my cackle died quickly. Wrong way. I’d gone the freakin’ wrong way.

Horns blared, echoing through the tunnel. Behind me, one ISAN glider crashed. Fire and smoke filled the entrance.

Three left.

I soared high, dodging the oncoming traffic. Some drivers lacked fast reflexes. I shifted to avoid a collision and the side of our glider screeched across the wall surface. Sparks ignited. Trying to escape the flames, the citizens’ gliders dispersed.

A few collided. Fires erupted behind us. Our glider ricocheted off the side of the tunnel. I jerked us to the side, skidding against the surface.

“Rhett!” Zen’s freaked-out voice bounced within the small space.

“I know. I know. Don’t worry. We’re almost out.”

I hadn’t meant for this to happen. Guilt coiled in my stomach. Hopefully no one had been hurt or worse, but it would be telecast as it happened. At least our glider had heavy tint, shielding our faces.

No one would be able to identify us, not even ISAN. However, it was the first time citizens had been affected by our rebellion. I hadn’t thought ISAN would have the balls to chase us within the boundary of the city and risk exposing themselves.

I ascended, and three ISAN sub-gliders followed. Then lights flared like spotlights from Remnant Council guards’ gliders. Sirens pounded my eardrums, but I ignored them. Squinting behind the anti-glare window, I zoomed past. Then they gave chase.

An ISAN glider and a Remnant Council glider crashed into each other.

Two ISAN gliders left.

Zen rushed to the monitor and punched at the number screen.

“What’re you doing?” Frank twirled his seat to face Zen.

“Getting the Remnant Council’s guards off our tail.” Zen tapped his mic on the lapel of his jacket. “I thought they were chasing us for show but this is ridiculous.”

“How are you doing that? And what do you mean, show?” I avoided a collision by changing lanes as gliders blasted their horns. I was still going the wrong direction.

“I’ll explain later.”

Moments after Zen finished his call, the Remnant Council gliders dispersed. But the pain-in-the-ass ISAN gliders still followed. It was time to lose them once and for all.

I looked over my shoulder, checking on Ava.

“She’s fine.” Reyna caught me looking. “Just some cuts and bruises. It looks worse than it is. Nothing Dr. Machine couldn’t fix, if we had one.”

Good.

“Hold on tight.” I dropped the glider into a deep dive.

“Rhett!” Reyna’s indignant voice ricocheted in the cabin. “I hate it when you do that.”

Taking the glider out of the city, I passed over the titanic wall and headed toward the destruction area. Had I made a mistake?

Drifters lived in the ruins in the West like in the East. Too late. I had no time to worry about their safety when ISAN began shooting at us. Our sub-glider jerked. I swayed our transporter to the side and dipped lower, faster.

I had one advantage. I knew the surroundings like my own backyard. Mitch and I used to venture off to the Western ruins in younger days. They had been our escape, where we used to pretend to be Remnant Council guards. Zen knew that, which was why he didn’t question me.

I shut down our sub-glider’s headlights and drove it into an abandoned building. The solar panels mounted on the building gave a faint glow in spite of the darkness engulfing us. ISAN’s gliders slowed, too.

Gotcha. You can’t see me, but I can see you.

“What’re you doing?” Frank lunged, ready to take over the wheel.

“If they can’t see us, they can’t fire at us, can they?” I shoved him back to his seat. He leaned too close for comfort.

“Let him be.” Zen patted Frank’s shoulder. “He knows what he’s doing.”

I dove upward through the shattered buildings from the eighth floor, winding round and round. When their high beams spotted us, we were on the next level.

On the sixteenth floor, I squeezed our glider into the pitch darkness, blending in with the silver beams. Safely tucked and out of view, like a predator ready to pounce.

ISAN’s gliders crept. Sweat beaded on my forehead. Waiting ... waiting ... waiting. Everyone in the glider froze. I released a sigh when their high beams passed us.

One glider pointed upward and soared through the destroyed ceiling, up to the full moon and to the stars. The second glider followed.

Good riddance.

But the second glider didn’t veer out of sight. Instead, it dropped back down and beamed its light directly at us.
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Rhett

The ISAN glider landed directly in front of ours, its high beam shining a spotlight on the tinted window. No space to the left or right. Nowhere for me to take our glider except forward.

“What the hell is going on?” Zen rose behind me, squinting.

“Shoot it.” Frank pointed, his other hand blocking the brightness.

I clenched my jaw and cupped the missile launch button before Frank got the itchy finger and did something he would regret.

“No. Stop. Calm down. If you shoot and that glider blows up, what do you think will happen? This building won’t hold, and we’ll go down under it.”

My words seemed to have passed through Frank’s one ear and out the other. He kept staring at my hand, indicating he wasn’t going to back down.

“I’m going to remove my hand, but if you touch the button, or so much as flinch, I’ll blow your hand off, and your head might be next. Do you understand, Frank?”

He scowled and straightened his spine.

I rose out of my seat. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

“Where do you think you’re going?” Zen tried to shove me back down, but I barely budged.

Knowing he would try again, I had tightened my muscles. “It’s Mitch.”

I had an urgent question for Mitch. When Ava had said Mitch put a gun to her head, I needed clarification, needed Mitch’s reasoning. He also wouldn’t have risked being here unless he had to give me dire information.

Ozzie jumped up and readied his Taser. “I’m coming with you.”

Reyna arched her eyebrows. “Punch him in the face for me.”

Zen and I made eye contact. He nodded, giving me permission to leave. I tapped the release pad and the door opened. Ozzie and I stepped out. I shivered in the frosty air, a cloudy mist puffing out of my mouth.

Mitch came out of the shadow of the glider’s wings but stayed away from the light.

“What if I was an ISAN guard? I could have shot you.” Mitch’s attention went to Ozzie. “Put your Taser down. I’m not going to force you to come with me. I have no one to trade for. Well, technically you have Ava. That’s not going to be good for me.”

Mitch and Ozzie had always butted heads. Mitch, well, he was quite a character, and Ozzie didn’t trust Mitch—not like me. Just because he was family didn’t mean squat. But I couldn’t help thinking that having the same blood would mean loyalty would prevail above all. At least I hoped.

His cocky voice aggravated me. “Shut the hell up. Why did you come after us? And why did you come back?”

“Is that the way to greet your brother? After all, I did let you take Ava with you.”

“Half.”

“Rhett ...”

Ozzie said my name as if I were a dog to tame. He knew me well, but his plea would not stop me today.

“I don’t care you’re my brother. Don’t mess with me right now. My team didn’t trust you, but Ava and I did. So, you better have a good explanation why you held a gun to Ava’s head.” I took a step closer, my fists flexing and unflexing, vexation building, pumping through my veins. When Mitch refused to meet my gaze, I continued. “You told Mr. Novak our plan, didn’t you, to save your ass? You snitched, didn’t you? I trusted you.” The hurt in my tone was palpable.

When he looked at me, his eyes rounded in shock and he backed away a few steps. “You’ve got this all wrong. I would never put all those kids in jeopardy. You were supposed to be out by the time I got there. I had to give them something. You should have run faster. So, of course I had to bring in Ava. ISAN guards were with me. I had no choice.”

Every cell in my body urged me to pound him with my fist, over and over. Ozzie stepped beside me, calling my name, sounding distant in the roar in my ear. It eased my wrath somewhat, but not enough.

My chest heaved, and my jaw ached from grinding my teeth. “I should’ve listened to Reyna. She warned me you would betray us to save your own ass, but I didn’t listen. I stuck up for you.”

“I didn’t betray anyone. It had to be done.” He craned his neck to the side, as if in shame.

I yanked his collar and forced him to look at me. “Do you know how many of our friends died that day? Do you have any idea what you did?”

Mitch raised his hands. “Listen. Roger found out first, and he was going to tell Mr. Novak. I had no choice. Do you hear me? I’m no traitor. Circumstances changed. I had to adapt. I’ve been loyal. Not once have I given away your hideout.”

I scowled. “That’s because you have no idea where it is. But what about the bombing in the Abandoned City?”

“Again, I had to give them something. I didn’t think anyone was there.”

I nodded, feeling myself soften. He had it tough, I understood that. It couldn’t be easy to be a double agent. But I wasn’t going to let him off easy. I needed to know he was still on our side. Staying in ISAN could have swayed his decisions, especially when he was under the gun.

I rubbed my knuckles until they ached. “You need to find out where Ava’s father and her twin are located and fast. Ava is going to be pissed I took her again. If I can give her any solid evidence where they are, she might forgive me.”

“You’re doing the right thing. Mr. Novak already suspects Ava knows more than she’s willing to say. And what the hell is wrong with you for exposing her in the Abandoned City?”

“I didn’t know they were going to be there.” I shoved my fingers through my hair, feeling like an idiot.

“Ava had an earpiece tracker. She wasn’t told it was a tracker. I forgot she had it on until it was too late. You had already taken her. When you appeared in the Abandoned City, the tracker transmitted her whereabouts.”

I squared my shoulders. “What do you want? Why did you come back?”

“To warn you. I found out when we parted ways.”

“About what?”

“ISAN is preparing to attack another rebel base.”

I massaged my skull from a sudden headache. “Where?”

“I don’t know.”

Frank came to mind. He was the only other person I knew from the other rebel base. I almost grabbed Mitch to demand an answer, but common sense won. Not my common sense, but Ava’s voice in my head.

Steady the anger, Rhett. It will only get you in trouble.

She was always with me. My sense of reason.

“Then what do you know?” My voice calmer. “I need something, Mitch. Do you know how many rebels are out there?”

“I don’t know how many and neither does ISAN. I wanted to give you something while I had the chance. I’ll keep digging. I’ll swing by you know where in a few days, but I can’t promise I’ll know any more than I do now. Meet me at noon. They’re still watching me closely. I need to get going.”

“Tell it to the dead rebels then.” I kicked the pebbles underneath my feet. “Find something before it’s too late.”

Pushing Mitch wouldn’t get the answer any faster, but I needed to give him a deadline. Now that I knew of a possible attack, I had to act on it. I couldn’t just let it go. People’s lives depended on us both.

“You’re asking me to do the impossible.” He backed away toward his glider. “It could get me killed.”

“You volunteered to stay behind, remember?” I raised an eyebrow. “You love danger, Mitch. It’s your downfall.”

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “And Ava’s yours.”

I didn’t deny it. I would do anything for her, even sacrifice my own life. She was my everything. And I was going to be there for her every step of the way.

“One day you’ll get it, when you love someone much as I love Ava.”

“Whatever. See you later, Ozzie.” Mitch raised a hand. “Still quiet as a mouse, I see.”

Ozzie growled, his finger twitching on the Taser trigger.

“Ignore him, Oz. Let’s go.” As I veered back to the glider in my childhood playground, my mind wandered to my life before ISAN.

Eighteen Months Ago

Standing in the middle of my room in utter darkness, I pointed to a lifelike villain created by the meteor. It was human shaped with glowing lava rocks embedded inside the body, giving it superpower abilities of fire and strength.

I shot. He collapsed.

I zapped fifty villains in less than five minutes. A new record for me.

Another scene appeared—somewhere in the forest. So lifelike. I shivered from the cool damp mist. I posed to shoot, one leg bent and arms extended. Target, aim, and ...

“What the hell?” I switched off my war game. I blinked to adjust to the light in my room. “I told you never to enter without my permission.”

When Mitch’s attention shifted from my eyes to my fists, I uncurled my fingers slowly. The urge to punch him came strong and I almost gave in to it.

My impulse action would have satisfied me, but my father wouldn’t have appreciated the hostility, especially since my mother had left me here a year ago and never came back.

My father, Amos, had searched for her at the hospital, at Remnant Council guard headquarters, and even reported her as a missing person. Nothing. A year later, still nothing.

I, on the other hand, went out looking for her every day. I’d searched for her for a month, on every corner, in every alley, and every place we had been together ... until Amos told me to stop. Still, no Mom, as if she never existed.

Mitch’s mom had found out about the affair and left. Though it happened fifteen years ago, seeing me dumped at her front door had been too much, I guess. Though Mitch never said it out loud, I was sure he blamed me for his parents’ split.

I understood. Mitch not only lost his mother, he gained a half-brother who meant nothing to him. And from being an only child, he now had to share. But it wasn’t my fault. I hadn’t asked to be born into this situation.

Sometimes Mitch and I got along, even train together with Amos, basic self-defense and how to use various weapons. We went to the Abandoned City in the West and released our energy by practicing shooting at scraps with Tasers.

“My house. That makes it my room. I do what I want.” He crossed his arms and spread his legs a foot apart, like a soldier, like his father, who had once been a Remnant Council guard.

I furrowed my brow and let him bully me. In my father’s domain, I would be a perfect child. But outside, Mitch would get what was coming to him if he taunted me. There were no rules on the outside.

“Did you get the memo?” he asked, as if I were his best friend and I was supposed to forget I was furious.

I gazed down at my chipped hand and then met his eyes with a smirk. “Tons from your girlfriend.”

His nostrils flared and his chest heaved, but he didn’t retort. “Looks like my father signed both of us up to some program called ISAN.”

I waved my hand over the adjacent wall. When my mattress slid out, I plopped onto it. “Yeah, it stands for International Sensory Assassin Network. Supposedly a secret agency. I’m not interested. Not only do they want us to sign a contract, they want us to relocate to the East.”

I flinched when Mitch sat beside me.

“What do you mean you’re not interested? You’re perfect. You have awesome aim. Your record is pretty impressive on the Meteor War game.”

Squaring my shoulders, I gave him a pointed look. “You checked my score? You need to get a life. You’re obsessed with me. It’s no wonder your girlfriend messages me.”

He shoved at my shoulder, but I only budged a little. “Shut up. Besides, Cassie and I broke up.”

I stiffened. Mitch and I might not get along, but I still had a heart.

“Sorry, man.”

“It’s all good. She was too possessive anyway. It’s good timing, though. I replied back and said I would go to their first training next week. Why don’t you come with me? I’m sure there’ll be lots of girls there.”

I shoved his face with my palm.

“What the hell was that for?” Mitch jerked away.

I shrugged, laughing. The irony of all this. I got to be shipped off again. “Just making sure you’re real, that’s all. I don’t know why you would want me to come. I’m just going to steal all the pretty girls from you.”

What girl in their right mind would want to sign up for a secretive assassin network unless they had absolutely no alternative?

“I’d like to see you try.” He raised his chin with a hint of a smile. “Why don’t we speak to my father—” He cleared his throat. “To our father about it.”

I looked at him intensely. It was the first time he’d acknowledged we had the same father. It had always been his father in our conversations.

“What?” he drawled. “It took me a year to come to terms that I have a half-brother and now I have to share all Dad’s assets. It doesn’t mean I have to be nice about it.”

I wondered how I would have reacted. “I don’t want a penny from your father.”

“I’d like to have that signed and sent to my chip.” He chuckled. “I know I’m not easy to get along with, but I think this will be good for the both of us.”

I cocked my eyebrow, still mystified by his friendliness. Sure, I had nothing to lose by training with ISAN. My future was uncertain with no goals. I’d thought about applying to be a pilot since I loved to fly, but Mom’s disappearance haunted me, and I couldn’t shake it off.

Perhaps I would find answers in ISAN.

Present Day

Amos never came home that day, nor the day after, or the day after that. Just like my mom, he vanished. How convenient for ISAN.

Perhaps this network had nothing to do with their disappearances. But that didn’t explain why Amos had sent a private message to us a week before—an address. Mitch and I called this place “you know where.” Each of us received an access code to a different account, but the same amount of 4Qs. Tons of it.

Enlisting in ISAN might have been the worst mistake of my life, but finding Ava made it all worth it.

When Mitch and I had joined, we’d met the others, Roger and Jayden. I didn’t know what happened to them after the escape and I didn’t care. According to Mitch, Roger ratted us out.

Roger’s and Jayden’s fathers had been Remnant Council guards at some point. Coincidence? I didn’t care. I had gone there to find answers.

Now, it was all about helping Ava destroy ISAN.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]


Ava

My dream shifted into reality when I opened my eyes and the images of Chelsea and Vince and their teams’ bloody bodies came back. I had seen many deaths, some by my own hand, but when it was people I worked and trained beside, that was a problem.

My insides caved in and bile rose to my throat. I pushed the images away so I could focus on now.

Rhett.

I was going to kill Rhett. Well, not actually kill him, but give him a piece of my mind. And my fists.

Yes, I planned to pummel him not just once, but multiple times. That’s if I could get to him. Most of the time, he blocked my blows.

How dare he kidnap me twice? I was more pissed off at myself for allowing it to happen, for falling into his trap. Again.

Click. Click.

Click. Click-click.

Carefully, slowly, I craned my neck in the direction of that annoying noise. An unfamiliar girl with red hair had her back to me. She stared at a screen and clicked on a stupid pen to a rhythm of her own.

Click. Click.

Click-click. Click.

I sighed in irritation.

My training urged me to observe my surroundings. It was a room with a high-tech TAB and monitors. A metal desk sat to my left. A lightly tinted window, as long as the wall to my right. Not Rhett’s place. And I was on a cot with a blanket over me.

Click. Click. Click-click.

I wanted to lie there and wait for Rhett to return, but the girl, the pen clicking again and again ... I had enough.

“Do you mind?”

The redhead whipped around. The stool she sat on scraped on the floor before it thumped on the ground. Her eyes round as the moon, she flung her hands backward to steady herself on the desk, as if she needed something to hold onto.

“You ... you’re awake.”

“Who the hell are you?”

She flinched as if expecting an attack.

I kicked up my legs and planted my feet on the uneven, pebbled ground. Oh freakin’ hell. My back burned and pain screamed at me. I had forgotten I had hurt my back.

The walls had crashed in Mr. San’s room, and I had gotten clipped by one of them. Had I not moved fast enough, I would have been ... I didn’t want to think about it.

If I were at ISAN, Dr. Machine would have fixed me, no scars and definitely pain free. Better here than ISAN, pain and all, but I was not happy about my predicament.

I stretched my hand over my shoulder. No blood, I assumed. I’d felt worse. I would live. No big deal.

It dawned on me. Redhead. Pretty face. Beautiful eyes. Batting eyelashes and smiling too fondly at Rhett. Hands on Rhett’s arm. Hands on Rhett’s ... where else? Jealousy spiked. My fingernails dug into the blanket and my muscles twitched.

Calm down, Ava. You have no right to assume.

The redhead cleared her throat and raised her chin to meet my gaze after silence stretched between us. Timid and scared a second ago, she’d transformed into someone bolder.

“My name is—”

She might act tough, but I would show her I took no crap from anyone.

“Cleo. I know who you are. I was there at your bakery shop, but you didn’t see me. I was inside the last truck.”

“Oh.” Her eyes rounded, her pitch higher than before.

I guessed Rhett hadn’t told her I was there.

A sassy part of me was glad she didn’t know. Rhett had wanted to protect my identity, not to mention keep me out of sight of any possible cameras and ISAN guards.

I leaned back on my hands. “So, are you going to tell Rhett I’m awake? I assume I’m to stay here. He likes to keep me locked up.”

I mentally slapped myself. I didn’t know her. She helped Rhett, and I should be thankful she was there for him. But my mind made up stories and images of them kissing or having sex. The possibility drove me insane.

Stop thinking like a jealous girlfriend. Lives are at stake.

“I’m not your keeper.” Cleo hiked an eyebrow. “You can go as you please. I was making sure you stay alive. After you were dosed with sleeping serum—”

“I’m fine.” I immediately regretted sounding ungrateful. For all I knew, I could have had a heart attack and she’d saved me.

She pursed her lips, her nostrils growing bigger, but said nothing.

The door slid open, and Rhett stepped in with his easy smile, then stopped. His gaze set on me first, then extended to an exasperated, angry Cleo, who looked like she could set Rhett on fire with her glare.

The room fell deadly silent.

“She’s all yours.” The words came out sharp and cold. Cleo bumped his shoulder as she stormed out.

Rhett crossed his arms like a father about to scold his child. “Ava? What did you do?”

Still leaning back lazily, I feigned innocence. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Then what did you say?”

“Funny. I’m the one who got kidnapped—again—and you’re accusing me of doing something wrong?” I jolted up with my lips pressed tightly, my fists ready.

“Ava.” Rhett’s tone begged me to calm, his hands up to protect himself when I sprinted for him.

My treacherous muscles refused to swing at him. I halted right in front of him, the toes of his shoes touching mine. My heart lurched with bliss to see him well, to see his sunrise eyes beaming, his irresistible grin stripping me bare. Then Brooke’s face flashed between us, and guilt rendered me speechless.

“Ava, I’m sorry.” His voice lowered, and he looked sincere. “I decided at the last minute to give you a choice. But when Mitch said Mr. Novak was suspicious ...” Rhett swallowed and brushed his knuckles across my cheek, his loving gaze piercing mine. “I went crazy. I had to get you out. You have to understand my urgency. I can’t live in a world without you. And if I hadn’t gotten you out and something happened to you, I would never forgive myself.”

His words melted me to my marrow and my lingering rage vanished ... almost. I wouldn’t let his sweet confession talk me out of forgetting Brooke.

“Then you understand why I need to go back and get my friend out.”

Rhett gave me a sideways glance, his brow rumpled. “Have you not heard anything I’ve said?”

I crossed my arms and widened my stance. “I did. But if it was Ozzie or Reyna, you would go back and get them out. You have no emotional ties to Brooke. You have no say. Brooke saved me for the past few months. If it wasn’t for her friendship, I might not be so stable.”

Rhett’s eyebrows twitched and he contorted his face.

I blinked at the familiar expression, which triggered a flashback of us in a similar heated argument. I didn’t know what we had fought about, but what happened next had me all flustered and heat rushed through my veins.

Too hot. It was too hot even in the chilly atmosphere.

Although Rhett was gentle when he gripped my shoulders, his tone was anything but. “Damn it, Ava. You never think of yourself. You think your life is worth so little. You may not think you’re worth fighting for, but I do. I do.” He pulled me closer, his eyes roaming my face, and then concentrated on my lips.

Don’t look at me like that, Rhett. Now that I remember who you are and what you mean to me, I won’t be able to stop myself.

“You left me with no choice but to leave you.” His tone was filled with gut-wrenching hurt and regret.

“I know.” I cracked.

“I thought you were as good as dead.” His voice fractured, his eyes glassy under the energy-saving light.

“I know.” I placed my hands on his arms as he moved to cup my cheeks.

“I would have gotten you out sooner if I could have. And I felt so useless that I couldn’t do anything about it.”

“I know.”

Rhett blinked, baffled. “What do you mean you know? You remember?”

“Some.” I ran my thumb along his stubble, savoring the prickly, sensual touch.

Rhett paused, taking in my action, and an unexpected frown formed on his face.

What was his problem? I was practically throwing myself at him and he wasn’t responding the way I thought he would.

“You’re pretending to remember, aren’t you?” His eyes darkened. “This is all a cozy little lie to butter me up and get out. Isn’t it? It’s not going to work.”

I pushed back from him and glared. “I don’t remember everything, but I remember you. I remember the day I sacrificed myself so everyone else could have a chance.”

He recoiled a step, his features twisting into something I couldn’t read. “Don’t play with me. I can’t handle ...” Flustered, he scrubbed a hand across his face.

“I’m not.” I choked on the words.

Only recalling bits of my past frustrated me beyond measure, but at the same time, I welcomed whatever I could get. The last six months felt like I had been looking through a cloudy window I could never wipe clean. Tears pooled in my eyes.

His frown softened, but he continued to scrutinize me. The more I insisted I remembered, the less he believed me. Until finally he just pissed me off.

“Fine.” I shoved him to keep him at a distance. His closeness made me weak at the knees. “I’m lying. I don’t recall pushing you away just before a bullet hit your stupid backpack. I don’t remember running away to attract attention and getting hit with Mitch’s gun. I don’t remember how hearing you yell my name tore my heart into pieces and realizing I had made the mistake of a lifetime. And how I might never see you again. And then ... and then ...”

In one swift motion, Rhett picked me up and placed me on the table, then planted his hands on either side of me.

“And then what?” His eyes grew wider, like an eager child about to find what he was getting for Christmas.

“And then, just as Mitch drew back for the blow, I focused on the past memories, memories I needed to protect, I think. I’m not sure.” Tears streamed down my face without my consent. I hated that I let myself feel vulnerable and how it seemed to come easily with Rhett. “I needed to protect our friends who ran away with us, to protect Ozzie, Reyna, and mostly I wanted to protect ...” My heart dove to my feet and pain rippled through me so fast I felt it split into tiny pieces. I gasped for air.

“Ava.”

Rhett tried to get my attention, but the torment sucked me under. I gripped my chest as if I could stop the agony from erupting.

“You. I wanted to protect you.” I sobbed. “I lost you that day.” I sobbed harder. “But I had no regrets, knowing you were safe. Then everything went dark. I must have made myself forget. It’s the only explanation.”

The words sounded so final, like a death sentence. Tears flowed out of me like never before, and the rush of agonizing memories was too much to bear. There was something missing in the revelation, something I couldn’t recall.

Something vital was missing. Something wasn’t connecting right. What was it? The idea of a machine making me forget seemed farfetched, right?

“I’m so sorry. But I understand why you did what you did.” Rhett’s words were tender as he wiped my tears as they streamed down.

I pushed his hands away. One shove led to another, and I unleashed my anger on him. Anger because though I’d told him I had erased my memories, something still felt wrong.

He blocked my slaps and my loose punches. Our hands tangled and an old memory flashed in my mind. In the past, I’d been furious with him, and as I swung at him, he had blocked me just as he was now.

Rhett grabbed my wrists and held them. “Get mad. Get mad at me if you want. Do anything to remember it all. You did what you needed to do and so did I. Stop fighting it. Stop fighting me. You have to know you are everything to me. So, stop being so stubborn.”

I glared at him with conviction and yanked my arms back. “I’m not fighting it. I can’t remember everything, but it doesn’t matter. I know you.” I traced his thick eyebrows and down his perfect nose as if I were painting a portrait of him. “I know this face.” Then around his cheekbones. “I know your voice.” And to his soft lips. “I’ve kissed those lips plenty of times.” Then lower to his chest as my eyes followed my hands to his heart. “I feel you. And my heart beats only for you.” I said the words Rhett had said to me before we’d parted during our escape.

My heart beats only for you.

At those words, Rhett crushed his lips against mine. His kiss—powerful, hard, and full of passion. I returned it just as fiercely.

I laced my fingers through his hair, tugging him toward me until our bodies pressed together. I needed him, wanted him. I couldn’t have enough. I let my hands explore his body, familiar, yet new.

Every taut muscle, every curve, my heart said he belonged to me. So I let myself free, free to feel, free to be a girl in love with a guy.

Knowing how much he meant to me, and recalling parts of our story, I would not fight this any longer. My feelings for him would make me weaker, vulnerable, but what did I care?

I had so much to lose to ISAN, and yet I had much to gain. Without someone to care for, what was living?

I knew Rhett and I had a connection from the second I’d laid eyes on him on my first day of introduction in ISAN. But he was my instructor. I’d never thought my feelings would grow for him to another level.

I had fought hard to stay neutral, but every accidental brush of our hands, touching him during combat training, and months of flirtatious banter had made it difficult to be just friends.

As we kissed, a past memory zapped through my head. Rhett and I were kissing just like now, and I was sitting on his desk.

“We’ll get caught,” I panted, recalling the exact words I had said then.

I might have killed the mood, but it was a big deal to recall a similar moment, and I was sure Rhett would appreciate me telling him.

“We’re not in ISAN.” Rhett chuckled, his stubble tickling my lips as he spoke.

Then he stopped and stared into my eyes. With my head resting in his palm, he stroked my hair with his other hand and looked at me with new eyes.

“You remember this, don’t you?”

His happy grin made me giggle.

“Yes. We were just like this. But ...” I cocked my eyebrows and offered a coy smile. “We didn’t have—”

Rhett flushed briefly.

Too darn cute.

“If I had it my way, I would replay our memory.” Rhett waggled his eyebrows with a look of promise.

A different kind of heat burned through me. I held his tender gaze, and much was said in that quiet space as we connected, bridging a gap that had been broken. A part of me had been lost, walking in confused circles. Now I felt renewed.

The last piece of the puzzle had locked into place. That last piece had been Rhett. I had finally found my Rhett.

“How’s your back? You were bleeding. Reyna patched you up. I can give you something for the pain, but there are no Dr. Machines to fix you up.”

“Oh, that. I’m fine. I’ve been worse. Nothing I can’t tolerate.”

“You don’t have to pretend to be strong with me. Just let me know. I’ll take care of you.”

“Okay,” I sighed.

“What happened to you?”

“Yeah, well, we fell into a trap.” I shrugged. “Have you heard of a group called ANS?”

I told Rhett everything that had happened in the massive room, and he told me how Ozzie found out about the gala and how they got to the underground tunnel.

“I’m glad we got to you in time.” Rhett kissed my forehead and gingerly stroked my back.

I smiled, taking in the comfort of his touch. “Thank you.”

Rhett helped me ease off the desk to stand. “Come on. I’ll show you the rest of this place.”

“Where are we?” I brushed my hair with my fingers and checked my attire to make sure I was presentable. I had on my assassin’s skintight black pants, but with a T-shirt. Not mine.

Rhett opened a cabinet and tossed a flannel shirt at me. “Welcome to Hope City.”
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Ava

When Rhett had told me about Hope City, I’d wanted a tour of the place, but he hadn’t known if he could trust me, and I didn’t blame him.

I shoved my arms through the sleeves and buttoned up eagerly.

“You missed one.” Rhett unbuttoned and then rebuttoned my shirt.

My lips quirked when he met my gaze.

He paused and though he was looking at me, he was somewhere else in time. “Do you remember the move I taught you the first day of training?”

I dipped my head. Though I didn’t want to disappoint him, I didn’t intend to lie. “No. Sorry. I don’t.”

Rhett placed his finger under my chin to tilt my head. “Hey. Don’t be sorry. Don’t ever feel sorry for what you can’t control.” Lowering his hand, he gave me a sideways glance. “You might think you don’t remember, but I bet you do.”

I gave him an inquisitive look. Before I could ask him what he meant, his fingers came close to clasping around my throat. I acted on instinct.

I gripped Rhett’s wrist, twisted without breaking my hold, and slammed him into the glass wall. My elbow pressed the crook of his neck while my other hand held his arm behind his back. One side of his face was pressed to the window.

Rhett would never hurt me, but at that moment, Rhett had become my foster father—the cat taunting the mouse before the kill. I’d become the terrified rat he had called me.

I was only thirteen. I had just lost my mother. He was the monster in my nightmares. The monster under the bed and inside my closet. But I was grown now, no longer would I be afraid.

Then my foster father became Mr. Novak. He was the monster, a monster that needed to burn in hell for eternity.

“See, I was right.” Rhett’s voice was distorted by his lips kissing the glass.

“Don’t ever do that again, Rhett.” My rapid breathing slowed, calming my palpitating heart. “You know I don’t like to be in a choke hold.”

How was I sure he knew that? It came out so naturally. I had begun to recall many past memories and being with Rhett was sure to bring back more.

“You know that I know that.” He sounded giddy, but the glass still muffled his voice. “You can let me go now. And I wasn’t going to choke hold you. I wanted to fix your collar.”

I inclined my head. My collar was turned inward, but I didn’t believe him. “You’re lying.” I shoved harder, just to prove that I could.

“I swear. I’ll fist bump swear it.”

Fist bump swear. I blinked from the familiarity of those words. “Fine.” A cackle escaped me. Instead of releasing him, I wanted to play a bit more. After all, he’d kidnapped me again. “But why should I let you go? You shot me with sleeping serum.”

“I didn’t. Ozzie did.”

I contorted my brow, baffled. “Ozzie?”

Rhett had stood behind me, but then I recalled Ozzie leaving his station next to Reyna.

“And you should take a look. We have company.” Rhett’s breath fogged up a section of the glass.

From this position, I had a clear view of the door. I hadn’t made an effort to shift to see who was on the other side of the window.

I slowly craned my neck. Reyna’s eyebrows spiked high with her arms crossed, as if to say, what did you do, Rhett? Ozzie’s jaw dropped. Standing beside them were ... holy cow ... about twenty children. They were all snickering, pointing at Rhett.

Rhett had mentioned children in Hope City, but to actually see them filled me with exuberance. I immediately dropped my hands as if I had been doing something naughty only to be caught by many little people. The youngest looked to be about five and the oldest, perhaps thirteen.

Seeing these children, especially the older ones, reminded me of the kids who had captured Mr. Palmer. I made a mental note to ask about them.

“Children.” I backed away as if they were some kind of anomaly I should be afraid of.

Rhett flexed his jaw and his arm, and then made circles with his shoulders. “They’re sweet, or at least some of them are.”

“Sorry.” My eyes were glued to them until Reyna led them away. I turned to Rhett. “I ... I’m a little bit jumpy.”

“I understand.” Rhett caressed my cheek. “You went back to ISAN with a new truth. And you’re remembering your past. It’s all happening at once. It can’t be easy for you.”

Inhaling Rhett’s scent and soaking in his words, I laid my head on his shoulder with a deep sigh. Breathe in and breathe out. He seemed to be my voice of reason, my foundation. This time I would not crumble.

My shattered walls were going back up, brick by brick. They would be stronger. No sticks. No straw. Just bricks.

Rhett kissed my forehead and the world seemed to right itself. “I’m going to fix your collar and then I’ll give you a tour. Please don’t hurt me.”

His shirt muffled my laugh.

After Rhett was done, he placed his chipped hand on the scanner. When the door slid open, he gestured for me to go first. I had a vague idea of what Hope City would look like, but I’d never imagined a place just as ruined as the Abandoned City.

The demolition of the grand building had created a dome-like cavern. Sunlight beamed through the countless cracks in pinpricks. Some solar panels had survived the destruction, providing light in the darker places.

Tents were pitched in neat rows. And toward the far back, where sunlight seemed to be the brightest, chickens roamed a gated pen inside a massive garden.

Haunting. Beautiful. Serene. No words seemed sufficient. I consumed the view and dipped my head bashfully when I noted many staring at me.

“Ava.” Reyna gave me a quick nod and a small smile. “It’s good to see you. I guess this means you are Team Rebel now.”

“It’s good to see you, too. Yes, Team Rebel.”

Those two words sounded silly coming out of my mouth. I had always been Team Ava. ISAN never felt like it was my home or part of me. I’d only stayed because I’d had no choice. And when Brooke and I became friends, I hadn’t wanted to leave her.

I’m coming, Brooke. Hold on.

“Hello, Ava.”

Ozzie kept his distance, but his hint of a smile told me he was happy to see me. Either that, or he was afraid of what I would do to him when I found out he’d been the one to dose me. I still resented he had taken the choice from me, but appreciated he cared enough to want to bring me here.

I could have played with him, made him squirm, but that was Mr. Novak, not me. I let it go and decided not to mention it—at least not right now.

“It’s good to see you, Oz.” I smiled big for him.

Ozzie relaxed his shoulders and rewarded me with a wide but thin-lipped grin.

“I’m taking Ava on a tour.”

As if those words from Rhett were some kind of cue, Reyna and Ozzie walked away, stating they had to take the kids out and would see me later.

When Rhett paced ahead, I followed, my feet grinding on gravel. The aroma of baked chicken made my mouth water and my stomach cramp. According to my observation of the sun’s position, it was time for lunch.

“There are two parts to Hope City. Families reside at this building, which is not actually a building, but what was once.” Rhett pointed to a long section of small boulders lined in a row. “That section is reserved for schools, meetings, and dining. Behind it, there’s a place to store food, and there are old stoves and fireplaces for cooking. In the farthest section, outside of this lovely home, is a stream and a well.”

I passed by women and men setting up utensils and plates. Some plates were chipped, but in usable condition. Then we went into the garden.

“They have a system. They work in shifts. Everyone contributes, even children to some degree.” Rhett offered me his hand.

Holding his hand felt different this time. I felt more relaxed, comfortable. We climbed over debris and chunks of cement and wood. Embedded amid the rubble were broken pieces of computers, tables, chairs, cabinets, and glass.

This place held history. People had worked in this building long ago. I wondered who they’d been and what their lives had been like before the meteors. How frightened they must have been.

With nowhere to run, or hide, it was like accepting death. Then I wondered if people were buried beneath the wreckage. Images of skulls and bones under my feet made me grimace.

“This doesn’t change anything. I have to go back and get Brooke out.” I wanted to get that out. This topic would come up again sooner or later. I also needed to stop thinking of corpses.

Rhett continued to hold my hand and climbed higher. “Let’s talk later. Be careful. Going down can be tricky. Follow my trail.”

I let go of his hand and hiked down to match his step. I slipped when I caught a glimpse of sub-gliders almost identical to ISAN’s. I laughed at myself. An assassin who had trouble maneuvering debris.

As soon as Rhett touched the ground, kids came through a makeshift door and bombarded him with hugs. Reyna and Ozzie smiled fondly as the other kids raced past them to get to Rhett.

The older kids gave him room, but the younger ones adored him, pushing each other aside to hug him as if he were Santa Claus.

Something inside me melted as Rhett bent to return the embraces and high fives.

“Who’s she?” a little boy asked with crooked teeth.

Rhett ruffled his hair. “She is Ava, Daniel.”

“Is she your girlfriend?” Daniel chuckled.

Jubilant laughter filled the air.

Rhett straightened. He looked at me with a knowing smile. “Yup. She is. At least I think she is. I hope it’s not one-sided.”

The gooey part inside me melted even more.

“What were you doing?” Rhett asked no one in particular.

The little ones stopped giggling.

A girl about thirteen years old eyed me and shifted from one hip to the other with a bit of sassiness. “We were playing broomball. Do you know how to play?”

Her braided hair had loosened, her cheeks were caked with a smudge of grime. Sweat dampened her forehead. Thin and pale, she reminded me of myself when I was her age. I couldn’t tell by her tone if she was challenging me or simply curious.

“I’ve never played, but I’m sure I can learn.” I gave her the same attitude back by twirling my neck the same way she had. Yup, she was just like me. I’d like her.

“Stella.” Reyna sighed through her nose, her tone somewhat scolding.

It seemed Reyna had enough of Stella. I bet she could be a handful.

“We just finished.” Reyna loosened her hold on her broomstick, letting it dip away from her. “We’re not playing again. Maybe after lunch. Maybe Rhett can ...”

Reyna tossed her broomstick at Rhett, but I caught it without even turning his way, my reflexes on high alert.

The little ones ooooohed and clapped like I was their hero.

“I want Ava.” An older boy’s eyes lingered on me a bit longer than necessary.

Rhett cleared his throat and draped his arm around the boy’s shoulder. “Jasper, you mean to say you want Ava on your team. Come with me. It’s time for lunch.” He winked at me.

His wink sent all sorts of heated tingles through every nerve ending in my body.

“Jealous much?” Reyna snickered.

“Yeah, he is.” Ozzie cackled, holding his belly.

“Shut up, Ozzie.” Rhett’s loud voice bounced off the wall.

Ozzie frowned. “Reyna said it, not me. He always picks on me.” He kicked a pebble for show, pouting like a spoiled child.

The kids’ laughter filled my heart with joy.

Reyna shook her head and giggled. “Grown-ups acting like little children. The show is over. It’s lunchtime.”

All the children whooped and dashed behind Rhett, who was still holding onto Jasper.

“The last group there gets to wash the dishes,” a child announced.

Feet shuffled faster.

“So ...” I sauntered between Ozzie and Reyna and draped my arm around Ozzie’s shoulder. “Rhett told me Ozzie is the one who shot me up with the sleeping serum. Care to explain?”

Ozzie stiffened but kept his pace even. “He did, did he?” He gritted his teeth. “I’m not going to lie. You don’t seem to understand. Ever since you went back, the cards have changed. You’re not safe there, even with Mitch watching your back. Tell me, how often is he around? He has his duties and his own agenda.”

I had to admit Ozzie was right. I only saw Mitch during training or in missions, and that was about it. In truth, I would have done the same thing if the roles were reversed, so I couldn’t be mad at him.

“True.” I patted Oz’s shoulder to confirm. “He’s not around much.”

“Mr. Novak knows more than he shares. If he hasn’t already, he’ll find out Rhett isn’t dead. He’s going to use you and then get rid of you. I did what I thought was best for you, even knowing you would be furious. Rhett was taking too long, so I stepped in. That way, you can be mad at me and not at him. See, it all worked out. Besides, you mean more to me than you realize. I’d rather have you safe with us. You may not remember, but ...”

I halted. Ozzie and Reyna realized a few seconds later I was no longer with them.

“I do remember.” My stomach clenched. “I can’t remember everything, but I do remember we were friends. Not just friends, but family. I remember—no—I feel ...” I gripped at my chest, choking up. “I remember bits, mostly, flashes of old memories, but they’re full of emotions.”

Reyna’s eyes glistened and she slowly tilted her lips. But Ozzie, big, lovable, teddy bear Ozzie, his eyes were so wide I thought his eyeballs would pop out of their sockets. He took three long swift strides toward me and wrapped his big body around mine. I released the tightness in my heart and squeezed him back.

“I missed you so much.” His words were muffled in my hair, his voice shaky. “Welcome back, old friend.”

I let the tears slide down my cheeks. When I lifted my head, I spotted Rhett standing on top of the debris, sunlight pouring down on him. The children were still and looking right at me, mimicking Rhett.

Rhett’s grin not only sent warmth through me, it said it all.

A little triumph, but a step.
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Ava

After lunch, I followed Rhett outside of the compound. “Where are we going?”

“Remember when I said there are two parts to Hope City?”

“Yes.” I shivered in an icy breeze.

Fall had come, but there was no sign of snow, just the unkind wind and cold. But one could never be sure of the weather. It had been unpredictable since the meteors.

“I’m taking you to see our crew. Zen wants to see you. They monitor the perimeter and keep everyone safe.” Rhett’s eyes caught the sunlight and turned golden.

He squinted and pointed to a smaller crumbled building not too far from where we stood.

“Zen wants to see me? Why?” I hopped over plaster and metal.

“We have lots to talk about.” Rhett pinched his lips together and the corner of his eyes bunched. I couldn’t tell if he was upset or if the sun had bothered him when it peeked through the gray clouds.

I glanced behind my shoulder just before going through the makeshift entrance. Piles of concrete and debris that sheltered Hope City towered to the sky. A person passing by would never have guessed such destruction would safely house families. Though there were trees surrounding the area, most were withered. The brown hills were just as barren.

Gliders and trucks were parked to the right under a crude alcove. They were carefully tucked away, hidden from a passing glider or flying drone—Remnant Council guards’ trackers.

The weight of everyone’s stares when I strolled in made me want to walk right back out, especially when a particular somebody could have buried me alive with her glare. But Cleo’s eyes softened when they shifted to Rhett. She turned away and busied herself with whatever she had been doing before we arrived.

At first glance, I observed mostly men and a few women dressed casually. Like in the other building, tents were lined to the left, but there were a lot fewer here. Quickly, the voices quieted and eventually halted.

I recognized Zen, the man with salt-and-pepper hair. He seemed taller and more muscular than I remembered. Then again, I’d been sitting in a truck with tinted windows.

Zen stopped talking and approached us. “Rhett. And you must be Ava. I’m Zen. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

Zen took my extended hand, his grip strong yet gentle, and released it.

“Hello. It’s nice to meet you.” I recalled the etiquette class with Diana and smiled.

“Rhett gave you the tour, I assume. And you had lunch?”

“Yes, he did, and yes, I have.”

“Good.” He offered a grin. “Let’s talk somewhere more private. Please, follow me.”

I exchanged glances with Rhett. When he gave me a nod, I understood that as his way of telling me to go.

I gasped when a high-tech room similar to Russ’s setup materialized around the corner.

A handful of men monitored the screens that projected the outside perimeter, and another projection gave us a view of the land from an aerial viewpoint. Apparently, cameras were set somewhere high above.

“Frank.” Zen’s voice boomed in the small space.

A guy whipped around, along with the other few men sitting by the large screen.

“I see we have a guest, a very lovely one. Ava, correct?” Frank accepted my hand and kissed the back of it.

I didn’t have to look at Rhett to know a scowl crossed over his face.

Frank released my hand and indicated the people standing next to him. “My team. This is Hansh, Miguel, and Owen. We were ISAN agents from the North. We escaped and formed a rebel group when news got out there were others.”

I met their eyes and greeted them each with a smile. They gave me a simple nod in return and got back to what they were doing.

“I knew Frank when I was one of the scientists assigned in the North.” Zen placed a hand on my back, leading me. “Please, have a seat. We need to talk.” He gestured to an old wooden table and chairs with torn cushions.

I took a chair next to Rhett and waited. What could Zen possibly need to talk to me about? Being one of the scientists, he must know more about ISAN than I did. Maybe he wanted to question me about Mr. Novak.

As these thoughts circulated in my mind, Cleo walked in and stomped over to Zen. Ozzie and Reyna appeared next and leaned against the wall behind Rhett.

“Why am I needed at this meeting?” Cleo crossed her arms. “It doesn’t concern me.”

I raised an eyebrow. Zen seemed to be the leader, and here she was talking to him as if she was ...

Zen placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, but his eyes demanded authority. “Cleo, you especially need to know everything. I won’t let you go back without all the details.”

Lovers? No. They couldn’t be. He was old enough to be her...

“Fine. Then I’m leaving tomorrow morning, Dad. That’s not up for discussion.” She shuffled across and pulled out a chair. The headrest bent awkwardly, but she placed it back and plopped down with all her anger.

I was surprised the chair hadn’t fallen apart from the force of her weight. But Dad?

Never mind, Ava. It’s none of your concern.

I closed my eyes from the heat rising up my neck. I wished I could take back how poorly I had treated her when I’d woken up. Not just because Zen was her father, but because I really didn’t know her. It wasn’t fair of me to judge. She was Rhett’s friend and nothing more. I would find the time to apologize to her later.

Zen cleared his throat when he sat next to his daughter and looked at the three of us.

“Rhett informed me ISAN is planning to attack a rebel base.” Zen rested his elbows on the table and rolled up his sleeves. “We got this information from Mitch. As you know—”

“Mitch?” I immediately regretted raising my voice. “He, I mean, how does he know? Are you sure you can trust him?”

Zen’s eyebrows crinkled to the center. “As Rhett informed you, Mitch is working as a double agent. Yes. I do trust him, or I wouldn’t have repeated his words. We may not be in direct contact, but he has a strong motivation not to turn on us.”

“Why?”

I’d always been suspicious of Mitch. Set aside that he lied to me and said he’d never met me before. Set aside that he’d snitched on us. What made Zen sure he would never turn on us?

“Ava doesn’t know.” Rhett fixed his eyes on Zen’s as if asking him for something.

As if Zen could read Rhett’s mind, he nodded, and Rhett nodded in return to thank him.

I gnawed the inside of my cheek, wondering what he needed to tell me.

“I’ll explain later.” Rhett placed a hand over my own on the table.

Cleo’s gaze followed Rhett’s thumb as it idly caressed my fingers. Then her eyes met mine, and she turned away as if to let me know it didn’t bother her. But the tightness on her face betrayed the hurt she tried to hide.

“I’m aware the serum has been perfected and is being put to use.” Zen looked at me for confirmation. “Male recruits have attempted missions on a trial basis and have been successful. No aggression or outbursts have been reported. Do you have any information about this?”

“Why don’t you ask Mitch?” I leaned back and almost tipped backward.

Stupid chair. Stupid big fat mouth of mine. That was out of line. I should give Zen more respect than I had shown.

Instead of being upset or looking offended, he drummed his fingers on the table. “Rhett asked Mitch, but he doesn’t know. Seems like this serum is highly classified. Even the top agents haven’t been given details. Let me ask you again, Ava. Do you have anything to tell us?”

The way he said my name sent chills over my skin. His tone indicated he was running out of patience, and I didn’t blame him. I decided to push back my pride.

I rubbed my temple, feeling the weight of my knowledge as everyone stared at me. “When we went to ISAN West, I snuck around and ...” I paused, wondering if Rhett had told Zen I was different, that I didn’t have to be injected with the serum to heighten my senses. “I went into a restricted area and overheard two women talking. One was a scientist and the other an ISAN agent. My dad and that scientist perfected the serum.”

“We already know that. It had to be your father.” Cleo waved a hand as if to dismiss me, but I knew something else bothered her. “Stop wasting our time and tell us what we don’t already know.”

I deserved her snarky comment for the way I had treated her earlier, but it still took effort not to snap back or introduce her to my fists. Or swipe a foot under one of the legs of her chair. She would fall flat on her ass. Now that would be delightful.

Calm down, Ava. Violence will do no good.

“I have more to tell.” I gave Cleo my award-winning smile. “The serum is called HelixB88. The problem with HelixB77 is in how it binds with testosterone. HelixB88 reduces testosterone levels until they are nearly nonexistent. The destroyed testosterone levels eliminate male aggression.”

“Brilliant.” Zen rubbed his chin, looking pensive. “Then we can assume the average dosage would be the same.”

“Yes, I presume so, but there’s a problem.” I shifted, the cushion underneath me squeaking in the quiet. “HelixB88 can’t be used on females. If they’re given the wrong serum, the side effects could be fatal.”

“I see.” Zen strained his features, staring blankly over me. “If we’re to have a chance at this war, I need to get ahold of 88 to duplicate it. I already have a sample of 77. We can’t fight an army of superhumans. I hate to impose when you just arrived, Ava, but I need you to go back.”

I was just about to tell him I already planned to when Rhett pounded the table with his fist.

“No. Find another way.”

I flinched and cringed at the sharpness of his tone.

“There is no other way, Rhett, unless you get Mitch to do it. We need that serum.”

“Mitch won’t.” Reyna shook her head fervently. “It’s too risky for him. He may be our spy, but he thinks about himself first.”

“I have to agree with her.” Ozzie poked Reyna’s rib.

Reyna flinched and gave him the evil eye, but a trace of amusement showed.

“Then I’ll go back.” Rhett rubbed at his chin and drew a deep breath.

“No, Rhett. It’s suicide.” Cleo wrinkled her forehead, her nose flaring. “They’d kill you on the spot. And let’s say you do get in, then what? You don’t think they’ll interrogate you? They’ll just hand over the serum to you? You’ll end up dead.”

“Cleo is right.” Zen rested a hand on Rhett’s shoulder to get his attention. “The only person who can safely go back is Ava.”

“I have to be the one, Rhett. Mr. Novak thinks you’re dead, and if he finds out you’re alive because you walk into his facility, he’ll kill you in front of everyone to prove a point. There will be no questioning. I’ve already told you I can’t stay here. I have to go back for Brooke.”

Reyna bristled. “I understand Brooke is your new best friend, but you shouldn’t risk your life for her.”

I detected jealousy in her tone. I supposed I should understand, so I said nothing. We had been best friends once, but things had changed. I still cared for Reyna, but she was safe. Brooke wasn’t.

Ozzie nudged Reyna. He must have agreed her comment was uncalled for. She simply rolled her eyes.

Rhett laced all his fingers through his hair and sighed through his nose. “When?”

“As soon as possible. Time is running out.” I bit my bottom lip, anxious for his response.

“We have to plan this right. You’ve been kidnapped twice. Mr. Novak is already suspicious.” Rhett released a soft, frustrated growl. “I’m supposed to meet Mitch tomorrow afternoon. Maybe we can make it look like Ava tailed us.”

“That sounds perfect.” My stomach filled with acid at having to go back. But it had to be done.

“Reyna and I’ll come with you.” Ozzie raised a hand and placed it down. “You’ll need backup.”

“I’ll be going, too.” Cleo met her father’s gaze sternly as if to let him know she had the final say.

I was about to object, but when Rhett didn’t, I decided to keep my mouth shut. Who went or didn’t was none of my business.

Zen kept his steady regard on Cleo. Then he turned to me. “Ava, you’ll have three days to get the serum.”

“You can’t just tell her when.” Rhett flexed his finger on the table as if ready to jump out of his seat. “And then what? How are we going to bring her back here? She can’t get out of the compound unless she’s on a mission.”

Zen looked behind his shoulder to the hologram of a city Frank had pulled up. “We’ll create one. We’ll give ISAN what they want, but it will be a trap. Ava, tell Mr. Novak the rebels are planning something big. Tell him you tailed Rhett and his team to their base. I’ll give you the location, time, and date. I’ll give you more instructions in detail later, but it will be your last mission.”

Rhett slid his hand over my thigh under the table. He didn’t like this plan, but he had no choice. It was going to be difficult for him to see me go again, but this time, it would pain me just as much. I had just found Rhett and I had to let him go.

Lives were at stake. I had to push my feelings and wants aside to get the job done. Fate had brought me here. I had to suck it up and play the cards dealt.

I twirled my thumbs, my hands clasped under the table. “There’s another reason why I have to go back. I overheard there’s a girl like me. Her name is Abby. She has the ability to ...”

If Zen didn’t know what my special ability was, he would know now. It wasn’t my secret to hold any longer.

“She has the ability to mentally map out any area she’s in with total accuracy. I’m not sure if her ability only happens when given Helix, or if she can conjure it like me without the serum. I can safely assume she’s my twin sister. And she may have more abilities and not realize it. It’s been that way for me.”

Rhett squeezed my thigh to let me know he understood and he would be there for me. He had said he wanted me to count on him, to be on my team, to help me find my father and my twin. I believed him.

I would accept his help and anyone who offered. Before, when I’d only had myself to depend on, it had been a lonely, miserable road. No more. No more foster parents. No more juvie. I had people who loved me, who wanted to help.

“Twin sister,” Zen parroted, leaning back. “Interesting. Your father and I met through ISAN. We were both new scientists hungry for work and knowledge. We worked closely together until we found out what ISAN truly stood for. I knew your mother, too. I met her when she was pregnant with you. Your mother and Cleo’s mother became friends. They were pregnant at the same time. But your father never told me your mother was having twins.”

“You knew my father?”

I pinched my eyebrows to the center and caught Rhett’s apologetic gaze. He hadn’t disclosed that information when he’d first mentioned Zen. I knew why he hadn’t, since he hadn’t known he could trust me, but it hurt nonetheless.

“I’ll explain later,” Rhett said wearily.

“Well then.” Zen rapped the table lightly as if anticipating what was to come. “Ava has a lot to do in ISAN. Your first priority is to get me a sample of the serum. Without it, we don’t have a chance. Find out where your father and sister are located. Once you find out, do not attempt to get them out on your own. Let us help you. The chances of getting them out successfully will be much higher with our help. It won’t do anyone good if you’re dead. Your father sacrificed himself so I could keep the rebel group safe. Deep down, he knew I could lead the rebel team and he couldn’t. I promised your father I would look after you. There are things at play you’re not aware of. Do not let his sacrifice go in vain. Do you understand?”

“I understand.” No hesitation from me.

I bit my bottom lip, soaking in his words. My father had sacrificed the comfort of a family so my sister and I could have a chance at a normal life. But what he’d done to us had also marked us as targets.

What about Cleo? Had Zen experimented on his daughter, too? If he hadn’t, lucky for her. But what did that make my father? A monster? A sadistic scientist? What if the experiment had gone wrong?

If the opportunity presented itself to get my father and my twin out on my own, I would do it. I would never be able to live with myself if something were to happen to them while I waited for backup. Not only was my motive to get my father and my sister to safety, I needed answers.

Zen gave us a curt nod. “The meeting is dismissed.”

“Wait. I have one last question.” I scrubbed my sweaty palms on my pants. “I was on a mission to bring in a Mr. Palmer. First of all, does his name ring a bell? Second, a group of kids, about the age of twelve or so, flew a glider and grabbed Mr. Palmer first.”

Zen swung his chair back to face us again. “I don’t know Mr. Palmer or why ISAN would want him, but I’ll look into it. But twelve? Are you sure they were kids? Are you sure Mr. Palmer was taken against his will?”

“Well ...” I tried to recall, but everything had happened so fast. “They didn’t shoot at us, but instead used EMP technology to prevent us from using our Tasers. And yes, they were kids.”

Zen scrutinized me as if he could find the answer on my face. “I wasn’t sure, but ...”

“Oh, they did. Those sons of bitches really did.” Rhett shoved his hand into his hair.

Cleo swiveled closer to her father. “What? What are you talking about?”

Zen’s chest rose and fell, his lips so thin, they practically disappeared. “I thought it was only a rumor. I heard children from juvie as young as ten were taken to be experimented on. These kids you saw couldn’t have been with ISAN anymore. Every mission is inputted into their systems. If your facility didn’t know they’d be there, then these kids must have escaped somehow and created their own rebel team. I don’t know who could be running the show there. Frank, any thoughts?”

“No.” Frank scrunched his face in disgust. “I thought they were a rumor, too.”

“What the—” Ozzie dropped his shoulders, shoving a palm to his face.

Reyna’s scowl turned to a look of hope. “Well, at least some escaped. We need to hurry and find them. Mitch said ISAN was going after another rebel group.”

Rhett gripped Zen to get his attention. “Tell me you already sent a scouting team in search for them, even if you thought it was a rumor.”

“I did. But ...” Zen stared blankly at the wall. “They’re so young. We wouldn’t know how many there are and who is leading the team. We are going to need a lot of prayers.”
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Rhett

Zen might have believed Ava when she technically promised she would stand down if she found her family, but I didn’t. I knew Ava too well.

There were only two places Ava hadn’t visited: South and North.

I hoped ISAN East didn’t plan a trip to either anytime soon. If Mr. Novak was trying to keep Ava from finding her father and her twin, he would not allow her to visit West, mission or not. The big question was, did he know she had a twin?

What if Ava’s sister was part of the rebel team ISAN was preparing to attack? Ava would never forgive herself if things went wrong. I had to stop second-guessing. We could only be at one place at a time.

“Ava.” I ran after her when she dashed off after the meeting.

She turned to look at me, her face was pale, and I anticipated she needed to be alone.

“I need a second.” She exited the compound.

I let her have her space and trusted she could work through her thoughts. Her mind must be milling with questions. One in particular: why I hadn’t told her Zen had worked with her father. And second, she must be wondering about her sister. Sighing, I hiked to the top of a pile of debris.

“Cleo—”

Cleo turned in midstride, but seconds passed before she spotted me.

“Thank you for offering to be part of our team. You didn’t have to, but you did.” I tracked down midway.

Cleo ascended to meet me. “You need the best, and you know I am.”

Her genuine smile let me know we were okay. She was okay.

“Does this mean we’re still friends? You’re not mad at me anymore?”

Cleo leaned her hip against a wall fragment and crossed her arms. “I’m always mad at you.” She let out a jovial laugh. “Just don’t do anything stupid. Love can make you do stupid things.”

“I suppose it can.”

Her eyes widened. “Anyway, I was looking for you to tell you to check the news. This report just came out.”

I clicked on my chip. A hologram of the news reporter and her surroundings hovered over my hand. She stood a distance from a block of stores.

“The thieves have left the scene but left a handful of Council guards dead. I’m with one of the witnesses now.”

The camera fixed on a man.

“Tell us what you saw. Tell the world what you told me.”

The witness said, “Two teen girls barged in. They held no weapons but ordered the store owner to transfer 4Qs to their chips. When the guy refused, they just blew air from their mouths, like how you blow candles out. The owner flew back and slammed against the wall. It was crazy. I’d never seen anything like it. They had superpowers.”

“Thank you for your time,” the reporter said.

The hologram of the man faded, and the image projected the two young girls doing exactly what the witness had told the world. Then the recording played back how they used their power to force the guards’ gliders to crash into each other. Then I switched off my chip.

Cleo grabbed my wrist when I continued to stare where the holograms had been. “Rhett, you okay?”

“Yeah.” I met her gaze and dropped my arm. “You think these girls have been injected with Helix and forced to do crazy shit like that?”

“Or maybe they’re rebels from another territory?”

I stretched my neck from side to side in frustration. “Who the hell knows.”

Or perhaps they were like Ava and didn’t need Helix. Was that possible? Some would hide their abilities. But others would do foolish things, like these girls, if they were desperate.

“Well ...” She paused and her eyes lingered as if she wanted to tell me something and then changed her mind. “I better go. I have dinner to help prepare.” She strolled toward the kitchen area.

A few minutes later, Ava walked back inside. I had contemplated whether to go find her but thought better of it.

Sunlight glowed around her in the hollow space of the makeshift door, and I swear she looked like a mirage. She sucked the air out of the room.

Many times I’d imagined her walking through that door, and there she stood. Not just in my head, but real. She was real. She was really here. Sometimes I had to pinch myself to know I wasn’t dreaming.

“You haven’t moved from your spot?”

I smiled at her teasing tone and watched as she walked toward me with that swaggering assassin’s gait—one that either made people stop and stare or run the other way.

“I was doing things.” I almost choked on my lie.

“You have lots to explain to me, Rhett.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and shuffled her feet, hiking up to me. “I never even knew my last name was Hunt, assuming my dad didn’t change it. I suppose my mom changed her name back to her maiden name, if she took my father’s name in the first place.”

“Ava, I know you. Doesn’t matter what your last name is. Ava is a great name, and that’s all people need to know. And I promise to explain things when we get a chance.”

She gave me a sideways glance, and all I wanted to do at the moment was hold her.

Real. She’s real. I’m not dreaming.

“I’m really standing here, aren’t I?”

I closed the distance between us and framed her cheeks with my hands, gently tugging her closer. “Yes, you are. Unless we’re dreaming the same thing and at the exact same time. I don’t think that’s possible, though.”

Ava snuggled her cheek against my palm, and I went boneless.

“Thank you for not giving up on me, on us. You could have just let it be. But you risked your own life and went against all odds to reach out to me, to get me out. I’m forever grateful. I’m forever grateful to Ozzie and Reyna, too. I would’ve been in the dark, living a lie.”

My heart bounced happily like a ping-pong ball. “You are a gamble worth taking, and I would do it all over again. And you would have done the same for me. Love makes you do crazy things, things that seem impossible. But you find a way. We may have won this battle, but we have a war to fight. Many lives are at stake. I’m just glad we’re on the same side.”

Ava pressed her body to mine, and her warmth and scent drove me wild. I kissed her forehead and embraced her tighter. These precious moments were rare, and I would enjoy them with every breath.
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Ava

After dinner, everyone gathered around a bonfire near the far back. A few told stories of history long ago. Some told scary stories, funny ones, and one spoke about the disaster from the meteors. Not only the adults, but even the children were engrossed in the stories. When the storytelling was over, music filled the air. People clapped to the beat and danced.

I sat on a makeshift cement chair next to Reyna. “Do they tell tales and dance every night?”

She handed me a plastic-like tube with a cap and drank from hers. “Nope,” Reyna dragged out the word and snorted. “And I have no idea why we are today. Maybe simply because. Or to celebrate we made it another day without ISAN finding our base.”

“What is this?” I flipped the cap filled with dark liquid.

“Soda.”

“Soda? The last time I had one was when I was thirteen years old. The packaging—”

“Yup. Gone are the cans and glass bottles. These are biodegradable.”

“Cool.” I savored the first sip as if I’d tasted gold.

Little girls and boys gathered around Rhett and Cleo. Everyone linked their arms from one partner to the next in an orderly, practiced fashion. How many times had Rhett and Cleo danced together with the children? How many times had Cleo thought about stealing Rhett from me?

Jealousy slowly circled me, but I squashed it. It wasn’t fair of me to judge or assume again. I reminded myself war was brewing, and Rhett had done so much for me already. I was grateful. I decided to smile and enjoy the festivities.

Through the laughter and smiles of the children, I too lost myself in celebration. What did it matter what we celebrated, anyway? We were alive—and that was all that mattered.

Rhett narrowed his eyes playfully and crooked a finger at me. I shook my head and covered my face with my hands. When the music changed, I peered through the slit between my fingers. Rhett continued to dance with the children, but Cleo had walked away and now sat next to Reyna.

Sweat shone on Cleo’s forehead and she fanned herself. “Those children are wearing me out. I don’t know where Rhett gets all that energy.”

I ignored her comment and let Reyna do all the talking. Not that Cleo was talking to me. I wondered if she knew I sat on Reyna’s other side. Why would she sit close to me when she had given me the cold shoulder?

“Who knows how or why with Rhett.” Reyna cackled and took another sip. “I enjoy watching him. He makes me laugh, but Oz makes me laugh harder.”

Rhett grabbed more onlookers and lured them to dance with his charm, including Ozzie. Ozzie moved stiffly at first, and then began to enjoy himself. Then he shook his ass toward us and yanked Reyna to their group.

Reyna took my comfort with her. She had been the wall separating me from Cleo. Now that the gap was opened, my stomach coiled into knots and cool air replaced the peace. How big and heavy those knots became depended on Cleo.

Be the bigger person. Fix this. You’re the idiot for acting like an ass in the first place.

I stretched my crossed legs—recrossed them to buy time—and cleared my throat. “Everyone seems so happy. The atmosphere is different in ISAN.”

Cleo tucked her knees closer to her chest and wrapped her arms to lock them in place. She kept her head forward and didn’t acknowledge me.

At least I’d tried.

Cleo shifted, then shifted again a second later. “I don’t know much about ISAN except what Reyna and Ozzie explained to me. Rhett hardly spoke when we first met. He only spoke to his friends and my dad. It took a while for him to open up, let alone trust anyone. I used to wonder why he wanted to go back to ISAN when everyone seemed to hate that place. Later I found he wanted to go back for a girl he loved.”

Something inside me trembled, and I had no reply. Rhett had been through so much in ISAN, and even when he was out of ISAN, he was just as miserable. As for me, I hadn’t remembered him during those glassy months. I’d had it easier. Free from the ache of missing Rhett and free from the regret over what I had done. Until now.

Cleo shuffled the pebbles underneath her feet but kept her eyes on the kids dancing. “Over time, he slowly started to open up. He began to trust me. I’m Zen’s daughter. He kind of had no choice. We built a friendship and he even confided in me. We became good friends. I have to admit, Rhett is the type of guy any girl can’t help falling madly in love with.” Her glowing eyes shifted to Rhett. “He’s a perfect gentleman. He’s charming. He’s not just all muscles, he’s smart and brave. I’m not going to lie, Ava. I didn’t know you. To me, you were a ghost of his past. Someone who might be dead. Someone who may never return to Rhett’s life.”

“I understand.” I don’t know why I lied, maybe just to say something. Then I gulped more of the soda, almost all of it.

I wasn’t sure if my words made Cleo turn to me, but she finally did.

“I’m not a threat to you.”

Hell no you’re not. I drew my eyebrows together, my cockiness sidestepped over the boundary for a second.

“You may not believe me, but I assure you nothing happened between Rhett and me,” she went on.

But you tried and you wish it had.

“He loves you more than his own life. And that’s rare to find. Don’t let anything get in the way.”

“Why aren’t you fighting for him then? Why are you telling me all this?” Stupid. Why push it?

She sighed, her chest heaving. “Because I care about Rhett and his happiness. He’s always let me know he belonged to you. His heart belongs only to you.”

I shifted my attention back to Rhett, who had stopped swaying while the kids continued to move around him. His inquisitive gaze homed in on Cleo and me. No doubt he would ask me what we talked about.

“He’s waiting for you, Ava. Don’t let precious time slip away.” Cleo rose and dusted her pants. “Enjoy your days together as if they were your last. We never know when it might be.”

Before she disappeared, I put down the finished soda and stood. Face-to-face, I extended my hand to her, a peace offering.

“We had a rough start. I wasn’t myself when I woke. I’m sorry for the way I treated you. I was upset and I took it out on you. I’m Ava.”

Cleo stared at my hand, and for a moment I thought she wouldn’t take it. But she gripped my hand—firm yet gentle.

“I’m Cleo. And I’ve heard lots of things about you.”

“Good or bad?” I snorted.

“Both.”

Fair enough.

“Thank you for our talk. Thank you for being honest with me.” I released her hand.

“Thank you for listening. Well, tomorrow is going to be a long day, and I’m a bit tired. I’m heading to bed. Goodnight.”

Cleo gave high fives to the children and bid goodnight to the elders and her dad. She and I may never become close, but we had a start. I was grateful she had opened up. It took guts and courage to do what she did. If Rhett had moved on, I would approve of her. But no. I erased that thought glossy clean.

Arms roped around my waist from behind and carried me to the dance area. My squeal became lost to the loudness of the music. When I turned around, I prepared to frown at Rhett, but it wasn’t Rhett’s face that greeted me.

“Oz?” I shoved my fists onto my hips. “First you drugged me, and now you drag me off to dance with you?”

Ozzie’s blue eyes sparkled against the blazing fire and his biceps bulged when he crossed his arms. “You’re still mad at me?” He ducked his head and bit his bottom lip.

Oh, Oz. How could I ever get mad at you? You risked so much for me, too.

He looked so darn innocent, sad, and for his teddy bear size, so small.

The friendship and the love I felt for him, that part that remembered all the laughs, smiles, and heartaches we shared in ISAN, blossomed in the center of my heart.

Ozzie must have thought I wasn’t going to say yes. Raising his eyelashes, he pinned me with his stare. “Do you remember when you hurt my jewels, Ava? You owe me.”

I rubbed a finger under my nose to ignore feeling guilty and slowly, ever so slowly, curled my wicked lips. My cheeks warmed as I prepared for what I’d planned.

“Okay, Oz. You asked for it.” I winked.

His eyes grew wider. Alert. Alarmed. “Ava. I was just joking.”

I danced in front of him, swaying my hips seductively to the beat of the drum. Ozzie stiffened. I bet he regretted asking me now.

Men whistled as I continued to move freely, dipping my hips lower and lower, as I tossed my hair. I’d forgotten I had it in me to be brazen, at least on the dance floor. Then I ran my hand down the middle of my chest as I waved my body like the undulating ocean.

I moved closer to Ozzie, pressing tightly against him, guiding him to move with me. His stiff body made it difficult to move gracefully, but I managed. Reyna joined us, rocking and running her hands down Ozzie’s back. Sandwiched between two women, Ozzie beamed bright and hot as the fire in the center.

I caught a glimpse of Reyna smiling at me and my heart dove into a familiar place. Reyna and I had been a naughty pair at ISAN. Most peers feared her, misunderstood her. But we got along fine. At least that was what I could recall.

“I think that’s enough.” Rhett’s voice echoed in my ear and he swung me around.

My smile widened farther as I draped my arms around his neck.

Rhett angled his eyebrows as he moved us to the music. “You okay? Did you drink a bit too much?”

“I drank soda.” My lips spread to my ears, but my voice sounded chirpy.

Arching my back, I glanced up at the ruined ceiling. The music, the company, the atmosphere ... I was so happy. Except Brooke wasn’t there. I wanted her to experience this kind of happiness as well.

Rhett frowned. “Who gave you a soda?”

“Reyna.”

Rhett chuckled, his lips curving mischievously. “Unless I’m mistaken, I think you had your first taste of alcohol. Reyna likes to spike her drinks.”

“But I didn’t taste ... oh, but the plastic thing had a cap. So easy to open.”

That Reyna. I let out a deep belly laugh. Rhett did the same.

“Perhaps she thought you needed to loosen up and have fun.” Rhett twirled me like he had at the gala.

I returned to his arms and rose slightly on my toes to be face-to-face with him. “I don’t need to loosen up. I’m high from your presence.”

Rhett gave me the most delicious smirk. “I think you’ve stolen my line. You might be high now, but wait until later tonight.”

“Oh, really?” I tapped his nose and traced his soft lips with my finger. “You have a surprise for me?”

“I always have a surprise for you.” Rhett pressed his forehead against mine, like two magnets stuck together.

I dropped my hand to my side when the music stopped, but Rhett gripped my wrist and brought me back into his arms.

“Not so fast, babe. The night isn’t over yet. We have one last dance.”

Babe.

I liked the sound of that and how it made me feel. The music slowed, and the chilly air warmed. Or maybe it was the way Rhett’s body pressed against mine.

“This is nice.” I nestled my head between the crook of his shoulder and neck.

“I wish you didn’t have to go back. If I had to do it all again, I would have taken Brooke as well. But I wasn’t thinking straight. I fought the urge to take you, but at the same time, I didn’t want to take away your choice. And I probably would have needed to knock out Mitch to take Brooke with me.”

“Or ... I could have punched Mitch for you.”

Rhett cackled, but it only lasted for seconds. “We have eyes on us. Many little eyes.”

I looked over my shoulder to see the eager children who wanted to join us. “I never knew how much you like kids.”

“You mean those little people?” He grinned. “Yeah, they grew on me here. They are the most precious beings on the Earth. They are our future. It is our responsibility to mold them to be better than us. Besides, I need practice. One day, we’re going to have a family of our own.”

“You ... you think about the future with me and us having kids?” I tried to cover the jubilation in my tone, but I failed miserably.

I swallowed hard. Flabbergasted? Embarrassed. I didn’t know. Then my happiness faltered because I couldn’t have children. The doctors at ISAN had made that perfectly clear.

When the doctors had told me, I hadn’t cared. My survival and getting out of jail had been my main goal. I had no thoughts of the future. Never would I have imagined meeting someone like Rhett, let alone falling in love.

How could Rhett not know that? He had to know the truth. Sooner the better. And that might change the way he felt about me and our future. I would tell him later when we were alone. At this moment, I didn’t want to think about what was ahead. I wanted what I had right now with Rhett.

“Of course I do. Every single day.”

I closed my eyes when he kissed my forehead with such reverence. Soaking in his love, I memorized the feeling and locked it away. Then I waved at the children, an invitation to join us.

They rushed around Rhett and me. We laughed and danced, having the time of our lives.

Live, Ava. Enjoy every second of these moments.
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Ava

Instead of taking me to his tent as I had expected, Rhett ushered me to the truck.

“Where are we going?” I belted my seat belt.

Rhett cranked the engine and met my inquisitive gaze. “Our home.”

“We have a home?”

My voice spiked higher, and I straightened my spine. Shocked. Bewildered. The sincerity of his tone let me know his words were not in jest.

I swallowed and asked again when he didn’t answer. He was too busy concentrating on not hitting the truck behind us when he backed up.

I couldn’t recall us having a home together, no matter how deeply I dug through my mind. How was that even possible? We couldn’t leave the ISAN compound. I let the question fly with the wind as I eagerly waited.

He gave me an up-to-no-good smirk and seized my hand. “All I’m going to say is, you’re going to love it.”

Then he let go of my hand, leaving something crinkling inside my fist. Something bumpy covered with a silver wrapper.

“What’s this?”

“Open it.”

I found the slit and tore through it. “Chocolate?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Oh, Rhett. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve had one?”

He snorted and nodded. “I do, babe. We were both locked up in ISAN, remember? But I never forgot you telling me how much you wanted one.”

I stared at the chocolate in my hand, drooling. It had been so long, I had forgotten what it tasted like.

“But how? I mean, you can’t grow chocolate, and food trucks don’t usually carry sweets.”

Rhett scratched the back of his head. “I actually bought one when I went to the city.”

“You didn’t—?”

“Steal? No, of course not. The sensor would go off. It’s a long story, but I have a significant amount of 4Qs. I’ll explain later.”

I nodded and respected his wish.

“Are you going to eat it?”

My heart warmed from his thoughtful gesture and I savored the first tiny bite.

I moaned and pushed back into my seat. Then I allowed myself another bite. “Rhett. I need more.” I moaned again.

He chuckled. “If you continue to make those sounds, I’ll buy you tons.”

My face sizzled hot, realizing how I sounded.

Rhett drove us on a lonely, dark road, nothing but pitch black on either side. An eerie chill snaked down my back. I looked up to the sky to distract myself. Only the crescent moon and the stars kept us company.

Headlights from Rhett’s truck lit our path. So peaceful. I imagined Rhett and me as a couple, taking a road trip and going back home. For now, I could pretend.

“Are you going to explain why you never told me Zen knew my father?” I knew the answer but figured I’d throw that question at him anyway.

Rhett slid his hand from mine and gripped the steering wheel. “You know why. You want me to say it? That I didn’t trust you?”

He massaged his nape with his other hand. His nervous tic. No doubt he felt guilty for not trusting me. I wouldn’t have trusted me either.

I shrugged. “I understand why you did what you did. I just wanted you to know that.”

He flashed a glance at me and focused back on the road. “Thank you.”

“You always had my best interest at heart. I know that, Rhett.”

He took my hand again and kissed the back of it. “Ask me anything. I’ll be honest.”

I glanced out the darkness. “What happened to Cleo’s mom?”

Rhett pinched his eyebrows with his thumb and forefinger. “Cleo’s mom died when she tried to run away with Cleo. They shot her and accused Zen of experimenting on his daughter and brought Cleo in to be tested. Zen had no choice but to let them. He had been told she was the property of ISAN. Can you believe they actually used the word property? Anyway, Cleo didn’t have the special DNA. She wasn’t taken to the ISAN compound. She was free to go.”

I crinkled my nose as acid filled my mouth. “My dad experimented on his children. Maybe Zen did it, too? I mean, yes, ISAN told me I had special DNA, but they couldn’t detect more from me.”

“Zen didn’t. He promised he didn’t. He swore to Cleo he hadn’t. I believe him.” Rhett’s voice rose defensively.

“Okay.” I moved onto my next question, but this one infuriated me. “Why didn’t you tell me about Mitch?”

“The Mitch situation is complicated.”

“You mean he’s complicated.”

Rhett smiled in agreement. “To make a long story short, we were invited into ISAN, never had our DNA tested like you. I’m sorry I lied, but I had to wait until you were ready to hear the rest. My father, Amos, supposedly signed us up before he disappeared.”

“What?” My voice rose in shock.

“Yes. He disappeared. The strange thing was, he transferred a significant amount of 4Qs directly into our chips a week before he disappeared, as if he knew something would happen to him. Mitch and I decided to sign up with ISAN, thinking we would find some answers. My gut feeling tells me ISAN knows what happened to Amos. Mitch feels the same. That’s why he will stay on course. We can trust him. His way of doing things might not be agreeable, but he gets the work done.” He paused momentarily. “Most of the time. Maybe not the way I would have done it. Regardless, he’s not all that bad.”

Learning about Mitch and what he had been through, and what he had done for the team, softened my attitude toward him a fraction. Although, he still had to earn my trust.

As we drove along a winding road, Rhett shared—or I should say, reminded me—of his life before ISAN. It still hurt that his mom had never come back for him, but he also wondered what had happened to her.

My instinct told me there was more to the story. Perhaps some memories were too painful and better left unsaid.

Solar lights placed on the road haphazardly caught my attention. Burned down and crumbled homes lined the once beautiful neighborhood. Rhett pulled over and parked by what had once been a mansion. After I got out, he grabbed a flashlight and guided me up a trail by the hand.

“Where are we? I thought you were taking me to our home?” I planted my hand on a dusty armchair to keep from tripping over a wrecked cabinet.

Rhett shifted his large duffle bag over his shoulder and ascended two stories. “You’ll see.”

I climbed over broken sofas, their cushions torn to shreds, and photos of a family—a father, a mother, and two daughters. Those smiling four in the photo could have been my family. This could have been our home, our happy times.

I envied whoever had lived here, and I didn’t even know them. I hoped they had escaped and lived in the city.

I ducked to avoid a wooden beam and scrambled over pillars and splintered doors. I finally stopped under the arching ceiling, where vines snaked like beanstalks.

“Are you here to pick up something?” I surveyed the perimeter with my map in place—natural assassin instincts—and tapped the Taser at my waistband to ensure it was still there.

Darkness engulfed us, except for the stunning night sky through the damaged roof, as if Rhett and I were the only two in the world. Far off in the distance, the twinkling lights glowed through the big, busted-out window. I inhaled the cool air, released the stress I held in my chest, and soaked in the peace and quiet.

Rhett dropped his bag and dragged a beat-up metal trash can closer. After retrieving a lighter from his front pocket, he lit the inside of the can on fire. Red and orange flamed just enough to keep us warm. Then he extended his arms wide.

“Welcome to our home. I love this spot, the view, and the peace. Sometimes over the last few months, I wandered off by myself when I needed to be alone or to think. It’s not perfect, but I’d like to think this might have been our home. I imagined us married with kids.”

Rhett visited here often. It was no wonder this room looked in better shape than the others.

I slipped my arm around Rhett’s waist and laid my head on his shoulder. “This is perfect. It’s been a while since I called any place home. I’ve learned home doesn’t have to be a physical place where you eat and sleep, but where your heart is. Home is where you are. Home is where we are.”

At my words, he snaked an arm around my shoulder. Rhett and I held each other, gazing into the marvelous view until he opened his bag and extracted two blankets. He pushed a fairly clean-looking mattress from against the wall to the ground, tucked one blanket over it, and laid the other on top.

“People lived in this neighborhood. Even with destruction and lack of power and running water, families refused to leave. This was their home after all. People finally abandoned the town months back to seek jobs in the city. Bandits raided this house and stole the mattresses, so I dragged this fairly new one up here from another, smaller house.”

“We’re spending the night here?” I swallowed a nervous lump.

Rhett straightened the blanket and lay on top. “We can leave if you want. I have to let you go again tomorrow, so I thought I’d take you on a date.”

I slid beside him. “I’m sorry. I wish there was another way.”

“You have no idea how much I want to talk you out of it.” Rhett gently laid me down. “Look up.”

The multiple holes in the ceiling revealed the night sky, a perfect view of the moon and stars.

“It’s beautiful.” I released a deep breath as if I could let go of all my worries.

Rhett placed his arms behind his neck. “In the olden days, people used the stars as maps to travel, and they were just fine. People rely so much on technology these days. They can’t live without it.”

I snickered. “You don’t need stars or technology when you’ve got me.”

Rhett chuckled and scooted closer until we were merely inches apart. “I have a map, too.”

“Really?” I perked my lips, holding in a laugh. “And where’s your map? Or should I be asking what is your map?”

Turning sideways, Rhett took my hand and placed it over his chest as he fixed his eyes to mine. “My heart is my map, and it leads me only to you.”

Breathless. Speechless. His words filled me. A warm tingle traveled through my veins. His featherlight fingers journeyed up my arm to the curve of my neck, and then his thumb glided over my mouth.

“I love your mouth.” He circled my lips again.

“How much?” My pulse raced when his face moved closer. “Show me.”

Rhett kissed me tenderly and rested his forehead on mine. “This much.”

My thumping heart galloped faster. “That’s it? I don’t think you love it that much.”

He waggled his eyebrows. “Maybe you’re right. I can do better.”

Rhett proved it when he crushed our lips together as his hands explored my curves.

I craved him. Yearned for him. I wanted more than we had shared so far. I let myself go and gave into Rhett. I wanted to be his. I wanted to give him all of me, for he had always been there for me. Had always been mine.

Then Rhett pulled away and plunked on his back, breathing heavily. “I have to stop, or I won’t be able to control myself.” He planted his elbows on the mattress to push up.

My news was going to kill the mood and definitely change our future. I would leave tomorrow anyhow. Perhaps it was for the best. He could have a clean break and move on with someone else. Someone who could give him the happiness he deserved.

“I have to tell you something first. Girls in ISAN ...” I gnawed at the inside of my mouth. “We ... I can’t get pregnant. The serum they inject every day inhibits fertility hormones. I can’t ever give you children, Rhett. I can’t ever give you the family you deserve.”

There. I had said it. I felt better than I had, but it hurt so much. Curling into myself, I shifted away.

Tears dampened my eyes. I reprimanded myself for being weak. I didn’t want Rhett to feel sorry for me, or stay with me because—

“I already know. You probably don’t remember, but we had this conversation before. Regardless, I don’t care.” He slipped his fingers through my hair and brought me back to him. “Ava, I love you, not because I wanted you to give me children. I love you for who you are.”

“But you said you wanted lots of children with me.” I blinked in confusion, but thankful the outcome was different than I’d thought.

“Yes, and I do, but I meant adoption. I’m sorry. I should’ve clarified.”

“No, don’t be sorry.” I eased the tightness in my chest as I exhaled and lightened the mood. “Did you say you love me?”

“Yes. You may not love me back, but I love you. I love you with every breath, with every fiber of my being. My favorite place in the world is next to you.”

I swallowed. Even though my head said otherwise, my heart knew it. Tomorrow was uncertain. But he was certain, as was this moment.

“I love you, Rhett,” I said with conviction.

He blinked and stared and blinked again as if I had spoken in another language.

“Say it again.” His lips curled. Wicked. Sexy.

I climbed back on top of him, pinned his arms, and drilled my eyes into his. “I love you, Rhett.” Then I kissed him.

“I’m going to show you how much I love you.”

His words were a love song to my ears as he kissed me back. Fierce and hard, with so much passion, I thought, we’d burn down the crumbling home.

He slowed and planted gentle kisses on my exposed skin as he began peeling off my clothes. He aligned his body with mine until our tattoos fit together like two lost puzzle pieces.

“Do you remember this now?” His eyes gleamed gold in the firelight.

“Yes. I do. We were in a fun zone. Our team won some time off. You and I wandered off alone. It was snowing. We had our first kiss. Then I said, let’s get a tattoo to remember this moment. And you said to add WIT for whatever it takes.”

“Yes.” He nodded reverently. “Your mantra, babe.”

“And you cried like a baby.”

Rhett gave me a sideways glance, and then realized I was teasing when a strange, happy sound escaped my mouth. I could no longer keep a straight face.

“Ava.” He wrapped his arms around me and pushed us down. We bounced on the bed, laughing until Rhett kissed me again, and that time we didn’t stop.

I imagined Rhett coming home late from work. He was a pilot, and I had just tucked our kids, many adopted kids, into bed. He surprised me with roses and chocolate. Yes. This. I held onto imaginary life with Rhett and our children.

In a world where only Rhett and I existed, the two of us rediscovered each other as if it were the first time, under the stars and moonlit sky.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]


Rhett

Every day Ava and I were separated, I had slowly lost a piece of myself. After last night, it wouldn’t be a piece—all of me would shatter when I had to let her go.

Last night had been surreal, and I would never forget what we shared. Having Ava remember loving me meant everything.

Kidnapping her and fighting to bring her back to the rebel base, to get her to remember us, had been worth the risk. Not only for my selfish need, but Ava was an asset to our team.

If I had it my way, I would destroy all the serum plus any studies and data, so no one could ever recreate it.

Ava and I used to talk about adopting children after we escaped from ISAN and settling down. I loved Ava whether she could bear children or not.

Three days. Ava needed to survive three days. Three days with Mr. Novak, that crazy son of a bitch. And I had to hold my shit together and not fall apart. I wouldn’t be able to sleep or breathe freely until she was back safe in my arms.

Ozzie and Reyna sat in the back of the truck, ready to head out. I waited between Ava and Cleo as Zen gave his speech.

“Ava, you have three days. We’ll meet you at the rendezvous point. Rhett will give you the location.” Zen turned to me, his jaw set in stone. “Look after my daughter. Don’t let anything happen to her.”

“Dad.” Cleo sighed, her face contorting with annoyance. “Rhett is not my keeper. I can take care of myself.”

Zen kissed his daughter’s forehead. “I know you can, but I’ll feel better letting you go if I have others looking after you, too. Rhett will have to ditch the truck on the way back, and a glider will be waiting for you. We’ll retrieve it at another time. Now, go. It’s almost noon.”

I gave a brisk nod to Zen and pulled up my gloves. “See you in a few hours.” I saluted.

Zen patted Ava’s shoulder. “Be safe. Best of luck to you. After today, you’ll never be asked to go back to ISAN, so make it count.”

With that speech, I drove us out of Hope City and into civilization where all seemed perfect and no one knew of our existence. Silence filled the space in the truck. I glanced at Ava beside me every now and then. She faced the window, her shoulders relaxed as if we were going for a fun ride. Not a sign of any nervousness from her.

Ava hid her feelings well. I wished I knew her thoughts. I wanted to comfort her, reassure her everything was going to be fine, that we would see each other again. Shifting in my seat, I released a heavy sigh. I ran one hand through my hair and gripped the wheel tighter. Perhaps I needed comfort more than her.

As if she could read my mind, she placed a hand on my leg. With that simple touch, she made my breathing and muscles ease. But the adrenaline pumping through my blood had my pulse thumping faster.

Steady, Rhett. Can’t think straight if you’re a mess.

I took a couple of deep breaths and became the leader I needed to be. “We’re going to have to go on foot after I ditch this truck. Reyna and Cleo, stay by the entrance. Ozzie, you come with me and Ava. We stick to the plan.”

“About that ...” Reyna tapped my headrest to get my attention.

“It’s a stupid plan, Rhett.” Cleo stuck out her tongue at me. “I only agreed because my father wouldn’t let me go if I hadn’t.” She twisted her braids into a coil, shoved them under her beanie, and adjusted her fake glasses.

“Yeah. I agree with Cleo. It’s ridiculous. Why does Ozzie get to go and we don’t?”

Not now, Reyna. Not you too. Don’t argue with me. I don’t have time for this.

Reyna ruffled my hair and sat back. “Don’t you think it’s safer for all of us to be together? We rarely split up.”

“I have to agree with the girls.” Ozzie shifted his cap on his red mop of a wig.

I had asked him to keep a lookout for Council drones and anything suspicious.

“You would agree with the girls, wouldn’t you?” I said, half joking.

Ozzie jabbed my shoulder, then turned back to observing. “You don’t have to stick to Zen’s plan, that’s all I’m saying. Sometimes your ferret plan works out better.”

“Compliments will get you nowhere.” I furrowed my brow.

Their doubt heightened my own disagreement with Zen. He had planned around his daughter, to keep her from going up to the room. I had agreed to it. If I stuck to Zen’s scheme and something happened to Cleo, I would bear no guilt.

It should be a simple in and out. But something in my gut tugged at me. I told myself it was taking Ava back to ISAN that had me paranoid. I had to think that. It was the only way I could let her go.

“We’re safer in numbers. That’s what you always say.” Ava squinted and rubbed her temples.

That’s what you always say?

What memory had popped into her head? I had said that many times, especially during training. I squeezed her hand still on my lap.

“Fine.” I let out an aggravated breath. “Just be careful. We should be fine.” The last sentence was more for me than them. “Keep your head down. There are cameras everywhere. And if you see any Council guards, don’t panic. If you don’t look like you’re hiding something, they won’t stop you.”

After I parked the truck, we trekked a mile into the city.
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Ava

I loved and hated the city. The rush of people coming and going excited me. Booming voices from the commercials playing on building-sized signs drowned out the gliders flying above.

Then Helix took over my overstimulated senses and hologram bodies appeared over real bodies everywhere I looked, practically covering my line of sight. More drones than we usually encountered flew over us. Too many. Too many, interfering with my physical vision. I didn’t know which way to turn, or what I was doing.

Calm down, Ava. Turn it off.

I inhaled deep breaths, soothing my nerves and the adrenaline pumping through me.

Be part of the crowd. Nobody knows you.

People smiled at me when I met their gaze. I tried to avoid them, but so many traveled along the busy walkway with families and friends. Keeping my head low, I scratched an itch under my short black wig.

“We’re almost there.” Rhett grabbed my hand. “Keep your head down. I see Council guards up ahead.”

I passed the holograms talking by the shops and looked over my shoulder to make sure Oz, Reyna, and Cleo didn’t get lost in the crowd.

I’d never feared pain. I’d never feared death. After my mother passed away, I’d had no one to live for. Until now. I finally had something to lose. Someone to lose.

Rhett tightened our intertwined fingers. “I don’t care what Zen said—that serum isn’t more important than you. Don’t risk your life, Ava. I need you to come back to me. Do you understand?”

“I do.”

The only reasons to go back were for Brooke and the serum, but now that we’d reached the last stretch before I parted from Rhett, I hesitated.

Rhett squeezed my hand once, twice, and again, as if letting me know everything was going to be just fine.

We crossed the street and stopped at a skyscraper. When he placed his chipped hand on the scanner, the door slid open.

“Hurry.” Rhett raced across the polished floor and stopped at the elevator. “It’s almost noon. Mitch better be there.”

The elevator dinged and opened. Rhett went in first and we followed. I readied my Taser. Reyna tapped her foot, Cleo stared at the ceiling, and Ozzie rested his hand on my shoulder.

“Ava,” Ozzie whispered so only I could hear in the confined space. “Do whatever it takes to stay safe. I’m going to be mad as hell if something—”

A memory unfolded at Ozzie’s words. I curled my fingers into a ball and extended it to him, keeping steady as I spoke.

“This is going to sound strange, but I think we did this before and said, fist bump swear it. Whatever it takes.”

Ozzie gawked at my fist bump and hesitantly placed his on top of mine. “Whatever it takes.”

Reyna’s eyes turned glassy. “You remember?” She flicked a strand of blonde wig from her face and closed the distance.

“Yes, I think.”

She jerked her chin, rested her fist on top of Ozzie’s, and said with pride, “Whatever it takes.”

Rhett pressed his lips and nodded, but his expression told me our actions touched him deeply, and he stared as if reliving some other moment. Then he locked eyes with me, and instead of placing his fist on top of Reyna’s, he placed it under mine.

“Whatever it takes.”

The four of us remained for a few seconds as we exchanged loving, caring glances.

I broke the silence. “Cleo, get with the program.”

She glanced at all of us and gently laid her fist on top of Reyna’s. “Whatever it takes.”

It sounded more like a question.

When the door dinged, I broke our chain.

Rhett pressed the button to hold the door open. “I’ll go first. Wait about ten seconds and go to room 4012. Ring the doorbell three times. If Mitch is there, he’ll let you in.”

Rhett walked out.

I counted one and jerked back when Rhett reappeared.

“What are you doing? You should—”

“Ava,” he growled softly and gave me a kiss to remember. Then he swaggered away.

“Where’s my kiss, Rhett?” Ozzie snickered.

“You’re too ugly, Oz.” Rhett’s voice echoed down the hallway.

A few seconds later, a door slammed and something thumped on the ground. My heart thundered. Our momentary peace had ended. As I turned on my mental map, I counted in my head. One, two, three ... five ... eight ... ten.

I dashed out and noted Rhett had gone the opposite way.

“Room 4002.” Ozzie pointed his Taser to the number. “4004, 4006, 4008, 4010.”

“We’re here.” Cleo swallowed.

I rang the bell three times like Rhett had instructed. The door creaked open and Mitch’s face appeared.

“Where’s Rhett?” My Taser in front, I entered.

I ambled carefully along the polished floor and into an open space with simple furniture. Kitchen to the right and a hallway to my left, leading to the bedroom. The length of the back wall gave a stunning view of the city.

My mental map showed me there was no other exit, only Mitch in the room, and a hologram body coming our way.

Rhett stood by the threshold, leaning against the doorframe. “Hello, babe.”

Babe. The word made my stomach somersault every time.

“‘Well, hello, Mitch.’” Mitch rolled his eyes at me and shut the door. “‘It’s so nice to see you. How have you been? Thank you for sticking out your neck for me.’”

Ozzie grunted. “You only stick out your neck for yourself. We’re not here to socialize. Hurry the hell up and tell us what we need to know so we can go.”

“Why is she here?” Mitch gestured toward Cleo with a disgusted look. “And why is your amateur team here? It was supposed to be only you, Rhett.”

“Plans have changed. You’re taking Ava back.” Cleo held up her chin and holstered her Taser.

Cleo knows Mitch, too? Of course she does.

“What? That wasn’t our plan.” Mitch’s nostrils flared. “Ava can’t go back. Mr. Novak will kill her.”

“Not if I have a reasonable explanation.” I tossed my wig at him since I didn’t need it anymore. He let it fall to the ground. “I’m going to tell Mr. Novak I had a lead on the rebels, and I followed it, but I couldn’t report it back to the team because my comm broke in the fall at the hotel, and I had no way to communicate. I followed the rebel team to their hideout and then to this apartment. That is when I spotted you, and we’re going back to ISAN together.”

Mitch sighed and rubbed the side of his throat. “Could work. But listen, you don’t have much time. Rhett knocked out some ISAN guards in the hall before you came. If they don’t answer their comms, you’ll have less than five minutes to get out.”

“Fair enough.” Reyna cocked her gun. “We’ll be ready. Now tell us what we came for.”

Mitch paced from the sofa to a tall fake plant. “I don’t know when, but ISAN is planning to bomb the rebel base in the South.”

Nobody said a word.

“Aaand?” Reyna dragged out the word.

“And what? I just told you.”

“Is that all?” Cleo yanked on Mitch’s shirt. “We have to know more. We came all the way here just for that?”

Mitch’s eyes dropped to Cleo’s hand and she backed away.

“I just told you South. Run with that.” Mitch dusted his collar as if Cleo had left a dirty handprint. “And as for you ...” He met Cleo squarely in her eyes. “You came to help drop off Ava. Perhaps you followed to see her go so you can have Rhett all to yourself.”

He’s a piece of work.

Mitch’s face whipped to the side with the impact of Cleo’s slap. He placed a hand over his cheek and scoffed, glaring at Cleo, who disappeared into the hallway.

Good for you, Cleo. He was so lucky he hadn’t said it to me. I would have knocked out his teeth and then some.

“You certainly deserved that,” Reyna muttered under her breath.

“Enough.” Rhett took a step toward Mitch. “Take Ava back. She’ll tell Mr. Novak her side of the story, and you’re going to back her up.”

“I always back her up. Don’t I, sweetheart?” Mitch winked at me.

I advanced two steps before Rhett stopped me from pouncing. “You put a gun on my head. You knocked me out. You ratted us out. I will always remember that. I don’t trust you.”

With every word, my face felt hot and my body trembled with rage and loathing. Rhett tightened his grip as I struggled.

Mitch blanched. For a moment, an apologetic expression crossed his face. Then he cleared his throat.

“I did what I had to do. I have no regrets. But you’ll have plenty if you don’t get the rebels in the South out.”

Rhett looked to a painting, but his eyes were unfocused. “Well, at least we know somewhat where they are targeting.” He scrubbed a hand over his face and released a long sigh. “We don’t know where they are located—that’s the problem. We don’t have time. Maybe Frank will know. Reyna, get Cleo. It’s time to go.”

“Rhett?” My heart palpitated, panic twisting my gut. As if somehow my body knew to alert me, Helix emerged without my permission. Too many hologram forms came out from the elevator.

Ozzie clenched his jaw and hiked up his shoulders. He pointed to a small screen on the counter in the kitchen. “We have company. Lots of it.”

“Is there another way out?” I searched my map. Nothing.

“You’re not going to like it.” Rhett pulled gloves out of his back pocket, shoved them on, then pushed the buttons on his puffy jacket.

A drilling sound by the door made me flinch.

“Intruder alert. Intruder alert.” A mechanical voice kept ringing.

“We have to go with Gambit B. We have no other choice.” Ozzie secured Mitch from behind and pointed his Taser on his temple. “Plan B, Mitch. Just go with the flow.”

Mitch’s jaw clenched, but he nodded.

Rhett wrapped his arms around me and moved us next to the window by Ozzie. “Sorry, babe. Get ready.”

The door burst open. I flinched. ISAN guards rushed in, dressed all in black and high-tech gear, pointing guns at us.

“Stop right there. Drop your weapons or I’ll blow his brain out.”

Ozzie’s face was such a convincing mask of rage, even I was afraid.

“Drop your weapons or I’ll shoot her. Nobody needs to get hurt.” Rhett moved us back farther, keeping the Taser steady on my head.

“Do as he said,” Mitch commanded.

They raised their hands to surrender, but something wasn’t right.

Too easy. Shadows fell in front of me, but they weren’t ours. Too many.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

Shapes attached to the window. Before I had the chance to look, the glass shattered like sharp icicles.

Bombs.

They had exploded, taking down the outside wall. Wind whooshed into the room like a giant hand and smacked us down.

Rhett covered me with his body and pushed us to the side. I tumbled with him still holding me, glass crunching underneath us. High-pitched ringing replaced all other sound. I didn’t know if I was breathing. Rhett jerked me up as bullets rained around us.

Cleo and Reyna shot from the hallway. Guns and Taser beams flashed at every turn. Bullets pierced the wall, shattered paintings, and destroyed kitchen appliances.

“Cleo. Reyna.” Rhett’s voice rumbled over the ruckus. “Ozzie and I will hold them back. Go.”

Where would they go? There was only one way in and out.

You’re not going to like it.

Dammit. I fought the urge to pick up a gun or a Taser and start shooting myself, but I’d blow my cover.

Not now, Ava. We’ve come this far.

Reyna and Cleo disappeared, and Ozzie next, their wigs lost in the harsh gusts.

Rhett spun me around to face him, all the fierceness gone, replaced by somberness. If death had a look, he wore it.

He brushed up against my ear and whispered. “I love you. Stay safe. I’ll see you in three days.” He kissed me and jumped. I was sure no one saw.

That kiss, that simple kiss on my lips—soft, tender, and quick—said a thousand words. And I felt his love deep in my marrow.

I love you too, I wanted to say, but I didn’t have the chance. Pebbles settled in my throat, swelling to choke off my airway.

Rhett dove backward over the balcony like he had at the Shooting Stars restaurant. The throb in my heart did not lessen as I watched him glide away from me, toward the rest of his team. Where I should be.

I belonged with them.

His vest had produced something like a parachute from both sleeves and he seemed to be in control. The four of them soared like eagles. I ducked when Rhett’s team fired at the ISAN guards near me.

When I peered again, Rhett flipped backward, firing two guns at once. Crazy Rhett, but he’d earned his nickname, Sniper. His aim was pinpoint-accurate. ISAN guards fell off the edge, one after the other.

I wondered if the rebels would land on the street or fly until they were out of reach, but Rhett’s team aimed for the roof of the next building.

Come on. Almost there.

I cringed when a bullet clipped Cleo’s bat-like wing and the other Ozzie’s. She tumbled in circles while Ozzie flipped sideways. Then more ISAN guards formed a line and opened fire.

My friends weren’t going to make it at this rate.

Reyna lost both wings. Though they all wore bulletproof jackets, the force of the impact caused the rebels to lose control. Then the next bullet hit Rhett, and then another one, and again.

No! No.

Rhett was nosediving, struggling to steady himself while dodging a volley of bullets. He tried to fire back, but the speed of the wind and losing control of his flight suit made it that much more difficult. Almost impossible to land accurately on the roof.

Do something. Anything.

Oh, God. He wasn’t going to make it. I had no time to shoot everyone down, even with Mitch’s help. And where the hell was Mitch?

The need to protect them outweighed my own self-preservation. Something new inside me awakened and burst through, blazing through my veins and bones. This foreign, burning sensation gripped me strong. I would do whatever it took to save them all.

Damn Mr. Novak. Damn my cover. Damn the serum.

They won’t know if you use Helix, a part of me said. But Helix only heightened my existing senses. Russ had wondered if I had more than five after they’d discovered my maps. Perhaps even telekinesis. I had never tested that theory, but my body knew. It craved more.

The more I understood how to will Helix to the surface, the easier and faster it came. I knew I was capable of more, maybe more than I’d imagined, but I had to want it bad enough. To trust I wasn’t a freak. I had to believe in myself and not ISAN.

I wasn’t just a daughter whose father had experimented on her. I was the very thing ISAN should fear.

I am my mother’s daughter. I am a woman. I am a person.

I am Ava.

Like the dandelion, be resilient. My mother’s words.

I closed my eyes. Inhaling a deep, soothing breath, I allowed Helix to work through me. Warmth bubbled in my chest, and the tingling sensation zapped to every nerve ending, through every vein, muscle, and bone.

My vision hazed. Then, like wiping a dirty window, colors emerged. I saw the whole building blueprint, every single level, clearly—the family having a dinner on the 10th floor, the couple hugging on the 18th floor. I smiled at the children playing tag on the 5th floor, so carefree and full of life. Every person on every floor filled my mind.

Use me. Guide me. Become me. Helix coaxed those very words in my thoughts.

When I’d thought about what I wanted to do, blinding lights swirled as if I traveled through the center of a rainbow, through its peaks and valleys. When the lights died, I opened my eyes.

The bullets en route to Rhett and his team froze merely inches away from impact. All of them. Every single one. They dropped straight down like bombs when I could no longer hold on to them.

Rhett smacked into the building, followed by the others. They never made it to the roof, but it was better than dropping to their deaths. He used his gloved hands to attach to the wall and then slid down roughly twenty stories. His team did the same. I could kiss whoever invented that gadget.

Relief flooded through me, and my roaring heart eased a bit. Safe. They were safe for now. But how many ISAN guards awaited them when they landed? I tried not to think about that.

ISAN guards cursed, shuffling back. They all looked at me, but they had no clue what I had done. What could they report back? Ava had stopped bullets? That would sound ridiculous.

“You let them get away?” I used my infuriated, strong voice. “Why didn’t someone give me a weapon? I wouldn’t have missed. And where the hell is Mi—”

I never got to finish my sentence. My blood ran cold, so cold I felt like I had been tossed in the snow naked. My body had shut down, as simply as switching off a light.

Something wet and sticky dripped from my nose down to my chin. My head pounded and pulsated like a drum thrumming.

The world spun and darkness engulfed me.
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Rhett

“No matter what happens, get your asses down to our hideout.”

Those were my last words as I braced for impact. But nothing came. Nothing. I let out a ferocious grunt and slammed into the wall, the suction from the gloves strong enough to keep me steady. I peeked behind me.

Bullets that should have ended us, dropped like they had run out of juice. Then I spotted Ava, but only for a second. Had she fainted? Had someone knocked her out? She didn’t have a gun.

It had to be her. I knew Ava could do more than she realized. Was that telekinesis? This was incredible. She’d stopped all the bullets. All of them.

My team members were below me, making their descent. I maneuvered while calculating their speed, making sure I didn’t go down too fast. I also assumed ISAN guards would be waiting for us, so I engaged my chip and fed the team instructions via Zen’s most recent cool bit of tech.

Stop. ISAN guards below. I’m going to break the next window. We go through.

My team got the message and halted on the twenty-eighth floor. I fished out a mini bomb from my jacket pocket and attached it to the fiberglass window. Waving to my team, I crawled away from the device. They understood to move.

The window shattered, blasting shards into the air. Luckily, the fragments would fall on the covered walkway and not on civilians. I climbed in, and my team scrambled up after me.

There was a desk with a TAB on top and nothing else in the room. A simple, cramped office with a nice view of the city. Then a door popped open, and a man casually entered, oblivious to the intruders inside his office until his feet crunched on the shattered fiberglass.

I pointed my Taser at him. “Stop. I don’t want to hurt you. We’re passing through. Do you understand?”

He nodded, his eyes shifting to Reyna, Ozzie, and then Cleo.

“Good. Now step aside.”

After he did as I asked, we marched out to find many scared and shocked eyes on us. I needed to calm everyone down before they called the Council guards.

“We’re not robbing you. We’re just passing through.”

I made the mistake of waving my gun when I told them to get back to whatever the hell they were doing. Everyone ducked. When we reached the elevator and I thought the coast was clear, the alarm wailed.

“Can this thing be any louder?” Cleo covered her ears.

“Great. It’s never easy.” Ozzie pushed the button over and over.

Reyna cocked her gun. “Of course not. I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

“Trigger happy.” Ozzie arched an eyebrow.

“Scare Bear.” Reyna stuck out her tongue at Oz.

“Then what’s Cleo?” Oz asked.

“Nothing. I’m nothing. Stop talking and focus.”

“This is how we roll. You should be used to us by now.” Reyna shrugged lightheartedly and looked from side to side. “No guards so far.”

That was all the time we had for joking around. Footsteps pounded from either end of the hallway. Cleo yanked me through the slightly opened elevator just as guards rounded the corner.

“Stop!”

The door shut.

I looked out the window of the elevator. The elevator to my left came down about five stories above us and the other at three, Council guards. The Council guards were talking among themselves and pointing at us. I stared right back and gave them the bird.

Can you be any less obvious?

“Rhett.” Cleo slapped my hand down. “Stop that.”

Oz busted out a laugh, and Reyna crossed her arms and shook her head.

Quiet. I took in the peace, mesmerized by the tall skyscrapers as we descended. I tilted my head back, and the plump, gray clouds came into view, promising rain. Ava invaded my mind and I tried not to think of her.

“Get ready,” I said.

“Ah, no big deal, Rhett.” Reyna glanced at the floor number getting smaller. “We’ve got this. ISAN guards won’t shoot us down in front of the Council guards.”

True, but I didn’t know how many ISAN guards were waiting. No doubt they would tail us. Once we lost the Council guards, ISAN would be right there.

After I shoved my Taser in my waistband and covered it with my fluffy jacket, I told my team to do the same. I inhaled deep breaths and prayed we wouldn’t be ambushed by ISAN.

“Here we go. Align into team formation and report. If we get split up, meet me at the glider.” My fingers twitched with readiness when the door opened.

Ozzie stepped out first, then the rest of us in a wedge. We blended in with the late afternoon rush on the dome-covered walkway. Perfect. This setting was perfect. Even if the ISAN guards were here, they couldn’t risk shooting at us.

I put my head down and rushed past an elderly couple.

Reyna went to the left and Cleo to the right. Ozzie jogged a couple of feet behind me. Our formation.

“No ISAN so far,” Reyna reported as we continued.

“Nothing here,” Cleo’s voice came clear through my transmitter.

I looked over my shoulder when Ozzie didn’t respond.

He had put on a pair of glasses, more rebel tech. This helped him see what was happening behind him.

“Council guards just got off the elevator. Stay alert.” Ozzie chuckled lightly. “They look confused. Too many people to search through. One is pointing at Reyna.”

“We have another problem.” I let out a soft growl though I wanted to roar. “The walkway is ending and I spotted ISAN guards.”

“Are you sure they’re ISAN guards?” Cleo’s exhausted pants radiated through her mic.

I didn’t blame her. I was tired too. But we couldn’t stop.

“Well, either these men think I’m super hot and can’t stop staring at me, or—”

“Shut up, Rhett. What do we do?” Reyna threw in her usual attitude.

“Hurry up, Rhett. C guards are closing in on Reyna.”

Ozzie’s breath brushed right behind me.

“On the count of three. Reyna, you run. When you’re close to the guy with a black cap, turn and shoot at the C guards. They’ll be right behind you, so run fast. Cleo and Ozzie, you take out the ones to the right. I’ll cut through the middle. Then find me in the center. If it’s too risky, hide behind one of the holograms. Don’t do anything I would do. One ... two ... now.”

Reyna bolted, C guards running behind her, shoving citizens aside. Screams erupted, causing chaos and confusion. It became difficult to move forward. I must have apologized a dozen times for pushing people out of my way before I got to the end.

I fired at the ISAN guard in the center, but I hadn’t seen the second one behind him. I ducked. He missed but gave me a baleful grin. I stole a glance behind me and saw Reyna go down.

No. Reyna. Why were you behind me?

To my relief, Reyna opened her eyes and winked. I somersaulted to my right, clearing her view of the idiot who thought he’d shot her. He shook like he was having a seizure and collapsed on the ground.

Reyna got up. We stood back-to-back and fired at the C guards, but I had lost sight of the ISAN lackeys. Then I searched for a place to hide. When I turned, something hit my chest, and I dropped to my side.

Not only had I been hit, but I had been Tased. My suit abated the impact, but I still felt the pinpricks of needles stabbing me all over. The heat was so intense I felt as if I had been tossed in a fire.

“I’ve got you.” Reyna dragged me with one hand while she fired away with the other. “You’re so heavy.” She groaned, out of breath as she hid us behind an advertising hologram. “Are you okay? You’re so lucky you had the bulletproof suit on, or you would have been unconscious.”

Frigid cold replaced the heat. I shivered like I’d gone skinny-dipping in ice water.

“Rey ... na.” My teeth chattered, my muscles spasmed, and parts of my body twitched.

“Hold on, Rhett. I have something. Zen made me take it.” She reached inside her back pocket and pulled out a one-inch tube of blue liquid. “This should help you.”

She pushed it onto my neck, but I didn’t feel anything.

“Ozzie. Cleo. Where are you? Rhett’s been hit.” She spoke into her mic. A pause later, she answered. “Ozzie’s chip must be jammed. Where are you?” A pause. “Either Oz got hit or something is wrong with our mic. Can you move, Rhett? ’Cause I can’t carry your sorry ass. And we can’t stay here. There’s only so many holograms they can check, and I see them coming our way. Get up, Rhett.”

The urgency in her voice gave me the fuel to push harder.

I’m trying, Reyna.

My stomach rolled with nausea. Everything was too bright and too loud. The flashing buildings and the gliders whooshing by sounded like explosions. I wanted to tell her to leave me here, but I knew she wouldn’t.

Slowly, I regained the ability to move my neck. I rolled to my side with much effort and dumped my colorful lunch next to her feet. The stench made me want to retch again.

“What the hell, Rhett?”

“Shhh ... don’t be ... loud. Everything ... hurts.”

“Okay. Okay. But dammit. ISAN guards. They’re right there.”

“You see ... Oz ... Cleo?” My voice didn’t sound like my own as I slurred. I managed to lift my head from practically kissing the ground.

“I’m looking. I’m looking. I’m—there. There. Next to the cosmetic store.”

“Go ... so they know where you are. I’ll be right here. Hurry. They can help you ... help me.”

Reyna twisted her lips, her eyes questioning. She knew I was right, but she didn’t want to leave me. Then she propped me up, bent my knees to my chest, and placed a gun in my hand.

“Okay, at least you look threatening. I’ll be right back. Don’t get yourself killed, or Ava will never forgive me.” Then she took off with feline grace.
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Rhett

I won’t die here.

I had so much to live for. Three days until I got Ava back.

Get up, I begged my body. Get up.

I stiffened when a woman screamed nearby. People were still scrambling to get away. So useless. I felt so weak and ...

Feet shuffled.

Please. No.

I tested my index finger on the trigger. I could pull back if I had to. More shuffling. Closer. Closer. Slowly, I flexed my finger, the movement easier.

“Rhett. You okay? Reyna told us.”

Cleo’s voice relaxed my jumpy trigger finger. “Yeah. I’ll be fine. I’m a little dizzy and sluggish, but I can move.”

Ozzie slipped his arms under my armpits and hauled me up. “Come on, Grandpa. Let’s go home.”

“ISAN guards?” I asked.

“Cleo and I Tased most of them,” Ozzie said. “C guards also took down some ISAN guards thinking they were with us.”

“Stop talking and move,” Reyna barked.

With me injured, it seemed Reyna was in charge.

Cleo aimed her Taser to the left, looking high and low. “Looks good.” Then she placed my arm around her shoulder while Ozzie steadied me on the other side.

“Follow me. We’ll go between those two buildings. The crowd finally settled and they’re moving that way.” Reyna looked back at us, then charged.

With Cleo and Ozzie as my crutches, we were able to keep Reyna’s pace. We pushed through the crowds, heads down. I tried to let Reyna make the calls, but I couldn’t ignore my instincts, training, and years of being a leader.

“To your right, by the movie theater,” I said.

Cleo poked my rib. “Don’t worry. I see him. Just keep your head down. The crowd is hiding us.”

After we passed a few office buildings, some restaurants, and a virtual reality game center, we were close to our glider. And it was too good to be true. When I peered up, I met one ISAN guard’s eyes.

If I’d looked away, maybe he wouldn’t have thought anything. But he kept staring and his shoulder dropped. I knew he was going to shoot.

Oh, hell!

“Run.” I dropped my arms and hobbled. Taking my Taser out, I fired. Without my full muscle control, I missed and stunned a man next to the guard.

“What the hell are you doing, Rhett?” Ozzie shot the ISAN guard I’d meant to hit, but another one had showed up.

“This way.” Reyna dropped down to a crouch, shot one on a rooftop, and sprinted away.

I trailed behind, Ozzie and Cleo by my side.

“Go back. I made a wrong turn. This is a dead—” Reyna froze and backed away from a dark shadow.

She had run into a nest of ISAN guards. No, not ISAN guards. Not even C guards. Citizens? Thieves?

“Well, well, well. Look what we have here.” A man with dark curly hair pointed a gun at Reyna’s temple. “Such a pretty face. Drop your weapons. All of you. Or her brain is toast.”

Curly had such a thick English accent, it was difficult to understand him. A gray beard covered half his face, and his clothes were caked with grime.

Click. Three more clicks.

Ozzie cursed.

“I think it’s our lucky day,” someone said behind me.

A disdainful laugh rumbled. Sounded like maybe four or five men. How many? I tried to turn, but something pressed into my back.

Slowly, I lowered my Taser. Ozzie and Cleo followed suit.

“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll let us go. Council guards are coming.” I assumed those words would scare them off. “We’re trained to fight. Drop your weapons and nobody has to get hurt.”

“Council guards aren’t coming. And I know who you are.” Curly looked straight at me, showing off all of his yellow-stained teeth. “There’s a price on your head, Rhett. And we aim to cash in today.”

Bounty hunters?

ISAN had paid idiots to capture us because they couldn’t. If I didn’t have a weapon behind me, I would let them know exactly how I felt about bounty hunters.

“They won’t pay. Besides, how do you know I’m Rhett?”

Curly hiked one eyebrow. “Andy, call them.” He gestured with a tilt of his head. “Tell them we have Rhett and three others.”

With my back to the others, I had no idea how many there were. My mind reeled with possibilities and the odds. I looked at Reyna and winked, letting her know I had a plan. Then I jerked my chin to Oz and Cleo. Though it would help if I had full control of my muscles, there was no way in hell I was going to stand here and let these idiots turn us in.

Reyna gave me a curt nod and then her eyes widened.

“Hey, Mister. Do you have any cash?” She sounded like a little kid.

What the hell was a child doing here of all places?

“Scram, you little shit. Can’t you see I have a gun?”

The kid’s unexpected appearance distracted my captor for a brief moment, giving me a chance to whirl and calculate. The redhead—Andy, the man holding the gun at me—gave me a warning look.

I stepped, slightly raising my hands. I didn’t want him to get trigger happy, especially when the kids, not one but two, most likely made him anxious. One Asian girl and a boy, both apparently around twelve.

The girl had asked the question, and the boy next to her had his head down with his arms wrapped around his stomach. His cap read Renegades.

Two men with Tasers flanked Andy. Four men total. I could have brought them down easily. I brushed away that thought out of concern for the kids.

The kids’ clothes were surprisingly clean, but their hair was greasy like they hadn’t washed in days. They were thin, but with lots of courage, that’s for sure.

The little Asian girl shoved her hands inside her jacket. “I’m not stupid. I know you’re holding a gun. I’m holding one, too.”

Her lips curled menacingly. Even I questioned her motive.

Andy pointed the gun at her and then back to me. “Shut up, girl. Are you stupid? This is a real gun. This is your last warning. Go before I shoot you.”

“Yeah. Well. I’m a kid, so I don’t have to give you a warning.”

Andy’s jaw tightened, his nostrils flaring. “What the hell do you mean by that?”

Andy reached for her, but he was thrown back. A Taser pellet shot from the roof. Then the timid boy released his hands, a Taser in each.

It happened within a blink of an eye I didn’t know what to make of it. Three men were down, trembling from the electric shock. As for Reyna, she had her perpetrator flat on his stomach. Straddling him, she gripped his curls to force him to lift his head.

“You were going to toast my brains, right?” Reyna snarled. “How about I toast yours instead? What shall we do with you?”

“Shut up, bitch. Your ass is still mine.” Curly struggled to get his words out, his lip, puckered by an old scar, lifted in a sneer.

Reyna let go, and his face collided with the cement.

“Bitch.” Blood oozed from his cut lip.

I parted my mouth to say something, and the kids’ Tasers swung to me. My theory was right on the nose. Ava had mentioned kids during her mission. I didn’t know whether to be amazed or shocked that they had not only outsmarted the bastards but dared to point weapons at me.

“Hey.” I raised my hands. “We’re not going to hurt you. We just want to go home. We’re not with them, okay?”

The girl scrutinized me from head to toe, her sassy attitude the same. “The idiot on the ground said you’re Rhett. Are you? You look like him, but I can’t be sure.”

I crossed my arms. Yes, she was holding a weapon, and another one was most likely pointed at me from the rooftop, but I wasn’t worried. These kids were not bandits or homeless. They were trained, had skills, and they worked as a group.

“Yes. I’m Rhett. This is Ozzie, Cleo, and the one over there is Reyna. Tell me what you want?”

The girl lowered her arm, but the boy didn’t.

“My name is ...” She paused, blinking as if contemplating her decision. “You can call me, Momo. And my friend’s name is Bobo. And the one on the roof is Coco.”

I furrowed my brow.

Not their real names, but go with the flow.

“Well, Momo. Nice to meet you, but why are you looking for me?”

“I ... We ... Oh man.” Momo’s face lit up. Her hands began to tremble, her eyes glassy ... with happiness, maybe?

I thought she was going to get down on her knees and bow the way she was looking at me.

“Jo is going to be so happy. We’ve been searching for your team for weeks. We’re from the South. A bunch of us escaped from ISAN not too long ago, but we had to split up, and, and we’ve been on the run with limited resources.”

Kids. They were just kids. Knowing ISAN was training little ones had me furious, but seeing them in action broke my spirit. This was not the life they should be living.

Bobo finally relaxed his arm and smiled, looking at us as if he’d just met his idols.

“Who is your leader?” Cleo softened her tone and handed me the Taser I hadn’t had a chance to pick up.

“Jo. She sent small groups to different territories to look for you. We didn’t know where you were based.”

“Jo sound familiar to you guys?” I exchanged glances with my team.

“Nope.” Ozzie moved closer.

I regarded Momo closely as if I could find answers in her huge smile. “How does Jo know me?”

Momo’s smile got even bigger and her tone rang with enthusiasm. “How does Jo know you? Everyone knows you. You’re wanted. We saw a picture of you every day when we were in ISAN. We’re told—no, ordered—to shoot you down.”

“Really?” I arched my eyebrows, frowning.

“But don’t worry.” She let out a snort. “I’m not going to shoot you.”

“Oh, really?” My eyebrows spiked higher and so did my pitch.

Ozzie choked a laugh.

Cleo giggled.

“Yeah, really.” Momo wrung a strand of hair around her finger and swayed back and forth. “All the girls love seeing your picture. In fact, I’m—I mean we, I mean, they—are in love with you. But not me, of course.”

I crossed my arms, trying to suppress a chuckle rising.

“Oh, really? Do you have a warrant on ...” Ozzie coughed, “... me or Cleo or anyone else?”

“Nope. Just Rhett. Rhett ... Rhett.”

I clapped to snap the little girl out of her daydream. “How old is Jo?”

“Sixteen, I think.” Bobo shrugged, his dark eyes gleaming as bright as Momo’s.

“How long were you in ISAN?” Cleo peered up to the rooftop and then back to Momo.

“About four months.” Bobo looked over his shoulder to the open space like a trained assassin.

I was doing the same, keeping my eyes open for guards. “How did you get out of ISAN?”

Bobo flicked his finger to Momo and back to him. “We were on a training mission and there was a bunch of us. Jo and one of the supervisors planned our escape. We Tased the two supervisors and ran.”

“Wait.” I placed out my hand. “Where’s your supervisor?”

“We had to split up.” Momo rubbed under her nose and squinted. “We don’t know where she is.”

I rocked on my heels, contemplating what to do. “Well, you can’t stay here, and I don’t feel comfortable sending you back. Come with us and then we’ll go with you to your team. Does that sound good?”

I decided not to tell her the southern rebels were going to be attacked, not knowing if they were from the same group, I also didn’t want to scare her or send her back to be slaughtered. Zen had sent his team, and hopefully, they would have found the rebels by now. But how many were there?

Momo exchanged glances with Bobo, then looked at me. “Sure. That sounds like a plan.”

“Guys, before we leave, what do we do about him?” Reyna elbowed the man just as he raised his head.

He groaned and cursed.

Reyna and Curly had been quiet, I had almost forgotten they were there. Reyna still straddled him, her fists tight on his hair. I almost laughed.

“Do we bring him with us?” Ozzie went over to Reyna to help.

“Nah. He would be another mouth to feed.” I wanted to kill him, but I’d left ISAN because I didn’t want to be a killer.

Curly jerked and grunted, trying to break free.

“May I?” Momo held the most disgusted glare.

“He’s all yours.” I waved like I was clearing the path for her.

Momo’s gait reminded me of Ava—confident and bold.

“Do you remember me, asshole?”

Curly spat, his saliva landing inches from her feet. “You remind me of another rat I used to beat up.”

“Can you let go of his hair, please?”

I was surprised to hear polite words coming out of her vulgar mouth.

Reyna let go and got off him.

“Let me remind you—” Momo poised for action, dragging her feet back. “Not only did you steal bread from us, but you tried to kidnap us the other day. You remember us now? Since we were so easy to forget, I’m going to make sure you remember for the rest of your pathetic life. Renegades forever, asshole.”

Momo twisted at her waist, giving a roundhouse kick just as he got up halfway with a deadly expression. When he collapsed to the ground cursing, she Tased him.

I have a feeling we’re going to get along just fine.
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Rhett

I gave Zen a heads up on the way to Hope City. Bringing unexpected guests without warning might not go well with him. I would have taken them to my base, but they were so young, they needed adult supervision.

The kids, especially Momo, bombarded me with questions. Yeah, she was quite the character, but I loved her spunk and fire. She would be a good leader one day and would hopefully have a normal life after we demolished ISAN.

I watched their jaws drop when we landed in the ruins. If they had never seen the aftermath of such destruction, well, it was shell shock to their system.

“You live here?” Coco squinted against the setting sun. “Man, and I thought we had it bad.”

“Are there kids here?” Bobo rubbed his nose in the sudden gust of wind.

Momo twisted her lips and bobbed her head. Her tone was light and grateful. “Not what I expected, but it’s better than being out in the streets.”

“You’ll see. Come on.” I led them to our compound.

When we entered, everyone gathered around. Some stood on the makeshift second level on top of debris while others stood right in the center. The younger ones waited anxiously in front.

Zen introduced himself first and then the rest. I asked an elder woman to help the kids settle in while we met Zen in his office.

I gave Frank a curt nod by way of greeting. He nodded back and returned to discussing something with his group.

“Have you heard news from the scouting team?” I weaved around the table and stood behind a monitor.

“Yes, but no luck.” Zen slumped a little lower, his grip on the back of the chair tightening. He spun the chair around and eased into it like an old man. Then he tilted his head back and closed his eyes, which were puffy with lack of sleep.

“We’re running out of time.” Cleo placed her hands on her hips, tapping her foot in a steady rhythm.

“I know, but I don’t want to send another team.” Zen went to the hologram monitor Frank had pulled up. “Anything new?”

Frank shook his head and frowned. “I’ll keep searching.”

The monitor showed the south territory. Frank had zoomed the view to scan city after city. Although, you could see the people and their daily activities, he wouldn’t be able to detect any rebel kids. They wouldn’t be out in the daylight running around.

“Send me. Let me find them.” I got flustered the longer I thought about the situation. “I’ll take one of the kids. Momo said they had to split up. She can take me to their hideout, and then I’ll track the others from there.”

Zen rubbed the back of his head, focused on the ground.

Come on, old man. Say yes. I’m offering. There’s nothing to think about.

“I’m going with Rhett.” Ozzie stepped beside me.

“If he goes, then I get to go.” Reyna held up her chin.

“Since I’m on their team, I can’t be left out.” Cleo gave her father a challenging look. Then she winked at me. “Don’t worry. Rhett will look after me.”

Look after you? You don’t listen well, Cleo.

I almost snorted but held it in. Laughing in front of Zen would not be in my best interest or hers.

“Fine.” Zen’s tone and scrunched features said otherwise. “Go early morning and come back as soon as you can.”

“Okay. I’ll call in the location when I get there.” I ran out to find Momo.
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“Reyna said I could sit in the front with you.” Momo plopped on the passenger seat, the seat belt slinking around her automatically.

“That’s fine.” I checked the monitor and flashed a quick glance her way. “Hey ...” I waved her hand away. “Don’t touch that button.”

Her cheeks puffed out and she narrowed her eyes. “I know how to drive one.”

“You do? How? ISAN wouldn’t have taught you.”

She shook her head. “Of course not. But it’s not hard. If you know what to punch, it flies on its own. Our supervisor taught us that before we had to split up. Any moron can do it.”

“Hey. Watch your tone.” I shook a finger at her.

“Moron isn’t a bad word, for your information. Shit. Asshole. Those are.”

She spat out the words so casually I bit my tongue to suppress a laugh. “Okay. Okay. Just don’t say anything.”

She gave me a sidelong glance. “You mean anything, anything? Or just not shit, or asshole?”

“Just ...” The word gritted through my teeth. I wanted to pull out my hair. “Don’t say bad words, okay?” I softened my tone.

“But you say it. Why can’t I?”

“Because I’m a grown-up and you’re not. And because I told you so.” My voice came out harsher than I intended.

She crossed her arms and slammed her back into the seat.

I wasn’t sure why I was irritable. The fact that a kid her age shouldn’t be cursing, or because scolding her made me feel like a father. Not a good one for sure. Though I had to admit, she’d wiggled into my heart. Not just because she reminded me of Ava, but because I admired her courage. And I’ve always had a soft spot for kids.

It hurt more than I’d let on that Ava couldn’t have kids. I wanted to have children of our own, even dreamed about it. But I couldn’t be selfish. I knew it devastated Ava from the way she’d told me. It had taken guts to tell me. I could tell she was worried about my reaction, like I’d blame her somehow. I would never let her think less of herself. ISAN had done this to her. Her father had done this to her. He would have to pay.

“How far until we’re there?”

Momo was clearly unaware of my frustration or she was trying to brush it off.

“We’re going to land in thirty minutes. But we stick to the plan, okay? You confirm the hideout and I go in. You stay in the glider.”

She twirled her thumbs. “Yeah, about that ...”

“No. There is no about that.” I rolled my eyes and let out an agitated breath. “My word is final.”

“Geez. Yes, Dad. Just because I’m smaller, younger, and shorter than you, doesn’t mean I can’t kick ass. You don’t know things like I do. Things Jo said not to tell anyone.” Then she looked out the window without another word.

Maybe I don’t like her after all. Manipulative. I gripped the wheel tighter. Calm down. She’s just a kid. She’s scared and worried about her friends.

Those emotions I knew too well.

We drove the rest of the way in silence.

“There. You see that church?” She waggled her finger toward the direction. “We’re not hiding in the church, but it’s close to it. If you park there, it’ll look less suspicious among the gliders already parked. It must be twelve soon. There’s always a noon mass.”

Smart kid.

“There’s a landing spot. I’ll park it right there.” I sent a message to Zen with the coordinates so a team could get a head start. I would send the second coordinates as soon as I got it.

Her enormous smile was all I needed to see she wasn’t mad at me anymore.

The South looked pretty much like the other territories, with skyscrapers and areas that hadn’t been cleaned after the devastation. But where we were headed, outside the comfort and safety of the city’s center, looked run-down.

Small pockets of meteor scars dented the earth. The buildings around were just as horrific. Civilians, not many, roamed about the streets.

After I landed, we walked down into the streets. The humid air and the drastic change from cold to unbearable heat took some getting used to. I kept my head lowered and my Taser ready. A block later, Momo slipped into a ramshackle restaurant.

The door was intact, but the windows were shattered, and the inside looked like a tornado had gone through it—glasses, plates, chairs, and broken tables were scattered about. From what I could tell, it was an upscale diner.

Momo went past the wreckage, past the kitchen, and through a wall missing half its bulk. Then we hit a dead end, and she knocked on a wooden board.

Tap. Pause. Tap. Tap. Pause. Tap. Tap. Tap.

Silence.

She pounded harder with the same rhythm.

Tap. Tap. Tap. Came the response.

A thump to my left, like a brick falling, had me alert. Someone popped out. I aimed my Taser, and Reyna, Ozzie, and Cleo did the same.

Momo dashed to the entrance. “Guys. Look who I brought. You’re not going to believe it. It’s Rhett.”

I shrugged at my friends with a smirk. “She thinks I’m cool.”

“What are we, dog meat?” Reyna hiked an eyebrow.

“Come on. Let’s get this over with.” Ozzie pushed on ahead.

Dozens of hopeful eyes stared at us. A handful wore hats that read Renegades. Most of the children were about Momo’s age, but there were some even younger, maybe about ten years old. Their faces were clean but sunken in from hunger or lack of sleep.

Blankets were piled up against the back corner. Adjacent to the blankets was a table filled with junk food—chip bags, cookies, bread, water jugs. Things they could steal, perhaps.

“That’s Rhett,” one of the girls gasped.

“The rebels?” A boy gawked.

Momo took a protective step in front of me and spread her arms. “Yup. I found him. I mean them. This is Rhett, Ozzie, Reyna, and Cleo, and they’re from the East.”

About half of them rushed to hug us, and relieved sighs filled the room.

“They’re so young.” Cleo teared up, patting the kids hugging her.

“Hey, where’s Jo?” Momo clasped her hands, her eyes bouncing from one person to the next.

Right on cue, something thumped on the ground. Everyone whirled at the sound.

“Momo? I’ve been so worried.” A girl rushed to tackle her, tears glistening on her cheeks. “You’re safe. You’re safe. Thank you, Jesus.” She released Momo, her eyes wide and sweat dripping down her temples. “Where’s Bobo? Coco? And where the hell have you been?” Her tone went from relieved to scolding.

“They’re safe. Don’t worry. Rhett needed my help.” She nodded vigorously with a grin.

I assumed Jo had missed us in the relief of seeing Momo, because when she finally set her eyes on me, she stilled. I wasn’t sure if she was breathing.

“Jo. I’m Rhett. We need to talk. It’s urgent.”

Jo guided me out the back while my team got the kids ready to embark. I explained to Jo about Mr. Novak’s threat and how we needed to find the rest of her group.

“I need you to take me to where you last separated,” I said.

“Oh, I know where they are. Debbie, our supervisor, planned this hideout before our escape. I didn’t find our castle by accident. She knows this area well because she grew up here. Momo doesn’t know the whole story. All the other kids think we lost the others in case one of them gets caught. It was safer in smaller groups and less noticeable. It was the best way to keep everyone safe.”

“How do you communicate?”

“Debbie and I meet every other day. We met today.”

“Okay. Well, you’re going to meet again. Now. We’re leaving for good.”

“Give me a minute to pack up.”

“No. You don’t understand. We need to be out now. ISAN could attack literally any minute.”

Jo stiffened at my tone. “Okay. We’ll go. There’s a mall. It’s old, but people still go there for shelter. You can park there and then we’ll go on foot the rest of the way. It’s not far.”

“Good. Let’s go then.”

Jo and I went back in and gathered everyone. We rushed out of there to our glider.

I had taken the biggest glider when I left the Abandoned City, which housed about twenty-four seats. For now, they sat comfortably. When I rounded up the others, the children would have to double up. Not a problem. The more I rescued, the better.

“There. Do you see it?” Jo asked, her brown hair lighter in the afternoon sun.

“Yes, I see the mall.”

“We just have to walk to that brown building.” She pointed and leaned to the front dash window.

After I messaged Zen to message the other rescue team with our coordinates, I lowered the glider and slid it right into a parking spot. Cleo stayed behind with the kids while Jo, Ozzie, Reyna, and I went out. Cleo wasn’t happy she wasn’t coming with us, but someone had to watch the kids.

Before I left, I opened the food supply. Food and water should keep the kids happy and occupied for a bit. And I instructed Cleo to leave without us if things went wrong.

I wiped the sweat on my forehead and ignored the stares from the homeless people as I led my team behind Jo. Three gliders hovered close to the dilapidated building. The sight nudged my heartbeat faster.

I had told Zen to instruct the scouting team to park by us. Why had they not followed my simple request? More importantly, there should have been only one glider, and it was too soon for their arrival. The other team was at least an hour away.

Not ours. Something is off.

Gripping Jo’s arm, I hauled her toward the wall.

“What are those gliders doing there?” Jo asked.

“They kind of look like ours. Are they?” Ozzie studied the transporters with a frown.

“I don’t like what I see.” Reyna slid her Taser from her waistband.

Doors opened as we watched, and four to five men jumped out from each glider and ran toward the abandoned building.

“I think they’re—” Jo bolted.

I ran after her, my team beside me.

The sound of guns blasted in the air. I caught up to Jo and shoved her behind a car missing its tires.

“Are you crazy?” I yanked her down again when she jerked up.

Her chest rose and fell as fast as my hammering pulse. “Debbie and the kids. They’re in there. I’ve got to—”

“I know, but you can’t just run inside.” I gripped her arms and forced her to look at me. She was young and inexperienced and making all kinds of impetuous decisions. “They stopped firing. That’s a good sign—means they haven’t found the others. Have you been inside before? Do you know where they’re holed up?”

“Yes. They’re in the far back.”

“Okay. Good. They would hear those shots and prepare for an attack. Okay?”

I needed her to be grounded, to be focused. Her imprudent actions told me she hadn’t trained long before her escape.

“Okay.” She released a defeated breath.

“Okay. Good. Follow me.” I led my team closer.

Jo and I pressed our backs to the wall, while Ozzie and Reyna flanked the other side of the door.

I raised my fingers one at a time, mouthing, “One, two, three.”

As soon as I stepped in, bullets flew. I dove, landing flat on my stomach, and crawled with Jo to hide in a battered wooden desk. Peering across the room, I searched for Reyna and Ozzie. They were tucked safely on the other side.

I squinted through a hole in the desk. Two men at the stairs. Where were the others? Looking for the kids, of course.

“Stay here. I’ll be right back.” I had jumped up with my Taser aimed to fire when the wall by Reyna and Ozzie exploded.

No!

Chunks of plaster erupted and smoke cloaked the area. Another bomb went off as I ran through the smolder. It tossed me against a pillar and I collided with the floor. Pain seared through my muscles and bones.

When I groaned and lifted my head to assess the situation, warm liquid trickled down the side of my temple. And then something hard and cold pressed against the back of my head.

“Get up.” The man thumped his weapon on my skull.

Jo whimpered and made a strangled sound.

“Shut up, girl, or I’ll shoot your friend.” Another voice.

I rose slowly, calculating my chances, but the ringing in my head and seeing three copies of the guy talking to me made it hard to focus. Five men total.

“What do I do with him?” asked the guy pointing the gun at me.

“Shoot him.”

At those words, my knees nearly gave out. I thought of Ava, my mother, Ozzie and Reyna still trapped under the debris, Mitch, and even my father. I would not die here. Ava needed me tomorrow. Ozzie and Reyna needed me now. This couldn’t be the end.

I inhaled a deep, soothing breath as I remembered my training. Put your fear aside and do whatever it takes to stay alive.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” I shifted my feet and tensed my muscles, posing action. “Do you know who I am? I can make you lots of money.”

The man holding me hostage let out a mocking chuckle. He shouldn’t have let his guard down. I yanked his gun right out of his hand and shot him. To my surprise, Jo flipped her assailant, captured his weapon, and shot not only him, but fired at the other two as I finished the last one.

I began moving debris without asking how someone as petite as her overpowered a two-hundred-pound brute without Helix.

Ozzie and Reyna, you better not die on me. You’d better be alive.

I kept digging like a desperate dog until I felt a hand. Still warm. Then a face. Reyna’s. Then Ozzie’s head. They were breathing, moaning. Relief fueled another level of adrenaline. I kept plowing with Jo’s help and halted when I heard more gunfire.

ISAN guards must have found the kids. Bullets rang against tile like hail.

Save my friends, or help the others?

“Jo, get Reyna and Ozzie out and I’ll go help the others, okay? You have to move fast. Stay with them outside and don’t come back in. I don’t want to have to find you, too.”

I wanted to tell her this whole building might be rigged to blow, and we would all be dead if we didn’t get out, but I didn’t want her to panic. When she nodded, I sprinted toward the sounds.

I only got halfway down the hallway before guards shot at me. I had no choice but to retreat. What happened next sent a wrenching pain through my gut. A second bomb, bigger than the first, obliterated the back of the building.

There would be no survivors.

Those kids. I’d failed them.

Disoriented from the blast, I stumbled and fell, thinking for sure I was good as dead, but then a petite girl whirled into action. She punched and kicked, attacking like a seasoned assassin, and the three guards dropped with bullet wounds.

I peered up to see Momo hovering over me, her face twisted with rage and hatred.

“Momo. What’re you doing here?” I felt half-relieved and thankful, and half-furious with her.

She opened her mouth to say something when another bomb exploded. She dropped her body over mine to cover me. It humbled me—this little kid who had a heart of gold, thought of someone she barely knew before herself.

Get up, Rhett. Be the leader you’re supposed to be. People die during war, and it’s not your fault. Stop blaming yourself. Get your ass in gear.

“Come on. Let’s go.” I stopped when Momo teared up and stood like a statue before the smoke coming toward us.

It must have hit her then that her friends were gone.

“It can’t be true.” She shook her head, trembling.

In that moment, she looked so small, not like the badass kid I’d begun to know. How many deaths had she witnessed? How many lives had she taken? No child should have experienced such atrocities.

“I’m so sorry for your loss, Momo, but we gotta go.” I placed a tentative hand on her shoulder.

“Renegades forever. You will always be remembered,” she murmured, her lips quivering.

Those words. She crushed my heart.

Since she hadn’t moved, I picked her up and ran outside as the building groaned and shook. Cleo hadn’t listened—of course—and parked our glider next to the entrance, but I was too grateful to scold.

“Go, go, go!” I demanded after I settled Momo in a seat. Then I searched for my team. Jo in the driver’s seat. Reyna? Ozzie?

“Ozzie and Reyna are fine. They’re in the back for medical attention.” Cleo slammed the heel of her palm on the pad to shut the door.

Jo had done her part, helping Reyna and Ozzie get out. I assumed she’d had Cleo’s assistance.

“Rhett. You’re bleeding.” Cleo assessed me as the glider rose.

I rubbed my head where the pain had become more prevalent, but we didn’t have time. “Don’t worry about me. We need to go. The building is going to—”

The glider jerked.

“Rhett!” Jo yelped from the driver’s seat.

The kids screamed.

“Everything’s okay.” Cleo raised her hand as if somehow that would lessen their fear.

The other gliders fired at us. Jo moved over for me. I shifted ours to the right as the building crumbled. Flattened, as if a giant hand had smashed it. It happened so fast. My gut twisted at the thought of us trapped inside. We had gotten out just in time. Fate was truly on our side.

Smoke and dust veiled the area—a good thing, but it also blinded me.

I steered the glider upward. It hit something, banking us far left, and then took a rap. ISAN guards shot at us blindly, missing most of the time. I kept going until I could make a clean dive, the smoke continuing to shroud us.

As I soared our glider out of there, I said a prayer for the ones we’d left behind. I had seen many deaths, but this one hit harder. Those kids had hoped for a better future after escaping ISAN. Those kids, whose faces I’d never gotten to see.

I’m sorry I failed you.

This was wrong on so many levels. For God’s sake, leave the kids alone.

I glanced over my shoulder at Momo. She was belted in, but her knees were tight against her chest and she had her arms wrapped around her legs. Momo shook. She wasn’t the only one sobbing. Others were aware of what had happened to Debbie and their friends.

I had left a piece of my soul down there, though I didn’t know the ones who died. And Momo’s suffering made me sick to my stomach. Because I knew too well what she felt. I had lost many friends during our escape.

When we were clear of danger, I let the machine take over. It was going to be a long flight home, but we were safe for now.

I released my belt to take a break and headed down the aisle. Momo saw me coming, her eyes red and blotchy with tears. After releasing her belt, she ran to me.

“Thank you for helping us. We would’ve all been dead. Don’t feel guilty for the others. You tried. This isn’t your fault.” With each sentence, her lips trembled, but she had stopped crying.

A true soldier indeed.

Her words hit me right in the gut. This kid had wisdom way beyond her age. Momo did ease the guilt somewhat, but it would never go away, just like the time I had to leave Ava behind. All those kids were dead because they’d wanted a better future.

I got down on my knees. “Thank you. You are very brave and wise for your age.”

Momo snaked her arms around my neck, her frail, thin body shaking as she wept. “I’m going to miss them. Why does it have to hurt so much?”

Tears pooled in my eyes, tears I hadn’t expected. This little girl had weaseled into my heart and buried herself deep in such a short amount of time. And I found myself choked up.

I stroked her hair. “You’ve got us now, and you have your friends who need you too. Think about them, okay? We’ll get through this, I promise. We’re your family now.” I thought about the motto she said as a farewell to her comrades. As a tribute to her friends, I said, “Renegades forever.”

She squeezed me tighter and cried a bit harder.

My thoughts went to Ava.

Please let her be okay.
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Ava

I fluttered my eyelashes and my vision finally cleared. I tried to sit up, but I had been strapped in. Locked inside a transparent casket, I recognized my surroundings. I’d been here many times.

Blue and green lights zigzagged over my body.

A stranger’s face appeared. No. Not a stranger. An ISAN doctor.

Most of the time, Dr. Machine did the stitching or examined us. Rarely were we in contact with a human doctor unless it was something serious. However, I no longer felt the ache on my back. Dr. Machine had patched me up and taken that pain away.

Though it had been some time, I recognized this doctor. Dr. Henson had soft gray eyes and short white hair, almost like a buzz cut. He was tall and lean, wearing a white lab coat. Dr. Henson was so busy checking the monitor he didn’t realize I was awake.

White lab coat?

Had I seen this doctor and mistaken him for my dad when Brooke and I had wandered through the restricted area?

“Ava. How are you feeling?”

His voice, soothing and soft, yanked me out of my thoughts.

“What happened to me?”

“I was told you fainted, which is why you’re inside Dr. Machine. Your vital signs are fine, but your blood pressure is still too high. You also had a recent wound on your back. It’s healed, and I’ve taken care of possible scarring. Also, you had a headache—a massive one. Do you remember what you were doing before you fainted?”

“Before I fainted?”

I pretended to have forgotten. I needed to talk to Mitch. There could be no discrepancies between our stories.

“Where’s Mitch?”

“Mitch has a bullet wound on the shoulder, but he’ll be fine. He’s inside Dr. Machine in the other room.”

Well, that explained his whereabouts during the gunfight. Most likely on the floor, curled up somewhere away from the line of fire.

“Can you please get Russ for me?”

I rehearsed the story I had prepared with Rhett. Rhett. Ozzie. Reyna. Cleo. Their faces flickered in my mind. I hoped they were safe.

Please let them be safe.

“I can do that for you, but first I need to know what triggered your blackout.”

I found out I’m telekinetic.

I rubbed the side of my skull for a dramatic pause and squinted. “I honestly don’t remember. Maybe one of the guards bumped into me and I hit my head. That would explain the headache, right? Like a concussion? Can you call for Russ, please?”

I didn’t want to talk to the doctor anymore, afraid he would somehow find out what I had done. I had no idea if I could even do something like that again. It could have been a fluke, a one-time thing out of desperation. But the possibility ... I stopped thinking.

“Sure.” The doctor gave me his back and spoke through his handheld TAB. Though he tried to be quiet, I knew he had paged Russ.

A few minutes later, Russ strode in. He exchanged words with Dr. Henson, and the doctor left. Russ pushed a button and the casket slid open, but I was still strapped in.

“Hi.” My voice turned hoarse and rough suddenly. Maybe seeing a familiar face, belonging to someone who cared about me, unglued me enough to almost sob into his shoulder.

Be strong, Ava. Be brave.

“Ava. I was worried. What happened?”

The crease in Russ’s forehead relaxed when he locked eyes with me, but the tension in his voice did not ease.

I’d once considered Russ a friend, and I would have told him the truth, all of it, except I didn’t trust anyone anymore. Heck, even if I trusted him completely, I wouldn’t tell him. Russ had been a good friend, and he didn’t deserve to be in the middle of my battle. I had to protect him.

I pressed the heel of my palm into the center of my brow and shook my head. “I’m not sure. I remember my team and me falling into the trap at the gala. Somehow, I got caught in the middle of complete chaos. ISAN guards were shooting. I remember Brooke and Tamara going down to Taser fire. I saw the bastards who kidnapped me slipping out in the confusion and took the chance. I followed them all the way to some hideout in the Abandoned City—not the place Mr. Novak blew up. But anyway, I snuck around and found out their plan to retaliate. The next day, I followed them to that apartment. Everything that could have gone wrong went wrong. And here I am.”

I would have extended my arms with bravado, but the straps held me firm.

“Mr. Novak is coming to speak to you. I asked to check up on you first before he proceeded. Do you have anything you need to talk to me about? Anything I can help you with?”

Russ’s stern voice and worried eyes told me he didn’t believe my bogus story. I hated that there was a wall between us.

I scowled. “I’m not hiding anything, if that’s what you’re implying. I followed the rebels. I almost got caught. And apparently, I fainted. I believe the outcome was worth you thinking I had died or something. Now, when can I see my team?”

Russ narrowed his eyes, displeased by my insolent tone. “Soon. You’ll get to see them after you answer Mr. Novak’s questions and your blood pressure is steady. But Ava, you know the rules. You’re not supposed to go on your own. You left ISAN. You left. You can’t leave on your own. Ever. Mitch could have triggered the cyanide.” He no longer sounded like he was scolding, but more concerned.

You can’t leave. You can’t leave ever. Ever. Oh, yes I can. Watch me.

“Then Mitch should have triggered the cyanide.”

I didn’t mean to sound sarcastic, but when he’d brought up cyanide, I almost lost it. How dare ISAN have such little regard for our lives.

They say the grass is greener on the other side, and most likely it isn’t. In my case, the grass was greener. I’d experienced freedom and what it would be like to live in the world without ISAN. Rhett and the others had opened my eyes to show me I didn’t have to be an assassin.

When I had been in juvie with no hope, I’d been desperate to leave. ISAN had been my only option. But my entire past was a lie, orchestrated by ISAN to ensure my compliance. There would be hell to pay. For now, as the sickly feeling leached like a disease inside me, I had to keep up the façade.

“Ava.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and then raked back his hair. “You were lucky this time. Mr. Novak told Mitch not to ... He had faith you hadn’t run away and would come back.”

I almost burst out a laugh as I rolled my eyes.

Russ didn’t sound convincing. Rehearsed. Forced. Mr. Novak was surely watching through some camera I couldn’t detect.

“Why? Because he wants to use me, like how ISAN is using all of us?”

I should be more careful with my choice of words, but I needed Russ to know how I felt. Even with my voice dropped to a harsh whisper, my scowl betrayed me. Besides, I knew now Russ wouldn’t turn me in.

Russ had shared confidential information with me before. He’d told me to look within myself when I asked him if ISAN could erase our memories. He was trying to tell me things he knew without being obvious. I was sure he knew even more than he had let on.

“You promised me I would be making a difference, that I’d be a hero, but I feel like I’m being used. Not for good, but for something far worse. I trusted you.”

Russ scrunched his face, looking hurt or surprised, I couldn’t tell. He leaned in closer, trying to be inconspicuous.

“Keep your voice down.” He looked over his shoulder and once around the room, then settled his gaze back on me again. “You can trust me. I’m on your side. You need to look at the bigger picture.”

What did he mean by that?

“Listen, there are things Mr. Novak—” Russ’s head jerked up like a hound who had scented its target and he retreated a step.

Right on cue. Click ... click ... click. Mr. Novak’s footsteps alone chilled my blood. With his hands shoved inside his suit pants pockets, he slowly came to me.

His posture, arrogant and poised, commanded my attention. Buckled in the casket-like case, I felt vulnerable, powerless, especially when he peered down at me. Another set of footsteps let me know someone else was with him.

The person with him smelled like the ISAN protein drink. I craned my neck to get a better view. Payton. His tight lips and unfriendly expression let me know he was here not for me, but for Mr. Novak.

“Hello, Mr. Novak. Payton.” My words rang like a cheerful bell.

Payton flashed a glance my way and kept quiet.

Mr. Novak shifted his eyes to the monitor above me and then met my gaze. “Are you happy to see me or are you hiding something from me, Ava? Your heart rate is increasing.”

I hadn’t realized that, so I drew on my inner peace. I thought of Mother gardening, her smile, her hugs, and then I thought about Rhett. I wanted comfort, but it only made me furious.

So much had happened, and the month wasn’t over. I should be with Rhett right now, helping him find the rebels in the South.

“Of course I’m happy to see you, Mr. Novak. It’s been a drag out in the real world. People are stupid and rude.” I tried to fake a smile, but it was half-hearted at best. And I probably exaggerated the cheerfulness a bit.

Calm down. Don’t be an idiot, and keep your mouth shut.

“I see.” Novak ran a finger along the casket without making eye contact, seemingly distracted. “Stupid and rude. I do agree with you.”

I cleared my throat to get his attention again. “Anyway, while I followed the rebels, I heard something that will interest you. I came back as soon as I found their hidden base and got the information.”

He glanced at Payton, and when Payton nodded, Mr. Novak faced me again. A surge of faint energy crackled from Payton. I glanced between the three men, but no one seemed to notice or feel it. Perhaps only Helix could detect it?

Payton had become Mr. Novak’s lapdog while I was away. Or had he been all this time? I could be wrong, but why else would Novak glance to Payton for confirmation?

Payton is just like me, Drew had said.

I had forgotten Drew’s warning. Payton could detect if someone was lying.

What are you doing, Payton? Why are you helping that monster? What does Mr. Novak have over you?

Ridiculous question. He owns your life. My life. Everyone in ISAN.

It dawned on me that Payton had chosen to be here of his own free will. He had told us when Justine asked him a question.

“Really?” Novak rocked on his heels as if making an important decision. “What would that be? I already know what I need to know. Being kidnapped by the rebels, and then following them alone doesn’t look good, Ava.” He leaned closer, pressing his forehead close to mine. “Tell me your story and I’ll tell you mine.”

My heart skipped a beat.

Don’t let him intimidate you. He’s testing you, Ava. Get it together. Rhett is counting on you, and Mitch’s life could be at stake.

I swallowed and tried to mute my expression. “First, as you know, the rebel Rhett is not dead. He has some sort of sick fascination with me, which is why he kidnapped me. He has a serious problem. Second, the rebels are planning an attack against ISAN. I don’t know which territory, but if you warn the others ahead of time, they’ll have time to prepare. They plan to attack in three days, counting today. If we launch a surprise attack, we could ambush them. I have the coordinates of their base—not the pile of debris you bombed. And I would like to lead the team that gets to wipe their sorry asses off the map. Excuse my language, sir.”

Mr. Novak stared at me, and then tapped a button without looking at it. The machine hissed.

“You have been signed out.” A robotic voice spoke and the lock released.

The cold floor stung my bare feet when I took the first step off the case. The white patient’s gown I had on did nothing to keep me warm.

Mr. Novak withdrew a step to give me space. Again, he met Payton’s eyes, and when Payton nodded, Mr. Novak turned to me.

“Very well, Ava. Give Russ the coordinates. I’ll plan it out with Mitch. I’ll place you back into your team as soon as you’re ready. I’ll consider your proposal, but I’m wondering if it’s gotten too personal for you. After all, your mind will be set on revenge for the kidnapping, don’t you think? I’m not sure it would be a great idea for you to be there.” His dark eyes pierced with accusation and warning.

Doesn’t have to be a great idea, idiot. And as for revenge, I get mine one way or another for killing my mother, for holding my father hostage, for taking away my sister, for taking away the normal life I should’ve had.

I stood closer to the wall, wishing I could disappear right through it. I held up my chin, squared my shoulders. He would not break me. I needed to find the strength to play his game.

“Nothing is ever a great idea. You just do your job. Besides, I already have a blueprint for their building. I’m the best choice to lead the team.”

He paused. Those few seconds seemed like hours.

“Very well. I’ll discuss this with Russ.” He craned his neck to Russ and then back to me. “Since you told me your story, it’s time to tell you mine.”

His smirk let me know I wasn’t going to like what he had to say.

“The rebel team in the South has been destroyed,” he announced as if sharing wonderful news. He waited in silence, no doubt for my reaction.

No. He’s lying. He has to be lying.

All those children. Though I didn’t want to think about it, or even consider the possibility. What if my sister escaped as part of the rebel team? My lungs squeezed, no air escaped from them.

Sadistic monster. I’m going to kill you.

“Excellent. How? When?” My tone lifted in excitement, but my stomach filled with acid and I wanted to vomit. I really wanted to pounce on Novak and smash his head on the monitor behind him.

Zen’s scouting team. They were too late. They couldn’t have had enough time to find the southern base unless they’d flown a glider down there. Even then, they had so much ground to cover.

Rhett. Ozzie. Reyna. Most likely, they would have tried to help to find the southern rebel base.

What if ... no.

They are fine, Ava. Get it together before you lose it.

“While you were recovering.” Mr. Novak glanced at something on the monitor, frowned, and then turned back to me.

“Recovering? What day is it? What time?” I became disoriented as I raced through my memory.

“You’ve been out almost a full day.”

A full day? No. I needed to find that serum.

“Wow. I’m only disappointed I wasn’t there.”

It took every ounce of my willpower to stop my lips from quivering as I shoved my trembling hands inside the gown pockets. A hot burning sensation rose from my gut, up my neck, and to my head.

Stop. You cannot show Novak your emotions.

The news hit me hard. Many people I cared about were on the line. I wanted to scream, and I did, silently in the darkness of my mind. Images of young bloody corpses—my sister, Rhett, Ozzie, Reyna.

Mr. Novak adjusted his tie, regarding me. His eyes like a white-hot furnace, he grabbed the collar of my gown. I gasped and I chastised myself for reacting. I’d thought he would choke me.

“Don’t worry, Ava. You’ll have your chance very soon. And if you’re wondering why Payton is here with me, let’s just say, he’s been leading the group while you were gone. Kendrick is close to figuring out a way to mimic your mapping ability. I found out you are replaceable after all.”

Leisurely, he peeled one finger at a time away from my neck, then he walked out with Payton trailing behind him like a lost puppy.
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Ava

Mr. Novak is going to kill me. He’s really going to do it this time.

He was probably planning and waiting for a perfect opportunity. Perhaps on the next mission.

I found out you are replaceable after all.

His threat sickened me, but I’d known it was coming. I knew he would put two and two together. I was still alive, but those children who deserved so much more, they were dead.

I saw the three little faces on that roof, on the glider that day. They were so young. They were the age I’d been when my mother died. At least I had been safe in juvie.

I wrapped my arms around myself, feeling nauseous. Turning away from the door after Novak and Payton exited, I shoved my palms into my face, breathing in and out, in and out.

I had forgotten Russ was in the room when movement caught my eye, and my heart nearly jumped out of my chest. Russ inched toward me and stopped, looking at me as if I were a stray cat ready to bolt.

“Ava. Are you okay?”

No, Russ. I’m not okay. Mr. Novak just murdered a bunch of kids and I’m probably next. How are you so calm?

“Did you know? Did you know he was going to ...?”

I couldn’t let him know I knew they were children. I also realized then how little I knew about ISAN. Being sheltered and practically locked up, I imbibed the rumors and made my own assumptions.

I’d learned you didn’t need special DNA to qualify to be a super assassin. Some actually signed up, like Mitch and Rhett. And some, like Drew, got paid. They must have found by accident that those with the special DNA gained unique abilities with Helix serums. Brooke, Tamara, Payton—and how many others?

Russ lowered his gaze long enough to let me know he had known Mr. Novak planned to kill those children. He’d known. He’d known and he couldn’t do anything about it, even if he wanted to. Who could he trust? Who would go against Mr. Novak?

“Come on. Let me take you to your room.” Russ draped an arm around my shoulders and guided me out.

I couldn’t recall passing the gray walls or seeing ISAN guards stationed in each hallway. And I couldn’t remember how I got inside my room. I only heard blood rushing in my ears and my heart drumming out of sync.

“Do you need anything?”

Russ’s voice sounded muffled, far away.

“No, thank you. I’m fine.” But I wasn’t. I struggled to gain control of my muscles.

I plopped down on my bed and curled my knees into my stomach. I had to get ahold of myself. This frightened girl was not me. Both times I’d stayed with Rhett and came back, I’d realized what I could lose. It scared me so much.

“Is Mitch all right? The doctor told me he got shot in the shoulder. I don’t know who to believe anymore.”

“Yes. He’ll be fine. He’ll be stiff for days, but he’s lucky it wasn’t bad, and Dr. Machine was able to heal the wound quickly.”

I sighed with relief. “Okay. Good.”

Russ draped the blanket over me and sat on the edge of the bed. Then he crept closer and closer until his breath warmed the side of my neck. I knew then he was leaning to whisper just in case a camera was hidden in my room.

“I’m so sorry, Ava. You’re right. This is not what I promised you. I’m not trying to make excuses, but I thought I was helping girls like you. ISAN is not what it promised to be. Things have changed. I’m not a person who will make a difference, but you are. You can turn things around. I know what you’re capable of. I know your full potential, if only you believe in yourself. I told you when I recruited you that you have what it takes to be a hero, and I still believe that. You would be surprised how many agents and assassins would back you up. Sometimes you have to let go and trust. Not everyone is Mr. Novak.”

“I know.” I pulled back and caught his eyes.

Even after plenty of rest, I was exhausted, like I was going to sink into an endless pit.

Russ stroked my hair. “Are you going to give me the coordinates? Are you really going to hand over the rebels to Mr. Novak after what he did?”

I blinked, crisscrossing my legs. Russ had never been explicit about going against Mr. Novak. He had given me hints, but he’d never been this blunt. It was the moment I’d been waiting for.

This curtain between Russ and me had to drop. So, I told him everything, starting from the message on the TAB from Rhett. Then I told him about the Abandoned City, Zen, and Mr. Novak killing little children when he’d ordered the bomb attack in the South.

Russ told me he had met Rhett once after Russ first joined ISAN, but he had been transferred and had come back after Rhett’s escape. He also told me he had been the one to recruit me and that what I remembered about the way he tested me was accurate. However, it had been a year before, not six months.

“I’m sorry I lied to you, but because your memory was unstable, Mr. Novak ordered me to keep it to myself or he would end my life.” Russ lowered his head as if ashamed.

I swallowed the pebbles blocking my air. “I didn’t start asking questions until after I was kidnapped. Rhett opened my eyes. Does Mr. Novak suspect I remember?”

“Ava.” He gave me a grave look. “You were clawing at the cafeteria wall, remember?”

I jabbed the heel of my palm between the center of my eyes.

“Calm down.” Russ gently lowered my arm. “I covered for you. I told Mr. Novak you were having a breakdown, PTSD, after being kidnapped. There was a trash chute there, but they covered it up. The one rebels escaped through is located in the restricted area, and that one has been sealed up, too.”

“Thank you, Russ. You’ve been so good to me. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you all these months.”

“I wish I could’ve told you the truth, but you wouldn’t have believed me. I also didn’t have all the facts. And ...” Russ closed his eyes as if his next words would be difficult. “I trusted ISAN. Trusted Mr. Novak.”

I shrugged. “Well, I think we all did. Mr. Novak runs the eastern territory. Who runs ISAN?”

Russ drew back, confusion on his face. “I thought you knew. Mr. Novak runs all of ISAN. He has his trusted personnel run the other territories, but he’s the head. Over all of it.”

“Ohhh,” I breathed.

I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad news. Chop off the head, bring down the whole body. But Mr. Novak had so much support. Someone’s head might replace his.

“I need to talk to you about a serum. It’s called HelixB88. Have you heard of it?” I needed to know if Russ could add anything to what I already knew.

“Yes. HelixB88 is effective on the males. It doesn’t give them the perilous side effects of 77. And you can clearly see the results from Payton and the other boys.”

“What happens if one of the girls is injected with it?”

Russ sat taller and crinkled his nose. “Well, the result would be life-threatening. From what we’ve been told, the males are able to bond chemically with the serum and benefit from Helix’s sensory enhancement, but female bodies reject it, causing all sorts of problems.”

“Have you, um, given—”

“No. Never.” He shook his head, begging me with his eyes to believe. “I swear. I would have never gambled with the girls’ lives. And Mr. Novak wouldn’t have taken that chance. I mean, I wouldn’t have followed the order if he had.”

A soft beeping sound came from his chip, breaking the long quiet.

Russ shot his eyes to the message only he could read. “I need to go. It’s Mr. Novak. He wants the coordinates. We will talk later. Not in your room, but somewhere safe. I shouldn’t be in here. I’m going to ask to run the team with you. Let’s plan our own agenda and get you out of ISAN. I’m certain Mr. Novak will ...” He didn’t finish.

Try to kill you.

Russ kissed my forehead and rose. “We have to keep everyone as safe as possible. It’ll be up to us. The others have no idea. We can do this. Then you leave and never come back. Mitch will know how to get a hold of Rhett. We’ll keep in touch that way.”

“Okay.” I nodded, dread swimming in my gut.

“You can let go of me now.” He smiled, his green eyes soft and gleaming.

I didn’t realize I was holding his hand. Without a word, I jumped into his arms and squeezed him. “Russ. Please, don’t let anything happen to you. I need you to stay alive. And if you ever get a chance to leave ISAN, just go.”

Russ cupped my face and gently kissed my lips. Not passionately, but a you are my friend and I care about you kind of kiss. I didn’t jerk away. I let him, for it might be the last time I saw him alone. Then he backed away and pressed his forehead to mine.

“You too. Stay safe. Rhett is very lucky to have you.”

And I’m lucky to have him.

“Dinner will be soon. I’ll find you later.”

“Okay.”

When the door opened, Russ stopped as if there was an invisible wall. His shoulders slumped and then he shook his head.

“Brooke. Tamara.” He sighed in agitation. “Do you always stand this close to the door?”

“Well, hey there, boss.” Brooke gave her best southern accent. “Do you always barge out the door like you’re on fire? And what’re you doing inside Ava’s room?” Her voice shifted into panic. “Is she okay?”

I imagined Brooke frowning and Tamara pulling her eyebrows to the center, nervous and worried.

“You can see for yourself.” Russ stepped to the side, giving them a full view of me on the bed. “I’m glad you’re here. She needs the both of you right now. Don’t be late for dinner.”

“Yes, boss.” Brooke saluted and practically shoved Tamara through the door.

I jumped out of bed and wrapped my arms around them. “It’s so good to see you both.”

So good to see you both well and alive. And Mr. Novak didn’t hurt you to get to me.

“Hey. You’re still in your white gown. You okay?” Brooke pulled away first, her eyes demanding answers. Then she shot a glance toward Tamara. “I tried to come alone, but she insisted on following me.”

“I’m fine. It’s okay. I’m glad Tamara wanted to come see me. I missed you both very much.”

I understood Brooke, though. We had much to talk about, and Tamara being there would hinder our conversation.

“We missed you, too.” Tamara placed a soft hand on my arm.

Brooke lightly socked the other one. “What happened to you, or do you not want to talk about it?” Brooke tilted her head toward Tamara again.

I knew Brooke would escape with me, but I wasn’t sure about Tamara. When I saw them both by the door, I had decided I would tell Tamara everything, too. Then I would give her the choice to stay or come with us.

“Brooke. Tamara. I have things to tell you. You two sit on the bed. I’m going to stand.”

I gave a reassuring nod to Brooke and made sure my back was to my TAB. We had been told no cameras were installed in our room, but I wasn’t sure anymore—at least not about my room. And I had no idea what section of ISAN was safe to talk.

I told them about the message on my TAB from Rhett, about the rebels, The Abandoned City, HelixB88, the southern rebels being killed, and lastly how Mitch and Russ were on our side.

Brooke almost fell off the edge of the bed, mostly at the later part.

“What do we do?” Tamara lowered her eyelashes, twirling thumb over thumb in a methodical rhythm.

“First, before we decide, Tamara, will you be coming with Brooke and me? Or do you want to stay? This is your decision. I don’t want to—”

“What kind of question is that?” Tamara met my gaze. “Of course I’m coming with you. Unless you guys don’t want me to come.” Her voice lowered.

“Of course I do.” I approached the bed and gripped her hand. “We do.” I glanced at Brooke.

“You better come, or I’ll kidnap you.” Brooke schooled her face, trying to look intimidating.

“Thanks.” Tamara gave a small smile, conflict twisting on her face as she took her hand back. “I don’t want for us to end up like Chelsea’s team.”

Chelsea and her team were in my thoughts, but I didn’t know what Mr. Novak had told everyone about them. It was important for us to talk about it, but that conversation had to be for later. Right now, we had to focus on staying alive.

I stroked Tamara’s shoulder the way my mother used to stroke mine and sat between them. “I feel horrible, too. But first, we need to concentrate on us getting out, and then we’ll work on bringing ISAN down so no other child will have the same fate. Okay?”

Tamara nodded and grabbed my pillow to hug. “Ava, I have to tell you something. And I don’t know—”

“What’s our plan? We have to do something.” Brooke’s urgent tone superseded what Tamara was about to say.

“Tamara, you can tell me later. Time is running out. I need to let you know what’s going on. I have it all planned out with the rebels, and Russ and I will speak after dinner. I’ll keep you informed, but you can’t tell anyone. Not even Justine.”

“Justine might tell. Knowing her, she might go straight to Mr. Novak.” Brooke crinkled her nose and twisted her lips awkwardly.

“I wouldn’t trust Justine, either.” Tamara seemed a bit relaxed when she dropped her shoulders, but the tension in her face did not ease. “What about 88? Can’t we ask Russ?”

I felt a new sense of hope. With Brooke and Tamara’s help, we could do this.

“No. Mr. Novak holds it like gold.” Brooke lightly socked the mattress on either side of her. “Ava, you haven’t been here the past few days, but I’ve never seen Mr. Novak so protective of anything before. He started administering the 88 serum himself. He says he doesn’t want anyone getting them confused with the other Helix, but you know what, I think he’s afraid one of the male supervisors will use it against him. No one has access to 88.”

This is harder than I anticipated.

“It’s okay,” I said more to myself and slid off the bed. Then I paced to my desk and back. “Do you know where Mr. Novak stores it?”

They both shook their heads.

I gnawed the inside of my mouth. Think. Where would he hide it aside from his office?

Tamara stretched her legs and arms to the ceiling. “I can talk to Kendrick. Maybe he knows.”

“Kendrick?” My voice rose a bit high.

“Well. If I were Mr. Novak and I didn’t want to hide it in my office, I might hide it somewhere no one would think to look.”

Brooke tapped Tamara’s shoulder with an approving look. “She’s got brains. It didn’t even cross my mind.”

I plopped between them, my back on the mattress. “Perhaps, but I’ll go talk to him. I don’t want him reporting back to Mr. Novak that you asked questions about it. I wouldn’t be able to bear it if something were to happen to you.”

Tamara’s features twisted. “You don’t trust me?”

“No. That’s not it. Of course, I trust you. This is—”

“Dangerous?” Brooke creased her brow and crossed her arms. “Either we’re in this together or we don’t do this at all. We’re a team ‘til the end. And you think your life is worth risking?”

I recalled Rhett’s words. You think your life is worth so little. You may not think you’re worth fighting for, but I do.

Perhaps my friends were right. I didn’t have to do this alone. I wasn’t alone. For so long I had been. I had friends now, more than one. My friends were my family, and there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for them, nor they for me.

Stop being an idiot. Do what’s right for everyone. Learn to trust.

“Okay, but be careful. Meanwhile, I’ll search the restricted area and see if I can get in.”

“Where should I look?” Brooke got off the bed and adjusted her shirt. “Maybe I could indirectly ask a guard.”

“Okay.” I leaned closer, my voice softer. “In order for this to work without getting caught, we can’t ask questions or Mr. Novak will be suspicious. You’ll have to use your charm. And we have to search during our break time only.”

“Sounds like a plan. You mean we just have to be ourselves.”

Brooke said it like this was a walk in the park, and that scared the hell out of me.

Don’t do anything stupid, Brooke. So help me, I will ...

“I agree with Brooke. Be actors. That’s what we do, anyway.”

There was a different side of Tamara coming to light. Fierce and bold. Maybe giving her a purpose made her brave. Or maybe when you have someone to fight for, you see no option but to prevail. Or maybe being an assassin had begun to change her after all.
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Ava

During dinner, for the first miraculous time, Justine and Brooke did not cause a ruckus. In fact, they didn’t exchange words. As if the death of the rebels in the South had struck dread into everyone, the room was silent. Only the clang of trays and clink of utensils filled the air.

After dinner, I went to the washroom and did my business. On my way to my room, someone yanked me to the side, into the shadows.

“Russ. You almost gave me a heart attack,” I whispered sharply, placing a hand on my chest. “Maybe a warning next time.”

“Sorry. Walk with me to my office. Keep your eyes and mouth angled away from the walls and keep your words brief.”

I nodded and matched his step. He kept a steady pace, but my legs stiffened.

Relax. Be casual. Keep up the pretense.

“I ran into Tamara. Actually, Tamara came to see me right after dinner. She asked me about HelixB88. Whatever you girls are up to, ditch it.”

“What did she say?”

Russ gave a curt nod to the security guards as we rounded the corner. As for me, I gave them the bird—well I did in my head. In real life, I gave them my award-winning fake smile.

“Nothing much.” Russ waited until the guards were out of sight before he answered. “She wouldn’t tell me much. What’s going on?” His tone turned from concern to scolding.

I didn’t want another person to get involved, but Russ already knew everything. Perhaps he could help.

“I need a sample of HelixB88 for Zen. He believes we’ll have a fighting chance if we get a hold of it.”

“Maybe.” Russ scrunched his face and rubbed his temple. “Okay. I can’t believe I’m doing this, but Mr. Novak is away for a meeting, and the scientist has gone home for the day. Let me sneak into the lab and I’ll meet you at my office in thirty minutes.”

My anxiety eased a bit. “Okay. I’ll see you in thirty.”

Russ yanked me back as I slipped away.

“What are you going to do?” He looked at me suspiciously.

“Not get caught, that’s for sure.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.” His lips thinned.

“I’ll see you in thirty.” I gently peeled my arm away from his grip and scurried off to my corridors.

I didn’t even know if Brooke and Tamara had gone searching for 88, or if they’d gone to their rooms.

Russ was headed where I had thought to go initially. There was no way I would snoop in Mr. Novak’s office. Not that I could even get in. But I ended up at his door.

Rhett’s warning invaded my mind. Don’t you dare do anything reckless and stupid. It’s not worth your life.

I listened to his voice, the voice of reason, the voice that had made me open my eyes, and the voice that had captured my heart. But the door was right in front of me. He probably had security cameras installed, not just inside his room, but around it. I needed to be casual.

“Mr. Novak. Are you in there? I have a question.” I knocked.

I jerked back when the door slid open. Russ had said Novak was out for a meeting. Then why had the door opened?

Take the chance. Go. Pretend to think he’s inside.

“Mr. Novak?” I walked in.

I flinched when the door slid shut.

“Hello?” I glanced around and fisted my hands to avoid the temptation to touch anything. Although if there were cameras, I had given Novak evidence I had been here.

I could make up an excuse and tell him I had come to see him because I had a question. And that the door opened when I neared it. Just like how it happened.

A small simple picture frame on his desk caught my eye. It was a picture of him and a blonde woman. He had an arm wrapped around her shoulders and a big smile. I hadn’t known he was capable of showing real affection to anyone.

The woman had a heart-shaped face, thin lips, and a seductive leer. Pretty, but with a cunning expression.

I cursed under my breath and clenched my teeth. Mr. Novak didn’t deserve to be happy. And what sick woman would be with a monster like him? Did she know what he did for a living?

Mr. Novak needed to be put down like a wild animal. I trembled under the air seeping from the vent. How fitting. His room was gravestone cold, like him.

I fought the urge to turn on his TAB and search through whatever information he had stored. He almost certainly had a security lock on it.

Besides the TAB and the picture, his office was bare. And surprisingly, it was smaller than Russ’s. Where Russ’s office was inviting with a table and chairs for his guests, it seemed Novak didn’t want visitors.

Time rotted as I stood there. Where else could I look?

“Okay. This is strange, Mr. Novak. Your door opened, but you’re not in here. I’m going to go now. I’ll catch you later.” The lie left my mouth quickly and I dashed out, a chilled sweat on my forehead as the walls seemed to close in on me.

It hadn’t been thirty minutes yet. I decided to head back to my room. Hopefully, Russ had better luck. I sprinted when I spotted Brooke and Tamara waiting for me in front of my door.

“Hey. Where were you?” Tamara closed the distance, her eyes frantic.

I smiled and became an actor, hiding my trembling hands in case we were on camera. “Came to visit me. So nice of you.” I rested my palm on the scanner.

Brooke frowned at me for a moment before understanding filled her eyes.

“Come in.” I smiled again.

When the door shut, I bent over, palms anchored on my thighs, and let out a giant breath.

“Are you okay?” Brooke placed a gentle hand on my back.

“Yeah.” My heart rammed like a wild bull. “I went inside Mr. Novak’s office, and I think I’m finally realizing what I did.”

“You ... you, oh my ...” Tamara ran a hand down her face, looking at me as if I were some kind of freak.

“Holy, woman. You are a goddess.” A strange sound between a gasp and a yelp squeaked out of Brooke’s mouth. “Did you find anything? What did his office look like?”

I lifted my head when the nausea eased, and I straightened my spinning world. “Not impressive, that’s for sure. It was small and freezing. And no, I didn’t find anything.”

“I can’t believe you actually went inside.” Tamara covered her cheeks with her hands and bristled.

I dropped onto my bed, taking in her concern. “I wouldn’t have gone in, but the door opened, and then I let curiosity lead the way.”

Brooke shrugged. “I would have done the same.”

“But there’s security cameras everywhere.” Tamara cringed.

I blinked, coming out of my daze, half-listening to Brooke and Tamara bicker. “Hey, enough about me. Did you guys find anything?”

Tamara and Brooke plopped on either side of me.

Brooke sighed, sinking into the mattress. “Tamara came with me, but we didn’t have any luck. Then we went to see Kendrick. I told her to flirt with him.”

“It wasn’t hard.” Tamara’s face reddened and she bobbed her shoulders. “He flirted back.”

“Sooo, did he give you the serum? Does he even have access to it?” I clutched a fistful of blanket and squeezed, hoping to hear good news.

When her mouth twisted and she broke eye contact, I knew the answer. I let out a heavy, disappointed breath.

“Sorry, but he did tell me something useful. Kendrick said HelixB88 stays in the system longer than HelixB77. If we took blood from someone with it active in their system, then they can extract the serum ... maybe.”

Brooke gaped, then rolled her eyes. “That’s all you found out from him?” Her voice rose an octave. “He might as well have told you to kidnap a guy and drag him off to the rebels after he gets injected with 88. I mean, that’s never going to happen.”

I jolted off the bed and paced, trying to hold in my frustration. Taking it out on them would do no good. I had to remind myself lives were more important than finding the serum.

“You know what, forget it. If we happen to come across it somehow, then so be it. If not, then don’t risk your lives. Promise me, okay?” My chest rose and fell so rapidly I thought I was going to hyperventilate.

“O ... kay.” Brooke dragged the word out and glared over crossed arms.

Tamara glanced between Brooke and me. “Agreed.”

“Good. I have to meet Russ right now. I’ll see you guys in the morning.”

“Okay. I have to study. Well, I guess I don’t need to anymore since we don’t plan on staying.” Tamara tapped the door to open.

“Come on, newbie. Let’s bail.” Brooke sauntered out first.

“Stop. You know what? You should be at this meeting, too. Let’s go.” I led the way.
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Ava

Everything fell into place. Not only was my team headed for the fake rebel base, Russ had gotten a sample of HelixB88. When I’d gone to his office that night, he hadn’t been happy to see the three of us, but he’d understood we were all in it together, and it was critical we knew every detail of the plan for our escape.

Dr. Machine had patched up Mitch, and he was almost back to himself. Too bad it couldn’t do anything for his permanently sour expression. I had worried about him, but the medics wouldn’t let me see him. Thankfully, Mr. Novak didn’t suspect Mitch of any wrongdoing and put him and Russ in charge of this mission.

To my surprise, Mr. Novak had given the vials of HelixB88 to Mitch. That meant he trusted Mitch wholeheartedly. Had I known Mr. Novak would allow Mitch to administer it, I would have just asked him to give me one on-site instead of going through all that stress of looking for it. But would Mitch have given it to me? He would have had to come up with a believable reason why one went missing. So, our search had not been a waste of time.

Just as our glider landed in the field of tall grass, another landed nearby.

I unbuckled and stomped to Mitch in the pilot’s seat. “What’s going on?” I didn’t mean to raise my voice, but he hadn’t told me about the second glider. He should have told me everything.

Mitch gave me a once-over, switched off the monitor, and kept his voice soft and low. “West ISAN. I didn’t have a choice. Mr. Novak insisted, and so did Sabrina, since we were in their territory. Besides, did you think it would be just one team? West ISAN is also bringing guards. I don’t know how many. We’re raiding a rebel base, for crying out loud. We’re supposed to have backup. You know the drill. I didn’t want to tell you because I knew you would get like this.”

“What is like this? What’s that supposed to mean?” That time I raised my voice intentionally.

“Like how you’re acting right now. Stop being a spoiled brat and go with the flow.”

I shut my mouth, thinking of Vince and Chelsea’s team. Dead on the ground. Nobody cared. ISAN hadn’t acknowledged their bravery or that they’d even existed.

I forgot sometimes what Mitch had to do for the team. It couldn’t be easy. As a trainer, he would know every assassin who died in the field. He pretended not to care, but I knew he did. I had to give him credit for his bravery and the will to continue with a composed front.

After Mitch injected us each with a serum, he flashed the all-clear signal. My team swarmed to the fence that surrounded several abandoned warehouses. Then Sabrina and two teams—led by Drew and Gene—joined us. It seemed Gene had been promoted to a leader.

Sabrina pointed at Gene and then to me. Gene’s team had been assigned to partner with mine.

Some faces were new, and some faces I recognized from the visit, but I didn’t bother to recall their names. I was getting out of there.

Good riddance, ISAN.

Mitch held up a fist, lowered it, then opened his hand to signal go time.

We passed through the hole in the fence and spread out. Some went to the front, others to the sides, and the rest to the back.

“Are you sure this is the address?” Gene had his back to the wall, pointing his Taser.

I almost told him to go screw himself. Did he think I was a newbie?

“Yes. I gave Russ the coordinates I stole.” My tone came off sharp and cold. I had no right to snip at Gene for being a responsible team leader.

Mitch closed his eyes for a moment, and concern etched his tired face. Then he opened them with renewed focus. “Get ready.”

I nodded and glanced over my shoulder to Brooke, Tamara, Justine, and Payton. With their Tasers ready, lips tight, eyes narrowed, they waited for my instruction.

When Mitch gave me a curt nod, I pulled up my map and I eased through a door already ajar. I waved the team forward when no one tried to shoot me. I did a quick survey of my mental map and spoke into the mic clipped on my skintight, black bodysuit.

“All clear. Alpha team in the house.”

“Beta in.”

Hearing Russ’s voice reassured me everything was going to be fine.

“Gamma in.”

“Delta in.”

I cautiously led my team past rusted machinery and piles of wooden crates. Then I parked them by the banged-up tractor.

The rebel team should have been there. Had Zen given me the wrong coordinates?

My steady nerves began to falter. My heart rate picked up. Hot. I felt so hot. I tugged at my suit, my back sweaty and sticky. This wasn’t right. Something was wrong with me.

Please don’t let it be the wrong serum.

I shot a glance to my team—Justine, Tamara, and Payton looked fine, but Brooke had her head against the metal side of a machine.

“Brooke?”

I never got a chance to check on her. Fire blasted the back wall, and that part of the structure tumbled down as expected. Rhett had said it would be the fastest way for our escape, nearest to their glider.

The rebels rushed in and exchanged fire with ISAN. I needed to get to Rhett. The faster I left, the less harm on both sides.

“Let’s go.” I rushed ahead, my team behind me.

Mitch passed me as planned and went to team Beta to guide them out. Russ’s job was to do the same with the other teams, but seeing the plan through was always a whole different story once you were in the field.

I spotted Rhett ordering his team to cease fire and to stay down. My heart burst with elation, followed by a wave of nausea and dizziness. I steadied myself on one of the crates.

“What’s wrong?” Gene’s silver eyes darkened with concern.

“Wha-I-I ...”

Justine whacked my arm. “What the hell is wrong with you? You sick or something? We need to get out. If you don’t make the call, I will.”

The blasts of weapons and Justine’s complaints sounded hollow in my ear. Fire blocked the path to Rhett, and I couldn’t see him on the other side.

I shook my head, attempting to clear my mind. My map flickered in and out. I’d never had a problem with my ability before.

Plans change, Ava. Go around. Move it.

“This way.” I squeezed my eyes and forced my muscles to move.

The wall of crates on either side protected us, but I had no idea where I was taking them. My map had died. The path seemed endless, like I was stuck in a nightmare labyrinth.

“This is not the—”

Justine yelled in my ear as the wall in front of us exploded. I crashed against the fallen crates, shattered bottles tumbling out. Something spilled around me in crimson rivulets.

Alcohol.

Wine?

Then a cyclone of wind and fire engulfed us, following the path of spilled liquid.

I could make out the shapes of Cleo and a few other rebel fighters, but they couldn’t advance under the fierce attack.

It seemed the rebels had blown up the second wall since I hadn’t passed through the first. I had to get through, only my muscles wouldn’t move, and Brooke lay face down on the floor as fire made a circle around us.

“Ava!”

Payton?

I pushed up, and smoke filled my lungs and stung my eyes. The ringing in my ears got worse. Gene’s teams were nowhere to be seen, but Gene was inside the ring of fire. He had been closest to me. The fire forced him to split from his team.

“Brooke is down, Ava.”

Tamara shook me, taking me out of my daze.

“Brooke?” I dropped to my knees.

Desperate, I pushed Helix even harder, but nothing. Brooke hadn’t been shot or Tased. Why was she knocked out cold, and what was wrong with me?

Something wet and sticky appeared on Brooke’s left side. At first, I freaked out, thinking it was blood. But Brooke had carried the HelixB88 in a tiny glass vial. It must have broken when she fell.

Our only sample, gone. But I had no time to worry about that. Brooke’s life was more important.

“I can get us out of here.” Tamara pointed her gun at Gene, who was looking for a way out of the blistering blaze. “You. Pick up Brooke right now.”

“What?” Gene’s eyes widened.

He looked as shocked as I was at the ferocity in Tamara’s voice and the boldness of her orders, both so out of character for her.

Tamara fired and smashed a bottle next to Gene. He flinched and did as he was told. Then Tamara helped me up.

Someone flew through the fire. Payton. We had been told our suits were fire repellant, but my mind didn’t register that I could walk through the flames.

“This way.” Payton’s eyes held many questions.

He probably wanted to know why I was propped up and couldn’t stand on my own.

“Let’s go, then. What’re we waiting for? This shithole is about to collapse.” Justine tensed to dash through the fire, then stopped. “What’s going on? You’re not coming?”

It was a pivotal moment. I would look back and wonder if I made the right decision. I had never planned to ask Justine if she wanted to come with us, but knowing what I knew about ISAN, I couldn’t just leave her behind. Brooke might be furious with me for bringing her along, but she would understand why I had to try.

The thing about being a team leader, you don’t think about yourself. Every member in the team was part of me. As much as I disliked Justine, she was a human being. She had been wronged by ISAN as well. She’d once had a family who loved her, and I was certain she couldn’t have been all that bad. For this reason, I needed to give her a choice.

“Justine, come with us.” I coughed, smoke rising and spreading.

“Oh, no you didn’t just ask her.” Tamara tightened my hold. Either out of annoyance I had asked Justine or because she had almost dropped me. But still, so out of character.

“Go with you where?” She gave me a sidelong glance. Then as if understanding clicked, she scoffed. “You’re running away, aren’t you? Go ahead. It will make my day. I’ll finally get to be the team leader.”

“ISAN is bad. You have no idea. I’ll explain everything.” I pushed through the noise and exhaustion to change her mind.

Payton just stood there blank faced, flame reflecting off his glassy eyes. I didn’t ask him to go, for I knew what his answer would be. Then it seemed he changed his mind.

“You’re not going anywhere.” He pointed a Taser at me.

“No, let them go. Then I’ll have an excuse to shoot them all down.” Justine switched her Taser to a gun and pointed at me. “I’ll even give you a running start. Go ahead.”

Payton’s weapon flew out of his fingers. Justine’s gun popped out of her hand. She yelped and cradled her arm as blood dripped on her suit. Tamara had shot them both dead-on, one right after another.

“You bitch,” Justine hollered, eyes like a raging storm. “Go. Run away. I don’t care where you and your little pets go. You picked the wrong side, Ava. You don’t understand. ISAN is my life. I will never leave. And now that the star is gone, my father will finally give me the chance I deserve.”

I coughed in the choking smoke. “Father?”

The image of the photo on Mr. Novak’s desk came to mind. The blonde woman—Justine’s mother? They had the same heart-shaped face, blue eyes, thin lips, and cunning, seductive leer.

“That’s right. Mr. Novak is my father.”

The heat became unbearable and the smoke began to cloak us.

“We have to go now.” Payton grabbed Justine’s arm and yanked her away.

“Move it, Gene. Now.” Tamara shot near Gene, making him jerk.

As Tamara turned to run through the fire, I looked over my shoulder one last time. Justine kept her eyes on me through the billowing smoke, alight with hatred and disgust.

So be it.

My last attempt to stay alert failed as I dashed through the flames with Tamara’s help, gasping for air. I tried to speak, but incoherent sounds escaped my mouth. The ground beneath me tilted, spinning, and fading.

A shadowy figure stood before me. All too familiar.

Home. My home.

“I’ve got you, babe ...” Rhett’s voice faded as he barked orders.

From the chaos, I didn’t have time to process my thoughts. I’d thought I was reacting from the Helix I had been dosed with, but seeing Brooke on the ground gave me proof it was entirely different.

Rhett, HelixB88. I tried so hard to get the words out of my mouth, but it clamped on the tip of my tongue and refused to release. I was good as dead.

Then something covered me, and strong arms wrapped around me just before I blacked out.
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Rhett

Cleo and her team went to the side of the warehouse, while Frank and his team blew up the back wall as planned. Blowing up the back wall would cause less damage and less chance of anyone getting hurt, or so we’d thought. I hadn’t anticipated ISAN West being there to aid the mission. Therefore, we were outnumbered.

No biggie. We had the advantage of surprise. We’d be fine.

Ozzie and Reyna wanted to come, but I wouldn’t let them. They were still recovering. Besides, this was supposed to be easy in and out.

Don’t panic. You can do this. Stick with the plan.

My racing pulse eased a bit when I saw Ava and her team coming toward me, but something was wrong. She seemed less coordinated and struggled to move her legs, tripping over herself. There were many possibilities to explain this. She might have fallen and just got up, or the blast had thrown her off. But ...

Gunfire, broken crates, and unexpected fire blocked her way. More liquid drained out and bottles shattered. Zen hadn’t known the warehouse stocked wine.

Okay. No problem. Don’t Panic. Go to Plan B—Cleo.

Hansh and Miguel covered the back with Frank while Owen came with me.

The ground shook when the second wall blew. I had been too late to warn Cleo about the alcohol. How much firepower had she used? Cleo sometimes went overboard. I rushed to her, but she was crouched against a beat-up tractor and no Ava.

Unfortunately for the ISAN assassins, I circled the opposite side and ended up behind them. To my horror, I saw a small someone with dark hair standing before me with her Taser aimed at ISAN guards.

Momo! How dare she put her life on the line?

I almost bellowed in fury but clamped my lips together. I didn’t want to give her away. Too late. One guy turned. Before I could fire a shot, Momo ducked, rolled, and knocked him to the ground.

Momo shot him and shot the second one. Then she kicked high, connecting with the third guy’s face. She dove to the ground to escape gunfire and then twisted to shoot one pointing a weapon at her. After that, Momo slid between the fifth guy’s legs and shot him from behind.

I tried to get a shot in—so did Cleo—but everything happened too swiftly. She moved rapidly. So fast. I was worried I would shoot her. But damn. She had her enemies down. Had she been injected with Helix?

“Momo!”

She seemed more scared by my tone and expression than she did the ISAN assassins.

“What the hel—” I stopped myself. No swearing in front of kids. I had to be a role model. “What are you doing here? I told you to stay put.”

She backed away as I strode toward her.

Cleo came between us. “I’m sorry about the fire. I didn’t know.”

“It’s not your fault. None of us knew.”

“But did you see Momo? See what she did?”

“Yeah. Who gave her Helix?”

“I told you I’m good. I may be little, but I’m fast and smart.” Momo crossed her arms. “I don’t need Helix. I have natural ability.”

I didn’t have time to argue. “Whatever you say, kid. Now go back to the glider before I pick you up myself.”

She scoffed and shoved her hands on her hips. “Like you can. I’d like to see you try.”

This brat was going to drive me nuts.

“The people you are waiting for are still inside. I can hear them.” Momo’s voice softened, worry tugging her face.

“You can hear them?”

I arched my brows. Roaring fire bellowing filled the air. That was the craziest thing I’d heard her say so far. I didn’t have time for games. I admired her courage, but she’d better not get in the way.

Then I’d thought about the girls in the news and what Momo said. I don’t need Helix. I had to dismiss it for now. Time was running out.

Where was Ava, and what was taking her so long? All shots had been exchanged outside the perimeter of the fire. I couldn’t see past the flames. I tried to go through, but our suits weren’t fireproof.

“You can climb the crates, they’ll hold you. I’ll go get something. I’ll be right back.” Owen took off to the glider.

I was just about to ask Owen to get something for the fire, but he beat me to it. Quick thinking. I liked that guy.

Smoke rolled through the building and flames spread. Every second that passed with no sign of Ava felt like an hour.

I couldn’t stand it. I climbed on the first wooden crate, then hopped to the adjacent one. It was scorching hot and the bottom caught fire, but I didn’t care. Ava was in there, and I wasn’t going to leave without her.

I went up as far as I could, but the rising smoke covered my view. Red and orange flames licked the walls and covered the ceiling. My eyes stung. My lungs burned. I couldn’t stop coughing.

Oh hell.

“Ava!” I yelled, but my voice got lost in the din of fighting and flames. I caught smoke again and coughed relentlessly.

When Owen came back, I draped a fire repellant blanket over myself and prepared to rush through.

“Rhett, no!” Cleo yanked me aside. “Are you crazy?”

There was no time to argue or explain. I pushed past her and my breath caught in my throat. Four people rushed out. Ava and her friends—more friends than I had expected.

Owen and Cleo sprinted to the guy who was supporting an unconscious girl, while I bolted toward Ava, along with the girl holding her. Ava’s eyes opened and closed, and she tried to tell me something. Something about Helix, fire, and Brooke, but nothing made sense.

Slapping the girls with the blanket, I put out the lingering flames, muttering prayers of thanks for making it out alive.

“I’ve got you, babe.” I lifted Ava in my arms.

“Hi. I’m Tamara,” Ava’s friend gasped between coughs.

Her face was sooty and hair dusted with ashes.

“Keep a gun pointed at the guy, Gene. Or sedate him.” She gestured toward him. “I’m sorry I had to bring him. I couldn’t carry two. Besides, you’ll need his blood sample. I believe Ava and Brooke have been injected with HelixB88.”
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Ava

“Hello, Pumpkin. I’m here to tuck you in. You have a book for me to read?”

My dad’s voice, but I couldn’t see his face. My mattress slumped a bit from his weight. He smelled of citrus and earthy things.

No. The smell was wrong. That was Rhett’s scent, the one I’d come to know and love.

I tried to shake out of my dream. I wanted to get to Rhett.

My father faded.

Stop.

I changed my mind. I wanted to see my father. Go back.

The dream yanked me back with invisible hands. I grabbed a book from the nightstand next to me and handed it to him.

“Goodnight Moon?” My father read the title. “Again?” He chuckled lightly.

I smiled, showing all my little teeth. “It’s my favorite.” I lowered my blanket, nestling my head on the pillow.

“I know. How was your day?”

“Good,” I said eagerly. I was ecstatic my dad was spending time with me. “How was yours, Daddy?”

“Very good. I’ve made big progress today.” He turned to the first page.

“What’s a progress?”

“It means that what I was working on is doing well. One day you will thank me for it.”

I crinkled my nose. “Oh. Thank you, Daddy.”

He caressed my cheek. “You’re welcome, pumpkin.” 

He read the book and closed it when he had finished. “The end.”

I exhaled and drifted toward sleep. “Goodnight, Daddy.”

The mattress shifted, the weight of him lifting. “I love you, pumpkin.” He kissed my forehead.

My body felt like it was on fire. Too hot. Sweat soaked my clothes. Smoke filled my lungs and stung my eyes. Fire engulfed my bed. I couldn’t move.

“Daddy! Daddy, help me,” I cried out, but he couldn’t hear me. He was in his office, like always. He loved his work more than me.

The scent of earthy things replaced the smell of smoke, and I was no longer three years old.

Rhett. I must get to Rhett. Get up. Save your team. Brooke. Tamara. Must get them out. Rhett. Get up.

Get up!
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Warm hands covered mine when I opened my eyes. Rhett’s scent filtered through my confusion and I wondered if I was still dreaming. White light filled the space. Crumbling walls told me I was in Hope City. The same place where I had awakened when I was brought here the first time. Not ISAN, thank God.

I craned my neck and found a mop of dark hair.

Rhett had his head pressed next to mine on a makeshift pillow, draped over the stool on the bed. How long had he been there? Happy tears slid down my temples, relief flooding through me. Safe. I was safe and Rhett was here. My insides exploded with gratitude.

Since I’d made it out, Brooke and Tamara must have too. I was sure of it. I couldn’t believe we’d escaped. But I shouldn’t be lying down and so weak. Unless I was dreaming.

I shifted and spotted movement from the corner of my eyes. Reyna. Ozzie. Tamara.

Not a dream.

Where was Brooke?

“Hey.” My voice was gruff, sounding not like my own. I had so many questions.

Rhett jerked up, rewarding me with a welcome back smile as he squeezed our entwined fingers. He combed back his hair with his other hand and rubbed his eyes.

“Hey. How’re you feeling?”

Rhett’s voice sounded just as hoarse as mine.

“I feel fine. Did I—”

Everything came flooding in. The warehouse. The blast. The fire. Justine and Payton trying to shoot us. Brooke flat on her face. HelixB88.

Alive. I wasn’t dead. If I was fine, then Brooke should be fine, too, right? No Brooke meant ...

Panic struck.

“Brooke.” I tried to shout her name as if she was hanging in the back somewhere, but my throat hurt.

When no one said anything, anger replaced my serenity, and I sat up. My head spun, and I saw two Rhetts. I held my head between my palms until my vision came into focus.

“Where’s Brooke? Where is she?”

Please. Don’t let her be dead. Please. Please. Please.

Dread ate through me like a parasite, growing as I flicked my eyes at everyone. I needed an answer now. Silence stretched too long. They were all glancing at each other but not at me.

When I lowered my legs to the floor, Rhett grabbed my hand. I also noted I was out of my ISAN uniform and wearing something soft and comfortable.

“Brooke is ...”

I braced myself for the worst when Rhett couldn’t finish.

No. Don’t say it. Please. Not that. It can’t be true.

“She isn’t doing well. She’s in a coma.”

My heart felt like it had been literally ripped out of my chest and slammed back in. I tilted my head. Being in a coma was better than being dead.

“Brooke was ... she, I tried to ...” I relived the shock of seeing her down, surrounded by fire. She hadn’t been shot at or knocked out. And I had been hot and sweaty and disoriented. “She fell and I couldn’t help her. Something was wrong with me. I think we’ve been dosed with—”

“Tamara thinks your team was dosed with 88. Zen conducted some blood tests.” Rhett flexed and unflexed his fingers.

“I believe so, too.” It took a second to wrap my mind around our fate. My throat squeezed. “You think Mitch ...”

“If he did, I’ll kill him myself.” Rhett blew out a fuming breath. His nostrils flared, and a line creased his forehead between his eyebrows.

I felt the deadly ring of his declaration.

Reyna placed a hand on Rhett’s shoulder. “No. Mitch wouldn’t have. You know I don’t like that boy, but he wouldn’t. He also might not have known he was dosing them.”

“Are you sure about that?” Ozzie crossed his arms. “Let’s wait ‘til we get the results.”

“How long was I unconscious?” I asked when I realized I had no idea what day or time it was.

“You’ve been resting for five hours,” Rhett said.

I relaxed. Five hours was better than days.

Tamara came around from the foot of the bed and leaned against the wall, twirling a pocket knife. “Hey, Ava.” She paused as if unsure what to say next. “I have things to tell you. Even these guys don’t know. I haven’t been honest with you.”

What now? I couldn’t handle more bad news.

“Okay.” I waited for her to continue.

Tamara stopped rotating the knife and wrung strands of hair behind her ear. “I’m not as shy or scared as I pretended. As you know, Zen knew your father, or knows rather. Zen promised your father he would send someone to look after you. Well, Zen sent that girl, Amber, who was on your team, but she died.”

“Amber? Yes. I remember her.”

Amber had died of a heart attack when she came out of MM, so I had been told. She had joined our team before Justine. I hadn’t known Amber that long—in fact—I hardly got to know her at all. Now, I wondered if Mr. Novak knew she was a spy and terminated her.

“I don’t know what happened to her, but anyway, I replaced her. Zen sent me.”

All eyes flashed to Tamara. Everyone was stunned to silence. Back in my room before the escape, Tamara had said she wanted to tell me something before Brooke interrupted her. At least she attempted to tell me, but then wasn’t the time.

Be actors. That’s what we do, anyway. Tamara’s words.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I tried, but regardless, I was told not to tell anyone under any circumstance.”

It all made sense, but it was pure luck she had been assigned to my team. At that moment, I had no care in the world that she had lied to me. I was just thankful we had made it out of there.

“How could Zen guess you would be placed on my team?”

Tamara shrugged. “Zen told me to act all scared and shy. He said that might give me a better chance of being placed on your team, since you looked after your team members. He thought Russ might pair us up, hoping you would be able to bring me out of my shell. I just want you to know, I’m not that girl I was in ISAN.”

More surprises.

“I hope you’re still my friend. I do really like you. That wasn’t fake,” she added when I kept silent.

“We’re still friends,” I said as I tried to process. “You had to do what you had to do. We all played a part. You saved my life. Thank you.”

I meant every word. I was grateful for her, for her friendship, and for risking her life for me. And the thought I’d almost left her there, almost hadn’t trusted her, gutted me. I had more questions, but they’d have to wait.

Zen walked in, his stride swift and urgent. “Ava. You’re up and looking well. You feeling fine?”

I didn’t answer. I didn’t care about me at the moment. “How’s Brooke?”

He pressed his lips together. “So, you know.” He released a long, heavy sigh. “Sorry. Not well. I have things to share. This might take a while. Get comfortable.”

“I’d like to see Brooke right now. Where is she?”

I was in no position to make demands, but I didn’t care. I needed to see Brooke, needed to see her myself.

“She’s next door. We can hold our meeting there.” Rhett exchanged a nod with Zen as if getting his permission. “Can you walk?”

“Yes.”

Rhett led me to a room he hadn’t shown me before—a medical room. Unlike me, Brooke slept inside a glass casket, something like Dr. Machine, but far less sophisticated. She looked so pale and cold, like the glass my hand touched. The monitors beeping steadily were the only proof she was alive.

Being told your friend was in a coma was one thing, but seeing her ... I fought my chest from caving and the tears threatening to fall. I couldn’t stand the agony drowning me. Why couldn’t this be a dream?

“I’m so sorry, Brooke.” My lips trembled and I blinked from the sting in my eyes. “Please wake up. Don’t you dare die on me. We made it this far. You promised you would be there for me. I need you, okay? I’m going to do whatever it takes to get you back on your feet. You’re going to get better, and we’re going to bring ISAN down together. Do you hear me?”

I inhaled a deep breath as the others congregated at the table, giving me space. I had to pull myself together. No time to fall apart.

I studied Brooke’s face once again, hoping she would open her eyes.

“Wake up. Wake up. Please wake up.” My fingers pressed harder on the casket, urging her to feel my desperation.

When she didn’t, I made my way to the table with my head down. My friends gave me a sympathetic tight-lipped smile, and for a heartbeat, silence froze everyone in the room.

Zen held up his handheld TAB and read from his notes when I pulled out the seat next to Rhett. “First, I processed blood samples from Brooke, Ava, Tamara, and Gene.”

“Whoa, wait.” I stalled midway from sitting. “Gene? As in Gene from ISAN West? Why is he here?”

“Ava.” Tamara reached across as if to comfort me but dropped her hand. “I had to kidnap him to help me take Brooke out of the warehouse. I couldn’t carry the two of you. Besides, I took Brooke’s advice: ‘kidnap a guy and drag him off to the rebels after he gets injected with 88.’”

I wanted to hug her. It was at the warehouse Tamara had first acted differently.

I glanced back at Brooke and settled into my seat. “That’s right. I remember now. What do we do with him? Keep him hostage? Send him back?”

Zen shifted in his seat and looked up from his TAB. “Ava, I’m going to let you decide after I finish what I have to say. The test result proved Brooke and you were injected with 88.”

I knew what Zen would report, but hearing the confirmation turned me to ice.

Rhett stiffened, murmuring curses, his arm muscles tightening, looking like he was going to rocket off his chair.

Zen held out a hand to pacify the tension in the room. “As you already know, 88 works in the same way as 77, but it doesn’t harm the boys. Gene is fine. Ava, you fought off the serum. I found no traces of 88 in Tamara’s body. But Brooke—”

“Stop.” I let my head dip, needing a moment to catch my breath.

I’d always wondered when or how Mr. Novak would terminate me. Now I had my answer. Using 88 was a perfect plan, because there was no way I could take anyone else out with me. I peered up and met Zen’s worried gaze.

“Mr. Novak tried to kill me. That son of a bitch tried to kill me.” My voice grew louder. “He thought 88 would do me in. And he, oh ... Brooke. But he left Justine and Tamara alone. Did you know Justine is Novak’s daughter?”

“I can’t believe she just announced who her father is. I was utterly shocked.” Tamara rubbed her ears. “It makes sense, though. Justine has a cold soul, just like Novak. She’s just like him.”

It all became clear. My team had shared their brutal past, but Justine never would. I had thought her memories were too painful and she didn’t want to relive them. I had made excuses. But, oh how wrong I had been. The truth was out in the open now.

Apparently, Justine had always wanted to be the leader, but her father had put that burden on me. I would have gladly stepped down. In truth, she would have sucked in that position. If her attitude and actions were any indication of how she would have performed as a captain, her squad would have no doubt rebelled against her.

Zen pinched the bridge of his nose and inhaled a deep breath. “No, I didn’t. I’m sorry Ava, but I have no idea how long Brooke—”

“No.” That one word came out cold and sharp. “I don’t want to hear it. We have to find a way to help her. Won’t the drug wear off or something?”

I didn’t care if he was the world’s greatest scientist. He didn’t know everything. There had to be a way to help Brooke. There had to be something we could do.

“It has worn off. I’m not giving up, Ava. I need a couple of things, but I don’t have them.”

Tamara pulled out her pocket knife and flipped it open. “I’ll go. I’ll go get what you need.”

It would take some time to adjust to seeing this new, brave side of her. Though I didn’t say it out loud, I would go as well.

“Okay. We’ll get a team assembled.” Zen touched his TAB to scroll. “Second thing. I have a confession to make, something I should have told you earlier, but I’ve been too ashamed that I had a part in it. I just told Cleo before I came in here.” He inhaled a long breath as if he had just been given a death sentence. “As you know, HelixB77 binds and works with testosterone, one of the main reasons why it was too strong on males. To make a long story short, HelixB77 also known as Helix DASH which stands for DNA Accelerating Substitute Hormone, is part of a chemical protocol designed to control you—to control women—and your abilities.”

I covered my mouth to keep from saying something I would regret.

“What the hell?” Reyna’s eyes flared with something menacing.

“What?” Ozzie schooled his face tight.

“No freakin’ way.” Tamara blinked.

It was the first time I heard her swear.

“Go on.” Rhett glared at Zen.

Zen cleared his throat, his shoulders rigid. “The aftermath of the meteor radiation changed women, and only women, at a cellular level. We don’t know why, and the intensity is different for each person. Not all with the changed DNA even have the superhuman abilities. So, when you were told you have special DNA, that is true. HelixB77 enhances and gives an adrenaline surge that makes you think you’re invincible and overrides the inhibitor ISAN administers.”

“Whoa ... wait.” Reyna pinched her eyebrows. “There’s an inhibitor? When could we have taken it? Then what makes us stop from beating the crap out of the guards?”

Zen tapped his lips. “The inhibitor works on the nervous system. What do you eat or drink every day in ISAN?”

“Protein drink.” Tamara’s eyes widened, brighter.

“Yes.” Zen nodded like a proud teacher. “I found traces of something similar to an old drug, Ritalin, that was once prescribed to manage hyperactivity, especially in children. Ritalin and its class of drugs provide something of a calming effect, but only for people with specific brain chemistry. For those without that condition, ADHD, it’s basically speed. This modified Ritalin appears to suppress abilities in these girls in much the same way. All of the girls with changed DNA also have unique brain chemistry that becomes far more typical when they take the drug.”

Ozzie ran a hand over his face.

“We had to drink it every single day.” I jabbed the heel of my palm against my forehead, feeling nauseous.

It was no wonder I was able to pull out my map when I’d stopped drinking the protein drink. But I’d also been told over and over I was different than the other girls. The protein drink made us compliant, of course we wouldn’t act aggressively or try to think for ourselves.

ISAN had manipulated us like we were nothing more than objects or animals to experiment on. Whoever was backing ISAN wanted to control women. Keep us from this empowering knowledge. At least until they could mimic the effects in men.

What were they so afraid of? Did they think we would abuse it, perhaps take over the world? Farfetched, but possible with such abilities. And it seemed no one knew how far the abilities stretched or how many of us had them.

It was so senseless. I wanted to punch the wall, throw the messenger across the room, and stomp on his TAB.

It’s not his fault. But he knew. He knew. It explains why he didn’t seem surprised when I told him what I overheard between the unseen scientist and Sabrina.

Then what did my father know? This threw doubt on everything I’d read in his journal. What else had he left out?

“Who?” I pounded a fist on the table, rage scorching my blood.

Zen actually flinched and backed away. Afraid of my power? Now that I knew, and now that I knew he knew, he seemed anxious.

“Who is behind ISAN?” My voice was softer.

Mr. Novak couldn’t be the sole person to birth ISAN. He was just one man. He needed financial backing. He needed facilities. He needed support.

“Pierre Verlot.” Zen showed a picture of his face on his TAB.

He had a nice, affable smile in the photo as he waved to citizens. Never would I have guessed such evil ran through him.

I had seen him at the gala. Regal. Polite. Warming up to the people.

Hypocrite.

“And Josephine Chang is backing the rebels. One of her reps reached out to me when I escaped. It’s imperative you keep her identity safe.”

Rhett narrowed his eyes at Zen. “You called Councilor Chang to get the C gliders to back off during the chase, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

I had no idea what they were talking about, but I would ask Rhett later. I hadn’t suspected our very own Council representatives would be involved. One backing ISAN, and one wanting to destroy it. All along pretending to embolden each other.

Pierre Verlot and Josephine Chang. I repeated their names in my head, disbelieving.

“Councilor Chang will be stopping by this week. She wants to meet the team, but especially Ava.”

“Why?”

So she could ask me more questions, probe for answers I didn’t have. She probably knew more than I did. Now it all made sense. When our team had gone to terminate Thomax Thorpe, he had warned someone wanted to be the sole ruler. He may not have known who exactly, but he must have been on Chang’s side. Or maybe ANS?

“She wants to confirm our commitment.” Zen gave me a stern look.

Perhaps this was a good thing. I couldn’t wait to give her my opinion.

Rhett rubbed his forehead. With his elbow on the table, he leaned into his palm. “So that means HelixB88 is an enhancer for someone like Gene?”

“No, not an enhancer,” Zen said. “Males don’t have the DNA mutations associated with enhanced abilities. But 88 makes them equal to a female who does.”

You’re wrong, Zen. Drew and Payton. What about them?

I decided not to say anything. Zen’s bombshell was enough to handle for one day. I would bring it up later.

Zen leaned back into his seat and rubbed the back of his head, looking like he wanted to faint. “There’s something else I should have told you, but I didn’t want to tell you until I had evidence.”

“What now?” Rhett’s nostrils flared, his fingers digging into the table.

Zen released a long sigh and met everyone’s eyes. “You all believed Ava had erased her own memory, and because of her special abilities, it is possible. But ...” He closed his eyes, and when he opened them, they appeared reddened. “ISAN has the resources and technology to erase a person’s memories and give them new ones of rejection and isolation. All the assassins in ISAN have false memories, except for the agents, guards, and recruited supervisors like Rhett. Ava was somehow able to break through that barrier, it seems.”

I was too shocked to speak.

“What the f—” Rhett shot up and socked the back of his chair.

Ozzie dropped his jaw.

Reyna jumped out of her seat and stumbled back, but Tamara sat, grounded, her features unreadable.

Zen shook his head. “I didn’t want to say until I knew for sure. Now that you know, we’ll deal with the situation later, but first our goal is to bring down ISAN.”

Zen was right. Bringing down ISAN should be our first priority, but this revelation would hang over us like a dark cloud. He had done the right thing by telling us when the evidence was absolute, but damn. Taking our memories and implanting false ones to ensure our loyalty to ISAN was no better than controlling our bodies, making us complicit in our own captivity. They were both beyond forgivable. Inhumane.

Reyna planted her hands on the desk as if she needed something to hold her upright. “Let me get this straight. It’s possible for ISAN to take away memories of my family and implant a new one?”

“Yes,” Zen answered.

Reyna dropped her head and shook.

Zen squared his eyes on mine. “Ava, as you know, I took blood samples.” He paused briefly to eye Brooke when her monitor beeped. “I have information about your twin. I believe this is a topic I should share with you first.” He rose and looked at each of us. “It’s been a long day and I’ve given you a lot to process.” He turned to me. “Ava, I’ll be in my office.”

Zen gave a curt nod to Rhett and walked out.
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Ava

After I nearly had a stroke and a heart attack, everyone left me alone except for Rhett. He led me back to the other room. He scooted two chairs on the floor, facing each other.

“Let’s talk it through. What are you thinking?”

“I-I-I don’t know. These abilities ... these abilities women have. It’s something you’d see in a movie or on TV shows. What Zen said, it doesn’t seem real. How can Verlot ...?” I clutched my hands together in my lap, trembling under a mountainous rage. Too heavy. Every word I wanted to express clogged in my throat.

“I know. It’s hard to take it all in.” Rhett stroked a hand down my hair. “It’s okay if you want to wait, but sometimes talking about it helps. You know what I mean?”

“Yes.” I pressed my lips together, attempting to coerce my thoughts into words that were somewhat cohesive. Rhett said we could talk later, but I was so far beyond furious I had no hesitation. “These women have the right to know. It’s their bodies. Their minds. They should’ve been told. Women finally got equal pay and job opportunities, but keeping this knowledge from them is like taking away all those rights. To say it’s wrong would be too kind. ISAN, the entire network, is based on taming the power of these girls, girls like me. They didn’t want us to know the truth. They wanted to use us.” I laughed. “Because nothing ever changes.”

My face burned. No, my entire body shook. All the deception, oppression, and wrongdoing by Verlot.

“Taking memories away and leaving behind bullshit lies. I can’t even put into words.” I fisted both hands in my hair and suppressed a scream. “How could they? Why? I can’t stop wondering what memories are real and what’s ISAN filth. And what if I didn’t have the ability to ... what if I never remembered my life, or you?”

I peered up to meet his gaze, just as concerned and furious as mine.

“I know.” Rhett cupped my hands between his. “This is a delicate matter. We can’t just announce what ISAN did, especially since ISAN doesn’t exist. And if it got out, I’m worried how society would handle it. Will they look at every woman and wonder if they are special? How would others treat them?”

I eased my stiff shoulders and sighed. “I know. You’re right. We need to respect their privacy. If I were a citizen living a normal life and I had the mutation, I wouldn’t want others to know, just so they wouldn’t treat me differently or be afraid of me. There must be individuals out there showing signs of superhuman powers and keeping it to themselves because they’re afraid. We need to reach out, set up a secret organization to help them, or at least help them understand what happened to them.”

Rhett patted my hand and kissed the back of it. “You’re right. When this is all over, we’ll set it up together. And I know our friends will want to help.”

Though this knowledge would haunt me, knowing we could do something about it made me feel a whole lot better. First things first—we had to bring down ISAN.

“I’d like that. Together.” I smiled, a thin-lipped one.

Rhett tilted his head as if he suddenly remembered something. “I have a question I’ve been wanting to ask. You stopped those bullets at Mitch’s apartment, didn’t you? You saved our lives.”

I had tried not to think of what I’d done that day, but the way Rhett looked at me with reverence and not suspicion or disgust had me almost smiling.

I dropped my hands to my side. “Yeah. I did, but I don’t know how I did it. I think desperation and fear. The thought of you, Oz, Reyna, and Cleo falling to your deaths ignited something inside me. I never had the chance to explore it after that.”

Rhett nodded his understanding. “It’s okay. When you feel up to it, you should try again. Not stopping bullets of course. Something small, like moving a chair or taking a gun away from me, and then move to something bigger. Doing more than your body is ready for might cause you to faint or lose control.”

Yeah. I know the feeling.

“Okay.”

He nailed it. I recalled fainting, but I didn’t mention it.

“I have good news to share in light of all that has happened.”

“What is it?”

“We were able to save some of the southern rebels, and you’re not going to believe this, but they’re young. Very young. Like twelve and thirteen.”

My mouth widened, unexpected joy filling me. I’d wanted to ask about them when I had a chance, but he’d beaten me to it.

“That’s wonderful. Mr. Novak made it sound like he wiped them out. But he likes to make himself seem invincible.”

Rhett drew his eyebrows together, pain in his eyes. “There were deaths, too many, but we did save lives. One of the girls is kind of a pain in my ass sometimes, but very brave.” He let out a light chuckle. “She said something to me. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but she said she didn’t need Helix and that she had natural ability. I saw her in action. Quite impressive. We should talk to her when you’re ready. Maybe we can get some questions answered.”

“Okay.”

Rhett spread out his legs to pull me in closer. “Are you ready to find out who your twin is?”

I met his warm amber eyes that put me under his spell every time. I could lose myself in them and float away.

“Yes. I’ve been ready. But a part of me doesn’t want to know. I can’t believe I’m going to admit this, but I’m so scared.”

Rhett pulled back, looking at me as if I were a stranger. “Ava, scared? Now that’s a first.”

Rhett chuckled, his chest shaking. It took every bit of my will to push away the image of us in our pretend home, and the urge to kiss him at that moment. His sinister grin and the five o’clock shadow lining his jaw overthrew my rational thoughts.

Rhett matched his forehead against mine and dropped his voice. “I thought I’d lost you. You gave me a huge scare. You’re going to owe me for that.”

I lifted my chin and draped my arms around his shoulders. “Oh, don’t worry. I’m going to give you plenty.” My flirtatious attempt fell totally flat, and from the somber expression on Rhett’s face, I knew he felt it.

“Brooke is going to be okay. We’ll go together and get the things Zen needs tomorrow. It’s almost nine. You need your rest.”

“Okay.”

Rhett gave me a beautiful smile. “I’m so happy. I can’t believe you’re here for good.”

I opened my eyes, breathless. “Yes. I’m happy, too.”

I sounded like a lovesick fool, and though I felt guilty for having these wonderful feelings while Brooke was in a coma, I told myself Rhett deserved it at least. He had gone through hell and back for me. He merited my attention, my affection. He deserved to be happy. I didn’t want to kill the moment.

He stroked a knuckle down my face. “You must be hungry. I’ll get you something to eat. Would you like to come with me?”

“Could we do something first?” I shivered, the cool damp air caressing me. The comfort of freedom, not the perfect temperature at ISAN.

“I’m guessing you want to talk to Zen.”

I stroked his cheek, traced the length of his nose, and glided my finger along his bottom lip. For a moment, I lost myself to him.

“Yes. I should speak to him first before I eat.”

“I’ll be waiting for you right outside the door. Unless you want me to come, too. Together. We do this together. The good and the bad. Whatever it takes.”

“Yes. Whatever it takes.”

I’d finally made it home.

No more ISAN. No more Helix. No more protein drinks. ISAN didn’t own me anymore. I was free. And in due time, ISAN would fall.
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Rhett

I had to steady my anger, steady the rage threatening to burst out of my chest. Ava needed me to be collected. I needed to be the voice of reason. I couldn’t let this torrential crazy confluence of emotions override me.

So much to swallow. Information overload. Dismay. For all of us, especially those who had their memories replaced: Ava, Reyna, Brooke, and Tamara. And I wasn’t sure about Oz.

A part of me felt betrayed by Zen. Why hadn’t he told me he’d sent Tamara to look after Ava? Did he not trust me? Or was he hiding something? Zen had given me no reason not to trust him. Perhaps I wouldn’t have told anyone either, to keep Tamara’s identity safe.

I should be grateful for what he had done, even though it wasn’t to ease my mind. He’d done it for Ava’s father.

After Ava felt ready to leave the room, we strolled toward Zen’s office.

“You don’t have to wait for me. I’ll be okay. I’ll find you when I’m done.” Ava smiled and entered, but I lingered after the door closed.

I couldn’t leave. I wanted to be in the room with her, to be there for her. Whatever the outcome, it wouldn’t be easy. I had experienced firsthand when I’d found out Mitch was my half-brother—news I hadn’t handled well—and neither had he.

As time ticked away, I stared at the peeling plaster. I even got on the ground and wrote Ava’s name on the dirt with my finger. Gazing upward, I counted the solar panels on the makeshift ceiling. Then I rose and pressed my head on the rocky structure, counting.

Counting some more.

What was taking so long?

“Rhett.”

Cleo.

I twisted to see her behind me.

“Ava. She ... um ...” She cleared her throat softly. “She okay?”

“Yeah. She went to see your father.”

For Cleo to ask about Ava must require the equanimity of a saint. Things would be fine between us. I hoped she would find a way to ensure we were friends. For that, I felt grateful.

Her eyes widened. “Oh. Anyway, more news about girls with superpowers is popping up. I already told my father before the meeting. My father has sent a search party for them. If we could find others like them, they could help us with the war against ISAN. And of course, we would help them understand their physical changes.”

I released a pent-up breath. “It’s a good start. I’ll be right there to help Zen.”

I’d thought we would have time to help others, like these girls, who needed more guidance, but I was wrong. How many more were out there, finally realizing what they could do?

“Okay, then. I’ll let him know after he’s finished with Ava and I’ll catch you later.” She pivoted on her heel and left.

I whirled at the sound of metal clanking. I wanted to snatch the pocket knife away from Tamara, though I did admire the way she flipped it.

“What do you want?” I eyed the object in her hand.

“Oh, sorry.” She swung her arm behind her back. “It helps me to steady my nerves.”

I immediately regretted my brash tone. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay. We’re all on edge. I wanted to let you know that I sense things before they happen. I can’t predict the future. I only feel.”

“You can do this without Helix?”

“Yes.”

Amazing.

“How long have you known?”

Tamara leaned against the wall with her arms crossed. “I’ve always known but never told anyone, not even Zen. I didn’t want anyone to think I was a freak. Though, I did think it was strange when injected with HelixB77, my power was the same. And when I drank the protein drink, it suppressed my ability. So, everything Zen said is true.”

I shifted on my feet, tiny pebbles rubbing under my shoe. “I wish it wasn’t. Is there anything else you want to tell me?”

I didn’t mean to be rude, but I also didn’t want to stand here. Waiting for Ava to come out to tell me who her twin was drove me insane.

“No. I mean yes. There’s more. Something’s wrong. I didn’t tell Ava, but I feel cold around her. Something powerful and strong is coming.” She leaned closer to me. “Be very careful, Rhett. Or death will find her.”

The undeniable fear in her eyes and in her tone made me believe her. At her last words, every part of my insides turned glacial. Wordlessly, I backed away.

Winning over Ava was one battle. That was just the beginning. A war was coming, sooner than I hoped, and death would find her.

Tamara’s words were just a warning, not a premonition. A warning, that was all.

“Thanks for the heads-up.” It was all I could say, a bit annoyed. I didn’t need to hear that.

Just as I turned to leave, the sound of the door opening got my attention.

Ava came pouring out of Zen’s office. Her face tight, and the dark vitality in her eyes indicated whatever she had been told was not what she wanted to hear.

I had expected her to be smiling, or excited, but none of that happened.

I reached for her. “Ava ... who?” The anticipation killed me, and the way she clutched her stomach put a bitter taste in my mouth.

“I never thought ... Can we talk somewhere private?” She gnawed on her bottom lip.

I coiled my arms around her waist. Whatever got Ava all riled up, she would get through it. I would be there for her.

Ava was here. She was safe. We were together now. No ISAN or memories lost between us. We would prevail.
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